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      Darren Heavengrace was just a boy when his world came crashing down. At five years old, the Order of the Rod came for him. The fanatical order of paladins had taken over the entire nation of Whiteguard and drove Darren and his mother deep into the depths of hell.

      There, in the depths of hell, Darren grew from boy to man. His mother, wounded and weary from the Order of the Rod's attack, taught him everything he needed to know to survive. She bestowed upon him his father's sigil, the token of power that granted paladins inhuman might and the means to grow stronger by completing quests and acquiring skills.

      The demons saw a helpless child in him, but as days turned to weeks Darren's power grew. Eventually, he found his way to the surface. He left with his mother, who hoped to return him to a normal life. But her hopes were met by betrayal a second time, and this time the poison her enemies struck her with took her life.

      Ariel Heavengrace, renowned priestess and hero, died. Her soul departed for the heavens, promising to watch over the son she was leaving behind. As one last gift to Darren, she ensured he received the Legendary skill Limitless Evolution.

      Darren fled into hell, the only place he knew he'd be safe from the Order of the Rod. Countless demons came for him, but now Darren was the predator and they were the prey.

      There, in hell, Darren completed countless quests, using his Limitless Evolution skill to enhance the power of his items and abilities. The few trinkets he'd once possessed became weapons of unparalleled power. And the meager abilities his mother had given him as a holy adept were now unrivaled skills capable of slaying the mightiest of demon lords.

      When Darren finally found his way back to the surface world, Darren was already a paladin without equal. But the human world proved to be a strange place for a young man who grew up in the bloodthirsty wilderness of demons. For all Darren's paladin skills, he found his years of isolation left him barely able to speak to others.

      But not long after emerging, his sigil led him to Cassandra Silvercross, a noblewoman from the Blackwind Empire seeking to make her fortune as a traveling merchant. Darren saved her and her nephew from a demon attack and discovered they were traveling together to Limedeep, the same place Darren was headed to.

      Not long after, Darren ran into Morgana, an outlaw looking to leave her old life behind. But her past soon caught up with them all when Cassandra and Morgana were both kidnapped by bandits. Only a heroic rescue from Darren prevented the two women from becoming virgin sacrifices to the Prime Sin, Asmoth'Koteth.

      The two women, no longer in danger of being virgin sacrifices ever again, joined Darren in dealing the Prime Sin a humiliating defeat and sending her back into hell. Afterward, they continued on to Limedeep, where a far greater conspiracy awaited them.

      The Order of the Rod had long sought to bring Limedeep into the fold. To that end, they arranged for the summoning of demons within the walls of Limedeep itself, granting them the excuse they needed to invade the city, slaughtering citizens and demons alike.

      To Darren's surprise, their leader was a man named Gaimon, one of the paladins responsible for murdering his mother. Now, his ambition and schemes had brought him to Darren once again, where he hoped to finish the quest he'd failed when Darren got away years ago.

      Following a tremendous battle, the army of vicious paladins wore Darren down. After a rough fight with Gaimon, Darren surrendered himself to his enemy so that his friends could escape.

      Gaimon celebrated his victory, but little did he know that the heroic sacrifice Darren had made was the last requirement his Limitless Evolution skill required of him.

      Darren let his skill transform his body into that of an archpaladin, and when the transformation was finished he was stronger than even Gaimon. Now on equal footing, Gaimon stood no chance against Darren and was swiftly defeated. He drove the Order of the Rod from Limedeep, and its people celebrated. When he was finished, they called Darren both their hero and their new king.

      From Gaimon's death, Darren learned the name of the seraph who supports the Order of the Rod from the heavens, and his mother's true killer.
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      The earth trembled as a thousand cultists fell to their knees in unison. They bowed before a golden altar with two human hearts laid upon it, dripping unnaturally pale blood into a pool below.

      The cult's sacrifice had proved fruitful, and their dark deed was done. Asmoth’Koteth the Defiler, Prime Sin of the Sixth Hell, had come at last.

      "Oh, great Lady of Hell! Your faithful servants welcome you to the world!" the leader of the cultists said as he pressed his forehead to the ground. "May your coming herald the beginning of a new age! You shall destroy the Order of the Rod, break the Golden Temple, and wage war upon the Heavens themselves, freeing humanity from the yoke of the seraphim!"

      The cultists murmured in hushed whispers, awaiting the glorious proclamation of their demonic patron.

      Asmoth’Koteth rolled her shoulders, settling into this new physical form. She designed it to look like the body she preferred to occupy down in Hell. This vessel held less Demonic Aura than she was accustomed to. Still, such sacrifices were necessary to come to the surface in person.

      She had waited countless years for the Heavens to grow so weak. She’d made so many plans, and yet she’d nearly been foiled by one man. It had taken considerable resources to ensure this last cult in the Eastwood Kingdom succeeded where her bandits near Limedeep failed.

      The paladin who'd foiled her last summoning had humiliated her more than any defeat before him. Ordinary losses faded from her attention, but this man plagued her mind far more than any mortal should. The way she'd been defeated would have made her a laughing stock throughout all Seven Hells should word spread. She'd never felt such anger and indignation since she lost the great war and fell from grace.

      "Honored Asmoth’Koteth?" the leader of the cultists asked, curious at his patron's silence. "What troubles you?"

      After a long moment, Asmoth’Koteth spoke.

      "Where is the one they call Darren?"
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      Darren’s companions had many questions for him now that things had finally calmed down.

      “So you grew up without a father, too?” Callum raised his glass. “I knew we were like brothers from the moment we met!”

      “Being raised by the most expensive whore in a posh brothel isn’t the same as being raised on the run by an exiled priestess fleeing assassins by escaping into Hell itself.” Cassandra swatted Callum’s glass down.

      Her long, reddish pink hair danced over her shoulders, shining in the light. She had a dazzling smile on her face, framed by high noble cheekbones and a bright gleam in her eyes.

      Morgana shook her head. “You know, mountain bandits raised me. I thought that was rough on me as a girl. So I can’t imagine what it would be like to be raised by demons.”

      In contrast to Cassandra, Morgana was built tougher. She’d been a country girl before becoming a bandit girl. She was just as slight of build as Cassandra, but there was a wiry leanness to her that spoke more of life among bandits than years of dance practice.

      “Demons did not raise me,” Darren corrected. “I learned by killing demons.”

      “Right, you raised yourself by killing demons...” Morgana shifted in her seat awkwardly. “You know, if you were anyone else, I would have called you a drunkard, a braggart, and a liar. But since we’ve met, I’ve never known you to touch a drop of ale, tell a single lie, or show a scrap of pride over anything other than your well-earned skills. As absurd a childhood upbringing as that sounds, I’m inclined to believe you.”

      “Of course we believe you.” Cassandra shot a harsh glance at Sasha and Callum. They were the two most skeptical members of the group.

      “Right. Killing demons from five years old...” Sasha ran her fingers through her hair, which hung loose for once, instead of in the tight bun she usually wore it in. She was the sturdiest of the three women present. Her transformation to paladin had turned her into a giant taller than most men, and she had the strength to back it up. Her beauty was hidden behind a set of sturdy paladin armor and years of training for command. The only time she looked like a delicate damsel was when she was standing next to Darren.

      She had the light skin and golden hair of a woman from Whiteguard. She was blond, but with a slightly metallic sheen that didn’t quite seem human. She’d probably been a cute child before becoming a paladin made her strong and fearsome, even to the demons she fought.

      “That would explain why you’re such a monster.” Sasha caught a shared look from Morgana and Cassandra. “A monster in a good way, I mean! He’s a monster on the battlefield! You saw him cut through what, a hundred paladins single-handed?”

      “It was two hundred at least.” Callum flushed with pride as though he could claim some measure of glory from recounting the deed.

      “Right. No normal man should be able to fight off an army alone. Hence, Darren must be some monster,” Sasha insisted.

      “But he’s my monster!” Cassandra wrapped her arm around Darren’s shoulders, which was no small feat considering how broad they were. “Well... our monster.” Cassandra reached out and swept Morgana up to share in her embrace.

      “I know one part of him that’s monstrous.” Morgana gave Cassandra a coy smile, and Cassandra giggled at the shared joke.

      “What?” Sasha asked. “What about Darren is monstrous?”

      Callum chuckled and took a sip from his cup.

      “His mighty sword.” Morgana winked at Sasha.

      “Melancholy? It’s certainly a big blade,” Sasha said as she nodded to the weapon itself, propped up against the table. It was as large as a tall man and just as wide. Sasha had seen that blade cut a man in half, despite a set of full plate armor.

      “Not that sword. His other one!” Morgana laughed at Sasha’s befuddled expression.

      “I don’t get it. Does Darren have another sword he likes to use?” Sasha asked.

      Cassandra rolled her eyes. “I’ll give you a hint. While one slays men on their feet, the other slays women on their backs.”

      “Stop!” Callum held up a hand. “That’s all I need to hear, thank you very much. He shot a glance at Sasha, whose face was turning as red as the embers of the tavern’s hearth.

      They’d gathered here in one of the few restaurants that hadn’t been burned down during the recent invasion. Quite a few of the servers who’d worked here before were missing, but that was because most had fled the city. People had been trickling back in day by day now that the Order of the Rod and demons had both been kicked out.

      “Right!” Sasha said. “No more of this! These sorts of topics should be broached behind closed doors! Don’t you have any concern for your dignity?”

      It was Morgana’s turn to roll her eyes at Sasha’s antics. “What, do they teach you to be prudes in the Order of the Rod as well as genocidal mind-controlled killers?”

      “I never made it into the Order of the Rod, but as a minor noblewoman, a cleric of the Golden Temple taught me about the finer subjects.” Sasha huffed. "Mathematics, history, etiquette, and decorum. That last one means not speaking of things done in the bedroom while outside of the bedroom."

      Morgana laid a sad hand on top of Sasha’s while wiping away an imaginary tear. “Don’t you worry, Sasha. That’s just the last of Gaimon’s brainwashing talking. Soon we’ll have you stripping that paladin armor off and dancing on one of those poles.”

      Morgana jerked her thumb back to the other side of the tavern, where more than a few of the mercenaries were enjoying the benefits of the city no longer being run under temple rules. A few young and nubile women spun around a pair of bronze poles, showing off scantily clad figures that would have had most temple priests scowling just like Sasha was at Morgana’s words.

      The group of friends shared a few more barbs and quips before the necessity of their new roles running the city turned their attention back to more serious matters.

      “Right, the mercenaries will need to be paid,” Cassandra said as she looked at her itinerary of things to get done for the day.

      “Then I will pay them,” Darren declared.

      He had recently found out he was a very rich man. It turned out that the bronze coins he’d been searching so hard for could be represented by a smaller quantity of silver or gold.

      Cassandra had to explain how it all worked for him a few times. He didn't understand why people would want silver or gold instead of bronze? The demon hoards and cultist lairs he'd raided were filled with silver and gold, but the only places he ever found bronze coins was in the very pockets of those demons’ cultists.

      Surely that meant bronze coins were far more valuable if their owners didn't even dare to leave them from their person?

      It took Cassandra going to a money lender and trading a few of his gold and silver coins for a whole mountain of bronze ones to finally convince Darren that she wasn't crazy. Or if she was crazy, everyone else here in the city was crazy in the same way.

      To his pleasant surprise, a measly single gold coin had been enough to pay for food and drink for him and his friends all night, and after he paid he had a whole fistful of silver to take home with him. Cassandra had to convince him that they hadn't made a mistake.

      “Transferring their contracts over from the Order of the Rod to Darren personally will secure his position as the de facto city leader,” Cassandra said.

      “And it will ensure the mercenaries do not destroy the city in a rage at the cancellation of their existing contracts with the Order of the Rod,” Sasha added. “I recommend we downsize as quickly as we can, replenishing the city guard with fresh recruits. Eventually, we will want to displace the mercenaries entirely.”

      “I don’t know about that.” Callum shrugged. “Limedeep was always a lawless place. With the mercenaries patrolling the streets, the city is safer than ever. Even though we’ve lost two-thirds of the city’s population, what little of the guard that remains is collecting more in taxes than ever. Apparently, the criminal guilds that used to protect the streets were charging for protection. Now that they're gone, Limedeep itself has taken over that trade. People are paying half the money and getting real soldiers to protect them instead of hired thugs.”

      “Then we should take over those duties ourselves and expand the business!” Cassandra grinned as she put pen to paper, already hard at work crafting estimates.

      “And in doing so, ensure safety for the innocent people of the city far beyond what the criminal guilds ever provided,” Callum added.

      “Plenty of people won’t be happy at the thought of Limedeep’s leadership cracking down on crime,” Cassandra said. “A fair bit of trade here is made based on being able to traffic illicit goods openly. So perhaps a compromise is in order? We will leave the northern half of the docks lawless and turn a blind eye to what’s happening there. The rest of the city will have patrols from Darren’s mercenaries to help keep the peace.”

      “Let crime run free?” Darren didn’t like the sound of that.

      “Only for the moment.” Cassandra laid a hand on his shoulder. “Otherwise, we risk destroying the city’s entire economy. We need to give people time to transition to legitimate work.”

      “Then it is decided. Tell these mercenaries to present themselves. I will pay them from my own hand,” Darren said.

      “That is likely wise. I doubt either of your assistants would be intimidating to a rugged mercenary captain.” Sasha drummed her fingers against the table, glaring as she watched Cassandra and Morgana press themselves up against Darren’s sides.

      Whenever Darren’s two women displayed more than platonic affection towards him, something irked Sasha’s insides. She wasn’t sure what it was yet, but she just didn’t like seeing those two sitting so close to him. It felt almost like a dagger stabbing her heart, but she had no physical wounds. For the life of her, Sasha couldn’t figure out where the feelings were coming from.

      “Are you two quite finished?” Sasha glowered.

      “With Darren?” Cassandra asked with wide eyes. “Of course not. A monster like him can go all day and all night.”

      Sasha crossed her arms and glowered at Cassandra and Morgana before averting her gaze.

      “Enough,” Darren said before the barbs could turn from friendly jabs to more serious arguing. “We know what we must do. Callum and Sasha, go recruit guards. Morgana, do the same in your circles. There will be enforcers for dead gangs in need of work. Find them and tell them to join the city guard. That will turn them from crime. Cassandra and I will pay the mercenaries.”

      And so everyone went their separate ways. Then, with Cassandra at his side, Darren met with the captains of all six mercenary bands Gaimon had hired to supplement his small elite force of paladins and keep order in the city.

      “About time you got back, little girl!” a mercenary bellowed as Cassandra opened the door. “The Red Reavers need their pay! Scurry over here and present it to me. Otherwise, I’ll have to go and... uh..."

      Cassandra scowled. The man only went silent when Darren stepped up behind her, ducking his head to enter the guard barracks they were using for their meeting with these mercenaries.

      Darren took one look at the six mercenary captains. He identified the one who’d just spoken. Then, in one smooth motion, Darren appeared before him. He grabbed the man by the scruff of his collar and hauled him over to the nearest window.

      “W-wait! Hold on!” the captain of the Red Reavers stuttered. He was a big man, but Darren held him as easily as a struggling child. He drew the sword at his hip and tried to stab Darren, but Darren was faster and caught the man’s wrist with his free hand, snapping it with a casual twist like someone breaking tinder for a fire.

      “My arm!” he cried in pain and terror as Darren stared down at him with a dispassionate stare.

      The man was too broad to fit through the window, but Darren shoved him through until the wall next to the window shattered and crumbled, breaking the man’s shoulder. The man himself followed the bits of broken wood and glass, tumbling to the ground two stories below.

      Once he was done discarding the rude man, Darren turned to Cassandra. “Tell the Red Reavers to send someone else to collect their pay.”

      The other mercenary captains gulped in unison. There wasn’t a man among them who hadn’t thought about renegotiating their contracts upward with this new city lord. When a little girl had shown up to pay them their eyes had turned green with greed and they’d planned to intimidate her into giving them as much as they wanted. But Darren had just shown them he would be a lot harder to push around than they thought.

      “Cassandra tells me standard rates are fifteen gold for each fifty-man platoon each month. I will pay you accordingly.”

      “Ah, Sir Darren,” one particularly bold mercenary captain began. “There is something of a new contract negotiation fee. Normally, we need a bit of extra coin to get the job going..."

      Darren turned his gaze to the brave man. “Gaimon already paid your fee. I will not pay it again. The terms I have stated are fair and honorable. You will accept them.”

      The mercenary captain shot one quick glance at the broken window, just big enough for a man to fit through.

      “O-of course, sir. We’d be honored to be in your employ.”

      Darren shook each man’s hand one at a time, then he paid them all for the next week of service. Each renewed their oath to work for him. Some of them were no doubt already looking for work from a less intimidating lord. Still, even they would have to stay a while before they could secure a new contract.

      Without work, these mercenary captains couldn’t pay their men. Cassandra had explained to Darren that he could go on the lower side of payment because these mercenaries were already far from the Blackwind Empire, where they got most of their contracts. Moving their troops to take a new job would be a sizable investment. Most of them wouldn’t be willing to leave unless they had something lined up. So long as Darren’s offer for ongoing work was fair, they’d want to stay in his good graces.

      The Red Reavers were the last to be paid and make their oath to Darren because their previous captain had been thrown out a window. It was only a couple of floors and the man would live, but he wouldn’t ever again disrespect Cassandra like he had. None of the captains would, which was just how Darren wanted things.

      “That was amazing, Darren!” Cassandra wrapped her arms around him. “You do not know how difficult it was for me to talk with them. Those types always charge more when they think they’re working for a spoiled noblewoman. I had trouble keeping a small caravan of guards in line. Keeping an army of mercenaries together sounds impossible.”

      “Warn me if any make trouble. I will speak to them,” Darren said. He looked to the window, leaving no doubt as to what kind of speaking he would do.

      “Oh, I think just the thought of you speaking to them will be enough to scare any troublemakers into submission.” Cassandra sent a pointed look at the window. “And don’t worry about that thing. I’ll have it repaired by nightfall. You, my love, deserve a reward.”
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      With their professional duties seen to, they returned to the warehouse district. Things were very different from the last time Darren had been here.

      “Like it?” Cassandra asked. “Property is cheap with half the city burned to a crisp. With that extra investment loan you gave me, I had enough money to buy an entire city district! We'll be selling parts of that off once the property value goes up, but the Silver Sword Merchant Company will never want for room.”

      Darren threw a portion of his accumulated fortune from his time in Hell into Cassandra’s trade company. Thanks to his investments, Cassandra had expanded her company’s holdings from a remote warehouse to an entire city district.

      “It is bigger than before,” Darren said as he looked at their tiny warehouse cottage. Somehow, Cassandra had moved what remained of their previous home into this enormous warehouse, making the loft he’d built for them before seem tiny compared to the vast empty space around it.

      “Most of our old warehouse was destroyed in the fires.” Cassandra shook her head sadly. “So I figured I’d rescue what I could, get it reconstructed, and then set it up here so we could feel right at home! Although I purchased a home for us as well. We have a lot of memories in that little loft, and I didn’t want to just let what remained of it rot.”

      “It is just as we left it,” Darren said as he climbed the ladder and took a seat on the bench behind the bed.

      “Come on, I want to show you the manor as well! That's the house I bought.” Cassandra tugged on Darren’s arm, leading him out to one of the manors owned by one of the previous city council members. After their leader’s unfortunate murder at the hands of summoned demons, the guild of human traffickers that relied on his political pull to keep their operations legal in Limedeep was forced to dissolve. Those few that remained sold the manor to her at a pittance while they fled the city.

      “Looks nice.” Darren surveyed the place and nodded in approval.

      “Well, then make yourself at home!” Cassandra said. “At this point, you own more of the Silver Sword Merchant Company than I do. I just hope you don’t mind me living in your manor.”

      Darren pulled Cassandra into an embrace.

      "Manor or warehouse, I will stay where you stay," Darren said to her.

      Cassandra blushed as he stared intently into her eyes. She was about to respond when their romantic moment was broken by a loud banging sound coming up through the floors beneath them.

      "What was that?" Cassandra jumped. "Could it be Sasha and her friends haven't finished up all the imps and Felbeasts in the city after all?"

      “We will see. This way." Darren grabbed Cassandra's wrist and pulled her along behind him as he searched for the entrance to the manor's lower level.

      The two of them headed down four flights of stairs, deep underground, to a secret chamber Darren only located by finding a secret hatch with his Celestial Storm tendrils. He popped it open to see a secret hidden basement beneath the wine cellar, far beneath the city streets.

      “Ugnnn,” a voice groaned from beyond the hatch.

      “People,” Darren said as he used his Celestial Storm tendrils to make enough light to see by. “In cages.”

      “These poor souls.” Cassandra shook her head. “I didn’t even think to look. The slavers must have abandoned them here. We’ll need to set them free.”

      Darren had enough food in his Inventory to feed all fifty people they found. After, he distributed mostly clean clothes. They had a few blood stains here or there from when Darren had killed the last people to wear them, but they were better than the rags they’d been wearing. With all that done, the newly free slaves were starting to look mostly human.

      As soon as he had them outfitted, they proclaimed their everlasting thanks to both Darren and Cassandra. Nearly all of them were eager to see the surface again after so long spent in cages below ground, and Cassandra happily led them out. A few were more trouble than the others, though.

      “You are crying,” Darren stated as he loomed over a sobbing little girl. “Why?”

      “Darren, you’re scaring her!” Cassandra pushed Darren out of the way to kneel before the little girl.

      “My momma...” The little girl pointed to a withered corpse still sitting in the cage behind her. “She’s sick. Can you help her?”

      “Oh, hush, child.” Cassandra pulled the little girl close to her bosom. “Your mother is in a better place now. Come up with us and have a seat by the fire, alright?”

      Cassandra led the child upstairs, with Darren staying a few steps behind lest he scare the crying little girl again.

      Darren let Cassandra dry her tears and fetch something for the girl to eat. Just a bowl of simple porridge for her. She likely had eaten little for weeks, and anything too lavish would turn her stomach until she started eating properly again.

      “Can you tell me what your name is?” Cassandra asked. “And where you’re from?”

      “Amelia...” the little girl answered, glancing warily at Darren.

      “Darren’s very nice. He’s a hero to the people of Limedeep,” Cassandra assured her.

      “He’s... a paladin. Like the ones that killed Papa and took me and Mama here.”

      Darren scrunched his brows before turning to Cassandra. “Ask her if she came with Gaimon.”

      Cassandra repeated Darren’s question. The little girl was too young to know who Gaimon was, but a bit of description soon revealed that she’d seen him before.

      “Mama and Papa used to talk to demons,” the little girl eventually explained. She shuffled awkwardly in her seat, knowing that she was revealing something she wasn’t supposed to talk about. “The paladins made them share their secrets.”

      “Cultists captured by the Order of the Rod. Probably tortured to death,” Darren surmised. "You did well not to break, Amelia."

      The little girl started crying again, and Cassandra pulled her closer to her chest to comfort her. Once the little girl stopped crying, Cassandra turned to look at Darren. “Perhaps it’s best that I talk to the little girl alone for a while? You can uncover secrets in the chamber she was locked in?”

      Darren found that agreeable. He did not have Cassandra's experience with children, especially crying children. If Darren had his way, he would have shoved a sword in the girl's hand and had her overcome her fear by slaying whatever caused it.

      After a bit of digging, Darren eventually found a sheaf of documents detailing the identities of all the captives held in the basement. He soon found a family of three listed there, taken in a raid on one of the minor cults in the Blackwind Empire. He flipped through the documents, searching for anything about the girl’s home or relatives. Eventually, he found something.

      Amelia Copperwaters. Taken along with her parents off a transport ship headed to Yellowcrest of the Northern Trade Union, where they were relocating to live with individuals whose identities we could not get them to reveal.

      Darren read further. Whoever managed the Order of the Rod’s torture chambers on their behalf gave up and sold their prisoners into slavery here in Limedeep.

      They'd been questioned long and hard about where they were going to seek shelter for themselves and their daughter. Eventually, someone managed to get the name Yellowcrest out of one of her parents in exchange for a quick death.

      The girl’s relatives would be under scrutiny, even if they were uninvolved with cults and demons. Finding one willing to take in this lost child until she was strong enough to fend for herself would be difficult.

      Darren pocketed the relevant documents. When he ascended the stairs, Cassandra was hovering over the terrified little girl, tucking her into bed.

      “Her parents were taking her to a place known as Yellowcrest. It's a city state like Limedeep. She must have friends or relatives there.”

      “Then we’ll have to take her there as soon as she is well,” Cassandra said with certainty. “It will be a bit of a trip, but I’m sure I can forge merchant ties while I’m there. The Northern Trade Union doesn’t have ‘trade’ in its name for nothing!”

      “That will be difficult.” Darren shook his head. “Limedeep requires my protection.”

      “I’m perfectly capable of making the trip alone and dropping her off.”

      “You have responsibilities here as well. If you abandon them, many will suffer.”

      Cassandra’s face turned sour. “Fine. The trip will have to wait until things are stable here. But I want to take Amelia home. She deserves it after all she’s been through. And it'll be good to show up in the Northern Trade Union to make introductions that could be valuable later.”

      Once the two of them were sure that there were no more hidden rooms filled with abused slaves in their new home, Darren and Cassandra headed to the master bedroom. The sheets were freshly changed, which was one of the only things Cassandra had done in the short time since she’d purchased this home.

      “I knew we were going to be putting this to use soon,” Cassandra said as she ran her hand along Darren’s neck.

      His eyes looked her up and down. Then, with an intense gaze, he met her eyes. “We must not break it this time.”
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      Mere moments after getting undressed, Cassandra had jumped into bed, and Darren after her. From there, their lengthy and intense foreplay was so vigorous the old bed frame gave out and collapsed to the ground. Unfortunately for the poor old bed, Darren and Cassandra just kept going. Still, when Cassandra’s squealing moans around Darren’s fingers woke Amelia up, they had to put an end to things.

      “Oh, it’s alright, Darren. Things just aren’t the same without Morgana here too.” Cassandra sighed. “I know if I let you have your way, I won’t be able to walk for a week.”

      Darren rested a hand on Cassandra’s thigh. “I understand. Sleep now. We will take care of things tomorrow. And we’ll fetch Morgana too.”

      “She’ll be sorry she missed tonight,” Cassandra yawned.

      Cassandra curled up on her side with his arms around her before falling asleep on the still-broken bed.

      While she slept, Darren studied her bare back. He combed through her hair with his fingertips as he gently stroked her head with the same fondness he cleaned and polished Melancholy after each battle.

      Cassandra had been good to him, and he wanted to protect her. But Cassandra was not some precious treasure he could stuff in his pocket and hide away. If Darren had his way, she’d never be out of arm’s reach, but that wouldn’t be enough either. She had her own goals and aspirations that she would see done no matter what, like taking that little girl home.

      Such goals might conflict with Darren’s at times. He was at odds with the Order of the Rod, who had outposts throughout the Sacred Seas. Though he could fight them whenever he met them, the same could not be said for Cassandra. While clever and brave, she was only a holy adept. Any paladin with a sword in their hands could take her down, to say nothing of the mysterious Prime Saint Kalaziel, the Order of the Rod’s Heavenly patron.

      Darren would have to rectify the situation. So he plucked a book from his Inventory and put on some comfortable clothes. This was going to take a while.

      HEALING BLESSING (RARE)

      
        	This skill creates a lingering healing blessing on a target, healing their physical injuries over time and granting healing effects for a short duration afterward.

      

      This was the skill Cassandra had decided would be her third. It would flesh out her abilities at the holy adept level. After that, Darren would need to figure out a way to evolve her body into that of a paladin or priestess. Only then would he be satisfied that she could keep herself safe.

      So Darren held the book close to his chest, letting his most precious skill, Limitless Evolution, take effect.

      WOULD YOU LIKE TO ENHANCE HEALING BLESSING?

      He voiced his silent agreement, and soon he was enveloped by a brilliant glow emanating from the book.

      Three days passed like this as he used his Limitless Evolution skill. This skill, more than any other, had kept Darren alive in the depths of Hell. Being able to upgrade the items and skills he had meant the demons he slew became nothing more than fuel to the growing fires of his power. To anyone else, the effects of Darren’s legendary skill would be nothing short of miraculous.

      INVOCATION OF LIFE (EPIC)

      
        	This ability instantly reduces the severity of all wounds in range of the caster’s spell by half, then creates a passive healing effect that continues to mend them. It can also be used as an area-of-effect attack on demons or undead.

      

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” Cassandra said when Darren opened his eyes. “I made breakfast!”

      Darren pushed himself out of bed to find Cassandra waving a plate of freshly cooked eggs and sausages under his nose. He happily accepted the plate and started eating at the little table in the corner of her bedroom, where Amelia, the little girl, sat across from him.

      She shrank back from Darren as he took a seat next to her. He sighed as he realized he was still scaring the little girl, so he chatted with Cassandra, hoping she would warm up to him that way.

      “I have something for you as well.” Darren produced the skillbook he’d just made for her.

      Cassandra accepted it with a look of glee on her face.

      “An epic-grade skill! I doubt there are many families in the entire Blackwind Empire who can give a holy adept an epic-grade skill! You only ever hear about people getting these things when they’re already a paladin or priestess as a reward for exemplary service from the seraphim. I’ve never heard of a human producing such a book before.”

      “My skill allowed me to enhance the book you found. This will be stronger.” Darren shrugged.

      Cassandra wrapped her arms around Darren. “Thank you so much! As repayment, come to me with even the slightest wounds. I’ll heal you as good as new!”

      “If I am wounded beyond my Lifewell’s ability to cure, your skill will be useful. Though I hope you will heal our friends as well.”

      Cassandra laughed. “Callum is the one who needs it most. He’s been nearly killed three times now.”

      Darren grimaced. “He needs more skills as well.”

      Darren had used more skillbooks than Cassandra had, so he walked her through activating its more magical features. Soon, the new skillbook linked with her sigil, and the book’s knowledge flowed from its pages into Cassandra. As they did so, the magic in the book went dark until it was nothing but an ordinary stack of pages.

      Amelia stood by the table. Moments ago, she’d given up on eating her eggs and was now only watching in awe as Cassandra learned a new skill.

      Eventually, the mystic process finished and Cassandra stood proudly staring at her hands with a growing smile on her face.

      “I just have to try this new skill out!” Cassandra said giddily, bouncing on her toes.

      “There are still wounded in the city. They could use you.” Darren turned to Amelia. “There are supplies in the kitchen. Defend the house. We will return shortly.”

      Amelia looked at Darren oddly as he reached into his inventory and produced a long, wicked-looking knife made of obsidian bleached bright white. It was one of the sacrificial daggers once used by Rarek and his cultists in their sacrificial ritual.

      Since then, Darren had used his purification skill to remove all the Demonic Aura and replace it with divine power, healing the dagger and making it a holy weapon modestly effective against demons. While not quite as strong as the silver dagger that had eventually become Melancholy, he reasoned that since they weren’t in Hell it would put Amelia on roughly the same footing as he’d been when he killed his first imp.

      “This belonged to an evil man. Now it is yours. Use it to kill any evil men or demons who come for you,” Darren said as he gingerly placed the dagger in Amelia’s hands.

      Amelia nodded silently, eyes wide as Darren ushered the magical dagger into her hands.

      “Uh… Darren…” Cassandra turned to him as she plucked the dagger right out of Amelia’s hands. “Maybe we should leave guarding the house to the guards.”

      Darren frowned as she passed the dagger back to him, and he and Cassandra walked out the door.

      He shot one last look at Amelia.

      “If you’re attacked, check under our bed.”

      Then he closed the door and left.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra’s new healing skill was soon the talk of the town. She healed many of the sick and ill free of charge while she was testing out her spell. She and Darren had merely popped into the city guard barracks infirmary, and she used her skill with a shout.

      “Be healed!” Cassandra shouted, and all of the wounded guards sitting on their bunks found their wounds lessened. A few of them were well enough to get right out of bed and struggle to their feet.

      “I can walk again! The surgeon told me I’d be bound to a chair for life! But here I am, standing on my own! May all Heavens’ blessings rain upon you, Lady Cassandra!”

      “Thank you, Sir Darren, for bringing her here to heal us!”

      “Praise be to the first light of dawn! The sun shines on Limedeep once again.”

      Cassandra accepted their praise with composure and grace, waving to all of them.

      “You’re all welcome! Enjoy this free sample. Future healing will be available at the affordable rate of one gold per casting, with discounts available for large groups!”

      Cassandra visited a few more guard barracks and healed all the guards there free of charge as well.

      “You have done well,” Darren congratulated his tired lover as she tried to catch her breath, leaning against a wall. “I feared many of those guards would die. If they had, rebuilding the city guard would have taken much longer.”

      “Ha...” Cassandra panted. “I’m just spreading the word for future customers. Come on, many non-combatants were wounded as well. Let’s pay them a visit too.”

      And so, with a look of fierce determination on her face, Cassandra went from sick house to elderly home, caring for the ill and injured. The demons had harmed many in Limedeep, and what the Order of the Rod did after didn't help matters.

      There were many in need of Cassandra’s help, and she did her best to provide it to everyone she found. Healing the entire city would have been an impossible task if not for the fact that her skill could cover entire rooms at once. Making her rounds took her the whole day.

      “You are tired,” Darren said as he scooped Cassandra up into his arms. “Let us return home. Amelia can only guard our home for us for so long.”

      “Well, I won’t say no to being swept off my feet...” Cassandra mumbled as she leaned into Darren’s embrace.

      “You were very generous to heal so many.”

      “Advertising... going to make a lot of money soon...” Cassandra yawned and closed her eyes.

      A smile touched Darren’s face. If Cassandra had only been interested in money, she could have healed that one room full of guards and gone home. Instead, she’d worked herself to the bone to heal everyone in the city that needed it.
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      Not long after, Darren was sitting back down with his friends. He laid out a set of skillbooks on the table before them. Most of these were taken from Gaimon’s bag of holding, and most of them had been enhanced once using his Limitless Evolution skill.

      “I have enhanced these.” Darren gestured to the books on the table. He truly had empowered these books as much as he could with his Limitless Evolution skill. A few of them had taken rare materials like Demon tusk ivory or Dire Felbeast hide as part of the enhancement process. All of them had required him to dedicate time to understand them. The current selection of skills was as much as he could offer for the time being.

      EYES OF THE NIGHT (UNCOMMON)

      
        	The user’s vision is enhanced dramatically, and the consumption of Divine Aura can allow them to see in total darkness and dense fog. Enemies under common-grade concealment items or skills will be revealed to the user.

      

      FROZEN BREATH (RARE)

      
        	This ability allows the user to turn their breath into a frigid wind that chills all it touches.

      

      
        
        Mental Link (Rare)

      

      

      
        	This ability allows the user to connect to the minds of others, communicating with them directly over modest distances. It can also be used to link two non-users of the skill so they can communicate with each other through the user.

      

      DAMAGE TRANSFERENCE (RARE)

      
        	Upon activation, this ability transfers damage from the user to another, or vice versa.

      

      
        
        Might of a Giant (Rare)

      

      

      
        	This ability increases the user’s size up to three times their normal height, enhancing strength proportionally.

      

      WHISPERS OF FIRE (EPIC)

      
        	Summon a living specter made of flame that can burn enemies of its own accord.

      

      
        
        Flight (Epic)

      

      

      
        	Allows the user to fly.

      

      Callum’s eyes were locked on one skillbook in particular. He glanced at the others, none of whom seemed to be staring at the skillbook as intently as he was.

      “Well, if nobody else is interested in it...” He grabbed the flight skill and slid it towards himself, drawing it under the table with an innocent expression on his face, barely concealing his excitement.

      Darren nodded. “Then take Eyes of the Night as well for your final skill. With both, you will be a talented scout.”

      Callum seemed less happy to take an uncommon skill with so many rarer ones on the table, but he knew that if he wanted to make his flight ability useful, he would need to be able to see things from the air, even under harsh conditions. Breaking his neck because he couldn’t see where he was flying would be an embarrassing way to die.

      “I’d like that fire ability,” Morgana said as she pointed to Whispers of Fire. “It would be fun to be able to burn my enemies while they’re tired and slow.”

      Darren pushed the skillbook towards her.

      “My new healing skill has filled up my last skill slot.” Cassandra held up her arms. “Picking new ones will have to wait until I can become a priestess.”

      “You will,” Darren promised. He was still pondering the complexity of his own enhancement, from paladin to archpaladin. He’d been flooded with Divine Aura, and it had changed his body for the better, freeing his soul and letting it direct the changes.

      While Darren didn’t think he could replicate his transformation to archpaladin, he might be able to take someone from holy adept to a paladin or their desired equivalent. He would need more study and research, but he thought it would be possible for him to use his Limitless Evolution skill in that manner.

      “Your turn,” Darren said as he looked at Sasha.

      “Me?” Sasha’s face flushed. “I’m not part of your little group, though. Why--”

      Morgana placed a hand on Sasha’s shoulder. “You came back with us to risk your life for Darren. If that doesn’t make you a friend of ours, nothing could.”

      “You may not understand this because you aren’t from one of the orders, but the skills Darren just laid out on this table would be worth a fortune to anyone with a holy sigil! I know many who’d kill for the chance at an epic-ranked skillbook.”

      “We know their value.” Cassandra smiled. “Go ahead, Sasha, and take the book.”

      “Alright then... I never earned the contribution points to pick up the final two skills after reaching paladin. If you guys are truly offering me my choice of abilities, I will take Might of a Giant and Damage Transference. I have always wanted the ability to heal my comrades, and I am tougher than most.”

      “And you want to be able to stand three stories tall and knock down castle walls with your bare hands?” Morgana laughed.

      Sasha blushed. “The thought did cross my mind.”

      “You can practice by assisting in the city’s reconstruction,” Darren said.

      Sasha stood from her chair and saluted him in reply. “As you command.”

      Callum and Sasha left to learn their new skills. Morgana and Cassandra stayed behind to linger with Darren for a while.

      “There’s one thing I don’t understand,” Morgana said as she moved her chair next to Darren. “Don’t you have four new skill slots to fill up now that you’re an Archpaladin? Did you already make your selections?”

      He shook his head. “None of these called to me.”

      “You sure?” Morgana held her skillbook up. “Being able to conjure a companion made of fire sounds like it would be useful to anyone.”

      Darren shook his head. “Too slow to be useful.”

      “Your fighting style is certainly fast-paced.” Cassandra leaned against Darren’s shoulder. “You had the Order of the Rod running around the entire city trying to catch you, and they still couldn’t manage it!"

      “I have had a lot of practice. Before I could fight demons, I had to learn to run from them.”

      “You running from something, Darren?” Morgana teased. “I can’t imagine it.”
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra spent the next few minutes drawing out plans for the Silver Sword merchant company.

      “Listen here, Darren. You’ve got to vote on these things since you’re the company’s largest partner,” Cassandra said when she found Darren simply nodding along and approving whatever Cassandra wrote down. A moment ago, she'd been saying something about buying ships on the docks. Between the paladins and the mercenaries, the drug dealers and slave traders were nearly out of business. Getting them out of Limedeep had been one of the few decisions from Gaimon that Darren hadn’t opted to reverse when he took control.

      As a result, there were cheap ships available for purchase, and Cassandra was reorganizing her merchant company from one that hauled goods by caravan to one that transported goods in cargo ships. The latter was far more profitable but required much greater risks and more starting capital. Previously, she hadn’t dared to try it. But now that she had Darren’s massive wallet backing her, Cassandra was ready to break the Silver Sword Merchant Company into the big leagues.

      “I trust you,” Darren explained to Cassandra.

      Cassandra’s face flushed red as she smiled. “You always know just what to say, Darren.”

      “So I understand why Darren is here. He’s your bottomless purse after all.” Morgana sighed, hand propped up on her chin as she watched Darren and Cassandra chat about ships and transporting goods. “But why am I here? I don’t have any stake in the Silver Sword Merchant Company. In fact, besides the council gig you two arranged for me, I’m unemployed.”

      “You’re our concubine, silly!” Cassandra said. “Or rather you will be, once Darren and I seal the deal. He’s just my betrothed right now, but once we’re lawfully wed under the eyes of the Heavens, you’ll officially become our concubine! Well, his concubine, really. But Darren's man enough that he's going to take the two of us working together. That position means you’re privy to internal household affairs, like the finances of the family merchant company.”

      Morgana rolled her eyes. “Darren, don’t let Cassandra fool you. She says she sold her company to you. But mark my words she’ll get it back as soon as she gets you with a wedding ring. Merchants are just thieves who know how to trick people into thinking they weren’t robbed.”

      Cassandra huffed. “Combining finances after marriage is a time-honored tradition. Besides, once I have all the gold in the Sacred Seas, I’ll make sure my big lug of an investor can get anything he could ever dream of. When this work we're doing today pays off, I'm going to shower us with riches! We’ll have an estate that puts my family one back in Silvercross City to shame!”

      “Anything?” Darren asked as interest flashed across his face for a moment.

      “Oh, have I awoken some mercantile avarice in you at last, Darren? What is it you want?” Cassandra pressed up against Darren and looked intently into his eyes. "Just say the words and I'll have it for you before the night is finished."

      “One of those swings,” he explained. “Like in the cabin at your family estate.”

      “Ah...” Cassandra’s face flushed red. “...consider it done.”

      Morgana burst out laughing, having already heard of Darren and Cassandra’s bumbling attempts to utilize Cassandra’s ancestral sex swing.

      “I still can’t believe that’s considered a family heirloom!” Morgana laughed. “Damn perverted nobles!”

      “One of my ancestors commissioned it over a century ago. Though, I don’t think anyone has used it until Darren and me...” Cassandra combed her fingers through her hair. “I’ll likely have to ask a leatherworker. But don’t you worry, Darren! It will be done!”

      Morgana clutched her belly and laughed all the harder.

      Cassandra scowled. “Laugh while you can, Morgana. Don’t forget about that little contract of yours. I’m already having the perfect outfit made for when you move in with Darren and me. Or should I say, I have the perfect outfit ‘maid’!

      Cassandra laughed herself silly at her own joke, though no one joined her.
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        * * *

      

      After leaving Cassandra and Morgana to bond and pursue the ships for sale on the docks for Cassandra’s merchant company, Darren headed off to check on the city guard.

      Getting them in order again had been Callum and Sasha’s job. Both of them would be in seclusion, learning the skills from the books he had given them just that morning, so he expected to find the guards practicing on their own. He wanted to see their progress.

      The city guard was noticeably smaller than it had been the last time Darren had seen so many of them assembled. Many were still wounded, but enough were on their feet now that they could perhaps rival one of the six mercenary companies keeping order in the city in size.

      That left them at just under half their previous fighting force. Sadly, those that remained didn’t have many officers among them, and he spotted a few completely fresh faces. Callum and Sasha had already started recruiting to bolster the city guard’s reduced numbers.

      “At attention, men! It’s Sir Darren, the King of Limedeep!” one of the city guards yelled.

      At the shout, all the guards drilling with their shields and swords abruptly halted their actions to stand at attention and salute.

      Darren walked over to them, picked up a wooden practice sword off the ground, and thrust it back into its wielder’s hands.

      “If you stop to salute when I walk past, your enemies will gut you where you stand,” Darren said. “Hold your weapon.”

      “Y-yes, Sir. Y-your majesty! It won’t happen again!” the guardsman who yelled replied. Darren realized it was Mimmons, who he’d seen training before.

      “Mimmons. You did not die.” Darren cocked his head curiously at Mimmons.

      “Not quite, sir! I’m Mimmons’ brother, Simmons!”

      “He had a brother?” Darren stared at the young man. He looked very similar to Mimmons. But Mimmons had fallen off the wall and been crushed to death when Archpaladin Gaimon destroyed the gates to Limedeep.

      “Yes sir! I was inspired by my brother’s sacrifice. He gave his life for you, and I will to!”

      Darren placed a hand on Simmons’ shoulder. “Grow strong so it will not come to that.”

      “Yes sir! I swear I’ll work hard!”

      “Some warriors’ spirits break after such a loss. Your brother was a bright soul to lose. I will remember your brother’s name.”

      “T-thank you, your kingship. You honor my entire family with your words!” Simmons beamed.

      Darren shook his head. More and more people had been calling him a king lately, especially those among the city guard who’d seen him fight. He didn’t enjoy the title. Rarek had called himself that, and he’d been a petty mountain bandit sacrificing people beneath his castle. If that was all being a king meant, Darren wanted no part of it.

      “Start working hard by not dropping your weapon,” Darren said as he gave the wooden sword in Simmons’ hands a pat.

      “It won’t happen again, sir!”

      “No. It will not. Because if I see any of you drop your weapons again, you will run the circumference of the city before returning to training.”

      “U-understood!” Simmons said.

      And so Darren paced around the people one step at a time, watching them spar with each other and practice fighting. The guards fought all the harder, knowing someone they respected as much as Darren was standing near them and watching them fight.

      They practiced with spears, shields, bows, and axes. They drilled to push ladders from walls and to form a shield wall and push. One patch of intact wall was set aside for a mock siege. The guards on the attacking side were swiftly pushed back by those practicing their defense. Had Gaimon come with a normal army, perhaps the battle for Limedeep might have gone differently.

      Darren sensed in the intents of each guardsman a desire to impress him. They were eager and ambitious, many of them wishing to get stronger.

      For many, Darren himself was their inspiration and goal, standing before them in the flesh. They’d all seen him fight off an army of demons single-handed. Shortly after that, they’d watched him fight off an army of paladins and mercenaries. He was an unstoppable warrior, and many of these guards hoped to attain a small fraction of his skill someday.

      But another part of what they felt was shame and helplessness. The walls they maintained and guarded had been broken. Gaimon, with a magic lance charging at the gates, had been enough to destroy the walls on his own. And when the paladins came after him, the guards had been slaughtered like they were toddlers with toy swords instead of trained soldiers. That helplessness was humiliating to them, and not one of them ever wished to see it happen again.

      And so Darren pushed them harder. He demanded they give their best, and when they started to flag then, he focused his gaze on those who were ready to dig deeper and train harder, giving all that they had and more.

      “Your training is finished for the day,” Darren said. “Your bodies are tired, and you are in need of food and rest. You may leave.”

      The guards wiped the sweat from their soaked brows. Each of them had trained as much as any commander could ask.

      “Would you like to come back to the mess hall with us, Sir Darren?” Simmons asked. “The food isn’t good, but it’s filling.”

      But Darren shook his head. “There is more training to be done.”

      “But you said we were finished for the day?”

      “You have fulfilled your obligations to the city guard. But I have more to teach.”

      Most of the guards left, too tired to continue training. But a few stayed behind, curious at what Darren meant.

      When they were settled, Darren asked a question. “The Order of the Rod conquered Limedeep. Why?”

      “Because they were stronger than us?” Simmons suggested, but Darren was already shaking his head.

      “They won because their skills were superior to yours.”

      “Right, they were paladins with holy sigils.” Simmons nodded. “There was no way ordinary folk could be expected to hold fast against people wielding the power of the Seraphim.”

      “Then you must grasp that power as well.” Darren opened his hand to reveal three dozen holy sigils. Just enough for every guard present to take one. He had liberated these things as corrupted sigils while fighting Rarek and his men. He’d captured a fair bit more from all the paladins he’d killed, and Gaimon had a half dozen unbound ones on his person as well.

      All of these things were worth a fortune, and Cassandra’s first instinct had been to sell them. A few weeks ago, Darren would have happily handed them over to her just to bring a smile to her face. But now, he found himself caring about more than just his companions.

      Limedeep had become something of a home to him. He hadn’t lived here long, but it had been his destination when he made his way to the surface for as long as he could remember. And the people here had been good to him, even throwing festivals in his honor. He wanted to do right by them, and the first step was giving their defenders the strength to keep out invaders, both human and demon.

      “Each of you, take a sigil and wear it. Those with the talent for a sigil will bond with one. From there, your true training will begin.”

      “Are you really giving these things to us?” Simmons asked as he held a sigil in his hands with reverent worship. “These are the sorts of things noble families pass down through the generations. And you’re just handing them out like a set of worn-out old swords...”

      “If things continue as they are, you will have time to repay me before your service ends.” Darren turned to look each soon-to-be holy adept in the eyes. “I expect more from you than from the guards. You promised me as much by staying behind. You will be dedicated. You will be loyal. You will be brave.”

      “Yes, sir!” Simmons saluted Darren, and soon all the others followed his example. “Our lives are yours to command!”

      “Then take these sigils. I will help you bind them.”

      Ordinarily, a Holy Sigil picked its wielder. But Darren had witnessed this process with Callum. There was a mechanism hidden within the sigil itself, like a latch that needed to be triggered. Without that mechanism working, the sigil would not bond.

      Someone without Darren’s skill that allowed him to control Divine Aura more efficiently would never have spotted the delicate changes in the aura around the sigil. But Darren did. And now that he was watching the process happen to so many at once, Darren realized he could trigger the bonding process artificially.

      Simmons was struggling to get his sigil to activate, so Darren leaned in and cupped Simmons’ hands in his own.

      “Focus,” Darren commanded.

      “Right. Focus.”

      “You will be strong. You have promised this to me.”

      “I want to be strong. For myself and for you,” Simmons repeated.

      “Embrace that feeling,” Darren instructed as he activated the Holy Sigil’s bonding mechanism.

      Simmons’ eyes lit up. “It worked! Sir Darren, you have the wisdom of a sage! Henceforth, whenever the world presses too hard against me, I will remember your words.”

      Darren gave Simmons a pat on the shoulder as the latter stared at his new holy sigil with an expression of eager anticipation.

      One by one, Darren helped each of the new holy adepts bind with their sigils. These men and women of the guard would be Darren’s gift to Limedeep. With a sturdy core of properly trained and skilled combatants, Limedeep would never fall so easily again.

      All were exhausted by the time they finished their bonding, but they remembered Darren’s demands.

      They were tired, but so what? There was more to do, and so they would do it.

      The fact that Darren stood there among them, drilling just as they were, bolstered their confidence as they practiced. He ran them through a few basic exercises for sensing Divine Aura.

      “If we had an entrance to the First Hell, I would send you there now,” Darren said. “The Demonic Aura might break you. Or it might make you stronger. Since we are not in Hell, I will try something else.”

      Darren closed his eyes and stretched his soul. Two shining wings sprouted from his back, and a dull murmur ran through the crowd before him. It was one thing to know the man before you was an Archpaladin, but seeing his wings spread before them was an entirely different experience.

      Darren’s wings looked like they were made of mirrors, shining silver with flickering images painted on every feather. The faces of each of the guards were plastered across each mirrored surface, but these faces were not those of the guards standing before him.

      Most of the images were younger. Children with mischievous expressions, fresh recruits looking the other way when their superiors accepted a bribe. A few showed images of guards fleeing the walls while their comrades desperately tried to hold the walls against demons. A few showed men cowering in terror while demons rampaged through the city, crushing children and slaughtering innocents.

      Darren’s Archpaladin wings looked into the souls of others and found the truth buried in their hearts. They revealed every sin each man or woman had made throughout their life and laid them bare before Darren to judge as he saw fit. He was certain there was more to these wings, but for now, he knew that revealing them gave him great enhancements to his speed, strength, agility, and all his skills. Revealing them felt like he’d been fighting all his life with his sword still in its scabbard, and only now could he draw steel.

      “You are fortunate,” Darren said as the images flashing across his wings flowed through his mind. “There are cowards among you. Liars and cheats too. But those days have come to an end. Trust in your skills, and you will never feel fear. Trust in your strength, and there will be no need for lies.”

      “Yes, sir!” Simmons said, tears in his eyes as he forced himself to lift his head, knowing Darren knew every shameful deed he’d ever done. “And I’m truly sorry about the time I stole that pie. It was delicious and--”

      “With the power I give to you, you shall be able to repay Limedeep for every dead innocent you should have protected. Every fallen comrade you should have saved, every orphaned child you failed to protect. Every pie you stole.”

      “Yes, sir!” Simmons said again, and this time, other guards joined him. “Show us the way!”

      And so, Darren produced a vast array of common and uncommon-grade skillbooks. He’d already taken the special ones among these books for his companions, and Darren had reserved a few promising ones for upgrading for himself, but that still left him with a hefty quantity of skillbooks. He laid out a little over thirty of them, which would be just enough that each of these guards could pick a skill.

      “Look at this! I’ll be able to walk up walls! Good luck stopping me the next time I’m on the besieging team during drills!”

      “Well, take a look at this one? Conjured arrows! I’m always running out. And they’re twice as effective against demons!”

      “This one looks perfect. A tracking skill that lets me hunt down sources of Demonic Aura. I’ll never let someone plant Demonic Summoning circles within the walls of Limedeep for as long as I live!”

      The guards shouted with pride and glee, one after another. Darren settled a few disputes over who got what skill, but he reminded them all that this was just one slot of three. Though he didn’t have anything else for them at the moment, he frequently picked up new skillbooks as quest rewards.

      “Do you think we could get skillbooks as quest rewards too?” Simmons asked.

      Darren hesitated. “Skillbooks are rare rewards, but you may find some. Complete quests and grow stronger.”

      “If all it takes is work, then we will not fail you!” Simmons promised.

      “You will not. Go home and rest. You shall return here at the first light of dawn,” Darren said. “You will come here to train six hours before your fellow guards. You will stay with me six hours after they leave.”

      “Yes, sir!”
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      The guards Darren offered holy sigils to were all there the following morning, proving that Darren had chosen them well.

      “Reporting...” Simmons yawned. “Reporting for duty, sir.”

      “Pick your best weapon,” Darren told them all as he gestured to the guards’ supply of swords, shields, spears, and bows. “We will hunt demons outside the city.”

      Since hearing Simmons’ request the previous day, Darren had taken it upon himself to search for quests appropriate for them. Given his level of power, it took a trip to the Adventurer’s Guild and accepting a challenge to hunt imps and Felbeasts to trigger something for him.

      Darren suspected the same prompt would come up for those with him, and sure enough, when he handed Simmons the quest bounty, his eyes went blank and distant.

      “Is this what a quest looks like?” Simmons asked with awe.

      “Yes,” Darren said as Simmons described what he was seeing.

      SLAY LESSER DEMONS (MODERATE)

      
        	There are demons loose in the forest around Limedeep. Slay them!

        	Reward: Spare coins plundered from Limedeep, imp, and felbeast hides, and increased respect in the eyes of Darren Heavengrace.

      

      Darren was amused to hear that Simmons’ quest actually listed his respect as a reward.

      “Do these things know the future or something?” Simmons asked as Darren led them out of the city gates.

      Darren shrugged. “Strange seraphim control them. Creatures with many eyes and many more voices."

      The seraphim that managed the sigils were called ophanim, and Darren's own mother had become a part of one after she died to protect Darren. He wondered how much of her was left. Though he didn't like the thought that the seraphim were watching him, he liked to think that his mother was still looking out for him.

      “Many eyes through which the Heavens see all...” Simmons muttered, quoting some verse Darren had never heard before.

      Darren turned and grabbed Simmons by the shoulder. “Do not trust your sigil blindly. It can help you, but it can also deceive you.”

      Simmons nodded, eyes wide.

      This imp-slaying quest was a quest Darren had already completed twice overnight, first with Callum helping, then with Callum, Morgana, and Cassandra helping. During those earlier trips, he’d figured out how to get his companions to herd the demons together. With over thirty guards, that technique became even more effective.

      They spread out in the forest, each man and woman walking a few paces apart and making noise to scare the imps and felbeasts towards the walls. Then, when they were out in the open, it was a simple matter to seal off the demons’ escape and put them down one at a time.

      Though a seemingly endless quantity of these tiny menaces had been unleashed from the first layer of Hell, Darren's people were growing more confident and more adept at hunting them by the hour. Soon, there would be a time when the land outside of Limedeep was completely clear of them once again.

      “Whew!” Simmons said as he pulled his arrow out of the latest Felbeast they slew. “That’s one demon that won’t be terrorizing anyone else. Here I thought I’d be more scared of the Felbeasts, but it turns out between these things and the imps, the big guys are a lot easier to hit.”

      “Focus on the Divine Aura on your arrow tips again,” Darren instructed Simmons. “You must renew their power so they pierce the hide of your next demon.”

      “Right, I have to bless my arrows...” Simmons held his hand over his arrowheads, closing his eyes as he focused. Darren waited patiently. Manipulating Divine Aura on this level had long since become second nature to him. With his skills, even his clothes had more Divine Aura in them than Simmons’ arrow.

      But Simmons was the only one of Darren’s students who’d mastered this technique as yet, so Darren suspected his standards were too high for these surface-dwellers. At least Callum had grasped this idea quickly.

      QUEST COMPLETED! SLAY LESSER DEMONS

      Darren pulled out his stone cleaver, buzzing through the pile of demons and breaking them down into hides and other useful bits, much to the amazement of his followers.

      “That cleaver must be some sort of incredible weapon!”

      “But who would enchant a stone meat cleaver? By the looks of it, it seems like someone just tied a stick to a rock? What sort of madman would waste magic so profound on such an ordinary vessel?”

      Darren tucked away his cleaver before anyone could examine it too closely. It had been one of his earliest creations and didn't have the polish of his later crafts. The thing had started as nothing more than a sharp rock.

      Darren and the group were headed to a new area when they spotted a familiar figure carrying a white spear laden heavy with the skins of imps and Dire Felbeasts. He hovered in the air despite his heavy load, feet just barely grazing the ground.

      It was Callum, already testing out his new skills.

      “You’re practicing. Good,” Darren congratulated him.

      “I haven’t forgotten your lessons, and I’m working as hard as ever.” Callum glanced at the group of guards behind Darren, and a complicated look flashed behind his eyes.

      Darren met Callum’s fierce gaze and saw in it the familiar desire to test himself and show the world the skills he'd worked so hard to master. Callum wanted to prove himself, so Darren challenged him to do so.

      “Prove it.”

      And so Callum joined their expedition, killing nearly as many imps and Felbeasts as Darren did, though Darren was instructing as he fought.

      Callum had developed an interesting technique with his spear that allowed him to kill even the Felbeasts in one strike. First, he climbed as high into the sky as he could. While in the air, he charged Holy Resonance with as much Divine Aura as he could, preparing to deal one devastating attack.

      Then he dove towards the ground like a hawk with its talons extended. Callum’s spear struck the beast in the side, slamming into it with incredible force and skewering the monsters so much the spear often went clear through them and popped out the other side.

      “Ha, let’s see one of you do that!” Callum shouted towards the group of city guards.

      “That flight ability is incredible!” Simmons said, gazing up at Callum in awe as the latter hovered above them.

      Callum’s expression softened at Simmons’ admiring look, but the crease between his eyebrows and the determination in his gaze did not lessen.

      In the end, Darren and his trainees ended up clearing out not just one quest but three.

      
        
        Quest Completed! Defeat the Haunted Moss Specter in the Swamp outside of Limedeep (Hard)

        Quest Completed! Eliminate the nest of imps living in the trees above Limedeep’s northern gates (Moderate)

        Quest Completed! Purify the Demonic Aura spreading out of the cultist safe house hidden in the trees! (Moderate)

      

      

      Darren noticed Callum was always the first to strike before any of the guards could so much as notch an arrow. He struck the first blow against the mass of low-level Demonic Spirits possessing that clump of moss in the swamp, and he was the one to chase down fleeing imps and finish them before they could escape.

      Callum was also the first to put flint to steel and burn the old treehouse still filled with lingering traces of Demonic Aura. The young man went about their quests with fierce determination in his eyes. After each brave act, he shot a quick glance back at Darren.

      Having grown up in Hell, Darren wasn’t the best with people. But he knew what it was like to have something to prove. For years, he’d fought in Hell, hoping to live up to his mother’s expectations. Then, after her death, he’d fought to live up to his own. Now, Callum was hoping to live up to his. That was a strange feeling.

      “Limedeep is safe,” Darren said as he placed a hand on Callum’s shoulder. “We will return to the city to train.”

      “I could keep going,” Callum said. He wiped demon blood off the tip of his spear. “I’m seeing more quests crop up on my sigil.”

      “Quests not suitable for the guards.” Darren shook his head. “And I want your help training them back in the city.”

      Callum's eyebrows rose. "Y-you want my help? I thought I was just one of many trainees now. Another face in the crowd." He tried to meet Darren's eyes but found his own darting to the grass nipping his heels.

      Darren felt a smile touch the corners of his lips.

      "No. Come and see."
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        * * *

      

      When they returned to the training grounds, Darren matched up Callum against every one of the guards. As recently as a few months ago, any of these trained servicemen would have destroyed Callum, an untrained son of a whore with no experience beyond holding a spear with the point facing away from him.

      But since meeting Darren, Callum had been transformed. Darren had shown him how to fight and had been there when Callum used it to kill his first bandit. Darren had guided Callum through battling cultists, demons, and even paladins. He’d trained every day according to Darren’s instructions, and those long hours were finally showing results.

      What had once been soft baby fat and clumsy steps were now hardened muscle performing practiced footwork. Callum knew how to strike and position himself just right for every fight. In just a few blows, it became apparent that Callum’s skill was far beyond that of Simmons or any of the other guards.

      “Well fought,” Callum said as he picked Simmons up off the ground.

      “That was incredible! You must be a spear master or something!” Simmons said with awe.

      Callum chuckled. “I’m not a master of anything. Just another student of Darren's, like you.”

      Darren watched Callum fight, a small smile coming to his face as he did so. Callum had come far. If the Heavens favored him, these guards would be the same. But until then, he still had more work to do with Callum.

      “We are finished for the day. The rest of you may practice with the normal guards. We will complete more quests tonight,” Darren announced.

      “Yes, Sir Darren!” Simmons said on behalf of his peers before they all left to continue practicing their ordinary guarding duties.

      When they left, Darren turned to meet Callum’s gaze. The smaller man’s eyes went to the ground again, and Darren placed a comforting hand on his shoulder.

      “You have not been replaced — it is the opposite. I will not have time to train these guards as I do you. I will need you to pass on what you learn to them.”

      “Really?”

      Darren nodded. “It will take work. You must be prepared.”

      “I won’t fail you, Darren!” Callum promised.

      “Good. Now let’s complete those quests you mentioned.”
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      Darren remembered how Gaimon had hovered in the air using his archpaladin wings. He was pleasantly surprised to find he could do the same, with a bit of guidance from Callum.

      “It’s just a matter of believing you can fly,” Callum explained. “The thought that there was simply no way I could float was the only thing keeping me on the ground, strangely enough.”

      Darren’s wings shot from his back, extending from his shoulder blades like those of a metal bird. Eventually, he took to the air to hover alongside Callum. Once they were flying, they headed east towards the Blackwind Empire to complete a few quests Callum had identified earlier.

      Callum and Darren took down a few demons together, including one Dire Felbeast of the same breed that had recently terrified Callum. That Callum could fly meant they could cover ground much faster than expected. What had once been several days of travel was now nothing more than a few hours.

      “I can’t believe you copied my entire epic-grade skill with some ability you got as a byproduct of the Archpaladin transformation...” Callum grumbled as Darren flew alongside him.

      “Wouldn’t want to fight like this,” Darren said as he soared. Callum’s skill made him a natural bird of prey. In contrast, Darren’s skills were more oriented towards ground combat. For him, being able to fly was just a means of faster transport over obstacles his movement skill couldn't cross. That being said, the ability to fly would certainly have made traveling through the Fifth Layer easier back when Darren was in Hell.

      “So apparently, the cultists we fought before are back at it,” Callum explained as he and Darren went over the quests that were now available to them. “They’re summoning demons again and running rampant through the town. The power struggle must have been rough after Rarek died.”

      “I should not have killed him and left.” Darren grimaced. “Now I see that I should have pulled out the evil, root and stem.”

      Darren and Callum descended on the fortress from above, which looked like it had seen better days. Cracks ran through the walls, and those patches that weren’t cracked were covered in mud and dirt. The guards were not at their posts, and the drawbridge was smashed to splinters.

      The town around the fortress also seemed deserted. What had once been a bustling market square now only had a few dirty wagons of produce on display. A pair of merchants were all that remained, hawking half-rotten fruit stolen from some caravan not long back. The few people in the market square pointed into the sky with trembling hands as they watched two figures descend from the clouds and land among them.

      “W-who are you?” one local asked with wide eyes and a nervous look on their face.

      “This is Sir Darren, the leader of the City of Limedeep. And I’m Callum, one of his followers and students,” Callum answered.

      “Sir Darren. Wait a moment, that’s the name of the man who slew Rarek!”

      Hushed whispers ran through the crowd.

      Darren stepped forward, and all voices went quiet.

      “Yes, I killed Rarek,” Darren admitted. “When I killed him, I did not do right by your settlement. Now I will.”

      The townsfolk reacted to that promise by backing away as quickly as they dared, like Darren was a tiger that had suddenly dropped in their midst. Then, once they felt safe, they started screaming.

      “Run for your lives! That man slaughtered an army single-handed!”

      “Flee! Maybe the bandit lords will slow him down a few hours!”

      “Bandit lords?” Callum glanced at Darren.

      “Investigate.”

      Darren put on his cloak of concealment so he wouldn’t cause such a commotion while walking through the rest of the settlement. Callum asked the questions as they spoke with what few people remained.

      “So... what’s this I hear about bandit lords?” Callum asked a stall keeper.

      “You must be a traveler. Everyone knows about the four bandit lords. There’s Estikar, Maldrik, Balkar, and Turiel. Four of Rarek’s most promising children. They divided what was left of his cult and his forces after he was killed, and each of them tried to take over. The infighting was what cursed the castle to be uninhabitable and wrecked half the town.”

      “What did they do?” Darren asked from beneath his hood. As he spoke, a dark look crossed his face.

      “They all tried to summon demon allies. So much Demonic Aura ended up spilling out that the castle became corrupted. The darn place is infested with Demonic Spirits. If you walk in there and lose your wits, you’ll die and become a zombie. That’s how Estikar made his undead army out in the mountains to the north. Maldrik is holding up with a few demonic fiend friends of his, and Balkar imported a whole host of slave-warriors with what was left of Rarek’s gold.”

      “What about Turiel?” Callum asked the stall keeper.

      “Ah, the poor girl tried to rally a militia from the townsfolk. She has had little luck recruiting fighting men, though. And most of the people who could have fought with her fled instead.”

      “I will deal with them,” Darren promised, and several quests flashed up in front of him.

      NEW QUESTS AVAILABLE!: CLEANSE THE CASTLE OF DEMONIC AURA (HARD)

      
        	Slay the undead in the northern mountains (Exceedingly Perilous)

        	Destroy the Fiends in the eastern woods. (Incredibly Hard)

        	Defeat the army of slave-warriors working for evil cultists to the west. (Extremely difficult)

        	Crush the bandit militia gathering on the road to the south. (Hard)

      

      BONUS QUEST!: CHOOSE A NEW LEADER FOR THIS KEEP!

      “I just got a few new quests,” Callum said, listing the same quests that had just appeared for Darren. “These things are way beyond my abilities. I don’t dare take on a hard-ranked quest.”

      “I dare,” Darren replied. “Follow me.”

      Darren and Callum headed to the castle first. This quest would have been hard for anyone else, but it was effortless to complete with Darren’s purification skill. Demonic Aura was instantly converted to Divine Aura the moment it got anywhere near Darren. The Demonic Spirits generated from the Demonic Aura stood even less of a chance against him.

      Against an ordinary person, these floating motes of aura would infest a person’s body. There, they would drive them mad and eventually to death, where they would puppet the corpse around as what was commonly known as an undead.

      But when the Demonic Spirits tried to approach Darren, they were destroyed, like mosquitos flying into a fire when they sensed its warmth. The Demonic Aura had been thick enough to spawn a few imps and other first-order demons, but none of them stood any chance against Darren either. Soon, the entire place was purified.

      
        
        Quest Completed! Cleanse the castle of demonic aura.

      

      

      
        	Reward: Increased reputation with the local townsfolk. +1 Devotion rank.

      

      Callum was pleased with the devotion rank, as most holy adepts would be. For him, it was a step closer to becoming a paladin himself. For Darren, though, such points were completely useless. The seraphim couldn’t give him anything he couldn’t give himself through his own skills. Still, he was happy to purify the castle to prevent it from becoming a foothold for demons anywhere near Limedeep.

      After completing that first quest, Darren and Callum started heading north. The Demonic Aura started growing just as thick as it was in the castle, with more Demonic Spirits floating about without a vessel to control.

      Those died just as easily as their kin inside the castle did, as did the first couple skeletons the pair ran into. Bleached bone skulls only barely shielded the Demonic Spirits inside from Darren’s power. As soon as he touched the skeleton itself, the body crumbled into a pile of lifeless bones.

      “Huh,” Callum muttered as he picked up a skull that had nearly bitten him moments before. “I’d always heard that undead were one of the hardest types of demonic creatures to fight, despite technically only being a first-order threat. It’s supposed to be nearly impossible to kill them, but you did it with just a touch.”

      “Magic weapons work. Or destroying the skull,” Darren explained. “Holy Resonance on the skull, and you could kill them.”

      Darren took a step back as a few zombies appeared to block their path and gave Callum the chance to practice that very move against the undead. The zombies were a little tougher than the plain old skeletons. More flesh meant that the Demonic Spirits had to spend less energy keeping their body together. That meant they could put more of that energy into giving it supernatural power and strength.

      Despite raw physical ability, the zombies lacked coordination, controlled as they were by a bundle of dumb spirit creatures lurking in the zombie’s lifeless skull.

      With his practiced tactics and human intelligence, Callum deftly outmaneuvered them, cutting their limbs off with the tip of his spear one by one until a few armless, legless zombies could only gnash their teeth helplessly while Callum charged a full-power Holy Resonance ability and jammed it right through their skulls.

      “Good,” Darren said in congratulations as Callum stood over three dead zombies. Nearby, Darren himself tossed aside the broken body of his fiftieth.

      These lesser undead weren’t any match for Darren. Most of them died as soon as they came into his presence, unable to withstand the sheer passive purification abilities Darren exuded thanks to his purification and Demon Calamity skills.

      Only the most powerful undead could ever hope to approach him without being exterminated. The undead puppeting these corpses weren’t very smart, and they had a tough time doing more than charging in Darren’s direction with a flailing sword.

      A few were more developed than the others. They loomed over the ground like a pair of misshapen giants. They were made of far too many parts, like someone had killed people and beasts alike before trying to assemble a monster out of their broken and discarded pieces.

      A messy network of bones wrapped around each lumbering giant like armor. They both stood on six legs, most coming from bears, but a few were pairs of human legs bonded together into a twisted amalgam of necrotic and putrid flesh.

      “This looks more your level, Darren,” Callum admitted as he took a step back from the abominations. “I feel like I’ll catch a disease just standing near these things.”

      Both of the undead giants emanated far too much Demonic Aura to be demons of the first order.

      “If you become diseased, I will purify you,” Darren promised as he gave Callum a nudge from behind. “I will kill the one on the right.”

      Callum gulped. “Understood.”

      One swing of Melancholy was all it took to cut Darren’s foe in two, but Callum had a tougher fight in store for him. He took to the air, circling the undead’s head just out of reach.

      “Ha! It’s slow!” Callum grinned as he discovered a fatal weakness for the undead giant. Callum swept low, soaring over the ground with a fully charged attack aimed right for the back of the undead giant's head.

      Unfortunately, this massive undead didn’t see through ordinary sight, so Callum’s attack didn’t catch it off guard. It twisted backward at its joints, moving as easily as if the back of its head had been its front. It swept a hand at Callum, and he was nearly swatted out of the sky like a fly.

      Callum twisted his spear just in time to catch the meaty, stinking, undead palm with his fully charged attack. He discharged the strike into the undead’s palm, and the hand exploded in a fountain of gore, coating Callum from his boots to his eyebrows.

      Callum grimaced and wiped the gunk out of his eyes before staring hard at the undead and flying high again. He kept out of sight until he had another charged attack. He dove in again just like the first time, and just like the first time, the undead giant tried to swat him out of the sky.

      That palm was destroyed just like the first, and when Callum went in the third time, the undead had no way to fend him off. Bit by bit, Callum whittled the undead down until there was nothing left of it other than a squirming mass of goo.

      Rather than forcing Callum to mop up the pieces, Darren walked over and used his purification ability to finish the undead off. Then he used his purification ability on Callum himself to help deal with all the undead fluids coating his body. Darren’s power would prevent Callum from getting sick, which was a notable threat when facing the rotting and fleshy undead.

      “Thanks,” Callum said as he wiped himself clean. “I’ve heard far too many tales of a proud paladin valiantly slaying a beast in battle, only to suffer from infection once the fight was over and die in his bed. I’m told it’s a painful way to go and not nearly as honorable as dying in battle.”

      “Come.” Darren ushered Callum on. “I sense more undead coming.”
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        * * *

      

      Darren and Callum continued up the mountain, slaying undead in twos and threes as they walked. Eventually, they caught sight of an encampment around a cave built into the mountain. Some of the largest and strongest undead they’d seen so far guarded the cave.

      “Who has been killing my minions!” a large fat man demanded of a naked undead woman. Being dead, she did not respond. The man smacked the undead’s black and blue ass, which didn’t twitch in the slightest from the action. It was like the man had struck a rock. He shook his hand for a moment, having hurt it on his own undead’s rear.

      “Then find out!” the fat man grumbled. The undead woman vanished in a cloud of smoke, presumably off to fulfill her master’s orders.

      Meanwhile, Darren was spying on them from afar and used his information skill to examine what looked to be this undead force’s leader.

      NETHERWRETCH BANSHEE (TIER-THREE DEMONIC UNDEAD)

      
        	This undead was created through artificial means from a traveling priestess who was captured by Rarek’s bandits and used as a human sacrifice. Her power was converted to Demonic Aura, and her soul was converted to a demonic nature.

      

      A tier-three demonic undead was the equivalent of a human who’d evolved their sigil’s blessings from holy adept to a unique role like paladin, cleric, or priestess. It would be more than Callum could handle, especially since this one was too fast for Callum to use his hit-and-run technique.

      “I will deal with the banshee,” Darren said. “You may eliminate that man in the back.”

      “He’s probably one of Rarek’s sons,” Callum agreed. “We’ll probably need to kill him if we want to finish the quest.”

      So Callum took to the air and started circling around the side of the mountain. They’d cut through most of the undead forces earlier simply by flying over them, but Callum had been spotted from the ground enough times by now to know how important staying low and sticking behind the cover of the trees was. He kept out of sight while Darren got the attention of the undead horde.

      “Demons,” Darren said as he drew Melancholy. “Come.”

      There were at least a thousand undead here. Most were only of the first order and would die instantly in Darren’s presence without him needing to do anything. A few were second order and would survive long enough to feel his sword. But Darren’s eyes were mostly for the banshee, who’d been a priestess before her death as a sacrifice and her corruption.

      Would that have been Cassandra and Morgana had Darren not saved them from Rarek the last time he was here? They’d only been holy adepts, so they would likely have only become second-order undead. But the thought of someone doing that to them furrowed Darren’s brows and made him finger his sword.

      Darren activated his Celestial Storm skill, and six strands of golden light shot from his back, shooting through six of the most powerful undead in the area and cutting through the dense reservoirs of Demonic Aura inside their bodies. That was the closest thing these creatures had to a heart, and without it, they would fall to pieces in minutes.

      But they would not have minutes. Not when standing in the presence of a man with a skill known as Demon Calamity. He was truly the bane of demons, and weakened as they were, even these powerful undead generals could not withstand Darren’s presence. Their bodies dissolved into motes of black smoke, twisting and churning in the air as they vanished on the breeze.

      The tiny clusters of black energy in the air were Demonic Spirits, and with their old vessels destroyed, they were off to find more corpses to control. But they couldn’t escape Darren so easily.

      Darren let out a quick breath, and a wave of purifying light shot out of him. It carried the gentle caress of a morning breeze, but to these undead, it might as well have been fire made into light. The energy scorched their bodies as it passed over them, and those that could scream howled in the shrill and terrifying pitch only a demon could manage.

      Of all the demons, only the banshee seemed to have weathered the assault successfully, and she had only done so because she’d used a skill with her corrupted sigil to create a shield of glowing crimson energy around her. Like a bubble of demonic power, it shielded her against Darren’s purification skill.

      “You... paladin...” the banshee said in a voice that sounded full of cobwebs.

      There were four more towering undead giants like the ones Darren and Callum had slain earlier. They stepped between Darren and the banshee. Their size had allowed them to weather his purification ability better than most, but the undead flesh covering their bodies still stunk of burned hair and seared flesh instead of their usual rot and decay.

      One of them swept a tree trunk through the air, using it as a club. Darren nimbly jumped over and landed on top of it. A few quick steps up the tree trunk took him to the giant’s shoulder, where a quick swipe of Melancholy took off its arm at the joint. His sword penetrated the closest thing to a head an instant later, and as the giant fell, Darren leaped to another to kill it in the same way.

      In the blink of an eye, two were dead. Their collapsing bodies made a wall between the banshee and the other two, so Darren jumped on top of the banshee’s shield. His body shattered the protective bubble around her, and he planted both feet into her chest, knocking the banshee backward and sending her sprawling in the dirt while Darren landed gracefully on his feet where she’d once stood.

      He sent his six Celestial Storm tendrils in to finish her off while he turned to deal with the remaining two giants, who were busy climbing over their dead comrades.

      Before, he’d met their powers with the nimbleness of Leaf in the Storm, one-half of his movement skill. Now he switched to Stone in the River, the ability’s twin. In an instant, Darren went from unhittable to unstoppable, and when a tree trunk-sized club struck Darren this time, the trunk snapped in two like the undead giant had smashed its weapon against a mountainside instead of a man.

      Silver flashed an instant later, and Melancholy cut one giant in half at the waist and cleaved the other in two from stem to stern. Undead were notoriously resilient to most attacks, but Melancholy was steeped and reforged in the blood of more kinds of demons than humans knew existed. It knew their every weakness, and in an undead, it was like a wolf let loose among a flock of chickens.

      Darren’s sword devoured the undead’s power and converted it to Divine Aura, which in turn replenished the small fraction of Darren’s great reserves that he had used in the fight so far.

      Behind him, the banshee had used a skill to sprout four crimson tendrils which were only just barely keeping Darren’s Celestial Storm skill at bay. Darren approached slowly, keeping his eyes to the sky, where he spotted Callum just now landing to eliminate his own target. He kept one eye on his companion while he turned his sword on the banshee.

      “How much remains of you?” Darren asked the banshee.

      “Paladin...” the banshee hissed in that same lifeless voice. “End... it.”

      “Do you suffer?” Darren asked.

      “...Yes.”

      Darren put Melancholy away. It vanished in the blink of an eye, sucked into his inventory, an item that he had evolved from a bag of holding to become so powerful it no longer had a physical presence.

      The banshee saw him disarmed, and she threw all of her remaining power into one last skill. Her hands burned with black fire, and her eyes glowed red. Powerful Demonic Aura filled the air.

      But it was useless before Darren. His hands went out, and that same golden light shone from him once again, destroying the demonic skills before they could be finished. His fingers wrapped around the banshee’s wrists, and no matter how she struggled, but even the strength granted to her by undeath couldn’t free her from his grip.

      The banshee went still in Darren’s grip. His hands were burning her. She bit her lip in pain, but as the light passed over her skin, it rendered what had once been black and blue into pale and pinkish flesh.

      Darren drove the undead out of her with his power, and the banshee sagged in his arms as she became a human once again. Her eyes fluttered for a moment, coming into focus in a way they hadn’t until now. There was a hint of life in her eyes now that hadn’t existed before. She looked up at Darren, wide-eyed in wonder.

      She was about to speak, but then she glanced at her chest.

      There were a few crude stitches there, which popped open now to reveal an empty and hollow cavity. Her heart was gone. They had taken it as part of the ritual that sacrificed her.

      Darren reached into his inventory and withdrew his well of life. He pushed the bottle to the newly healed priestess’ mouth. Perhaps if he got enough into her quickly enough, she would heal?

      “T-thank you...” the priestess said, speaking finally in a human voice.

      Darren pried her mouth open and poured great mouthfuls of water in, but it was no use. Her heart was gone, and what little was left of her soul after her time spent as a demon had already fled. She was dead, beyond even Darren’s ability to heal.

      Darren turned to stare at the mountains of the undead around him, all slain by his power. If Cassandra or Morgana had been sacrificed, he would have had to watch them die the same way. For all his might and skill with his sword, some things were still beyond him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six
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        Quest Completed! Slay the Undead in the Northern Mountains.

      

      

      
        	Reward: Two corrupted sigils, the personal treasure chest of a powerful necromancer, and a demonic skillbook.

      

      Callum flew down from the mountainside to meet Darren as the latter made his way up the mountain.

      “The chest is up in that cavern there. It looks like this necromancer set himself up with a little palace away from home! There’s plenty of silver and gold, which is good because Cassandra has you paying all those mercenaries. We wouldn’t want to run out of gold for them before the city’s established.”

      Darren shrugged, unconcerned. He had far more gold than Cassandra could spend in one lifetime. And what he’d already provided her with was nothing more than a tiny fraction of what he’d accumulated during his time in Hell.

      Still, Darren knew the gold itself would make Cassandra happy and feel more secure, so he happily collected it into his inventory.

      “You did most of the work,” Callum said as he hefted a tiny pouch that was probably just the necromancer’s daily spending money. “And your expenses are far higher than mine. So I’ll just take this little pouch, and you can take the rest.”

      The room inside the cave was well furnished. The necromancer had hung up tapestries in all the corners to make the cavern feel as far from cave-like as he could manage.

      His tastes seemed surprisingly good, and both the rugs and tapestries were of fine make. Cassandra might appreciate these things as much as the gold, and he knew they had an entire manor to furnish. So Darren collected everything inside the cavern and stuffed it away, only stopping when he found the skillbook the quest had offered as a reward.

      CORRUPTED BREATH OF FALSE LIFE (RARE)

      
        	This demonic skillbook is the basis of all reanimation-type necromantic creations. It allows the user to convert the flesh and soul of a recently deceased person of power into an undead that follows the caster’s commands.

      

      This was likely the same skill that the necromancer had used to turn that priestess into a banshee. It must have been challenging to acquire. It was filled with magic still, which meant it hadn't yet been used. That meant the necromancer went out of his way to acquire a second copy. It was ripe for teaching another aspiring necromancer. Perhaps the man had aspirations of taking an apprentice before his untimely death in this cavern.

      NEW QUEST AVAILABLE!: DESTROY THE CORRUPTED SKILLBOOK (EASY)

      
        	This necromantic book could cause untold suffering in the wrong hands. Destroy it!

        	Reward: +1 Devotion.

      

      An ordinary paladin would have destroyed a corrupted skillbook in a heartbeat for that one devotion point. But devotion meant little to Darren. He’d never needed to call on the seraphim for anything, and he didn’t plan to start now that he knew one of them was responsible for his mother’s death.

      So Darren dismissed the quest and tucked the corrupted skillbook into his inventory as well. Perhaps with a bit of study and his Divine Aura Mastery skill, he’d be able to make something useful out of it.
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        * * *

      

      The fiends in the Eastern Woods turned out to be an equal threat to the undead that Darren and Callum had just fought. Darren let Callum deal with one of them before the demon proved more than Callum’s match, even with Callum flying and it on the ground. It took Darren cutting off one of the fiend’s arms to make it a fair fight, and even that had been tough on Callum.

      There were only about a dozen fiends in total, but each was a deadly warrior. Moreover, they all carried weapons and were quite good at using them. Even Sasha’s force of paladins and holy adepts would have had a tough time facing this equal number of fiends.

      The leader of the fiends turned out to be Rarek’s eldest daughter, who had won the loyalty of these minions by offering up her body for their use. When Darren came across them in her tent, he wasn’t sure if they were satiating their demonic lust on her or if she was satiating her prodigious human lust on them.

      Whatever the case was, Darren put the demon consort and her paramours to rest with a swing of Melancholy’s sword. The fact that none of them had their weapons or armor on them made the fight quick and effortless on Darren’s part. He and Callum walked away with another small tide of riches and an expensive bed that Darren was certain Cassandra would love... after a thorough washing.

      
        
        Quest Completed! Destroy the fiends in the Eastern Woods!

      

      

      The bedframe looked very strong based on what Darren saw in the tent, and acquiring it alone made this quest worthwhile. Sadly, the mattress and sheets would have to be burned.

      This time, the reward was mostly an arsenal of weapons instead of gold and gems, but Darren could put these weapons to use far sooner than mere money. The new city guard would need to be armed.

      The weapons weren’t of particularly good quality by Darren’s standards, but since spending a bit of time on the surface, Darren had lowered his expectations considerably. These would likely be considered decent weapons by most humans, though he doubted they would withstand even one blow against a demon lord.

      Still, since the weapons were not for him, Darren pocketed them as well for use back in Limedeep. He would see that they wound up in good hands.
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        * * *

      

      The army of slave warriors to the west was a difficult problem to handle. This group was smaller than the undead horde. None of the slave warriors was a match for any of the fiends either.

      The group had been on the back foot in terms of raw power, but their numbers and human cunning meant they could outmaneuver the undead and take territory while the fiends were busy. That meant what little territory they'd claimed was incredibly valuable. They alone had been responsible for most of the missing trade wagons that should have been running from Limedeep to the Blackwind Empire.

      Darren drummed his hand against the flat side of Melancholy as he thought. He could kill them all. These slave warriors were part of the reason this entire region was destabilized, and he was not above slaying a few to save many.

      Their description from Darren’s sigil suggested that they were warriors only because they were slaves. Were they merely being forced to comply with the wishes of a wicked master? Or did they serve him willingly in his dark deeds?

      Darren wasn’t one to spend long hours pondering moral questions. Once he realized this was one of those types of problems, he realized the simplest solution would be to kill their master first and see what happened after. At that point, he would know who he needed to kill to finish things off properly.

      Darren and Callum flew right to the main base of the army of slave warriors who’d set up tents to the west on the road leading to Limedeep. Their highway banditry had kept them well stocked and supplied.

      From the sight of a few broken wagons and merchant corpses nearby, they’d been at this for a while. A few of those bodies might even belong to Cassandra’s acquaintances, and Darren could easily imagine her body lying there among those of the other merchants. Darren probably would have found the bandits drinking the wine and eating the food she’d been transporting when they first met. If he hadn't run into her then, was this where she'd have ended up?

      Feeling his heart grow a little harder at that thought, Darren let his heels touch the ground and turned to the nearest slave warrior.

      “Who is your leader?” Darren demanded.

      “Arrr! Yag’hatar!” the slave warrior shouted, speaking some language Darren didn’t understand. He kicked the man aside, knocking the wind out of him to silence the man.

      “Leader? Owner? Master?” Darren asked again. The man reached for the knife at his belt but Darren stepped on his wrist. With his grip weakened, Darren easily plucked the dagger from his hand.

      The man’s eyes bugged out as he realized how outmatched he was. He nodded in understanding and pointed to a nearby tent.

      “Good. Now run.” Darren pushed the man towards the road and headed for the tent he’d gestured to.

      He strode over to the tent, flicked the tip of his stolen dagger into the fabric, and cut a long slit down the length of the tent. He entered silently, without a displaced pebble to mark his entrance.

      Once inside, Darren spotted a young man holding a golden goblet as he hunched over a map on the nearby table.

      “My brother and sister’s scouts have disappeared. Now is our chance!” The young man jabbed his dagger into the map. “The food from these merchants will only sustain my slave-warriors for so long. I’m told they won’t fight as well on quarter rations.”

      “You are the master?” Darren asked as he appeared behind the young man like he'd materialized from the shadows.

      “What? Who are you?” The young man turned his head to the guards at the front of the tent. “Guards! Deal with him! Blasted slaves always need to be told what to do... no initiative.”

      Darren turned Melancholy so its flat struck both guards in the head. Hitting them didn’t knock them out, but it dazed both of them enough that they’d be out of the fight and nursing a head injury for a few days.

      Darren cut the young man in two before he could even draw the rapier at his hip, then he snatched the corrupted sigil around his neck and the rapier itself, which turned out to be the best weapon Darren had found so far.

      That alone had not been enough to complete the quest, but Darren found a peculiar band around one of the young man’s wrists. It was plain bronze, which seemed a little ordinary for someone who was otherwise only wearing silver and gold.

      Darren inspected the band and used his Sense Intent skill to get a better idea of what it was.

      SLAVE PUNISHMENT BAND

      
        	This corrupted device deals excruciating pain to any individual belonging to the user. Requires Demonic Aura to use.

      

      
        
        Quest Completed! Defeat the army of slave-warriors to the west!

      

      

      Darren fingered the band and used his purification ability. The conversion from demonic to divine worked on most items, but many like this one lost their function when converted. Darren had once converted a torture device and ended up with a peculiar vibrating wand which seemed useless for any task Darren could think of. He wasn’t surprised to see the Slave Punishment Band find the same fate.

      PLEASURABLE REWARD BAND

      
        	This device creates an intense feeling of euphoric pleasure whenever activated. It can only be used on those who consciously consent to feeling its effects.

      

      Useless as well, as far as Darren knew. But one could never have too many trinkets, so Darren tucked it away in case it ever came in handy later. If not, it would sit in his inventory with everything else he’d collected over the years. At some point, he’d go through what he had in storage. He’d thrown enough bags of holding in there without checking them that he’d probably amassed quite a few trinkets not even he knew he had.

      Seeing their master die, a call went up around the camp. The slave warriors who saw the body fall ran towards it. A few drew swords and turned to Darren, but their own comrades’ blades met them.

      A fight broke out among the slave warriors, and that fighting spread like wildfire throughout the entire camp. One side must have been loyal to their late master, while the other was not.

      Darren didn’t know which side was which, but he liked the map the young man had been leaning over. It had a good lay of the land around Limedeep. There were a few chests of armor that would go well with the weapons he’d looted earlier, and there was even a tidy sum of silver and bronze coins. Cassandra would be pleased, and perhaps Darren and his friends could go out again. That would be fun.

      Darren looted the command tent while the rest of the camp burned. Callum kept watch and held his spear with just enough practice to prevent any slave warriors from coming into the tent before Darren was done. When Darren was finished collecting everything he was interested in, he and Callum left by flight to take care of the last quest on their list.
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        * * *

      

      The last of Rarek’s heirs led the militia. The young man Darren had just killed had kept meticulous records, including a rather detailed analysis of just what was going on in the area.

      Turiel had been Rarek’s youngest estranged daughter. Apparently, she’d left her life of banditry behind as soon as she turned eighteen to go exploring. During her explorations, she’d stumbled across a holy sigil, making her the only wielder of Divine Aura among all of Rarek’s heirs.

      It was no wonder she left home. With a family full of demonic sigil wielders, her quests would’ve been constantly telling her to kill her own family. And her siblings’ demonic sigils were probably telling them to kill her. That would be enough to quench any ties of blood between her and her family, especially one as cutthroat as this one seemed to be.

      “This page here says that she has gathered her militia from most of the fighting townspeople who had once lived around Rarek’s keep. Apparently, there were enough disgruntled civilians there to pose a threat, even to the undead, fiend, and slave armies we’ve run into so far."

      “Likely, the remaining bandits went to her. Those who were not cultists,” Darren suggested.

      Callum nodded in agreement. “As long as I don’t have to fight another fiend.”

      The two of them took to the air and started flying. The quest directed them southwards, and they soon spotted an impromptu shantytown set up along the road.

      Darren and Callum had expected to run into some sort of bandit army blockading the pass between Limedeep in the Blackwind Empire. Instead, there were many storefronts and shopkeepers hawking their wares like the road was some sort of everyday market.

      There were a few wagons and carts with the make of the Blackwind Empire about them, and they were busy talking to a couple of guards near the market stalls. He stretched out his Celestial Storm tendrils to hear what they were saying.

      “No, you don’t want to head further west towards Limedeep," a man in mismatched armor said to a traveling merchant. "Bandits have taken the road there, and you will only lose your cargo and your life if you head that way. My advice? Journey further south, then double back around. If you really need to get to Limedeep. If you’re just looking to offload your goods here, though, we’ve got plenty to sell. I can’t promise much in the way of coinage, but the merchants here are honest.”

      "Thanks for the advice, guardsman!" the merchant said in reply. "I'll do as you say and sell what goods I can here."

      The market guards and the merchants were having an honest discussion. That was nothing like the bandit holdup he had expected.

      Darren and Callum touched down in the woods just out of sight, beyond the ramshackle town. They walked up the street just as the merchant had, touring the places as any ordinary visitors would.

      “Go on through.” The guard ushered the men, not asking for so much as an entrance bribe.

      “This certainly doesn’t have the feel of an undead horde or a lair of demonic debauchery,” Callum noted.

      “No, it does not.”

      “Should we investigate further?” Callum asked. “Figure out what sort of nefarious deeds this group is up to in the dark of the night? They have to be up to something bad. Otherwise, our sigils would not have told us to kill them."

      “I will investigate.” Darren leaned against the far wall, stretching out his Celestial Storm tendrils to look and listen.

      “Right. While you do that, I will ask a few questions and try to find things out the old-fashioned way,” Callum said.

      He left Darren to focus on snippets of conversation and tiny traces of aura. It wasn’t long before Darren detected traces of something evil. Like a hound on the prowl, Darren latched on to the scent of Demonic Aura. It was only a faint thread. Most paladins would not have even noticed it. Truthfully, Darren wouldn’t have noticed it either if he hadn’t recently spent so much time learning to hunt down imps.

      Darren opened his eyes as soon as he found the trail, and he followed it back to its source. The flow of demonic energy got stronger bit by bit, shaking and moving. It was tied to an individual. No… A group of individuals. Cultists?

      But if these were cultists, why was the flow of demonic aura around them so weak? A true cultist, even one without a corrupted sigil, would’ve taken in enough Demonic Aura to light up like a demon to Darren’s senses. The fact that Darren was only detecting faint threads of power suggested that whatever entity was generating this demonic energy was very well cloaked. That boded ill.

      Perhaps their target was using all these innocent civilians to shield them from detection?

      As Darren followed the trail, he watched the armed men around him. They definitely had the look of a militia about them. Each was armed in mismatched gear assembled from various sets, and they wore no uniform to speak of. Only the fact that they carried weapons and some measure of armor marked them as different from the people they were protecting.

      In the distance, Darren noticed palisade walls going up in a ring around the settlement. They were fortifying, which meant they had no intention of leaving this secure area any time soon. This camp was nothing like he expected, and he was seeing more as he followed the Demonic Aura he was sensing.

      Finally, Darren followed the Demonic Aura to its source and found himself before a large tent.

      There, arrayed before him, were rows of tiny beds, each containing an infant.

      “Wait, you can’t be in here!” a nursemaid tending the infants shouted as she looked up from the small child she was holding a bottle for.

      Darren looked at the nursemaid while the latter looked at him. She took in his tall and muscular form. He could tear her limb from limb if he wanted.

      “Y-you’re a paladin, aren’t you?” the nursemaid asked in shallow panting breaths. “Don’t hurt them! They’re only children! They did nothing wrong!”

      Darren turned to look at the children, who were the source of the Demonic Aura Darren had been tracking. Each of them looked almost human. Some had skin a little too red. Some had a pair of bumps that might have been the start of horns. Others had fingernails that were just a little too long and sharp.

      “Too much Demonic Aura...” Darren muttered. Most of these children were even younger than he was when he was first exposed to Demonic Aura. And unlike Darren, these children could not force the Demonic Aura away from them. Instead, the dark power was warping their bodies and minds.

      “They are the children of the cultists, now orphans,” the nursemaid explained, wringing her skirt in her hands as she glanced at Darren anxiously.

      Darren reached out to touch the head of a baby that couldn’t have been more than six months old. He had probably killed her parents when he went to rescue Cassandra and Morgana, and now this little girl would grow up without a mother or father.

      The thought was troubling to Darren. He did not regret killing the cultists. They’d signed their souls over to dark, demonic forces and had been prepared to cut out Cassandra’s and Morgana’s hearts in the name of their dark patron.

      If these children had grown up under their care, they would have eventually entered their parents’ cult and given themselves to demons too. Darren had saved them from that fate. But would these children see it that way when they grew old enough to realize what he’d taken from them?

      Or worse, would they seek him out when they were grown looking for revenge? In another twenty years, would one of these infants come to challenge Darren over the childhood he took from them? The smartest thing to do would be to end any chance of that happening here and now.

      “Wait, Darren, don’t do it!” Callum’s voice echoed from beyond the tent. He threw the flap aside and rushed in. A young woman Darren didn’t recognize followed right after. She was pretty in an innkeeper’s daughter sort of way. Her clothes were plain wool and cotton. He wouldn’t have noticed her at all if not that her hair and eyes were the same as the three children of Rarek he had killed earlier that day.

      The young woman threw herself to the ground before Darren.

      “Please!” she begged. “Take my life if you must. I’m the one who rescued them. But have mercy on the children!”

      “The children are infected,” Darren said. “I will purify them.”

      “No!” the woman yelled, pressing her forehead to the ground. “Please! I will do anything! Just spare their lives!”

      “Darren...” Callum began. “Remember what you said to me? Don’t follow your sigil mindlessly. Sometimes you need to reject quests that aren’t right. Morgana ended up in trouble because she ignored that advice.”

      "I said that I will purify them," Darren repeated.

      "Mercy! Mercy please!" The woman on her knees sobbed.

      “Stand back,” Darren said, ignoring both Callum and the crying woman on the ground.

      Darren pulled Melancholy from his inventory. The massive sword was barely large enough to fit in the tent.

      “No!” The nursemaid ran over to jump in front of Darren, but Callum reached out and pulled her into his arms.

      “Darren...” Callum looked to the ground, averting his gaze.

      “Purify,” Darren commanded. Golden light shone from both him and his sword, filling the tent with brilliant purifying light.

      The light seemed to emanate from all directions, leaving no shadows as it passed over the room.

      Darren’s power filled the tent and touched each of the children huddling in their cribs. As the purifying energy washed over them, their demonic features receded. Reddish skin turned to a normal human hue. The tiny horn-like buds on their heads vanished without a trace. The dark pallor that had cloaked their features vanished like it had never been there, leaving nothing but a room full of healthy sleeping babies.

      “I am done,” Darren declared as he put Melancholy away.

      “Wait…” The woman on the ground finally pulled her head out of the dirt. “You mean… You’re not going to kill them all for the demonic power in them?”

      “Demonic Aura is bad for children,” Darren explained. “They would have been very ill.”

      Callum breathed a long sigh of relief. He started laughing. “I knew there was nothing to worry about, Darren. Although I admit, for just a moment there, I doubted you. It won’t happen again.”

      Callum released the nursemaid, who quickly went to tend to the infants. A few had started to stir in their sleep and required her attention.

      Darren reached down and grabbed the kneeling woman’s shoulder. Like lifting a sack of grain, he hauled her to her feet.

      “Sever their connection to cults and demons. Let these children grow safe and whole,” Darren said. “If you wish to tell them what happened to their parents, you may. Once they are older. If they come to me seeking blood or answers, then you can tell them where to find me.”

      In the end, Darren decided to let fate guide these lost children. If one of them came to him seeking revenge, then he would just have to make sure he was too strong to be defeated.

      Quest forfeited: Crush the bandit militia gathering on the road to the south.

      “Darn.” Callum frowned at the invisible message in front of him. “No quest reward.”

      The woman next to him looked a little worried. “I can give you a bit of silver. I’m afraid we have little. I financed most of our supplies myself. My siblings took all of my father's remaining wealth before I arrived."

      Darren turned her. “What is your name?”

      “Turiel,” the young woman said.

      “Turiel, you will repay me by bringing order and peace to this area,” Darren instructed.

      “W-what? Come again?” Turiel asked.

      “Make this area a safe place to travel and live. No more bandits. No more cults. Make it a safe place for children and families.” Darren gestured to the sleeping infants nearby. “Do this, and you will have my support. Let those who would stop you face me.”

      “You... want to put me in charge of the castle?” Turiel asked.

      “Yes. Rebuild the town. Take this.” Darren passed Turiel the small chest of gold he’d found among her dead brother’s belongings. “I will return to check on your progress.”

      “U-understood,” Turiel said. “Don’t worry! We’ll fly the banner of Limedeep over the castle and everything!”

      BONUS QUEST COMPLETED: REWARD: POTENTIAL VASSALAGE OF TURIEL.

      Darren and Callum headed back towards Limedeep on foot. Once they were out of sight, both of them took to the air to travel faster.

      “That was kind of you, what you did back there. Not just curing the kids of their demonic aura infection. You set Turiel up to rebuild everything good that her father ever did and get rid of all the bad.”

      “It was nothing. Tell me about your skills. Did they increase?”

      “Definitely!” Callum said proudly. “My skill levels have increased across the board! It feels weird to have only just gotten these skills and already be well on the way to mastering them. I’ll have to start pushing for Paladin so I can get new skills.”

      Darren’s abilities also improved considerably over the course of his recent adventures. Unlike Callum though, pushing his skills to their peak was just the beginning for Darren. It would not be long before he could evolve his skills once more. When that happened, he wouldn’t need to fear even two or three ordinary archpaladins like Gaimon coming for him at the same time.

      The only question was, would it be enough for Prime Saint Kalaziel and those who answered to him?

      Darren looked his abilities over.

      DARREN HEAVENGRACE (ARCHPALADIN FOURTH ORDER)

      DEVOTION: ARDENT BEYOND EQUAL (+10)

      Skills: (6 of 10 slots filled)

      
        
        Magical Comprehension 6 (Epic)

      

      

      
        	The secrets of magic are revealed to you. You naturally understand magical abilities, both your own and those of your enemies.

        	All Divine Aura abilities cost significantly less power to use. Enemy spells grow unstable in your presence, making casting and maintaining them more difficult.

        	Allies will find themselves grasping concepts they never understood before while in your presence.

        	You can manipulate small quantities of Demonic Aura as easily as Divine Aura.

      

      DIVINE BLESSING 9 (EPIC)

      
        	Note: Evolved from the skill Hands of Purity

        	This ability removes the taint of Demonic Aura from anything that can be touched, creating an aura of purity around the user. Deals damage against entities that require Demonic Aura to live. Instantaneously kill all demons in the first order. Passively converts ambient Demonic Aura into Divine Aura.

        	Cost: Low Divine Aura.

      

      SENSE INTENT 4 (MYTHIC): NOTE: EVOLVED FROM THE SKILL BATTLE INSTINCTS

      
        	This ability lets the user predict enemy movements and attack patterns, regardless of species.

        	Cost: Passive, no cost.

      

      DEMON CALAMITY 3 (MYTHIC): NOTE: EVOLVED FROM THE SKILL DEMONBANE

      
        	This ability allows the user to enhance their attacks with large amounts of Divine Aura, dealing 10x damage to all demonic creatures.

        	Cost: Medium Divine Aura.

      

      CELESTIAL STORM 8 (EPIC)

      
        	Note: Evolved from the skill Ray of Light

        	This ability allows the user to shoot multiple light beams in all directions, cutting through whatever they touch.

        	Cost: Medium Divine Aura and one hour spent in pure sunlight, or a large amount of Divine Aura.

      

      
        
        Leaf in the Storm, Stone in the River 10 (Epic)

      

      

      
        	Note: Evolved from Evasive Step

        	The Leaf in the Storm half of this skill enhances your ability to dodge and weave through attacks with incredible speed and efficiency so that only those with specialized targeting skills will be able to hit you.

        	The Stone in the River half of this skill enhances your ability to withstand overwhelming strength. You can invest Divine Aura to increase your strength directly in proportion to the strength of the blow you are resisting.

      

      LIMITLESS EVOLUTION 1 (LEGENDARY)

      
        	When a skill or item has reached the pinnacle of its abilities, this skill can be used to enhance the skill or item. It also reveals the requirements for advancing a skill or item to its next level.

        	Cost: Three-day casting time consumes all the user’s Divine Aura.

        	As a legendary skill, Limitless Evolution does not occupy a skill slot.

      

      It was time to get stronger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Chapter 7: Sasha
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      While Darren and Callum were taking care of quests far outside Limedeep, some were closer to home. And not all of those quests nearby were the type the city guard could handle. For those tasks, Sasha and her little group, the Order of the Rose, were hard at work.

      “The imp went that way!” Blossom, her group’s priestess, shouted. “We don’t want to let this imp get away again!”

      Sasha quickly took command and started issuing orders to her companions. “Fan out! Cut off its escape! Audrey, get arrows ready!”

      Sasha’s cleric had her bow drawn already, anticipating Sasha’s signal. By now, they had worked together for long enough that they could fulfill Sasha’s commands before she even knew to voice them.

      “Done,” Audrey answered.

      “Get the Demonic Aura revealing smoke!” Sasha bellowed. Immediately, two of the group's holy adepts pulled out a pair of iron spheres containing combustible incense. This incense was an invaluable tool for detecting demonic aura, as very few paladins had the sensitivity to perceive this unfamiliar energy.

      The holy adepts lit the fuses and threw the smoke bombs, sending up billowing clouds of gray smoke that filled the area, settling ankle high on the ground. The cloud was just thin enough to see through at head height for a human, but grew denser the closer it got to the ground. As short as they were, any imp trying to see through it would have been blind.

      Soon enough, the incense did its work. The smoke darkened from a pale light gray to dark crimson in a trail, tracing a path that the imp had traveled mere moments ago. The course grew thicker just through the woods and out of sight. Eventually, it curved into a nearby tree branch. The imp must have tried to escape by climbing that tree.

      “It’s up in the tree! I’m going to see if I can flush it out!” Cleric Audrey shouted.

      Sasha nodded and waved her sword. “Do it!”

      Audrey fired a volley of arrows faster than any normal person could shoot. Every arrow she loosed from her bow was matched by three made of divine energy. These holy arrows would not be effective against human targets, but were perfectly functional against demons.

      Sure enough, the group heard a startled yelp from the treetops. A pair of tiny crimson-hide imps jumped down, flapping little wings on their back to catch their fall as they tried to get as far away from Sasha and her companions as possible. One of them had a glowing magical arrow sticking out of it. The arrow was already dissipating into divine aura, but the damage was done and the imp was limping along.

      “Finish them off!” Sasha raised her sword, charging forward herself to do the deed. With her movement ability, she quickly closed the distance between her and the wounded imp. One slice was all it took to put this first-order demon down.

      Cleric Audrey fired another arrow straight through the air. The magical shaft jammed right into the back of the other imp as it ran. That wounded it long enough for Sasha to lunge forward and deal with it as well.

      
        
        Quest Completed! Eliminate the remaining demons around Limedeep!

      

      

      
        	Imps slain! (93/93)

        	Dire Felbeasts (22/22)

        	Lesser Fiends (3/3)

      

      Sasha’s companions cheered as she stuffed the two imp corpses into her personal bag of holding.

      “With this, we’ve finished off the last of the remaining imps around Limedeep. The roads around this city are finally safe.” Sasha smiled briefly, though it didn’t reach her eyes.

      Her companions all cheered and embraced one another, congratulating themselves on a job well done. Many of them had improved their skills by some small measure. A couple of them had even reached the highest level possible for a specific skill.

      This was honest work for a paladin and her crew, so why did it feel like she had accomplished little? Completing this quest represented nearly a week of work for her, and the devotion rewards alone were considerable. She should have been as thrilled as her companions to complete this quest.

      “Are drinks on you tonight, Captain Sasha?” Audrey asked with a big smile on her face.

      “You can take the coin for food and drink out of the party’s purse. I think I’m going to retire early to my room, though."

      "Again?" Audrey sighed. "You know, you don't have to stay quite so aloof from us, Sasha. We're friends, not just subordinates. You should stay and have a drink."

      "Perhaps tomorrow." Sasha waved her cleric off. "For now, I have a lot on my mind."

      Sasha waved goodbye to her companions as soon as they reached the inn they were staying in. With the quest finally completed, Sasha could look inward and figure out what had been bothering her for so long. Sasha stripped her armor off, letting it tumble to the ground. She shouldn’t be so careless with her equipment, especially now that it would be harder to get more. Limedeep was not Whiteguard, and finding proper paladin gear would be difficult and expensive. Despite this conscious worry, she couldn't bring herself to care.

      She threw her clothes to the ground and grabbed a nearby towel, dipping it in a washbasin prepared for just that purpose. Chasing imps through the woods was sweaty work, and Sasha cleaned herself off with experienced hands.

      All the while, that sense of tension between her brows grew stronger. There was something wrong with her life these days. She just couldn’t figure out what it was. She sighed as she lay there on her bed. Her long and bare legs stretched out over the straw-filled mattress, and she closed her eyes.

      Sasha was not well. Over the past few weeks, she had trained with her comrades, who were now also exiled from every place the Order of the Rod had influence. She’d exercised normally, practiced her skills, and even completed that quest to kill the remaining demons lingering around the city to make it safe for travel.

      But something nagged at her each night.

      Guilt for the suffering this city had experienced under the Order of the Rod and her part in helping them?

      Frustration at being forced to leave them, potentially banishing her and her companions from Whiteguard forever?

      Fear of what she was supposed to do now?

      None of that felt right, though she was sure it all played a part. Before coming to Limedeep, she’d been certain of her path. All she had to do was complete a few minor tasks for Archpaladin Gaimon, and her entry into the Order of the Rod was assured. After that, it would only be a matter of dedicated service to advance among the ranks of the Paladins of Whiteguard.

      But now, she was feeling uncertain. Yes, that was the word.

      Altogether, she was feeling uncertain. She was uncertain of what she was supposed to be doing now. All her life, her goal had been to join the Order of the Rod. But, now that she had seen them slaughter so much of this city, killing innocents at the behest of a man who turned out to be a demon at heart, she knew that she could never respect them again. Her dream of joining them was dead and buried.

      No, she had made the right choice switching sides to join Darren. That was the one thing she was certain about. So on that front, she had no regrets.

      Darren was an archpaladin even stronger than Gaimon. Therefore, there would be just as much honor in serving Darren as serving any other archpaladin. That he lacked the connections of Gaimon was unfortunate, but Sasha didn’t become a paladin to pander to the wealthy and connected. She became a paladin to fight evil and protect humanity, and Darren would do a better job than Gaimon ever would have.

      But that was only talking about Darren in his capacity as an archpaladin. As a man, Darren was far more than Gaimon ever was. Where Gaimon had been lecherous, Darren was pure. Where Gaimon was wrathful, Darren was calm. Where Gaimon was arrogant, Darren was humble. Where Gaimon’s stare made Sasha shiver in fright, Darren’s gaze made her spine tingle and delight.

      Sasha opened her eyes to find that she was biting her lip. At some point while she had her eyes closed and was lost in thought, her fingers had wormed down her waist and started dabbing at the damp wetness between her thighs. When had that happened?

      Sasha sat up, blushing and embarrassed, even though she was alone in her room.

      Her head turned left and right, and she silenced her breathing like she was stalking some imp through the forest.

      No noises. She couldn’t hear anyone through the walls either, which meant her companions were still celebrating in the tavern on the first floor of the inn.

      Oh, her companions. How they must hate her. She’d cut their ambitions short. There would be no chance of them joining the Order of the Rod now. Still, that they had stuck with her, even betraying Gaimon and chasing the other paladins from the streets of Limedeep, warmed her heart.

      Sasha quietly snuck over to the shutters on the window on the far side of her room. She slammed the shutters and pulled the curtains down over them so not a hint of light could escape.

      There was a lamp in the corner, and she lit it with a piece of flint, casting her room in dim orange light.

      Something was troubling her mind. Thankfully, based on the wetness between her thighs, Sasha knew of at least one way she could ease some stress.

      With the shutters firmly closed and no one in the nearby rooms, Sasha pulled her pillows out and arrayed them on the center of the bed. Then, with a few shallow panting breaths and her cheeks still flushing red, she straddled those pillows.

      She pressed her womanhood against the pillows. Her back arched behind her. Her frame was slight for paladins, but she still had inhumanly firm muscles running down the length of her toned body. She rolled her hips forward and back, stroking herself against the fabric.

      “Mfff...”

      A slight moan tried to escape her mouth, but Sasha silenced it by biting her lower lip. She’d discovered the beauty of masturbation in her teen years long ago. There weren’t many times for it on the road, so she had to take what opportunities she could get.

      Though she was utterly alone in her bedroom, her cheeks flushed red and shame filled her head. Should a paladin really be moaning like some common whore?

      No, at least a whore would have a man. Sasha was using a pillow, for seraphim’s sake! Sasha had never taken a man to her bed. Nor did she think she ever could. She’d been an average girl before, but after the transformation to Paladin, she was taller than most men and considerably stronger to boot.

      The transformation had made her tall and toned. She was as well built as being a paladin demanded, and the average man would find her intimidating. She wasn’t at all like the petite and delicate girls men like Darren favored. Cassandra and Morgana were luckier than they knew.

      Despite her own tremendous physical strength, she couldn’t help but desire a man stronger than her. Someone who could push her to the bed, wrap his arms around her, and lead her to wherever he wished. That was a strange desire for someone who'd been hailed as a natural leader from a young age. Her companions would lose all respect for her if they knew what she wanted.

      But maybe in her mind she could put a face to this pillow and make it something more?

      Her old swordsmanship instructor? No, he’d practically been her father’s age.

      One acolyte from her Golden Temple training group? No, most of them had ended up as monks.

      The paladins she’d met in the Order of the Rod? Certainly not after what she’d seen them do.

      But what about Archpaladin Darren?

      Sasha’s heart skipped a beat, and the heat between her thighs redoubled in intensity. She ground her hips against the pillow with greater speed, reaching up to take her breasts in her hands and toy with her nipples.

      “Oh... sir Darren!” Sasha moaned quietly to herself. Her lips crept up in a girlish smile as she imagined Darren’s face beneath her. “J-just like this? Am... am I doing good?”

      She swayed her hips, imagining him lying on the bed. She closed her eyes, and she felt his strong hands on her hips, guiding her along just as he’d picked her. He’d been in this same room a few weeks ago. He’d picked her up despite her armor and sword, holding her up against the wall like she was as light as a feather.

      What if he’d thrown her on the bed instead? What if he’d torn her clothes off with his hands and taken her then and there?

      He could have if he wanted to. Nobody could have stopped him. Sasha remembered the intoxicating dominance she’d experienced emanating from him like physical energy.

      Yes, she could almost feel him commanding her to take off her clothes. He should have asked her to repent for her sins in aiding the Order of the Rod summon demons by offering her body to him.

      She would have done it too, Sasha realized. Her hands would have shaken, and her heart would have trembled, but she would have thrown her clothes to the floor and let him do whatever he wanted with her.

      The intensity of Sasha’s pleasure continued to build, and she felt herself nearing a peak.

      “Darren! Yes... Darren! Take me!” Sasha cried, barely muffling her cries as she moaned, wholly lost in fantasy.

      The illusion she’d built for herself abruptly shattered when she heard someone knocking on the door.

      “Captain Sasha?” Sasha’s cleric said from behind the closed door.

      Sasha’s eyes shot open. She glanced down at herself. Her body was covered in a sheen of sweat from her exertions. Her breasts were bare and her nipples hard. Slick wetness coated her thighs and the pillow between them. Just a moment ago, she’d been moaning the name of a man who probably had never given her a second thought.

      Embarrassment gnawed at her, and she felt her stomach drop in worry. What if her cleric had heard her?

      “O-one moment. I’m... uh... washing up still.” Sasha dipped her towel back into the basin, wiping herself off with frantic speed before throwing a large cotton nightshirt on. She was sure her nipples were poking through the garment, but if she took too long, her cleric was bound to get suspicious.

      Act natural...

      Sasha let the door swing open, forcing a smile on her face. Her group’s cleric was standing there.

      Sasha stared intently at the more petite woman. Her cleric’s mouth was quirked up on one end in a smirk.

      “Is something wrong?” Sasha demanded with crossed arms.

      “Oh... uh... no. Sorry to disturb your... rest,” the cleric said.

      Sasha’s heart quickened. Had she heard Sasha moaning just a moment ago? Sasha had to use all of her training to maintain her composure.

      “What is it?” Sasha asked, trying to change the subject as quickly as possible. Her nipples were growing even harder at the thought of being overheard moaning Darren’s name. If they weren’t visible through her nightshirt before, they probably were now.

      “I received a letter from the Golden Temple for the Order of the Rose. It’s got the official seal and everything.”

      Sasha frowned as she took the tube the cleric was holding. Sure enough, it had the look of an official message from the Golden Temple. Sasha cracked it open, fearing the worst.

      “Is it an official condemnation from them? Excommunication for not following Gaimon’s orders?” the cleric asked as Sasha read the paper.

      TO THE ORDER OF THE ROSE

      
        
        We have received word from the surviving holy forces from Limedeep of a terrible demonic uprising in Limedeep that took the lives of many warriors of the light. We were gratified to hear the Order of the Rose and its members escaped largely unscathed.

        This missive comes from the Golden Temple of the Northern Trade Union. Powerful demonic forces are rising near here, and we suspect a demon horde will strike soon. Our spies among the local cults have identified the demon behind this as Asmoth’Koteth, Prime Sin of Hell.

        The Golden Temple branches of the Northern Trade Union require as many experienced warriors as possible to preserve our bastions of humanity against the demon invaders who would destroy us.

        If the Order of the Rose lends its aid to the Northern Trade Union’s Golden Temple branches, then your order will have our branches’ support in the near future. Prove your devotion to the seraphim! Defend the people of the Northern Trade Union from this demonic incursion, and we shall advocate your case before the seraphim and prevent your excommunication from the temple by those in Whiteguard who seek to paint your order as traitors.

        May the seraphim be with you,

        —The Priest-Magistrate of the Golden Temple in the Northern Trade Union and Associated city-states.

        

      

      “What is it?” Sasha’s cleric asked, with a nervous look painted on her face.

      “A second chance.” A smile spread across Sasha’s cheeks.
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      After finishing their quests around Rarekshold, Darren and Callum headed back to Limedeep. Thanks to their flight speed, their trip abroad only took them a single day, and both were stronger for it. More than that, Darren’s recent experiments had let him refine his understanding of the kinds of skills he needed further.

      He had four open skill slots, and Darren knew how valuable a thing that was. Here, on the surface, the chance to pick up new skills was the opportunity of a lifetime. So few had the opportunity to actually make choices about what skills they learned. But those that did were extremely careful to pick abilities that would work well together.

      Darren had plenty of theories about what skills would work best that dated back to his time in Hell. Still, life on the surface was different from the constant fighting and death he’d experienced during that portion of his life. After this last set of fights, Darren was beginning to figure out what he wanted out of a set of abilities.

      “All rise! The savior of Limedeep approaches!” a guard shouted from the ground. Most of the city guard was on the ground, shifting stones as they began repairs on Limedeep’s ruined walls. That began with cleaning the broken stone away from what used to be the eastern gatehouse.

      Darren and Callum drifted down from the sky to find people rising, then rapidly falling to their knees to bow to Darren.

      “Do not kneel.” Darren waved to them all as they passed. “Looking small and weak will not save you from a demon.”

      “Yes, King Darren! We’ll stand tall and strong for you!” one guardsman said. “After all, kneeling or standing, you’ll still be looking down on us from above.”

      Darren frowned. The people of Limedeep were becoming increasingly difficult to deal with after he killed Archpaladin Gaimon.

      “Return to work,” Darren commanded. “These walls must rise again to defend Limedeep. Do not be delayed again.”

      “Understood, King Darren!” the guard shouted, bowing low to Darren.

      In reply, Darren gave him a hard stare until the man stopped bowing and got back to work.
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        * * *

      

      Once the two of them were back in the city, Darren and Callum parted ways again. Callum went to his room in one of the city’s few surviving inns, and Darren returned to the manor Cassandra had purchased.

      Only a single day had passed, but some of the workers Cassandra had hired to repair the manor had already repainted the outside. The workers at the manor bowed to Darren even deeper than the city guards, much to Darren’s annoyance. Words, it seemed, were hardly enough to get people to listen to him. He would have to lead by example. Perhaps if he ignored them and continued about his business despite their antics they would learn to do the same.

      For now, he merely commanded them to continue what they were doing. At the same time, he opened the door, eager to present some of his quest rewards as a gift to Cassandra.

      He opened the door, expecting to have to search the manor with his Celestial Storm tendrils to find Cassandra. To his pleasant surprise, Cassandra was standing by the door. Next to her was a blushing Morgana.

      “W-welcome home, master...” Morgana muttered sheepishly. She held out a silver tray with two cups of wine on top of it.

      Darren tried to meet Morgana’s eyes, but she cast her gaze to the ground.

      Morgana was dressed in a frilly black and white maid outfit, complete with a duster and a white apron. Beneath the apron, she had a skirt that was far too short for an ordinary maid outfit. The tall shoes pushed her heels up, sticking her ass in the air invitingly as she struggled to walk straight.

      “Darren, love!” Cassandra took a step forward from just behind Morgana. She reached out and wrapped both hands around one of Darren’s arms. “I prepared a present for you! Look, it’s Morgana’s first day at her new job! Remember how she promised to be your personal servant so you could keep her out of trouble?”

      “I remember.” Darren walked over, taking one of the wine glasses off Morgana’s tray. He was grateful to see that although the goblet was intended for wine, it only had water in it. Cassandra knew him too well.

      Cassandra’s glass had actual wine, and she quickly grabbed the other glass and took a dainty sip of it.

      Once emptied, Morgana tucked the silver tray under her arm, still blushing. She was a fighter, a rogue, a bandit, and a thief! Being dressed in a frilly maid outfit must have felt more humiliating for her than being naked.

      “I had this outfit made custom!” Cassandra said as she flipped Morgana around. To Darren’s surprise, the back of Morgana’s skirt was entirely missing, and she wore no underwear beneath it. Her bare ass hung out in the open air, inviting him to touch it. It was hard and tight, well toned from years on her feet.

      “This way, if your maid is ever being naughty again, you can just give her a good smack right away!” As if to demonstrate, Cassandra slapped Morgana’s bare ass with her open hand.

      “Ow!” Morgana yelped, blushing at the touch.

      “Very nice,” Darren said as he reached out and inspected Cassandra’s handprint. “This way, she will never again be used by evil cults and demons.”

      “Want to walk around the manor with me?” Cassandra asked. “I was just coming up with Morgana’s list of daily chores. Whenever she isn’t sitting on the city council and going about official business pertaining to the rule of Limedeep, she’s going to be here, dressed in her uniform and tending to our house!”

      “That would be nice.” Darren pulled Cassandra under his right arm. He turned to the blushing Morgana and pulled her under his left so that all three of them could walk through their new home together. “I have brought presents too. I found wall rugs.” Darren presented a pile of tapestries he’d found.

      “Tapestries! These will do perfectly for the hallways and the great room!” Cassandra said happily. “There’s a bit of an echo there, and I was already thinking about having something made. Now we don’t have to wait! Morgana, be a dear and help me put these things up.”

      “Fine...” Morgana grumbled.

      She stumbled forward, having not yet gotten used to her heels. Her stumbling didn’t diminish the appeal of her bare legs and lithe body as she bent over to pick up one of the tapestries. Her ass stuck in the air, displaying the cleft between her thighs for all to see. Darren was content to watch, but Cassandra reached out to pinch that pert flesh between her thumb and forefinger, making Morgana yelp and stand abruptly.

      Cassandra clicked her tongue. “Aren’t you my betrothed servant? That’s hardly any way to talk to the lady of the house.”

      “Fine, Cassandra?” Morgana asked.

      Cassandra shook her head. “The proper thing to say would be, ‘As you wish, Mistress Cassandra!’”

      Morgana’s cheeks flushed red. “I’m not saying that.”

      Cassandra shot one glance at Morgana’s bare bottom, then shot a glance at Darren’s massive hands.

      “If you keep that attitude up, I won’t be the one to spank you. I’ll ask Darren to.” Cassandra smiled.

      Morgana wilted. “...yes, Mistress Cassandra...”

      Her voice was scarcely louder than a mutter. Still, it must have been enough for Cassandra because she smiled in reply, shooting Darren a wink. After that, Cassandra led Morgana through the process of hanging up the tapestries.

      “I can do it,” Darren offered. With his Celestial Storm tendrils, Darren could have all the tapestries hung in a matter of minutes.

      “No, you just relax there drinking from your cup, dear.” Cassandra shook her head. “I’ll join you in a bit. Together, we can watch our maid work.”

      Once Morgana had her bearings, Cassandra pulled up a chair behind Morgana and ushered Darren into it. Once he was seated, Cassandra herself quickly took a seat in Darren’s lap.

      “Now, we watch our maid work,” Cassandra whispered in Darren’s ear as she settled in on top of him. The familiar feeling of Cassandra’s firm butt against his crotch lit a fire in his loins, and Cassandra seemed to enjoy watching that fire light behind his eyes.

      While Cassandra leaned her back and head against Darren, they watched Morgana hang tapestries along the hallway, one at a time. Doing so required her to reach high, low, and bend over to pick things up off the ground.

      Every time she did so, she thrust her bare ass backward. Despite her attempts to look normal, her uniform forced her to show it off for Darren with every motion. While Morgana was perfectly enthusiastic when it came to the bedroom, the knowledge that Darren was staring so intently at her body sent an erotic shiver running up and down her spine as she worked.

      Cassandra had outfitted Morgana in comically large heels that left the ordinarily graceful thief stumbling along. Every time she picked up a nail, her maid’s outfit drooped in all the right places, revealing more of her back and waist. Darren found his eyes entranced by a simple knot along Morgana’s back. One quick pull would be all it would take to send that dress falling to the ground.

      And so Darren put his Celestial Storm tendrils to good use. When Morgana bent over to pick up her hammer, she found her apron tumbling off her neck, and the buttons on her blouse followed right after.

      “Love!” Cassandra turned to Darren. “She’s still got a dozen tapestries left to hang!”

      “Pay someone,” Darren suggested. “I have something else to show you both.”

      Without another word, Darren threw Cassandra over one shoulder. Then, before she could protest, he reached over and tossed Morgana over his other one.

      “Good thing there’s only two of us,” Cassandra noted while Darren hauled them through the manor. “This would be difficult if we recruited another companion.”

      Morgana snorted, blushing a bit as her bare skin rubbed against Darren’s chest. Her maid outfit was sitting on the ground beneath the tapestries where it had fallen, and now he was hauling her off like some sort of princess captured by a barbarian warlord. She licked her lips in anticipation.

      Darren kicked open the door to the bed chambers. The bed inside was still broken from when Cassandra and Darren tested it earlier. He pulled the broken bed into his inventory. He replaced that bed with the new, unbroken one he’d obtained as part of his recent quests.

      “Good heavens! It’s magnificent!” Cassandra smiled. She hopped off Darren’s shoulder and peered beneath the bed. “The frame rests on top of a set of springs to dampen any shaking and vibrations. And there are loops by the heads and feet to tie ropes if our maid is very, very naughty. It seems like someone thought of everything for this bed! And the extra reinforcement on each of the legs is a welcome addition too, considering what we did to the last one.”

      “It was made with people like us in mind,” Darren answered. After flipping through his inventory a bit, he was eventually able to find some sheets and a pair of normal-sized mattresses that just barely filled the massive frame when pushed together. Once there, he tossed Morgana down on the newly made bed.

      “I bet I’ll last longer than you, pretty princess!” Morgana laughed as she curled her legs under herself and sat up on her knees.

      “Oh no, that’s not how this works,” Cassandra chuckled. “You’re still Darren’s servant, remember? You’re here to serve! So why don’t you serve him by getting those pants off of him? Then get his cock nice and hard for me.”

      Cassandra sat on the sprawling bed, bouncing up and down as she tested the springs beneath it. She pointed to the ground at her feet and had Morgana kneel there before the bed frame.

      Morgana fell to her knees, and Darren stepped up in front of her. She reached up with her hands to pull down Darren’s pants, but Cassandra batted away her hand with her foot.

      “I know you can use your hands to undo my love’s pants. But to truly show your skill, you should use your teeth.” Cassandra smiled impishly.

      Morgana sighed and let Cassandra reach down and trap both of Morgana’s hands in her own. Morgana opened her mouth, biting down on Darren’s trousers with delicate lips. She tugged the garment down, and they fell around Darren’s ankles to rest on the floor.

      Thanks to all the attention and teasing Darren had received since he walked in the door, he already had a bulge standing proudly in his undergarments. Morgana stretched upward, pushing her face against his manhood, feeling it against her cheek through the cloth.

      When she felt Darren twitch within, she reached out again with her lips and tugged them down just like the pants. Darren’s mighty shaft sprang free like a serpent uncoiling after a long slumber. Like a paladin’s lance, it jutted proudly in the air over Morgana’s face.

      Looking down on her, he shifted his footing to run his length across Morgana’s cheek. Her eyes stared at the tip of his cock, hypnotized like its bobbing head was a pendulum that entranced her.

      “Suck,” Darren commanded, and Morgana leaped to it like a kitten with a freshly filled bowl. She stuck out her tongue, running it up and down Darren’s length and breathing in the deep and musky scent of his manhood.

      Darren reached down to comb his fingers through her hair while she pleasured him with her mouth, bringing his cock to a hardness that could pierce plate armor. Morgana’s head bobbed back and forth atop his shaft, and he pushed her hair out of her face so he could look down and meet her eyes. A smile touched his lips as he caressed Morgana’s cheeks.

      “Good,” Darren rumbled.

      Morgana blushed like she’d just received a Heavenly commendation from the seraphim themselves. She tried to smile around Darren’s cock, making Cassandra laugh at her odd expression.

      “That’s enough,” Cassandra said. “You’re supposed to get him ready for me, not take the special treat destined for me! Help me get these clothes off!”

      Morgana got up and started tugging Cassandra’s skirt. Darren, however, was in no mood to wait for a slow and sensual disrobing. Instead, he reached down for Cassandra’s shirt, tugging it free in one swift motion.

      The buttons came loose as he pulled, tumbling to the ground. He grabbed each of Cassandra’s creamy thighs in his arms and flipped her upside down, so her face dug into the pillows. He tugged her hips backward to align with his own. Then, refusing to wait another moment, he pressed his tip against her entrance.

      Darren pushed his shaft deep within Cassandra with the furor and unwavering lust of a beast in heat. By now, she had taken him many times, and he knew her body as well as his own. Her back arched as he filled her completely. Her pearl, already plump and swollen, pressed up against the base of his shaft, aflame with lust.

      What drove Cassandra wildest with lust was when Darren plunged into her deepest depths, penetrating her all the way to his base. Like a finishing strike that would end every sword duel, Darren pressed against her cervix and instantly had her moaning and drooling. The more long and deep strokes he gave her, the more delirious she became.

      He felt the heat of her body burn into him, and he welcomed that fire of desire with his own burning need. Cassandra’s eyes rolled up into the back of her head as she bit down on the pillow. Darren’s hands on her hips pulled her closer to him so he could stay sunken to the hilt inside of her for a few moments.

      They shared warmth like this for a few long moments. All thoughts left Cassandra’s mind except for those of the man she adored. Her loins squeezed tight around him as her face pressed into the sheets. Like an addict with her favorite drug, she wanted more. Her blood hummed in her veins, and her nipples pressed into the fabric beneath her.

      As Darren’s skill worked to dispel all Demonic Aura swept through the room, purifying energy wrapped around Cassandra embracing her as tightly as Darren was. By now, Cassandra’s body was as sacred as the altar of any temple, but Darren’s skill renewed that blessing once again. By now, though she was only a holy adept, it would take a demon of the fourth-order at least to have any chance of influencing Cassandra with their demonic power.

      Someone like Gaimon with a mind control skill would have had no chance of plying their abilities against her at this point. So much holy energy flowed through her that she might as well be a lesser member of the seraphim trapped in human flesh.

      Darren loomed over her like the sun looming over the earth. Buried in her sweet heat, he chuckled at the goosebumps along her back as he pulled out and plunged back in. He breached her every defense once again. And Cassandra welcomed him in like a city throwing down its arms and opening the gates. Her breath quickened as he thrust in her. The burning heat covered her entire body by now, and it was all she could do to muster the thought and energy to pull herself back down Darren’s slick shaft.

      Darren cataloged every smooth curve and mound of flesh lining Cassandra’s body. He squeezed her hips, fingers digging into the firm flesh of her ass as Cassandra gripped the sheets.

      Standing next to the bed, Morgana stood naked and watching. The moment Cassandra released her hands so Darren could tear her clothes off, Morgana’s fingers had gone to that hard little kernel of tormented flesh at the apex of her thighs. He stood handsome, hypnotic, and powerful next to the bed as he claimed Cassandra from behind.

      Envy burned within Morgana’s heart at that moment. Cassandra was her closest friend, but she couldn’t help but wish she was the one with Darren’s shaft deep inside her. At the same time, Morgana stood by, waiting and playing with herself merely to the sight of this passionate lovemaking.

      As though to answer her unspoken need, Darren pulled himself free of Cassandra. Her legs tried to keep him in, but he was far stronger than her. She mewled in protest at the change of positions, but he was insistent. He grabbed her hips, flipping her over like a man might flip a delicious steak he was about to devour.

      Now that Cassandra was lying with her back on the bed and her face in the air. Without a word, he wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her into the air.

      Morgana blinked in surprise, but soon he pressed his mouth against hers. His tongue penetrated her lips and surged into her with all the power and might of an archpaladin.

      Like Cassandra moments ago, Morgana could only let him do as he pleased with her. The sensation of his tongue pushing hers aside and penetrating her mouth quickened Morgana’s heart and ignited a hunger within her.

      While Darren hadn’t quite done as much with Morgana as he had with Cassandra, Cassandra had been his first. Learning to master her body had been like being an amateur picking up the sword for the first time.

      In contrast to Cassandra’s sword, mastering Morgana’s pleasure had been like picking up a saber. The strokes were different, but the intent was the same.

      While Cassandra loved long and deep strokes that pushed against the full length of her womanhood, Morgana’s weakness was a more intense experience at her entrance. She said she loved it when he was fast and rough, but Darren found he’d always been better off teasing and tormenting her for as long as possible.

      She wrapped her arms around the back of Darren’s neck as he set her down on top of Cassandra’s face. Morgana’s warm honey dripped down onto Cassandra. Without the need for explanation or orders, Cassandra began to lick and lap at her companion’s wet slit.

      Darren’s greedy mouth took bold possession of Morgana while he plunged back into Cassandra. While he worked at the two of them, his hands explored both their bodies. Both had their eyes closed in the throes of passion and pleasure and didn’t notice Darren’s Celestial Storm tendrils sprout from his back and roam their bodies like extra sets of hands.

      They poked and prodded the two women, probing their flesh as Darren’s purification ability continued to flow through them both. His power drove impurities and blemishes from their bodies, leaving their bodies pure, flawless, and as healthy as the two of them could be.

      While he toyed with Morgana, his tendrils wrapped around the tips of Cassandra’s nipples and the bead of her womanhood. They tugged and sucked at her as her fingers clutched the sheets. Wide-eyed and panting, all Cassandra could do was moan Darren’s name.

      A night of passion with Darren was more than what any mortal man could give. Cassandra had felt like this many times before and could endure the onslaught of pleasure longer than Morgana could. Morgana’s back arched, and her hips shook, running up and down along Cassandra’s face as Morgana quivered in orgasm.

      “Darren!” both women shouted his name in moaning unison, though Cassandra’s voice was muffled by Morgana’s thighs.

      Cassandra’s will to hold on until Darren was ready broke a handful of seconds later, and she joined Morgana in a moan of delight.

      Knowing Cassandra’s body as well as Darren did, he knew that she was far from finished. So, as both women squealed in wordless pleasure, he thrust deeper into Cassandra, bringing on a second orgasm right on the heels of the first.

      Cassandra’s eyes had long since slid shut in ecstasy. Morgana toppled off Cassandra’s face onto the sheets, unable to muster the strength to sit up properly as she rode on the lingering waves of her first orgasm.

      Cassandra’s third orgasm flowed into the second like a steady stream. Then, finally, her body went limp, and her mind drifted off to some unknown realm where she knew only pleasure.

      Darren pushed Cassandra aside just as Morgana was returning to her senses. He grabbed her by the ankles and pulled Morgana to the edge of the bed.

      “Please... hurry...” Morgana moaned. She was still slick with her wet honey between her thighs. Darren plunged into Morgana’s feminine portal, smiling at the fervor of her body’s response. Her skin was hot around him, and she had that same burning need that Cassandra had shown.

      Her walls tried to squeeze down around Darren as he withdrew like she was trying to trap him inside her. But his might was too great to be contained, and with a few thrusts, her entire body turned soft and pliant to his touch. Darren pulled Morgana up against him, easily hoisting her in the air and bouncing her up and down his shaft.

      One hand went around her stomach while the other wrapped around her chin and cheeks. His fingers poked into her mouth, pushing her jaw open and tilting her head backward so her dazed and delighted eyes could focus on Darren as he claimed her.

      Darren planted a kiss on her forehead. In that instant, Morgana’s pleasure reached new heights, and she orgasmed a second time. The furor and passion of Darren’s lovemaking were more than Morgana’s body could endure, and she went completely limp with her third and fourth climax.

      Darren felt his cock begin to spurt with his own climax just as Morgana collapsed in his grip. Then, with a smile and a tender caress, he pulled her off of him. His seed splashed across her back as he put her down on the bed, marking Morgana as thoroughly claimed.

      As both women passed into unconsciousness, Darren let out a small sigh. He straightened Cassandra and Morgana out on the bed. He wrapped their arms around each other for warmth and comfort as he plucked a set of sheets from his inventory and threw the fresh blankets over the two sleeping women.

      Darren’s enhanced body as an archpaladin was more than the two of them could take, and both of them collapsed before he had truly satiated himself. But that was alright. Their training would continue, and perhaps when the two of them evolved their own bodies, Darren would be able to enjoy them as long and as hard as he wanted.

      Finished for the evening, Darren tucked the two sleeping women in, giving each a kiss on their brows to wish them good night. Then it was time to work on his skills once again.
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      The first thing Darren did when he had time to himself was enhance his movement ability. Now that he’d finally upgraded it to its maximum level, he was finally ready to push it further. This upgrade, in particular, was something he’d been anticipating for a long time, so he happily got started.

      LIMITLESS EVOLUTION

      
        	You have met all requirements to upgrade the skill Leaf in the Storm, Stone in the River from the epic rarity to the mythic rarity.

        	Begin evolution? Raw materials will be deducted directly from your inventory.

      

      Darren accepted the prompt and crossed his legs, settling in for a three-day process. Time flowed by with slow and steady breaths, but it passed quickly for him. When he was in Hell, those days when he was holed up in a secret mountainside cave performing a skill or item evolution were the most peaceful of his life. They were relaxing in a way nothing else could be.

      Darren turned his focus inward. His Celestial Storm tendrils waved around him like they were seeing everything even while his mind was focused on something else. Between them and his Sense Intent skill, he would sense any attack directed at him long before his enemies could take action against him.

      He detected Morgana and Cassandra waking from their passion-induced slumber. They tousled with each other a bit as they found themselves in each other’s arms, but they soon got dressed and left the room as quietly as possible. Neither of them wanted to disturb Darren’s meditation.

      The girl they rescued, Amelia, was still staying in the manor as well. Darren sensed Cassandra speaking with her, but the young girl was still afraid of him and stayed as far away from him as she could.

      Day turned into night, and he sensed Morgana and Cassandra sleeping in the manor’s other rooms. They rearranged some furniture and finished hanging the tapestries Darren brought home before sleeping and going out again.

      They were gone when Darren’s meditation finally ended. He opened his eyes to stare at his new skill.

      UNSTOPPABLE AND UNBREAKABLE (MYTHIC)

      
        	This skill bestows the user with mastery of kinetic energy, allowing them to redirect all blows dealt to them and retaliate with that strength added to their own.

        	Each step carries them an impossible distance, letting the user cross great spans with casual grace. Seemingly simple movements become esoteric and strange, impossible to predict or counter. Targeting skills below the rare rank will be completely unable to lock onto the user. Rare or better skills will have a reduced probability of success.

      

      Advancing his movement skill to the mythic realm had improved his skill’s abilities across the board. Now Darren would have to be standing still to get hit by an ordinary paladin. A movement ability of this caliber would have been invaluable in Hell, and would be again should Darren ever return there.

      More than that, he was much closer to pushing the skill to the point that he could evolve it to the legendary ranking. That would open the slot it occupied back up. Perhaps then he’d learn a second movement skill.

      But that future skill was something to think about later. For now, he already had four new skill slots open thanks to his transformation into an archpaladin. Darren was starting to get an idea of what he wanted to fill those slots with.

      Darren had collected and presented a small library of skillbooks to his companions the last time he was in the city. Doing so had helped them considerably. He would have chosen from those books himself first, but none of the powers listed in the books had truly spoken to him.

      But now, he had something that caught his interest. During his quests outside the city, he’d recovered the skillbook Corrupted Breath of False Life.

      Purifying that book was only a matter of effort for Darren. With his Magical Comprehension skill, he easily recreated the skill to work with Divine Aura instead of demonic.

      Once the skillbook was remade by his power, Darren examined its new abilities.

      BLESSED BREATH OF TRUE LIFE (RARE)

      
        	This ability momentarily bestows an object high in Divine Aura with a semblance of life, allowing it to briefly manipulate Divine Aura of its own accord. Once its energy is exhausted, the semi-living entity will die. Note: Each use of this item requires the collection of a soul fragment. The item’s cooperation will depend on the cooperation of the soul fragment used with the skill.

        	Limitless Evolution Note: You possess all the materials and comprehension needed to enhance this skillbook to the epic rank.

      

      Seeing as how Darren had everything he needed to improve the skillbook already, he accepted. Truthfully, he was a bit relieved at that. Perhaps it was a little vain of him, but he felt annoyed at the thought of having to take a rare skill after everything he’d been through and go through the process of evolving it to the epic grade the hard way.

      Evolving the skill before he learned it would cut down on the time it would take to push this skill to legendary as well and free up the slot for something else.

      The three days required by his Limitless Evolution skill passed quickly and without incident. When he was finished, Morgana and Cassandra were gone, probably off attending to their duties keeping the city in line. He trusted them to take care of things while he immersed himself in the pages of the book before him.

      Learning the skill went swiftly, given Darren’s current understanding of Divine Aura and what he could do with it. The knowledge the skillbook contained flowed off the page and directly into his mind, going dim after the power in them left the book. As the magic left, the skillbook became nothing more than an ordinary stack of well-bound paper.

      The fact that Darren had enhanced this skillbook himself meant learning the skill went far faster than normal. Part of the upgrade process required him to know the rare-grade skill as well as if he’d mastered it the hard way.

      Once the process was complete, be opened his sigil’s interface and viewed his new skill with pride.

      DIVINE CONSTRUCT (EPIC)

      
        	You may utilize mundane items or tools as a vessel for a soul fragment of the divine aspect, imbuing the item with whatever abilities the soul possesses. The soul will remain within the fragment until the vessel is destroyed or the binding is depleted of the minimum amount of Divine Aura required to bind the soul.

      

      It was not a spell to raise the dead or return those corrupted by sacrifice or necromancy like Darren had originally hoped. Perhaps he’d started with the wrong skill for that, or perhaps this skill would gain such a feature once he evolved it to the mythic realm.

      Whatever the case, this was a unique ability he’d never heard of before. Darren would have to test it. From the description, it looked to be a crafting skill. It wouldn't be useful in direct combat, but Limitless Evolution had served him well in the past and that did not have direct combat applications either. If this new skill could prove half as valuable it would be a slot well spent.

      The first thing Darren did was pull out his sword. If this was a crafting skill meant to prepare him for combat, the best time to use it would be immediately.

      He stared at his sword, his oldest companion. Melancholy had been named for the darkest time in his life when he was alone and barely surviving in the depths of Hell.

      Life did not become better for him until he became a paladin and had the strength to fight off lesser demons without a life and death struggle each battle. But even then, Darren’s life did not truly become good until he met his new friends.

      Then Gaimon had come and tried to take what was Darren’s, just as those paladins had taken his home from him when he was just a child. And like they’d taken his mother from him before, he was ready to fight back.

      Darren renewed his resolve never to let something like that happen again.

      That sense of resolve was all that was needed to make his new skill work. The thoughts in his mind sank into Melancholy. His new skill turned it from a simple item to a vessel that could hold a soul within it. That vessel would be filled with the intent and power Darren poured into it now.

      Darren sagged, feeling exhaustion plaguing his mind. He hadn’t felt so tired in years. He stopped to meditate a while to recover his mental strength. Physically, his body was fine. But his head felt like he’d been thinking harder than he should have all day and all night.

      Part of that could have been due to creating the skillbook, but Darren suspected using his new skill was the primary culprit. Perhaps he’d picked too strong a concept for his first vessel? Or too strong an item to bond it to?

      Whatever the case, when Darren recovered his senses, he took out his cleaver. It had been nothing but a sharpened rock before several evolutions. Since then, he’d used the crude tool to cut the bodies of countless demons to pieces.

      Now that he had a better feel for his skill, he sensed that this weapon would not survive the heavy weight of the thoughts in his heart. For a weapon like this, he needed something simple. Something crude and direct.

      “I kill demons,” Darren said to his cleaver.

      And those words were enough. The thought formed a vessel, and the vessel settled into the cleaver. It wasn’t as tiring as creating the vessel for Melancholy had been, but it was still tiring.

      After another hour of meditation to bring himself back to peak condition, Darren finally left his manor. He’d been resting for several days by now, and it was past time he stretched his legs. The city council that Cassandra had arranged probably needed him to show up at some point as well, but that was secondary to him testing his new skill.

      He ran to the rear balcony of the manor and activated his archpaladin wings. It felt crude to use what was really his soul poking out of his body in a way that mimicked a bird's flight. Still, after his trip with Callum, Darren couldn’t deny that it was a fast and direct means of transport. He flew right over the city walls, scanning the ground with keen eyes.

      He was surprised to see Sasha and her companions were no longer outside the city hunting the remaining demons. They must have completed their quest. Now that Darren was looking harder, there didn’t seem to be any demons outside the city at all. Not even a single imp. In all his years, he had never had to look so hard to kill a demon.

      He let himself fall to the ground, landing like a meteor and leaving a small crater on the ground outside the walls. Once that was done, he activated his movement ability and began running as fast as his feet would carry him.

      He’d explored the path between Limedeep and the Blackwind Empire several times, but what lay on the other side to the west?

      To get there, he activated his new movement skill, Unstoppable and Unbreakable. The transition from normal movements to those enhanced by his skill was so smooth that he scarcely noticed the change except for the fact that the ground beneath him vanished underfoot.

      Each step he took was like ten normal paces. In the span of a moment, he’d crossed a distance that would take a galloping horse long minutes to cross. He was traveling faster on foot than he could fly with his archpaladin wings.

      A smile spread across Darren’s face, and he held his arms wide as he ran west.

      If an onlooker saw him now, he’d be nothing more than a distant blur, flickering in and out of existence as he flew down the western road. Darren left the gulls overhead far behind. He could travel by foot faster than birds could fly by air. Even Callum, with his flight skill, would be left in the dust when he used this movement ability.

      As he used the skill, knowledge of his new ability filled his mind. These were the lingering remnants of the skillbook he’d used. By now, he understood the skill as well as a scholar who’d spent a decade in careful study would. Some would call that mastery, but not him.

      To him, he would not truly know the skill until it was an extension of his will. When this speed became as familiar to Darren as his own arms and legs, he would be ready to use it in battle.

      Darren ran on. There were more mountains to the west, and the road curved south. There were vast plains beyond these mountains, which rumors said were filled with wild savages who knew nothing of the Seraphim or the Golden Temple. He headed there, as it was the one direction outside the city he hadn't yet explored.

      He ran at the nearest mountain without flinching or moving. He stared it down, moving faster and faster as though he expected the mountain to uproot itself and move out of his path.

      The mountain did not move, but neither did Darren. When the moment was right, he jumped, soaring through the air under his tremendous forward momentum. The mountain got closer and closer as he flew towards it with enough force to reduce a normal man to nothing more than a thin, red paste.

      But he was not afraid. Just as his feet touched down upon the side of the mountain, he used the second half of his new movement ability and redirected the force of his impact down and into the mountain.

      The mountain that should have crushed Darren instead broke beneath him, shattered like some Heavenly giant had smote it with its hammer. He used that mighty blow to redirect him upward into the air above him.

      At the apex of his leap, he unfurled his archpaladin wings. He pierced the low-hanging clouds, breathing in the wet air as he looked over the sea of fog hanging around the mountain peaks.

      The world was beautiful here. Peaceful. White cottony fields flowed over the world beneath him, slowly drifting to and fro.

      The only thing that disturbed Darren’s view was a pocket of light in the sky just above him. The light wrapped around the sky in the shape of a tunnel, leading to a realm of endless green fields. He drifted closer to the mysterious hole in the sky. Through it, he sensed the concentration of Divine Aura grow denser and more powerful.

      “The First Heaven...” Darren muttered.

      Touching Heaven was far harder than touching Hell. A boy and his mother could flee into a cave and descend into the darkness beneath the earth, but the passages to Heaven could only be found drifting in the sky among the clouds. The winds up here were cold. The light would burn a normal human’s skin. Coming here would be far harder than going to Hell. Precious few humans could ever hope to get so far from the ground.

      And yet, he had done so. He touched the golden portal, wondering if demons would spring forth to fight him.

      When Darren set one foot across the golden passageway, he found firm footing beneath his heels. The ground had as much give to it as a grassy field. Was he walking on clouds now? Or was this a pocket space like his inventory?

      He couldn’t really say. In the end, all that mattered was that he didn’t fall through the ground and plummet to the earth below. He could leave the hows and whys of this to men more interested than him.

      With one foot standing in the least of the Heavens, Darren stepped through completely.

      The first thing he noticed when he stepped into Heaven was its similarities to Hell. There was a dense concentration of Divine Aura here just as thick as the Demonic Aura in the first layer of Hell. The power was far thicker than it was on the surface world, and Darren wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      Darren felt this dense concentration of Divine Aura try to seep into him and change him, just like the Demonic Aura did down in Hell. A normal mortal’s soul might be like a blob of paint. Its color could be mixed and changed as it blended with colors around it.

      But his mind wrapped around his soul like sturdy walls, too strong to penetrate. The only way Darren would allow this Divine Aura to enter him was if it submitted to his will and became his.

      Dealing with ambient Divine Aura in these concentrations was slightly different from dealing with a similar quantity of Demonic Aura, but with his Magical Comprehension skill, revising his mental technique was only the work of a few moments. Safely ensconced in Heaven, Darren began to explore.

      He stood upon a grassy meadow, with rainbow-colored grass reaching almost to his knees, interrupted only by the occasional flower. A few drops of blue rain dripped on his head, carrying with it an intoxicating feeling of purity. The water reminded Darren of what came out of his Lifewell.

      The area before Darren was strangely familiar, and it took him a few minutes of walking to figure out why. This place was almost exactly the same as the first layer of Hell, only healthier and livelier. He could easily imagine the first layer looking just like the place before him if not for the withering and twisting effects of the Demonic Aura.

      In fact, some of the caves he stayed in down in Hell ended up looking like the world he saw now. He hadn’t realized it at the time, but his very presence and constant use of his purification ability probably created a little piece of Heaven down in Hell.

      With his new movement ability, he covered ground quickly. It wasn’t long before he came across one of the local creatures of the first Heaven.

      It took the form of a colorful bird, bright and shining as it chirped at him. It stared at him, flapping its wings as musical notes escaped its beak.

      From what he felt, this bird was a creature of the first order, roughly the equivalent of an imp.

      To ordinary sight, this creature looked the same as any normal bird flying the lands of the Sacred Seas. But Darren’s mystical senses revealed its true nature to him. The creature was not a mortal being made of flesh. It was a construct made from a soul fragment, exactly what he needed to harvest for his new skill.

      Like the seraphim that now had the soul of Darren’s mother, this bird was made of parts that came from someone. Some mortal had died down on the surface. His soul had ascended to this place, where it thrived in the Divine Aura here, just as evil souls could thrive in the Demonic Aura down in Hell.

      “Do you speak?” Darren asked the bird, curious at how much was left of the man it had once been.

      The bird crowed once, long and low. “Mortal. Soul. Hunger.”

      The bird leaped from its perch, pushing itself into the air with a jump. It flapped its wings twice, and bright light shot from its feathers. The light swept through the air, circling him in streaks of orange, red, and blue.

      In response, Darren’s Celestial Storm tendrils sprung from his back to intercept the tendrils. His strands of light met those of the bird, and his power quickly overwhelmed that of this small Heavenly creature.

      The bird squawked, leveling its beak at Darren for a more physical attack. “Eat!”

      Darren was too fast for it. He reached out and caught the bird by its neck, wrapping his fingers around its throat.

      “Just like an imp...” he muttered to the bird. The demons had wanted to eat his soul as well. He found himself disappointed it was the same here in the Heavens.

      He squeezed the struggling bird as it pecked at his hand, trying vainly to draw blood. The bird’s body burst apart, revealing a dense cloud of Divine Aura clustered around a tiny nexus. The nexus was made of Divine Aura, but it was far denser than the rest of the Divine Aura.

      Through this nexus, the energy traveled in neat and systematic paths. This was the soul fragment he had been looking for. It was strange to think that the soul itself was nothing more than Divine Aura with structure and order to it.

      Darren pulled out Melancholy and activated his Divine Construct skill once again. He plucked the sphere-like nexus up with his tendrils and pushed them against the body of his sword. The nexus of energy entered his sword like a drop of water entering the ocean. When the process was complete, he could not even feel its presence.

      This soul was nowhere near powerful enough for Melancholy, let alone the concept that he had used to build the vessel for it. He would need the soul of something far stronger for his sword. Likely for his cleaver as well.
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        * * *

      

      Darren spent a few more hours exploring the First Layer of Heaven. There was no shortage of life in this beautiful landscape. Squirrels three times larger than natural roamed the trees. A stream of crystalline-blue water ran through the small woods he found, and it had teeming pools of golden fish.

      Darren spotted a pair of badgers mating furiously in their den. He suspected nothing would come of it since the two of them were only soul fragments, but that certainly didn’t stop the badgers from trying.

      A few of these little creatures tried to attack him, but none stood any chance at hurting him. His power was simply on a level beyond theirs.

      The creatures were not the only thing to have souls in them here. The trees and even the grass had souls in them as well. They were weak, fragmented things. In life, these things must have been ordinary people who knew nothing of Divine Aura or the skills a sigil brought. With the little power they had, their souls likely fell apart too much even to make one of these woodland creatures by the time it reached the first layer of Heaven.

      He followed the stream to a lake, thinking he’d bottle some of this strange water. Cassandra loved what his Lifewell made. Perhaps she could find a use for this Heavenly water as well.

      As he kneeled on the sandy shore around the pond and dipped his hands into the water, a cool breeze blew sand across his ankles, and the trees swayed gently around the pond. Countless stars shone down over the Heavens. The sun was just beginning to set over the world, but the moon was already high in the sky and cast down light bright enough that it could have been mid day.

      Darren spotted a faint ripple in the pond, washing over his hands. Most warriors wouldn’t have noticed it, but most warriors didn’t have his well-honed survival instincts.

      The moment the water rippled, he jumped to his feet and activated his movement skill. In an instant, he was three paces to the right of where he’d been.

      And not a moment too soon. A wall of scales shot past Darren, plowing into the sand where he’d stood an instant before. A geyser of water shot up a moment later and sprayed into the air with the tremendous lunging speed of the vast shape that had tried to catch him by surprise. But its ambush had failed, and now he had Melancholy in his hand.

      The rearing shape coiled, lifting itself from the sand to loom over him. The water it kicked up fell to the ground like a rainstorm, covering the area in a dense mist. When the newly formed clouds faded, he saw his enemy.

      It took the form of a Heavenly dragon, not unlike the Demon Lord Darren fought just before he left Hell. Unlike Nylyeth’s black scales and fiery breath, though, this creature was as blue as the sky, and tufts of golden light shone from its open maw.

      Azure scales as big as dinner plates lined its body, and each shined so brightly Darren could see his reflection in them.

      “Speak!” Darren demanded of the Heavenly dragon. He’d asked the same of the squirrels and badgers he’d found, wondering if they could talk like the bird he’d fought. None had responded to him until now.

      He expected the dragon to be different, but its reply was a wordless roar. Darren wasn’t sure if it couldn’t speak or if it just didn’t want to speak to him.

      Whatever the answer was, it was clear this thing intended to attack him. Darren was happy to respond in kind.

      Golden light shone down from the dragon’s maw, splashing against the sand around him. He regretted the destruction of his Dragonslayer’s Aegis. That would have been a perfect defensive item for now.

      But he was stronger than ever now, and he could handle this Heavenly dragon just like he’d killed the demonic one. His Demon Calamity skill would be of no use against a Heavenly creature. Still, this foe was not a demon lord and seemed to lack the intelligence of the other dragon Darren slew.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS

      
        	Heavenly Water Dragon has used the skill Celestial Radiance (Epic)

        	This ability causes all mortal and demonic substances to explode with an energy proportional to the amount of light absorbed.

        	This ability must be blocked and cannot be dodged.

      

      Darren’s skin burned like he’d jumped into a lake of molten stone. Unstoppable and Unbreakable would not let him completely avoid the attack like fighting against a rare skill would. A lesser paladin might have tried to withdraw, but he knew that would only leave him a bigger target.

      So instead, he engaged. While he couldn’t dodge, he could close the distance between himself and his opponent. In an instant, he landed right in front of the Heavenly water dragon. Melancholy was in his hands already, and he twirled it overhead, slicing through those mirror-like scales along the creature’s neck.

      Before Darren could cut anything lethal, the Heavenly water dragon reared back, bellowing in rage and pain. Then, it lashed out with its open jaws, trying to tear him in two.

      Melancholy’s blade met dragon teeth. The dragon pushed, but he locked his heels into the ground.

      Two hundred horses stacked atop one another would have barely matched the Heavenly water dragon in size and weight. In comparison, Darren was an ant trying to fight a grown man.

      But when Darren and the dragon both shoved, it was the dragon who faltered. He took a step forward, pushing Melancholy onward.

      The dragon shoved with all its titanic might, but his new mythic-ranked skill granted him complete mastery here. The dragon shoved only to find impossible strength deflecting and pushing back against it.

      Sensing it was losing the battle, the dragon let its tail slip out of the water and reached out to slap Darren aside with its muscular body. The scales on the end of the dragon’s tail rippled, and the tail they decorated seemed to divide into two, then four, then eight. All eight tails swept at him from eight different directions.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS

      
        	Heavenly Water Dragon has used the skill Mirage Strike (Rare)

        	This skill aims one physical and seven illusory strikes at the target’s soul. Damage dealt increases exponentially for each blow that lands.

      

      Darren knew he couldn’t allow himself to get hit with something like that. He gave ground, slipping to the side as he switched from his movement skill’s Unbreakable stance back to unstoppable. The dragon’s head smashed into the ground, unable to stop the tremendous force behind it.

      With its head buried in the sand, Darren jumped on top of its head, then stretched out his Celestial Storm tendrils, pinning the dragon’s head in place on the sand as its own tail thwacked against its head.

      Multicolored light filled the air as the dragon landed its skill on itself. Blood sprayed like a fine mist, and the once-beautiful scales were now stained red with blood.

      In this moment of opportunity, Darren used his Divine Construct skill again. He pulled his stone cleaver from his inventory, filled with his fury and will to slay demons. It was a single-minded weapon with only one purpose, and it seemed that this dragon was of a like mind.

      The Heavenly Water Dragon let out one roar of anger and humiliation at the thought of dying to a mortal man. Then its body began to dissolve, much like the demons Darren had slain before. He held his cleaver in both hands, concentrating as the dragon’s body dissolved.

      A massive sphere of ordered Divine Aura appeared where the dragon’s head had been. This was the dragon’s soul, far larger than that of the bird Darren had killed before. He focused his eyes on that rotating sphere, beckoning it forward. He held up his cleaver, and the soul sank into the weapon like water filling a glass.
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      After his victory, Darren claimed most of the usable portions of the dragon. He didn’t know how Heavenly dragon compared to Hell dragon, but perhaps he’d try his hand at cooking it.

      His butcher knife made short work of the dragon corpse, seeming almost hungry to devour the flesh that once held the spirit inside it.

      The knife cut through bone as sturdy as stone as though it were soft clay, and Darren felt a need from the knife to keep hacking at the corpse even when his work was finished.

      Looking at the butcher knife now, there were glowing blue lines tracing the length of the blade. They reminded him of the dragon itself, and they shifted as he carved up the corpse.

      Perhaps in time, the knife would reveal more abilities. But for now, it was already stronger at everything he had made it for.

      Satisfied that his skill slot was well spent, Darren put the knife and his prize away.

      He had intended to continue exploring. But something about the death of the dragon must’ve brought unwanted attention to him. A beam of golden light shone down from the stars above his head, revealing his exact location to anyone with eyes to see the sky.

      He took a few steps back. His movement skill meant he vanished into the forest in the blink of an eye. Once he was confident that he was out of the way, he turned back to stare at the shining pillar of light hovering over the shredded remains of the dragon’s corpse.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS

      
        	Seraph Protector has used the skill Swords of Revealing Light (Epic).

        	This ability marks any item or entity of interest. It disables all identity and location-concealing skills and items below the rare rank.

      

      He grimaced, looking up to see another sort of revealing light forming above his head. The skill’s user had probably asked his ability to tell him what had happened. Once he knew it was a battle between Darren and the Heavenly Water Dragon, he must’ve asked it to show him the victor.

      This was not the first time Darren had been struck with tracking skills. He had enhanced his cloak to be a countermeasure for just such a scenario. In a flash, his cloak of concealment came out of his inventory, and he pulled it over his arms. The hood went up just as the sword of revealing light was about to descend.

      Darren used his movement skill once again. The sword seemed uncertain as it stabbed into the ground, searching for Darren but not finding him.

      A few breaths later, another sword formed, but this time it was in the same location. Whoever was using that skill knew they weren’t detecting anything.

      Golden light flared in the sky overhead, and a rift opened up in the air. Through that rift, Darren saw a Heavenly paradise even more spectacular than the one he stood in now. The land was just as lush and beautiful, but it had a beauty to it that could have only been the result of intentional cultivation.

      Fine marble columns past the opening completed the image. There was civilization here, in the Heavens. From the looks of things, what the seraphim had built was even grander than the largest fiend cities in Hell.

      Darren could see seven armored figures wearing golden circlets about their brows in the rapidly forming tear in space. All of them had an otherworldly, inhuman elegance about them, like these were merely beings imitating the human form without the biological burdens of being one.

      Most of the men resembled paladins in size and musculature. Each had arms like tree trunks and jaws of sculpted stone. The women were beautiful and flawless, with long locks of hair cascading over their shoulders. They were smaller than the men, but the way they moved and weapons they wore suggested that none of them would have any trouble cutting through a horde of demons.

      So these were the Seraphim?

      Like the fiends down in Hell, these creatures took human form. But Darren wondered how much humanity there was in there.

      Under his cloak of concealment, Darren stretched out his Celestial Storm tendrils as far as he dared. The thin threads of golden light would be visible, even spread out as small as they would go. But he had long since perfected a technique to keep these things close to the ground and nearby trees to make them as hard to see as possible. The soil beneath his feet was more packed then he'd like, but he could still shove his tendrils through it if he pushed.

      That these Seraphim themselves were emanating motes of golden energy would only help Darren conceal his threads. So while he waited, lurked, and watched, he listened to the Seraphim hovering above the forest as they searched for him.

      “Demon incursion?” one seraph asked the others.

      “Can’t be. No corruption here,” another answered. “Besides, that Heavenly Water Dragon was too neatly carved. Someone harvested the valuable bits. Looks like they knew what they were doing too.”

      “Perhaps a mortal, then? One who has recently shed their mortal form and ascended?”

      “Impossible. The ophanim have not reported any sigil wielders ascending in the last hundred years. Perhaps this is an agent of a higher Heaven, lurking in wait and recovering their strength. Perhaps we should ignore them?”

      “We do not want to get caught in the troubles of the high Heavens. I, for one, hope that Prime Saint Kalaziel puts an end to this quickly.”

      There was a name Darren knew. That was the name of the one behind the Order of the Rod. and ultimately behind his mother’s death. And so his plans changed from mere escape. He looked in the forest like a tiger that knew it was being followed.

      The seraphim continued their search, but it soon became apparent that their interest was fading.

      “There is nothing to see here. Whatever game is being played, they left no clues for us to investigate. We should return to the city and waste our time here no longer,” said one man.

      “Agreed,” one of the other men replied.

      “I don’t know… If there is something dangerous lurking in this valley, we should know of it,” one of the women said with a hesitant look on her face. “We are the protectors of the sector of the first Heaven. Anything that could slay a fourth-order Heavenly Water Dragon would be a serious threat to the functional mortal souls trying to stabilize themselves here under our protection. We must ensure this area is safe.”

      “Very well then, Protector Asuriel. You will continue to search this area while the rest of us return to the city.”

      Asuriel’s shoulders sagged as she realized she’d just volunteered to continue working on her own.

      “Understood, sir.” Asuriel saluted. The two groups of Heavenly beings parted ways.

      This woman would know far more than he would about what was going on in the Heavens above. Darren had questions, and she would have answers.

      Once the other Seraphim were out of sight, only Asuriel searched the forest for clues of whoever had killed the Heavenly Water Dragon.

      Interrogating this woman would carry with it no small amount of risk. Was the information he would gain worth it?

      Perhaps. Worth the risk though?

      If he’d been here with Morgana and Cassandra, he wouldn't have made the attempt. But alone? He found himself curious about these Heavenly warriors. How strong were they?

      And so he let this seraph named Asuriel have her first clue.

      He started by pulling items from his inventory. Killing all of those demonic felbeasts around the city had netted Darren more fine demon hide leather. Since it was one of Limedeep’s primary trade goods, Cassandra had bought him an entire wardrobe of clothes made out of the stuff.

      He’d always thought the tight-fitting leather pants and jackets were rather uncomfortable. Still, he couldn’t throw them away because Cassandra had bought them for him. So he kept them in his inventory to change into and out of as needed.

      Now, he pulled a few of those jackets and shirts out and hid them among the shrubs. They had little demonic aura in them after they’d been treated and cleansed, but they would have just enough to catch the attention of his pursuer.

      Like a trail of breadcrumbs, he planted sources of a minuscule quantity of demonic aura. The seraph pursuing him had her eyes on the forest floor as she scanned her surroundings with some sort of identification skill. The white feathers of her wings flapped behind her every few breaths to help steer her along.

      It took her a while to find the first item of demonic aura that Darren had buried for her. Her senses must not have been as keen as he had estimated. She didn’t see his trail until she had practically stumbled over it.

      His target doubled back as soon as the demonic aura prodded at her senses. She folded her wings behind her, and they disappeared into her back, just like his archpaladin wings.

      Her head was low to the ground, staring at the patch of dirt where he had buried some demon hide pants that were far too tight for normal wear. She stooped down to touch the dirt, running her fingers along it.

      She must’ve taken the demonic aura present here as a sign of passage from some creature with such an alignment rather than an item. As soon as she identified the location, she walked around it in a wide circle, scanning the trees in the nearby grass. She found the second item Darren had planted from the tiny wisps of demonic aura emanating from it.

      From there, she followed the trail he planted with a growing smile on her face. She was no doubt expecting some hefty reward for succeeding here where her companions had failed.

      As she walked, Darren led her further and further away from where her companions had emerged. He wasn’t sure how a rift in space worked, but he didn’t think they’d be able to open one of those up anywhere. Soon, Asuriel would be somewhere where she and Darren could have a private conversation.

      “What in the Lord of light’s name…?” Asuriel said as she found the last item that Darren planted for her. Hanging from a branch was a set of hand-stitched leather underwear Cassandra had wanted him to wear. But the thing was two sizes too small, and he hated wearing it, no matter how nicely Cassandra asked. He didn’t mind sacrificing it to capture a seraph.

      With Darren in position to take his prey, all that remained was the actual ambush. He circled her in the shadows. He was more than a hundred meters distant through dense woods. But with his movement skill, that might as well have been right on top of her.

      Asuriel plucked his underwear off the tree branch he’d left it in. She ran her fingers over the material and held it up to the light as though inspecting it for further clues. She frowned at it for a while before looking around her for a moment. Darren ducked low, fearing he’d been spotted, but Asuriel quickly went back to staring at the undergarments she discovered.

      They were made of black leather and had been quite tight to wear, but that meant they were still quite large. Darren was a man of prodigious size, so even these tight-fitting leather undergarments were more than large enough to cover the seraph’s entire head.

      When she looked down again, she held the underwear up to her face as though to smell it. Darren could only figure that she had a very peculiar tracking skill.

      For a brief instant, she couldn’t see the world around her. So Darren chose that moment to spring from hiding.

      While the seraph woman inspected his underwear, he darted in like lightning from the Heavens. His feet carried him across the ground in a blur of rapid motion. Before she could react in the slightest, he was on top of her.

      She had a sword at her hip. Darren took that first by pulling it from her scabbard from behind and sticking it into his inventory. There was a dagger on her other side, which he took as well. When Asuriel was thoroughly disarmed, he pushed the back of her head down towards the ground.

      He grabbed the underwear that she’d been holding a moment ago and pulled it down over her head, covering her eyes like a blindfold.

      “By the Lord of Light, what’s going on?” Asuriel yelled, reaching for her sword, only to find her hand coming back empty. Her fingers went for her sidearm, but she found nothing there as well.

      Realizing she was disarmed, she started panicking and throwing her arms left and right. Her wings beat back and forth, finding Darren behind her and causing her to scramble all the more frantically.

      As soon as she felt something behind her, she whirled around to confront Darren. Golden light filled her palms, and she looked like she was trying to smack them down on top of Darren, but he grabbed both of her wrists and pushed them aside.

      “Who are you?” Asuriel demanded, with his underwear still on her head, covering her face. With Darren grabbing her wrists, she couldn’t reach out to remove them. “Are you a demon? What are you doing here in the first Heaven?”

      “I am not a demon. Answer my questions, and you will not be harmed,” Darren said.

      “Even if my superiors told me anything, I wouldn’t tell you!” Asuriel swore.

      She struggled in his grip, and her armor began to glow. A bright, clear gemstone sat on the plate between her breasts flared with brilliant bright light for an instant before shooting a beam right at his face.

      He ducked just in time to avoid it, but doing so required him to release Asuriel’s hands. The divine warrior woman conjured spheres of glowing golden light again, curling her hands into fists as she lashed out blindly at Darren.

      “I will not be captured by a demon!” Asuriel roared. She might’ve looked fearsome at that moment, if not for the fact that she was still wearing his underwear on her head.

      She lunged for Darren with hands extended, but he rolled across the ground. She missed him completely, and her attacks were wasted on the forest floor.

      Before she could right herself again, he kicked her in the back and sent her sprawling in the mud. He planted a foot on top of her back, pinning her in place.

      She tried to rise and mustered even more strength than Archpaladin Gaimon had commanded. The Heavens were truly a wondrous place when someone as strong as an archpaladin was nothing more than a nameless foot soldier.

      To keep her pinned to the ground, Darren activated the immovable aspect of his movement skill. She struggled beneath his boot, but no matter how she tried to push herself up, Asuriel couldn’t even get her face out of the mud, let alone climb back to her feet.

      While she struggled, Darren reached out with his Celestial Storm tendrils and unbuckled Asuriel’s armor. It came loose, and he peeled it off of her body and tucked it into his inventory. He would be interested in studying armor that came from the Heavens.

      Beneath the armor, the seraph wore a silky white garment that looked beautiful despite its simplicity. It looked comfortable to wear and was loose enough not to restrict movement in the slightest.

      Darren would give it as a gift to Cassandra as an example of good underclothes. Perhaps he could win Cassandra over to his preferences with a gift like this.

      “Stand and strip,” Darren commanded the divine warrior he captured.

      “Excuse me?” she asked, a red flush coming across her face.

      Darren dragged his boot off of her back. “You are disarmed and disarmored. Even with your weapons, you could not defeat me. Without them, you stand no chance. Do as I say, and I promise I will release you unharmed.”

      He could interrogate this seraph the way demons did, using violence to compel obedience. But to Darren, that was the demon way. This was a seraph. Since the two were opposites, it stood to reason that they would react better to opposite compulsions. Since demons feared pain, it stood to reason that seraphim loved pleasure.

      “Do your worst!” Asuriel huffed, then her expression turned sheepish. “But… uh… not too painful, please?”

      Fortunately, Darren had just the thing. He reached into his inventory and withdrew the Pleasurable Reward Band. Her earlier words combined with her intent and the way she was squirming in her bonds were consent enough for the band to lock onto her.

      Asuriel slowly climbed up to her knees. She pulled her shoulders together in an anxious slump that seemed familiar to her.

      “Good seraph,” Darren said as he activated the band.

      Asuriel’s back arched and a soft moan escaped her lips. Her body quivered and her arms shook.

      “What was that? What did you just do to me?” Asuriel said, more in wonder and indignation than anger.

      She reached for the underwear over her face, but when she reached up to take it off, she felt the cold steel of a small stone knife pressing against her neck. It was short and small, barely bigger than a knife. But there was something proud and terrifying lurking in that weapon. Though she couldn't hear or see it, she felt something akin to an angry roar running up and down her spine, like that from a hungry dragon.

      “Leave that,” Darren commanded. Then, seeing the slowness with which this seraph was disrobing, he grabbed at her shirt and pulled it over her head. He took it into his inventory, pulled Asuriel to her feet, and undid the button on her trousers before stealing those as well. Both went into his inventory so he could give them to Cassandra later.

      “What are you doing?” Asuriel demanded as Darren flipped her upside down and tore her pants off. He set her back down blindfolded and standing in nothing more than her boots with a set of underwear around her head.

      He didn’t answer Asuriel’s demands. Instead, he flipped her around and brought out those same strands of incredibly tough demonic rope the cultists had once used to tie up Cassandra and Morgana.

      He pulled back both of Asuriel’s wrists and bound them together behind her back. Then he did the same to her ankles so she could only shuffle along with a few small steps at a time.

      “Your wings,” Darren said as he pushed the feathers out of the way. “I must tie them down.”

      He had expected to bind Asuriel’s wings together, but they ended up being much like his own archpaladin wings. Asuriel closed her eyes for a moment and pulled them back into her body. From there, Darren could wrap ropes around her back and shoulders to prevent them from coming out again.

      “This is absolutely humiliating....” Asuriel grumbled as she stood blushing with her arms tied in the middle of the woods, wearing nothing but her underwear and with a stranger’s undergarments on her head.

      “Were I an enemy, I would have killed you,” Darren explained. “Be grateful for the humiliation.”

      “You aren’t one of those perverted demons, are you?” Asuriel insisted. “Like the Lady of Darkness? I heard she loves to corrupt, honest, light-loving seraphim.”

      “No. I will only ask you questions. You will answer them. When I am finished, you will be free to go.”

      “Do your worst,” Asuriel spat.

      Darren took that as his cue to begin asking questions, keeping his hand on the Pleasurable Reward Band as he did so.

      “Who are you?”

      “I am Asuriel, Protector of the Ninth Province of the First Heaven,” Asuriel answered. “My core soul was from a cleric who died several centuries ago. Most of my human memories and form come from her. After five hundred years in the Heavens and assimilating soul fragments from those whose identities did not survive their death, I became a seraph of the fourth order and was able to apply to join the protectors. After a century in the summoning division, I was promoted to guard and accepted the position with pride."

      Darren ran his hand over the band, inducing another euphoric squeal in the seraph before him. The seraph squirmed in place, panting and heaving in her bindings.

      He felt a smile touching his lips. Interrogating seraphim was much easier than demons. This band was going to be a lot more useful than he thought. Darren had never been fond of torture. Striking blows that weren’t lethal ran counter to his instincts. This was a welcome alternative.

      “What… what is happening. Have you drugged me or something? That’s a crime you know!” Asuriel panted.

      “Whenever you answer questions well, I will reward you.”

      “Do you think I’m some sort of dog?” Asuriel huffed indignantly.

      “Demons ask questions while flaying away the skin of—”

      “Nevermind!” Asuriel hurriedly interrupted. “Don’t let me tell you how to run your interrogation. In fact, this is really great. You have my full approval to keep doing what you’re doing!”

      So she approved of the band as well. Darren smiled. Good ideas were hard to come by. He was proud of this one.

      He rewarded Asuriel with another brush of the band before asking another question.

      “How long ago were you a protector.”

      Asuriel’s face flushed red again. “I admit it was relatively recent.”

      “When?”

      “Last week,” Asuriel admitted. “But I’ve been preparing to join for at least a few decades!”

      Darren snorted to himself while brushing the band again with a bit more power. This woman had become as strong as Gaimon, but it had taken her centuries to cultivate power to this level. If he had hundreds of years to train, practice, and complete quests, he would surely have accumulated dozens of legendary skills. Perhaps thousands. He decided to ask as much.

      “Why are you not stronger?”

      “I’m plenty strong!” Asuriel protested. But as she did so, she seemed to sense his eyes on her, casting doubt on her claims. A bit of drool dripped down her chin, escaping her mouth when he’d used the Pleasurable Reward Band.

      “You are not. Otherwise, you would not be the one standing here answering questions.”

      “I am! I have all ten of my skill slots filled with rare skills and even two epic ones. Granted, most of those skills were related to my previous job at the summoning division before I reached the fourth order and could apply to become a protector...”

      Darren murmured in disapproval, but he had more important questions to ask than merely satisfying his curiosity.

      “Tell me more about these protectors. What do they do here in the Heavens?”

      “We defend all the provinces of the Heavens from demonic incursions. Thankfully, those are rare these days and don’t happen frequently, so usually we’re just keeping the peace between feuding bands of minor seraphim. Some of the deceased also have a hard time coming to grips with the fact that they’re dead and try to return to the mortal world.

      “Also, we locate as many passageways as we can leading down to them and close them as often as we can. It’s a bit of a thankless task considering high in the sky all it takes is some stormy weather to open a passageway back up. There are places where the veil between the First Heaven and the mortal world is fragile. The ones close to the ground can occasionally get mortals stumbling through. Those are the ones we have to seal quickly, but the energy required to open an entrance to the Heavens that far down means they're very rare.”

      Darren realized he must have arrived through just such a rift in space. He would have to keep his eyes open for future openings and make sure he scouted them for these protectors the next time he used one. Defeating Asuriel from ambush had been easy enough, but he knew beating both her and those six companions he’d first seen her with would have been much harder, if not impossible.

      “I wish to know more about the Heavens,” he prompted, slowly edging towards the question he’d wanted to ask all along. It was practically bubbling out of him, ready to burst forth. He wanted to demand the identity of his mother’s killer, but he held his tongue. That question would just be one among many, unremarkable in any way when he asked it.

      “What do you want to know?” Asuriel asked, fighting to keep the quivering from her voice as Darren turned the Pleasurable Reward Band up to a third of maximum power. This thing was rather potent. If Darren turned it up all the way she’d probably be too incoherent to speak.

      “Everything. You may begin at the beginning.”

      “Like... the very beginning? When the world was wrought from the primal chaos by the will of the Lord of Light? When he brought the humans and their kin to this land and forged the mold from which all sigils are cast?”

      Darren did not interrupt, so Asuriel continued.

      “And when the mortals began to die? When he plucked their souls from their bodies and divided their parts into good and bad, discarding all evil and casting it into the pits that became the Seven Hells, while taking all which was good and worthy and forging the Seven Heavens. And now that the Lord of Light has moved on to only he knows where, the Prime Saints govern in his name and await his return.”

      “The Prime Saints...” Darren repeated, remembering the phrase. He was getting closer now to the question that he wanted to ask all along. “List them.”

      Asuriel turned to look at Darren incredulously, but the look was ruined by the underwear still over her head.

      “Uh… okay, there’s Sydyk. He’s the Prime Saint of righteousness and justice. There’s Kothar’wa, Prime Saint of hard work and craftsmanship. Horon, the Prime Saint of sacrifice and noble deaths. He’s always bickering with Kalaziel, the Prime Saint of Valor—”

      Darren cut her off, having finally heard the name he was listening for. “Kalaziel. Tell me more.”

      Asuriel turned to look at Darren strangely, but with her eyes covered by his underwear she ended up looking in the wrong direction.

      “He is the Saint of Valor. Prime Saint Kalaziel founded a mortal order of paladins back when he was still alive and continues to lead them to this day. It’s made things considerably easier on us protectors of the first Heaven. We used to get called down all the time to seal entrances to the First Hell down in the mortal world or deal with a demon outbreak too powerful for the humans to solve. But such problems trouble us no longer. Granted, the ophanim weren't happy for a long time. Not that you could tell. Those hive-souls are creepy, even if they're good at what they do.”

      “This order in the mortal world. It is titled the Order of the Rod?” Darren stared intently into the back of Asuriel’s head. A cold chill ran up Asuriel’s spine that had nothing to do with standing in her underwear in the open air. She couldn’t even see him through the underwear blindfold, but somehow she knew he wasn’t happy.

      “Yes, that’s them. Kalaziel is coming to the First Heaven himself soon. There’s been a major demon outbreak in the mortal region known as the Northern Trade Union.”

      “And Kalaziel will be there?” Darren asked, heart quickening.

      “Probably.” Asuriel shrugged. “Most of my fellow protectors are going. Being noticed by Kalaziel could take a protector like me right from the First Heaven to the Fifth in the blink of an eye. The Divine Aura’s better up there, or so I hear. I've never been there.”

      Darren asked a few more pointless questions about the other Prime Saints, the Heavens, and how things worked in the First Heaven, to keep Asuriel from realizing his interest in Kalaziel was his main goal in questioning her. It seemed there was a lot of strife in the Heavens. Far more than he had expected. From the sound of things, a few minor factions were on the verge of coming to blows.

      It was far from the chaos he witnessed in the Hells, but demons always fought. The thought that there was fighting among the Heavens was intriguing.

      “Where is the nearest exit leading to the mortal world?" Darren asked when he was finally done asking questions.

      “We close any entrances we find, but if you check the bag of holding sewn into the pocket of my shirt, you’ll find a map detailing all the locations where entrances are likely to spawn. I’ve been graphing them every time I find one, hoping it will help get me promoted.” Asuriel grumbled out that last bit, more than a little grumpy that Darren had just stolen a map that likely represented a significant amount of work on her part.

      “You have been helpful and answered all of my questions. I keep my promises, so you will return unharmed.” Darren promised as he scanned Asuriel’s map with his eyes before tucking it away. The map had locations all over the Sacred Seas. It would be instrumental if he ever wanted to return to the First Heaven, especially since it listed which likely rift locations were difficult for the protectors to get to and rarely checked.

      “Does this mean I get my clothes back? Or that I can take this underwear off my face?” Asuriel asked hopefully.

      “No,” Darren replied. Then he headed home, brushing the band to maximum power for good measure as he left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Chapter 11: Sasha

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Sasha and the harbormaster looked over the ship she was trying to buy. The previous owner was dead and, being dead, couldn’t pay their mooring fees. That made the ship property of the harbor, which was now selling the small fishing vessel to recoup the cost of mooring it.

      “It’s a good ship. A few holes here and there, but we stitched up the mast and patched up the hull,” the harbormaster said.

      “You’re certain it can make the trip all the way to the Northern Trade Union?” Sasha asked uncertainly. “Perhaps one of those trade vessels would be the better choice?”

      The fishing vessel looked awfully small. The Order of the Rose was small, but it still had a dozen fighters and a few non-combatants. The fishing vessel was only thirteen paces from end to end. Quarters would be cramped, even discounting any sailors they might hire. They certainly wouldn’t be sparring on deck.

      “Oh yes, I knew the man who used to own this thing. This fishing vessel’s big enough to take the deepest waters in the Sacred Seas! As long as you handle it well and don’t take it past the mouth and into the ocean to the east, you’ll be fine,” the harbormaster insisted. “Yes, ma’am, I’ll be sad to see this vessel go. The previous owner tried to take my harbormaster title at knifepoint, you see. This was before his Heavenly superbness lord and King Darren and his reforms, you see.

      "Anyhow, I’ve got his wife and daughter both taking shelter in my home. Strictly for humanitarian reasons, you see. He was a proud man who'd hate to learn his family had to beg for scraps from anyone, let alone me. It does my soul good to dance on his grave every night and tell his departed spirit about how his precious little girl is going to wind up calling me Papa. I just wish I could keep the ship too, but alas, I do need to make some coin."

      “You will part with it for coin, though?” Sasha fiddled with her purse. It was lighter than she’d like. Turning in all those imp hides to the Adventurer’s Guild had given her enough money to finance the Order of the Rose’s daily needs. Still, the considerable expense of buying a ship would eat into her budget. She’d just have to hope that they could resell the boat when they made it to the Northern Trade Union.

      “Oh yes, sentimentality won’t feed my household. This fisher wasn’t the only man who tried to knife me, and thanks to the Order of the Rod, there are plenty of widows who need my shelter and protection. I'm all for taking care of poor orphan children, but I don't mind taking in a widow willing to earn her keep.” The man waggled his brows back and forth. Sasha groaned inwardly. He’d been making comments much like this all morning.

      “I can give you fifty gold,” Sasha offered.

      The harbormaster shook his head. “I’m thinking of getting tailored shirts for each of their daughters, saying ‘my new papa is the harbormaster!’ I can’t do that on fifty gold. The tailor wanted at least a hundred for it.”

      “I’ll give you eighty!” Sasha offered before the harbormaster could get too deep into his plans to feed and shelter the children of his dead rivals, all to bolster his own ego. She'd spit on the man for it, but those children really did need a home or they'd be out on the streets.

      “Eighty-five!” the harbormaster demanded. “For the children, of course.”

      “You swear this gold will go to the children?” Sasha asked, hand in her purse.

      “I swear upon my heart that I will treat them all like my own flesh and blood,” the harbormaster promised.

      “Then eighty-five gold for one well-used fishing ship.” Sasha sighed and counted out the coins, sure she overpaid.

      The sailors she’d already commissioned to help them get to the Northern Trade Union would be five gold each for the trip. That too had probably cost more than it should have, but this was a one-time trip and they'd need to either buy or work their way back to Limedeep. Not that Sasha expected any of them wanted to return to the devastated city.

      She returned to the inn where her companions were staying and told them to move their things to the fishing ship.

      “We’re leaving today?” Cleric Audrey asked. She’d always been Sasha’s unofficial second in command.

      “Tomorrow morning, at first light,” Sasha corrected. “We’ll want to be ready to go by then. Buy anything you think we might need for the trip, but don’t spend too much.”

      “Of course, Captain Sasha. Rest. We will have everything taken care of when you awake.” Priestess Blossom smiled, bright and eager to please. Priestesses always seemed to be a happy and helpful sort. Sasha had often wondered if people with such a disposition gravitated towards the priestess role or if being a priestess made one happy and helpful.

      Sasha was lucky to have them both. With those two on the job, she trusted everything would be taken care of. All she needed to do now was get herself ready to travel as well.

      One thing of concern, though, was Darren. Or rather, King Darren, as people were calling him now. Should she tell him she was leaving?

      By all measures, he’d been good to her, though they hadn’t met under the best of circumstances. She’d given good advice to the city guard and helped keep the city in order after Darren chased the Order of the Rod out.

      All measures of courtly politeness demanded that Sasha see him before leaving. Beyond matters of court was her station. As a paladin in his territory, she really should let him know she was leaving and if she intended to return.

      But she couldn’t bring herself to do it. In fact, deep down, she feared that part of the reason she was so eager to leave Limedeep for the Northern Trade Union was that she wanted to get away from Darren.

      Away? Why?

      Sasha tore her clothes off and tossed them on the ground. Her emotions had never troubled her so much before. Why did she get this intense heat in her chest whenever she thought about talking with Darren? Her cheeks flushed red, and her heart fluttered like she was about to go into battle.

      Except instead of the serene sensation of preparing for a fight, she felt the awkward stiffness that reminded her of being a young trainee showing up late for the morning’s exercises.

      She couldn’t face Darren. So that was out of the question. Maybe leave a note for him then?

      Sasha hastily scribbled out a message on a scrap of paper. She’d get someone to deliver it to that pink-haired holy adept of his. Cassandra. She was a wonderful woman, and by all rights, Sasha knew she should like her more than she did.

      They’d fought and bled together to rescue Darren, after all. If it weren’t for her Order’s lack of standing or the strange feelings towards him buried in her heart, she would have stayed around Limedeep a lot longer.

      Hells, she found herself wishing Darren was weaker. If they were of comparable skill, Sasha could have invited him to join the Order of the Rose. Cassandra and Morgana could certainly hold their own, and Sasha couldn't help but suspect that Darren had been deadly even as a holy adept.

      But if there had ever been a chance for that, Sasha had missed it. Darren was an archpaladin. Even if Sasha offered command of the Order of the Rose over to him, he still wouldn't join a band of misfit outcasts grabbing at their last chance at regaining their place in the world by fighting for the Golden Temple of the Northern Trade Union.

      While Sasha sat and thought with furrowed brows, she’d noticed her hand was slick and buried between her thighs. She frowned at the sight. Sasha had been doing that often enough in this room that it had become second nature to her. It happened practically every time she thought about...

      Sasha shut that thought out of her mind. No more. She would leave this city. Its people and leader would be nothing but a fond memory soon. Perhaps with time, she’d be able to dissect just what it was she was feeling.
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        * * *

      

      The following day Sasha and the Order of the Rod set foot upon their fishing ship.

      “It could use a fresh coat of paint, and the whole thing smells like fish,” Cleric Audrey said.

      “Nonsense. It floats, and that’s just what we need. And to be fair to the ship, it was a fishing vessel.” Priestess Blossom smiled brightly. “But if we need something to do on the trip, I’m sure painting it again would help us sell it for more later.”

      “Wax and polish the deck too for all I care.” Sasha shrugged. “The sailors are all aboard already. Say your goodbyes to Limedeep. I don’t know when we’ll see it again.”

      “Oh, I’m sure you’ll find an excuse to visit sooner rather than later.” Priestess Blossom covered her face with her hand to stifle a giggle.

      Sasha glared at the bubbly priestess but climbed aboard the ship without another word.

      The first three days at sea were tough for all of them. Though the Order of the Rose had traveled by ship before, they’d never had to do any actual sailing. They had four experienced sailors with them, but four hands did not make an entire crew. There were ropes to be tied and masts to hoist.

      “Well, what do you know, you Golden Temple types can work an honest job after all,” one sailor laughed. “We’re going to have to swing west. There’s an entrance that bores right down from the First Hell to the Third Hell. Many a ship has been lost to the sea demons here."

      “We don’t have the equipment to seal an underwater entrance.” Sasha frowned. “But I’m confident we can fight off any demons trying to sink the ship. So sail through it and trust us to defend you.”

      “Good call, Captain,” Cleric Audrey said. “I’ll use my protection skill if we spot anything.”

      “And I will purify the ship to help ward off demons. If we are fortunate, that’ll be enough to ensure our trip is safe and smooth,” Priestess Blossom added.

      With pride in her heart, Sasha dismissed her two subordinates to prepare the ship against demon attacks. Her holy adepts seemed almost eager to fight off a sea demon. A few days of being ordered around by mere sailors had wounded their pride, and they longed to prove their worth.

      “It’s your ship.” The sailor Sasha had been speaking to a moment ago shrugged. “Just make sure we don’t go down with it.”
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        * * *

      

      A few days later, the first demon showed its face. It took the shape of a giant lobster with four arms. The demon scrambled up the side of the boat like a spider the size of a horse, and thick limbs snapped and clawed at the deck.

      
        	New Quest: Slay the Deepwater Lobster!

        	Reward: Chitinous Demonshell armor components.

      

      “Stand back and let us defend you, sailors!” Sasha bellowed as she charged the lobster demon. Her sword bounced off the creature’s thick exoskeleton. But Sasha had a war hammer made to break through armored demons like this one.

      “Here, Captain! I’ve already given it my purifying blessing!” Priestess Blossom shouted as she tossed Sasha her war hammer.

      Sasha spun, snatching the hammer from the air and bringing it down on the giant lobster’s head in one smooth motion. The blow cracked the demon’s armor. Hissing gas escaped its shell, and it stomped against the deck, cutting deep gouges in the wood wherever it walked.

      “Ha, it will take more than that to defeat the Order of the Rose!” Sasha shouted as though proclaiming the glory of her misfit band of heroes to the Heavens themselves.

      "You show them, Captain! Crush that demon!" Blossom shouted as she twirled her own staff overhead, preparing to lend a skill as bursts of light shot from the end of her staff and struck the demon.

      Arrows flew down one after another as Cleric Audrey grabbed her bow from where it was lying propped up against the side of the ship. The holy adepts shouted a wordless battle cry as they joined in. All the hacking against this third-order sea demon instantly transformed the Order of the Rose into one unified demon-fighting machine. As they fought, Sasha’s heart quickened and grew lighter.

      Fighting like this was something Sasha understood. It was straightforward and easy. Not to mention that demon chitin was always in demand for armor and would do a lot to ease their Order’s financial woes.

      As a team, they beat the demon back until it tried to retreat into the sea.

      “Don’t let it retreat, we'll never finish it!” Sasha shouted to her companions. “If we kill this thing here and now. There’ll be one less demon in the world!”

      A cheer went up among all the members of the Order of the Rose. All they needed to do now was finish this demon off. The rewards from their sigils and whatever they could get for the body in the Northern Trade Union would do wonders for their current woes.

      The lobster demon let out a long, howling cry. Sasha couldn’t tell if it was screaming in anger or pain.

      “All back in! It’s almost slipped overboard!” Sasha yelled even as she grabbed the lobster demon by its tail and began pulling it back onto the ship.

      The other two paladins had hammers just like Sasha’s out and ready now. The entire ship sounded like a forge as they pounded at its exoskeleton, landing one blow after another. In its desperation to flee, the demon snapped at the main mast and the railings on the side of the ship. The claws of this lobster demon was every bit as strong as they looked. Each mighty claw was as big around as a wagon wheel. Two crushed shields were proof enough that the thing could shatter armor if it got its grips around someone.

      While Sasha and her comrades tried to cut the beast down, the demon tried to pull itself back into the water.

      Crack! Crack!

      The mast and railing both snapped at once. Without them to support the lobster demon’s weight, it toppled backward and spilled onto the deck, flipping over. With its vulnerable underside exposed, Sasha drove her hammer into its guts, crippling it in one blow.

      The monster flailed in place, claws still snapping. To put an end to any threat it might pose, Sasha jumped onto its vulnerable underbelly and brought her hammer down to crush the tiny thing that passed for its brain.

      “Victory!” Sasha yelled. “The demon is dead!”

      The entire Order of the Rose began cheering and clapping, proud of a job well done.

      “Well struck, Captain!”

      “That was a mighty blow!”

      “The Order of the Rose did it again! Hooray!”

      While they cheered, the four sailors surveyed the damage to the ship. They waited a minute or two for the divine warriors to stop celebrating before they broke the bad news.

      “Pardon me, Lady Sasha.” One sailor approached slowly, with his hat in his hands clutched to his chest. “But I’m afraid that without the mainmast, the trip to the Northern Trade Union is going to take at least twice as long.”

      “Twice?” Sasha scowled. All the time they’d saved by taking this route would be wasted. “Can you repair it? We can fish the mast out of the water?”

      The sailor glanced back to his companions, who shook their heads.

      “The beam was crushed, not just cut. Even if we can get it mounted again, it won’t be able to take a full sail,” the sailor said, looking uneasy, as though he feared Sasha would snap at him.

      But Sasha only sighed. “Then it would seem you were right, sailor. We should have taken the route around.”

      The sailor was polite enough not to say I told you so, even though he thought it. “Well, there’s no use second-guessing our choices now. Getting out of here will take us longer than just powering through. Just pray no more demons attack this ship. We’re going to use the timber we have to keep us seaworthy after the damage that overgrown lobster did.”

      So the group set sail once again, only this time at a considerably slower speed. Sasha volunteered for the ship’s oars, and at her prompting, so did the other two paladins in their group. With some real muscle propelling them along, they could travel at roughly two-thirds the speed they would have made if they still had their mainsail.

      That was far from perfect, but Sasha’s crew were a tough bunch. Though most of them were of noble birth, they’d been roughing it in the wilderness ever since they founded the Order of the Rose. Two years of harsh living had gotten them used to getting dirty. Now there wasn’t anyone in the Order of the Rose who wasn’t ready and willing to do whatever needed doing.

      Even Priestess Blossom took a turn at the oars. However, she wasn’t particularly strong even as far as priestesses went, so she was huffing and puffing after just one or two strokes.

      “Watch out. Here comes another one of those lobster demons!” a sailor shouted in warning as he peered over the edge of the ship.

      
        	New Quest: Slay the Deepwater Lobster!

      

      “Should we let it climb up the ship so we can kill it?” Cleric Audrey asked.

      Sasha bit her lip for a moment. Her instincts told her to put the demon down, but Sasha resisted that urge. Getting to their destination was more important than completing this quest.

      “If it tries to climb, shove it back into the water with one oar. We’ve taken enough damage as it is. Don’t let it aboard!” Sasha ordered.

      Sasha’s people shoved the demon as it tried to climb, forcing it back into the water. It clawed and scraped at their implements, snapping off two oars and turning them into nothing more than sticks.

      To make matters worse, a second lobster demon appeared, followed by a third. Now their efforts to repel the beasts were genuinely frantic. It had taken their combined might to slay one of these creatures. Three would be enough to overwhelm them.

      In the end, they tied several swords to what remained of the oars. A strong downward thrust from Sasha or one of the other paladins would be enough to score long gashes along with the demon lobster’s exoskeletons. Sasha got lucky and caught one in the mouth, shearing off the tiny appendages that tore apart food for it to feed.

      That at last was enough to drive that lobster demon into retreat. Sasha shared her discovery with the others.

      “Aim for their faces!” Sasha yelled.

      They took shifts, constantly watching the sides of the ship and jabbing down at the monsters day and night while what little was left of the masts slowly propelled them out of the demon lobsters’ territory.

      Around that time, two more lucky hits drove the remaining pair of lobster demons back. It took another sleepless night of staring into the water for Sasha and her companions to be certain that the demons were gone. When dawn came the following morning, everyone breathed a sigh of relief.

      “We’re through!” Sasha congratulated everyone aboard. “Thank you all for your hard work. Catch up on any lost sleep now. I expect smooth sailing until we make it to Salsroth in the Northern Trade Union.”
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      Thanks to Asuriel’s map, leaving the First Heaven turned out to be surprisingly easy. Darren appeared over the ocean north of Limedeep, emerging from a storm over the ocean.

      Going through this rift was as simple as entering had been, though this one was a little smaller. Darren had to slide through instead of step through. Still, once his shoulders made it through the gap and he was free-falling through the air, he activated his archpaladin wings and headed towards Limedeep.

      He settled down on top of the water. He activated his movement ability, eager to try something new with his skill. As Darren hoped, with his movement ability at maximum power, he could move fast enough to skim across the surface of the water and stay on top of it instead of falling in.

      It was more running on water than walking on water, but it would make crossing the Sacred Seas much easier should he wish to go anywhere on his own. The ability had a rather strict weight limit though, which meant using it to cross water meant storing all his items in his inventory. He wouldn't be able to carry Cassandra and Morgana if he wanted them with him.

      He returned to Limedeep, and the city guards saluted his return. Darren nodded to them as he passed, heading back towards his manor. As soon as he was out of sight, the guards immediately returned to work, which Darren approved of. Cassandra and Morgana were both home and stood up abruptly at his return.

      “Morgana! Do the whole ‘Welcome home, master!’ thing we’ve been practicing!” Cassandra elbowed Morgana, who stood up and scrambled towards the door.

      “Later.” Darren held up a hand. “First, tell me what has happened in Limedeep while I was gone.”

      Morgana sat back down, and Cassandra sighed and tossed aside the panties she’d pulled off as soon as she’d spotted Darren. Cassandra had a plate of delicate lunch sandwiches sitting on the table, so he joined the two women in eating them. While they had lunch, Morgana and Cassandra filled him in on everything that had happened while he was meditating and then on his adventure.

      Mostly, that meant city council stuff and testing out their new skills.

      “And what about you, my big, handsome, and strapping man?” Cassandra asked. “Off demon-slaying again?”

      Darren shook his head. “I went to Heaven and killed a big dragon. Captured a seraph too and asked her a few questions.”

      Cassandra and Morgana both put down what they were eating, awaiting further explanation. Finally, he took a bite of his sandwich and stared both of them down.

      Darren sensed them waiting for more, which reminded him of the present he'd brought. “Got this for you, Cassandra. Good clothes.” He pulled Asuriel’s clothes out of his inventory and passed them to Cassandra. He gave Morgana a thin smile, realizing he really should have gotten a present for her. He remembered the seraph’s dagger. Her sword would have been too big for Morgana, but the blade would make a decent short sword for her.

      “For me?” Morgana asked, a flush coming to her face. She hadn’t expected Darren to have something for her as well, and it was something she liked far more than a new set of clothes.

      “Yes, for you. Wear and practice with it. I have armor too, but it will not fit either of you.”

      The two women did their best to get as much of Darren’s adventures out of him as they could, but he was never much of a storyteller. In contrast, Cassandra had a lot to say.

      “The little girl we rescued has been well, and I’ve already got a ship all set up to take us to the Northern Trade Union to help us deliver her to her relatives. We’ll need to set up a more permanent council to watch over things in Limedeep while we’re away, though. With the mercenaries under your payroll, I doubt anyone will try to cause trouble. But we still want a council capable of running the city without an archpaladin looming over their shoulders threatening them with destruction should they step off the path of justice.”

      “I will assist you in bringing the city to order.” Darren stood up. “Command those who would represent the city, and I will tell them what they must do.”
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        * * *

      

      Managing the city had brought no small number of sycophants who’d wished to gain some small measure of power by associating with the city council. Of course, Darren was the true ruler of the city, given that the mercenaries patrolling the streets all answered to him and that he was Limedeep’s most respected citizen. Still, it was evident to all that he was not one to care about these affairs on his own, and that the city council would wield considerable power for anything he did not care to see to personally.

      Like Morgana, Cassandra, Sasha, and Callum, those in his favor all now wielded great power in his name. More than one minor armorer, merchant, or slave trader wished to gain similar boons for their families and organizations.

      Many had sent their daughters to his door hoping they could win Darren’s heart, but he hadn’t even had time to meet with them, and he had little interest in those wishing to associate with him for personal gain.

      Still, enough had presented themselves that he had to acknowledge them somehow. Otherwise, he wouldn't be able to come and go from his home in peace without being bothered.

      “Line up all those who would seek to labor in my name,” Darren instructed Morgana and Cassandra. The call went out, and soon all the city’s most influential people were standing in the streets before their manor.

      On one side was a powerful merchant hoping to pawn off the beautiful daughter he had under his arm to Darren for a connection to the city’s new ruler. Next to him was a shipmaster with three beautiful dark-skinned women brought to Limedeep from Marsa, the lands to the south of the Sacred Seas.

      “My daughter is wonderful with numbers!” the merchantman said. “Show her a book, and she can ensure you’re always putting money in your treasury rather than the other way around. And if you prefer to do your books yourself, well then I’m sure she’d be more than happy to entertain you in different ways!" He winked lecherously, which made his daughter blush under his arm.

      “These three women from Marsa are some of the finest entertainers a man can buy! Take them on to greet your guests, and people all over will beg for the chance to pay their respects to you.” The shipmaster ushered the three women forward, clothed in veils and skirts that left all their chocolate-colored skin exposed.

      Darren ignored their pleas and those of the countless others who wished to win his favor. Instead, he raised his voice and spoke to them all.

      “Let those who would guide this city in my stead step forward,” Darren shouted.

      Nearly everyone present stepped forward, save for those who’d only come to support another in their effort to be noticed. Darren closed his eyes for a moment, and an instant later, his archpaladin wings unfurled. He saw the reflection of each man and woman present in his mind’s eye, and all others could see younger versions of their own faces.

      Some grimaced as they saw themselves bowing and groveling before the Order of the Rod, desperate to save their families and businesses during that brief time when Gaimon ruled the city. Others saw themselves accepting bribes.

      A few images even showed those people committing dark deeds in the night, like slitting the throat of a rival merchant when they thought no one could see or burning down a rival business.

      When Darren opened his eyes, he knew everyone standing there as well as they knew themselves. Many of those who presented themselves stepped back there and then, knowing they were not worthy of doing anything in his name. Those who sought to tie themselves to him for their own gain knew that Darren understood them for what they were.

      Some fled the crowd, unwilling to give him even the slightest excuse to deal his form of lethal justice to those who’d done evil in the past. A few fell to their knees as the crimes of their past were exposed for all to see. A few hushed murmurs ran through the crowd as Darren glowered silently at the crowd.

      Darren’s wings were still playing scenes of betrayal, adultery, and underhandedness that no doubt exposed many of Limedeep’s most influential. Once he was done here, a few families would likely have to flee the city before word spread of their crimes.

      “I know your hearts now. I will call the worthy forward. The rest of you may go,” Darren told the people presenting themselves before him.

      One by one, the people bowed.

      Cassandra and Morgana made their way through the crowd, guided by Darren’s Celestial Storm tendrils curling up beneath their clothes and ushering them towards the people Darren was interested in.

      Before long, seven individuals made their way to Darren’s manor, each with diverse backgrounds and appearances. Most of them were on the younger side, having had less time to do the ruthless deeds in this lawless city that would have disqualified them from serving under Darren. Limedeep’s days of corruption and chaos were at an end, and there would be no place for those who were accustomed to bribes or taking the law into their own hands.

      “I have selected you all to form a council that will govern this city. You will answer to the two women beside me. Rebuild Limedeep and govern in my name.”

      Darren left after those few smatterings of words. From the people he had accepted, there would be representatives of the tradesmen, the harbors, the adventurers’ guild, the wealthy landowning citizens, and the poor living in the slums. Each of these people would make the voices of those they represented heard and manage the city’s daily affairs in his name.

      Cassandra and Morgana would sort out the details. They already served as head of the merchant guilds and representative of the thieves’ guilds of the city, so the two of them already wielded considerable power.

      Still, the two of them would need subordinates to tend to their duties. Cassandra and Morgana wouldn't let governing the city get in the way of spending time with Darren, so they would need to put together organizations to take care of things while they were busy or away with Darren on this upcoming trip to the Northern Trade Union.

      The only thing truly disappointing to Darren was the fact that Sasha had not presented herself. He had wished to appoint her as the new head of the city guard.

      Callum would be too busy training Darren’s special force of warriors trained with holy sigils to do both, but perhaps they could share the duty. When Cassandra and Morgana finally settled details with the newly formed council, Darren asked Cassandra where Sasha and her companions were.

      “Sasha and her friends? Yes, I recall she left a message for me to give to you. Apparently, she and her companions received a missive from the Northern Trade Union. She and her people are traveling there to fight demons. It’s a shame she couldn’t wait. We have to make that trip ourselves in a bit.”

      “Then grab your things and fetch the little girl we found in the manor. We will join her.”
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        * * *

      

      Amelia was still horribly frightened of Darren. She hadn’t shown herself even once when he was up and about, no doubt due to the death of her parents at the hands of the Order of the Rod.

      Darren didn’t blame her for her fear. He knew her kind of fear all too well. To not be afraid of someone like him after what had happened to her would have been foolish. He was a paladin, and many of those who’d wronged her had been paladins.

      But since coming to this strange and complicated surface world, Darren had come to learn that paladins were nothing more than people. Some were good, others bad. Most were somewhere in between. He wasn’t sure where he fit, but he hoped that someday perhaps Amelia or someone like her would be able to tell him.

      Darren did his best to give the frightened little girl a smile, but she continued to shy away from his gaze. Sensing there was nothing he could do to make her like him at the moment, he ignored her for the time being and addressed Cassandra and Morgana instead.

      “Cassandra, you said there was a ship?”

      “Yes,” Cassandra replied. “The sailors are loading some cargo for me now. They’re not quite done unloading what I’ve stocked in my warehouse yet. There are some gifts and goods I hope to have on hand to win the favor of some of the great mercantile houses there, as long as we’re making the trip. Along with no small share of Limedeep’s goods. I hope to open a few new markets for what we can trade.”

      “Then we will head to your warehouse first."

      Darren’s inventory proved to be far more effective in emptying a warehouse than the teams of men who had been seeing to the task before. With his help, they were soon finished and aboard a ship bound for the Northern Trade Union.

      “We’re leaving, just like that?” Morgana asked, with a trace of nervousness in her voice. “I... well...”

      Cassandra glanced at Morgana curiously. “Have you never been this far from home before, Morgana? No, this is more than that... Could it be that you’ve never been on a ship before?”

      “A bandit living in the mountains doesn’t exactly have cause to take to the sea,” Morgana grumbled. “And doubly so after the stories I’ve been told of ferocious sea demons. The entrances to Hell beneath the waves are one kind that few paladins can close. As a result, more demons escape from underwater exits than anywhere else.”

      “Interesting...” Darren muttered.

      He’d heard a few rumors of exits out of Hell while exploring some of the underwater pools of the first layer, but as he had no skills suitable for navigating or fighting underwater, he’d never considered trying to seal them. Also, most of Darren’s information about the fiends of Hell came from the fiends, and they had always avoided large bodies of water for fear of what could lurk there.

      “Uh oh, I don’t like that look,” Cassandra said as she stared at Darren. “Don’t go wishing for demons just so you can have something to slay, love. Remember, we’re delivering this poor lost child home and forging new relationships in the Northern Trade Union! And maybe seeing what Sasha and her friends needed to do there, I guess. But this is a peaceful trip!”

      Darren remained silent. Delivering the child to her relatives in the Northern Trade Union was an admirable goal, but not one that he would have normally taken on himself. Cassandra would undoubtedly place great importance on making new friends, as she cared greatly about such things, so he wasn't surprised that she desperately wished to go. Like Darren, she had a second agenda for her trip.

      Morgana had made mistakes the last time he had left her on her own, so leaving her to her own devices was out of the question.

      While he truly did wonder what Sasha was up to, he had something far more important to do.

      Kalaziel.

      Darren wanted to see his mother’s true killer with his own eyes.
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      While Cassandra made arrangements to leave the city, Darren went to check on everything one last time.

      He was suddenly struck by a tugging he’d often needed to ignore in his life. There was a certain sadness to leaving his safe cave hideaways to brave the dangers of Hell once again and continue growing stronger.

      But Limedeep was more than any cave had ever been to Darren. It was the place his mother always told him to go to when he reached the surface. It had been his goal for so many years, and here with his friends and lovers he was happier than he’d ever been in his life.

      He climbed up the wall, pulling himself up the uneven and broken stones arm over arm until he was at the top. The debris Gaimon had scattered everywhere in his charge had been largely cleared away, but this gap was still jagged enough that there were plenty of handholds. He headed for the tallest tower left in the city, half-broken but still impressive.

      Not long ago, Gaimon had used this very tower to string Darren up over the city like a trophy symbolic of his victory. Much of the damage to the building had been caused by Darren himself when he broke free.

      Once at the top, he turned his head to the lush green fields surrounding the city walls. From here, he could see a dozen crowded and bustling farming settlements. Most of the people who’d fled Limedeep to escape Gaimon’s purges had gone to stay there, and only now were those survivors starting to trickle back into the city.

      Darren imagined that it would take some time for them to feel safe in Limedeep, but that hardly mattered. The city would stay right where they left it, and he would ensure it was kept in good order.

      He turned his gaze to Limedeep behind him. The fires had left large scars across the city. Imps knew their way around an inferno, and the wooden shanty towns near the docks had been entirely destroyed. The wealthier portions of the city had strong stone foundations and had survived the fires better, but there were still plenty of missing roofs and doors.

      From what Morgana said to him, looters would have certainly been a problem if not for the army of mercenaries patrolling the streets every day holding Darren’s banner aloft. The military presence combined with the respect so many of the city’s residents had for Darren was enough to uphold the city’s new laws better than they had under the old council before the invasion.

      With the city safe and order restored, the people who’d stayed in Limedeep throughout its crisis were doing their best to put their lives back together. Looking at them now, Darren was hopeful that the city would be just the way it had been when he found it.

      His gaze turned to the distance where he spotted the restaurant Morgana had found for them when they first visited the city. It was where Darren and his new companions ate and laughed together. That was a good memory. A smile touched the corners of Darren’s lips as he saw the owner hauling a log into place to patch over the burned-out chunk of roof lost to the fires. Already his staff had hauled a few tables outside to start seating people again.

      Things were going to be okay.

      Darren turned his gaze from the city as a nervous guardsman approached him from the walkway below. Darren could tell who it was just by sensing the man’s posture and the shaky way he held his spear.

      “You have a question, Simmons?” Darren asked.

      “M-more of a comment, really, sir. You are aware we have stairs, correct?” Simmons said as he looked up at Darren, who stood at the top of the wall’s tallest tower, leaning over the broken stone to gaze at Simmons far below.

      “Stairs are slow.” As Darren spoke, he flexed his will. Then, like relaxing muscles he barely knew he’d tensed, his archpaladin wings revealed themselves. He held them out to either side as he jumped off the top of the tower and slowly glided down to stand at Simmons’ side.

      “N-normally, I’d say that isn’t a safe place to stand, but…” Simmons began, though his voice trailed off as he lost himself, looking at his own reflection in Darren’s wings.

      Darren turned his head to see what Simmons was looking at and saw a tiny child-like version of Simmons trying to sneak a look in one of the women’s bathhouses around the city. It ended innocently enough, so Darren merely retracted his wings and pretended not to notice while Simmons began to stammer even more. Darren had certainly seen worse as of late.

      “Uh… I… uh… that is to say…”

      “Take me to Callum. And tell me how you plan to train.”

      Darren talked to Simmons, and on a subject he was more familiar with and passionate about, he quickly regained his composure. Before long, he seemed to have forgotten about Darren witnessing the most embarrassing crime of his childhood and the humiliating way it ended.

      Eventually, the two of them found Callum, who was manning the walls.

      “We’re going away for a bit,” Darren told Callum. “Not sure how long.”

      Callum nodded slowly. “I’m sure there are other people who need a man like you, Darren. Don’t worry, the city will be in one piece when you get back. I’ll put my life on it. And we won’t slack off on training for a single day while you’re gone! I’ll have all the guards training just as you showed us.”

      With training and the city guard well in hand, Darren thought about buying supplies. Cassandra was taking care of that for the most part. She liked stocking cargo holds full of enough food to feed a crew and passengers. She’d seemed especially insistent that everyone have plenty of limes for some reason.

      Darren preferred to make his own preparations as well, just in case.

      “I will buy this boat,” Darren said to a man at the docks putting the finishing touches on a modest-sized ship.

      “Sorry, not for sale. I just… wait a moment, is that you, King Darren?” The man’s jaw dropped open, and he dropped the paintbrush he was holding to paint a name on the side of the ship. “My Lord, forgive me! If you want the boat, consider it a gift from my shipping company to… dear heavens, that is an awfully heavy bag of gold. I… uh… thank you for your patronage, your kingship!”

      Darren sucked the ship into his inventory. It would be good to have a spare just in case. Now that he’d found all the gold he’d piled up in his inventory for so long was actually useful, he was rather fond of exchanging it for things. Similar to how people would give him a plate of food for a couple bronze coins, people would give him an entire boat for a bit of gold.

      It had taken a few explanations from Cassandra to assure him that he wasn’t cheating anyone for giving them gold for their nice things. To Darren, the gold was nothing more than heavy, shiny rock. But these people, on the surface, placed an awful lot of value on it.

      Darren bought a few of the essentials like food and spare clothes. Cassandra had been rather fond of him tearing her, so he’d definitely purchase something disposable for her. A few spare human weapons wouldn’t be amiss either, along with some supplies to let him practice his new crafting skill a bit.

      When that was settled, Darren had one last location he wanted to visit.

      He made his way to the shrine deep in the city. This was where the statue of his mother stood, guarding a building now only visited by ghosts.

      The road here was still unkempt and overgrown, though after the disaster that befell the city, the wild grasses that once split open the cobblestone street were now burned to little nubs.

      Many of the buildings nearby were hollowed-out skeletons that would fall the next time a bad storm came. Darren feared the worst for the building he planned to visit, but when the small shrine finally came into sight, it looked exactly the same as it always had.

      The yard was still overgrown with weeds, and the rusty gate was barely holding on, but from the looks of things, neither man nor demon had disturbed this ancient place.

      This was Limedeep’s old shrine, now long abandoned. A set of graves sat in the corner, marking the many generations of shrine maidens who had spent their lives tending to this building. One of those graves had been freshly turned as the final shrine maiden to care for this place met her end just before Darren’s first visit.

      The building itself was more rot than wood, but the garden was all that Darren was interested in. In the center of the shine’s garden stood a statue of a woman.

      Even in stone carved long ago and painted with colors that were now flaked away, this woman had a regal presence that would make a queen standing next to her look no different from a servant girl. Despite her lofty appearance, her eyes had a smile that touched the corners of her temples, and her outstretched hands seemed as though she wanted to take the entire city into a warm embrace.

      This was Darren’s mother, Ariel Heavengrace.

      “Hello again, Mother,” Darren said to the statue.

      Only silence answered him. The statue before him was nothing more than cold stone, after all. But the image of the woman reminded him of his mother, now long gone.

      “I know who killed you,” Darren continued, fists balling as he spoke. “I can’t beat him yet. But someday, I will.”

      The wind blew, and the leaves stirred. The chirping birds went silent, and the light seemed to shine a little brighter for a moment.

      A feeling sent a tingle running down the back of Darren’s neck, and he turned to find out what it was. There was nothing behind him, just the wind.

      “If you’re here again, show yourself,” Darren commanded the empty air.

      Only silence answered him.

      Casting one final farewell to his mother’s statue and the city of Limedeep, Darren headed to the docks to join Cassandra and the others.
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      Most of the crew got their first full night of rest in days, and their spirits were rapidly improving. The sailors with them were looking a lot less glum and more hopeful that they would make it to land in one piece.

      Everything was going well for them, right until they spotted pirates on the horizon.

      “Pirate ship!” one sailor yelled. “Off the port bow!”

      “Can we outrun them?” Sasha called back. “Just leave them in our wake and continue on?”

      “Not unless you can row a lot harder than you have been!”

      Sasha bit her lip. “You heard him! Get rowing!”

      The entire Order of the Rose soon had oars and sticks in the water. Priestess Blossom was fetching water for them while they worked and was hitting whoever looked the most tired with her rejuvenation ability.

      An hour passed at that frantic pace, but they’d gained no ground on the pirate ship with their sails out.

      “Can’t you maneuver us somewhere they can’t go?” Sasha asked between panting breaths.

      “I’m already taking us upwind! They’ve got oars too, and they’re going faster than we can!” the sailor at the helm clung to his hat and shouted over the billowing wind.

      Sasha and her companions rowed for all their worth with what few oars they had left after the demon attack. Sails couldn’t hope to carry them away from these pirates, so the only way they’d be getting away was by paddling.

      “Perhaps they’ll tire soon!” Sasha said as she panted and sweated at the oars. She tried to put as much cheer into her words as she could, but even Blossom could only force a smile.

      “I doubt it.” The sailor rowing next to Sasha shook his head. “By the looks of that ship, it’s crewed by galley slaves. Slaves stop rowing when they’re told to, not before.”

      “Let me guess. They’re crewed by captured victims? In that case, rowing so well will only make us even more appealing to them.” Sasha tried to get a laugh out of her companions, but they didn’t have time between each anxious stroke.

      Finally deciding, Sasha dropped her oar and stood up.

      “If these pirates want a fight, then they’ll get a fight!” Sasha lifted her sword up high. “They think we’re just a fishing vessel. They’re in for a surprise when they find this ship crewed by trained and blooded warriors of the Golden Temple. The Order of the Rose will not fall before some band of pirates! Not after all the demons we’ve killed. Am I right?”

      “Yes, Captain Sasha!” Priestess Blossom clapped. Her enthusiasm had returned. The others stood up more slowly and joined her.

      “Enough rowing,” Sasha said as she fetched her sword from where it was hanging against the railing along the side of the ship. “We’ll beat these pirates off with our swords!”

      This time her entire crew joined in cheering their leader on. "Yes, Captain Sasha!"

      Their arms and armor had been little use rowing a ship along. The lobster demons had the power to crush someone with armor as easily as one without it, so a metal shell was of little use there, either.

      But now that they’d be facing pirates, they all equipped themselves in full with their best gear. After arming themselves, Sasha turned to the sailors.

      “How many pirates might we expect aboard each of those boats?”

      “From the looks of the oars, they’ve got around two dozen galley slaves. The pirates will want at least that many aboard each ship to keep the slaves in line. With three ships total, I would guess there are nearly a hundred men armed for battle. With that many, I would expect at least one or two to have a corrupted sigil.”

      “A hundred pirates...” Sasha didn’t like those numbers much, but they could take them if she and her crew fought well.

      “I could fire a few flaming arrows and set their ships alight,” Cleric Audrey suggested.

      “If their ships burn, so will those galley slaves rowing for them,” Sasha answered with a shake of her head. “When the pirates come, unleash a volley. If we can defeat enough of them quickly enough, the rest will retreat.”

      Audrey put a hand on Sasha’s shoulder. “Do you think the others are ready for this? Killing demons is one thing. Killing fellow humans is not as difficult on the body but far tougher on the soul.”

      “We will soon find out.” Sasha drew her sword and raised it high just as the lead pirate vessel rammed their fishing ship. An enormous crack ran through the fishing vessel, splintering wood and sundering beams.

      The pirates didn’t waste a moment. Long pieces of wood went over the side of their ship, latching the vessels against each other and anchoring Sasha’s tiny fishing boat in place with no hope of escape.

      Sasha hoped the diminutive size of their fishing vessel would make such a lock impractical, but the pirates’ platforms had ladders that brought them level to the height of Sasha’s ship. This probably wasn’t the first humble fishing ship these pirates had hit.

      The pirates jumped up one after another with curved sabers in one hand and a furious war cry in their lungs as they ran over the platforms they’d just laid.

      “Ya’ fishers are in too deep!” a pirate laughed. “Surrender now, and we’ll set ya free next time we make landfall!”

      “You’ve drawn your cutlass on the wrong ship this time, pirates!” Sasha shouted back in reply. “Order of the Rose, attack!”

      Three arrows shot from Cleric Audrey’s bow in quick succession, burning with holy fire. Normally, Audrey would accompany the physical shaft with a half dozen more made purely from energy, but those arrows could only hurt demons. That meant she could only take as many lives as she had arrows in her quiver.

      Of her arrows, she shot three and found three marks. These pirates were nothing more than ordinary men with swords. They had neither armor nor skills to deflect arrows, so for Audrey, shooting them was nothing more than target practice,

      “Oh dear,” Priestess Blossom said, forcing her own hands back. She’d already started using her healing skill out of sheer habit and had almost tried to heal the pirates they were fighting. “There’s going to be a lot of blood, isn’t there?”

      Sasha pushed her back towards where Cleric Audrey was standing. “Stick to the rear lines! Cast your healing and rejuvenation skills from there!”

      “Understood, captain,” Blossom said. She’d always had a bleeding heart. Two years ago, she probably would have been a sobbing, bawling mess. But two years of traveling with the Order of the Rose had hardened her soft heart to a warrior's life.

      Audrey unleashed six more arrows, striking six more pirates, one after another. Eventually, one pirate ducked low just in time to dodge a shaft meant to go straight through her eye socket.

      Sasha drew her sword. The moment the pirate planted feet on their deck, Sasha swept her blade across the pirate’s shoulders in one mighty swing, cleaving her head from her shoulders.

      Then Sasha planted a boot against the pirate’s chest, shoving her body in the path of her comrades as she caught the falling severed head.

      “Pirates, you are outmatched! We are the Order of the Rose! Paladins, Priestess, Clerics, and holy adepts. Attack us, and you will only throw your own lives away!” Sasha swung the severed head by her hair, so it sailed over to the nearest pirate ship to thud against the deck there.

      The pirates seemed to hesitate, but only for an instant. The other two pirate vessels struck their fishing ship, and more pirates came spilling out of them. A cheer went up among those already attacking, and they redoubled in the ferocity of their advance.

      “I’m almost out of arrows!” Cleric Audrey warned. She’d loosed a score of the things, and eighteen had struck true. Sasha had hoped that her bow alone would have been enough to scare the pirates off, but these bandits of the sea were truly without fear.

      “Positions!” Sasha shouted, and her team gathered around each of the pirate ships’ gangplanks, ready to fight off the pirates there.

      She swung her sword overhead, cutting one pirate in half and continuing down to the wooden board he was standing on. That dumped his body and the three other pirates following him into the water below. A pair of arrows clattered against Sasha’s armor, shafts shattering and falling to the sea below.

      “Give up! You can’t win!” Sasha yelled at the pirate ships again. This time she was pleading more than demanding. Why wouldn’t they pull away? Surely, whatever value this fishing vessel held couldn’t be worth their lives?

      But then a small porthole opened up at the side of each of the pirate vessels. A bronze rod of something popped out. Sasha frowned at the sight, not understanding what it was. She smelled smoke for a brief instant, then heard the crack of thunder.

      Boom!

      Their ship rocked backward, and wood splintered, sundered by something powerful like the lance Gaimon once used to crack the walls of Limedeep. Sasha’s ears rang, and clouds of smoke filled the air.

      The next thing she knew, the pirates were ramming their ships into her humble fishing vessel. To make matters worse, Sasha was sensing evil in the air.

      Sasha’s eyes narrowed grimly as she reached out to focus on any Demonic Aura nearby. Sure enough, she found a dense concentration of the stuff hanging back on one ship. As soon as she spotted it, a quest appeared before her eyes.

      
        
        New Quest Available: Slay the Unholy Adepts and the Corrupted Paladins

      

      

      
        	Reward: Paladin Equipment, Corrupted Sigils, and Pirate Loot.

        	Bonus Objective: Destroy the pirates’ secret weapons!

        	The weapon takes the form of a large bronze cup, several iron balls, and a large barrel of extremely combustible powder.

        	Bonus Reward: Increased devotion ranking.

      

      Curses and damnation. There were corrupted sigil wielders among these pirates. Their threats were probably what was driving them on. They might have gotten quests of their own to claim the sigils of Sasha and her companions. If they succeeded, the powers of the Order of the Rose would be used for evil.

      Sasha would not allow that to come to pass, and she realized now that fending off these attacks would require her to defeat the true leaders of these pirates. That explosive crack of whatever had hit her ship and nearly knocked her off her feet might have been one of their skills.

      Sasha turned to look at her comrades. A few of the Holy Adepts had been wounded in the explosion. She would have to trust in Priestess Blossom’s healing skills to save them from whatever those explosive projectiles were.

      She made a note of the bonus objective as well. These pirates must have had some forbidden secret weapon the seraphim did not approve of. An increased devotion ranking was a rare reward. It would help bolster many of her holy adepts that much closer to taking a true class. Not to mention continuing Sasha’s own path towards archpaladin.

      Before, archpaladin had seemed like a hopeless dream to Sasha. But after her time in Limedeep, she couldn’t help but hunger for it. What would it be like to be Darren’s equal? Perhaps he'd look at her a little longer then. The thought lit a fire under her, and Sasha tossed aside any thoughts of retreat.

      “Look out!” Sasha called to her comrades. “There are corrupted sigil wielders headed this way!”

      From her count, she sensed more than a dozen of them. Only a handful were third order like Sasha, Blossom, and Audrey, but that still meant her holy adepts would have to handle the rest of the corrupted adepts. Perhaps these pirates had a reason to be as bold as they were. With so many corrupted sigils, anything short of an entire army would be overwhelmed. But the Order of the Rose would prove more than these pirates could handle.

      Blossom heard Sasha and used her Demonic Aura perception skill to make the energies Sasha saw visible to plain sight. Cleric Audrey drew her sword and stepped up behind Sasha, casting her bow and empty quiver to the ground as she moved to fight beside her captain.

      “And here we thought this was going to be a quiet trip!”

      Sasha and her friends fought back to back. They’d cut through nearly half the pirates now. The corrupted sigil wielders had probably wanted to wear them down with fodder before joining in themselves.

      “Still want to set a ship on fire?” Sasha asked her companion.

      “The life raft won’t be a fun trip ashore, but we’ve had worse. So I’ll get the sailors on it now.”

      The tide of pirates slowed down rapidly from there. Walking over a small mountain of their dead comrades made them more reluctant to come aboard, no matter what those behind them might be saying to usher them to their deaths.

      Several of the Order of the Rose’s holy adepts had been wounded, but none were beyond treatment from Blossom’s healing skill. She had to be running low with everything she’d done to support them, though, and once she started to falter, so would their entire line. So they needed to end this quickly.

      “Tell your leaders to stop cowering and show their faces!” Sasha shouted at the pirates.

      Her wish was answered almost immediately as motes of Demonic Aura swirled before her. She’d seen the Divine Aura version of this ability before. It was called the Threefold Slash of Light when used with Divine Aura.

      Now, three dark streaks of energy lashed out at Sasha.

      Sasha met them with one of her own skills, Aura Shield. While her Aura Shield ability was only a common-grade skill, it had saved her skin more than once. The ability created a barrier of energy between her and her attacker. Against physical attacks, this skill wasn’t so good. Still, purely magical ones would be forced to disperse themselves against the shield rather than continuing on to Sasha herself.

      Her shield cracked and burst apart into motes of Divine Aura, but what was left of the Threefold Slash of Light was weak enough that it left nothing deeper than paper cuts in Sasha’s skin.

      Boom!

      Thunder cracked in the air again from one ship, and something heavy struck the hull. An instant later, the entire boat shook with an explosion that set the ship rocking and knocked Audrey off her feet. She was wounded, but Sasha noticed Blossom already tending to her injuries.

      Meanwhile, Sasha had concerns of her own. The corrupted paladin showed himself not long after his attack.

      “Look at what we’ve caught here...” The pirate grinned at Sasha, eyes roaming her body as he searched for her sigil. “A paladin. I hope you and your friends have filled your skill slots. I have a few crewmen who’ll have earned your sigil once we’re finished corrupting it.”

      “You corrupted sigil wielders cheat to steal the powers earned from the seraphim by others.” Sasha spat. “Even with your sigils, you’ll never be the match of the warrior who earned those abilities!”

      The pirate scowled, and Sasha knew she’d struck a sore spot with this pirate. While the wielder of a corrupted sigil could become just as strong as the original wielder, that rarely happened. They simply wouldn't have the same instinct for the skills. Even though this corrupted sigil wielder had the powers of a paladin, he lacked the skill.

      As though to demonstrate Sasha’s claim, the pirate used the same threefold slash power on her again. Sasha used her movement skill, Steps of Gaia, to close the distance between her and her opponent faster than should have been possible. She activated Aura Shield again to block the incoming attacks and then slashed his belly open with his sword.

      Dark crimson lines swept up around the enemy corrupted paladin’s torso, signifying some sort of passive defensive spell. That would be difficult to get around.

      The pirate himself wasn’t idle while Sasha tried to gut him. Instead, he lunged with his own sword, scoring a long slash along Sasha’s armor but doing no lasting harm.

      “What unholy weapon have you stowed away on those ships of yours?” Sasha demanded from the pirate.

      He grinned, showing three of his teeth had been knocked out and replaced with gold.

      “It’s a brilliant weapon from a far-away land! It can bring down castle walls without a trace of aura, divine or demonic!”

      Sasha scowled as she locked blades with the pirate. “There’s no way such a powerful weapon wouldn’t be demonic in origins. Just the sound of it is evil!”

      Sasha twisted, lashing out at his legs faster than his passive defensive ability could react. He wore light armor on his legs, likely to defend against what Sasha was trying to do by drawing the effects of his defensive skill to one extremity of his body a moment before attacking another.

      The pirate tried to kick Sasha away, but she activated her grounding skill, locking her heels into the deck so that nothing short of a draft horse could move her. The pirate’s own kick knocked him back, and Sasha encouraged this backward motion with the tip of her sword.

      Her blade finally found home and pierced the pirate’s stomach. That wouldn’t be a killing blow, but now the pirate toppled backward into the water below. A wound and drowning would both be tough to deal with on their own. Both together would likely prove lethal.

      But defeating the pirate did not stop his weapons.

      Boom!

      The infernal devices roared again, tearing through the deck near where Sasha stood. She dove out of the way. Her armor dinged as though she were being pounded by a hundred tiny stones at once, and she shook her head to focus once the noise subsided. Someone was aiming that thing at her. She’d need to stay lightly on her feet to dodge them until she could disable the weapon.

      The rest of her companions weren’t faring quite as well as Sasha. Audrey had the tip of a spear sticking out of her ass, and she was wincing in pain as she tried to jerk it out. The position meant she couldn’t quite reach.

      “This is humiliating...” Audrey grumbled as she reached for half of the spear. Sasha looked around for Priestess Blossom and saw she was kneeling over one of their Holy Adepts who’d been run through the heart with a sword. Sasha would need to heal Audrey the painful way.

      She tore the spear from Audrey’s backside, activating her Damage Transference skill as she did so. Her skill locked onto Audrey’s wound and transferred roughly half the damage to Sasha herself.

      Sasha felt like she’d been speared, but she could grit her teeth and bear the pain. As a paladin, she was better equipped to deal with injuries than Audrey, so transferring some of the wound would keep both of them in the fight.

      Sasha and Audrey stood back to back, cutting through several unholy adepts and a corrupted cleric.

      Swords slashed, arrows flew, and throats cried for blood. Sasha tried to work her way closer towards the other ships to disable their weapon. Still, each time she tried to jump onto one gangplank, one device rang like thunder and drove her back. It was all she could do to avoid getting hit.

      The fighting was fierce and Sasha sunk into that quiet haze she felt in the heat of the moment. The fighting seemed to go on for hours, though in truth, it couldn’t have been longer than a few minutes. Sasha and Audrey pulled back to the far side of the ship to build a wall of pirates between her and the infernal devices on those pirate ships. That at least put a temporary halt to their attacks.

      “You’re certain the sailors are on the life raft?” Sasha asked.

      “Certain.” Audrey nodded.

      “Then light the fires. I will buy you time to escape and join you under cover of the blaze. The fire will take out their ships as well, yes?”

      “So long as the fire remains undetected, I’ve made certain their ships will burn, too. That will ensure we complete both quests. This will be messier than we like, but we’ll have another victory for the Order of the Rose! Mark my words!” Audrey grinned and pounded Sasha’s fist for a moment before jumping over the railing to join the others on the raft.

      Once she was gone, Sasha used her new ability, Might of a Giant. She grew to three times her normal height in the blink of an eye. The deck boards beneath her creaked and twisted under her increased height. The enemy paladin looked up, growing pale as Sasha went from average height for a female paladin, to a giant barely able to fit on the deck.

      He was still gaping up at her when her boot came down on her head. He, too, had a passive defensive spell, but blocking arrows and swords differed from blocking a steel boot the size of a table.

      “Get her!” one of the remaining pirates shouted as Sasha swept her now-giant sword through all the gangplanks between her and the enemy ships. Her next swing cut a large gash in a hull. Pirates tumbled off the deck one after another.

      But Sasha’s increased size was a double-edged sword. For all her increased might, she was also a larger target. She had to shield her eyes to block the hail of arrows headed for the now-oversized slits in her helmet. She felt something jab into her boot and realized someone had stuck a cutlass through that gap between the plates. It felt like a massive splinter running through her heel.

      She pulled one leg backward, crushing the man attacking her foot. But it was like fighting a swarm of ants. Worse, she was balancing on a ship getting lower and lower in the water while she did it. It wobbled beneath her feet, and she couldn’t swing her sword in full without toppling overboard. Her footing skill couldn’t help her here when the ship was rocking with the waves.

      But drawing all fire and attention was exactly what Sasha had planned. While all eyes were on her, Sasha’s companions were making their escape. Any moment now...

      Boom!

      Another shot from those unholy, infernal devices rang out again, shattering the air. Sasha felt something collide with her armor. It had grown larger with her, expanded to massive, and should have been as impregnable as a castle’s walls. But despite that, the shot knocked Sasha backward, nearly knocking her off the ship. Sasha looked down to find a massive dent in her breastplate, and beneath it, her chest throbbed with pain.

      Sasha gritted her teeth. Her armor had still taken most of the damage. She could fight through this.

      All she needed to do was buy a little more time. She just needed to hold on a little longer...

      There! Flames burning on the lower deck.

      Now all Sasha needed to do was get away.

      From her vantage point as a towering giant, Sasha made out the forms of her friends, lowering the life raft into the water. It was ready to go. Two of the holy adepts had camouflage skills, which turned out to be as useful in the water hiding from pirates as they were in the forest tracking imps. Working together, the two of them were just barely able to make the tiny, crowded raft look like nothing more than a piece of floating driftwood.

      Sasha canceled her Might of a Giant skill, shrinking down to normal size. She sprinted for the railing, her foot sending lances of pain up her leg from her earlier stabbing. She wondered if she’d find a tiny pirate cutlass there when she had the chance to reach down and inspect her wounds.

      But just as she was about to make her escape, three beams of crimson light shot out of the water, slicing right for her. She didn’t have time to raise her shield skill, and the magical blades passed right through her armor to cut the skin underneath.

      Sasha’s back arched in pain. She felt her strength starting to leave her. The corrupted paladin she’d stabbed in the guts earlier hauled himself out of the water, grinning maliciously.

      “Captain!” Cleric Audrey yelled. “Hold on, I’m coming to get you!”

      “No!” Sasha commanded with the last of her strength. “Leave me. Take the others to safety!”

      “...Understood.” Audrey turned her head aside, refusing to let her captain see her tears.

      Sasha rallied her strength. It was too late to retreat without giving up her companions’ position in the concealed raft with so many pirates bearing down on her, but that didn’t mean Sasha planned on surrendering. She was wounded, but this ship was burning. If she could dodge the corrupted paladin and his lackeys long enough, they’d go down with the ship.

      Boom!

      The weapons rang out again. Sasha doubted they’d get another chance to fire them before their vessels went up in flame. Now that she’d seen them fire, she realized the bronze tubes were shooting the iron balls at her ship somehow. These devious devices had to be the work of some ancient demon.

      The debris and smoke the devices threw up with each attack would actually help buy Sasha enough chaos that she might grab onto some driftwood and paddle away in the chaos.

      She was wounded, but she had a paladin’s body, and one of her skills focused on regeneration. So she’d probably survive floating for a few days as long as she took no more wounds.

      Sasha shoved herself off the railing, whipping her sword around in an arc to drive back anyone who might approach from behind. Her instincts served her well, and she drove back several opportunistic pirates.

      The pirates tried to surround her, and her mind flashed back to something she’d seen in Limedeep.

      In her mind’s eye, she remembered Darren fighting off two hundred members of the Order of the Rod.

      They’d been trying to surround him, just like these pirates were. So how had he done it?

      Sasha’s mind went back to that night she’d watched through a tiny cracked window. She remembered how he moved and fought in retreat, channeling that memory to inform her body how to move.

      Suddenly, she felt like she knew what to do. The best way for her to defend was to be ruthless in her attacks. So, as these pirates lunged for her, she lunged for them. She was an armored warrior, while they were just half-trained pirates with swords.

      An unholy adept among the crowd headed for her. This pirate ship had more corrupted sigils than should have been possible for ordinary outlaws, which suggested there must be a cult behind them. Sasha locked blades with him first. He shoved at her, thinking he’d be stronger than a woman with a sword.

      Unfortunately for him, the transformation to paladin more than compensated for any difference in strength between men and women. She easily shoved his blade aside before spinning her own sword about to slash at his sword arm.

      He dropped his weapon as she cut the tendons that let him grasp his sword. Then she spun and jabbed the tip of her weapon into the man’s neck. As soon as he hit the deck, she was on top of another enemy, just an ordinary pirate this time.

      He stood even less of a chance against her, and he barely deflected her first blow before her armored elbow struck his jaw. That left him dazed for just a moment too long.

      She drew her blade along his throat, and that pirate fell as well. Killing two of them cut a hole right through the pirate line, revealing a path to the far end of the ship.

      When Darren was cornered, he picked a defensible place like those stairs, forcing his attackers to come at him one at a time. She could do the same!

      Sasha sprinted for the stairs in her sights, landing with a thud to whirl about. Another Threefold Slash came her way, but she raised her shield fast enough to block the blow.

      Parry. Dodge. Thrust. Stab.

      Sasha cut through three pirates, one after another. With them coming at her one at a time, defending against them was much easier. She was more than a match for any one of them. As long as she could keep them from swarming her, she could keep this up until they ran out of pirates, even with that corrupted paladin hurling Threefold Slashes at her.

      Her shield kept shattering as he attacked, but as long as she kept re-conjuring it, she’d be safe. Eventually, she’d run out of Divine Aura, but she was willing to bet she could last longer than some self-trained pirate who stole a sigil.

      Better than her own success was the knowledge that every moment she fought was another moment her companions had to get further away. Already, she could see the dim light of flames wafting up between the boards beneath her feet. Audrey’s fire skill made burning things easy for her. That the paints they’d brought along to patch up the ship were flammable assisted in the building inferno.

      By now, the pirates would have smelled smoke if there wasn’t so much blood in the air.

      Three dead pirates turned to six and then to ten. They were becoming increasingly reluctant to charge her now, even with the corrupted paladin and the few remaining unholy adepts goading them on from behind. Those in the rear pushed those ahead of them forward, but those at the front were trying to back away.

      It was working!

      Sasha imagined herself on the roof of a building in Limedeep with the Order of the Rod pressing down on her from all directions. She held Darren’s massive sword in her hands, its weight as light as a feather in her grip. She wielded it faster than the eye could see and a nimbleness she could scarcely imagine. Sasha cut down her enemies like wheat before a scythe.

      She felt unstoppable, like a master swordsman sparring against trainees who’d just been given their swords. Better than that, she felt that sense of certainty she remembered seeing in Darren’s eyes.

      There was good, and there was evil. The line between them was clear to her, and she could fight without question or hesitation. The vision grew in strength, becoming more vivid, the more she swung her sword.

      Then a lance of pain shot through her leg. Someone had snuck through her guard and jammed his sword straight through her thigh. Her leg froze in place as waves of pain traveled up and down her spine. She couldn’t move. Sasha could barely muster the strength to lift her sword and kill the one who’d stabbed her.

      She reached for the vision again, trying to figure out what Darren would do if he’d been stabbed.

      Nothing came to mind. She’d never seen him hurt like this, even during his fight with Gaimon. She laughed at the thought of Darren being in this situation. How could some pirate hope to score a lucky shot against him? A man who was a walking force of nature?

      The vision shattered completely as Sasha failed to see what would happen next, and then another sword slipped past the armor on her legs to run through her other thigh.

      Sasha wouldn’t allow herself to be captured by pirates. If they didn’t kill her here, they’d certainly take her sigil. She shivered at the thought of becoming a galley slave and rowing a pirate ship with lines of other prisoners. Sasha had to muster what strength she had left...

      She struggled for the railing, hoping to pitch herself over and into the water below.

      Then a voice rang out across the ship.

      “Hands off our captain!” Cleric Audrey yelled.

      “Save Captain Sasha!” one of the Holy Adepts shouted.

      They charged as one, overwhelming what few pirates remained. The flames below deck finally started showing themselves and burning through the cracks, revealing the inferno below. The holes they opened up let more air in, which let the fire blaze even hotter, leaping in an instant from their fishing vessel to all three of the pirate ships with their hulls pressed against it.

      In a moment, all three ships were on fire, and the remaining pirates started panicking. The corrupted paladin realized how dire the situation was becoming and chose that moment to run to his flagship to put the fire out.

      Sasha’s two attackers abandoned their swords as soon as they saw Sasha still had the strength to swing at them. They backed away, seeing the flames and jumping overboard into the water below as they tried to paddle back to their ships.

      “I thought I ordered you to run?” Sasha panted as she tugged with one hand at the sword sticking straight through her right thigh. Blood spilled out over her armor, spilling out in thin rivers that splashed across the deck.

      “We took a vote and doubled back. Don’t worry, we left the sailors floating out of danger,” Cleric Audrey said as she rushed to prop Sasha up under her arm.

      “You disobeyed orders,” Sasha panted.

      “And we’ll accept any punishment you have for us. But you need to be alive to give it. So here, let Blossom tend to your wounds.”

      Priestess Blossom was already rushing over with her healing skill at the ready.

      “Don’t you worry, captain! We’re going to have you all better soon!” Blossom promised.

      Sasha allowed herself to relax for a moment. A wonderful feeling of calm bliss filled her. She always loved that about Blossom’s healing ability. Once she started working, all pain vanished. Most healing abilities felt like worms crawling over your wound.

      The pain Sasha was feeling eased dramatically, at least until Audrey yanked the sword from her other thigh.

      “I’ve sealed your wounds to prevent infection and set things so they will heal. You won’t die, but each of your wounds will feel like nasty bruises until I have the energy to heal them,” Blossom explained.

      “Thank you, Blossom. You’ve done enough for me. I see we have two wounded Holy Adepts and Audrey looks like she took a slash to the shoulder. Help them. My regeneration skill and paladin body will have me healed in a week even without your help,” Sasha ordered.

      Blossom was about to protest, but a massive explosion drowned out her voice.

      It was like a crack of thunder, but the noise came from the ship right beside their fishing vessel instead of high in the sky. Burning wood and debris shot everywhere, and the force of the explosion sent the already-sinking fishing vessel tipping deeper into the water.

      In an instant, the deck went from level to sideways. Suddenly, Sasha was hitting the water face-first. She tried to reach out for Blossom’s hand, but her fingers slipped away, carried beneath the waves.

      Sasha tried to scream Blossom’s name, but only bubbles came out of her mouth. She opened her eyes despite the burning salt of the sea stinging them. The fire overhead cast enough light into the murky water to make out a fading figure sinking deeper beneath the waves.

      Sasha swam down, desperate to rescue her friend. But when her hand swept through the figure, it turned out to be nothing more than a cloud of ash sinking to the seafloor below. Blossom was gone.

      
        	Quest completed! Slay the Unholy Adepts and the Corrupted Paladins!

        	Bonus objective completed! Destroy the pirates’ secret weapons.

      

      What a disaster this trip had been. Sasha couldn’t imagine anyone else surviving something so miserable. Maybe she should have stayed in Limedeep with Darren after all.
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      Once the crew was finished loading the ship, Darren told them to set sail immediately.

      “Aye, sir, I’m told you’re the owner of the Silver Sword Company we’re working for these days?” the ship’s captain asked Darren.

      “It is Cassandra’s. I just gave her gold,” he replied.

      Cassandra popped her head up from behind Darren, sensing he and the captain were close to talking business.

      “My betrothed here is as wealthy and generous as he is strong and handsome. However, he’s a very busy man, and any matters pertaining to the day-to-day affairs of the Silver Sword Merchant Company should be brought to me."

      "Unless you mean to cause trouble. Then you will deal with me,” Darren added with crossed arms as he loomed over the captain. He remembered how the mercenaries had tried to intimidate and cheat Cassandra. He cared little for contracts and trade, but he wouldn’t allow anyone to take advantage of Cassandra.

      The captain gulped. “R-rest assured, your kingship, the Silver Sword Merchant Company will get the best cargo transport rates that money can buy. And while you’re here, please take the captain’s quarters. It’s the largest private room on the ship. I’ll take the first mate’s cabin.”

      Cassandra shot Darren a grin, and the two of them collected Morgana, who was leaning over the side of the ship with a queasy look on her face.

      “The ship wobbles back and forth...” Morgana mumbled. “How do these sailors stand it?”

      Cassandra laughed. “They call it getting your sea legs. In a few hours, you’ll hardly notice the rocking. By the time we’re done, being on land will feel strange. Come, Darren managed to talk the captain into giving us his quarters for the trip, so we’re going to set our things down in there. I suspect this trip will pass far faster for us than we initially thought.”

      The group of three headed into their new quarters. This ship was bigger than most, being a cargo vessel. Even still, the ceiling was a little low for Darren. The bed would be too small for the three of them, but he had a few worthy substitutes in his inventory. He also had a few three-legged tables and chairs that were perfect for a rocking ship.

      Most interesting of all, Cassandra had brought that swinging leather contraption she loved so much and was busy mounting it over the beams overhead.

      “Look, Darren! I brought our favorite swing!” Cassandra giggled as she let her dress fall to the floor and sat atop the leather contraption with her thighs spread and a smile on her face as she rocked back and forth.

      He needed no cues for what to do next. Soon his clothes were in a pile next to Cassandra’s, and he was plunged deep inside his insatiable lover.
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        * * *

      

      When Morgana and Cassandra were completely worn out, Darren took a break to meditate. He’d acquired many raw materials from his time in Hell and all the people he’d killed recently, which often translated into the things needed to make his Limitless Evolution skill work. He settled down with the white silken garment he’d given Cassandra recently, taken from the seraph Asuriel.

      His Limitless Evolution skill said he could make Priestesses robes by combining this pure white fabric with a sizable number of holy bobbles and symbols he had in his collection. And so Darren sat down and got to work.

      LIMITLESS EVOLUTION: ITEM ENHANCEMENT

      
        	[Seraph’s Robes] (Rare) have been evolved to [Holy Priestess Robes] (Epic)

        	[Protector’s Dagger] (Rare) has been evolved to [Short Sword of Cleansing] (Epic)

      

      After taking a day-long break from his meditation to screw Cassandra and Morgana back into senselessness again, Darren enhanced the blade he’d taken off Asuriel for Morgana as well.

      Both were overjoyed with the quality of the gifts he presented to each of them. The two women celebrated these presents with him by having yet another day-long passionate lovemaking session. While he was enhancing the items, he made them into vessels as well. He still hadn’t truly figured out this new skill of his, but when he did, he wanted his companions to benefit from it.

      Into each of the items, Darren poured his desire to protect these two women. He hoped that doing so would result in protective enhancements when the vessels were filled.

      “And you’re sure this isn’t just underwear?” Cassandra asked as she held up the new white robes. They’d gotten a lot smaller during the transformation process. Now it looked more like an ornamental loincloth and a pair of breast coverings. A few bands of fabric meant to flow behind the wearer, but there wasn’t much else.

      “You may wear a cloak over them,” Darren suggested.

      “And it looks like these clasps can come undone with just a little tug,” Morgana teased as she pulled Cassandra’s new loincloth off her. “I know how much you love having Darren tear your clothes off and ravage you like some savage beast.”

      “I admit the fact that we can pull them off so quickly has already proven to be far more valuable than I first imagined,” Cassandra admitted, having already had Darren tear those same robes off her several times in the past few hours. The fact that they merely broke away instead of tore would save her a lot of money and dresses over the course of this journey. Even Morgana had wanted to try tearing her clothes off, seeing how much fun Darren and Cassandra were having.

      “My present has a bit less to do with Darren’s cock and more with keeping us alive,” Morgana said, running her hand proudly over her new sword. She’d tested this new blade’s edge against that of her old blade, and the new blade had completely cut her old short sword in half. Morgana was surprised, but not the least bit sad for the loss.

      “I’m lucky that happened now rather than in the middle of a fight.” Morgana chuckled to herself as she ran her hand up and down the side of the blade, eyes with the gleam of a giddy child with a new toy. She gave the flat of her new sword a kiss and rubbed it against her cheek while Cassandra had Darren tear her clothes off once again for another ride on her favorite swing.
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        * * *

      

      They stayed like that in the captain’s cabin for two weeks. Cassandra had the good foresight to put Amelia up in a private room, and a trusted aide she’d hired was keeping an eye on the little girl. At the same time, Cassandra herself never left their quarters.

      Darren took a few opportunities for a break while his women were sleeping to leave the captain's cabin and deal with a few massive lobster sea demons trying to scurry their way on to the deck. They were roughly the size of a dining table with hefty claws capable of splitting the ship’s railings to pieces with nothing but a pinch.

      "Found another," Darren said as he skewered the latest giant lobster with his sword. He peeled it off Melancholy before it could disintegrate and used his purification skill to make the demon flesh safe to eat. "Cook this for us, please."

      The cook happily accepted the giant demon lobster from Darren, adding it to a massive cauldron-like pot that had several pieces of similar demons inside boiling away.

      "Thank you once again, your sire-ship!" The ship's cook tipped his hat in Darren's direction. "You know, the normal-sized versions of these only make decent eating. But these giant demon versions sure are delicious. The only thing that would make them better is some demon butter. Let me know if you ever spot a demon cow."

      Darren inclined his head. "If I hear rumors of such a beast, I will make plans to slay it."

      "Ha! Well don't hurry too much. The crew's been feasting nearly every day with all these things you've caught!" The cook shook his head with a wide smile on his face. "You know, I thought you were mad when you suggested we sail right over demon-infested waters. Turns out, this trip ain't so bad when you've got a paladin and the like to take care of things."

      There were quite a few of these giant demonic lobsters, all of them crawling out of a hole deep under the sea.

      That deep hole must have led all the way to the third layer of Hell, and would be dangerous to most ships passing over it. Darren received the quest to close it shortly after they set out on their journey and happily accepted it.

      

      
        
        Close the Eye of Shadows passage into the lesser Hells (Incredibly difficult)

      

      

      
        	This passage, guarded by fearsome third and fourth-order demons, leads down to the third Hell and is wide enough to allow ferocious sea monsters of tremendous power to pass into the Sacred Seas. Their demonic presence continues to widen the passageway, making it more dangerous with each passing year.

        	Reward: Renown throughout the Sacred Seas, Incredible Devotion bonuses, and the favor of the seraphim.

      

      

      Darren had pondered the difficulties of sealing an underwater entrance for some time now. His skill set was not naturally predisposed to fighting underwater, nor did he have as much experience on such a foreign battlefield.

      While he was confident his new abilities would make him more than a match for the demons down there, he wasn't confident that he could hold his breath long enough to swim to the bottom and fight them.

      For some time, Darren had been wondering what he was going to do. Eventually though, the answer came to him.

      And by came to him, it swam up onto the ship and tried to bite him.

      The third-order Deepwater Lobster demons were just what he was looking for. He killed them as quickly as they came, relying on the cook and a crew of hungry sailors to strip the carcasses down.

      After they were done, Darren collected the dense exoskeletons. They would hold up well underwater, and the lingering demonic aura would ensure the demons guarding the entrance to Hell wouldn't realize something was amiss until too late.

      So Darren packed the dead demon exoskeletons filled with trash from his inventory. He used mostly scrap dented and ruined armor, along with plenty of dirt and sand from various forgotten projects.

      The last time he'd needed ballast for something like this he'd used several buckets filled with gold as dead weight, but somehow he suspected that Cassandra would be unhappy with such a plan this time. So he made do with what he had.

      Soon enough, the time came that the ship was passing directly over the exit to Hell, and he heaved the demon remains overboard, loaded with all manner of trash lashed around them.

      He guided the loaded weights down into the entrance to Hell with his Celestial Storm tendrils. By now, the sailors had enough respect and reverence for Darren to keep the ship anchored right over an entrance to Hell, giving him the time he needed to stuff the hole on the sea floor full.

      Midway through, a giant tentacle had reached out of the water and tried to pull the whole ship under, but Darren lopped off every tentacle that popped out of the water, leaving the sailors with some new form of seafood to try. A few more demons tried to attack, but he quickly drove them off as well. All in all, it was a rather uneventful quest.

      

      
        
        The Eye of Shadows passage to the lesser Hells has been successfully sealed!

      

      

      

      Darren dusted his hands off, having finished a hard day’s work. The demons might eventually dig that hole back out, but for the time being it was sealed. Why had no one thought of this before?

      With his work completed, Darren returned to his captain's cabin. There, he told Cassandra and Morgana of his victory, and they happily helped him celebrate for many, many hours.

      The constant thumping against the walls of the ship was more than enough to assure the crew that all three of them were most definitely still alive in there. None wished to disturb the trio until they had to.

      “Look out, pirate ships on the horizon! Swing the sails about!” the captain yelled to his crew.

      But whoever was in the crow’s nest of the pirate ship they’d spotted had sharp eyes. Mere moments after spotting the cargo vessel, the pirate ship turned to meet them, not bothering to conceal the markings of a raiding vessel.

      “Can we outrun them?” the captain asked. “We’re upwind. If we keep true to our heading, they’ll need to tack into the wind to intercept us. We could outrun them even if they are the faster ship.”

      “Afraid not, cap’n. They don’t even have sails up. My guess is that they’re using galley slaves,” a man by the captain’s side said as he squinted through a looking glass.

      The sailors did their best but knew no matter what they tried, they would soon be overtaken. So they called all men to the deck and knew that to escape with their lives, they would need to surrender their cargo and, likely, their ship as well.

      With nervous glances, they tapped on Darren’s door. The loud echoing thumps and screams of delight that had been echoing over the open sea for days on end finally came to a stop.

      “Sir Darren! Your supreme lordship and incredible fightability. We... uh... need to let you know we’ll be changing ships soon. And that we’re unfortunately going to lose your cargo now.”

      Slowly, the door opened. Were these happier times, Darren might have been greeted with cheers and claps on the back of respect for the feat of stamina he’d just displayed. Right now, though, the sailors were too worried about the pirates to make bawdy jokes.

      “Pirates, you said?” Darren asked, having overheard more than a few conversations outside with his Celestial Storm tendrils even while busy with Cassandra and Morgana. “These are bandits? Only instead of fighting on land, they fight by sea?”

      A few of the sailors looked at each other strangely. How could any man of the Sacred Seas not know of pirates? Though the Golden Temple considered these waters holy, many men were all too happy to search for murder and plunder within them.

      “Aye, your supremeness,” the captain said. “Pirates are indeed bandits of the sea.”

      “Then they are evil, and because they are evil, I will punish them.” Darren nodded towards the horizon. “Keep this ship here and do not open the door to my chambers. So my women will sleep for some time.”

      “P-punish them, my lord?” the ship's captain asked curiously.

      “Turn them if I can, slay them if I must. Now stay and wait for my return.”

      Darren vanished over the side of the ship in the blink of an eye, though the sailors saw a blur of motion flickering across the water as he passed.
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        * * *

      

      Running over the open water with his movement ability was an exhilarating feeling for Darren. Feeling the wind whip through his hair and across his face at incredible speeds was a remarkable thing. His feet carried him across the surface, footsteps sending up splashes of water behind him that turned into waves in his wake.

      In the blink of an eye, he was upon the pirate ship. It was painted red and purple, flying a crimson flag of a flayed man with his chest spread open like a pair of wings. His keen eyes soon picked out the pirates themselves, who stood atop the ship.

      A few were looking down at Darren’s wake with expressions of mixed fright and curiosity. They didn’t know what he was, but soon would.

      As he neared the ship, he sprang upward using the same trick he’d used to jump into the Heavens off a mountain peak. The leap sent him into the air, and he spread his archpaladin wings wide to slow his forward momentum.

      His spread wings helped bring him to a stop so that he was only plummeting down and not forward. Once he found himself over the pirate ship, he retracted his wings and plunged straight down, slamming into the ship with enough force to set the ship rocking.

      There was nothing they could do to stop his descent and nothing they could do to stop him now that he was here. Darren hadn’t expected a mere band of people with low morals to be enough to trigger a quest for him, so he was surprised when a prompt materialized before him. Further still was he surprised when he saw the quest reward.

      
        	New Quest Available! Slay the Pirates Plaguing the Trade Lanes South of the Northern Trade Union.

        	Reward: One chest of pirate riches, one dozen pirate wenches, and the first step to winning the heart of Sasha Roseguard.

      

      Darren had been curious about where Sasha had run off to in such a hurry, but Sasha was not his like Cassandra and Morgana were, so he would not insert himself into her business like he might for his companions.

      She and her companions had helped him slay demons in Limedeep, which had redeemed them as paladins and holy adepts in Darren’s eyes, despite any service they might have done on behalf of the Order of the Rod. The fact that Sasha had risked her life to rescue him, futile as the attempt might have been, meant that he now only felt warmth and gratitude towards her.

      Thinking now of all the paladins he’d met, she was the only one he could say he respected. If Sasha and her friends wished to find their fortunes elsewhere, then Darren would wish them good hunting.

      But now, his sigil told him that he could win her heart if he simply completed this quest and whatever came after it. Were Sasha and her companions in trouble? He could only hope it didn’t mean her literal heart. He would prefer if she kept it inside her chest where it belonged.

      While he accepted and considered his new quest, the pirates aboard the ship were waving away the cloud of dust, a fountain of splinters, and a spray of water his arrival had brought with it.

      Now, they were just seeing that the meteor that struck them was a man. While these pirates didn’t know how to deal with men falling from the sky, they knew how to deal with people.

      “Don’t know what manner ‘o skill you used to get here, paladin!” a pirate with dirty, crooked teeth spat as he drew his saber. “But your sigil alone makes you worth skinnin’. Let us gut ya’ quietly, and we’ll make it quick.”

      Darren ignored the pirate and turned to the rapidly gathering crowd.

      “You are pirates, yes?” he asked.

      “Yer last words are going to be stating the obvious?” The pirate twirled his saber again in his hands. He was poised to strike, as were several of his comrades. But none of them could muster the courage to be the first to attack him. After all, this man was a paladin. Darren was not a small man, and those who knew of paladins knew their skills rendered them superhuman. This man had just fallen from the sky. Who knew what other strange abilities he held?

      Darren raised his voice so the entire crew of the pirate ship could hear him. “If you are not a pirate, leave the ship.” He nodded at the sea, rocking the boat they stood upon. “If you are one, then fight me.”

      Darren held out two open hands, showing he was unarmed. He beckoned the pirates forward while he stood and waited for them to come.

      One of the gathered crowd stumbled over a Celestial Storm tendril under his heels, sending him sprawling forward towards him. The others all thought he was making the first strike, and with that burden taken by another, the rest of the pirates all drew swords and charged.

      The mass of men with blades failed to even graze his skin. He drew Melancholy, and its silver haft flashed through the air, cutting all these pirates in two at the waist. Darren’s tendrils revealed themselves in full now, and he tossed the sundered bodies overboard now that they were no longer pirates but corpses.

      Clearing the ship’s deck was the work of mere moments. None on the ship’s deck was a match for Darren, and the smartest members of this pirate crew knew that. They abandoned the ship as quickly as they could, cutting loose the ship’s rowboat and rowing as fast as they could. Those that weren’t lucky enough to jump into the rowboat jumped overboard anyway and landed in the water below.

      Just as Darren was finishing the last of those above deck, an arrow thudded into the ground where he had been standing a few moments ago. It might have actually hit Darren if not for his movement skill.

      Darren frowned, feeling a little sorry the arrow hadn’t struck him. Healing an arrow wound would have been good practice for Cassandra, and he would have enjoyed having her tend to his wounds.

      The man in the crow’s nest up above had the bow that shot the arrow. Darren had plenty of scrap sabers lying on the ground around him, and he had a decent aim. He snatched up a saber from a dying man’s hand before it could clatter to the deck, and he spun it in his hand until it sailed hilt over blade to embed itself in the archer’s throat.

      He tumbled from the crow’s nest and splattered onto the deck. From there, Darren took out the man at the ship’s helm. The ship was running short of pirates by then, and the few he ran into below deck barely had enough time to draw their swords and attack him, proving they were pirates as well.

      Darren did not encounter non-pirates until he went below deck, where rows of men and women in tattered robes sat on benches with oars in their hands, rowing the ship forward.

      One man held a whip and wielded it against those who rowed. When Darren appeared, the man turned the whip on him. What was left of the whip-wielding man was thrown out in pieces just barely large enough to squeeze out a hole meant for an oar.

      “Now, are you pirates?” Darren asked the rows of people chained to benches and busy rowing. Now that the man with the whip was dead, most of them had stopped, though a few continued on with the nervous and glazed look that spoke of someone whose mind was no longer truly there.

      “W-we are not!” one of the more lucid men at an oar said. “These pirates took us against our will and forced us to row their ship. They promised to let us go the next time they were at port, but some of the men here have been chained to these benches for half a year or more. Many of us were convinced we would die on this ship!”

      At the man’s explanation, Darren understood what had happened. These people were slaves, like the ones he’d seen in cages back in Limedeep. These people propelled the ship through the water so the pirates could pick their targets no matter the wind’s direction.

      Darren thought it was a foolish waste. Surely one of those pirates with corrupted sigils had a strength skill? A few of them would have rowed better than a whole galley full of slaves. Somehow, he suspected they thought rowing a galley was beneath them. He had seen it several times on the surface. Those with sigils too often thought themselves above manual labor.

      “The galley-master had the keys to our chains on a belt around his waist, but you shoved that through the oarlock...” The man who’d been speaking to Darren flushed as he gestured to his chains.

      He assumed that the man and his companions wished to be unchained. That was easy enough. He reached down and grabbed the chain in his hands. He pulled them apart until the iron rivets holding the links together popped out, snapping the chain to pieces. That was all it took to break these bindings.

      “Slavery is now illegal in Limedeep," Darren told the slaves as he freed them.

      The man nodded dumbly, holding the broken steel between his fingers and staring at it with wide eyes.

      He turned his head so he could meet the man’s eyes and get his attention again. “Are there others like you aboard this ship?”

      “Oh... oh yes, the wenches! Er... that’s what the pirates called them, at any rate. They’re in the crew’s quarters back the way you came.”

      Darren followed the man’s gaze back the way he’d come.
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        * * *

      

      “Well, they’re not all wenches, sir.” The galley-slave shrugged sheepishly. “Apparently, the pirates captured a priestess, too. Fished her out of the water after a recent fight. They’ve been trying to slowly corrupt her sigil so they can take it from her and have whoever gets it keep her powers, but they’ve been taking it slow. Mostly because her healing skill is invaluable. Nobody would want to throw away a skilled healer, and there’s no guarantee that whoever got her sigil could heal as well as she could.”

      A priestess? Darren found that curious. He would investigate further.

      He spent another minute making sure all the galley slaves tied to the nearby oars were free and walking. The first thing the group of them did when they were up and about was raid the larder and cook up a feast.

      There was a bit of chaos and fighting over biscuits, but Darren mentioned off-handedly that they were starting to act like pirates, and the former slaves quickly formed orderly lines and said their pleases and thank yous before accepting their allotted meal.

      While the galley slaves feasted, Darren headed to peer in on these wenches and the priestess he’d heard about.

      The hold was more comfortable than the galley slave area, equipped with several hammocks stacked in columns. Their room was cramped and damp, but no more so than any other room aboard the ship. He had expected the women to be chained to their beds in the same way the men behind him had been chained to their oars. Still, the women here were largely unbound, with only one exception.

      The exception was a tall and graceful woman who reminded Darren dimly of Cassandra. He’d seen her before but couldn’t quite place her.

      She, however, immediately knew who he was!

      “Lord Darren, from Limedeep!” The priestess stopped what she was doing, hovering over a woman with a black eye so that she could kneel on the wooden floorboards.

      “You know me?” Darren asked as he gestured for the woman to stand up and continue treating her patient.

      “Yes, I’m one of Sasha’s comrades in the Order of the Rose. I’m the group’s healer and priestess. My name is Blossom.” Priestess Blossom’s eyes turned downcast at the mention of her friends. “Or at least I was their healer and priestess until a few days ago. We got into a fight with some pirates. Captain Sasha and Cleric Audrey came up to defeat our enemies with fire, but they had a secret weapon that reacted badly to the flames. I’m not sure what happened. By the time I woke up, I was aboard this pirate ship with this thing around my neck.”

      Blossom gestured to the collar running around her throat. It blazed with Demonic Aura. Now that Darren looked at it, the thing seemed to be more than just a collar. Demonic Aura was flooding from the collar into Blossom, like water through a pipe. These pirates had been trying to fill Blossom with demonic power to displace the Divine Aura in her.

      Blossom had the look of a noble woman about her, and in many ways she reminded him of Cassandra. Despite being from Whiteguard, she didn’t have their shining golden hair, but hers was still just as striking.

      Even matted against her cheeks and shoulders, it shone the color of fertile soil. She had a weary smile on her face, and her willowy form stood tall and proud despite her suffering. She was no delicate flower, and it would take more than slavery and torment to break her spirit. Darren sensed a kindred spirit in her.

      He wrapped his hands around the chain, tracing it up through a hole in the deck above. There was something hidden in the ceiling up there. He grabbed the chain, tugging on it as he pried the boards overhead apart with his bare hands. The chain was anchored to several sturdy pieces of wood and wrapped around something sinister.

      Darren snapped the links of the chain and tore out the source of the demonic aura, examining it using his skill.

      SENSE INTENT: ITEM ANALYSIS: ASMOTH’KOTETH’S TOKEN OF CORRUPTION.

      
        	This item, created by Asmoth’Koteth, Prime Sin of the Sixth Hell, was made to corrupt sigils and turn their connection point from the seraphim in the Heavens to the demons in Hell. Instead of having quests issued from the Ophanim of the Heavens, quests are instead routed through Asmoth’Koteth or any demon she wishes to appoint to the job.

      

      Darren found the token rather interesting. Most corrupted sigils were just the work of cults to pour Demonic Aura directly into a sigil to break its connection with the Heavens and allow the user to do whatever they wanted with it. That usually broke the quest system too.

      This one, on the other hand, switched that around entirely and redirected whatever pattern of energy this token used to communicate with the seraphim and instead used it to communicate with Asmoth’Koteth.

      Darren squinted, and the energies he was perceiving manifested like tiny cables running through the world. Some were streaming upward towards the Heavens. Others were streaming downward towards the Hells.

      These forces were subtle and almost imperceptible. If it wasn’t for Darren’s Divine Aura Mastery skill, he would not have seen them in the slightest. But that meant he could also influence these forces.

      The collar around Blossom’s neck forced the sigil’s connections to be threaded through the token in the ceiling, which was connected to her through a chain. The Demonic Aura powered that token inside of it. Simply breaking the chain midway through the corruption process could damage the sigil or the person it was connected to.

      Darren frowned. Despite his talent for Divine Aura, these sorts of odd technical questions required someone more detail-oriented than he was. Still, he focused his well-honed battle instincts on the problem, imagining it like he would a castle he was trying to infiltrate or a particularly powerful demon he wanted to slay.

      How best to approach this foe? Cleave through those strands with Melancholy? Snap the chains? Purge the Demonic Aura?

      All of those would place this Blossom woman in danger. She seemed like a good sort, and if Sasha considered her a friend, Darren would want to return this woman to her intact.

      No... the safest thing to do would be to attack the token first. That was at least removed from her by a degree of separation. He could watch her sigil, a pin tucked in her hair just like Morgana’s, and see if there were any signs of it breaking down. If there were, he’d be able to stop what he was doing long before any damage struck the woman herself.

      So Darren took the token in his hands and began purifying it. He flared with golden light burning from his palms as he activated his skill. That light seared away all Demonic Aura in the token and transformed it into Divine Aura.

      Darren watched the tiny and nearly invisible threads poking out of the token. The demonic ones frayed and faded until they broke off completely and dissipated into the air. The ones from the sigil to the token were still connected. Still, those running from the token to wherever they were connected were now broken.

      He wondered what that signified. Would her sigil be broken when she tried to use it next? Or perhaps some of the features would work while others did nothing?

      Darren wasn’t sure, but he knew he found himself far more curious than usual. Normally, the mechanics of how things worked and why little interested him. Down in Hell, there were countless fiendish devices and magical things that he didn’t understand. He simply shelved such things as worthless, useful, and dangerous, and that was that.

      But the world on the surface was simpler. The workings of Divine and Demonic Aura were simpler here, and nothing, until now, had been beyond Darren’s comprehension. Now that he had grown accustomed to understanding such things, it was disconcerting to be baffled again.

      He scrutinized the threads of power harder, looking longer and deeper. This token would reveal its secrets to him if he had to force those secrets out of the thing.

      He analyzed it again with his skill to figure out what changed after the purification.

      SENSE INTENT: ITEM ANALYSIS: UNAFFILIATED PURIFYING TOKEN.

      
        	This token contains a large quantity of Divine Aura, along with a lingering purification effect. Any sigils connected to the token are routed through the open connection ports. Currently, there is no target anchoring point to forge new Divine-aspect connections.

      

      Darren turned to Blossom’s sigil. Divine Aura was coursing through what remained of the chain now instead of Demonic Aura, and the change had her skills running smoother than they had been a moment ago. The bruise she was working on was healing far quicker than it had when he first walked into the room. The Demonic Aura that had been accumulating in her body was rapidly being pushed aside.

      He observed her sigil and how it connected to the token, using his analysis skill on that.

      SENSE INTENT: ITEM ANALYSIS

      
        	This sigil is connected to Priestess Blossom. The power and communication cables are connected to the Third Heaven. The quest system and backup sensory input lines have been disconnected.

      

      Darren suspected he could reconnect this sigil to the Heavens by purifying it directly like he had the corrupted sigils he’d fixed before. But suddenly, he had the urge to try something. His sigil had the same strands leading upward as Blossom’s did. What would happen if he attached his cables to the tokens in the place where the token attached to either Heaven or Hell?

      Darren did just that and soon found out.

      
        	Sigil to sigil networking detected. Information related to sigil C-774 will now be routed through sigil 001.

      

      The screen appeared before Darren for an instant, then vanished just as fast, replaced by a small blinking object in the bottom corner of his vision.

      
        	Sigil 001 can function as an administrator console. Do you wish to activate administrator features?

      

      The symbols flicked through Darren’s vision. He didn’t know what most of the words meant. What was an administrator? Something like a bureaucrat? He had heard some of Cassandra’s friends curse such individuals before in a way that made him think they were a type of demon he’d never met.

      After a few moments of thought, Darren decided that activating additional features for his sigil couldn’t be a bad thing. He wouldn’t lose anything by activating them, and there was the potential to gain much.

      
        	Sigil Administrator Access activated

        	Issue new quests for Priestess Blossom?

        	View Sensory Inputs from Priestess Blossom?

      

      Darren selected the second option first, and suddenly he was looming over a girl lying on a bed with an almost-vanished bruise on her face. He felt small, somehow, like he’d shrunken to half his normal size. Then he saw himself standing in the corner of his own vision, looming in the corner with a scowl on his face.

      His brows were drawn tight, and his eyes were fierce. He looked a breath away from taking whatever was causing problems for him and stabbing it to death.

      Was that him?

      Then he saw the hands. They were small and feminine with long painted nails.

      Ah, so that’s what this was. He was inside Blossom’s body somehow. His sigil had linked his senses to hers through that connection in the sigils he didn’t quite understand.

      That was a frightening idea. Could the seraphim look through his eyes whenever they wanted? He didn’t like that thought. Somehow, he suspected that wasn’t the case. Otherwise, the Prime Saint who killed his family would have come to finish him long ago.

      Before Darren’s mother died, he remembered her touching his sigil. And when he called up her soul from the Heavens to show herself in the mortal world, he saw one of the ophanim, the creatures who controlled the sigils. He didn’t know what, but he was certain now she’d done something he couldn’t have even fathomed at the time to protect him, even long after her death.

      He silently thanked his mother before fiddling with the other option available to him. Several suggestions popped up before his vision, present for his selection.

      SUGGESTED QUESTS: HEAL THE INJURED (EASY)

      
        	Hunt pirates with corrupted sigils (very hard)

        	Seal the opening to Hell on the seafloor (extremely hard)

        	Note: Automated quest activation has been activated for this agent.

        	Current directive for automated quests: Healing for wounded mortals, general support for Golden Temple assets, and objectives that will place the agent close to influential individuals.

      

      Darren read through all the information. It did not surprise him to see that the quest systems had secondary objectives. Thankfully, the objectives were fairly benign as far as he was concerned. He was certain Morgana’s quest directives had been turned towards helping the Order of the Rod when they were back in Limedeep.

      He found a box where he could enter quests manually. An array of letters and symbols appeared before him. Thankfully, he could read Divine Script just fine, and a few thoughts were all it took to get his idea turned into words.

      
        	New Quest Sent!: Deliver a report to the nearest archpaladin about Sasha and the Order.

      

      Darren could almost see the moment Blossom received the quest. She stiffened for a brief instant as a message only she could see flashed before her eyes. She didn’t immediately accept the quest, but instead set about finishing her healing. When she was done, though, she turned to him.

      “If you’d like, I can tell you what happened here in greater depth than I have already explained.” Blossom’s eyes darted between Darren and the ground like she knew it would be polite to meet his eyes, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to hold his gaze.

      “Please,” he said, tucking the token away in his pocket. Perhaps it would be useful later.
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      Darren finished what he was doing aboard the pirate ship and returned to his companions’ cargo vessel.

      “There are no pirates aboard that ship,” he announced upon his return.

      The sailors wiped their brows in relief. “You talked to them then? They didn’t seem shifty to you or anything?”

      “The people still aboard those ships are not pirates,” he said “I removed the pirates.”

      “Ah... I see...” the sailor muttered, though he had a confused expression painted across his face.

      Cassandra and Morgana were quicker to understand Darren and his way of dealing with problems.

      “If Darren says there aren’t any pirates left, then there aren’t any pirates left!” Cassandra explained.

      “So... we should continue on as if they weren’t there?” the sailor asked.

      “No! We should sail to meet the other ship and see if there’s anything valuable on it. Come on, let me take the helm.” Cassandra snatched the helm, unhooking it from the loop of rope that held it straight during the long journey.

      Meanwhile, Morgana turned to Darren with a sly smile. “What’d you do, shove all the pirates out of little portholes?”

      “Only one,” he answered.

      Morgana choked back a laugh.
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        * * *

      

      Their cargo ship soon drew up beside the pirate vessel, still sitting dead in the water. Most of the former galley slaves had eaten so much food they passed out on the deck, unable to restrain themselves after weeks or months of hard labor and near starvation.

      The few who were still up and about were trying to figure out how to get home. As prisoners, they had no idea where the ship was out on the open water. They also had no intention of rowing home and were busy trying to set sails to carry them to shore. But the pirates had been using this vessel with oars for so long no one could find where the sails had been tucked away. Some were beginning to fear they'd been thrown away.

      Eventually, Cassandra came to the rescue.

      “Don’t you all worry, we’ve got a spare set of sails,” Cassandra said. “And as it happens, the Silver Sword Merchant Company is in the market for both ships and sailors. Your plan is probably to sell this vessel once you make land, right? How about you sell it to me right here and now, then enter an employment contract with my merchant company? You’re going to need work, and if you have nowhere to go, I have it on good authority that homes are going cheap in Limedeep!”

      Cassandra left out that the reason living space in Limedeep was going so cheaply was because so many people in the city had died. Many of the former galley slaves accepted her offer with only a few requesting a temporary contract once they reached the shore.

      Soon, both ships had mixed crews. Some of the healthier sailors aboard the cargo ship could keep order on the galley, and some of the injured could come over to the roomier cargo ship.

      By now, Priestess Blossom had recovered most of her healing powers. Her healing skill proved just as effective on the upset stomachs of the galley slaves who’d just gorged themselves after months of starvation as it was on normal injuries.

      She spotted Darren as he stood between Cassandra and Morgana, and she shot all three of them a familiar smile.

      “It is good to see familiar faces around here.” Blossom waved.

      “Likewise, Blossom.” Cassandra smiled.

      It didn't surprise Darren to see the two women already knew each other. Cassandra liked to talk to people.

      “Would you care for another lesson in healing the ill with that new skill of yours?” Blossom asked.

      Cassandra beamed and joined the priestess. Soon, the two of them had all the former galley slaves healthier than they were before they were captured. They also did some work on the women the pirates had been calling their wenches.

      “I was gladdened to hear that they were just prostitutes hired on at port, although I doubt any of them knew they would be servicing a pirate ship. I doubt that was in your contract,” Blossom said as she tended to the former wenches. “After seeing the plight of the galley slaves and the collar they threw around my neck, I feared what would happen.”

      “Aye, miss. As far as we knew, this was an ordinary sailing ship. Getting hired on to help a crew of sailors keep their wits about them is decent work, but had I known they were pirates, I would have asked for hazard pay. By the time the girls and I figured it out, we didn’t want to bring it up lest they not let us leave the ship when our entertainment contract expired.”

      “It sounds like the past few days have been hard on you.” Cassandra laid a hand on Blossom’s shoulder. “But I’m glad my Darren could rescue you in the end. He’s very good at rescuing people.”

      “He is a capable man,” Blossom agreed. “Now, let me show you some of the finer points of being a priestess.”
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        * * *

      

      While Cassandra and Blossom talked, Darren and Morgana retired to their room.

      “Well, looks like I have you all to myself this time.” Morgana grinned. She tugged at her clothes and undressed in the blink of an eye, but Darren held up his hands to halt her predatory advance.

      “I wish to see your sigil.”

      Morgana frowned, then reached behind her head to tug her hairpin free. “This thing? Give it a go.”

      She tossed her sigil to Darren, who snatched it out of the air. He pulled the token he’d just received out of his inventory. He held the token and sigil up to the light. Sure enough, Morgana had those same strands connecting up to the Heavens that healthy sigils did. Now that his own sigil had switched into this strange new mode, he found he could analyze Morgana’s sigil directly.

      SENSE INTENT: ITEM ANALYSIS

      
        	This sigil has been manually reconnected to the sigil network by an administrator. It has been randomly connected to an available ophanim in the sixth Heaven under the authority of Prime Saint Kalaziel.

      

      Darren stared at the name of his enemy. Morgana shuffled, not knowing why his mood had taken a sudden turn for the worse.

      “Is something wrong, Darren?” Morgana asked. “Did I do something bad again?”

      Her cheeks flushed red, but there was also a hint of anticipation in her voice.

      Darren turned his eyes away from his sigil’s interface.

      “No, Morgana. You did nothing wrong. Though I now know who used you to do wrong before.”

      And so Darren told her about the token, how he found it, and what it did. Morgana’s eyes gaped went wider as he explained how the device worked and what it did.

      Darren had always wondered how cultists corrupted them so that the next user would gain the skills of the previous user. A normal sigil reset when its wielder died, and those skills went with the soul as it departed.

      But this device did something far more nefarious. As far as Darren could tell, it tore away the piece of soul that allowed a paladin, priestess, cleric, or holy adept to use and enhance their skills, instead attaching it to the sigil to be used by a corrupted sigil wielder.

      It was a rather dark and sinister practice that only sounded more evil the more Darren learned about it. He’d long since noticed masses of Demonic Aura around the sigils he purified, and now he knew what they were. They were chunks of stolen souls so that wielders could cheat their way past learning to use new skills the hard way.

      From now on, Darren would be certain to take any corrupted sigil he found and purify it.

      But beyond merely learning how corrupted sigils worked, Darren also realized this device would allow him to interface with sigils in a way he never had before.

      “You mean to say that every paladin, priestess, cleric, and holy adept is practically a Heavenly spy?” Morgana shook her head. “No wonder the sigils always know where to find the good stuff. They probably know more about just about everything happening here than even the most powerful human king. Not to mention the fact that they can issue quests to influence anyone with a sigil into doing whatever they want.”

      “It is too much power,” Darren agreed. “If you will allow me, I will cut the connection to your sigil and connect it through mine instead.”

      “So instead of the Heavens spying on me, only you can?” Morgana grinned.

      “I will not violate your privacy,” he said.

      Morgana laughed. “You don’t have to be like that, Darren. I’m sitting here on your lap, naked as the day I was born, wondering if you’re going to spank me like the naughty girl I am. I have no secrets from you. Besides, this way, you’ll know if I’m ever getting into trouble without you there, right?”

      “Yes,” he replied, admitting the thought of using her sigil to check in on Morgana every now and again was at least part of why he wanted to cut her connection to the Heavens.

      “Then do it, Darren. I trust you.”

      So he went about cutting Morgana’s connection to the Sixth Heaven and replacing it with a connection to himself and ultimately to the ophanim his mother was part of. He could only hope that whatever his mother’s spirit was doing there could also shield Morgana.

      “So... have you started yet?” Morgana asked.

      “I am done.” He handed Morgana’s sigil back to her.

      “Really? That fast? I didn’t even see you use any Divine Aura!” Morgana blinked and squinted at him. “And here I thought I was finally getting good at seeing that stuff. Callum and I were training our Divine Aura senses together to become as sensitive to it as you.”

      “The threads are very fine. Nearly invisible. I have a Divine Aura Mastery skill that lets me see them better.”

      “Well, I know I definitely keep you around for more than these big, manly hands of yours,” Morgana laughed as she grabbed both of his hands and wrapped them around herself like a blanket. She snuggled against him for a moment before sitting up. Light flashed behind her eyes, and she grinned.

      “What is it?” Darren asked.

      “Hey, I know for a fact that Cassandra trusts you even more than I do. She’ll let you do whatever you want with her sigil even if you don’t tell her why.”

      “Yes, but I would still ask,” he said.

      “But what if we want to test some things on her?” Morgana asked. “Like... an experiment. See if she notices someone looking through her eyes and sending her quests? I would love to see the look on her face if you sent her a quest to strip for you! Or... uh... what I mean to say is I’d love to see how she reacts to receiving strange quests from her sigil. That way, we know she won’t just mindlessly follow them like I did.”

      Darren nodded slowly. “It would be a good test for her.”

      “Great!” Morgana jumped to her feet. “Don’t worry about a thing, Darren! I’ll come up with all the... tests for her.” Morgana giggled to herself, eyes still gleaming as she no doubt remembered running all over their manor in Limedeep dressed as a pantsless maid.

      Morgana plundered Cassandra’s luggage for an inkwell and a quill. With more eager determination than he had ever seen on her face before, she started scribbling furiously.

      Darren left Morgana to her work, leaving the cabin to watch Blossom teach Cassandra more about being a priestess. Cassandra’s sigil had long since pointed her towards this path, and he was glad to see that Cassandra had found someone who could teach her the things that he couldn’t.

      “Priestesses don’t have their bodies transformed to the degree that paladins do. Male paladins roughly double in weight after their transformation to a paladin. Female paladins don’t grow as much extra muscle, but they grow taller and sturdier,” Blossom lectured while Cassandra sat on the railing, listening attentively.

      “Like Darren?” Cassandra asked eagerly.

      “I suspect your Darren was a strapping man even before reaching paladin. But yes, he’s a prime example of what happens when a man reaches paladin. Sasha is a good example of a woman. Back when she was a holy adept, her build wasn’t much different from your own.”

      “Really?” Cassandra smiled, having trouble imagining the sword-wielding warrior who loomed two heads taller than her, meeting her at eye level.

      “That’s right. Before reaching paladin, she was always having trouble with a full-size sword. Some of the guard positions would make the tip scrape the dirt, and she’d topple sideways, sprawling face-first in the mud.” Blossom laughed. “Don’t tell her I told you that story.”

      Cassandra laughed. “I can hardly imagine it. But the transformation wasn’t as dramatic for you, I see. You’re taller than me, but not by much.”

      “That’s correct. While there are definitely some physical improvements for priests and priestesses that leave all those who transform a little more charming and approachable than any ordinary man or woman ought to be, most of our changes have to do with our ability to channel Divine Aura for longer durations.

      “Our strengths are usually in healing skills and blessings that increase the power of others. Instead of a paladin or cleric who needs a sudden rush of power, we need a steady stream. I can recommend some exercises for you to do. If you start as a holy adept, the effects should be multiplied if… no, when you convince the seraphim that you’re worthy of a transformation into a priestess.”

      “Thank you for all your help, Blossom. I promise to help you track down your friends when we get to the Northern Trade Union,” Cassandra promised.

      “There is no need to repay me.” Blossom smiled. “If I only helped you because I had something to gain, then I would not be helping you. Besides, your companion Darren has already saved me from what would have no doubt been an unpleasant fate. I should pass some of that kindness around so that there is more of it in the world.”

      Blossom looked up, spotting Darren leaning on the railing. He’d been pretending to polish Melancholy up until a moment ago. At the same time, he listened in on Blossom’s lecture on being a priestess.

      Caught red-handed, he waved to both women, put his sword away, and jumped off the railing to land next to them.

      “You have taught Cassandra. And I have learned something new as well. Thank you.”

      Blossom beamed. “There is no need to count score between friends.”
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the trip to Yellowcrest was uneventful after that little run-in with Blossom and the pirate ship. Darren passed his time with Morgana and Cassandra in their cabin, the same as always. Blossom walked the decks, healing anyone with even the smallest cut or bruise.

      Just as Morgana guessed, when Darren asked for Cassandra’s sigil and told her it was important, she handed it over without another question. He made the changes to protect it from Heavenly tampering and connected Cassandra’s sigil to his own.

      “Can you see out of Cassandra’s eyes, though?” Morgana asked eagerly.

      “Yes, it is working.”

      “Perfect! Now here’s the list of quests I came up with,” Morgana promised. “Just hide a few silver coins here and there around the room for the quest rewards. We’re starting slow with this one here.”

      Darren entered Morgana’s suggestion at the top of the list. It seemed like a rather simple suggestion and not something that would seem unusual coming from her sigil.

      
        
        New Quest sent: Talk with Priestess Blossom and help her recover from her ordeal (very easy)

      

      

      “Perfect!” Morgana said as she watched Cassandra through the door’s tiny peephole. “I think she’s doing it! Yes! I can’t believe this is working!”

      “What now?” Darren asked.

      “Okay, once she’s talking, send her the next quest on the list,” Morgana said giddily.

      
        
        New Quest sent: Ask Blossom where she gets her underwear (easy)

      

      

      Cassandra’s eyes went distant for a moment, and Morgana had to hold her hand over her mouth to suppress a laugh. Cassandra shifted her stance back and forth, visible through the tiny peephole and clearly preparing herself to broach an awkward question.

      Meanwhile, Darren was frowning. “It does not look like she is passing your test.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m going to increase the difficulty. Slowly... very slowly. In the meantime, this is going to be a lot of fun.” Morgana grinned malevolently.

      Seeing Morgana so passionate, Darren left her to her own devices. He sat down on his bed, passing the time by flipping through the items in his inventory. He looked at what items were ready for evolution and what he could turn into a vessel.

      The rest of the trip was uneventful. The only thing of note was a pair of sailors hooking a shark and fighting to see who could wrestle it aboard with their bare hands while Blossom watched. Both ended up with terrible shark bites, and Darren had to put the shark down himself before it started wrecking the ship.

      As an experiment, Darren issued a quest to heal them through their sigils. Both women quickly dropped what they’d been doing and went running to help the pair of men in need. With two skilled healers on deck, both men would barely have any scars to show for their stupidity.

      They made landfall in Yellowcrest later that week. The docks weren’t as large as the ones in Limedeep. Here, they were made out of wood instead of good sturdy stone. The city itself was smaller than Limedeep’s present state after the Order of the Rod finished with it. Still, while Limedeep was a large and proud city with a long history and glorious past, Yellowcrest was a newly built settlement growing rich selling fine wood from the north and exotic goods from the far west.

      The last hundred years had been a slow and steady decline for Limedeep. In contrast, Yellowcrest had soared into power since the establishment of the Northern Trade Union. A few of the sailors in Limedeep grumbled something under their breaths as they tied off to the docks, and Darren suspected there was a rivalry between the two city-states.

      “Hail, you cheap wood-loving bastards of the north!” the cargo vessel’s captain called down to the people of Yellowcrest manning the docks.

      “Hail yourself, you dirty stone-licking freaks of the south!” Yellowcrest’s harbormaster chuckled good-naturedly.

      “I hope your docks don’t rot away before we get ashore!” the captain shouted.

      “You’re more likely to sink them when you bring your cargo out of your hold. You’re sitting pretty low in the water there. Let me guess, you’re here to sell us rocks?”

      Before the exchange could go on any longer, Cassandra poked her head over the railing.

      “You must be the harbormaster of Yellowcrest. We spoke through letters last month! I’m from the Silver Sword Merchant Company!” Cassandra yelled to him.

      The harbormaster straightened. “Aye, Lady Silvercross, was it? I hope my no-good scoundrel of a brother didn’t give you too rough a ride?”

      “I’m quite well, thank you,” Cassandra answered. “We had a minor run-in with pirates, though. We have some survivors with us.”

      “Pirates?” The harbormaster’s expression turned grim as he stroked his beard. “Understood. We’ve heard a few tales of pirates on the sea with strange new weapons. We’ll have someone record any notes they might have for us. With any luck, the fleet will scour those bandits from the sea sooner rather than later.”

      Cassandra had already made arrangements by letter for their stay in Yellowcrest. She led Morgana and Darren to a nearby inn that greeted them all by name. “I have a separate room for Amelia, don’t worry," Cassandra said.

      The little girl whose family they initially came here to find had come with them on the journey to Limedeep. But with all the bumping and thumping going on in the captain’s quarters, she couldn’t stay there. So Cassandra had arranged for her to sleep in a small private room on the ship’s opposite side. They fetched her now.

      “So, are you going to have like ten thousand babies?” Amelia asked Cassandra with shameless curiosity only a child could have.

      “W-what? Why do you say that?” Cassandra asked with a stricken look painted across her face.

      “My mama and papa said that babies are delivered by a special type of seraph you can only summon by jumping up and down on the bed,” Amelia explained. “They used to jump up and down on their bed all the time, and I heard you jumping up and down much faster and louder. In fact, I think the whole ship heard you.”

      “...Right, uh...” Cassandra’s face flushed red.

      Morgana leaned over and explained. “Cassandra and I both drink a special tea, so the seraphim don’t deliver any babies to us before we’re ready. Now run along. Cassandra reserved a special room just for you!”

      “So I wouldn’t get in the way while she’s jumping on the bed?” Amelia asked.

      “Something like that!” Morgana chuckled.
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      The inn had a dining area and provided discounted meals for all their guests. So, once Darren and his companions were settled and tested the bed for strength, the three settled down to eat and talk about their plans in Yellowcrest.

      “So,” Cassandra began, “the reason we headed out on this journey in the first place was to find Amelia’s family and bring her home.” She gestured to the smallest member of their group, who was looking at Cassandra and Morgana curiously. For once, she seemed more concerned for them than she was afraid of Darren. The two of them had been quite loud while testing the bed.

      “That would mean finding anyone who shares her name, then? Or maybe just asking questions where we can,” Cassandra suggested. “Once we’ve finished that, we can go about our other objective of forging new trade relationships for Limedeep.”

      “Well then, what are we waiting for? Let’s pound on some doors and ask around to see if anyone shares a last name with this tough young lady.” Morgana shot a smile at Amelia.

      “Could be dangerous for them.”

      Cassandra nodded in agreement. "I agree with Darren, and not just because he’s Darren. Amelia’s family was under suspicion of being cultists. In that case, odds are that information was shared with the Golden Temple branch in Yellowcrest. Now, we’re about as far as you can get from the Order of the Rod without leaving the Sacred Seas. Still, cult loyalties run in families, and Amelia’s relatives are likely to be reluctant to talk to anyone with a sigil. For all they know, we have a quest to apprehend them and turn them over to the nearest Golden Temple."

      “If her relatives don’t want to be found, this job just got a lot harder.” Morgana sighed.

      “This would truly be very difficult if we didn’t have Darren with us. In fact, he can make all of our problems go a lot easier.” Cassandra grinned.

      “Oh no, you’re planning some sort of fiendish merchant trick.” Morgana’s eyes widened.

      “More of a nobility one, actually. Don’t forget, I’m the daughter of the esteemed Silvercross family. That alone would be title enough to gain an introduction to the city lord of Yellowcrest. He would have to honor the name and authority of a house from the Blackwind Empire. And if he isn’t impressed with my title, I have the new city lord of Limedeep. That’s certain to get us through the doors. From there, it will be a simple matter of requesting access to the city records.”

      “Ha! So you’re going to make the local ruler do your work for you?” Morgana laughed. “That’s better than any scam I could have thought up. Good work, Cassandra!”

      “For the last time, I’m not scamming anyone! On the contrary, it’s proper noble etiquette to do minor favors like this one for visiting nobility!”

      While Cassandra and Morgana poked at one another, Darren turned to observe Amelia. She was shifting awkwardly in her seat between Morgana and Cassandra. She didn’t seem as happy as he thought she should be at the mention of finding a home for her.

      But while the girl and Cassandra’s plans were both matters of interest to Darren, neither was what he was truly concerned about. His reasons for coming to the Northern Trade Union had a name, and that name was Kalaziel. So when would this Prime Saint of the Sixth Heaven show himself? And where?

      Darren was determined to find out more, and his only clues had led him here. Perhaps this king Cassandra mentioned would know something.

      “We shall see this Yellowcrest king, and he shall tell us what he knows,” Darren declared, putting his silverware down. “Where is he?”

      “In the castle on the other side of the city, but slow down, Darren!” Cassandra said. “You can’t just show up unannounced. Wait a day or two for me to make arrangements. I’ve already sent a few of the right letters, but I’ll also need to buy something more presentable.”

      “Again?” Darren sighed inwardly.

      “Yes, and Morgana and our ward will need to come along as well,” Cassandra said, waving her hand at Morgana and Amelia.

      And so, at Cassandra’s insistence, their first day in Yellowcrest turned into another shopping trip. Cassandra had each trying on one set of clothes or another, buying everything from fancy hats to lacy lingerie.

      “Remember, we’re not just shopping for ourselves. We’re doing market research for all of Limedeep! What resources do we have at home that they don’t have here? Or something that we can sell cheaper?”

      “Maybe... imp hide?” Morgana suggested. “I haven’t seen much of that around here.”

      Cassandra smiled. “We’ll make a merchant out of you yet, Morgana! I was thinking the same thing.”

      The sun reached its peak in the sky overhead as the small group explored this new city. With Darren and his inventory at her disposal, there was no reason for Cassandra not to buy every good deal she saw as samples to bring back home.

      All of them were chafing to return to the inn and sit down, though Cassandra had a big and happy smile on her face. They ate in the inn again, taking advantage of their discount as guests. At the same time, Cassandra furiously scribbled a few letters of introduction on the table.

      “Since you all called quits on me early, we didn’t get to stop by the palace. Luckily I was able to secure a ball invitation tomorrow by letter. That should secure us a few introductions tomorrow,” Cassandra said, speaking as she wrote.

      “A ball?” Morgana asked. “That doesn’t sound like the sort of thing I will be useful for. In fact, it seems like the sort of thing only you could do, Cassandra.”

      “While I am flattered by your faith in me, Morgana, you aren’t getting out of this ball. It’s a bring your own servant affair, so I will need your help after all.”

      Darren started slowly sliding away from the table, eager to make his escape. “I will perform some skill evolutions--”

      “Hold on, Darren!” Cassandra stood up and pulled him back into his seat. “One minor daughter of the Silvercross family is only so important. Not to mention the fact that I will need my betrothed to hold my arm while we walk into the place.”

      Darren’s temple twitched, remembering the uncomfortably tight outfits that Cassandra had made him wear earlier that day. Sometimes, he found battling demons in Hell a fond memory.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra made up for what Darren knew would be a long and tedious day by giving him another long and passionate night beforehand. She and Morgana worked together to please him as best they could.

      On their knees, on their backs, on the desk, on the chairs, and just about everywhere else they could think of. Though they had only been in this inn for a single night, they had already thoroughly made themselves at home.

      Eventually, Darren wore the two of them out and both Morgana and Cassandra fell into a deep sleep. He lay between them, wrapping either arm around his two women and letting blissful sleep take him.

      They woke early the next morning, had a fine breakfast, and then dressed in some of their newly acquired clothes. Cassandra had left their outfits with some of the inn’s housekeepers for the following day. She had left them with special instructions and pay to have them ready the following morning.

      “Tight,” Darren grunted as he squeezed his arms into a gentlemanly suit. The blues and golds looked a little gaudy to him, but Cassandra assured him that he would be as fashionable as could be.

      “It’s supposed to be tight,” Cassandra reminded him as she straightened out his jacket, pulling the wrinkles out of it. She ran her hands up and down his undershirt in a manner that was a bit more intimate than strictly necessary. “Not even paladins have those handsome, brawny arms of yours. You want to show them off.”

      “I would rather prove their use in battle,” Darren protested.

      “Okay then, truthfully, I am the one who wants to show them off.” Cassandra stood on the tips of her toes, reaching up to wrap her hands around his shoulder, and pulled herself up high enough to plant a kiss on his cheek. “I plan to make all the ladies there jealous.”

      Cassandra was perfectly at ease in her beautiful ballroom gown. It flowed around her like a cloud drifting about the base of a mountain. She looked lovely in it and far more comfortable than he was in his outfit.

      The sight of it made Darren want to tear the outfit off her with his bare hands. Alas, he knew Cassandra was quite fond of this outfit, and truth be told, he liked seeing her wearing it as well.

      Somehow, it pleased him to see Morgana as uncomfortable as he was. She was wearing a maid outfit very similar to the one that Cassandra had given her before.

      “At least this one has pants…” Morgana muttered as she peered over at her own ass, relieved to see that she didn’t have it hanging out in the open again like her other maid outfit.

      “Don’t get used to it!” Cassandra chirped. “I much prefer you in the other maid outfit.”

      Morgana said something unladylike, which made Cassandra remind her exactly why her usual maid attire was bottomless.

      “You know, it’s not unheard of for ladies to lay their unruly maids on their lap for a bit of discipline,” Cassandra teased. “If you say words like that at the ball, perhaps I shall have Darren hold a demonstration for everyone present.”

      Morgana blushed. “You wouldn’t…” Her expression paled at the smug and eager smile on Cassandra’s face.

      “She would,” Darren spoke Morgana’s thoughts aloud. “So be on your best behavior.”

      “Understood… My lord and my lady,” Morgana said slowly.

      “Master and mistress would fit the occasion better,” Cassandra said with a finger on her chin. “Darren isn’t exactly a Lord. He’s a king, although he is unrecognized by his peers. I think we want a generic address that is still esteemed and respectable.”

      “Fine…” Morgana grumbled.

      “Fine, mistress,” Cassandra corrected.

      “This is going to be my entire day, isn’t it?” Morgana sighed.

      Cassandra left the room not long after, and Morgana had a twinkle in her eye as she turned towards Darren.

      "Psst, Darren! I have another... uh... test... for Cassandra!" Morgana whispered.

      His eyes met hers. "Share."

      Not long after, a new quest appeared on Cassandra's sigil, sent courtesy of Darren.

      NEW QUEST AVAILABLE!

      
        	Don't wear underwear to the ball (Super easy for you)

        	Reward: Lots of gold!

      

      

      Morgana giggled to herself as Darren sent the quest.

      Moments later, Cassandra doubled back the way she came.

      "Sorry, last-minute wardrobe change for me," Cassandra explained. "I'll only be a moment. The carriage should be arriving any second now!"

      Morgana covered her mouth and shot Darren a sly glance.

      The group left the inn behind as soon as the carriage pulled in front. They left Amelia to watch the rooms while they were gone. While they would eventually have to bring her to the palace, Cassandra said a formal occasion like this one was not a place for children.

      “You stay with Blossom, alright?” Cassandra said to Amelia.

      The young girl nodded slowly.

      Blossom smiled back at Cassandra. “Don’t worry, she’s in good hands.”

      “It won’t be too much trouble to look after her, will it?” Cassandra asked. “Finding adoptive parents for her could take several days.”

      “It’s no trouble at all.” Blossom beamed back at her. “I have business to take care of in Yellowcrest, and it’ll take me a few days at least for repairs to my equipment alone. Other than that, I’ll need to scrounge up some money and start looking for my companions. Sasha and the others were supposed to stop here for supplies before heading on to Salsroth. There might be news. I’m not doing anything particularly dangerous, so Amelia will be pleasant company.”

      Cassandra gave Blossom a quick embrace. Save for the difference in hair color, the two noblewomen almost looked like sisters with their regal figures and matching cheerful smiles.

      Once inside the carriage, Morgana and Cassandra sat on either of Darren’s sides. The carriage was rather cramped for a man as wide as Darren. Fortunately, his two companions did not mind half sitting on his lap. In fact, every time there was a bump in the road, they seemed to edge a little closer to him.

      The carriage rolled along dirt roads through the city, turning to cobblestone closer to the palace. Yellowcrest was a city of new construction, which showed in the roughness of their ride.

      Countless feet had beaten the streets of Limedeep smooth after centuries of foot traffic and wagon wheels. In contrast, the stones making up the road of this city were brand new. It would be many decades before they were as smooth as the ones that Darren had grown used to.

      But while Yellowcrest lacked Limedeep’s august history, it made up for it in new wealth.

      Much of that new money had found its way into the palace. The walls of the structure were made of a familiar shade of limestone. He suspected they had shipped this stuff all the way from Limedeep to make this city look a little more like its ancient rival.

      Sometime in the last few years, the palace’s designers had given up on importing stone from Limedeep. Perhaps it had grown too expensive to ship over in vast quantities, or perhaps the designers wanted Yellowcrest to have a palace with an identity of its own.

      Whatever the case was, they made the newer portions of the palace of a pale yellow wood. It was towards one of those newer portions that their carriage took them.

      “I am told the new ballroom is here," the carriage driver said through the tiny open window.

      “Thank you,” Cassandra said. “My companions and I will need another ride back to our inn towards the end of the ball. I suspect many of the other nobles present here will require the same. You may wait with the other carriage drivers."

      The carriage driver tipped her hat and opened the doors for the passengers to disembark. Cassandra, Morgana, and Darren all piled out one after another. The palace’s doorman greeted them while their carriage slowly rolled away.

      “Invitations please?” the doorman asked.

      “Of course.” Cassandra reached into her dress towards a hidden pocket. Not even Darren would’ve spotted it if he hadn’t seen her put the letters into it. She produced an envelope and handed it off to the doorman.

      The doorman scanned the letter’s contents, eyebrows rising as he read.

      “Young Lady Silvercross is, of course, always welcome here. We were not aware that there was a king of Limedeep now,” the doorman said skeptically as he looked up and down their group of three.

      “There is now.” Cassandra smiled. “I would be very grateful if you introduced my betrothed by his proper title.”

      Cassandra’s palm jingled with a fistful of coins. The doorman accepted the bribe with practiced grace.

      “As you wish.”
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        * * *

      

      Getting into the palace itself from there was merely a matter of waiting in line. All the well-to-do people of Yellowcrest were standing there, waiting to be announced.

      “Ugh. Are we going to sit here and wait in line all day? Noble parties are boring,” Morgana grumbled.

      “Servants do not have to wait in this line with us,” Cassandra explained. “Look at the others. They're coming and going as they please. A few of them already have a plate of refreshments for their masters and mistresses. So why don’t you follow their good example, Morgana?”

      Morgana’s eyes lit up at the sight of the delicate pastries and incredibly expensive wines she saw some of the servants carrying.

      “Now, that is more my kind of party.” She disappeared with all her skill as a thief, slipping away into the crowd.

      Cassandra sighed. “I’m afraid we may not see our servant again today. Hopefully, her lack of servant training will not get her in trouble. You may have to punish her again tonight, dear.”

      Darren nodded, expression distant as he looked around. In truth, he approved of Morgana’s tactic. While Cassandra and Darren would speak with the nobles and city officials gathered here, Morgana could exchange words and rumors with many of their servants. That would be a far better use for her talents than serving wine and pastries.

      But while Cassandra and Morgana both explored the chamber with mundane eyes, Darren was exploring the place with his Celestial Storm tendrils. Tiny invisible hands ran up and down the walls, scouring their surface and imprinting everything they felt into his mind.

      Darren stretched himself out further and further, feeling and listening. By the time Cassandra nudged his hip, he knew this ballroom and the associated chambers as well as if he had grown up here.

      “We are next,” Cassandra whispered.

      He nodded in understanding and returned all of his attention to his body.

      Someone blew once on a horn and a man who bore a very strong family resemblance to the doorman outside stepped onto a platform to speak.

      “Now introducing King Darren of Limedeep and his betrothed Lady Cassandra Silvercross.”

      Heads turned towards Cassandra and Darren. Most were wearing fine suits or delicate robes. Many seemed interested in the announcement of someone appearing with the title of the king. A few snorted in derision, thinking the announcement was nothing more than a joke. Others seemed interested in introducing themselves to this new couple.

      He had eyes on a few men who stood a head and shoulders taller than nearly everyone else. They were paladins, and the people around them were likely also sigil wielders.

      Darren’s Celestial Storm tendrils had already looked them up and down as close as he dared without alerting them. Still, now he looked them over with his own eyes.

      When he saw the symbols adorning their clothes, he sighed a breath of relief. That was not the symbol of the Order of the Rod. It wasn’t the symbol of the Order of the Rose that Sasha was a part of, either. These were strangers, and he didn’t know if he would need to draw Melancholy or not. His fingers itched to have a sword back in his hands.

      “Just smile and try to look approachable,” Cassandra said as she sent a warm and beaming smile to all corners of the room. Her bright expression had to work overtime to offset Darren’s intimidating frame.

      Cassandra was good at this sort of thing, though, and she soon had people smiling back at them. Cassandra led Darren to a table reserved for them, which had a few people already sitting down and waiting.

      “Hello!” Cassandra began. “I’m Cassandra, and this is Darren. You must be Magistrate Samantha and Garrison Commander Willis.”

      “I see there’s no need for introductions,” the one called Magistrate Samantha said. “For one so new to the city, you have certainly come prepared.”

      Cassandra let out a lady-like laugh. “I wouldn’t want to out myself as a gossip monger, but I’ve listened to the occasional servant’s rumor or two.”

      Magistrate Samantha smiled back. “A wise woman doesn’t entirely ignore her servants. They have more of use than most lords and ladies realize.”

      While the women talked, Garrison Commander Willis turned to Darren. “What of you? Do you listen to the idle chatter of maids changing bedsheets?”

      “Rumors and hearsay can be useful. Such tactics have helped me kill many demons.”

      The garrison commander grumbled. “I suppose anything can be useful to courtesans and schemers. But you strike me as a more practical man. You’re a paladin, correct? Are you a full-time member of an order, or do you have real work as well?”

      “I am not a member of any order. Currently, I work to defend Limedeep.”

      Garrison Commander Willis grunted. “I heard you introduced as a king when you walked in. Is that true?”

      Darren cocked his head to one side. “I am me. What others wish to call me matters little.”

      Willis snorted. “Still, that kind of claim is bound to bring trouble.”

      “If trouble comes, I will slay it.”

      Garrison Commander Willis fell into a long silence, unsure what to say in response to something like that. So instead of continuing to question Darren, he let the silence take the table and began sipping lightly from his glass of wine.

      Before he could speak to Darren again, a handful of new figures came walking over to their table. Their heavy boots struck the hardwood floors of the ballroom with the weight that spoke of big men accustomed to wearing armor and swords. Without using his Celestial Storm tendrils, he knew that these were the paladins he spotted earlier.

      “So, this is the paladin who fancies himself a king,” one of them said behind Darren’s back.

      “It is what others call me,” Darren answered. His brows drew tight. Cassandra had told him to be civil, and he was doing his best, but these veiled slights were irritating him.

      “So that means you’re like the Order of the Rod, then? You’re a paladin seeking personal land and holdings.” The paladin shook his head. “Seems like the entire world’s going to Hell.”

      Darren was on his feet in the blink of an eye. A new crack ran through the table before him where he’d pushed himself up.

      “I am not like the Order of the Rod,” Darren said as he spun and turned. He stared down the six paladins and a half-dozen holy adepts leering behind them.

      “Don’t lie to me.” The lead paladin snorted. “You have the look of Whiteguard about you. They probably sent you here to spy on us in the Order of the Leaf, didn’t they?”

      “I care nothing about you or your order. Both you and it mean nothing to me.”

      Scowls adorned all their faces.

      “Well then, so-called King Darren, who’s definitely not from the Order of the Rod,” the lead paladin snarled with gritted teeth. “Perhaps you’d care for a demonstration of sword and skills? After all, the only true way to know where and how a paladin trained is by fighting him. If your swordsmanship and skills are from the Order of the Rod, I’ll know.”

      “I will gladly instruct you in swordsmanship,” Darren said.

      The look on the paladin’s face darkened even further. “Instruct me, you say? I am Tommen, the one-man wall! I’ve been teaching paladins like you at Lichenfell Citadel for more than a decade.”

      He placed a hand on his scabbard, which he wore on his hip, as he spoke. He shot a look down at Darren’s side and noticed he saw no sword there.

      Darren stood still, meeting the paladin and all his comrades with a steady, stoic glare.

      “If you were wearing a blade, I’d draw on you now and prove it to you,” Tommen said.

      He was so busy watching Darren’s eyes that he didn’t see the tiny strands of golden light streaming from his heels and tracing the floorboards beneath him. They laced together, weaving into one to increase their strength as they crawled up the paladin’s left leg towards his scabbard, where they worked the latch free.

      Once away from the paladin’s body, the sword vanished into Darren’s inventory. An instant later, it reappeared at Darren’s side.

      “Use any blade you wish,” Darren said in reply to the other paladin’s challenge. “I will use yours.”

      He held up the paladin’s own sword, stolen with no one so much as seeing the weapon vanish off the paladin’s hip.

      “What!” The paladin reached for his familiar weapon, only to find it missing.

      “Impossible! That’s some sort of trick!”

      “No, look, it has Tommen’s family crest!”

      The Order of the Leaf paladins and Holy Adepts fell into a sudden frenzy. All of them were trying to figure out how Darren stole Tommen’s blade from his own hip with no one noticing it was gone.

      Tommen himself looked shocked. He glanced back and forth between his swordless belt and the blade in Darren’s hand. His mouth gaped open and closed like a fish out of water.

      After a few long moments of uncertainty, one of the other paladins drew his own sword.

      “Return Sir Tommen’s blade at once, thief!” the other paladin shouted.

      “Thief!” A few of the others drew blades as well to join their comrades.

      Darren flipped the sword around in the air to hold it by the side of the blade like it was just some ordinary stick and not the beautiful and deadly weapon that it was. He held it loosely at his side while he stared the other paladins down.

      “Prove you have the skill to take it,” Darren challenged them.

      The paladins looked ready to do just that. Cassandra stood up, ushering some of the new friends she’d made away.

      Behind him, Darren sensed Morgana making her way over with a familiar presence he couldn’t quite name until he spotted him with his eyes.

      “Gentlemen!” the familiar voice said. The owner was doing his best to sound charming, but once Darren heard it, he remembered the last time he’d heard it. This was the man who orchestrated the demon outbreak in Limedeep and paved the way for the Order of the Rod to appear and take over.

      “This is a peaceful gathering. You have your weapons as a courtesy of the king in acknowledgment of your honor and status of paladins. Draw your weapons again, and you will have relinquished that right,” the voice continued.

      Darren turned to take in the figure. Sure enough, the man standing at Morgana’s side was Simon, the very man who’d tricked her once before. From the scowl on Morgana’s face, she wasn’t happy about being near him.

      “Please, return the sword, and the Order of the Leaf will disturb you no longer,” Simon asked.

      “You,” Darren said as he tossed the sword aside. His now-empty hand wrapped around Simon’s throat. “I didn’t kill you last time.”

      Simon’s eyes bulged out as Darren hauled him off his feet and hoisted him into the air. His legs dangled uselessly as his fingers tried to pull Darren’s fingers away from his throat.

      “Ah... Darren...” Cassandra nudged Darren’s hip with her elbow.

      “Mffff!” Simon let out a muffled noise, slowly turning blue in the face.

      “Darren, maybe now isn’t the best time for this!” Cassandra hissed towards Darren.

      Darren glanced casually at Cassandra while he choked Simon with one hand.

      “This man hurt Morgana. He would have killed her. He brought demons to Limedeep. Countless innocents are dead by the work he made Morgana do. He should pay for this, so I’m killing him.”

      Simon continued to squeal, like a pig spotting a roasting spit being sharpened over his head.

      “Unhand the castellan of Yellowcrest!” Sir Tommen said as he snatched his discarded sword off the floor. More eyes were turning in Darren’s direction. Most had looks of fright on their faces, but a few had looks of anger and indignation on them.

      Previously, these holy warriors had stood by. Not everyone from the Order of the Leaf was both proud enough and stupid enough to pick petty fights.

      Quite the opposite. More than a few members of the Order of the Leaf had been looking at their rambunctious comrades with disdain on their faces. Petty political games were supposed to be beneath them. Most didn’t care about Darren other than a bit of idle curiosity at where he was from and what business he had here.

      In contrast, strangling a man who was in service to their host was a crime they were perfectly happy to draw swords against. Quite a few of these paladins had ties to the nobles in attendance and some had direct blood relations. Trouble here meant trouble for their own families.

      Cassandra knew Darren was doing this, above all else, because of his anger over what happened to Morgana. So instead of asking him to stop, Cassandra nudged Morgana herself.

      “Morgana, you’re the only one who can convince Darren to spare that man,” Cassandra whispered.

      “But I don’t want him to spare Simon!” Morgana huffed.

      “If you don’t put your personal feelings towards him aside, the delicate trade agreements I’ve been working on setting up will have all been for nothing!”

      Morgana looked unconvinced.

      Cassandra sighed. “And it will be a lot harder to find Amelia’s relatives.”

      That made Morgana’s shoulders slump. “Alright... hey, Darren? This might sound a little odd, but do you think you could not kill Simon now?”

      Darren unclenched his hand, letting Simon drop to the floor. “I heard Cassandra. I cannot kill him now. After finding a home for Amelia, I will return to kill him. He will pay for fooling you.”

      Morgana wrapped her arms around Darren’s waist. “Thank you for caring so much, big guy. For a while, I blamed Simon, too. But the fault was mine. Killing him won’t change that.”

      Darren turned to the paladins and Holy Adepts standing around him with their swords drawn and raised.

      “You may put your weapons away. I will not kill him today.”

      “D-do as he says,” Simon choked out as he coughed and sputtered. “I’ve seen this man fight. You’re all no match for him.”

      If the paladins hadn’t liked Darren’s earlier words, they certainly didn’t like what Simon was saying now.

      “The Order of the Leaf upholds justice throughout the entire Northern Trade Union,” Sir Tommen huffed. “I’ve fought demons that would have most warriors wetting themselves. I know who and what I can and cannot fight.”

      “Then I would consider it a personal favor if you refrained from making this minor incident any more embarrassing for me than it is already.” Simon’s voice turned honeysuckle sweet. “Please.”

      “I can see how you earned the king’s favor to speak such words of peace even when the man in question is someone who has done you wrong.” Sir Tommen sheathed his sword, and his comrades soon followed his example.

      “Thank you, honored guests, of the Order of the Leaf.” Simon stood up and bowed to the paladins and holy adepts surrounding Darren. “And thank you for your mercy once again, Darren, King of Limedeep.”

      Tommen shot Darren one last glare. “You’re lucky I can’t risk an injury now. Rumor has it that some cultists to the north have taken over a village. When I return after helping them, I will look forward to kicking you out of the Northern Trade Union for good.”

      Tommen departed, but one member of his gang stayed behind. He glared at Darren with an expression of incredible ferocity.

      “Speak,” Darren said, keeping his hands at his side. Simon glared at the remaining paladin, desperately hoping he’d get the hint and stay as far away from Darren as possible.

      But the other paladin didn’t seem to notice Simon’s glare in the slightest.

      “My name is Brayak, and I must issue you a warning,” the paladin said.

      “What is your warning?” Darren’s hands crept towards his sword.

      “That woman sitting next to you. I’ve been watching the way she looks at you. I am now certain she wishes to steal your seed.” A look of equal parts fright and horror filled Brayak’s eyes.

      Darren was silent for a long moment, studying Brayak carefully. The other paladin was shaking his head with an expression of grave solemnity.

      Finally, Darren answered. “Yes.”

      Brayak’s brows tightened. “That’s all you have to say? Some harlot is trying to trick you into breaking your sacred vows of chastity!”

      “I will live.”

      “But what about your family line?” Brayak insisted, growing angry at how little regard Darren had for what he perceived to be an absolutely horrific fate. “A man only has one seed to sow in his life! If she tricks you into wasting it, your family line will end!”

      Cassandra stood up, pushing between the two paladins who loomed head and shoulders over her.

      “Pardon me, Brayak, was it?” she asked as she slid to Darren’s side. “Are you implying that a man can only attempt to sire children once in their life? Because if so, I have something to tell you that will come as quite a relief.”

      Brayak jumped back as though Cassandra was a venomous snake. “No! Get away from me, harlot! Your beauty will not end my family’s future generations! I must wait until the consummation of my marriage. Only then will it be safe to spend my one night of passion and true love.”

      Cassandra looked up at Darren, and then over to Morgana.

      “Is this a serious thing paladins believe?” Cassandra asked them both.

      Darren shrugged, but Morgana was giggling to herself with a hand over her mouth.

      Still laughing, she reared her hands up towards Brayak like a beast about to strike.

      “Run from me, paladin! Or I’ll send some lady friends of mine to end your bloodline!” Morgana giggled to herself as Brayak took a step back in fright.

      “I warned you! They’re dangerous!” Brayak pointed a finger at Darren. “Your family line is in danger! Their feminine wiles are incredibly difficult for me to resist, and I am one of the strongest paladins of the Order of the Leaf.”

      “…But not the brightest…” Cassandra grumbled.

      Morgana ducked behind Cassandra and grabbed Cassandra’s breasts with her hands. She gave them both a squeeze.

      “Run, paladin! Run!” Morgana shouted as she threatened Brayak with Cassandra’s chest.

      “Heavens above! My eyes!” Brayak desperately covered his eyes with his gauntleted hands, scrambling backward to try and get away.

      Morgana laughed as he hastily returned to the presence of his comrades.

      “If only all law-abiding do-gooders were so easy to scare off.”

      “He was wrong about running out of seed, right?” Darren shot a look at Cassandra.

      Cassandra rolled her eyes. “Don’t tell me he got to you, Darren. Whoever taught him that was probably playing a joke on him.”

      Darren sighed in relief, then pulled Cassandra close.

      Cassandra turned her head to Morgana, who still had her hands around her chest.

      “Morgana, that’s hardly appropriate in a ballroom. You’re not going to scare that poor paladin any more than you already have.”

      “Sorry,” Morgana muttered, slowly prying her hands away from Cassandra’s breasts.

      Simon let out a cough, reminding them he was still there.

      The Garrison Commander had left after the commotion began, presumably to fetch his garrison if things started getting out of hand. The magistrate had slipped away at the first sign of trouble as well. Cassandra, Morgana, Darren, and Simon had the table to themselves.

      “So, you’ve gone from guild leader to castellan in just a few short months,” Morgana said to Simon, glaring with her arms crossed.

      “It’s not as glamorous as it seems.” Simon shrugged.

      “Should I warn your liege about your previous aspirations towards kingship?” Morgana threatened.

      Simon took a step back. “I am aware you could say many things that would hurt my position and standing here. However, while my king knows most of my former activities and knows that I’ve left them behind, I would still rather not worry him unduly. To that end, I will grant you and your companions anything I may do within my considerable power to assist you.”

      “You’re looking to bribe us to buy our forgiveness and silence?” One of Morgana’s brows shot up, finally interested.

      “While I hope that I’ll eventually be able to afford to purchase your forgiveness, Morgana, I’m afraid that your companion’s is not something that can be purchased through any currency known to mortals.” Simon glanced at Darren for a moment, unconsciously rubbing his throat as he did so.

      “Yes,” Darren said, not bothering to look at Simon as he speared a vegetable on his plate and ate it. His expression wasn’t pleasant. He didn’t like the thought of letting an evil man like Simon go free. Still, he wasn’t willing to hurt Cassandra’s interests and Amelia’s prospects to find her relatives because of that.

      “Well, anyway, I wish to help with connections, information, money, and anything else that might be of service,” Simon continued. “All you have to do is leave me alone and keep leaving me alone.”

      “You’re a lot better at groveling for your life than I’d thought you’d be,” Morgana remarked. “You mean to say you’re willing to do anything so long as I overlook the fact that you poisoned me and unleashed a demon horde on an entire city?”

      “While I consider myself as much a victim of the Order of the Rod’s schemes as you were of mine, I admit you are correct.”

      The dull chattering in the room had picked up once it became clear a fight wasn’t about to break out. However, the long silence lingered despite the background chatter while Simon, Morgana, and Cassandra all looked towards Darren.

      He glowered at his food, idly flipping an olive in the air and catching it on the tip of his knife, cut it in two so the pit fell out, and both halves landed on his spoon.

      With an unhappy expression still adorning Darren’s face, he nodded. “I will stay my hand. Offset the evil you’ve done before with good deeds now. You may begin with finding the family of a girl known as Amelia.”

      Darren produced the relevant paperwork from his inventory and handed it to Simon. Cassandra had already made copies in her notes, so these originals were no longer needed.

      “I understand and shall hasten to obey,” Simon said, as he accepted the paper. “I will have something for you before you leave.”

      “One more thing,” Cassandra mentioned as she dabbed at her lips with a fine dining cloth. “Those paladins mentioned you have the ear of the king of Yellowcrest. It would be good for Darren to be recognized by him as a fellow king.”

      Simon bowed to Cassandra with his hands clasped in front of him. “I will make arrangements.”
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      Things calmed down after Simon vanished. The Order of the Leaf made no more trouble for Darren, and Brayak especially stayed as far away as he could.

      Cassandra was overjoyed to find that Darren was a rather incredible dancer, much to the delight and amusement of the crowd.

      “Now I know I didn’t teach you to dance like that,” Cassandra teased. “How many other ladies have you been dancing with since we met?”

      Darren slowly set Cassandra back on the ground from where he’d twirled her in the air over his head.

      “This is a demonstration of movement skills. I do not dance, but I practice fighting stances each day. We performed a series of exercises. Each time I stopped just before the killing blow.”

      “Oh...” Cassandra covered her mouth as a flush filled her face. “Well... you were still incredible. But maybe I’ll teach you a dance meant strictly for the ballroom and not the battlefield.”

      Darren nodded in agreement, always ready to learn something new.

      When they returned to their table, they found a member of the castle staff dressed much like Simon had been standing near their plates and waiting for them.

      “Castellan Simon said you requested an audience with his majesty?” the servant asked.

      “We did.”

      “Then please follow me.”
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        * * *

      

      The king himself had not yet bothered to appear at the ball. It was only one of the ordinary monthly affairs rather than some grand occasion, so he wasn’t expected to show up anyhow. But Darren had to admit he was interested in meeting someone who bore the same title the people called him.

      “The king is with his... ahem... fitness trainer, Castellan Simon. I will go tell them you’re awaiting his majesty’s presence now,” the servant said.

      “Fitness trainer?” Darren furrowed his brows in confusion.

      “Darren, you have to understand that sometimes members of royalty do things others are not meant to know about,” Cassandra explained. “Follow my lead and don’t ask.”

      Darren shrugged, placing his trust in her for these matters. She’d never been wrong about these things before.

      In contrast to Cassandra’s demure demeanor Morgana had a big smirk running from ear to ear and seemed to know exactly what Cassandra was talking about.

      “Ha! I wondered how Simon garnered so much power in Yellowcrest so quickly! It turns out his charms don’t just work on women but men as well.” Morgana closed her eyes as she chuckled to herself. “He always was the type ready to do anything for power.”

      The servant cleared his throat, glaring at Morgana.

      Cassandra elbowed Morgana in the ribs.

      Morgana waved them both away. “I’m sorry... it’s just... Simon deserves to be bent over the barrel after what he’s done. Ha! Get it?” Morgana started laughing again, and Cassandra held a hand over her mouth.

      “I apologize,” Cassandra said to the castle staff. “Our servant here has been listening to too much gossip. Right, Morgana?”

      Morgana nodded, still struggling to calm herself after the revelation.

      “Now presenting his royal majesty, Owner of the Yellowcrest Trade Fleet and first among merchants, his august majesty King Bogo!”

      The servant stepped away as soon as they made the announcement, vanishing just as two guards appeared, each with the enlarged statures of those who had bound paladin sigils.

      Out stepped the roundest man any in the group had ever seen. He was tiny and would have to look up even to talk to Morgana and Cassandra. His hair was slicked back with the sweat from recent exertions, but despite his tired appearance, he had a big smile on his face.

      “Whew!” King Bogo let out a long, contented sigh. “That was some good exercise! My physician will be pleased. My hips will be sore, but that was worth it.” He threw a wink over his shoulder and thrust his hips forward.

      “Me too, sire,” Simon said as he staggered out of the room behind King Bogo. His gait was wide and clumsy, unable to stand up straight.

      Morgana let out a quick snort at the sight of him, covering her mouth to stifle it. “Guess that answers that question.”

      “Don’t give me that look! We were doing lunges! Lunges!” Simon insisted as soon as he saw Morgana’s face. The speed and haste of his reply made it appear this wasn’t the first time people had drawn conclusions about just what Simon was doing with the king behind closed doors.

      While Simon staggered off to some distant room, King Bogo leaned over to his servants. “Fetch some water and a damp towel. Wine too for our guests.”

      “We are grateful for your hospitality, your majesty,” Cassandra began.

      “Yes, yes, I’m sure you are.” King Bogo waved his hand as he dabbed at his forehead with the damp towel his servant had fetched for him a moment before. His eyes glanced at Cassandra and Morgana, looking them over in an instant before they came to Darren, where they remained.

      Darren shifted his stance a bit. The small, round man seemed to size him up for battle, which he thought was strange. The man certainly didn’t look like the type of opponent who could give him a challenge in a fight. Still, perhaps he had some strange skill. Darren would have to be on his guard.

      “And who is this fine gentleman here?” King Bogo gestured at Darren.

      Cassandra nudged Morgana. Morgana took a step back and announced Darren the same way King Bogo had been announced.

      “Behold, I present his toughness, owner of an enormous sword and First among Ass-kickers of Limedeep, King Darren!” Morgana waved her hands and bowed in Darren’s direction. Her face beamed with pride at the clever titles she came up with in the heat of the moment, though Cassandra hid her face behind her palm and shook her head.

      When Cassandra recovered her composure, she turned to King Bogo and smiled. “King Darren has recently been crowned by the people of Limedeep and ratified by the provisional city council. We would like you to formally recognize him as a fellow king. It would do much to make his standing official in the eyes of the lords of the Sacred Seas.”

      King Bogo was silent. That silence stretched on, filling the air and lingering. King Bogo seemed deep in thought as he considered Darren.

      “Your majesty?” Cassandra asked after nearly a minute had passed.

      “Huh? What were you asking me?” King Bogo shook himself. “Sorry, I wasn’t paying attention to you, whatever your name was. I was just admiring what strong arms Sir Darren here has.” He reached out to feel Darren's biceps, but Cassandra grabbed his wrist midway and pushed it back into his lap.

      “King Darren,” Cassandra corrected. “He’s a fellow king, and recognition from you would help his cause.”

      “Oh, a favor, is that it?” King Bogo stroked his chin, casting Cassandra an annoyed glance, but reluctantly keeping his hands to himself.

      “Do as Cassandra asks, and I will repay you,” Darren said. “I noticed several quests in Yellowcrest that must be completed.”

      “Oh, those...” King Bogo waved his hand. “Sadly, dark times will be upon us again. Come, I’ll tell you all about it. Come back with me to my private study, and we’ll chat you and I, king to king...”

      “That is agreeable.”

      The king hopped off his throne and gestured Darren into the back room. Cassandra hurried to catch up.

      “I would like to have a private meeting with me and my fellow king, please.” King Bogo waved his hand at his guards. “Leave us."

      Cassandra rushed up before they could leave.

      “Ahem, your majesty, I’d really rather stay with my Darren.” She wrapped herself around one of Darren’s arms. “I handle most of the city’s more mundane affairs so that my love isn’t bothered by the more tedious aspects of running a city.”

      “That’s really unnecessary,” King Bogo said, grabbing Darren’s other arm. “We’ll be talking about important private kingly matters. Nothing that requires input from some woman.” He pulled Darren through the door.

      “All the same, I’d like to be present just in case.” Cassandra smiled at King Bogo, who scowled back at her.

      “Unhand this hunk, woman!” King Bogo demanded.

      “This is my betrothed!” Cassandra protested.

      In the end, Cassandra had her way, and King Bogo invited Darren into his private study with Cassandra trailing behind him. She planted herself firmly on the seat next to Darren and kept one hand wrapped around his side the entire time.

      “There goes my plan to share secret kingly rites with you,” King Bogo sighed as he adjusted his bathrobe.

      “I think that’s for the best,” Cassandra said in reply.

      Darren, for one, was very confused. Why was Cassandra so concerned about this King Bogo?

      He didn’t seem particularly dangerous.

      Darren scanned him up and down with all his senses, magical and mundane. The man didn’t even carry a weapon on him. Unless he had an inventory like Darren’s, he didn’t even have anything to fight with.

      The Divine Aura fluctuations coming off the man weren’t all that impressive either. He had a sigil, but he’d left it somewhere in the room behind him instead of carrying it on his person. And he hadn’t evolved his body even once. He was, at best, a holy adept. And not one who’d done much training recently.

      So what had Cassandra so nervous about this man? Perhaps he had an arsenal of deadly skills in his possession?

      Darren resolved to be on his guard. If King Bogo made a move, he planned to be ready.

      “So, how is Limedeep these days?” King Bogo asked as he completely ignored Cassandra.

      “Many guards are dead, and the walls were partially destroyed,” Darren answered. “I have only left it alone now because I’ve already destroyed all nearby threats.”

      “Oh, I’m sure the people admire and appreciate you then.” King Bogo stroked his chin. “I imagine you’re popular with the people for them to elect you as their king. Limedeep has been a primitive backwater for nearly two centuries now, being run by a corrupt council of representatives. What a silly experiment that was. I could have told them that electing leaders would never work.”

      “Actually, Limedeep’s council worked rather well for a number of generations. It wasn’t until the major criminal syndicates made it their base of operations that the city took a turn for the worse,” Cassandra corrected.

      “I am not speaking to you,” King Bogo huffed in Cassandra’s direction with a scowl. A moment later, he looked back at Darren and bore a friendly smile again.

      “The council still exists,” Darren explained. “For now, I elect who sits on it. When the city is stable, I will allow them to elect leaders again.”

      “Oh, that sounds wonderful!” King Bogo beamed at Darren with a smile that stretched from ear to ear as he stared into Darren's eyes. “You know, I always thought voting was a benevolent thing to do for the people. It gives them an actual sense of involvement with your decisions. I’ll have to think about having some of my peasants vote on something.”

      “Wait, didn’t you just...” Cassandra began, but was silenced by a glare from the king.

      Darren cleared his throat. “Cassandra wishes for you to recognize me as a fellow king.”

      “Oh, that! Of course, I’ll have letters drafted to all the local city lords right away. Anything for you,” King Bogo said. “Why, I’ll even write to the emperor of the Blackwind Empire himself and see if I can’t pull some strings to have him send one around for you as well. The name of a merchant king of one city-state only goes so far, but if I could get the emperor to give his nod... well...”

      “That would be appreciated.” Darren nodded. “In exchange, I will complete all the very-hard-ranked quests and higher on my sigil in this area. That will make your lands safer to travel.”

      “Oh, there’s no need for payment between friends as good as the two of us!” King Bogo said. “Please, just consider this a favor from me to you.”

      “We’d really prefer to pay you,” Cassandra said, which took Darren back for a moment. This man must truly be very dangerous to make Cassandra refuse to get something for free.

      “Name a fair price, and we will compensate you,” Darren assured King Bogo.

      King Bogo licked his lips. “I can name anything?”

      “No!” Cassandra said. “Not anything.”

      King Bogo sagged. “Fine, complete the quests for all I care. I’ll go write those letters and drink a bottle of wine. Alone.”

      The king flopped out of his seat, landed on his feet, and made his way out of the chambers, and left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Darren, Morgana, and Cassandra were back in their carriage a few minutes later. There, Darren turned to Cassandra to ask her what she found so threatening about King Bogo.

      “Their king did not look very strong.”

      “Darren, just let me protect you this once instead of the other way around, okay?” Cassandra pleaded, eyelids fluttering.

      Darren thought that response was rather cryptic, but Cassandra gave him no further answers. Since he found out that King Bogo wasn’t an immediate threat, he dismissed the man from his mind to focus on the matters at hand.

      “Morgana, did you get the information?” Darren asked.

      “We did. I still don’t like the fact that I was the one who had to deal with Simon,” Morgana huffed as she handed a stack of papers over to Darren. They were different from the ones he’d handed to Simon, but very similar in script and format. They must have come from Yellowcrest’s own city records.

      “Next time, I’ll be the one to speak to Simon. You can stay with Darren. Just remember not to ever leave our man unattended to while in the city,” Cassandra said.

      “Understood,” Morgana replied, apparently having comprehended whatever it was Cassandra saw as dangerous with just a glance. Darren frowned. He wasn’t used to missing hidden threats. What did his women perceive that he missed?

      “I trust in you both. But if I should know, you will tell me?”

      “Of course, love.” Cassandra gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Now, let’s get down to business tracking down Amelia’s relatives. Where are they?”
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      Cassandra, Darren, and Morgana came up with a list of three places to check from the list Simon gave them. Amelia’s family had apparently emigrated from Yellowcrest a generation ago to settle in the Blackwind Empire. They had plenty of ties near Yellowcrest, so long as someone looking was willing to look three generations back.

      After leaving the ball, they doubled back to meet with Blossom so they could pick Amelia up.

      “Care to join us on a little adventure?” Cassandra asked. “We’re going to hunt down Amelia’s relatives.”

      “I wish I could, but there’s much to do in Yellowcrest.” Blossom said. “Without my equipment and some time to recover, I’ll be useless to Sasha and my companions even if I find out if they’re here or in Salsroth. I will still be in the city when you return.”

      It didn’t take them long to find the first family of relatives on their list. They headed down to the trade district to hunt down a family of tanners. After asking around a bit, they soon found the people they were looking for.

      “You’re related to this young girl here,” Cassandra said as she gestured to Amelia at her side. “Tell me, do you have room at your table for one more mouth? I’m sure this little one will grow up into a good tanner in a few years.”

      Before her stood the master of the household, busy slathering some stinking liquid onto a stretched hide hanging in the air before him.

      “Mhm, she looks like she’s from my father’s line,” the master tanner said. “How’s she related to me?”

      Cassandra flipped through the wad of papers before her. “She’s your second cousin’s kid through your uncle. The name is here.”

      Cassandra held up the family tree she’d assembled from the mismatched collection of information Simon had gathered for her.

      “My uncle?” The tanner looked up and down the street before looking at Amelia again. “That side of my family consorts with dark forces. That child is probably cursed. I want nothing to do with her.”

      “But sir!” Cassandra protested.

      “You see this brush?” the master tanner asked. “You know what I’m using to tan this hide? Dog shit boiled in rotting leaves. If you don’t get off my property on the count of ten, I’m going to have to use it!”

      The tanner chased the group off a few moments later. Darren could have fought the man off, but not without getting something extremely unpleasant on the new clothes Cassandra bought for him. In the end, they had no choice to retreat.

      With that finished for the time being, they headed off to the next group of people on their list, this time a family of cheesemakers.

      “I’m afraid things have been tight for us as of late with the demons’ outbreak,” the woman of the house said as she churned butter and greeted her unexpected guests. “I’m sure she’s a wonderful girl, but I can’t in good conscience take her in at my table. Once those demons make their way closer to Yellowcrest, the ranchers will lose their herds. No herds means no dairy, and no dairy means tough times for us.”

      “I understand, madam. Thank you for considering it, at least.” Cassandra sighed as she left with Darren, pleased at least that they weren’t being chased out with dog poop.

      The group of four visited several more people on Cassandra’s list. They were only chased out once more, but like the tanner, all of them refused to take in Amelia. Most simply cited their own difficulties raising their existing children. Others had no children and didn’t wish to be tied down by needing to care for a ward.

      They knocked on thirteen doors and got thirteen refusals. Eventually, Morgana split off so they could cover more ground.

      “I will be more comfortable in the less savory regions of the city than either of you, and I’d also look a lot less out of place. So let me go knock on doors and see if I can find anyone interested. If they are, I’ll come and get you three.”

      So, they parted ways with Morgana and continued their tour. As they rode around in their carriage from house to house, Amelia’s eyes turned further and further downcast, and a cloudy expression covered her face.

      “Dear,” Cassandra soothed as she ran her hand through Amelia’s hair. “Don’t look so glum. I am certain we will find someone who will be happy to have you. All those people who said no will be sorry they missed the chance.”

      “If you say so…” Amelia grumbled quietly. She sat in the carriage between Cassandra and Darren. She still hadn’t grown fully comfortable with him yet, but she didn’t shy away from his sight anymore. It was more of a wary and distrustful watchfulness. He offered her a few tips on trying to hide from him better. With a few demonstrations, she even started applying his advice.

      Eventually, Darren and Cassandra exhausted their list in the trade and craft districts of the city. To delve any further into Amelia’s ancestry, they would have to hope Morgana had better luck than they did or leave the city to visit a distant village towards the far northern edge of Yellowcrest’s territory.

      “I’m afraid not,” Morgana answered when they reconvened. “A few of them seemed eager and willing at first, but as soon as I mentioned how Amelia was related to them, they all got real quiet. I think a lot of these people know that Amelia’s family turned to the cults when they left for the Blackwind Empire.”

      “We will have to look harder. Let us leave the city. While we are out, I can complete those quests.”

      “It stands to reason that Amelia’s relatives outside of the city would be less well-informed,” Cassandra agreed. “It looks like we’ll have to visit that village to the north of here, after all. I’m certain we’ll have more luck there. Family ranches always need an extra set of hands.”

      “If we go by wagon, we will be traveling all day and night All three of you, climb onto me, and I will take us where we are going.”

      Darren grabbed Morgana and Cassandra by the waists and hauled both of them up onto his shoulders. He placed them there as Cassandra took Amelia into her hands.

      With Darren’s own hands holding both women and the child in place, he extended his arch paladin wings from his back. These shimmering silvery metallic feathers flapped twice, and all four of them shot into the air.

      Darren did his best to keep the ride as gentle as possible, without so much as a single bump or jostle as they flew.

      “This is amazing!” Morgana yelled as she held both hands in the air. “I’m suddenly sorry I let Callum grab that flight skill instead of me.”

      “Careful, Morgana!” Cassandra yelled. “If Darren wasn’t holding onto your leg right now, you would fall off. You see how far down the ground is?”

      “Darren would save me.” Morgana shrugged as she looked down at the ground far below them without a care in the world.

      Meanwhile, Cassandra was desperately clinging to Darren’s neck with one arm while the other was wrapped around Amelia. She was gritting her teeth and had her eyes narrowed on the horizon as she focused on anything except how far in the air they were.

      “I have to ask, Darren,” Morgana said. “Why didn’t you just fly us to the city of Yellowcrest from Limedeep? We could’ve made the whole trip in a single day.”

      “The ship had a bedroom and a private space for Amelia. That would not have been true if we had taken the trip on my back.”

      “You mean to say we took the long route so the kid wouldn’t get in the way of our nighttime fun?”

      “Yes, yes, it’s hilarious,” Cassandra said. “Now, up ahead! There is the bend in the river we’re looking for! The village should be nearby. We can make the rest of this trip on foot, so you can land us, Darren!”

      Darren brought them all to the ground, and Cassandra fell to her knees to feel the tall grass with her hands and make sure it was really there. She climbed to her feet, one unsteady leg at a time.

      “Ha, you may have better sea legs than me, but between the two of us, I’ve got the better airlegs,” Morgana laughed as she dragged Cassandra along behind her.

      Meanwhile, Darren himself was staring at a new message from his sigil.

      QUESTS AVAILABLE!

      
        	Slay the Lich Lord and destroy his undead army! (Extraordinarily difficult)

        	The Lich Lord Dagmar was assembled from the sacrifice of a priest of the Golden Temple by a prominent cult based in this area. Slay the Lich Lord before he can fulfill his purpose!

        	Reward: Increased Devotion to the seraphim. Increased Favor from Prime Saint Kalaziel. Renown within the Golden Temple, One set of used paladin armor.

      

      The request was accepted automatically, which meant something very important to the seraphim and had something to do with this area. Based on the quest prompt and how Darren now knew the seraphim gathered their information, he suspected at least one priest had recently met an unfortunate end in this area. This was probably the last location his sigil reported him in before he died.

      A new message popped up before Darren that he hadn’t seen before.

      
        	Another administrator has sent quests to be distributed through your sigil to all sigils nearby as connections are established.

        	Because your sigil is capable of performing administrator functions and administrator mode is now enabled, you can choose to accept or deny these requests.

      

      Darren rejected the request. His two women weren’t powerful enough to handle such a threat, and he wouldn’t want their sigils pushing them towards something liable to get them killed. Preventing the seraphim from directing them into foolhardy ventures and unwanted danger was just the sort of thing he routed their sigils through his for.

      As Darren hoped, he noticed no reaction from Cassandra and Morgana. That meant they hadn’t gotten the quest and that Darren’s efforts to reroute their sigils through his own had worked.

      “Come on, Darren. What are you waiting for?” Morgana waved to him as she jogged ahead of both him and Cassandra.

      They made their way to the village on foot, which was considerably less fright-inducing than descending from the sky on a pair of silver wings. By the time they made it into the village square, they had caught the attention of a few young women washing clothes in the nearby river.

      The young women gathered up their clothes as quickly as they could and tossed them into the nearby baskets before picking them up and scurrying away.

      “Strangers! Strangers are coming!” A call rang out throughout the village.

      Morgana turned to her companions. “Don’t mind their skittishness. Country folk like this are always nervous or wary of bandits. Just smile and don’t look like a bandit.”

      “Speaking from experience, no doubt?” Cassandra grumbled as she pulled Amelia close beside her. The presence of a child seemed to calm the locals significantly. Though Darren was intimidating, no bandit would bring children along to murder and plunder.

      “We are friendly.” Darren gave them a forced smile, like he was attempting to show as many teeth as possible. A few of the village cats scampered behind houses like they had just seen a tiger in the shape of a man. Dogs barked like Darren was a wolf wandering into their flock of sheep.

      The entire village went quiet, and one moment passed into the next. No member of the group was certain what was happening at first. Still, it soon became apparent that the young women they had seen earlier were spreading the word.

      They took shelter within the barns or went running into the nearby fields in search of their fathers or husbands. Before long, some villagers finally came to greet Darren and his companions.

      “Strangers, I am Hobart, leader of this village. Why have you come here? The only strange faces we see in these parts are merchants, and I see no wagon of goods behind you,” asked the man holding the only sword in the crowd. Unlike the others, who held their weapons clumsily, this man held his blade up in a proper guard and seemed to know how to use it.

      The other villagers were arrayed behind him and carried an assortment of gardening tools and clubs. They shuffled from foot to foot, trying to look as menacing as possible. Despite their best efforts, many of them were faltering at the sight of Darren.

      “We are friendly,” Darren said again.

      “And we are merchants,” Cassandra added. “Or at least I am. We are just not usually able to come out to small villages like this. I’m more of a city-to-city merchant. We could sell you some goods if you need supplies. We are actually here for another purpose, though.”

      The men standing behind Hobart visibly relaxed. Traveling merchants were something they were used to. Having one visit was probably a cause for much celebration in a small provincial village like this one.

      “If you are traders with honest and fair prices, then you are welcome in our village,” Hobart said. “Just know that we have no coin to give you. If you are looking for bronze or silver, you’re better off heading to one of the nearby towns. However, if you’re looking for beef, rawhide, or even a few well-trained draft horses, we will have better prices for you than you can get in the city. But I have to ask, if you are merchants, where are your goods?”

      Cassandra shrugged and turned to her companions. “I think our new friends here would be at far greater ease with us if we sold them some stuff. You wouldn’t happen to have anything useful in your inventory, Darren?”

      As it turned out, Darren had many things in his inventory useful to a small village like this one. Most of it came from the unsorted bags of stuff he had obtained destroying the bandit camps outside of Limedeep. Many of those settlements had been recently constructed and had tools like hammers, nails, axes, knives. A small village like this had great need of such tools, but not the means to produce them.

      So Darren’s whole piles of useless junk fell to the ground. These things weren’t really useful to him except for giving to Cassandra. Since he planned to give her this stuff anyway, he had no problem dumping it out here to sell to these villagers if she thought it would help.

      “Incredible!” Hobart said, eyes growing wide. “To possess an item that can work such miracles, you must be blessed by the seraphim. This was the work of a bag of holding, yes?”

      A few murmurs ran through the crowd of people.

      “He’s big enough to be a paladin. You think…?”

      “He must be a paladin! Those two women look too pretty to be normal. Probably priestesses or clerics.”

      The villagers seemed to grow tense. To Darren’s surprise, it was Hobart who turned to calm them instead of waiting for Morgana.

      “Now, remember, we’re honest followers of the Golden Temple,” Hobart said. “We have no reason to fear paladins, priestesses, clerics, or the like! Come, let us welcome these new holy merchants into our town!”

      And so the men put down their weapons. The women and children slowly left their homes to bring out pies and pastries. They had been preparing dinner earlier and changed their plans from a small private affair to an impromptu feast filled with different dishes from every household.

      “Thank you for your hospitality!” Morgana smiled as she loaded a plate up with buttered sweet potatoes. Having so many cows nearby, most of the dishes were some sort of butter, cream, or beef.

      Morgana and Darren sat down to eat while the villagers poked at the tools Darren laid on the ground for their selection, and Cassandra haggled over prices. This informal country party was a welcome break from all the pomp of the ball they’d attended earlier.

      “This is fine metal you got here,” the village’s part-time blacksmith said. “I need a few bars to make new shoes for the horses. Got anything for me?”

      “Certainly! I think five bronze bars is a fair price?” Cassandra said.

      The part-time blacksmith shrugged. “Give me the price again in blocks of goat cheese.”

      Cassandra’s smile fell from her face. “Right… This is going to be harder than I thought.”

      It took Cassandra some time to grow used to the idea of trading in terms of rawhide, cheese wheels, and other commodities instead of having the benefit of working through a currency. But she had a good head for trade and quickly adapted.

      They didn’t strictly need any of the materials that Cassandra was trading for. Still, Darren had no need for what Cassandra was selling. That food didn’t go bad in his inventory meant that Darren never minded stocking up on these sorts of things. So he happily accepted all the potatoes, butter, milk, and all the other things the villagers were offering for their goods.

      The nervous and frightened looks the villagers had given them before quickly disappeared after a pleasant and favorable exchange of goods. Now they started looking far more comfortable around Darren and his companions.

      For his part, Darren stared at the villagers. While Morgana ate and Cassandra talked, he sat quietly and explored the village with his mind. His Celestial Storm tendrils crept from house to house, unnoticed and undetected. He scrutinized each individual villager, looking for tiny signs only an eye that had seen such things before could spot.

      “Wow! You’re big!” a child said as he stared up at Darren. He held a stick in one hand and a small wooden board. From the looks of both, he had been practicing fighting with the sword and shield.

      Darren turned to observe the child. “I see you have been training to be a warrior.”

      “That’s right! When I grow up, I’m going to join the Order of the Leaf and become a paladin!” the child said before he scampered off.

      The child ran back to his parents, hugging his mother as she rubbed his head. The gesture was motherly, and she glanced at Darren as she made it. He saw no warmth in the motion though, and the child’s smile dropped to one of cold seriousness as soon as he thought Darren couldn’t see him.

      Darren watched him carefully, seeing a silver necklace around the child’s neck. It glowed faintly with Demonic Aura. That certainly wasn’t the kind of thing a child should be wearing.

      Darren heaved a sigh and climbed to his feet, having seen enough to be certain of his instincts by now.

      Once all of Cassandra’s merchanting was finally done, Hobart invited the strangers to spend the night in his home as guests.

      “You know, you should really be more careful about hiding your bag of holding,” Hobart chided Darren. “Those things are incredibly valuable outside of the Golden Temple. Not everyone can have a direct connection to the seraphim who can make them.”

      “I can defend it,” Darren said.

      “I suppose you would be…” Hobart trailed off. “But enough of that! Come in! You met my wife earlier, yes?”

      A middle-aged woman greeted the village’s three guests. Darren had seen her giving the child he saw earlier a treat.

      “You are fortunate to have a home and family, Hobart,” he said as he looked between Hobart and his wife.

      “Not as fortunate as I’d like,” Hobart sighed. “My wife and I have always wanted a child, but we could never have one. The seraphim wouldn’t grant our prayers. They must have their reasons, but I’m afraid I’ll always feel like our home is a little too empty without a child or two to call it home.”

      Darren merely looked back at him in reply. His face betrayed no trace of emotion.

      In contrast, Cassandra wiped a tear from her eye. “I’m sure you two would make wonderful parents. In fact, that actually has something to do with what we’re really here for. You see, this little one with us isn’t mine and Darren’s. She’s an orphan from Limedeep. We’re trying to bring her to her family here in the Northern Trade Union, and well… you’re it.”

      “Us?” Hobart’s wife pointed to herself. “You mean to say?”

      “It would delight us to take her in.” Hobart smiled, holding his arms out for Amelia.

      Amelia tucked herself behind Cassandra’s leg, shyly hiding.

      “Go on, Amelia, say hello,” Cassandra urged.

      At Cassandra’s prompting, Amelia slowly took a few steps forward. “H-Hello…”

      “Aren’t you just adorable!” Hobart’s wife smiled as she swept Amelia up in her arms. “How tragic that a precious thing like you was orphaned! Don’t you worry, Hobart and me here know just what to do with you!” She planted a kiss on Amelia’s cheek and hoisted the girl up onto her shoulders, even though Amelia should have been a bit too big for that.

      “If you don’t mind, we would like to take you up on your offer of staying the night,” Cassandra said. “Just to make sure Amelia’s settling in alright. We’ve got more business to take care of in Yellowcrest, but we’ll check in again with you in a week or so.”

      “Don’t you fret, Miss Cassandra. Your worries are at an end.” Hobart smiled.
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      Cassandra and Morgana headed around the corner with Amelia and Hobart’s wife to help the girl settle in with her new family.

      While the women tucked the child into sleep, Darren and Hobart stayed up to talk around Hobart’s dinner table.

      “I sense there is something more.”

      “Your sharp eyes miss nothing, paladin.” Hobart reached up into a nearby cabinet, pulling out a pair of glasses and a corked bottle. He poured himself a glass full of sickly yellow brew. “Here, have a drink.”

      “I do not drink this. It dulls the senses,” Darren explained.

      “Come now, they say you can never truly trust a man until you’ve had a drink with him,” Hobart insisted. “How do I know that little girl you brought my wife and me isn’t some sort of demon in disguise?”

      “How do I know this village is not full of demon-summoning cultists?” Darren stared Hobart down in the moment of tension hung in the air.

      Darren finally broke it by picking up the glass Hobart poured for him.

      Hobart seemed to relax visibly as Darren held the glass to his lips.

      But as soon as the liquid touched Darren’s lips, it went right into his inventory. He drained the glass in what seemed like one long sip and put the empty container down on the table.

      “Ha! That’s more like what I expected from a paladin of your size.” Hobart laughed. “You’ll have to forgive me for not trying to keep up with you. I’m sure you could drink me under the table if you wanted to.”

      “Do not feel compelled to dull your senses because I have,” Darren said. “It is usually better to have at least one man remain alert.”

      Hobart chuckled. “Oh, but what a sorry lonely man he must be.” Hobart held his glass to his lips, taking a sip so tiny the glass still seemed full when he was done.

      “You have something important to tell me,” Darren prodded again.

      “Straight down to business then, right?” Hobart sighed. He pressed his palms into the table as though he felt an invisible heavy weight on his shoulders. As though the burden of leading this village through troubled times was almost more than he could bear.

      Darren crossed his arms, waiting for the man to continue.

      Hobart took another slow sip from his glass, drinking nothing perceptibly but watching Darren in the corners of his eyes the whole time. Then, when he set the glass back down on the table, he finally spoke.

      “You are not the first man from the Golden Temple to come here, though you are the first to deliver a child to us,” Hobart explained. “First there was a priest, then another paladin.”

      “Why?”

      “For months now, we have been having difficulties with the growing number of undead. Ever since the successful awakening of Asmoth’Koteth, the Prime Sin of Corruption, minor undead have been popping up left and right. I think that something must have burrowed its way here from the first layer of Hell. It probably cut a path wide enough for demonic spirits to come out of it and warp the land.

      “Ordinarily, a couple of undead would just be a job for a few holy adepts. Or maybe a contingent of soldiers from Yellowcrest. But I fear that things have gotten worse as of late.” Hobart leaned over the table, eyes darting left and right as though he were afraid someone was trying to overhear. “I think the priest and the paladin both underestimated the power of these undead and fell to their swords.

      “With only an ordinary wolf or long-dead man to possess, those demonic spirits are weak. But with the body of a priest or paladin, those same demonic spirits can become incredibly dangerous. I fear there is a lich in the woods nearby. Perhaps a death knight as well.”

      “It would take fiends or a demon-worshiping cult to make such a creature. Demonic Spirits could not possess such a body on their own.” Darren shook his head.

      Hobart shrugged. “You would know more about these matters than I. In all likelihood, we’re just a few frightened provincial villagers with no idea of what we’re so scared of. If we knew how to fight these things like you do, we’d be holy adepts instead of farmers and ranchers.”

      “It does not take a holy adept or paladin to know how to fight demons.” Darren shot a slight glance at the well-worn sword on Hobart’s wall, noticing flecks of Demonic Aura dripping from it here and there. He’d probably put down more than one skeleton himself with that thing.

      “I admit I’ve read a book or two on the subject.” Hobart shrugged. “But they weren’t mine, only on loan. I know how you Golden Temple folk like to collect those things. I’d gladly hand them over to you if I still had them.”

      Hobart’s face flushed from the lie and his brows tensed.

      Darren shook his head. “Every man should have the knowledge to protect his family. But sometimes, knowledge is not enough. I will find this lich and death knight that worries you and kill them.”

      “What, now? In the dark of the night?” Hobart asked. “Shouldn’t you wait until morning? Fighting demons at night is dangerous, you know! Without the Divine Aura of the day shining down from the Heavens above, the demons will be stronger than normal!”

      “I do not need the light to kill demons.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On his way out the door, Darren sensed Cassandra, Morgana, and Amelia inside Hobart’s house. He tapped on the window as he passed.

      “Take the girl to watch the stars,” Darren said.

      “Oh, I think it’s a little cold for that.” Hobart’s wife waved her hand as she ushered Amelia to bed.

      “We’ll wear coats and blankets,” Cassandra suggested. “Darren is right. This might be our last chance to enjoy Amelia’s company. Will you be joining us, dear?”

      “I will. First, I will slay a few demons.” Darren leaned in close to Cassandra, cupping her chin in his hand and planting a kiss on her cheek, and she leaned out the window. When his lips were near her ear, he whispered, “Bring your staff.”

      A complicated expression flashed behind Cassandra’s eyes. Still, she merely smiled at Darren and returned his kiss with one of her own.

      It took little searching to discover that there were undead incredibly close to the village. Darren encountered his first skeleton before even getting out of sight of the flickering torch on Hobart’s door.

      The skeleton itself was a humble thing. It had the fleshless and weathered look of the set of bones whose owner had long since been forgotten. From the stature and shape of the brow ridges, Darren guessed they had belonged to a woman who died of old age more than a century ago. It had probably crawled out of whatever grave it had been sitting in and now was prowling the surface world.

      The skeleton turned its head towards Darren, and a pair of glowing crimson specks of light stared out of those empty sockets. It stood taller and straighter, bones rattling as pulses of demonic aura shot off the undead. It was contacting its friends and telling them what it saw.

      Darren activated his movement skill, crossing the distance between him and the skeleton instantly. He grabbed its skull in one hand and used his purification skill to immediately disperse the demonic spirits hiding within it.

      The skeleton collapsed to the ground, suddenly lifeless once again. Darren reached out his hand to grab for the strands of demonic aura that had been streaming from the skeleton itself.

      As Darren examined them, he realized they were not too unlike the connections between sigils that he had been studying earlier. Perhaps if he knew how to use demonic aura the same way he could use Divine Aura, he too could send messages down the strands.

      But Darren wasn’t here to sit and play with aura. He was here to slay demons, and slaying demons was just what he would do.

      He grabbed the dissipating strands of demonic aura hovering in the air. He tore at them with his mind, trying to pour Divine Aura into them. It was like pouring water into a fireplace. The divine aura was not meant to run through a conduit made of demonic aura. The two fought against one another with each passing moment.

      But Darren’s will could not be dissuaded. He grabbed at them both, compelling the divine aura to move forward and onward. It shot through the tiny tunnels and strands connecting this dead skeleton to its other undead companions.

      Power flowed through those connections with far greater ferocity than should have been possible. In the distance, Darren heard inhuman howls of pain. The divine aura he was pouring through these connections was spilling into the undead they were connected to. There, his power burned them from the inside out, like holy fire setting their very being ablaze.

      Divine and demonic aura clashed, and in weaker monsters, even this tiny fragment of Darren’s power was too much for them to face. Human-sized torches of fire lit up the ranch around him. Undead burned like tiny blazing infernos and a rough circle around him. They’d been trying to lure him into a trap mere moments before so they could surround him, but Darren had sensed their approach long before now.

      Most of the undead horde died long before they had any hope of reaching Darren. First-order undead, animated by nothing but incorporeal demonic spirits, stood no chance in his presence. The mere passive effect of his demon-slaying and purification skills meant nearly all died instantly in his presence, and only the luckiest were destroyed by Darren’s own hand.

      The second-order demons felt a visceral inner sense of terror at the sight of Darren. They faltered as they approached, unable to bring themselves closer. He would finish them off at his own leisure.

      The only demons truly of concern to Darren were the third-order ones, with equivalent strength to ordinary paladins. He spotted two such creatures in the crowd, both of whom were wearing the bodies of humans far more recently deceased than the rest.

      SENSE INTENT: COMBAT ANALYSIS: DEATH KNIGHT (THIRD ORDER)

      
        	Created from the remains of a deceased paladin that has been corrupted by dark rituals, this death knight possesses all the power and skills that the paladin did in life, as well as any additional abilities its demonic patron granted its new servant.

        	Lich Lord Dagmar (Fourth Order)

        	Created from the remains of a deceased priest corrupted by dark rituals, this Lich Lord possesses all of its priestly skills and additional powers granted by the primary demonic spirit possessing it. The greater spirit demon Dagmar is a servant of the Prime Sin of corruption and specializes in controlling the undead.

      

      Darren stared both of the demons down. The death knight stood as tall as he was. Hollow eyes sockets covered red and blistered flesh. Black armor hung over its body as it held a massive paladin’s sword loosely at its side.

      Though the armor was black and the skin beneath it dead, it was fresh enough that the paladin whose corpse and soul had been used in the creation of this Death Knight was still recognizable.

      And recognize him Darren did. Not long ago, this man had challenged Darren back in Yellowcrest for being a paladin who was also a king. That hadn’t been a particularly good meeting, but Tommen of the Order of the Leaf had seemed more honorable than any paladins Darren had met among the Order of the Rod.

      And now Tommen was dead, nothing more than a corpse being paraded around by a lich.

      His armor and sword had likely both been replaced with pieces made from down in one of the lower Hells. It was of far finer make than Darren saw on the Order of the Leaf paladins he had seen earlier. However, all the materials in this set were demonic.

      “Paladin…” said the Lich. Its voice was like a winter wind whistling through twisted branches. It was the sound of dead and creaking wood bending and crackling. “I am Dagmar, and soon you will serve me!”

      Darren stared at the Lich, examining it. Not all creatures within the same level were of equivalent strength. That was especially true of things that had something special in their name, like the word Lord. Demon Lords were always more powerful than other demons of the same level.

      Darren had fought Demon Lord Nylyeth, the Devil Dragon of the third layer of Hell. That had taken preparation and a great deal of skill. Could he do such a thing here and now, without warning?

      Third-order demons were as powerful as paladins, so fourth-order demons were as powerful as archpaladins. But Darren knew from fighting Gaimon that archpaladin was just as vast a chasm as that from an average fourth-order demon to those of the most powerful demon lords.

      Darren wasn’t sure where he stood on that ladder of power, but he was certain he wasn’t at the bottom.

      “Well?” Lich Lord Dagmar asked, gnarly hands extended. He gestured to his Death Knight, who marched forward with heavy steps. The Death Knight held its sword up in an attack that would have no doubt been both quick and strong to an ordinary paladin, but this was something even Gaimon would have been able to dodge.

      Darren ducked to the side as the Death Knight struck. He planted a boot on its sword, grabbing the hilt with one hand and jamming the blade into the dirt. Then, he let Melancholy fall into his other hand. He rang Melancholy’s pommel against the Death Knight’s helmet like ringing a gong.

      The blow itself did nothing to harm the Death Knight. Still, the burst of purifying energy that shot out of Darren’s hand was like a wave of divine fire washing over the undead’s head. Its knees lost their strength as it crumpled. He encouraged this with a shove, twisting Melancholy between him and the Death Knight’s neck. The earlier blow with his pommel had shifted it just far enough back to slip Melancholy beneath the helmet.

      While Darren dealt with Dagmar’s minion, the Lich Lord charged an attack. He was using some sort of corrupted priest spell. What would have been a beam of brilliant golden light was instead a bar of crimson energy.

      But Darren severed the Death Knight’s head in one quick blow. He caught the head in one hand and threw it at the Lich Lord. A moment later, he picked up the rest of the Death Knight’s corpse and charged forward in the blink of an eye.

      The lich lord had another dozen skills at the ready. It no doubt had some demonic abilities hidden up its sleeves as well.

      None of it mattered. Darren moved too fast, and Melancholy’s blade was too deadly to demon-kind. So he shoved Melancholy’s blade right through the beheaded Death Knight’s torso and jammed it into the stomach of the Lich Lord.

      Three different half-formed skills tried to attack Darren at once. In response, a pulse of purifying energy shot out of Darren’s body like a golden light. In this attack’s incomplete state Darren’s own skill overwhelmed and destroyed them.

      The empty eyes of the lich lord flickered out and faded even as the undead body its dark spirit was housed in swelled.

      Like a rotting and bloated rat, the lich lord’s body burst apart with a noxious stench. Within that cloud of gas, a dense cloud of miasma hovered in the air, dispersing itself in all directions like steam spilling out of a cooking pot and running over the ground.

      Darren would not allow the demon’s true form to flee so easily, though. He reached out and wrapped his fingers around the densest mass of Demonic Aura.

      “Disappointing,” Darren said to the demon. He had actually grown rather eager for the fight. But now he found both the Lich and the death knight had died to his first set of blows. Normally, he would have expected to still just be feeling his enemy out around now.

      The smoke churned in Darren’s grip, struggling to escape. But another pulse of purifying golden light wrapped around it, nailing it to his hand like steel into the wood. There, it only felt his presence all the stronger, and the purifying waves of power washed over the spirit again and again.

      It howled in pain, but Darren realized that if Dagmar could not present him with the opportunity to hone his combat skills, he could allow him the chance to practice his most recent addition to his repertoire.

      Darren could make vessels and imbue them with the power of a Divine Spirit. But going into the Heavens to hunt Heavenly Water Dragons would not always be practical. Could he instead simply transform demonic spirits into divine spirits so that he could use them with his skill?

      Darren wasn’t sure, and his own curiosity surprised him. He never followed whims like these down in Hell. One wrong move would have been enough to lose his life. He would have never stopped to experiment there. But the safer world of the surface had awakened a part of him that he’d always suppressed for his own safety.

      He could puzzle through these strange aspects of his sigil. He could explore these uncharted aspects of seraphim and demons with the confidence of knowing he could handle anything unexpected that might come of it.

      Bit by bit, the purifying light continued to glow brighter and brighter.

      “W-what is happening?” Lich Lord Dagmar whispered in an odd mixture of anticipation and terror. It didn’t know what Darren was doing to it, but it understood instinctually that he was changing its very being.

      Darren reached down for the Death Knight’s armor with his other hand. Now that the Death Knight was truly dead, he pulled the body into his inventory. From there, he pulled out the clean and empty armor. It lay on the ground, experiencing the pulses of golden light just as Dagmar himself was.

      The dark cloud of miasma that was Dagmar continued to twist and churn, slowly glowing brighter until the black turned to gray with darker specks in it. As time went on, more light flowed from Darren into Dagmar.

      Darren’s skill transformed the very essence of Dagmar, devouring the dark motes of energy. His skill eroded countless centuries of evil and corruption, leaving only the core essence of what was good about the being called Lich Lord Dagmar. Given how evil he was, most of the Demonic Aura that made the lich up was lost in the process, and Darren suspected whatever was created by this reaction wouldn’t be nearly as powerful as the lich lord had been. But it also wouldn’t be compelled to harm others like Dagmar had been.

      Meanwhile, the armor on the ground before Darren changed color as well. It shifted from smoke-blackened steel and crimson hide to brilliant and shining silver. The demon hide that the armor was made from was still there, but the scales smoothed out and became softer and brighter.

      Within moments, the Death Knight’s armor wasn’t something a demon minion would wear but instead a brilliantly glowing set of blue, gold, and silver fit for one of the seraphim themselves to wear.

      “W-what is going on?” Dagmar’s voice echoed out from the glowing white cloud in Darren’s palm. It had lost much of the harshness it carried before, sounding smoother and softer. What would have sounded like an angry demand before instead came out as a simple question. “Why do I feel so… good?”

      “You live?” Darren asked curiously.

      “More than that… I remember… I… I wasn’t always a demon spirit! Yes, years ago, I was known as Dagmar, the druid! Yes, it’s all coming back to me now! Thank you, stranger, for healing me!”

      A tiny figure drifted up from Darren’s palm, vaguely humanoid in shape, but with a torso and antlers like those of an elk. Darren thought he looked male, but the spirit was too blurry to make out more than the basic shape.

      Darren held the spirit for a moment as several other masses emerged from the Divine Aura he had created through the purification of Lich Lord Dagmar.

      Dagmar the druid was the core soul, but around his soul were countless other spirits. They took the form of bears, owls, foxes, and ravens. Darren saw the shapes of all those creatures flickering in and out of existence before his eyes.

      “I wish there was some way to repay you for freeing me after all these years…” Dagmar the druid said wistfully. “I’ve been trapped in that mire of evil for so long… I hardly remember what it was like to think clearly!”

      “Go and fly to the heavens,” Darren suggested to the spirit.

      But Dagmar shook his head. “The heavens are not meant for me. My time came long before their rise, and those days are gone in this region. The seraphim and the demons rule the Sacred Seas, and my people are dead.”

      “What do you mean?” Everything Darren knew said the Heavens had always been what they were. But Dagmar now said that there was something else before them.

      “Other gods and spirits rule the lands beyond the Sacred Seas, as other gods once ruled here before your people came to these wild lands.” Dagmar let out a long sigh. “But those days are long passed now. As are mine. The time has come for me to disperse my soul and return all that is me to the soil I came from.”

      “You plan to die?” Darren asked with furrowed brows. He’d just saved this spirit, which seemed to be rather intelligent. There were many questions Darren wouldn’t mind asking him.

      “Yes,” Dagmar replied. “But while I can choose my fate, my companions who were trapped with me for so long must make their own choices. I know some will follow me into death and rebirth, but I sense one wants to stay.”

      He held out a hand, and a black raven settled atop Dagmar’s hand. It was tiny, matching the scale of Dagmar’s own miniature form. Despite the diminutive size, it held all the detail of a living raven and was particularly vibrant compared to the other half-faded spirits.

      “Perhaps my old friend here can be of use to you. He wishes to linger here a while longer. You’ll need to find a home for him though,” Dagmar said.

      Darren turned to the armor on the ground. “I know what to do.”

      Darren bent over the armor, converting it into a vessel with the help of his recently acquired skill. He had meant to test it, and now he had a willing spirit to help him.

      He pressed his hand against the now-blessed armor and ushered the raven towards it. It came without hesitation, pressing its beak into the metal beneath Darren’s hand and filling the newly formed vessel.

      Darren turned back to Dagmar only to find the druid already dissolving into motes of light. He waved goodbye to Darren as his energy streamed away, brushing lightly against the newly enchanted armor.

      Some of Dagmar’s essence settled there, but most continued to drift into the grass around Darren’s feet and faded into the ground. The rest of the spirit creatures soon followed, and soon Dagmar the druid was no more.

      SENSE INTENT: BLESSED ARMOR OF THE RADIANT KNIGHT (EPIC)

      
        	This armor was crafted from Devil Dragonhide and Nether iron ore from the lowest depths of the fifth Hell. After being blessed by Darren Heavengrace, its demonic properties have been inverted to divine properties. The Devil Dragonhide is now equivalent to Heavenly Dragonhide, and the Nether iron is equivalent to Luminous Bright Ore.

        	This armor can endure attacks from fourth-order entities for sustained periods of combat. It can mitigate the damage dealt by average attacks from fifth-order entities, especially when combined with defensive skills.

      

      

      
        	Blessed Armor of the Radiant Knight (Epic) is now Armor of the Wilds (Epic)

        	Your skill has transformed the Blessed Armor of the Radiant Knight into a vessel.

        	This armor enhances the speed and maneuverability of the wearer, allowing them to better dodge incoming attacks.

        	The Divine raven spirit within this armor has granted the user its form! Wearing armor with him as a vessel allows users to shift their bodies.

      

      With all the undead taken care of, Darren glanced back at the nearby village. He’d kept his Celestial Storm tendrils trailing behind him throughout the fight, and now he was sensing the commotion he expected. He would need to double back around now and take care of things there.

      Or perhaps he would wait a while before acting. After all, it was past time Cassandra and Morgana learned the lesson Darren did years ago about trusting strangers.
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      As soon as the paladin named Darren was out of sight, Hobart poured his cup full of poisoned whiskey back into its container. The stuff was expensive, and there was no sense letting it go to waste.

      The paladin had drunk an entire glass. It probably wasn’t enough to put him down on its own, especially if he had a healing or vitality-boosting skill, but it would slow the paladin down enough that he probably would not be able to get away from the death knight. To say nothing of Lich Lord Dagmar.

      Hobart should have been completely certain of his success. Soon, another accursed paladin would be dead, and his body would be used to make another death knight. And those two holy adepts he brought with him would probably make good lesser undead for Dagmar as well. Hobart had served his patron well tonight.

      So why were his hands trembling?

      As Hobart dried off the pair of empty glasses and placed them back on his mantelpiece as though they were prized possessions, his hand shook and he dropped one of them, letting it shatter on the ground.

      Hobart cursed and reached for the broom. It took him a few moments to realize he shouldn’t bother. He had been maintaining this humble peasant disguise for far too long. If he were truly a countryside rancher like he pretended to be, glass would be hard to come by.

      But, as the 200-year-old cult leader of the secret cult of Dagmar, and ultimately worshipers of Asmoth’Koteth, the Prime Sin of Corruption, Hobart had access to many resources that ordinary humans could only dream of.

      Dagmar had provided silver and gold aplenty, along with unique rituals so that Hobart himself and a few of his trusted lieutenants could maintain their health and vigor long past the year they should’ve been nothing more than a pile of bones buried in the ground.

      “Bah!” Hobart kicked the shattered glass into the fireplace and went into the side room. He expected to find the pair of holy adepts and the new girl they brought him.

      That little brat was one of Evans’ brood. Hobart recognized his cousin’s features and the girl’s hair and brows. Her father had betrayed Lord Dagmar in order to join the service of another. The little girl didn’t have enough power in her to be of much use as a sacrifice to Dagmar, but given her age she was probably pure enough to be offered up as a gift to Dagmar’s own mistress, Asmoth’Koteth.

      Hobart was finally shaking off the unnerving concern he was feeling when he opened the door to Minerva’s sleeping chamber. She’d been a peasant girl Hobart had taken in years ago when she expressed her desire to learn the secret ways of cultists. He had high hopes for her at the time, but those hopes had proved fruitless.

      “Girl! Where is the child? And the two women?” Hobart demanded from his so-called wife.

      “I couldn’t stop them, sir! They insisted on taking the girl out to go stargazing. I managed to get a hair off of the child’s head though. I’m performing a tracking ritual now.” She gestured to a wooden bowl on the ground. Around it, she was painting a star and circle made of blood as she prepared to channel demonic aura into the item.

      “Idiot!” Hobart snarled. He kicked the bowl aside and smeared the blood markings on the floor. “Clean that up. You shouldn’t use one of the unholy artifacts when you don’t have to. Simply grab a candle, get out there, and watch them!”

      “R-right away, sir!” Minerva picked up the bowl, gingerly depositing it back into its proper drawer before climbing to her feet and scurrying out the door.

      Hobart sighed to himself and promised once again that when he picked a new name and identity he’d make sure that girl ended up as a sacrifice. He couldn’t remember what he’d seen in her when he’d first met her as a twelve-year-old girl some thirty years ago and took her from her family to live the life of a cultist.

      He could only hope that the girl would manage to keep today’s sacrifices occupied long enough for Hobart himself to rally the rest of the cult. He hadn’t had the opportunity to poison either of the two women. The dark-haired one wore a sword and looked like a fighter, which meant she might be tough to put down, especially if she had a skill or two useful for fighting.

      Hobart ran to a nearby hatch buried in the floor beneath the carpet. He pulled the carpet up and tossed it aside so it doubled over on itself. Beneath that carpet was a hatch. He opened that hatch to a staircase leading down. This was Hobart’s own personal doorway down to the first Hell. It had taken him several years and many sacrifices to open up a doorway to that dark place, but eventually he turned an ordinary cellar into a portal to infinite demonic aura.

      Tapping the powers emanating from Hell, Hobart activated one of the skills from the corrupted sigil he had obtained years ago. Asmoth’Koteth herself altered this sigil to make it the master of all the sigils of his fellow cultists. The humble pin hidden beneath his shirt was the greatest symbol of his devotion, and the reason why he ruled this cult, second only to Lich Lord Dagmar.

      

      
        	Issuing New Quest: gather in the center of the village armed with your true weapons. Subdue the two women who visited today.

        	Issuing New Quest: prepare the circle of corruption for the creation of a new death knight.

      

      

      When Dagmar returned with the defeated paladin’s corpse and talisman, he would expect Hobart and his followers to have a circle ready. He would want them collecting demonic aura and ready for Dagmar himself to begin the process of pouring demonic spirits into it.

      It would only be a matter of time. Lich Lord Dagmar had no doubt already defeated the paladin by now. Either that, or the Lord was taking his time toying with his prey. Once the other Death Knight was here, slaying those two holy adepts would be easy.

      Hobart repeated that promise to himself several more times, hoping that this time it would stick.

      He left his home in a hurry, with torch in hand. He was still grumbling to himself under his breath when a truly massive raven flitted before his face. It landed on a nearby tree branch, staring him down with a look of judgment on its beak.

      Hobart jumped back, strangely startled and unnerved by the sudden appearance of the bird.

      He took his torch in hand, rallied his courage and swept the torch through the air in front of the bird. “Go! No handouts for you.”

      The raven merely looked down at Hobart with an upturned beak, unflinching and uncaring of the waving torch. Hobart swung the burning stick a little closer, but the raven jumped nimbly from one leg to another and landed on a nearby branch to glare at Hobart some more.

      Hobart turned to swat at the bird again, but it moved so fast it seemed to vanish from one branch and appear in another, almost like it was using some sort of powerful movement skill.

      “Stay out of my way,” Hobart snarled at the bird. He realized then he was trying to fight some dumb animal and proceeded to ignore it. Behind him, he sensed the bird take flight, flapping its wings so it hovered just out of reach and stared down at him.

      The other cultists were already gathering in the village square. Before, they’d been armed with ordinary clubs and wooden staves. Those weapons were gone, replaced with cruel spiked whips and a few blood-colored rods of wood.

      Most of Hobart’s cultists didn’t truly know how to fight. But they knew enough about the workings of demonic aura to use an artifact from Hell. Together, they’d killed more than one holy adept looking for the source of demonic aura in this area.

      “Sir Hobart? Where is Lich Lord Dagmar and the last death knight?” one of the cultists asked. “I’m not sure we can take two holy adepts at once on our own.”

      “Tell me this. Is Lord Dagmar in your service, or are you in his?” Hobart demanded of the cultist.

      The cultist cowered, taking a step back and looking to the ground. “Apologies, Sir Hobart.”

      Hobart turned to the rest of the cultists, looking them over with a fierce and commanding gaze.

      “Now we will prove to Lord Dagmar that we are worthy of the gifts he has worked so hard to bestow upon us. We will use these weapons, crush these two holy adepts and use their bodies as new weapons in Lord Dagmar’s growing horde of undead!”

      Hobart expected cheering and chanting in reply to his glorious speech, but in return he received nothing more than murmurs. The raven behind him let out a short caw, as though it was snorting at his speech.

      Hobart turned to regard the raven, but wherever it was now it hadn’t been where he had last seen it.

      He turned back to his followers. “And do not forget, all loyalty you show now will be repaid a hundredfold when we throw down the Golden Temple and establish a new order in the world! When the end times come at last, each and every one of you will be reborn as a demon blessed with power far beyond mortal comprehension!”

      That finally got Hobart a few cheers. He glanced behind him to look for the raven again but saw it already flapping into the distance towards where the little girl and their two guests were watching the stars. Minerva was already there, marking their position with her burning candle.

      “Get the crossbows!” Hobart yelled, hoping the burbling of the nearby creek was loud enough to keep their guests from noticing all the commotion back in the village.

      A crow called three times overhead, attracting the attention of the two women. They looked up and saw the bird and followed its flight back to Hobart himself who stood with the crossbow in hand.

      Their reactions were far quicker than Hobart thought they should’ve been. The pink-haired one swung her staff around her as she took a step in front of the little girl. The other drew the sword at her hip. Fire blossomed between her fingers, growing into the shape of a tiny ball. The ball hovered in the air, drifting slowly around her.

      “Hobart! What’s going on?” the pink-haired girl asked as she held her staff between her and the gathering crowd of villagers.

      “Your death!” Hobart yelled. “Fire!”

      Hobart pulled the trigger to his crossbow, but just when he thought he had the pink-haired girl in his sights, the raven flitted in front of his face with talons extended. Two claws scored long marks along his cheeks, blinding Hobart in the eye he was aiming with. Hobart flung his crossbow to the ground and waved his hands in front of his face to bat the raven aside, but it had already flown away.

      “Damn seraph-blessed bird! Someone shoot that thing!” Hobart cursed.

      A few shots rang out through the open air. The crossbow bolts that were meant for the two women instead headed towards the bird fluttering through the air. But the bird was fast and nimble, and every bolt soared harmlessly by it.

      The two women they were fighting seemed to realize that this was their opportunity to flee. The black-haired one took Minerva by the hand while the other grabbed the little girl. Even now, they hadn’t figured out Minerva was a cultist as well.

      Minerva pulled out a knife and tried to stab the black-haired one in the back the moment she saw an opportunity. Hobart was about to lift his opinion of her a little, but she didn’t even manage to do that right.

      The dark-haired girl had her sword up in an instant and smacked the flat of it against the back of Minerva’s hand, disarming her in one quick blow. Hobart cursed when she collapsed back onto the ground, lying in the mud. She missed her chance. The least she could have done now was pick her knife back up and vainly try for another stab.

      The two women left Minerva in the mud while they ran with the little girl.

      “After them! We know these woods, corner them!” Hobart shouted. With any luck some of their patron’s undead would be crawling these woods.

      And so the hunt began. Hobart and his cultists raised their weapons and charged after the pair of women and the fleeing girl.

      Footsteps pounded the packed dirt, and heavy feet cut through the tall grasses.

      “They’re trying to lose us in the unharvested grain fields! After them!” Hobart shouted as he directed his men to chase their fleeing prey.

      “Argh! It burns!” the woman off to Hobart’s left shouted. Her hair was on fire, burning like she’d dipped it into the fireplace.

      That little ball of fire the black-haired swordswoman had conjured jumped over her torso and across her head, lighting her clothes and hair as it passed. A moment later, it jumped to another of Hobart’s village cultists and burned him as well.

      The screams grew louder as another voice joined that of the first cultist.

      “Enough!” Hobart shouted. In his shout, he directed his fury deeper inwards towards one of his skills, Demonic Aura Projection.

      It was a rare-ranked ability, rare even among demons. It allowed him to focus demonic aura out of himself like an arrow loosed from a bow.

      Now, that beam of demonic aura shot forth and extinguished the tiny spark of flame as it tried to attack, snuffing it out like a candle flame blown out in the wind.

      The black-haired woman staggered backward as though struck by a physical blow and Hobart grinned, knowing he’d taken out what had no doubt been her strongest skill.

      “Circle around the fields! Surround them so they can’t get away, then we’ll finish them off! Lich Lord Dagmar will be pleased when we present them to him!” Hobart shouted again, encouraging his people.

      Overhead, the raven cawed once more before circling around the field, following the men Hobart directed to flank their prey.

      Hobart quickly realized that the women were surprisingly good at evading him and his men through the tall grass.

      Hobart and most of his people were just tall enough that the tops of their heads could be seen through the grass, but the women hid beneath it.

      The men Hobart sent around to cut off the women’s escape were doing a terrible job of corralling them closer to Hobart and the others.

      “Those idiots must have gotten lost in their own fields….” Hobart grumbled to himself.

      “Glorious Leader Hobart,” one of Hobart’s cultists asked with a trembling voice. “That raven circling overhead is an ill omen. Perhaps we should give these two up.”

      Hobart snorted. “And sacrifice Lord Dagmar’s hiding place? No, we’ve spent decades building our strength in this village. We’re strong enough now to survive anything from the Golden Temple short of a full crusade! But once a few more paladins and holy adepts like these two fall into Lord Dagmar’s clutches, we’ll be able to overcome even that!”

      “As you say, Leader Hobart,” the cultist who’d questioned him replied uncertainly. Hobart made a note to remember his face so he could use him for something unpleasant later.

      Just then, a blast of white gossamer webbing shot out of the tall grass and covered Hobart and the two cultists beside him.

      Immediately after, crimson light flashed, and the two men beside Hobart both sagged as though they’d had the energy sapped from their bodies.

      “Ha, take this, counter-ambush!” shouted the one Hobart remembered as Morgana.

      An instant later, her little sword shot out of the brush and stabbed one of the weakened cultists in the guts. The other weakened one took a stab as well. Hobart slashed at her in retaliation, but with the thick webbing covering his body, he couldn’t reach her.

      All his slash ended up doing was cutting away some of the grass and sending it blowing back into his face.

      He scrambled to clear the gossamer strands away from himself. When he was finally free, both women and the child were scurrying again into the tall grass.

      The raven cawed overhead twice more, as though laughing at the sight.

      Hobart took one look at the pair of cooling corpses next to him.

      He glared toward the fleeing women and child.

      “You won’t get away from me that easily!”

      The two dead next to Hobart could serve him with their bodies no longer, but their souls might help his aims a little longer.

      Part of being a cultist was the act of filling the soul with Demonic Aura. This would ensure the soul itself was strong, often granting the living body greater strength or size in accordance with their new power.

      It also allowed the cultists a far greater chance of becoming powerful demons after their death. Many powerful cultists became fiends right away after they died, having used their mortal existence to accumulate as much Demonic Aura as possible and refine it into their souls and bodies to enhance themselves.

      What Hobart was doing now would take those years of work from his two followers and burn it all at once. Their souls would be left simple pathetic things. Still, there was no guarantee the demons they would turn into would continue serving Hobart’s cause. Heavens curse the thought. They might even think they were superior to Hobart because of their new demon bodies.

      Better to crush that in the bud now.

      So Hobart used his Soul Drain skill to siphon all the Demonic Aura from the souls of his two dead comrades. As a result, two lifetimes of demonic aura filled Hobart’s body, granting him strength and speed far beyond what a mortal man was meant to wield.

      His skin swelled and blistered. The flesh beneath it grew taut with the strain of the bulging muscles beneath it. His power grew so great that the sword in his hand felt like nothing more than a stick. He felt as though he could cleave a horse in two with a single swing.

      He covered ground in great leaping bounds.

      No longer was he running. Now he was jumping out of the tall grass as high above it as he was tall.

      From such a vantage point, he could easily catch the trails of the fleeing women. Yet, strangely, he didn’t see any of the other cultists circling around as he ordered.

      “There is no running now, seraph-worshiping fools!” Hobart laughed, voice coming out rough and throaty after his transformation.

      The power rushing through him was cruel and dominant. He longed to rip someone apart with his bare hands. It was a shame Lord Dagmar would need these holy adepts’ bodies intact. Killing them would be so satisfying.

      Perhaps he could tear the child apart. Now that Hobart had so much Demonic Aura coursing through him, he realized he would enjoy the prospect of tearing that child limb from limb far more than he thought he would.

      “Amelia, run!” The one called Cassandra pushed the little girl onward while she and Morgana stood between the child and Hobart.

      “You’ve gotten ugly,” Morgana said.

      “I’ve gotten powerful! More powerful than you seraph-worshipers could ever dream of! The seraphim hoard blessings of the body like this one, but demons give it freely! And now I shall use this power to tear you apart!”

      Morgana held up her sword, but Hobart flicked his own blade. Hobart’s blade moved like lightning, hacking at Morgana’s like a lumberjack at a tree. To Hobart’s surprise, Morgana’s sword sheared his in half, though the blow still knocked Morgana back.

      Cassandra jabbed her staff at him. Had Hobart not so recently enhanced himself with the souls of his dead comrades, he’d be in trouble.

      But he had, and so the resistance of these two women was futile.

      “Die!” Hobart laughed and howled simultaneously, sweeping both staff and sword aside with the back of his hand.

      He cast the two women into the mud, chasing after the little girl behind them, still backing away.

      The last thing he saw was the raven flapping its wings overhead, and then a piercing pain split his body from the top of his head to the base of his groin.

      His vision faded to the sudden appearance of a paladin in shining armor stepping over his body to pick up the terrified little girl he’d been about to tear apart.

      “Darren!” the women called, and then Hobart knew no more.
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      Darren appeared in a flurry of black raven feathers.

      They drifted off his temporary birdlike form. The feathers wrapped around him, transforming back into the cloak and armor he’d recently gained.

      Darren landed on the ground with a thud, cutting Hobart’s suddenly monstrous form with one swing of Melancholy’s blade.

      Two half-human and half-demon corpses collapsed to the ground. The claws on Hobart’s twitching fingers were still outstretched towards Amelia with the lingering will to do terrible deeds.

      Watching the cultists pursue Cassandra and Morgana had been an educational experience for him as much as for them. Watching him utilize ever-increasing quantities of demonic aura had slowly warped Hobart’s form and thoughts from those of a human to those of a demon.

      Darren had heard of cultists eventually becoming demons themselves. Now that he had seen the process at work under such sharp scrutiny, he was beginning to have an instinctual feel for how it happened.

      The fact that Melancholy so easily cut through Hobart’s flesh was more proof than anything that Hobart was more demon than man now.

      “Darren!” Cassandra and Morgana shouted as one.

      Cassandra rushed forward to embrace Darren. Morgana took a second to sheathe her sword and look left and right before running in to join her.

      “You should not put your weapons away so easily,” he said as he picked up the staff that Cassandra had dropped to embrace him. “There could be more enemies around.”

      “They wouldn’t be around for long with you to protect us.” Cassandra smiled wide and warm as she pressed her body against Darren’s, rubbing her cheek against the stomach of his new armor.

      “I see you’re looking all shiny and new,” Morgana said as she gestured at Darren. “It’s a good look for you. Though if you ask me I preferred the bare-chested and wild look you had when we first met.”

      “This armor has unusual powers,” Darren explained. “I think it will be useful.”

      Cassandra looked like she was in the mood to thank Darren in a way that was far more physical than a simple hug. Morgana had her eyes on the tall grass around them and started working on renewing her fire elemental skill. But by the growing heat in her cheeks, she looked like she would happily join Cassandra once she was certain they were safe.

      But they had a third member of their group who was all that was preventing things from getting too intimate then and there.

      Amelia stepped forward with trembling hands and shaking knees. Being nearly torn apart by a demonic cultist made this the third time she’d nearly died.

      “T-thank you, Sir Darren.” The young girl’s eyes darted up for a brief moment to meet his and check his expression before darting back to the ground.

      In that moment, Darren got a good look at her expression. It was not terrified like he expected from her body and stuttering words. There was something more in them that he hadn’t expected to see.

      To get a second look, Darren reached down under Amelia’s arms and picked her up, holding her over his head so she couldn’t turn her head away from him. When she tried to look left or right he would turn her again and continue studying her face.

      “Darren?” Cassandra asked curiously.

      “You would have fought that cultist who came to kill you, yes?”

      The trembling in Amelia’s hands and legs immediately came to an abrupt halt.

      “Yes,” she answered in a small and quiet voice. Now her eyes met Darren’s, and he smiled at the tiny spark he saw burning within them. If tended and nurtured, perhaps it could one day light a blaze of fire and light that would burn for a lifetime.

      Darren had seen that look in Callum’s eyes. It was a desire to have the strength to crush evil wherever it rose.

      “I can show you the path, but you must walk it on your own.” Darren stared into Amelia’s eyes, his intent boring deep into her.

      He sensed Amelia struggle from within. She still held her fear of paladins close to her heart. Having Darren watching her so intently had her heart racing like a rabbit staring into the eyes of a fox.

      But then that spark that had caught Darren’s eye flashed again, blazing with heat and intensity. And so Amelia found the courage to meet his gaze.

      “I could be like you? Powerful and strong?” Amelia asked.

      “If you have the will.”

      “Okay.” Amelia nodded. “Tell me what to do.”

      Darren reached into his inventory, fetching a relic he’d held precious for many years. There were countless other sigils that he could have given this girl, but somehow he felt drawn to one in particular, as though another hand was guiding him.

      He pulled out his mother’s sigil, the tiara she’d worn in life. He placed it on Amelia’s brow. It was a little too big on her, but Darren knew she would either grow into it or die trying.

      His mother’s soul was long gone from this thing, leaving the sigil bare and ready to accept a new user. Amelia would have to climb the ranks of priestesses the same way any other sigil wielder would, but Darren knew she was up for the challenge.

      The little internal switch inside the sigil flickered as soon as it touched Amelia’s brow. Despite her youthful age, it seemed to have found a perfect match.

      “Prepare your mind,” he said as he closed Amelia’s eyes. A look of surprise flashed across the girl’s face as an invisible message that only she could see flicked across her vision.

      “Thank you, Sir Darren.” The girl wrapped her arms around his head, fearing him no longer.

      Cassandra embraced Darren again from behind, tears of happiness welling up in her eyes. She leaned up over his shoulder as he knelt and whispered in his ear.

      “You know, Darren, you’d make a far better father than I would have thought.”
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        * * *

      

      “So… how many cultists are left in the village?” Morgana asked when she realized she couldn’t find any sign of hostiles left in the village. She’d taken a quick look around before returning to Darren’s side with a glowing ball of fire trailing along behind her in the air.

      “None,” Darren answered.

      “I know you work fast, Darren, but I didn’t think you were that fast. I nearly tripped over a dozen armed cultists lying in this field. They would have circled us if you hadn’t been watching our backs. What about the villagers though? Are they going to come after us with pitchforks and torches now that you’ve killed half their number?”

      “There are no villagers.” Darren wiped Melancholy’s blade down with a strip of cloth and stowed it back in his inventory. “Only cultists. Now they are all dead. The village is empty.”

      “What…” Cassandra bit her lip, hesitating to speak. “What about those children we saw? What happened to them?”

      Darren shook his head. “There were no children.” He tossed down a set of fine silver necklaces. They’d seen the children earlier wearing them. Now, they were scuffed and bloody, but the marks revealed hints of Demonic Aura streaming off them.

      “What are those?” Morgana asked.

      “Cosmetic charms. Demons use them to look human. Cultists use them to look like children.” Darren shook his head. Both kinds used these trinkets to deceive their enemies, striking them in the back when they least expected it.

      “I see…” Cassandra let out a long sigh. “I can’t believe…” She shook her head, trying to clear it. She looked across the field to the village behind her, wondering if what she’d experienced was real.

      She’d seen danger before back in Limedeep. She was no hothouse flower that would faint at the first sight of blood. And yet, knowing how close to death she’d come once again if not for Darren’s aid made her face pale.

      “I’m sorry, Darren. Maybe you know people better than I do after all.” Cassandra laughed mirthlessly.

      Darren pulled her close to his chest.

      “Now you have learned. You will not be tricked so easily next time.”

      “Huh…” Morgana trailed off. “Well then, I guess we can go back and grab our stuff. And maybe a bit more than our stuff if that’s alright.” She shot a quick glance at Darren.

      “Restoring our supplies with the belongings of our enemies is wise. I have done it many times.”

      “Looting it is!” Morgana thrust her hand in the air. “What are we waiting for? Let’s go!”

      They returned to the village to find it truly was completely empty. Darren hadn’t been exaggerating when he said everyone in the village had been a cultist. This cult had been based in this location for decades, and during that time they’d probably absorbed or murdered the original village inhabitants as part of their effort to keep their cult secret.

      Darren hadn’t been particularly surprised. You can’t exactly refine the corpse of a priest or paladin into Death Knights and Lich Lords within the comfort of your basement. Those sorts of rituals had probably taken the entire village working together in the town square. Cultists were skilled in those sorts of group ritual magic in ways people who worked with Divine Aura could never quite match.

      “Look!” Cassandra said with pride. “I found every tool and good we sold the cultists earlier! Take them back, Darren, and we can sell them again next time!”

      Morgana’s searches of the village proved even more fruitful. Most of these cultists were far older and wealthier than their appearances suggested. All of them had hidden stashes of silver, gold, and gems. There were also quite a few demonic weapons from the lower regions of Hell. Darren identified them as what the fiends usually sold to human cultists in exchange for goods from the surface like raw meat.

      Darren purified the weapons and added them to his inventory. They were of far better make than what he’d seen on the surface thus far and when he returned to Limedeep he could use them to better equip Callum and the rest of the new city guard.

      He himself found the best-kept secret in the village. Hobart’s home had already been the most impressive structure in the area, but it had still only been by all appearances another small village hovel.

      But Darren had discovered a hatch leading down by following emanations of Demonic Aura wafting up from below. There was a hole leading up from the depths of Hell.

      He received the expected quest to seal the hole, so he passed the quest along to Cassandra and Morgana so they could fill it in and get the increased devotion ranking, since Darren had no use for favors from the seraphim.

      After the entrance to the first layer of Hell was sealed, the chambers became a rather pleasant place to stay, especially after Darren used his purification ability on the entire chamber.

      Gaudy leather chairs and blankets became silk of the finest weave. A hard manacle-laden bed became a bundle of goose feathers and rose petals.

      “Aww, what happened to the iron cuffs?” Morgana asked as she prodded the legs of the bed.

      Cassandra rolled her eyes. “I think you can manage being Darren’s good servant girl without any help tonight. Why don’t you make him comfortable while I check on Amelia to make sure she’s asleep and that these walls are thick enough that we don’t keep her up while she gets her rest.”
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        * * *

      

      Though Darren and both women spent plenty of time in bed, they had little sleep between them that night. They ended up staying in Hobart’s home to recover well past noon, enjoying some of the exotic pleasures that Hobart had previously hoarded away in this luxurious underground manor.

      “Hobart here knew how to live!” Morgana laughed as she tipped over a tall glass of fine wine and drank the cup like it was some ordinary tavern swill.

      “I’ll say. With his entire home underground like this, I would wager he doesn’t pay more than a single bronze coin a year in taxes!” Cassandra nodded in approval while she ran her hands over the fine furniture, looking over at Darren with pleading eyes.

      Darren sighed and laid a finger on the couch she was looking at, pulling it into his inventory so he could take this home as well.

      “Thank you, love!” Cassandra stood on the tips of her toes, trying to kiss Darren’s cheek but not quite tall enough to reach. He cupped her ass and hauled her up so she could reach, at which point Cassandra gave him far more than a chaste kiss on the cheek.

      “You would do the same for me,” Darren said when Cassandra pulled her lips away from his.

      “Yes, I would,” Cassandra affirmed. “Now who wants to help me pry up these floorboards?”

      “You merchants are another realm of thief entirely!” Morgana shook her head in disbelief. “I grabbed the silver and gold for us, but even I wouldn’t think to steal the floorboards as well!”

      “When I rework those torture chambers under our manor in Limedeep as a lovely expanded bedroom suite, we’re going to need floorboards.” Cassandra pouted.

      “The torture chamber had floorboards. We can just keep those.”

      “Darren!” Cassandra looked at Darren aghast.

      So they spent the first part of the afternoon prying up and looting Hobart’s floorboards. When all was said and done Hobart’s luxurious underground manor wasn’t so luxurious anymore, so they had lunch in the open air of the village. Darren ran around while the women prepared lunch and gathered up all the bodies for a big fire in the village square, using most of the huts nearby to fuel the blaze.

      Explaining that this village had been a haven of cultists would be difficult. A fire would mask their presence here and provide a better explanation for why the small village was gone for any who came to look.
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        * * *

      

      “So,” Morgana said around a mouthful of sandwich. “Where are we headed now that this village was a bust? This was our last hope at finding a home for the kid.”

      That was something Darren had been thinking about ever since they left Limedeep. He’d only been waiting for the right moment to bring it up in a way that wouldn’t cause Cassandra more worry than he’d like.

      “I know where we should go.” Darren turned his gaze to the horizon and pointed. “That way.”

      Morgana and Cassandra turned their gazes to follow his fingers, seeing nothing but open fields as far as their eyes could see.

      “Okay, then that’s where we’ll go!” Cassandra said, shooting a quick glance at Morgana, as though waiting for her to ask something.

      “Uh… what’s in that direction, Darren?” Morgana squinted as she tried to follow his hand.

      “Lichenfell Citadel,” Darren explained. “It is the headquarters of the Order of the Leaf. We met them in Yellowcrest.”

      “The Order of the Leaf.” Morgana mouthed the words slowly and curiously. “Didn’t you almost get into a fight with them? Is it really such a wise idea to walk into their citadel?”

      “We will get into their citadel and find the information we need.”

      “And what information is that?” Morgana asked.

      “Amelia’s family here were indeed related to cultists. Perhaps we can find other relatives for her. If not, then I can at least inform them of their failure to keep this land free of demons.”

      “Oh boy, this is going to be one of those kinds of adventures.” Morgana licked her lips. “Let’s do it.”

      “This is going to be dangerous, Darren.” Cassandra put a hand on his shoulder and leaned against him. “Are you certain the Order of the Leaf won’t attack us outright?”

      “If they are wise, they will not.” Darren gave Cassandra’s shoulder a gentle pat. “We have the bodies of two of them. They will want those returned. I also have this.”

      He reached into his inventory and withdrew a small golden ticket. He’d gotten it back in Silvercross when Edmund and Gaimon’s son had tried to lock him up.

      “Of course, the skillbook ticket!” Cassandra smiled. “Any sigil user can redeem one of those things at a temple or citadel for access to their skillbook library.”

      “I had hoped to give this to you. But you have no available skill slots. I do. So I will use it.”

      “Is that your way of saying you’re disappointed I haven’t become a priestess yet?” Cassandra pouted at Darren. “It’s very rare for a woman to become a priestess before she’s an old crone, you know! Outside of the training facilities of one of the orders, it’s fairly rare to even have a holy sigil!”

      Darren gave her head a pat, and Cassandra melted under his hand, leaning even further against him. “The demons will not care if you are from the Order of the Leaf, the Order of the Rod, or the Silver Sword Merchant Company. You must become stronger.”

      “Yes, dear.” Cassandra nuzzled against him.

      “What about me?” Morgana asked, pressing herself up against Darren’s other side. She looked up at his hand imploringly.

      Darren put a hand on her head too. “You as well.”

      “You’ll protect us until then, right, Darren?” Cassandra asked.

      Darren’s eyes went distant for a moment before he answered. If he picked a fight with Kalaziel? Could he protect them? He’d never had to factor others in when deciding if he should pick a fight or not. It was always merely balancing his chances of victory over his chances of defeat. Finally, he answered without the confidence he usually had.

      “I will try.”
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      Sasha and her companions arrived in Salsroth, still mourning the loss of Priestess Blossom. Her death at the hands of the pirates on the seas was unfortunate. Sasha was afraid her merry band would never be quite the same. Without the cheerful and lighthearted priestess, the entire mood of their party had taken a turn for the worse.

      “Adept Waters, without Blossom, you’ve got the best distance healing skill of the lot of us. I depend on your help to keep our people alive when their swords and armor fails them.”

      “Understood, Sir Sasha! I won’t let you down!” The holy adept saluted Sasha, face beaming with a mixture of pride and determination.

      The adept was barely more than a girl. She’d joined up with Sasha and company recently. That was back when they were visiting Blossom’s hometown. She was… that’s right, she was Blossom’s younger cousin. Her house was always particularly adept at producing priestesses.

      The next time Sasha looked at the young woman under her command, she saw Blossom’s face plastered over hers. Would she be the next to die under Sasha’s command?

      When Sasha founded the Order of the Rose, it had just been a temporary thing until she and her comrades could join the Order of the Rod. At that point, this responsibility would be lifted from her shoulders. Not so anymore.

      “Is there something on your mind, captain?” Cleric Audrey asked, snapping Sasha out of her thoughts.

      “It’s nothing, Audrey. Come. The letter said to present ourselves to the Golden Temple branch here in the capital. We’re wet. We’re tired. And we’re hungry, but we’re here. Let’s see what demons they have for us to hunt.”

      The sky was as cloudy as Sasha’s spirit. Rain sprinkled down from overhead, clinking against her armor. Sasha felt like it had rained far too often for her as of late.

      To Sasha’s surprise, there was a line outside the door of the Golden Temple. And nearly everyone in the line was wearing swords and armor. There was no holy ceremony today, which could only mean every man and woman here had other business.

      Sasha glanced at the letter stuffed into the breastplate of her armor. It was the reason they’d come here. If Sasha and her order had the support of the Golden Temple branch here in the Northern Trade Union, even the Order of the Rod wouldn’t be able to kick them out.

      She scanned the hands and armor of the other holy warriors around them. She was surprised to spot several letters that seemed identical to her own, complete with ornate gold-embossed paper and the signature of the regional high priest. Apparently, she and her people hadn’t been the only troublemakers the local branch of the Golden Temple had called in for support.

      “Move aside!” a gruff-looking paladin said as he shoved one of Sasha’s holy adepts out of his way. “I have important business to take care of in this temple, and I don’t plan to stand an hour in the rain with the rest of you.”

      “Hey!” Sasha took a step forward towards the holy adept who’d been pushed to the ground. “You don’t go pushing my people around.”

      “I wouldn’t have to shove them if they got out of my way when ordered,” the haughty paladin spat. “You should train your holy adepts to respect their betters.”

      “Respect this, you rotten piece of imp scrotum.” Sasha pulled her fist back to her shoulder and launched a savage punch right at the other paladin’s jaw. The blow was hard and came fast, knocking a pair of teeth right out of the other paladin’s mouth.

      The other paladin’s chin snapped to one side, and the force of the punch rocked him backward. A normal man would have had his neck snapped by that blow, but the paladin merely had a bleeding lip and a bruised ego.

      “Big mistake there, girl.” The paladin scowled, showing bloody teeth. He curled both hands into fists and threw two punches, but Sasha sank down onto her haunches, dropping low as she kicked at the other paladin’s ankles.

      The man tripped, falling face-first into the dirt. Sasha slammed her boot onto his back.

      “Stay down if you know what’s good for you,” Sasha said.

      The man didn’t know what was good for him. Worse, it turned out he had friends.

      “Oh boy,” Audrey sighed as she unslung her bow and quiver from her shoulder. “And here I was looking forward to spending a long boring hour standing in the rain.”

      The enemy was a group of three paladins from no order in particular. They were probably the sons of minor nobles who’d been passing sigils down as family heirlooms for generations. That was enough to make a paladin in some parts. With a squadron of family guards to watch their back, a holy adept could get the devotion for a shrine maiden to get them to paladin all on their own, no need for the Golden Temple or one of the powerful orders.

      These rogue paladins were never as well trained as those from the order or one of the more formal schools in Whiteguard, but they were still paladins. That meant all three were big and strong, like giants among men.

      Like Sasha, Audrey and the others had learned to use their enhanced abilities in refined martial arts. These men only knew they could punch harder than when they were ordinary humans.

      One of the other paladins shoved Sasha in the back, but Sasha jumped back with the blow, whirling about to land a backhand across the man’s face. The other went to grab Sasha’s arm while she struck, but Audrey darted in with a sharp blow to his elbow that knocked his arm aside.

      The rest of the holy adepts behind Audrey were still letting their weapons drop to the ground as they prepared for an all-out brawl. Sasha and her friends had the advantage in both numbers and training. Still, there could be no doubt that paladins were the class of holy warriors best suited for a fistfight. That there were three enemy paladins and only one of Sasha meant that her crew was on the defensive.

      Sasha knew she’d need to even the odds herself. The man she’d been standing on a moment ago tried to climb to his feet, but Sasha wouldn’t let him. She kicked his legs out from under him again, then grabbed his arm.

      She pulled it behind his back, twisting it until it popped out of its socket. The man yelped in pain, clearly unaccustomed to being hurt. Paladin bodies were tough, and it would have been rare for him to break or dislocate any bones, especially if he only ever completed simple quests that carried little risk with them.

      The other two paladins were on top of her now, though, and she couldn’t depend on Audrey or the holy adepts to hold them off. Even now, three of her holy adepts were on the ground, groaning and bleeding like children who’d tried to pick a fight with a grown adult. There was no way they would have been able to wrestle two paladins down, skilled or not. The difference in sheer physical power meant too much in a fistfight.

      Audrey was still on her feet, but she’d taken a rough punch to the arm and was clutching at it. Clerics could take more of a beating than a priestess could, but they still weren’t meant for this kind of up-close and personal kind of combat.

      “Come on!” Sasha held her fists up, yelling at the two paladins. “A real paladin wouldn’t be beating on adepts. Unless you’re scared to take on another paladin? If you’re not cowards, pick on someone your own size.”

      The two paladins dropped the holy adepts they were currently pulverizing and turned on Sasha, stalking towards her with matching glowers on their faces. They were similar enough that Sasha pegged them both as brothers, if not twins.

      “We’re going to teach you a lesson you won’t ever forget,” one of them said.

      “Not if I teach you one first!” Sasha grinned back in reply, and blood dripped down her cheek. She wasn’t sure when she’d been cut.

      The two paladins approached with their arms out. They’d have more reach than her, being bigger. Both men and women got bigger after the paladin transformation, but some men turned into hulking giants. These two were nearly as big as Darren. Unlike Darren, who was more nimble than an imp despite his size, these two were lumbering brutes. Their stances were lazy, like they were standing instead of trying to throw a punch. Their guards drooped low as though they had more practice looking menacing than actually punching.

      Sasha could take them. She knew she could. If she was using her skills or weapons, this fight would probably already be over, but this was a brawl, not a battle.

      Before either of them got into grappling range, Sasha sprung off her back foot, twisting in the air and spinning around in a complete circle to plant her heel on the temple of one of her would-be assailants.

      Her foot struck the paladin’s head like a mace hitting a sturdy oak shield. The paladin rocked sideways, reaching up to grab Sasha’s leg, but she’d already pulled it back and landed on her feet again to follow her kick up with a punch.

      Sasha landed a powerful uppercut under the jaw of the paladin she’d just kicked. Shattered teeth flew from his mouth, and he fell backward.

      “You bitch!” the other paladin snarled as his companion fell. He reached for the dagger at his breastplate, which seemed to be the one move he’d practiced. That weapon came out fluid and smooth, stabbing Sasha with speed and accuracy.

      “Captain! No!” Audrey jumped between Sasha and the dagger, reaching out with her hands to block. But the paladin used a skill, and his hand blurred. A second later, the dagger was sprouting from Audrey’s chest.

      The moment steel was drawn, the other holy warriors took action. They’d been content to sit by and watch, taking the measure of some of their peers by watching them have a modest fistfight. But drawing a weapon was enough for them to finally say the fight had gone too far. Doubly so when the man fighting Sasha used a skill.

      Three pairs of hands grabbed the paladin. They wrested the bloody dagger from his hand with a cold, quick thud. He must not have wanted to let go of the weapon because the other paladins left him with a hand full of broken fingers before tossing it aside.

      A priestess was on top of Audrey as soon as the dagger was out.

      “You’re lucky there are so many with healing skills so close,” the priestess said as she tended to Audrey’s wound. “That knife went right through her heart. I can’t heal it on my own, but me and my sisters aren’t doing much but standing in line right now. We can take turns until we finally get to the front of this line. By then, she should be well enough to walk and fight again.”

      Sasha nodded in thanks. Hiring three priestesses to work on a single patient would cost a fortune. She was grateful these fellow holy warriors were willing to render such a service free of charge. In her current state, there was no way the Order of the Rose would have been able to afford them.

      In the past, Priestess Blossom had done the same for other people in need. If she was still around, the priestesses would probably have been even more eager to help, wishing only for the opportunity to exchange tips and insights into their class with a peer.

      “The holy adepts?” Sasha asked, jerking her thumb at the rest of her party. Two of them were out cold, but a few were picking themselves up off the ground. The one with a healing skill had thankfully avoided getting injured herself and was now busy healing one of the unconscious ones.

      The line shuffled along, though. By the time they were moving again, Audrey was well enough to stand. Sasha supported her with an arm under her shoulder.

      “Heh, I was just thinking usually you’re the wounded one who I’m helping along,” Audrey laughed weakly. “Carrying your heavy rear around was always a pain. I always thought it’d be better if I were the one being hauled about. Not anymore.”

      “Idiot,” Sasha snorted, insulting and joking in a way only long-time companions could. “You should have let me get stabbed. I have a self-healing skill, and I know a lot more about not getting stabbed. You archers weren’t built to fight toe to toe.”

      “What can I say?” Audrey shrugged, wincing as she did so. “I’m used to pulling your ass out of the fire. Instinct kicked in.”

      They both shared a laugh, which faded a few minutes later.

      “Sasha, why’d you pick that fight?” Audrey asked. “You deal with bastards like that all the time. You know how to tell them to shove off without picking a fight. So why’d you go throwing punches?”

      “I don’t know,” Sasha admitted. “I’m at the end of my chain here, snapping at the wind.”

      “Losing Blossom has been hard on all of us,” Audrey consoled.

      “More than that. First, it was losing faith in the Order of the Rod. Then Blossom, and now… now I don’t feel as good about what’s happening here as I did. I don’t know what it is, but I can’t shake the feeling. Maybe we should have stayed in Limedeep.”

      “Maybe Sir Darren could have sorted our situation out eventually.” Audrey shrugged. “But you were always a doer, Sasha. Not one to sit and wait for somebody else to fix your problems. You made the right call. Stick to your steel. And I don’t want to see you doubting yourself where the adepts can hear. They need you to be a strong leader, now more than ever.”

      “You’re right, Audrey.” Sasha sighed. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a mess. I’m falling apart, and I didn’t even get stabbed in the heart.”

      “Next time, you can take the dagger meant for me.”
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        * * *

      

      Eventually, Sasha and the rest of the Order of the Rose made it to the front of the line. As they stood there, they passed a few paladins leaning against the temple’s inner walls. There were six of them in total, though none of them bore any markings.

      A few of them twirled their hands in the air as though checking their sigil menus. Odd to see them standing there flicking through the same three menus for hours on end, but Sasha could understand them. Guard duty was as boring as watching cherries blossom.

      “Personal name and organization name,” asked the monk at the front of the line. A writing desk had replaced the altar in the center of the temple, and he was busy scribbling lines on sheets of paper.

      Sasha glanced at the words, most of which looked like nonsense. There were a few smattered numbers and letters, but nothing that should have cost them more than an hour of standing in the rain.

      “I’m Sasha, and behind me is the Order of the Rose. We’re a small organization, previously based out of Whiteguard. We recently moved our organization to Limedeep before uprooting completely and heading here to respond to the following request for aid.” Sasha pulled the letter she’d received from her breastplate, embarrassed to note that she’d gotten blood on the precious piece of parchment.

      The monk opened the letter, flipping through it and scanning over it with his eyes a few times. He glanced over at the party, jotted down a number, and then picked up a stamp. After dabbing the stamp on some ink, he slapped it down over both the letter and a piece of paper before handing the two of them back to Sasha.

      “That paper has your assignment information. Head to the indicated building to receive the quests you will be responsible for completing. Make sure you finish them within two weeks and return here for Kalaziel’s arrival and the primary battle.”

      “You’re that certain you know when Asmoth’Koteth is rising?” Sasha asked in surprise.

      The monk looked back up at her through half-lidded eyes. “Our information comes directly from the Heavens. Your place is not to question the will of the Heavens.”

      “…no, it isn’t,” Sasha confirmed. “Very well then, we will do as ordered and ask questions only as directed. I would like to report that I’m not happy with that, but know how to take orders.”

      “Then take a seat over there. The rest of your group, too. Consider it an order.”

      Sasha and her friends all took a seat on the bench nearby. There they sat, fretting and fidgeting.

      “How’s the heart?” Sasha asked Audrey.

      “Better. I don’t want to go for a jog anytime soon, but I don’t think I’ll die. I think the healing blessings those three priestesses gave me have worn off. Either they’re out of range, or they cut off their skills.”

      “Mhm…” Sasha muttered in discontent. “I’ll do a damage transference later tonight. No complaints. I need my archer in the field, especially if we’re meant to complete Heavens know what quests.”

      When Audrey left her, Sasha sagged into the bed, all strength leaving her. This trip had just been one disaster after another. Why had she come here? Was it really because she’d been afraid of Darren?

      Just what about him had terrified her so much to send her running across the Sacred Seas? Besides that first meeting where he was justifiably angry with her for working with Gaimon’s demon summoning scheme, he’d been nothing but a gentleman towards him.

      Too gentlemanly in fact. Sasha often found herself wondering what Darren would be like if he didn’t have Cassandra and Morgana constantly sating his lusts. Would his eyes have lingered on her longer? Sasha thought she might have liked that.

      Maybe she’d gotten emotional and made a hasty decision. If she hadn’t brought her order to Salsroth in an attempt to clear her order’s name, Blossom and all the others would still be alive.

      She felt regret building in her. She shouldn’t have left Whiteguard in the first place. Trying to affiliate her order with the Order of the Rod in the first place had been a mistake. And she’d compounded her mistakes by fleeing Limedeep, thinking she could fix her poor decisions. Most of all, she regretted leaving Darren without saying anything.

      Sasha didn’t think he’d have any interest in her when he already had both Cassandra and Morgana, but if she’d just said something it would have at least cleared this uncertain ache in her heart telling her something wasn’t right.

      “Heavens above…” Sasha muttered to herself as though in prayer. “I wish I could do it all over again. Just give me a second chance.”
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      The following day Darren and company were flying their usual way on Darren’s back. Amelia was up and about again, looking a little livelier than usual. Instead of being comforted by Cassandra, who had her eyes shut tight as they flew, Amelia was the one comforting Cassandra.

      “Sir Darren won’t drop us,” Amelia said to Cassandra, who nodded slowly even as she kept her eyes shut tight.

      “Are you certain you know the way?” Cassandra asked with her eyes shut tight.

      “I saw the map,” Darren explained. “It is this way.”

      “I think I see it!” Morgana pointed. “It’s not far now, Cassandra.”

      “Good.” Cassandra clung to the side of his shoulder like a barnacle to the back of a whale.

      They traveled for another hour or so by air before Darren set them down with a tall hill between them and the citadel.

      “We will set up a camp here. I will go in alone for now. If things are safe, then I will come back for you three. If they are not, I will escape more easily if I am alone.”

      “Alright, Darren. We’ll set up this tent and have a big warm bed waiting for you when you return,” Cassandra promised.

      “If you can, teach Amelia how to use her sigil. And tell her of the dangers as well.”

      Morgana smiled. “I would have done that even if you hadn’t asked.”
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        * * *

      

      So the party split ways for the time being and Darren continued on alone.

      Darren debated for a while on whether he wanted to enter this place stealthily or with all his power as an archpaladin on display. The latter would probably work, but in all his years in Hell every demon stronghold he had entered had either involved killing all the inhabitants first or sneaking in stealthily.

      Perhaps the most strategic thing to do would be a combination of both.

      Darren would sneak in under cover to scout the fortress’ defenses and garrison. That way he would know if there were any threats he couldn’t handle.

      With that settled, Darren pulled on his new armor and transformed into the form of a black raven and took to the air.

      Lichenfell Citadel was an ancient structure. Generations ago it had probably been a monumental work of countless hands to construct. It sat high in the mountains, almost touching the clouds.

      This high, the thick cover of trees had been replaced by a blanket of green carpeting moss that seemed to be climbing ever higher up the mountain and the citadel atop it.

      The citadel would have looked impressive with brilliant white walls. But that paint had faded to a dull yellow color and green moss crawled along its length, covering most of it in thick vegetation. As Darren soared closer, it seemed almost as though the mountain was trying to swallow the citadel back up again.

      The moss was not the only sign of disrepair for the citadel. The lower walls of the citadel had many towers accompanying a wall surrounding the smaller of three stages of defenses. Most of those towers were crumbling now, and what must have once been the main keep was now nothing more than a pile of rocks.

      The current owners of the citadel seemed to have abandoned the lower fortress entirely, with the exception of a few shriveled fruit trees, barely able to survive in the rocky soil and high altitude.

      The middle keep wasn’t much better off. The top floors of the towers had toppled, but at least for these the lower level had been reinforced with wood and maintained enough that they would remain standing. Though no one had done anything to scale the walls outside and clear off the moss that had grown along the tower walls. Nor had anyone done anything to fix the chipping paint or broken windows on the upper floors.

      The middle keep guarded a long and narrow bridge, which was the only approach to the heart of the citadel itself. The final keep sat upon a lump of stone towards the rear of the plateau the rest of the citadel stood upon. The lump of stone was a boulder of truly gigantic proportions, and the faces of it were so steep and smooth that it almost seemed like they’d been cut that way.

      Anyone attempting to climb those cliff faces would need a longer grappling hook than what Darren usually carried, for there would be no handholds anywhere on the sheer granite face of the boulder, and anyone hoping to climb would have to ascend arm over arm nearly a quarter mile directly up through howling winds.

      And that was assuming defenders didn’t spot them on the way up. The numerous keeps lining the back and sides of the citadel had likely been designed for just that purpose. Each had a large fire pit in the center and an articulating lens that could send a bright beam of light into the darkness below to reveal any attempts to climb the fortress.

      It was a rather ingenious design, as it meant even someone without a skill for better sight or the ability to see in the dark would be able to set eyes on intruders.

      Each structure of the citadel had a strong dome over the top of it with arrow slits throughout the structure. Whoever had designed this fortress had expected the need to withstand attacks from the air. There was no shortage of flying demons, and given this fortress’ location they would likely be the ones to assail this impenetrable fortification.

      But there were no faces hidden behind those arrow slits now, and those lookout towers were unmanned. A few had even been raided for the wood and stone they contained, and the empty shells had been left to crumble under the passage of time.

      The rear walls too were in disrepair. No one had tended to them in years, and there was one chunk of wall that had been removed entirely to let more light into a large garden.

      It almost made Darren sad to see this citadel so underutilized. At full capacity, this would have been an impregnable bastion, impenetrable to all but the most powerful demon hordes.

      But now, the citadel’s current owners had forgone the security their ancestors favored in the name of ease of maintenance and staffing. It seemed like the Order of the Leaf was not as grand as it once was.

      Darren sailed harmlessly by the disassembled remains of the wall, glancing at the ritualistic defensive barrier crafted into the walls themselves. He had seen cultists and demons work ritual magic like this before to hold summoned demons at bay or keep other demons outside of their fortifications.

      He almost recognized the linework of this barrier. It was similar to the one Rarek’s minions had used with summoning Asmoth’Koteth, though reversed in certain ways. Perhaps the people of the Golden Temple were not always as bad at this sort of ritual magic as they were now.

      Darren never would have thought it was possible to accomplish the same effect using Divine Aura instead of Demonic Aura, and made special note of the modifications he saw that made it possible. This was something he would need to remember. It was unfortunate that so much of the wall was covered in moss or missing, otherwise, Darren might have been able to learn to construct the entire circle just from studying this one. He could imagine erecting one of his own around his manor in Limedeep to help protect Morgana and Cassandra while he was away.

      He studied what he could from the air, grateful that his paladin and archpaladin enhancements carried over to his raven form as well. A bird’s eyes were already sharp.

      Enhanced twice over, Darren could read the worn inscriptions on a bronze coin sitting half-buried in the dirt as he circled between the clouds overhead. Seeing so well, he could make careful note of each important detail that made the protective circle function as it did when it was still operational.

      Once he had seen all he could see of the fortress itself, he circled the inner fortress again to make note of the people in it. This would be far riskier than merely looking at the walls and defenses. A bird looking for a place to land was normal, but one eyeing the resident paladins was less so.

      Darren would need to avoid triggering any detection skills or remaining defensive wards. He had run into demons that had the skill to detect when they were being watched and had at least one close call because of them.

      The garden was bigger than expected, and unlike the rest of the citadel this at least had been well tended. There were people in it now, each wearing plain brown robes. The men wore their hair with their heads shaved on the top, leaving just a ring of hair around their brows. The women had their hair bound up tightly in buns and up under cloth hoods.

      They knelt in the dirt, pushing Divine Aura into the plants to support their growth. It wasn’t anything as refined as a skill, more like magically watering each plant. It must have been an exhausting way to grow these things, but it must have worked for them to put so many people to the task.

      Now that Darren examined the plants closer, they seemed a little lusher than should have been possible, and some of the Divine Aura that was being pumped into them stayed within them, locked in the leaves and vegetables.

      It was somewhat like the plants Darren had seen when he went to the first Heaven that had grown up in an environment naturally full to bursting with divine power. Perhaps they were trying to simulate those effects here.

      Closer examination showed only a few of the gardeners were even holy adepts, which explained the meager quantity of power they were pushing out with each passing moment. Without a sigil, they would be working blind and crippled.

      Past the gardens was a practice arena where Darren finally saw people getting ready to fight. The people he saw were practicing their forms, just like his mother had taught him years ago. Most of them seemed to be doing only the most basic forms of practice though, and were practicing swinging their blades or thrusting with a spear to develop strength and muscle memory.

      Most of the people practicing seemed smaller than even normal holy adepts, let alone paladins. He soon realized these were children training with swords, most between the ages of five and fifteen.

      The children all had noble builds and features with all the signs of good food and health during their upbringing. A few had cheeks plumper than Darren would have expected from warriors in training, but perhaps some of them had taken to training more recently than the others.

      All of them were holy adepts. Given their ages and what Cassandra had said, Darren took that to mean that these young trainees were the elite of the Order of the Leaf. This group consisted of their organization’s future leaders, trained to be better than the rest.

      But Darren didn’t see anything special about their training regimen. They were swinging their swords the same way he made his guards practice each morning in Limedeep. Granted, most of them were still only children, but even Callum had moved on from these simple exercises in a few days to more complex drills and most importantly, practical experience.

      Now that Darren thought about it, he didn’t see a single scar or healing wound on any of the holy adepts training down below. Surely, the fifteen-year-olds would have at least gone into the first layer of Hell to hunt some demons? Or at least gone out to slay some of the undead. Many of the first-order zombies and skeletons he’d killed the day before would have been good practice for these children.

      Darren spotted an older paladin directing the children. A few of them at least had scars and signs of battle. There was a priestess and a cleric there as well, each monitoring groups of their own, though the paladin group was by far the largest. The paladin bore the mark of the Order of the Leaf. The other two were likely from lesser orders associated with the Order of the Leaf.

      Darren used his Sense Intent skill on each of them and any others he saw, especially when one of the paladins demonstrated one of his skills for the trainees.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS

      
        	Order of the Leaf Paladin has used the skill Light Strike (Common)

        	This ability shoots a ray of light at a target up to three paces away, converting the physical energy of the strike into a light-based attack that burns the enemy it is directed at.

      

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS

      
        	Order of the Robe Priestess has used the skill Brilliant Barrier (Uncommon)

        	This shield ability specializes in defusing non-physical attacks and dispersing them over a wide area. Light-based attacks are reduced to a dull glow, and aura-based attacks are rendered ineffective.

      

      

      The other skills they demonstrated were of similar rarity and ability. There were no specialists of detection or assassination among the holy warriors here, which had been Darren’s primary concern. He also saw no sign of an archpaladin either. If the Order of the Leaf had any, they were probably elsewhere.

      With the fortress surveyed, he returned to where he’d left Morgana, Cassandra, and Amelia. They had just finished setting up the tent materials they’d left for them, and Morgana had a pot boiling over the fire.

      “Darren!” Cassandra waved at his raven-form and he landed on her shoulder. “It is you! I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the idea that you can transform into a bird. I’d offer you some tea or something, but you’re a bird, so how about a cracker?”

      Cassandra held up a travel biscuit, and Darren ate it in one big gulp before transforming back into a human.

      “My armor is what transforms. If you wished to try it, you could as well.”

      “No thanks!” Cassandra shook her head and backed away as Darren unbuckled his armor.

      “I guess flying isn’t for Cassandra,” Morgana laughed. “But I’d give it a try sometime. You think it’s possible to turn into a mountain lion? Or maybe a shark!”

      He shrugged. “Perhaps. I found I could not transform into a dragon fly.”

      “Hmm… It’s probably too small for the armor to handle. You are one gigantic raven in bird form. I saw a couple of eagles veer away to keep their distance from you!” Morgana pointed into the distance, where a bird was watching their group with a look of terror on its face.

      “I have scouted the citadel,” Darren explained to his companions. “There is nothing I cannot handle there. We may approach and make our presence known.”

      The group traveled on foot the rest of the way to the citadel, leaving their camping supplies where they were. He didn’t feel comfortable staying the night in a citadel ruled by a paladin order after his experiences with the Order of the Rod. From what he’d seen so far of the Order of the Leaf, they were better than their peers in the Order of the Rod, but not as competent. But that could simply mean they were better at hiding their darker and corrupt nature.

      Darren and his companions made it all the way to the middle keep before being spotted. The fact that they were able to make it all the way up the mountain and through the ruins of the outer fortress undetected was a testament to how lackadaisical the keepers of this citadel had become in their duties.

      “You there, who goes there?” demanded the holy adept manning the gatehouse. He stood up abruptly, forgetting his sword leaning against the back of his chair as he walked up to Darren. “I’ve never seen you before. What order are you from?”

      “I am Darren, and these are my companions. We are not from any order you know.”

      “One of the smaller groups, eh? Well you’ve done the right thing coming to the glorious Lichenfell Citadel in this time of crisis. Make yourselves of use to the Order of the Leaf and we might allow your little order to become one of our auxiliary branches. That’s far better than taking orders directly from the Golden Temple and winding up as mere fodder on the battlefield.” The holy adept shuffled his papers around and pulled out a stack of papers. “Just sign here and I’ll take your oaths of fealty to the Order of the Leaf. Then we’ll send you over to Salsroth with everyone else.”

      “We are not here to join,” Darren said. “What is Salsroth?”

      “Salsroth is where his august holiness Kalaziel, Prime Saint of the Sixth Heaven, has ordered his seraphim to assemble a great holy army to oppose the recent emergence of Asmoth’Koteth into the world. There are already three dozen fourth-order seraphim there, each the equivalent of an archpaladin! And that’s not all, there’s a rumor Kalaziel himself will make an appearance so he can battle Asmoth’Koteth in person! I don’t think anyone has seen a Prime Saint in person in generations.”

      Darren had not expected to gain the information he had come looking for so quickly. Kalaziel would appear in Salsroth, and he was assembling a mighty army there.

      “And these will allow us to join that army?” Darren asked as he picked the papers up off the table. “Very well then. We will take them.”

      He pulled the papers into his inventory, stuffing them away.

      “Well… actually… there’s a whole bunch of signing and oaths and…”

      Darren cocked his head at the holy adept. “Cassandra will make sure the papers are correct. Now, I must return the bodies of two of your members.”

      “Wait, what?” The holy adept looked at Darren, surprised at the abrupt change of topic.

      Darren pulled the bodies of the paladin and the priest out of his inventory and dumped them on the floor before the holy adept. He’d already purified both of Demonic Aura, so they now mostly resembled their human appearances.

      “That’s priest Darkon! He went missing months ago! And that’s Paladin Tommen! He went out on a quest to save a village from a cult just a few weeks ago and never returned!” The holy adept took a step back, holding a hand over his mouth at the corpses of two people he likely knew, at least in passing.

      “They were killed by a cult north east of here. I have destroyed the cult. You will find the ruins in that direction.” Darren pointed towards the town he and his companions stayed in until recently. “Now, show me how you administrate quests. There are cults near your doorstep sacrificing your people. Your current system must be flawed. I will help you correct it.”

      “What?” The holy adept took a step back, caught off guard once again.

      The way Darren jumped from topic to topic so quickly was unfamiliar and odd, and the abruptness of his instructions left the holy adept struggling to catch up.

      “Wait, Paladin… Darren, was it? We still have to fill out those papers and then…” The holy adept trailed off as Darren walked over to the quest board and looked it over. It wasn’t too different from the one the Adventurer’s Guild in Limedeep used. It was arrayed just like the quests a sigil gave, only these gave rewards directly in addition to whatever the seraphim offered through the sigils.

      Darren scanned the quests available.

      

      
        	New quest detected north of Yellowcrest by three days’ march.

        	Involves killing a lich. Corrupted paladin armor listed as a reward.

      

      

      That had probably been the quest that had gotten the paladin killed. Could it truly be the only thing these people knew was what they saw on their sigils? They truly did no scouting of their own to determine the threat level they were up against and what additional challenges might crop up between them and their goals?

      Now that Darren knew the sigils gained their information by looking out through the eyes of their wielders, he knew it would be doubly important to investigate a quest ahead of time. Not even the seraphim would know all the details until someone thought to look.

      “You should provide more information in the future. And caution those who go out without it.” Darren flipped through the rest of the papers pinned to the wall before him, shaking his head as he did so.

      “Sir, those quests are for warriors of the Order of the Leaf and the lesser orders associated with Lichenfell Citadel! You can’t take them!” But it was too late, Darren stuffed the papers into his inventory as well, adding them to the list of quests he’d already been notified of by his sigil when he was in Yellowcrest.

      The ophanim his mother was a part of was no doubt retrieving all relevant information about the quests to send them to Darren. When the time came, he could route those quests through to Morgana, Cassandra, and even Priestess Blossom if he wished.

      “I will see your training facilities now.” Darren walked out the back of the keep towards the long bridge leading to the inner castle.

      “Wait!” The holy adept at the counter held out his hand to stop Darren, but Morgana shook her head and gave him a pat on the shoulder.

      “Darren does as Darren wants. Just let him through. You couldn’t stop him anyway.”

      “Now… hold on!” The holy adept reached for the sword at his waist, only to realize he’d forgotten it. He rushed back over to his desk but by then Darren, Cassandra, and Morgana had already left the reception chamber, with Amelia trailing along behind them.

      The holy adept grumbled something to himself, unwilling to let Darren and his companions through, but unable to stop them either. He scribbled something on a piece of paper with frantic speed, then carefully folded the paper into the shape of a bird. After a moment of concentration, he cupped his hands and used one of his skills. A glowing bird made of light formed between his fingers and took off behind him.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS

      
        	Holy Adept has used the skill Luminous Messenger (Common)

        	This skill creates a small bird around a piece of carefully folded parchment. If allowed to reach its destination unhindered, this skill can carry a message great distances.

      

      

      The messenger bird took off into the distance, headed towards Yellowcrest.

      Meanwhile, Darren and his companions crossed the bridge to the grounds of the inner castle. The guards sitting atop their posts along the walls of their inner castle were deep into a game of cards and waved him and his companions through so they wouldn’t have to stop their game.

      “Is it just me, or is security even more lax here than in Limedeep when we arrived?” Morgana asked.

      Cassandra shrugged. “Who would dare sneak into a citadel? Even if you got past the guards, it’s full of powerful sigil wielders. Only a fool would try and start trouble here.”

      “You there,” Darren yelled up at the guards. “If demons were to attack the citadel now, you would most certainly die.”

      The guards looked down at Darren for a moment, sheepishly pushing their cards to one side before looking around the bridge they were supposed to be guarding, then resuming their game.

      “Yeah, what Darren said, get back to work!” Morgana waved her fist in the air, laughing to herself as she did so. Quietly, to Cassandra, she added, “Now that’s definitely something I never expected to be saying to a pair of guards.”

      Cassandra, for her part seemed to have grown a little nervous. “Ah, perhaps I should do the talking for us, you two?” Cassandra asked as she pushed her way to Darren’s side.

      “I want to see how they train their children.”

      “You know, I never took you for the sightseeing type, Darren,” Morgana rushed over to Darren’s side, admiring the worn but lavish decorations around the citadel just as much as Darren was, though for different reasons.

      There was a lot to see here. Darren had never seen so many sigil wielders in person, discounting the time a horde of them from the Order of the Rod had been trying to kill him.

      He was eager to learn how the people of the surface trained their young paladins. It would help him know more about how to train Callum and the rest of the people in Limedeep.
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      Darren made his way onto the training ground where the trainees he spotted earlier were taking a break for water and rest. He walked right over to the paladin he’d seen demonstrating skills before.

      “How long before they face their next batch of demons?” he asked of the lead trainer. He, the cleric, and the priestess all looked up at the approach of Darren and his companions.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in these parts.” The trainer frowned. “You’re not a member of the Order of the Leaf, how’d you get here?”

      The priestess laid a hand on the paladin’s shoulder. “The Order of the Leaf doesn’t have sole claim on Lichenfell. After all, our ancestors and the seraphim built it with the intention of letting all those who fight demons have a bastion of safety to fall back to, especially in troubled times like these.”

      The paladin grumbled something under his breath, but nodded slowly. “I suppose if we were ever to welcome members of smaller orders here, now would be the time. Welcome to Lichenfell, strangers. Are you here to see how the best and brightest of one of the Sacred Coast’s oldest and most respected orders trains their young?”

      The paladin gestured to the holy adepts on the field before him, stretching as they cooled down from their exertions.

      “The recruits you see before you are the cream of the crop of the Northern Trade Union. Most of them are the sons and daughters of current paladins and holy adepts, gifted a sigil at a young age. Others come from some of the wealthy noble or merchant families in the area. All of them have received every resource from a young age so that when they grow up they’ll be the best of the best.”

      “I’m sure all of the Northern Trade Union will be grateful for their protection when the time comes,” Cassandra said diplomatically.

      “They should fight more,” Darren interrupted. “There are demons to kill all throughout these lands. Send the older ones out to fight. They will grow strong with experience. Training alone can only do so much.”

      “Beg your pardon?” The priestess standing before Cassandra raised an eyebrow. “These are the children of many of our most capable members. And those that aren’t are the children of our benefactors. Important trade houses and families. We dare not send them up against a real demon. Certainly not until they’re adults, and even then they’ll have a team of less valuable holy adepts to command and protect them.”

      Darren cocked his head to one side, looking at the priestess and paladin askance. “Being an adult does not matter to demons. From what I’ve seen, they prefer killing children. These trainees should learn to fight back.”

      Cassandra laughed awkwardly, trying to diffuse any growing tension. “What Darren means to say is that he learned to fight more practically than most paladins. It has made him very good at what he does. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind passing on a few ideas for training if you wanted his input.”

      “Ah, you’re one of those self-trained types?” The paladin raised an eyebrow. Darren could tell from his expression that he didn’t think much of self-trained paladins. “Nothing against you and yours, but most of us trained at one of the citadels or lesser fortresses have found that self-taught paladins rarely have the skills of those who received proper guidance. You can only do so much wandering the countryside, looking for quests, and relying on the occasional shrine maiden to enhance yourself or speak with the seraphim. Truthfully, I wasn’t aware there were any of your kind left in the Northern Trade Union. And certainly not one who made it all the way to paladin. Usually, your type dies as holy adepts the first time you take on a quest meant for someone with proper training.”

      Darren crossed his arms. “If you wish for me to prove I have practiced my skills, then come.”

      “A duel?” A few of the nearby trainees had been listening in, and as soon as they heard they might get to see a fight between two paladins, a dull murmur ran through the entire group.

      “They’re going to fight! Can’t wait to see the instructor kick this hick’s rear!!”

      “Heh, about time he learned not all paladins are equal!”

      The paladin instructor waved his hands to quiet his trainees down and strode across the practice ground to a rack of wooden swords. He pulled two particularly large ones out, scaled to paladin sizes. They were only half the size of Melancholy, but Darren had used plenty of blades of this size before.

      “Attack me when ready.” Darren stood with the sword held casually at his side.

      The other paladin snorted. “Don’t go crying to me when you have to beg our priestess to heal your broken bones.”

      “Begin!” one of the trainees shouted, backing away as he waved his hand.

      The paladin trainer circled Darren, who kept his sword loose. He snorted again when Darren didn’t move to intercept or maneuver around him. He was so focused on Darren’s body that he didn’t even notice the Celestial Storm tendrils crawling along the ground towards his boots.

      Just when the paladin trainer looked like he was ready to strike, Darren tugged on the laces of his boots, letting one of them come undone.

      The paladin stumbled in his lunge as one foot stepped on the lace of the other, and he tumbled forward for an instant. He would have righted himself a moment later, but Darren was on top of him in a flash, pressing his own boot down on his back and pressing the other paladin down into the ground. Darren reached down and plucked the other paladin’s sword from his hands as he tumbled, disarming him and leaving him sprawled in the dirt.

      “W-what was that?” the paladin instructor asked, aghast.

      “Attacked your boot laces.” Darren pointed at the trainer’s unlaced boots. “Learned that trick fighting imps. Bad way to die.”

      Darren held out his hand and helped the other paladin to his feet. After a moment, the paladin trainer accepted Darren’s offer of help and hoisted himself up.

      “You’re right about that.” He shook the dirt out of his clothes. His initially dismissive behavior towards Darren evaporated, and he looked Darren up and down again with new eyes.

      “Rematch?” Darren suggested.

      “I admit, you have a good trick,” the paladin trainer said as he shot a glance at his pupils. A sheepish mixture of chagrin and indignation warred on his face. He’d insulted Darren, and Darren had instantly repaid it. But the paladin trainer planned to have the final word.

      He glanced to his pupils standing nearby, many of them still looking on with wide eyes that this self-trained paladin had won the first round, even if it was through as shady a trick as untying his opponent’s shoelaces.

      “One good trick won’t make you a paladin,” the paladin trainer said. “Your sword, your wit, and your skills do.”

      The paladin trainer stared Darren down, as though daring him to snort or mock these words of wisdom, but Darren agreed with what the paladin trainer was saying, so he merely nodded in approval.

      “Begin!” one of the trainees off to the side shouted again.

      The paladin trainer only shot one glance at his boots as he rushed Darren with his sword held overhead. His sword went low for Darren’s heels, but Darren pulled his leg aside just in time to avoid the blow.

      There were a number of options for Darren to retaliate here, but most of them involved using his tendrils or one of his other skills. The paladin trainer had used nothing but his sword so far, and Darren’s shoelace trick had been embarrassing enough for the man. It would be better to stick to swordplay alone until the paladin trainer used a skill.

      So Darren merely sidestepped, pulling his head back as the downward lunge was followed by a sweep towards Darren’s chest.

      The moment the paladin trainer’s sword was out of position, Darren moved closer to take advantage of the opening, bringing his free arm in tight to block the other paladin’s weapon while bringing his own sword close enough that for an instant, the blade of Darren’s sword pressed against the paladin trainer’s throat through the gap in his armor.

      The paladin trainer reacted with a frightened jump the moment Darren’s training sword touched his neck. He stood frozen on the other side of the arena for a moment, trying to replay the last few moments in his mind to figure out what just happened.

      “T-that was an unorthodox move…” The paladin trainer’s voice trailed off in bewilderment.

      Darren shot a glance at the trainee serving as referee. During the student matches, they’d been calling out lethal blows as the end of a match, but Darren’s last move had been too quick and unorthodox for any but Darren and the paladin trainer to catch.

      “We can call it here…” the paladin trainer offered. There was far more respect in his voice now that he knew Darren was skilled enough to defeat him in a sword fight, and the arrogant dismissal in his tone was gone. He knew he’d been beaten there and honor dictated that he should surrender now. That frustrated him, but he was prepared to accept the loss.

      But when the trainees began to boo, Darren shook his head.

      “We should give them a good demonstration.”

      “Agreed,” the paladin trainer said. His body tensed, and Darren felt from the change in form that the paladin trainer now knew he’d need to fight with everything he had.

      He approached Darren again, this time with more reservation. He kept his eyes on Darren’s hands and the movement of his shoulders.

      The paladin trainer was using an odd guard Darren had never seen before. That didn’t surprise or alarm Darren though, as his only formal education in swordsmanship came from what lessons his mother could remember and pass onto him. She was only passingly familiar with the sword, which meant she could only pass on the basics to Darren.

      Darren had filled in what blanks he could by watching the fiends fight before he killed them, and in one case even picking up one of their sword manuals off a corpse. This was something that manual called a hanging right guard position.

      To Darren, it looked a bit awkward to fight from and overly fanciful, but the paladin trainer certainly seemed to be familiar with it.

      Instead of anything exotic, Darren held the sword in one hand, point extended towards the paladin trainer. The two circled each other, each waiting for a weakness.

      The paladin trainer struck first, trying to sweep the point of Darren’s blade aside and dart in. The strength of a two-handed grip should have forced Darren’s blade aside easily, but Darren’s nimble hands slipped the point of his blade low at the last minute and sent his sword driving for the paladin trainer’s heart.

      The paladin trainer stepped back, forced to abandon his offensive to parry Darren’s thrust. The battle only grew more heated from there. Darren struck three times in the blink of an eye. Each of his strikes was simple, but with the elegance only gained through having used one simple cut to slay ten thousand foes.

      It took all of the paladin trainer’s years on the practice field to fend off this unexpectedly powerful barrage of blows. He abandoned his two-handed grip to raise his shield and defend himself, breaking free only when he thought Darren had exhausted himself with the sudden burst of motion.

      But Darren had only been testing him for a reaction, and when the paladin trainer thought he found a weakness, he found Darren’s guard unbreakable.

      When he lunged, Darren sidestepped. When he swung overhead, Darren ducked. Darren’s sword didn’t clash with the paladin trainer’s a single time. When the paladin trainer tried to land a blow, Darren simply wasn’t there to be struck.

      And each time the paladin trainer tried to strike Darren and missed, he sensed a moment of vulnerability. There was an instant after every strike where his shield was wide and his sword was down, but Darren was just a hair’s breath within sword’s reach.

      It was unnoticeable to the trainees who saw nothing more than a close fight with many blows blocked or dodged on both sides. But the paladin trainer knew. There were a dozen opportunities Darren could have taken, but he hadn’t.

      Beads of sweat ran down the paladin trainer’s brow and dripped out from under his helmet onto the chest plate beneath it. He panted heavily, and Darren let his sword fall limp by his side.

      “We can call this a draw,” Darren suggested.

      The paladin trainer tore his helmet off, panting and exhausted. “Agreed.”

      He and Darren racked their practice swords, and as they did the paladin trainer pulled Darren close into a handshake and spoke in a hushed whisper.

      “I appreciate you not making a fool of me in front of my students. I was wrong to insult your training. Self-taught or not, you’re very good.”

      “You are skilled as well,” Darren said loud enough for the trainees to hear.

      “I’m Marik. Trainer Marik when the trainees are around.”

      “Darren.”

      There was a quiet round of applause at the good sportsmanship, and the trainees were looking at Darren with much more reverence than they had when he’d first appeared.

      A young woman looked at Darren with awe. “Your style is strange! Simple, but brutally practical!” She shot a glance at the paladin trainer. “Do you think he could demonstrate a few of those moves for us to learn?”

      The Trainer Marik looked at Darren for a moment.

      “What do you say? Care to help these trainees learn a thing or two? They could use another teacher to round out their foundation. I don’t want them ending up too much like me,” Marik asked Darren.

      “I can show them how to fight.” Darren supposed he could show these trainees some of the same tricks he’d taught Callum. They were simple enough and might be able to save their lives in a fight against a demon one day. He’d never considered himself much of a teacher, but with eager students he was happy to share a hard-won trick or two. After all, these holy warriors would defend the world from demons one day.

      “Perfect!” Marik grinned. “And tell me you’ll be staying for dinner as well? We’re serving some Heavenly tomatoes, and I don’t mean that figuratively.”

      Cassandra, who’d been sitting on the sidelines with the trainees until that moment, came over with a wide smile on her face and gave the trainer Marik a graceful bow. “That sounds lovely. But before then, the reason we came here actually has to do with the little one trailing along behind us.”

      Trainer Marik’s eyebrows rose when he detected Divine Aura around Amelia.

      Amelia seemed as though she wanted to hide her gaze and look at the ground, then she took one glance at Darren, as though worried he would be disappointed in her if she looked away. So she met the paladin’s gaze with a slow and steady look.

      “She’s young to have a holy sigil! Younger than most of the recruits we have here! You must have found a rare talent to be able to bind a sigil so young.” Marik shook his head in wonder.

      The priestess beside her also leaned close. “Tough luck for you paladins. I recognize that sigil design. It’s a priestess tiara. She’s destined for me.” The priestess looked up at Cassandra and smiled. “You did well to bring her to us at such a young age. While our resources are spread thinner than we’d like, the citadel can take her in as a ward.”

      Any other woman would have showed surprise at the sudden offer to take Amelia in. Giving the girl over to this citadel would solve all of their problems. Joining an order of priestesses would cut off her ties to any cult factions she might still be connected to by blood, assuming simply binding a holy sigil wasn’t enough to do it.

      “We are all flattered by that offer, but we’re still looking for her relatives,” Cassandra said. “We hoped to check your records for any help you can provide.”

      The priestess sagged a little, taken aback at the polite refusal. If anyone else had refused her so, the priestess would have been outright angry. But Cassandra had a happy and disarming smile on her face. She locked arms with the priestess then and there and asked her about a more pleasant topic.

      “But I would love to hear about any advice you having for a holy adept like me hoping to one day be a priestess! I’ve spoken with a few priestesses already, but I would love the chance to talk with someone like you, who specializes in training our kind.”

      “Oh…” A smile returned to the priestess’s face, and she started walking off with Cassandra. “Certainly. Teaching is my passion, and I’d be happy to share what I know with you. The little one can come along too. Even if she is not to become a student of mine, I can teach her what I know while I have the chance.”

      Meanwhile, Darren remained behind with Morgana, the cleric trainer, and Trainer Marik.

      “Alright, so what drills do you have that you think the recruits should be running instead of mine?” Trainer Marik glanced at Darren, stroking his chin with a smile, as though he expected to stump him there.

      “They should form into teams and spar,” Darren said.

      Marik let out a quick snort. “That’s hardly an original thought. We have sparring practice twice each week. We’d do it more often, but we don’t want to have too many of them injured at the same time. Not many of them have healing skills, which means it’s up to one of the instructors to set and heal bumps and bruises. That takes time and energy.”

      Darren shook his head. “When they spar, you have them fight one against one?”

      “That’s right. Standard ring rules. Stay in bounds. No biting or shoving. We want to see good sword work.”

      Darren frowned. “That is not how demons fight.”

      Trainer Marik rolled his eyes. “What? So you want to see the kids bite and snarl at each other?”

      “No. Few fights against demons are fair. They should practice fighting against the odds. Form teams of five. One of each group will be the lone holy adept, cornered by cultists, undead, demons, or the like. They must fight to escape and live to fight another day.”

      “Huh. Can’t say I’ve ever heard of that drill. Sounds awfully grim if you ask me. You get to the point where you’re outnumbered four to one and you’re a hair away from death. Few paladins can go through that and live to tell the tale.” Trainer Marik took a keen look at Darren’s face, sensing the faded scars that had nearly disappeared with his transformation to archpaladin.

      “Then they should be prepared when such a time comes.” A dark look crossed Darren’s face before fading.

      So the trainees lined up in front of Darren. After a bit of prodding, they eventually fell into groups and began this unfamiliar drill of his. In every group, the one singled out was defeated and pinned to the ground in moments. One of the others had a sword at their throat or at the small of their backs.

      So it was for the first, second, third, fourth, and fifth rounds, as the groups rotated through their number. But then some of the trainees from the first batch had their second chance. Most fell the second time as quickly and easily as they fell the first. But not all of them.

      A few had gleaned new secrets to surviving such a fight against overwhelming odds. They darted back as soon as the fight began, giving ground. They lashed out with a sword before darting backward and fleeing further away. Most were caught shortly thereafter, but one boy in particular caught Darren’s eye.

      He rolled and ducked just in time to dodge a padded training arrow, fleeing the arena and jumping onto a lookout platform. He fled up the steps, pushing obstacles in the way of those chasing him. Just as the others pursued him up the steps, he jumped off the platform and landed behind their group, scoring a hit on the back of their healer.

      Their healer raised her hands and left the field, acknowledging the lethal blow for what it represented.

      “Get him!” the group’s paladin shouted. The archer fired another padded arrow, but it missed.

      The boy dodged and wove much as Darren would if he were against the same odds. He kept his distance from his enemies, not letting them circle him.

      “Fan out! We’ll cut him off!” the group’s paladin shouted.

      That was their mistake. Separating let the lone boy lock eyes with their group’s archer, and he charged her in that instant.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS: FLEETFOOT (UNCOMMON)

      
        	This ability allows the user to cross two steps of distance for each regular step.

        	Cost: High Divine Aura

      

      

      The boy’s movement ability seemed to consume energy with reckless abandon. Darren would have been able to sustain the skill, but only because his Divine Aura Mastery skill granted him such massive efficiency boosts when using Divine Aura.

      He swung his sword hard, knocking the archer aside with his practice weapon. She flopped backwards onto the sand, holding up her hands in defeat as she rolled off the field.

      That left only the paladin and the one remaining cleric to confront the boy. That was when he made his true mistake. He thought he could try the same trick twice.

      He used his movement ability to close the distance on the paladin, only to find the cleric there in support. Both of them activated their skills one after the other.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS: BULWARK (COMMON)

      
        	This ability renders the user immovable and resistant to any physical blows dealt against them.

        	Cost: Low Divine Aura

      

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS: LUNGE (COMMON)

      
        	This ability allows the user to cross large distances while striking.

        	Cost: Low Divine Aura

      

      

      While the paladin deflected the boy’s blow with his shield, the paladin’s companion struck from behind, dealing a lethal blow. Despite possessing a skill of higher rarity and being the most skilled warrior of the bunch, he had been defeated.

      Darren nodded in respect to the boy’s courage and skill. “You were overambitious.”

      “Yes sir.” The boy shrugged morosely, massaging sore shoulder blades after being struck in the back. “Next time I’ll get them.”

      “You will have your chance. Now, all of you, do it again.”

      At Darren’s command, the trainees were back at it again. Pounding some of their fellows into the ground four against one seemed a little too enjoyable for some of their number, but a few of the crazier among the trainees looked like they actually enjoyed the thought of fighting four of their comrades at once. There was something appealing about the idea of being able to fight four times their own number and survive, let alone almost win.

      None of the trainees managed to score as close a victory as the boy Darren had watched earlier, but they were at least not dying the moment they were surrounded. That meant the drill was doing its job. If these young warriors were ever surrounded and faced long odds, they would not be overwhelmed and die a futile death. They’d fight for survival with every last breath they had.

      Even the Trainer Marik, initially skeptical, had gotten involved in the drill. He gave advice to those that were struggling and congratulated those who were succeeding.

      “Well done, well done, everyone!” He laughed merrily. “Demons would have a hard time cornering moves like those! Keep at it, all of you!”

      Darren found himself smiling. The people here were excited by this new drill. Darren remembered just that morning he’d been worried about having to fight his way out of here if these people were similar to the Order of the Rod. Except for those few members of the Order of the Leaf he had run into in Yellowcrest, the paladins here seemed like a reasonable lot.

      Perhaps Darren could learn something here as well. And maybe leaving Amelia here a while to train wouldn’t be too bad. She would need to live somewhere, after all, and this place seemed as good a place as any to receive some basic training before she learned to fight for real.

      “Well look who we have here?” a voice called out from behind Darren. “It’s the unchaste one! He who consorts with foul temptresses!”

      The paladin trainees groaned. “Sir Brayak’s back.”
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      “Not only are you here, but you brought your harlots here as well!” Brayak shouted as he pointed a finger at Darren. “Mark my words, they will come to your bed in the night and plunder your seed like robbers in the night! Without even marrying you first!”

      Cassandra’s face flushed. “We’re engaged, okay! It’s not that big a deal anymore, alright?”

      Brayak recoiled as though struck. “So they’ve already gotten you…” He looked at Darren with a mixture of contempt and pity. “Truly tragic. But I can’t allow you to set a bad example for the trainees. Now that you’ve have fallen to temptation, I must cast you out!”

      “Brayak, lad,” Trainer Marik sighed. “For the last time, the other kids were just messing with you. I’m not running from the priestess here next to me, see? This man, Darren here, is a fellow paladin. I’m not sure what went on between the two of you back in Yellowcrest, but you can put it behind us.”

      “Lies!” Brayak covered his ears. “I will remember you fondly, Trainer Marik, but you have been overtaken by their feminine wiles and fallen prey to their lies!”

      “Heavens above…” Trainer Marik pinched his brow. “Alright, fine. I’m done with this. You can fight him.”

      “This is for the honor of the Order of the Leaf and honorable celibate men everywhere!” Behind him, most of Brayak’s companions were sighing. It seemed that after the death of Sir Tommen, Brayak had inadvertently been left in command of his little group. Darren wondered how long that would last.

      Trainer Marik glanced at Darren. “It is customary for paladins to spar when they have the chance. It isn’t often we get the opportunity to train like we did when we were fresh recruits.”

      Darren grimaced. Did he really have to fight this man?

      “Fight me!” Brayak demanded. “And I will show you what it means to be a man!”

      “Better fight him,” Trainer Marik suggested. “Otherwise he’ll be at this all day.”

      “Well, are you a man at all?” Brayak yelled across the practice field. “Perhaps you aren’t, and that’s the only reason you’ve lasted so long in the presence of those two foul temptresses you keep with you!”

      “Oh, he’s definitely a man!” Cassandra yelled.

      Brayak’s face flushed brilliant crimson.

      “Let’s not fight,” Darren asked Brayak.

      “Oh, are you frightened by the power of my celibacy?” Brayak said. “Years of steadily tempering myself by resisting the fires of temptation have left me stronger than you could ever hope to dream!”

      “I don’t think so.” Darren was starting to realize Trainer Marik was right. He really would have to fight this man. “You are attempting to manipulate me.”

      “Manipulate you into seeing the righteous wisdom of chastity!” Brayak yelled.

      Trainer Marik groaned.

      “Fine, we’ll spar,” Darren said, realizing he’d have to fight after all.

      “Good! Now I shall teach you the errors of your ways!” Brayak shouted.

      “And to ensure that you fight to the best of your abilities, I will offer this up as a prize in the event that you win!”

      Brayak held up a skill book. The binding was made of fine leather that seemed to shine with inner light, and Darren heard a few hushed intakes of breath from the nearby trainees. Even Trainer Marik was staring at the skill book Brayak was holding with fierce intensity.

      

      Pillars of Revealing Light (Rare)

      
        	This skill reveals hidden enemies and briefly stuns them. Can affect three targets simultaneously.

      

      

      “Wait, Brayak, lad,” Trainer Marik held up a hand. “Are you sure you want to put something that valuable at stake for a duel?”

      Brayak nodded. “I’ve already filled all my paladin skill slots, so it’s of no use to me. I planned to bestow it upon the most celibate trainee here on the mountain, but this is a good use for it as well. Fight hard, and this skill book can be yours, Paladin Darren.”

      The skillbook was indeed of interest to Darren. He didn’t have any stunning attacks in his arsenal. Darren would be able to increase the skill’s rank to epic without even learning it thanks to his current understanding of skills and Divine Aura. If all he had to do was defeat Brayak for the book, then this fight would be worthwhile just to read the book’s contents in the hopes that it would evolve to something more useful at the epic rank.

      “Then I will stake this.” Darren opened his inventory and withdrew a long strip of fine leather. It had been in his inventory ever since his brief trip to the Heavens where he slew that Heavenly Water Dragon. This leather was one of the strips of its hide. Before Darren killed it, this dragon had been a fourth-order heavenly beast, every bit as powerful as an average human archpaladin.

      “What’s that?” Brayak snorted. “Women’s underwear? Meant to tempt me from the path of righteousness?”

      “That’s heavenly beast hide!” the priestess standing beside Trainer Marik exclaimed. “It must have been a reward for an incredibly difficult quest. Either that or some seraphim must have left it behind in the mortal world countless years ago. That hide could be the core component for a set of epic-grade armor!”

      Brayak’s eyes glimmered. “Like an armored codpiece! Perfect! My last one was stolen from me by some harlots in Yellowcrest. I require a new one of the finest-quality materials to protect myself.”

      “Then we will spar. Clear the field.” Darren set the strip of leather down next to the skill book and headed onto the practice field with Brayak. Trainer Marik passed them both the same practice swords he and Darren had used before.

      At the prospect of seeing yet another fight between paladins, the trainees rushed off the field and stopped their own drills to take seats towards the edge of the arena. All of them settled down, eyes on Brayak. A few of them were already cheering his name, despite rolling their eyes at him minutes ago.

      Darren understood the hidden message in those words. Brayak was skilled, despite his eccentricities. Darren remembered Brayak mentioning he was one of the best paladins left in the Order of the Leaf. Perhaps that had been more than the boasting Darren had taken it for at the time.

      “Go, Sir Brayak!” A young trainee cupped her hands and cheered. “Make him go crawling back to his girlfriends in shame!”

      Brayak shook his head. “Send him back into the temptresses who led him astray! Never? I will help him escape their hold over him and free him from the chains of wanton desire! After I am done, he will never be able to so much as look at a woman again!”

      “Good heavens,” the trainee shot a pitiful look in Darren’s direction. “That almost makes me want to root for him instead.”

      But the cheer was already running through the stands, and other trainees picked up the call when the first went quiet.

      “Brayak! Slayer of the Fiend of the Northern Mountains!”

      “Imp killer! Felbeast Bane!”

      Soon, most of the trainees were cheering and shouting Brayak’s name. Only one voice was cheering Darren’s.

      Off to the side, Morgana was raising her hands and trying to yell over the entire group of trainees.

      “Kick his ass, Darren!”

      The trainees sitting near Morgana glowered at her. “Your companion will lose. Sir Brayak may be a bit crazy, but he’s also crazy strong.”

      “Oh yeah?” Morgana raised an eyebrow. “Got any coin? I’m willing to bet that Darren will have the patron saint of dead bedrooms face first in the sand faster than I can count your money.”

      “I’ll take that bet,” the trainee replied.

      On the practice field, Darren wasn’t so sure about ass kicking. He didn’t think hitting an armored paladin there with his boot would be any more effective than striking him anywhere else.

      He was about to say as much when Brayak slammed his helmet on his head and settled into a defensive stance with a practice shield ready and raised.

      Trainer Marik stood by the sidelines with a spare shield, holding it up for Darren.

      But Darren shook his head. He’d always preferred magical barriers as shields over ordinary sheets of metal and wood. Not that he would need either to win this fight.

      Darren stood at ease with his sword resting against his shoulder while Brayak hopped back and forth, bending his knees and bouncing on the balls of his feet as he kept his distance.

      Brayak was more nimble than a man of his size wearing as much armor as he was had any right to be. His shield was a massive tower that covered his entire body, and as Brayak advanced he pushed it forward, ducking his head back and forth in and out of cover.

      “What are you standing there for?” Brayak demanded. “Don’t tell me your women have drained all the fight from you as well as your seed? Hold your sword up and hit me!”

      As Brayak spoke, he lunged forward and activated a movement ability.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS: ONRUSH (UNCOMMON)

      
        	This skill dramatically increases the speed of all attacks the user utilizes while it is active.

        	Cost: High Divine Aura.

      

      

      Darren held his sword up between him and Brayak, forcing the other paladin to push it aside. The movement of Brayak’s shield was so fast as to almost be a blur. If Darren’s eyes were not as sharp as they were, he might have gotten hit with the thrust that followed. But he twisted his head to the side just enough for the strike to miss completely.

      With Brayak’s arm extended, Darren grabbed his wrist, disabling his sword arm as he brought his own practice blade up.

      Brayak tried to cover himself with his shield, moving with speeds enhanced by the skill he’d just used. But his arm had to move a bulky shield, while Darren merely needed to flick his wrist. The tip of his sword caught Brayak’s helmet, flicking it off his head to land on the sand of the arena behind him.

      The paladin trainees gasped in unison and a dull murmur ran through them at recognition of Darren’s finesse with a sword. He’d shown some of this skill during his previous fight with Trainer Marik, but now Darren executed every move faster and better than he had before.

      Taking Brayak’s helmet off would have been a difficult strike on a training dummy. The fact that Darren managed it on a skilled paladin meant he’d either been incredibly lucky, or he was incredibly skilled.

      “Another trick!” Brayak snorted as he brought his shield higher to cover his exposed face. “I remember how you took Tommen’s sword from his sheath. Did your women teach you to plunder a man’s most precious possession as well?”

      “More than a trick,” Darren countered.

      “A despicable, dishonorable, womanly trick!” Brayak growled. “It would be of no use against demons!”

      Darren furrowed his brows. He thought that trick would be rather useful against demons. In fact, he’d come up with it when fighting a group of fiends.

      “Why not demons?” Darren asked.

      Brayak used his onrush ability to advance again. Darren examined the skill again and discovered he was using quite a bit of Divine Aura. Brayak wouldn’t be able to sustain this speed and aggression for long. Not unless he was like Darren and had a skill specifically to increase Divine Aura capacity and efficiency.

      Brayak shoved his sword forward with all his strength. Darren caught the tip of Brayak’s blade with the guard of his own. With so much leverage, Darren could easily hold Brayak’s sword at bay even as the latter activated a strength skill.

      MIGHT OF THE BULL (UNCOMMON)

      
        	This skill grants massively increased strength and endurance.

      

      

      Brayak pushed and shoved, but Darren shoved back, twisting his blade to keep Brayak’s sword locked in his own.

      Now close enough to speak, Brayak answered Darren’s question.

      “Because demons don’t wear helmets!” Brayak declared as though he had just revealed one of the world’s grand truths.

      “Most don’t. Though some fiends do.” Darren frowned at Brayak. Perhaps it would have been better to knock some sense into Brayak instead of merely knocking his helmet off. He might be a lost cause if someone didn’t try it.

      Brayak activated his remaining skills one by one. He must have been beginning to feel his Divine Aura reserves starting to run dry and was pushing himself to release the rest of his energy in a combination of attacks that he thought would overwhelm Darren’s defenses.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS: LIGHT FLARE (COMMON)

      
        	This blinding ability allows the user’s shield to shine with incredible light, preventing enemies from seeing their surroundings.

        	Phantom Double (Rare)

        	This ability generates a duplicate of the user. Attacks with this duplicate deal half damage.

        	Heavenly Hammer (Rare)

        	A giant golden hammer descends from the sky over the target’s head, crushing them under its weight.

        	Cost for all skills: Extremely high Divine Aura

      

      

      Brayak used three of his remaining skills in quick succession, pouring a huge amount of Divine Aura into the combination of attacks. By Darren’s measure, he should have already run out of power by now, which likely meant his sixth and final skill slot was a skill that granted him deeper Divine Aura reserves than a normal paladin.

      “Hyaaaargh!” Brayak shouted a wordless battle cry. By the look of victory in his eyes, this overwhelming combination of attacks had probably never failed him before. He’d kept both of his rare skills in reserve for this moment. Pulling them out now was likely him throwing everything he had into this.

      The blinding skill that Brayak used blocked Darren’s vision, but he’d long since learned to fight without sight. Sound alone would be enough to deal with Brayak, but he also had his Celestial Storm tendrils spread out into the dirt around him.

      As Brayak unleashed all of his skills, Darren used the same trick he’d used against Trainer Marik earlier and tugged on one of his boot laces with his Celestial Storm tendrils.

      Brayak tripped on his own boot laces just as he was preparing his final attack, planting face-first into the sand of the arena as his skills dissipated around him.

      Darren stepped to the side, gracefully evading a tiny shrunken hammer made of light no bigger around than a finger.

      Trainer Marik covered his face with his palm as he shook his head.

      “New morning exercise. From now on, every paladin ties double knots,” he grumbled under his breath.

      “Luck! He won because Brayak’s shoelace was untied, the same as with the instructor!” one of the trainees muttered while holding her purse out for Morgana, who was pouring its contents into her own. Several other paladin trainees had also bet against Darren, and were losing their bets in the same way.

      “Lucky or not, a winner is a winner,” Morgana said smugly. “I can’t wait to see the look on Cassandra’s face when she sees what she missed out on.”

      “Rematch!” Brayak demanded around a mouthful of sand.

      “You will need time to replenish your Divine Aura,” Darren reminded him.

      “Okay, rematch in half an hour?” Brayak climbed to his feet, bending over to pick up his helmet and dust sand out of his armor.

      Darren walked over to the skillbook lying in the sand. He held it up before him, casually flipping through the pages and nodding slowly. He couldn’t be certain what this skillbook would evolve into, but he had a good feeling about it.

      “You there, Sir Darren!” one of the other paladins who’d been following Brayak around said. Her voice held a challenge in it. “I am Sir Margine, Paladin of the Order of the Leaf. I had hoped to acquire that skillbook from Brayak myself. I would challenge you for it now.”

      “Make your offer then.”

      So Sir Margine pulled out a set of fine armor, likely acquired at great expense as some quest reward. She seemed reluctant to let her out of her hands, but when Darren set the skillbook down, she set the armor down next to it.

      The armor was of far less interest to Darren than the book. If he had to guess, it was only at the rare rank. But this Sir Margine was roughly Sasha’s size and build. He’d already given Cassandra and Morgana a present each. Sasha had helped free Limedeep just as much as they had, so he would enjoy the opportunity to give her something nice as thanks.

      “Fight!” one of the trainees shouted.

      Morgana stood by the sidelines, waving a purse full of new coins. “So who wants to bet against Darren this time?”

      Even more trainees ran up to Morgana than before, all of them eager to see Sir Margine from their order put Darren down. Morgana placed their coins down against her own. There were enough coins now that she had to take their measure by weight instead of counting them.

      “Do not treat me lightly!” Sir Margine yelled as she charged forward with her sword over her head. Glowing golden light enveloped her blade, and trails of gold followed her footsteps as two skills worked in tandem.

      Untying her bootlaces with his Celestial Storm tendrils was no easy task for Darren. She was running at great speed, and her strides were too wide for her to step on her laces as she ran. In the end, Darren had to cheat.

      He coiled most of his Celestial Storm tendrils into one big loop, strengthening them by throwing so many of them together. The instant before Sir Margine stood before him, he brought that loop of tendrils up and looped it around her ankle. Then, he tugged backward so instead of finding purchase, her body gave out from under her and she fell to the sand.

      “Who tripped me?” Sir Margine demanded, looking around behind her with wide and furious eyes.

      “Did you remember to tie a double knot?” the paladin instructor asked as he looked at Sir Margine’s boot laces. Just as Darren pulled his Celestial Storm tendrils back into the sand beneath her feet.

      “I did! I swear it!” Sir Margine cursed. “This has never been a problem before.”

      “Anything can happen in battle,” Darren said.

      “You must have some sort of luck-based skill…” Sir Margine grumbled. “Very well, you have earned my armor. Take it, although I shall warn you the breastplate won’t fit you correctly.”

      “It will be a gift. I know its new owner will cherish it.”

      Sir Margine huffed as she returned to her companions. “See that she does. I had to kill an Undead Abomination for that thing.”

      Three more paladins came forward to fight Darren, and three more were defeated the same way. The nature of their defeat became increasingly absurd as he seemed to do nothing but make the occasional casual block, making no real attacks of his own and revealing none of his skills.

      Paladins, clerics, and priestesses, tripped, fell, collapsed, and crumbled as their footing or their grips on their weapons failed them.

      For Darren’s part, these deft manipulations with his Celestial Storm tendrils were leveling that skill rapidly. With all the practice he was getting today, it would soon be ready for its next evolution.

      “How is he doing it?” The paladin instructor raised his head to the sky, running his hands through his hair. “Curses and damnation!” His eyes darted to the trainees, wishing they hadn’t been here to see his former trainees making fools of themselves.

      “I’m ready! Let’s go again!” Brayak said, hopping from foot to foot. “See this? I finally figured out a way to beat you and your tricks.” Brayak wiggled bare toes at Darren. “No boots! My laces can’t come undone if I’m not wearing any! You’re doomed now!”

      Brayak charged forward, still equipped in full armor except for his missing boots. He swung his sword, activating all his skills at the same time in that combination attack he’d tried to use to defeat Darren the last time they’d fought.

      “Now feel the full righteous power of my ultimate attack!” Brayak howled as he swung his sword… only to be immediately cut short when Darren stepped on his toes.

      “Oww!” Brayak stumbled backward, dropping his weapon to cradle his foot. “Heavens above… owie! Healer! Healer!”

      By now, Darren had fought everyone in Brayak’s group who’d been willing to fight him. There were still holy adepts there eyeing Darren carefully, but after seeing several paladins, a cleric, and a priestess all lose in such quick succession quashed any lingering greed they might have for the skillbook Darren had won from Brayak. Though he had shown no formidable skills, he was still a paladin. And there wasn’t one among their number who didn’t suspect his skills had secrets to them they didn’t quite understand.

      The practice matches came to an end when a massive bell rang from ’ne of the towers overhead.

      Trainer Marik sighed a breath of relief. “At last, saved by the bell. Alright, everyone, it’s dinner time. Asses up and get to the dining hall! It won’t stay hot forever!”

      He turned to Darren and Morgana. “You can consider dinner part of your winnings from us for the day. Never let it be said the warriors of Lichenfell Citadel are sore losers.”

      “Dinner would be welcome. And I would like to see Cassandra and Amelia again,” Darren replied.

      “The priestess trainer will be at dinner as well. I’m sure she has invited them there too. You should be pleased. We rarely have guests. The reason for that should become apparent shortly.”

      Trainer Marik led Darren and Morgana past the garden to another building. This one was shorter and wider than the rest, and entering it revealed a tunnel cut into the granite stone of the boulder the inner castle sat upon. The builders of this citadel had probably used the very stone beneath them to erect these structures, though from the size of each chunk of stone, lifting each piece into place had probably taken a team of paladins, or at least one with a powerful strength-boosting skill.

      Trainer Marik took Darren and Morgana down a set of stairs that soon opened to a large chamber illuminated by windows high in the air and several rows of glowing crystal lights. Despite being underground, the chamber was quite bright.

      “Like the lights?” Trainer Marik asked. “It’s a clever design. I’m told those aren’t really the sky, but it is real sunlight. It’s some elaborate trick of glass and mirrors. The light comes down, but there’s really two blocks of stone thicker than a man is wide sandwiched around some fancy wards the ancestors used to defend the place. It’s all quite clever.”

      “Do you no longer know how to do such things today?” Darren asked.

      Trainer Marik shrugged. “I’m sure someone does. I’m told it was the seraphim who really knew those tricks. We just did as they said, generations ago. But that doesn’t change the fact that most of this was built by human hands! Incredible, isn’t it?”

      The room was indeed incredibly spacious. So much so that a small village could have fit inside this dining area alone, complete with barns and horses. This one floor could sit and feed a thousand big and brawny paladins if need be, and Darren could see looking up that there was more seating area besides. How many people had lived in this citadel years ago to need to feed so many at once?

      In contrast, today, everyone in the citadel was clustered in one corner, sitting together as they left most of the hall empty.

      “Do you ever fill this chamber?” Darren asked.

      “Once or twice.” Trainer Marik shrugged. “We had to bring in the whole order and several lesser orders together to join hands and defend these lands from the heretics to the west. They don’t follow the teachings of the seraphim, and there’s no place for them in our lands.”

      Trainer Marik led Darren and Morgana to a seat towards the front of the group, where Cassandra and Amelia were sitting with trays of food in front of them. The priestess trainer was there as well, chatting happily with Cassandra.

      “Darren! You’ll never guess what the priestess here promised to show me! Apparently, one of the holy adepts from a group that returned earlier today has gathered enough devotion to break the threshold between holy adept and priestess! The seraphim are going to bless her during the ritual later today, and I get to watch!”

      “That does sound interesting,” Darren said. He too was curious to see how the people here transitioned from one level of power to the next. Neither of Darren’s transformations had been normal. Once, he’d been directly evolved as a result of a quest reward. Then, he’d evolved his own body using his Limitless Evolution skill. How would his transformations differ from those done by the seraphim themselves?

      “Would you like to see it as well?” Darren glanced towards Amelia, who was eying all the paladins in the room suspiciously. Days ago, she might have been terrified to be in the presence of so many paladins, but he had eased those fears.

      Amelia nodded slowly, glancing between her tray of food and the people around her.

      “Attention, now serving the main course!” a cook shouted at the head of a line of trolleys. She held a large bowl before her, made of solid gold and thrumming with Divine Aura.

      Darren glanced at the bowl curiously, wondering what was inside.

      “You are in for a treat. This is one of the big secrets to why holy warriors from the large orders are better than those from the smaller ones,” Trainer Marik explained.

      The servants came through, depositing a leaf-wrapped bundle onto each plate as they passed.  Everyone sitting in the dining room received exactly one leaf-wrapped bundle, no more and no less.

      “The leaves are from our own Heavenly Grape Vines. The citadel received the seeds years ago as a quest reward. They only grow on the peaks of mountains, as close to the Heavens as we can get them. Of course, growing anything that high has its own problems, which is why so many of our less talented holy adepts take up gardening. Someone has to grow the sacred plants.”

      “Sacred plants?” Cassandra asked as she poked at her leaf-wrapped bundle with a fork. The way the others were salivating at theirs meant these little bundles were clearly valuable, but Cassandra, Darren, and Morgana didn’t know what was so special about them other than the little bit of Divine Aura emanating from them.

      “That’s right, sacred plants,” the priestess confirmed. “Consuming them allows some small portion of their power to flow through your body, supplementing your body’s natural processes with magical power. You might have heard of healing potions? Well, most healing potions made in the Northern Trade Union come from this very garden. We crush the waste remains that can’t be cooked and eaten, run holy water over them, and bottle that as healing potions.”

      “So eating these sacred plants heals you?” Morgana asked, looking like she wanted to pocket the small leaf-wrapped bundle instead of eat it.

      “If you’re wounded, it can certainly help you get better. But we have people with healing skills for that. What this food does is permanently enhance your body by some tiny fraction. That means those who have eaten like this as holy adepts will forever be stronger than those that did not. It is why the powerful orders continue to overshadow the lesser orders. Even though the Order of the Leaf can’t get as many rare and epic-grade skillbooks as groups like the Order of the Rod, they still have sacred gardens who can bless all their members with increased strength.” The priestess cut the cord around her bundle with her knife, revealing an array of fruits and vegetables sitting atop it.

      She delicately poked a tiny tomato with her fork and took a nibble. Trainer Marik next to them picked the whole leaf up and stuffed it in his mouth, gulping it down in a few quick bites.

      Darren looked at the bundle before him. It contained a single grape, a cherry tomato, a few herbs, and an olive. Judging by the quantity of Divine Aura in it, a single drop of blood from the Heavenly Water Dragon he’d killed would contain more Divine Aura. To say nothing of the countless demons he had killed before then. For years, he’d lived in Hell itself, living off his purification skill’s power to convert the Demonic Aura-filled foods there into Divine Aura foods that he could eat.

      “Hey, this stuff tastes like that water of yours, Darren,” Morgana said around a mouthful of food.

      Cassandra’s eyes darted to Morgana’s and Darren detected a small kick under the table.

      “Ow. Fine. It’s really good and definitely like nothing else I’ve ever tasted,” Morgana said.

      “You’ve got that right! It takes ages to grow this stuff,” Trainer Marik said, staring at Darren’s portion of sacred plants hungrily. “Truth be told, if it wasn’t for the fact that so many of our members are heading to Salsroth, we wouldn’t be willing to share this stuff with you. But, if it isn’t eaten its power will just dissipate anyway, so enjoy it while you can. It’ll be tough for a small group like yours to come across another serving like it.”

      “We are incredibly grateful for the hospitality you’ve shown us.” Cassandra smiled at their hosts. “It’s far more than we expected. And I must thank you, priestess, for your help finding any living relatives of the little one here.”

      The priestess smiled back at Cassandra. “Of course, though once again, I do think she’d make a lovely student here at the citadel. I do have to criticize the quality of her relatives though. Even the more respectable of her kin aren’t particularly wealthy. And the less respectable of them… well… I’m sure some enterprising holy warrior will get around to taking care of them eventually.”

      Amelia shifted uncomfortably in her chair. Amelia’s experiences had made her wise beyond her years. Though the priestess smiled as friendly as she had been moments ago, Amelia shifted herself further away from her and closer to Darren.

      “Of course. Rest assured, we wouldn’t ever leave Amelia in the care of anyone who would do her harm,” Cassandra promised.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the meal was an ordinary affair. Cassandra asked the priestess a few more questions about becoming a priestess. Trainer Marik tried to engage Darren in conversations about his own training. Even Morgana and Cassandra had difficulty getting stories out of him, so this paladin trainer had no chance. He ended up doing most of the talking himself, telling Darren about the training regimen he’d been put through in his youth and how it differed from the one he was giving the children today.

      “The kids today have it easy,” Trainer Marik sighed over a mug of ale and a plate full of chocolate-covered strawberries. These were only ordinary vegetables and not the sacred plants grown in the nearby garden, so Trainer Marik ate them one after another with reckless abandon. “Back when I was a trainee, they had us running twice as far and training sunup to sundown every day!”

      “That doesn’t sound too different from what we saw earlier.” Morgana shrugged. The trainees in the dining hall had left with the cleric and a whole host of the holy adepts on staff here for prayers and meditation. Trainer Marik remained behind while the priestess trainer left with the holy adept due to ascend to the stage of priestess to help ready her for the transformation.

      “Well… back in my day, we had more paladins here. More warriors of every type, truthfully. And the staff then had the resources to really get their hands dirty.” Trainer Marik poured himself a glass of ale, then drank it all in one sip. He moved to pour another for himself, but when he saw no one else was drinking, he simply took the pitcher and drank from it. “I remember one time, the paladin trainers — as in multiple trainers, not just one — brought a whole army of skeletons up the mountain. Living, breathing skeletons for us trainees to fight and put down! Well, since they were skeletons, they weren’t really living or breathing, but that’s not the point. They brought them up here for us to fight! I couldn’t swing that today. I wouldn’t dare when I’m the only paladin in the citadel.”

      “You lack the resources to train them properly.”

      “That’s exactly it! I don’t have the resources! Hells, none of us do. You know, this citadel used to have an archpaladin on staff at all times? It was a rule! Lichenfell was never supposed to go a moment without at least one archpaladin to drive off the forces of darkness. Now, how many years has it been since an archpaladin has even set foot in these halls?” Trainer Marik shook his head.

      “Maybe not as long as you’d think.” Morgana smiled slyly before Cassandra gave her another kick under the table.

      “Where have those archpaladins gone?” Darren asked.

      Trainer Marik shrugged. “Some are dead, but most of them left to join the Order of the Rod. They’re the ones favored by the seraphim these days. Rumor is they’ve built a Heavenly staircase, like a portal directly to the lower Heavens. Though that’s just rumor and hearsay. For a mortal to enter the Heavens… well, I can’t believe the seraphim would allow that.”

      “Why?”

      Trainer Marik continued his earlier shrug until his armored shoulders touched his ears. “The Heavens are not a place for those made from flesh and blood. The Divine Aura is too thick and powerful, and the demonic aspects that make up at least some small portion of every mortal would kill them. At least, that’s what the old books say. To be honest, the shrine maidens got a few different answers out of the seraphim. Never pieced that part together. I suppose you’ll be able to see for yourself soon enough. We found a shrine maiden hiding in the wilderness.

      “Apparently, she’d fled the Blackwind Empire to evade Archpaladin Gaimon of the Order of the Rod and his army of paladins. One of our paladins on the road found her and brought her to the citadel. It’s a good thing we found her, too. The citadel’s previous shrine maiden passed away, and we haven’t been able to find another one until now. There are many people waiting to spend their devotion on an evolution or asking for favors from the seraphim.”

      “Fascinating.” Cassandra folded her napkin neatly on the table. She laid her utensils atop it, as clean and polished as they’d been before she’d touched them. “So the shrine maidens are integral to the evolution process.”

      “Oh yeah,” Trainer Marik said around a mouthful of chocolate strawberry. “They’re important. Can’t call down the seraphim without them. It’s something about changing how a sigil works. I don’t know the details. But we have a shrine maiden again, which is the important thing! We’ve had her summoning practically every night. The lass hasn’t had much time to recover her strength, and it’s harder on her than I’d like, but we all have to make sacrifices in these trying times.”
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      After dinner, Trainer Marik led Darren, Morgana, Cassandra, and Amelia off to join the priestess. The ritual was to take place in another building of the inner castle, one of the tallest and sturdiest structures in the area.

      “This is the inner castle’s shrine,” Trainer Marik explained as he led them to the building’s entrance. “There used to be a proper shrine down in the lower levels of the citadel, but there’s just too much space down there for us to maintain those areas. So we turned one of the old jailhouses into a new shrine. We keep our shrine maiden here too.”

      “In the jailhouse?” Cassandra asked curiously.

      “It’s pleasant enough.” Trainer Marik shrugged. “There are pillows, blankets, and a hearth. Everything a shrine maiden could want. They lock themselves away in their little shrines, anyway. What’s so different about being locked away up here?”

      “I see.” Darren stared at the stone walls with a frown, dabbing his lips.

      Trainer Marik opened a heavy stone door, which led to a series of inner fortifications. Unlike the defenses outside, which were made to prevent entry, these inner defenses guarded the exit to keep those inside from leaving.

      “Checking a few guests in. They’re here to watch the evolution ceremony,” Trainer Marik said to the holy adept guarding the exit.

      “Understood. Make sure you’re with them at all times,” the holy adept said. “And don’t let them ask the prisoner for any personal summonings. She’ll need her sleep. She’s scheduled to do summonings from dawn until dusk all day tomorrow.”

      “They’re just here to watch. They can find their own shrine maiden if they want to spend their devotion,” Trainer Marik snorted. “Come on, if we don’t hurry, we might miss it!”

      He led them down a steep staircase to another underground chamber buried into the bedrock beneath the castle. Like the cafeteria before it, this chamber was illuminated by the same elaborate series of mirrors.

      It was built reminiscent of a stage. A platform stood upon a pit in the center, and there were several rings of seats around it. In the center, there was a hooded young woman sitting in a chair. She sat with a glum look on her face and sagged in her chair as though she were completely exhausted.

      A white cloth covered her long brown hair. Her shoulders and waist were covered only by a sleeveless and legless white shift that left her arms and legs bare. It looked similar to the outfit the shrine maiden in Silvercross wore. In fact, this garment looked so similar it could have been the same one, only with the arm and leg pieces cut free so that there was nowhere to hide a weapon on her. The shrine maiden had her arms and legs tight to her core in the chamber’s cool air and was shivering in place with one leg up on the chair close to her chest.

      The other leg was down by the foot of her chair and trailing down. Darren soon realized why. A small chain had been riveted around one ankle and looped to the chair, binding her to her seat.

      Even as they watched, a holy adept stepped forward, kneeling down to undo the chain link and transfer it from the chair to a loop embedded in the center of the stage. He added a longer length of chain so the shrine maiden would at least be able to walk a little.

      “Time for another ritual. We need one priestess evolution.” The holy adept tapped the shrine maiden on the shoulder. She climbed slowly to her feet, planting bare toes against the cold stone. She stumbled as she stood, as though she hadn’t stretched her legs in several hours. The holy adept beside her stuck an arm under her and hauled her to an altar.

      That altar had a staff, several glowing gems, a bag of salt, candles, and several chalk sticks upon it.

      The shrine maiden picked up the chalk. With shaking and unsteady hands, she started sketching a circle on the stage in the center of the ground. Based on the bandages on her knees, kneeling on this stone platform was a familiar task for her.

      She drew two rings, one inside the other. There was a faint outline of a similar circle on the altar already, mixed with several other sketches that had since been wiped away. She traced those lines until she made a trail of vibrant white chalk. With a different color, she drew a ring of symbols around the inside of the circle.

      This was ritual magic of the divine aspect, not unlike the abandoned and crumbling wards scattered around the citadel itself. Darren recognized a few characters, but only because he was familiar with their demonic equivalents. Cultists used something similar to summon up powerful demons.

      Darren guessed that the evolution from holy adept to priestess involved calling up some specific type of seraph. Those symbols would be how to select what kind of seraph was summoned. Perhaps all the way to naming one particular seraph and calling them up.

      After the chalk came the salt, arrayed in a ring just outside the others. Then came the candles, and finally the gems. Each was arrayed at equally distributed points around the circle until the entire design began to look like an elaborate piece of geometric art.

      When completed, the shrine maiden fell to her knees in one corner of the circle while the priestess trainer led in a young woman dressed in flowing white robes.

      “This is our prospective new priestess,” the priestess trainer announced. “May the Heavens favor you and raise you up to the rank of a priestess.”

      “I have endeavored to please the Heavens for more than eight years now.” The prospective priestess bowed her head. “I can only hope that the devotion I’ve gathered is enough to buy this favor from them.”

      “We have faith in you.” The priestess trainer smiled as she gave her protege a pat on the shoulder and ushered her forward.

      “Shall I begin?” the shrine maiden asked. Her voice was vaguely familiar, but it held a weary dryness to it that spoke of sleepless nights and many days of exhausting work.

      “Yes, summon the seraphim, shrine maiden,” the priestess trainer commanded.

      Next to Darren, Trainer Marik leaned over and whispered, “This is the good part, right here!”

      The shrine maiden raised her hands to the sky, letting her hood fall from her head. A beam of sunlight descended from the ceiling as though the sky was shining through the stone that made up the roof.

      “By the light of the sky and the dust of the earth, I give the blood of mortals hoping the seraphim I call to might make their presence known. Descend and hear our request so that we may learn from your wisdom!”

      The holy adept who’d unlocked the shrine maiden’s ankle cuff before stepped out of the shadows and onto the platform, wielding a small silver knife. He grabbed the shrine maiden’s outstretched wrist, pricked her finger with the tip of his blade, and then cast the blood into the circle before stepping back.

      The chalk lines seemed to smoke and steam then. They hardened into a smooth and unbroken ring of white. The salt beyond them hardened from tiny broken grains into chunks of solid crystals laid close to one another.

      The light from above grew brighter and brighter, like the sun was going from the light of early morning to noon at the peak of summer.

      The light revealed the shrine maiden’s features, previously cloaked by that scrap of cloth and her hair.

      Her hair was messier than it had been before and a darker shade than Darren remembered when he’d seen this woman in Silvercross, but it was unmistakably Bonnie, the same shrine maiden he and Callum had gone to see while they were in Cassandra’s home city.

      Brown hair hung messy over her shoulders, clinging to her shoulders and back. There were bags under her eyes, and her slight frame shivered as she kept her tired eyes glued to the ground.

      Darren looked at Trainer Marik. “You said she fled from Silvercross?”

      “Something like that.” Trainer Marik shrugged. “The Order of the Rod guys wouldn’t have been as nice as we are to her, that’s for sure. Odds are she’d be dead right now if they’d found her. She’s lucky she made her way to the Northern Trade Union where one of our people could find her.”

      “I see.”

      Down on the stage, the ritual continued. A few other paladins and holy adepts appeared and took their seats, cheering the name of the holy adept trying to become a priestess.

      “You can do it!”

      “Tomorrow, you’ll see the whole world differently!”

      “And you’ll get paid twice as much!”

      Shrine Maiden Bonnie closed her eyes as though she were communing with some invisible force. The distant expression on her face and the way her fingers twitched in the air in front of her told Darren that she was seeing something on her sigil. He was familiar with most of the menu options, but sigils, on the whole, were relatively simple interfaces.

      Even with complex skills like Darren’s Limitless Evolution ability, the right box simply appeared in his vision when the time was right. It shouldn’t have taken more than three gestures for his sigil to tell him what he wanted to know. He and most experienced sigil wielders grew familiar enough with the interface to do everything they wanted through simple thought without the need for physical gestures.

      That this shrine maiden needed them and that she was still flicking through her screens suggested to Darren that she was manipulating a menu far more complex than the one that most holy warriors had access to. He wouldn’t have even concluded that if not for the fact that he’d recently realized that there was far more to the sigils than he’d believed.

      Bonnie finished her work with one final motion. The light overhead seemed even brighter than the sun by now, as though this was pure sunlight unfiltered through the clouds or sky. The beam of energy illuminated Bonnie and the holy adept, awaiting the manifestation of the seraphim.

      Something fluttered in the air above the stage, taking shape from the brilliant light up above.

      … priestess…

      … devotion…

      …Accepted…

      The glowing figure seemed half-formed, nothing like the seraphim that Darren had seen on his brief trip to the Heavens. The figures were there, similar to the fourth-order seraphim he’d seen, but this was almost like a shadow of them. It had their general shape, flipping and flickering through the air, but it didn’t feel as human as the seraph Asuriel, whom Darren had captured and interrogated.

      As Darren stared at the glowing figure made of light, he realized he didn’t have to wonder at its nature. His skill alerted on it, ready to answer his question itself.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS: SOUL PROJECTION (EPIC)

      
        	This entity is a spirit projection of a seraph, imbued with some small measure of the seraph’s will and intelligence to grant simple requests for an audience or power.

      

      The seraph was using a skill, just like humans did. Using that skill, they were answering the calls of shrine maidens and performing the sacred tasks they were called upon like they were nothing more than ordinary routine work.

      Could they not be bothered to appear in person? Or perhaps maintaining a sense of aloof distance helped them avoid getting caught up in mortal affairs more than they would otherwise wish for?

      Whatever the case, if Darren’s information was genuine, then the seraphim would be breaking that tradition soon when Kalaziel appeared in person in Salsroth. No wonder the holy adept he spoke with earlier was so eager to see the seraphim. If they never appeared in person for rituals, the opportunity to see them otherwise would be a rare thing.

      “The seraphim accepted my devotion!” the holy adept in the center of the ritual said eagerly. “I did it, right? Did I do it? Am I a priestess yet?”

      “Not yet. Try not to hold your breath!” the priestess trainer shouted.

      An instant later, a beam of glowing golden light shot down from the seraph manifestation floating overhead. The energy slammed into her, knocking her off her feet like a wave of physical force. She slipped backward, collapsing onto the ground as the light from overhead continued to pour into her.

      Darren stared at the light, trying to see through it. The bright glare had little to do with the transformation process itself. The bright light seemed like a conscious effort by the seraph to obscure what was happening. Anyone else would have found it impossible to follow the thin strands of Divine Aura twisting and turning as they traveled through the energy beam to eventually find their way into the priestess candidate.

      At first, Darren thought there were complex processes at work he wasn’t understanding. Maybe there were paladin transformations to make a person larger, but the transformation to priestess was simple.

      It was a piece of the seraph’s self being planted like a seed in the soul of the priestess candidate. Everything else was merely an injection of Divine Aura into the target’s soul. Darren imagined it was like a gardener planting a seed and giving it enough water to take root.

      A holy adept had nothing but an ordinary human soul with only the power equivalent to a second-order demon or seraph. A paladin, priestess, or cleric was as strong as a demon or seraph of the third order.

      Part of that transformation had to do with becoming like a seraph. Somehow, planting a tiny portion of this Heavenly power into humans transformed their bodies and powers.

      The simplicity and nature of the procedure were disconcerting. But, at its heart, it wasn’t too different from what cultists did with Demonic Aura to improve their bodies. They poured Demonic Aura into themselves in a process that more often than not turned them into monstrous half-demons.

      If filling a soul with Demonic Aura could turn a person into a demon, what would filling a person with Divine Aura do, eventually?

      Darren remembered his mother before she died. She mentioned she wasn’t ready for something but would have to do it anyway. Perhaps she had known the answer to the very question he was wondering about now.

      The ceremony ended, and the glowing light faded. Wind swept the chalk aside, and the candles went out. The seraph vanished without a trace, and the room was still and silent.

      Shrine Maiden Bonnie sagged where she sat, collapsing onto the ground before one of the holy adepts picked her up and placed her back in her chair. Moments later, he undid the latch binding her ankle to the chain in the center of the stage and reattached it to where it had been on the chair. Bonnie curled up on herself just as she had been before the ritual began.

      “I must speak to her,” Darren said.

      “Wait, that’s not such a great idea… and you’re going anyway. Right.” Trainer Marik sighed as he stood up and followed Darren down the steps. In one quick jump, he leaped onto the platform on the stage.

      “Look, Darren, you can’t be bothering her. She’s got plenty of rituals to perform for the Order of the Leaf. She doesn’t have the time or energy to be doing things for everyone with a sigil.” Trainer Marik sighed as he heaved himself up onto the stage after Darren.

      “Do you remember me?” Darren asked, leaning close to Bonnie.

      Slowly and with great weariness, Bonnie looked up. Moments ago, her eyes had been far away, focused on some spot between her legs. Now they focused on Darren. It took her a moment to recognize him.

      “So you were with the Golden Temple after all,” Bonnie whispered, sounding like she’d hauled the whole citadel up the mountainside on her back that very morning.

      “No.”

      “Then why are you here? Want to see your mother again or something?”

      Darren shook his head. “Why are you here?”

      Bonnie shook her ankle, letting the short chain attached to the chair jingle.

      “Do you wish to leave?”

      Bonnie froze for a moment, shooting a glance around her. She lowered her voice, glancing up at Darren between locks of hair.

      In a voice scarcely above a whisper, she answered.

      “…yes.”
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      Darren nodded. Without another word, he reached down and snapped the chain holding Bonnie to the chair.

      “What are you doing?” Trainer Marik demanded. “That thing needs to stay on her! We need her here in the citadel.”

      “But she does not want to stay.” Darren picked Bonnie up and tossed her over his shoulder like a sack of flour. She hung there limply as he jumped off the stage.

      “Morgana, Cassandra, we’re leaving.”

      “Uh…” Morgana looked at Bonnie and then at Darren. “Are we really just stealing their shrine maiden? Right here? In full view of everyone?”

      “Yes. Let’s go.”

      “Right then! Can’t say I’ve ever been part of a heist this bold before,” Morgana muttered as she drew her short sword and tugged on Cassandra’s hair as she spoke with the priestess she’d been talking to earlier.

      Darren spotted Amelia looking up at him curiously as well.

      “Your legs are short. Come.” He held out his hand, and Amelia took it. Darren hoisted her onto his other shoulder, where she sat clinging to his head.

      “Wait, Darren, what’s going on?” Cassandra turned her head as she heard Morgana drawing steel.

      “What do you think you’re doing, Sir Darren?” Trainer Marik demanded. “You cannot kidnap our shrine maiden! We need her!”

      “I am not kidnapping her.”

      “You can’t borrow her either!”

      Darren shook his head. “It cannot be kidnapping if she wants to leave. I am rescuing her.”

      “Oh, a rescue, that’ll make this just fine and dandy…” Morgana chuckled to herself, glancing nervously as more holy adepts and the priestess trainer all took notice of Darren’s actions.

      They were circling the five of them like vultures circling a dying animal in the desert. A call went up among their number, and a few holy adepts disappeared. They would reappear with reinforcements not long after.

      “Sorry about this,” Cassandra said as she held her staff behind her back.

      It was growing brighter and brighter by the moment, already charged with as much Divine Aura as Cassandra could pack into it. When she pulled it out from behind her back, it sprayed a fountain of silky white threads, covering the priestess trainer and most of the holy adepts in tiny binding threads.

      “Good idea, Cas!” Morgana yelled. “I’ll slow down the strongest of them!”

      A ray of crimson light appeared in Morgana’s hand, shooting towards the Trainer Marik. A moment later, a similar beam of crimson light shot towards the priestess. She’d given them both her curses, weakening them before jogging to the door.

      “Hurry up. That won’t last long!” Morgana said as her fingers fumbled over one another. A small ball of flame appeared before her palms a few moments later, dancing in the doorway like a pint-sized Guardian. It wouldn’t buy them more than a moment, but Morgana was doing everything she could.

      “This way,” Darren said as he pointed not towards the bridge, which already had a blockading force of holy adepts guarding it, but towards the broken section of wall at the back edge of the fortress.

      “You’re planning something I’m really not going to like, aren’t you?” Cassandra said as she took a glance in the direction Darren was pointing.

      The two of them ran ahead, with Darren holding the rear. Morgana was fleet of foot and kept ahead easily. Cassandra had changed out of her traveling clothes into something more formal for dinner. Now that she was wearing a skirt, she had to hike up the hem of her dress to avoid tripping over it, and the shoes she was wearing weren’t built for running.

      “I wish I’d known it was going to come to this. I would have worn pants,” she huffed as she ran as fast as her wardrobe would allow her. But, even as she ran, she charged her Gossamer Strands ability again.

      Her Wind’s Whisper skill must have guided her hand because her webs coated the largest mass of holy adepts, toppling on top of one another and buying them another precious second.

      They all ran as fast as Cassandra could go. Their lead would have been plenty for a few holy adepts, but the citadel still had some paladins among it.

      “It’ll take more than a bit of sticky white stuff in my face to stop me!” Paladin Brayak yelled as he dashed forward with his movement ability. He was far faster than an ordinary holy adept, and the sound of his feet pounding against the smooth granite stone was like rain in a storm. He came faster and faster, barreling towards them with no intention of slowing down.

      “Two foul temptresses weren’t enough for you, so you had to steal ours! Don’t think you’ll get away with this! We need her!” Brayak tried to rush past Darren and cut him off, but Darren held out his free arm at waist height as he ran by. Brayak crashed into Darren’s outstretched arm at full speed, doubling over and flying head over heels until he slammed face-first into the smooth stone below.

      The other members of Brayak’s group followed, but Darren had fought them all before. He already knew most of their skills and knew who to watch out for. One cleric had a sticky arrow that could grab things and haul them back like fishing with a bow.

      She got a hit on Shrine Maiden Bonnie’s leg and tried to pull her right off Darren’s shoulder, but Darren pulled his trusty stone cleaver from his inventory and severed the cord on the arrow’s tail before the line even went taut.

      The arrow was nothing but Divine Aura, so it disappeared as soon as the cord was severed, leaving Bonnie with nothing more than a bruise. She only let out a slight wince when struck, but made no further noises as she lay on Darren’s shoulder.

      “To the edge!” Darren ordered Cassandra and Morgana.

      “Oh, I really don’t like the sound of this…” Cassandra closed her eyes as she came closer to the edge of the inner castle. Just beyond her feet, there was nothing but a very long plummet straight downward.

      “You’ll catch us if we jump, right, Darren?” Morgana asked with one foot over the edge.

      “Not yet,” Darren said. He regretted that Callum was still back in Limedeep. Flying off would have been a lot easier if he were here, too. As it was, he was going to have his hands full.

      With Amelia over one shoulder and Bonnie on the other, holding his sword would be awkward. He pulled both women off, leaving Amelia next to Cassandra and Bonnie on the ground next to Morgana. She seemed a little more energetic now with the taste of freedom so close.

      “You can’t steal from the Order of the Leaf!” Trainer Marik yelled.

      Brayak shook gravel from his hair as he shook his fist. “What the instructor said! We never leave a quest unfinished! Well… most of the time, we don’t. There was that one time…”

      The Trainer Marik thumped Brayak on the back to shut him up.

      “You’re cornered. There’s nowhere you can go!” Trainer Marik said, drawing his sword. “You seem like a good lad. Probably better than most. If you’d behaved yourself, I was going to talk to you about what it would take for you to earn true membership with the Order of the Leaf. But now you’ve gone and ruined it all!”

      Darren shook his head. “It is you who’ve ruined it. Bonnie here always did what you forced her to do until now.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Trainer Marik demanded.

      “Instead of chaining her, you should have just gone to her shrine.” Darren reached into his inventory and withdrew a single bronze coin. “Look and learn. This is money! If you give it to her, she summons seraphim. And she does it of her own will. Find some, and you do not need to imprison people!”

      “Oh, I’ve heard this one!” Brayak shouted. “Money can be exchanged for goods and services! My mother taught me that one.”

      Darren nodded.

      “For the love of the seraphim…” Trainer Marik grumbled. “Shoot him! Just don’t hurt the shrine maiden!”

      A half dozen arrows blasted forth at Darren, each of them carrying a skill. He pulled Melancholy from his inventory, sweeping it in a wide arc. The arrows shattered against Melancholy’s side, worth nothing more than twigs as they shattered like toothpicks against plate steel.

      As soon as the wave of arrows stopped, a wave of skills followed it. Someone had an ability, not unlike Cassandra’s Gossamer Strands. Another conjured a spirit made of living lightning. Yet another blasted him with a ray of golden light, and Brayak’s ephemeral hammer materialized in the air above Darren’s head.

      Darren held Melancholy aloft again. “Enough!” he shouted over the roar of shaking weapons and conjured magic. “Those who strike at me next will die.”

      At that moment, Darren released his archpaladin wings. They emerged from his back like slivers of polished steel, spreading out behind him as they shone with a brilliant luster. He felt himself grow stronger. He felt larger in spirit, though not in body. Now it seemed as though he loomed as far over their heads as they did over Amelia’s. Before him, their skills were nothing but the petty tricks of children before a seasoned warrior.

      “Wait! It can’t be!” Trainer Marik gasped.

      “Is that what I think it is?” The priestess trainer held a hand over her mouth, eyes growing wide.

      “He’s turning into a bird! Kill him!” Brayak screamed. “This must be what happens when you forsake your chastity too often! We must end him or he’ll be the end of all of us!”

      “He’s not a bird, Brayak,” Trainer Marik said. “He’s an archpaladin.”

      “What?” Brayak’s jaw fell open, and he gaped at Darren.

      “Everyone, throw down your weapons,” Trainer Marik instructed. “If he wishes to take Bonnie the shrine maiden for his own use, then we have no right to stop him.”

      “I am rescuing her,” Darren said. “If you wish to stop me, come and try.”

      The holy warriors gathered there before Darren glanced at one another warily. One by one, their weapons clattered to the ground.

      Darren saw none were moving to attack him and decided this was the best chance he would get to leave without slaying too many. He realized then that he didn’t want to kill these people. They might not have been the best demon slayers he could ask for, but there was all the people of the Northern Trade Union had.

      “Now we’re leaving.” He picked Bonnie and Amelia back up. Morgana wrapped her hands around Darren’s waist and shoulder. Cassandra jumped up so that she straddled him with her legs, then buried her face in the crook of his neck.

      “They’ll be the end of you, Darren! For your children’s sake, guard your loins!” Brayak shouted into the distance. “Also, next time we fight, I will have boots without laces!”
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      Darren kept them in the air for as long as he could. But, with four people hanging onto him, he had a tough time keeping them mounted. He ended up using his Celestial Storm tendrils to tie them all down.

      Their weight wasn’t much of a problem, but covered in bodies as he was, he couldn’t fly very well. Nor was the image of a departing archpaladin a particularly glorious one for the people watching him from behind. Darren and his companions looked like some strange, bulbous creature floating through the air from a distance.

      Fortunately, their tent was just over the hill and around the corner. The hill did a good job of covering them from being seen from the citadel, so they stopped by the tents and campfire that were still set up from earlier.

      They sat down for a few minutes to rest tired arms and stretch their legs.

      “It looks like there are still some embers in the fire,” Cassandra noted as she poked at their cooking fire from earlier. “Do you want me to heat something up? Tea perhaps?”

      “Better not to have a fire,” Morgana said. “We wouldn’t want them to change their minds. Although they did look pretty impressed with Darren back there. You should have shown them your fancy wings right from the beginning, Darren!”

      Darren shrugged. “Perhaps.” Revealing his true power right from the beginning was not his way, though. He always thought that was a good way to get yourself killed quickly. Keeping his powers hidden meant he could usually fend off whatever opening attack his enemies made against him, as opposed to having to fight off something meant to kill him at his full strength.

      If the people of this citadel had known he was an archpaladin right from the start, perhaps they would have welcomed him with open arms. Or perhaps they would have tried to distract him while they worked to summon Kalaziel from the Heavens to smite him where he stood. Perhaps Darren was overly cautious, but a few months on the surface would not be enough to overrule a lifetime of habits trained and cultivated in the depths of Hell.

      Darren walked around the camp, packing up Morgana’s and Cassandra’s tents. He’d had them assemble them so that when he pulled them out of his inventory next time, they’d already be put together. This had been one set he’d picked up when dealing with the bandits near Limedeep, and the tents had been in bundles then.

      “We will make better time if I fly. You all walk slowly.”

      “Ugh, not more flying,” Cassandra grumbled even as she climbed into Darren’s arms again and tucked her head beneath his chin.

      “Why do you always get to be in Darren’s arms?” Morgana grumbled. “I’m clinging to him like a wart on a witch.”
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        * * *

      

      They headed back to Yellowcrest. Bonnie fell asleep while flying, which shocked and amazed Cassandra. She didn’t believe that anyone could fall asleep hanging upside down off Darren’s shoulder, but Bonnie had managed it. That alone was a testament to how hard the people of the citadel had worked her.

      “Mhm… Nanna, I wanna sleep a little longer,” Bonnie groaned as Darren set her down on the ground.

      They broke again for camp, and Darren pulled out a couple unassembled tents for them to put together. It was getting dark by then, so they’d use them to get some sleep.

      “Ugh, you mean we have to assemble these tents every time Darren pulls them out of his inventory?” Morgana groaned.

      “No, look at the numbers.” Cassandra pointed at a tent flap. “I think these are different tents.”

      “Watch the camp. I need to complete some quests,” Darren said before flapping his wings and making his escape before his women could ask any further questions of him.

      There were several quests in the region north of Yellowcrest for him to take care of. Darren had promised the King of Yellowcrest that he would deal with them, and he was a man of his word, so deal with them he would.

      QUESTS AVAILABLE

      
        	Slay the Undead Horde gathering in the northern mountains (Extremely difficult)

        	Defeat the Plague Rats of the northeastern swamp (Deadly)

        	Slay the Corpse Lord of the northwestern crypts (Extremely Deadly)

      

      Darren traveled by land using his movement ability, which was even faster than flying for him. His legs carried him so fast, each step was like a crack of thunder that shattered the air. Much faster, and he thought he might soon be able to travel faster than the sound of his own movements.

      He started in the east, dealing with those plague rats. Originally, these things had been nothing more than ordinary rats. Still, a nearby entrance to Hell buried deep in the swamp had let Demonic Aura seep out over the years, strengthening the plague rats in all the wrong ways.

      By now, there was more demon in the creatures than flesh and blood, and each was roughly as powerful as an average Demonic Spirit, like those that commonly animated undead.

      But that still meant they were only demons of the first order. Darren’s Demon Calamity skill was the perfect counter, erasing their very existence whenever he approached.

      Though they were many in number, they were individually weak, and even the strongest of them couldn’t withstand Darren’s presence. Purging them from the swamp was merely a matter of running back and forth until he’d passed over all of it. Once most of the plague rats were slain, all he had to do was go over the area again with his purification ability and destroy the remaining Demonic Aura that had leaked into the area.

      Having destroyed all tokens of demonic presence, Darren quickly spotted the entrance to Hell. It only went down to the second layer. Still, from the amount of corruption that had spread from it, the thing had likely been open for more than a century with no one noticing. He kicked some dirt in to seal it up before heading on his way again.

      Slaying the undead horde of the northern mountains was very similar. There were three thousand zombies and skeletons in varying states of decay. There must have been a small village in this area for a few generations that had since gone extinct, probably from whatever terrible force of demonic magic that had roused their ancestors from their graves. Darren thought that was a safe assumption, given that the freshest-looking undead seemed recently gnawed on.

      There was either an entrance to Hell or a necromancer somewhere nearby, but given that the horde had been marching for a few days, he knew he’d have a difficult time finding either.

      Whatever created these things, this many undead had to represent a sizable energy investment, so wiping them out would stave off catastrophe by years. From what Darren was hearing about the emergence of the Prime Sin that Prime Saint Kalaziel was supposed to fight, now would be a bad time for an undead horde to approach an unprotected town or village. All the warriors who could fight such a thing were headed to Salsroth.

      So Darren swept over these undead like the tide washes over the sand. Many of them died in his mere presence, just like the plague rats. There were enough second-order undead here though, that he ended up needing to draw his trusty meat cleaver to chop them to bits.

      His vessel, with the spirit of a Heavenly Water Dragon within it, seemed to roar and growl with every swing. Darren still felt he hadn’t unlocked the powers this new weapon had. Still, there was a certain ferocity about the cleaver that it had lacked before shoving the Heavenly Water Dragon’s soul inside of it.

      After slaying all the second-order undead in the horde, he ran over the rest, killing them with his presence before continuing on to deal with the Corpse Lord.

      This fight was more difficult than the other two, being a single powerful entity instead of a multitude of weaker ones who could be crushed by the power of his Demon Calamity skill.

      Like the one Darren had fought on the way to Yellowcrest, this Corpse Lord had once been a mortal man. He’d likely been a powerful cultist in life, but now he’d filled himself to the brim with Demonic Spirits. While each spirit on its own didn’t even qualify for the first order, enough of them together made up a sizable threat.

      “Your blood will be mine!” the Corpse Lord hissed. Its face was pale and gaunt, like that of a bloodless body just after death. It hissed and growled at Darren, extending fangs from its upper jaw to snarl and snap at him.

      “No,” Darren replied as he swept Melancholy through the air.

      The Corpse Lord was a demonic creature at the peak of the third order. An ordinary paladin would die before they knew what hit them. It would take a team like Sasha’s to take a creature like this down. Judging by the rusting armor and broken swords around its lair, a team had tried to destroy this thing in the past and failed.

      Darren’s sword met the Corpse Lord’s claws, and they locked eyes for a moment. The Corpse Lord snarled and tried to bite Darren, but he used his free hand to punch it in the face.

      That punch carried with it the effects of Darren’s purification skill, which burned the Corpse Lord as though he had holy fire cupped in his hand.

      “Gah! Demons below!” the Corpse Lord cursed, touching its ruined face with one hand. One eye had been burned from its socket, and the other stared lidless, bearing a look of constant terror locked onto its face.

      Without another word, the Corpse Lord turned tail. It fled from Darren, intent on preserving its own life against this overwhelming foe. But stronger foes than it had tried to run from him and failed. This one was no different.

      Melancholy sprouted from its chest, cutting through skin as strong as sturdy oak as easily as if it were paper. The Corpse Lord gasped its last breath before its body exploded. Tens of thousands of individual motes of black energy flew in all directions, desperate to escape Darren’s presence. They almost looked like tiny bats as they scattered.

      But there was no running from him. Together, these little creatures were a powerful third-order corpse lord. But alone, they weren’t even demons of the first order. They would have died under the natural sunlight of bright noonday if they didn’t find shelter. The sun had already set, but Darren’s purification ability was just as bright.

      He shone with golden light for a moment, illuminating the entire area. When he was finished, all the Demonic Spirits were dead. He stood alone with the Corpse Lord’s empty nobleman’s attire.

      Darren picked up the Corpse Lord’s rapier, which was the reward for this quest, along with the Divine Sigils left on the bodies of the holy warriors who’d tried and failed to kill this Corpse Lord.

      It was the most impressive reward from the quests Darren had just completed. The undead and the plague rats had given him a pile of old jewelry and some devotion points. It was little wonder the only quest that had been attempted before was the Corpse Lord, despite it being the most difficult.

      But completing quests was, to some extent, its own reward. And dealing with them meant Darren had fulfilled his promise to the King of Yellowcrest. He returned to find two tents set up on opposite sides of the fire.

      Three foldable chairs rested in front of the fire. Cassandra, Morgana, and Amelia were sitting around the campfire, roasting some of the dried meat and vegetables they’d bought from the cultists before he killed them all.

      “Darren, dinner!” Cassandra said as she waved him over to join them. Darren cut a nearby dead tree in half with Melancholy to make a seat for himself, while also fetching more wood for the fire. Once he was settled, both Morgana and Cassandra left their comfortable folding chairs to sit on his lap instead.

      He, Morgana, and Cassandra had a lovely campfire dinner. Afterward, Morgana and Cassandra reminded Darren that they’d set up Amelia and Bonnie’s tent on the opposite side of the fire. If they threw enough wood onto it to keep it loud and bright, Bonnie and Amelia wouldn’t hear anything more than the occasional moan.

      “You are right,” Darren said as his two women ushered him into their tent.
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      The return to Yellowcrest the following day was uneventful, and they made good time traveling by flight. They walked the last hour into the city on foot to stretch their legs and not be too conspicuous. An entire night of rest had done Bonnie a lot of good, and she looked much livelier. However, her captivity had left her weak in the knees, and she was having trouble keeping up with the others as they walked towards their room in one of the local inns.

      “Here, let me help you,” Cassandra said as she put an arm under Bonnie’s shoulder.

      “That’s alright,” Bonnie said as she shrugged her off. “I should walk on my own. If I baby myself too much, then I’ll never get my strength back.”

      Cassandra frowned. “If it’s all the same, I’d like to go over you again with my healing skill.”

      “You shouldn’t bother. I can’t afford a healing treatment. They took everything of value from me. I’d say the only things I own are the clothes on my back, but even that’s stuff I borrowed from you and Morgana.”

      Cassandra gave her a soft smile. “I could use the practice anyway. I wouldn’t want to ruin my name by selling my services without knowing what I was doing.”

      Bonnie smiled. “In that case, I suppose I’ll take you up on that.”

      Cassandra tended to Bonnie back in their room. She had no visible injuries, but Cassandra’s healing skill must have done as much for soreness and weariness as it did for cuts and bruises.

      While Cassandra was tending to her, Morgana fetched some water. She nudged Darren with the glass, and he soon realized what she wanted. He pulled out his Lifewell and drained a few mouthfuls of the precious healing water into it. There was plenty to go around, so he was happy to share whatever extra his bottle produced.

      “Ah, I feel like I’ve rested for an entire week…” Bonnie muttered as she lay back on the bed, drifting off to sleep. “You know, until last night, the last time I’d gotten a good night’s rest was back in my shrine in Silvercross. I had to leave in an awful hurry, and it’s been nothing but running, hiding, and performing rituals since then…”

      Her words trailed off as her eyelids fluttered closed, falling into slumber again.

      “Let her rest. We must prepare for a trip to Salsroth.”

      “We aren’t flying again, are we?” Cassandra asked. “Salsroth is another port town, and our boat is in the harbor. I know it’ll be slower, but…”

      “Do you wish to travel with Morgana while I fly ahead?” Darren asked.

      Cassandra pouted. “No, I’d rather have you aboard the boat again. We could lock ourselves away in our cabin just like we did on the way here. But if you’re forcing me to choose between not having to fly and having to part company with my beloved… I guess I’ll have to deal with flying.”

      One corner of Darren’s lips quirked up into a smile, and he ran a hand along the back of Cassandra’s neck.

      “Perhaps the ship will be fast enough. See that they are prepared to depart soon.”

      “Right away!” Cassandra beamed.

      Darren turned to Morgana. “We must go speak with Simon again. I have more questions to ask him.”

      Morgana groaned. “Ugh. Not him again. Fine, I’ll have someone fetch him. He can meet us at the inn. I think everyone would prefer that over us going to the palace again.”
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        * * *

      

      With arrangements made, Darren sat down with Amelia. She was much more talkative in his presence now that her fear had turned to respect. The blush the girl had on her face whenever she spoke to him reminded him more of Cassandra than of the frightened little girl they’d met imprisoned in Limedeep.

      “Can you see Divine Aura yet?” he asked her.

      Amelia shook her head. “No, sir.”

      “Then sit and close your eyes. I will teach you.”

      Darren was soon confident that Amelia would at least be able to survive for a few minutes in the presence of Demonic Aura. That made her survivability a more certain thing than it would be for most of the children her age he’d seen.

      Darren’s mind flashed back to Limedeep, and to the many children who died when the demons and Order of the Rod took the city. She’d need a lot more training still before he thought she could take care of herself.

      The next entrance to Hell he found he would have to give Amelia the chance to experience its effects. Now that he thought of it, Morgana and Cassandra could also use the experience. He should take all the women in his life into Hell for a while.

      Darren taught Amelia some of the finer points of Divine Aura control. He had to go over each topic a few times before she understood what he was talking about, but the child proved to be a quick learner for someone her age. He’d done well to choose her to inherit his mother’s sigil.

      “You have done well.” Darren gave Amelia a pat on the head.

      “T-thank you, sir.” Amelia blushed. He had drawn a few diagrams on a sheet of parchment while he lectured her, and now she held that scrap of paper close to her chest like it was her most precious belonging. If she continued to study so studiously, she might someday become a holy warrior of his standards.

      Darren liked the thought of that. He wouldn’t allow the bearer of his mother’s sigil to be mediocre.

      While they talked, Darren also manipulated the signals coming from her sigil, binding it to his own like he’d done to his companions before. He didn’t want Amelia getting any quests from the Heavens that she wasn’t ready for, and he trusted himself to be a better judge of quests than the ophanim.

      Morgana arrived just as Amelia was returning to their room. He had peeked through her eyes, using her sigil to see how soon she’d be back, and found her glowering silently straight ahead as Simon trailed behind her.

      “Darren, I brought him.” Morgana jerked her thumb behind her to point at Simon.

      “So you have,” Darren said. “Go. I know his presence is unpleasant for you.”

      Morgana nodded and headed over to the bar in the corner of the inn’s tavern to spend some of her recent winnings buying herself a drink. She took up a seat behind Simon and Darren so she could scowl angrily at the back of Simon’s head while he and Darren talked.

      “So… I hear you need something more from me?” Simon smiled, showing a face full of pearly teeth and a face of carefully cultivated charm. “If it’s within my power, I’ll grant your request. For the right price, of course.”

      Darren cocked his head to one side, staring Simon down across the table in a way that made the smaller man shift in his seat. The action robbed him of some of the relaxed confidence he’d been trying so hard to portray.

      “Simon, I did not kill you before because it was inconvenient. You poisoned Morgana. That would be enough for me to take your life here and now. Convince me otherwise.”

      Simon gulped. “Well, alright then. I suppose if you’re going to bargain that hard, I can give you another one in the name of buying your silence. What is it you need from me?”

      “Everything you know about Salsroth. I wish to confirm what I know. Do not deceive me.”

      Simon shifted in his seat again, propping his elbows upon the table and leaning closer. “This isn’t really the sort of thing I should talk about in an inn. After all, much of what I’m going to tell you is known only to the King of Yellowcrest and his peers.”

      “I will not repeat your words.”

      “Alright, so it all started a few months ago. There was a cult to the east of here. I don’t know the name or the land. Still, they sacrificed nearly their entire membership along with a princess from the Northern Trade Union’s neighbor, the Eastwood Kingdom. In doing so, they created an avatar for Asmoth’Koteth, Prime Sin of Hell, to rise and roam the surface. Her appearance has thrown the Order of the Leaf and most of the other holy warrior orders into a frenzy…”

      Much of what Simon recited was the same things that Darren had learned in Lichenfell Citadel. Asmoth’Koteth was awake and roaming the world. She was gathering a massive horde of demons that would, if left unchallenged, ravage all human lands.

      After that, she would want to rule over the Sacred Seas with an iron fist. What that would look like was pure conjecture, but most scholars believed humans would end up being ranched like cattle, grown just to be eaten.

      While the seraphim normally refrained from interfering directly with events of the mortal world, this catastrophe was big enough to warrant direct intervention. Prime Saint Kalaziel, the Order of the Rod’s hidden backer, would appear in person to confront the demonic scourge.

      Strangely, that call was only answered by the Order of the Leaf and all the lesser orders of paladin, priestesses, and clerics. The Order of the Rod claimed they were too far away to rally in the Northern Trade Union in time. That meant most of the forces arrayed against Asmoth’Koteth would come from the other weaker orders who didn’t pay nearly as much homage to Kalaziel as the Order of the Rod did.

      Darren suspected some manner of plot, but schemes and trickery were not weapons he knew well. Still, the words redoubled his desire to head towards Salsroth.

      “I am seeking one called Sasha. She is the leader of the Order of the Rose. Tell me of them.”

      Simon’s fingers drummed against the table while he thought. “You know, I can’t recall the names of every minor paladin or order that came through here… wait… no, I remember hearing something about an Order of the Rose led by a paladin named Sasha. They washed up on the shores here recently after fighting a tough battle on the seas. They had a run-in with demons or pirates. Perhaps demon pirates. Apparently, the Golden Temple branch based in Salsroth sent them a special invitation, summoning them to join the front lines. They’re probably in Salsroth now.”

      “You have been helpful, Simon. I do not wish to kill you as much as I did before,” Darren said as he stood.

      “Well, I suppose that’s worth something, at least.” Simon sighed. He’d been rather tense throughout his whole discussion with Darren. Now that he had permission to leave, he was making an escape as hastily as he could manage.

      “I am sorry I forced you to fetch him.” Darren sat down with Morgana.

      “Oh, it wasn’t as bad as I thought,” Morgana snorted slightly. “You know, he used to be the mysterious and powerful secret overlord of the Black Raven guild. Seeing him waddle out of the palace here in Yellowcrest does my heart some good. He doesn’t cast the shadow over me he used to.”

      “He is not as dangerous as he once was. But he will still lie and cheat you. Do not have any deals with him without me present.”

      “I’ve seen no one handle Simon as well as you, Darren.” Morgana shook her head. “He plays games of tricks and words. But none of it works against you, Darren. You can’t cheat a man at cards when he’s one word away from running you through with a sword.”

      He was about to ask what cards had to do with Simon, but then he detected a familiar presence entering the room.

      He turned to find Priestess Blossom, rested and recovered from her ordeal and looking much nicer than she had been back when Darren had rescued her from the pirates.

      Her eyes were scanning the room, and he held up his hand.

      “Come. Sit.”

      Priestess Blossom smiled at the sight of familiar faces and sat down with Morgana and Darren.

      “It is good to see you two again,” Priestess Blossom said. “I must once again profess my thanks to you for saving my life.”

      “Darren’s the only one you should be thanking.” Morgana waved her hand. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Well, I owe you double the thanks. But I fear I must ask you another favor.” Priestess Blossom sighed quietly as she looked at the table in front of her. The barmaid swung by to refill Darren’s and Morgana’s drinks, but Priestess Blossom shook her head. “I must get to Salsroth to rejoin my companions. Sasha and the others likely think I’m dead, and I do not wish that to weigh on their hearts for a moment longer than it has to. I would like to rejoin them as quickly as possible. But, alas, I have no money for transport. Nor do I have movement skills suited for travel overland.”

      “Then you will come with us. Our ship will be ready soon.”

      Priestess Blossom’s eyebrows rose. “That means you’re headed to Salsroth as well? I suppose I should have guessed. You’re an archpaladin now, and the Golden Temple is calling on every minor order they could get their hands on. Though, from our conflict with the Order of the Rod, I wouldn’t have thought you had any ties to the Golden Temple.”

      “I do not. Only ties to you and Sasha. But I wish to see what happens in Salsroth.”

      “In that case, I will happily report your concern to her, as well as take you to her. We have often whispered your name among our little group, and there isn’t a soul among the Order of the Rose who doesn’t have the utmost respect for you.” Priestess Blossom placed a hand on top of Darren’s, smiling as bright as a summer flower. “Perhaps more than respect, in the case of our leader.”

      She giggled for a moment, eying the drink in front of Darren. It was only water, and he’d already drunk half of it, but from the looks of her, Priestess Blossom wanted it anyway.

      “I will get another drink.”

      “Thank you,” Priestess Blossom said, taking his words as an invitation to take his current drink and gulp it down in one long sip. “Getting money is rather difficult on short notice. Until I reunite with Sasha and the others, I’m afraid I must play the part of the pauper. It gives me new sympathy for those who live on the streets. I don’t know how I would have even afforded a room here without the money you gave me already.”

      Morgana and Priestess Blossom discussed womanly things for a while, like the price of hair ties and the best way to kick a man in the groin. Since they were chatting with one another, Darren headed up to their room in the inn to pack their things, stowing everything away in his inventory with a touch.

      That taken care of, he tapped the sleeping Shrine Maiden Bonnie on the leg. She stirred and slowly opened her eyes, stretching and yawning as she did so until she was awake and alert again.

      Darren flicked through his sigil menu, checking in on Cassandra. A quick look through her eyes told him that she was heading back to their inn. She’d already urged the ship and its crew to recall all of their members to the boat and prepare to set sail for Salsroth.

      “Shrine Maiden Bonnie,” he said to the blinking girl sitting up and rubbing her eyes in his room. “We will leave Yellowcrest soon. I will leave you with money. Attempt to avoid recapture by the Order of the Leaf.”

      Bonnie glanced at Darren. “That’s it? I can leave now?”

      “I rescued you.” He frowned, uncertain if this young woman knew what that meant. “You were free to go. You were exhausted, so I have given you the time to rest. Now I must go elsewhere.”

      “And I can’t follow you?” Shrine Maiden Bonnie said.

      “I go to Salsroth.”

      “But… if I wanted to go to Salsroth, you would let me come?” Bonnie asked.

      “You would not be the only one we are transporting.” Darren gestured out the door. “A priestess is coming as well. Cassandra has a ship.”

      “…Well then, if it’s all the same with you, I’d rather stick by your side a while longer.” Bonnie threw her blankets off, reaching under the bed to grab the walking boots that Cassandra had loaned her earlier. “I owe you my life. I won’t forget that debt.”

      Darren cocked his head to one side before giving her a brief nod.

      “Also,” Shrine Maiden Bonnie continued, even though Darren had already agreed. “I have no skills beyond being a shrine maiden. It’s how I was caught the first time, you see. It turns out, offering to trade divine wisdom and Heavenly power for food only gets you captured by the nearest paladin.”

      “Perhaps Cassandra can train you to be a maid. Morgana’s previous occupation was as a thief. Now she does… maid things.”

      Now that he thought about it, Morgana’s job as a maid included some strange tasks. Having to wander around bottomless while doing housework was strange enough, but Morgana got up to things far stranger. Darren wasn’t sure if stealing Cassandra’s underwear was part of a maid’s duties. It was possible, he supposed. These people on the surface did many nonsensical things.

      “I will make an inquiry,” Shrine Maiden Bonnie suggested. “In the meantime, being the personal shrine maiden of an adventuring archpaladin will be more than enough to protect me from recapture from the Order of the Leaf.”

      “Do as you wish.” Darren shrugged. “If you are joining us, then gather your things. Cassandra will arrive any moment now to tell us the ship is ready.”

      A mere instant later, there was a knocking on the door, followed by Cassandra bursting in.

      “The ship is ready!” Cassandra announced. “And our cabin is just as we left it, Darren! Come along!”
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        * * *

      

      Morgana, Cassandra, Amelia, Priestess Blossom, and Shrine Maiden Bonnie all traveled the docks in a tight knot, with Darren at the center. He walked up the ship as the women followed. Several of the sailors stepped back, nodding towards Darren with looks of deep respect.

      “I used to think that those kings and emperors with their royal harems were a waste of women,” the captain said as he shook Darren’s hand. “But after what we heard the last time we sailed with you, I’m worried even the four of them won’t be enough.” Then, he turned to Priestess Blossom and Shrine Maiden Bonnie. “I hope the both of you aren’t screamers as well. Me and the crew would like to get some sleep occasionally.”
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      Sasha and her companions made their way to the quest hall in a minor adjunct building adjacent to the main Golden Temple in Salsroth. It was one of several structures where the monks of the Golden Temple and the holy warriors who worked directly with them administrating these affairs were busy handing out quest documentation.

      “We design these papers to trigger certain sigil quests,” the monk said as he handed out a piece of paper. It had a strange symbol, like a series of squares colored black patterned into a larger square. There were white spaces here and there hidden within the geometric pattern. On the whole, the symbol didn’t look like anything Sasha had ever seen before.

      But, just as promised, simply looking at the sheet of paper triggered a new quest in Sasha’s sigil.

      NEW QUEST LINE AVAILABLE!

      
        	Fight for Prime Saint Kalaziel and the glory of the Heavens!

        	You must complete three jobs within two weeks, then participate in the final battle between Kalaziel’s divine host and Asmoth’Koteth’s infernal army. Both forces have been amassing people in the mortal world, and every warrior could be the straw that tilts the battle in favor of the light. Fight for your people! Fight for your ancestors!

      

      
        
        You, Captain Sasha of the Order of the Rose, have been selected to lead your team in the following operations.

      

      

      
        	Sabotage the Salsroth city crypts before Asmoth’Koteth’s necromancers can use them to bolster their army. (Moderately difficult)

        	Assassinate the Fiend scouts of the western mountain and recover the orders they’re carrying. (Difficult)

        	Burn the Salsroth city docks, killing any sea demons that emerge to stop you (Very difficult)

      

      The first task seemed straightforward and simple enough. Those crypts would need to be sanctified and blessed to prevent the necromancers from using them anytime soon. Then again, with the strength of the horde headed this way, the remains might need to be burned to ensure they couldn’t be used for necromancy.

      Sasha and her companions headed for the crypt immediately. They were on a timetable, and the second quest they’d received seemed like the sort of thing that would take a several-day stakeout.

      “What do we do, captain? Start a pyre?” one of the holy adepts asked when they finally arrived at the crypts.

      “For all the bodies with flesh on them, yes. For the skeletons, just drill a hole in the tops of each skull. That’ll let the light in and make sure the skull can’t house any Demonic Spirits. Without a place to hide from the sun during the day, they can’t really inhabit a corpse.”

      “Understood, captain!”

      Her well-trained crew of holy adepts went to work with speed and efficiency. They operated like a well-oiled machine, and Sasha was certain no team in Salsroth could complete this job as well or as efficiently as her team. This crypt had been full of warriors buried years ago. Any of their bodies would have made formidable undead.

      And the tradition of burying a warrior with their sword in hand meant that these undead would rise already armed. The Golden Temple had worked hard over the years to put an end to that, as the practice helped necromancers raid crypts like these to raise an army quickly. But in places like the Northern Trade Union, the Golden Temple didn’t have as much sway as it did in Whiteguard.

      When the job was nearing completion, they ran into their first bit of trouble.

      “Captain! A few of the skeletons just started moving! We can’t put the drill to them,” Audrey said.

      “Then we’ll just have to put the sword to them instead. Shatter the skulls with your blades. It should take at least an hour to do more than twitch! I’ll go scout the tunnels and see if I can’t find the demon or necromancer responsible.”

      “Yes, captain!”

      She jogged off, wincing only slightly as she did so. Sasha had used her damage transference skill on her that morning. That wasn’t Sasha’s favorite skill. Truthfully, it protected Sasha from injuries rather than the other way around. But she used it to help Audrey get better a little faster. With her paladin body and self-healing skill, she’d be in top shape sooner than Audrey would be.

      The necromancer tried to surprise Sasha from behind. He jumped out of a corner with a dagger, lunging for her neck. But the necromancer hadn’t been expecting a paladin. If Audrey or one of the holy adepts had run this way, they might have been caught in the neck. As it was, the necromancer only caught Sasha on the back of her armor. The dagger cut another notch in her equipment, marking another time it’d saved her from grievous harm.

      She whirled about, struggling to draw her sword in the narrow corridor. When she realized she wouldn’t be able to swing her blade in the cramped confines of this narrow hallway between catacombs, Sasha grabbed the necromancer’s head and bashed it against the wall. She grabbed his own dagger and stabbed it into the base of his neck, putting the boy out of his misery.

      And the necromancer was just a boy. She saw that once his corpse fell to the ground. He had the pale face and limp brown hair of someone from the Eastwood Kingdom. He was probably some farm boy taken away from home and taught the basics of necromancy by some cult looking for humans to serve as fodder as part of their advance.

      She was surprised they’d even got someone as untrained as this into the catacombs. Sasha had expected to fight some ancient crone or undead lich with its flesh falling off when she’d gotten this quest.

      The cults were even more insidious than she thought to lure so many to their cause. The demons promised great power to those who served them, but not without the suffering of others. And every cultist walked a fine line between power and the eternal corruption and devourment of their soul.

      Sasha dragged the necromancer’s body out for the pyre. He wasn’t even a corrupted sigil wielder, just someone who knew some tricks of Demonic Aura and had stashed some measure of the power inside him. That meant that Demonic Spirits would favor his body beyond all others.

      What remained of his soul might have even transformed into Demonic Spirits with each passing second. Sasha wouldn’t let this boy’s soul go through that. Better to burn what was left of him and let the seraphim help his soul.

      “Took care of the necromancer,” Sasha explained to her companions as she tossed the body on the pyre with all the other bodies that still had enough flesh in them to hide a Demonic Spirit even if the skull was smashed open.

      “Good, we’re almost finished with the remains,” Audrey said as she helped one of the holy adepts shovel more charcoal onto the pyre. There were a lot of bodies to burn, and the scent of cooking flesh, hair, and clothes hung in the air. “All we need to do is bless the place, and any lingering death in the air here will disperse. That should make it useless for cult rituals.”

      “If any undead rise to attack Salsroth, they won’t be coming from here.” Sasha congratulated her team just as a message flashed before all of their sigils.

      
        	Quest completed!

        	You have completed 1 of 3 assignments.

      

      “I think that’s our sigil’s not-so-subtle way of saying there’s more work to be done,” Audrey said. “Should we head to the western mountains?”

      “I don’t want to stay in this stinking place any longer than needed,” Sasha declared. “Let’s head out!”
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        * * *

      

      The trip to the western mountains brought lots of fresh air for them, which was a welcome change from the stuffy air and smoke within the catacombs. Sasha and her companions hacked a small clearing from some brambles and branches, setting camp deep in the forest. After burning the thorns and wood they’d cut, they set tents and settled in for a few days of camping.

      “We should spend the week bivouacked here,” Audrey said. “It’s far enough from where the fiends are supposed to be to be out of sight, but close enough we can scour the mountains.”

      “Biv-a-what?” Sasha asked.

      “Camped. It means to stay in a temporary camp.”

      “You’re the wilderness expert. If this is where you think we should camp, this is where we’ll stay. We’ve only got the two tents between us. If it rains, it’ll get crowded.” Sasha shrugged. “But that just means we’ll have to get this done before we get sick of the mud.”

      The next few days were long and tedious. Sasha would have hesitated to call them an adventure. Mostly, it was stomping through the woods while Audrey stared at broken branches or tiny rain-smeared footprints.

      A few of Sasha’s holy adepts had tracking skills too, and each of them led a separate group hunting for the fiends their quest required they slay.

      Under Audrey’s guidance, they’d found several promising trails. The first six turned out to be game animals, mostly deer and bears. They tracked them down until Audrey was either certain that they were just tracking an animal or until they had dinner for the night.

      “This better not be another deer,” Sasha grumbled. “We’ve been out here for five days eating nothing but bear and venison. By the time we get back to Salsroth, I’m going to be ready to kill for a carrot.”

      “Shh…” Audrey quieted Sasha and the rest of their group behind her. “I think this is the real deal this time. See this?” Audrey gestured at a meaningless patch of mud. There were a few lines in it, but that was all Sasha could make out. “They dragged a branch behind them to smear their tracks. They weren’t doing that last time we saw markings, which means we’re getting close to somewhere important.”

      “Right. Swords out!” Sasha reached for her own blade, but Audrey shook her head. “Fine. No swords yet. Soon though. Hopefully.”

      Just then, an arrow shot out of the woods, sinking into the throat of the holy adept just behind Sasha and to her left.

      Sasha’s years of training made her twist her own head. The arrow coming for her cut a thin gouge along the side of her neck. With the cut came the sting of some sinister power.

      “Ambush!” Sasha yelled. “Draw swords!”

      The Order of the Rose prepared to fight. The holy adept with a healing skill bent over their skewered comrade. She channeled healing power as quickly as her skill would allow. Flesh grew over the holy adept’s wounds, but it was no use. The light leaving his eyes was fading faster, and her healing skills were far more limited than what a priestess like Blossom could have done.

      The life left the holy adept’s eyes and he died, collapsing completely limp to the ground. The healing skill being used on him stopped regrowing his flesh and the Divine Aura going into it just dissipated into the air.

      “Damnable fiends. Bryant was the only one of us with a dark sight skill,” Sasha cursed as the holy adept in question let out a few short startled gasps and died.

      “One of the demons probably has a skill analysis ability. That’s the only way they could have known.” Audrey scowled.

      “If we don’t kill them off now, they’ll find us at night and pick us off!” Sasha yelled. “We’ve got to take them out while we’ve got the chance!”

      Sasha grimaced. Her orders might lose them another adept or two today, but they’d lose more tonight if she let the fiends attack as they pleased. This group was clearly experienced hunters, even on the surface world.

      So she made the call and charged forward, swinging her sword towards where she’d seen arrows glinting in the sparse evening sun. She hacked at the thorny brush with her sword, cleaving it aside.

      There was a fiend there, as big as a paladin and with a snarl already on his face. He had a sinister crossbow in his hands and raised it, ready to fire the bolt at Sasha. This close, it would defeat the arrow-catching amulet she wore to slow down or divert bolts like this one.

      The fiend’s fingers itched for the trigger, but Sasha whipped her sword back around, twisting her hips as she did so. It was more like swinging a scythe than a practiced cut, but the tip of Sasha’s sword cleaved a limb right off the crossbow. The bolt shot forward, spinning erratically and bouncing off Sasha’s greaves as she half-handed her sword and tried to jam it through the fiend’s eye socket before he could arm himself.

      She wasn’t quite fast enough. Either that or the fiend was far faster than he should have been. In a flash, he rolled backward and climbed to his feet, drawing his sword and facing Sasha with his blade raised.

      Sasha cursed. Fighting a prepared and armed fiend wasn’t on her list of favorite things to do. The fiends back in Limedeep had been hard enough to kill, and those had been empty-handed.

      Fiends were all big and strong, being third-order demons at heart. They were every bit as strong as paladins, priestesses, and clerics from the day they manifested. However, the gap in skill between various fiends was as wide as it was for humans at the same level.

      Knowing Sasha’s luck as of late, this was a team of elites. From the state of this ambush and their reaction so far, that was what it was starting to feel like.

      Sasha saw Audrey fire several arrows in rapid succession at their enemies, one after another. They forced the remaining fiends out of the bushes. There were two more in total. Sasha trusted herself to handle one and Audrey to take another. But she didn’t know how long the holy adepts could last against the third.

      Sasha would need to take her opponent down fast. There was no time to watch and wait. Sasha had to put this demon down and make up for any disadvantage her people were at by pushing herself to her limits and past them.

      She moved from a low guard to an advancing stance, putting one foot in front of the other to charge forward as fast as she dared without exposing herself. She held her sword in a two-handed grip, keeping it thrust forward to drive the fiend back.

      He swatted her sword aside with his wicked-looking scimitar. It spun about Sasha’s weapon, pushing her sword aside to clear the way for a thrust at Sasha herself. It was a delicate maneuver that spoke of long hours’ training with the weapon in his hands.

      But Sasha had also trained long and hard with her sword. When he tried to shove her sword aside, Sasha twisted her wrist to bring it back into alignment, shifting her footing to make sure her blade was still pointed dead-set towards the demon’s heart.

      He gave ground then, raising his weapon high. Sasha struck low, and he jumped back again to avoid it. Sasha tried to close the distance. Demon hide was tough, but not as tough as good plate armor. Sasha had armor, and the fiend didn’t, which meant Sasha could get closer than he could afford to let her.

      The fiend gave Sasha a threatening cut through the air, meant to force her to keep her distance. Sasha held up her armored forearm, letting the blade slide off the gauntlet on the back of her hand. If she had a shield, she would have used that, but her armor was extra thick there to take a beating doing just what she was now.

      The fiend tried to flee again, but Sasha scored a light cut across the shoulder holding his sword. The fiend let out a tiny wince of pain, hesitating just long enough for Sasha to trap his sword under her arm.

      Sasha’s opponent realized the danger he was in at that moment. He had one chance to beat her now. He reached behind him, grabbing Sasha’s sword arm even as Sasha tried to skewer him in the back. His fingers found purchase, and his demonic limbs strained as he pulled her closer.

      Sasha wanted to be close, but not this close. She could win a sword fight but not a grapple. The fiend was bigger and stronger than her.

      But not for long. Sasha activated Might of a Giant, the rare skill given to her by Darren. Divine Aura flowed through her body with reckless abandon as she swelled in size. In this dense demon-laced forest, she couldn’t reach the full size her skill would allow, but she could make herself big enough that the fiend was looking up at her rather than the other way around.

      The two strained against each other, Sasha trying to pull her blade back and the fiend trying to pry it away. If he won this struggle, he’d tear her helmet off and behead her with her own sword. But Sasha’s increase in size had turned the tables in her favor, and now the fiend was struggling to keep her at bay.

      But then an ability activated and the fiend’s strength grew tenfold. Sasha’s eyes bulged as it became inhumanly strong and was on the verge of overpowering her despite her giant size.

      So Sasha took a risk releasing her weapon. The fiend fell back, surprised as she let go and stumbling for a moment before reversing the sword in his grip to whirl it on Sasha.

      But by that time, Sasha had drawn her dagger and plunged it into the base of the fiend’s skull. A strike like that would sever a human’s spinal cord. Fiends weren’t human, but they were built roughly the same. Their bodies were far more resilient than any human form, made more from condensed energy than real flesh and blood.

      The fiend wasn’t paralyzed from a severed spinal cord like a human would be, but he was still in immense agony. He struggled to pull the dagger from his neck but failed when Sasha twisted and removed it, only to plunge the dagger down three more times in quick succession.

      Sasha shoved the fiend to the ground, scrambling for her sword. She took one swing, cutting deep into its flesh and severing the head. It rolled to the forest floor, leaking sickly black blood with a look of mixed disbelief and fury. Sasha had no more time to waste as she scrambled to help her companions, covering ground in great leaping bounds.

      Audrey had done even better than she had, riddling her opponent with arrows from a safe distance. Her Divine Aura arrows meant she would never run out so long as she still had power left in her spirit, and the unarmored fiend was looking more like a hedgehog than a demon. Its bare, muscular chest was riddled with wounds and fading shafts of light.

      Finishing it off was almost elementary compared to the fight with the first fiend. It barely had the strength to block her sword as she rained a quick succession of blows designed to numb an opponent’s arm and shove their sword out of position. In the span of two breaths, she’d taken the second fiend’s head like she’d killed the first.

      But two breaths weren’t fast enough. The third fiend had used that time to gut two of her holy adepts, leaving them bleeding out on the ground like the one who’d been shot earlier. To her dismay, Sasha realized one of the two dead ones was their only remaining healer. That boded poorly for the two on the ground.

      Sasha and Audrey came down on the remaining fiend like a hammer on a nail. Six arrows forged from Divine Aura flew and skewered the fiend in its unarmored chest. Then Sasha followed with her sword, hacking and slashing. She pushed the fiend away from her holy adepts, who’d been desperately trying to hold it off with their own swords and skills.

      This fiend was a big one, practically a giant by all standards. To match his natural height, Sasha had to pour even more power into Might of a Giant and enlarge herself further.

      She was certain that this fiend’s size would only make it fall all the harder. So she cut a deep gouge into a calf as thick around as a tree trunk while slamming it in the face with her pommel. The field tried to bring its bulky, clumsy weapon around, but Sasha was too fast for it to block. A creature this massive was accustomed to crushing smaller opponents underfoot, not facing off against someone of equal size to itself.

      “Now, Audrey!” Sasha said as she jumped behind the fiend, prodding it in the back so it exposed its chest to another barrage of deadly arrows.

      Audrey’s attacks were sharp and lethal, skewering the fiend straight through the chest. Those arrows weren’t enough to take it down, and it whirled on Sasha and knocked her aside.

      Sasha expected it to throw itself at her then, at which point she’d be trying to hold it off with her Aura Shield and Hold skills. That would buy Audrey enough time to pepper the field with arrows. It was a tactic that worked against most dumb demons.

      But this fiend wasn’t dumb, and as soon as it saw Sasha was ready to take it on, it turned and went after the holy adepts, grabbing one by the throat and hurling it against a nearby tree, ignoring the sword slashing at its wrist with desperation.

      Sasha roared wordlessly, using Steps of Gaia to close the distance as fast as she could. She jumped onto the fiend’s back, hooking her sword around its neck and pulling the blade through the flesh as she sawed it back and forth, dragging the fiend backward and cutting off its head at the same time.

      Her helmet had fallen off when she’d been knocked aside, and now her long golden hair streamed down behind her. The fiend reached behind himself and grabbed that hair and pulled her head forward, throwing her aside just like it had thrown the holy adept.

      Sasha slammed head-first into a tree, and her head spun. She lost focus and her Might of a Giant skill collapsed, leaving her back at normal size.

      It was Audrey’s arrows that finally finished the fiend off. It stumbled slower and slower. Sasha’s sword wound meant that it was weakened enough that even her holy adepts could keep their distance from it without getting killed.

      Sasha tried to shake off the dizziness and throw herself back into the fight. She reached for her dagger, confused at its absence, until she realized it was still embedded in the fiend she’d killed earlier.

      She tried to climb to her feet but fell to her knees and collapsed, unable to walk straight.

      Sasha wasn’t sure how long she lay there face-first in the mud, but her companions found her there and propped her up against a tree, tending to their wounded as best they could. Two of the four wounded holy adepts were beyond hope without a healer. But the other two were bandaged and might last long enough to get back to Salsroth, so long as they didn’t bleed out.

      “Bring them here,” Sasha ordered once Audrey told her of their condition. “I’ll use Damage Transference. If I take some of the wound myself, it’ll keep them from bleeding out.”

      “You need healing yourself, Sasha,” Audrey warned. “You’re in no condition to be taking on the wounds of others.”

      “Damn it, Audrey, they’ll die otherwise.” Sasha spat a mouth full of bloody spit on the forest floor next to her. “Bring them here.”

      Sasha laid hands on both of them, using her Damage Transference skill to take on some of their wounds. A pair of cuts appeared on Sasha’s body, sharp and biting, like they’d just happened. They had just happened, but not to her.

      “There, I think that should seal both their wounds,” Sasha declared once she was finished. “But now I’m going to need help to get back to Salsroth. I don’t think I can make it on my own.”

      “We’ll build a set of stretchers when we meet up with the other team,” Audrey said. “Rest, captain. I’m relieving you of command until we can get a healer to look at you.”

      Sasha nodded as she faded off into sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Everything hurt a lot less when she woke up. A priestess huddled over her and one cleric with a healing skill holding her hands over her stomach. Sasha’s new wounds had been bandaged at least twice. The bandages she was wearing weren’t nearly bloody enough to be the first set.

      “Captain, you’re awake!” Audrey padded into the room. Her gear was tattered, barely holding itself together. Her hair was a mess, and the bags under her eyes told Sasha that she was as exhausted as Sasha felt.

      “What of the adepts? Did they make it?” Sasha asked the moment Audrey showed her face.

      Audrey froze. “They won’t give us the healing time. You’re a paladin, so you rated, but the healers are becoming increasingly busy. All their time and energy is spoken for. Wounded are coming in from all over. Apparently, we weren’t the only ones ambushed while trying to complete our quests. Things are more dangerous than we were originally led to believe.”

      “Heavens curse them. Taking on a team of elite fiends is something I’d want an entire crew of top-notch paladins trained and ready for.” Sasha cursed. “And I wouldn’t dare take them on without a priestess.”

      “Others have fared even worse than we have.” Audrey shook her head sadly. “Holy warriors in the Northern Trade Union aren’t quite up to Whiteguard standards. It would take three of them to match one of those fiends in a fight. Maybe more.”

      “So they’re sending teams to their deaths?” Sasha asked.

      “Looks like.”

      Sasha grimaced. “Give it to me. How many adepts did we lose?”

      “A lot.”

      “I want a number, Audrey,” Sasha growled, wincing as her hand tightened a bit too much for her injured body to handle.

      “Nine, with six wounded. Most of them didn’t even make it back to the city even if they’d gotten healing right at the gates,” Audrey said sadly. “But that’s enough questions about that. Your Damage Transference skill saved four of them, and you should be happy about that. Those still alive are stable and you’ll be of more use to them when you’re better. Stressing about them now will only delay your recovery and push back when you can use your skill on them again.”

      Sasha stared at the ceiling for a long while. They hadn’t even finished taking out the fiends to the north. After that, they still had to burn the docks. It was the most difficult quest on their sigil for a reason. The bottom of the sea was one of the few places no team of warriors could reach. There were tunnels leading from the water there leading all the way to the fifth Hell. Who knew what ferocious sea demons lurked there?

      “I’m in no shape to fight. Neither is the rest of the party. Have the healers said how long it will be before we’re fit again?” Sasha asked.

      Audrey shook her head, which Sasha took to be a bad sign. Sasha could be up on her feet in thirty minutes with concentrated, focused healing, like what Audrey had received a few days ago. That they couldn’t give her those thirty minutes meant even these early skirmishes weren’t going well. How much worse would things get before the final battle?
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      Morgana and Cassandra had bitten off more than they could chew with Darren. They’d come to understand that the body of an archpaladin just wasn’t something they could handle for long. His speed, power, and endurance were on a level far beyond human, and the two holy adepts were soon a pair of limp, drooling messes.

      They lay in Darren’s bed, panting with glazed eyes and sloppy grins on their faces as they rested and recovered as fast as they could so they could do it all again. He tucked the both of them into bed, and they drifted off to sleep.

      Then he went off in search of one of the other two women he’d brought with him. He found her sitting just outside their cabin in the fading light. She sat well hidden between a set of barrels and had her head leaned up against the wall just behind their room. Darren had noticed her sitting there a few hours ago from the other side of the wall and made a note of her hiding spot.

      Darren grabbed one of the barrels with one hand, lifting the fifty-gallon container one-handed and tossing it aside.

      “D-Darren!” Shrine Maiden Bonnie blinked in surprise. Just moments ago, she’d had her eyes closed, face mimicking that of the sleeping women in the room behind them. She’d been moments away from drifting off to sleep herself.

      “It will get cold out here. There are better places to sleep.”

      “It’s fine. I’m fine. Thank you.” Bonnie adjusted her dress, which had ridden up her thighs. A heated blush covered her face, and sweat sheened her forehead. “I was just… uh… reading a book. Morgana wanted a summary, so I was taking notes.” She held up a tome on Divine Aura control. It was the same book Darren’s mother had given him. He’d given it to Morgana to read earlier that day for her to study.

      He looked down, noting that Bonnie was only on the fifth page after several hours.

      “Would you like one too?” Darren asked.

      “Uh… w-what?” Bonnie stuttered. Normally, she could speak better than this, but her voice was catching in her throat today.

      “A summary.” Darren gestured to the book. “Read that one many times as a boy.”

      He sat down next to her and flipped the page on her behalf. The familiar diagrams and lines of text brought a smile to Darren’s face. He remembered studying these words for the first time in that cave, frightened in the dark down on the First Layer of Hell with a wounded mother and fear in his heart. If only he could go back to that time. He’d have realized that the First Layer wasn’t anything to be scared of. If he could go back, he might even be able to save his mother.

      Bonnie leaned into him as his mind drifted. At some point, he’d started talking about his childhood instead of the contents of the book. She hadn’t seemed to mind though, and was looking at him with an intensity he’d only known from either fiends who wanted to kill him or Cassandra trying to drag him into bed.

      Darren ruffled Bonnie’s hair the same way his mother had done to him as a boy.

      “You listen well,” he said.

      “It sounds like there’s a lot you’d like to say to your mother. And many questions you’d like to ask her too, beyond what few words you spoke in my shrine in Silvercross.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then would you like me to call her up again for you?” Bonnie climbed to her feet, holding up her dainty hand to help Darren to his. Even standing, her head was only a bit higher than Darren’s was while seated, so it was mostly a symbolic gesture.

      “I would not ask you that,” Darren said, knowing what Bonnie had been through.

      “Nonsense. I’m rested and recovered. These rituals are what I do.” Bonnie smiled.

      So Darren took her hand and pulled himself to his feet. That pulled Bonnie right off hers and left her sprawled on top of him, but it was significantly easier for him to pick her up than the reverse.

      Together, they fetched Bonnie’s supplies. She didn’t have much on her, but as it happened, Darren had a nearly complete set of shrine maiden tools in his inventory.

      “It looks like these were mutilated by cultists. I can see a bit of dried blood in the corner here. No matter, a tool is a tool. It’s all about how you use it. I see you have plenty of candles, too. That’s enough for a basic messaging ritual,” Bonnie said as she examined the items Darren provided her with.

      This particular set came mostly from Rarek, though he supplemented it with a few odds and ends he’d picked up during his time in Hell. Darren had duplicates of most of the tools Bonnie needed, so he let her pick the best of what he had.

      They moved to the stern of the ship where they wouldn’t disturb anyone. There was a ladder leading down to a small cargo hold meant for tall things. It was a damp and narrow room that smelled like fish and had an open-top, but the main cargo hold was too small for Darren to do anything but crawl through, so they had to do the ritual here.

      There, Bonnie worked with chalk and candles, measuring out a perfect circle with a string and spending nearly an hour crafting careful lines.

      “This is where having a bronze circle embedded in the floor really helps.” Bonnie sighed. “I miss my shrine. But I don’t dare return to the Blackwind Empire.”

      Darren remembered there was an empty shrine in Limedeep. He hadn’t done more than tour the courtyard, but perhaps it had a summoning circle Bonnie could use as well. Maybe when all this was over, she’d want to come back to Limedeep with him, Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha.

      “All done. Are you ready to talk to your mom again?” Bonnie asked.

      “I’m ready.” Darren steeled his expression and straightened his back. His palms were sweating more than they had when he’d fought Gaimon.

      The circle bloomed with bright-white light as the chalk evaporated, leaving only a ring of Divine Aura behind. Overhead, a star flickered brighter, and Darren could sense Divine Aura fluctuate around him. It felt almost like the inverse of a passageway to the Hells opened up.

      Light from the summoning circle shot up, and a tiny stream of Heavenly energy shot down to meet it just over their heads. The light was dim and quiet, fading with each passing second. Only a small sphere just over their heads lingered on.

      “Well, that’s strange.” Bonnie looked at her diagram. “I thought I used a summoning. And wasn’t your mother part of one of the ophanim collectives?”

      But Darren didn’t respond to her. He felt a familiar presence. Something reached out and brushed across his cheek. He heard her voice, clearer and more vivid than the last time Bonnie had summoned her.

      “…My son…” Her words were breathy and distant like they were carried on the wind from a faraway place. But those were his mother’s words. Darren felt them deep in his heart.

      “Mother.” Darren held his hands out, trying to embrace the light, though it slipped through his hands like sand through his fingers.

      “…So big…”

      “I’m strong now,” Darren said. “I’m on the surface. I’ve met new people.”

      “…So sorry…” Sadness tinged his mother’s voice.

      “Don’t be,” Darren said. “I am happy.”

      The two shared a moment of silence, looks and feelings exchanging more than words. Bonnie shuffled her feet, trying to give the two their privacy but also watching the sphere of light hovering over her head with awe and surprise. She looked like she was biting back the urge to ask a question herself.

      “…I know. Been watching you…” Darren’s mother said, struggling to speak so many words. The light flickered overhead as words echoed in his ears. “…Watching the world… through your eyes… keeps me whole…”

      “What about you?” Darren asked. “Can I save you?”

      “…No… spirit now… must stay… others want to watch you. Give you quests… get you killed. I… stop them.”

      “You’re protecting me from the Heavens?”

      “…Yes…”

      Darren’s fingers ran across his sigil, suspended from around his neck. He’d remembered the last thing his mother had done in life was touch it. He’d suspected she’d followed his sigil up all the way to the Heavens, but this confirmed it. She was guiding and protecting him even now. And through him, all his friends.

      “Can I save you?” Darren asked.

      “…No…”

      Darren frowned. “Why not?”

      “…Not… strong enough…”

      Darren’s heart fell. He’d held some distant dream that he could somehow pluck his mother’s soul from the ophanim it was in. Perhaps he could resurrect her somehow with the right skills and powers. Still, his mind lingered on her words. She hadn’t said he couldn’t. Just that he wasn’t strong enough. How strong did he need to be? And what did he need to do to reach it?

      As far as Darren could tell, the fourth order was the limit of strength for a human. While there were many kinds of archpaladins with many kinds of skills, there was nothing beyond it but completely forsaking the mortal form and becoming a fifth-order seraph.

      “I could become a seraph. I’d be stronger then.”

      “…No!” Darren’s mother’s words were crisper and sharper than before. There was a bite to them. She didn’t want him to join her or to give up being a human.

      “Why not?” He asked. Becoming a seraph was the only way he saw of going forward, other than pushing more of his skills to Legendary. The logical choice would be to do both.

      “…Your father…” Darren’s mother replied.

      Hi eyes lit up. “What of him?”

      His mother had never spoken much of him while she was alive. And after she was dead, he didn’t have the chance to ask.

      “…Learn… his secrets…”

      “What do I do? Who was he?” Darren took a step closer to the light in the center of the room. It flickered unstably.

      “The summoning is coming undone!” Bonnie said. “I can’t stabilize it. Something must be happening on the other end.”

      Without warning, the sphere of light hovering overhead flickered out and died. Without its light, the cargo hold at the back of the ship was completely dark. The sun had set sometime during their brief conversation.

      “Can you call her again?” He asked Bonnie.

      But Bonnie shook her head. “Even if I redrew the circle, I’d get nothing. I’m sorry, Darren. That might have been the last time you could speak to her for a long time. Cherish what you have. It was quite incredible. Your mother took control of the ritual from the other end. I don’t think I’ve ever seen an ophanim do that before. Most seraphim can’t. It would take a fifth-order at least. And a skilled one at that.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Bonnie shrugged. “It means she’s at the fifth order, I guess. But she’s part of an ophanim collective. A soul as powerful and coherent as hers should have never become a part of one of those collectives. But she must have forced her way into the ophanim attached to your sigil.”

      “To protect me,” Darren said.

      “And herself,” Bonnie replied. “You heard her. Looking at the world through your eyes helps her maintain her coherent sense of identity, even trapped as she is in an ophanim collective. What your mother has done is… well, it’s remarkable. I’ve heard of people joining the ranks of the seraphim, but never quite like that. What your mother managed to do is extraordinary.”

      “Extraordinary…” Darren muttered, looking up at the sky. If he had his choice, he’d rather have her back with him.

      Eventually, he turned to Bonnie and helped her clean up before bed. But as they picked up her things, he stumbled across the Divine Aura theory book she’d been reading. There was something tucked between the pages as a bookmark that hadn’t been there before. He was certain she’d closed the book without marking her progress. That little slip of paper hadn’t been there before the ritual, which meant it could have only come from his mother.

      As soon as he touched the scrap of paper, his vision lit up as his sigil activated.

      

      
        	Hidden Quest Completed! Help Shrine Maiden Bonnie get back on her feet.

        	Reward: A scrap of Heavenly wisdom (Common)

      

      Darren opened the book and flipped the paper over. The words written upon it were small, square, and cramped, just like the text of a skillbook. He stared at the words, knowing instantly that this was from his mother. There had been so much he’d wanted to hear from her. This held the answers to his questions.

      My son,

      There is so much I want to say, but there is so little that I can do. Know that I am watching over you. I will keep you and those attached to your sigil safe in the Heavens. I am struggling against the souls of this ophanim I’ve found myself inside. They are like a million voices whispering in my ear. I am the strongest among them, but there are so many of them.

      I had hoped to use them to empower my soul so I could return to you, but they are too strong. I can only hold on as long as I can. I will endure until you are strong enough to stand against the Heavens on your own.

      And you will have to stand against them. The Heavens will turn against you as they turned against your father. You must rely on your own power to protect what you hold dear.

      Your father was a good man. A man filled with drive and passion I’ve never known, except perhaps in you. He died in pursuit of a goal unlike any other.

      Ever since the earliest days of Heaven and Hell, mortals knew only the paths of demons and seraphim. But your father looked at both and saw only dead ends. They are paths that lead nowhere.

      Retain your humanity. Do not shed it. Live the dream your father had and find a path to the fifth order on your own.

      With all the love of the Heavens,

      Mother.
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      Darren had forgotten how enjoyable sailing to the Northern Trade Union had been. The trip from Yellowcrest to Salsroth was a pleasant reminder of what he’d enjoyed about that time. He didn’t spend the whole thing locked away in his cabin this time. He took a few breaks to feel the clean ocean air, taste the salt of the sea, and chat with Shrine Maiden Bonnie and Priestess Blossom. When Amelia was around, he gave her a few Divine Aura exercises to practice.

      He also had time to evolve the skillbook he’d acquired in Lichenfell. It became something that Darren actually recognized.

      
        
        The skillbook [Pillars of Revealing Light] (Rare) has evolved to [Swords of Revealing Light] (Epic)

      

      

      
        	This skill stuns up to three target enemies at once, rendering them unable to attack. It also reveals the identities of hidden enemies and makes them vulnerable to identification and scanning skills.

      

      Darren had faced this same ability from some of the seraph protectors of the first Heaven. One of them had used this skill to find him after he defeated the Heavenly Water Dragon. He had not allowed the sword to strike him so he evaded its effects. That the Heavenly Water Dragon he’d fought was already dead meant he didn’t get to see its effects there, either.

      He regretted not having the chance to see the skill in action. He wasn’t sure how competent these Heavenly Protectors were as warriors. If the one he captured was correct, they were all at least a few hundred years old and diligently practiced for combat during that time. They were probably competent enough to not outfit themselves with skills that weren’t useful, though Darren wasn’t certain how much actual combat experience they received.

      So Darren sat down and learned the skill, adding it to his arsenal of abilities and awaiting the opportunity to test it.

      There were no true foes worthy of fighting him, but there were a few minor demons clustering around the ship. There were far more of them now than there had been while sailing to the Northern Trade Union, which reinforced the information he had already received about the incarnation of a Prime Sin. Some other cult must have been doing what Rarek and his bandits were. Only there was no one like Darren there to stop them, so the Northern Trade Union’s people would pay the price.

      For now, all Darren could do for them was fight these few demons that revealed themselves to him. So he did.

      They swam up from the deep, clawing and nipping at the ship’s hull. The sailors had long spears that could poke and prod them while they were climbing, but the ones that made it onto the deck were more than the sailors could handle. They were fortunate Darren was here, or this trip would have proved disastrous for them.

      Darren’s Swords of Revealing Light skill proved effective at stunning them long enough that Morgana and Cassandra could knock them off the ship. In one case, Morgana even put one of the Deepwater Lobsters down with a lucky blow through its mouth and into its brain while it was stunned. He started forming a better idea of how to use the new skill in combat and had a few ideas about how to use it to create openings for lethal blows in real fights.

      The giant crabs and lobster-like things climbing up the ship’s sides died easily enough to a strike from his cleaver. The sailors figured out how to roast them in their own shells after he made them safe to eat, and their adventure turned out to be rather filling. A few of the sailors were carrying a pound or two on their cheeks that they hadn’t had before this trip with Darren, so they were clearly enjoying the food.

      But more enjoyable than the food and the sights were once again Morgana and Cassandra.

      “This is a very strange quest to complete,” Cassandra muttered in confusion. “I can’t say I’ve ever heard of any sigil giving something quite like it.”

      Morgana forced herself to remain straight-faced. “Perhaps you’ve never met a priestess with tits as big and loveable as yours? This wouldn’t be possible for most women, though.”

      “Morgana is correct,” Darren agreed. He hadn’t initially wanted to play along with Morgana’s little game. Still, he had to admit the rewards of doing so were experiences he otherwise certainly wouldn’t have thought of.

      At the moment, Cassandra had Darren’s shaft between her two breasts, which she was squeezing together around his length.

      “And you’re certain this is a type of passive buff a priestess can give her companions?” Cassandra asked Darren.

      Darren smiled and wondered if it was time to reveal everything, but Morgana shushed him.

      “Yes! I’m absolutely certain that it gives a tremendous morale boost.”

      Cassandra frowned at Morgana, looking at Darren for confirmation. He merely shrugged. There was no Divine Aura being used here. Still, he knew that nightly treatments like this when he was traveling alone down in Hell would have gone a long way to boosting his morale.

      “At least this is quiet work,” Cassandra laughed. “These walls aren’t thick, and I know Bonnie and Blossom are staying next door. The way she looked at me the last time we were on deck though... well...” That set Cassandra’s cheeks blushing. She rarely cared what other people thought of her. In fact, Darren sometimes suspected she took pride in having others know what he could do to her. But Priestess Blossom was someone Cassandra respected for her skills as a priestess. She aspired to be like Blossom at some point, so she didn’t like the strange looks they were getting.

      “Bah, I bet the two of them are just jealous.” Morgana grinned. “You know, Bonnie seemed very interested in asking what it was like being Darren’s maid. There was a lot she wanted to know. And I gave her all the details.”

      Cassandra bounced her breasts along Darren’s shaft until he finished on her cheeks, which made the one thousandth time she’d done this ritual over the past few days.

      “Whew! Quest completed!” Cassandra flopped back with satisfied bliss. “Now, where was that reward...?”

      “Hey! A pile of diamonds under the pillow!” Morgana said as she pulled back the sheets. “What an incredibly weird coincidence. What was that you were saying about a quest, Cas?”

      Cassandra’s eyes lit up as she scooped up the diamonds, looking at Darren imploringly.

      “Darren, can you hang onto these in your inventory for me?”

      “Yes.” He tucked the diamonds back in his inventory, withdrawing the same chest they’d been in before he pulled them out and dropping the gemstones in with their kin.
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        * * *

      

      After Darren, Morgana, and Cassandra were all rested and washed up, Darren headed back to the deck to let his women sleep a while.

      Bonnie and Blossom were out and about again, with Amelia by their side. The shrine maiden had been hesitant to talk to a priestess from Whiteguard at first. Still, after Blossom explained her order’s situation and her relation to Darren, she’d lost much of her fear.

      “Fascinating,” Priestess Blossom said. “I never knew how different shrine maiden sigils were from those the rest of us wield.”

      “We walk different paths.” Bonnie shrugged. “Our Order never get quests to perform, though, in years past, we used to route quests from on high around to any paladins in the area. We could issue quests but not take them ourselves like nodes in the network, destined to connect the Heavens and the earth. I don’t have any of what you’d call skills either. Those slots for me are all filled with rituals and other things a Shrine Maiden needs.”

      “Truly incredible.” Blossom smiled as she spoke, turning her gaze to Darren. She waved him over to join her and Bonnie as they sat on a pair of overturned barrels. “Join us, if you wish. The wind off the sea feels lovely today.”

      Darren sat down and joined them. He had overheard much of what Bonnie had said already while listening in on their conversation through Priestess Blossom’s sigil.

      Much of what Bonnie said to describe the difference her Shrine Maiden’s sigil had from those of a normal paladin or priestess reminded him of his own sigil’s administrator interface. At some point, Darren would have to talk to her about that more.

      But for now, Darren had something more important to ask.

      “Bonnie, I wish to evolve Cassandra and Morgana. Cassandra wants to become a priestess. Morgana would make a good cleric.”

      Shrine Maiden Bonnie stood up, dusting off her dress.

      “I think I’m well enough for a ritual.” Bonnie nodded. “I know of at least one seraph who I could contact for a priestess evolution. Her ties are to Lichenfell Citadel and the Order of the Leaf, though, not to me. I’m uncertain if she’ll respond to me here. There is another who often answered me back at my shrine, but I doubt I can reach her from the deck of a ship. I’d be happy to try anyway, though. I do not have the materials for a summoning though.”

      Summoning and ritual materials were something Darren had in abundance.

      He’d paid careful attention to both times he’d seen Bonnie work ritual magic before, so he knew exactly what Bonnie would need to work her rituals.

      Everything he thought she could need fell from his hands.

      Candles, chalk, paper, ink, ritual knives, demon blood, and just about everything else that Darren could think of came out of his inventory. Most of the stuff were things he’d taken from the last two evil cults he’d destroyed, but from what he had seen, the materials Shrine Maidens and cultists used were roughly the same.

      “Good?” Darren asked as the pile of supplies kept getting higher.

      “Yes, that’ll be more than enough,” Bonnie agreed. “This will be a bit more intensive than contacting your mother, but I’m confident I can do it. I’m happy we have relatively calm water again. If the ship was rocking this might be impossible. I will call upon the seraphim that I know. However, I warn you, they may be tougher to deal with since we’re not affiliated with one of the orders. The seraphim have factionalized just as much as humans have over the last century.”

      “I am prepared,” Darren said. “I will fetch Morgana and Cassandra.”

      He returned to his cabin, where both his women were still slowly cleaning themselves up after a night of heated passion. Both were still naked, and Cassandra was sitting on the bed while Morgana tried her best to figure out how to brush her hair.

      “Slow and steady, Morgana! You’re not trying to curl them!” Cassandra complained.

      “Hair this long seems like such a hassle. Why don’t you just cut it chin length like me?” Morgana’s hands itched for the scissors.

      “Don’t you dare!” Cassandra spun around, pushing Morgana down to the bed and sitting on her stomach. She saw him enter the room, and her smile brightened considerably. “Darren! Your maid was being naughty again! Ten swats, please!”

      Darren did as Cassandra suggested, which had them all in the mood again. He reasoned that Bonnie would need at least an hour to get everything set up, so he teased both his women for a full hour.

      When the two of them were both a moaning, panting mess, he had them dress and prepare to leave the cabin.

      “Aww... you’re really going to just tease us and make us stop now?” Cassandra purred. “If I get dressed now, I’ll ruin my underwear with the wet mess you’ve made me make. I have little left that isn’t already sticky.”

      Darren rubbed her head. “You may go without it, then. Come. This is important.”

      “You still haven’t explained what’s so important we have to leave the cabin for,” Morgana grumbled. “You know, it feels so strange to be wearing clothes again. I was starting to feel rather free...”

      Darren opened the door, though, and the fresh air reminded both women that there was more to life than the constant debauchery their recent travels had entailed.

      “Ah, the fresh ocean air is better than I remembered!” Cassandra yawned and stretched.

      “Come, we’re going to see Bonnie and Blossom.” He wrapped his left arm around both women and ushered them towards their other companions in a small chamber below deck that was just big enough to draw a summoning circle.

      It was cramped and stank of old fish, but it was out of the sailors’ way and away from the wind and salt spray, which had snuffed out Bonnie’s candles and wiped away her chalk when she tried to work there.

      “So, these are the two evolution candidates?” Priestess Blossom asked. “I hope you’re... ah... well-rested. You’ve been in that cabin without leaving for what now, three days?”

      “Well... uh...” Cassandra blushed.

      “Rest assured, Cassandra spent plenty of time on a bed!” Morgana laughed. She reached around behind Cassandra, giving her a firm swat on the ass, likely to repay what had happened to her.

      “I’m sure...” Even Priestess Blossom was blushing now. “It certainly sounded like you were enjoying yourselves in there. Anyhow, I hope you’re ready for this.”

      “R-right, I’m ready!” Cassandra said. “What am I ready for?”

      “Darren has arranged for your evolution to priestess,” Blossom said with a raised brow. “Have you not been prepared for this as well? You were asking me all those questions about becoming a priestess the last time we met.”

      “Priestess?” Cassandra’s eyes went wide, and her lips formed a tiny circle.

      “You wanted to be a priestess. So now you will be.”

      “Now? Here?” Cassandra asked again. “I... I thought it would be years. I don’t have nearly enough devotion to afford an evolution. I’m not sure I’m ready. And my clothes! I would have worn my ball gown. And I should probably be wearing underwear...”

      “Enough.” Darren held up his hand. “I said you are ready. Do your best. I will take care of the rest.”

      In a small and quiet voice, Cassandra agreed. “Okay, Darren. Thank you.” She hugged his side before scurrying over to join Shrine Maiden Bonnie.

      “You go, Cas!” Morgana lifted a fist to the air to cheer her companion on.

      Bonnie finished the final touches on the summoning circle, drawing the last ring with a string attached to a nail in the center of the circle. The symbols were already present within the smaller circle, and all that was left now was to make a ring of salt. Darren had plenty of that as well.

      “Nails, burning candles, and salt on the deck planks...” The captain wiped a tear from his eyes at the sight of what Bonnie was doing to the deck. “The crew and I will stick to the upper deck. I can’t watch.”

      Darren was grateful that Cassandra had possessed the foresight to purchase the ship. The captain would probably have been much more upset if this was his ship they were performing the ritual on.

      If Bonnie was still with them when they returned to Limedeep, he would need to have a ritual chamber made for her. Assuming the city’s abandoned shrine didn’t already have one.

      The ritual for Cassandra happened in much the way he had witnessed back at Lichenfell Citadel. The chalk lines hissed and solidified, the salt crystalized, and a glowing white light appeared above the diagram.

      That light energy was far lower to the ground, given the cramped confines of the ship, but the bubbling sphere of light was there, nonetheless. It twisted and churned as more of it materialized from some distant place.

      Darren suspected that there was an opening there. He’d only seen the natural openings to the Heavens high up in the clouds, but it was possible that the seraphim could poke a tiny hole closer to the ground as needed. That was probably how they dropped off quest rewards as well, although, from his experience, they preferred to simply use knowledge of what was already in the area waiting to be collected.

      These openings must have cost them more than they’d like to spend regularly. Perhaps opening them was like a skill they could only use so frequently.

      Whatever the case was, Darren allowed this extension of a seraph to slowly manifest. It wasn’t an ophanim like the one his mother was trapped in, but an expression of some sort of humanoid seraph. The light took the outline of a woman in a long, flowing skirt. From her figure, she would have been quite beautiful if she were really here.

      Long locks of hair drifted down her back like a shade of light slightly darker than the glow emanating from the light that took the shape of slender shoulders and arms. Cloth trailed from her arms, and she held a staff curled towards her chest, much like Cassandra’s.

      “Seraph Lashara, of the Priestesses!” Bonnie began. “I pray to you now, asking you to gaze upon this loyal holy adept before you. If she is worthy, raise her up to the power of a priestess.”

      There was a moment of silence. The glowing ball of humanoid-shaped light shifted and squirmed. Those tendrils weren’t too unlike Darren’s own Celestial Storm tendrils. They brushed past Morgana, going right through anything made of flesh and blood. They tried to brush past him, but his own Celestial Storm tendrils pushed them aside. Things made of Divine Aura seemed to have no trouble interacting with them.

      Finally, they brushed past Cassandra, paying careful attention to her sigil. They probed Cassandra for a moment, as though looking for something. Eventually, they all pulled back at once.

      ...Insufficient Devotion...

      That same tone and voice Darren had heard before sounded in his mind. Like words spoken directly to his head with no physical manifestation.

      Cassandra sagged, shaking her head.

      “Sorry, you went through all this trouble, Bonnie.” Cassandra sighed.

      “Wait.” Darren held up his hand. The light he saw was fading, but now that he had studied this projection for long enough, he was seeing how it worked. It was receding into a tiny aperture no bigger than a coin, flowing into and out of the mortal world.

      Darren reached out with his Celestial Storm tendrils and wrapped around the glowing mass of light. Before it could depart, he gripped it and pulled.

      Hanging onto the mass of Divine Aura was like trying to grip a puddle of water. It moved out of the way whenever he tried to scoop at it. He was persistent, and his Celestial Storm tendrils were many in number.

      From them, he fashioned something not unlike a cup, wrapping around the power so completely it couldn’t escape.

      ...Stop...

      The voice trailed off, cut short. Then a far more human sound echoed out of the hole.

      “Stop that!” said the seraph from the other side. She’d lost that ethereal mystery she’d had when she’d only been projecting her presence from a distant realm. Now, this seraph sounded more like a mousy clerk startled on the job than a divine being, lending her wisdom to mortals.

      “No,” Darren said. “I have devotion points. Use mine.”

      “It doesn’t work that way!” the seraph huffed.

      “It should,” Darren insisted, pulling harder.

      “You cannot coerce me.”

      “I have the devotion points,” Darren said again. “I have done much for you. You owe this to me. If you do not perform the enhancement ritual, then I will attempt it myself.”

      The seraph from beyond the Heavenly aperture gave him a derisive snort. “You’ll kill yourself. And whoever you are performing the ritual as well.”

      “I do not think I will. It is simply an infusion of celestial power. If I tore this piece of you off and inserted it into Cassandra, along with vast quantities of Divine Aura, she will become a priestess.”

      The seraph was quiet for a long moment. “You couldn’t know. That’s a secret we don’t even share with the Golden Temple! I don’t know what Kalaziel’s bunch has been teaching you, but you don’t have the skills or understanding to be performing enhancement rituals on yourselves. Try it, and you’ll turn into ugly, misshapen monsters like what happens to the cultists.”

      Now that Darren had a feel for the seraph’s projection of power, he realized that his Celestial Storm tendrils weren’t the only way to hold on to it. So long as he gripped it with Divine Aura instead of with his fingers, he could pull and tug on it however he pleased.

      He did so now, gripping the seraph with his hands and pulling her closer to Cassandra. More of the seraph’s power came through the aperture as Darren tugged. Eventually, it wasn’t glowing white light from the aperture in the air, but a human hand.

      “This is not what I signed up for when I agreed to do evolutions for priestesses...” the seraph grumbled.

      “Do you trust me, Cassandra?” Darren asked.

      Cassandra nodded, wide-eyed and silent.

      He tugged the ball of celestial power closer to her, rolling it up in his hands like a baker rolling dough.

      “You’re not going to use my entire construct for the ritual, are you? That’s far more than you need. A tiny pinhead is more than enough!” the seraph protested, but Darren tugged harder, pulling and straining.

      “If you do not help, then I will do this on my own. But if you help, I will provide you with something of value.”

      “What something?” the seraph asked. “There isn’t much in the human world worthy of a seraph’s attention.”

      “This does not come from the human world,” Darren said as he pulled out huge strips of Heavenly Water Dragonhide. He had little of this left, but he was willing to part with all that remained if it would secure him a priestess evolution for Cassandra.

      “How in Heaven did a mortal get a hold of something like that?” the seraph asked curiously.

      Darren was silent, not answering her demands.

      “Okay, fine! I’ll help! And I’ll take the devotion points from you instead of her,” the seraph huffed. Her arm was sticking completely out of the aperture, trying to pull back the glowing projection of power from Darren’s grip and failing to budge it. “Those materials better be worth as much as they look.”

      “I will assist,” Darren stated.

      “I’ll do it better working on my own, mortal.”

      “I insist.” Darren gave the ball of light another pull, and the seraph’s arm jerked outward. “And no obscuring light.”

      “You know about that trick too, do you?” The seraph sighed. “I suppose, in that case, you would want to watch me. Just... make sure you don’t tell anyone that I taught you how to do this, and I’ll refrain from reporting it. That’ll save both of us from getting in trouble.”

      “Agreed.”

      “Now, the first thing we have to do is create a Divine Construct within her to hold the tiny fragment’s worth of Celestial Essence I’m about to give her. I don’t have the power to do that, so I’ll need to use one of these crystals I have back in the Heavens to...”

      Darren gripped Cassandra’s forehead, concentrating on activating his Divine Construct skill.

      Like with his items and armor before, Darren focused on Cassandra. He thought about the way she smiled and the passion she held for her friends, for her merchant company, and for himself. Then he thought about what he felt for her and returned those feelings just as strongly. She’d been his guide ever since he’d first emerged on the surface. And now, a little piece of him would guide her on the path to greater power.

      Darren leaned close, pressing his forehead close to Cassandra’s, thinking at her as hard as he could. Cassandra let out a short little gasp.

      When Darren finally pulled back, Cassandra was blinking up at him from behind long lashes.

      “I feel something, Darren... is this... is this how you feel about me?” Cassandra asked.

      “It is.”

      Cassandra’s face flushed red. “It’s lovely. Thank you, Darren. I think this feeling will be with me forever.”

      Darren turned to the seraph and the ball of glowing light in his hand. “Now, I will insert the power into her.”

      “Hold on, hold on!” the seraph protested, thrusting her hand out as far as she could. Darren sensed her trying to pull back some of that power, but he wouldn’t have that. It was meant for Cassandra.

      He pulled out Melancholy, sweeping it down across the cloud of Divine Aura. Melancholy didn’t cut Divine Aura as readily as it severed demonic power, but it still did so.

      Melancholy flew, cutting off the Divine Aura cloud just beyond the fingers of the seraph. Darren’s swing severed the thin rope of aura connecting the seraph to her ball of power.

      “Ow!” the seraph huffed. “You know that much essence is a week’s pay?”

      “I will repay you,” Darren promised. “And I can do the rest on my own. Simply observe.”

      The seraph grumbled words even Darren couldn’t discern. He spun Cassandra around, hiking up her dress as he did so to reveal the small of her back.

      “Hold still, Cassandra. I must insert something in you.”

      “Now?” Cassandra flushed. “Are we really going to do it in the middle of a holy ritual with the seraph watching?”

      “Yes.” Darren pressed the ball of light into the small of Cassandra’s back, pushing it into her.

      The immaterial ball of light drifted slowly into her body. Normally, this skill would have passed right through her without interacting in the slightest, but now that Darren had made Cassandra into a Divine Vessel, her power had the dense layers of aura needed to contain things made of pure aura.

      This was a scrap of aura from a sentient seraph known by many as a priestess. That seed would take root within Cassandra, growing into a mighty tree as she nurtured it. Darren would see it so.

      The seed churned within Cassandra, weakening by the moment as Cassandra’s own abilities struggled to absorb it. This was a far larger piece of Celestial Essence than what the previous priestess Darren had seen had gotten, but he knew Cassandra could handle it.

      Moments passed, and the seed slowly stabilized. It took far longer than it had for the priestess, but now it seemed as though Cassandra’s soul had engulfed the Celestial Essence, wrapping around it like moss around a stone. Cassandra was weak for now. Far weaker than the kernel of power within her. But this new power gave Cassandra’s soul faint undertones of something greater.

      Darren planned to make that potential blossom in her now.

      The transformation to priestess was only half completed so far. The next thing Darren needed to do was introduce a large infusion of Divine Aura.

      “I can only provide a modest amount of Divine Aura...” the seraph warned, but he waved her away.

      “No need. I will do it.”

      Darren’s reserves of Divine Aura were considerable. More than enough to bring a new priestess like Cassandra all the way up to peak capacity.

      So that was exactly what he did. He pressed his hands to Cassandra’s temples, pushing Divine Aura into her and letting it flow out of him just as it did with his purification ability.

      Darren had done something similar to this before. Cassandra’s body was well-adjusted to his power now with all the time spent so close to him. It easily made itself at home within her, flowing through her almost as easily as it flowed through Darren himself. It carried a certain flavor reminiscent of Darren himself, like the aura was structured and ordered based on the patterns that made up his own soul.

      Ordinarily, those patterns would need to be purged and rewritten before Divine Aura could be taken in like this, but not with Cassandra. She opened up her soul to his Divine Aura and accepted it just as if it was in its purified state.

      “Remarkable...” the seraph muttered. Darren spotted an amber eye blinking through the tiny hole floating in the air. “Only one of my kind should be able to donate Divine Aura stable enough to be taken in. This has your pattern already bound within it, yet that new priestess is suffering no ill effects. Her faith in you must be inscribed all the way down to her soul.”

      Cassandra sagged into Darren’s arms. She would have toppled to the floor if not for Darren reaching out behind her back and catching her before she could fall. Her eyelids fluttered closed, and strength left her body. He stared at her long and hard, but her state seemed to be nothing more than being tired from her transformation. She would be fine.

      “It worked,” Darren said, turning to the seraph’s hole hovering above the ritual diagram.

      “I suppose it did,” the seraph huffed. “And I see no abnormalities. Now, about my payment...?”

      “Widen the hole. I cannot push it through as it is.”

      “I’m afraid not,” the seraph replied. “Regulations. We cannot open these portals from the Heavenly side. It’s meant to prevent us from sneaking into the mortal realm when we’re not supposed to. Some of those from the higher realms are very sincere in ensuring humans live and die on their own merit. However, if you are skilled enough to perform a priestess evolution by hand, you should be powerful enough to widen this portal.”

      “Tell me how.”

      “Use those tendrils of yours to pry at the edges. You’ll need to use a considerable amount of Divine Aura to hold the rift open against the world. It will be difficult this close to the ground, but you should be able to manage it.”

      Darren did as the seraph suggested and found he could pull at the edges of the hole like pulling at a tear in a strip of stout leather. Even now, the hole seemed to be closing. Something on the other side prevented it from sealing it up completely. It had the steady mechanical feel of an item.

      That item was being depleted now, barely able to support the hand-sized hole it was holding open. But it had done the arduous work of making the hole. So now, all Darren had to do was pry.

      He tugged and tore at the hovering hole, bringing in his hands to help where his Celestial Storm tendrils were. He strained and pulled, but sure enough, the gap opened just wide enough for him to shove his own, much larger hand through.

      The Heavenly Water Dragon hide flopped out of his inventory a moment later, much to the delight of the seraph on the other side.

      “Not bad, not bad at all, mortal!” the seraph said. “If you ever come across another find like this, send your ritual my way!”

      Darren pulled his hand back, and the aperture leading into the Heavens snapped shut.

      Darren took a few heaving breaths. Prying open a gap in the fabric of the world itself was more physical than he expected. He hadn’t truly felt winded in far too long. The physical exertion felt good.

      “Morgana.” Darren wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. “Your turn.”
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      Far above the surface in the lands of the first Heaven, a melancholy seraph sighed to herself as she headed to work. Unlike mere weeks ago, she wasn’t in her armor but instead in simple work robes.

      Her purple hair was tied back in a bun, and the exuberance that had covered her cheeks for the last few weeks had been replaced by a pouty weariness. She was in for a long day working the Center of Mortal Affairs, answering the same tedious and repetitive mortal requests over and over.

      Until recently, she’d achieved her long-cherished goal of joining the Protectors.

      Everything had been going so well! But she couldn’t keep her mouth shut. She’d been too eager to prove herself. That had been her problem stemming all the way back to the time when her core soul was just a mortal cleric.

      “Why did I volunteer to keep searching...” Asuriel muttered to herself. She was the seraph Darren had met, defeated, captured, and interrogated when he visited the Heavens.

      He’d left her in the woods far from home without her sword, her armor, and even most of her underclothes. Worse, whatever he’d been doing to him with that magic item had left her dripping wet and unable to concentrate for hours.

      Fortunately, her core soul had been into some rather exotic bedroom activities. The cleric Asuriel inherited most of her memories and personality from had been fond of tying herself up for the thrill and excitement of being bound and unable to escape.

      It had started as an odd form of training, and she’d grown inordinately good at it before it actually came in handy. The group of holy warriors she’d been with had gotten themselves knocked out and captured by bandits. If Asuriel’s core soul hadn’t known how to slip her bonds, they would have been ransomed.

      That had finally won her core soul some friends. It was too bad she’d drunk way too much during the pre-party celebration and died of alcohol poisoning. She’d been hoping to get her first kiss that evening.

      Thanks to her years of inherited experience, escaping the ropes around her had merely been a work of continuous effort and determination. She’d worked as quickly as she could, fearing her comrades would come looking for her, eventually. This would be a rather embarrassing way to be found. She needn’t have bothered, though. None of them came for her, even when she was done untying herself.

      She was also lucky one of her less important souls had been a seamstress in a village of primitives on the far border of the Sacred Seas. Asuriel had to wrack her mind to find a scrap of knowledge she’d always thought would be completely useless and weave a skirt out of leaves.

      She avoided most of the ridicule she might have faced had she returned to the fortress naked, but it still hadn’t looked very good for her. Her superior had interrogated her about what happened, and she’d seen no option other than to report her capture and what questions her captor had asked.

      “What did your captor look like?” Asuriel’s commanding officer had demanded, slamming his palms down on the desk before him.

      “Tall! He was a big man, around your height, sir,” Asuriel answered. “He didn’t feel like a seraph, though.”

      Her commanding officer had leaned close. “You mean to say he was a demon?”

      Asuriel shook her head quickly. Getting captured by a demon and released would have her loyalties questioned for who knew how long. Demons weren’t the creatures to let a seraph go if they captured her.

      “No, I think he was a mortal,” Asuriel replied.

      Her commanding officer snorted at that. “A mortal, here in the first Heaven? Unlikely. Even if they were an archpaladin, they wouldn’t be able to withstand the pressure of the Divine Aura here for long. Certainly not while remaining focused enough to battle a Heavenly Water Dragon. No. The person who captured you was a demon or a seraph from one of the higher Heavens down here doing who knows what. Now, which was it? Seraph or demon?”

      “Uh... seraph, sir. He must have been a seraph.” Asuriel shrugged her bare shoulders. Her wings wrapped around her torso, making up the top of her impromptu skirt and dress.

      She didn’t like the thought of lying to her superiors. Still, her commander had practically demanded the lie from her lips so she would only give him what he was looking to hear.

      “As I thought. Political games,” her commander sighed. “Now, what happened to your sword? And your armor?”

      “...They were taken by my captor, sir.” Asuriel blushed.

      Her commander shook his head.

      “You know we aren’t getting much in the way of supplies so long as we remain neutral, right? Losing your armor and weapon means another set of gear is out of our hands. There is more to be had in the armory, yes. Still, I don’t want my real Protectors thinking that they can just grab new gear if they lose their current sets. If you want to be a protector again, you’re going to buy yourself a new set of armor and weapons.”

      “But, sir! Even in my old position at the Summoning Division, it would be decades before I earned enough to buy a set of Protector armor and a suitable sword!” Asuriel protested.

      He snorted. “You’d best hope you can get your old job back quickly, then.”

      Asuriel sighed again, only to be disturbed by someone saying her name over and over. Her mind leaped from her memories back into the present.

      “Asuriel… Asuriel!”

      “Huh? What? I’m here!” Asuriel yelped to stand at attention, realizing she’d let her daydreams sweep her away.

      “You always did have your head in the clouds,” Asuriel’s old boss told her. His wings hung over his shoulders, drooping over his chair. He had a monocle over one eye, projecting his interface to him as he scribbled on a piece of paper.

      That was an ancient means of displaying system boxes for manipulation, before the seraph invented direct thought projection like what was used in modern sigils interfacing with humans. They had been the test subjects for the enhanced interface, and all sigils used it. But some seraphim still preferred to keep their minds to themselves and interface with the seraphim information network using old technology.

      “Sorry, sir. I’m back, as I said in my message,” Asuriel sighed.

      “Crawling back after all. It seemed the guards didn’t work out for you. Well, you’re fortunate we haven’t assigned your desk to anyone new. You know the job, Asuriel. Get back to work. You have two weeks of lost time to make up for if you want to meet your monthly performance goals.”

      “…Yes sir.” Asuriel sighed as she headed back to her desk.

      She still had the box of belongings from when she’d emptied her desk, thinking she’d never see this place again. Now she emptied that box out again and put everything the way it had been. Everything except the Protectors recruitment forum she’d kept nailed over her workstation. It had always been the distant goal she’d been working toward.

      Now, when she saw it again, she crumpled it up and tossed it in the trash, leaving a blank piece of wall over her head. She could still make out the outline where it had hung for so many years, leaving a square patch of dustless wall behind to mark its presence.

      “Alright, what shrine maiden needs Heavenly guidance this time…” Asuriel sighed to herself as she struggled to keep her eyes off the clean patch of wall in front of her. She’d need to find something new to cover it up, but when she tried to think of something nothing came to her.

      She had numbers to meet if she wanted to make her monthly quota. She’d need to push hard until next month, but someone was always dialing up the Heavens. Usually for something stupid.

      Asuriel answered the first call on her list, stuffing her hand through the aperture device beneath her console. There, she utilized the Divine Aura it provided to create the standard energy clone everyone in her department used to speak with mortals. Apparently it lent an air of divine presence and kept the mortals properly reverential of the seraphim.

      Usually, the ophanim networks were better suited to monotonous tasks like this one than the humanoid seraphim like Asuriel, but those otherworldly spinning eyeball things composed of countless thousands of souls wound together lacked something of a personal touch.

      They were too inhuman to interact with the mortals without scaring them off. So humanoid seraphim like Asuriel dealt with anything the mortals needed directly. Normally, that meant either Heavenly guidance or ascension rituals.

      Fortunately, Asuriel’s energy clone could handle most of those problems. The cloud of light was only ever imbued with a tiny fragment of her consciousness, but that was usually enough to make a Heavenly appearance. Most of the time, it was all that could get through, given the limited bandwidth of most mortal shrine maidens and the vast amounts of corruption present in the mortal world.

      And so Asuriel sat with both hands stuck through the wall in front of her, reaching into the facility’s energy projection device. Through it, Asuriel was manipulating a cloud of Divine Aura to tell some nervous shrine maiden in the Northern Trade Union to hide beneath her temple until the demon crisis was over.

      Really, with a horde of demons coming towards her, she really should have been able to figure out she needed to hide without Asuriel’s help. Mortals were just so helpless sometimes.

      That conversation was happening at the same time Asuriel was talking to another shrine maiden with her other hand. This one didn’t seem to even have anything to ask. She just wanted to bow and grovel for a while before offering a couple of coins to the Heavens.

      Asuriel accepted them, meager though they might be. A bit of gold wasn’t much in the Heavens, but the act of sacrificing it was more important, and Asuriel certainly appreciated it more than sacrificing a goat. Those kinds of sacrifices were terribly messy, and a few coins would help Asuriel afford a new sword and set of armor that much quicker.

      Asuriel left her name with both shrine maidens so they could contact her directly again. A shrine maiden would know how to put the name of any seraph working in this facility into their summoning rings, which would allow them to send a message directly to Asuriel instead of waiting on the Heavenly holding line for someone at the summoning call center to connect with them.

      Her break came just after finishing both calls. When she was done, she noticed her neighbor in the cubicle next door struggling to pull a piece of the big blue hide out of her workstation and stuff it into her handbag, which was fortunately also a bag of holding.

      “Lashara, now where did that come from?” Asuriel asked curiously. “Is that Heavenly Water Dragonhide?”

      “Well... maybe...” Lashara blushed. “Do me a favor, Asuriel, and don’t tell anyone about it? I’m trying to save up for a move to an apartment closer to the nexus with more Divine Aura around it. I could really use the extra money, so...”

      “Your secret is safe with me.” Asuriel held up a handful of coins and shrugged sheepishly. “I just wish I could run into those kinds of riches. Heavenly Water Dragonhide isn’t easy to find. It takes a team of fourth-order seraphim to take one of those things down, at least here on the first layer.”

      Asuriel was salivating at the thought of having something like that herself. Her eyes rested on the treasure in her friend’s hands. It would take a team of Protectors to hunt down a Heavenly Water Dragon and kill it, making its hide valuable. To the right buyer, it would probably be enough to pay for everything Asuriel needed.

      “I didn’t ask. If I did, it would probably go on the records here, and the mortal might wind up getting investigated for having ties to the Heavens in ways he shouldn’t. I’m not about to kiss and tell when he gave me such a nice present.”

      “Ooh...” Asuriel scootched to the edge of her cubicle, placing her hands on the lip and leaning over. “Got a mortal boyfriend? That would be sure to cause talk around the office. He must be an emperor to afford something like that though. The last Heavenly Water Dragon to slip into the mortal world did so centuries ago. That stuff is valuable to us, but it would be priceless there.”

      “Hush you!” Lashara waved her hand at Asuriel. “You’re going to start rumors! Just know if you’re ever summoned by a shrine maiden with a tall, handsome archpaladin next to her, you might be in for an unexpected treat!”

      The two women shared a laugh before parting ways. When all was said and done, they left each other’s company, and Asuriel sighed as she went back to work, leaning her head against her workstation as more calls came through for her to answer.

      “Don’t wait for me,” Asuriel said as the other seraph packed her things into her handbag and started heading home for the day. “I’m going to have to stay late today. I’m trying to put in a few extra hours when I can. You’re not the only one who could use some extra money.”

      “Suit yourself, Asuriel. Now that you’re finished with the protectors, consider joining me for weekend soul-absorption. A few hundred years of dedicated work, and we could wind up as managers on this floor instead of workers!”

      “Sounds exciting...” Asuriel said, with far less excitement in her voice than the words should have carried.
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      The office emptied soon after, which Asuriel was grateful for. She’d received far more welcome back speeches for her liking. A few of her coworkers looked a little too smug. They’d seen her as someone trying to reach beyond her lot and were pleased to see her knocked back where she belonged. The protectors were a respected organization made up of only the finest souls. Asuriel and the others had far more fragmented and humble origins.

      Not long after Asuriel’s coworker left, the device before her started vibrating. She looked at the information listed before her and was surprised to see that someone had contacted her by name. She thought those links had all been severed when she quit her job last. Perhaps some shrine maiden had written down her contact information and kept it.

      The fist-sized portal to the human world opened up about where Asuriel’s right hand would go, and she shoved her wrist through it to materialize a cloud of glowing white energy within it.

      With her other hand, she flipped through the script before her. She sent a few vague concepts through the burst of energy, carrying their intent directly to the minds of whoever summoned her.

      ...Mortals...

      ...Speak...

      Asuriel heard some muttering on the other end of her line, and she adjusted her projection skill to give her more information.

      Ah, a cleric evolution. That’s what they wanted. Asuriel was a good pick for that, as her core soul had come from a cleric.

      The shrine maiden wasn’t someone whose soul she recognized. Nor was the woman standing in the center of the diagram. That was curious. There had to be someone here she’d recognize. Otherwise, how would they know her name?

      Then she touched on something familiar to her. He was a powerful presence, tall and well built. This was someone she had met before. She sent a message through to her energy projection.

      ...You...

      ...Where?...

      She waited for the sound of voices. The man spoke first, turning to the Shrine Maiden.

      “Let me. I will bring her here.”

      That voice! Asuriel recognized it. The powerful and commanding tone it carried... it had to be him! The one who’d taken her armor and sword! It sounded just like him!

      Asuriel needed to think. What should she do next? The office was empty, but she could contact her supervisor. No, she should contact the protectors directly! They could find this mortal and figure out why he’d ambushed her.

      Maybe she’d even be able to get her things back! Then they’d see that there was more going on than they initially believed. They might give Asuriel her protector’s position back right away!

      Just when Asuriel was fantasizing about the perfect plan, she felt something grab her wrist.

      “Hey! Unhand me, mortal, you’re not supposed to see the hand puppeting the holy strings!” Asuriel grunted as she tried to pull her hand back. The cloud of bright light that should have been concealing her fingers had been dispersed. Normally, a fourth-order seraph like Asuriel should have no trouble pulling her wrist back, but this man was just as strong now as he’d been the last time they fought.

      Asuriel found her arm tugged through all the way to the shoulder. She flapped her wings behind her, pushing against her cubicle as she tried to get some clearance and tug her arm back. She used one of her skills to generate a burst of golden light, but that was dispersed on the other side of the Heavenly aperture before it could even form.

      “Oh no, you don’t! I’m not going to get captured again. Not this time!” Asuriel gritted her teeth. “This time, I’m going to capture you! Just you wait. I’ll capture you. The protectors will be here, and I’ll have my stuff back. And then my job back too! Just you wait!”

      A moment later, the aperture through which she was sticking her arm opened up, and someone on the other side pulled her through.
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      “Darren, did you just reach into Heaven and kidnap a seraph?” Shrine Maiden Bonnie asked.

      Shock ran through each of the women present, and the damp air inside the ship hung as though it too had its jaw open in astonishment.

      “It’s fine. I’ve grabbed this one before,” Darren explained.

      Bonnie and Blossom shared a look. Cassandra was still sleeping off her transformation, in the corner of the cargo hold, but she would be equally shocked once she came to.

      “I’m getting the feeling that this isn’t how things usually go...” Morgana shot a nervous glance towards Bonnie and Blossom.

      “We need to put part of her in you.” He held up the struggling seraph in his hand.

      “I will not be sacrificed to some demonic ritual! Let me go! The protectors will come for me! Maybe not right away, but they’ll know where you summoned me and come looking, eventually!” the seraph said.

      “Quiet. And stop struggling.”

      The seraph went limp in Darren’s arms at his words, remembering how their last fight had gone.

      “Defying the Heavens... I should call you a heretic or something. Maybe a blasphemer. That sounds better...” the seraph grumbled to herself as she went limp in his hands. She'd fought against these strong arms before and been wrestled to the ground for her efforts.

      “This is Asuriel,” Darren explained as he held up the limp seraph in his grip. “I captured her before. That’s how I knew her name for summoning.”

      “Incredible!” Shrine Maiden Bonnie said.

      Asuriel glared at Darren. "You know, the last time you tied me up, it took me hours to get free! And I had to fly home naked except for a couple of leaves!"

      Blossom blushed. "Ah, so you do know this seraph well then, Darren.”

      "Yes. She is good at being interrogated."

      Asuriel's frown immediately lifted at the compliment.

      "Good?" Her cheeks flushed. "You know, I suppose I am rather good at being interrogated. That's me, calm and collected while naked and tied up by some fiendish perverted mortal! But I won't stop at just being good. No sir, I plan to be great at what I do! Hurry up and tie me back up again so I can practice! I won't let my title as an excellent interogatee slip away from me!"

      Asuriel thrust her wrists out to be bound.

      "Uh, Sir Darren, is she okay?" Shrine Maiden Bonnie asked.

      Darren frowned. "I hit her in the head when we last fought. Maybe too hard."

      "Hurry up and ask me questions before the Heavens inevitably destroy you and your wicked ways. What are you, cultists? You don't feel like cultists. That's Divine Aura around you." Asuriel sniffed the air like a baker over the oven, still keeping her wrists pressed together and over her head.

      Priestess Blossom reluctantly bound the presented wrists with a bit of rope lying nearby. They were aboard a ship, so there was plenty of it to go around. She made a feeble attempt at tying the seraph up before Morgana took over.

      "There," Asuriel said when her wrists were tied. "I suppose you'll want to take off my clothes again now."

      "Uh... I didn't sign up for this kind of thing..." Shrine Maiden Bonnie said nervously.

      "That would be rather inappropriate." Priestess Blossom held a hand over her mouth as a blush filled her cheeks.

      "Sounds like fun!" Morgana said.

      Darren shook his head as he pinched Asuriel's clothes. Nothing more than ordinary fabric. "No. You have nothing valuable."

      "Oh... well... good." Asuriel huffed.

      After overcoming her nervousness and fear, Shrine Maiden Bonnie brushed the back of her hand against Asuriel's purple hair. She moved slowly and quietly, as though she was petting the head of a hungry dragon. In some ways, she was.

      Asuriel was a fourth-order seraph, and he didn't doubt she could tear free of her restraints if she truly wanted to. What really held her captive here was his presence. To that end, he wrapped her body in his arms and gestured for Blossom to continue with the ropes.

      “So the old books were right. Most of our summonings only ever invoke an energy projection of the seraphim. Your true forms are far more like ours than most people realize," Shrine Maiden Bonnie said.

      “Only for the humanoid seraphim,” Asuriel answered, sagging limply in Darren’s grip as her wings hung behind her. She wriggled her legs, toes not touching the ground as he held her up. She knew she didn’t look anywhere near dignified enough to be meeting mortals. Their respect and reverence towards the Heavens were important to the seraphim. Having her appear like some sort of oversized fish caught by this archpaladin’s hand might reduce that reverence in this group of mortals. For that alone, Asuriel could suffer serious penalties.

      There was little she could do about that at the moment, though, so she crossed her arms and sulked, though she made no effort to escape his grip.

      “Put this on.” Darren let a black cloak materialize from his inventory. Before Asuriel could even agree, he had the hood over her head and was stuffing her arms through it. It was his cloak of concealment, and it would shroud Asuriel from even the Heaven's eyes. He didn't think this particular seraph was important enough for anyone on high to look for her, but if they were the cloak would help conceal her.

      “Black cloaks. Very sinister,” Asuriel muttered. “Are we going to chant over a pile of corpses now?”

      “No. I do need some of this, though.”

      Darren pulled out his cleaver, made of a mysterious dark stone-like substance but imbued with power that belied its ordinary origins.

      “So that’s what you killed the Heavenly Water Dragon for!” Asuriel said in realization. “You were making a weapon! Though, it’s a bit strange to put such a powerful spirit within a stone cleaver, epic rank though it may be. Why not put it in your sword?”

      Darren shook his head.

      “A Heavenly Water Dragon would not be enough for Melancholy. Now quiet.”

      Asuriel squirmed in her bindings as Darren held the knife to her skin. "Wait! Wait! This wasn't the kind of interrogation I signed up for! I want to go back to being stripped naked!"

      Darren held the cleaver a hair away from her skin. "I need Celestial Essence."

      "How about asking for it?" Asuriel replied.

      A tiny cloud of golden light spilled into the air above her bound palms, drifting back and forth before the people clustered around her, like there was a tiny invisible wound that emitted this energy.

      Darren frowned at the small quantity of glowing golden light. It was far smaller than the amount he’d stuffed into Cassandra for her transformation. So he reached out and squeezed Asuriel’s hand until more energy came out.

      “Ow!” Asuriel protested. Darren released her hand when he was satisfied by the amount of energy she’d released. She stuck her thumb in her mouth when he finally released her hand as though nursing a tiny wound.

      “Priestess Blossom, please heal her,” Darren said. Then he turned to Morgana. “Morgana, hold still.”

      “This won't hurt, will it?” Morgana asked, eyes wide and nervous.

      Darren picked Morgana up, pulling her close and pushing the glowing, drifting cloud of energy into her belly towards her center of mass. That was where most of the energy he had given Cassandra rested, and so he did the same here.

      Morgana bit her lip, refusing to yelp at the strange sensations flowing through her. Now that Darren had done this once, though, the process went as smoothly as it would have had a seraph performed the procedure.

      The injection of Divine Aura went without harm or delay, nursing Morgana’s newly expanded spirit. She staggered backward, eyes fluttering as her soul shifted and grew. She hadn’t accepted his Divine Aura quite as easily as Cassandra had. Eventually, Morgana released her defenses and let his power wash over her soul.

      “Woah... It feels like you’re wrapping your arms around my insides...” Morgana said as she staggered out of the circle and leaned against the far wall. “Like a very tight and possessive hug.”

      A flush came over her face as she sank to the deck and leaned against the side of the ship. A small smile tugged at the corner of her lips as she leaned against Cassandra’s sleeping head. The feeling seemed to agree with her more than she was letting on.

      “Rest now, both of you,” Darren said to Morgan and Cassandra. He scooped the two of them up in his arms and made a quick trip back above deck to their cabin.

      Shrine Maiden Bonnie and Priestess Blossom were both looming over Asuriel, the seraph in their midst, with wide and curious expressions. Their stares were so intent and curious that Asuriel spent the minute Darren was gone wishing he was still there. At least when he was present, all eyes were on him.

      Darren returned soon enough, and all three women standing around the summoning circle sat a little straighter.

      “That was impressive work, Sir Darren.” Priestess Blossom smiled.

      “I never dreamed enhancing someone to a specific class could be done by hand before!” Shrine Maiden Bonnie said. “I always thought it was something only the seraphim could do.”

      “It can be done. Power of the third order is only so much, though. The fourth will be harder.”

      “Hmf. It will take more than a bit of my Celestial Essence if you want to make Archpriestesses and Archclerics,” Asuriel muttered. “Not that you’ll be around that long! The Heavens will know precisely where you’ve hidden your secret summoning chamber! No mountain or castle can hide you!”

      “Interesting,” Priestess Blossom said. “Can your companions track a moving ship as well?”

      “Uh... they’d be looking for where the Heavenly aperture opened up.” Asuriel shrugged.

      “Oh! In that case, they’ll probably run into some unfortunate trouble. You see, we left the location where we summoned you behind already. We’re on a ship, you see.”

      “A ship?” Asuriel’s eyes widened. “Who does a summoning ritual on a ship! It would take estimating the time and location you’d be at when the summoning would occur! I don't think there are any mortals skilled enough to do that.”

      “Uh, I did the ritual.” Shrine Maiden Bonnie waved her hand shyly, blushing at the inadvertent praise she was getting.

      “Bonnie did very well.” Darren gave Bonnie a pat on the head, which caused the shrine maiden to blush furiously. “To answer your question, you are now concealed from seraphim and demons alike. No one will find you.”

      “Oh, demon dung...” Asuriel muttered, finally realizing just how bad things were looking for her.
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      Despite tying her up for safety’s sake, Asuriel found Darren and her other captors treated her rather civilly. They had a lot of questions for her, but they asked them more as conversation than as demands. Her interrogation at the hands of her commanding officer among the Protectors had been worse.

      Asuriel answered their curious questions one by one, glancing at Darren as she did so. She’d answered many of these questions for him already, but he was nodding slowly as she spoke, so she knew he was taking careful note of everything she said.

      “Well, just like there are seven Hells, there are seven Heavens. Each one has increasing levels of Divine Aura, leading all the way up the Seventh Heaven with the Heavenly throne. The Lord of Light used to sit there and govern over the Heavens and the earth from that seat. But he’s been away a long time, and now a couple of the Prime Saints are thinking that one of them should take the seat. Only nobody can decide who.”

      “Unrest in the Heavens themselves...” Priestess Blossom muttered. “I suppose even the seraphim aren't above politics.”

      “Hey, the Heavens are still a very nice place!” Asuriel protested. “They’re definitely a lot nicer than any of the Hells! Don’t go selling your souls to demons just because there’s a little bickering here and there. On the whole, there are many places even all the way down on the First Heaven that would be cities of paradise by human standards! After you die, if you’re very good, the best part of your soul will live and grow there, basking in celestial light until you reach a higher plane of existence!”

      “Curious. So the seraphim believe in an afterlife as well? One that comes after their own afterlife?” Shrine Maiden Bonnie asked.

      “Well... uh... that’s complicated.” Asuriel shrugged, realizing she’d already spilled far too many Heavenly secrets to these mortals. They were surprisingly easy to talk to, which was likely why her captor was letting them ask the questions. He worked better as a looming threat. Against a third-order priestess and a second-order Shrine Maiden, Asuriel could have broken free of her bonds and escaped. She was a fourth-order seraph, after all. But Darren looming there was fourth-order as well, and he’d already proven himself more than Asuriel’s match.

      They talked a while longer, with Darren nodding slowly as he listened. Shrine Maiden Bonnie asked Asuriel about the administration system she had access to as a shrine maiden. He had already chatted with her a little about the subject considering he now had access to those same systems through his sigil, but the Shrine Maiden had been unfortunately unfamiliar with his new interfaces. Fortunately, Asuriel proved to be of greater help.

      “The sigil network was originally created by the ophanim under the instructions of the Lord of Light. They designated some of the sigils as administrator sigils. The oldest sigils, created first and with the aid of the Lord of Light himself, all have the capacity to become administrator sigils. It’s why Shrine Maidens passed their sigils down from generation to generation. The shrine maidens were special sigil wielders, like nodes in the network. Through them, the ophanim could help issue and administrate quests in an area as well as deal out more direct rewards. It used to be that the seraphim would deliver gold and skillbooks directly to shrine maidens to hand out as rewards for successfully completed quests. Of course, Kalaziel has been encouraging the ophanim to work closer with the Golden Temple outposts. Preferably the ones in Whiteguard.

      “It hasn’t worked perfectly, but with him concentrating more power there, even those neutral or opposed to having Kalaziel sit on the Heavenly throne have had to concentrate their resources into temples rather than supporting the disorganized and decentralized shrine maiden network established centuries ago.”

      Shrine Maiden Bonnie looked a little sad at that. “But they still need us to do summonings, yes?”

      Asuriel shrugged. “We have reached the limits of my knowledge. Ask an ophanim to know more. Though I’d be wary about talking to them though. Kalaziel worked out a way for many of his most devoted believers in Whiteguard to have their souls sent directly to the ophanim collectives. With enough powerful and strong-willed souls within them, even the ophanim can be swayed from impartiality.”

      That reminded Darren of his mother, who was now part of the very ophanim his sigil was connected to. Deep down, he knew that she was still looking out for him somehow. Perhaps she had known how to join one of these ophanim as well, and with her at its heart, had swayed the collective in his favor. She must have. Otherwise, his sigil would have betrayed him to Kalaziel years ago.

      They made landfall not long after, skirting the coast around Salsroth. They were originally headed for the docks, but the captain reported trouble there and soon relayed word to Darren.

      “Sir, the docks are on fire!” the captain shouted to Darren.

      Darren headed above deck, staring long and hard into the distance. There was a paladin there, standing by the dock with her sword flashing in the air. Behind her was a team of holy adepts. He recognized the figure, though her dented armor and bent sword looked worse for wear since he’d run into her in Limedeep.

      The figure in the distance was Sasha. Her long golden hair streamed behind her head, glowing in the afternoon light as she fought against a tide of sea demons rising from the water to attack her as she and the holy adepts behind her tried to burn the docks. Darren’s senses picked up several third-order demons and a fourth-order one swimming towards her in the water below. When they arrived, Sasha would be overwhelmed.

      “Captain, set a course for the docks,” Darren commanded as he ran below deck.

      Priestess Blossom, Shrine Maiden Bonnie, and Asuriel were all sitting there where they had been before. He pulled Melancholy into his hands, swinging it at Asuriel with one lightning-quick blow.

      “Ahh!” Asuriel barely had time to scream as the sword came down on her... severing the bindings around her wrists and leaving her hands free and unhindered.

      “You have helped us. I have things of value to seraphim. I will repay you, then the Shrine Maiden will return you to the Heavens."

      "You're letting me go?" Asuriel asked in surprise.

      "Yes," Darren said, producing an array of supplies. He put what he had remaining of the Heavenly Water Dragon down on one side, a few bits harvested from Demon Lord Nylyeth down, a massive heap of gold, gemstones, and a number of similar treasures.

      Asuriel's eyes darted between the piles and Darren.

      "I can choose?" Asuriel asked in surprise.

      Darren nodded. "You can choose one."

      "What about my sword and armor from before. Can I have those back?" Asuriel asked. She frowned at the sword at Morgana's hip, eyeing it suspiciously.

      "Choose two.” Darren grimaced.

      Asuriel eyed the heap of Demon Lord parts, specifically one of Nylyeth's horns. He'd been a powerful Devil Dragon in life, and a single horn likely held as much power in it as an entire complete Devil Dragon corpse, though Darren had been disappointed to find most of the energy dissipated after he used his Divine Blessing skill on it.

      Instead of the twisted black piece of ivory it had been, the horn was now a slender strip the color of gold.

      Asuriel pounced on it first, snatching it up in her hands and holding it to the light.

      "There's a lot of Divine Aura in this thing. Maybe even the secrets to developing a new skill..." Her eyes were wide and hungry. She glanced at Darren, as though afraid he was going to change his mind at any moment.

      "One more. Then we will send you home.”

      "You found all this down here in the mortal world?" Asuriel asked Darren curiously.

      "And in Hell.”

      "No wonder we're never allowed to come down to the surface... there may be little Divine Aura, but there's plenty of opportunity. This thing could save me a century of cultivating Divine Aura." Asuriel rubbed her chin in thought, then glanced at the robe around her shoulders. She'd studied it carefully when Darren first put it on her, and he knew she suspected its uses.

      He gestured to the rest of the things available to her, but Asuriel ran her hands up and down the side of Darren's cloak. She folded the fabric around her nose, taking in its scent and feel.

      "Hey, what's that over there?" Asuriel pointed to the other side of the ship. Priestess Blossom and Shrine Maiden Bonnie both turned. Darren remained where he was.

      "I don't see anything..." Priestess Blossom looked behind her, only for her voice to trail off when she realized she'd been fooled.

      Asuriel scrambled up the ladder with her horn in one hand and Darren's cloak around her shoulders.

      "Catch me if you can, mortals!" she yelled as she stretched out her wings and took flight.

      Shrine Maiden Bonnie and Priestess Blossom stood there with their mouths agape, watching Asuriel's sudden departure.

      Darren made no move to pursue her. Inwardly he sighed. The cloak had been with him for a long time but at his current level of power it couldn't hide him against anything strong enough to be his opponent. It was past time he'd made something new, and he already had a lot of the materials gathered. He just hadn't wanted to part with something that had been with him for so long. At least it looked like Asuriel would cherish it as much as he had.

      "We're done here.” Darren’s eyes lost focus for a moment as his attention followed his tendrils and up to voices on the upper decks. A few had noticed Asuriel, but with Darren's cloak around her she'd drawn little attention. Instead, most of the people on deck were looking to shore.

      Darren jumped up the ladder leading up the deck in a single bound and saw what he feared. It seemed his reunion with Sasha would be sooner than he thought.

      "Your friends are at the docks," Darren said to Blossom. "They need your help."

      From the looks of things, the Order of the Rose was neck-deep in demons crawling up from the sea. A few of their members were already beyond saving. They'd need their healer when this was done. But to survive until then, they'd need Darren.

      Darren's gaze turned to the water. There was something powerful headed towards Sasha and her band.

      "What's happening?" Priestess Blossom asked, scrambling after Darren.

      "Demons," Darren replied before leaping over the side of the ship and into the icy water below.
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      With the others warned, Darren jumped overboard and dove into the water below the ship. The water here was thick with Demonic Aura. Thicker than it had been before, by a long way. There was probably an entrance to Hell nearby. From the strength of these creatures, it was likely a complete entrance rather than just a tiny aperture through which Demonic Aura could leak in.

      Darren spotted a whole host of those massive crabs and lobsters scurrying along the seafloor. There was an entire army of sea monsters moving towards the docks. Someone or something controlled these lesser demons to prevent Sasha and her team from burning the ports. That meant someone wanted the docks intact, so a force of demons or cultists could land from the sea and attack Salsroth.

      Darren pulled Melancholy from his inventory. He’d fought underwater before, but he’d always disliked it even more than fighting in the air. His skills weren’t built for fighting underwater.

      He could mitigate those effects a bit by wearing armor, though. That let Darren sink like a rock to the bottom of the ocean, deep enough that even the noonday sun could barely reach. A few pale and scattered plants littered the seafloor around him, swaying on the undersea currents.

      Darren settled himself on the sandy bottom, closing his eyes and extending his Celestial Storm tendrils to focus his senses on them. The bottom of the sea was dark, but not as dark as the depths of Hell. The sea might hinder his movements, but it wouldn’t blind him.

      Darren steadied his footing just in time to hold off the onrushing horde of demon crabs and lobsters. These were third-order demons, and every one that made it past him would be one more that Sasha and her team would have to fight. Any of them would be a monster of the same order as Sasha. Though he trusted that she could best any of these creatures, he didn’t think her skills were so well-honed that she could face a horde of them with only a few holy adepts to back her up.

      So Darren let the demons come at him. They were quicker here than they were on the deck of a ship. Water was their native habitat, not his. Their claws were nimble, and their tails carried them through the water with far more grace than his legs.

      Darren activated his movement skill, forcing the water aside. Ordinarily, he’d jump over his opponents and try to attack from above while evading them. But he’d done that during an underwater fight in the past. There was a third dimension to consider when fighting in air or water, and opponents native to either arena would not be unfamiliar with it.

      Darren feigned upward, looking like he was about to spring closer towards the surface. A few of the lobster demons flapped their tails and carried themselves upward at the motion. But he materialized the heaviest warhammer he had, plucked from the body of one of the giants he’d killed with Callum.

      That warhammer had Darren sinking back to the seafloor again, beneath the lobster demons. Before any of them could react, he thrust upward with Melancholy.

      His strikes were neither as quick nor as elegant underwater as they usually were. However, they were still deadly, especially when striking at a lobster demon’s vulnerable underbelly. He skewered two like this in quick succession before his enemies figured out what he was doing and began snapping at him in earnest.

      Their claws nearly nipped him a few times as Darren adjusted to his greatly hampered underwater maneuverability, but the smooth surface of his armor meant that any demon lobster that hoped to crush him would have to have him firmly in his grasp to do any damage at all.

      Darren tore the massive war hammer he’d used to sink from the sand, thrusting it forward to intercept an outstretched claw.

      The lobster demon reached out to block it with two claws of its own, but Darren shoved both aside. With its claws out of position guarding its head, he thrust Melancholy right into its snapping mouth, skewering the tiny thing that passed for the demon’s brain.

      Darren targeted joints, mouths, eyes, and vulnerable underbellies. He’d fought plenty of demons with exoskeletons before and knew just how to handle them. It wasn’t too different from facing a demon wearing regular armor. Given the right blow with the war hammer in his off-hand or even with Melancholy, he could crack the demonic exoskeleton, shattering their defenses even underwater, where he was far slower and clumsier than he’d like.

      Darren made quick work of the first two dozen lobster demons, slaughtering them before they could have any hope of reaching the shore. None of these creatures could so much as touch him, but his Celestial Storm tendrils detected a more powerful presence headed his way. The fourth-order demon Darren had sensed earlier.

      Like the lobster demons of the third order he’d been fighting already, this was a massive scarlet monster with an armored shell and powerful pincers. Unlike its lesser brethren, though, this demon stood twice as tall as a horse and had claws like wagons.

      Worse, Darren felt his chest tightening. He’d been fighting without ceasing for five minutes now. A normal human would have had to surface for a breath of air long ago. Even he, with his archpaladin body, would need to stop and breathe if he continued exerting himself so much.

      Swimming to the surface would make him vulnerable. Darren knew he’d either need to defeat this sea demon before he had to breathe or drive it back long enough that he’d have a few seconds to swim up and take another breath.

      SENSE INTENT: DEMON ANALYSIS: DEATHSTALKER LOBSTER KING (FOURTH ORDER)

      
        	This demon forms from a centuries-old demon lobster with years of accumulated power and feeding. It possesses an incredibly durable chitinous shell, which is impervious so long as the demon still has Demonic Aura to reinforce it. This demon has three sets of powerful, crushing claws, unlike the two of its lesser brethren. It has a hundred sets of legs, each capable of tearing apart its prey.

      

      Darren braced himself with Melancholy, preparing to fight this far-stronger sea demon. As his Sense Intent skill said, this demon differed from the lesser versions he’d fought before now.

      It was longer by far than the other lobster demons, almost like a centipede the size of a train of covered wagons. Its pincers were each the size of wagons themselves, and any one of the six snapping claws could envelop him completely if he let them get a grip on him. But he wouldn’t let that happen.

      The demon bellowed. Underwater, the acoustic energy hit Darren like a physical blow, shaking the water around him and stunning him for a moment.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS

      
        	Deathstalker Lobster King has used the skill Acoustic Lance.

        	This ability stuns its target for an instant, depending on the resistance of the target.

      

      On the surface, this kind of stun wouldn’t halt Darren for a moment, but underwater, his usual tactics weren’t effective. He gritted his teeth a moment, letting the attack wash over him as he thrust Melancholy forward between him and the pair of claws headed his way.

      The Deathstalker Lobster King reared up. It sensed the danger Melancholy held for all Demonic Aura that touched it. The demon pulled back with its claws, only to come closer with the rest of its massive, heaving bulk. It was probably accustomed to having its stunning skill be the deciding factor in a fight, letting it strike down its dazed and unresisting foes with impunity.

      But it was not the only one with a stunning skill. That was when Darren activated Swords of Revealing Light. A pillar of brilliant energy shot down from above the water’s surface, skewering the Deathstalker Lobster king straight through its center.

      It froze in place, still reared up on its hind legs. It wobbled in place for a few moments, trying to shake off the effects of the stun.

      But the monster’s stun skill wore off on Darren before his Swords of Revealing Light skill wore off on it. The monster was frozen, and he was not. The opening only lasted a moment, but for him, a moment was enough.

      Melancholy swept out in a flash, cleaving deep into the Deathstalker Lobster King and cleaving it from stem to stern through its vulnerable underbelly. Divine Blessing activated, and in conjunction with Darren’s purification ability, all the demon’s Demonic Aura quickly started transforming into Divine Aura.

      With so much power leaving its body so rapidly, its shell grew weak and brittle. If they were on land, the demon probably would have fallen apart under its own weight.

      Underwater, the demon could live a little longer. It might be able to crawl away and survive, but not while Darren could help it.

      He finished the demon by jumping atop its head and plunging Melancholy deep into its brain, skewering it and leaving it there to drain off the rest of its Demonic Aura.

      The demon died swiftly, and Darren hacked off the nicest piece of chitinous armor and pulled it into his inventory before swimming for the surface. There, he surfaced and took a long, deep breath.

      When he shook the water off him, and he caught his breath after holding it for so long, Darren looked towards the shore. He had hoped that slaying this incoming wave of demons would help Sasha hold her own, but she’d already been nearly overwhelmed when he spotted her.

      She was kneeling on the ground now, looming over her party’s cleric, who’d gotten her leg nearly snipped off by a Deepwater Lobster demon and was bleeding out on the sand. That looked bad for her, but Cassandra’s ship had nearly made landfall now. Priestess Blossom could save her life, and if Cassandra was awake, the two of them could probably save the leg as well.

      Of greater concern was Sasha herself. With the injury of her companion and with her holy adepts falling to the demons around them right and left, Sasha seemed to have entered a killing frenzy.

      She’d abandoned her defenses and was swinging her weapon around with reckless abandon. She killed one Deepwater Lobster after another, relying solely on a devastating offensive to keep her safe.

      Such reckless blows meant she could kill several such enemies in quick succession. Still, it also meant that all it would take was a single lucky blow by an enemy to score a critical strike and put her down.

      Even as Darren watched, a powerful Deepwater Lobster weathered one of Sasha’s blows by holding up a claw and deflecting. Sasha had expected the blow to strike its carapace, so having it blocked with a claw knocked her balance off.

      She would have recovered just fine if not for the fact that there were three other sea demons closing in on her one after the other. They took that off-balance moment and rushed her.

      Sasha turned her stumble into a swing, driving back two of her assailants. But the third came from behind, rushing her and grabbing one of her armored ankles in its pincers. It squeezed, and Darren heard the snapping of bones from where he was swimming towards her as fast as his movement ability would allow him in the water.

      Sasha collapsed to one knee. One leg was ruined, and the demons were looming closer to her. Now that she’d lost her mobility, the end was near. He watched a look of bitter acceptance flash through her eyes. He had seen it on many foes mere moments before he dealt the final blow.

      Darren flicked his hand back, pulling his cleaver from his inventory. He held it behind his head, flinging it forward with all of his strength and momentum. The cleaver sailed through the air even as his swimming picked up speed enough to break past the surface of the water, carrying him on top of it instead of through it and exploding his speed.

      Blue light swam around the cleaver, forming a spirit much like the Heavenly Water Dragon Darren had pushed into it. The cleaver seemed to grow larger and faster with each passing second. It tumbled end over end and the magic within it continued to build. When it finally struck, it would do so with all the might of a Heavenly Water Dragon.

      At the same time, Darren rushed in, calling Melancholy back into his hand after stuffing it into his inventory to run. Sasha froze when she caught sight of him dashing across the surface of the water.

      Then a Deepwater Lobster swatted her on the side of the head with one of its big crushing claws, and Sasha collapsed unconscious on the sand.

      The demons would have fallen upon her at that moment, tearing her defenseless body to shreds as soon as they could smash their way through her armor. Darren didn’t give them that chance.

      He focused on Sasha’s assailants, and three swords of light descended from the sky, stunning her three closest attackers where they stood. A fourth loomed over her still, unhindered by Darren’s stunning skill.

      To put an end to that one, he threw Melancholy.

      Throwing his sword wasn’t something Darren liked to do, and it certainly wasn’t something he did often. But when he threw it, the weapon flew blade-first with speed and well-honed accuracy.

      Melancholy soared over the water. Its blade kicked up ripples in the water beneath it, and the air cracked like a thunderclap as it left Darren’s hands.

      The surviving Deepwater Lobster demon barely had an instant to flinch before Darren’s sword skewered it straight through its armored shell. The force of the blow was so great that Melancholy picked the lobster off its legs and hurled it into two of the stunned lobster demons beside it.

      Their shells smashed together, crunching and shattering into a mass of demon goo. Melancholy flew through all three demons, and its hilt shattered what remained of their bodies as the sword sank into a nearby boulder all the way to the hand guard.

      Darren himself arrived a moment later. He skidded across the remains of the docks, throwing up splinters as his boots broke the old wooden boards down to shattered chunks of wood. He came to a stop beside the demon with his cleaver still embedded in its head from where he’d thrown it earlier, and with one smooth motion, he picked the cleaver back up.

      The remaining demons around Sasha clattered and clomped, sensing a potent threat. But their fates were already sealed.

      Darren moved like a leaf in a storm, flowing over the ground as quickly as a summer breeze. Faster than a blink, three of the lobster demons collapsed into two pieces. Their claws opened and closed, trying to scurry away but not yet realizing that they were already dead.

      Darren was a cyclone of destruction to these demons. Each time he was able to use his Swords of Revealing Light skill, he cast it again. Demons froze in place before they could attack any of the harried holy adepts or even flee back into the sea.

      These powerful demons that had been on the verge of overwhelming and destroying the Order of the Rose mere moments ago were beaten back with the speed of a gardener plucking weeds.

      By the time the remaining holy adepts had slain one of the stunned crabs, unable to attack because of Darren’s skill, he had already finished slaying the rest of the sea demons.

      “Sir Darren, this one needs help!” Cassandra yelled as she hunched over a bleeding and bloody form with Priestess Blossom at her side. Blossom must have woken her up so she could help heal the wounded as well. Cassandra was in the middle of using her healing skill right alongside Blossom, and the two healers were busy reattaching both of the woman’s legs, which had been gnawed off by a pair of demons.

      “This is Cleric Audrey, the Order of the Rose’s second in command,” Priestess Blossom explained as she worked. “She’s certainly stubborn. Usually, a soul departs the body long before this. I do not know how she held on this long. But I don’t think we’ll be able to save her. There’s too much Demonic Aura in her.”

      At those words, he understood why Cassandra had called him over. He reached down and activated his Divine Blessing skill, cleansing the wounded cleric with a wave of his hand.

      As he waved his hand, he noticed the cleric was two arms short. The lobster demons had been partway through eating her and had torn her limbs off. The legs were heavy enough that they hadn’t been moved much, but the arms were a few paces away. Demons had been picking at them moments ago before Darren’s cleaver put them out of their misery.

      He grabbed both arms and tossed them to Cassandra and Priestess Blossom, who could reattach them. There was a lot of missing flesh there. Still, if Cassandra and Blossom could get all her parts reattached, his Lifewell could regenerate anything missing.

      But Cleric Audrey was not the only wounded here. Darren rushed to Sasha’s side. Fortunately, she was in far better shape. Only her ankle was completely ruined. That demon that caught her had crushed the bones inside to broken fragments.

      Darren had experience with such wounds before. He reached for the dagger by Sasha’s side and cut a few quick holes in the skin of her leg, then reached inside with his Celestial Storm tendrils so he could realign her bones as they were. Between that quick surgery and a splash of Lifewell water, she would be alright. Though the blow to her head would keep her out for a few more hours at least.

      With Sasha stabilized as well, Darren ran over to the dead holy adepts, who were already being tended to by their whole comrades. A few seemed beyond saving, crushed into nothing more than human-shaped paste by the lobster demons.

      One holy adept was wrestling with the severed head of a demon to pry her deceased comrade’s severed head from its jaws. Darren stepped over to her and tore the demon’s head in half before prying the dead holy adept’s head free and tossing it to his companion, a young woman with a pale and stricken look on her face.

      She took the severed head and positioned it near a body, pressing the head against a broken mass of shattered torso.

      “The healers can fix this... don’t worry, Gregor. You’ll be fine. We’ll buy back your family farm in Whiteguard still and raise a family. Just... come back. Please!” the desperate holy adept pleaded with the corpse.

      Darren rested a hand on the sobbing holy adept’s shoulder. “He is dead.”

      Even if Cassandra and Priestess Blossom dropped what they were doing and tried to save this man, they would still fail. Severed limbs could be reattached, but a completely destroyed body was unsalvageable.

      “No! He can’t be dead... he.. he promised me.” The holy adept sobbed, holding up a hand with a ring on her finger. The ring was made of a thick piece of fine metal and had a gemstone sunk deep into the face. It was beautiful but rugged enough to be worn on the hand of an adventuress.

      Darren shook his head slowly, reaching down with one hand to purify the body of any taint of Demonic Aura. In doing so, he noticed a tiny flicker of white light lingering on the dead holy adept’s clothes. There wasn’t enough of the holy adept’s body left to contain a soul, but the soul hadn’t departed, either.

      After spending a bit of time in the Heavens, Darren had a better idea of what the soul was. This holy adept’s soul was withered and shredded from the demons that had destroyed its body, but it was in better shape than the man’s physical form.

      What was left wasn’t enough to form a coherent entity, even for something as simple as some of those Heavenly animals Darren had seen in the first Heaven. But now he knew that like demons, spirits in the Heavens could be nurtured by the Divine Aura there, growing in strength over time.

      Why could the same not be done here? Especially with so much Divine Aura around from purifying the dead demons?

      Darren reached out with his Celestial Storm tendrils to the air behind him. There, he dragged out a mote of flowing light, slowly drifting towards the sky. It had been one of the Lobster Demons, now purged of the Demonic Aura that had made it a demon. Given time, what remained of the creature would drift towards the Heavens, find an aperture, and make a home for itself in those otherworldly realms.

      But Darren had other plans for this spirit. He pulled it, and many like it closer to the tiny speck of light hovering over the dead holy adept. With his Celestial Storm tendrils, he unwound the mass of Divine Aura that made up the lobster spirits.

      Like a fisherman mending a net, Darren worked to weave new life into the flagging spirit of the dead holy adept. It took considerable concentration, and behind him, he sensed Cassandra and Priestess Blossom tend to the rest of the wounded and make sure no one else would die. When Morgana walked by, he wordlessly thrust his Lifewell into her hands to help as she could.

      The others were nearly finished by the time Darren finished mending the frayed soul. It wasn’t quite the same being that it had been before the holy adept’s death, but the sheer mass of soul and Divine Aura that he had woven into the dead holy adept’s form would have been enough to make up a paladin’s soul, let alone an ordinary holy adept.

      Mending the soul would not heal the body, but the ring on the other holy adept’s finger gave Darren another idea. He grabbed at the sobbing young woman’s hand, pulling her finger and the ring she wore towards him. Then he activated his Divine Construct skill and transformed the ring into a vessel.

      He built a house for the holy adept’s soul within the ring, and when he was done, he ushered the soul hovering inside. The soul went willingly, sealing itself within the ring, which was designed to nurture and care for it.

      For now, the man that that the spirit had come from was dead. But if this holy adept continued to slay demons, the ring would convert that power into Divine Aura thanks to the lingering power of Darren’s blessing skill, which would bolster the power of the soul within.

      Darren wasn’t certain, but he suspected this ring would bolster the soul within until a fully formed seraph was powerful enough to break free and enter the world, based mostly off the memories of the holy adept who died.

      When he was done crafting, Darren turned his Sense Intent skill to the task of identifying the item he’d created.

      SENSE INTENT: ITEM ANALYSIS: GUARDIAN RING OF PASSION (EPIC)

      
        	This item, created from the soul of a lost lover, will slowly empower the soul fragment within it.

        	If given the aura and circumstances to grow, this soul will one day emerge from the ring as a third-order seraph, utilizing the original personality and memories of the human soul it was made from as the core soul.

      

      

      “I can hear his voice! He’s in my ring! How?” The holy adept looked up at Darren with wide eyes.

      “I put him there,” Darren said. “Perhaps someday he can come back to you.”

      “Thank you, Sir Darren!” the holy adept said, holding the ring tight to her cheek. “I won’t ever forget what you’ve done for me!”
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        * * *

      

      Darren and his companions had done all they could to help Sasha and her companions. Sasha would not be happy when she awoke. From her order, only a scant handful of holy warriors remained.

      She, Cleric Audrey, and Priestess Blossom were still alive, so the core of their order was whole. But the holy adepts had been reduced to a half-dozen frightened and shivering girls.

      All the male holy adepts died during the fight, along with most of the more combat-oriented women. Most women who became holy adepts focused on their magic instead of physical skills. The difference in size and stature between men and women was still a factor until the third order, where a paladin, priestess, or cleric’s class was more important than their gender.

      That meant that all the men had been on the front lines of the holy adepts, guarding those who focused on healing, area of effect spells, and skills of that sort. Strangely enough, Darren found himself the only man remaining on the beach as he picked up Sasha and wrapped a blanket around her.

      “You were completing a quest, were you not?” Darren asked the holy adept with the now-magical ring.

      “Yes, I think the captain had the sheet that triggered the quest in her armor,” the holy adept replied, still holding her ring to her ear like there was a voice only she could hear whispering from it.

      Darren looked and found the sheet of papers on Sasha.

      Strangely, the quest itself wouldn’t trigger for Darren no matter how hard he stared at the symbol on the quest sheet. Perhaps it had something to do with his sigil differing from Sasha’s and the others.

      But fortunately, a bit of recent experimentation told Darren of a trick to get around such quest requirements.

      
        	Sasha Roseguard has the quest series: Defending Salsroth. Do you wish to port this quest series to additional sigils?

      

      Darren had discovered he could port quests over from other sigils to his own, and he did that now, joining in on the quest as a member of the Order of the Rose.

      While he was at it, he accepted the two other quests Sasha and her companions were expected to complete. They weren’t in any shape to finish the others, so Darren would take care of them for them. Since he was completing the quest chain anyway, he added Morgana, Cassandra, and Blossom to the chain too. That way, they would benefit from any rewards the Order of the Rose might receive for completing this quest chain.

      In the meantime, Darren picked Sasha up and carried her to their ship, laying her down in his cabin to sleep off her injuries. His ministrations and the Lifewell water would ensure she healed up perfectly, given a few days to rest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            Chapter 36: Sasha
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      EARLIER THAT DAY…

      Sasha and her companions left the temple as soon as they were able. Or, more accurately, they were kicked out as soon as they could walk.

      “Others need these beds, and your crew has enough working legs between you to pitch a tent elsewhere. I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to take your wounded and go.” A holy adept with a clipboard gave Sasha an uncomfortable frown. She was reciting something she’d been instructed to say but didn’t like being the bearer of such awkward news.

      Sasha sighed. “We understand. A few of our holy adepts aren’t well enough to walk through. Do you mind if we borrow a stretcher or two to transport them?”

      The holy adept had expected such a request. Sasha’s order was probably not the only one she’d kicked out of here today. Sasha was well enough to stand thanks to her physique as a paladin. Despite her wounds, she was already far better than some of the holy adepts with lesser injuries.

      “Are you sure you should be carrying two at once?” Cleric Audrey asked as Sasha hefted one end of a stretcher in either arm.

      Sasha shrugged off her concern. “Paladins heal faster than most. I’ll be fine. We don’t have many days left to complete the quests we were given. We need to move, or the sacrifices of our fallen comrades will have been in vain.”

      “Understood, captain...” Cleric Audrey sighed.

      They had to hunt down an inn that could house them for the time being. Unfortunately, losing the fishing ship they brought to Salsroth was a big hit to the order’s budget, so on the whole, they were much shorter on funds than planned. Renting a single inn room at inflated local prices turned out to be more than they could afford.

      “You can’t be serious! That’s far more than a week’s stay in an inn like this one should be! A tenth that price would still be high,” Sasha hissed between clenched teeth.

      The innkeeper shook his head. “Look how crowded the city is! And plenty of these visitors here have lots of gold on them. It’s only natural that I give out rooms to those willing to part with the most. That’s just good business. Right now, I’ve got five empty rooms, and I want five gold a day for them. Take it or leave it.”

      “I’ve run into bandits on the road who charged less...” Audrey growled by Sasha’s side.

      “We don’t have that much,” Sasha sighed. “Would you accept something in trade? We’ve slain many demons, and parts of them could prove quite valuable.”

      But the innkeeper shook his head. “I don’t want demon parts. There will be plenty of those coming my way once the demons attack in earnest.” His eyes turned to Sasha’s companions.

      They’d lost most of the men among the Order of the Rose during the fiend ambush earlier, or the pirate attack before that. The Order of the Rose had always been a rather feminine group, but now that was doubly true, as most of the men had been fighters of one sort or another and thus the first to die.

      “Hmm...” the innkeeper muttered. “What do you say you give me a few of your holy adepts? You have to admit, a life of magic and adventure does wonders for the body. The ones who aren’t particularly good at combat might find other uses for the blessings their sigil gives them...”

      Sasha’s hands curled tighter into a fist. “Not going to happen.”

      “Fine,” the innkeeper huffed. “But I have men here who need to be entertained somehow. If I don’t provide something, they’re bound to cause trouble.”

      “And you want something that can help you drain their wallets while you’re at it,” Cleric Audrey snorted.

      “Alright, alright. If you truly don’t want to send a few of your holy adepts my way, I’ll let you lot stay for your clothes,” the innkeeper declared.

      “You can’t be serious. You want the clothes right off our backs?”

      The innkeeper shrugged. “Hey, you’ve got armor. That’s more than a lot of people in the city. And if you don’t have money, you’ve got to pay for your keep somehow. With the prices these days I can sell your stuff to the tailor across the street for a pretty pouch of silver. Some of these refugees brought quite a bit of coin and are more than happy to spend it while they can.”

      “Oh fine,” Sasha grumbled. “If that’ll get us food and beds, you can have them.”

      So Sasha and the Order of the Rose ended up selling off their underwear for a week’s rent. The holy adepts carrying their wounded to their new room adjusted their robes and pants awkwardly as they moved, trying to keep any chafing at bay.

      Once they were finished getting their wounded comrades settled, Sasha and her healthy comrades sat down at the inn’s lower floor and started planning their next move. There was a lot to be done and little time to waste.

      “Alright,” Sasha began. “Here’s the situation. We’ve got three quests to complete. One of them is finished. One nearly so. Based on the info our sigils are giving us, there’s one fiend left still alive wandering the woods. We kill him, and we complete the quest. The trouble is that’s a day-long trip out to the wilderness there and back. Longer if we’ve got wounded.

      “The shorter trip will be heading off to the docks nearby. Even though this quest has the highest difficulty rating of the three of them, I think if we play it safe and light the docks up fast and quick, we can finish it before anything too bad comes out of the water.”

      “Agreed,” Cleric Audrey said. “I can use flaming arrows to light them up from afar. We should be able to get in and out in a minute. We got unlucky with the fiend quest. I’m confident finishing off the last one will be well within our capabilities once we’ve taken care of the docks.”

      So at first light the following day, all the members of the Order of the Rose who were still alive and on their feet followed Sasha and Audrey to the docks.

      For the first few minutes, everything went according to plan. Sasha carried two pitch barrels herself, dropping them along the rock-lined shore near the port. Years ago, some ancient king of Salsroth had dug this port deep enough for ships to dock and lined the shore with rocks to keep it steep enough that the ground wouldn’t snap keels.

      But centuries of neglect and pounding waves had turned many of those boulders into smooth pebbles and puddles of fine-ground sand. The old piers of the docks rocked in the soft sand with every step, on the verge of giving way on their own.

      “Alright, quick now!” Sasha yelled. “Get this pitch out over the docks! We need these things to light up soon as we drop a torch on them!”

      Sasha held up the barrel as her holy adepts carted shovels back and forth, catching thick, inky globs of goo and tossing them onto the old rickety wood of the docks. They smeared as much as they could onto the docks to make sure they went up in flames before the water put them out.

      Here at low tide, the water was as far down as it was going to get, which meant they could burn the footings beneath the docks beyond repair without a team of masons. Without these docks, any landing force would have to row in and land that way, which would make defense from the portside towers far easier than facing down a ship.

      “Alright, light this one up, Audrey!” Sasha yelled as she and her companions finished covering the southmost port with pitch.

      Audrey lit a burning cloth around an arrow, took aim, and fired. Despite the cumbersome weight of the burning cloth, Audrey’s aim was perfect and struck the farthest point of the dock covered in a big lump of pitch and set it burning into an inferno. In mere minutes, there’d be nothing left of the south most dock but ash and dust.

      Two more docks went up right after that, the sand growing thinner as Sasha headed further up the line. Her leg sank nearly to her knees as she hoisted the barrel over her head as she moved from one wooden pier along the sandy shore to the next. And that was when they ran into their first bit of trouble.

      Something beneath the sand snapped at her foot. Sasha cried out in agony as she pulled her leg out.

      “Arghh!” Sasha yelled, dropping both barrels over her shoulder and pulling her leg free of the loose sand. A long pincer came with it, attached to a crab the size of a dining table. While its claws weren’t quite as fierce as those of the Deepwater Lobsters they’d faced earlier, they were still incredibly painful. Sasha was grateful that these crabs had a tougher time breaking through armor. Otherwise, she might have lost half her foot.

      “To arms! Demons are coming!” Sasha yelled. “Audrey! Keep firing those arrows! Fighters! Get the pitch on the docks. We need to finish the quest before any more of them come!”

      All the remaining holy adepts of the Order of the Rose picked up their shovels and doubled the pace at which they were laying down the pitch. They weren’t as thorough now that they were working under threat, but they worked far quicker and made short work of several more docks.

      They burned with impressive speed, though bits of wood here and there were unburned enough that a determined force could anchor new planks to what remained of the piers to create something functional.

      Sasha dropped the barrels entirely, leaving the work to her comrades as she drew her sword and hacked at the crabs. A sword wasn’t a perfect tool for fighting these things, and Sasha desperately wished she’d kept a hammer or war pick after fighting the Deepwater Lobsters.

      As though summoned by her regrets, the Deepwater Lobsters rose up from the water one by one to join their fellow sea demons.

      “Curses and damnation!” Sasha growled from beneath her helmet. While the crabs were just second-order demons, which she and her holy adepts could handle, the Deepwater Lobsters were of the third order. It would take several holy adepts working together to take one down. Even Sasha would have to put her full might behind a blow or get a lucky shot in to have a chance at piercing their thick carapaces.

      “Retreat!” Sasha yelled. “Back up the hill! We’ll hold them off on land, and Audrey will burn the rest with flaming arrows!”

      Sasha and her order formed a tight circle around the top of the hill, where Audrey was dropping arrow after arrow onto the docks arrayed before them. Without any pitch laid down, these docks were far slower to burn, but enough burning arrows might light them anyway.

      Things went well enough, faced with just the crabs. The second-order demons fell to Sasha and her holy adepts. There was a cluster of six young women with them, mostly fresh recruits who’d joined their order just prior to when they left Whiteguard for Limedeep. All of them were outfitted with support-type skills meant to disable enemies and enhance allies, which made them rear-line fighters and thus the most likely to survive the last few botched fights.

      With their help, even though Sasha only had three good fighters on their feet, they were able to slay and drive back five times their number in crabs. Things were looking good for a time, and it seemed like they might really complete their quest.

      Then the Deepwater Lobsters started climbing up the hill. One, in particular, was as large as a cart, with snickering mandibles and skittering claws dancing over stones and sand.

      Something was scurrying through the earth again beneath their feet, and Sasha realized it had to be more crabs. She’d hoped that the rocks and dirt that made up this little hill would be tougher for them to burrow through than the thick sand beneath the docks, but these foul creatures persevered.

      The crabs attacked from inside their defensive perimeter, which forced Sasha and several of her holy adepts to turn around to combat them. One of them even managed to take a nip out of Audrey’s heels, drawing blood as it did so. Being a cleric, she wasn’t as heavily armored as her peers, and the crabs could draw blood against her.

      “Keep shooting. I’ve got it!” Sasha yelled as she squished the crab.

      But Sasha could only hold the forces of evil back for so long. She alone was equal to all her holy adepts in a fight like this, and even with her covering half of their perimeter, the holy adepts would break first.

      That premonition proved true a moment later when a pair of Deepwater Lobsters rushed between a pair of holy adepts, snapping at arms and legs as they passed. Two of the fighters among the adepts went down simultaneously.

      With those on the front line scattered, the casters and support skill adepts had to drop staffs and wands and stop channeling their skills to draw swords and daggers to defend themselves. That, in turn, increased the pressure on the few remaining fighters.

      The only way one of the holy adept fighters could hold their own against a third-order Deepwater Lobster was when they were empowered by strengthening skills, and their opponent was weakened with draining skills. Now that they’d lost both, the fighters were completely outmatched, and two more fell to snapping claws in quick succession.

      “Audrey, help them!” Sasha yelled, ordering her companion to turn her bow on the demons and drive them back before they truly lost all their adepts. The docks weren’t burned yet, and there were two more intact. At this rate, they’d fail their quest.

      Sasha glanced at the horizon and saw what they’d been dreading. There was a cargo ship approaching from the sea, coming towards them and the docks with all speed. Was this an advanced force of cultists here to begin the siege of Salsroth?

      Only the Heavens could get us out of this one...

      Sasha was already fighting with all her might, parrying one powerful Deepwater Lobster claw and scoring a deep thrust into the joints between its armor. Sasha skewered the beast, but even as she plunged a sword deep into the demon’s carapace, her companions continued to fall.

      Sasha spun around, heedless of the demons behind her as she tried to run to the aid of the holy adepts behind her, struggling for their lives.

      Something must have been looming behind her because two of Audrey’s arrows whistled over her head, skewering a demon nipping at Sasha’s heels before it had the chance to so much as raise an aggressive claw.

      Between her and Audrey, the two of them would be able to keep the demons off the adepts long enough for a retreat, then they could—

      A cry from Audrey’s lips brought those thoughts to a sudden halt. While she’d been shooting her arrows to defend Sasha, a Deepwater Lobster managed to crawl through the dirt and gravel to grab at Audrey’s legs. Now it had a firm grip on her ankle.

      “No!” Sasha yelled.

      Audrey turned to Sasha, and their eyes met for a moment. Audrey’s expression was filled with fear. It wasn’t the terror of someone who knew they were about to die, but the fear of someone who thought they were dooming their friends to death.

      Audrey mouthed a silent apology to Sasha. Then the snapping of bone echoed through the area. Two more Deepwater Lobsters immediately swarmed over Audrey, covering her from head to toe as they nipped and tore.

      Blood spouted onto the ground like water from a geyser, and one long, lingering cry turned into a garbled gurgle.

      “Audrey!” Sasha yelled as she hacked at the demons devouring her friend. “Go, all of you! Run!” Sasha yelled to her companions. Then she let the grief and anger mingle and mix.

      At her orders, the holy adepts stopped their slow defensive retreat. They began fleeing wholesale without regard to defense or retaliation. They would have been quickly run down if not for Sasha remaining behind to draw the ire of all the demons trying to swarm them.

      Sasha’s mind grew red, and her vision clouded. A furious rage enveloped her vision, and she swung her sword with reckless abandon, skewering demon after demon. She swung recklessly, taking chips out of her own blade with the strength of each of her swings. Her body doubled in size as she utilized her Might of a Giant skill to make her bigger and stronger.

      She had no care for defense now or self-preservation, and she could feel her enemies closing in on her. They were coming closer and closer with each passing moment until they completely surrounded her. All that kept them at bay now were her furious stomps and her reckless swings.

      Her sword chipped and cracked at the tip, the end flying off as it broke apart and slammed into the sand. At any other time, Sasha would have seen that for the disastrous turn that it was and tried to run.

      But she couldn’t run. Audrey was being torn apart next to her, despite Sasha’s desperate attempts to protect her body. Her screams had gone quiet now, which Sasha knew was a bad sign. She was probably already dead, and soon Sasha would join her in bleeding out on this beach.

      In the distance, she sensed a powerful demonic presence flare brightly. Moments later, it abruptly gutted out. There was something strong coming this way, and when it arrived, Sasha would truly be doomed.

      Tears leaked from the corner of Sasha’s eyes as she battered the nearest Deepwater Lobster with a broken haft of a sword. She knew paladins usually died in battle, but she’d expected to die years from now as a respected member of her order with many brave comrades at her back and ready to step in and take her place. Not so anymore. The Order of the Rose would probably die with her and Audrey here on this beach. The best she could hope for was that some of her adepts could get to safety and find another organization willing to take them in.

      As Sasha hacked, slashed, and blinked away tears, she sensed light in the distance. There was a familiar golden glow, like a presence she’d felt before. It soared over the waves, heading towards her with incredible speed.

      Was this death looming over the horizon for her? Maybe a seraph coming to take her soul?

      Sasha’s eyes tried to focus on the incoming light, but that proved to be a mistake.

      Something clamped down around her ankle, gripping her tight at the heel. It was only one of those second-order crabs, and a particularly small one at that. Its diminutive size had proved an asset here, though, as it snuck through the tiny gaps between her boot and greaves.

      Sasha tried to stab it, but with the tip of her sword broken off, she couldn’t manage it.

      Other demons closed in around her, and in her moment of inattention, a Deepwater Lobster snapped its claws around her ankle too. That was a far more powerful grip, and it crunched through her steel armor and the bone beneath it as easily as snapping dry twigs between a hammer and anvil.

      This was it. She was going to die.

      The Deepwater Lobsters swarmed her as they sensed her moment of vulnerability. Her broken ankle forced her to one knee, and she collapsed in the sand.

      As she fell, she got a better look at the light in the distance coming towards her. It felt a lot like Darren.

      Then something knocked her in the head, and consciousness slipped from her.
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        * * *

      

      When Sasha’s thoughts came back into focus, she realized she was comfortable and warm. It felt almost like she was being carried, though that couldn’t have been right.

      Her memories of the beach and her failed quest came back to her. She’d died on the sands of that beach. The demons around her would have ripped her apart mere moments later.

      Had her soul somehow survived the demon attack and made it to the Heavens, anyway? Was this what it felt like to be dead?

      Sasha pried her eyes open for a moment, catching a brief glimpse of a man looming over her, looking down at her shattered ankle. There was a brief spike of pain, followed by a dull ache. She recognized the feeling of a bone being set and falling into place. It hurt, but in a good way.

      It brought back memories of Priestess Blossom. In fact, Sasha could almost swear she was hearing the voice of their healer now.

      She tried to focus on any of the people around her, but the blow to her head had clouded her vision, and her eyes couldn’t focus.

      Someone was peeling her armor off. Probably the same man who was tending to her ankle. If she hadn’t lost so much blood, her face would have flushed in embarrassment. Why had she sold her undergarments to that innkeeper?

      Just as quickly as it came, consciousness faded from Sasha’s mind again.

      The next time Sasha awoke, she wasn’t on the beach anymore. Someone had wrapped her in blankets and put her in a bed. There was a gentle swaying to the floor beneath her that she’d become accustomed to over the last few weeks as she rode aboard the fishing vessel she and her companions purchased.

      She was at sea again, but this boat was outfitted far better than what she’d been using. From the room’s looks, it was the personal chambers of someone very important. There were lavish but tasteful decorations, along with a peculiar swing dangling over one corner of the room swinging back and forth.

      As though sensing Sasha’s return to the waking world, Sasha’s sigil opened up before her to reveal a set of messages she never expected to see.

      CONGRATULATIONS! YOU HAVE COMPLETED YOUR ASSIGNED QUESTS!: SABOTAGE THE SALSROTH CITY CRYPTS!

      
        	Assassinate the Fiend Scouts!

        	Disable the city docks!

      

      “What...?” she muttered to herself. The last thing she remembered was her few remaining holy adepts fleeing for their lives after the demons swarmed and killed Audrey. She thought she’d been about to die buying those holy adepts the time they needed to escape. What happened?

      She reached up and pinched herself, feeling surprisingly healthy as she did so. Her limbs worked better than they should have. Even with the natural resiliency of a paladin’s body, it would have taken weeks to heal from what she’d gone through. Sasha was certain it couldn’t have been weeks, so a healer must have tended to her injuries. Probably several healers.

      She wriggled her toes on the leg that had been crushed and found they moved as well as they had before. The ankle was still sore and couldn’t take her full strength, but she imagined it would be whole enough to stand on.

      Feeling healthy enough, Sasha swept the covers off her body and tossed them on the bed before moving to stand, wobbling slightly as she climbed to her feet.

      She had been completely naked beneath the sheets, so she ambled over to a nearby mirror to inspect herself for damage. There were no wounds of note on her. In fact, a few scars she remembered having on her legs and torso were also gone.

      She would have examined herself further if not for the door suddenly swinging open. A pair of women she hadn’t expected to see walked in, one with vibrant pink hair and one with raven black.

      Sasha lunged for the discarded bed sheet that she’d left behind moments ago, hastening to cover her naked body.

      “Cassandra and Morgana!” Sasha said as she stumbled towards the bed. “What... ah... how are you here?”

      “It’s Cassandra’s boat,” Morgana said. “And this is our room. I just needed to grab something, and Cassandra wanted to check on what you were doing.”

      As they walked, the two women stepped between Sasha and the bed, leaving Sasha awkwardly naked while two clothed women stared at her. Cassandra was looking her body up and down, examining her a little too close to be looking for injuries.

      “Not bad,” Morgana said as she walked around to Sasha’s side. “Paladins truly are something else. You know, when I first saw you, I thought it was weird that female paladins weren’t as muscular as their male peers, but I think you are. It just doesn’t show as much.”

      As though to prove her point, Morgana grabbed Sasha’s ass, cupping it in her hands and squeezing it to feel the firm muscles hidden just beneath the skin. Her hands roamed up Sasha’s back to her shoulders, which were high enough up for Morgana that she was reaching over her head.

      “Uhm... if it isn’t too much trouble, do you think I could get some clothes?” Sasha asked awkwardly. While she spoke, her eyes turned pleadingly to Cassandra for help with Morgana behind her. But Cassandra’s eyes merely continued to roam Sasha’s naked body before nodding in silent approval, as though she’d come to some private decision.

      Cassandra shrugged off Sasha’s request.

      “Normally, I wouldn’t have any problem lending you something from my wardrobe. But you’re far taller than me, and anything I’ve got is more likely to snap than fit. I’m afraid you’ll just have to stay the way you are for a few days until I can have something tailored.

      “For any other patient, we would have kept what you were wearing under your armor and given them back to you after washing and cleaning them. But oddly enough, you weren’t wearing anything under your armor.” Cassandra wore a smile on her face now and took several steps closer to Sasha. “Don’t you think it’s a little unladylike to subject your healers to your perversions? And not to mention the chafing!”

      “It wasn’t that bad,” Sasha replied in a small and quiet voice. "Paladin bodies are tougher all over. What might cause a rash in a normal person is no bother." She wrapped her arms around her chest, but Cassandra pressed closer, staring up intently at Sasha through the gap in her cleavage with her own cloth-covered breasts pressed up against Sasha’s naked stomach.

      “Interesting,” Cassandra said, as she pressed her cheek up against one of Sasha’s breasts. She poked the part that wasn’t covered, nodding her head slightly like an alchemist finding the potion before they met their standards for quality. “I wonder if it’s the same for priestesses. I’ll have to try it myself and see.”

      “O-oh, you made it to priestess?” Sasha stuttered. She would have taken a step back, but Morgana was still behind her, cupping her ass. “C-congratulations.”

      “Thank you!” Cassandra beamed. “Morgana’s a cleric now, too. It’s all thanks to Darren. Which reminds me, he’ll want to check on you too.”

      “Sir Darren is here?” A smile touched the corners of Sasha’s lips at the mention of Darren’s name. She thought he’d fade from her mind as she left Limedeep behind, but his image had only grown all the more vibrant in her heart for his absence.

      “Morgana, get him for us. And Blossom too, if she’s available,” Cassandra said.

      “Wait, Blossom?” Sasha’s heart surged a moment, but she forced her hopes down. There were a lot of priestesses, and Blossom was a fairly common name in the farming towns towards Whiteguard’s southern coast.

      As soon as Morgana was gone, Cassandra pressed even closer against Sasha.

      “So, you seemed awfully excited to meet with my Darren.” Cassandra looked up at Sasha knowingly.

      “O-of course! He’s a... friend, I guess.” Sasha blushed.

      “If he was a friend, then why didn’t you come to say goodbye to him in person when you left Limedeep?” Cassandra raised an eyebrow. “Instead, like some blushing little girl, you left a letter with me.”

      “I’m not a blushing little girl!” Sasha protested as her blush deepened. “Please, believe me.”

      “The paladins of Whiteguard are supposed to be upstanding symbols of purity and what it means to serve the seraphim. Granted, I know you lot gave up on chastity long ago, but I somehow expected you to be a pure little flower under all that armor. I certainly wouldn’t have taken you to be the kind of girl who lusted after another woman’s man.

      “Especially the man of the woman who just spent the last three days using her healing skill on you day and night, and even let you sleep in her own bed. Do you know how much that much healing would cost a person? Trading a dozen horses for that kind of treatment would be considered a good deal.”

      “It’s not like that, Cassandra!” Sasha promised. “Believe me, I have no desire to get between you and Darren! Or you and Morgana and Darren. I’m not quite sure how it works, but don’t worry, I’m immensely grateful for all the help you’ve given me and wouldn’t dream of causing problems for you.”

      Cassandra huffed. “What? You mean you don’t fantasize about Darren’s strong jaw pressing against your cheek?” Cassandra said as she ran a hand along the side of Sasha’s mouth. She took a step closer, driving the bigger woman back into the corner of the room. Though Sasha was easily twice Cassandra’s size, Cassandra seemed to loom over her like a cat over a mouse.

      “I... uh...” Sasha struggled to find words.

      “You haven’t thought about feeling his strong arms wrapping around you? Feeling his hands push you down into a set of soft sheets?” Cassandra continued as she pushed herself closer and closer to the naked and shivering Sasha.

      Sasha’s lip quivered as images of Darren flashed through her mind.

      Cassandra’s tirade of questions continued, growing hotter and breathier with every word. “Tell me you haven’t been dreaming about his mighty cock? It’s every bit as big and powerful as the rest of him. So strong and needy, ready to plunge into a paladin like you and lay claim to her, claiming your hot and needy sex.”

      “Cassandra, please...” Sasha said as she found her back pressed up against the wall. “I swear, nothing will happen between Darren and me. I won’t make a mess of your relationship! I... I can try to be happy just being a friend.”

      Cassandra smiled slyly. “I don’t think so. You want to know why?”

      Cassandra reached between Sasha’s legs, rubbing her fingers against the paladin’s damp slit. Her hands came away as wet as the ocean during a rainstorm. Sasha’s fluids dripped from Cassandra’s fingers in clinging drops. Cassandra smiled at the sight of them like a hunter who’d caught sight of her prey.

      “This is why,” Cassandra explained as she traced her fingers along Sasha’s cheek. She dragged her slickened fingers across Sasha’s lips, making her taste the flavor of her own sex. “You want Darren. I know you do.”

      “Sorry...” Sasha murmured, equal parts humiliated, embarrassed, and intrigued.

      “Don’t be sorry,” Cassandra laughed. “Because I like the thought that you want him. Let me show you something...”

      Cassandra took Sasha’s hand in her own, then hiked up her skirt.

      She led Sasha’s fingers with her own, tugging them up under Cassandra’s clothes and towards something warm and wet within. Cassandra wasn’t wearing anything beneath her skirt, and to her alarm, Sasha realized Cassandra’s slit was nearly as wet as her own. Her speech about Darren must have invigorated her as much as it did Sasha.

      “I like the thought of Darren being with you,” Cassandra whispered. “You and he could have a lot of fun. I could show you how to treat him right.”

      The two women stood there for a few moments, hands-on each other’s womanhoods as their eyes met and a mutual understanding passed between them.

      Sasha felt something blossom deep in her heart that she hadn’t dared to hope for before. She wasn’t sure what the feeling was, but she felt comforted in a way she had never had before.

      A knock abruptly came from the door.

      “Come in!” Cassandra yelled, and the door burst open to reveal Morgana, Priestess Blossom, and Darren.

      “Love!” Cassandra smiled at the sight of Darren over her shoulder. She pulled her hand back out from between Sasha’s legs, giving her a pat on the cheek and leaving a damp handprint there as she pulled away. Then she retreated towards Darren, wrapping her arms around one of his.

      “How is she?” Darren asked.

      “She’s on her feet again, so the leg definitely works! She’s in better shape than that cleric of hers is, that’s for sure.”

      Darren walked towards Sasha, which had her immediately realizing that she was completely naked. She moved to cover herself again, but as she pressed one of her hands over her breast, she realized it was still sticky with Cassandra’s juices.

      Her own fluids, painted on her face by Cassandra’s hands, seemed to burn with heat against her skin, and from the way Darren was looking at her, she was certain he hadn’t missed them.

      “I... uh... I need to get dressed.” She tried to grab the blanket on the bed, but Darren tugged it aside.

      “No, I’m looking you over for wounds,” Darren commanded.

      “B-but...” Sasha protested, but Darren picked her up under her arms, lifting her off her feet as easily as a man might lift up fruit for inspection. He twisted her left and right, tilting her sideways as he examined her.

      He grabbed each of her legs, moving the joints with his hands and feeling the smoothness of each motion. Sasha was mortified by the fact that Darren ran a finger along the inside of her thighs, noting the gushing torrent of fluid spilling from there.

      “Morgana, fetch water for her. She will need it. Mix in some of this,” Darren said as he tossed her a flask.

      Sasha could barely muster the courage to blink after she’d been laid so bare before a man she had such strong feelings for. She had no secrets left before Darren.

      “You shouldn’t be on your feet yet,” Darren concluded. “Another day or two. Now hold still. There is still internal damage.”

      Darren laid Sasha on the bed, hand under her shoulder and hips. No one had carried her like that since she became a paladin. It felt odd to be cradled in the arms of another like she’d somehow gone back to years ago and was just a helpless girl in Darren’s arms.

      Though she’d been completely exposed before him, there was something liberating at the thought of revealing all to this man and having no secrets to keep from him.

      “T-thank you for rescuing me,” Sasha said when she finally found her tongue.

      “I’m not done yet,” Darren said. “Hold still.”

      He straddled Sasha’s body then, holding her in place so that even if she wanted to move, she wouldn’t be able to. Cassandra and Morgana took hold of Sasha’s arms and held them in place.

      Darren stuck his thumb into Sasha’s mouth, prying it open. The sudden helplessness sent a strange thrill up and down her spine. He held his hand over her, and strands of golden light shot out of his palm.

      This was Darren’s Celestial Storm skill, and he could control those tendrils as dexterously as his own limbs.

      They reached into Sasha’s body, worming their way down her throat. She felt them pressing against the inside of her body, and her eyes went wide. She shouldn’t have been able to breathe with a bundle of tendrils so large crawling around inside her, but somehow the non-physical nature of the tendrils let air through them just fine.

      Sasha felt like she was being touched deep within her body, in places she didn’t even know could be touched. Darren felt around inside her, examining her for injuries on a level of detail that shouldn’t have been possible.

      She held her mouth open, feeling completely submissive and helpless as Darren and his companions held her down and searched her most private places. She fought the urge to squirm, knowing Darren was holding her in place so that he could examine her body in detail without worrying about her moving around his tendrils.

      All Sasha could do was remain where she was and accept what Darren was doing to her. There was a certain liberation in that helplessness. Especially when she knew that Darren had saved her and that she trusted him to have her best interests at heart.

      Once Sasha overcame the visceral fear of having something reaching so deep inside her, brushing against her heart, lungs, and spine, the feeling actually turned out to be rather pleasurable. Like having someone lightly brushing their hand against her skin, as soft as a breath.

      More than the feeling was the familiar presence. Darren’s power had a certain flavor that reminded Sasha of the man himself. Her body quickly came to crave the touch of his power inside her.

      When he finished his inspection and whatever else he’d been doing inside her, she felt a little sad. Her body had grown rather fond of being filled with his power, and having it leave her so suddenly made her feel empty and hollow, like armor without a paladin to wield it.

      “A few cracked ribs and some internal bruising,” Darren said. He pointed to the problem areas over Sasha’s body and gestured to Cassandra, who knelt over those regions and started using her healing skill to focus her power there.

      Morgana also let go of Sasha’s arm and picked up a glass of water. She tipped Darren’s canteen over to pour a little of that water in. The entire glass took on a clear and radiant luster before Morgana pressed the glass to her lips.

      “Here, drink, you thirsty little paladin.” Morgana laughed.

      Sasha smiled a little around the cup as she drank. Back in Limedeep, Morgana had been the one she’d worked closest with during their failed rescue attempt to save Darren.

      “Keep her in bed,” Darren instructed. “I will be back. Need to find her friends and see to the cleric.”

      “Thank you, Sir Darren,” Priestess Blossom said, bowing deeply to Darren. “I don’t know what the Order of the Rose would do if we lost the captain.”

      “Blossom?” Sasha’s smile spread across her face. “I’m glad you’re not dead.”

      “Me too.” Blossom returned Sasha’s happy and relieved grin. “We have a lot of catching up to do.”

      “I’ll go get fresh sheets and bandages. I will be right back,” Cassandra said, twirling her skirt as she left.

      Darren jerked his head at Morgana, who jumped to her feet and set the now half-empty glass next to Sasha’s bedside. She locked arms with Darren, and they left Sasha to recover and hear what had happened to her order from her companion.

      “Darren, I just had a great idea,” Morgana began once the door closed behind them. “Another quest for Cassandra! She’s always complaining about not having enough panties. Well, what do you say we send her a few quests to steal some?” Morgana jerked her thumb back at Sasha behind her. “I think it’s a perfect idea!”

      Darren ran his fingers across his chin. “A good plan. Harmless, but it will teach her a lesson. It will be done.”

      Darren produced the same fistful of diamonds he’d used as a quest reward for Cassandra before. She’d given it to him for safekeeping, so now he could use it on her again. He placed them in Morgana’s hands, and her eyes sparkled with mischievous delight.

      “Oh, this is going to be good,” Morgana chuckled to herself, grinning ear to ear.
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      The first thing Darren did when Sasha and her half-dead cleric were safe was complete the rest of the quests their group was set to finish. Based on the description of the quests Darren received, they were on something of a time limit, and there was no way Sasha would be up and about in time to complete them.

      He hadn’t thought about the exact details of how he would wait in Salsroth to see Kalaziel, but now that Darren was here, he found the perfect cover had practically stumbled into his hands completely by accident. He would keep himself concealed by joining the Order of the Rose, at least temporarily.

      He knew Sasha wouldn’t mind. Even if he hadn’t saved her life, she probably would have been more than willing to help him out this way. She likely wouldn’t even want anything in return.

      Still, Darren would hate to feel as though he wasn’t always pulling his own weight, so even after finishing all of Sasha’s quests, he decided he would go back to the Golden Temple in the center of the city and complete a few more in their name.

      If nothing else, it would ensure that Sasha and the Order of the Rose were in good standing with the Golden Temple, which would put Darren in just the position he wanted to be in.

      Based on Cassandra’s excellent memory for faces and the names Blossom had given him, Darren found the holy adepts he hadn’t already rescued on the beach. A few of them had been running so fast and were so terrified that even when Darren swept in and killed all the remaining demons, they didn’t stop their flight.

      “The demons are dead, and your quests are completed,” Darren said as he climbed through the third-floor window of the inn the holy adepts were clustered in. They’d chosen to regroup in the place they’d rented and were keeping their wounded in.

      “Who are you?” a young woman asked, back pressing against the wall. Darren had never seen her before, which wasn’t unsurprising as he’d only met with the most powerful members of the Order of the Rose in person.

      She held half a broken staff up in front of her between herself and Darren. The number of casualties they’d taken had reduced the Order of the Rose’s number significantly. The previously robust force of holy adepts was now nothing more than a dozen frightened young women, half of whom were too wounded to sit up in their cots.

      “A new member of your order,” Darren replied. “Sasha is on my ship. Now, I need your help to get more quests.”

      “What?” the girl asked, wide-eyed in confusion.

      Darren sighed. Sometimes these surface dwellers could be a little too slow for him.

      “You and you. Come with me.” He grabbed two holy adepts and pulled them out the window by their shirts. They screamed on the way down, but Darren landed as light as a feather with both of them in his arms.

      “What’s happening?” one of them stuttered, asking the same vague question she had before.

      “We are going to fight demons,” Darren patiently explained. “Show me where you received this quest scroll. I want to get more.”

      “More quests! The last ones nearly killed us! I don’t understand why they’re even finished now...”

      “Stand next to me,” Darren instructed. “I am a member of the Order of the Rose. Remember that.”

      The pair of holy adepts continued to be confused for a while longer, but with Darren to lead them along, that mattered little. With a hand on either arm, Darren directed them to lead him where they went before, and he quickly found his way to the center of the city where the Golden Temple was. The structure that gave out the quest scroll before was a small building on the outcrops of the temple proper.

      Darren threw the door to this small structure wide.

      “We are here for more quests,” Darren announced as he entered the small building. The two holy adepts scurried along after him, keeping up as best they could. They’d been walking slower than Darren would have liked, and he had a wrist from each of them in his left hand, ushering them along at a decent pace.

      “And you are?” a man behind a desk asked Darren, glancing over his spectacles at him.

      Darren considered revealing himself as an archpaladin. His true power had certainly had an enormous impact on the holy warriors of Lichenfell Citadel, and revealing it would likely get him what he wanted far faster than hiding it. But Darren couldn’t be certain he’d have the same impact here. He had sensed no archpaladins in the area, so his presence would undoubtedly be noticed... For now, caution would have to win out over expediency.

      “I am a member of the Order of the Rose,” Darren explained. “These are my fellow order members.” Darren held up both the adepts he brought with him. “They will accept quests for our order.”

      The clerk at the desk frowned. “It’s customary for the leader of the order, or failing that the highest-ranking available member, to accept quests on behalf of their order.”

      “These two have been members longer,” Darren said as he held up the pair of holy adepts again. “They are my superiors.”

      The clerk raised an eyebrow, clearly doubting Darren’s assertion. Having a pair of holy adepts ranking above a paladin was probably unusual. Especially when that paladin was holding those so-called superiors up like a pair of shopping bags.

      “I do have a note here received just hours ago that the Order of the Rose completed all current assignments. You’ve been awarded a thousand merit points for your participation in the war so far. You may divide them up among your members or spend them all on one item or skillbook as you see fit. Accepting additional assignments will grant you more merit points.”

      “Give me a list of all possible rewards,” Darren said.

      The clerk had such a list already written and under his desk. He pulled it out and slid it across the table to Darren, who pulled it into his inventory a moment later. He spotted a few items of interest there, like the opportunity to visit a skillbook library and learn any skill they wanted there.

      With Morgana and Cassandra recently advanced to the third order, both would need to fill their skill slots. One of the Golden Temple’s libraries would be the perfect place to find the perfect skill for them.

      POTENTIAL MERIT POINT REWARDS!

      
        	One thousand Merit Points: One Skill Library ticket.

        	Five Hundred Merit Points: Choice of Third-Order weapons from the Golden Temple’s stores.

        	250 Merit Points: One vial of Demonic Aura cleansing water.

      

      Beneath those top three items, there were many others of lesser importance. Most were nothing more than odds and ends, but there were a few rare crafting materials available for mere scraps. Most were of the kind not directly applicable to combat, like exotic cloth or fine leather. Perhaps Darren could find something to upgrade his boots or craft a new cloak of concealment.

      “If every assignment gives a thousand points...” Darren muttered to himself before turning his eyes up to the clerk and speaking louder. “Give us three more quest lines.”

      “Ahem.” The clerk let out a little snort. “One quest line is hardly enough to... uh... right away, sir.”

      When the clerk sounded like he was going to turn Darren’s reasonable request down, Darren’s gaze had hardened in that subtle way that struck instinctual terror on those who looked at it. Soon enough, Darren was presented with three bound and sealed scrolls intended for a group on the level of the Order of the Rose.

      Darren broke the seal and flipped through each of them, verifying that the assignments were indeed worth a thousand merit points or so.

      When he was satisfied with their contents, he held the strange square-like symbol up before his holy adepts and triggered the quests in both of them. After that, adding himself and his companions to the quest was merely a matter of manipulating his sigil a bit.

      NEW QUESTS AVAILABLE: PROTECTING SALSROTH QUESTLINE 2

      
        	Defeat the unholy sea demons attempting to create a beachhead. (Difficult)

        	Destroy the cult forces within the city, attempting to sabotage Salsroth’s defenses. (Very Hard)

        	Ambush the squadron of death knights traveling south along the road (Extremely difficult)

      

      There were six more quests in much the same vein as the first set of quests. From the way they were worded, Darren suspected Sasha’s paladin group was not the only one to meet with disaster.

      The seraphim had sent several groups into danger, only for them to be met with sea demons, evil cult forces within the city, or an entire squadron of death knights. Any group that encountered such forces unexpectedly met a fast and brutal end.

      Darren doubled back to the ship to drop off his two holy adepts. He’d had to burn the last of the docks to complete Sasha’s questline, which meant getting to and from the ship would have been difficult.

      The sea demons that Darren had fought earlier were also growing in number and coming in ever-increasing waves, which meant it wasn’t a good idea to be on the water or rowing to shore.

      When Darren returned, he found Cassandra and the sailors trying to beach the ship, bringing it as close to shore as they could manage. Darren helped out by throwing one of his grappling hooks over the bow and pulling the ship that much closer to shore.

      He dragged it up over the sand and past the rocks so that it sat hidden behind the treeline. Doing so required chopping down several trees in the way, but most trees fell with just one swing of Melancholy’s edge.

      “Thank you for the help, Sir Darren!” the captain of Cassandra’s ship said. “Dragging her up like that put a bit of wear and tear on her hull, but to be honest, it’s about time she’d seen dry dock anyhow. We can use a few of these forest giants you took down for repairs. We might even add a bit of space aboard while we’re at it.”

      “Do as you see fit. But secure the area as well. Then leave and head into Salsroth,” Darren instructed. He was certain Cassandra was already planning for their living space now that Sasha was using their cabin aboard the ship to recover.

      The captain saluted Darren and promised that they would see his instructions completed to the letter.

      Only Audrey and Sasha would have been any help for Darren in completing these quests, and neither of them were well enough to do so. In the end, Darren decided it would be safest to tackle these quests alone. So that was just what he did.

      He debated bringing Cassandra and Morgana just for the experience, but the two of them had only recently become a priestess and a cleric and hadn’t come into their own yet.

      While they were stronger and more vigorous than ever, they wouldn’t benefit from combat experience like this until they had gotten new skills and received as much as they could gain from ordinary practice.

      The quests themselves were nothing unusual for Darren. The beachhead the first quest spoke of was nothing more than a large array of third-order Deepwater Lobsters and the demonic crabs Darren had already fought. He took care of all three hundred of them over the course of a few minutes, slaughtering them like a farmer slaughtering dry wheat at harvest time.

      He was particularly reluctant to show these demons any mercy, because the seraphim’s intelligence on them had come from sending Sasha’s friends into danger and watching through their eyes as they died against an overwhelming force.

      He noted that there was another fourth-order demonic lobster like the one he’d fought himself beneath the waves. Such a creature would have been the doom of any party of paladins prepared for a few hundred third-order demons. The seraphim must not have known about this creature because, unlike other paladins, Darren was certain they could not look through his eyes.

      Underwater, slaying this fourth-order demon might have been a decent fight, but on land, the demon stood no chance against Darren. Even without Darren’s Demon Calamity skill, rendering all of Darren’s attacks ten times more effective against this creature, it was in his territory now.

      The demon was slower and clumsier on land than it had been in the water, and Darren was faster and nimbler. He cut both of its massive claws off before it could so much as use a single skill.

      The cult forces interested Darren at first, but they were soon revealed to be little more than a set of corpses in the making. Each cultist at the location Darren’s sigil indicated had plunged a dagger into their own hearts and laid themselves down in a coffin made of black obsidian and channeling Demonic Aura from the depths of Hell.

      He recognized the design from the Corpse Lord he’d slain before. These cultists had killed themselves hoping to infuse themselves with as much demonic aura as possible, thinking that if they filled their bodies with power before their souls departed, they could become a true force to be reckoned with in a matter of mere weeks.

      When these cultists turned Corpse Lords awoke, they’d be a force to be reckoned with. Inside Salsroth’s defenses, they would probably be enough to take a set of gates and let the demons into the city without a fight.

      But these would-be Corpse Lords had made one mistake. The process for creating such a powerful undead was a slow and meticulous one, and they’d left nothing more than a few skeletons and zombies to guard them during this time of vulnerability.

      They would have to stay locked within their coffins until the process was complete, though they might desperately wish to leave. Darren suspected having a living body and soul flooded with Demonic Spirits and aura was a painful process.

      Darren put an end to their efforts. With them locked in their coffins, they could neither hear him coming nor stop him as he plunged Melancholy’s blade down on them. Each died with a wordless scream before they could even truly become a demon.

      When Darren was done, Melancholy was stained with thick black blood stuck halfway between human and demon. Fortunately, the cultists had a large tapestry covered in the burning eye of a demon. Unfortunately, Darren didn’t recognize the symbol, which meant it was the personal sigil of some fifth-order demon.

      The tapestry had probably been the cult’s object of worship and devotion. It served admirably as a towel to get the gunk off Melancholy.

      Taking care of the Death Knights outside the city took a little trip north, but it wasn’t anything Darren hadn’t done before when finishing the fiends he’d fought earlier.

      One by one, Darren cleared up the quests the Order of the Rose had received, letting the merit points stack up. The sun was setting by the time he finished, and he dusted his hands. A hard day’s work like this called for a night out with Cassandra and Morgana. Or perhaps a night in. But first, he wanted to check out this skill library.
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      When Darren returned to Salsroth, he found the sailors busy packing up the last of the cargo ship’s stores.

      Darren picked a sailor and asked him if the others were already in the city, and he nodded in reply.

      “That’s right, sir. Lady Cassandra had everything she thought would be valuable taken out of the hold and hauled into the city. Apparently, she bought some poor shopkeeper’s roof.”

      “Her roof?” Darren asked.

      “That’s right. She purchased the right to do whatever she wanted to his roof. The thing was practically caving in, so the shopkeeper agreed. Not sure what she’s up to, but she had all those logs you felled earlier hauled into the city. Said she wanted as many as we could get.”

      Darren thanked the sailor and took all the remaining cargo into his inventory so the sailors wouldn’t have to haul it into the city box by box. He then urged them to head behind the walls with all haste. He instructed them to take shelter wherever Cassandra was doing something.

      Since Cassandra wanted logs, Darren was happy to oblige. Having a forest crop up this close to a city was a poor move on Salsroth’s part. It meant that demons could sneak right up on the city under cover, and the guards on the walls wouldn’t even see them until the demons were practically on top of them.

      So Darren felled several rows of trees, clearing the area completely and shoving each log in his inventory, branches and all. Then he headed into Salsroth to see what Cassandra was up to.

      “Halt, you on the road!” a guard called down to Darren. “These gates are closed. You just missed your chance to get into the city!”

      “I will manage without your gate.”

      Darren grabbed onto the rough stone of the walls, hauling himself up arm over arm, yanking himself twice his body's length with each pull. He landed on the top and locked eyes with an astonished guard only halfway through cocking his crossbow.

      Darren gave the guard a pat on the shoulder before jumping down the other side of the wall and landing in the city. He was glad he told the sailors to hurry in when he had the chance. If they’d missed the closing of the gates, they’d be stuck on the boat.

      Salsroth was a wooden version of Limedeep. It sprawled a little wider than its stone cousin, but they still found enough logs to enclose it all.

      Several smaller walled structures within the city itself, likely denoting barracks and the private residences of important people in the area. These walls were all smaller than the main walls around the city and made of wood instead of stone. Still, Darren noted that many of them had logs missing, and in one case, there was a band of robed and hooded people prying a log right out of a wall.

      A wood shortage, perhaps? The night was getting cold, so people would need firewood. Or perhaps they were in greater need of arrow shafts and spear shafts.

      The truth turned out to be rather mundane. With so many people in the city, there was hardly any room at all. Salsroth was currently accommodating six times its number of people as every town and village that knew about the incoming demon attack emptied out and made their way here.

      Not everyone had friends and family in the city, though. Some will share their hearths and homes for a bit of coin, but by now, everyone willing to open their doors to strangers had already packed as many people in as they could manage, and that still left plenty out sleeping in the cold.

      So that left most sleeping out in the streets, pitching what tents they could with scraps of cloth and a few stolen pieces of wood. A few people had thrown tents out behind their homes to expand their living space. A couple more had thrown temporary roofs placed between two buildings to keep the rain off the space between and turn the alleys into something habitable.

      But one construction project stood out among all the rest for the sheer scale of the work involved. Someone had thrown logs over the roofs of no less than four nearby shops, building over the homes beneath them and even stretching fairways over the street below it.

      They’d constructed a massive platform, and even now, there was a team of sailors splitting wood into planks for use on the project. He sensed a few of the laborers working on the projects using skills, and one paladin was even growing to twice her normal height to pass logs up to the workers above one at a time.

      It would take someone of tremendous resources, dedication, will, and ambition to undertake such a project while the rest of the city was huddling in their homes, shivering in fear of demons.

      So it did not surprise Darren to find Cassandra standing on the top platform directing the entire construction site.

      “Yes, just use the whole trunk as support. No need to cut it down. I want these floors strong! Since there’s no room to build on the ground, we’ll just have to build up!”

      Darren jumped up to the platform overhead, pulling himself over it with one arm until he launched himself to land at Cassandra’s side. He appeared behind her and placed a hand around her waist.

      “You’ve been busy.”

      “Darren!” Cassandra grabbed Darren’s other arm and wrapped them both around herself like a blanket to stave off the chill of the wind. Above the rest of the city’s buildings, the cool air was unbroken and cold even on her new priestess body.

      “I have not been gone long.” He pulled Cassandra tight.

      “It felt like a long time. But I knew you were busy. I’ve been getting quest completion notifications one after the other.”

      “You’ve been working hard as well.” Darren glanced at the teams of laborers working to build whatever it was Cassandra was constructing.

      “That’s right! Well, hard at work keeping everyone else hard at work. Have you seen the rent prices for a room in this city? They’re absurd! I refuse to pay them.”

      “So, what are you doing?” Darren asked.

      “Building an inn, of course!” Cassandra explained. “I refuse to pay such exorbitant prices... but I might not mind charging them.”

      “Perhaps a small discount? There are many in this city in need of shelter.”

      Cassandra grumbled but eventually agreed to change the design of a few of the higher floors so that instead of large comfortable rooms, they’d be an array of densely packed quarters suitable for fitting as many people as possible into somewhere warm and dry.

      Part of what made Cassandra agree to this change of plans was Darren revealing all the extra wood he’d harvested when he’d heard she needed some.

      “Perfect, Darren! This will let me double the size of the inn! And here I was worried that I might need to scale down based on what we brought!” She stood on the tips of her toes, giving Darren’s chest a kiss as she spun around in his arms.

      Darren reached down and scooped her up, bringing her to head height for something a bit less tame.

      When that was all said and done, Darren offered his help to the people working the wood and assembling the inn. A bit of labor on his end took care of a few of the more tedious splits. He was quick and fast with his sword. A series of four lightning-quick attacks from Melancholy rendered an ordinary log into a thick beam, to the sailor’s delight.

      “Thanks for your help, Sir Darren! And the nails too. This being wet wood, we’re bound to get a bit of warping, so I was afraid to do any complex joinery,” the ship captain said, getting his hands dirty right alongside the rest of his men.
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      With their housing taken care of, Darren rounded up Cassandra and Morgana, the latter of whom was engaged in entrepreneurial activities of a different sort.

      “What were you doing with an entire band of criminals and cutthroats gathered around you?” Cassandra asked Morgana suspiciously.

      “It was completely honest work, I swear! Just a few dishonest people, is all. It turns out they don’t even have proper thieves guilds in this city, can you believe that?” Morgana explained.

      “Mhm. And you were educating those criminals and cutthroats to... unionize?” Cassandra raised an eyebrow.

      Morgana shrugged. “Nothing like that. I was merely suggesting that quite a few of the manors in the city are nearly empty while they’re out in the cold and rain. And there’s probably plenty of food in them too. Not all of us can sit down and just build an inn whenever we feel like it, Cassandra!”

      Cassandra sighed. “You can’t just steal a manor, Morgana! They’re the product of generations of hard work on the part of a noble family. Right, Darren?”

      Darren followed Morgana’s imploring gaze before giving both women a small shrug.

      “We will see who cowers in fear and who rises up to defend the city. Then we will address this again. For now, there is something the two of you need to see.”

      Darren led Cassandra and Morgana to the center of the city, where the Golden Temple was located. The clerk he’d visited earlier was still there, now with bags under his eyes and a head that sagged into his arms as he fought off sleep.

      “I will redeem these merit points,” Darren said to the clerk. “Two skill library tickets.”

      “Yes, yes... the Order of the Rose. Based on the last quest series you completed, you should have enough for...” The clerk yawned as he pulled a slip of paper out of his desk. The only thing on it was another one of those peculiar square symbols, so Darren suspected the paper was nothing more than a trigger set to activate certain screens in his sigil.

      His back straightened as he stared at a figure projected before his eyes, and the sleepiness vanished from his voice the next time he spoke.

      “Wait a moment, that can’t be right. It says here your order completed three distinct quest lines since this morning...”

      “The Order of the Rose has capable individuals,” Darren spoke truthfully. Sasha and her companions weren’t up to Darren’s standards, but what he had seen of the holy warriors in the city who weren’t members of the Order of the Rose hadn’t impressed him. They were barely better than Rarek’s bandits.

      Even Sasha and her companions wouldn’t be able to complete the quests Darren had without his help, but his help is what they would have while they were in Salsroth.

      “Well then, I suppose you have earned enough for two skill library tickets and some change.” The clerk stood up, writing something down on a piece of paper. He turned behind him, taking a key off his neck and closing his eyes.

      He kissed the key with religious reverence, taking a moment to admire the closed door for a moment. A few breaths later, he unclasped his hands and opened the drawer to reveal a pair of skill library tickets. Darren sensed the fading emanations of Divine Aura that spoke of a recently opened aperture to the Heavens, likely just large enough to fit the pair of skill library tickets through.

      “So, which lucky lady gets the extra ticket?” the clerk asked as he pushed them across the counter to his group.

      “Both,” Darren said. “I have my own.”

      Darren reached into his inventory to reveal a golden ticket identical to the ones on the table before him. He passed both tickets to Cassandra and Morgana.

      “Of course, the ticket from Silvercross.” Cassandra smiled as she remembered where Darren had found the ticket, taking it from her brother Edmund and a foolish paladin who tried to imprison him.

      “To use the ticket, bring them to the Golden Temple’s main compound and toss the tickets into the brazier upon the altar,” the clerk explained. “The seraphim will take care of the rest.”

      Darren nodded in understanding. He hadn’t figured out how to use the skill library ticket despite several hours of analysis. He’d long since discerned it was no ordinary scrap of paper. For a while, he thought it was a mundane ticket to an ordinary library under the control of the Golden Temple, but now he suspected that the seraphim were a lot more directly involved with this library than he initially thought.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The inside of the Golden Temple felt strangely familiar to him. Perhaps he’d spent time inside a place like this one when he was younger. Any memories he might have of such a place were vague, half-formed things and nothing more than vague flashes of familiarity.

      Along the sides of the temple’s main chamber, lining the walls, were several rows of paladins. Their armor was cleaner than the ones waiting in line to meet with the clerk within the temple itself, and they seemed to be of a different class of paladin.

      Studying them closely, their bright hair and sharp jaws marked them as someone from Sasha’s homeland, where Darren himself was from. These were paladins of Whiteguard, shipped here all the way to the Northern Trade Union, about as far as one could get from Whiteguard without leaving the Sacred Seas.

      While Darren watched, they held their fingers in the air, scrolling through invisible menus only they could see. To ordinary vision, they seemed to be idly scrolling through what little information was on their sigil’s skill page. That was all most paladins had access to.

      Months ago, Darren would have come to the same conclusion. But since then, he’d realized that aspects of the sigils had previously been hidden from him. There were far more menus than the one the average holy warrior was given access to, and based on those strange papers the clerk just outside the temple was handing out, the people of this temple knew far more about using sigils than others did.

      He suspected that these paladins were doing more than just idly passing the time. They were scrolling through administrator interfaces. In all likelihood, they were searching for nearby sigils and connecting to them.

      Darren observed the crowd of paladins ambling along as they waited in line. From the look of them, they’d been standing here for hours, which would be long enough for the paladins lining the walls to access their sigils and manipulate their connections.

      Even as he watched, the barely visible strands connecting sigils to the Heavens were being tugged and twisted, rearranged, and reconnected. A few of them sat severed and lying on the ground. Others were wired to some place in the back corner of the temple.

      The object looked like a plain box at first, but Darren suspected he knew what it was. The device inside was likely identical to Asmoth’Koteth’s Token of Corruption, which Darren now had safely stashed away in his inventory. He had used that item to reroute Cassandra, Morgana, Blossom, Amelia, and more recently, the rest of the Order of the Rose’s sigils back to his own.

      Now, it seemed like someone else had figured out how to do the same thing.

      Darren felt a tendril dimly in his mind, stretching out towards his group. It was a weak and half-formed thing, barely able to interact with Divine Aura at all. He traced the tendril back to the ring on the finger of one paladin on the wall. The tendril must have been generated by an item instead of created by a skill.

      He gave it a little tap with one of his own Celestial Storm tendrils and noticed no reaction from the paladin. They probably couldn’t sense things through it like Darren could from the tendrils created by his skill.

      With that question answered, Darren gripped the tendril in his hand and pushed it back to the far side of the room before guiding it to the sigil of one of the other paladins, also controlling a tendril. He then grabbed that paladin’s tendril and brought it over to another’s sigil. In this manner, all the nosy paladins ended up unknowingly trying to manipulate each other’s sigils instead of the sigils belonging to those in the crowd.

      That would teach them to keep their hands to themselves.

      “Excuse me, the line for assignments starts back there.” One clerk roaming the temple gestured out the door to the muddy streets.

      Darren waved him off, leading Morgana and Cassandra to the altar. “We’re not here for that.”

      Darren held up a skillbook library ticket, and the clerk’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “This way, please. We moved the brazier to the back room while we’re using the altar as a desk,” the clerk explained.

      “I noticed that,” Morgana said. “You know, it’s a little odd to be using an altar for anything other than holy rituals. Isn’t using it as a desk a bit sacrilegious?”

      Cassandra sent Morgana a harsh look to silence her, but the clerk nodded in agreement.

      “It is the foulest abuse of the holy altar. But I cannot question those with the power to speak directly to the seraphim. They must know more than I do.” The clerk shrugged as he opened a door leading to a back chamber.

      Inside the room were several rows of shelves containing a wide assortment of strange objects. Many of them glowed with a faint white light. All of them emitted powerful bursts of Divine Aura detectible, even to Morgana and Cassandra’s senses. Darren had detected them before the cleric even opened the door.

      The object of interest was on the centermost shelf towards the top. It took the form of a large golden bowl filled with a nameless blue liquid. That liquid burned with azure fire, sending up faint flames that lit the chamber despite no other light sources.

      “So, what do we do?” Morgana asked.

      “Simply toss your ticket into the brazier,” the clerk replied. “The divine power of the tickets and the brazier will do the rest.”

      “Sounds good.” Morgana shrugged as she tossed her ticket in. As soon as it touched the blue liquid, it caught fire. “What next?”

      “Now, make the best use you can of this opportunity to bask in the gifts the seraphim have provided you with. You are truly fortunate.” The clerk bowed to Morgana, wiping a tear from his eye as he did so, and shooting glances of envy at Darren and his companions.

      Morgana’s ticket burned, and the flickering blue flames faded. Morgana was about to voice her disappointment when she noticed her fingers glowing with the same blue light that had just consumed the ticket.

      “Well, I always figured I’d be burned alive at least once in my life.” Morgana shrugged, seemingly not feeling a thing as the flames spread up her body and consumed her in a flash. Within moments, she was gone, and an empty pile of clothes landed on the ground where she’d been standing.
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      Darren scooped Morgana’s clothes up off the ground, assuming she’d need them again, eventually.

      “That was supposed to happen, right?” Cassandra asked the clerk, still bowing towards them and the burning blue brazier.

      “Oh yes. Worry not. Though a person seems to burn alive during the process, it is merely part of how the seraphim transports their lucky chosen to their great library,” the clerk answered. “The seraphim have granted us the means to a harmless form of teleportation that can be used without a skill. I cannot pretend to understand it, but it will take you to a sacred library filled with skillbooks. Your companion is quite safe, I assure you. Though probably a bit colder...” He shot a glance at the bundle of discarded garments in Darren’s hands.

      “And it leaves behind our clothes because...?” Cassandra asked.

      “It wouldn’t do to have anyone bringing a bag of holding into the sacred library of the seraphim!” The clerk held his hands to the ceiling as though gesturing to the seraphim themselves. “If they could, a few groups of paladins could clear out every book in the library and bring them all to the mortal world. In short, all you get to bring there and back is what you were born with.”

      “A nudist library, great...” Cassandra grumbled. She shot one glance at Darren, who’d been studying the flames as they transported Morgana. He gave Cassandra a tiny nod, and Cassandra tossed the ticket in.

      While Cassandra quizzed the clerk, Darren confirmed that the fire was truly what the clerk claimed. The moment he spotted Divine Aura stirring in the brazier as Morgana tossed the ticket in, he had used his Sense Intent skill. Had he even for a moment thought the fire was dangerous, he would have destroyed the divine artifact before it could harm Morgana.

      SENSE INTENT: ITEM ANALYSIS: BRAZIER OF TRANSPORTATION

      
        	This item marks the one who throws in an appropriate key and transports them to an extradimensional realm adjacent to the mortal plane. The transportation process is both painless and harmless. However, it will not allow any physical items to be present on the person transported either upon arrival or departure. Nonphysical items like the user’s inventory will survive the process unhindered.

      

      The fire spread up her arms and legs, vanishing her in a puff of light and smoke. Darren tossed his third ticket in a moment later, picking Cassandra’s clothes up off the ground as well and stowing them in his inventory.

      While no bags of holding were allowed within the magical pocket space, his inventory was something far more powerful and had no physical vessel to separate from him. Darren felt his own clothes start to fall free of him as the fire licked up his arms.

      The light covered his vision, clouding his eyes in a bright blue light. His Celestial Storm tendrils felt the room around him slip away, and for a moment, Darren was between spaces. The feeling faded, and he soon found himself in a wooden room, not unlike the one he’d been in moments before.

      As the flames faded and his body solidified, Darren pulled his clothes back out of his inventory, positioned just as they had been as he’d faded into the fire. When he appeared, he was fully clothed again and standing before Cassandra and Morgana, both naked.

      “Hey, how come Darren got to keep his clothes?” Morgana pointed at him with pouting lips.

      “Do you have our things?” Cassandra asked Darren.

      But Darren shook his head. “Yes, but you’ll have to make do as you are. Come. We should explore.”

      They found a great doorway leading out of the library not far behind them. It was made of brilliant shining brass, though the look and heft was unlike any mortal brass any of them had ever seen.

      When Darren opened the door, they saw a sprawling field of burning blue fire, much like the flames that had brought them to this place. Beyond it was only a bright, shining blue sky. No land or other structures were anywhere in sight, as though this library stood alone with nothing else in creation nearby.

      “I take it that’s the exit?” Morgana asked.

      Darren looked up at the symbol above the door. Above it was the word ‘return’ and nothing else.

      With the mystery of how they would get home solved, they turned to explore the rest of the library.

      The structure they were in had a cozy feel, filled with the smell of paper and wood. It was warm and comfortable, despite the towering ceilings stretching high overhead.

      Over ten stories up, the entire ceiling of the library was made of a network of polished stained glass displaying a shining golden throne with rows of winged humanoid seraphim bowing in genuflection towards the empty throne.

      Beneath that massive monument and under the colored light streaming down from it, tall shelves stretched so high they’d be inaccessible if not for the ladders as high as the building anchored to the floors near the shelves.

      “These are all skillbooks?” Cassandra asked, eyes going wide. Just one skillbook was immensely valuable. Having endless rows of shelves filled with them represented incalculable wealth.

      “Huh. Now I guess we know why they’re so rare. The seraphim have been hoarding them on us!” Morgana huffed.

      “Not all skillbooks,” Darren said as he reached out a hand to a nearby shelf. His Celestial Storm tendrils wound together into a thick cord that snatched a book off the wall and delivered it to his outstretched hand.

      He held the title up for his companions to see.

      
        
        A Treatise on Human Souls and the Origin of the Seraphim

      

      

      “Just a normal book?” Cassandra asked, trying to conceal her disappointment.

      “The skillbooks must be located elsewhere. We will look.”

      Darren swept his naked companions under his arms, and they explored the many shelves and rows of the library together.

      The lower couple of floors were all ordinary books. There seemed to be endless quantities of tomes, and it seemed to him that there were more books in this library than he thought could ever possibly exist.

      Some demons Darren had killed considered themselves scholars, so his own collection of books was not insignificant. But this library put his collection to shame.

      From history to fiction, the library contained everything the mind could imagine. It would take a hundred lifetimes to read everything on these shelves.

      A few of the books were old scrolls, seemingly ancient in appearance, as though they’d been scribed in years long-forgotten to the people of the Sacred Seas. Others were bound in stretched hide and filled with parchment that wouldn’t have looked out of place on the surface, but far more had a polished unnatural sheen to them like the stained glass overhead.

      They looked strange to Darren. He’d never seen the substance before. It looked too smooth to be anything but artificial. Whoever made these books must have had a far greater understanding of the natural world than the people of the Sacred Seas.

      “Look at the lights! They’re all enchanted lamps!” Cassandra pointed, bouncing on her heels in excitement. “These things are worth a fortune!”

      Cassandra poked at a lamp, and the glowing light at what must have been the wick glowed brighter for a moment. Her eyes darted left and right as though making sure no one was going to jump out and catch her in the act of trying to pry the magical lantern open and take it off the wall.

      “There is a crystal inside,” Darren explained. “No oil. The crystal turns aura into light.”

      “You’ve examined one of these before, Darren?” Morgana asked curiously.

      Darren shrugged. “Not much light in Hell. Many demons need lamps, and I killed many demons.”

      “At some point, we’re really going to have to go through that inventory of yours.” Cassandra reluctantly released the lamp on the wall. Her brief attempt to pry it from its place there had proved futile, and her desire to take a closer look at this one faded when she realized Darren already had plenty of them.

      They headed up the tower, climbing the stairs. He had Morgana and Cassandra both go ahead of him while he guarded their bare, unprotected rears.

      Finding the skillbooks took traveling several floors. They’d been wary of other presences in the library while they walked, but all they found was a pair of skeletons.

      “Look at these two...” Morgana said as she pointed at the pair of intertwined skeletons, propped up in the library's corner with books still in their arms as they leaned against one another.

      The flesh was completely gone from their bodies, revealing pale bones. Hair still clung to their skulls. One had a long white beard that would have stretched all the way to the ground when standing. The other had gray hair cascading down her shoulders.

      “Looks like they died of old age,” Cassandra kneeled by the bodies, inclining her head and clasping her hands in respect. “From the looks of things, they died doing what they loved. They probably couldn’t bear the thought of leaving the library and instead spent the rest of their lives here.”

      “So they died under a pile of their books.” Morgana glanced at Cassandra and Darren. “I hope you two have better plans than that. I’m trying to brew a barrel of mead back in Limedeep, and it’s going to be done in a few more weeks. Don’t want to miss that.”

      “There is much left to do beyond this library,” Darren assured her. “And if we need to come here again, we need only obtain more of those tickets.”

      The next area they searched turned out to be the washrooms and dining areas. There were no books here but plenty of rows of rough woolen cots. The fabric was coarser than what Darren and his women enjoyed back in Limedeep, but he had slept on rough stone as hot as coals enough times that any bed was a luxury.

      But for the paladins on the surface coming here, these accommodations were probably a bit lacking. Darren couldn’t imagine someone like Gaimon’s son being happy here for long, given the spartan living area.

      “Grab that bed with me, Morgana!” Cassandra said as she tried to pick up a cot. “We’re going to need to push at least three of these things together.”

      “You think ahead, Cassandra!” Morgana grinned as she picked up the other side of the cot.

      The beds turned out to be anchored to the floor, and the frames were immovable. Eventually, Cassandra relented and simply stacked a pile of mattresses pillaged from other cots high enough to connect two rows of cots.

      “Perfect!” Cassandra said as she flopped her still-naked body down on the bed. At the sight of her and Morgana lying there, Darren was tempted to hold off searching the rest of the library to attend to more carnal matters. But his years in Hell wouldn’t let him relax until he was certain the area was safe.

      Cassandra seemed to sense Darren’s inner dilemma. From the way she sprawled on the sheets fluttering her eyelashes, she’d already decided what she wanted.

      Darren let a smile touch his lips as he shook his head.

      “We have not scouted everywhere yet. And there must be a place for food and water.”

      “Ugh,” Morgana groaned. “You two can search. I think I’ll just nap here until you find the skillbooks or something equally valuable.”

      “No, we must remain together.”

      Morgana groaned at that and seemed reluctant to get out of bed, so Darren scooped her up and tossed her over his shoulder.

      “Me too!” Cassandra smiled and held up her arms. At her request, he scooped her up into his arms as well.

      Together, they found what passed for a dining hall nearby.

      “Dining hall is an exaggeration,” Cassandra muttered grimly. “They’re only serving this pasty stuff. And there isn’t even a kitchen to fix anything up yourself! I suspect bad food and spartan accommodations are one way the seraphim keep people from staying here too long.”

      “I’ve had worse,” Morgana said as she dipped her finger into an oozing puddle of thick white paste and licked it off her finger. “Tastes a bit like chalk, but that’s not a bad thing. When I was a little girl, we ate boiled grain every day throughout the whole winter.”

      “Well, it would be tough on most of the people capable of earning a ticket,” Cassandra said as she shot Morgana a concerned look. “Those tickets sell for a fortune when someone’s trying to sell them. They’re incredibly rare.”

      “But they do sell,” Darren noted.

      “Yes, there’s two or three for sale publically in the Blackwind Empire every year. I suspect more sell for deals behind closed doors,” Cassandra agreed.

      “And yet we have seen no living humans. Curious.” Darren cocked his head, listening for signs of anyone else within the library. He’d long since let his Celestial Storm tendrils crawl over everything they could reach and detected nothing beyond his group of three.

      In fact, based on the layer of dust on the books and floors and the state of the corpses they’d found, no one had set foot in here in at least a decade.

      “Perhaps this is not the seraphim’s only library,” Darren said

      They moved on to the final remaining floors of the library, where he and his companions found rooms more ornate than those before them. The doors here were made of solid steel, etched with runes of strength and power. Around them, the walls were the same.

      The reason for such resiliency soon became apparent as they entered the rooms they were interested in. A few padded mats lay on the ground scattered throughout the rooms.

      Instead of lanterns hanging on the wall, a few stones glowed with bright-white light. An array of padded weapons lay in a rack nearby, along with a row of demon-shaped training dummies.

      “This is a practice room,” Darren said as his eyes ran over the empty chamber.

      “Which means we can’t be far from the skillbooks!” Morgana said eagerly. Sometime over the last few minutes, she had wormed her way up from being flopped over Darren’s shoulder and was now sitting on top of his arm, trying to pull one of the glowing tiles out of the ceiling.

      “Agreed.”

      There wasn’t much left of the library to explore, so he expected to find the skillbooks soon.

      “This is it! That symbol looks like a book!” Morgana said as she gestured towards the Heavenly script inscribed above the last set of doors on the tallest floor of the tower. “I can’t read any of that. I’m guessing. But this is the only place we haven’t looked at yet. So let’s bet on it! Cassandra, if I’m right, I get your hat.”

      “Morgana, for the last time, you aren’t getting my hat.”

      Darren shoved the door aside, and the lights beyond it flickered to life, illuminating a room filled with empty shelves.

      “Well, I was wrong. Good thing I didn’t place any bets.” Morgana ran her hand along the back of her neck and gave Cassandra a wry smile.

      “You should have been right.” He frowned, tendrils scanning the room. He sensed Divine Aura here on these shelves, but it was faint. A layer of dust now covered the empty places where precious skillbooks had once stood on display.

      “There are a few on the bottom shelves there! Look!” Cassandra wiggled out of Darren’s arms, flopped to the floor, and rolled to her feet before kneeling back down again to pry a few tiny tomes out of a bottom shelf.

      Cassandra blew on the books to dust them off and read the titles one by one.

      “Common-grade skill: Dung sifting Cultivation. This ability allows the user to grow powerful plants from the dung of animals created by feeding ordinary creatures the remains of powerful demons.

      “Common-grade skill: Self Cannibalism. This ability allows users to temporarily enhance their physical abilities by consuming portions of their own bodies.

      “Uncommon grade skill: Masculine Sacrifice. This ability increases the appeal of a male skill user to demons of the opposite gender. Warning, each use of this skill results in a measurable decrease in testicular mass.

      “Uncommon-grade skill: Wrecking Boob. This ability permanently hardens the breasts of the female skill user, transforming her chest into powerful bludgeoning weapons.”

      The trio shared a moment of silence as they digested the skills in the chamber available to them. Finally, Morgana spoke.

      “You know, I’m thinking Darren got scammed for those tickets. Are we sure those were the real deal? They weren’t fakes meant to send us to a knock-off of the great and mysterious skill library?”

      “Some of these might be useful if Darren upgrades them with that fancy skill of his...” Cassandra suggested, though there was no enthusiasm in the tone of her voice.

      “I do not wish to say this, but Morgana is correct,” Darren said as he surveyed the pathetic remains of what must have once been a great skillbook library.

      “Yay! Darren agrees with me!” Morgana cheered. Then her smile turned into a frown as the rest of his words flashed through her mind.

      “Wait, what do you mean by that?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      With no skillbooks to learn from, Cassandra and Morgana quickly lured Darren back to the makeshift extra-large bed they made using spare cots. Before exploring the library, Darren and his women thoroughly put the makeshift sleeping arrangement to the test.

      They ate, slept, spent some more time testing their bed, and looked through the books on the lower levels of the library. Though those tomes contained no magical power, they were still interesting.

      His mind went back to the message his mother had left him. His father had been working on a way to reach the fifth order without shedding his humanity. How? And why?

      There had to be a clue somewhere. Darren just didn’t know where to look.

      All he needed was a few bits and pieces. Perhaps if he found the secret, Limitless Evolution would show him everything else he needed.

      If there was anywhere the secret could be found hidden in a book, it would be in this library. Darren just had to find it.

      How could a mortal become stronger than the fourth order? He tore through the remaining shelves, looking for anything of use.

      Darren wasn’t much of a scholar. He lacked the desire to plunge into these endless stacks of books for the sheer pleasure of it. But information was a weapon best kept sharp. So he scanned all the titles available to him and piled the ones he thought might contain useful information in front of Cassandra and Morgana.

      “These are about the history of the seraphim and demons. And these are unusual books from other civilizations. This last pile is about the library. Read them all, please. They may be useful.”

      Morgana groaned, but Cassandra shot her a glare and smiled.

      “We’re glad to help, love! I’ll write up a report, just like I do every month, for you about the state of the Silver Sword Merchant Company so you can keep an eye on the state of your investment. You have been getting those, haven’t you, love?” Cassandra cocked her head sideways and batted her eyelashes at Darren, knowing full well those documents had been collecting dust on their shared nightstand.

      “I am going to scour the library again.” Darren abruptly changed the subject. “Stay together. And be prepared to defend yourselves. Here are your weapons.” He held his hand out over the table, and Cassandra’s staff clattered to the table along with Morgana’s sword.

      “I’ve missed you!” Morgana said as she snatched her sword off the table and held it close to her chin.

      Cassandra narrowed her eyes a bit. “Hey, wait a moment. If you have our weapons and can pull them out, doesn’t that mean you have our clothes, too?”

      But the room was empty by the time she spoke. Darren had already activated his movement skill and shot off to scout the rest of the library.
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        * * *

      

      Darren ran his hands across the books down in the library below, letting his fingers trace the spines one at a time as he pulled them into his inventory. Whoever had cleared out the skillbooks had probably done something much like this. Maybe they had an item like his inventory that couldn’t be separated from them. Perhaps they just swallowed a few bags of holding and waited until they were available to them again.

      Darren wasn’t sure, but he was certain that this library had been robbed of all its most valuable skills. He had hoped to equip Morgana and Cassandra with the best, and himself, while he was at it.

      While he could effectively manufacture epic-grade skillbooks using his legendary skill, he couldn’t guarantee what the upgraded skill would do or if they would suit their intended use. His hope in coming here was to get abilities for him and his women that would synergize well with one another. But that goal had been thwarted, and the thought irked him in an unfamiliar manner.

      He’d started to grow a little frustrated with the fact that everything useful to him was missing, but while he had that thought he realized he was also taking everything he could grab. Perhaps the thief had merely been a man almost as practical as Darren himself.

      Only almost though. The normal books were still valuable, and when he finally took all these books out of his inventory he’d need the shelves they belonged to. And while he was at it, some of these reading chairs looked particularly comfortable. He felt sorry for the next person to buy a ticket to this place. At that point, he doubted it would be recognizable as a library.

      While Morgana and Cassandra read, Darren wandered the halls, searching for anything out of the ordinary. He kept his tendrils close to him, just barely brushing the shelves to either side of them as they filled in any details his roaming eyes missed.

      He was missing something. He just didn’t know what.

      This place had plenty of Divine Aura in it. That was to be expected from something made by the seraphim. The wood these shelves were made from had to have been grown in one of the lesser Heavens. The same went for the floors and rugs. They may not be in one of the Heavens right now, but the touch of one of them was everywhere.

      This place was a pocket realm, as far as Darren could tell. The magic that controlled this place was beyond Darren’s understanding, but he had heard fiends speak of such strange things before.

      If it were possible to venture inside of a bag of holding, he suspected that they would look much like this library, perhaps a bit smaller for a standard bag. But while items inside of a bag of holding were in a state of not-quite-existing, this space was fully formed. It could be touched and stood upon just as easily as anything else in the mortal world.

      This library was an interesting creation. Darren could imagine many uses for such a space if he could make one of these independently. If he could pull Limedeep from the physical world and move it into a pocket space like this one, it would be unassailable to all but the forces of the seraphim and the demons.

      The trouble would be keeping the city in good condition. All those people within the walls of a city would need a constant supply of food coming in and waste going out. They’d also need resources for repairs and all manner of other supplies.

      He stopped in his tracks at those thoughts. That was it. That was the secret he was looking for!

      There was no way this library would be in as good condition as it was with paladins, clerics, and priestesses from the mortal world tromping all over it. The rugs should have been dirty, the banisters should have been broken, the privies overflowing, and the food gone. Someone came in here to maintain those things and probably to replace the skillbooks that had been used too.

      So why had no one come recently?

      The only thing Darren could think of were those corpses. The seraphim must not have wanted to show themselves while guests were still in the library. They likely would have eventually realized that the two skeletons from years ago were dead, but now Darren, Cassandra, and Morgana were here. That would put them off even longer.

      Unless he could think of a way to make the seraphim think that they’d done what they came to do and left.

      Slowly, a plan formed in his mind.
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        * * *

      

      He left to inform Cassandra and Morgana of his plan immediately. When he found them again, they were both flipping through the books they’d found. From Morgana’s expression, she direly needed a break. As Darren watched, one of her hands was crawling over the small of Cassandra’s back, trying to sneak around and pinch her naked nipples.

      “Concentrate, please, Morgana...” Cassandra grumbled when Morgana had one of her nipples in hand again. “Otherwise, when Darren is back, I’ll have him... oh look, there he is now! Darren!”

      “You two could use a break,” Darren said as he returned.

      Morgana shot up out of her seat, pressing her chest against Darren’s shirt. “Will it be the fun kind of break?” She winked as her fingers tugged at the belt around Darren’s trousers.

      “Yes.”

      Darren was right in guessing Morgana and Cassandra needed something else to occupy them for a while. Both women had noticed changes in their physical abilities ever since they progressed to cleric and priestess. This was the first time they truly pushed their physical endurance.

      To their delight and surprise, they soon learned that maneuvers that would have exhausted them and left them sprawled on the ground in a half-conscious daze were now something they could do again and again without fear of collapsing.

      Their quick break ended up lasting a lot longer than it should have. Darren was used to exhausting both women in short order. Still, with their increased stamina, it took the better part of a day to get them to the point that they wanted to take a few hours break from their break to go back to reading.

      After showering and eating from his inventory, Cassandra told Darren what she’d learned.

      “It’s just as you said, Darren. Not long ago, this library was filled with skillbooks. According to these records, there was an entire shelf of epic-grade skills, along with one powerful mythic-grade skill that could only be obtained by passing the skillbook’s own test. It used to sit right in the center of the skillbook room. I don’t know where it is now, though.”

      “In another library,” Darren guessed. Likely one that was in better favor with the seraphim than the Northern Trade Union. Somewhere like Whiteguard.

      “The other books you brought were equally interesting, though mostly from a scholarly perspective.” Cassandra gestured to the books on the table. “Did you know there are other civilized lands outside of the Sacred Seas? I mean, most people know of Marsa south of the Blackwind Empire and along the side of the Lesser Sea, but the only city people know of is the Angelless City across the mountains and far to the south of Limedeep. They would have been the next target for the Order of the Rod if they’d taken Limedeep, mountain range or no.”

      “Get to the part about the gold and riches, Cassandra!” Morgana grabbed a book off the table and stuffed it into Cassandra’s hands.

      “I’m getting there! Anyway, Darren, apparently Angelless City is not a lone heretical city like many in the Sacred Seas believe. It’s a colony established by a group of people from outside the Sacred Seas! They have sigils too, but not the usual three we’re familiar with. And from these pictures, their homeland has cities and wealth every bit as grand as the Blackwind Empire! The trading company that made a run to their homeland and came back in one piece might return with a cargo hold filled to the brim with exotic riches!”

      “And gold!” Morgana added. “This picture has an entire pyramid made of gold! You think it would fit in your inventory, Darren?” she asked hopefully.

      “We will take the books with us,” Darren said as he swept them into his inventory. He’d done the same for many of the books in the lower portions of the library already. Limedeep would have quite the collection when they returned. “You can tell me of these distant lands some other day. But, for now, I think I know where the skillbooks went. And I have a plan to go find them.”

      Morgana and Cassandra listened as Darren explained his plan. Cassandra looked uncomfortable with such trickery, but Morgana was happy to help.

      “Oh, this is going to be fun!” Morgana giggled. “I’ll go grab the corpses! Cassandra, I hope you know how to make a snare trap?”
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      Darren and his companions were ready before the hour was up. Soon, Morgana had the skeletons they’d discovered earlier positioned before the door, and he heaved them in, watching the flickering blue flames as they carried the bodies away to the distant realm they’d come from. The man’s skeleton went first, and the woman’s went soon after.

      “Did you sense anything?” Morgana asked hopefully. “This whole plan hinges on the idea that the seraphim will think there’s no one left in the library.”

      “There was a flicker,” Darren said. “It must be working. Now we need three more, one for each of us.”

      Finding three more corpses of the appropriate size and shape to make up Darren and his companions would be a tough job for anyone else stuck in a pocket world, but his inventory was still full of members of the Order of the Rod who’d attacked Limedeep. All of them had been wearing valuable equipment, and he had planned to get around to stripping that equipment from them... eventually.

      He was glad he hadn’t gotten to it yet because the bodies of a particularly brawny paladin, a feminine priestess, and a petite cleric all went to good use. Darren changed each body into his, Morgana’s, and Cassandra’s clothes. Then covered all of them with Divine Aura plucked from each individual person present. That would be as close as he could get to faking their exit.

      Blue flames engulfed each body as they were transported back to where he and his companions had come from. The clerk who’d led them to the brazier was going to be very confused as three corpses materialized in that small back chamber.

      The fires faded and dispersed, dimming to the level they were at before Darren threw the corpses in. The fires flickered as though running out of fuel, growing dimmer still. Eventually, they flickered out completely, revealing that they’d been hiding something beneath them.

      A set of stones hovered in the air, floating in place like a cobblestone road without dirt around it. The stones shuffled in the breeze, held aloft by some unknown force.

      Cassandra tilted her head down, peering between the cracks in the stones. Past them, there was nothing but a plummet to a blue and green sphere far, far below them. She gulped. “Oh no...”

      “Is that the world?” Morgana pointed between the cracks in the stones to the sphere far below them. “That can’t be right! It’s a circle!”

      “Actually, a sphere...” Cassandra muttered.

      “Darren, are you seeing this?” Morgana repeated. “The world is a ball!”

      “Strange,” Darren agreed. How did things not fall off the bottom side? Assuming there even was anything on the bottom. How were they flying so high above it without falling? And if the world was a circle, where did the Hells go?

      He thought the world beneath them would make much more sense if it was a flat plain surrounded by magical energies, but he had learned to accept stranger things than the world being round.

      “Come,” Darren said as he took Cassandra’s hand and pulled her up off the ground, where she was looking at the world below with wide eyes.

      “Don’t tell me we’re going to follow the floating path of stones suspended. Who knows how high above the surface of the world...” Cassandra groaned. “Did you see it down there? If we fell, we’d probably miss it! We might not ever land, just stay falling forever and ever...” Cassandra shivered.

      “Fine. I’ll carry you.” Darren reached down and scooped her up in his arms.
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      Before traveling the hovering stones soaring far above the surface of the world, Darren reluctantly had Cassandra and Morgana get dressed again. The air wasn’t as cold as he expected, nor was the atmosphere as thin as he thought it would be.

      From his early flight experiments with Callum back in Limedeep and when he toured the first layer of the Heavens, he knew the sky wasn’t infinite. He expected the air here to be thin and sparse, but it was about as dense as it was on the surface.

      He did note that the boundless sky around the library was an illusion. There was a high sun overhead like it was mid-day at all hours. That sun never moved during all the time he and his companions had been in the library, but it had changed positions over their heads after leaving the library.

      Based on the change in angle relative to the position of the floating orb of light, Darren guessed they were somewhere in the northeast region that seemed like a bubble of space hovering above the real world. He stretched his archpaladin wings a bit, setting Morgana and Cassandra down as they changed to peer at what he believed to be the edge of this tiny world.

      He found it about where he expected to see it, rippling at his touch like the skin around an egg yolk. This membrane must have been what kept this space livable, like a miniature version of that world far below them. Except when the seraphim built this place, they didn’t bother to bring anything other than the library and that cobblestone path.

      Perhaps hauling dirt and rocks this high into the sky would have been a waste of energy and resources for them? Or perhaps stones like that would merely get in the way, considering seraphim had wings like Darren’s. Perhaps they preferred having no ground. That way, they could soar up and down freely without it getting in the way.

      There was a second set of membranes within the larger barrier he found at the end of the hovering stone path. This one was thinner than the other one, and to him, it seemed like nothing more than an illusion meant to reflect light.

      It was like a pool of still standing water hovering before him. Back from the windows of the library, the reflection would have shown nothing but more endless fields of empty sky, but standing where he was, he could see his own reflection.

      He stuck his finger into the rippling reflective wall, and it parted before him. He peered inside and found another building.

      Darren doubled back for Cassandra and Morgana, carrying the former in his arms over the floating stones while she covered her eyes, so she didn’t have to look down.

      “That’s pretty freaky,” Morgana said as Darren parted the mirror-like illusion and led them to the new building he’d found. Behind them, the library outside was still visible, suggesting the mirror effect was only one way.

      “This must be where the seraphim maintain the facility,” Darren said as he pointed back the way they’d come. He turned his hand left, and his companions followed his gaze. Their library was not the only one in sight. There were five libraries surrounding their current location, with the building they stood in front of in the center of them all.

      Cassandra finally cracked open her eyes. “I recognize that one! There are paintings of that building in the temple in Silvercross! It’s supposed to be one structure the empire built for the seraphim centuries ago at their request as an act of devotion! Legends say it was carried into the clouds!”

      “Ha!” Morgana snorted. “You’re telling me the seraphim were too cheap to build their own skillbook library, so they made the humans do it for them?” A smile spread across her face as she shook her head.

      Cassandra huffed. “The Blackwind Empire would be the primary beneficiary of the skill library. Having them build it was just good business practice. In fact, it was constructed inside what eventually became the city of Silvercross. My own ancestor oversaw the project. After its successful completion, he rose to the rank of noble.”

      Morgana closed her eyes, leaning over in barely contained mirth. “You mean to say he used the holy tribute to the seraphim as an excuse to line his pockets with enough money and favors to have himself added to the ranks of the nobility. Ah, ain’t that always the way it is. Steal a copper, and they call you a thief. Steal a city, and they make you a lord.”

      “That’s not how it works...” Cassandra grumbled.

      Darren pointed to the library in the distance. “We will visit each of these libraries and see if they have anything of use.”

      The first place they visited was the library belonging to the Eastwood Kingdom. As one might expect from their name, they were the easternmost kingdom of the Sacred Seas and were the eastern neighbor of the Northern Trade Union.

      Most of their land was a forested wilderness, or so Cassandra explained. So it was no surprise that their library was made entirely of wood wrapped in rawhide from various game animals slain centuries ago and preserved by the seraphim in perfect condition to this day.

      The people of Eastwood were fierce warriors, and many of the sigil-wielding warriors Darren spotted in Salsroth had been called from that land. Unfortunately, besides their forests and the game within them, they had little of value.

      There might be mines or other riches hidden deep within their wilderness, but the amount of empty land they had meant their country was something of a haven for demons, and very few strayed far from the southern coast.

      As a result, they were far poorer than their western neighbors in the Northern Trade Union, and the contents of their library showed as much. Darren spotted a few common-grade skillbooks of similar content and quality to the ones he had seen in the Northern Trade Union’s library. Darren wasn’t impressed.

      Next to them was the library of Marsa, located to the south of the Blackwind Empire. The people there hailed from an ancient and long-broken empire. The entire region was largely named for a single city by the same name.

      Like the famous ancient structures that dotted the landscape of that southern land, a towering pyramid capped in brilliant blue lapis lazuli stood tall and proud, hovering in the sky. The structure was far larger than both previous libraries, and there was something impressive about the sheer rugged scale of the mass of stone.

      Unfortunately, the library inside the pyramid proved to be rather small compared to the massive structure around it. It was rumored that the people of Marsa didn’t believe in the seraphim as well as they should, and that of all the nations of the Sacred Coast, they had the most dealings with outsiders.

      As a consequence, the skillbooks they had were in the smallest supply. Though the mundane library was far larger than either of the other two libraries Darren and his companions visited, the area reserved for skillbooks was less than half the size of the others, and the scant few skills left behind were equally pathetic.

      “Hey, look!” Morgana said as she dusted off one of the few remaining skillbooks. “This skill actually increases testicle size! If you used this and the one that shrinks them together, I bet you could counteract the negative effects!”

      Cassandra and Morgana both giggled at that. Darren made them promise to only give those skillbooks to a hated enemy.

      Darren had high hopes for the Blackwind Empire’s library. Though not as large as the pyramid of Marsa, it was one of the larger and grander ones.

      The Blackwind Empire’s library was mostly taken up by fine sitting rooms. There were tea kettles lining the walls as though the designers expected the patrons of this place to sit and chat over biscuits as much as they expected them to read.

      They likely would have been a fine addition to the place if the seraphim allowed any food beyond that plain white sludge. The food had been the same in each library, equally bland and tasteless everywhere.

      So the kettles and many sitting rooms went unused, though Cassandra was pleased to find an ancient rendition of her family crest plastered against one wall.

      He amended his book collection again with a few of the most interesting titles. He didn’t want to completely rob the library blind, but he figured many of the more useful titles would find greater readership in a library in Limedeep than they would hovering here in the sky far above the world below. Cassandra even found a rather raunchy romance title about an elaborate historical drama between a young imperial noblewoman and a handsome paladin.

      “I left my copy at home in Silvercross, and I was afraid I’d never see it again.” Cassandra’s face flushed as she held the book close to her chest.

      Sadly, the skillbooks present in the Blackwind Empire’s library were just as lacking as those everywhere else. The shelf was nearly empty, save a few scant common-grade skillbooks barely worth the pages they were written on.

      Perhaps the seraphim had delivered them more recently than the rest, or perhaps whoever had cleared out the rest of the shelves had their arms too full to care about these last few titles. Darren picked them up anyway.

      They might be decent for some of his guards back in Limedeep, though even for them, he’d want to take three days to upgrade them at least once. But he didn’t think they’d be worthy of Cassandra and Morgana, even after a Limitless Evolution or two.

      Coming up empty-handed at a fourth library, there was only one place left to look. Somehow, Darren suspected this would be the place where they would find what they were looking for. He had hoped against it, though, as he had nothing but ill memories of the land this library was dedicated to.

      “So I guess we’re headed to Whiteguard...” Morgana said as she pointed to the last of the libraries. This one was smaller than the Blackwind Empire’s and less lavishly decorated. Instead of gold filigree and grand balconies covered in ornate statues, the library of Whiteguard had an austere elegance to it.

      The entire structure was hewn of marble the color of a full moon. Unlike the others, the gates before the Whiteguard library were swung wide, and a thick, dense cloud clung beneath it, shifting and turning.

      Whatever that cloud was, it was thick enough to stand on. They knew that because as the group watched through the one-sided mirror, someone materialized in a puff of blue fire to stand upon the cloud.

      It was a group of six, all with the height, strength, and beauty of paladins. The leader of the group quickly drew the attention of the others, having no eyes for the flying structure or the cloud beneath his feet.

      He’d been there before.

      By the looks of things, this group of six paladins wasn’t the only group inside the library, either. While every other library here had been completely deserted, the one in Whiteguard was bustling with activity. When Darren pushed his tendrils up against the mirror-like membrane between him and the Whiteguard library, he guessed there had to be at least a hundred people in there.

      Why were there so many in the library from Whiteguard and so few from elsewhere? Was earning a skill library ticket so much easier in Whiteguard? Or did those who earned library tickets know that the only library worth visiting was in Whiteguard?

      Whatever the explanation, he suspected they would find the missing skillbooks here.

      “Put these on,” Darren instructed Cassandra and Morgana as he produced the armor of the cleric, priestess, and paladin they’d recently used to escape the Northern Trade Union’s skill library.

      While at the Whiteguard library, he noticed that unlike the other portals, the paladins from Whiteguard didn’t arrive naked. They must have defeated the mechanism in the teleportation process that prevented them from bringing items. That lent more credence to the theory that someone from Whiteguard had come here and cleared out the other libraries while no one was looking, bringing everything into their own structure.

      Darren changed clothes as well, putting on the heavy armor of one of the paladins he’d killed in Limedeep. He grimaced at the large gash straight through the center of the armor’s chest where Melancholy had skewered the armor’s previous owner.

      Had he known he was going to use this armor like this, he would have chosen a less lethal means of slaying his enemy. He debated trying to find another breastplate, but most of his best sets of armor were unique and might be recognized. It would be better to wear this generic Whiteguard paladin armor for now to avoid standing out.

      “My, you look rather dashing.” Cassandra gave Darren’s armor a kiss, leaving a small red print on it in the shape of her lips. “I’d forgotten how heroic you look in armor, love.”

      “You look ready for battle as well.” Darren gestured to Cassandra’s priestess attire. The long robes hung over her shoulders, draping all the way to the ground. Like his and Morgana’s outfits, it was blue and white with gold trim along the edges. Unlike Morgana’s and his outfits, a long slit traveled up the sides of her legs, going to her hips to reveal long and shapely legs.

      It was a bit more revealing than was strictly practical, but the robes wouldn’t be fit to take into battle without the enchantments woven into them anyway, which would cover the bare sections of skin just as well as the armored portions.

      Darren’s and Morgana’s equipment had more metal to them, and each took more physical blows. Morgana’s armor should have covered her completely in stiff leather, but the cleric who’d been wearing it before died from a nasty stomach wound. Instead of wearing the punctured armor like he was, Morgana opted to simply leave her midriff bare.

      Suitably equipped, Darren and his companions snuck into Whiteguard’s sacred library.
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      Darren flew himself and his companions up to the back of the library. They landed behind it, emerging from the ledge as though they’d been admiring the library from behind. That way, they wouldn’t be caught approaching from afar if anyone materialized from the blue flames as they made their way over.

      Their precautions proved worthwhile because another group appeared just as they made their presence known.

      Darren tensed. He had a hand on a spare sword that had belonged to the same paladin whose armor he now wore. Like the armor, it was plain and non-descript, though still a fully serviceable weapon. His fingers tightened around it now as this new group of paladins looked him over with curious eyes. He kept his helmet tight over his head. Now that he knew the seraphim could look through the eyes of anyone with a sigil, he didn’t like the thought of showing his face.

      The ophanim these paladins were connected to were no doubt under the influence of Kalaziel. If these paladins saw him here, the information would eventually get back to their master.

      There was a moment of tension as the newly materialized paladins spotted Darren and his companions shuffling along the edge behind the library.

      “Just admiring the view!” Cassandra smiled and waved.

      That broke the ice hanging between their groups, and the paladins waved back with brusque and curt nods before heading for the library’s entrance.

      After that, the rest of the people treated Darren and his companions like nothing more than an ordinary band of paladins from Whiteguard. Most were relaxed and wearing casual clothes instead of their armor. Only one or two actually had their helmets on.

      Fortunately, the practice seemed to be just common enough that he didn’t look too out of place. More than anything, the flowing sense of his power seemed to make the others keep their distance from Darren, some even inclining their heads in respect.

      The density and power of the Divine Aura around him drew some interest. Still, no one wanted to cross what to them appeared to be an exceptionally powerful paladin.

      “Greetings, fellow paladin!” A brawny female paladin smiled at Darren. She had hair somewhere between gold and copper and eyes that matched. Looking around, the odd color wasn’t unusual for the holy warriors of Whiteguard. It reminded him a little of the slight metallic sheen in Asuriel’s colorful hair. Perhaps the paladins of Whiteguard had a bit of seraphim in their blood.

      “Greetings,” Darren returned as quick as he could grunt out. He didn’t want to be caught in a lengthy conversation that could reveal him. If he’d known he would deal with paladins from Whiteguard, he would have brought Sasha as well. But he hadn’t because her skill slots were already full.

      But when Darren tried to push the brawny female paladin aside, she started following him, shoving Cassandra and Morgana aside to stand by his shoulder.

      “Let me guess, you’re here to try for the renowned mythic skillbook’s challenge as well? It should open up again by midnight. Many brave paladins of Whiteguard have tried and failed the last three times the trial for the skillbook opened up! Such a shame it spent centuries wasting away in the Northern Trade Union’s library. If we’d had it during that time, it would have no doubt already been mastered!”

      “Yes,” Darren agreed, hoping brevity would induce this paladin to seek conversation elsewhere.

      “It’s a grand thing that the seraphim saw fit to move all the skillbooks here where they’d be put to the best use. Besides, it’s not like the foreign priestesses and clerics don’t get to use them too. All they have to do is partner with one of our own paladins!” The paladin shot a brief glance at Morgana and Cassandra, her first note of acknowledgment towards them.

      “Yes."

      “What about foreign paladins? Can they get into this library as well?” Cassandra asked with a bright smile on her face. Darren realized she was trying to draw information out of this woman instead of letting her try to learn from him. That would be a deft social ploy that would keep their secrets safe while letting them learn from this woman who’d approached them.

      Darren was about to applaud Cassandra’s efforts when the female paladin shot Cassandra a glare like she’d broken some hidden social taboo. A look of annoyance crossed her face, as though she’d shown a serf great respect by addressing them directly only for the serf to ask if they were going to start getting paid.

      “Foreign paladins,” the paladin reluctantly began when she saw Darren tilt his head in interest at the question, “should have fought to place themselves in one of the support classes. A paladin is the core of any team. We’re the fighters and the protectors. The ones that actually slay demons and do battle with the forces of evil. Naturally, such a role requires rigorous training of the kind only available in Whiteguard. While just about anyone can pick up a healing skill or a support skill to support a talented Whiteguard paladin, the same is not true of the fine skills required of a paladin. The half-trained holy warriors of other countries should relegate themselves to support roles if they wish to be useful. As you two have done. You’re both from the Blackwind Empire, yes?”

      “That’s right,” Cassandra said. Morgana had a scowl on her face and would have said something insulting in reply, but Cassandra placed a hand over her mouth. Long hours of practice kept Cassandra’s face wearing a polite smile. “We’re from the Blackwind Empire. And as you guessed, my skills are mainly in healing, trapping enemies, and seeing future dangers before they happen. I hope to learn a few more skills that will be useful to my love here...” She pressed herself up closer to Darren’s back.

      “Mhm...” The expression of contempt on the female paladin’s face eased. “Yes, I’m sure you work hard to support your paladin.” Her eyes went to Cassandra’s bare thighs and cleavage. She shot Darren a sly and knowing smile.

      “I have useful skills as well...” Morgana grumbled, grabbing one of Darren’s arms and placing it around her waist.

      “I’m sure you’re useful for your paladin’s morale, if nothing else,” the paladin admitted.

      “A lot else, actually,” Morgana huffed. “I’ve got a stun and weakening skill! And one to make a little fire elemental that can help fight.”

      “Ah, a support class, then. Well done.” The female paladin smiled. “You should ask your master to pick out a buffing skill that you can use on him. That would round you out nicely. A priestess or cleric from Whiteguard can afford to take an offensive skill or two, but those from countries without our level of training should really focus themselves on skills to support their paladin, as you two have. Your master has trained you well.”

      Morgana scowled, unhappy at the idea that her skill set met this woman’s idea of a support specialist. The word shouldn’t have any negative connotations, but somehow this paladin from Whiteguard was making it sound like an insult.

      “Anyway.” The female paladin tapped Darren on the shoulder, turning her attention back to him. “I see you’ve got an awfully large gash in that armor. It probably took a whole team of healers to keep you alive after something like that. It couldn’t have been these two, though. Only the pink-haired one mentioned a healing skill, and I doubt she’s had proper training in using it. Clearly, you need at least one more. If you’re in the market for a proper healer born and raised in Whiteguard, I have a sister I’d be willing to sell you. She’s my father’s bastard, you see, and Mother never liked her. My father insisted on raising and training her in the family ways, though Mother ensured she didn’t become a paladin. Anyhow, she’s a skilled healer, and many men call her quite the beauty! She’d make a good heal slut for your growing collection if you know what I mean...” The female paladin nudged him in the side.

      “Yes,” Darren said again, trying his best to maintain his disguise.

      “Great! I’ll arrange an interview! When would be a good time?” the paladin asked, but Darren headed onward into the library, waving his hand in parting.

      “It’s a good deal! She won’t be up for grabs for long!” the female paladin shouted after him, sounding much like the fruit sellers on the streets of Limedeep trying to hawk their wares.

      The inside of the library was quite packed on the lower level. There weren’t nearly as many ordinary books here as there were in the other libraries, but Darren noticed they had a lot of things the other libraries lacked.

      For one, the lower level of the library contained a cafe complete with servants and tables instead of rows of dusty books. Women in short skirts skipped between tables, pouring drinks for paladins as they sat and chatted in small groups. Off to the sides, a few huddled in corners with a skillbook in their laps, flipping through the pages as they tried to shove the skills the books contained from the pages before them into their minds.

      Over the dim chatter of conversation and a few attempted ass grabs by the paladins gathered nearby and the servants wandering around handing out drinks, Darren heard the familiar ring of practice swords clattering against one another.

      “I can’t believe they keep trying to grab Darren’s ass,” Cassandra grumbled. “Only we’re allowed to do that.”

      “These paladin chicks would love to get our man out of his armor...” Morgana huffed.

      Darren received a few more sales pitches to recruit a healer or another priestess into his service. He noted most of the people the paladins were trading were holy adepts from Marsa or the Blackwind Empire.

      The practice of buying a healer seemed strange to Darren, but he supposed that for those who didn’t have an item like his Lifewell, having a healer in the field would be mandatory for anyone who wanted to survive a quest gone wrong.

      A harsh glare from him put an end to the sales pitches headed his way, though, and soon he and his companions were making their way past the training halls where those paladins that had learned a new skill were putting their newfound abilities to the test.

      Past them, they found the skill library, which was even busier than the rest of the rooms. There were more than a hundred people here. Most of them paladins. Holy adepts were the second most common, roaming the rooms here as they followed their paladins around like pups on a leash. The priestesses and clerics roamed this area as well, though anyone with eyes could tell the paladins among each group were leading the way.

      “A fine pair you’ve got there, friend.” A paladin bumped his closed fist against Darren’s gauntlet, nodding towards Cassandra and Morgana, who clung close to his side. “Assuming they are with you, yes?”

      “They’re mine,” Darren said frostily. Sensing the chill in his tone, the other paladin smiled and changed the subject. “What a beauty this place is, eh? Uncommon and rare skills free for the taking. Epic skills available to any paladin with the strength to make it into the epic room, and even a mythic skillbook, which should reveal itself again any time now. I can hardly wait!”

      “Where are the epic books?”

      The other paladin pointed to a staircase. “Climb that. If you can make it to the room at the top, you’re strong enough to have earned the epic skillbooks. I’d suggest leaving your supports down here. You won’t be able to make it to the top with them dragging you down. Without the Divine Aura training of the academies in Whiteguard, they simply won’t have the skill to ascend the staircase with you.”

      “They will try anyway.” Darren headed for the staircase, with Cassandra and Morgana behind him. He set foot upon the bottom step and immediately felt as though his weight had increased tenfold.

      Divine Aura surged around him, wrapping around his soul as strongly as it had when he’d ventured into the first layer of the Heavens. Ahead of him, he saw another paladin collapse under the same pressure. His face was pale, and his limbs trembled. As they buckled, the step beneath him grew unsteady. A pulse of force shot out of the ground as invisible energy, shooting him off the railingless staircase to plummet to the floor below.

      “So if you can’t control the Divine Aura around you, you get knocked off?” Cassandra summarized. “It looks like this is a tough challenge, even for these vaunted Whiteguard paladins. I suppose they won’t give epic skills to just anyone.”

      Darren let his eyes roam over the steps, analyzing the Divine Aura there. Each physical step also represented an increase in magical power. The phantom aura attacks would grow stronger the higher a challenger climbed. At the top, the attacks were likely to be dangerous to those who didn’t know how to endure them.

      But Darren knew how to endure this power. Even before coming to the surface and adding in the knowledge he’d learned since emerging from Hell that first time, he would have likely had everything he needed to pass this test.

      Since then, Darren’s knowledge of Divine Aura had grown in leaps and bounds. He’d stood upon the grounds of Heaven itself. A test of Divine Aura like this wasn’t worthy of him.

      However, it was a worthy challenge for his two companions.

      While he was certain he could scale these stairs without a problem, Cassandra and Morgana didn’t have the advantages of an epic-ranked Divine Aura manipulation skill, along with years of experience.

      They’d be walking just as blind as the paladin who failed this test was.

      Darren could probably get them to the top of the staircase by hauling them up under a shield of his own power, but somehow that didn’t strike him as fair.

      He cared little for Whiteguard, given his scant few memories of the place were of his family home burning down or of the paladins who murdered his mother. But he respected the idea that powerful skills should be earned.

      By now, he knew how rare sigils were on the surface, as well as how rare epic skillbooks were. They were a limited resource and should be distributed only to those who would work hard and use them to their fullest.

      No, this was a test. And now, he would use it to see if Morgana and Cassandra had taken the knowledge he shared with them to heart.

      He released their wrists, letting them trail behind him.

      “Follow me,” he said as he took another step up the stairs.

      “Ugh... Darren!” Cassandra’s eyes went wide as she took her first step up the staircase. “What’s happening?”

      “Divine Aura. You must have the will to face it. Concentrate. Watch, and do as I do.”

      Darren formed two thick golden tendrils and let them trail backward, brushing against Cassandra and Morgana. They would provide the two women with no aid, but they would serve as a conduit through which they could feel the state of his power.

      Like a river meeting a great boulder, the Divine Aura lining the staircase parted around Darren. Morgana sought shelter in his wake, and he felt her trying to slide up behind him. But he shook his head.

      “No. On your own,” Darren insisted.

      Morgana gritted her teeth, already unable to talk.

      Darren planted his foot on another step, ascending the staircase at a slow and gentle pace. There was no sign of tension on his brow nor any sense of urgency in him, as though climbing through this powerful magic barrier was nothing more than a stroll through a flower garden.

      Behind him, Morgana and Cassandra trod upon the second step, eyes locked on Darren’s back in determination. Cassandra had her eyes closed, and her hand held out, focusing on the tendril in her hands like it was her lifeline.

      Their steps were shaky and unsteady things. They weren’t yet losing their balance like the paladin they’d seen fall before them, but they were close.

      “Look, another one’s climbing the staircase! And he’s bringing a priestess and cleric with him!” a paladin shouted from down below. A crowd had been standing around the staircase to watch those who attempted to climb it, and now, with Darren’s group heading up, that crowd tripled in short order.

      “What a fool! He’s trying to bring baggage along!” another paladin scoffed.

      “No, look!” a priestess shouted, a scowl on her face from the paladins denigrating her class of holy warriors. “He’s not even touching them! He can’t be protecting them. They’re heading up on their own!”

      “That’s impossible...” The paladin who just scoffed looked at Morgana and Cassandra again. “Not even I could climb that staircase. It takes a true genius of Divine Aura usage to ascend that thing. The only one we’ve seen climb it today was Old Master Yori, and those two girls can’t be past twenty winters!”

      “Well, they’re climbing it all the same.” The priestess stuck her tongue out at the other paladin.

      Hushed whispers broke out among the crowd. Only Darren noticed them, though, as Morgana and Cassandra focused on the task at hand. They had a staircase to climb, and traversing it required absolute focus on the aura around them and watching the changing fluctuations of power traveling along with his tendrils.

      When the Divine Aura built higher, Darren’s power flexed and shifted. Then, two waves met each other at the surface of an invisible barrier just beyond his skin, each of them perfectly canceling out the other.

      Neither Morgana’s nor Cassandra’s skills were good enough to push aside the waves of force from the staircase, crushing them from all directions. Unlike Darren, who looked completely unhindered by the force around him, they both had beads of sweat rolling down their temples. The blood had fallen from their faces, and their breaths came in short, panting gasps.

      But they were making it. Through will, effort, and remembering hours of lectures from Darren, they fought their way up the staircase.

      Deep within each of them, a power stirred. It had lain dormant since their transformations to cleric and priestess, slowly nurturing the kernels of a seraphim’s soul within them. Those fragments had grown and expanded, filling them like water in a pond.

      But there was something else in there as well. Darren had poured a considerable amount of his own energy into each of them during their transformation. The flavor of him filled both women, raw and unrefined, into energy that resembled them.

      It was like the two of them held a piece of him inside them. And now, as they concentrated on the brief glimpses they caught of his soul through the tendrils in their hands, they felt Darren’s power resonate within them.

      It was like a fine glass hearing another sing the bright and high-pitched note of its natural frequency. The power built and built until it spread out of the well of power within Morgan and Cassandra. It flowed through them, spreading across their bodies and souls.

      The more they focused on him, the more they thought about him, and the more they tried to be an extension of him, the easier the power flowed through them.

      Though with each step, the power of the staircase grew greater, so too did Cassandra and Morgana’s connection to Darren grow deeper, and with that deeper connection, resisting the power of this test became ever easier.

      Their backs straightened, and their expressions eased. Before they knew it, they were standing at the top of the staircase, where Darren stood with a smile on his face and a look of pride for each of them.

      Gasps littered the crowd around the staircase. Some of shock and awe, others of frustration and anger. But Cassandra and Morgana only had ears for Darren’s words.

      “Well done. I am proud of both of you.”
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      Darren and his companions left the murmuring of the crowd behind. After Cassandra and Morgana defeated the staircase, several paladins jumped atop it, thinking that the challenge had suddenly become easier while they weren’t looking.

      The sound of them tumbling to the ground below and falling on their faces as they slid back down the stairs showed the crowd that the challenge was still as tough as ever.

      There was only one hall at the end of the stairs, leading to only one door. Darren headed to that door.

      In it, he found a region of the tower dedicated to epic-grade skillbooks. There were several rows of bookshelves, far fancier and more ornate than those carrying the skillbooks downstairs.

      Every book was at head height for a paladin, though fortunately, there were chairs nearby for Cassandra and Morgana to stand on and peer at the shelves from.

      The single row of books ringed the entire inner chamber, which wrapped around the hall they’d just walked through until it covered a full half the tower. The collection of epic skillbooks here was likely the culmination of the collections from all five skillbook libraries.

      “Wow, now this is what we were looking for!” Morgana grinned from ear to ear. “Hey, big guy, what’s stopping us from taking every book here?”

      Though he didn’t answer, Darren knew that his inventory worked fine. He’d tested it when he stuffed a half dozen epic-grade skills away already. However, he didn’t want to clear this place out completely, even though that’s what the people who assembled this collection did. He needed to be discreet here, so he’d just clear out most of it.

      “My bag of holding hasn’t worked since we entered the library. They may have defeated the need to arrive naked, but it seems like the keepers of this library still didn’t want people walking off with their entire collection in their pockets,” Cassandra said.

      “The seraphim may have watched through the eyes of those paladins,” Darren explained. “They may know who you are. Taking all the books could cause trouble for us.”

      Cassandra pouted, but she glanced at him with a quirky smile. “It’s very sweet of you to think about our safety, Darren. Even when Morgana and I are tempted to risk it.”

      Darren gave Cassandra a warm pat on the head.

      “Now go. Look for skillbooks. When you find some, bring them to me. I will advise you.”

      Darren didn’t want to choose Morgana’s and Cassandra’s skillbooks for them. Though he was confident his knowledge and experience would help him assemble a skill set beyond what they could do on their own, he wanted them to be excited about their new skills.

      Besides, while Darren would have plenty of experience to tell him how useful a new ability might be in combat, Morgana and Cassandra might have ideas about how their new skills could be useful for more than just fighting.

      “Hey Darren, do you think I could use this skill to cheat at dice?” Morgana asked, eyes wide and hopeful as she held up a skillbook for Darren’s inspection.

      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.

      

      The ability Morgana had selected was somewhat similar to Darren’s Celestial Storm tendrils ability. Because the skill created hands instead of tendrils, the skill’s reach, and ability to diffuse its effect over a large area would probably be reduced.

      But in exchange, it would be easier to handle and apply. Morgana could likely start using this skill to great effect, doing everything he could when manipulating or feeling items with his tendrils without the years of practice.

      Her ephemeral hands wouldn’t be nearly as good as Darren’s tendrils when feeling around in the dark, but there was enough light here on the surface world that such a thing was rarely a concern.

      “You could cheat at dice with it,” he said. “Though you will not.”

      Morgana pouted at his words, but she took the book back with a pleased expression on her face. He could tell by the look in her eyes that this would certainly be one of her three new abilities.

      Cassandra came to him not long after with a skill of her own.

      GLYPHS OF POWER (EPIC)

      
        	When used in conjunction with appropriate items and reagents, this ability allows the user to create a glyph of power. These glyphs linger on the user’s body in the form of symbols, which expend their effect when the user is attached with the appropriate trigger. New reagents must be used to recreate the glyph for the effect to be used again. Glyph effects depend on the reagents used and can only be used defensively.

      

      Darren nodded in approval. He’d seen this skill already and considered it for his own use. It was a versatile skill that could grow stronger the more preparation the user put into it.

      The only real drawback Darren saw was the fact that it could only be used defensively. If the glyphs this skill created could attack, he would have wanted the ability himself. But as it was, he could already craft powerful defensive items, which was what he usually relied on when faced with a real fight.

      They would work just as well as glyphs without the restriction. The only thing the glyphs had over defensive items was the convenience of always having them on the user ready to activate. But with his inventory, his items were always on him as well.

      “This is strictly a defensive ability,” Darren warned. “And it will be expensive.”

      “I’m prepared to bear the expense,” Cassandra sighed. “Money is valuable, but only while you’re still alive. I know it’s only for defense, but I think it can be more versatile than you might first suspect.”

      Cassandra handed him a second skillbook.

      DEFENSE NETWORK (EPIC)

      
        	This ability allows the user to link defensive skills from multiple users with whom they share a close bond. Skills that would normally only protect the user instead extend their protection over a pair or entire group. Enhancement skills meant for a single individual also enhance every member of the network, and Divine Aura can be shared between multiple users using this skill’s wielder as a conduit.

      

      Darren tapped his chin in thought. Cassandra was willing to use two skill slots to extend her glyph ability over an entire group. He would certainly feel more comfortable if she and Morgana had some of these glyphs to defend themselves.

      With Darren’s help, Cassandra could get the best raw ingredients for her glyphs. If he invested enough into her, perhaps she could create protections suitable to withstand threats on his level. That would certainly make him feel much more comfortable about bringing his women into danger.

      And there was the future to think about as well. Sasha had nearly gotten herself killed running quests without Darren here in Salsroth. Having her work with Morgana and Cassandra would further boost their survivability as a group.

      “You have a good plan, Cassandra. Well done.” Darren gave Cassandra a pat on the head.

      She blushed, holding the skillbooks close to her chest.

      Morgana returned next with another skill for him to examine.

      “Look, Darren! This one will help me cheat at cards!”

      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.

      

      “Yes, it would,” Darren said. “But you will not use it to cheat at cards.”

      “...Okay, Darren. I’ll ask you before cheating at cards,” Morgana grumbled.

      “Or dice,” Darren added, shooting a glance at the other skillbook Morgana had tucked under her arm.

      Morgana pouted.

      Cassandra presented her last skill to him. The skill itself would be by far the most immediately useful to Darren himself, but it was the kind of ability he would need to rely on someone else to use for him. As he read the skill, he couldn’t help but feel that Cassandra had chosen the ability more for him than for herself.

      SKILL ENHANCEMENT (EPIC)

      
        	This ability enhances any active skill being used by another sigil-wielder. The closer the connection between the bearer of this skill and the target, the more powerful the enhancement effect.

      

      Darren could already imagine the possibilities. His Swords of Revealing Light would multiply in number. His movement skill would let him maneuver faster. His Limitless Evolution might take hours instead of days. There were endless possibilities.

      “You are certain about this one?” He asked Cassandra. “It will be your last slot before archpriestess. If you fill it with this, you will have no offensive skills.”

      “I know.” Cassandra pressed herself up against him. “If I take this skill, I’ll be strictly a defensive team player. Without companions, I’d be worse off in a fight than a holy adept. But with them, I can be an invaluable asset. I can make a certain capable hero even more powerful.”

      “You are doing this for me?” He frowned. The thought that she would sacrifice a skill slot for him touched Darren more than he thought it would. To him, skills were a private and sacred thing. They were bound to who and what you were. Without his, Darren would have never survived his years in Hell.

      “Well... not entirely for you.” Cassandra’s cheeks began to flush red, and she pushed herself against Darren even closer. The soft mounds of her chest rubbed against Darren’s stomach. “You do realize that ever since we met, I’ve never stepped away from you for more than an hour? And even that was just because you were doing an enhancement, and there were Limedeep Council meetings to attend to. If I had my way, I’d cling to you like a barnacle on the back of a whale.”

      The image Cassandra painted didn’t do justice to the breathy and warm woman clinging tight to Darren’s side.

      “It could be dangerous for you,” Darren reminded her as he cupped the back of her head in his hands. She clung to his shoulders, and he swept her off her feet to hold her in his arms.

      “Just between you and me, I like the thought of being your helpless little helper.” Cassandra leaned close and whispered into Darren’s ear, “What was it those Whiteguard paladins were calling priestesses like that? A heal slut?”

      She giggled girlishly for a moment before continuing. “Well, Darren? Do you accept?”

      Darren pushed Cassandra’s hair aside and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “You are a treasure worth far more than gold.”

      Their intimate moment lingered for a few minutes longer before Cassandra and Darren finally noticed Morgana had crept up behind him and wrapped her arms around Darren’s waist to make herself known as well.

      “Darren! I found something else!” She bounced on her toes and held up a book as soon as he noticed her.

      PHASE SHIFT (EPIC)

      
        	This skill allows the user to become intangible and untouchable, making them impervious to all physical damage, as well as 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.

      

      “I want this for... uh... purely defensive reasons...” Morgana shuffled from foot to foot, looking like a little girl who’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

      Darren scanned the book over before nodding.

      “This skill will make things easier for you. You can appear unexpectedly, weaken your target, and strike. Then vanish into the shadows just as quickly. It will work.”

      “Wait, really? I can have this one?” Morgana’s uncertain look turned into a wondrous smile.

      “Yes, it will be a good skill. You can assassinate enemies from behind,” Darren explained. “Without this skill, I would make you learn to use a bow. With it, you can continue with your sword.”

      “Yay! I can’t wait to see what the inside of a vault looks like!” Morgana squealed. Then she caught Darren’s look. “Uh... purely for academic reasons, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      While Morgana and Cassandra had been browsing for their skills, Darren had been looking for skills of his own. He still had two skill slots left to be filled, and before him, he had a wide array of choices.

      He had the smile of a child presented with as much candy as he could eat as he browsed the skill library. Choosing a new skill like this was hard, especially with so many options to pick from.

      He fingered the books one at a time, weighing not just their contents now but what they might become when they eventually reached the epic rank.

      What was it that Darren needed the most?

      Speed? Strength? Durability? Special Attacks?

      Darren couldn’t decide. When fighting Gaimon, Darren had been more than the man’s match as soon as he reached archpaladin. He wasn’t about to take any advice about assembling an archpaladin’s arsenal from the kit of someone he defeated as soon as he became one.

      Perhaps that seraphim he captured, Asuriel, would have known more. Darren wished she’d stuck around for longer. As a fourth-order seraph, she was supposed to be the Heavenly equivalent of an archpaladin. At the very least, she’d have more insight than Gaimon’s corpse.

      In addition to that, Darren remembered the mythic-grade skill that was supposed to appear here. This might be enemy territory, but he couldn’t bear the thought of letting something like that slip through his fingers.

      He’d only spotted a single archpaladin in the crowd below the library, and Darren had avoided his notice easily. Unless several more of them showed up at once, he wouldn’t have anything to worry about, even if things took a turn for the worse.

      The only solace Darren had as he made his choices was the fact that he had several skills in the mythic realm. Before too long, they would be legendary as well, and he’d be able to take more skills as needed.

      To that end, he was planning for the future already. Each time he found an interesting skill, he pulled an ordinary book from his inventory, tore off the binding, and switched it with that of the book on display. The covers were unnecessary for the skillbooks to function, but until they were opened, they would still look and feel like a skillbook.

      Darren stuffed the true skillbooks into his inventory to be reviewed again at a later date. The seraphim had been awfully stingy handing these things out in Hell, and high-rarity skillbooks were one of the few things he truly lacked.

      Before now, he’d planned to sit down with a bundle of common-grade skillbooks and spend a few months constantly using his Limitless Evolution skill to manufacture powerful new abilities. The pile he’d gathered now would save him half a year of work assembling and guaranteed the final results would be useful, because Darren was only taking the best skills on display.

      One of the other things he tried while running his hands across the books was to look for ones that his Limitless Evolution ability suggested he could push forward. He’d hoped that reaching archpaladin would allow him to push skills directly to the mythic realm without needing to learn them himself, but it seemed that would need to wait until he brought Magical Comprehension into the mythic realm.

      In the end, after much deliberation, Darren finally settled on a rather unique perception ability. It would overlap slightly with his Sense Intent skill, but he knew information during battle could be the difference between certain victory and certain defeat.

      And with Kalaziel coming, Darren would trust his informed judgment to keep him out of danger more than any epic-ranked defensive ability.

      Kalaziel was supposed to be a seraph of the sixth order, which meant he’d be further above Darren than anything he’d faced save for Asmoth’Koteth. And when he had fought her, it had been merely an avatar that he could disrupt by making Cassandra and Morgana incompatible sacrifices.

      So with a bit of trepidation, he finally settled on one new ability to fill one of his two available skill slots.

      FUTURE SIGHT (EPIC)

      
        	This skill allows the user to perceive ally and enemy actions based on their likelihood of occurring. Potential futures appear as phantom images in the user’s mind, visible only to them.

        	With focus, this ability can be narrowed to just the most likely future, allowing the user to see further ahead.

      

      It was a flexible ability that would allow him to see the future. Beyond that, pushing it to the mythic realm held a lot of promise. If he could stretch the ability’s power from seeing seconds or minutes ahead to seeing hours or days ahead, then even an incredibly powerful and deadly foe like Kalaziel would find Darren impossible to kill.

      More than that, with Cassandra and Morgana ever-present in his life these days, the ability would let him sense anything that threatened them before it could even rear its head. He could strike before his enemies even thought to attack.

      So Darren settled into a nearby chair to read and focus. Though there were plenty of other places to read, Cassandra and Morgana settled into his lap. They leaned against his chest with their own skillbooks in their hands.

      For the first few minutes, their squirming in his lap was a bit of distraction, but a quick break took care of that, and he wrapped them both up in his arms and read.

      When the skill finally slid into place, it appeared on his sigil.

      He looked at his new status page with satisfaction.

      DARREN HEAVENGRACE (ARCHPALADIN FOURTH ORDER)

      SKILLS: (9 OF 10 SLOTS FILLED)

      
        
        Magical Comprehension 9 (Epic)

      

      

      • The secrets of magic are revealed to you. You naturally understand magical abilities, both your own and those of your enemies.

      • All Divine Aura abilities cost significantly less power to use. Enemy spells grow unstable in your presence, making casting and maintaining them more difficult.

      • Allies will find themselves grasping concepts they never understood before while in your presence.

      • You can manipulate small quantities of Demonic Aura as easily as Divine Aura.

      DIVINE BLESSING 9 (EPIC)

      • Note: Evolved from the skill Hands of Purity

      • This ability removes the taint of Demonic Aura from anything that can be touched, creating an aura of purity around the user. Deals damage against entities that require Demonic Aura to live. Instantaneously kill all demons in the first order. Passively converts ambient Demonic Aura into Divine Aura.

      • Cost: Low Divine Aura.

      SENSE INTENT 4 (MYTHIC)

      • Note: Evolved from the skill Battle Instincts

      • This ability lets the user predict enemy movements and attack patterns, regardless of species.

      • Cost: Passive, no cost.

      DEMON CALAMITY 3 (MYTHIC): • NOTE: EVOLVED FROM THE SKILL DEMONBANE

      • This ability allows the user to enhance their attacks with large amounts of Divine Aura, dealing 10x damage to all demonic creatures.

      • Cost: Medium Divine Aura.

      CELESTIAL STORM 9 (EPIC)

      • Note: Evolved from the skill Ray of Light

      • This ability allows the user to shoot multiple beams of light in all directions, cutting through whatever they touch.

      • Cost: Medium Divine Aura and one hour spent in pure sunlight, or a large amount of Divine Aura.

      UNSTOPPABLE AND UNBREAKABLE 2 (MYTHIC)

      • Note: This skill was evolved from Leaf in the Storm, Stone in the River.

      
        	This skill bestows the user with mastery of kinetic energy, allowing them to redirect all blows dealt to them and retaliate with that strength added to their own.

        	Each step carries them an impossible distance, letting the user cross great spans with casual grace. Seemingly simple movements become esoteric and strange, impossible to predict or counter. Targeting skills below the rare rank will be completely unable to lock onto the user. Rare or better skills will have a reduced probability of success.

      

      DIVINE CONSTRUCT 5 (EPIC)

      • Fetch a stray soul fragment, not of the demonic aspect. You may utilize mundane items or tools as a vessel for this soul, imbuing the item with whatever abilities the soul possesses. The soul will remain within the fragment until the Divine Aura binding it to the vessel wears enough for the soul fragment to drift towards the Heavens.

      SWORDS OF REVEALING LIGHT 4 (EPIC)

      • Stuns up to three target enemies at once, rendering them unable to attack.

      • Reveals the identities of hidden enemies and makes them vulnerable to identification and scanning skills.

      FUTURE SIGHT 1 (EPIC)

      
        	This skill allows the user to perceive ally and enemy actions based on their likelihood of occurring. Potential futures appear as phantom images in the user’s mind, visible only to them.

        	With focus, this ability can be narrowed to just the most likely future, allowing the user to see further ahead.

      

      LIMITLESS EVOLUTION 1 (LEGENDARY)

      
        	When a skill or item has reached the pinnacle of its abilities, this skill can be used to enhance the skill or item. It also reveals the requirements for advancing a skill or item to its next level.

        	Cost: Three-day casting time consumes all the user’s Divine Aura.

        	As a legendary skill, Limitless Evolution does not occupy a skill slot.

      

      Three of his older epic-ranked skills had reached their peak since he emerged from Hell, and with a little more use, they’d be ready for him to enhance again. At that point, he would have not three mythic-grade skills but six.

      Those upgrades would constitute a significant jump in power for him if he could spare the nine days of concentrated effort it would take to make them happen.

      He shot a glance at Cassandra. Perhaps not nine days if she used her new skill to enhance his Limitless Evolution skill.

      When he was done for the moment, he looked at Cassandra’s screens as well. She’d finished looking over both books, and with a bit of explanation and help from Darren, she had all three new skills appearing on her sigil as well.
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      With new skills learned, Darren, Cassandra, and Morgana headed down the stairs back to the hall with the lower-rarity skills. The crowd was even bigger than before, mainly because there was now a new addition to the room.

      Where before had been only an empty space, now a book hovered in the center of the room, pages splayed open. Azure light spiraled around the floating book as waves of power emanated from the divine item.

      There was a thick shell of blue around the book, preventing someone from snatching it then and there. This had to be the mythic-ranked skillbook Darren had heard rumors of.

      “Look, that’s the guy who took his priestess and cleric to the epic room with him!” a paladin with a dented helmet shouted. Darren recognized him as one of the men who’d tried to scramble up the staircase after Darren and his companions, only to tumble off and fall on his head.

      Now, he was pointing at Darren’s companions again with the tone of someone who’d just spotted a thief at the market.

      A few people turned to regard Darren and his women, but most were focused on the images projected onto the shell around the hovering book. They were moving images depicting a group of men fighting a hydra.

      The crowd of paladins around the book seemed completely transfixed by the flashes of light, unblinking and unmoving as they stared at the book.

      No, not transfixed, communicating.

      The spell that protected the book had several tendrils of energy flipping back and forth in the air, connecting with anyone standing nearby and pulling them into an illusion, which in turn was being projected onto the shell around the book for everyone else to watch.

      Darren made to move closer, but the paladin with the dented helmet made to block their way.

      “Alright, now I want to know the trick you used to get up that staircase! I’ve always been known for my excellent aura control, and if anyone should be able to make it up there...”

      “Counter the effects of the staircase, and you will make it to the top,” Darren explained as patiently as he could manage. The man before him had done little to endear himself to him.

      “You think I haven’t tried that?” The paladin scoffed. “That’s no help at all! Tell me the real secret. Or maybe I’ll get one of those ladies behind you to tell me--” His voice was abruptly cut short by a fist to the stomach.

      Darren’s hand caved in his armored breastplate and threw him against the far wall. The shelf behind him shattered, and books tumbled on top of the paladin’s head. He lay there on the ground, limp and unmoving, as blood dripped out of his mouth and down his chin like drool as he looked on with dazed and confused eyes.

      It was rather unfortunate that the man had alienated all the priestesses in the room already. With the number of healers in the room, they could have him on his feet in minutes. Few paladins took direct healing skills, which meant all they could do was stare at the bent and twisted armor around the fallen paladin and Darren’s fist.

      Ordinarily, Darren would not have met mere words with such deadly force, but he had been testing his new skill, Future Sight. In his mind, he’d seen the other paladin pull out a knife and threaten to do harm to Morgana if he didn’t reveal the secret to climbing the staircase.

      That was more than enough to earn his ire.

      “Aww, I wanted to try my new Phase Shift skill,” Morgana grumbled.

      “Next time.”

      The feeling of Darren’s Divine Aura in the air was more than enough to tell every holy warrior present that he was powerful. The physical reminder in the form of a paladin so swiftly dealt with was enough to cause anyone thinking of causing him trouble to rethink their approach. A few were even nodding their heads to him, hoping for some form of acknowledgment in return.

      Darren approached one such man who seemed unable to figure out if he should be afraid of Darren or try to approach him. Darren made the decision easier for the man by approaching himself and asking a question.

      “This is the mythic-ranked skillbook?”

      “That’s right, sir!” the paladin said, bowing his head with the utmost respect. Darren felt something brush against his spirit, like a clumsy hand running along his back. It was the third such sensation he’d felt. The people around him were curious about his power.

      “S-sir... I don’t suppose you could tell me... are you perhaps an archpaladin?” the stuttering man next to Darren asked. “I mean, it’s possible that you just have a passive strength skill, but you also defeated the staircase’s challenge like it was nothing!”

      Darren said nothing, but that alone was enough of an answer for a few whispers to run through those who were looking at him.

      After a moment, he repeated his question. “I asked about the skillbook.”

      “Right, you came at a perfect time. Master Yori is the only archpaladin to make an attempt here. Or rather, he’s the only archpaladin officially here. The rest of us won’t ask questions if you want to remain incognito, sir. But if you want to tell us your name... that is, only if you want to...”

      “The skillbook,” Darren prompted.

      “Right, well, anyway, the way it works is the book has a challenge built around it. The challenge is linked to the shield, and the shield was created by a powerful seraph centuries ago. Only a holy warrior capable of defeating the challenge can disable the shield and take the skillbook. Master Yori, a renowned archpaladin, is just about to take the challenge. He’s been sitting back for now, so no one will be a sore loser after saying he claimed the prize before any of the younger paladins had the chance to take the challenge.”

      “What is the challenge?”

      “The illusion portrays a giant hydra!” The paladin waved his hands as he spoke, the stutter in his words vanishing as Darren pushed him to a subject he was familiar with. “It’s got nine heads, but as the illusion goes on, the number of heads multiplies. The more heads it grows, the stronger it gets.”

      “How do you defeat it?”

      “You’re asking me?” The paladin laughed and pointed at himself. “No, I wouldn’t know. I wasn’t even trained at one of the academies in Whiteguard. I’m originally from the Blackwind Empire. Even Whiteguard’s best paladins are failing this challenge. I wouldn’t dream of trying to beat it.”

      “In theory, then.”

      “Well, if I was all-powerful, I suppose overwhelming the hydra right from the start would be the way to go. Before it has the chance to grow any additional heads. If you could beat it early enough, that should end the fight. Most people think that’s how Archpaladin Yori is going to defeat this challenge.”

      “Mhm...” Darren pondered the illusion. That could be the secret to beating this illusion. It made sense. Too much sense to be the right answer. Why would the seraphim have a test that measured sheer brute strength? Archpaladins would have a heavy advantage over normal paladins, and holy adepts, even though all three of them could take the mythic skill. And a holy warrior wouldn’t be at their peak until they’d filled out all their skill slots and trained with all of them. That would mean the person most likely to master the skill would be someone who didn’t really need it.

      No, Darren was certain that there was more to this illusion than met the eye.

      “Let’s watch.”

      Darren watched a few more paladins battle the hydra. One by one, they squared up to fight it. Most died to the first hydra, without the abilities to fend off even the initial nine-headed monster. The first head breathed fire like that of a dragon. Most were prepared for that and raised their shields to block.

      The second head shot acid, which dissolved armor. That was where things started going downhill for most challengers. When the third head threw in bolts of lightning, only those with heavy magical protections forged into their armor survived.

      The fourth head was thicker and more muscular than the rest, focusing merely on biting with as much strength as it could manage. The fifth had a knife-like tongue that could shoot out and worm through the tiniest gaps.

      Very few challengers lasted past that. Darren only saw the sixth and seventh head when a paladin in particularly ornate armor stepped up to face the book with an expression of confident certainty in his eyes.

      The man was positively covered with defensive enchantments. His cloak shone with golden light, and his belt formed nine hovering circles floating around him, bursting with power. Every time the hydra tried to strike the paladin, one of the rings of golden light lashed out right back at the hydra.

      The sixth and seventh heads were revealed to be made to deal with just such a scenario. The sixth head devoured magic. It opened its jaws wide and sucked in the circles of golden light like they were nothing more than drifting clouds.

      When the seventh head appeared, those rings of golden light appeared around the hydra, and the belt generating them around the golden-armored paladin shattered both in the vision and in the real world.

      With his primary defensive item rendered worthless, the golden-armored paladin was swiftly defeated. He emerged from the illusion and tore off his helmet to reveal a fair-haired youthful face marred by a furious scowl.

      “Demon-adoring bovine excrement!” the golden-armored paladin snarled. “This fight is impossible! It can’t be won! The seraph who made this barrier is playing a joke on all of us.”

      He stormed off, heavy magical boots echoing through the room. He headed off to sulk, pants barely staying up after losing his belt.

      “Hmf... It seems you lot are done playing around.” A white-haired older man stood up from where he leaned against a nearby wall. Physically, he wasn’t particularly tall for a paladin. But the dents in his armor spoke of many battles fought and won.

      Archpaladin Yori wasn’t bent with age like one might expect from a man with so many years on most of the room. He looked much like a very healthy sixty, standing tall and strong with thick cords of muscle banding his body beneath his armor. Darren didn’t doubt that he was far older than he appeared. Darren’s Lifewell could extend a person’s lifespan when consumed regularly, and he guessed the seraphim at least occasionally gave out similar boons.

      That the man was strong was also obvious. Between his anvil-like jaw and the hushed looks of reverence the other paladins in the room had for him, his power was almost tangible.

      To reinforce that fact, the man did absolutely nothing to hide his archpaladin wings.

      Unlike Darren’s, which were hidden away tucked into his back, this man let his archpaladin wings flap in the wind like clothing on a line. They hung behind him, seemingly unnoticed by the man they were attached to as paladins and other holy warriors scrambled to dive out of the way of them.

      “So, I assume this means you children are done playing?” Archpaladin Yori asked as he approached the mythic book.

      “That’s right, Master Yori. The challenge is yours to take.”

      “Wrong. The skillbook is mine to take. Or rather, it will be once I slay this hydra and claim its prize.” Archpaladin Yori grinned with confidence evident on his face.

      “O-of course, Archpaladin Yori...” the paladin standing next to Darren agreed.

      “Quite right. Now, those of you who wish to learn may stay here to observe a master at work,” Yori said as he rested his hand against the azure barrier protecting the skillbook.

      Archpaladin Yori stood a while and listened, waiting and watching. Darren watched the tendril from the shield wave about, and Archpaladin Yori watched it with no signs of wishing to grab it. He likely couldn’t perceive the tendril at all. Only Darren could see such fine Divine Aura details.

      Eventually, a tendril latched on to the archpaladin, and his mind was transported to the illusion.

      There, he was greeted by the sight of the hydra, currently with only one head.

      “Ha!” Take this!" Archpaladin Yori shouted. Everyone in the room still watching could see the illusion of Master Yori fighting the hydra.

      Golden light flowed out of Archpaladin Yori with reckless abandon, and soon raw energy was pouring from every portion of his body. His hair caught fire and shot upwards with incredible force, burning a brilliant gold color as the power of the magic bronzed his skin.

      Archpaladin Yori closed his fists as he let the magic of whatever empowerment skill he was using wash over him and strengthen his body. He grew even taller and stronger than he was normally, similar to Sasha’s skill that increased her size.

      Archpaladin Yori was holding nothing back. The hydra attacked with a short burst of flame from its one head. Normally, paladins raised their shields or activated their defensive abilities against this opening attack, but Archpaladin Yori simply ignored it as he activated more and more of his skills.

      The scorching flames blistered his flesh, but the wound started healing immediately. Within moments, it was replaced by whole pink skin as healthy as though it was a wound months old. Soon after, it vanished completely.

      Archpaladin Yori’s transformation didn’t stop there. His muscles flexed, and his entire body seemed to vibrate. When the hydra tried to breathe fire on him again, he moved in the blink of an eye to another location, dodging the blast of fire completely as he continued to activate his abilities one after the other.

      A dull hum hung in the air, and Darren realized it was coming from Archpaladin Yori’s own mouth. He slowly exhaled as he activated his skills and let Divine Aura pour out of him, preparing himself for an ultimate attack.

      “Haaaaaaaaaaaa!” Yori growled, voice pitching upward as his power continued to build.

      The transformation coming over the old man grew even more prevalent. Where before only his hair had been consumed in a cloud of burning fire, now his eyes and mouth lit up as well.

      His next skill replaced his pupils with burning coals, and his eyes lit crimson. His mouth filled with a cloud of brilliant white light, and smoke poured out of his ears.

      Something sprouted from his side, and portions of his armor that previously seemed like nothing more than embellishments popped open as two extra sets of arms popped out under his normal ones. He armed all six arms with an arsenal of scimitars, axes, and maces, enchanted and bristling with power.

      Another skill activated, and his fingers and toes elongated into vicious claws that poked out from his gauntlets and boots. He flexed his wings behind him, and each long feather sprouted similar blades so that a fan of swords hung behind him.

      Those feathers detached a second later before meeting spheres of glowing blue light above his head and joining with them. They spun around him with the force of a gale, and the spinning tornado of blades swept through the air, ready to cleave through anything that approached. The hydra stood nearby, finally giving up on breathing fire to stop the archpaladin as it waited for its second head to grow.

      “Haaaaaaa!” Archpaladin Yori screamed a wordless battle cry, and at that moment, a giant six-armed blue bear the size of a building materialized in the air above him. It had a look of fury on its muzzle and the roar it let loose would have shattered windows. The bear’s claws matched up with Archpaladin Yori’s weapons, and the phantom bear’s power no doubt added energy to the archpaladin’s own power.

      At that moment, he attacked the hydra with everything he had. Beams of light shot out of his mouth and eyes; all six of his arms slashed down. The features from his wings shot forward. The massive phantom bear struck with its claws.

      Though the hydra was a deadly demon, the incredible display of power was like a soldier bringing out a battering ram to crush a cockroach. The hydra, now sporting two heads and just growing a third, was instantly destroyed.

      Archpaladin Yori landed on the ground with a grin on his face and visible weariness in his expression. He’d poured nearly everything he had into that combination of attacks. Darren could tell he didn’t have much Divine Aura left in him.

      “That, children, is how you kill a hydra.” Archpaladin Yori laughed.

      “He did it! He did it!” Several of the holy warriors outside the illusion clapped and cheered.

      “But then why hasn’t the shield dropped?” another asked.

      In the illusion projected in the center of the room, the dust cleared behind Archpaladin Yori. The hydra’s corpse was nothing more than a puddle of reddish goo that didn’t even resemble the demon it had previously been. The color and shape told no tales of the hydra the mess of dead goop had come from.

      “Alright, let me out now...” Archpaladin Yori told the illusion. “I won. Hello?”

      Something stirred within the mass of pulverized flesh.

      Archpaladin Yori turned, jaw dropping wide as a shape emerged from the dead hydra.

      A long neck cast a shadow over his face as it loomed higher and higher. A second and third head appeared not long after, and soon there was a fully formed nine-headed hydra hovering above him.

      To make matters worse, the puddle of burbling liquid the hydra had come from wasn’t alone. The second set of heads emerged from a nearby puddle, revealing a second fully formed hydra, just as powerful as the previous one.

      “Damn,” Yori cursed.

      Then both hydras tore him apart.
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      Archpaladin Yori didn’t wake up after the illusion collapsed like all the other paladins who made the attempt. Darren guessed it had something to do with the sheer scale of energy used in his series of attacks, combined with the additional effort the shield enchantment had to do to trap an archpaladin inside.

      “What was that!” a paladin cried. “Even after Archpaladin Yori killed it, the thing just revived, and then there were two of them! Is this test impossible to pass?”

      “Perhaps the test is scaled to make it harder on archpaladins?”

      “The hydra did seem a little slower back when the holy adepts were fighting it...”

      A few people started growing concerned when Archpaladin Yori wasn’t waking up. While he was a cantankerous old man, he was respected by many of those present, and a few of the priestesses present rushed over to help the old man as well as they could. Eventually, they determined he was in a coma. A few of the paladins dragged Yori away and out of sight until the healers could figure out what was wrong with him and bring him out of it.

      Once Archpaladin Yori was out of sight, those still present in the room backed away from the epic skillbook and the test it contained. After the book laid an archpaladin low, none of them were ready to face it again.

      “The fight is unwinnable! Whichever seraph designed this test was mad!” One paladin stormed off in a huff.

      When the way was clear, Darren stepped up before the mythic skillbook.

      “My turn.”

      People turned to Darren at his words. Some of them remembered the punch Darren had dealt that other paladin. And others had felt the scope of his power already. Before Archpaladin Yori made his attempt, many might have placed Darren as roughly as likely to succeed as the golden-armored man who’d tried and failed despite his powerful armor and items.

      But now, as Darren stepped up, they looked at Darren and thought he was mad.

      “That thing put Archpaladin Yori into a coma, and you think that you can defeat it?” the paladin Darren had been talking to earlier said in a hushed voice. “People here respect Yori enough to see that he’s cared for. You won’t get the same treatment.”

      Cassandra and Morgana both looked to Darren as well with uncertain expressions.

      “Are you sure about this, Darren?” Morgana asked.

      “You’ll be alright, yes?” Cassandra’s brows were furrowed with worry. “You can get out of the illusion if you need to, right?”

      Darren nodded. Unlike Archpaladin Yori, he could see the tendrils that attached to the shell of power surrounding the book. He knew how to activate and deactivate them at will. Even if he failed the test, he was confident that he could escape unharmed.

      He gave them both a confident smile before turning towards the skillbook and the barrier that surrounded it.

      One fumbling tendril swept through the air around the barrier, searching for challengers. Rather than wait for it to find him, he reached out with his own Celestial Storm tendrils and coiled around the fumbling connection point.

      Darren felt himself being tugged into the illusion. It was similar to a mental attack some demonic plants used to draw prey in. He let it happen, though, and soon the bustling library was replaced by the illusory arena he’d seen projected onto the barrier mere moments ago.

      Darren stood in the center of a craggy round valley that looked like it had been plucked out of one of the barren plains of Hell. The land was covered in chunky gray dirt that looked primordial, like a world before it ever saw life. There wasn’t a speck of green anywhere to be seen, and deep, circular gouges around the valley marked the impact craters of boulders that seemed to have fallen from the sky mere days ago.

      The hydra stood before him, tall and unmoving as though waiting for the fight to begin.

      It was the color of a swamp gone fetid, with thick scaled hide covering its entire body. It had four powerful clawed legs and a long tail that stretched behind it as long as a train of wagons.

      Spikes lined the top of its tail, going all the way down its spine to the top of its head. For now, it only had one of those. Burning yellow eyes stared Darren down, unblinking and unflinching as dagger-like pupils flared wide like those of a cat moments before striking.

      The sword that belonged to the paladin Darren’s armor came from was in his hands in a moment. Compared to Melancholy, this sword felt far too light.

      He lashed out at the hydra just as it opened its jaws to breathe fire on him. His sword cut a long thin slice out of the bottom of its neck, opening up the pouch of fluid that allowed this head to breathe fire and letting the fuel spill onto the ground in a thick pool.

      The head still had enough left in it to breathe fire one time, though, and it unleashed that burst of flame now.

      Darren dodged at the last possible moment, letting the gout of ignited ichor spill onto the rest of the pool of unlit liquid and ignite it.

      The ichor burned with the heat of an inferno. The flames licked the empty air within bright-orange tufts, hot enough to roast a paladin in armor in an instant if they didn’t counter that fire.

      But Darren had fought plenty of fire-breathing demons before. He’d seen the attack before it was going to happen thanks to his new Future Sight skill and activated his movement skill to dodge accordingly.

      Darren had one idea to try to put the hydra down before he did anything else.

      He swung the borrowed paladin sword in his hand, cutting the hydra a second time. This time, his sword took off the hydra’s head, leaving only a stump.

      The headless hydra flailed its long neck for a moment, blinded but largely only inconvenienced by the loss of its head. He could already see a second head sprouting at the base of its neck.

      Darren jumped onto the hydra’s back, slamming his sword into its base to keep it from flailing. The limp head drooped into the burning pool of ichor, sizzling and snapping as the flames licked its length and cooked the flesh there.

      With a shove and a hack from his sword, he cut off the growing half-formed other head. He dipped his sword in the burning ichor and used it to sear the stump, hoping that between the two burned ends, the hydra wouldn’t be able to regenerate. This tactic worked on normal demonic hydras.

      But this illusion was more difficult than that.

      A chasm opened up on the hydra’s back, spreading and separating right at the spine. Darren’s footing gave way as the two halves of the hydra seemed to pull apart.

      Darren’s future sight told him what was happening, and he jumped free of the hydra just as it separated into two.

      What had previously been one demonic hydra were now two of them, both as massive and hulking as the original. They each had two heads that snapped at Darren as soon as they were formed. Twin gouts of flame shot towards him, and he dodged with all the speed of his movement skill.

      Darren expected a second burst of flame to follow the first. When nothing happened, he realized something worse was happening. Both hydras were growing the third set of heads.

      He grimaced under his breath. Defeating this beast wouldn’t be quite as easy as Darren hoped. Perhaps his identification skill could give him a clue.

      SENSE INTENT: DEMON ANALYSIS: ILLUSORY DEMONIC HYDRA

      
        	This hydra is the spirit fragment and key spirit fragment powering the vessel within this shielding and testing device.

        	It possesses all the power of the original demon, as well as a significant portion of the demonic aura from the spirit fragment.

        	After activation of the illusion, power is funneled into the soul fragment to restore the hydra to the full strength it possessed in life, with the addition of the unique ability recorded in the skillbook this shield protects.

      

      Darren eyed the hydra. Power was flowing into it, but how?

      He didn’t sense Demonic Aura in the air...

      But then he spotted the currents. They flowed through the earth, hidden among the rocks and craters around them. The channels of power were well obscured, and even Darren wouldn’t have seen them if he hadn’t been looking. But he had used this same trick himself with his Celestial Storm tendrils. The moment he realized what was happening, he figured out how to defeat it.

      A few casts of his purification ability would transform the Demonic Aura flowing through the ground into Divine Aura. That would be incompatible with the demon before him, killing it in short order. A single skill could lay this demon flat.

      But Darren held back from using the ability. Somehow, claiming victory thanks to a powerful skill, felt like cheating. The seraphim who built this place must have arranged it in such a way that anyone could win the skillbook it protected, not just those with a powerful purification skill.

      And besides, Darren’s skill had mentioned that this shield was a vessel containing a soul fragment from a demon. That was something he was very interested in.

      That was when things slid into place for Darren. Suddenly, he knew how this shield item worked. It was a rather clever mechanism. The seraphim who made it had to have an ability somewhat like his own Divine Construct skill. And with the knowledge of how the item worked came the knowledge of how to beat it the right way.

      Both hydras were growing a second set of heads, becoming more powerful by the moment. Soon, each of them was belching gouts of acid and shooting bolts of lightning at Darren’s back, but he nimbly avoided both, dodging without looking.

      Previously, he would have had to keep his tendrils on the demons behind him to avoid their attacks, or at the very least keep an eye on them by looking over his shoulder while using his movement skill to stay a step ahead. But with his new Future Sight skill, that was no longer the case. He simply looked into the future to sense when he would be hit and then moved accordingly.

      With his new power of foresight, he didn’t even have to activate his movement ability. A casual stroll was more than enough to evade every attack thrown his way. To the onlookers outside the illusion, the effortless way he dodged every attack with no discernible effort seemed surreal.

      Out of the corner of Darren’s eyes, he could see Cassandra’s face shadowing the sky as she pressed her cheeks against the shield this trial was being projected on.

      Eventually, he found what he was looking for. An entrance to Hell. Or at least the representation of such an entrance, created in this arena as a lesson to the holy warriors taking this challenge.

      It was covered in moss and dirt, far from the battlefield. Brambles and thorns protected it, but Darren tore them up and tossed them aside. The aperture was no bigger around than his head, but a steady stream of Demonic Aura flowed out of the passageway, traveling through the ground and straight to the hydra in the center of the arena.

      This was the true way to defeat the trial. The hydra could only be killed by sealing this entrance to Hell and preventing it from becoming more powerful. Once sealed, the hydra would gradually weaken, and all a challenger would have to do was survive long enough for it to be weak enough to put down. There was a lesson in here for the holy warriors of the surface.

      The paladins, priestesses, and clerics were protectors of the mortal world, not slayers of demons. Killing one hydra would accomplish nothing. In time, another would replace it. And then another after it. Given time with an open aperture, the demons would grow ever more powerful.

      The true way to defeat the demons and accomplish their mission was to destroy all demonic footholds in the world, sealing them so that none could pass through it, and it would deprive those that remained of all demonic aura. Only in this manner could humans win any war against demons.

      Or at least, that’s how the seraphim who created this challenge saw things. But they had never met Darren.

      A man who had been to Hell and emerged all the stronger for it.

      He was a demon slayer. And today, he saw a demon to slay.

      Darren inverted his sword, grabbing it by the blade and sinking it into the rough stone around the aperture to Hell. It dug into the rock, twisting and bending as he used it as a shovel. Between that and his sheer brute strength, the rocks around the aperture gave way, making it larger than ever.

      Demonic Aura continued to pour out. If this had been a real opening to Hell, the amount of power flowing through it would have doubled. This artificial representation only had so much Demonic Aura in it, though.

      The creator of this trial never dreamed that a challenger would make the opening wider instead of simply sealing it. There had been plenty of conveniently sized stones nearby that would have sealed the hole perfectly.

      Eventually, the path was just wide enough for Darren to crawl through. He did so just as the hydras came upon him, blowing fire, acid, and lightning just where his legs had been a moment before. They were fearsome beasts by now, each with seven heads and rapidly growing an eighth. These were foes strong enough to kill Archpaladin Yori.

      But they wouldn’t be for much longer. He soon came to what he was looking for.

      The cavern beyond the hole he made was no bigger than an outhouse. It was flooded with Demonic Aura, most contained within a crystal sitting on a pedestal in the center of the room.

      Darren touched the crystal and sensed burning hatred and a relentless desire for destruction. The soul of the real hydra was sealed within this crystal. The nature of this tiny simulated world meant that the fake hydra’s Demonic Aura returned to this soul when it was killed, only to be shoved back out into the fake hydra over and over again. That meant the creature outside would be unkillable so long as this crystal continued to replenish its power.

      Darren placed a palm against the crystal, and for the first time since its imprisonment, the evil demonic hydra within the crystal felt a will greater than its own. Then he activated Divine Blessing.

      He felt the strength of the demon within the crystal. It was strong, and it had the feeling of ruthless intelligence. It hated the feeling of Darren’s skill. His power was like water being poured over a pile of smoldering embers. It hissed, howled, and fought against him, but he continued to push.

      In life, this demon had probably been a fifth-order Demon Lord, a rank stronger than Demon Lord Nylyeth. Divine Blessing was a fine skill, but under the burden of purifying such a powerful source of Demonic Power, it felt like it was on the edge of bending.

      In the hands of any other man, the skill would have failed. But Darren clamped his will around the skill, forcing it forward. The Divine Aura from his ability surged forward again, despite the demon lord’s furious will.

      The two clashed twice more, and each time he gained ground. At first, the crystal had glowed dull crimson and cast the small chamber in sinister red light. But now, that glow turned to a brilliant, radiant blue.

      The demon lord let out a wordless howl that slowly faded into a long ringing note like raindrops striking the surface of a still pool. The demon lord within the crystal was gone, and in its place was the flickering form of a swarm of fairies dancing and singing around a spring stream with a bright moon floating high overhead.

      Around the chamber, the walls crumbled, and Darren pushed them aside like the heavy stone was nothing more than ash and charcoal. The world beyond the chamber reflected the crystal within.

      What had been a barren field, lifeless and pockmarked, was now a lush green glade. The canyon walls had become the edge of a valley filled with flowers and trees, and tall branches loomed overhead towards the edges of this tiny world.

      Darren turned to where the hydras once stood. Their corpses were still there, but they looked as though they had aged a thousand years. Nothing was left of them but bones now.

      Mushrooms grew from the ground around them in a perfect circle. He could make out flickering fairy lights dancing around the circle in a wordless dance. The sound of bells and wind chimes echoed through the air in patternless music.

      Darren turned to the crystal.

      “Deactivate the shield.”

      The sky overhead shimmered, and the power of the shield protecting the mythic-grade skillbook deactivated.

      Darren ran a finger across the surface of the crystal in thanks. A tiny voice echoed out from the crystal in reply.

      “Thank you...” it said, tiny and feminine.

      After a moment of thought, he gripped the crystal between his thumb and forefinger. He pinched, and a crack ran through it from top to bottom. A moment later, it shattered completely.

      “This place is yours,” Darren told the fairy spirit. “Go.”

      The fairy bowed its little head to him, then promptly divided into two, then three, then four. Soon, a whole host of fairies flitted about the grove, joining their illusory brethren dancing around the ring of mushrooms.

      Only one remained, and she spoke to Darren.

      “Our home is here.” Her voice was light, like the jingling of bells in the spring wind. Human words seemed difficult for her, as though she had lowered her voice to even be heard. “You saved us. We owe you.”

      “What are you?”

      “Fairies,” the fairy replied.

      “No.” Darren waved his hands, gesturing to the wild realm around them. “You are not demons. But not seraphim either.”

      “We came before,” the fairy explained.

      “Before the Heavens and Hells?” Darren asked.

      The fairy nodded.

      “Then you are ancient. You know things the seraphim and demons do not.”

      The fairy nodded again.

      “Then there is more than seraphim and demons. More paths to power?”

      “Yes,” the fairy said. She cocked her head askance and looked at him. Understanding glinted in her tiny eyes, and she tossed her hair behind her, sending down drifting motes of pixy dust to the ground beneath her.

      “Tell me how,” Darren asked the fairies. Perhaps they could tell him the path his mother spoke of. Maybe they knew how to reach the fifth order without discarding his humanity.

      “Live and love. Be more of what you are,” the fairy said.

      “What does that mean?”

      The fairy shrugged. It knew nothing more.

      Darren sighed, and the fairy swiftly flew off to join the rest of its kind at play.

      But as he turned, a message appeared before him.

      NEW QUEST AVAILABLE: QUEST: BECOME MORE

      
        	To complete this quest, live and die on your own terms. Go where your heart leads you, and do whatever you want to do.

      

      

      Darren stood still and stared at the quest. Never had his sigil ever given him something so cryptic. He stared up above, to the Heavens where he knew his mother rested, trapped within a Heavenly prison of her own making, all to help him.

      Was this a hint from her?

      Darren didn’t know enough to even begin to wonder. Most of the quest requirements were easy enough to complete. All except for that little bit about dying. How was he supposed to complete a quest by dying on his own terms?

      In the end, he accepted the quest and waited for any changes. No new information presented itself, even when he checked his Limitless Evolution skill.

      Realizing nothing was about to happen any time soon, Darren closed his eyes and pictured his physical body. His Celestial Storm tendrils were still wrapped around the connection, projecting his mind into his world. He followed that connection, then pulled his tendrils back.

      Like waking up from a dream, Darren opened his eyes to the real world. In his hand was a tiny silver sphere, similar to the shield projected around the book, but far smaller. He took the silver sphere, catching the faintest gleam of fairy light flickering within. Then, he reached for the book it had been guarding, only to find a pair of people already reaching for it.

      “The mythic skill is mine!” One of them laughed as his hand came away with the sacred tome in his grasp.

      One of them grabbed the book, trying to duck and roll towards the exit, but Darren’s Celestial Storm tendrils found his ankles and pulled his leg out from under him. He fell on his face, nose streaming blood. He stepped on his hand wrapped around the book, sending the sound of snapping fingers echoing through the chamber.

      He plucked the book from his hand and tucked it under his arm. The others stepped away to clear his path from the room.

      “Wait!” the paladin who’d been answering Darren’s questions asked. “What’s your name? I want to tell this story!”

      Darren stopped for a moment, glancing over his shoulder at the other man.

      After a long period of silence, he answered.

      “I am a paladin.”
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      Leaving the skill library was much the same as entering it. Darren, Cassandra, and Morgana snuck off to the Northern Trade Union’s library for fear that leaving through the Whiteguard portal would take them to Whiteguard instead of Salsroth.

      Slipping away took Darren’s movement skill, but he launched himself away quicker than anyone could follow, seemingly leaving through the portal as he, Cassandra, and Morgana made their escape. It took him a few attempts to reactivate the flames that would transport them home, but he found what powered them and activated it, returning them to the surface.

      Darren took a brief moment to finger the silver sphere he’d gained besides the new skillbook. He analyzed it with his skill.

      SENSE INTENT: ITEM ANALYSIS: FAIRY REALM (RARE)

      
        	This rare item encompasses a small area in a secret compressed space filled with fairies and their magic. It is a self-contained ecosystem of aura, and the aura inside it cannot leave. The barrier around the compressed space can be expanded into a shield, channeling the energy of the beings within to protect small items ranging from the size of a book to a table.

      

      It was a defensive item, as expected of something that had formerly served as a shield. Darren wasn’t sure how much use it would be to him, considering his size, but perhaps he could use it to protect something else that was precious to him. Maybe if Cassandra and Morgana curled up next to each other. Or perhaps he could enhance the shield to the epic realm.

      That would likely expand the size of the barrier the item could create. Maybe it could protect an entire city the size of Salsroth. Checking his Limitless Evolution skill, Darren realized he had all the materials he’d need for one evolution of the item, though it would consume a lot of his crafting resources and might hinder other evolutions in the future.

      They returned to Salsroth to find the clerk standing over the bodies they’d chucked through earlier. He was biting his nails, nervous and frightened, as he figured out how these bodies showed up in the corridor.

      Darren eased his worries by helping him shove the bodies into the furnace beneath the temple, where they’d burn with the wood, keeping the place warm despite the cold and rain.

      When they were done, Darren left with Cassandra and Morgana to return to Cassandra’s inn.

      “Look at that! They’re already done! The Order of the Rose makes a good construction crew. I’ll have to double your pay!” Cassandra said to Priestess Blossom when they returned to the inn.

      Blossom smiled and waved Cassandra in. The inside of the emergency inn was still under construction, and Sasha stood inside cutting floorboards with every swing of a thick rusty blade. She wore bandages all over her body still, but the way she moved suggested most of her wounds were healed by now, and most of the bandages were coming loose.

      She turned to Cassandra at her words.

      “Wait a moment. I almost forgot! You never mentioned paying us for all this work.” Sasha raised her hands, loose bandages falling off her arm to reveal smooth, unblemished skin.

      Cassandra’s face froze for a moment, realizing her mistake.

      Then her eyes landed on someone else in the room, and she abruptly changed the subject.

      “Well, look at that! Our patient is up and about!” Cassandra pointed to the corner of the room, where Cleric Audrey lay on a bench, covered head to toe in bandages. Darren wondered how Cassandra recognized her with only a few tufts of hair and her eyes visible.

      The woman looked like a statue, barely able to move with her limbs locked in place around her. She could barely move them as they were, but that was a small price to pay, considering all four of them had been torn right off her and half-eaten by demons when Darren and his companions had come to the rescue.

      “Mfff...” Audrey adjusted her mouth, barely able to talk with so much cloth over her face. “Getting better.”

      “You will live to fight again.” Darren nodded towards Audrey, who would have smiled if her jaw moved that way.

      “I wouldn’t have been able to do it without Cassandra’s help,” Priestess Blossom said as she shoved the bandages back over Audrey’s face, covering her mouth again so the cleric could only make muffled noises. “I still haven’t thanked you for that. Normally, such labor from a priestess would cost hundreds of gold.”

      “It was my pleasure to help.” Cassandra smiled. “And your efforts should have been worth a thousand gold at the least.”

      The two healers beamed flowery smiles at one another, exchanging further compliments to their respective efforts and tireless work. Blossom seemed merely happy at the praise and returning it the way Cassandra liked best, but Audrey started sweating through her bandages when she realized how much her revival would have cost. She’d owe both healers more coin if they pressed her.

      Before long, Morgana was sitting next to her and whispering something about an alternative form of payment, which was making the cleric flush red in embarrassment.

      Sasha sighed, stretching her back as she watched her companions chat with Darren’s companions. Blossom and Cassandra already got along well. They couldn’t tell if Morgana and Audrey were getting along well, but he suspected it hardly mattered when Audrey couldn’t escape in her bandaged state.

      “It’s nice to see everyone getting along.” Sasha smiled as she slid up to Darren’s side.

      “Friends are important.” A smile tugged at the corner of Darren’s lips.

      Sasha bit her lip. “I never had the chance to thank you properly, Darren. I would have died on that beach. Audrey would have died. I thought Blossom was dead! If it wasn’t for you...”

      Her voice trailed off, wetness tearing up in the corners of her eyes as her vision went distant. She didn’t know what to say to express herself after that, but Darren had spent enough time with Cassandra and Morgana now to know what she needed.

      He wrapped an arm around her shoulders, bringing her tight against his side. He put a hand to the back of her head and pushed it against the crook of his shoulder so it could rest there. If Sasha were Cassandra or Morgana, he would have picked her up and carried her to bed.

      Darren nodded slowly as he felt twin wet spots form on his shirt where Sasha’s face rested against his shoulder. He pulled them back to a nearby door, opening it and slipping inside so Sasha could speak with him in private.

      “I...” she sniffled, trying to continue but not feeling the words.

      He gave her a pat on the back, pulling her tight into his embrace.

      “It will be alright,” Darren assured Sasha.

      “O-only because you saved us. I... lost so many people. I should have lost them all,” Sasha mumbled into Darren’s chest.

      “You made a mistake.”

      “L-lots of mistakes,” Sasha blubbered.

      “No. Just one,” Darren corrected.

      Sasha turned her head to meet his eyes.

      “You left without me,” Darren explained. “In the future, you will stay by my side.”

      Sasha sagged against him, her arms wrapping around his chest. When Cassandra and Morgana tried that, it took the two of them linked together to reach all the way behind his back, but Sasha managed it on her own, clinging to him like she thought he was going to disappear if she let him go.

      “Is... is there anything I can do for you?” Sasha turned her head up to look at Darren through lashes glistening with tiny teardrops. “I’m willing to do anything! Anything at all!”

      “Anything?” Darren asked curiously.

      Sasha nodded eagerly. “Yes! I promise. No matter how... strange. No matter how personal. I owe you my life. Not just that, but the lives of those under my command. If you asked me to... well... I’d... uh... I’d do anything! You saved my life, so it belongs to you.”

      Darren nodded. “Very well. Then I need a favor from you.”

      Sasha’s hand went to the buckles of her belt.

      “Morgana and Cassandra just learned new skills. Practice with them. Teach them.”

      “Oh...” Sasha shuffled her shoulders awkwardly, fingers pushing her belt latch back into place. “I can do that.” She squared her back and released Darren’s chest. “If that’s all...”

      Darren reached out, cupping Sasha’s cheek in his hand. “That is not all. I need you. You will not run away again.”

      The smile that had faded to seriousness moments ago returned to Sasha’s face, and her cheeks filled with a flush that made her look less like a warrior and more like a shy village girl.

      “I promise, Darren. I’ll be here for you.” Sasha stretched out the wrinkles on her clothes, looking around to make sure no one had seen her wipe tears from her eyes as she thanked Darren.

      “Good.” Darren placed a hand on her shoulder, more in comradery than in comfort now. “I have many, many uses for you, now that you are mine.”

      Sasha blushed. “I... I’ll try to be useful.”

      “Tell Morgana and Cassandra that you are with us now when you train them,” Darren said in parting, while he pushed open the door. “I will return later.”
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        * * *

      

      After ensuring that Morgana and Cassandra would learn to use their new skills properly, Darren laid claim to the room in Cassandra’s inn with the sturdiest floors and set up one bed from his inventory in it. He was certain he would need it later.

      Then he set up one of the modest desks and workbenches that he had in his inventory nearby. After settling himself, he reached into his inventory and withdrew the true prize of his recent adventure.

      MIRROR BODY (MYTHIC)

      
        	This skill allows the user to clone their body, creating a second self that is identical to the original. Power can be freely divided between bodies, and the soul is shared between all physical vessels. All bodies are connected as fragments of the same being, sharing all thoughts, desires, goals, and power.

        	The user of this skill cannot die unless all of their fragments are killed, but each additional fragment requires an exponentially increasing passive draw on power reserves.

      

      This was the skill Darren had found, and it was certainly an odd one. It would effectively divide him into two bodies, but he would remain one person. It had rather confusing implications, but he could imagine the power the ability would have in the right hands.

      Darren could send one portion of himself out scouting while the other kept his companions company. One could remain in Limedeep watching over the city while the other went off on an adventure like this one.

      He could even risk showing himself against an enemy as powerful as Kalaziel, knowing that death would be nothing more than a minor setback. Yes, this was the skill to fill the last of his skill slots.

      Darren had never learned a mythic skill from a book before. His other mythic skills came from abilities that started weaker until he used his Limitless Evolution ability on them. Several days passed in tireless study as he pored over the book, letting the magic within flow into his mind and soul.

      He didn’t stop to eat or drink or even leave his seat during all that time for fear of interrupting the flow of knowledge from the book into him. When he finally closed the tome, the magic in it was gone, and nothing was left of it but scribbles whose meaning would be far too complicated for anyone but Darren to decipher.

      Instead, that power now rested inside Darren.

      MIRROR BODY 1 NOW ADDED TO SKILLS

      Darren let out a sigh of contentment, giving himself a few breaths to rest. The tension eased from his body, and he stretched for a moment before the focus returned to his eyes an instant later. Learning a new skill until his sigil told him he knew it was one thing. But he wanted to truly know his skill. And the only way to do that was to use it.

      Fortunately, Darren found everything he needed within the mountains of ingredients within his inventory.

      The most difficult to acquire ingredient was the body of an archpaladin. Fortunately, Darren had never thrown Gaimon away.

      He pulled the dead archpaladin from his inventory and let the body flop onto the floor, surrounded by nearly a barrel of blood from both the Heavenly Water Dragon and from Demon Lord Nylyeth, both now refined and purified for the Divine Aura they contained. They would fuel this process.

      There were several minor items of less importance, such as Asmoth’Koteth’s token, now purified. It wasn’t strictly necessary as the others, but Darren did need the ability to push power through a tether and into his new body. He could do that using his Celestial Storm tendrils, but from what he knew of his skill, he should use a crutch for this first time.

      Suddenly being in two places at once was bound to be disorienting, and Darren didn’t think he could maintain the coordination during the process until he had some practice with the skill.

      With everything set, Darren focused his mind and let the Divine Aura bubble from the reagents before him. His power reached into the token and then into the body on the ground. Gaimon twitched, though whatever passed for a soul in him had long since departed.

      The iron-scented smell of fresh blood hanging in the air vanished and was soon replaced with a feeling of polished silver and the crisp smell of dawn. The body on the ground twisted and shifted before dissolving in the air, much like a demon skewered by Melancholy.

      Power streamed out of the barrels of purified blood. Great clouds of Divine Aura billowed around Darren in such great concentrations that even an ordinary human would have been able to see the forces at play here with their naked eyes. This was more power than he had ever worked with at once before.

      But the energy melted in his hands, bending to his will. He directed the Divine Aura to reform. It did so in an inversion of the dissipation process he’d just witnessed.

      It seemed surreal to Darren. He’d often witnessed demonic bodies dissipating into energy, but the inverse only happened when a demon manifested from Demonic Aura.

      He realized that was what was happening with his new body. He was creating it from pure power, materializing it from the Divine Aura he had around him.

      Seconds passed, and a familiar set of legs formed. The new body was sitting cross-legged, just like Darren was, a mirror image in every way.

      Darren’s will directed the process onward, and the transformation continued up and up until arms, shoulders, neck, and finally a head formed.

      As soon as the head was complete, Darren felt his perspective shift, like he’d been suddenly moved across the room. Except there was no sense of motion or changing position.

      No, that wasn’t right. He was still sitting where he was before. He was just now also sitting across the room from himself. He was in two places at once.

      One set of eyes was blurry, so he blinked. Both pairs of eyes blinked at once.

      When the one with blurry vision finally started seeing clearly, he saw himself sitting cross-legged on the floor. He was dressed in a tunic, trousers, and boots that felt a little too tight on him. It was one of the sets that Cassandra bought and said would be fashionable for him. The other him sat on the ground naked but in the same position.

      He climbed to his feet, and both versions of him tried to stand at once. Things went well at first. He moved hands to the floor in both bodies and pushed himself upward. The trouble was one body was wearing boots, and the other wasn’t, which made the process of standing up slightly different with each.

      One body stumbled, tumbling to the ground. The other followed shortly after as Darren tried to react to tripping and falling on his face.

      This was going to take some getting used to.

      After several attempts, Darren isolated one of his bodies. Once he had a feel for it, using just one body felt like using just one arm. He’d been confused until this moment because he’d only ever had one body. Now that he had two, he had trouble controlling two at once.

      Eventually, Darren got his original body on the bed nearby. It could breathe and lie there even without his constant attention, so once he had it safe and secure, he focused on his new body.

      It felt identical to his old one, despite being made from Gaimon’s remains. It was the same height and musculature, and moving in it had the same feel. Once Darren started treating this body as though it was his only one, he found he could walk about unhindered.

      The only trouble now was the fact that he felt naked. Part of that was because he actually was naked, but another part of that was because his sigil was on his real body. He’d never been without it for long before. Not having it on his person felt strange.

      Darren reached into his inventory. With relief, he found he could still access it. He pulled a change of clothes out of it and quickly dressed.

      When he was finished, his new body looked identical to his old one. After pacing the room a few times, he felt ready to practice using both at once again. Darren got up off the bed with his original body, and soon he was walking around the room with two bodies at once.

      He mastered merely walking, then drew his sword and practiced waving it around. He fought a brief clumsy spar with himself, spotting an unfortunate number of openings and weaknesses for him to exploit while fighting himself. He would need to redouble his practice sessions until he was satisfied with his own form.

      Worse, having a second body hadn’t doubled his Divine Aura reserves at all. And using skills with both bodies at once was twice as draining. Since maintaining this second body was a drain on Darren’s Divine Aura on its own, he figured he would need to accelerate his practice with Divine Aura Mastery. He needed that skill to be ready for evolution. Either that or find an item that could boost his energy reserves and replenishment rate.

      That he needed Divine Aura to maintain this second body suggested he’d taken a step outside the realm of what was possible for an ordinary human. His archpaladin wings could be withdrawn to not consume Divine Aura, but this skill required a constant supply of energy.

      If it was interrupted, Darren might lose one of his bodies, or at the very least lose the ability to communicate thoughts and ideas between them. He wasn’t sure what would happen if the connection was cut, but he figured it would be a bad idea to let it happen.

      Darren thought about opening the door to introduce his companions to himself, but when he tried to talk from both mouths at once, his words failed him. There was no reason why he shouldn’t have been able to talk from both mouths at once, and he even managed to get both of them speaking. But no matter how hard Darren tried, he couldn’t hold two lines of conversation at once. He could speak from either or have the two echo each other, but not at the same time. Perhaps that would come with time.

      He was still clumsier than he would have liked whenever he was busy with one body, so in the end, Darren decided not to tell his companions about his new skill. He didn’t want them to see him out of peak form. Until he mastered this new skill, he would leave one body to do nothing more than simple tasks while the other went about his usual business.

      Though Darren had high hopes for this skill, he would still be satisfied, even if this was all that it could do. If nothing else, even if one of his bodies was killed, he’d have the spare to jump back to.

      One of his largest worries since coming to the surface was getting killed and leaving Cassandra and Morgana without him. Now with Limedeep and Sasha, there were even more people dependent on him. Becoming this much closer to unkillable lifted a heavy weight from Darren’s heart and eased his worries considerably.

      His experiments with using his Celestial Storm tendrils from two bodies at once proved to be the final nudge that pushed that skill to the tenth level, so he had one of his bodies sit down and enter a deep meditation in preparation for a Limitless Evolution of that skill.

      With one body meditating, Darren found using the other only slightly more difficult than normal. Satisfied with his progress for the time being, he opened the door and left himself to evolve his skills. He surveyed Salsroth’s defenses and found out more about Kalaziel’s supposed arrival.
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      Darren left Cassandra’s inn and headed for the walls. He wanted to survey Salsroth’s defenses first. He wasn’t in any position to change how they operated in this city, considering he wanted to remain nothing more than another paladin, but he still wanted to see. If nothing else, it might give him ideas for Limedeep.

      Unfortunately, the walls weren’t particularly impressive. They were made of wood all around, and in the days since Darren’s arrival, they’d done nothing to reinforce the walls further. Gaimon had shattered the towering limestone walls of Limedeep with one enchanted lance. This one made of nothing more than rows of logs would be destroyed far faster.

      Darren was no siege expert, but he didn’t like the idea of fighting off demons in a wooden city. Even weak demons like imps liked to set fires, and many of the more powerful varieties could outright breathe the stuff. If Salsroth was truly facing a demonic army, everything was liable to burn down.

      The more Darren saw of the city’s defenses, the less happy he was. He was confident he could flee at any time, but it might be wise to move his people to another city. Yellowcrest should still be safe. And now that Darren had two bodies, he could have one look after them while the other remained here, waiting for Kalaziel’s appearance.

      Night had already fallen, so the city soldiers standing guard didn’t even notice one dark figure darting over the walls. He scoured the land outside the city, finding clear signs of demonic activity. There were a few nearby entrances to various layers of Hell, open and waiting.

      They’d probably been dug by a few of the fiends he’d wiped out earlier before he killed them. They wouldn’t have been comfortable on the surface without a source of Demonic Aura, and if they weren’t actively killing and tormenting humans, they’d need to get it from one of the Hells.

      Darren filled in anything that led deeper than the first layer. That might buy Salsroth a little time, but likely not much considering they were already cloistered in their city, too scared to leave. Sadly, these very walls would probably kill more people than they saved once the demons started lighting fires.

      Darren harvested a few trees for Cassandra’s inn project, though now that he realized how short-lived it was going to be, he didn’t gather nearly as many as he would have before. This city was doomed. There was little point in building anything here. Not unless Kalaziel was going to show up and save it.

      Darren returned to the city, hopping over the wall unnoticed the same way he’d left it. His return was as unnoticed as his departure, and he made his way back to the Golden Temple compound he had visited earlier with the holy adepts back when he was completing quests for the Order of the Rose.

      At first, he wandered around a bit, listening and waiting.

      “The temple promised divine aid is coming. We just have to hold on!”

      “I heard a Heavenly messenger said a host of seraphim were coming to protect the city!”

      “Rumor is that one of the Prime Saints will descend in person to finish off the Demon Lord once and for all!”

      There were lots of rumors and excited whispers, but sadly, nobody knew anything definitive. Darren even asked a few questions to try to get the answers he was looking for, but it seemed like nobody knew anything more than hearsay.

      Darren wondered if maybe he should talk to Shrine Maiden Bonnie again. She was in the inn with Cassandra and the rest of their group. Perhaps she could perform her ritual so he could kidnap another seraph and ask questions again.

      Darren left the Golden Temple complex behind. It was crowded with holy adepts sleeping on the benches and by the fire. Most of the paladins and other third-order warriors found room in a house or an inn.

      All of them were from rougher, smaller organizations, much like the Order of the Rose. They didn’t have the funding, the assets, or the quality of more established organizations like the Order of the Leaf. Some of them were nothing more than bandits who stumbled onto a holy sigil and followed its quests until they made it to paladin with a shrine maiden’s help.

      A few of the Order of the Rod paladins that Darren saw before were present in the temple still, and they looked down on the others before them with expressions of disdain in their visors. As though these people had personally besmirched their name. It was a pitiless look, like that of a man waiting for another to die.

      They hated and sneered at these foreign holy warriors. Their expressions weren’t the look of men looking at comrades with whom they would stand side by side. Though they were the most competent of the warriors in the city, Darren didn’t think Salsroth could count on the Order of the Rod’s people to defend them.

      These Order of the Rod paladins might know more of what was happening. Darren would have to wait and see if he could catch one headed home. Perhaps they’d answer a few of the questions Darren had in mind.

      Outside the temple, people were cold and frightened. Most were either inside buildings or in makeshift shelters hastily crafted over the last few days. Darren spotted a family tucked away between a pair of brick buildings, huddling together for warmth around a few smoldering embers.

      “Papa, the fire’s gone,” a little girl complained as she shivered in the biting wind.

      “I know, dear. But there’s no wood left. Hug your mother, and we’ll all stay warm,” her father said.

      “I don’t like this place. It’s cold, wet, and smells bad,” the little girl continued. “I want to go home.”

      “We can’t go home, dear. Do you remember the imp I chased away? Well, there are far worse things there by now.” Her father sighed. He leaned his head back against the building behind him. The motion made him wince, and it exposed a badly bandaged wound along his shoulder. It looked sickly and black, abused by hard travel after it had happened. The man would die without treatment, and by the pale look on his face, he knew it.

      His wife did, too, holding his hand as tightly as she was as she sat close to him, looking into his eyes with tears welling up in them.

      Darren walked up to the family, huddled in their makeshift shelter by a dying fire. The man’s good arm immediately went for his weapon as Darren’s shadow passed over him. The thing was nothing more than a farming scythe bent straighter to be a bit more sword-like. He’d probably made it himself out of one of his farming tools.

      “May I sit?”

      The tension in the dying man’s arm eased a little at the polite request.

      “We have no food to share, nor any fire. There are better places to sit than here.” The man glanced at Darren’s height and size. He saw the grimace of shame when the man realized he couldn’t defend his family from him if he wanted to do harm to them.

      “I will share mine.” Darren reached into his inventory and pulled out a few thick branches from the trees he’d cut down earlier. He tossed them on the fire and breathed on the smoldering embers until the new wood lit into flame.

      “Ah, warm...” The little girl looked up at Darren with gratitude as she held her hands over the fire.

      “Where are you from?” Darren asked the man.

      “Towards the border of the Eastwood Kingdom,” the man replied. “Close enough to get charged taxes twice some years.”

      Darren added more branches to the fire, letting the flames build.

      “You were chased out by demons?”

      The man nodded. “You make them sound like bandits, talking like that. You a paladin or something?”

      “Or something.”

      The man coughed to clear his throat. A sickly hacking noise echoed through the small shelter, and the man’s wife winced at the sound, knowing her husband was getting that much closer to death. From the worry between her brows, she probably didn’t think she and her daughter would last much longer.

      When his coughing fit subsided, the man spoke again. “I wish we hadn’t stopped for shelter here in Salsroth. If I’d had coin on me, we would have caught a ship to Yellowcrest. But bandits took all we had before we’d made it ten steps from home. Not sure what we’re going to do now.”

      Darren added more branches to the fire and swept out a bed of embers. He pulled out a pot from his inventory, still filled with soup from when he’d put it in there after killing the bandits who’d been cooking it. He set it down to boil, amending the cooking meal with a bit of demon meat and some of the odd-looking wild vegetables he found on his brief trip into the Heavens. He topped the pot off with a splash of water from his Lifewell.

      All three eyed the pot bubbling away before them with hungry eyes. From the looks of them, it had been several days since their last meal. Darren added extra of whatever he had on hand.

      “Here,” Darren said, thrusting a bowl to the man, his wife, and the little girl.

      “It’ll be wasted on me,” the man warned.

      “Eat.”

      The small family ate in silence, focusing on their food. The wounded man seemed to gain vigor and energy as he ate. By the time he finished his bowl, he was sitting straighter, and his wounded shoulder moved naturally. Color and life returned to his eyes. Darren passed around a few loaves of bread he’d gotten from the farmers who turned out to be cultists, and they used it to mop their platters clean.

      “Thank you, mister!” the little girl said to him as she returned her bowl.

      “Keep it,” Darren said, leaving them with the pot of boiling soup as he stood up.

      “Wait,” the man said. “You’re welcome to stay here if you’ve got nowhere else. The city is packed. Truthfully, you’d be doing me a favor. There are lots of bad folks out there, and another hand would help me scare them off.”

      Darren shook his head. “I am staying at the new inn. It is that way. You could stay there as well.”

      “We don’t have any money,” the man said sheepishly.

      Darren passed the man a single silver coin. That’s what he remembered Cassandra charging.

      The man looked at the piece of polished silver like his family’s lives rested upon it. He looked up at Darren with gratitude in his eyes.

      “I can’t repay you for this.”

      Darren shook his head again and climbed to his feet. “No. And so you do not need to.”

      The man grimaced at that. He didn’t like the thought of never being able to pay Darren back. “At least give me your name! Perhaps I can help you someday.”

      “Darren.”

      “There are a lot of Darrens in the world. Do you have a family name?”

      He shrugged. “Heavengrace. The name of my mother’s family.” He waved and departed, sensing another family by a dying fire nearby.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next few hours, Darren met with many of those out on the streets on this cold night. He ended up using most of the wood he’d gathered as firewood, but that didn’t matter since he could always gather more.

      Darren had deep stores of food in his inventory after clearing out the supplies of an entire village, but there were a lot of hungry mouths to feed. He emptied his Lifewell, pouring out a few drops here and there where it would be needed most. The road to Salsroth had been rough on many, and plenty of those who’d made it here wouldn’t be around for much longer without aid.

      He left each of them with a silver coin and instructions to head to Cassandra’s inn. Darren knew Cassandra’s goal was to charge people for these things, so he figured he might as well make sure they had coins to give her. It was only a few shiny disks to him. While he didn’t have as much silver as he had gold, there was plenty to go around.

      The families and people he helped thanked him profusely for the little bits of bread and soup he gave out here and there. Darren thought it strange how grateful they were. The way they wept and cried made him feel as though he’d slain a dragon for them. He had plenty of food and coins to give away.

      Blessed and thanked by thousands of people, Darren started making his way back to Cassandra’s inn. His other body was slowly making progress evolving his skill, and by now, Cassandra might be free to try using her skill enhancement ability to speed the process up.

      When he was nearly there, he stumbled across a lone robed woman huddled by the side of a building.

      Darren approached slowly. People on their own were less frequently in need of help than those with children with them, but this one looked particularly wet and alone. She wasn’t even in a nook between buildings. She was just curled in on herself with her legs tucked up in her arms as she leaned against a building in the spitting rain.

      “This will be a cold night,” Darren said to the woman. “Do you want to stay in the inn?”

      Darren pointed towards Cassandra’s inn, which looked a bit bigger than the last time he’d seen it. After practicing her new skills with Sasha, Cassandra must have put the Order of the Rose right back to work.

      “I’ve already tried. You need money to get in,” a young woman’s voice came out. It was familiar to him, though muffled by the cloth and the rain.

      Darren nodded. “Money is useful. It can be exchanged for goods and services.”

      "Even here, I’m still broke. It isn’t fair.” The woman huffed. “I found all sorts of weird mortal world things like weird shells and colorful rocks. But nobody will give me anything for them.”

      Darren glanced down at a pouch sitting by the young woman’s hip. It was full to bursting with bits and scraps of truly useless things. Some rocks, some shells, a few bits of grass, and flowers with their roots still attached. Collecting bits of junk so diligently made her seem like a madwoman. Or someone who was a stranger to this world.

      “And why is money represented by metal disks of various values? That seems strange and silly,” the young woman continued.

      That was a complaint Darren could sympathize with, so he sat down beside her. “Yes, it is strange.”

      “Why not take crystalized Divine Aura like they do in the Heavens? That stuff is useful, and anyone can refine it if they sit down and concentrate for a few hours.” The woman held up a hand, revealing a glittering bar of nearly transparent power. It was a dense crystal created from Divine Aura and then forced into the shape of a solid object. It would be even more useful as a reagent than the dragon blood Darren had used earlier that day to create his spare body.

      Darren snorted at the sight of it.

      “Reminds me of demonic soul stones,” Darren said. “The life of a human, condensed in a rock.”

      “The trade guilds in the Heavens would hate that comparison,” A small smile covered the young woman’s face. It held an otherworldly unblemished beauty. It was the face of a body that was made through Heavenly magic beyond the grasp of ordinary humans.

      This was no human.

      Darren reached to her head and pushed back her hood, revealing the face of a seraph he’d plucked from the Heavens not long ago.

      “Asuriel. Why have you not returned to the Heavens?” Darren asked as he revealed her face.

      “I thought that once I was in the mortal world I could drift about, grab some goodies, and fly back home through the first aperture I found to sell them off.” Asuriel sighed. “But it turns out with so many demons out and about, the protectors are being particularly diligent in closing any rifts they find. I couldn’t find a single one when I flew around last night.

      “And to make matters worse, some nosy holy adept saw me out of the corner of their eye. My presence immediately went to the ophanim watching their sigils and now I’ve got to pay a fine more than everything I got on the way here.”

      Asuriel sniffled. Pouting lips spoke of a well-laid plan now falling apart.

      “You’re stuck here.”

      “And also broke.” Asuriel sighed.

      The two sat a while in silence. The rain beat against the cobble stones before them, dripping down overhead onto the heads of the two as they spoke. Asuriel shivered in her cloak, which had really been Darren’s cloak before she’d made off with it.

      Darren didn’t bother asking for it back. A seraph in the mortal world would need it more than him. Not to mention that it seemed that she was taking the rain worse than he was.

      “You know the minds of the ophanim, even from here?” Darren asked.

      “Yes, my interface still works fine. My reception is terrible but I still get enough of a signal to check my social media feeds,” Asuriel said.

      Darren stared intently at her.

      “That means yes. I can check on whatever’s publicly posted.”

      “Then tell me, is Kalaziel coming?” Darren asked.

      “He’s taking his sweet time. He’s dealing with a few minor disasters elsewhere. Apparently, he’s supporting the Order of the Rod, which is in turn supporting Whiteguard in its attempt to undermine the Blackwind Empire. Corrupt and decrepit though the empire is, it’s taking a considerable amount of Kalaziel’s influence to calm the seraphim who have roots there.”

      Asuriel waved her hand, flicking through an invisible screen in a gesture Darren was all too familiar with. Her eyes went distant, and her tone took on the look of someone who was reading.

      “Prime Saint Kalaziel has advocated for the Blackwind Non-interference Act. This act would prohibit any seraph from directly interfering with the fate of the Blackwind Empire. He says that if the empire is fated to collapse or evolve, then the Heavens should allow it to happen and not interfere. His critics claim his actions in Whiteguard make supporting this bill hypocritical, but… well, you get the idea.”

      Darren nodded. Kalaziel would be busy for a while longer. But he would come sooner or later. And he wanted to know as soon as the Heavens did.

      “Thank you.” Darren reached into his inventory and tossed Asuriel a silver coin. She tried to catch it, but the motion only bounced the coin off her forehead.

      “A coin!” Asuriel said as she picked it up out of the mud.

      “Enough for a room with a bed. Tell me more, and I will pay you again. Come.” Darren grabbed Asuriel’s hand and pulled her toward Cassandra’s inn.
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      Back in his room in Darren’s original body, he felt a hand graze his shoulder. He could tell just from the familiar touch that the fingers on his back belonged to Cassandra.

      “Let me try to help a moment, love,” Cassandra whispered in Darren’s ear as he sat and concentrated.

      Cassandra’s hand grew warm, and he could feel her breath on his ear. She rested her chin on his shoulder, wrapping her free arm around Darren’s waist. She pressed against him, concentrating as she focused her new skill on him.

      
        	Ally Cassandra Silvercross has used her Skill Enhancement ability on you. The effects of Limitless Evolution are increased, and penalties are decreased!

        	Casting time for a successful evolution will be significantly reduced, the skill will use fewer reagents, and there is a small chance for improvements in what is enhanced.

      

      Darren smiled in wordless thanks, not stopping or turning for fear that he would lose the evolution. He meditated with Cassandra pressed against him for hours longer. His other body welcomed many of the families he’d helped earlier into the inn.

      They paid for their stay with the very silver coins he had given to them earlier. Packing so many people into the inn would mean many would be awfully tight for space, but sleeping close together would be better than sleeping out in the cold.

      He also set Asuriel up in the inn’s highest room. He sat down with her to question her once again about the Heavens and the whereabouts of Kalaziel and his minions.

      With a second body to work with, Darren was surprised at how much he could get done. When he was taking shelter to do skill and item upgrades like this in Hell, he had never felt like he was missing much from taking three days to shut himself away from the world for each item and skill. But ever since coming to the surface, he’d realized a lot could happen while he was busy meditating.

      The skill was completed far faster than Darren expected, and soon the completion message was staring back at him.

      
        
        The skill Celestial Storm (Epic) has evolved to Divine Energy Projection (Mythic)

      

      

      
        	This ability allows the user to create and manipulate manifestations of their will out of Divine Aura.

        	These energy projections can give off either physical light or Divine Aura and are capable of interacting with either magic or solid materials, depending on their construction. All objects created using this skill glow the color of sunlight and feel warm to the touch.

      

      The new skill felt natural in Darren’s mind, as skills upgraded this way always did. The first thing he did was verify that his skill could do everything it used to do. His tendrils manifested without issue, which he was grateful for. He used these things very frequently, and it would have been a shame to lose them.

      There was a certain liquidity to the skill now, though. That change made itself known when Darren stopped focusing on making tendrils and merely wished for the light they could generate.

      Immediately, his tendrils morphed into a glowing ball of light hovering by his side.

      “We will save quite a bit on candles.” Cassandra smiled as Darren experimented.

      “There is more.” Darren could feel that this new power was capable of far more than merely producing light for him. His tendrils had managed that.

      He focused his mind, and the glowing sphere of light became a chair. The chair glowed with bright-yellow light, and it had no seams or cracks in it like normal furniture might. But when Darren tested the furniture for strength, he found it sturdy enough to hold his weight.

      “Oh! That’s wonderful, Darren! Can you do a tiara?” Cassandra asked.

      Darren thought about his mother’s tiara, the sigil he remembered from his youth. The chair dissolved into a cloud of light, which flew to Cassandra’s brow and wrapped around her forehead, glowing that same golden color.

      Cassandra glanced across the room, scurrying over to look at herself in the mirror. She preened towards herself as she posed with Darren’s light skill adorning her brow, laughing as he shifted it into a glowing top hat five sizes too big for her.

      Then Darren tried something more than simple objects. He created a hand hovering in the air. It jumped off of Cassandra’s face and drifted down to poke her in the nose.

      “Ha, stop being silly, Darren!” Cassandra giggled.

      Darren had the phantom hand reach out and tickle her under the chin. Cassandra giggled some more, swatting the hand aside. But while he could manipulate physical objects with this skill, only magic could defend against it. Cassandra was helpless as he ruthlessly tickled her into the bed, no matter how many pillows she held up in front of her.

      “One of these days, I’m going to get a skill you can’t block,” Cassandra teasingly threatened. “And when that day comes, you’ll be helpless before my powers.”

      Darren pounced on the bed, looming on top of her. He dismissed his glowing golden hand and planted a kiss on Cassandra’s forehead.

      “I think you prefer it this way.”

      Darren reached out for the knot holding Cassandra’s dress up around her shoulders. His practiced hands could have her naked in the blink of an eye.

      But Cassandra reached up and grabbed his powerful hand in her dainty one.

      “Wait a moment, Darren. There’s something we should talk about.”

      Darren groaned, rolling his weight on his palm and flopping down on the bed next to Cassandra, who in turn rolled on top of him, so her head was propped up on his chest.

      He closed his eyes, feigning sleep, but Cassandra didn’t fall for it.

      “It’s not a bad talk, Darren. I wanted to talk to you about Sasha,” Cassandra explained.

      Darren cracked open one eye.

      “You like her, don’t you?” Cassandra pressed.

      “Maybe.”

      “Well, I like her. And I think you do too.”

      Cornered, Darren sighed and agreed. “Yes. I want her by my side.”

      Cassandra smiled. “I can think of a few uses for her. Does she know that she’s yours?”

      “Yes.”

      Cassandra frowned. “Strange. Because I asked her about how she handled your prodigious size, and she didn’t have an answer for me. So to me, that says she isn’t yours. At least, not yet.”

      Darren raised his eyebrows. “I don’t get it.”

      “Claim her, Darren!” Cassandra poked his chin. “I’d be happy to help. You can’t tease a woman like her forever. And you said it yourself. We could use her.”

      “Still don’t get it.” A smile tugged at the corner of Darren’s lips. “Need a demonstration. Show me what to do.”

      Cassandra gave Darren a peck on the cheek. “Some days, I think you’re a big, overgrown, mischievous little imp. Fine. It seems like a demonstration is in order.”

      She shrugged her shoulders, and her clothes tumbled off. Darren’s grin widened, and he flipped her over onto her back, proving he’d known just what to do all along.
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        * * *

      

      Morgana arrived not long after Darren filled Cassandra up for the first time. Normally, they’d do far more than that, but Cassandra wanted to wait for Sasha before playing more.

      “Room service,” Morgana said as she opened the door in a black-and-white uniform. This one wasn’t bottomless like the one she had at home, but it was still more form-fitting than Darren thought was normal. Apparently, the establishment of the inn meant a resumption of Morgana’s maid duties because, upon her return, she brought with her a platter with a water pitcher and a stack of cups.

      “I have water in my inventory,” Darren said as he accepted a cup of water from Morgana.

      “Ah, but is the water from your inventory presented to you by a lovely maid eager to serve your every whim?” Cassandra asked as she plucked a cup from Morgana’s tray and sipped from it briefly before putting it back. Then she settled into Darren’s lap, her naked body pressing against his.

      “Laugh while you can, Cas, but I’ll have my revenge!” Morgana shot a glance at Darren but said nothing more for fear of giving away the prank she’d been playing on the other woman.

      “I don’t think so, Morgana.” Cassandra shook her head. “Now, we have a very important task for you. Bring Sasha to us.”

      “Okay. Should I tell her what it’s about?” Morgana looked at Cassandra sitting on Darren’s lap, naked and with her arms crossed. Beneath her, he was still clothed, but he wore no belt around his trousers, and his clothes hung looser and wrinklier than normal. Getting partially dressed had been the only way for Darren to save himself for Sasha’s arrival.

      “Just tell her that Darren needs her for something,” Cassandra answered, winking at Morgana mischievously. “Once you bring her in here, I might need your help to get her presentable for Darren. It’s why I’ve dressed. Or rather, undressed. You should do the same after you fetch her.”

      Morgana returned Cassandra’s look, for once perfectly happy to play the role of the dutiful maid. “At once, Lady Cassandra!”

      She headed out, forgetting her tray on the small nightstand Darren found in his inventory.

      Cassandra looked at Darren coyly, practically vibrating in his lap in anticipation. He sensed his thigh beneath her growing increasingly wet, and Cassandra fidgeted in his lap, slowly rubbing herself against him while they waited.

      Darren wrapped an arm around her waist to keep her still, but doing that meant his arm wound up around one of her breasts, and he toyed with her nipple out of sheer habit.

      Eventually, Darren heard the door creak open, and Cassandra scooted further up into his lap. She’d been sinking lower and lower as he played with her, but now she straightened like she was presiding over court.

      “H-Hello, Darren? I was told you need my help?” Sasha’s voice echoed out over the room. “I brought my armor and sword. Who are we fighting?”

      Cassandra smiled, climbing off his lap and to her feet. Thin, sticky trails of juices stretched from a wet spot on his pants to the place between her legs.

      “Well, you certainly won’t be needing those. Don’t worry, the only fight you’ll find tonight is the kind that’s fun to lose.”

      “Fun to... what’s going on?” Sasha’s voice turned confused when she noticed Cassandra was striding across the room completely naked.

      “Don’t worry.” Morgana stood on her tiptoes behind Sasha to remove her helmet. “You’re only going to get stabbed by one blade tonight, and this armor will only get in the way.”

      “I would say Darren’s more of a great sword,” Cassandra giggled, still naked as she padded across the room. Sasha’s eyes went to her naked tits, and color flushed to her face.

      “Again, what in Heaven’s name...” Sasha repeated.

      “As I said, you won’t be needing these.” Cassandra pulled at the pauldrons on Sasha’s shoulders. Darren rarely wore full paladin armor of this manner, but Cassandra had undressed him often enough to know her way around a buckle.

      Morgana stepped up to help Cassandra with Sasha’s other side, and together the two of them pulled her armor free piece by piece and piled it neatly on the floor. All the while, Darren sat atop a throne-like chair, waiting and watching.

      At some point, while stripping Sasha, Morgana had gotten naked as well, leaving both women bare. Sasha looked to each of them and blushed at the sight of two naked women. She put in a half-hearted attempt to prevent Cassandra and Morgana from pulling the last of her armor off, but Cassandra batted her arms away.

      “Shush, you! It’s not like we haven’t seen it all before,” Cassandra said.

      “Oh, look at this. She’s still not wearing any underwear under her armor!” Morgana said as she kneeled down between Sasha’s legs and looked up. “What a perverted little paladin!”

      Sasha shuffled uncomfortably, eyes shooting to Darren across the room. There was a shameful heat in her cheeks, but when she saw a small smile creeping across his face, the expression soon had undertones of lust in it.

      Sasha let her arms fall limply to her sides, and now that she no longer struggled to stay clothed, Cassandra and Morgana quickly stripped her of the last of her armor. Soon, she was as naked as Cassandra and Morgana.

      “Sasha, you said you would be loyal to Darren, the King of Limedeep and your personal savior. You said that you would serve him and him alone from now on, right?” Cassandra prompted.

      “And you said you will serve him any way he desired?” Morgana cupped one cheek of Sasha’s ass and gave it a squeeze. “Well, you won’t be serving him very well from across the room.”

      Morgana and Cassandra each placed an arm around Sasha’s back, ushering her forward one step at a time. The soft pad of three sets of bare feet against wood echoed through the open bed-chamber, broken only by the sound of Sasha’s anxious breaths.

      The two women brought Sasha to a halt before Darren, holding her there and pushing her down. Taking the cue, Sasha fell to her knees before him. She kneeled, unarmed, naked, and vulnerable before him.

      “Isn’t there an oath you paladins swear or something? Like...” Morgana scrunched her brows.

      “There were numerous oaths of knighthood that paladins used to swear to various lords before the formation of the orders of paladins, clerics, and priestesses. They’re hardly ever sworn anymore, but...”

      “I know the words.” Sasha took a deep breath, then turned her gaze up to meet Darren’s eyes. “I, Sasha Roseguard, swear upon my...” She glanced down at herself. Normally, this oath was sworn upon a sword, but Cassandra and Morgana had taken that and placed it in the corner with the rest of her gear. “...Swear upon my body to serve your desires to the best of my ability. I shall endeavor to make my every action in your interest and uphold your honor at all times. I swear to be loyal to you and have no others from now until my soul turns to dust. Let the Heavens bear witness to my oath.”

      Darren turned his gaze down to meet Sasha’s eyes. Her face was flushing, and she was struggling to continue meeting his gaze during such a heartfelt oath. He helped her by reaching down and cupping her head in his hands.

      Holding her there, he nodded.

      “I, Darren Heavengrace, accept your oath. You are mine, Sasha. And I will take good care of you.”

      Sasha’s brows furrowed. “Wait, Heavengrace? Darren, is your last name really...”

      Cassandra and Morgana pushed Sasha’s head into his crotch.

      Whatever words Sasha had been about to say then came out as nothing more than muffled moans. She squirmed and wriggled, taking in the scent of Darren’s barely constrained cock. Cassandra’s earlier manipulations meant he was already hard and ready.

      “Undo his belt with your mouth,” Cassandra whispered into Sasha’s ears.

      “Look at him while you do it,” Morgana added from Sasha’s other side.

      The two other women hung on each of Sasha’s shoulders, whispering words of encouragement in her ear like two devils corrupting an innocent paladin.

      Sasha’s eyes went cloudy and distant as she focused only on undoing the strap of Darren’s belt. Cassandra had already loosened everything up so they would be ready for just this thing.

      The moment Sasha got Darren’s belt undone, his trousers burst apart like they were under pressure. Contained by the fabric no longer, his shaft sprung forth and slapped against Sasha’s cheek with a meaty thud.

      Darren was not willing to wait much longer. He shifted his hips, running his length along Sasha’s lips, making her eyes go wide in anticipation of what was about to happen. Sasha’s cheeks were rosy pink, and her mouth was plump. Her eyes stared straight up, past his mighty cock, and into his eyes.

      “I–I… I’ve never done this before,” Sasha stuttered. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “Never? Not with any man or woman?” Morgana raised her eyebrows.

      Sasha looked embarrassed for a moment. But Cassandra was there to comfort her. She gave Sasha a fond pat on the back and smiled down at her.

      “Don’t worry, Sasha. We will show you what to do.”

      Cassandra reached down to grab the base of Darren’s rod, holding it with a practiced hand. With her other arm, she grabbed the back of Sasha’s head. Slowly, Cassandra brought the tip of his cock into Sasha’s lips.

      The young paladin didn’t know what to do with the pulsing shaft before her, burning with heat and masculine energy.

      “Kiss it,” Cassandra instructed Sasha.

      Sasha obeyed, planting her lips just beneath the head of his shaft. Darren himself leaned back in his seat, spreading his legs wider and letting Sasha come closer.

      Sensing the moment was right, he reached behind Sasha and guided her head forward, supported by Cassandra and Morgana, placing their hands on the back of Sasha’s head as well.

      Sasha’s eyes went wide as Darren’s mighty cock pierced her lips. Her jaw opened wide as he penetrated her mouth. His girth filled her completely, and Sasha’s eyes bulged out when she felt his enormous size.

      They stayed like that for nearly a minute, with Sasha’s hot and needy breath washing over Darren’s manhood as her tongue squirmed beneath him. It was so large in her inexperienced mouth the sensations were overwhelming.

      Cassandra and Morgana continued to push her from behind until Sasha coughed and sputtered, at which point they relented. Sasha’s eyes grew hazy and distant. She submissively obeyed the commands of Darren and his women.

      “That’s a good girl…” Cassandra murmured as she pushed Sasha as far as she could go down Darren’s shaft. “You’re so quick to obey orders. It’s hard to believe you’re a leader in your own right. But I suppose the responsibility of leading the Order of the Rose makes this chance to thoughtlessly obey us even more alluring, doesn’t it?”

      Sasha couldn’t answer with Darren’s shaft plunged down her throat. He was deep enough now that Morgana could feel the bulge he created in Sasha’s neck.

      “Enough. Time for more,” he declared as he pushed Sasha’s head back.

      He unsheathed himself from Sasha’s mouth, drawing his full spit-slickened length out of her. Trails of saliva and fluid dripped from his head and splashed across Sasha’s bare and silky skin. She might have been a warrior, but beneath that armor, she had the feel of a pampered lady.

      Sasha kneeled on the ground with her arms hanging limp at her side as she looked up at Darren, who was climbing to his feet. He tore his shirt off and shrugged off his trousers before reaching down to pick Sasha up. He cradled her in his arms, and for the first time since becoming a paladin, Sasha felt small.

      Darren laid Sasha down on the bed nearby, placing her upon the bare sheets like laying a sacrifice upon an altar. As he carried her and set her down again, Sasha’s eyes stared unblinkingly into his. She seemed to have no thoughts of her own, and she gave herself over completely.

      Darren jumped atop the bed himself, looming over Sasha. He pushed her thighs apart and straddled her waist. His shaft fell atop her stomach, large enough to go past her belly button.

      Cassandra and Morgana hopped onto the bed moments later, joining Sasha on either side. They wrapped fingers around Sasha’s free arms, holding her hands at this moment of truth.

      “Are you ready?” Darren asked as he positioned himself at Sasha’s entrance.

      “It will only hurt a moment,” Cassandra promised as she whispered in Sasha’s ears.

      “And after that, you’ll be ready for hours of fun,” Morgana added.

      Sasha gave the tiniest nod, not even a gesture. It was nothing more than a movement of her eyes and a sense of willing acceptance about her.

      Having his answer, Darren plunged his tip into Sasha. She let in a short, sharp breath as he pressed forward, inching inward.

      Sasha’s flesh yielded before him, going where no man had ever been before. Sasha gripped the hands of her female companions for a moment as the unfamiliar sensation overcame her.

      Cassandra and Morgana’s hands crept over her nipples, toying with her there and providing her a distracting sensation that took her mind away from the fear and trepidation.

      Cassandra bent over to suck the nipple Morgana had been playing with, freeing up Morgana’s hand to trail lower and press against her clit as Darren pushed against her entrance.

      The two of them had clearly done this before, but Sasha’s cheeks burned as they touched her. She’d never been into women before, and their hands were feeling a bit too intimate. But Darren was here and watching, which made everything feel alright.

      Between Darren claiming her and Cassandra and Morgana helping, Sasha’s senses were completely overwhelmed. She almost didn’t even notice Darren’s tendril skill crawling across her body and those of the two women looming over her.

      As a paladin, Sasha was larger than either Cassandra or Morgana, and he nearly plunged his full length within her down to the hilt before reaching her deepest depths.

      Sasha let out a small muffled moan as her spine tensed and her legs shook. Darren pulled himself back, making Sasha sigh at the feeling of him leaving her.

      Darren felt her heels pressed against his back as she unconsciously tried to pull him closer, beckoning him to enter her once again. Though she spoke no words, he could tell she was eager and practically begging for more. He obliged, thrusting into her again as her lips parted. Another muffled moan left her.

      “Good job, Sasha,” Cassandra said. “But I think I have a better use for those lips of yours than just moaning.”

      Cassandra flipped herself around until she straddled Cassandra’s head with her thighs. She dripped with juices still, both her own and that of a warm sticky load Darren had deposited inside of her just prior to Sasha’s arrival.

      Cassandra thrust her wet sex onto Sasha’s face, rubbing her warm and wet slit onto the paladin’s nose and lips.

      “Compared to what you just did for Darren, this should be easy for you,” Cassandra said as she continued to rub herself against Sasha.

      Sasha looked up at Cassandra skeptically, uncertain. She shot a glance at him, and he leaned low over her as he tilted himself inside her once again.

      Darren smiled and gave Sasha a small, silent nod. With permission granted, Sasha licked and lapped at Cassandra’s clit.

      Cassandra moaned now, licking her lips like a cat who would pounce on a mouse. She held her arms out, reaching towards him.

      Darren wrapped his arms around her and pulled Cassandra’s head tight, pressing his lips against hers. The two kissed, both mounted atop his newest companion.

      “Uh... do I get a turn?” Morgana asked as she poked Sasha’s hard nipples.

      Darren broke his kiss with Cassandra for a moment, then hauled Morgana close and planted a kiss on her lips as well. Then, with the ease of a man lifting a pillow, he grabbed her thigh and flipped her around on the bed.

      He dragged her across Sasha’s stomach, so their bellies met. Darren dipped the fingers on his left hand into Cassandra’s wet and waiting mouth, then shortly thereafter used them to flick across Morgana’s wet and needy bead between her legs.

      Soon, Morgana was moaning even louder than Sasha as he toyed with her body with practiced hands.

      Sasha, the least experienced of all of them, was the first to shudder as her pleasure reached its peak. She could take the intense stimulation no longer, and her back arched as her fingers dug into the sheets beneath her. The steady thrum of her orgasm overcame her, and her walls pulsed around Darren’s shaft.

      Morgana came shortly thereafter. His movement technique was incredibly fast and powerful, and it had more uses than just those on the battlefield. His dexterous fingers were more than Morgana could endure, and she lost herself to an orgasm that bled from one to the next over and over as Darren’s fingers thrust in and around her opening.

      Sasha wasn’t particularly experienced in pleasing a woman with her mouth, but Cassandra was eager and practically bubbling over with excitement. Even if Sasha had done nothing but lie there, Cassandra would’ve ground herself to orgasm against Sasha’s face if she had to. Eventually, she too was moaning in delight and ecstasy.

      When Darren finally came, it was like a great dam giving way. The explosive power locked within his cock burst forth in a great creamy tide that painted all three women with streaks of white.

      They sat there for a few minutes. The women heaved and panted, and like overcoming the exhaustion of a great battle, Sasha forced herself into a half-seated position, rubbing a mixture of Darren’s and Cassandra’s juices from her face.

      “Well, that was a... new experience,” she said with a heaving sigh.

      “Was?” Morgana asked. “We’re just getting started.”
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        * * *

      

      Down the hall and several floors up, Darren’s other body was twitching and convulsing. His second body quivered for a moment before going limp.

      “Are you alright?” Asuriel asked as she sat across a table from him. "Because you don’t look alright.” A few minutes ago, she and Darren had been talking about Kalaziel and recent movements in the Heavens. Then, suddenly, he had let out a few sharp grunts and collapsed back into his seat.

      “I’m fine,” Darren said, though his eyes were distant, as though his consciousness was elsewhere at the moment. He straightened his shirt quickly enough and soon regained his usual composure.

      “Are you sure? Because you didn’t sound alright for a moment there.” Asuriel looked him over as though expecting to see a wound.

      He pushed her back into her seat before she could see the raging stiffness in his pants. He hadn’t checked yet, but if he was truly unlucky he’d need to find a way to discreetly change his trousers while Asuriel wasn’t looking.

      Darren realized then that managing two bodies at once was going to be harder than he thought.
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      Even after being pushed back into her seat, Asuriel wasn’t quite ready to let the subject drop.

      “And you’re insisting that there’s nothing wrong with you?” she asked for the tenth time.

      “Nothing. I promise.” Darren fidgeted in his seat. His original body was still hilt deep in Sasha, while Cassandra and Morgana did something very nice with their hands. The sensations were bleeding over into this other body, which was busy sitting with Asuriel as they waited for more information about the incoming demon attack and the divine intervention that was supposed to come and save the city from danger.

      “I’ll have you know part of a protector’s job was investigation! You could say I’m a professional investigator, and in my professional opinion, you’re definitely hiding something.” Asuriel pointed at him across the table.

      Darren twitched, struggling to keep a straight face.

      “Focus,” he told her, though he was having trouble doing just that. “Where are the demons?”

      Asuriel’s lip curled in discontent. “Here, let me share the screens from my sigil with yours. Look at this.”

      She waved her hand, and Darren’s sigil opened up of its own accord. He was presented with a menu he’d never seen before.

      SERAPHBOOK: IT’S FREE AND ALWAYS WILL BE!: CHAT, SHARE PHOTOS, AND MESSAGE FRIENDS!

      Blue and white colors flashed before Darren’s eyes in a far more complex pattern than he was used to seeing from his sigil.

      Line after line of text appeared before him, some of it changing by the minute.

      “What is this?” Darren asked, eyes wide.

      “It’s my feed,” Asuriel replied. “This is how the seraphim communicate.”

      Darren squinted at the screen before him, staring at it with bafflement.

      “There is a dancing and singing banana right there.” Darren pointed as colors and lights that only he could see flashed before his eyes. “What does it mean?”

      “Oh, that?” Asuriel blushed. “Some of my friends have a silly sense of humor. Hold on.”

      The image before Darren flashed several times, and he saw as Asuriel manipulated it with a hand that spoke of many hours growing familiar with this strange interface. Soon, the dancing bananas disappeared. Shortly thereafter, he saw a depiction of a seraph trying to sell wing care products. They ran fingers across bright golden feathers that shone like polished silver before gesturing to a bottle of white cream. He didn’t know there were so many creams and balms one could rub into their wings. Would his be alright without them? The image of a sad seraph with ugly and dirty wings right after suggested otherwise.

      Before he could grow too worried about his archpaladin wings, Asuriel discarded that image as well.

      “Here’s what we’re looking for,” Asuriel said as she opened a completely different window. To Darren, it seemed indistinguishable from what he was viewing before, but the words listed before him were different.

      “Look, someone posted a live map. It’s a link from the ophanim’s sigil network.” Asuriel pointed to a cloud of red washing over the surface. “That’s a dense concentration of water vapor moving in from the east. By the speed and size, it’ll be here in... two hours.”

      “Demons?” Darren asked, not knowing what water vapor was.

      “No, just rain. But records indicate that Asmoth’Koteth uses this strategy to cover the advance of her army. It keeps holy adepts and paladins huddled in their homes, which means the ophanim can’t get information about the whereabouts of her forces,” Asuriel explained.

      Darren reached to grab the invisible floating weather map. It held a detailed portrayal of the area around Salsroth, far beyond anything he’d seen local map stores provide. But if there was a way to transfer the map to his sigil, he didn’t know how.

      Darren shot a glance at Asuriel. If he’d known she had access to such a source of information, he would have been far more eager to have her around.

      Asuriel did something again, which enlarged the area of interest on the map. The two of them stared at the incoming weather pattern. As they did so, a tiny red dot appeared just outside the city walls.

      “Now that is a demon,” Asuriel said as she also noticed the dot. “There must be a sigil wielder on the walls.”

      “How strong?”

      “Based on the size, it can’t be more than second order. Third and fourth-order ones should show up larger. The real question is, where is Kalaziel’s holy host? The messages say he’s supposed to descend and fight Asmoth’Koteth, but the messages on the forums say he’s still rallying his forces in the first Heaven.”

      More red dots appeared before Darren, materializing one after another until a whole host of them emerged from the woods just outside Salsroth.

      He felt a sinking feeling deep in his stomach as he realized just what was happening. Now he knew why there were so few paladins from the Order of the Rod here. He knew why Sasha’s order had been called here with so many rogue paladins and other outcast groups. They were here to be sacrificed, along with everyone in the city.

      Asuriel’s eyes met his, and he saw the same understanding in her eyes. She’d been in the city long enough to notice the signs as well.

      “I can’t intervene. You see how closely the ophanim are watching.” Asuriel gestured at the map before her. “Taking action in the mortal world without the authority of a prime saint is a serious crime. I’d never rejoin the protectors.”

      Darren grimaced. His entire plan had been to lay low and wait for Kalaziel’s appearance. He had thought the seraphim would appear with a holy army and engage the Prime Sin right away, giving him the chance he was waiting for to gauge Kalaziel’s power for himself.

      But now, the schemes of the Heavens had stopped Darren’s plan in its tracks.

      “I must go take care of something.” He pushed his chair back and stood.

      “Well then, I’m going to get some fresh air.” Asuriel tossed her hair behind her head and stood as well, heading out of the room just as Darren moved to do the same.
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      Back in the bedroom, Darren’s other body was recovering from an exhausting session with Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha. Cassandra and Morgana were putting Sasha’s endurance to the test. She’d taken him over and over again with only a few minutes’ rest since they started.

      Eventually, Darren sensed her growing tired and insisted they give her a short break.

      “So...” Sasha began. “What was it you were saying earlier?”

      “Oh, that?” Cassandra turned to her. “The real trick is to make a ring with your hand and--”

      “No, not that!” Sasha blushed, still too shy to talk about such a topic. “What Darren was saying earlier. He said something really surprising and important.”

      “Wing care is important...” Darren said, eyes looking distant as he concentrated on using his other body.

      “No, not that. About your family name. Is it really Heavengrace?” Sasha asked.

      “Yes. My mother was Ariel Heavengrace.” Darren shook his head as he answered, and his eyes came back into focus as he brought his attention back to the body he was in.

      “Ariel Heavengrace...” Sasha murmured. “You know, I heard a few rumors back in Limedeep, but I dismissed them as just that. Many people claim to be related to the Heavengrace family back in Whiteguard. A lot of them are, considering how influential the Heavengrace family has been over the centuries.”

      “She’s quite famous in Limedeep,” Cassandra explained. “I’m told there’s a statue and a shrine somewhere. Apparently, she saved the city from a demon horde years ago, much like Darren did far more recently. I knew the name was from Whiteguard, but from your tone, I sense there is something more?”

      “Yes, Heavengrace is related to Whiteguard’s royal family,” Sasha said.

      Darren and Morgana frowned.

      “Does that mean you’re rightfully the king of Whiteguard too?” Morgana asked him. “I heard they’re rich!”

      Darren scrunched his brows. “Don’t think so.”

      But Cassandra was shaking her head. “I had to memorize all the royal families in the Sacred Seas as a girl, as well as most of the noble houses. While Heavengrace is a regal name, it isn’t the name of Whiteguard’s ruling family.”

      It was Sasha’s turn to shake her head. “The current royals are nothing more than puppets. They have no real power. Whiteguard only maintains a king and queen for ceremonial and political reasons. They don’t have the name Heavengrace because they’re a replacement installed by the High Magistrate of the Golden Temple of Whiteguard, better known by his other title as head of the Order of the Rod.”

      “So the Order of the Rod controls Whiteguard,” Morgana said, cheeks puffing out as she grew angry at injustice done to Darren years ago. “They stole Darren’s riches!”

      “Yes and no,” Sasha continued. “As Cassandra mentioned, the name would be better known if Heavengrace was the previous royal line. It isn’t. The Heavengrace family hasn’t truly ruled Whiteguard in at least forty years. That isn’t uncommon for them. Historically, they’ve been ousted and reclaimed the throne no less than six times since the founding of Whiteguard as a nation. Their predecessors have always tried to wipe them out, but no one’s ever managed it. It could be said that the Heavengrace family is blessed by the Heavens to never truly die out, no matter how much others might wish it.”

      Morgana huffed. “So spill it! Does Darren get Whiteguard’s riches or not?”

      Sasha laughed, snuggling against Darren as he ran his fingers through her hair.

      “I’m going to say not, as nice as that would be. He would have to seize the throne like his ancestors did before him. They always did so eventually, though. The rumor is that the source of the Heavengrace family’s Heavenly grace was the fact that so many of their distant ancestors had broken past the fourth order as an archpaladin, archpriestess, or archcleric and ascended to the Heavens as a whole and unblemished soul.

      “By maintaining the continuity of their existence like that, they retained their sense of self and a certain fondness for those they’d left behind. Meaning the Heavengrace family really was under Heavenly protection. That’s what allowed them to survive being overthrown so many times.”

      Darren wondered how his mother was doing. He was certain she shouldn’t be part of one of the ophanim collectives. When he was young, she’d often spoken of shedding her poisoned and wounded body. Perhaps she had been after this ascension that Sasha spoke of as well, only to have it cut short, which forced her to send her soul to hide inside an ophanim where she could both protect Darren and take shelter hiding from Kalaziel.

      “What of my father?” Darren asked, curiosity in his voice. His free hand touched his sigil, fingers running across its metallic length. “Do you know who he was?”

      Sasha scrunched her brows. “To be honest, I’m somewhat surprised Ariel Heavengrace had a son. She was our nation’s most famous woman in my father’s time. The museum of art in the capital had to hide her portrait after it was stolen for the fourth time. Three different thieves broke in at the same time to take it, and the fight that broke out wrecked half the museum.”

      “Thieves wrecked half a museum?” Morgana snorted. “That doesn’t speak particularly well of their thievery.”

      “Well, they weren’t thieves exactly. They were archpaladins who’d turned to thievery to claim the portrait since Ariel herself was an icy beauty unclaimable to any man under Heaven. I believe a man named Archpaladin Yori sat before the exhibit of her portrait for three weeks, hiring a dozen painters to make the best copies of it they could. One of the replicas was good enough it has been confused with the real thing, and I’m told it’s among his most prized possessions.”

      Darren’s memories of his father were dim and distant things. A figure, tall and strong. He had golden light around him and a sturdy sword in his hand. That was all he remembered. A few fleeting thoughts here and there of a man who must have died years ago when he and his mother were driven from their home. After Darren avenged his mother and rescued her soul, he would have to return to Whiteguard and learn what he could of him.

      Morgana sighed. “So Darren could have all the riches of Whiteguard, but only if he overthrew the Order of the Rod and the puppet royal family they installed? What good is having a royal bloodline if you still have to basically conquer the place anyway? And from the sound of it, Darren’s dad was a secret lover popping in the back door to make sweet love to Whiteguard’s frosty and untouchable princess while no one was looking. Probably for his own safety, considering how many men were after her.”

      Darren didn’t like the thought that his parents had him in secret, but he didn’t dismiss the possibility. Someday, he would know more.

      Sasha shrugged. “Likely so. You know, knowledge of Darren’s existence will cause quite the stir when rumors reach Whiteguard. The Order of the Rod has been saying that the Heavengrace family is well and truly dead this time, despite many thinking someone from that line will come and retake the throne as they always have. Ariel Heavengrace’s tragic and unexpected death in a sudden demon attack was considered a national tragedy.”

      Darren shook his head. “It was no accident.”
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      While Darren’s other body spoke with Sasha, the one talking with Asuriel left Cassandra’s inn and headed for the walls. He needed to see this demonic invasion for himself.

      Cloaked and disguised, he arrived at the wall only to find another figure equally shrouded arriving at the walls simultaneously.

      “Why are you here?” He demanded as he spotted the familiar purplish hair peeking out from underneath the very cloak he’d given Asuriel. “You said you were hiding.”

      Asuriel lowered her hood slightly, turning to face him, who had lowered his own hood.

      “I just needed to see the walls for myself. I’m not supposed to interfere, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to hide behind the backs of mortal warriors.” Asuriel huffed. “Besides, don’t pretend like you aren’t hiding as well! I don’t know what you’re up to, but I can tell you’ve taken your sigil off the grid. You’re up to something, and you don’t want to be found. So why are you here?”

      He raised his hood again, twisting and turning to avert his gaze. “I didn’t see you. You didn’t see me.”

      Asuriel straightened her cloak. “Agreed.”

      The two of them ascended the ladders leading up the walls in a flash, separating and moving in opposite directions. Then, like two formless wraiths, they skirted along the top of the walls and saw the growing hordes of demons at the base of the walls.

      Imps and Felbeasts crowded right at the base. There were no machicolations on the short wooden walls. So the holy warriors patrolling the top couldn’t attack anything at the wall’s base without leaning over the side with a bow. That proved to be a terrible move, since a handful of fiends were in the trees who were excellent shots with inhumanly powerful bows. As he watched, four clerics and paladins tumbled off the defenses before the battle had even begun.

      “Watch out. There are sharpshooter fiends in the trees!” one paladin shouted. The call went up and down the walls, and soon everyone was taking care not to peek out from the defenses.

      Soon, the only thing peeking over the lip of the walls were buckets filled with hot oil, along with the occasional torch to light it. Heat blazed up and down the edge of the walls, setting fire to the felbeasts, imps, and the shambling undead gathering below.

      Days of rain had soaked the wooden walls enough that they wouldn’t light easily, but so much fire splashing so close would have eventually ignited them if not for the presence of a few priestesses on the ground with skills related to fire. They pushed the fire away from the walls and towards the incoming demons, keeping it from burning Salsroth’s own defenses.

      The imps flapped their wings at the base of the wall. While they couldn’t fly, their wings and incredible strength relative to their diminutive size gave them the ability to leap great distances, and some of them could almost clear the walls as they were. Most could dig their claws into the wood and find purchase midway up before preparing to make another leap.

      The imps that cleared the walls threw the normal soldiers patrolling them into chaos. While imps were far smaller than a man, they had sharp claws and were vicious enough to go right for a man’s eyes. It took quick thinking and equivalent ruthlessness to put them down fast.

      Unfortunately, most of the imps had no desire to fight atop the walls. As soon as they were over them, they opened their wings and glided into the city themselves to wreak endless havoc there.

      Darren grimaced. He hadn’t wanted to get involved in this fight at all. But he would not stand completely idle when he could help.

      He activated his Divine Energy Projection ability, his new successor to his Celestial Storm tendrils. Unlike his Celestial Storm tendrils, this ability was far less inconspicuous. A few strands of light appeared in the air, discreetly wrapping around the wings of the imps gliding over the walls.

      Unable to stretch out their wings, the imps plummeted out of the sky to the ground below. Many landed poorly, breaking legs or necks. Those that survived the fall were still stunned and dazed long enough for the mortal guards on the ground to run in and finish them off. Keeping these imps out of the city would ensure that Salsroth’s fighting force wouldn’t have to patrol the streets as well as the walls, increasing their odds of surviving this assault for the time being.

      But without Heavenly aid, Salsroth’s future was looking grim. Fiends and imps were far from the end of what they had coming their way. Hordes of undead had been streaming from all around to join up with the very army that assaulted Salsroth’s gates. On top of that, all the cultists who’d joined up with the demons were busy raising as many of the dead as they could find.

      The skeletons and zombies alone were a fearsome force. Fortunately for the city’s defenders, Darren’s Demon Calamity skill was particularly effective against huge numbers of weak demonic creatures.

      All he had to do was walk around the outskirts of the walls, patrolling as though he was no more than one of many paladins. As he walked, wave after wave of skeletons and zombies simply collapsed as limp piles of bones when his skill eradicated the demonic spirits animating them because of his very presence.

      His Divine Blessing skill was also seeing some discreet use in helping the priestesses at the base of the walls drive back the thick cloud of Demonic Aura wafting over the city. Salsroth was under siege magically as well as physically as the invading forces tried to smother the entire city in Demonic Aura, which would choke out all the Divine Aura the defenders were using to protect themselves.

      But such a trick wouldn’t work with Darren’s subtle support. As the Demonic Aura wafted by him, faint flashes of golden light transformed it from Demonic Aura into Divine Aura, swiftly countering the attempt to bleed the defenders dry of power. So long as Darren was here, they wouldn’t take the city that way.

      The undead that were strong enough to survive his presence were stacking the bones of their fallen in great piles, hoping to make enough of them to create a hill that could scale the walls. The strategy of hurling wave after wave against the city walls wasn’t working as well against Salsroth since with Darren present, they couldn’t swarm over the walls, and it took too much time to pile corpses by hand.

      Even the powerful Death Knights, created from the bodies of slain paladins, eventually started going down to a barrage of holy arrows shot from the bows of clerics on the walls. Every paladin with a ranged skill was using it now to nip away at the powerful third-order undead heading for them.

      But the demon horde wasn’t all dumb and mindless. He sensed something stirring in the trees where the fiends and their bows were hiding. It was like the sound of whips on leathery skin, and before long, a trio of massive house-sized demons burst forth from the woods.

      Each had four legs as wide around as a chair, and thick cords of muscle lined a long bulbous body. A large bony crest covered its head, topped by a pair of three horns at the tip.

      A single fiend rode atop each large demon, shielded by the bony crest protecting the beast’s head.

      SENSE INTENT: DEMON ANALYSIS: TRICERODEMON (FOURTH ORDER)

      
        	These large demons are the living siege weapons of fiend armies, capable of destroying castle walls with a single charge and trampling men, horses, and fortifications all at once.

      

      The area below the walls had a thick trench lined with stakes around it to defend it from a charge by anything the size of a horse, but these Tricerodemons were big enough to step over the ditch. Once one of them made it to the walls and started ramming their head into the walls, it was only a matter of time before the defensive line would be broken through completely. Once the death knights made it in, the fiends would follow. Darren didn’t doubt that the battle would be lost not long after.

      The defenders of Salsroth weren’t up to the challenge of defeating fourth-order foes. Darren needed something more to take care of them. Frowning and focusing in concentration, he scooped a handful of rocks off the ground from behind the wall. He held them in his hand, transforming them in the span of a moment.

      First, he took a huge quantity of Demonic Aura in the air and converted it into Divine Aura, which he used to fill each stone with power. Then he transformed the rock from a humble stone into a vessel capable of containing a demon’s soul. These stones wouldn’t have any special effects until he knew what kind of soul went inside them, but Darren wasn’t interested in that part of his skill. He merely wanted a weapon.

      Utilizing Divine Energy Projection and a mighty heave from Unstoppable and Unbreakable, he threw each stone with overwhelming power. The three shot off one right after the other, headed straight for the armored heads of each siege demon.

      A great crack echoed through the air as the stones struck home. Two of the Tricerodemons collapsed to the ground as blood sprayed from their ruined skulls. The instant they died, the rocks siphoned their souls out and stuffed them away, making the demons irretrievable.

      The third took the blow better, and the stone bounced off its bony crest, leaving only one long score. But as the fiend on top swerved its beast to see what had happened, a tiny ray of golden light no bigger than a fist shot through the air straight for the demon’s unprotected spine. It collapsed to the ground soon after, dead like the others.

      Darren turned to look at the caster of the skill that had slain the fourth-order demon and saw a hooded figure much like himself.

      “You said you wouldn’t interfere.” He cocked his head at Asuriel.

      Asuriel glared at him in return. “I don’t think your actions have been too discreet, either. The entire city should be covered in Demonic Aura by now.”

      No sounds echoed out from the demon army, and many of the troops on the walls were lifting their hands in celebration of their victory.

      “Did we do it? I think we did it! The only question is, who killed those big beasts out there? Looks like their heads just spontaneously exploded.”

      “Those death knights are pulling back! And the fiends too!”

      “I think we actually beat them! Who would have thought? Ha! Wait until I tell my wife. She went off to join the prayer group, begging for Heavenly aid. She should have been begging for my Heavenly...” The man’s voice trailed off as the silence continued.

      Asuriel lowered her voice as well, eyes turning to follow his gaze. There was something happening far off in the distance. Her eyes turned to meet Darren’s.

      “This isn’t the main force of Asmoth’Koteth’s army. Just a scouting force. But even a scouting force would have a leader. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      Darren spoke the words Asuriel had been dreading to whisper. “Demon Lord.”

      Asuriel gulped. “If we’re lucky, it’ll just be fourth order like the siege beasts. If not...”

      Darren was already shaking his head. His skill had already detected the Demon Lord’s presence.

      SENSE INTENT: DEMON ANALYSIS: DEMON LORD YIL’NARETH (FIFTH ORDER)

      
        	This demon, born of the Felbeast line, takes the form of a massive boar six meters tall.

        	He specializes in fire and force attacks, leaving trails of destruction wherever he goes.

      

      The demon himself came into view not long after. Yil’nareth was roughly the size of a ship in size and scale, but about five times as heavy. He looked like a wild boar with fur of flickering flame and with a wicked serrated tail flicking behind him. He had burning coals for eyes, and tufts of bright-orange flame burned behind a maw filled with fangs. Two massive tusks bristled with barbs, each large enough to impale a man and kill them as surely as a spear through the chest.

      Worse, as a Demon Lord, he was surely as intelligent as a human. He wouldn’t be in command of this force otherwise. With the weight of a castle behind him, Darren didn’t doubt that this demon lord would have the power to smash down these walls. And that was only assuming the demon lord wouldn’t just jump over the walls to burn down the town behind him.

      In the distance, he saw a group of fiends on their knees bowing before the powerful demon, begging for mercy. He was no doubt furious that his minions had failed to take the city on their own. The loss of the siege beasts would mean that Yil’nareth would need to knock down the walls himself and personally crush the humans within.

      “This is bad,” Asuriel said. “Even if I show myself, I don’t have my weapons and armor. I couldn’t fight off a fifth-order demon without backup. And I definitely can’t fight off a demon lord.”

      Darren lowered his eyes to the ground, letting them grow hazy and distant. It seemed trying to hide was nothing more than a fantasy.

      He turned back to the city behind him and the frightened people within before letting out a long sigh. He would have to depend on keeping his second body to save his life when Kalaziel finally arrived. He would not allow these people to become pawns slaughtered in some Heavenly game.

      Darren turned to Asuriel. “How much do the Heavens know of what is happening here?”

      Asuriel flipped through her interface for a moment, scrolling through the same feed she’d shared with him not long ago.

      “A lot. There’s actually a visual feed coming down from an aperture someone opened high overhead. They can’t quite see our faces, though, so I’m keeping my hood up,” Asuriel answered.

      He let out a slow murmur of acknowledgment. “Better than I thought.”

      “That still doesn’t answer what we’re going to do about the fifth-order Demon Lord. Even if we work together...”

      “We will not.” Darren held his hand out. “Watch for fiends. I will fight the Demon Lord.”

      His cloak billowed out behind him as he stood upon the wall, outlined by flickering lightning piercing the drizzling rain and storm clouds above them.

      Asuriel was about to say something more in reply, but then the Demon Lord approached.

      His claws struck the ground like earthquakes, with each footfall felt even atop the walls. His voice rumbled like grating stone, full of malice and destruction.

      “Mortals...” He hissed as though speaking in human words took great effort for the monstrous beast. “You... die...”

      That was all he said. In those few words, he made his deadly intent clear.

      His claws pawed at the ground, and his tusks bristled with crimson energy. Vast billowing swaths of Demonic Aura bathed the creature in sinister energy.

      Fear hung in the air on the walls. The monster’s voice had carried to everyone within the city, and those on the walls could see him coming closer. Already, frightened whispers were spreading. People knew what that beast was, and they knew they couldn’t stop him.

      “Could it really be a Demon Lord?”

      “Heavens, protect us, please!”

      “Run me through with your sword now, quick! I’d rather die now and give my soul the chance to ascend to the Heavens than let it be eaten by that beast.”

      Darren strode up to the center of the wall near the gates. Yil’nareth eyed this very portion of the wall, and already the paladins, clerics, and priestesses who’d guarded it moments ago were fleeing with all haste, leaving only Darren standing there alone.

      He jumped atop the posts the defenders had been hiding behind moments before. Silver flashed in his hand, a bar as long as he was tall. He had Melancholy in his hand. Though the clouds blocked the moon, the blade shone with its reflection.

      With a sound akin to a crumbling mountain, Demon Lord Yil’nareth launched himself forward. The crimson energy accumulating around his hooves grew brighter and brighter as he charged, preparing some deadly force attack. His mind flashed back to Gaimon and his charge against Limedeep’s walls.

      Darren hadn’t been able to stop Gaimon. But he could stop this demon. All the people of Salsroth were counting on him.

      The beast howled, crimson eyes glowing with malice and fury. He tore up a fountain of dirt and gravel behind him.

      Darren held Melancholy overhead, timing his attack. Like a sudden gust of wind, Divine Aura swept out of him, swirling around him in a flash. There was less of it around him than Demon Lord Yil’nareth, but what hovered around him was of a far greater concentration.

      Then, as quick as a bird of prey snatching a mouse, Darren leaped from his perch, archpaladin wings extended.

      Melancholy struck, joined by three swords made of pure light. The Swords of Revealing Light skill on its own would only stall the Demon Lord for a split second, but that split second was all he needed.

      Melancholy’s tip pierced the Demon Lord’s neck right at the spine, dealing a lethal blow in one strike. Any other sword would have been nothing more than a flesh wound to a demon as powerful as Yil’nareth, but Melancholy was the bane of demons, just like its wielder.

      Golden light flowed from the sword and from Darren’s hands, eradicating what remained of Demon Lord Yil’nareth’s essence like water poured over hot embers. He grabbed at the accumulating mass of Divine Aura formed from the conversion of a Demon Lord, stuffing it all into Melancholy hoping to fill the vessel he’d created within it.

      But even this Demon Lord was like one stream pouring into a vast sea. Though it wet the banks, it did not fill the pool, and Darren’s enhancement to Melancholy remained incomplete.

      Silence hung in the air. A breeze ruffled his cloak, revealing his shining silver wings in full. The Demon Lord’s remains vanished into Darren’s inventory, and he jumped back onto the wall.

      The moment the shock faded, both the demons and mortals shouted in shock and awe.
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      The demonic army outside Salsroth’s gates was in disarray from the death of their Demon Lord. However, Darren wasn’t about to let them retreat to assault the city again.

      Every demon that survived this battle today would be one who could be back at the walls tomorrow.

      Darren’s eyes scanned the army around him, using Sense Intent again and again to identify the largest groupings of fourth-order demons. Now that the only fifth-order monster in this horde was dead, the fourth-order demons were the highest priority.

      Darren was the only archpaladin in the entire city, and Asuriel was the only other fourth-order being allied to it. These fourth-order demons could still take the city if not for his presence.

      And so Darren slew them. He landed among their number with a heavy thud. Two of the fourth-order demons were greater fiends, generals among the humanoid demons who wielded human-like weapons and armor. He had fought them before, and every one of them down in Hell had been a powerful foe.

      But Darren wasn’t the same as he had been down in Hell. With his archpaladin wings extended and the new skills he’d mastered, neither of them could survive a single clash of steel.

      He saw their attacks before they made them with his Future Sight skill. Next, he disabled their defenses with his Swords of Revealing Light or Divine Energy Projection. Finally, he evaded them with Unstoppable and Unbreakable and slaughtered them with Melancholy’s blade.

      There were five felbeast-type demons of the fourth-order, likely related to the dead Demon Lord. Darren cut them to pieces before they could even snort at him.

      “We’re attacking? I think we’re attacking. Open the gates and charge!” a man on the walls shouted.

      The call went up, and the holy warriors of Salsroth were soon streaming forth into the lines of demons surrounding the city. Darren grimaced inwardly. Most of those holy warriors were only a match for third-order demons at the most. Worse, the surviving third-order demons outnumbered the defenders of Salsroth. Sallying forth was madness.

      But they’d seen Darren stretch out his archpaladin wings, slay the enemy general, and then immediately press their advantage. So how could they not follow his lead?

      Darren pushed himself harder, fighting stronger and faster than ever before. Melancholy felled demons as quick as a scythe felling wheat in his hands. He raced across the battlefield, visible only by the glint of silver wings and steel or the fountain of demonic ichor shooting into the sky in his wake.

      Outnumbered and outmatched, the warriors of Salsroth felt a fire burning in their hearts whenever they saw him pass. Their swords were still clumsy, and their arrows still missed, but they were undeterred as they defended Salsroth with everything they had.

      Overwhelmed by the unexpected ferocity of these human defenders, along with the unstoppable force of Darren’s own power, the demons’ eyes widened in fear. The imps were the first to break, turning tails and flapping their wings as they retreated.

      The felbeasts were dumber than the imps, but they saw the advancing forces of armored humans and smelled the scent of their own kind bleeding and dying nearby. Confusion plagued their eyes. Humans were weak. They were prey and food. Why did Salsroth not fall like the villages and towns they’d raided before now?

      Then the stomping of metal-shod boots and the hiss of steel against flesh came nearer.

      “This way! The archpaladin cut down the strongest of the fiends already! Let’s finish this batch off!” a paladin shouted.

      There was a roar of approval and a bashing of metal. The felbeasts had heard the sound of human voices screaming in terror before, but they’d never heard them hungry for battle.

      Demons cried out in fear. They were supposed to be the hunters. They were the butchers arriving for slaughter.

      And a slaughter is what they found, but not a slaughter of humans.

      The fearsome demonic boars turned tail and fled like rabbits before foxes. Arrows peppered their unprotected rears. They felt their energy sapped by slowing and weakening skills as they tried to flee, but they were too slow. Paladins’ swords stabbed through their demonic hides, hacking them to bits one at a time.

      The same scene played out around the city with different demons. Bands of cultists turned and fled, trampling others of their kind to reach the cover of the woods. But all around the city, there was nothing but rows of empty stumps, every nearby tree felled with one swing. The cultists were helpless to avoid the rain of arrow fire that chased them. Salsroth paladins finished off whoever remained.

      The fiends were the last to break. Among the demon horde, they were the closest thing to warriors. In many ways, they resembled the humans they fought.

      But where before the demons had outnumbered the humans, now the humans outnumbered the demons. The few fiends that remained fighting were surrounded on all sides.

      While every fiend was a match for three of these poorly trained holy warriors who’d answered the Northern Trade Union’s call to arms, they weren’t a match for a half dozen paladins supported by clerics and priestesses from behind. Their groups fell one after the other.

      “These swords! This armor! The fiends have weapons far beyond our own! Take them for the city!” a voice shouted over the rush of battle. Human hands reached out, tearing armor and weapons from the dead fiends and dragging them back to the city gates.

      Darren himself didn’t stop slaying demons until the last one was dead. He found himself so far from Salsroth that he could barely make out the city in the distance. He slowed himself to a steady walk, taking his time heading back while he focused on his other body.

      His companions hadn’t been oblivious to the attack. They’d roused themselves from Darren’s bed as soon as they heard the commotion and strapped on their armor and weapons with all haste. They dragged his other body behind them, arms linked with his.

      He’d been far more dazed than usual since he’d been busy fighting on the walls by then. Sasha, Cassandra, and Morgana arrived just in time to throw a few shots at the demons before he slew the Demon Lord and inadvertently started the charge.

      His women had been all too eager to join in. Fortunately, by then, Darren had already slain all the fourth-order demons. His other body fought like he was half-asleep, but that was alright. Even in his sleep, he could take care of a few felbeasts and fiends.

      Fighting with both bodies at once was an admirable test of control over the new skill for Darren, and the effort of doing so was reflected on the skill tab of his sigil. The skill had gone up by two levels just with the intense use he’d put it through, meaning it was that much closer to mastery and the chance to push it to Legendary.

      Still, when he and the warriors defending Salsroth finished butchering the last of the demons and cultists hiding around Limedeep, he stowed the body that had been with Cassandra, Sasha, and Morgana back inside their bedroom in the city so he wouldn’t need to pay much attention to his original body. Despite his recent practice, speaking with both at once was still too difficult.

      When his spare body finally returned to the area outside the gates of Salsroth, the people outside turned to him with looks of awe and reverence on their faces. They’d all seen Darren cut through the better half of an army on his own, and it was that inspiring power that had turned hopelessness into victory.

      “It’s him! Look, he’s got wings. Is he Kalaziel? With that kind of power, he has to be a Prime Saint!”

      Darren turned his eyes to the speaker. “I am not Kalaziel. Nor am I a seraph. I am a human, like you.”

      The man looked stricken by the rebuke. He fell to his mud-caked knees, bowing his head low. “A-apologies, my lord. I have nothing but the utmost respect and gratitude for you, sir paladin.” He shook and trembled, and his companions backed away from him. They were only ordinary soldiers, and they were used to powerful paladins using their power to do as they pleased to people like them. Some particularly poor-tempered paladins might even kill this man for the unintentional insult.

      Darren walked up to the man, mud splashing against his boots. Without a moment of hesitation, he went to one knee to meet the man kneeling before him.

      He placed a hand on his shoulder, pushing his head up to meet his eyes. The man was scrawny and thin. The lanky look of a teen hung about him, and his sword was a rusty, broken thing that looked like he’d stolen it from a waste bin within the city. He wore a pot on his head instead of a helmet, and the chest plate he wore was made of thick cloth and strips of wood dangling about him, barely better than a thick shirt.

      “You fought here, with me. You slew demons by my side.”

      “Y-yes,” the young man stuttered.

      “Then you are a friend. And friends of mine need not kneel.” Darren grabbed him by his shoulder, hauling him to his feet as Darren stood himself.

      Darren looked around the battlefield, surveying the crowd gathering around him. They were looking to him for guidance and leadership.

      He sighed inwardly. He was good at killing demons. That was easy, but these people needed more from him than that.

      So he turned his gaze to the warriors clustered around him, remembering the voice he’d used in Limedeep to command the attention of the city guard.

      “We will see to the wounded here in the field. Clear away the dead. Bring the wounded here. Priestesses and those with healing skills go here. Paladins, use your strength to move the larger bodies. The rest of you, bring weapons and armor here. I will purify them.”

      “Wait!” the young man on the ground shouted. His eyes glittered like a boy who’d met his hero and found him to be even greater than he’d imagined. “What’s your name?”

      Darren looked at the sky, knowing the Heavens were listening. But there was no point in hiding now.

      “I am Darren Heavengrace.”

      Thunder rumbled overhead, and everyone present etched his name into their hearts.

      Those who heard his words left to do as he commanded, spreading his orders to others. Soon, all those who’d left the city had formed groups to loot the battlefield and heal the wounded. Great piles of items and dead demons accumulated around him.

      His Divine Blessing skill finally reached the tenth level, meaning the next time he had the chance to sit down and focus on an evolution, he would be able to transform it into a mythic skill.

      He also purified the demon remains that littered the battlefield. While these rogue paladins from the Northern Trade Union and lesser orders out of favor with the Golden Temple weren’t as skilled as their Whiteguard counterparts, they were just as strong. They had no trouble heaving Felbeasts three times their weight into vast piles, one after another, for Darren to purify.

      Once he was done with them, Darren passed his butcher knife along to the young man he’d picked up out of the mud.

      “Many are starving in the city. Waste nothing. Tonight, all will feast.”

      “Yes, sir!” the man said with glee and reverence as he held the borrowed tool. His eyes widened as he felt the ferocious spirit of a dragon within the weapon.

      Most of the demons stacked around Darren still had enough Demonic Aura around them to fill a vessel. With so many swords and sets of armor sitting around, he saw this as the perfect opportunity to practice his Divine Construct skill as well, pushing that ability all the way to the eighth level.

      Demonic scimitars and cudgels became blessed blades with the spirits of Heavenly falcons and maces with the power of divine beasts within them. Every weapon that left Darren’s hands was at least of the rare rank, and many of them were epic weapons.

      “You’re... giving this to me?” a paladin asked as he held a shining golden mace with reverence in his eyes.

      “May you slay many demons with it,” Darren said as he gave the paladin an epic-ranked mace glowing with power. It had the ability to call down bolts of lightning from the sky to smite the wielder’s enemies.

      It was just one of many that Darren gave away. A woman got a hammer whose weight could be changed mid-swing, letting the wielder strike with the force of a mountain or even launch themselves in the air. Many had wanted the weapon, but he made sure it went to someone who had a gliding skill.

      “This is amazing!” The woman grinned from ear to ear. “I always thought the ability to slow my fall was useless and that I’d wasted my skill slot. But with this, I can take to the air and practically fly!”

      Soon, the battlefield was clear of the dead and wounded. All those who’d survived until now were healed enough to be moved. In a great procession of cheering and thunderous battle cries, they headed back to the city, marching and singing all the while as they held shining new weapons and armor aloft, spears decorated with the skulls and horns of the very demons who’d had them trembling in their boots mere hours ago.

      “Sir Darren, the demon slayer!”

      “The bane of evil!”

      “Hero of the people!”

      They chanted and cheered his name as they approached the gates, but when they arrived, they found them closed and locked.

      “Open the gates!” Darren shouted to the men on the walls. All of them had shining armor, new and unblemished. Each had the look of Whiteguard upon them and the symbols of the Order of the Rod on their chest. They’d been the same paladins he’d seen in the Golden Temple. They hadn’t been on the walls when the battle began, despite being the best-trained and equipped force in the city.

      “We won’t be doing that,” the Order of the Rod paladin in command shouted down at Darren. “There could be demons among you. We can’t risk letting your kind infiltrate the city. Rest assured, we will hold the walls until we are released by the honored Prime Saint Kalaziel and his holy force.”

      Grumbling ran through the marching crowd around him. The holy warriors in bloody, dented, and mismatching armor looked at the men on the walls.

      “If there were demons here, I would know,” Darren said.

      “How do I know you’re not a demon?” The Order of the Rod paladin on the wall sneered down at him, though as he did so, he glanced warily at Darren’s archpaladin wings.

      Darren was silent, but the crowd around him was not.

      “He just insulted Sir Darren!”

      “Look at him and his men in their shining armor! They didn’t lift a finger to defend the city!”

      “I never liked the look of that man. He looks at us like we’re dirt on his boots.”

      “Maybe he’s the demon instead?”

      The Order of the Rod commander’s face darkened at the words running through the crowd.

      “Open the gates,” Darren commanded again.

      The Order of the Rod commander drew his sword, and the paladins near him prepared the few remaining barrels of hot oil and torches, ready to pour them down on the victorious returning army.

      “One more step and I swear to the Heavens that it’ll be the last one you take!” the Order of the Rod commander said. “I’ve sparred with archpaladins before, lad. You’re strong but not strong enough to take out a team of Order of the Rod elites. Take these fools who follow you and march after the demons that way for all I care. Leave it to us to defend the city.”

      The grumbles from the holy warriors around Darren turned to full-throated shouting. A few people scrambled for a discarded ladder the fiends had given up on early in the battle, ready to try to besiege their own home to take it back from these Order of the Rod paladins who’d taken the walls.

      Darren flapped his Archpaladin wings, and suddenly their shining silvery surface reflected not the faces and stones around them but the face of the man up upon the walls. Images flickered across his wings, revealing the man’s every sin. Most were nothing more than petty thievery and lies, but there, on his left wing, they saw him stabbing another paladin in the back while the other man fought a desperate battle with a demon.

      Another showed him standing side by side with a fiend, gesturing to a burning village and a pile of corpses, clearly offering it to the fiend. Other images flickered by his face, showing him murdering holy adepts from Salsroth. Gasps ran through the crowd, and Darren realized people recognized the faces portrayed in the images.

      “He killed Barry! I thought he got lost on a scouting mission!”

      “And there! He changed the difficulty listings on the quests we were given! No wonder they felt impossible to complete! The Order of the Rod has been trying to get us killed since the beginning!”

      The mob behind Darren was growing more and more restless by the moment. It didn’t take much encouragement for him to give them what they wanted.

      He flapped his wings, taking him off the ground in one leap and landing atop the gatehouse.

      To his credit, the commander of the Order of the Rod battalion guarding the gatehouse was prepared. A magical barrier flickered to life in his defense, and he was midway through drawing his sword. If Darren had been a hair slower, both would be ready to oppose him.

      But how could the man have known he was up against a mythic-grade movement skill? And one supported by an epic-ranked Future Sight ability, along with a whole host of lesser skills. Darren knew just where the barrier would be weakest, and he knew just how long the man would take to draw his sword. Darren was faster.

      Darren slammed the sword back into its sheath with a palm strike, then launched another punch under the man’s jaw. He tumbled backward, and Darren swept his legs out from under him so he’d fall off the walls and onto the ground below.

      He was a paladin, and even a fall off the walls wouldn’t be enough to leave more than a bruise on him. But he landed in the middle of a pack of holy warriors he’d been calling demons mere moments ago. Warriors who’d bathed in blood to defend Salsroth from demons, only to find one who associated with them, locking them out of their homes.

      Their rage made itself known in an instant. A pair of Darren’s paladins grabbed him by either arm and took turns punching him in the stomach and face. His helmet went flying, and the paladins punching him soon realized getting his breastplate off would make punching him easier on their knuckles.

      A dozen more people expressed their fury at the traitor who’d tried to take the city while they were defending it. An ordinary man would have died from the savage beating, but the commander was a paladin and would survive to face justice.

      But that didn’t stop him from feeling pain. “Ahhhh. Wait! Wait! Ahh!” the paladin commander howled, struggling to hold his hands in front of his face. He reached for his sword, but someone was already in the process of taking that.

      He grabbed a knife from his hip, hidden under the folds of his cloak. With it, he stabbed one of the paladins, but the stabbed man only stared at the knife with a glare before reaching for it and tearing it free. Behind him, a priestess was already healing the wound. He tossed the knife aside and continued to punch the commander in the jaw as his wound slowly sealed.

      The other Order of the Rod paladins heading for Darren drew their swords. An instant before, they’d been charging to the defense of their commander, but now their commander was on the ground. A few jumped down to save him, and that made dealing with the rest all the easier.

      He took them apart like a swordsman disarming children. His energy manipulation ability trapped their weapons and sent them sprawling. At the same time, his Future Sight skill ensured he was untouchable to them. He didn’t harm a hair on their heads since he hoped at least a few of them would abandon the Order of the Rod and help bolster the mass of holy warriors on the gates down below.

      “Now, open the gates,” Darren repeated his orders to the paladins that remained, still wearing the Order of the Rod symbols on their armor.

      “Hells, he really is an archpaladin! But the commander said he had to be a fake... I don’t understand...” one of the Order of the Rod paladins muttered.

      Darren turned to the speaker. “Do you stand with humanity or the demons?”

      The Order of the Rod paladin looked at Darren, taking off his helmet. His gaze went from their commander on the ground to Darren’s shining wings and to the city within the walls he was protecting.

      “I’ll... I’ll open the gates.”

      “Good.” Darren strode up to him and grabbed the Order of the Rod’s symbol on his chest. With a tug, it came loose fell to the ground, nothing more than a scrap of painted cloth plastered over his armor. Darren kicked it over the walls and out of the city. Most of the other paladins of the Order of the Rod followed their comrade’s lead and discarded their symbols of loyalty as well. After this trick, they knew it wouldn’t be a particularly popular symbol.

      Soon, the paladins still on top of the wall were cranking the massive pair of wheels that lifted the gates, and the warriors outside streamed in carrying their war prizes in tow. Darren found the previous commander of the Order of the Rod faction in the city still alive, though badly bruised by the crowd.

      “What do we do with him?” Darren asked.

      “Ahem... if it isn’t too forward of me, sir archpaladin, but it would be most merciful of you to throw him in the dungeon.” The Order of the Rod paladin Darren had just been speaking to glanced between his old commander and the ground at Darren’s feet.

      “To the dungeon, then,” Darren agreed. He remembered the last dungeon he’d been to just outside of Limedeep, where Cassandra and Morgan had nearly been sacrificed. If that was the purpose of human dungeons, he might need to specify that he didn’t want the paladin commander being sacrificed to summon demons. “Listen to what he says. But don’t kill him.”

      The faces of those holding the arms of the paladin commander turned as cold as frozen stone. The paladin commander, bruised, battered, and disarmed, let out an audible gulp.

      Then Darren turned to the paladins on the wall, all previously members of the Order of the Rod.

      “Continue watching the walls. I will see you again soon.”

      They looked to each other, eventually finding who among their number was the highest-ranking officer. That woman eventually stood up to face Darren and saluted him.

      “As you wish, archpaladin. I suppose we’re yours to command.”
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      Darren’s followers paraded the trophies of their recent victory to the citizens walking the streets, handing out roasted felbeast meat to children like it was candy. A few even walked away with fiend horns and demon tails. With the demons cleared out around the city, people could go out to harvest timber again, and what they were harvesting was quickly going to use fueling great bonfires on which they roasted half a battlefield.

      Even louder were the sounds of paladins and clerics practicing with new weapons. There were plenty of bows to go around, and Darren had purified quiver after quiver full to bursting with demonic arrows that now worked just fine for the divine alignment.

      “Look at this bow! It’s made of multiple layers of some shiny glass-like substance! And it bends back at the edge to add to the draw length! It’s incredible! My brother makes bows, and I can’t wait to show him what this blessed thing is made of!”

      “While he’s at it, could he replicate these arrows? They fly straight and true every time! No wonder the fiends could hit us on the walls all the way from those bushes.”

      They had even more praise for the swords and armor they’d gained thanks to Darren’s help. Soon, all the holy warriors who’d joined him in slaying the demons outside the city were equipped with weapons and armor beyond their wildest dreams, and it was all thanks to him.

      “Spread the name Darren Heavengrace to every corner of the city! High and low! All should know his name!” The call went up, following Darren wherever he went.

      He stopped before Cassandra’s inn. He soon discovered that he couldn’t exactly return to bed with an army streaming through the streets of the city chanting his name. They expected more from him. Now that he stopped to think, Darren realized there were a few more things that he should see done.

      “Who defended the city?” Darren asked.

      “You did!” They cheered and waved, chanting Darren’s name all the louder.

      “We did,” Darren corrected. “But who did not?”

      “The Order of the Rod!”

      “The city guard?”

      “The noble estates?”

      “The King of Salsroth?”

      Darren nodded slowly. He’d seen a few noble banners on the walls protecting the city, but far fewer than the many fortified mansions around the city should have given. In fact, now that he looked, he could see quite a few private soldiers patrolling smaller walls within the city that protected only a single residence.

      It was bad enough that those people hoarded defensive structures that should have gone to reinforce the walls. They’d also held back their personal troops to protect their own hides when the city fell. Not that a few soldiers would have saved them from a fifth-order Demon Lord had Darren not stepped in to save them.

      “Then I will speak to them and remind them of their duty,” Darren said.

      That made the people cheer and scream his name all the louder. The nobles who’d cloistered themselves away in their fortified manors weren’t particularly popular as of late. Many had been starving in the city, and their empty bellies had rumbled on the scent of fresh bread each morning.

      After asking a few questions, Darren soon found out which nobles in the city sent their troops to the walls and which did not. As he walked to the first of them, hundreds followed.

      “Open the gates,” Darren said when he stood in front of the manor.

      The others repeated his words, shouting it from all corners as they surrounded the fortified manor. The soldiers at the top consisted of ordinary people and a handful of holy adepts. Their faces were growing pale at the sight of the mob behind Darren.

      Their walls were only a third as tall as the ones around the city. Their fortifications were scarcely better than an armored fence. It had clearly been built more to keep beggars out of the manor’s yard than to fend off an army, and that was just what they had standing outside.

      A pair of paladins grabbed the thick oak logs of the wall and heaved. With straining backs and red faces, they tore the pillars right out of the ground, upending an entire chunk of the wall and tossing it onto the ground.

      That was all the invitation everyone else needed. People began streaming through the gap. A few went to the gates and hauled them open, tossing the soldiers atop the walls down and sending them fleeing.

      “Where are you, Lord Malbert?” someone shouted. “And why did you hide here, shivering and sniveling while we fought to protect you!”

      The pair of paladins who knocked down the walls picked up the log and bashed it against the metal-clad manor door, and smashed it open. People streamed inside, tearing through the manor the same way they’d torn across the battlefield.

      “Look! He was hoarding weapons, too!” a cleric shouted as she discovered the noble’s private armory. “You know how many more demons I could have killed with a bow like this one and arrows like these?”

      “There’s enough food in here to feed the city for a week! We’ll take it to the temple!”

      The mob of holy warriors soon found the lord of the manor.

      “What is that noise!” Lord Malbert shouted. “Guards! Guards! The peasants are rioting and ruining my chocolate time! Go make them quiet down!”

      Darren followed the people streaming into the lord’s manor to see Lord Malbert seated atop a mountain of golden cushions while four suspiciously young slave girls covered head to toe in chocolate rubbed thick brown syrup over his lips and cheeks.

      “Lord Malbert, you’ve failed in your duties to the city of Salsroth and its people! What do you say for yourself?” the cleric with a new bow demanded of the chocolate-covered lord.

      “What are you doing in my manor!” Malbert shouted. “I’m very important to the order and well-being of the city! Just ask the king!”

      “We plan to ask your king a lot of questions right after this.” The cleric gave the lord a dark grin. “We came to your country to fend off the demon invasion and clear our good names. Not to be fodder and man his walls for him. Where were your king and his soldiers? From what I saw, it was just us and a few townsfolk up on the walls.”

      “Ah...” Malbert finally started getting a sense of just how far south things were going for him. He let out an audible gulp, licking the chocolate off his lips as he spoke.

      “Bring him to the dungeon. Same as the commander.”

      The holy warriors looked towards the captured lord.

      “Aye, sir. We’ll root out what he’s hiding and bring it into the light. For the good of the city!”

      Darren shook his head. “No. For the good of all people.”

      Their eyes turned wider at that comment, but they eventually nodded and hauled Lord Malbert away.

      “Yes, sir!”

      The other noble houses met similar fates, save for the few who’d actually sent their people up on the walls or shared their supplies with the starving in the streets.

      A few of them were impressively dressed. Even Darren was impressed with the impracticality of one man’s hat and robes. The robes were made of long, flowing golden and silver ribbons, interwoven into a mesh that clanked against itself as the man shivered in his gilded boots.

      “Please! No violence. I can’t have bruises. A royal needs to look presentable!” the feeble-looking man in the golden robes pleaded.

      All around him, the holy warriors were busy taking weapons and armor from the particularly large manor this man had been staying in. A few were even pulling the curtains off the windows to be given away as blankets to those in need.

      “Give me your cloak,” Darren said, thinking the man’s shiny silver and gold cloak was just gaudy enough to match Cassandra’s style. It might be a little big for her, but he was certain she’d enjoy the gift.

      “Oh... uh... very well,” the man said as he pulled his coat off and passed it to Darren.

      “And the silly hat.” Darren pointed to the towering thing of red and gold on his head, lined with felt and adorned from top to bottom in shining symbols. Cassandra had a silly hat. Perhaps he could wear this one and match her.

      The man bit his lip. “I suppose I never was much of a king. Well, this is better than losing my crown after having my face gnawed off by a demon.”

      The man handed Darren his fancy hat to go along with his robes, and quite a few of the holy warriors in the city noted the exchange.

      “Good. Now, you are a holy adept, yes? You have skills?” Darren asked the now robeless and hatless man.

      “Yes, my family acquired both a sigil and skillbooks for me long ago.”

      “Then go and help the other holy adepts.” Darren pointed to the door. “They are repairing the walls.”

      “Umm... uh...” He looked at Darren, gulping and nodding. “Understood.”

      Shortly after clearing out the last noble house within Salsroth, a few of those who’d been particularly devoted to following Darren around saluted to him.

      “The city is yours, archpaladin. What should we do now?” the cleric from before asked.

      Darren thought for a moment. They wanted his advice again, so he’d give it.

      “How do you train? How do you organize?” Darren asked.

      “Well.” The cleric rubbed the back of her neck sheepishly. “Right now, someone of the third order, a priestess, cleric, or paladin, barks orders, and all the holy adepts obey. It could really be any of us. I can’t lie. It was messy up on the walls, at least until you showed up. Since everyone was looking at the third-order holy warriors, it was only natural for us to look at the only fourth-order holy warrior in the city.”

      That was about what Darren suspected.

      “Gather those who are not busy. We will fix these problems.”

      And so Darren and his followers headed towards the Golden Temple complex in the center of the city. The Order of the Rod paladins who’d been guarding the place earlier had either fled or defected to join the locals.

      Darren leaned against the wall. His other body was with his women again. Quite a few nobles had abandoned their fortified manors when they heard his new fanatical followers were coming for them, and after they abandoned their residences, it would have been a waste not to occupy them, so he had Cassandra set up more of her inns in each of them.

      He kept his original body discreet and cloaked. He was a recognizable figure these days, and he wanted the fact that he had two bodies to remain unknown, which would take a bit of work.

      She’d only just gotten enough staff recruited from the local populace trained to run the first inn she’d built, but she was happy enough to spread the best people she had out to get the manors full of as many people as could fit.

      “The trouble with setting up more inns is that I don’t think many people have the coin to pay even minimum prices.” Cassandra sighed. “And that means I won’t be able to pay new staff or hire laborers from the populace. Charity work is good and all, but it isn’t sustainable.”

      “I see.” Darren nodded in understanding. “People need coins so they can give you coins, which they give to other people.”

      The idea of money was terribly confusing, but Darren had enough of a grasp on it now to have a general idea of how it worked. In many ways, it was a means of asking others to do something and having them listen.

      Darren’s first thought was to simply give away coins again. He’d done that before, and most of the money had gone right back into Cassandra’s pockets. Since she stored all her wealth in his inventory, really, it ended back with him.

      But that didn’t seem as appealing an idea anymore. It was one thing to give away coins when so many were wounded, desperate, and without shelter. Now, most were fed, housed, and healthy enough to work. There was much to do around the city, so Darren decided the smartest thing to do was make people work for their coins.

      Darren’s new body was in the center of the city in the Golden Temple, standing before a group of the holy warriors who’d been the most devoted to following him around the city to redistribute the weapons and supplies of the cowering nobles. He shared his idea.

      “You will repair the city. You will practice and train. Do this, and I will give you coins.”

      “You mean like wages?” someone asked Darren. “You want to structure us like a mortal army?”

      “Not just you,” Darren said. “Everyone who can help the city.”

      And so Darren spent the rest of the night pulling out handfuls of coin from the treasure chests of the old king of Salsroth and all the nobles who’d fled the city or been imprisoned. He poured those coins into ten thousand hands, and those ten thousand hands soon went to work fixing damage to the walls, repairing damage to the streets, or running drills in preparation for another demon attack.

      The few Order of the Rod paladins who’d remained and discarded their old symbols were immensely useful for training the others. Darren knew a few of them were no doubt spies still loyal to the Order of the Rod who’d desert the defenders of Salsroth before this was through, but for now, they passed along their superior training to the hodge-podge rough warriors who’d answered Salsroth’s call for aid.

      Darren was very displeased at what the people interrogating the Order of the Rod’s commander had discovered.

      His initial suspicions about just what the Order of the Rod paladins had been up to in the temple soon proved correct. While the holy warriors streaming into the city had stood in line, patiently waiting for their attendance to be recorded by the clerks here, the paladins of the Order of the Rod had been using a set of rings given to them by their order to manipulate sigils.

      There, hidden beneath the altar, was another sigil token much like the one Darren already possessed.

      SENSE INTENT: ITEM ANALYSIS: KALAZIEL’S TOKEN OF PURIFICATION.

      
        	This item, created by Prime Saint Kalaziel, redirects the command lines of sigils routed through it to an administrator hub of his choosing. The administrator hub it is currently connected to is under the control of an ophanim.

      

      With a flick of a tendril, Darren broke the token. Whichever ophanim it was connected to was likely connected to Kalaziel in some way. Considering the sheer number of connections between this sigil and the ophanim, the ophanim were bound to notice he was severing connections. But at this point, he was certain Kalaziel knew just where he was, and he was past caring.

      So Darren cut the connection, saving the token in case he could repair it later. He used the one he’d previously purified from Asmoth’Koteth when freeing Blossom and routed all the connections within through it instead, routing all those connections through him as well.

      That proved to be a wise decision almost immediately. There were a whole host of quests waiting to be delivered to the holy warriors now under Darren’s command, and most of them had been downright suicidal considering the skill and equipment of the average group present here. Even Sasha’s Order of the Rose had nearly been wiped out, and they were far hardier than most.

      Darren quickly started combing through the quests he saw. This was something he had plenty of experience with, and now that he had seen the people they were meant for fight, he quickly reorganized everything with appropriate difficulty and descriptions to suit the quests themselves. Quite a few of the quests to be issued had been dangerously underestimated, though few had gotten mismatches as badly as Sasha’s group had.

      It seemed the ophanim managing these quests for Kalaziel had been actively trying to kill off the holy warriors it was issuing quests to.

      Darren had read the letter Sasha had received from the Golden Temple branch here in the city. They’d summoned everyone out of favor of the Order of the Rod here, only to throw them away as fodder in the face of a massive demonic army. He knew enough of the schemes of the seraphim to realize it all had been planned from the start. Kalaziel wanted all organized opposition to his personal faction of mortal lackeys completely destroyed.

      On that front, Darren was more than happy to ensure he was disappointed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Darren was with Sasha on the walls. He sent his other body out of the city to look after the ship and scout the surroundings. His new mythic skill was still his secret weapon against Kalaziel. While the seraphim now knew about his presence here, the existence of his second body needed to remain a secret for a while longer. “So you’re saying I get first pick out of everyone in the entire city?” Sasha asked him again, confirming what she already knew.

      “Yes.”

      Sasha looked towards the array of holy warriors training in the practice yard before her. Most of them were holy adepts, but a few were clerics, priestesses, and paladins. All of them were women who’d charged into battle after seeing him slay a Demon Lord and countless other foes. He had looked at all of them with his archpaladin wings and found them to be among the most ambitious and devoted to slaying demons and defending the city.

      They’d all worked incredibly hard at helping Darren reorganize the city and its people into something capable of defending itself against demons, and all of them had spent every spare moment training.

      All these women were looking for a new order to join. And after her recent losses, the Order of the Rose had plenty of slots to fill. If Sasha didn’t recruit new members now, she wouldn’t have much of an order left for long.

      Most had been rogue agents who stumbled across a sigil through sheer luck or happenstance. Such a thing was practically unheard of in Whiteguard or the Blackwind Empire, where sigils were prized and passed down through families or sold for a fortune, but with so much demon activity out and about as of late, plenty of ordinary people had found themselves unexpectedly blessed with a sigil. Quite a few holy warriors had fallen mere days ago during the last demon attack, and those sigils were also soon given new wielders.

      These people were prime recruits for Sasha. Without guidance and training, they’d be unlikely to survive their first encounter with a demon. The general training Darren had them running through would go a long way to helping, but it would be years before they were truly capable. Fortunately, Sasha was a talented teacher.

      “There are certain skills that we need to be added to our repertoire,” Sasha said.

      Darren shook his head. “Most have no skills for now. But they will find some soon.” With administrator access to their sigils, he could scout good quests for them. He’d already identified quite a few that gave away common and uncommon skillbooks as rewards. Most were corrupted skillbooks plucked from the bodies of the demons and cultists who died outside the city, but with his help, those were as good as pure ones.

      In addition to what they’d recently found after the battle, Darren himself now had a sizable collection of epic skillbooks. He’d already given away a few of them to paladins, priestesses, and clerics who’d done a particularly good job at protecting the city. Most of those lucky few were now present for Sasha’s selection.

      “How many can I take?” Sasha asked, eyeing her potential recruits as hungrily as those same recruits had been eying the weapons and common skillbooks he had offered them.

      “All of them if you want.” Darren shrugged. “But not more than you can train.”

      Part of the reason why he wanted to keep Sasha’s Order of the Rose alive was because of their training and expertise. Taking in too many green warriors would dilute their resources, and her order’s skill level might never return to its previous heights. He would prefer a handful of extremely skilled holy warriors under Sasha’s command than a legion of moderately competent ones.

      Sasha nodded in understanding, watching with keen eyes and asking questions here and there. Darren left her to make her choices when he spotted a hooded young woman waving her hands. She looked back and forth, thinking she was well hidden, though rumors of her had already started to spread.

      The holy warriors on the walls weren’t the only ones to charge into battle after Darren slew the Demon Lord. Asuriel had done her fair share of fighting. Rumors were already spreading about a seraph working with the new archpaladin, and those rumors had only bolstered his reputation to new heights. A few had even unfortunately confused Darren with Kalaziel and assumed he was the Prime Saint in disguise come to save the city.

      Darren didn’t like the rumors and quashed them whenever they came up. He also told everyone near him to pretend not to notice Asuriel if they saw her. She still thought her identity as a seraph was a secret.

      “Darren! There’s more news from the Heavens! They’re talking about us!” Asuriel whispered as she beckoned him into a dark alley.

      Darren entered, and new messages immediately popped upon his sigil. He had Asuriel read the titles aloud for him, summarizing several long articles that had been hastily written and published over the last few hours.

      “There’s lots of incredible stuff here from the people looking down from apertures above the city and piecing together what they can get out of the ophanim’s spy network. Listen to this! Archpaladin Darren Heavengrace has taken complete control over Salsroth and repelled the first of three demon hordes headed to the city.”

      “Three?” Darren’s voice turned grim at that news.

      “There’s more,” Asuriel continued. “Kalaziel’s divine host has experienced unexpected delays and will not be arriving in the mortal world until Asmoth’Koteth herself arrives at the city. Is the holdup intentional to delay his arrival until the mortals are nearly destroyed?”

      “Yes,” Darren answered. He hadn’t been the only one to notice that Kalaziel’s promise to save the humans of Salsroth had more than purely benevolent intent. If he’d been hiding it before, forcing him to delay had shown his hand. He wasn’t sure if that would amount to much in the Heavens, but he would take every victory he could get over his mother’s murderer.

      “The new leader of Salsroth’s bloodline connection to the Heavengrace family is suspected to be rumor meant to manufacture a right to rule.”

      Darren shook his head. His mother wouldn’t have lied to him about her name. But he cared little whether or not the Heavens believed his name was real or not. In truth, he would have preferred to give the people here in Salsroth a false name.

      But with the rarity of archpaladins, someone would have pieced his identity together, eventually using descriptions from Limedeep. Besides, the people had asked for it so earnestly. Darren wouldn’t deny a heartfelt request without good reason.

      “There have been mass outages with the sigil network. Many sigils have gone completely out of contact without reason, as though they’ve been disconnected from the network. Most appear again shortly thereafter, though the connection pathway is different. Most people suspect Demonic tampering. They’ve interfered with our sigil network, especially when converting sigils into corrupted sigils. Some are suspicious of interference on our end.”

      Darren’s fingers drummed against the table. Nothing pointed at him yet, which was better luck than he’d dared to hope for. The Order of the Rod likely took provisions to conceal what they were doing, and now those same provisions shielded his modifications of the sigil network. That was good, but he would need to be careful and ensure he wasn’t discovered.

      If he continued as he was, though, all evidence would point to the Order of the Rod. They were the ones who manipulated each individual sigil. Darren just swapped the token they were routed through over to his own.

      “Two more scouting forces from Asmoth’Koteth’s horde have rerouted their path from the wilderness north of Salsroth. Instead of attacking Yellowcrest and Lichenfell Citadel, they will both head directly for Salsroth.”

      “When?” Darren asked.

      “Soon. Within the next few days.”

      “Tell me when the Heavens have more to say.”

      “I promise,” Asuriel assured him. “But keep in mind, the information I can get is only so good. Most of this is assembled through independent observation, and anything civilian seraphim can get out of the ophanim network. If Kalaziel has truly subverted some of the ophanim, then it’s possible they’re not reporting everything.”

      There was one last thing that Darren had to know.

      “Any mentions of me? What I’m doing? Where I am?”

      Darren had been careful to keep one of his bodies out of sight at all times. At first, he’d hoped only keeping one active would be enough, but after Asuriel started telling him just how closely the Heavens were watching him, he ended up sending his other body to the ship outside the city where it could work on preparing an escape route for him and his women without interruption. He’d never performed a Limitless Evolution on something so big before, but there was a first time for everything.

      “I understand. Thank you, Asuriel.”

      "You know, you make a great paramour." Asuriel rapped Darren's stomach with the back of her hand.

      "Paramour?" Darren asked, unfamiliar with the word.

      "Uh... sidekick. Yeah, that's what I meant." Asuriel's cheeks flushed, and she laughed awkwardly. "There are these novels in some of the cities on the first Heaven covered with beefy and oiled shirtless men with big swords. That's you."

      "Beefy and oiled?" Darren frowned. Did the seraphim intend to cook these shirtless men? That seemed more like a demon thing.

      "That's right," Asuriel said. "I'm the plucky and adventurous protagonist, a seraph roaming the mortal world. And you are my adoring paramour who wishes he could have the chance to tie me up and ravish me."

      As she spoke, the color in her cheeks deepened.

      That didn't sound quite right to Darren, but he gave Asuriel a pat on the head. She'd always been a bit odd. This was just more of the same.
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        * * *

      

      After parting ways with Asuriel and Sasha, Darren headed to the walls to check on the city’s defenses. He was worried about the two upcoming demon attacks that Asuriel mentioned and wanted to see how the repairs and drills were coming along.

      The past week since the last attack had been nothing short of an entire overhaul of the city’s government, economy, class structure, culture, and infrastructure.

      The Salsroth of today was nearly unrecognizable from the city as recently as a few days ago. Paladins had cleared all the timber in the area over the past week, following Darren’s example. Usually, they would have viewed such work as beneath them, but when an archpaladin and the savior of the city was hauling lumber, then they couldn’t be too proud to join him.

      With them doing all the heavy lifting and other holy warriors far less reluctant to put their skills to mundane tasks, they did the work of months every hour. The walls around the city were still made of wood, but they were three times as thick as before, and the platform overhead now encircled everything instead of just a few regions of the city.

      Previously, the demons had nearly breached the walls by sitting beneath them where defenders couldn’t attack. Now, the walls were higher than ever before, and the platform along their top extended out over the defenses to attack any demon gnawing on the base of the walls beneath the defenders’ feet.

      Darren had also completely reorganized the defenders themselves. Before, the city guard, under the control of the King of Salsroth, was both the military and law-enforcement arm of the city. Any sizable military action outside of its walls would have required recruiting many of the smaller lords, each with a few dozen soldiers to their name.

      Most of the holy warriors with their sigils weren’t even from Salsroth and had come as a result of the local Golden Temple’s call for aid. They’d only been affiliated with Salsroth in the loosest sense.

      The mismatched organizations that were hastily thrown together into a joint fighting force to defend the city had been completely dissolved. It had happened just in time too because the lack of a clear chain of command had led to confusion and misallocation of resources throughout the first demon attack.

      Darren had changed all that. Everyone in the city who was a warrior by necessity or trade at the moment worked for him, and the entire city had been reorganized to defend it from demons. He thought running a city this way made a lot of sense and wondered why other cities weren’t run this way.

      “Darren! Watch this!” Morgana waved from the top of the walls. “I’m going to shank a demon in its sleep! Want to watch?”

      “Yes,” Darren replied, eager to see Morgana’s new skills at work. While Sasha had been busy healing and putting her order together, and Cassandra had kept herself practically glued to his other body, Morgana had been training with the rest of his forces.

      Being a third-order cleric alone meant that Morgana was an important defender of Salsroth. The fact that she had four epic-ranked skills meant that she was powerful even among experienced clerics.

      What she was lacking the most right now were practice and experience, and that was just what this stay in Salsroth was giving her. Living in a city under siege from demons was pressuring her and countless others to hone their skills or perish.

      It wasn’t quite as intense an experience as living in Hell itself, but Darren imagined a few years of this would make real warriors out of them.

      “The scouts found a big one over there!” Morgana pointed over the wall to the forest beyond. “It’s a fiend that rode in on a massive felbeast. We think he’s a scout for another demon attack. Someone saw him watching the walls. I’m going to take him out before he can report back!”

      “Show me.”

      Morgana activated her Phase Shift ability, walking right through the city’s walls to emerge on the other side. She had her eyes locked on a distant location, meaning she’d probably activated Farsight and was already scrying on her target.

      She spent the next quarter-hour stalking her prey, stopping once to rest when maintaining her Phase Shift became too stressful on her. Darren hoped she would be able to hold it for longer with time.

      Eventually, she found the fiend resting with a sword in his lap made of polished black metal. His eyes were closed, and he seemed to be focusing on a skill, not unlike Morgana’s Farsight ability. The fiend was probably looking inside the city himself, transporting his consciousness over the walls to glean more information about what lay within them.

      Darren watched her hands flash and knew she’d struck both beast and rider with her Curse of Weariness and Curse of Sloth. Neither would be quick to react or wake.

      Then, Morgana activated Ephemeral Hand, forming a spectral double of her fingers. She snatched the sword out of the fiend’s hands, light as a feather. She carried it off, hand shaking with the burden of lifting something so heavy with her skill from so far away.

      Soon after, she’d taken his dagger too without him noticing. Then she closed in for the kill. Activating Phase Shift again, she darted in towards the demon and its mount, dispatching the felbeast first.

      In Morgana’s position, Darren would have gone for the fiend. The felbeast was large, but not nearly as threatening as its rider.

      The felbeast’s eyes snapped open just as Morgana’s ax bit into its neck. She’d brought a tool meant for felling trees hoping she could take these demons down in one surprise blow. It yelped, twisted its head to snap at Morgana, who’d dropped her Phase Shift skill a moment ago to make the killing strike.

      Morgana tugged the ax out and swung again, cutting deep enough this time to sever the demon’s spine. That wasn’t enough to kill it, and it lunged at Morgana with her teeth. She was quick to react and pulled her short sword from her waist. This was the sidearm that Darren had given her, and it had originally been part of Asuriel’s weapons.

      As a Heavenly weapon, it was incredibly effective against the demon, and its eyes went limp and faded.

      The fighting had been enough to wake the fiend, though. Darren tensed, fearing he’d need to step in.

      The fiend went for his sword, only to find it missing. Then he went for his dagger, only to find it was missing as well. Morgana tugged at her sword lodged in the demon’s mouth, but found it lodged too tight to remove.

      She abandoned it and rolled just in time to avoid the fiend. He’d given up on looking for his weapons and charged Morgana with his fists.

      Morgana scrambled backward on her hands and knees, keeping out of the fiend’s reach. That was smart of her. Darren might have been able to take on a fiend in a grapple or a fistfight, but Morgana wasn’t even a third the fiend’s size.

      The fiend was slow to climb back to his feet, likely thanks to Morgana’s curse. She kept her distance long enough to activate her Phase Shift ability.

      At first, Darren thought Morgana was running towards him for help, but then he saw her eyes were locked on the bush she’d thrown the fiend’s own weapons into.

      His hands itched to slay the fiend. He wasn’t used to sitting and watching while others fought. No wonder everyone had charged into battle after him when he slew the Demon Lord.

      Morgana deactivated her Phase Shift to grab the weapons hidden in the bush. The fiend scout had a movement skill and had kept pace with Morgana, even while she was passing straight through trees and underbrush. She turned and swept her weapon across his chest, scoring a deep gouge.

      Another Ephemeral Hand appeared behind her, and she passed it the fiend’s dagger. His sword was large enough that she had to use both hands to wield it.

      The fiend was unarmed, and Morgana wasn’t, but he still had deadly claws and immense strength. The fiend was a third-order demon, and Morgana, as a cleric, was a third-order human. They were evenly matched.

      Morgana swung her blade, and the fiend dodged. He swiped at her, and she parried. They circled one another, each looking for an opening.

      Then the fiend’s dagger stabbed him in the back, carried aloft by an Ephemeral Hand.

      “Got you!” Morgana grinned. Then she swung the fiend’s sword at his neck and cleaved his head off with his own blade.

      She turned to Darren, holding the weapon aloft.

      “Darren! Darren! I did it! Did you see?”

      “I saw,” Darren said, appearing by her side in an instant. “Well done.”

      After a brief celebration with Morgana, she took him around the walls to show her a soldier’s perspective on how the defenses of the city were going up, and told him everything she knew about demon activity in the area.

      “Ha! I’ve gotten pretty good at this cleric thing, haven’t I?” Morgana beamed with pride. “You know, I never thought of myself as much of a leader before.”

      “You are doing well. But do not become complacent. Continue to train and fight.”

      “Yes, sir, supreme savior of the city and heroic champion of Salsroth!” Morgana gave Darren a salute, which looked silly on her face. “That’s what they’ve been calling you, you know.”

      “I know.” Darren grimaced. His title had been getting longer, which meant they wasted even more time before any of these holy warriors would even dare to talk to him.

      “I’ve got to admit, it’s been a lot of fun for me. When I say jump, people jump just because I’m associated with you,” Morgana said. “It’s been a lot of fun.”

      “Good for you.”

      “Speaking of fun...” Morgana’s voice turned coy. “Cassandra completed her last batch of quests! She’s got quite the growing collection of women’s underwear, all of it stolen. She plucked it right off their bottoms. Pretty perverted of her, don’t you think? I think she’s ready for more!”

      Darren frowned. Cassandra had fallen for the trick quests he was ushering through his sigil far too easily.

      “She has not bothered strangers, has she?” Darren asked.

      Morgana shook her head. “Don’t worry. I’ve kept the quests concentrated around our little friend group. Sasha, Priestess Blossom, Shrine Maiden Bonnie, Audrey, that sort of thing. She’s even stolen two from me.”

      “Very well. Prepare more quests for her, and I will send them.”

      “Yes!” Morgana pumped her fist in the air like she’d won a victory. She jumped up to Darren’s shoulder, planting a kiss before bouncing back on her heels. “This is so much fun. I can’t wait to see the look on her face when she’s finally caught...”

      After Morgana told him everything else he wanted to know, Darren puzzled together what was happening around the city.

      Between his own scouts and the maps Asuriel was showing him, Darren suspected that they could expect one of the two Demon Lords to show up in the area within the next few days.

      They would likely wait just outside the walls, hoping to join their hordes into one and attack together. They wouldn’t be expecting a preemptive strike from the defenders.

      Touring the city with Morgana eventually led to a visit with Shrine Maiden Bonnie and Amelia sitting nearby. The young girl had taken to assisting the shrine maiden in her rituals, which Darren was pleased with.

      He had been fighting demons when he was Amelia’s age, but he couldn’t bring himself to push the girl to live the childhood he had.

      “Darren!” Amelia said, wrapping her hands around his leg as he approached.

      “Have you been learning from Bonnie?” Darren asked.

      Amelia nodded, pointing towards a pile of shrine maiden equipment which she’d been putting to use mere moments ago, drawing circles that Bonnie could use as templates for ritual diagrams.

      Darren had given her an entire building for her new temporary shrine within the city. It turned out the Golden Temple had a rather sizable chamber ready-made and equipped for ritual diagrams. He thought it was a little too convenient until Bonnie explained why.

      “The Shrine Maidens and the Golden Temple used to be a lot closer. There was a time when we’d work our skills on their behalf all the time. Many shrines were even built inside of temple grounds. It wasn’t until the rise of the Order of the Rod that tensions started increasing, and Golden Temple branches even started snatching Shrine Maidens for their own use.”

      As it turned out, the Golden Temple had two such Shrine Maidens imprisoned, much like Bonnie had been. Darren freed both of them, letting them do as they pleased. The two had done nothing but rest and recover for the past few days, and Bonnie had taken over their roles completely.

      “Darren! Thank you for coming. I’m preparing for a priestess ritual right now. I need that chalk over there,” Bonnie said.

      Darren passed her the chalk, crouching down as she worked on drawing more symbols onto the floor. Amelia held the bucket nearby. He handed the bucket to her, and she handed new colors to Bonnie as needed.

      “How many are ready for priestess?” Darren asked. Every new third-order fighter the city could create would be a valued addition to Salsroth’s fighting force. The same went for paladins and clerics. There were far too many third-order demons coming towards the city.

      “Only a few have the devotion needed to progress, despite the many quests they’ve completed,” Bonnie answered.

      Darren grimaced. He found he had some limited control over the quests now that he was the administrator for every sigil in the city. He could increase the devotion reward for various completed quests by a modest amount, but the system itself prevented him from giving them away for small tasks like hunting imps.

      He’d been able to give everyone at least three points thanks to their participation in defense of the city, but for most, that wasn’t enough to turn a second-order holy adept into one of the third-order classes.

      “Not enough,” Darren muttered.

      “Are you kidding? A few enhancement rituals a day is an incredible amount, even for any force!” Bonnie said. “A year at this rate, and you’d rival the Order of the Rod in the number of holy warriors under your influence.”

      “The seraphim are stingy,” Darren said. “Without more power, many here will die.”

      “Yes,” Bonnie agreed grimly.

      Darren’s mind went back to Asuriel. She could essentially be an infinite supply of Celestial Essence for upcoming clerics.

      “Find any who should become clerics but who do not have the devotion for it,” Darren instructed. “I will return later to help.”

      “You’re planning on doing that thing again, aren’t you?” Bonnie’s eyes widened. “I don’t know what the seraphim will think about that.”

      “They need not think anything. Just keep them out of our way.” Darren was starting to grow tired of the Heavens. They’d been sitting in the sky watching them fight for their lives. Kalaziel sought to save this city for his own purposes, and the rest did nothing to intervene. If they wanted to stop him from doing this, then they’d need to come down and tell him themselves.

      “Understood...” Bonnie gulped.

      Now that she was working of her own free will, she was performing more rituals each day than she ever had as a prisoner. The other shrine maidens looked in on her from time to time and seemed to be on the verge of lending a hand.

      “You have to understand, they have a lot of bad memories here,” Bonnie explained. “But they’re learning more about the situation outside the city. They’re needed here, and they know it. They’ll come around. Thank you for being patient with them. I know how easy it would be for you to make them work.”

      “They will have time,” Darren said. Though, the coins he’d given them after freeing them would run out soon. To get more, they’d need to find work somewhere in the city. And since everyone in the city was working towards its defense, they’d be working towards protecting the city whether they worked as a shrine maiden or not.

      The cleric-to-be arrived not long after, blushing like a schoolgirl when she noticed Darren standing there.

      “I... Uhm... are you going to watch, sir?” she asked, bashful and shy at the thought that the archpaladin and leader of the entire city was going to witness her transformation.

      Darren did stay and watch, studying the holy adept’s transformation into a cleric. After doing Cassandra, he had a good idea of how the process occurred. He let the Celestial Essence transfer happen uninterrupted, noting the spectral form of the seraph responsible for the ritual, along with the humanoid hand puppeting the spectral form poking through a tiny aperture cloaked in brilliantly bright light.

      The devotion system was merely a way for the seraphim to figure out who’d done them good service and was worthy of their help. But perhaps it was time for humans to start helping themselves.

      Darren had a few ideas.
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        * * *

      

      While Darren’s new body was inside the city, Darren had taken his other body to the beached ship they’d arrived in Salsroth in. He’d taken Cassandra with him. Ever since becoming a priestess, she’d kept herself practically glued to his side, even more ever-present than Melancholy. It was a disconcerting amount of attention. He would have been more worried, but with a second body, having Cassandra nearby one of them at all hours was rather comforting. He could do as he pleased with one body, but could have her back at his side with merely a thought.

      The fact that she’d chosen her new skills explicitly to help Darren was also a tremendous benefit. Setting up Cassandra’s new Defense Network skill had taken some effort, but eventually, he figured out how to form a connection between him and her.

      The skill description wasn’t joking when it said the user needed to have a close bond with whoever it was used with. He could only get the bond to trigger when he was physically inside Cassandra while they were in bed in their cabin aboard the ship.

      “We must find an easier way to activate the skill,” Darren said.

      Cassandra let out a muffled moan, clutching the sheets beneath her.

      “I... I don’t know,” she panted. “I like this way of activating the skill.”

      “Morgana and Sasha couldn’t use it,” Darren said.

      Cassandra tilted her head back at Darren and giggled. “You’re right. They don’t have the... assets to form this sort of intimate connection.”

      Setting up Cassandra’s Glyphs of Power had been easier. All it had required was a few items from Darren’s inventory.

      The requirements for some of the skill’s most powerful single-use defensive shields were extensive. One of them even required the corpse of a fifth-order Demon Lord Felbeast to create. Fortunately, he had recently come across just such a dead Demon Lord.

      “Oh, this one is strong. I can feel it!” Cassandra said as she felt burning heat welling up on her skin. A tiny pig appeared on her bare shoulder, symbolizing the Demon Lord they’d sacrificed for the defensive shield.

      “That should be impenetrable to a fourth-order demon,” Darren explained. It would also survive a beating from a fifth-order demon lord, since that was the level of power used to create the glyph. He thought it might even survive for a blow against a sixth-order demon like Asmoth’Koteth herself, though he certainly didn’t plan to let Cassandra test that theory.

      Cassandra rubbed at the mark on her skin, frowning at it.

      Darren brushed her hands away to inspect it himself. It wasn’t like a tattoo. It was more like a tiny stained-glass portrait plucked out of a window and planted on Cassandra’s body.

      Darren frowned and inspected the glyph. No, not on Cassandra’s body, hovering just above it. The glyph floated just above her skin. Depending on how tightly her clothes fit, it might hover just outside of them.

      The mark itself wasn’t ideal. It gave off a steady stream of Divine Aura. That was probably power slowly leaking away, but the rate was slow enough it would take years to amount to any appreciable power loss.

      Worse was the fact that the power made it detectable. If this was to be a life-saving secret power to be used to protect Cassandra or anyone connected through her Defense Network, it would be bad to have it visible, especially if it couldn’t be hidden by clothes.

      “You don’t like it?” Cassandra asked, looking at Darren worriedly. “I know noble girls aren’t really supposed to get something like this...”

      Darren shook his head. “You might be able to control it. Try.”

      Cassandra focused, and under his instruction, she was able to adjust the size and shape of the glyph, projecting it further or closer to her body.

      Darren had been curious if she could conceal all signs of this secret weapon entirely.

      Cassandra had little luck with that, but she did figure out how to move it around her body and to change its shape.

      “Look, I can make it spell your name.” Cassandra focused on the glowing glyph, reshaping it bit by bit until it was transformed into the first letter of Darren’s name. “Well, I will be able to make it spell your name if I get a few more.”

      Darren and Cassandra ended up assembling six glyphs from his inventory, which Cassandra was happy to note were just enough to spell his name on her forehead.

      “What, too silly?” Cassandra pouted as she had Darren’s name in glowing golden symbols on her cheeks.

      “Yes.”

      “Fine...” Cassandra shifted the glyphs down to her belly. She changed the glyphs until they were his initials and her own, with a heart in the middle.

      They sat around her like they were projected on an invisible golden ring, but when she pulled them as close as they could go, they were mostly concealed by the folds of her clothes there.

      They made a few more glyphs with more common materials just so Cassandra could practice, and Darren was pleased to see a small shield appear before her, just large enough to deflect a thrown rock that would have bruised her rear.

      “That will stop an arrow,” he said as the glowing glyph that created the shield shattered, dispersing its power into the temporary shield.

      “Now your turn!” Cassandra said, hefting a rock of her own.

      She threw it at Darren, and it struck his chest like a fly hitting a boulder. It bounced right off and fell to the ground.

      “Huh? Why didn’t the glyph activate? The Defense Network is on. Do we need to try connecting again?” Cassandra poked the glowing glyph symbol on the back of her hand.

      He shook his head. “I was in no danger. Try this.” He handed Cassandra a throwing ax. It took Cassandra a bit of prompting to get her to throw it at him, but he promised her that if she actually managed to wound him, she’d just get the chance to practice her Healing Blessing skill some more.

      When her own Wind’s Whisper skill assured her that Darren would be okay, she threw the ax at him. It was headed right for his chest, and he waited stoically for Cassandra’s glyph to activate. It did so, forming a cone of force that deflected the thrown ax to the side where it bounced harmlessly along the ground.

      “Good,” Darren said. “It works for me.”

      Cassandra hugged him in excitement and hauled him back to their cabin to celebrate the successful mastery of her skills. Darren obliged her for a while, but eventually, they needed to get back to work.

      While Cassandra took a quick nap to recover from the vigor and physical exertion of their celebration, he worked on the ship some more.

      He didn’t really know much about shipbuilding, but he hoped his Limitless Evolution skill knew what it was doing. He gathered all the materials it said he needed and piled them onto the ship. Mostly, that meant a lot of wood. He also needed some stone, metal, and a lot of cloth, but he had all of that in his inventory already.

      It would take sacrificing some of the tents and scrap weapons he had, but that’s what those things were in his inventory for. With all the materials gathered, he began the evolution. When she woke up, Cassandra joined in using her Skill Enhancement ability.

      Just like that, the days before the next demon attack passed swiftly.
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      Asuriel was the first to give Darren a definitive location for the first of the two Demon Lords headed his way.

      This one took the form of a troll the size of a building. He was an enormous beast with two heads and a need to smash through everything in his way. He wasn’t the most intelligent of Demon Lords, but he was cunning enough to want to camp his forces and wait for the other demon army to arrive.

      This was the force originally meant to destroy Yellowcrest. Darren could imagine that massive club smashing down the walls of King Bogo’s palace and the demon himself crushing the guards he’d seen to death with every step. That future would still come to pass if Darren didn’t kill this demon before he made his way to Yellowcrest.

      He was far from the walls, nearly a day’s march for a normal human army. He was out of sight of the walls but close enough that the demon horde could move in as soon as its sister horde arrived.

      The few crippled scraps of the first demonic assault that Darren had destroyed back when he revealed himself to Salsroth were busy regrouping under this new Demon Lord and the army he’d brought.

      “I’m going to kill the Demon Lord,” he announced when the scouts confirmed the location of the demon encampment.

      Sasha stepped forward, and the Order of the Rose, now larger than ever, joined her.

      “When do we leave, sir?” Sasha asked as she and her people saluted Darren.

      “At dawn. We will travel through the morning and strike when the sun is highest.” Divine Aura pressing down from above would be strongest then, and the demons would have to fight for every scrap of power. The presence of the Demon Lord would be more than enough to cloud the skies and mitigate that advantage, but not after Darren killed him.

      He had expected Sasha to step forward, but as he spoke, countless others followed her, volunteering to leave the protection of the city and strike out against the demons before they could even come close to the walls.

      “Good,” Darren said. He focused on his sigil, and a new quest appeared before him, though this one was intended for those he could issue it to rather than for him.

      SLAY THE DEMON HORDE OUTSIDE OF SALSROTH!

      
        	Every defeated enemy grants rewards to be distributed after the battle.

        	Slay cultists, felbeasts, undead, fiends, trolls, and Hellhounds!

      

      Darren had discovered this among his suggested quests to give out. The sigils could keep perfect score over who slew what and how many and just what portion of the spoils they were worthy of. Through this quest, he would distribute the resources of this battle to those most willing to use them. When this quest was finished, there would no doubt be many holy adepts worthy of becoming clerics, priestesses, and paladins.
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        * * *

      

      When dawn arrived the next day, the number of people volunteering to leave with Darren had swelled to three times as many. Those who remained behind swung the gates of Salsroth wide, saluting him as they streamed out.

      The last time these people had left Salsroth, they’d been nothing more than a disordered mob pouring from the city like liquid from shattered glass. Now, they formed near ranks and files, each of them answering to officers ranked above them as they marched in unison towards the enemy who would destroy them.

      The sun went from a dim speck on the horizon to a blazing ball of heat far overhead. During their march, they ran into several demon scouts.

      Morgana proved exceptionally talented at spotting them with her Farsight skill. Audrey was awake and about now. She still wasn’t fully recovered from being dismembered and partially eaten by demonic lobsters, but she was well enough to fight.

      She and Morgana quickly formed something of a comradery. Audrey’s arrows drove the demons from hiding, while Morgana slowed them down with her curses. If they had a defensive skill that let them survive Audrey’s arrows, Morgana could always dart in herself and finish them off while they were distracted.

      Morgana herself was nearly impossible to pin down in a straight fight. Her Phase Shift skill rendered her untouchable whenever she had it active. Her Whispers of Fire skill created a living specter of flame that couldn’t be ignored for long. If not countered, it quickly grew in size until it was strong enough to burn even a third-order fiend alive.

      Between that, her curses, and a few Ephemeral Hands wielding daggers, Morgana was an incredibly annoying foe. Every foe who crossed her path was fighting half-dead and exhausted while distracted by a flickering flame and flying knives.

      Darren was terribly proud of how far she’d come from the innocent, frightened traveler crouching in the brush while Cassandra’s merchant wagon rolled by.

      The first dozen scouts they came across were doomed to die. The bright, burning sun overhead was blinding to the demons used to the dark of the Hells. Even the cultists were often used to catacombs and lairs than the brilliant light of day.

      For them, an attack at this hour was as good as an ambush was against humans in the dead of night. If not for the fact that demonic senses were far more powerful than those of humans, Darren’s army might have caught the invading force entirely unaware.

      Eventually, though, there were just too many scouts for Morgana and Audrey alone. There were others suited to hunting down scouts in their group, most of whom were clerics, but none were skilled enough to catch all their enemies before they could make a report.

      Eventually, the demons detected their presence. Morgana was spying on their camp when their Demon Lord stirred. Several of the fiends around him began hastily issuing orders, and the fiends started strapping on armor and arming themselves with incredible haste.

      “Ha!” Morgana snorted. “Some of them can’t believe that humans are attacking them instead of the other way around! I’m watching a pair of fiends argue about it right now.”

      “The arrogant among them will die first,” Darren said. “At the peak of this hill, we charge.”

      Darren drew Melancholy from his inventory and pointed to a nearby hill overlooking the demon camp. A few fiends had been sitting on top of it scouting for enemies, but Morgana and Audrey had killed them mere minutes ago.

      “The hill will be a good place for me and the other archers to shoot from. The priestesses with ranged healing skills should stay with us.” Audrey hefted her bow, notching another arrow and holding it by her hip as her eyes scoured the area.

      Darren turned to those who’d followed him here, amazed once again at how many were looking at him. Mere weeks ago, he’d have thought he’d be standing here alone. And yet here they were, waiting for his signal.

      “Fight well,” Darren told them. And then he turned, eyes locked on the Demon Lord.

      His archpaladin wings spread out behind him, though he stayed on the ground to take advantage of the speed his movement skill provided.

      The other paladins weren’t nearly so quiet. They arrived like the tide crashing against the shore, screaming a wordless battle cry as they ran.

      Most of the fiends were still busy arming themselves. They hadn’t received enough warning to equip their mounts and fully prepare for battle. Unfortunately, fiends were the exception when it came to demons.

      The majority of demons were armed and armored the day they manifested. They were equipped with a thick chitinous exoskeleton, heavy scales, or impenetrable hides. They had teeth and claws, always sharp and armed.

      Days ago, those teeth and claws would have cut through the crude cloth armor and rickety wooden shields these backwoods self-taught paladins had been using. But now, those same paladins were wearing purified fiend armor and wielding weapons crafted by the finest smiths in Hell. A claw strike that would have killed before now merely scored a long gouge along their helmets, buying the wielder a moment to dart in with their sword and skewer the demon responsible.

      Fiends crossed blades with paladins and found their weapons deflected and diverted. These holy paladins had been drilling hard these last few days, practicing the same forms that Darren had learned from his mother and then perfected after years of practice fighting these same foes.

      While the paladins met their foes toe-to-toe, the clerics stood further back. Some, like Morgana, were out of their depth in a large-scale engagement like this. In the fray of battle, she was just a particularly maneuverable holy adept.

      So she kept to the sides of the battle, waiting and watching. She used her skills well, targeting particularly powerful and important demons and weakening them before darting in for the kill. After, she retreated just as fast to rest her skills for the next target.

      Audrey had more luck as a cleric. Her bow would launch a hundred arrows a minute, and they thundered across the battlefield, passing harmlessly through human allies but striking demons by passing right through their armor or exoskeletons. Her bow alone broke the ranks of one lesser group of fiends, scattering their line and letting the paladins on the ground surround them one by one and finish them off.

      The more animalistic demons were harder to drive back. They didn’t fight in anything as coherent as lines. They just charged forward with primal roars and savage claws, tearing and biting at anything near them.

      The priestesses split their attention between healing and dealing with that sort of demon. Priestesses specialized in aiding their allies and weakening their enemies. Many of them were standing all the way back on the hill with Audrey, pointing their staves, wands, and books towards their friends and channeling healing and shielding powers.

      Beams of bright pink and blue light shot through the air, and wherever it touched, the spilled blood of paladins seeped back into their owners’ bodies. The tired and wounded were healed and rejuvenated. The dying were spared long enough to be dragged back to safety, and the healthy were bolstered with the strength to overwhelm their enemies.

      The demons, on the other hand, received darts of crimson energy or beams of sinister black curses. Power left their bodies. Metal armor rusted in the span of moments, and hard chitinous bodies turned stiff and brittle, shattering at the slightest touch.

      The priestesses closer to the field leveled staffs and unleashed billowing clouds of fire or blazing bursts of light. Out of the corner of his eye, Darren saw a demon open its mouth to unleash a cloud of flesh-devouring locusts, only for a priestess he remembered giving a skillbook recently spread her robes wide.

      A flock of doves with wings of burning fire sprung from her white garments, and they devoured and burned the locusts even as they tried to devour the paladins nearby. In moments, they’d gobbled up or destroyed every locust and turned their eyes onto the demon who created them.

      That had been one of the epic skillbooks Darren had given away to a particularly brave priestess. He was glad to see she was putting it to use.

      But Darren himself had a foe to fight. The Demon Lord himself.

      SENSE INTENT: DEMON ANALYSIS: DEMON LORD ROK’MAR OF THE FIFTH ORDER.

      
        	This troll-type demon lord stands thirty meters tall. Possessing inhuman strength and incredible endurance and constitution, this Demon Lord smashes through his enemies with overwhelming power.

      

      Darren’s skills told him to expect a straightforward brute of a demon. Killing someone like this would be more work than the Felbeast demon he had slain before, especially without the element of surprise.

      Darren didn’t doubt that he could kill this thing. The only question was how many of his followers would the demon be able to take with him.

      Darren’s movement ability, Unstoppable and Unbreakable, pushed him forward with incredible speed. He stretched out his wings at the last moment, using all his forward momentum to propel him into the air.

      Demon Lord Rok’mar was massive. He was like a bird trying to fight a man, but when his sword came into contact with the throat of one of Rok’mar’s two heads, he transferred all the energy of his charge into the strike.

      Melancholy sank hilt-deep into the demon. Its blade, longer than most men were tall, was just barely big enough to poke out on the other side of the Demon Lord’s neck.

      Darren planted a foot on the Demon Lord’s throat, twisting and pulling Melancholy along until he pried it out of the Demon Lord’s neck, having cut halfway through it all.

      Most foes would have died then and there, but against this foe such a blow was merely a scratch. Even the massive quantity of Demonic Aura that Melancholy had destroyed and converted was nothing more than a few drops in a sprawling sea.

      The troll demon’s free hand grasped for Darren, but he evaded with nimble grace, stunning the appendage with his Swords of Revealing Light skill. Future Sight had shown it coming for him moments ago, and he had reacted without even turning to look.

      Darren swept Melancholy back through the demon’s neck from the other side, severing one of his two heads completely. That only seemed to make Rok’mar angrier, though.

      Rok’mar overcame the stunning effects of Swords of Revealing Light far quicker than lesser demons could shake it off. Darren had hoped for enough time to sever both of his heads, but that was nothing but a dream. Even with his Demon Calamity skill increasing all damage against demons by tenfold, even he couldn’t cut Rok’mar apart before he could react.

      Darren gave the severed neck a shove, and the detached head rolled off its perch onto the ground, crushing an entire cluster of imps and smaller demons huddled around the Demon Lord’s feet.

      Rok’mar’s severed stump started to bubble. Sickly pink and white bubbles blew out of the gurgling stump where his neck was. As those bubbles popped, they released tiny splashes of burning acid that seared Darren’s skin wherever it touched him.

      Darren pulled back, ducking behind the other head. The giant hefted his massive club, swinging at his own shoulder to smash him into a thin paste.

      It struck, but by the time the blow landed, Darren had stabbed Melancholy into the demon’s back and was hanging by one arm. The club struck only the demon’s own shoulder, shattering bone.

      “Crush! Kill... human!” Rok’mar growled, less coherent even than the Felbeast Demon Lord Darren had slain. Perhaps he was always so stupid, or perhaps he had lost half of his intelligence after losing one of his heads.

      In either case, Darren wasn’t about to let up. He gave Melancholy a pull, and the sword slid out of the demon’s back, scoring a long arm-deep cut along Rok’mar’s entire back.

      He reached behind himself, dropping his club as he scrambled to grab Darren. But he slipped through Rok’mar’s fingers like a leaf in the breeze.

      Darren twisted, sliding over to one of the demon’s legs. Melancholy severed tendons and connective tissue between the joints.

      This demon was close enough to human that most of his anatomy matched, and Darren knew just what to cut to cripple the demon.

      He’d done so just in time, too. In his fit of rage that he couldn’t crush Darren, he had stumbled over the battlefield towards the line of holy warriors who’d followed him into battle.

      His chaotic, flailing limbs had knocked a cleric too slow to dodge halfway across the battlefield, leaving him as nothing more than a thin red paste on the ground.

      If Rok’mar had been allowed to swing his club unhindered, he alone would have been enough to shatter any defense put up by the holy warriors from Salsroth.

      Darren touched the ground, cutting the Demon Lord’s heels open as he reached it. Rok’mar backed up, catching Darren back in his line of sight and lifting his other leg to stomp him flat.

      But Darren thrust Melancholy up overhead, and the sword skewered right through Rok’mar’s meaty, twisted foot. He twisted the blade, severing half the appendage off with one swing, then hacking at the back of that leg.

      With both legs wounded, Rok’mar could stand no longer. The Demon Lord toppled to his knees, then flat on his chest when Darren took those out from under him too.

      Darren jumped on the demon’s back, sticking Melancholy into the base of Rok’mar’s spine, where he detected the greatest mass of concentrated Demonic Aura.

      Power bled off the Demon Lord in great billowing clouds, more of it leaving with each passing moment. Those billowing clouds of power represented Rok’mar’s power, and when it was all depleted, he would die no matter how sturdy his body was.

      “Shoot fire here,” Darren said as he grabbed one of the priestesses, spraying flames out of the end of her staff. He picked her up and pointed her much like she had been pointing her staff, and using the priestess, he sprayed the Demon Lord with fire from head to toe.

      The fire wouldn’t have done anything had Rok’mar been at full health, but with Melancholy lodged in the base of his spine, he had no magical defenses or healing. The demon howled in pain as his flesh caught fire.

      His scrambling arms beat the ground, tearing up dirt. He tried to roll, but that only shoved Melancholy even deeper. The demon’s burning hands scrambled to pull the holy sword free, but Darren cast Swords of Revealing Light again.

      Three beams of golden light shot down from the sky, pinning both hands and the demon’s remaining neck to the ground. Both Darren’s warriors and the demons backed away in fear from the howling and screaming Demon Lord before he finally went still.

      “Thank you,” Darren said to the priestess as he set her back down on her feet. He jumped on top of the Demon Lord’s body. There was so little Demonic Aura left in it now that the whole thing was falling apart. Soon, there would be nothing left of it but dust.

      Melancholy fell into his hands just as the Demon Lord disintegrated to nothing, and he turned to survey the rest of the battlefield.

      Both demon and human heads were turned to him as though they couldn’t believe the giant, towering Demon Lord whose towering presence had ruled the battlefield moments before had been vanquished so quickly. And Darren didn’t have so much as a scratch to show for the fight.

      While they looked at him, Darren surveyed the battlefield.

      There were two major problems for his side so far. First was the sheer number of first-order demons. A trained soldier could take down an imp if they were brave enough. But they’d needed to cover a day’s march in a few hours and still be ready for battle. To do that, they’d left all the ordinary soldiers back in Salsroth. Only those with the physical enhancements provided by a sigil had come.

      That meant there were far more imps than his forces could handle. Though the holy warriors for Salsroth outnumbered most of the stronger demons, the first-order demons were numerous enough to swarm them like flies on a carcass. In such numbers, they were already starting to turn the tide in favor of the demons.

      The second thing working against Darren’s forces was the existence of five fourth-order demons spread across the battlefield. Besides himself and Asuriel, this force had no one who could match them. Everywhere one of those powerful demons went, they wreaked havoc. It wasn’t as bad as it would have been had the Demon Lord been left to crush everyone in his path, but they were still deadly foes.

      Both problems had one solution. Darren.

      Darren raised Melancholy over his head and attacked the nearest fourth-order demon.

      This one took the form of an impossibly muscular fiend. It had a crooked back, bent from carrying massive muscular arms so big its knuckles scraped the ground. Each bicep was as wide around as a wagon wheel, and its blister-red skin was riddled with pumping, throbbing veins.

      An instant before, it had grabbed a hapless paladin by the arms and pulled. Even in his armor, the paladin found his limbs torn from their sockets and tossed on the ground nearby. The fourth-order fiend turned to repeat the process, but Darren was upon it, and its fate was sealed.

      Silver wings flashed, and divine steel cut through demon flesh. Those two hulking arms fell to the ground, severed in strikes as fast as a flash of lightning. The demon collapsed to the ground, turning to catch one glimpse of its killer, but Darren had already turned to face the next target.

      He ran across the battlefield, dispatching fourth-order demons as fast as he could. As he traversed the battlefield, his Demon Calamity skill annihilated the nearby imps. They vanished in puffs of sickly black smoke in greater numbers with every footstep, each of them dying by the hundreds as he passed.

      He activated Divine Blessing as he traveled too. Without stopping to focus on a particular demon, it wouldn’t do damage to them. But as he used the skill, he dispersed the dark cloud hanging overhead.

      At some point during the battle, the demons and cultists had darkened the sky to shade the demons’ eyes and shield them from the Divine Aura emanating down from the Heavens. But now, Darren’s presence shattered that miasma like the coming of dawn after heavy rain.

      The clouds parted, and the sun shone down on the battlefield in brilliant beams of light. The clouds of Demonic Aura emanating from the corpses of so many demons transformed into Divine Aura so thick that the life around the battlefield transformed.

      Flowers bloomed, growing from lone shriveled stalks to entire fields of blossoming bulbs in seconds. The wind whipped through the air, swirling and stirring as though it was alive. The chirping of birds went quiet for a moment before returning an instant later with a new air of keener intelligence behind each song. Golden glowing wisps flickered in and out of existence.

      With the strongest among the demons countered by Darren’s presence and with the imps and other first-order demons slaughtered in great numbers, the forces of Salsroth surged forward. They dug deep into their hearts, searching for the strength they didn’t know they had. Together, they pressed on.

      By the time Darren finished the last of the fourth-order demons, the one who’d been fighting Asuriel, the battle was already won. The paladins on the field had faces flushed with the rage of battle. Those who were hale and healthy pressed the advantage, chasing down the fleeing demons and cultists so they could not return to threaten the city a second time.

      Arrows sailed after them, fired from the bows of clerics. Their group on the hill had nearly been destroyed when one of the fourth-order demons, a flying wyvern, had swept down to destroy them. Darren had saved them just in time, and they were returning the terror they’d felt moments ago tenfold on their enemies.

      It had been fierce, and it had been bloody, but now the battle had been won before it even made its way to Salsroth’s walls.

      “Sir Darren!” a priestess called out. He recognized her voice. She was one of the few who had a messenger skill and could send and receive information from great distances.

      “What is it?” Darren asked as he wiped Melancholy down with a dry cloth.

      “It’s Salsroth! They say there’s an army marching towards them!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Five

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      While his spare body was busy fighting demons, Darren’s original body was still aboard their beached ship with Cassandra. Together, they were quietly repairing and upgrading it.

      “I felt my skill end. Does that mean it’s done?” Cassandra asked, wiping sweat off her brow, then doing the same for Darren’s.

      “It does.”

      
        	[Caravel] has evolved to [Royal Galleon]

      

      They’d finished upgrading the ordinary cargo ship into something called a caravel the previous day. That transformation had turned it from a thick, raft-like ship into a sleek vessel that looked like it could travel the Sacred Seas in days instead of weeks. It had seven times as many sails as before. It was still as wide as it had been before, but now it was three times as long. That had left their bed chambers essentially unchanged.

      This time, they’d upgraded the ship from uncommon to rare, and there was a noticeable increase in the ship’s width. That increase added directly to the size of everything in their bedroom, including their bed.

      “This is perfect!” Cassandra flopped down on the bed, which was now twice as wide as before. It sat on three legs, sitting level on the ground despite how the ship itself leaned sideways. “I was wondering how we were going to fit Sasha onto our old bed.”

      “There is more to life than beds.” Darren shook his head at Cassandra. “We should see the rest.”

      Darren reached for Cassandra’s clothes, sitting discarded on top of a heaping pile of her things. He plucked out a dress at random, only to spot a rather eclectic collection of undergarments hidden beneath them.

      Some were thin strips of fabric, barely able to contain their charge. Others were lacy, frilly, and sensual. Another set was larger than the rest, woven thick to stand up to heavy wear. That last set had to belong to Sasha, but Darren was curious who the others belonged to.

      “That’s mine!” Cassandra rushed over, slamming the drawer shut and placing herself between her hidden treasure trove and Darren. “It’s... uh... not important.”

      Darren shook his head sadly, giving Cassandra a pat on the shoulder before handing her the dress he’d grabbed.

      Cassandra reluctantly got dressed. Earlier that day, she’d decided her Skill Enhancement ability worked best when there was as little barrier between her and Darren as possible and wormed her way into his lap, where she spent the whole day using her skill to enhance his. She’d been quite bored during the process, but had found plenty of ways to keep herself busy while he focused on the skill.

      “I used to never think about sex, you know!” Cassandra pouted. “You’re just very distracting.” She gave Darren’s arm a squeeze.

      They left the cabin to find the ship they were in had grown once again. It still had seven masts, just like before. But now, everything was far larger. The deck of the ship looked less like a deck and now more like a wooden castle. Darren tapped the thick walls and found them to be sturdier than the defenses of Salsroth. This ship would be the next best thing to a fortress on the seas.

      There were a number of new weapons on the decks as well. Darren recognized them from the cylinders of iron he’d recovered from those pirate ships. He’d assumed they were demonic weapons and tried to purify them, but his purification skill didn’t seem to change their nature at all. It seemed his Limitless Evolution skill knew what to do with them, though, and it placed the weapons along the side of the ship.

      Seeking more, Darren used his analysis skill to get a better description of the ship.

      SENSE INTENT: ITEM ANALYSIS: ROYAL GALLEON (RARE)

      
        	This ship, created by Darren Heavengrace, measures eighty meters long and is constructed to hold and be sailed by a crew of eight hundred. It is armed with sixty cannons armed with explosive projectiles.

      

      “A cannon.” Darren ran his fingers across the heavy metal cylinders. He was reluctant to use these weapons. They seemed sinister to him somehow. But he could use every advantage he could get.

      “What do you think?” Cassandra asked. “Satisfied with this?”

      Darren shook his head. “No. Too slow. We must take it to epic rank.”

      Fortunately, Darren’s inventory had now been replenished with all the items gained from another victory against a demonic army, and his skill told him he had sufficient supplies to create an epic-ranked ship, though doing so would consume an immense quantity of all sorts of Darren’s odds and ends. But he was certain another upgrade would make this ship far better, and he wanted his best for him, his women, Sasha, and her people when Kalaziel arrived.

      Darren grimaced at the thought of leaving Salsroth. It had become nearly as much a home as Limedeep was. He had never intended to make a home here or promise to protect his people. Perhaps if the ship was a little larger, it could accommodate a few more.

      He decided to voice his thoughts to Cassandra. She understood these sorts of things better than him and had proven both patient and intelligent. Perhaps she would know what to do.

      But when Darren turned to speak to her, the focus in his eyes dimmed. His other body had been busy fighting. Truthfully, he had finished the evolution nearly half an hour ago, but had kept meditating anyway so he could focus. He didn’t start moving with this body until the fighting was done.

      Now, his other body had received some very concerning news. There was an army heading for Salsroth.

      How? Where?

      Asuriel had reported nothing on the Heavenly front. And his scouts had detected no demonic activity.

      “Cassandra, use Wind’s Whisper,” Darren asked.

      “Okay.” Cassandra closed her eyes immediately to focus for a moment. The instant passed, and she shook her head, blushing at whatever her skill had whispered in her ear. “Nothing important is happening.”

      Darren frowned. “I sense otherwise. Come.”

      “Not again...” Cassandra groaned as she clung to Darren’s side. His wings sprouted out of his back, and he took to the air.

      Sure enough, there was an army just northwest of Salsroth.

      Darren’s expression eased when he saw it. If this had been a demon army, he would have been forced to choose between revealing his second body and letting the city be destroyed.

      But this was no demon army.

      Banners lined the mass of marching humans heading towards the city. Some depicted a bright-green oak leaf. Others showed a yellow wave splashing against the coast.

      But though Darren’s expression had eased, he’d grown no less confused. That was the Order of the Leaf and the army of Yellowcrest down there. He even spotted King Bogo sitting atop a horse. What was he doing here? Darren spotted several people he’d met at Lichenfell down below, marching.

      Darren’s heart lurched. Were they after him somehow? Had they been subverted by demon forces? They hadn’t been conquered. All three of the hordes headed to the Northern Trade Union had been intercepted at Salsroth. They were safe, so why were they coming here?

      “Cassandra, ask them questions,” Darren said.

      “Wouldn’t you be a better fit? Aren’t you the new king of Salsroth?” Cassandra giggled. “Although you haven’t exactly been seeing to your kingly duties holed up in a cabin with me for the past few days. I’m starting to grow a bit worried about that.”

      “Salsroth is fine,” Darren promised. He still hadn’t told Cassandra about his second body, thinking it would be more fun to show her. “I can’t let them see me now. Can you do this?”

      “Okay, Darren.” Cassandra patted his shoulder. “Put me down, and I’ll say you’re too busy to meet with them. I won’t tell them you’re just being shy.”

      Darren set Cassandra down, and she made her way to the walls on her own. The people there let her in just as the army approached, and she made her way to the top of the walls.

      “Hail the walls!” King Bogo shouted from his horse. “I wish to speak with the fabulous King Darren, my good personal friend! I heard this city is now under his protection! Good thing, too. The king of Salsroth was an ass. And not in the good way!”

      “King Darren is busy right now,” Cassandra shouted down at the walls.

      “Aye, he’s facing down a demon horde,” a solider on the walls added.

      Cassandra furrowed her brows at that comment but continued on. “What is it you want with him?”

      “To join forces!” a paladin from the Order of the Leaf shouted. “We heard he’s killing all the demons headed our way!”

      The voice sounded familiar, and as Darren watched, the man pulled his helmet from his head, revealing Brayak, the chaste paladin from the Order of the Leaf. He’d run into the man in both Yellowcrest and Lichenfell, and both times ended up getting into a fight with him.

      “You mean you’re here to fight with us?” Cassandra raised her brows.

      “That’s right! The Order of Leaf is here to protect the sanctity of lovemaking for the sole purpose of reproduction and—”

      Brayak was cut off by the paladin trainer Darren and his companions had met at Lichenfell Citadel, Trainer Marik. “Aye. Our swords have gone rusty while we played politics. We’ve let ourselves forget who we are. But when the archpaladin arrived, he showed us how far astray we’d gone. Now is the time to prove who we are!”

      Swords clattered against shields, and heavy boots stomped on the ground. Cassandra turned to the guards on the wall with her. They knew how close she was to him, and she was the only holy warrior at the third order present. They looked to her for a decision. Even Darren waited while she closed her eyes and thought.

      “And you, King Bogo?” Cassandra shouted down. “What are you here for?”

      “Do I need a reason to visit my very close friend?” Bogo asked, grinning ear to ear.

      Cassandra grumbled something inaudible under her breath. But eventually, she turned to the people next to her.

      “Open the gates. These are our allies.”

      And so the gates opened, and the forces of Salsroth swelled threefold.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra walked back to the ship on foot before joining Darren who was working on their ship. Once there, she told him about everything that had happened.

      Meanwhile, Darren’s other body returned to the city like a conquering hero. Behind him, an entire legion of holy warriors marched into the city, bloody, battered, but cheering with the thrill of victory.

      “Those demons fled like mice!”

      “Did you see them cowering? I’ve never even heard of a demon cowering! But today, I saw it with my own eyes.”

      “They’ll be writing songs about this day!”

      News of their victory in the field was already spreading throughout the city. Their enthusiasm was infectious, and the glad tidings spread to all corners.

      The newcomers to the city from the Order of the Leaf and Yellowcrest were uncertain at first. They didn’t know what to make of these strange paladins, priestesses, clerics, and holy adepts soaked in demon blood and wearing strange armor. But these veteran warriors had a certain fervent fire in their eyes that made them envious.

      Many of those from the Order of the Leaf and Yellowcrest wished they’d been there by Darren’s side, striking out against the demon hordes that had them trembling in their boots mere days before.

      Darren himself surveyed both forces. He sensed a burning spark behind the eyes of many present. All they were waiting for was the spark to ignite.

      “Brayak,” Darren said to the paladin from the Order of the Leaf. “We meet again.”

      “Archpaladin Darren...” Brayak ran his hand along the back of his neck sheepishly. “How a man as unchaste as you managed to become an archpaladin I will never know, but the seraphim have witnessed your sins and granted you this power anyway, so you have my support.”

      “Fight well.” Darren turned to the city. “Defend the people here and everywhere else. Follow your heart and gain my respect.”

      Brayak placed a fist to his chest and nodded. “Tell me where we’re fighting, and I’ll be the first on the field!”

      Trainer Marik also had words for Darren.

      “You must not think much of the Order of the Leaf,” he began. “But I want you to know that I haven’t forgotten what we talked about. And we haven’t forgotten who we’re supposed to be. I promise you that.”

      “Archpaladin.” A few Darren remembered from the citadel raised their swords in respect. He had beaten each of them one after another. At the time, they’d been humiliated one by one. But now, their gazes were filled with admiration.

      Something had changed in them between then and now. Perhaps it was sensing his power as an archpaladin. Or maybe it was knowing there were demons on their doorstep. Maybe it was even the looks the others from Salsroth were giving him.

      Whatever it was, Darren knew these people would fight by his side.

      “Darren!” King Bogo slid off his horse, flopping to the ground with a meaty thud. “I missed you, my glorious, handsome hero!” He ran towards Darren with his arms outstretched.

      “King Bogo, you brought men with you.” Darren nodded in approval. “They will be useful.”

      King Bogo swooned at the praise.

      “Speech!” a few people shouted towards Darren.

      Darren shook his head. “Welcome, our new comrades. Rest well. There are more demons to slay. Soon we will fight again.”

      The crowd roared in approval. The taciturn but inspiring words had become something of a hallmark of Darren’s leadership. Many of his commanders now imitated him, saying nothing more than was needed with the gruff and steady assurance of a warrior who knew their victory was inevitable and that their foes would fall one by one, no matter how strong.

      The newcomers had brought more than just men-at-arms with them. There were smiths, bakers, fletchers, and butchers. All would find work in Salsroth, for there was much to do.

      King Bogo spent the next few hours trying to worm his way closer to Darren, but every time he came close, Morgana would whisk him away to watch a training exercise or observe a new idea she’d had for using her Ephemeral Hand skill.

      “See, look, Darren, juggling!” Morgana laughed.

      “I am uncertain of the use of this in battle,” Darren said as Morgana demonstrated throwing and catching a handful of stones with the aid of two invisible hands. “Also, I think you are cheating.”

      Darren had seen the street performers juggling back in Limedeep, and they’d never materialized an extra set of magical hands to catch the stones that would have fallen to the ground and toss them back into the air.

      “Wait, I think I can do it too, Darren!” Sasha said. Ever since Morgana whispered a few things in her ear, she’d also started acting strangely whenever she noticed King Bogo trying to lure him into a back room for a private discussion. Like Morgana, she was also terrible at juggling.

      A rock bounced off Sasha’s head, and she rubbed her brow and blushed sheepishly as she dropped the stones.

      “Let us see the Order of the Leaf train,” Darren suggested. “Perhaps you can learn new techniques from them.”

      And so they headed to the practice field and watched the newcomers meet those who’d been in Salsroth for some time. Over the last few weeks, the skills of the holy warriors had increased by leaps and bounds. They’d faced certain death on a weekly basis and pushed themselves each day to master their skills.

      Darren had pushed them hard, and those who thrived under such pressure were now every bit a match for the Order of the Leaf’s finest warriors.

      As Darren watched, Brayak sparred with a local. His superior training and equipment would have dominated the local paladin mere weeks ago, but since then, the other paladin had been completely transformed.

      His armor and weapons were made of purified fiend equipment straight from the forges of Hell, and his skills had been honed by more life and death fights than he could recall. He remembered that paladin, in particular, being among the first to charge into battle against the last demon horde they’d fought.

      While they sparred, Trainer Marik from Lichenfell Citadel kept score, nodding in approval.

      “Very unorthodox, but it worked. I’ll have to remember that move!” he said as he watched the Salsroth paladin thrust Brayak’s sword wide, creating an opening for a punch to the jaw.

      “A fiend used that one against me. Nearly killed me.” The Salsroth paladin chuckled as though nearly dying was nothing more than another day.

      “I will remember that move the next time a woman tries to seduce me,” Brayak said, running his hand over his chin with a grin on his face.

      “Uh…” The Salsroth paladin shot Brayak an odd look.

      Scenes like that played out all over the field. The Order of the Leaf paladins had more formal training, but the holy warriors who’d been fighting with Darren in Salsroth had more experience. They were sharing what they knew now, so perhaps in time, all of them would have both.

      On the whole, the Order of the Leaf seemed shocked. These defenders of Salsroth were nothing like the poorly trained feeble excuse for warriors they should have been. They had good weapons, and they knew how to use them. They fought with fervor and used their skills with the ruthlessness of people who had to learn quick or die.

      That surprise led to competition, and both groups trained and sparred through the morning without ceasing their efforts. The Order of the Leaf had even made a few mentions of recruiting.

      Sasha and Morgana joined in on the practice sessions once Darren assured them that he was heading to see Bonnie and that he wouldn’t let King Bogo stop him for any reason.

      Darren still wasn’t sure what was so terrifying about the small, portly king, but even Sasha seemed worried for him, so he was taking the threat he posed seriously and never let his guard down while the other king was near him.
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        * * *

      

      Darren’s next stop was an ongoing project that he’d been working on for a few days now. Shrine Maiden Bonnie had assembled a huge number of would-be clerics. Every one of these holy adepts were ready to actually become clerics, but unlike those who had, they didn’t have a high enough devotion rating to win the favor of the Heavens for such a procedure.

      But, while they hadn’t served the Heavens well enough to qualify for an evolution to cleric, they’d done plenty for Salsroth. Darren’s sigil had kept track of every sigil connected to it. With a thought, he could see how much fighting each holy adept before him had done to fulfill the last set of quests he issued. He’d already dispersed a sizable number of rewards, but now he was going to give away something far more valuable.

      “Avery Songstone, step forward,” Darren said, spotting the holy adept who’d fought the hardest during the last battle against the demons.

      “Sir?” The woman was probably older than Darren, but she looked up to him like a child looking at a respected elder brother.

      “Stand in the center of the room,” Darren commanded.

      She instantly obeyed, skipping over to the center of the room and standing with her arms at her side and her back straight. She stared ahead, trying to watch Darren out of the corners of her eyes.

      Darren looked around, wondering if Asuriel had hidden away. But she was present, just as he requested. She had a cloak pulled high over her head, though, and was hiding her face. He strode across the room and leaned against the wall next to her.

      “Just hold your hand up,” Asuriel grumbled. “I’ll sacrifice some of my precious Celestial Essence and raise a bunch of clerics for you.”

      “I will repay you.” Darren gave her head a pat. The pleasure-inducing band around his wrist tingled, and Asuriel thrummed against his palm.

      “I’m not a puppy,” Asuriel muttered as she rubbed her head against Darren’s hand. “I’m a powerful seraph, and don’t you forget it.”

      “I won’t,” Darren said as he continued to pat her head.

      With everything prepared, Shrine Maiden Bonnie began the ritual. Darren used his Divine Energy Projection skill to create a glowing sphere of light, much like the apertures the seraphim created when performing an enhancement ritual. He couldn’t use that strange voice they spoke in, but he didn’t think those present would notice.

      The ritual began much like it always did, except this time, instead of the seraph reaching through a hole in space above them, the seraph they were looking for was already in the room.

      In this manner, Asuriel and Darren worked together to bless a dozen holy adepts, converting them into new clerics and growing the strength of Salsroth’s forces in the span of a few hours.

      At the end of it all, Asuriel was exhausted, but Darren still had energy to spare. When she was finished, Darren had one of Sasha’s new recruits come over.

      “Stand still,” Darren ordered the young holy adept.

      The young man reminded Darren of Callum. That resemblance quickly faded as Darren’s new plan went into play.

      Darren had some of that same Celestial Essence inside himself, just like Asuriel. His was a bit harder to get to since he was more than just a soul in the shape of a human, like Asuriel. To get at it, he ended up having to prick his hand with the point of a blade.

      Eventually, though, he coaxed out a small amount of Celestial Essence. The swirling little cloud of golden light reminded Darren of himself in certain ways, like it carried a unique flavor that only represented him.

      The power flowed out of him and into the holy adept before him. The holy adept gasped as Darren planted the power deep inside his core. He didn’t insert nearly as much into this young man as he had into Cassandra and Morgana, but it was enough to begin a profound transformation.

      As soon as Darren started adding raw Divine Aura to the holy adept’s new swirling mass of Celestial Essence, his body swelled like he’d been pumped full of water.

      His muscles grew with each passing second. His arms, legs, and torso all lengthened dramatically as he grew. The paladin transformation was far more disconcerting than the one to priestess or cleric. While all three classes carried odd physical tics, the size and musculature of a paladin were plainly visible to anyone who looked.

      Some, like Sasha, merely grew to the size and figure of a tall, well-toned human. Others, like Darren, grew head and shoulders taller than any ordinary man ought to be. They developed arms like tree trunks and chests chiseled from stone.

      This new paladin seemed to take after Darren in most respects. He was only a few fingers shy of Darren in height but a bit stockier and with a thicker waist. Most of his clothes broke and shattered as his chest swelled, and he would need to buy a new set of armor and clothes.

      “W-what happened?” he asked, dazed and confused.

      Darren picked up the tattered scraps of clothing and thrust them into the new paladin’s hands.

      “You’re a paladin,” Darren explained, then he pushed the new paladin on his way and waved the next one onward.
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      Darren integrated the new holy warriors into the existing command structure for the city. Many of them weren’t particularly happy about that, but he and those who’d been in Salsroth for a while were insistent. The ones who’d been around for a while had gotten their own organizations dissolved and rebuilt, so they were happy to guide the newcomers through the process.

      The first week saw the process completed. During that time, Darren raised up nearly a dozen new paladins and clerics from the holy adepts he had nearby. He debated recruiting Cassandra’s or Blossom’s help to make new priestesses, but he found extracting Celestial Essence without harming them too difficult. It seemed only a fourth-order being could safely donate Celestial Essence to help raise up another.

      Darren had hoped to find a way around that by purifying a few fourth-order demons. When he had found the mythic skillbook he used to create his mirror body, he had purified the hydra spirit within. The dancing fairies in that illusion were of the fourth order, and after a bit of fiddling, he figured out how to extract Celestial Essence from them like he would from a seraph.

      He was hesitant to do things this way for fear of damaging the holy adepts, hoping to become priestesses. But risking their futures so they could survive the next few days or weeks was a worthy sacrifice, so Darren took a few volunteers and raised them up to the priestess rank.

      He was more careful with this one, both because he wasn’t sure of its effects and because he was uncertain if the spirit within the shield item could replenish its power. Currently, that shield was in the hands of his other body, receiving an enhancement from him and Cassandra. Darren hoped the protective field would expand if he increased it to the epic rank as well. Perhaps it would become powerful enough to shield the entire city, which would be invaluable if the third demon horde contained flying demons. He and Cassandra had already gotten the ship to the epic grade, and Darren had been pleased with the results.

      On the whole, the forces arrayed here were growing stronger than ever. The newcomers meant they had the resources to scout further afield than ever before, and they’d discovered several nearby towns under threat from the demons.

      Most villages in the area had emptied out in short order. Farmers living under thatched roofs and wooden huts were under no illusions about the defensibility of their settlements. As soon as they heard about demons heading their way, they abandoned their belongings and left for the nearest fortification.

      The owners of those fortifications, however, were a lot harder to convince that this demon horde was more than they could handle. These were wealthy landowners who had manors akin to castles. They’d weathered plenty of smaller demon attacks, and without an entire horde on their door, they always thought they could weather this one the same as always.

      Most of this type were stubborn beyond help, but since most were bursting at the seams with refugees, the scouts plucked the talented and undervalued members of these packed fortifications and brought them back to Salsroth with them. Most of the time, that meant retrieving a few eager laborers hoping to get a roof over their families’ heads that they didn’t have to share with horses.

      But there were always a few holy adepts who thought they could complete more quests in Salsroth. Perhaps the rumors of the easier quests and better rewards Darren was handing out were getting around.

      Salsroth was consuming an alarming amount of food, so more often than not, most of the scouting expeditions were a group of holy warriors accompanying a farmer back to their grain silo so they could take it back with them to Salsroth to feed the people there. Making such trips invariably meant facing a few smaller demons, mostly in the first order.

      With humans holed up in their shelters, more and more portals to the upper Hells were cropping up all over the place. Some of them were even intentionally opened up by the demon hordes that Darren’s forces had already defeated. While most of the teams Darren was sending out weren’t strong enough to close these portals to Hell, they were strong enough to fight the demons coming out of them.

      All in all, it was good practice for the less experienced members, especially all the new holy adepts in the city. Many of the cultists slain during the last two attacks had possessed corrupted sigils subverted by the demons long ago. Now, those sigils had been purified by Darren, and he’d created no less than four hundred holy adepts from the soldiers who’d survived so far.

      They had no skills to call their own as of yet, but most of them were eager to learn about these quests the holy warriors were constantly talking about completing. Some even dreamed of someday standing beside Darren as a fellow archpaladin.

      Days passed, one after another. Occasionally, Darren would go out and fight near the city, closing some of the more powerful openings.

      But, before long, one scout came forward with the information that Darren had been waiting for. Curiously, it didn’t quite match what Asuriel had on her map from the Heavens.

      “Are you certain?” Darren asked her.

      “The links I’m seeing on the net still see the third demon horde far to the east. People think it was originally a reserve force, but the demons could be deploying it soon.” Asuriel swept her finger through the air, manipulating an invisible interface before her. “They’re sitting there and waiting, not sure what to do now that you’ve destroyed the horde they were supposed to rally with to take the city. No... wait a moment, they’ve just started moving towards us again. Maybe two days out?”

      “The scouts say it is already here.” Darren pointed a finger to a massive red circle on the map before him.

      “As far as I can tell, there’s nothing there. Just some clouds. See?” Asuriel shared her screen with Darren. Once again, he saw the incredibly realistic overhead image of the area. It probably was an image of the area, taken from a vantage point high above the clouds. There was nothing more than a cloudy, ordinary storm cloud hanging over the area indicated on his map.

      “I see.” Darren ran his fingers across his chin. “I will look myself.”

      To investigate, Darren took to the air above the city. It had been some time since he’d truly flown with his archpaladin wings, and without a nearby mountain to jump off, it took him some time to reach the clouds overhead.

      He flashed by a Heavenly aperture cloaked by a cloud of mist, and he spotted an eye staring back at him before the aperture closed in a quick flash of light. Soon, Darren was above the clouds. Salsroth sprawled before him, and the teeming city of people was no bigger than an anthill. The people were dim, distant specks, and even his eyes couldn’t make out more than that.

      Darren flapped his wings and sailed northeast, heading in the direction the scouts had noted on their map. Now that he was seeing the world above with his own eyes, he saw how sloppy and distorted the human-drawn map was. Without the ability to fly, drawing a map like the one on his desk had no doubt been difficult.

      But in contrast, Asuriel’s map looked identical to the lands below him. Though he hadn’t flown this high over the city before, he knew just where he was going.

      Mere minutes later, the place the scouts noted came into sight. There was a cloud over the area, just like Asuriel said. But the cloud looked odd somehow, and it took Darren some time to figure out why. The cloud was completely static, unmoving, and unchanging even as the clouds around it twisted and blew with the wind.

      Darren headed closer to investigate, and as he did so, it was like he pierced some invisible veil. At some strange transition point, the ordinary cloud fell away entirely and was replaced with the dark, roiling cloud of smoke and Demonic Aura that the demons used to shield their armies.

      Darren swept great masses of the thick churning smoke aside with his wings and peered down. He caught brief flashes of crimson hide and heard growling from malicious, guttural throats. There were demons here. The Heavens had been fooled somehow by an illusion.

      Darren didn’t think that they could be tricked so easily, but there were many things happening in the Heavens that he didn’t understand. It felt a bit too petty to blame Kalaziel for this as well, though his gut told him to do so.

      He flew back to Salsroth and landed back at the top of Cassandra’s inn, where he’d kept this body for the last few weeks. There, he rejoined Asuriel and told her what he’d seen.

      “An illusion barrier?” Asuriel combed her fingers through her hair, brows scrunched in thought. “From the sound of it, it’s a rather sloppy hologram projection. That might block the seraphim looking down with their eyes, but most telescopes can see through them, and the information network that the ophanim operate. To say nothing of the sigils of the scouts who’d discovered the demon horde! That information should have been immediately added to the ophanim’s public database!”

      Darren had no idea what most of that meant, but he summarized that something wasn’t right.

      “I blame Kalaziel,” Darren said. “Come, it’s time to leave.”
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        * * *

      

      Darren gathered his commanders. Sasha, Brayak, Morgana, and countless other priestesses, paladins, and clerics appeared before him. They filled the hall of the Golden Temple, looking to Darren with faces full of awe and reverence.

      “Where are the demons, King Darren?” Sasha edged closer to the front of the room. Though she was technically only one commander among many, she commanded the second-largest order under Darren’s sphere of influence. More than that, though, everyone knew how close she was to Darren himself.

      The largest order in the city was, of course, the Order of the Leaf, and they wouldn’t be upstaged. Though Brayak wasn’t their official leader, he was their most capable warrior and was always the first to speak on their order’s behalf, much to Trainer Marik’s chagrin.

      “Just point the Order of the Leaf in the right direction, archpaladin!” Brayak declared, raising his fist high in the air. “We missed the last two battles, but that only means we are all the more pent up. We are ready to unload all this furious heat within us over any demon that dares approach the city!”

      A few cheers went up from the crowd from members of the Order of the Leaf, accompanied by even more groans.

      A few laughs went up when Sasha and Brayak eyed each other competitively, and shouts went up all around from the smaller orders eager to prove themselves. Most of them had formed only days or weeks ago after coming to Salsroth, and many of the third-order holy warriors in the room with Darren had merely been holy adepts when they arrived in the city.

      “Put my order down for two hundred demons!” a young cleric with a silver bow shouted.

      “Then you’ll have to have three hundred for the Order of the Hammer!” A massive woman holding a hammer as large as she was snorted.

      “The Order of the Fist will take five hundred!” A man in dented armor waved a gauntlet in the air.

      “Only five hundred? That’s how many I plan to slay on my own!” Brayak turned and yelled to the others, grinning from ear to ear as he did so.

      It was hard to believe that most of these people had been shivering in their boots before Darren’s arrival. The way they spoke of the demons had completely changed over the past few days. They’d gone from huddling in terror certain that death and doom were inevitable to boasting of how many demons they would slay the next time they fought them.

      Their enthusiasm was bubbling over, and it seemed like the only thing that was preventing them from rushing out to fight then and there was their respect for Darren. While the temple currently held the most ambitious holy warriors of Salsroth, many others shared their eagerness. The rewards from fighting demons as of late had been great, and the rest of the holy warriors would likely be just as hungry for battle.

      Darren’s purified demon meat had enhanced the physical abilities of all those who ate it. Those who’d been in the city since the beginning had been enhanced as much as members of the Order of the Leaf had been after years of eating from their sacred mountaintop garden.

      If things continued as they were, most of the holy adepts who arrived would end up leaving as paladins, priestesses, and clerics. And many of the soldiers and refugees had found themselves holy adepts. Those who’d already been paladins, priestesses, and clerics looked at Darren with awe and reverence, wondering how much longer it would be before they too reached the fourth order.

      Darren would have certainly liked to have a few more fourth-order warriors around, but he didn’t know how to make them. His transformation had been far from ordinary, and even Asuriel didn’t know what was involved in making a soul sprout wing. It wasn’t something an ordinary seraph could do.

      “So, when do we fight?” Brayak asked when he was certain he had promised to slay the most demons out of anyone in the room.

      “Tomorrow. Rest well. Do not grow overconfident.” In contrast to the joviality of the rest of the room, Darren’s voice was grim and serious. He’d felt the same rush of power these people were going through years ago. Once he’d gotten his sigil and learned to hunt the first-order imps and felbeasts on the first layer of Hell, he thought he’d become the predator and demons the prey. Then he’d tried to fight a third-order demon and nearly lost his life.

      This was especially dangerous for the third-order holy warriors who’d only been holy adepts recently. The evolution to the third order had many of them feeling invincible, but most of them hadn’t even filled out most of their new skill slots. The newcomers hadn’t even experienced true battle yet, just vicariously enjoyed the stories of their recent glorious victories.

      It would bring trouble eventually, Darren knew. They were like chicks ready to leave the nest. When they faced a true challenge, they would either take flight or die in the attempt.

      The older, more veteran holy warriors looked more thoughtful than the others. They’d been stuck at paladin, priestess, or cleric for a long time and knew their own limitations, despite any increases in power from the abundance of resources they had after completing all the quests Darren was issuing and sharing a part in the rewards after each battle.

      Their spirits were better tempered, and they knew that while Darren could slaughter powerful demons like a farmer harvesting spring chickens, there were plenty of demons powerful enough to do the same to them.

      Death would come to many soon, but Darren hoped that they’d set a good example for the others when the fighting began.
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        * * *

      

      They left in the mid-afternoon the following day. This band of demons was further than the others, and the reinforcements to Salsroth’s holy warriors meant they’d more than tripled the size of the force they had to get moving. Even leaving everyone without a sigil behind, there was were nearly two thousand people to get moving.

      They streamed out of the city for nearly an hour. Darren’s inventory had enough food to feed everyone, and he had just barely enough tents left after using most of the cloth to evolve the ship back in Salsroth.

      They camped under the cover of night, and Darren feared the demons would mount an attack of their own. He’d kept careful watch deep into the night, only relenting when Asuriel took over in the early morning. The precaution had proven to be entirely unnecessary, as they didn’t see so much as a single demon.

      The army woke with the rising of the sun the following day and marched with all haste towards the demon horde. Asuriel checked the skies during her watch to find they hadn’t moved from their position at all.

      But when Darren and his followers approached at high noon, they found their enemy waiting for them. A force of well over a thousand was harder to keep hidden than a few hundred, and after the complete annihilation of the previous two demon hordes, this one was taking the threat they posed seriously.

      The fiends this time were already dressed in armor and armed for battle. They glared at the band of human warriors with the hunger of the beasts beside them. The more monstrous demons were even quicker to prepare themselves. Though they formed no lines or ranks, they stalked the area, licking barbed teeth and pawing the ground with vicious claws.

      Giant beasts with gaping maws glared at the holy warriors who opposed them. Some were towering, multi-headed dogs. There were spiders the size of wolves and massive ants with acid dripping from their abdomens. Others looked like massive elephants with seven rows of barbed tusks. They bellowed from three trunks, spewing fire and burning sulfur with every breath. The only thing preventing these monsters from charging Darren and his followers were the fiends holding onto their leashes.

      To everyone’s shock and surprise, the battle did not begin right away. Instead, a lone fiend, riding a felbeast, ran ahead of all the others. He was smaller than most and vaguely human-shaped. He’d probably been a human cultist before his death.

      “I think that fiend is trying to call for a parley,” Sasha said as she pointed at the flag-waving demon. “I’ve never heard of demons trying to do that.”

      Darren had seen demons do many things that the people on the surface hadn’t. On the whole, intelligent demons were far stronger than humans, so there was little reason for them to even speak to normal people. But down in Hell, fiends bickered and fought among each other in much the same way humans did.

      “You are correct,” Darren said.

      “I think they’re scared of us!” Brayak said, forcing his way through the ranks of paladins behind Darren so he could stand at the front next to him and Sasha. “After all, you killed two demon lords! That’s the sort of thing that’s supposed to take the descent of the seraphim! They’re probably just trying to buy time for themselves.”

      Darren’s instincts agreed with Brayak, which was what made him immediately put more thought into the matter. The demons seemed ready, but perhaps they weren’t yet finished equipping themselves for battle? Were there hidden reinforcements they were waiting for? Perhaps some secret weapon they were readying?

      Or maybe they hoped to ambush and kill Darren before the battle truly began? That last thought seemed the most likely. It fit with the tricks that Darren knew of the fiends. Fiends had little honor to begin with, and parley was a human tradition that they likely had little respect for.

      And yet, Darren felt like he had to meet this challenge. If they tried to ambush him, it would only give him the chance to kill their commanders early. And if they had something worth sharing with him... well, Asuriel’s sigil told him that even the Heavens couldn’t see what they were doing today.

      “Wait. I will speak with them.”

      “I’ll go too!” Morgana said, using her Phase Shift ability to walk right through the front line of paladins and arrive at Darren’s side.

      “Me as well.” Sasha pushed herself to Darren’s other side.

      So Darren, Morgana, and Sasha walked towards the demon, waving his flag, approaching under a similar banner that Morgana had fashioned using a bright-white sheet that looked a lot like Cassandra’s undergarments. She waved it in the air at the end of a stick, mimicking the fiend waving the demon’s white flag.

      They met in the middle of the field between the two armies. Darren used Future Sight the entire time to warn him before any trap was sprung, but nothing happened.

      Darren, Sasha, and Morgana met the fiends in the field between the two armies. Most fiends were bulging with superhuman muscle and powerful bodies. Often, their bodies were larger than any natural human, similar to paladins. This one seemed small in comparison. Other than his crimson skin, the fiend waving the flag back and forth might have been a human noble, with the sole exception of an extraordinarily large codpiece on his armor.

      Despite his mundane appearance, the power Darren felt coming off him was that of an extremely powerful fourth-order fiend. He might have even been a demon lord, though even peak fourth-order demon lords weren’t something he feared any longer thanks to his experience and unique demon-slaying skills. If the demons thought this fiend could intimidate him, they hadn’t been paying attention to the last two demon lords he’d slain.

      SENSE INTENT: INTENT ANALYSIS

      
        	This fourth-order demon specializes in using enchanted tools.

        	His current disposition is nervous.

      

      Darren didn’t use the old intent analysis aspect of his skill often. It was part of his old Battle Instincts skill that had evolved into Sense Intent. Usually, if he had to guess if a demon was deceiving him or not, it most definitely was. This time was no different. The only question was how it was deceiving him, and why.

      There were other fiends next to him, though both were curiously female. Down in the Hells, Darren had seen just as many female fiends as male ones, but here on the surface, those that were attacking humans were almost exclusively male. Of the two female fiends, only one seemed dressed for battle.

      She stood about as tall as Sasha but had a stockier, brawnier build. She had a pair of massive, heaving breasts with a set of metal spikes on them that matched those on her mace, and the weight of them suggested she could swing them like a pair of maces as well if she wanted to.

      The large female fiend hefted her spiked mace, leaning it over her shoulder and letting it fall threateningly as she glared at Sasha. Her spiked chest waved in front of Sasha’s face, bouncing up and down just out of reach, daring Sasha to take a step back. Sasha gave her a cool look in return and didn’t retreat. She rested her hand on top of her sword, ready to draw it at a moment’s notice.

      The fiend across from Morgana was smaller and slimmer, looking much the same as Morgana herself. Her armor could barely be called such. There was hardly any of it on her in the first place, and it left large parts of her thighs, stomach, and chest exposed.

      Probably a distraction, Darren realized. He hadn’t fought many female fiends, but those that did fight favored enchanted armor that left little to the imagination. When Darren was fifteen, he’d nearly lost his life when he was ambushed by a set of six female fiends just like this one, all wearing similar armor. It distracted opponents’ minds and took attention away from their weapons.

      “Morgana, focus,” Darren said as Morgana fell victim to the fiend’s tricks and stared at her naked skin.

      “Like what you see?” The fiend did a quick pirouette, showing herself off. A smile tugged at her lips when she thought she’d snared Darren as well.

      As her spin finished, he saw the head of something long and sharp poking out from the cape hanging loosely over her shoulders. The long, whip-like blade headed right for Morgana’s throat.

      Darren grabbed the fiend’s wrist just as Morgana activated Phase Shift, eyes widening in shock as she scrambled out of reach. She probably would have survived the surprise attack, but being forced to use her escape skill so early might have made her vulnerable once she couldn’t hold it any longer.

      Darren twisted the lithe fiend’s wrist. She looked back up at him with a coy and lecherous smile, but that expression faded as she felt the bones in her hand grind together. They snapped in his grip, and the fiend let out a soft scream that ended up sounding more like a moan.

      “Oh, Hells below! You... you...!” She tried to grab Darren’s hand with her free arm, but he picked her up and tossed her aside.

      To his left, Sasha had her sword drawn, and the mace-wielding fiend had her mace back and was a moment away from striking. Morgana was regaining her bearings.

      “Wait, wait!” The human-sized fiend holding the white flag waved his banner before Darren’s face. “We’re here for parley, remember?”

      Darren glared at the fiend. “No games. No tricks.”

      To emphasize his point, he pulled Melancholy into his hands and pointed at the fiend. The fiend glowered at him, waving his white flag back and forth, but made no move to draw a weapon of his own. For the briefest instant, though, Darren sensed demonic aura flicker within the white banner. Perhaps he was not as unarmed as he seemed.

      “I was just playing...” the half-naked female fiend across from Morgana muttered as she tried to twist her wrist back into place. With a grimace, she twisted it until it was pointed the right way, though the way it hung limply at her side suggested it didn’t have any strength in it. “Besides, I could tell that girl of yours had some sinister plan for me behind her eyes.”

      Morgana huffed, finally stepping out from behind Darren’s back. “I just appreciated your outfit. Normally I’m not one for dresses, but that one’s rather interesting. I hope you don’t mind if I loot it off your corpse.” She glared at the fiend as the fiend glared back at her.

      The big fiend across from Sasha snorted. “Weak humans. Quit toying with them. Look at their soft and squishy bodies. It is hard to believe that our souls once inhabited such pathetically weak things.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” the little fiend said as she licked her lips, revealing rows of pointed teeth. “Humans can be quite tasty.”

      “Talk,” Darren demanded of the flag-bearing fiend before this conversation could grow any further out of hand.

      “Apologies.” The demon with the flag bowed. “You know how women are.” He glanced pointedly at Morgana and Sasha.

      “I should destroy you.” Darren shoved Melancholy forward until it was nearly at the fiend’s throat. His brows were drawn tight in focus, and a burst of golden light shot from his sword, flickering through the air menacingly. If these fiends really were just buying time, he wouldn’t give them a second more than he had to.

      “Right then, I’ll get to the point.” The fiend chuckled nervously. He dismissed most of the manifestations of celestial light created by his Divine Energy Projection skill, though a few still lingered by the flag. “The reason I called for a meeting here is rather simple. Your name is Darren Heavengrace, is it not?”

      Darren remained silent.

      “It is. I know it is. You see, I recently devoured the soul of a failed cultist named Hobart. He had the displeasure of meeting you in person not long ago and met a quick end. I had hoped to glean a full understanding of the politics among your mortals from his skull, but you’re unfortunately thorough, so I only caught a few glimpses. You know, Asmoth’Koteth asked about you by name recently.”

      Darren cocked his head to one side. This wasn’t something he expected. Sure, he’d shut down one of her rituals, but he’d done worse to interfere in the plans of the Prime Sins in the past. Why had this one suddenly taken an interest in him?

      “What does she want?”

      “Nothing you’d miss too much. Just... your soul!” The demon raised his white flag high, and a black skull formed upon it. Demonic Aura billowed out of it in great billowing clouds.

      Then the billowing cloud of aura immediately fizzled out and died, like a burning log dropped in a lake.

      Darren’s Divine Energy Projections flared brighter, burning the hand of the fiend and forcing him to drop the flag. A moment later, they wrapped around the flag itself. The tendrils formed his familiar Celestial Storm tendrils and carried the flag to his waiting hand.

      He could have made something better now that he had evolved the skill into Divine Energy Projection, but he had years of experience with these tendrils, and his dexterity with them was unmatched by anything short of his own hands.

      When Darren’s fingers wrapped around the flag, his hand lit with the golden light of his Divine Blessing skill, searing the demonic aspects from the weapon.

      He’d taken measure of the item’s worth back while the demon had been talking and seen it truly was a deadly item when used properly. He could have likely escaped it even if he’d been caught off guard, but this demon would have been able to wound him, and with him wounded, his army of holy warriors wouldn’t stand a chance.

      SENSE INTENT: ITEM ANALYSIS

      
        	The Flag of One Thousand Unholy Deaths (Epic)

        	This flag is a demonic item holding ten thousand vengeful souls. Every soul within the flag suffered a wrongful death, and their rage emanates from the flag itself.

        	Because one thousand two hundred and thirteen of the souls imprisoned in the soul flag were priestesses and holy adepts with binding skills sacrificed to fuel the flag, this flag possesses a powerful combination binding attack.

        	If a living human is slain in the presence of this flag and their soul is rendered helpless, their soul will be consumed to fuel the flag’s power.

        	If this flag consumes ten thousand third-order souls or an equivalent amount of power in less or more powerful souls, this flag will automatically evolve to the mythic rarity.

      

      The demon’s flag was a very sinister weapon, and many holy warriors had fallen to it already. No doubt, the fiend had been planning to make the flag even more powerful by adding the souls of all of Darren’s followers to the flag. This was the first time he had seen an item that could evolve without the aid of his skill.

      As his Divine Blessing skill struck the flag, the fabric ripped and tore. Glowing spheres of light escaped it in a massive gush, all lost souls heading skyward towards the Heavens. The Divine Aura pouring out of them at their passage was enough to scatter the black clouds overhead, shattering the miasma that hung over the battlefield.

      “My fla—” The demon’s eyes went wide as he reached for his flag. Darren had shoved his sword right through the demon’s guts before he could even blink.

      In a flash, Darren spun to the small female fiend who’d tried to attack Morgana by surprise earlier. They truly had intended for that surprise attack to work and only resorted to words when it failed. Morgana was already on top of the fiend, shoving her sword into the demon’s face.

      The fiend parried Morgana’s blow, but that meant she couldn’t stop Melancholy sweeping in from behind to cleave her head from her shoulders.

      The larger fiend across from Sasha was staring in shock at swords sticking out of her chest between her breasts. When she’d tried to catch Sasha in the face with her spiked nipples, Sasha found a chink in her armor and lunged into it.

      The fiend grabbed the blade with her hand to pull it out, but Sasha was already on top of her to drive the point deeper. When the fiend finally toppled backward, Sasha finished the demon off.

      Their demonic bodies crumbled to ash under the force of Darren’s Divine Blessing, and three flickering dots flowed into the flag still standing in his hands. A moment ago, it seemed like all power left the flag, but now it had a new source of power and a new purpose.

      Darren held Melancholy aloft, shooting one glance at the holy warriors behind him.

      “Attack!” Darren commanded, and the battle began in earnest.

      Sasha reached for the banner, hoisting it aloft and waving their people forward as she chased after Darren.
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      Darren charged, and his followers chased after him. The demons were slower to stir themselves. Despite their feral instincts, they hadn’t expected the humans to slaughter the people sent to parley with them. That was the kind of thing demons did to humans, not the other way around!

      Still recovering from their shock, the fiends were slow to unleash their battle beasts. When they did, Darren was nearly on top of them already.

      Darren was headed right for a fourth-order felbeast. It stood twice as tall as a horse, with more muscle wrapping around its frame than an angry bull.

      In his way, there was some giant spiderlike demon, a towering two-headed troll of the same species of the demon lord he’d killed recently, and a fiend with six sets of arms, each of which held a sinister scimitar.

      Each of them died one after the other. Darren struck like lightning, parrying three sets of blades with Melancholy’s edge. The demon tried to strike Darren with its other arms, but his fist was already headed for its throat. With a meaty thud, his hands crushed its neck.

      The six-armed foe fell backward, stunned and disoriented. Darren twisted Melancholy in his grip until its blade ran right through the chest of the demon before him. Before a single breath had passed, he had snatched two of those blades from the fiend’s arms and threw them in each direction. One struck the two-headed troll in the throat, while the other went straight into the spider demon’s hissing maw.

      Both shrieked and fell, and an instant later, Darren had Melancholy back in hand and finished them off.

      The fourth-order demon was next. His followers could handle these third-order demons even without him, but fourth-order demons could cut through their ranks like a hot knife through butter.

      But the same was true for Darren in the ranks of the demons. The fourth-order demon barely had time to register his presence as he bore down on the bull-like creature. It half turned, trying to charge at him and ram its tusks and horns into his chest. But it just barely began to move when he was already on top of it. It ducked low, trying to get underneath Darren, only to find him soaring straight over it with his blade pointed down.

      He jumped over the fourth-order massive felbeast, dragging Melancholy along its back as he flew. The demon turned again, hoping for a second chance at him, but the moment his heels touched the ground, Darren had swept his sword behind him to take the demon’s legs out from underneath it.

      The next strike took the demon’s head from its torso and slew it. A few flecks of light shot out of the demon and into the new purified banner Sasha was pulling from the ground to hoist aloft.

      The rest of the demons tried to close around him then. He was deep within their ranks, and all they had to do was turn to have him completely circled. But that was a mistake.

      Each swing of Darren’s sword brought havoc to their ranks, and each skill he used disabled or slew a dozen more in the blink of an eye. Golden light swirled around him as he put his Divine Energy Projection skill to full use.

      He built a knee-high wall of golden light around himself, covered with sharp blades and barbs. The demons trying to surround him tripped over it, legs and appendages trapped by the barrier that had suddenly materialized before them.

      As their bodies fell, Darren materialized his tendrils again, thicker and stronger than they had ever been when he had the skill he had originally gotten them from. What had once been slender cords for manipulating and sensing distant things were now chains of blazing light as thick as tree trunks and many times as strong.

      They shot out of the ground near his feet like spears, catching the falling demons as they collided with his sudden defenses. As fast as ripples spread across the surface of the pond, a ring of carnage formed around Darren.

      Just as quickly as he appeared, he was gone. Halfway across the battlefield, another fourth-order demon died, and another ring of carnage appeared. The demons sitting in reserve turned to hunt down this foe in their midst, but Darren’s Swords of Revealing Light stopped their counter charge in its tracks.

      The fighting grew more intense with each passing moment. The demons tried to close in around Darren, but that meant turning their backs on the horde of holy warriors headed their way.

      Not that getting behind Darren accomplished much for them. His Divine Energy Projection skill was even more sensitive than his Celestial Storm tendrils and granted him a complete perception of his surroundings. The demonic aura within each demon was especially familiar to him. And even if one of these demons somehow sneaked up on him despite his skills, his new Future Sight skill would warn him ahead of time.

      A hundred demons had died in the span of a handful of seconds. Darren’s followers had only just now made it across the field and struck the demon’s frontline. The demons made up for their lack of discipline with sheer brute power.

      Normally, that was more than enough to defeat any human force, but with Darren already tearing through their rear ranks, what little discipline they had was shattered. Those on the front lines didn’t know whether to turn to look behind them or to face the enemies rushing towards them from the front.

      “Take this, demons!” Brayak shouted at the top of his lungs. He roared as he hacked at a fiend, striking wildly with his sword. The fiend was covered head to toe in heavy armor, but that didn’t stop Brayak from bludgeoning his opponent to death with enthusiastic flailing.

      He rained down blow after blow until the fiend staggered back and fell to its knees. Brayak’s sword had snapped during his frenzy of blows, but that didn’t stop him. He punched the fiend in the jaw, rocking his head sideways for just long enough for him to tear the demon’s own sword out of its grasp, grabbing it by the blade.

      With fury and fervor, Brayak smashed the hilt of the demon sword against the fiend’s helmet, bringing it down again and again like a blacksmith hammering on hot steel. Eventually, the helmet gave way, and Brayak stood with a bloodied and battered sword hilt. He flipped it around to hold it properly, lifted the weapon high, and roared as he charged his next opponent.

      Nearby, Sasha was fighting as well. She had used her giant skill to make herself three times larger than normal, and now she towered over the battlefield like a giant. Her weapons and armor had grown with her, and she smashed through the defenses of a Cyclops, towering just as tall as she was.

      The giant was a massive brute, but all it had was its size and strength. When Sasha was its equal in both, it was completely outmatched. The few clumsy downward swings of its huge wooden club were plenty for crushing normal humans, but its skills proved entirely inadequate for a fight on even footing.

      Sasha shoved the corner of her shield forward and swept the Cyclops’s club aside. It had no experience to prepare itself for such a maneuver, and it didn’t understand how to counter an attack from something as big as it was. It would’ve figured something out given a moment longer, but Sasha didn’t give it a moment. She pressed her advantage, jamming her large sword into its exposed and unarmored chest.

      The Cyclops fell back on its haunches, and its angry eye glared at Sasha. It was still glaring when Sasha swept her sword through its neck and sent the wagon-sized head rolling across the battlefield.

      While the rest of the Order of the Rose didn’t cut nearly as spectacular a sight as their leader, they were making their presence known behind her. Audrey had her bow out and ready, and after the fight with the Cyclops was won, she was hauling herself up Sasha’s hair, spilling out from underneath her helmet and climbing up her head.

      Once Audrey was perched atop Sasha’s giant head, she unleashed volley after volley of arrow fire, striking from on high. She stopped only for a moment to reach her hand down and help Priestess Blossom up on top of Sasha’s shoulder.

      Once there, Blossom pressed her staff against Sasha’s neck and continuously channeled her healing skill. When she was certain Sasha was in peak condition, she used her vantage point over the rest of the battlefield to shoot healing rays at the rest of their companions.

      As they cleared the path, the dozens of new holy adept members of the Order of the Rose were pressing their advantage and cutting deep into the demonic lines.

      Morgana fought just as hard. She soon learned that attempting to keep up with Darren was a futile effort, so she ended up joining the holy adepts of the Order of the Rose. She couldn’t cut through wave after wave of enemies with arrow fire like Audrey.

      Nor could she stomp her enemies to death under the boots of a giant like Sasha. But she could focus her skills on a powerful third-order demon here or there and bring them low so that Audrey or the holy adepts could finish them off.

      As she fought, her flickering living flame danced around her consuming demonic flesh in a growing inferno. The little fire had been nothing more than a candle flame when Morgana activated it, but as the battle wore on, it grew and grew until it was nearly the size of a grown man. Out of the corner of his eye, Darren saw it consume a second-order demon like a snake swallowing a mouse.

      All along the battlefield, the human warriors were triumphing over the demons arrayed before them. There were many demons here today, but most of them were second and first-order demons. There had been only three fourth-order demons, and Darren slew several of them before the battle had even really begun.

      “Run, demon scourge! Flee before Brayak of the untainted manhood!” Brayak shouted while waving his sword in the air.

      “Heavens, forgive my doubt in the archpaladin!” A cleric laughed as she shot her bow. “Killing demons like this truly was as easy as Audrey said it would be!”

      The fiends were the first to realize the battle was lost. As some of the most intelligent demons, they slipped away while the more feral variety continued to fight and cover their escape.

      His presence was no longer required to win the battle. That worried Darren.

      Where was the demon lord? Where were the elites of this force? Something was very wrong.

      As though those thoughts were dark prophecy, Darren’s Future Sight skill warned him of impending doom.

      The vision flashed before his eyes. There was a pillar of dark power shooting up from below. A mere heartbeat later, it would cut through his armor and flesh as easily as Melancholy was cutting apart Darren’s foes now.

      His assailant had picked the perfect moment to strike. He’d slain the latest heavily armored fiend with a lunge straight through its chest. The blow caught his sword, and he would need to tear it free. Meanwhile, six third-order demons were charging at him, and he’d need to dodge their strikes while extracting Melancholy. Darren could do it, but it would occupy much of his attention. So much of it that if not for his well-honed instincts and his new Future Sight skill, this enemy’s ambush would have struck true.

      As it was, Darren had only just barely released his grip on Melancholy and twisted out of the way in time to avoid the attack.

      The beam of crimson power blasted through the air, shattering the ground where Darren stood a moment before. All six of the third-order fiends were struck by the bolt of mysterious power in Darren’s place.

      Those who were actually touched by the beam were utterly destroyed in the blink of an eye. It shot into the sky, lingering there like a pillar of darkness for all to see as it stretched from deep beneath the earth to high above the clouds. There would be no hiding that from the Heavens.

      The ray of dark energy erased everything within it. When it flickered and faded a moment later, chunks and pieces of demons tumbled out. Those that had only been partway enveloped by the beam had everything within the beam completely vaporized.

      A demon’s body rolled towards Darren. Everything below the upper jaw was completely missing. It was cut so clean that the blood was only now seeping out of it, as though an impossibly sharp blade had cut through bone as easily as the flesh around it.

      He sensed the second attack coming, and he leaped off his back leg, twisting sideways through the air as he landed thirty yards deeper into demon ranks. Some of the paladins and holy adepts tried to rush to his aid, but he knew against an attack like this that would only spell their death, so he forced his way into the largest group of fiends remaining among their enemy.

      Darren’s assailant was undeterred at the thought of needing to sacrifice these demons to score a blow against him, and another pillar of dark energy shot out of the ground. He dodged that one as well. Each attack came in the blink of an eye, but his Future Sight skill warned him where each attack would land, and he wove through the incoming assault as though it was a dance he’d done a hundred times before.

      Within moments, the entire battlefield was studded with these rays of dark energy. They’d cut through the demon army even faster than Darren had, shattering the remaining forces in an instant.

      “We’ve won!” Brayak shouted. “The seraphim have blessed us with a pure and untarnished victory thanks to you, archpaladin!”

      Sasha stared at the beams of dark energy. They looked nothing like the skills she knew from Darren.

      “What’s happening?” she called across the battlefield. “Darren?”

      But calling his name had been a mistake. He realized what was about to happen a moment before it struck. Another beam of that dark light shot out of the ground, but this time, it didn’t go for Darren. It headed straight for Sasha.

      Sasha looked at the ground beneath her legs, still in her giant form. She had just enough time for a look of horror to flash across her face as she realized one of those destructive beams was coming for her. Facing her own death, she could have met the incoming attack with grim determination. But right now, she had her friend Audrey sitting on top of her head and Priestess Blossom on her shoulder. If she died, so would they.

      Darren shot across the battlefield like an arrow loosed from a divine bow. He pushed his movement skill, Unstoppable and Unbreakable, to its absolute limits. Around him, first-order imps and felbeasts popped like dry corn over a fire.

      His boots trampled second-order demons to death, and any third-order demon that tried to block his path was smashed aside. Time seemed to slow to a crawl around him, and everything froze except for the glowing black beam shooting up between Sasha’s legs too quickly for her to react.

      The black beam seared away Sasha’s armored skirt around her thighs. It cut through steel like it wasn’t even there. The beam of dark light crawled upwards. At this incredible speed, he could see it eroding her armor away in the little flecks of rust as though it had aged a thousand years in the blink of an eye.

      Darren reached Sasha just before the beam of sinister energy touched her skin. He leaped off the ground, channeling all the mastery of kinetic energy his skill granted him to shove Sasha aside.

      The world around him returned to normal speed, and Sasha hit the ground with a tremendous thud. Audrey jumped clear of Sasha’s hair. Her inhumanly quick reflexes had just barely been enough to keep her from getting squished beneath the back of Sasha’s head.

      Priestess Blossom rolled to her feet. The landing had been considerably worse for her, but her healing skill was something she could use on herself as well as others, and any damage from hitting her head was quickly reversed.

      Darren jumped on top of Sasha’s giant chest and shouted at her, but Sasha’s fall left her dizzy and confused until Blossom placed her hand against her neck and helped to clear her head.

      “Darren...” Sasha groaned as she tried to push herself up to her elbows. Being knocked aside had broken her concentration, and she was already shrinking back to normal size. “What…”

      “Run!” Darren repeated, shouting loud to get through her addled ears.

      Another beam of black energy formed beneath the small of Sasha’s back, but Darren grabbed her arm and heaved. He pulled her aside, practically throwing her through the air with one arm as he jerked her clear.

      Though she was still twice his size from her Might of a Giant skill, Darren held her over his head one-handed before setting her back on the ground.

      “Take them and go!” Darren repeated. Another beam of dark light formed beneath Sasha’s feet, but this time Sasha was ready, and she jumped clear of it on her own.

      “Retreat!” Sasha yelled at the top of her lungs. Her voice carried across the battlefield, and the holy warriors from Salsroth looked at one another in confusion. “Everyone! Retreat!” She waved the banner with all her might. The deaths of so many demons had replenished much of its power, and now it emanated an aura that raised the spirits of all those who looked on it.

      The holy warriors on the field looked at one another in confusion. Until now, all they’d known was victory. The idea of a retreat was a fading memory to most of them.

      Then the ground cracked. Each sinister energy beam shooting out of the ground had left a gaping hole in its place, and now Demonic Aura poured out of that hole like ale from a cask. That Demonic Aura was followed by teeth, claws, and dark blades.

      Those too slow to respond to these new foes died.

      Fiends jumped from the newly made entrances to Hell one after the other, spilling into the world ready for battle and hungry for blood.

      “Kill the humans!” a fiend shouted. He wore black armor and wore a long pale cloak with strange and horrific designs on them, shaped like people screaming in pain. Upon closer inspection, those were human faces. They’d been peeled from their skulls and sewn together to make the cloak.

      Worse, the demon’s power was at the fourth order. He was just as strong as the fiend Darren slew before the battle began.

      A fourth-order demon spilled out of each of the pillars, proclaiming their existence to the confused and frightened humans with roars of glee and shouts of hunger.

      Before, these were the foes that Darren would kill before the fighting began. When he wiped out all the fourth-order demons, the holy warriors of Salsroth could handle the rest. But now, these warriors would have to fight without him, and they’d be completely outmatched.

      Paladins screamed as their armor failed them before the fourth-order demons that had recently emerged. Giant felbeasts cut through their armor with their tusks, and fourth-order fiends battered their shields aside like they were children.

      Darren turned to them just as a fourth-order fiend lunged at Morgana. He swept his fist at the demon, who turned from pursuing Morgana to raise his sword at Darren.

      Darren used his Divine Energy Projection skill to envelop his fist in a shell of golden light, and when that shell met the demon’s unholy blade, the dark sword shattered. His fist collided with the fourth-order fiend’s chest, caving in its armor and sending it flying backward where its back split a tree in two and slid across the ground.

      “Darren!” Morgana turned, looking at him and drawing her sword to rush to his aid.

      “Go!” Darren waved his hand at her.

      Morgana bit her lip, looking for all the world like she was about to ignore him and fight by his side. But he had a look of seriousness on his face she’d only seen on him once before.

      “Come back alive for us, Darren!” Morgana called out to him as she turned and rushed to Sasha’s side. She was fighting off a handful of third-order demons who’d charged out of the new apertures in the ground and were trying to prevent the Order of the Rose from fleeing the battlefield.

      Darren turned to them. If he was given but a few moments, he’d be able to ensure their escape. But his attacker didn’t give him those few moments.

      Three more pillars of dark energy shot out of the ground all around Darren, forming a circle of shattered earth. The dark energy closed tighter, giving him no path of escape.

      Darren gritted his teeth and focused all his strength on his Divine Blessing skill. If he didn’t have so much experience using this ability constantly in Hell, he wouldn’t have been able to endure this attack. And even then, his skin smoldered and scorched as demonic power leaked through his golden light, eating away at his flesh before his skill could convert it into Divine Aura and render it harmless to him.

      He rallied his strength and extended his Archpaladin wings to their fullest extent. He sprang off the ground, shouldering the dark energy around him aside. He tumbled free of the attack, rolling along the ground and coming back to his feet. When he hit, he let out a brief cough, spitting blood into his hand.

      “Remember me?” Darren’s assailant asked him.

      Shadows twisted unnaturally. The clouds above turned darker, and the churned mud of the battlefield steamed and smoldered like it was about to burst into flames at any moment. The smell of sulfur filled the air, and burning embers sizzled against Darren’s cheek for a moment before going out.

      Then Darren’s true enemy appeared. Asmoth’Koteth the Defiler, Prime Sin of Hell, was here in the flesh.
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      “Yes, I remember you very well, Darren,” said Asmoth’Koteth the Defiler, Prime Sin of Hell.

      When Darren met her last, she’d appeared as a mere energy projection. He’d defeated her attempt at being summoned into the mortal world then by taking away Morgana’s and Cassandra’s purity, which was a necessary component in making them viable sacrifices for her.

      Now she was here, presumably summoned through the sacrifice of some other pair of pure maidens.

      SENSE INTENT: DEMON ANALYSIS: ASMOTH’KOTETH THE DEFILER (SIXTH-ORDER DEMON)

      
        	This ancient evil hails from some of the earliest days of Hell. Rumors say she was the first Prime Saint of Purity before being corrupted by the allure of Hell’s power and the whispers of the Lady of Darkness herself to be a soldier in the earliest wars against the Heavens.

        	Her powers stem from fire and rot, and she can be summoned through the sacrifice of virgin souls.

      

      “I stopped you before. I will do so again,” Darren told the demon.

      The Prime Sin laughed, sounding far more feminine and alluring than such a terrifying demon ought to.

      The shadows receded completely, and Darren saw Asmoth’Koteth’s current form. She was more human than she’d been the last time they met. She had two arms and legs, but a pair of curved horns shot from her brow, and leathery wings sprung from her back. Her feet ended in cloven hoofs, and she carried a long black whip coiled under one arm.

      The chitinous spikes lining her back and spine were less pronounced now, and now that Darren saw them in such detail, they might even be armor instead of part of her body. Her tail swung behind her, barbed and spiked, but how it dangled behind her suggested it wasn’t as natural a part of her as her arms or legs.

      “Why are you here?” Darren demanded, knowing every moment he kept the demon talking was a moment Morgana, Sasha, and the others could use to get themselves closer to Salsroth.

      “To play wolf to the Heaven’s flock,” the demon replied, smiling ear to ear as she circled Darren with slow, steady steps. He followed her with his eyes, waiting for an opening just as she was no doubt doing to him. Darren wished he had Melancholy in his hands, but it was still stuck in that third-order fiend he’d impaled a moment ago. Given a moment’s freedom, he could retrieve it. But he would need to create that moment for himself.

      Darren’s cleaver materialized in his hand. The spirit of the Heavenly Water Dragon trapped inside was hungry and eager for battle, though as it sensed the foe before it, even its fighting spirit shook.

      “What do you mean?” Darren held his cleaver aloft, forcing its point to hold steady as he traced Asmoth’Koteth’s path.

      “The Heavens are in chaos. They will be weak and slow. I’ve come to cull their herd while they bicker among themselves.” Asmoth’Koteth ignored Darren’s weapon and ran her hand through her hair, which looked like long silvery locks that hung straight over her shoulders and past the small of her back. “They grow and harvest the souls of you humans like you harvest cattle. At least we demons give you the chance to fight for it.”

      “You say the Heavens are worse than the Hells?”

      “Two sides of the same coin.” Asmoth’Koteth shrugged, stepping closer to Darren as she did so. She would have come within arm’s length of him, but he held his cleaver out between him and her. “Once, mortal souls were lost and lonely things, left to wander the endless void. Perhaps there is a true Heaven, and perhaps they were searching for it. Whatever the reason, people of power never wish to leave their accomplishments behind. Powerful souls claimed the strength of others who had also passed, forging from those souls both the Heavens and the Hells. Two sides of the human existence tacked onto the world like spare rooms on a house.”

      “Humans created the Hells? And the Heavens?” If Darren’s battle instincts hadn’t been so well-honed, such an absurd thought might have broken his concentration.

      “Not just made, mortal. Humans continue to make and remake them. Without new souls, the Heavens and Hells themselves would fall apart. And that is what you mortals are for. You are the crop to be harvested. Humans are the densest source of raw soul in all creation. If allowed to live peaceful and happy lives, all the power of humans alive today would ascend to the Heavens and strengthen them. That cannot be allowed to happen. So instead, I sow misery and destruction, leading Heaven’s lost flock into the darkness of Hell.”

      “Humans are stronger than you know.” Darren met Asmoth’Koteth’s gaze with one of steely determination.

      “I think not. Most are weak and pathetic things, easily shattered by the loss of a home, a loved one, or the certainty of their future.” The demoness laughed, ignoring Darren’s threatening pose and weapon. “Although I will admit, you are stronger than most. I’m looking forward to pushing you to your limit. I think your soul could become a truly glorious Demon Lord if I took the time to mold and nurture it.”

      In a flash of motion, Asmoth’Koteth suddenly lunged for Darren. But he’d been ready for her first strike ever since the moment he’d detected her presence.

      Her fingers turned to claws, tearing at where Darren stood. But those claws were met by a flash of azure light from his cleaver. The roar of a Heavenly Water Dragon filled the air, and he slashed at Asmoth’Koteth’s incoming fingers.

      The air rippled, and claws made of crimson energy met a dragon’s maw made of brilliant azure light. They held that pose for a moment. Darren’s shoulders held strong, holding his cleaver with both hands.

      Asmoth’Koteth was a picture of casual grace, leaning forward with one hand as though opposing Darren and his weapon was an effortless task.

      But then her arm buckled. One of her fingernails snapped with a terrible cracking, and her heels slid against the ground. She looked back at Darren with an expression of shock on her face as his strength proved a match for her own.

      Darren’s jaw was clenched tight, and he shoved onward with grim seriousness in his expression. He used the Unstoppable half of his movement skill, which granted him the strength to oppose any force Asmoth’Koteth used against her and invert it.

      Asmoth’Koteth’s face turned into a scowl as she put her full might behind her hand. The ground beneath Darren’s feet crumbled and shattered. It was already pockmarked with holes from her earlier attacks, and this force was enough to cause it to give way and crumble entirely. The ground shattered like glass beneath a hammer, and dirt shot into the air obscuring all light. Still, he continued to shove. His advance had the inevitability of a wave far at sea for now, but soon due to crash upon the shore.

      Asmoth’Koteth grit her teeth so hard blood leaked from her demonic purple lips, and she wiped it away with her free hand, staring at it for a moment with shock on her face.

      With a growl, Asmoth’Koteth pulled her arm back. As she did so, her body burst into flames and burned away. A moment later, an identical fire blazed to life across the battlefield, and she appeared from within it.

      “You’re merely a fourth-order human. How can you be so strong?” Asmoth’Koteth demanded.

      Darren didn’t answer. He held his cleaver aloft and charged straight at Asmoth’Koteth.

      The Prime Sin held her hand aloft, fingers cupped like she was pulling something from the ground. As she made the motion, the earth churned and spat. Three massive worms emerged from the ground, each of them as big as a fortress. They had no eyes or limbs, only massive round mouths built to swallow horses in a single gulp. Darren didn’t flinch at the sight of them.

      One of them lunged for Darren, barbed teeth flared wide. He jumped on top of its head, striking the top of it with his cleaver and cutting a gouge far too deep and wide for the tiny blade. The massive worm looked as though a hungry dragon had taken a bite from its side.

      Two swords of bright golden light shot down from above, stunning the other two worms for a moment as Darren leaped from the one he stood upon to slash a long cut along the one nearest to him. The blow didn’t kill the worm, but it hacked a piece of flesh out of its side. He turned to the third worm, but it turned its head from him and burrowed back into the ground, fleeing for its life.

      Darren turned his gaze to Asmoth’Koteth, who held a hand over the blood on the ground left from the earlier battle. That blood lit aflame, burning and casting flickering shadows on the ground.

      Those shadows squirmed unnaturally as the light illuminated them, and they swam across the ground like eels until they reached Asmoth’Koteth, where they crawled up her arm to the hand that Darren had been shoving against. They clustered around her broken nail and the drop of blood leaking from her lips, healing both in an instant.

      But healing herself had taken a moment of concentration, and Darren had used that moment as well.

      He ran across the battlefield, taking a sip from his Lifewell to deal with his current injuries and mitigate any that might happen over the next few hours. He would need to draw this fight out as long as possible so his people could return to Salsroth.

      With his immense speed, Darren grabbed Melancholy’s handle, pulling both it and the dead demon stuck on its end into his inventory. He jumped over Asmoth’Koteth’s head, flinging the dead demon at her like a projectile.

      Asmoth’Koteth batted the demon aside, and there was such strength behind her seemingly dainty hand that both the demon and the armor it had been wearing exploded into a fountain of blood and shrapnel.

      But while the cloud of debris floating through the air clouded Asmoth’Koteth’s vision, Darren used Swords of Revealing Light to pin her in place for a brief instant. He appeared behind her in a flash of motion, sweeping Melancholy right for her exposed neck.

      Asmoth’Koteth barely had an instant to react. Her armored arm shot out to intercept the incoming blade, but the strength behind Darren’s blow sent her flying. She was tossed like a rag doll through the air, shattering trees and grinding a furrow in the ground as deep as he was tall with her feet as she tried to right herself against a massive castle-sized boulder. Her heels smashed into the rock, chipping away a wagon’s worth of stone.

      Darren didn’t give her a moment to rest, though, and before she had even come to a stop, he was on top of her again, swinging his sword with all his strength.

      Asmoth’Koteth slid to the side, and Melancholy’s blade bit into the hard stone of the castle-sized boulder, shattering the rock-like glass and sending fragments shooting in all directions.

      A human watching the fight would have seen nothing but two blurs of motion being trailed by a series of explosions. Trees shattered like twigs, and ancient stones broke like clay cups. These were giants in a world of parchment, fighting a battle that would scar the ground for centuries.

      “No fourth-order being should be so strong,” Asmoth’Koteth growled.

      “I have trained to fight demons,” Darren replied, knowing every moment he kept Asmoth’Koteth talking was a moment he wouldn’t have to spend fighting.

      “I see that. A human archpaladin should not be able to draw a drop of my blood, even weakened as I am here. You have a specialized skill meant for my kind. Each blow from that sword hurts far more than it should. I have a similar ability to use against the seraphim.” Asmoth’Koteth ran her fingers over her hands. They were dripping blood from a hundred tiny cuts, each left by Melancholy’s edge.

      “It does not work against me.” Darren kept Melancholy level and ready. He held it in one hand. His cleaver was in his other, resting in wait in case Asmoth’Koteth got through his defenses. Melancholy was a large sword, and while that was usually an advantage against the massive bodies of most demons, Asmoth’Koteth was barely any larger than a human woman and was fast enough to slip inside his defenses.

      Asmoth’Koteth tapped her chin in thought, looking like she was debating the merits of telling Darren something. As she did so, she waved her hand, and black mist shot from her fingers to a pile of nearby corpses. Some were demons.

      Others were of humans killed in the earlier battle. Upon closer inspection, the black mist was made of thousands of tiny specks of Demonic Aura. Those were Demonic Spirits, Darren realized. As soon as they found their way to the fresh corpses, they settled in around them.

      The clouds Asmoth’Koteth created with her earlier appearance had blocked out all sunlight striking the battlefield below them, but even the few scant reflected beams were enough to destroy these Demonic Spirits if they didn’t find the cover of a corpse to inhabit.

      SENSE INTENT: ENEMY ANALYSIS

      
        	4 Death Knights, created from the corpses of paladins.

        	3 Death Hounds, created from the bodies of dead felbeasts and cerberi.

        	3 Shade Stalkers, created from the bodies of dead clerics.

        	2 Crypt Lords, created from the bodies of dead fiends.

        	1 Banshee, created from the body of a dead priestess.

      

      In a normal undead horde, any one of these creatures would be considered an elite. It took a massive number of Demonic Spirits to animate third-order corpses like those of paladins, priestesses, and clerics, and the resulting undead were powerful enough to challenge all but the most formidable of human defenses. In the Northern Trade Union, a single Death Knight would be enough to destroy and rule over an entire village, as had been the case with Hobart and whatever normal villagers had lived there before the cultists took over.

      Thirteen of them would be enough to make a disaster that would have a city calling for aid from the Golden Temple, the local citadels, and anyone who would listen. Though this group of undead didn’t have the endless legions of lesser minions one might expect from creatures of their caliber, they were each powerful undead of the third order.

      But no third-order demon could challenge Darren now, no matter how numerous. He’d proven that on the battlefield many times already.

      The newly formed undead were still picking themselves up off the ground and gathering their weapons when Darren came at them. His Swords of Revealing Light skill stunned the Banshee and both Crypt Lords where they stood, giving him the opportunity to behead the first Death Knight, then another. He kicked the severed head of one of the Death Knights into the cluster of the rest of his enemies, smashing into one of the Death Hounds, knocking the multi-headed dog onto its rear. Darren slammed his cleaver right into the forehead of one of the stunned Crypt Lords, then tried to catch one of the Shade Stalkers in a grapple.

      Only the blink of an eye had passed since he first attacked, and the Shade Stalkers had just reacted. The one Darren was trying to grab faded to near-invisibility, activating some sort of Phase Shift ability like the one Morgana had.

      Darren growled as a Death Knight rushed at him with a sword held aloft. He wove under the Death Knight’s guard, cutting its spine free with Melancholy as he wove around it. The undead knight, still alive, squirmed as he picked its torso up and swung it into the incoming path of the only remaining Death Knight, blocking the other Death Knight’s sword with the skull of the one in his hands.

      Darren twisted the once-again lifeless corpse in his hand to trap the final Death Knight’s sword, then threw the corpse on top of the remaining Death Knight to pin it as he pulled his cleaver out of the dead Corpse Lord’s forehead and slammed it into the Death Knight struggling to get up from under its dead companion.

      All three of the Shade Stalkers tried to strike him, dropping their inability to interact with the physical world. Darren’s Swords of Revealing Light Skill activated the moment they materialized and pinned all three of them in place for a split second. Without turning to look at them, he swung his sword backward over his head and decapitated all three undead, then rushed the Banshee, Death Hounds, and remaining Corpse Lord.

      The Banshee held her hands over one of the Death Knights, trying to revive it. Darren motioned like he was going to attack her, and the Death Hounds tried to intercept. The one he’d struck with the Death Knight’s head earlier hobbled along with a broken leg and was the slowest to react when he abruptly changed directions.

      Spikes of golden light shot out of the ground and stabbed the Death Hound, impaling it in place. That wasn’t enough to kill the creature, but the spikes grew wider and wider with each passing moment, and within seconds, all that was left of the hound was a puddle of shredded undead flesh.

      The remaining Corpse Lord had spent its first few moments of life well and had been drawing as much blood from all over the battlefield as it could. Most of it was mixed with mud and dirt now, but enough humans had bled and died here that it would drink its fill. Considering all the blood here was from second and third-order humans, this Corpse Lord would probably reach the fourth order any second and become that much more powerful.

      But it never reached that point. It tried to draw the sword at its hip only to find its arm severed at the elbow, cut off by Melancholy before it could even blink. Blood leaked out of its arm as fast as it was seeping across the ground and up the Corpse Lord’s ankles. The Corpse Lord barely had the time to show its fangs at Darren before an uppercut to the jaw with his fist knocked its head clean off.

      The banshee, still trying to revive one of the Death Knights, was guarded by the remaining Death Hounds. It stopped as soon as the Death Knight twitched and turned its skills to the hounds protecting it.

      Black light shone from its fingers in some dark mimicry of an enhancement spell, and energy seeped into both hounds before her. Masses of dark energy swirled around them and grew them until they doubled in size.

      One leaped for Darren’s throat while the other went for his legs. The one heading for his legs found golden glowing spikes created by his Divine Energy Projection skill blocking its path. The other had to deal with his sword.

      The hound opened its mouth, and a shadow of its head appeared around it, larger and more terrifying than the monster itself. But that shadow popped like an overripe grape when Darren’s open fist closed around the Death Hound’s skull and crushed it in his hand. Meanwhile, Melancholy carried on to the Banshee, skewering her in the chest before she could cast another spell.

      On the ground, more golden spikes appeared around the Death Hound, circling it and growing tighter with each passing second. The Death Hound tried to escape, but there was nowhere to run as the spikes closed in on each other.

      Meanwhile, the recently revived Death Knight was just coming to its senses when Darren’s boot came down on its skull and finished it for good.

      Across the battlefield, Asmoth’Koteth sighed. “You know, that was enough to kill the last human archpaladin I fought.”

      Darren held Melancholy up, risking a quick glance behind him. Sasha, Morgana, and the others were making good time. They were nearly out of sight now. But it was still a long journey to Salsroth. He’d need to keep up until sundown. Maybe longer, depending on how his plan was going with his other body back in Salsroth.

      “Do your worst,” Darren said in challenge.

      Asmoth’Koteth burst into flames, and her burning body appeared right in front of him. Dark shadows coalesced around her, forming a sinister inversion of Darren’s Celestial Storm tendrils.

      Darren’s own tendrils formed around him using his Divine Energy Projection skill, and the two fought again.
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      While Darren was fighting Asmoth’Koteth with one body, his other one was leaning across the wall aboard the newly epic-ranked ship, barely able to stand.

      “Darren?” Cassandra asked worriedly. “Something is definitely wrong with you. What do I do?”

      Darren shook his head. “Fine. Just... a lot... on my mind.”

      “This is that new skill of yours, isn’t it?” Cassandra asked as she wiped Darren’s sweating brow with a cloth. “The body thing? You didn’t explain it particularly well, you know.”

      “Yes, the body thing.” Darren panted, gritting his teeth as his other body took a blow from Asmoth’Koteth. He’d always maintained absolute focus during battle. That usually served him well, but it left him incapable of using his second body effectively when fighting with the other one. He’d briefly mentioned to Cassandra that he could be in two places at once now, though this new skill wasn’t what could be described effectively in his usual taciturn manner.

      “The completely secret skill I’m not supposed to tell anyone about,” Cassandra said.

      “That one.”

      Darren spent the next few minutes doing nothing but staying completely still, as all of his attention was elsewhere. Eventually, Asmoth’Koteth backed off again and summoned more undead for him to fight while she healed the handful of cuts and scrapes he’d given to her during their last exchange. While fighting the undead, he had just enough time to plant his other body on the bed and mumble a few instructions to Cassandra.

      “The shield... center of the city. As soon as Sasha and Morgana return, activate it.” Darren’s eyes grew cloudy and distant as he lay on his bed, panting and sweating. His fingers gripped the sheets, and his body jerked back and forth as he focused on the fight. The last foe to drive him this hard had been Gaimon back in Limedeep.

      “Okay, Darren. I’ll get someone to look after you while I’m gone.”

      Darren’s hand shot up and grabbed her wrist before she could leave. “No. No one must know I’m here. Only you.”

      “Oh... okay, Darren. I don’t understand. But I believe in you.” Cassandra wiped his forehead one last time. She positioned a pouch of water by the bed. Cassandra had placed a lot there to help with their earlier exertions. She cast one last worried look at him before ducking out of the ship.

      Time passed slowly for Darren. In the heat of battle, seconds could feel like hours. His original body lay on the bed, focusing the entirety of his mind on his fight with Asmoth’Koteth. He felt each clatter of his sword against her armor, and each time he battled her minions all the way in his bed aboard the ship. He closed his eyes, shutting out his senses for once in his life so he could focus all his attention on his other body.

      He wasn’t sure when Cassandra returned, but when she did, she had the shielding device he had evolved to protect the city. She hadn’t been able to activate it on her own, but when she saw Darren lying on the bed with such an intense look of concentration on his face, she sat quietly and waited for him to open his eyes. She’d sat with him so quietly that with his senses withdrawn, the only way he even knew she was there was when she gripped his hand in her own.

      He opened his eyes just long enough to lend Cassandra the power to activate the device. They hadn’t been able to test it without alerting others, but after upgrading it to the epic rank, Darren had used his Sense Intent skill to analyze it and was confident it would just barely be enough to protect the city. He held the silver orb in his hands. It had been heavy enough Cassandra wouldn’t have been able to carry it without her bag of holding. Enhancing it to the epic grade had increased its size dramatically, along with its power.

      SENSE INTENT: ITEM ANALYSIS: SACRED FAIRY REALM (EPIC)

      
        	This sacred fairy realm contains a pocket space ruled by Divine Spirits. They are ancient creatures predating the formation of the Heavens and are wild creatures who once roamed the mortal world. Individually, these Divine Spirits are only first-order seraphim, but together they are extremely powerful.

        	Their realm is protected by a shield powerful enough to entirely negate the attacks of any creature below the fifth-order and mitigate the damage of those of higher realms. This realm can be expanded to cover several miles within a sphere of protection stretching from high overhead to just beneath the ground.

      

      “Take it to the center of the city,” Darren instructed.

      “What about you?” Cassandra asked. “I don’t know if it’ll cover the ship too.”

      Darren shook his head. “Activate the ship. Take it to Salsroth.”

      “You mean, fly it?” Cassandra asked, terror in her eyes.

      Darren wrapped his hand around Cassandra’s fingers and repeated the words she’d so recently whispered to him.

      “I believe in you.”

      Darren used what strength he could spare for his original body and leaned up in bed just high enough to look out the small porthole in the cabin.

      Minutes ticked by, and he was starting to grow worried when a pillar of brilliant blue light shot out from the temple in the center of the city.

      That pillar of light spread outward, slowly sloping back to the ground to form a dome over the entire city that came to a stop in a glowing lip just above the city’s walls.

      It wasn’t a perfect defense, but any flying demons would have to get within arm’s reach of the wall’s defenders if they wanted into the city, and the defenders would be able to continue fighting against the demon horde outside.

      Since the shield didn’t touch the ground, the strongest members of the demon horde wouldn’t be able to batter it down anytime soon. They’d have to claim the walls first, and the defenders of Salsroth weren’t planning to give those up.

      Satisfied the city would hold a little longer, Darren closed his eyes and let his original body slump back down into bed as his attention returned to his life or death fight with Asmoth’Koteth.
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        * * *

      

      The silver fairy realm orb had only gotten bigger and heavier after its transformation to the epic realm. In contrast, the changes to the ship they were in for the same upgrade were far more obvious.

      The entire ship was brilliant gold, as though the entire vessel was now clad in the stuff. It probably was covered in gold based on the reduction in the amount he had in his inventory, though Darren kept his mouth shut about that for fear of what Cassandra would say about the waste of coin.

      But gold plating on the hull was among the least of the changes. The sails now pointed sideways instead of vertically, and a few of them stuck out of the bottom of the ship.

      That was a very strange change, and it definitely wasn’t what was supposed to happen aboard a boat meant to be sailed at sea. But careful analysis showed the vessel was no longer meant to go into the water at all.

      SENSE INTENT: ITEM ANALYSIS: ARMORED AIRSHIP (EPIC)

      
        	Powered by the Divine Aura emanating from the sky on warm sunny days, this airship lifts itself high off the ground using its vertical and horizontal sails and is capable of greater speeds than any sea-going ship.

        	It is armed with three rows of cannons to either side and is capable of firing explosive shots enhanced with anti-demonic properties.

      

      Slowly, Darren felt the wood and metal beneath him creak. The walls of the ship were still sturdy, but much of the internal panels within it had been lightened, and Darren could feel the wood bend beneath his bed. Cassandra must have been at the wheel. They hadn’t flown the ship even once since the upgrade, but Darren’s skills had never failed him before.

      Seconds ticked by as the ship strained. Just a few weeks on land had been enough time for weeds and roots to grow over it. Dirt covered the new underside masts, and the ship struggled to get into the air.

      But then they broke free, and Darren felt himself get pressed into his bed for a moment as they shot into the air. Cassandra turned the ship, and though he couldn’t see outside their bedroom cabin, he knew the people in Salsroth were no doubt looking their way.

      Cassandra took the ship further than Darren thought she would have needed to in order to get to Salsroth. Either she was having a harder time navigating this thing than he thought she’d have, or she was making a stop.

      There was a lull in the fighting with Asmoth’Koteth. Darren wasn’t quite willing to risk forming a Divine Energy Projection tendril lest he distract himself from the battle, but he could turn his ear to listen. Sure enough, he heard boots boarding the ship with frantic eagerness.

      “Cassandra! So this is where you’ve been!” Morgana’s voice echoed out from beyond the door.

      “It’s good to see you’re alright,” Sasha said.

      “Get everyone on board. I’ll take you the rest of the way to Salsroth.” Cassandra ushered them aboard, hurrying them along.

      “There are demons not far behind us,” Sasha warned Cassandra.

      “Then we’ll have to get back to the city quick.”

      “What? No! That will lead the demons right back to Salsroth! Even if we were waiting for them on the walls, I don’t think we could fend them off. There are fourth-order demons in this horde, and we don’t have Darren to slay them for us this time!” Sasha said.

      “Don’t worry,” Cassandra replied. “Me and Darren have been working on something these last few weeks. Something besides the flying ship you’re aboard now.”

      “Darren’s been one busy archpaladin.” Sasha whistled. “And here I thought he was spending every waking moment in Salsroth preparing the defenses and reorganizing the city. When did he find time to build all this?”

      If things hadn’t been so pressing, Darren’s skill might have been revealed there. But Cassandra had her lips shut tight and had a more important job to do than reunite with her friends. Soon she was back at the wheel, and the ship took to the air. Darren could tell from the sounds that they were landing in Salsroth, probably on top of the largest of Cassandra’s inns.

      Darren even thought he recognized their landing place from the noise of hammers against anvils and the scent of tanning demon hide. One of the previous lords of this city had possessed a truly enormous empty plot of grassy land right in the middle of the city. It wasn’t the best land for such a wealthy house to sit on, but there was a lot of it.

      As soon as they touched down, Cassandra rushed to Darren’s bedside again.

      “Everyone is back inside the city, Darren.”

      “The shields?” Darren asked.

      “Holding. You were right. It’s just barely big enough to cover the walls. It’s a good thing we have them, too.” Cassandra breathed a sigh of relief. “There are a couple of big things flying overhead. We wouldn’t have been able to keep them out with just the walls. The fourth-order demons are pounding on the walls but not accomplishing much. People hear sounds from the forest, though. They say you’re fighting something big and powerful out there. Something stronger than any of the Demon Lords you killed before. They’re worried that it’ll get here and the walls won’t be able to keep it out.”

      “Asuriel,” Darren grunted out.

      “She was among the last to board the airship. Should I get her? I think she’s on the walls now. I think... well, people have seen her fighting enough fourth-order demons by now that they know she isn’t an ordinary cleric. I’ve heard more than a few directing their prayers towards her instead of to the Heavens. I think a few people suspect what she is.”

      Darren shook his head, eyes still shut tight. “No. Just ask her. Anything she would tell me, have her tell you.”

      He winced as the focus from speaking made his other body step a hair too far to the left. In a battle as intense as the one he was having with Asmoth’Koteth, that was all the margin for error he had. Her claws took a chip out of his armored thigh, severing the straps and leaving that much more of him exposed for the next attack.

      “Okay. I’ll be right back.” Cassandra gave Darren’s hand a squeeze before departing.

      When she returned, Asmoth’Koteth was having him fight a handful of weak minions again, which were much easier foes than the Prime Sin herself.

      Sure enough, when he opened his eyes to hear what Cassandra had to say, she gave him the news he wanted to hear.

      “Asuriel says something big is happening. The seraphim who’ve joined up with Kalaziel are all headed for an aperture. But at the same time, more powerful demons are joining up with the ones already around the city. Our people have spotted two fifth-orders and one more Demon Lord. They’re pounding on the shield around the city now. Even if the big one they say you’re fighting doesn’t come for us, they’ll get through eventually.”

      Kalaziel was probably drawing out his arrival as long as possible. If Asmoth’Koteth had been speaking the truth, he would want these human souls as much as she did. And part of claiming them would be making sure they knew who saved them.

      There was only one card he had to play to force Kalaziel’s hand. The Prime Saint had already sacrificed cities before, so on its own, it wouldn’t be enough to force him to act. But combined with the tempting bait Darren was putting out for him in the form of the fight between him and Asmoth’Koteth, the seraph had to be gnashing his teeth with the desire to swoop in and claim complete victory for himself.

      So bit by bit, Darren’s other body gave ground. He fell back in small, steady steps, taking his fight with Asmoth’Koteth from the distant battlefield all the way back to the city. Everything would be in one place for him to push Kalaziel to act.

      If things took a turn for the worst, Darren would at least be able to save one of his bodies and his women after having witnessed Kalaziel’s full strength. If things went well, then Darren might be able to put an end to his mother’s true killer, or at least know what it was going to take to do so.

      Minutes ticked by, feeling like hours as the city around Darren rushed about in frantic haste. He heard when the first demon slipped through the cracking shield. The call went up and down the wall. He hated that he couldn’t be out there as well, but against foes as strong as the ones he was fighting, this was the best he could do. Holy warriors who’d looked to him for guidance and support were no doubt falling by the moment.
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        * * *

      

      Back in his other body, still fighting Asmoth’Koteth, Darren was ragged and worn. This body was worse for wear. Cuts covered his entire body, and the Lifewell water he’d ingested earlier had long since run out. Asmoth’Koteth had seen him drinking from it and made sure to never give him another chance to recover. He’d been fighting, running, and using his skills for hours now.

      The Divine Aura in his body was fading fast. He normally never needed to worry about his Divine Aura expenditure with his Magical Comprehension skill. His reserves were like lakes compared to the puddles most people at his own level would have. But this was no ordinary battle, and it had depleted his reserves to nearly nothing.

      He persevered because he knew the same had to be true for Asmoth’Koteth’s own reservoir of power. She’d been siphoning shadows as they fought, recovering from every scrape and bruise he sent her way, but every one of her abilities consumed an order of magnitude more power than his. Just one of those pillars of dark energy shooting out of the ground used more power than Darren did with all his skills combined.

      Her ability to replenish her power here on the surface was limited. The cloud of miasma overhead had dwindled to nothing, and she stopped using those expensive energy attacks entirely and was fighting him almost exclusively using her tremendous demonic speed and strength. Though she didn’t show it, Darren was certain that she was feeling vulnerable. And he saw it. He knew Kalaziel would see it too.

      “And here I thought your goal was to keep me away from this precious human city,” Asmoth’Koteth said, shooting a glance at Salsroth.

      “I still am,” Darren replied, holding his sword level with Asmoth’Koteth. His arms and legs were numb, but this would not be the first time he fought on edge between life and death. Between him and Asmoth’Koteth, he’d been worse off. His instincts from Hell urged him to retreat, but he stood strong.

      “My army is stronger than yours, and more demons flow from the passageways my spells created,” Asmoth’Koteth said. “Soon, that shimmering barrier around the city will crumble. A shame, really. That barrier is quite nice. It’s fairy magic, isn’t it? I haven’t seen the like since the Heavens unified.”

      “Explain,” Darren demanded. He’d tried to prompt Asmoth’Koteth into talking more and giving him a few moments of rest, but she was wise to his scheme now and rarely lapsed into an explanation.

      What she had said was a rather interesting insight into the Heavens and the Hells. One which Darren was fairly confident wouldn’t be welcome in most branches of the Golden Temple. Perhaps Shrine Maiden Bonnie could confirm or refute some of what he’d heard.

      Instead of explaining, Asmoth’Koteth launched herself through the air towards Darren. Her fingers were hooked into claws, and she came at him from the front. But she favored this move, and he’d had seen it twice already. It was a feint. She burst into flame as she flew, vanishing in the blink of an eye just before she came within reach of him. She appeared behind him, black tendrils wrapping around his legs to pin him in place.

      Two more of those massive worms from before crawled out of the ground, eager to devour Darren whole. Asmoth’Koteth’s body appeared behind him, and he twisted his head to see her mouth open wide. She blew black smoke at him, and the smoke ate away at his little remaining clothes.

      She’d already used that skill to chip away most of Darren’s armor and clothes. If not for all the extra sets he had in his inventory, he would have long since been forced to fight the Prime Sin naked, which wouldn’t have cut a particularly inspiring image for his city full of loyal warriors or the countless seraphim no doubt spying on him.

      Darren countered all three attacks at once. Two energy spikes sprouted in the air besides him, driving the worms back. His own Divine Energy Projection tendrils manifested, wrestling with Asmoth’Koteth’s dark tendrils and freeing him to flap his wings.

      He took to the air, soaring higher than the worms could reach while simultaneously pulling a new padded shirt from his inventory. He heard a faint sigh from many of the priestesses on the walls echo out all at once. The demons bashing against the shields must have been pressing them hard.

      Asmoth’Koteth attacked Darren before his new shirt could even settle onto his skin, ripping the side open as she reached for his chest with her clawed fingers.

      But Melancholy’s blade scraped against her shoulder and sent her rocketing into the ground. That had been a solid hit, and the cut it left was enough to cover her arm as she struggled to reach for the nearby shadows to heal it.

      Darren didn’t intend to let her heal. He pressed his advantage, charging at her and breaking her concentration with a mighty blow square on the center of her head.

      Melancholy fit just between her horns, and Darren twisted his blade, so it was lodged tightly onto her head. He swung her back and forth on the end of his sword, bashing her against the ground on one side, then the other. He twisted his sword, flinging her off and sending her flying through the air.

      She landed with a thud, and Darren lunged forward to bury his sword in her heart, but she vanished in a puff of flame before he could even reach her, and he had to turn to avoid another breath of corrosive armor-destroying cloud.

      “You are a truly stubborn foe.” Asmoth’Koteth dusted off her shoulders. She’d gathered shadows to heal herself while she was intangible. It felt like cheating to Darren. He couldn’t hurt her when she was living fire, but she could heal all she wanted in that form. He just didn’t have the means to kill a sixth-order demon like Asmoth’Koteth. But he could push one to exhaustion, which was all he wanted for now.

      “Give up,” Darren commanded. “You will not harm Salsroth.”

      “Oh, won’t I, big man?” Asmoth’Koteth laughed, though the laughter hid a poorly disguised scowl. Darren had been frustrating her for a while, and now she was starting to get truly irked. She just couldn’t put him down, and she’d muttered more than once about how humiliating it was to not be able to kill a mere fourth-order mortal. Now she was going to take her anger out on Salsroth.

      “Watch me,” Asmoth’Koteth spat. She pointed a finger at Salsroth and the shimmering silver fairy shield that protected it.

      Dark energy swirled around her finger before shooting at the barrier. It was the same attack she’d tried to use against Darren countless times before resorting to less aura-intensive skills.

      Now that attack struck the shimmering silver barrier around the city. Though the barrier was a powerful epic-grade treasure created by Darren himself, it didn’t have his unique skills to mitigate demonic attacks. Unlike him, it could not hold against the powers of a sixth-order Prime Sin of the lower Hells.

      The barrier was already cracked and pockmarked from the attacks of the demon lords Asmoth’Koteth had gathered in her attack thus far. Now that she lent her own power to the attack, the barrier shattered like an egg under the hoof of a horse. The barrier cracked, and Darren could hear the frightened screams of a thousand little fairies as it broke.

      The demons rushed into the opening, eager to slaughter the humans hiding within and claim their souls as fuel for their dark desires. They would rip the residents and the countless thousands of refugees who’d been taken to the city for shelter in the wake of this demon invasion. They’d kill all the warriors who’d so bravely marched to Salsroth to help defend it.

      “No!” Darren shouted, attacking Asmoth’Koteth an instant later, forcing her to cut her beam short to defend herself. She tried to shield herself with her wounded arm, but it wasn’t enough. His sword swept across her battered limb. Melancholy struck exactly where it hit before, and this time, it bit deep enough for something within her arm to break.

      Asmoth’Koteth yelped, pulling her arm back, which now bled profusely. She clawed at the shadows nearby, which responded to her call and came to her aid.

      Darren would have continued to press this small advantage he’d gained after hours of fighting, but the sky overhead rumbled. Lightning split the sky, and a voice echoed down from the Heavens.

      “People of Salsroth! Prime Saint Kalaziel of the Sixth Heaven has come to save your souls!”
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      Kalaziel rode a chariot with wheels glowing so brightly that they could be mistaken for new suns in the sky. The horses that pulled the chariot were winged creatures made of glowing light, and the fine braids through their hair jingled with the sound of tiny silver bells.

      The Heavenly host Kalaziel brought with him descended by his side. He had nearly a hundred seraphim with him, most at the fourth-order, but three at the fifth stood by his side. From the power he felt on them, Darren could tell that each would be a match for the Demon Lords attacking the city.

      “Asmoth’Koteth. My old foe. We meet again,” Kalaziel said in a voice that rolled like thunder. He held a glowing spear that looked like a beam of sunlight in one hand, and he held a massive circular shield strapped up his other arm. His helm and armor looked ancient, and Darren had only seen their likeness in statues scattered around Limedeep. Warriors had not dressed like Kalaziel was in hundreds of years.

      Now that Kalaziel had arrived, he knew where his priorities lay.

      He rushed at Asmoth’Koteth, and she held up her arms, defending herself with a grim seriousness she hadn’t shown at any point in their fight so far. But to the Prime Sin’s surprise, Darren ran right past her towards Salsroth.

      She turned to follow his path, but he watched Kalaziel’s chariot descend in her direction and knew soon she’d have bigger problems than him. His movement skill took him to the walls, which the holy warriors of Salsroth were just barely defending from the horde of demons.

      They’d faced armies like this before, but never without Darren softening them up first. Their lack of a counter for fourth order demons was showing here as fourth-order demons pulled away entire teams of paladins, priestesses, and clerics to deal with them.

      Worse, there was an entire breed of demons they just couldn’t stop, led by a powerful demon lord.

      SENSE INTENT: DEMON ANALYSIS: BLIGHTFLAME WYVERN DEMON (FOURTH ORDER)

      
        	These powerful flying demons breathe toxic blightflame, which is poisonous to humans and creates a corrosive rot effect that destroys wooden structures and renders stone structures uninhabitable.

        	Demon Lord Yogarth, the Blight Flame Dragon (Fifth Order)

        	This demon lord travels with its brood and subordinates, the Blightflame wyverns, destroying fiend villages and castles. But nothing thrills this demon and its brood more than the chance to destroy a mortal settlement and devour the souls within it.

      

      Darren headed straight for Yogarth. That demonic dragon was the greatest threat in the sky, and with the shields down, it would have free rein over Salsroth. Already, it was breathing its first strip of sickly green breath over a row of thatched roofs. Each roof lit like it was rotting away, as though years of disrepair passed in the blink of an eye.

      That rot fueled a strange type of fire that could only be blightflame. It burned with rot instead of heat and light, and with each passing second, the blightflame was spreading further and further.

      Eventually, the power reached the walls and started tearing them apart, forcing the holy warriors defending them to flee to the other sections of walls and creating a funnel through which the ground-bound demons could pour in and bypass the defenses.

      “Burn, rot, die!” Demon Lord Yogarth cackled as it cut a hole through the city’s defenses. Its massive, lizard-like head turned and scanned the ground as it looked for the best target. Its eyes landed on a street full of terrified and fleeing humans, mostly women and children.

      Darren left the ground with a mighty jump, sword and wings extended as he flew as fast as he could to intercept the Demon Lord. He was too slow, and the demon prepared another fiery breath. Something rumbled in the Demon Lord’s gizzard, and Darren stretched out his hand. A ball of light formed, created by his Divine Energy Projection skill. It shot out towards the Demon Lord and expanded as it filled the Demon Lord’s throat.

      Yogarth’s eyes went wide, and it looked as terrified as a dragon could look. Its throat swelled, expanded, and burst as the green fire it had been about to breathe on the helpless people down below exploded in its own throat, detonating like a bomb.

      Its wings went still, and the massive flying demon fell from the sky. It would have crashed head-first into the Golden Temple’s rear abbey, where the families of many of the holy warriors under Darren’s command were staying.

      He swept down, catching the demon just in time to shove it into the streets instead. Its fall cracked the cobblestones and made the earth rumble, but with so much else happening, that was nothing more than a minor annoyance.

      Melancholy finished the demon off. The explosion in its own throat had nearly blown its head off, but a Demon Lord was a resilient thing, and given time, it could recover. Darren didn’t give it that time. With another Demon Lord dead, he went hunting for some wyverns.

      But in that task, Darren had some competition. While Kalaziel had gone for Asmoth’Koteth, he hadn’t come alone. There were nearly a hundred lesser seraphim with him, and all of them could fly.

      They hadn’t truly engaged the demons on the ground, but it was clear they were trying to lock down the sky above the city. Part of that meant dealing with the remaining wyverns.

      A pair of fifth-order seraphim, both as strong and heavily built as Darren, surrounded a single fourth-order wyvern and bashed it in the head with massive golden maces, slowly forcing it to the ground.

      “Begone, demon!” one of them yelled as he bashed the demon in the head. “The lands of the Sacred Seas belong to the Heavens!”

      The wyvern yelped, trying to get its jaws around one of the fifth-order seraphim, but they were too fast and strong and swiftly finished the beast off.

      That battle was the exception, though. It surprised Darren to see how much trouble mere fourth-order demons were giving most of the fourth-order seraphim. With an even fight, the seraphim struggled much more.

      A fourth-order seraph was roughly evenly matched with a fourth-order demon, like these wyverns. Technically, Darren supposed he would be ranked the same, though his skills and experience granted him an incredible advantage over both to the point that neither would be worthy enemies for him.

      The fourth-order seraphim didn’t dare attack the wyverns alone. Darren couldn’t find a group of less than three working together against a single opponent. Previously, he’d feared Asuriel needed much more training considering how much she struggled against fourth-order demons, but now that he was watching these Heavenly warriors, he was reconsidering his opinion.

      Was this truly all the power the Heavens could muster?

      In contrast to Darren’s disappointment, the people on the ground rejoiced at the sight of the seraphim defending the city from above.

      “We’re saved! The Heavens have answered our prayers!” they shouted and cheered, waving to the seraphim above, who ignored them.

      “Praise be to the Prime Saint Kalaziel!”

      Darren flew to the nearest wyvern, currently under attack by three fourth-order seraphim working in a team. They formed the same partnership that humans usually did, with a paladin in the front, a cleric behind him, and a priestess to watch both their backs.

      Darren hefted Melancholy, ready to aid these seraphim in finishing off the wyvern.

      “You! Get back with your squad! Don’t get in our way!” the paladin shouted, taking a moment’s break from bashing the wyvern with his glowing silver war hammer to yell at Darren.

      Seeing the seraphim didn’t want his help, Darren shrugged inwardly and flew towards the ground. There were plenty of humans on the ground who needed saving.

      With the walls breached, a few holy warriors from more secure regions of the walls were rushing over to form a makeshift barricade. But before they could, they had to clear out the demons that had already made it into the city.

      More than a hundred imps and felbeasts had streamed in as soon as the demonic dragon burned open a chunk of the walls. Those demons had to be put down, or they’d put the city’s populace in danger.

      So Darren rushed to the aid of the frightened, panicked people of Salsroth. Merely flying overhead was enough for him to wipe out most of the first-order demons, who were even now tearing their way through windows and doors to wreak havoc inside the settlement.

      As Darren approached them, his Demon Calamity skill activated, instantly destroying the weaker demons. A woman desperately defending herself with a cleaver as an imp approached her looked up at him with an expression of amazed awe, and the small child in her arms stared at him with admiration.

      After taking care of the smaller, weaker demons, Darren headed for the breach in the walls where a team of paladins, priestesses, and clerics was busy assembling. The paladins formed a wall and locked shields to hold the breach, but two fourth-order fiends meant their efforts were doomed to be short-lived.

      “Resistance is futile, humans! The seraphim will not save you! Your flesh will taste sweet in--”

      The fiend’s evil cackle was cut short as Darren landed behind it and cut off its head faster than it could blink. The other fourth-order fiend brought its sword around for a single parry before Darren broke its ankle with a kick and left it planted face-first on the ground. The paladins of the shield wall broke formation and hacked at the downed demon with their swords, swiftly putting an end to it once and for all.

      “Archpaladin!” a few of the priestesses yelled with glee as they saw Darren and the paladins at the front of the line saluted in his presence.

      Darren kept his back turned to them, reaching out with Divine Energy Projection tendrils, and using scrap from his inventory, he quickly assembled something much more defensible for the group behind him.

      “Archpaladin, did you bring the seraphim here to help us?” a busty priestess asked.

      The other holy warriors looked at Darren hopefully, but he shook his head.

      “They are not on our side,” Darren said.

      There was a small intake of breath from those around him. “W-what do you mean?” the priestess asked, hands over her lips.

      “The Order of the Rod planned for most of you to die here. This is a secret in the Heavens, known to few, but the Order of the Rod works for Prime Saint Kalaziel. He is here, and these seraphim are his.”

      The priestess’s eyes went wide. “You mean to say that they might...”

      The others had similar expressions and were growing equally worried. “What do we do, archpaladin?” a paladin asked as his sword and shield shook in his hands.

      “Save the city, then retreat. Let the seraphim guard the walls. Those who are loyal to me find Cassandra’s inn. There is a ship there.”

      “Understood, Archpaladin.” Calm returned to the priestess’s eyes, and the paladin’s hands stopped shaking. “We knew you’d have a plan. We’ll spread the word.”

      Darren saved several other groups similarly. They had the same questions for him, and he spread the same instructions to them. The holy warriors who were loyal to him would make their way to Cassandra’s ship, taking their families with them.

      He found Sasha and Morgana fighting with most of the new members of the Order of the Rose. Despite being outnumbered and outmatched, everyone around the radiant banner in Sasha’s hand fought with a level of fury and passion that should have been beyond them. Darren sensed powerful magic emanating from the purified demon banner, though he didn’t have time to examine the banner now.

      “Sasha, Morgana. Get to Cassandra’s inn. She will meet you there in a ship,” Darren yelled, sweeping aside a dozen demons in the same moment.

      “A ship? How is Cas going to land a ship near her inn? That’s about as far from the docks as you can get!” Morgana yelled.

      “It flies.”

      “What? A flying ship?” Morgana shouted in confusion as she stabbed a fiend in the small of his back before vanishing into intangibility and retreating back behind Sasha.

      “Yes. Go!” Darren yelled. Then he was off to save another group of his loyal fighters.

      The seraphim overhead soon took care of all the remaining wyverns, and after doing so, they landed on the walls, neither looking at nor speaking to the human holy warriors who’d been guarding them.

      “Keep out of our way, humans,” one of them said just at the edge of Darren’s hearing. These seraphim clearly thought little of the defenders of Salsroth who’d spilled their blood and tirelessly sacrificed to defend the city over the last few weeks.

      But the humans had received Darren’s orders by now, and they knew what to do. Without a word, they silently yielded the walls to the seraphim and retreated into the city. There were still demons running rampant within, and more than one wyvern had its wings crippled and fell to the ground after losing a fight with the seraphim.

      The seraphim hadn’t deigned to keep them from crushing houses or people in their fall, and more than a few homes had been destroyed. Worse, a few of the wyverns were still alive, though only barely so. Those were desperately gobbling down any human within reach, eagerly hoping the act of consuming their souls would help them heal fast enough to get away from the seraphim.

      Darren knew something had changed when he stopped seeing fiends. The smartest of the demons had regrouped and fallen back under cover of their more monstrous brethren. For the last few minutes, Darren had hacked apart nothing but felbeasts and troll demons. The same was true of the seraphim.

      The fighting was winding down all over, and the onrushing tide of demons had started to ebb. Normally, the demons were far more aggressive than this, but that was usually because they thought little of human defenders. The sight of their eternal enemies, the seraphim, defending the city, was giving them pause.

      And for a good reason. The fifth-order seraphim were strong enough to tear anything less than a demon lord to pieces. The fourth-order demons fell like wheat before a scythe, and they slaughtered third and fourth-order fiends almost as quickly as Darren did. As Darren watched, one bolt of glowing golden light after another shot from a seraph’s spear or sword, vaporizing enemy ranks and scorching the earth around the city.

      Countless skills went into use, and Darren’s skill paid careful attention to them. He was particularly interested to see what kind of abilities the seraphim had in their arsenal.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS

      
        	Seraph Protector has used the skill Solar Radiance (Rare). This aura of light scorches all demonic-aspect entities within range, weakening their physical bodies and reducing the effectiveness of their skills.

        	Seraph Protector has used the skill Wingstrike (Rare). This ability can only be used by a fourth-order seraph or above with a fully fledged set of wings. It creates two cutting blades at the tips of each wing, capable of cutting with incredible speed and strength.

        	Seraph Protector has used the skill Eyes of Judgement (Epic). This ability transforms the user’s eyes into beams of destruction, destroying enemies with greater effect when there is a larger difference in moral alignment.

        	Seraph Protector has used the skill Indomitable (Epic). This ability renders the user capable of rebuilding their soul-body instantly after what should have been a lethal strike. Only usable once per day and only functions on entities who exist entirely as souls.

      

      The pattern was clear. The seraphim had access to a wealth of skills a level above what the holy warriors of Salsroth had access to. Most of Darren’s warriors were using common and uncommon skills.

      The only rare or epic-grade skills among his forces were those he’d enhanced or given away personally. It was this access to more powerful skills that made the seraphim stronger than humans, rather than superior training and fighting ability, as Darren had initially expected.

      They were certainly better trained than most of the people who’d initially come to Salsroth had been, but not nearly as much as Darren expected. Given a few years more of training, Darren suspected Callum and Sasha might someday be able to reach those ranks as well.

      Morgana and Cassandra would have a tougher road to walk. The priestesses and clerics were far fewer in this force of seraphim that had descended with Kalaziel. Conversely, what few clerics and priestesses there were seemed to apply their skills with greater efficiency.

      In comparison to them, some of the larger paladin seraphim seemed more like armored brutes than warriors. But they made up what they lacked in training with superior numbers and powerful skills.

      In that respect, these seraphim reminded Darren of the Order of the Rod. Perhaps some of these people were members of the Order of the Rod. They had the right look about them. It wouldn’t surprise Darren to learn that many of their ranks served their order’s true master after their death as a mortal. It would explain why there were so many of them and why most seemed less experienced than their peers among the clerics and priestesses.

      Darren scanned the city for one seraph in particular. Due to her high concentration of Divine Aura, it had always been easy for him to find Asuriel. Even when she’d been hiding among the holy warriors of Salsroth, he could spot her easily enough.

      But with so many seraphim about the city, that was no longer the case. She was just one among many to his senses, and he had to look at each seraph to find her.

      More than a few had sensed him staring at them. Those that had seemed annoyed that a human was eying them so and one even shot a bolt of wind at him to knock him out of the sky. Darren easily twisted out of its way, ignoring the angry seraph who turned away from the section of wall he was supposed to be guarding to glare at him. In doing so, he nearly let a demon climb over it.

      Eventually, Darren spotted Asuriel. She was in the clutches of one of the fifth-order seraphim of all things. He held her wrist up in his hands, and Asuriel’s wings hung limply by her side as she tried to speak.

      “Stop! I swear, I only stayed here to help defend the city of Salsroth!” Asuriel pleaded. “I wouldn’t have presented myself if I hadn’t, Commander Thorn.”

      Commander Thorn was a big seraph, standing a head larger than even Darren. A man of such a size would have trouble fitting inside most buildings.

      “Even if I believed your mad story, you would still have betrayed the protectors. Showing yourself to the mortals without the direct approval of one of the Prime Saints is an unforgivable crime. Your soul will be deconstructed and used to raise up new souls better suited to your duties.”

      “No, wait!” Asuriel’s eyes went wide as her free hand clawed at the massive seraph commander.

      Darren had seen and heard enough, though, and he didn’t like the sound of deconstructing Asuriel’s soul. From the look on Asuriel’s panicked face, she didn’t like the sound of it either.

      Darren shot down from the sky with Melancholy extended. At his speed, he could be like a hawk hunting a mouse. More than one demon had already died in just this manner, not just from him but from many of the seraphim. With all the seraphim airborne, and all the airborne demons were the first targets. Now that they had claimed the skies, the seraphim could safely strike and retreat to the air above the city at will.

      But Commander Thorn was not a leader among the seraphim without reason. While most of the paladin seraphim under his command were inexperienced and untested, the same wasn’t true of the man himself.

      He must have had some skill to warn him of incoming attacks like Darren’s Future Sight skill because he turned on his heels and held Asuriel up like a shield between him and Darren’s incoming sword.

      Darren deftly pulled Melancholy into his inventory in an instant, preventing his sword from skewering Asuriel at the last possible moment. Instead, his closed fist brushed by Asuriel’s neck, missing her by no more than a hair before he struck Commander Thorn’s jaw.

      The force of the blow, carried by Darren’s outstretched arm and the full force and speed of his descent, knocked Commander Thorn off his feet. The huge seraph sprawled backward, and a human would have been knocked into the air and off the walls. Commander Thorn was a seraph, though, and he stretched out his wings to catch his fall before quickly righting himself.

      He glared at Darren, shifting his jaw back into place as he righted his helmet.

      Darren shook his hand, surprised as it throbbed with pain. Had Commander Thorn been a demon, that blow probably would have killed it, even at the fifth order. But this was a seraph, and his Demon Calamity skill would be of no benefit here.

      Darren reached out with his good hand, catching Asuriel as he fell.

      “Get the fairy shield from the temple. Then go find Cassandra. You can come with us,” Darren said.

      “O-okay,” Asuriel said, voice as small as a mouse. She shot one last glance at Darren before flapping her own wings and gliding to the ground inside Salsroth on the other side of the walls.

      “You’ve got quite a punch on you, for a mortal.” Commander Thorn grunted as he rubbed his jaw. “But that’s to be expected of someone the Prime Saint wanted to deal with personally. I only know the rumors, but they say you’ve defied death twice before. There won’t be a third time.”

      As the seraph talked, he activated an ability under Darren’s feet. He sensed it coming as the energy built. This skill took the form of a thousand glowing chains slipping out of the ground and ready to wrap around Darren’s body and bind him in place.

      Instead, those chains met a wall of energy created by Darren’s Divine Energy Projection skill. They struggled to worm around it, but he left them only one path of escape, directly under Commander Thorn’s feet.

      The Commander looked at his legs in shock and surprise as his own binding skill wrapped around his legs and tied them in place. He struggled to cancel his skill, but the moment he looked down, Darren pulled Melancholy from his inventory and struck in one fluid motion.

      Commander Thorn twisted, taking his head out of the way of the blow. Melancholy dug deep into his armored shoulder, cutting through armor and seraph flesh alike. Had that been demonic armor or demon flesh, Darren’s sword would have gone straight through it and carried on to hit the seraph behind it.

      Darren had hoped for a moment of frozen shock from his opponent, but Commander Thorn had the experience to take a wound and keep fighting. He twisted his wounded arm, binding Melancholy in place as he lashed out with his own sword, straight for Darren’s throat.

      Darren ducked beneath the blow, moving with unmatched speed as he pulled his cleaver from his inventory to counter, but a burst of golden light forced him back. He pulled Melancholy with him, yanking the seraph’s wounded arm into the path of his own golden beam of light attack, and the Commander quickly cut the beam short to avoid searing off his own fingers.

      Commander Thorn growled, taking a deep, heaving breath as he finally dispersed the chains binding him in place. Then he grabbed Melancholy by the blade and tore it out of his arm. As soon as the sword was gone, both his arm and the armor over it began to heal.

      “It has been many centuries since someone has made a fool of me,” Commander Thorn growled. “And they weren’t some fourth-order baby seraph.”

      “I am no seraph,” Darren said as he pulled on Melancholy’s handle.

      Commander Thorn fought Darren over Melancholy’s blade. He would have won if Darren had been using his old movement skill, Leaf in the Storm, Stone in the River. But now, with Unstoppable and Unbreakable, he was a master of kinetic energy and more than Commander Thorn’s match. He pulled Melancholy back into his grip and twisted the blade to strike.

      Commander Thorn leaped over it, flapping his wings in the air as he drew his own sword from a pocket space somewhere in his armor. The massive blade was even bigger than Melancholy. It bore down on Darren from directly over his head, and he had to slip away to dodge it. Meanwhile, a curtain of silver spikes erupted from the ground at him from all sides. To escape, he had to slice one in half with his sword and slip away.

      Darren held his hand up, and a net of Divine Aura appeared, conjured by his Divine Energy Projection skill. It flew towards Commander Thorn and covered him, binding him in place for just a moment.

      “What’s wrong?” Commander Thorn demanded, as he shattered the net of light. “Take to the air and fight like a seraph!”

      Darren gritted his teeth. He knew he’d be at a heavy disadvantage in the air. He had plenty of experience fighting on the ground, but he hadn’t had his wings in Hell. He’d be at almost as much of a disadvantage in the air as he was at fighting underwater. While he was no stranger to pushing his limits, this was not the fight to do so.

      Standing there with the seraph overhead, it seemed as though Darren had no choice but to fight this enemy on his own terms. But that was wrong. There was always another option.

      Darren turned and ran. He jumped over the wall, darting towards the trees. In his passage, he slipped between a dozen lesser demons who flung themselves out of the way at his approach.

      The seraph cursed, struggling to keep up by air. He ignored the demons just as Darren was and pursued him. He created a tendril and let it stream behind him to sense the Commander’s approach. He was following, which was good. His biggest worry was that the Commander would figure out what was happening with the airship and Cassandra’s inn.

      Though the ship was now an epic-grade item, Darren didn’t think it could take more than one or two hits from this opponent. Cassandra’s glyph would only be able to ward off a handful of blows. If Asuriel didn’t have that shield operational again, then everyone inside would be a hair away from death.

      But now, Commander Thorn had to pursue Darren away from the city. At these speeds, he quickly in the distance, and he even caught a glimpse of Asmoth’Koteth and Kalaziel’s fight. From the looks of things, Asmoth’Koteth was bound by the same golden chains Commander Thorn tried to get Darren with, though the ones produced by Kalaziel were no doubt on another level of power. That explained why they hadn’t destroyed the city. Darren had expected a battle between sixth-order beings to create massive collateral damage.

      A beam of power shot out of Commander Thorn’s visor again, chasing after Darren at incredible speeds. This beam of energy was far faster than even what Asmoth’Koteth had been attacking him with, though the feel of it held far less power.

      Even with the full speed of his movement skill, Darren had to evade it rather than outrun it completely. He twisted to take cover behind a tree, but the tree only provided a moment’s relief before it gave way to the beam of light and he had to slip away again.

      The two of them played a game of cat and mouse for a while as Darren edged them closer to Asmoth’Koteth and Kalaziel’s fight. He watched that battle carefully and eagerly. This had been his plan all along, though he hadn’t accounted for the nuances of Commander Thorn.

      Darren had been exhausted from his fight with Asmoth’Koteth, and any human putting their body under this kind of strain would do permanent damage. Considering what he’d done, there might be permanent damage to his body, but he cared about that less now that he could make more.

      “Stand and fight!” Commander Thorn growled. He had leaves sticking out of his helmet and dirt clinging to his armor from the chase Darren had led him on. The man was furious and humiliated from how poorly his attempts to capture Darren for Kalaziel had gone.

      Then Darren spotted his chance. Kalaziel ran his gauntlet through Asmoth’Koteth’s chest. His hand pierced her armor and the skin beneath before grabbing something deep within her. He tore and pulled to withdraw a beating heart.

      It was no human heart, though it had the general shape. It was like an artist had taken inspiration from a real heart before crafting this one of quicksilver and ichor. Parts of it were shiny and beautiful, but other veins of sickly black and purple crawled along with the heart and burrowed into it like insects into an apple.

      Asmoth’Koteth gritted her teeth, letting out a brief gasp as Kalaziel waved her still-beating heart in front of her face.

      “Well, would you look at that? It seems there was still a few seraphim left in you after all. That will save me quite a bit of work,” Kalaziel chuckled.

      “You will have to do worse than that if you want to kill me.” Asmoth’Koteth gritted her teeth, and blood leaked out from her lips. “And you’re lucky a little brat wore me thinner than I expected. If I had more power in reserve, I could have slipped out of this trap.”

      Kalaziel let out a dark laugh. “Oh, I’m certain you have soul fragments stashed away somewhere in Hell. But that’s alright. Enough of you is here that I could make a weapon out of you to win me the golden throne.”

      “You weren’t supposed to be here.” Asmoth’Koteth glowered. “My agents--”

      “Were really my agents, all along, Ashe. The Heavens are not as in as much disarray as you believe,” Kalaziel replied. “Unlike the demons of Hell, the seraphim know how to pick a master and stay by them. I admit I have a few rivals, but the Heavens are nothing like the traitorous backstabbing courts of Hell.”

      Asmoth’Koteth closed her eyes, focusing her power inward. All of a sudden, her body burst apart into millions of tiny black specks of light. They fled in all directions, desperate to escape and reform Asmoth’Koteth elsewhere.

      In doing so, she slipped free of the chains that had been binding her in place. But this was an act of desperation. While in this form, she was as vulnerable as any cluster of first-order demons. Someone with a skill like Darren’s for dealing with such large numbers of weak demons would be able to cripple her remaining energy in an instant. At his level, Kalaziel had to be capable of the same.

      Instead, Kalaziel smiled. He held the heart in one hand and reached for a pouch at his side. From it, he withdrew a copper sphere. Its ordinary appearance belied its power, and Darren’s skill told him it was an epic-grade item.

      The wind pulled at his hair, and all the specks of black light suddenly stopped their flight. Moments ago, they’d been scattering in all directions. Now, they were being pulled towards the copper sphere in Kalaziel’s hand.

      The Demonic Spirits struggled like leaves stuck in a whirlpool, but individually they lacked the power to resist the epic-grade item. They quickly started pooling together into larger dots of hundreds or thousands, but Kalaziel spotted that and looked to the sky.

      The clouds parted, and bright sunlight shot down, illuminating the area. Most of the weaker Demonic Spirits that still hadn’t joined up with others evaporated then and there. The larger collectives began to smolder like morning dew under the light of dawn.

      The last struggling specks of power that had belonged to Asmoth’Koteth were sucked into the copper sphere. Just like that, Asmoth’Koteth, a sixth-order demon, was gone.

      “Like a fly in a spider’s web...” Kalaziel chuckled as he tossed the copper sphere in his hand, catching it again in his palm.

      He tossed it again, turning his gaze to the silver heart to admire that prize as well. That was when Darren spotted his opportunity.

      He rushed forward as fast as his movement skill would take him. Before the sphere could land in Kalaziel’s palm again, a tendril of light shot out of Darren’s hand, briefly brushing against it before it vanished into his inventory.

      Kalaziel glanced at his empty hand in shock, then his face turned to anger. Then, he grinned.

      “There you are, Thorn. I was wondering when you’d present the brat to me.”
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      Darren reached for the silver heart with another tendril, but this time, Kalaziel was ready and pulled it away. He turned, about to run, but Commander Thorn cut off his escape.

      Kalaziel’s golden chains leaped from the ground, ready to pull Darren back to the earth, but Darren caught them coming with Future Sight and was out of reach. That skill had been a fortunate find. He would have been dead three times over today without it, and his plan would never have come to fruition.

      But as it was, Darren knew he’d already won. So, off to his side, he watched the airship take to the sky filled with paladins, priestesses, clerics, and holy adepts, along with his women and his original body.

      Kalaziel’s attention was completely focused on Darren. He didn’t even notice the airship sneaking away with everything he cared about. His fight with Asmoth’Koteth had gone better for him than it had for Darren, but not by much.

      Subduing a Prime Sin had been no easy task, even for him, and his body was riddled with wounds. But if Darren was ever going to have a chance to truly test himself against Kalaziel, this was it.

      Kalaziel put the heart away in the bag of holding at his hip before reaching for a huge mace at his side. It was big and heavy, studded with diamonds at every corner, each as large as a fist and sharp as a razor. A few were chipped and broken from his earlier fight with Asmoth’Koteth, but they were restoring themselves to full size and sharpness with each passing moment.

      Kalaziel swung the mace at Darren, and the diamonds flew off his mace and began hovering in the air around the weapon like moons orbiting a world. Kalaziel swung the mace at Darren, and the flying diamonds headed straight for him.

      SENSE INTENT: ITEM ANALYSIS: DIAMONDRAZOR MACE (EPIC)

      
        	This holy mace is studded with remotely controllable diamond darts. The mace can create more diamonds upon the destruction of its current arsenal, given the right resources.

      

      Darren bashed them aside with the flat of Melancholy’s edge, but some slipped through and thudded into his armor with a dull crunch. He gritted his teeth, tasting blood as he coughed. Kalaziel hefted the mace again, trying to shove the diamonds deeper, but he focused on each diamond piercing his skin. They were touching him and not Kalaziel, and that was enough for him to pull them into his inventory and out of Kalaziel’s reach.

      Kalaziel frowned when he realized Darren had stolen his magical diamonds. “Those are expensive, you know. But, no matter, they pale compared to that orb of mine, and I’ll get everything back after I kill you and pull it off your corpse.”

      “No.” Darren dove low, no longer trying to escape but instead heading straight for Kalaziel.

      Sunlight streamed down from above, but did Darren no more harm than it did Kalaziel. Then Kalaziel moved. One moment, he was in front of Darren. The next, he was behind him. The motion was instantaneous, with no gap between them.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS: STARLIGHT PHANTOM (MYTHIC)

      
        	This movement skill turns the user into pure light, capable of moving as fast as light itself in short bursts.

      

      Darren knew Kalaziel was going to move thanks to Future Sight, though, and Darren summoned all three Swords of Revealing Light, using them all right where Kalaziel was going to appear. The movement stunned Kalaziel for the moment he stood there.

      But before Darren could attack, one of Kalaziel’s skills activated to stop Darren in his tracks. A lightning bolt fell from the sky, striking Melancholy in his hands and running into his arms.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS: SMITE (MYTHIC)

      
        	This skill creates a cloud of ill intent focused on the target. The cloud will continue to generate lightning bolts to attack the target until the cloud disperses.

      

      Darren weathered the incoming bolts of lightning. Fortunately, there was no shortage of tent poles and broken weapons in his inventory. When he tossed the metal scrap around the battlefield, the lightning started splitting and following those targets instead of him, dispersing most of the attack’s power.

      That took a moment of work, though, and by then, Kalaziel had shaken off Darren’s stun and was preparing another attack.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS: ROAR OF THE ELEMENTS (EPIC)

      
        	This ability allows the user to conjure fire, summon water, blow air, and call the earth.

      

      Immediately, three spiked pillars erupted from the ground and shot towards Darren. They were followed by a sphere of fire hovering in the air like a pool of liquid iron. Water gurgled at his heels, seeping out of the ground and wrapping around his ankles as though it wanted to pull him under. The air fled from his lungs.

      Darren snapped his jaws shut, holding his breath. The fireball came first, but he twisted aside and dodged it. The stone spikes came shortly after that, but he created a wall of light with his Divine Energy Projection skill, and the stone shattered harmlessly on the energy wall.

      The skill soon faded, and Kalaziel glowered as he realized Darren had swiftly defeated it. Then the light streaming down from above grew brighter and brighter, activating yet another skill of his.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS: BLINDING RADIANCE (EPIC)

      
        	This skill generates a powerful field of light and aura that allows the user to see but blinds all others physically and magically.

      

      Suddenly, Darren could neither see nor hear. Everything was bright and colorless, like he was in an endless white field. The only thing that told him he was still in the physical world was that he could feel his feet on the ground beneath him.

      Even his Future Sight skill seemed blurry and hazy, as though it could barely see through this skill Kalaziel had used. Something struck Darren’s shoulder. It could have been one of those flying diamonds from Kalaziel’s Diamondrazor Mace, or it could have been a lightning strike from overhead.

      Darren couldn’t tell, and that disturbed him. He created his tendrils to feel with those. They had served him well in the darkness of Hell before. But now, for the first time, they were failing him. He sensed some flickering presence from him, like the wind brushing by his skin. But it was impossible to discern more than that.

      This skill was epic-ranked, as were Darren’s tendrils and Future Sight. Unfortunately, Kalaziel’s ability was powerful enough to overwhelm them both, leaving his two skills to counter this attack nearly useless.

      Something bit into Darren’s shoulder, then his leg shortly after that. He wouldn’t last much longer under such repeated assaults, but he hadn’t finished what he’d planned to do today. He needed to push Kalaziel harder than this if he wanted to see his true power.

      So Darren attacked. He fought recklessly and without restraint, against his own better nature. He’d never swung Melancholy so wildly and chaotically as he did at that moment. He waved his sword until he struck something vaguely where he thought Kalaziel should be. When his sword hit something, he pressed the attack.

      “Argh!” Kalaziel let out a yelp, and the blinding skill collapsed to reveal Melancholy biting into Kalaziel’s nose. Darren’s wild swings had just barely slashed open his forehead, dripping the seraph’s blood into his eyes.

      Darren looked down at himself. He was bloody and battered. His armor had more holes in it than entire pieces, but that was alright. This set was nothing special.

      His skin beneath it was equally pockmarked. His clothes were soaked in blood, and he felt wounds the size of his thumb all over his body. The only thing keeping him on his feet was his tremendous willpower. Lesser warriors would have long since collapsed and given in to death, but he fought on.

      “Now I see why you gave Asmoth’Koteth so much trouble, even at your level,” Kalaziel growled as he wiped his eyes. “In another century or three, you might have become a major player in the Heavens. It’s always tragic to see a true talent die. I suppose it’s to be expected, though, considering your father.”

      “My father?” Darren asked. His words came out as a sputtering cough, words barely discernible.

      “He reached for power he shouldn’t have, and it cost him his life. Why would he give up the form of seraphim for that?” Kalaziel laughed as he pointed at Darren’s bleeding and battered body.

      “Who?”

      “Your mother never told you, did she?” Kalaziel shook his head. “He was a fool to the end. With his strength, he could have crushed all the Hells and the Lady of Darkness too. He could have expanded the Sacred Seas, waged war upon our neighbors, and claimed this entire world as the domain of the Heavens. Instead, he let the mortals govern themselves and even spent his days pretending to be one.”

      Kalaziel scoffed, disgusted by the thought.

      “Who?” Darren insisted, but Kalaziel didn’t answer. He seemed to grow increasingly frustrated with the blood dripping down over his eyes. He glanced at his other wounds, of which there was no small number.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS: DIVINE RESTORATION (LEGENDARY)

      
        	This skill renews the user to peak health, removing all fatigue and damage.

        	This legendary skill may possess other properties not discernible at the current level of Sense Intent.

      

      A bright light enveloped Kalaziel for a moment, and when it faded, the seraph stood straighter. His armor was whole, his hair was silky smooth, and his skin was completely unblemished. It was as though he’d spent the last month resting and recuperating instead of spending the past few hours in battle against Asmoth’Koteth, and then against Darren right after.

      “There, finally presentable again.” Kalaziel sighed in contentment. Then he turned his gaze to Darren.

      Darren’s Future Sight told him Kalaziel was about to attack, and he moved out of the way just in time to avoid dozens of beams of light shooting down from above. This was the same skill Kalaziel had used to finish off Asmoth’Koteth, and now he was using it against him again.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS: SUNLIGHT STORM (EPIC)

      
        	This skill creates blazing beams of light that surround the user and attack foes in their vicinity. It deals extra damage to demonically aligned entities and specializes in subduing large numbers of weaker opponents.

      

      Darren shrugged off this attack as he had before, but it was more difficult this time with how wounded his body was.

      “Not... enough... to kill me. Too weak,” he panted as he held Melancholy aloft, light from overhead shining down on him.

      “You are one stubborn human.” Kalaziel grimaced as he looked at his clean and unblemished sword and armor. He must have wanted to preserve his pristine appearance for the humans within Salsroth, and killing Darren would blemish them. “If you truly wish to die facing my true power, then I will oblige you.”

      Divine Aura flooded out of Kalaziel in great billowing waves. There was a huge amount of it hovering in the air around him. There was more than in all the protectors Asuriel had traveled with in the Heavens combined. There was more of it than in a thousand Heavenly Water Dragons.

      This was the power of a sixth-order seraphim. This was the power of Prime Saint Kalaziel.

      A grin spread across Darren’s face, revealing cracked lips and battered teeth. He pulled Melancholy into his inventory, along with nearly everything else he was wearing. He wouldn’t want to lose those.

      Somehow, while standing half-dead on an open field without a sword and with nothing more than a few bits of armor destroyed to complete uselessness, something about the look in his eyes unnerved Kalaziel.

      One skill after another activated, and Darren knew this was the end for him.

      SENSE INTENT: SKILL ANALYSIS: RADIANT ARMOR (EPIC)

      
        	This skill creates glowing golden armor that shields the user from magical and physical damage.

      

      
        
        Fist of Judgement (Epic)

      

      

      
        	This ability creates a massive Heavenly fist created from Divine Aura that crashes down from the sky, multiplying the user’s strength relative to the size of the fist.

      

      CHAMPION’S WILL (MYTHIC)

      
        	This skill increases the damage of all physical attacks based on the user’s resolve, with no upper limit other than the user’s determination.

      

      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 into this skill allows the skill to completely eradicate its target on an existential level, bypassing ordinary physical and magical defenses.

      

      A fist came down from the sky, crashing down on Darren’s head. He shot one glance up at it and felt the briefest reminder of a memory long forgotten.

      For an instant, he was a little boy in a small cottage on the outskirts of a little village. He was there with his father and mother, sitting on a field of tall grass and blooming flowers. Light enveloped his vision, and the world around him faded.

      Then Darren died.

      One last message flashed before his vision.

      QUEST COMPLETED! BECOME MORE

      
        	You have followed your heart to live and die on your own terms.

        	A new requirements list for an evolution has been added to your Limitless Evolution skill.

        	I am proud of you, son.
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      “Darren!”

      The same wailing cry echoed out from countless voices aboard the airship.

      Darren recognized most of them. Morgana and Sasha, he expected. Even Cassandra seemed panicked, and she knew about his second body. He also heard Bonnie’s and Blossom’s voices in there as well.

      Darren groaned as his consciousness returned solely to his original body. He was aboard the airship, which Cassandra had already snuck out of Salsroth with everyone and everything he valued already on it, and headed for Limedeep. He shifted his shoulders. His back was sore from lying in this bed for so long. Curious that something so soft could still make him ache so much.

      The voices continued to babble outside his door, and they grew increasingly despondent as they whispered to one another.

      There was even a male voice mixed in, raising his voice to the wind.

      “Darren, you were robbed of your purity by these harlots before your time!” Brayak sighed. “How tragic that you should fall before casting aside temptation and joining me in celibacy.”

      “Go to your room, Brayak,” Sasha grumbled, choking back tears.

      “It’s alright, everyone,” Cassandra said, patting her companions on the back.

      “It’s alright?” Morgana sounded offended. She sniffled as she spoke. “You saw what we did, didn’t you? That glowing hand shooting down from the sky! I... I don’t understand. Why didn’t Darren run? He could have escaped. Instead... he... he...”

      “Is fine,” Darren said as he swung open the door.

      Jaws dropped all over, and Darren spotted most of his inner circle waiting just outside his bedroom, taking turns to peer out a window no bigger than a dinner plate.

      Morgana, Cassandra, and Sasha were all there. Those were the three he truly wanted to know he was still alive. He’d heard the sorrow in their voices, and it had hit him just as hard as Kalaziel’s final attack. His original plan involved feigning death for as long as possible, but he couldn’t bear the thought of those he cared for so much, remaining distraught for however many months or years it took for him to prepare to face Kalaziel again.

      “How?” Morgana reached out to touch Darren’s bare and muscular chest. She ran her fingers along his abdomen, feeling the taut muscles there. She looked up into his eyes, blinking away tears. She wrapped her arms around him, one hand trailing towards his belt.

      “Let’s just assume it’s the real Darren,” Cleric Audrey said as she pushed Morgana’s hand away. “There’s no need to check to make sure everything is just how you remember it.”

      Besides Morgana, Cassandra, and Sasha, Priestess Blossom, Shrine Maiden Bonnie, and Cleric Audrey were all present. They were close friends of Darren’s women, but given a choice, he would have left them out of this secret. Amiable as they were, they weren’t his women like the other three. But now that they knew, he would need to keep them safe as well. From what he’d seen of all three, they were all trustworthy and capable women, so he didn’t think the task too difficult.

      A knock came at the door, and a small girl stumbled in.

      “Amelia! You should be in bed.” Cassandra rushed to the door.

      “I know you didn’t want me near a window,” Amelia said. “You didn’t want me to see the city.”

      “Well, yes.” Cassandra glanced at Darren. He had never outright admitted that his plan involved getting killed, but Cassandra was smart and had suspected something bad would happen to his spare body.

      “I heard you all cry,” Amelia said. “You all thought Darren died.”

      “Shh, none of that now.” Sasha stooped down to pat the child’s head, wiping away tears of her own. “Darren’s fine. See?”

      “I know that.” Amelia pushed Sasha’s hand away. “I was never worried. Darren is invincible. I knew he was playing a trick.”

      Sasha laughed. “So he is. Now, you wouldn’t want to spoil Darren’s trick, would you? So don’t say a word.”

      “Okay.” Amelia’s eyes darted up to Darren, and she wrapped her arms around his thigh. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      Darren reached down under her arms, picking her up and placing her upon his shoulder.

      “You are okay as well,” Darren replied. He turned to all the women around him. “We are all okay.”

      “Group hug!” Cassandra declared, wrapping herself around Darren’s waist like Morgana already was.

      Sasha joined in, as did Shrine Maiden Bonnie and Priestess Blossom. Cleric Audrey felt a bit like a stranger, so she just rested a hand near his shoulder, not quite enough to touch, but just hovering there.

      Darren looked at her and reached behind her back, pulling her in with the rest of them.

      Priestess Blossom, pressed against Cassandra’s backside, let out a small muffled noise of surprise.

      “Uh... Cassandra? Can I ask a question?”

      “Go ahead, Blossom.” Cassandra had her eyes closed as she spoke, and she rubbed her cheek along Darren’s bare chest like a purring kitten.

      “Why are you wearing my stolen underwear?”

      The whole group froze, and a wave of crimson spread over Cassandra’s cheeks.

      “Uh... well... you see... I’ve been getting these odd quests. And... well...”

      Her stuttering reply was cut short by Morgana’s burst of laughter, barely contained.

      “They were quests! I swear!” Cassandra protested.

      “You know, I didn’t want to say anything until someone else did, but I saw her taking mine as well,” Shrine Maiden Bonnie added, sheepishly running her hand through her hair and intentionally not looking at Cassandra.

      “Wait a minute...” Sasha rubbed her chin. “I thought I had one set left, but when I looked for it, it was mysteriously missing. Could Cassandra have taken it?”

      “You mean to say she’s a panty thief?” Cleric Audrey raised her eyebrow, looking Cassandra up and down. “You know, I never would have guessed. When I picture a pervert, she isn’t what comes to mind.”

      “I’m not a panty thief!” Cassandra held her hands up angrily, waving everyone off. “I had to take them as part of my quests!”

      “I know, Cas. I know.” Morgana laughed, slowly shaking her head.

      “No, really! They were quests! I can show you!”

      Darren patted Cassandra’s head. “You will do better next test.”

      “Test? What do you mean?”

      

      End of book 2.

      The story will continue in book 3, Paladin of the Spirit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thanks for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      The story will continue in Book 3: Paladin of the Spirit.

      Follow me on Amazon to know when book three launches!

      And if you have the time, please leave a review. They really do help a lot.

      

      If you liked this story, remember to check out the Spellheart series, also written by me. Some people have trouble with the first book (it was my first novel) but I’m told it gets more fun the deeper you go.

      

      If you want to hear more from me, you can check out my Patreon at www.Patreon.com/MarvinKnight

      To talk with me and some really cool fans, check out my Discord Sever.

      https://discord.gg/zGMJuhyq7Q

      

      You can find me and other cool community members on the following forums.

      www.reddit.com/r/HaremFantasyNovels

      www.facebook.com/groups/Haremlit

      www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit

      www.facebook.com/groups/DukesOfHarem
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