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      Darren's peaceful childhood came to an abrupt end when holy warriors from the Order of the Rod destroyed his home. His father died in battle, and his mother took him into the depths of hell to hide. There they stayed for many years, and during that time Darren grew from boy to man. He completed countless quests, fighting day after day just to survive. His mother gave him one last gift to survive in the form of the legendary skill Limitless Evolution, which allowed him to take his powers to a new level.

      Through the use of years of toil and his new legendary skill, he became the strongest paladin to ever walk the Sacred Seas by the time he emerged from Hell. The world had forgotten about him over all those years, and countless plans decades in the making were finally coming together.

      On the surface alone among his own kind for the first time in countless years, Darren met a noble woman named Cassandra Silvercross and her nephew Callum. The two of them were about to be killed by a third-order demon before Darren intervened and saved them. They became fast friends, along with a bandit girl seeking a new life they met along the road, named Morgana.

      Together, the four of them headed to Limedeep, where Darren had his first taste of the life he could have had. But that all came crashing to a halt when demons attacked the city. Darren defeated the demons, but they'd been nothing more than a pretense for the Order of the Rod to invade. Now, the very same people who'd killed Darren's mother terrorized the city Darren had just started to call home. Sasha, leader of the Order of the Rose, realizing how corrupt the Order of the Rod she respected so much had become, broke ties with their organization and joined Darren's side to help right the wrongs she'd committed in helping them and bring peace back to the people of Limedeep.

      Defeating the Order of the Rod’s leader, Archpaladin Gaimon, took all of Darren's skills and strength. Only through courage and determination did he evolve his body and sigil to the archpaladin rank, granting him the power to overcome the Order of the Rod. After saving the city of Limedeep, the people there declared Darren their king, and he swiftly brought the land to order.

      But Limedeep was not the only place where demons and the heavens waged war. To the north, Asmoth'Koteth, a powerful demoness with a personal grudge against Darren, was raising an evil army to scour the north clean of all human life. Kalaziel, the Prime Saint responsible for the death of Darren's mother, planned to meet her in battle.

      Darren traveled there to save the people and watch his true enemy in action. The people of Salsroth were under siege, and only through Darren's help were they able to repel the demon hordes. Kalaziel and his holy army descended at the last possible moment, when the demons were about to overwhelm the city. He fought against Darren, killing the spare body that Darren had created for the purpose of testing his own skills against Kalaziel.

      Now knowing Kalaziel's true power, Darren must reforge himself into a warrior strong enough to defeat him. For now, the world thinks Darren is dead, so this is the perfect moment to build his strength. His mother showed him a path stronger than the one that leads to either the heavens or the hells, and soon Darren would be ready to avenge his mother and save all humankind from the machinations of demons and seraphim.
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            Princess Thalia of the Blackwind Empire

          

        

      

    

    
      Thalia sat in her chair with her back as stiff as a board. Nearby, her maid combed her long, luscious hair until it had the straight and tidy look expected from a daughter of the Emperor of the Blackwind Empire. Her maid hit a snag in her hair as she combed through it and Thalia winced at the tug.

      Her hand maiden tsked as she worked at the tangle. "You know, Princess, your hair would be a lot easier to comb if you hadn't spent the last few hours crawling through the tunnels under the castle. You're much too old to play pretend there. You're a woman now, and you should be thinking less about old catacombs and forgotten mysteries and more about finding a good husband."

      "I was curious, Jez. You know me. I had to check it out," Thalia grumbled.

      And she truly did have to check it out. She was the rare recipient of an epic skill, thanks to finding it in the royal treasure vaults when she was a child. Unfortunately, there turned out to be a reason why no one had used that epic skill book in all the hundreds of years it had been sitting in the treasury. Along with the power to reveal hidden secrets, it also bestowed the user with insatiable curiosity. They simply had to pursue secrets wherever they found them. It wasn't a choice but a need as certain as that for air or water.

      

      Truthbound (Epic)

      
        	This skill enhances cognitive function in mortals with regards to solving complex problems and finding patterns others would miss. To the user, organizing, cataloguing, and memorizing a wide arrays of unrelated facts will come naturally.

        	This skill remains active at all times with no Divine Aura cost. However, it induces a sense of curiosity that thirsts to uncover the world's mysteries and reveal them. Secret treasure or hidden conspiracies once discovered, must be investigated. Denying the user's sense of curiosity will cause the user's mental state to deteriorate.

      

      Thalia had long since looked into why her skill had the drawbacks it did. Years ago, her family had received the ability directly from the seraphim. Long ago, when the Blackwind Empire had tighter ties to the Golden Temple, the Royal Family would be the seraphim's eyes in the mortal world. A skill like Truthbound would allow the seraphim to have someone constantly investigating on their behalf, driven to dig up all the secrets of the mortal world. Their sigil would naturally send that information right back home.

      But no one had heard from the Blackwind Empire's sponsor in the heavens in many generations. Some even assumed he was dead or consumed by a larger and more powerful seraph. So the epic skill had sat in the imperial vault awaiting further orders. At least, it had been until a young Thalia had snuck into the vault late one night and learned the skill book in secret. Now, she had all its power, but paid its price.

      Even now, her skill whispered in her ear, inviting her to pry open Jezabel's secrets. If Thalia thought about them for too long, her skill's drawback would force her to search.

      A new ring on her finger. Gift? Who...?

      Thalia looked away with a conscious exertion of effort. She did so only with great difficulty.

      Jezabel sighed. "I understand why you do it. Just... couldn't you have found somewhere cleaner to go exploring?"

      Thalia stayed silent while her lone handmaiden cleaned her up. As little as a year ago, there'd been a dozen of them. Now it was just Thalia and Jezabel.

      Despite the way she talked, Jezabel was scarcely a year older than Thalia herself. Though Thalia had been born to the highest family of nobility in the empire, Jezabel’s family was barely a step above common merchants. Nevertheless, they’d gone to great expense to place their daughter here next to the Emperor’s daughter in the hopes that she could show them favor.

      Considering Jezabel stuck by her side when all her other handmaidens returned home, Thalia certainly would have shown her favor if she could have. But even the Emperor didn’t have much power outside of what Whiteguard allowed these days. So, as his daughter, Thalia could do little more than wait to be spent on some minor diplomatic errand.

      Combined with the fact that her epic-grade skill forced her to satisfy her curiosity at all times -- to the detriment of decorum and the social games played in imperial court -- Thalia was the least valued of the emperor's daughters. Some even thought she was a little touched in the head.

      "Your hair is quite pretty when it’s straightened out and tidy," Jezabel said. "You really should consider growing it longer."

      But Thalia shook her head. With the amount of trouble her skill got her into, it was troublesome to keep it as long as it was. Current fashion standards for women in the Blackwind Empire involved growing hair so long they'd sit on it by accident. That might be fine for a lady who did nothing more strenuous than ballroom dancing, but Thalia was less refined than an imperial princess ought to be.

      "I kept it well for a while. Back when Cassandra was here, she knew all sorts of tricks," Thalia said.

      “Oh, I remember Cassandra! Particularly merchant minded, wasn’t she? A daughter of the Silvercross family. She was a lovely girl. I heard she’s a traveling merchant now and got herself engaged to a wandering paladin of incredible power.” Jezabel smiled. No doubt these rumors had made it around the palace a hundred times by now. They were often horribly exaggerated, but locked away in the palace as Thalia was, they were her only source of news of the outside world.

      “I wonder if she’s happy with him," Thalia said.

      "Mhm. I wonder how she finally found someone man enough for her. She seems like the type to fall head over heels for a paladin. Legends say their swords between their legs are as big as the swords in their hands, and Cassandra always talked about wanting a man with a big sword and the knowledge to use it. She was constantly horny too. I caught her polishing the pearl in bed more than once, thinking about some dreamy man she hadn't ever met. You'd think she'd have picked one of her suitors. I think she knew the nobles at court just didn't have the kind of stamina a woman like her needs."

      "Gross, Jez. You didn't have to tell me that." Thalia made a face.

      Jezabel giggled. "That's what you deserve, dirtying your nice new dress. Everyone respected Cassandra at court, and not just because of the Silvercross name. The point I was getting at though was that there are other secrets to explore besides hidden catacombs beneath the palace. Why can't you get your curiosity skill to latch onto something less dirty?"

      Thalia shook her head. "If you had my skill, you'd be spending all day investigating the breast sizes of the ladies at court. Or the cock sizes of my father's imperial guards. Excuse me for wanting to uncover the lost secrets of the civilization that predates the war between heaven and hell a thousand years ago."

      Find the guard room. Check the codpieces and breastplates...

      Thalia shut that line of thinking down quickly before her skill could get any ideas.

      Jezabel waved her hand dismissively. "Yes yes. Civilization as we know it came to an end and all written history of the time before was lost. Well excuse me if I'm more interested in seeing a strong, well-built noble investigate this end here." Jezabel gave Thalia's rear a fond squeeze. "Your sisters are all pairing up, and if you don't you'll fade into irrelevance."

      Thalia swatted Jezabel's hand aside and pouted. "I know, I know. You don't have to keep reminding me. And it's not like a woman can't build a power base all on her own. All she needs is a sigil and she can be her own woman." Thalia's hands went to the band hidden just beneath her hair, where her own sigil was located. It was the other thing she'd stolen from the imperial treasure vaults. She was still paying the price for those two thefts in the form of being the least-favored princess, but to Thalia having a sigil of her own and the skills to use with it was worth a few tired stares and weary glares. "Bedsides, Cassandra didn't leave us to get married. She left to found that merchant company she was always talking about."

      "But she went and got herself betrothed anyway.” Jezabel cast Thalia a knowing smirk, prodding her lady with her own dirty mind. “I imagine she's spending every free night on her back, given how often I heard her squirming in her sheets. The men at court would never have guessed a girl with such a cute smile and collection of silly hats was so much of a secret pervert. I wish I could meet the paladin she's betrothed to. I imagine she's working him to exhaustion."

      Thalia sighed again. "You truly must make everything about sex, must you?"

      "As the princess' handmaiden, gossip is foremost amongst my skills. And what better to gossip about than who loves whom?" Jezabel giggled to herself once more.

      Thalia would have protested further, but a sudden rapping caught both of their attentions.

      Knock knock!

      Jezabel put her brush down and stood to look. Thalia picked up a towel and wrapped it around herself before peeking her head around the privacy screen surrounding her bath to see who Jezabel was talking to. Thalia's heart sunk when she recognized the brilliantly bright robes of Whiteguard on whoever was standing outside their door. It had to be one of the administrators the Order of the Rod had provided to help her father govern the Blackwind Empire.

      “Thalia Blackwind, your father requires your presence in the throne room,” the administrator said. He left as soon as his business was done, but Thalia sensed the gentle shifting of armor outside the door that told her a pair of the Order of the Rod's new warriors were standing behind him. She'd heard the administrator call them the Sinful Servants. It seemed strange that the Order of the Rod, which was commonly regarded as a holy organization, would use warriors they admitted were full of sin.

      Those new Sinful Servants from the Order of the Rod always gave Thalia the jitters. There was something wrong with them. She was certain of it. They weren't paladins, though many of them were roughly as big as one. They didn't have any visible sigils on them, and yet she'd seen one pick up a carriage with one arm.

      Between that and the fact that they never took off their helmets, one might think they were demons themselves. She found it odd that her otherwise insatiably curious ability never wanted to pry, but was grateful all the same. The Sinful Servants wouldn’t reveal their secrets to her, and she was grateful it wasn’t forcing her to find out on her own.

      “The lady hasn’t finished drying from her bath!” Jezabel said. She tried to close the door to Thalia’s chambers, but one of the paladins thrust an armored boot between the door and frame before forcing it open.

      "No," the Sinful Servant said. His voice sounded strange. Almost demonic in tone. He said nothing more, as though that one word took great effort.

      Like the administrator, the Sinful Servant was from Whiteguard. It irked Thalia that there were warriors from a foreign nation standing here in the palace telling the royal family what they could and couldn't do. They'd quietly slipped in over the last few years. First there were just a few of them, but after an incident last month where the imperial guards failed to stop an assassin, paladins from the Order of the Rod had started replacing the imperial guard themselves.

      Thalia never liked them much, at least not compared to the old guards. They at least entertained her eccentricities. The Sinful Servants of the Order of the Rod looked at her the same way a rancher might look at a beast who they still hadn't decided whether or not to cull from their herd.

      Jezabel’s cheeks flushed with anger, and she looked like she was going to argue with the armed and armored man five times her size. So Thalia hurriedly started getting dressed on her own, from behind the thin screen barring the bath from the rest of the room. When Jezabel peeked around the corner and saw Thalia dressing, she abandoned her brewing argument to help her.

      “Oh no, miss! Let me help with that!” Jezabel grabbed the laces of Thalia’s dress and pulled it over her. Thalia was certain she could have managed the feat on her own eventually, but Jezabel certainly made putting on the elaborate clothing look easy.

      Soon, she looked like an imperial princess. Thalia didn't have the natural-born elegance of some of her older sisters, but she could fake enough of it to get by. And despite her handicap, she did know how the social games of the imperial palace were played. She couldn't always play them, but there were times when knowing the rules of the game came in handy.

      Thalia started out the door, not waiting for the paladins. They fell into step behind her. The angry one from before tried to move in front of her, but Thalia sped up her steps to match, forcing both of them to trail behind her. She knew the way, and she wasn't about to look like a prisoner in her family's own palace. Having the two Sinful Servants behind her made them look more like bodyguards than prison wardens, even if they were acting more like the latter these days.

      Jezabel chased after Thalia and the paladins trailing behind her. Before long, they finally came to a stop before the doors to the throne room.

      “You may wait here,” Thalia said to the Sinful Servants. “I am quite safe in my father’s throne room. Or do you not trust your own comrades in the Order of the Rod protecting my father’s life?’

      The Sinful Servants glowered behind their helmets but stayed where they were as Thalia entered the throne room. Jezabel scooted behind her and immediately scurried to the back of the room, where she knelt quietly in the corner. There were a few other individuals of low status kneeling with their eyes to the ground, just like her, waiting on other people of import scurrying around the throne room.

      “Imperial father,” Thalia said in greetings to her father, who sat on the throne like a lump of old bones.

      Thalia’s father had been in the middle of his nineties when he fathered her. Twenty years later, he was well over a hundred. Most recently, he’d been looking for any means possible to extend his lifespan. Had he worked harder in his youth to become an archpaladin, it might have been possible to buy himself another hundred years before his body gave out on him, but he’d always been too busy to complete quests on his own.

      And so, in his desperation and realizing his time was running out, he’d turned to whoever was willing to help. And of them all, the Blackwind Empire’s eastern neighbors in Whiteguard were the most eager to help. After all, the Empire was the largest nation in the Sacred Seas, and having the emperor owe them a favor would earn their nation considerable bonuses.

      They’d been more than happy to provide him with countless precious heavenly treasures, each of which could give him a few more months or years. Coupled with the half dozen priestesses healing his body of any injury every day, he was starting to regain some of the lost faculties he’d been starting to lose. Thalia hoped that would be enough for him to see that in his search for a longer life, he’d let the palace fall into the hands of another power.

      Three of those priestesses circled the Emperor on his throne, all beautiful women. Cascading locks of shining hair with the inhuman metallic luster of the noble lines of Whiteguard trailed down their shoulders, and bright ruby-red lips whispered in her father’s ears.

      Even as Thalia curtsied before the throne, they massaged his neck and jaw, running hands over his chest and casting small healing spells as they did so. A slow murmur of pleasure emanated from the Emperor’s lips.

      “Again,” the Emperor commanded, still not taking notice of his daughter.

      The Whiteguard priestesses were all too happy to cast their healing spells once more.

      Thalia cleared her throat. “Father, you know healing spells can be addictive when overused...”

      Her words fell on deaf ears though, as a haze of bliss covered the Blackwind Emperor’s eyes.

      It took nearly ten minutes of standing there in a curtsy for her father to finally acknowledge her presence. Thalia’s thighs ached, but her own pain was nothing compared to the plight of her people, so she endured it with a stoic face.

      Finally, the priestesses started running low on Divine Aura and had to take a break for a moment to recover. Her father’s eyes regained some clarity, and he blinked at the sight of his daughter standing before him.

      “Ah, Thalia...” her father said, pushing one of the beautiful young priestesses out of his lap, where she’d made herself comfortable while toying with her father’s beard between her fingers. “These three young ladies are my new personal doctors, meant to keep me healthy. Don’t mind them.”

      The priestess he’d just pushed out of his lap giggled. “Your father is very healthy. He’s quite energetic for his age! We’ve checked.”

      The priestess looked younger than Thalia herself, but you could never tell with their kind. Sigil-wielders at the third order could live a long time, and priestesses especially could keep themselves looking young all the while. For all Thalia knew, she was her father’s age.

      “Royal father, I am here as summoned,” Thalia said, ignoring the priestesses to look at her father.

      “Huh, who summoned you?” the Emperor asked.

      “Ahem...” one of the other priestesses coughed and leaned over to whisper in her father’s ears.

      “Ah yes! The petition from King Bogo! Apparently, he wants us to recognize some upstart bandit over to the west!” the Emperor said. From the way he spoke, Thalia suspected he was just repeating the words the priestess was whispering in his ear.

      “Rarek the bandit?” Thalia asked. That man had been a constant thorn in the side of their western trade routes.

      “No, apparently, the man of interest killed Rarek and took his holdings, along with the entire city of Limedeep and the outlying villages. While Rarek was small enough for us to ignore, rule over a city as large as Limedeep and its holdings are not. I'm naming you the Blackwind Empire’s ambassador. Go there and meet with this King Darren to take his measure.”

      The Emperor seemed to regain some of his old imperial poise as he spoke, and his words became firmer as he sat straighter on his throne. But then the priestess from before began whispering in his ear again.

      “And you are to find any excuse you can to reject King Bogo’s petition that we recognize his rule and his nation. Limedeep has not had a king in more than a century, and it’s always been nothing more than a lawless den of criminals. Go there and compile a report of this King Darren’s sins so that they may be brought to light in temples throughout the Sacred Seas! Then, as one, all heaven-fearing nations of this realm will denounce this upstart.”

      The priestesses whispered in the aged Emperor's ears once more, and his eyes went distant as he leaned into them.

      "Ah, I see... yes..."

      Thalia's father cleared his throat and spoke again. "My... ahem... advisors... tell me that we have it on good authority that the man King Bogo wanted us to recognize is already dead, which should make dismantling all he's built even easier. If these rumors of his death are true, make sure to declare his successors illegitimate as well."

      Thalia nodded and bowed. “Understood, Father. I will visit Limedeep and meet with this King Darren. Or failing that, whoever is holding Limedeep under his rule after his death.”

      Thalia was silent for a long moment. Her father was getting rid of her by sending her to some distant backwater?

      Why?

      Her skill nibbled at the corners of her mind, desperate to know. Thalia felt it latching onto the question, knowing once it did the need would nibble at her until she satisfied it.

      Sending away. Whiteguard takeover. Conspiracy?

      "Father, why me?" Thalia asked.

      Her father went silent, looking at one of the priestesses off to his side. She leaned over and whispered in her father's ear.

      "Because you are the most expendable of my children, and that skill of yours is a pain in the rear. We need to get you out of the palace," her father said. "Wait a moment, was I supposed to say that part out loud?"

      The priestess smacked her forehead and whispered in his ear again, and the emperor of the Blackwind Empire nodded. Thalia knew Whiteguard had her father’s ear, but this was a bit bolder than usual.

      If Thalia had more power in the imperial court, she might even try to get rid of these priestesses, but ever since picking up her troublesome skill, she’d become a caged bird. It was for her own good, they said. They didn’t want her skill forcing her to look into affairs that would only trigger it to dig ever deeper.

      The guards would sooner listen to a paladin of Whiteguard than to her. Any scheme she concocted was more likely to land her in trouble than succeed.

      "What I meant to say is, you don't seem fully satisfied with life in the palace, and this will give you the chance to see the wider world. It'll be good for you and that troublesome skill of yours. And take some of the Sinful Servants with you. They're quite competent. Much more so than the old royal guard I discarded last month."

      Thalia nodded slowly, bowing deep to her emperor.

      Darren, King of Limedeep....

      Her skill whispered in her ear, pleading with her to learn more. She tried to push this thought away too, but her luck had run out. Her skill wouldn't take no for an answer on this one, and now she knew she'd be going whether she wanted to or not.

      "As you wish, Father," Thalia said.

      Her skill spoke to her once again.

      Limedeep. Save the Empire...
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      Darren had completed everything his Limitless Evolution skill required of him before breaking through to the fifth order. He didn’t know what it was called or what it would even entail, so all that was left was to find somewhere safe to trigger the evolution. No human had ever made it as far as Darren had before. Reaching the fifth order had always meant giving up your humanity to become a seraph or a demon. But Darren planned to defy all precedent and become the first fifth-order human to walk the Sacred Seas.

      Or rather, he would as soon as he could get a moment alone.

      “Darren! That was so terrifying! For a moment there, the others were starting to convince me you really were killed!” Cassandra pleaded as she sat in Darren’s lap. She pressed herself tightly against him, her perky breasts the only thing between them as she stared intently into his eyes.

      “I... well... for a while there, I wasn’t sure what I’d do without you, you big lug.” Morgana laughed, though she still had a pale and stricken look on her face at the thought. “Probably get myself killed so I could sneak into the heavens and hunt your soul down to drag it back to us. Maybe I could bring Sasha’s soul in with me to help me sneak through. Seraphim know they wouldn’t let my soul into the heavens otherwise.”

      She had her arms wrapped around Darren’s broad shoulders and had her chin resting on the top of his head.

      “We’d all go chasing after you,” Sasha said to Darren as she crouched down and clung to his arm. The strong paladin warrior had tears in her eyes and was desperately dabbing her eyes clear before her subordinates could see.

      “Thank you all,” Darren said, voice muffled by three sets of breasts surrounding his head. “But that would be unnecessary. If I die in the future, simply wait for my return.”

      Now that Darren had cheated death once, he saw how useful making his enemies believe they’d killed him could be. If the time came for it, he might do something similar in the future. The only problem would be if his lovers believed he was dead as well and did something foolish as a result.

      These three girls had already nearly thrown their lives away in a hopeless rescue attempt back in Limedeep when he’d been captured by Gaimon. He knew all too well that they would do something similar, given a chance. It was why he had to reveal that he was alive and well so soon after his apparent death.

      “You’re right, Darren,” Cassandra said, face buried in his neck as she placed gentle kisses along his cheek. “We should have had more faith in you. It’d take more than one of the strongest demons to roam hell and one of the strongest seraphim to roam the heavens both wanting to kill you to put you down for good!”

      “I will not ever leave you, so you need never worry,” Darren promised them all, much to their pleasure.

      They liked it so much that Darren repeated it several more times. Cassandra cooed in delight each time. Morgana smiled brightly, and Sasha traced her warm hands along his side. Seeing them so pleased with something so small pleased Darren, and he ran his fingers through Cassandra’s hair as she nuzzled his chest.

      While he comforted the distraught women with his tender words and strong arms, he flicked through his Inventory to make sure that everything had gone according to plan.

      Melancholy was there, waiting for him to call it. As was Asmoth’Koteth’s copper sphere. Only a few bits of the armor his other body had been wearing had made it into his Inventory before he died, but that was a small loss compared to gaining half of a sixth-order demon’s soul.

      Getting half of Asmoth’Koteth’s soul was an unexpected gain. He wasn’t sure what Kalaziel had been planning to do with that, but taking it from him had been a stroke of luck. He hadn’t managed to take her heart from Kalaziel, but Darren hadn’t been able to get him to release his grip from the heart. The only reason Darren was able to snatch the copper sphere was because of a moment of carelessness on Kalaziel’s part as he celebrated his victory.

      Already, Darren was forming a plan in his mind. There was one item, in particular, that was ready to have a spirit bound to it. Even the Heavenly Water Dragon he’d killed hadn’t been enough to fill Melancholy. But Asmoth’Koteth would.

      But that was a question for another day. He would need to purify what was left of her soul before he could determine if it was possible. And even then, he wasn’t sure if he wanted to put Asmoth’Koteth in his sword. There was no telling what would happen to her once she was purified. Would she be grateful for being purified and helping him? Would she even be conscious after what Kalaziel had done to her?

      Darren tapped the copper sphere with his fingers, watching the Demonic Aura inside. There was no reaction to his tapping. If there was any semblance of consciousness left in the Prime Sin, she wasn’t awake now.

      So he activated his purification skill. The copper sphere in his hand was the densest nexus of Demonic Aura he’d ever seen, and he doubted he’d be able to purify it in one sitting. But he planned to work at it whenever he had the chance for the foreseeable future. His skill seemed to have no visible effect, but only time would tell if it was possible to purify Asmoth’Koteth. And even if it wasn’t, making an attempt would help Darren level the skill that much closer to evolving it to Legendary.

      He told the women around him as much, and while they weren’t willing to let go of him, they stopped touching him in ways that would distract him.

      The excessive fondness his companions were displaying was welcome, though. After years of living alone in the depths of hell, Darren relished their touch like a man who’d spent years in the desert might relish a glass of water. It should have taken time to get used to other people's hands on him, but he felt a special bond with Cassandra, Morgana, and now Sasha. While he would still flinch at an unexpected touch or noise from all the time he'd spent in Hell, he had no trouble with them.

      Cassandra was warm, comforting, and supportive. He’d met her on the road headed to Limedeep. Back then, she was an aspiring merchant hoping to strike it rich. She would have died on the road to Limedeep had Darren not appeared to slay the demon that attacked her.

      He’d met Morgana on the road not long after as she fought to escape a life of banditry among Rarek’s crew, and only Darren’s quick action had saved both her and Cassandra from dying on an unholy altar at the hands of evil cultists. They’d sought to use them both as human sacrifices to summon the very Prime Sin Darren now held in the copper sphere in his hands.

      He’d encountered Sasha in Limedeep, where she’d been fooled into thinking the Order of the Rod was the holy and just order they pretended to be. But their leader, Archpaladin Gaimon, proved to be more demon than man. After meeting Darren, she changed sides and had admired him ever since.

      All three of them cared for him greatly, and he cared for them in return.

      “Oh, Darren, I almost forgot to thank you for this armor you found me!” Sasha said, gesturing to her own battered uniform. The midriff was covered by a battered and dented steel plate taken from another set of armor, but the filigreed shining metal armor over her hips and breasts were entirely unblemished, despite the ravages of the battle for Salsroth. “I think it saved my life more than once back there! Though it had some gaps in coverage. I had to pick up a few scraps off the battlefield for full protection.”

      Darren had seen Sasha on the front lines and knew she’d faced down many demons. But her armor was something of exceptional quality. Darren knew because he acquired it from the paladins of Lichenfell Citadel after winning it in a duel.

      That precious set of magical armor was fine, though the more traditional armor she’d amended it with to cover her entire body had certainly seen better days. Most of that set was more hazard than protection now.

      Darren shook his head. “You’re wearing it wrong.”

      He reached for the excess bits of dented armor around her stomach and unlatched it. It fell to the ground with a dull clatter and revealed the soft but well-toned skin of Sasha’s stomach. That was a stomach worth showing off.

      “Leave my stomach bare?” Sasha frowned. “But... how is it supposed to protect me?”

      “It’s magic.”

      In the end, Darren had to pass along the description of the armor his Sense Intent skill gave him. Even then, Sasha wasn’t convinced until her companions tossed pebbles at her. To her surprise, the pebbles always struck the bit covering her chest on the loin-cloth-like strip of armor between her legs.

      “That shouldn’t be possible...” Sasha muttered.

      “I like it!” Morgana grinned. “It suits you well, Sasha! And it’s a gift from Darren! Who knows what it’ll be like if he finds the right materials to use that awesome Limitless Evolution skill of his!”

      Darren’s most prized ability was the one his mother had sacrificed her life to give him. Limitless Evolution allowed Darren to enhance any skill or item, so long as he met the requirements the skill put forth to do so. Without that skill, he would never have survived those fifteen years he spent in the Hells.

      It took Darren nearly an hour after the death of his other body to finally get the rest of his thoughts in order. After that, it took another hour of comforting his women until they had their thoughts in order as well.

      Fortunately, by then, they were well underway, and the airship was headed back to Limedeep, laden with the outcast survivors of Darren’s army and his closest supporters.

      Thousands of people shouldn’t have been able to fit aboard the airship, which wasn’t that much larger than the ship Darren had evolved it from. But like the world inside the fairy orb, Darren’s airship was far larger on the inside than it was from the outside.

      The decks outside were cramped as the now-homeless refugees huddled together. Their eyes were downcast but not defeated.

      In the end, they’d lost Salsroth. Not to the demons, but to Kalaziel and his army of seraphim.

      But it was not the end for them. If not for the fact that Darren wanted rumors of his death to remain until he was strong enough to protect himself, Darren would have stood upon the deck to reassure them. He would give them new homes in Limedeep. They’d followed him well during the battle for Salsroth, and he would value such courage if he ever had to defend his own city again.

      But before he could help any of them, he had to help himself. He closed the door and sat in his room. Sasha’s subordinates, Priestess Blossom and Cleric Audrey, both swore themselves to secrecy. Sasha trusted them with her life, so Darren believed he could trust them with his secret. They were needed on the deck to keep order. Thus far, the discipline this rag-tag band of holy warriors had received under Darren’s direction had made them into good soldiers. There was no telling how long that would last.

      He turned back to the cabin to find a lonely seraph leaning by the floor beside his door. Her face was long, and she held her head between her knees as her wings wrapped around her. Her name was Asuriel, and Darren had plucked her from the heavens not long ago to help him evolve Morgana to the cleric rank with a bit of her celestial essence.

      But when Darren had tried to send her back, Asuriel had escaped in the hopes that she could find riches in the mortal world. Her plan might have worked, too, if she hadn’t gotten caught up in the same web of schemes that Darren was trapped in. Now she was banished from the heavens entirely. Considering all she’d done for him, the least Darren could do was comfort her now.

      He placed a hand around her shoulders as he sat next to her, leaning against the wall.

      “I... I have nowhere to go. The whole reason I came here was to pay back my debt to the Protectors so I could join them again, but now...” Asuriel mumbled, eyes distant.

      Darren gave her a pat on the shoulder. “The Protectors are not worthy of you.”

      Asuriel sniffled, but her eyes turned to meet Darren’s, still resting on her knees.

      “You fought well in Salsroth. Fight by my side for a while. You can be one of my protectors,” Darren said.

      Asuriel was silent for a long moment, but she turned her body. Instead of leaning against the wall, she was leaning against him.

      Darren held her there for a moment, running his fingers through her hair. He’d fought plenty of seraphim before, but he’d never held one so close. Those who took human forms like Asuriel looked just like men and women from afar. But now that Darren could see one so close, he was beginning to spot the tiny differences.

      Her skin was smoother than any human had the right to be. The pores and tiny blemishes Darren might expect on a human woman simply weren’t there. Though she looked like a woman and felt like a woman in his arms, Asuriel’s body was made and not born.

      Her smell was also different. Cassandra smelled of a new exotic perfume each day. Morgana smelled like wildflowers growing by the road. Sasha smelled like steel and sweat. Each of them was distinct in their own way, but all innately human underneath. Not Asuriel. Her hair was like threads of twilight, shining with a metallic purple luster impossible to any mortal woman. Her skin smelled like a breath of springtime air, and her cheeks had rosy blush.

      Asuriel had been a brave and loyal companion. Looking into the future, Darren couldn’t imagine her leaving for the heavens and vanishing from his life forever. At first, she was just a source of information. Then she was a way to make clerics as well. And most recently, she’d been someone he could depend on to watch his back.

      Secretly, Darren felt a little happy that she couldn’t return home. It meant she’d have to stay here with him. He soon felt guilty for such thoughts. He would have to try harder to make sure she’d be happy here.

      “You can be my protector,” Darren said after a long moment of silence.

      Asuriel blinked away the wetness under her eyes. “You’re just saying that to make me feel better. I’ve seen you fight. You don’t need a protector.”

      But Darren shook his head. “I trust very few to guard me. You are one of them. Come.”

      And so Darren welcomed Asuriel into his cabin, where Morgana, Cassandra, and Sasha were already waiting.

      “Cassandra, I’ll need your Skill Enhancement ability.”

      “We’re doing it?” Cassandra’s eyes lit up. “The evolution you were talking about? It’s happening here?”

      Darren would have preferred a more secure location, but he didn’t want to wait much longer than he already had. Sooner or later, rumors of him still being alive would spread. Eventually, those rumors would reach Kalaziel through all the human eyes the seraph had on the surface. He needed to either be beyond the Prime Saint’s reach by then or strong enough to defend himself and what he cared about. That meant using his Limitless Evolution skill to enhance himself once again.

      “You’re doing the thing?” Morgana asked. “The thing that made you grow wings last time? What’s it going to do this time? Give you a halo? A cloak of ultimate power? A tentacle tongue? Actually, that last one sounds kinda fun...”

      Sasha gave Darren a salute, picking up her armor and settling it back into place. “Don’t worry, Darren. Nobody will disturb you or Cassandra before you’re finished. You have my word.”

      “I will help as well. And keep an eye on the heavens while I’m at it,” Asuriel promised.

      Darren thanked them all, and they left his cabin. Asuriel took to the sky, flying along behind the airship as they headed towards Limedeep. His old cloak fluttered along her shoulders, and though Darren could see through it those on the airship could not.

      Finally resting easily, Darren turned to the sole other occupant of the room.

      “Cassandra, let’s begin.”

      She laid her hands on his shoulder, and Darren accessed his Limitless Evolution menu.

      
        	You have met all requirements for a Limitless Evolution of Darren Heavengrace.

        	Enhance fourth-order Archpaladin?

      

      Darren closed his eyes and accepted the prompt.

    

  







            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Above the airship, the heavens rumbled. Energy swirled unnaturally, siphoned downward. A tear sprung open in the sky, larger than any natural break. Creatures of magical energy surrounded the crack, some of them drawn towards it as Divine Aura from the First Heaven was drawn to the crack and pulled into the mortal world just past the membrane.

      A massive tree as large as a mountain shook its leaves and a few broken branches fell through the crack and tumbled to the mortal sea below. Their intensely magical nature soon sent each flickering leaf headed for land, where they grew into monstrous giants that towered over the ordinary mortal wood nearby. The broken twigs that struck the waves floated a hair above the churning sea, disdainful of the common water beneath it.

      Fish from the sea swirled around each broken twig, basking in the Divine Aura emanating from the humble bits of wood. With each passing moment, they seemed to grow larger and more robust. Their scales shimmered with brighter luster, and their bodies grew more graceful.

      Larger creatures caught wind of the wide-open rift, far more extensive than any natural opening. A hawk of pure metallic silver was the first to fly through. Its keen eyes picked up the swirling clouds of fish below, and with a speed no mortal hawk could muster, it swept a talon down and scooped a shark from the sea ten times its weight. Picking up its prey, it flew for lands unknown.

      Countless other heavenly creatures spotted the rift, and one by one, they slipped into the mortal world. Among them, a Heavenly Water Dragon eyed the opening. As long as a ship, it slithered out of the small crack in space, gliding through the air with grace that should have been impossible for a creature of its size. It dove deep into the water of the Sacred Seas, where countless humans and demons both would soon become its prey.

      Deep beneath the sea, the Hells rumbled as well. A great pit opened up deep within the earth, and the sea floor gave way to fire and brimstone. Molten slag bubbled and churned, boiling away the foam of the sea floor and scattering black sand in all directions.

      Hungry eyes opened on the other side of that channel as the demons of hell were finally given the chance to slip into the mortal world and wreak havoc as they did in days long gone. The scent of mortal air, mortal flesh, and mortal spirits was intoxicating to them and drove them all mad with lust for battle.

      Great fearsome crabs and lobsters stepped forth from the underground portal. Their chitinous armor clanked as they walked, each with gaits as wide as a wagon. Their snapping claws and searching mandibles eyed their surroundings, tearing every plant out of the ground and snatching up every unfortunate fish coming to investigate with supernatural speed.

      Meanwhile, the man behind these rifts sailed through the sky overhead, unaware of what strange phenomenon his transformation had on the heavens above and the hells below him. If not for the watchful seraph gliding on her wings around his airship, he might never know at all.

      By the time Darren emerged from his meditation, Limedeep was in sight. Salsroth was a distant memory, and many of the priestesses aboard the airship had saved all those that could be saved from their wounds.

      “Darren? Are you okay? My skill ended,” Cassandra said as she prodded Darren in the shoulder. He sat where he had meditated for the last day, unmoving and unflinching as the airship rocked around him.

      Slowly, Darren opened his eyes. There was no grogginess or soreness to be found throughout his body, and it was like he’d sat down moments ago instead of hours. He didn’t feel any different at first, but then turning his attention closer, he realized he wasn’t feeling all the tiny minor pains of life that he’d grown so used to he’d forgotten they were there.

      There were no scars or calluses on his hands, though there had been when he was just a paladin. His flesh was made of sterner stuff than an ordinary human body, and it would take more than battle to mark it.

      He felt more potent from the surface of his skin to the marrow of his bones. As he flexed his arms, the muscles pulled tight, and he swung his limbs with nimble grace as quickly as he thought to move.

      He thought about turning to Cassandra, and as soon as he had the thought, it was done. It was as though his body had become a more refined instrument, and the barrier between what he wished to do and what his body did was gone. He was aware of every part of himself from head to toe and knew by feeling alone the exact position of his feet, legs, and arms.

      Cassandra turned her head up to him, tilting her head with agonizing slowness. Her eyes met his, and with lashes fluttering, she asked a question. But when she spoke, the words crept out with glacial stillness, like ice receding in the winter and letting out a dull grumble as it ground stones against each other.

      Darren cocked his head sideways at her, staring at her strangely. She looked no different from usual. He flipped her around in his hands to make sure she was alright, and as she spun in his hands, her hair whipped outward in a fan as her mouth formed a surprised loop. It took him a long moment to figure out what was wrong. He was moving far too fast for her.

      If not for his experience with his Unstoppable and Unbreakable skill, he wouldn’t have known how to deal with this. But he had enhanced his speed before and run into this issue then.

      Through force of will, he calmed his mind and stilled his body. He took a deep breath, held it, and then slowed himself to the point that Cassandra could keep up with him.

      “Cassandra,” Darren said. As he spoke, he formed the words so slowly he felt each flick of his tongue and each twitch of his lips. This would take some getting used to.

      “I said, you don’t look any different!” Cassandra said. “I was worried that we’d failed, but I’ve never seen you take my dress off that fast before! That means it must have worked!”

      Darren checked his hand. When he’d thought something was wrong with Cassandra, he’d moved fast to check on her. Part of that process had meant getting the dress she was wearing out of the way.

      "Well then, love. I take it you want to test your new body out?" A heated flush filled Cassandra's cheeks. "I know I do."

      “Later. We have returned to Limedeep. You are best suited to manage the relocation of everyone we’ve brought with us.”

      “What about you?” Cassandra asked with disappointment on her face.

      “I must stay here in hiding. But bring Callum to meet with me in secret. I should tell him I live before rumor reaches him.”

      “Alright, love. I’ll take care of everything.”

      Cassandra redressed and departed. The last glimpse of her Darren saw the slow swish of her hips out the door. The airship landed by the docks not long after, and soon he could hear the bustle of people leaving.

      Alone in his cabin, Darren experimented with his improved body some more. His skin was clearer than he remembered, like the unblemished skin of an infant. It was still soft to the touch, but that was an illusion. Pressing into his arm with the edge of the knife, he could draw no more than a single drop of blood before hitting something as hard as steel just beneath the surface.

      If he pushed, he thought he could have wounded himself more. But when he tried, the tip of the knife he was using snapped off in his hand and left only a broken handle in his grip. Ordinary weapons would threaten Darren no longer.

      His awareness of his body and his surroundings had reached a new level of clarity. In the past, he could only achieve this sort of oneness with all of his Celestial Storm tendrils scanning the environment around him. That took a great deal of concentration and effort and he couldn’t fight with so much of his mind dedicated to his senses.

      Now, he felt as though he could maintain his current level of spatial awareness at all times, and he hadn’t even activated his Divine Energy Projection skill, the evolved version of his Celestial Storm skill. He started the skill now, noting how much easier it was to let the light flow over and through him. His perception had been enhanced tenfold.

      Searching rays of light appeared around him, a tenth the size of what they’d been previously but a thousand times as numerous. He stood at the center of a corona of brilliant radiance, and every grain of wood or mote of dust was revealed before him. He activated Divine Blessing, and the shadows scattered before his light, and any Demonic Aura in the cabin with him was instantly converted to the divine aspect. Any Divine Aura in the room came into orbit around him, like a planet around its star.

      Though the Divine Aura was invisible to his ordinary senses, the particles drifted around him like tiny specks of light drawn on top of the real world, almost as though they were more real than everything else around him. Each glowed like a lantern, flickering back and forth and flaring brighter and darker in some indiscernible pattern that was unique for each particle.

      Darren activated the rest of his skills, testing them each one by one. Magical Comprehension brought to light his bolstered reserves. He had ten times the Divine Aura as before and used as efficiently as his skill allowed, he wouldn’t deplete his tremendous reserves even in a battle like the one he’d fought against Asmoth’Koteth.

      Sense Intent felt the same as always, as did Demon Calamity. But he could sense in his heart that he was a far greater foe than ever before. A demon that might have been wary to face him before would now have its heart struck with terror at the sight of him.

      Divine Construct couldn’t be tested without an item to craft, much like Limitless Evolution. But with his bolstered reserves, he could no doubt keep enhancing and enchanting items longer and further than ever before. And he could sense that if he activated Swords of Revealing Light, the pillars of energy he could create would be visible throughout the entire city.

      Future Sight brought him a shadowy image of the door to his cabin opening and watching a familiar wing-clad purple-haired face stepping inside. Darren dimmed his brilliant radiance and turned towards the door, knowing who would enter before she made herself known.

      “Hello, Asuriel.”

      “You’re looking... shiny,” Asuriel said.

      “Bad?” Darren asked.

      Asuriel shrugged. “Only if you’re trying to hide in the dark. You remind me of a lot of the fifth-order seraphim I’ve seen with forms like sculpted glass and eyes as vast as the sea.”

      She stared deep into Darren’s eyes, turning her head back and forth. An unbidden blush came to her face as his eyes stared back into hers, and she quickly broke their locked gazes.

      “So... uh... I saw some weird stuff going on during your transformations. A series of apertures opened both above and below us. The Protectors are probably all in a tizzy trying to figure out what happened. And worse, I think some opened beneath us as well.”

      “Demons?” Darren perked up.

      “And heavenly beasts as well. They're probably battling now.”

      "That's... good?"

      Asuriel shook her head. "We battle the demons directly as little as possible. No matter who wins, the death of a heavenly beast or demon causes chaos in the mortal world, dispersing aura in all directions. And between powerful beasts, a battle can create tsunamis or storms large enough to swamp entire cities."

      It sounded like just what Darren needed to pass the time and test his new skills.

      “If I made a mess, I will clean it up.” Darren grabbed Asuriel by the wrist and took them both out of the airship and over the sea below.

      By activating Unstoppable and Unbreakable, Darren had no trouble running over the sea. He still couldn’t walk on water, but running over it was no issue. Once they were out of sight of Limedeep, he unfurled his archpaladin wings and took to the air. He released Asuriel then, and she flew with him, circling the air overhead.

      “The first of the apertures opened right over there!” Asuriel said. “It was mostly just Divine Aura, though. I noted a few creatures, the strongest of whom was a Heavenly Water Dragon.”

      Darren nodded, and the two of them searched the sky and the seas. They spotted no trace of the Heavenly Water Dragon, unfortunately. It was probably long gone by now. But they spotted an enormous silver hawk carrying a shark in its talons. Darren slew it, gathering its feathers hoping they would be useful someday.

      Then, he and Asuriel headed deep below the waves. She had to swim for air before they reached the bottom, but Darren noted with pleasure that even after minutes passed, he felt no pressing need to breathe. He wasn’t sure how long he could remain like this, but he suspected fighting underwater wouldn’t be quite as troublesome as it once was.

      When he finally landed on the seafloor, he saw countless small demons scurrying around him. He chased them down, traveling as fast as he could through the water and cutting them to pieces one at a time. The strongest of the demons was only at the third order and would have stood no chance against Darren back when he was an archpaladin. Now that he was... whatever he was now, the demons were barely worthy of his attention.

      With the seas as clean as he could make them, he headed back to Limedeep with Asuriel by his side. On their return, they flew and Asuriel swung around him in long graceful loops as she shook the salty seawater out of her hair and clothes.

      “You fly well,” Darren said as he admired the way she skimmed the surface of the water with her hand before swooping upward.

      “I bet I’m faster than you!” Asuriel teased.

      “I ran us here,” Darren reminded her. He’d taken them across the sea at tremendous speeds on foot.

      “No running then! Only flying!”

      And so the two of them flew. Despite Asuriel’s experience with flight, Darren’s recent evolution had given him a decided advantage. Each flap of his wings carried him farther and faster, and the air parted before him as though it was afraid to stand in his way.

      Asuriel started clinging to his ankle when she started losing, letting him carry them both home and letting out one last burst of speed when the airship was finally in sight.

      “I won! All fair and square, and you can’t tell me otherwise!” Asuriel stuck her tongue out at Darren.

      Darren placed a hand on her head, combing the damp hair out of her eyes. “Yes, you won. Let’s go in.”

      The two of them entered Darren’s airship again and returned to his cabin to go over his skills again and the results of the last few fights.

      “By the way, Darren,” Asuriel asked, hair wrapped in a towel as she fanned herself with her wings to finish drying off. “What are you called now? I’ve never heard of a human paladin reaching past archpaladin. Not without dying first and becoming a seraph, at least.”

      Darren activated his sigil and read off what he saw there.

      “I am a Champion.”

      

  





DARREN HEAVENGRACE (CHAMPION, FIFTH ORDER)

      Devotion: Ardent beyond equal (+10)

      Skills: (10 of 14 slots filled)

      Magical Comprehension 10 (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 10 (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 kills all demons in the first order. Passively converts ambient Demonic Aura into Divine Aura.

        	Cost: Low Divine Aura.

      

      Sense Intent 6 (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 4 (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.

      

      Divine Energy Projection 2 (Mythic)

      
        	Note: Evolved from the skill Ray of Light

        	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.

      

      Unstoppable and Unbreakable 4 (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. They can redirect all blows dealt to them to retaliate with impossible strength. Each step carries them an impossible distance, letting the user cross great distances with casual grace. Seemingly simple movements become esoteric and strange, impossible to predict or counter. Targeting skills below the rare rank will be unable to target the user while they are evading, and epic skills will have a reduced probability of success.

      

      Divine Construct 10 (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 4 (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.

      

      Mirror Body 2 (Mythic)

      
        	This skill allows the user to clone their body, creating a second self 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.

      

      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 and consumes all the user’s Divine Aura.

        	As a legendary skill, Limitless Evolution does not occupy a skill slot.
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      Darren was still going through his sigil when he heard a knock on the door. His Future Sight skill once again told him who was about to enter.

      “Callum.” Darren let the door swing open.

      Callum’s eyes lit up when he saw Darren behind the door. His breaths came loud and hard as he leaned against the door frame. Darren waited for him to catch his breath before speaking.

      “You... you... you’re alive!” Callum said. “I... I heard rumors.”

      “I’m alive. The rumors are not wrong. I did die, but only once.”

      Callum blinked, gathered himself, and moved to sit down next to Darren.

      “Alright, you’ll have to explain that one to me.”

      And so Darren did. Starting from the beginning, he went over his trip over the sea, the journey to Yellowcrest, trying to find relatives for Amelia, meeting King Bogo, and eventually going to Salsroth.

      “Well, that explains the new guest in town,” Callum said as Darren told him what happened in Yellowcrest. “We have an imperial princess and her entourage staying in Limedeep as an official envoy meant to determine whether to recognize Limedeep as an official nation. We’ve been a hive of scum and villainy for so long they’ve taken us off most of the imperial maps. Truth be told, I’ve had a hard time making a good impression on her. Now that you’re back, I’m certain she’ll have to recognize you as the King of Limedeep and extend formal recognition! That would be great for Limedeep’s trade networks. Recognition from one or two of the Northern Trade Union City-states is one thing, but if the Blackwind Empire says Limedeep is a nation, nobody in the Sacred Seas can argue otherwise!”

      But Darren was shaking his head.

      “I cannot. I must remain dead.” Darren placed a hand on Callum’s shoulder. “You must keep the peace a while longer. Cassandra and Sasha will help.”

      “What about you?” Callum asked, voice quiet and face downcast. “Limedeep needs you. I need you too. The only thing keeping those mercenaries in line is me reminding them of your return. If they think you’re dead, then they’ll have the run of the city.”

      “Then stop them.”

      Callum shook his head sadly. “I’m... I’m not strong enough.”

      Despite all the rigorous training Darren had put him through, Callum was still just a Holy Adept. He wasn’t even a Paladin. Most mercenary commanders were holy adepts themselves, with many years more experience than Callum. He had no chance of intimidating them the way Darren could.

      But Darren could change that. He’d picked up a few new tricks in the fight for Salsroth, and one of them was the power to make paladins from Holy Adepts on his own, with no seraph’s blessing.

      He reached inside himself, digging deep for that spark of Celestial Essence that granted Darren his power. He formed tendrils of Divine Aura around himself and pulled, slicing a small part of his spirit away like slicing off a chunk of flesh.

      The detached piece of soul burned brighter than Darren remembered. His transformation from the fourth order to the fifth had enhanced everything about him.

      “Hold still.” Darren shoved the bit of aura into Callum. “Think about what kind of paladin you want to be.”

      Callum’s eyes went wide, and he gasped. An instant later, his body swelled. His muscles inflated with each passing heartbeat. His back lengthened by a head as though he were sitting straight where he’d been slouching before.

      Before, Callum had always been of slender build. Darren had even heard a few men accuse him of looking effeminate with his long hair and perfumed skin. Growing up in a brothel full of high-class ladies of the night meant he wasn’t raised as the most masculine of men. The fact that he was born with a small and slender figure didn’t help. But now all that had changed. With the muscles and might of a paladin, no one would question his manhood again.

      And while people could still whisper such words about him now, they wouldn’t be doing it anywhere he could hear. While still not growing him as large as Darren, Callum’s paladin transformation made him taller, broader, and visibly stronger. The transformation was finally over. He was head and shoulders taller than he had been before, and his biceps were as thick around as his head had been.

      “Ugh...” Callum clutched his head. “What... what happened?”

      “You’re a paladin, Callum,” Darren said. “You said this was what you wanted.”

      Back when they’d first met, Callum had said there was nothing he wanted more than to become a paladin like Darren. Darren had wanted to help him at the time, and now he finally had the power to do so.

      “I’m... bigger?” Callum stared at his own hands, opening and closing them into fists ten times sturdier than before. During his transformation, he’d burst through his clothes, and scattered rags fell to the floor. He turned and examined himself, his smile widening as he realized how powerful he was. The tiny fragment of Darren’s soul planted inside of him had helped make his vision a reality, remaking his body to match how Callum wanted to see himself in his mind.

      Darren laid his hand on Callum’s shoulders again.

      “Keep the mercenaries in line again. Expand the guard to slowly replace them. You can recruit from the Salsroth refugees. I know there are good fighters among them.”

      Callum nodded, confidence bolstered by the power he sensed within his limbs. He looked like he was ready to wrestle a bull. The transformation had probably made him strong enough for it. He took one step out the door before doubling back mere moments after opening it.

      "Mind if I borrow some pants?" Callum asked.

      Darren nodded and handed over some spare clothes. He'd killed a few bandits roughly Callum's new size before and had several sets to give him. Callum put on the pants and was looking much less embarrassed when he opened the door again.

      "There are shirts there as well," Darren said as he gestured to the bundle under Callum's arms. He'd only put on the boots and pants and left the lightly blood-spattered shirts folded.

      "That's alright, I think I'm good like this." Callum flexed his new clearly defined chest muscles, staring at them with a look of fascination. Darren knew he'd be playing with himself like that all night.

      Cassandra returned not long after to complete her own report on what had happened in the city since they’d last been in Limedeep. Callum had things in better shape than he’d let on during his chat with Darren. Many of the survivors who’d fled the city to the outlying villages during the Order of the Rod’s attack were now returning home bit by bit. Cassandra said as much when she told Darren what had been going on in the city.

      “We're dealing with a few property disputes, but we've formed a judicial council to settle those. With the mercenaries and guards enforcing law and order in the city to a degree no one had since the city fell to lawlessness centuries ago, ships carrying goods from the Northern Trade Union were coming in greater numbers every day. The docks will soon be back at full capacity.”

      She shuffled through a bundle of papers that had been tucked under her arm a moment ago.

      “I recommend repairing some of the old docks that are too damaged to use. The stone piers still exist under the sea, but we’ll need carpenters to build off them. The wood that was there has rotted away. The old council was too interested in their own personal profits to invest in the city by repairing them,” Cassandra explained. Finished, she tucked the bundle of papers back under her arm.

      If anyone knew how to spend money now to make more later, it was Cassandra. Darren was perfectly content with her investing money to make the city a better place, and handed her a stack of gold to get a team of carpenters working on the docks.

      “Can you fix other things?” Back in Salsroth, Darren had given people money to eat. He figured those in Limedeep would also need money to eat. But since there wasn’t a war on, he wanted to make them work for their coins.

      “You want to stimulate the city’s entire economy?” Cassandra asked, eyebrows raised. “That’s going to take a lot of gold. It will be tremendously beneficial in the long run, but the cost...”

      Darren pulled a massive chest of gold from his Inventory. It fell to the ground of his cabin with a thump. Cassandra’s eyes widened. She’d seen Darren pull out the smaller chest filled with Rarek’s jewels, but this had been one of the chests in Demon Lord Nylyeth’s collection. It was far larger and filled to the brim with coins plucked straight from the mines of the Seven Hells.

      Darren had to wave his hand in front of Cassandra’s face again to get her attention. He wiped away a little drool running down the side of her cheek.

      At his touch, Cassandra finally turned away from the gold and locked eyes with Darren once again. “In ten years’ time, Limedeep will be the richest city in the Sacred Seas! And you’ll be the richest king.”

      Darren gave Cassandra a pat on her head. He didn’t care much for riches or gold. But wealth could bring the city bountiful food, goods, weapons, education, and luxuries that would otherwise be completely beyond them. He only hoped that this pile of metal would make all the people of Limedeep smile the way Cassandra did.

      “There is one other matter that I should bring to your attention,” Cassandra said as she tried to pick up the chest of gold and failed. In the end, all she could do was fill a small pouch.

      “The ambassador from the Blackwind Empire,” Darren guessed.

      Cassandra nodded in confirmation. “Her name is Thalia. I know her personally. I was actually her handmaiden for a while. We’re going to have to do our best to impress her. I’m sure Callum told you how much gaining the recognition of the Blackwind Empire would mean for us?”

      “Do what you need to do. Take care of the city. I must prepare for my next fight with Kalaziel. I need to practice my skills and find new ones. I must return to Hell.”

      Cassandra froze for a moment, eyes wide. “You’re... going back to that horrible place?”

      “It is the best way to get stronger.”

      “When?” Cassandra asked, hand over her heart.

      “Tonight, I will find an entrance to hell.”

      Cassandra bit her lip, then nodded slowly. “I... I understand. Just stay one night in Limedeep with Morgana and me. With Sasha too. She’s staying at our manor. And I suppose Asuriel is going to be there as well.”
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        * * *

      

      Darren spent some time waiting for nightfall to finish the construction of another cloak of concealment. The heavens had eyes everywhere, and even when she retracted her wings, the fallen seraph struck a distinctive figure. She would need to keep it if she was to leave the airship, but Darren would need one of his own as well.

      So he pulled out a few crafting ingredients from the demon lords he’d slain back in Salsroth. He’d been too busy to capture their spirits for use in Divine Constructs, but the warriors under his command hadn’t let the incredibly valuable enchantment ingredients go to waste.

      One thing they’d been making out of the hides was cloaks, which meant Darren didn’t even have to do any sewing to get what he wanted together. He activated his Limitless Evolution skill, scanning the cloak, which was already considered epic by his analysis skill thanks to the demon lord hide used in its creation.

      

      Demon Lord Hide Cloak (Rare) can be upgraded into an epic item with the following materials:

      
        	Thirteen kilograms of gold.

        	Ten flawless rubies.

        	String woven from the mane of a fifth-order demon.

        	Five square meters of demon hide leather or cloth woven from plants containing equivalent Divine Aura.

        	One cup of fresh blueberries.

      

      “It needs how much gold and rubies?” Cassandra asked, pain and fear clear in her voice.

      Darren reached a hand into the chest, still sitting in the room before them, and tossed a handful of gold and gemstones on the floor in a pile.

      “That should do it. Next, the string.”

      Cassandra wiped a tear from her eye. She looked like she wanted to snatch the coins then and there, but if she did she’d only end up giving them to Darren for safekeeping. Since he’d just given them to her, her itching palms were left very confused.

      In the end, her better judgment won out and she turned to help Darren weave some string from the mane of one of the dead demon lords. With her help, work went surprisingly quickly.

      Of all those items, the only thing Darren didn’t have was the cup of fresh blueberries. Thankfully, Cassandra was able to locate them for him quickly, and soon the two of them began the enhancement process. Limitless Evolution activated, consuming all the ingredients in a flash of light.

      Cassandra winced as the gold and gemstones vanished. The pile Darren had so casually used to make a cloak could have represented more than her entire personal fortune before Darren started investing in her trading company.

      The shifting mass of light hung in the air in front of Darren, gracefully taking on a new shape. Bit by bit, the new item formed. Thanks to Cassandra’s Skill Enhancement, the process only took a few hours instead of three whole days like it had back when Darren had been alone.

      The item that appeared before him was smaller and lighter than he expected, given the weight of the gold. The leather had turned blue and soft, and the gold was now woven throughout the fabric. He tried to find the rubies and eventually spotted them trapped within the tassels at the end of the cloak. It had shrunken during the enhancement process as his skill layered it in on itself.

      “It doesn’t look like it’s big enough for you. Very stylish, though,” Cassandra said as Darren lifted up the new cloak to inspect it.

      To Darren, it seemed a bit too colorful. His old dark-brown cloak blended in with just about everything. Cassandra had once said it looked somewhere between mud and animal excrement in color, and the threads were a bit worn after all the times he’d been stabbed or shot at while wearing it, but Darren thought it was a perfectly functional cloak.

      “It’s a little much.”

      Cassandra plucked it from Darren’s hands. “It’s the cloak of a king! Well, half cloak. More of a cape, really.”

      Holding it against Darren’s side, she realized it would only go down to about the small of his back. Though someone of Cassandra’s stature could use it as a cloak, it was far too small for Darren.

      Scanning its properties with his Sense Intent skill, he checked to make sure it did what he needed it to.

      

      Royal Cape of the Gentle Gale (Epic)

      
        	This cape enhances the user’s speed and dexterity when worn, allowing them to move unhindered around obstacles.

        	It also lightens footsteps and makes those who see the user more likely to regard them with admiration and awe.

      

      Darren shook his head at the description, but Cassandra only grew more excited.

      “Not what I needed.” Darren reached into his Inventory. He had the supplies for a few more tries.

      “Don’t be like that, Darren! You saw how much gold we paid for this. I want to see you wear it!” Cassandra giggled as she tossed it around Darren’s neck. She spent the next few minutes cooing in adoration at how he looked in it before they got back to work on another cloak.

      This time, his Limitless Evolution skill listed a different set of required ingredients to craft another cloak. Darren wasn’t sure why it never allowed him to make the same item twice, even if he started with the same ingredient. Perhaps his skill simply wasn’t interested in making something it had already created.

      And so Darren created five more cloaks, all of which had little to do with concealment. He was running out of his highest-quality crafting supplies. Only the last of his cloaks held any promise to his intended purpose, but it still wasn’t quite what he needed.

      “These cloaks are all incredible! Wear this one for me, Darren!” Cassandra said as she hefted Darren’s latest creation.

      

      Cloak of the Empty Night (Epic)

      
        	This cloak is as dark as a patch of night sky plucked from a patch of darkness between stars. Using it hides the user from all visible sight by transporting all light that touches it into a wavelength beyond ordinary perception.

      

      The Cloak of the Empty Night was good for an invisibility cloak. Truth be told, back when he was in Hell, it would have been far more convenient than the Cloak of Concealment he’d created by then. But this one wasn’t quite what Darren wanted now. He could leave the airship and head directly into Hell, but if he wanted to walk the streets of Limedeep, he needed something that would still let him interact with people. He just wanted to remain unnoticed as he did so.

      “Oooh, I like that one. It’s a darker, broodier you,” Cassandra said as she hung the cloak around Darren’s shoulders. “I might like it more than the first one. Put that one on again so I can compare!”

      While Darren flicked through his sigil’s interface, Cassandra put the first cloak back on him. To his surprise, Limitless Evolution was showing an evolution opportunity he hadn’t seen before.

      

      Royal Cape of the Gentle Gale (Epic) can be upgraded into a mythic item with the following ingredients.

      
        	Blood of a succubus of the third order or greater and slain by the intended wearer's own hand.

        	Horns of a demon lord at the fifth order and slain by the intended wearer’s own hand.

        	One Cloak of the Empty Night, intact and whole.

      

      Darren brought both cloaks together.

      “Cassandra, cast your skill enhancement again.”

      Cassandra did so, and soon Darren’s Limitless Evolution skill flickered to life. Darren closed his eyes as the process began, and when he opened them again, he finally had what he needed.

      

      Cloak of the Mysterious Hero (Mythic)

      
        	This cloak, crafted from fallen holy and demonic creatures, has the power to tug upon the souls of all those who gaze upon it. When the wearer will be seen, their presence will be blindingly bright. When the wearer wishes to travel unnoticed, they will appear as unremarkable as any face in the crowd. Certain individuals can be excluded from this effect at the user’s discretion.

        	This cloak enhances the wearer’s speed and dexterity when worn and can lighten footsteps and remove all prints left behind as the user travels. All magical attacks striking this cloak will have their effectiveness reduced by half.

        	This cloak induces a sense of awe and respect in those who look upon the wearer with admiration, and induces fear and anxiety in those who look upon the wearer with hostility.

      

      Cassandra’s eyes widened as she spotted the new creation.

      “I was going to say I was sad to lose my two favorites... but this thing...”

      The cloak’s hue seemed to shift from as bright as the sky overhead to as murky as a bottomless sea. It was longer than most when he put it on. Even for a man of Darren’s height, he was afraid it would drag along the ground behind him. But as soon as he had that thought, the cloak retracted, shrinking until it was nothing more than a blue scarf wound around Darren’s shoulders. A few simple experiments told him that he could activate and deactivate the cloak at will, or readjust it into a sash around his waist if a scarf wasn't suitable.

      “This will do.”

    

  







            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren returned to the city for the first time since his departure under cover of his new cloak. It hung over him easily and effortlessly, and to his surprise, he could see through the sides even when the hood was drawn over his head. After a few tests with Cassandra and some of the locals, he realized he didn’t even need to have it entirely up for its disguising powers to shield him from prying eyes. He was a well-known figure in Limedeep, but talking to the city’s residents with it on allowed him to walk by unnoticed.

      “Aye, sir! The city is looking rather well indeed! It’s all thanks to King Darren! He’s the one who finally kicked the scum out of the ports and cleared out the slums. Now all of us people have a house and honest work that pays well,” an elderly woman said, carrying a bundle of laundry as she headed to the shore to wash it.

      Darren hadn’t remembered anything about clearing out the slums. Callum must have handled that in his name. From the brief conversation, it seemed to Darren that it was going well. He would have to congratulate Callum on the good idea the next time they spoke.

      After taking a brief tour around the city and paying respects to the shrine where his mother’s statue stood, Darren headed to the council chambers and met back up with Callum, Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha. Excluding them from the effects of his cloak proved a bit troublesome, but he found that a combination of getting their attention and exerting his will on his cloak let them see him just fine even with it trying to hide his presence.

      “Come on, Sasha! The restaurant owner rebuilt our favorite spot! The Saberfish there is the best!” Morgana said, dragging the larger paladin woman along behind her.

      “They really are quite good,” Callum added.

      “Then I suppose I’d love to try them.” Sasha allowed herself to be dragged along behind Morgana.

      Darren had a bit of trouble with the walk. Linking arms with just Morgana and Cassandra had been easy enough, but now that Sasha was with them as well, she and Morgana had to take turns. Of all the times to be missing his spare body...

      He would have to acquire another one soon. It would be difficult to generate now that he was a Champion instead of an Archpaladin, since the key ingredient was a human corpse of the same level as himself. There were no human Champions other than himself as far as he knew. Everyone else who reached his level did so by first dying and becoming either a demon or a seraph. Darren thought he might know of a way around the issue with his Limitless Evolution skill, but it would take time and experimentation.

      Dinner was lovely, as always. And when they were finished, Darren paid with a single silver coin instead of the bronze he was used to. He had lots of silver to get rid of. Most of the rare and above items he crafted only needed gold, and sorting through the mountains of silver for chestfuls of gold here and there was more tedious than he’d like.

      He still felt like he was robbing the man by not giving him some of those precious bronze coins he had in such little quantity, but both the server and the owner seemed happy enough with the single silver coin.

      “As thanks,” Darren said, leaving three more coins like it on the edge of the table as he departed.

      “T-thank you for your patronage, sir! In these trying times of rebuilding, patrons like you are a welcome sight. Why, you almost remind me of our glorious and generous king! In the future, we’ll give you the new private lounge whenever we see your party approach!” the owner said, coming out to personally thank Darren.

      Darren thought the man had merely been hoping for favoritism from the king of the city, but then he remembered he was still wearing his new cloak, and there was no way the owner could have known who he was. Sometimes, the antics of these surface dwellers still confounded him.
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        * * *

      

      They returned to their manor, which was much as they left it. The only change now was that it was a lot more lively than before. Previously, the place had felt hollow and empty with just Darren, Cassandra, and later Amelia in the manor. It was a lot of space for three people.

      Now, it housed the three of them, along with Shrine Maiden Bonnie, Priestess Blossom, and the rest of the Order of the Rose.

      Callum shook his head when he saw it. “More than thirty women under one roof? I’ve been there, Darren. I have a room in an inn across the street. You’re welcome to stay with me if you ever have more than you can take.” He leaned in close and whispered. "Don't tell Cassandra, but I bought the inn. Now I get as much free booze as I can drink!"

      Besides all the women Darren knew, there was also the matter of their guest. Both Cassandra and Callum had warned Darren of her. His first notice of her arrival came in the form of a horde of cooks and servants scrambling around his manor.

      “What’s happening?” Darren asked Cassandra.

      “We’re hosting the imperial ambassador tonight, Darren! I want you to meet her. No, don’t give me that look. I know you want to pretend to be dead until you’re strong enough to fight all the seraphim in the heavens and all the demons in hell put together. I didn’t tell her anything about that.”

      “Then...?”

      “She’s an old friend of mine. And as my old friend, I want her to meet my husband-to-be! If you think it’s too dangerous, you don’t have to come, but if you can make it...” Cassandra’s eyes were wide and pleading, and her eyelashes fluttered.

      Darren held up a hand. “I will come if I am able.”

      Cassandra wrapped her hands around Darren’s waist. “Thank you, Darren! It would mean a lot to me if you were able to come!”

      And so the servants came in one after another. Darren wore his new cloak all the while, so the servants paid him no mind. He planned to wear it at dinner as well. From the complete lack of reaction from the servants, Darren was growing more confident in his recent creation.

      “Ah, excuse me, mister paladin,” one servant said as she bumped into Darren, unable to identify him even when he was right in front of her.

      As the servant tried to slide past him, Darren took a step to the side and stood in front of her again.

      “I am Darren,” Darren said to the servant girl.

      She curtsied politely. “As I said, my apologies for bumping into you. I will be on my way now...”

      And then she continued on like she’d never seen or heard of Darren before. His cloak was working perfectly, at least on ordinary humans.

      After a few more tests, Darren was feeling a lot more confident. If his cloak held up to these servants who had seen him around the city, it should have no problems holding up to this ambassador, Thalia, Princess of the Blackwind Empire.

      Darren told Cassandra he would be attending dinner with her and the ambassador, and Cassandra soon made arrangements.

      Getting into his own manor proved a bit tedious when the servants couldn’t identify him. For a moment, they thought he was just some unknown warrior wandering into the manor to have dinner with the lady of the city and her guest.

      “I’m sorry, sir, but this is a private affair. Mistress Cassandra is entertaining a very important guest,” the same servant girl from earlier said, having already forgotten Darren the last time he’d bumped into her.

      “I belong here,” Darren replied.

      The servant girl’s eyes glazed over, and she turned to the side. “Oh. In that case, go right in.”

      His respect for his cloak went up another notch. This thing would be dangerous in the wrong hands.

      Darren entered his own home and then came face to face with a demon.

      The demon froze in place, like a rabbit sensing a fox on the prowl. But Darren glanced to his cloak, letting a bit more Divine Aura flow into it. As soon as he’d had the thought, he vanished from the demon’s senses, and the tension in the demon eased.

      Curiously, just as the demon's attention left him, Darren found he could no longer sense the demon. The suit of armor standing before him felt like nothing more than a particularly large and powerful human.

      Looking back, Darren realized he hadn't really seen a demon, just a few scraps of demonic aura. Anyone who didn't have his level of experience would simply assume these people were wearing imphide somewhere under that armor, or something similar. But he knew better. There had to be a demon under that armor.

      The roiling dense mass of Demonic Aura contained by its armor went quiet again to a level that was barely detectable. The armor was doing quite a bit of work to make sure these demons weren't spotted. Someone had worked very hard to make sure nobody would be able to figure out there weren't humans inside that armor.

      But Darren had spent years sensing the power of demons, and he wouldn’t mistake one for a bit of imphide or power from a corrupted sigil. He knew a demon when he sensed one.

      Darren entered his manor and saw the demon with his own eyes. It was standing guard with a weapon at its side the same way any human guard might. The intention was obvious. Whoever had armed and armored these demons was trying to make them look more human. They were fiends wearing enchanted human arms and armor.

      His first instinct was to draw his sword and slay the fiend then and there. Months ago, when his tolerance for risk was far lower, he would have done just that. But now Darren was more curious than nervous. A third-order fiend was only mildly more of a threat to him than a thief in the streets. He could kill such a demon at any time and with little effort.

      As little as a month ago, he still would have killed the demons just to make sure Amelia and his women were safe. But now Amelia was staying with Shrine Maiden Bonnie learning the basics of Divine Aura manipulation and the art of a shrine maiden, while Cassandra and Morgana were now at the third order themselves and could hold their own against a demon.

      More than that, he recognized the symbol on the demon's armor from his brief stay in the Blackwind Empire. That demon was wearing the symbol of the Blackwind Imperial family, which meant it had come with their very important guest. Cassandra had stressed how important this guest was, so he would have to be careful about not ruining it by slaying her pet demons.

      Still, why would the princess of the Blackwind Empire have guards like these? Back when he was in Hell, Darren had tried to tame a Felbeast and failed. Taming a fiend would be countless times more difficult given their human-level intelligence.

      Was the Blackwind Empire working with demons? Or had they been fooled by them as well?

      Darren wasn't sure, and he wouldn't know whether or not unmasking these demons would be the right move until he'd learned more. So he forced his sword hand to stillness. He'd have to leave them as they were until he knew enough to slay these demons without ruining Cassandra's plans for Limedeep. He'd have to tell Cassandra to rearrange the rooms between their half of the manor and the guest quarters. He could park the whole Order of the Rose between his women and them. And now that he thought about it, having a few demons wandering about might help Cassandra and Morgana learn to keep their guards up. One could never know when there were demons lurking in hiding just down the hall ready to jump out and eat you. That was an important lesson every young human needed to learn.

      When he made to move closer, the demon stepped forward like any good guard might, as though it intended to stop him.

      “Pay me no mind.” Darren waved his hand.

      Despite being a third-order demon, it was just as vulnerable to Darren’s cloak as humans were. The demon behind the bulky suit of armor stepped aside, body going slack in relaxation, as though it had never spotted Darren in the first place.

      “Darren! Come meet my friend Thalia!” Cassandra gestured to a woman of regal bearing next to her.

      Thalia’s hair was somewhere between red and brown. It carried the slight sheen of someone with seraph in their distant ancestry, and half of it was tucked off to the side of her head and adorned with a ruby-studded seashell.

      Her thin dress exposed one shoulder and had a long slit against the opposite thigh. It was clearly well made and no doubt very expensive. From the elaborate swirls of blue and black winding and weaving around her body, it had to have been tailored exactly to her figure. Golden tassels fluttered over her clothed shoulder, flowing smoothly back into a long sleeve of silk.

      She clearly had the same taste in clothes as Cassandra. Everything she wore was elaborate, ostentatious, and ridiculously impractical.

      While Darren sized the princess up, she did the same to him.

      She saw a tall man, broad-shouldered and heavily built. She noted the practical cut on his clothes. They were loose and understated, and the man wearing them could be anything from a soldier to a king without looking too out of place. She stared at his belt for a long moment, and he wondered if he should have worn that golden belt Cassandra had bought him after all. Perhaps this Princess Thalia thought the same?

      Cassandra eventually coughed and elbowed her friend in the side, glaring at her companion for a moment as she patted the table next to her. “Darren! Over here! I want to introduce you to my old friend! Thalia, this is Darren, my husband-to-be.”

      Thalia rose from her seat, grabbing the hem of her skirt and curtsying in Darren’s direction. “How do you do, sir... Darren, was it?”

      His eyebrow lifted slightly when he realized Thalia remembered his name, despite the cloak he was wearing. It had only been a few moments since Cassandra introduced him, but that was longer than his cloak let the memory of him stay in others like her. Her spirit fluctuated as she spoke. It must have been an incredible struggle for her to fight against the influence of Darren’s cloak. He made careful note of the Divine Aura as it flowed through Thalia’s body, swirling around in her mind. Was it protecting her head somehow?

      There was a strange tether between the sigil hidden just beneath her hair and her own mind. He couldn’t quite place it, but he was almost certain the connection was pumping as much information as it could straight to the heavens. Ordinarily, that would be a problem. But had she truly been tethered all the way to the heavens, he would have spotted her before even entering his manor. This Princess Thalia’s tether was a frayed and broken thing, shattered in the air just above her head. She was causing herself no end of mental strain, all to provide information to someone who wasn’t listening. It was rather sad, in a way. Darren could think of a few ways to treat such a problem, but a perfect solution eluded him. He'd need to study her closer, and perhaps improve his Magical Comprehension skill once more by evolving it to new heights.

      He held his breath for a moment as she stared at Darren again. For a moment, Darren feared he’d miscalculated in coming to this dinner, but both the Divine Aura and the tension in her brows soon eased. Darren sat by Cassandra’s side as he looked Thalia down from across the table.

      The two of them played something of a staring contest over the rest of dinner, with Cassandra doing most of the talking all the while.

      “The guards outside?” Darren asked, gesturing over his shoulder to the demon in human armor. “Are they yours?”

      Princess Thalia of the Blackwind Empire nodded, and he sensed a trace of discomfort as she did so.

      “Yes, that one is from an order of special guards my father commissioned from the Order of the Rod. They’re called the Sinful Servants. Apparently, the Order of the Rod has found some way to raise up warriors like them even without a sigil, all thanks to secrets shared with them from the seraphim.”

      “I see...” Darren ran his hand along his chin. The Order of the Rod was putting fiends in human armor and claiming they were warriors fighting for them. It would be a fast way to create new forces equivalent to a paladin. Some of the fiends Darren faced in the Third Layer of Hell were extremely competent fighters. But why were they guarding the princess of the Blackwind Empire?

      “Why are they guarding you?” Darren asked.

      “My father insisted they come along. My protection must be taken seriously, I suppose.” Thalia shrugged.

      “Of course!” Cassandra smiled. “If something were to happen to you during your stay in our fine city, we’d be in a lot of trouble! Keeping you safe is just as important as showing you around.”

      Darren began to form a better picture of what the princess knew. She was unaware of the demons hiding behind the armor in her own ranks. They'd hidden themselves too well. He'd hoped Cassandra and Morgana would be more suspicious of them, but their senses weren't as keen as Darren's and magical armor allowed the demons to elude their attention as well, just as Darren's cloak allowed him to escape notice.

      Now that he had the chance to focus on them, he used his Sense Intent skill to find out more about the fiends and the armor they were wearing.

      

  





SENSE INTENT: ITEM ANALYSIS: OATHBOUND FIEND ARMOR (EPIC)

      
        	This armor serves as both a prison and a disguise for the fiend within it. Manufactured in the forges of the Third Layer of Heaven, the armor is capable of containing all Demonic Aura within the armor on command, completely pacifying the fiend within and placing them under the control of the enchantment’s master and any commands they have.

        	The fiend within this armor may only use their demonic skills if their armor allows them to in the performance of their duties, and their armor may not be removed by themselves.
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        * * *

      

      Despite Cassandra’s bright words, Princess Thalia seemed glum. Cassandra sensed she was stepping too close to something Thalia would rather not talk about, so she changed the subject.

      “So when we first met, I was actually about to be eaten by a Dire Felbeast! And then Darren here comes out of nowhere with this massive sword...” Cassandra went on as she recounted their early adventures together. That brightened Thalia’s mood considerably, and her spirit twinkled in Darren’s eyes. She was very interested in him.

      Meanwhile, Thalia merely nodded along, studying him as she did so and touching the gem-studded bangle in her hair, and staring intently at Darren all the while.

      “Right, you’re certain that’s how it happened?” Thalia asked, eyes darting to him, prodding for his side of the story.

      “Absolutely! Meeting my love here was a life-changing experience I’ll never forget!” Cassandra wrapped her arm around Darren’s side, rubbing her cheek against his arm.

      “And you? That’s how you remember it as well?” Thalia asked him.

      Darren shrugged. “I merely saved a traveler from a demon and a few bandits.”

      “There was nothing merely about it, Darren! You were positively heroic!” Cassandra batted her eyelashes at him, having grown excited in the telling of her own tale.

      Thalia, for her part, looked troubled. She glanced at Cassandra with brows furrowed, especially when she saw the wide and adoring look in Cassandra’s eyes.

      Darren watched the flickering of her spirit. She hadn’t been able to see through his cloak, but she knew that he was hiding something. His cloak could influence the casual onlooker with hardly any effort, but having dinner with someone staring him down with intensity he'd only ever seen in Cassandra right before bedtime was starting to test the limits of its power.

      To make matters worse, Thalia seemed to have some sort of investigation skill that was helping her pick away at his cloak’s protection.

      He painted a smile on his face, watching as she tried to disassemble his defenses and making careful note of where and how she was making progress. A bit of Divine Aura pumped into the cloak from behind could undo everything she was working at, but he wanted to see where the cloak failed, so he’d be prepared if a real foe was ever testing the concealment powers of his cloak.

      He watched her eyes as she spoke with Cassandra, wondering what she was thinking. What parts of his defenses had she seen through? And what secrets had she gleaned? She’d seemed to have gotten the wrong idea and looked between Darren and Cassandra, doubtlessly thinking Darren had some scheme with her in mind.

      “Thank you so much for coming, Thalia! The servants will show you and your guards to your rooms for the night. Don’t worry. This manor has more rooms than we could use on our own, so you’ll be no trouble no matter how long you stay to evaluate the city!” Cassandra said, giving her old friend a quick hug before they parted ways.

      As soon as they were out of sight, Cassandra’s smile fell.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked her, wondering if she too realized Thalia’s Sinful Servants were really demons in disguise.

      “Ugh. She thinks you have me under some sort of spell,” Cassandra groaned.

      Darren made a noise of agreement. He’d come to the same conclusion.

      “Well?” Cassandra cocked her eyebrow at Darren. “If you do have me under some sort of spell, let me know, so I don’t give you away. It would certainly explain the burning need I feel for you right now.”

      Darren shook his head. “That’s your own doing.”

      “Well, lucky for you, I know the cure,” Cassandra whispered as she reached for the hem of Darren’s pants. She grabbed him there, worming her fingers towards his thigh.

      “Wait,” he interrupted her, and her face fell.

      “Aww, not in the mood tonight? You already canceled once on me.” Cassandra pouted.

      “No. We should get Sasha and Morgana, too.” Darren wanted to renew his purification skill on each of them. All three of his women were at the third order now, so he had little doubt that they could handle themselves even against those third-order fiends walking around in armor. But his blessing would make certain that any ambush or fight would turn in their favor.

      Cassandra’s face brightened.

      “I’ll go get them!”
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        * * *

      

      Sasha, Morgana, and Cassandra soon gathered together in Darren’s private bedroom. There, he warned the three of them to stay away from Thalia’s Sinful Servants and to note down any unusual behavior from them. A brief scan of the manor told Darren that there were only two of them. While that would make them a capable force almost anywhere else, in this household with the Order of the Rose and Darren’s women, they would merely be average. Even if they attacked when he wasn’t around.

      “We’ll be careful, Darren,” Sasha said uncertainly. “But are you certain they’re really demons? They just seemed like particularly tall and strong warriors to me.”

      “I’m certain. Be on your guard.”

      “Ha!” Morgana laughed. “I killed fiends back in Salsroth! If any of them try something, I’ll slit their throats and kidnap their princess before they can so much as blink! Imagine the ransom money we could get for an imperial princess...”

      Cassandra coughed. “Morgana, Limedeep will make a lot more money from trade deals with the Blackwind Empire. Which requires us to send the princess home in one piece. So please, no kidnappings.”

      Morgana pouted.

      “But killing demons is okay,” Darren added. “Now, bed.”

      The three women happily stripped and jumped into Darren’s sprawling bed. He was thankful for whoever had crafted this exceptionally sturdy thing. He’d gotten it from a cultist outside the city who’d been using it as part of her unholy demon summoning rituals, and it had been built to last.

      When Cassandra, Sasha, and Morgana were finally asleep, he crept out of bed. There was much to do.

      The earlier fights and the last few hours of more casual exertions had improved his control over his body with its new peculiarities. He could almost feel himself speeding up or slowing down as needed, and before long, he would be back to fighting at his peak. That only left the next part of his agenda. He had to find a way down into the seventh hell. Of all the places to grow stronger, he knew hell was the place for him.

      And so he climbed the walls.

      “Hey, you! You’re not a guard! What...” The voice sounded familiar to Darren. This was one of the recruits he’d helped Callum train into holy adepts. He must have had a skill suited to vision at night to have spotted Darren at this late hour.

      Darren reached for his waist just as the guard came into view. He motioned to activate his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero but was just a moment too slow.

      “King Darren? But... the people from Salsroth said you were dead...” The man rubbed his eyes, wiping a few gathering tears away from them. “This... this is great news!”

      Darren looked the guard up and down and realized it was Simmons. His brother had given his life to defend the city, and now Simmons was ready to do the same.

      He laid a hand on the guard’s shoulder. “I did die. I’m better now. But I have important work to do. Tell no one of my return.”

      As he spoke, he checked Simmons’ sigil. It had been one of the corrupted sigils he recovered so it wasn’t connected to the heavens, but now that he knew more about how sigils work he routed Simmons’ sigil through his own. Later, he would have to wander the city and do the same for everyone else he saw.

      Simmons froze, blinking and staring at Darren as though to make sure. Eventually, he nodded.

      “I understand. I’ll take your secret to my grave if I have to!”

      “You won’t,” Darren promised. “I leave now to grow stronger. Soon, I will be powerful enough to protect you all.”

      And then he spread his wings and vanished into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Just below the clouds, Darren soared and searched for any dense pockets of Demonic Aura. He knew where the ones he’d sealed were, both around Limedeep and deep under the sea. This time, he wanted something specific. He needed a secret entrance that was easy for him to access but difficult for demons to escape from. Something like the cave he and his mother had escaped through back when he was just a child.

      He found a few suitable places, but without the dense collections of Demonic Aura that marketed an open connection to Hell. One of them, in particular, seemed well placed. It was in a tiny valley, no wider than an average home. Only a few tufts of grass and some flowers carried on the wind grew in this little valley. The inside was littered with the bones of deer, goats, and animals who’d stumbled into this hole and been unable to escape.

      The cliff faces that surrounded the tiny valley in a circle were so sharp they were almost smooth. Too smooth to be made by any natural rock formation, though the weathering on the sides was such that a few places had almost deteriorated enough to form handholds. Darren could make it out of this trap with his grappling hook if he needed, though flying out would be far easier.

      Demons would have a much tougher time escaping. Only a select few species could fly, like dragons, wyverns, imps, and a handful of others. They were dissimilar to seraphim in that respect, almost all of whom could fly through either wings or magical means. He supposed that was why Hell was down and the heavens were up.

      There were some faint emanations of demonic aura here, probably from some entrance to Hell sealed long ago. Darren knew what he needed to do, though it went against his instincts.

      He found a shovel in his inventory and soon got to work. One shovelful after another came out of the ground in the center of the tiny valley. Darren’s fifth-order body could work ceaselessly and tirelessly. Each load of dirt was no heavier to him than a spoonful of soup. The dirt vanished into his inventory as soon as his shovel lifted it clear of the ground. His movement ability allowed him to shovel at supernatural speed.

      Soon, he’d cleared away the top five meters of dirt in the tiny valley. Then the top ten. Still, the Demonic Aura he’d been attracted to hadn’t grown much stronger.

      How did these entrances to Hell work? Was it simply a matter of digging until he met an opening headed up? Or was there some magical significance to the act of moving downward?

      Darren suspected the latter, but he could substitute sweating and shoveling for demonic worship. His best guess from catching cultists in the middle of this process told him there was a lot of earth that had to be moved to open a portal to hell, though normally that was done by Demonic Spirits responding to the worship of cultists. He’d have to do most of that work himself.

      If this failed, he’d need to hunt down some cultists and force them to dig this entrance by praying at it. The night ticked by as Darren worked. He sensed another figure flying above and had almost drawn his sword before realizing it was Asuriel.

      “I was wondering where you went,” Asuriel said. “What are you up to?”

      “Digging,” Darren explained.

      “I can see that. Digging where?”

      “To hell.”

      “That strikes me as the sort of thing the people you usually kill do.”

      Darren shook his head. “I’m going to fight demons. I need to find more skills and master my abilities. This is the best place for that.”

      “Well, you’re in luck.” Asuriel stood proudly on the edge of the cliff. She kept one hand on her hip and inspected her nails with the other, looking smug all the while. “It just so happens I got an almost perfect score on the Protector’s Theoretical Demonic Studies qualification exam! If you ask me nicely, I can help you uncover a heretical portal to Hell. All you need to do is ask...…”

      “Asuriel, I’d like your help. Please,” Darren said, holding out a shovel for her. He wasn’t sure how much digging she could do, but a helping hand would make the hours pass faster.

      “Since you asked so nicely, I will!” Asuriel fluttered her wings and glided down into the hole Darren had been digging. She didn’t take the shovel he was offering, though. Instead, she straightened her back, rubbed her fingers together, and grinned from ear to ear. “Now, observe carefully, my pupil, as I share with you the dark mysteries of cultists even the Protectors can only speculate on! This journey will be long and difficult, especially considering we don’t have any Demonic Aura between the two of us. But we have some theories on how human cultists, with no power at all, open entrances to Hell to start new cults, and I’m about to share with you this theorized knowledge."

      She waved her hands, staring deep into Darren’s eyes with fierce intensity. “But first, you must swear yourself to silence! This demonic ritual has been theorized and devised with all the knowledge and power of the heavens! It is no doubt many times more powerful than what any cultist can figure out on their own! If it were to fall into the wrong hands, human cults would spring up everywhere!”

      “I will keep your secret,” Darren promised.

      “Good! Now... the ritual...”

      Darren soon realized why he was having so much trouble building an entrance to Hell. Asuriel’s educated approach was far different from his. He’d been trying to dig a hole, but Asuriel knew secrets he wouldn’t have even guessed at.

      “Bawk bawk bawk!” Asuriel clucked like a chicken, folding her arms at her side as she flapped them like wings. She could have used the actual wings on her back, but instead, she used her arms, making the sight look even more peculiar. “I’m a plump human spirit! Come eat me, demons! Eat me if you dare!”

      She danced, hopped, and skipped as she walked around the circle, slowly and rhythmically. Beads of sweat accumulated on her brow and slowly dripped down her side as she performed the ritual. It didn’t strike Darren as too reminiscent of anything he’d seen cultists he’d met do, but Asuriel was the expert here, so he deferred to her in this matter.

      “Mhmm, juicy human souls right here on the surface! Debauchery, cannibalism, death, and destruction! All of it can be yours! Come, demons, come! Eat my soul!” Asuriel taunted.

      While Asuriel performed the ritual, Darren watched for a response from the tiny concentration of Demonic Aura around him. If anything, Asuriel’s performance seemed to only scare it away instead of drawing a reaction from it.

      “Perhaps you are scaring it,” Darren suggested. “You are too strong and have too much Divine Aura for a human.”

      Asuriel sighed. “Hmmm, I suppose you’re right. Maybe you should join me? Two people should be able to generate a stronger reaction than one.”

      And so Darren helped Asuriel with her ritual the best he could. He’d never performed cult rituals himself before, only ever interrupted them.

      “No, that doesn’t sound like a realistic chicken, Darren! Cluck like this.”

      Asuriel made a series of chicken-like sounds. She was remarkably good at them. Darren did his best to mimic her.

      “Bawk. Bawk. I, a tender human soul, am ready to be eaten,” Darren said.

      The Demonic Aura beneath them reacted for a moment, flaring brightly and reaching out for Darren... only to flee in terror when it brushed up against his spirit. It seemed to burrow itself deeper into the ground, heading back the way it came until only the tiniest pin-prick of it remained. At its current size, the amount of Demonic Aura here now was so small even Darren’s keen senses wouldn’t have been able to spot it without knowing exactly where it was.

      “Huh. We’re actually worse off than when we started.” Asuriel grumbled. “Maybe we need a normal human?”

      “I know just the man. Wait here.”

      Darren took off, returning a few minutes later with Simmons in his arms.

      “Oh boy, what’s the secret mission you have for me, King Darren?” Simmons asked excitedly. He was bouncing on his toes, almost bursting with eagerness. “I know you have to be up to something important! I’m ready to help any way I can, sir!”

      Darren nodded. “Good. You must keep this a secret as well. Asuriel and I will teach you a ritual. You must perform it exactly.”

      “Understood, sir! I’m prepared to give you a hundred and ten percent, sir!” He threw Darren a salute, adjusting his sword and straightening his guard’s uniform like he was ready for battle.

      Then Asuriel walked him through her ritual.

      “Uh... this isn’t one of those pranks like what we pull on new members of the guard, right?” Simmons asked uncertainly as he flapped his elbows and tried his best to bawk like a chicken.

      “This is a matter of grave importance,” Darren replied.

      “Uh... okay, sir. Bawk bawk bawk! I’m a tasty human soul! Come eat me, demons! Bawk bawk bawk!” Simmons danced around the tiny speck of Demonic Aura, and as Darren watched, it slowly stirred to life again. Simmons’ presence was tugging on it like a fish nipping at the end of a line. It wanted to latch on to him, but to do that, it would have to create a complete pathway stretching from hell to the surface.

      From what Darren could tell, there was some crude, mostly dormant intelligence behind the speck of Demonic Aura. Inspecting it, the little bundle of power was no more than a single Demonic Spirit. It wouldn’t have enough power to animate anything larger than an undead mouse in such low quantities.

      At first, Darren feared that Simmons’ status as a fledgling Holy Adept would scare off the Demonic Spirit like he had. And at first, that was what happened. But as Simmons continued to make a tempting target, more Demonic Spirits joined the first from deep within the depths of Hell, and the power grew all the greater for it.

      Darren grabbed the shovel again, working to uncover more Demonic Aura as Simmons danced and Asuriel coached him. From the looks of the aura, the Demonic Spirits saw Simmons as an even riper target for his power. With his power, he was a far larger and more tempting meal for the Demonic Spirits. Having a sigil and having built up his power a little made Simmons more like a plump calf than the chicken he pretended to be.

      Eventually, enough Demonic Aura accumulated that what Darren was waiting for happened. The Demonic Aura emerged from the ground to strike.

      Until that moment, both Darren and Asuriel had put on their cloaks to conceal their presence. The two of them sprung from hiding. Asuriel had two spheres of glowing golden light in her hands, and Darren used his Divine Energy Projection skill to create manacles made of glowing golden light. Between the two of them, they caught the tendril of Demonic Aura before Simmons could even scream.

      “Heavens above! What happened?” Simmons yelped as both Asuriel and Darren jumped to wrestle something beyond his perception to the ground.

      The only thing Simmons could see was the rays of light the two of them were generating to contain the tendril of demonic power and the two of them wrapping limbs around it to hold it in place.

      Asuriel wrapped her arms around the tendril, then folded herself backward and flopped onto the ground with it caught in her arms and the rays of light she’d created.

      “I’ve got it! Get on top of me, Darren!” Asuriel yelled.

      Darren grunted in agreement and then pounced. His palms landed on either side of Asuriel’s shoulders as he straddled her with his thighs. He leaned close as he concentrated on his Divine Energy Projection skill.

      He soon formed a bundle of glowing rope, which wrapped around the Demonic Aura tendril and kept it from retreating back into the hole it had come from.

      Simmons, meanwhile, had seen nothing more than Asuriel suddenly fall to her back and yell for Darren to pounce on her. Now, the two of them were breathing heavy and staring at each other as they huffed and grunted something about restraint and bringing out the demon.

      “Ah...” Simmons said, trying to look anywhere but at the two of them. “I’ll... go stand in this corner over here, then. Don’t mind me. I’ll just wait until you’re done. You two have fun...”

      He shuffled his feet awkwardly, staring up at the sheer face of a cliff that was far too steep for him to climb.

      “Darren, it’s throbbing in my hands! I think it’s getting bigger!” Asuriel said.

      “Keep a firm grip. It’s slippery.”

      Darren and Asuriel continued to struggle with the strand of Demonic Aura for many minutes more. With his face turned against the cliff face, all he could make out were Darren and Asuriel’s grunts and growls as they wrestled with the tendril against the ground, along with the occasional shadow playing out across his vision.

      Between the two of them, they pulled and tugged on the Demonic Aura, slowly drawing it out of its hole.

      Bit by bit, the two of them extracted the Demonic Aura, and they soon started catching sight of a few Demonic Spirits within the tendril, clinging to the mass of Demonic Aura as they did so.

      Slowly, the ground around Darren’s hole cracked. Dirt crumbled, and humid air spilled out. Blood-like sap seeped out from the hole and spilled onto the soil around it.

      “We did it,” Darren said.

      “Look at that slimy stuff! It’s getting everywhere!” Asuriel said as she pointed at the blood sap. Darren had seen it plenty of times down in Hell. This stuff was more common than rain on the first layer of Hell, and its existence was the foundation of many of the ecosystems down there.

      “Save some, if you wish. It has many uses,” Darren said.

      “Is it edible?” Asuriel asked.

      “It is. Try it.”

      Simmons coughed from where he stood, still facing the wall. “Uh... guys... I don’t mean to intrude, but if one of you could just help me get over this cliff, I’ll get out of your hair and walk home...”
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      Darren brought Simmons all the way back to Limedeep. With his speed, the trip only took a few minutes, and soon he was back at Asuriel’s side and ready to explore the entrance to the First Layer of Hell.

      Asuriel was already peering through the entrance, and when Darren joined her, they entered the cavernous chamber.

      Entering the cave brought back old memories to Darren. The cave their little ritual had generated looked very similar to the one he and his mother had first fled down all those years ago. It brought back many memories to Darren that he usually preferred remained buried.

      The corridor was smaller than the one in Darren’s memory. Perhaps that was because it was newer, or maybe that was simply because Darren was far larger than he’d been as a child. In several places, he’d needed to hack a heap of rocks out of the way and toss the rubble into his inventory just to get through the cave without crawling on all fours. He probably could have made it through the tunnel if he’d been willing to crawl, but Darren didn’t like not having the clearance to swing Melancholy.

      Asuriel had an easier time of things since any path large enough for Darren to pass through had enough space for her to walk by with arms outstretched. But, despite feeling less claustrophobic, the weight of the Demonic Aura around her felt far heavier and more unfamiliar than it did to Darren.

      “I feel like the negative energy here is crawling up my spine.” Asuriel shivered.

      “It is,” Darren said as he swatted aside a cluster of Demonic Aura that had attached itself to the small of Asuriel’s back.

      “Ahh!” Asuriel reached behind herself, patting herself down to ensure that was the only one. “They’re like leeches, but only more disgusting. No wonder they told us to never go into hell. Are you sure we need to go down here?”

      “This is the best place to grow stronger. The demons have new skills to fill my open slots, and there are many foes to fight,” Darren replied.

      The unasked question hung in the air as they traveled. It was several minutes before Asuriel finally voiced it.

      “So... you’re saying you intended to do this alone.”

      “I did.”

      Asuriel firmed her jaw, straightened her back, and had a more serious look on her face than Darren could ever remember seeing from her.

      “I promise I won’t slow you down.”

      Darren nodded. If she wanted to come, who was he to stop her? So long as she could keep up, he had no problems with her tagging along on this demon-slaying quest.

      The cavern continued, and they went onward and downward. They looped around several times, slowly heading deeper. Soon, all traces of light vanished as they left the surface far behind.

      Scanning the available interfaces on his sigil, Darren watched as the one for nearby quests updated, and a smile touched the corners of his cheeks. He never thought he could ever come to miss this place, but there was something satisfying about seeing a list of demons waiting to be slain.

      The cave began to widen, and darkness filled the tunnel. Asuriel held a fist over her head to illuminate their surroundings, but Darren had long gotten used to seeing in this darkness.

      He activated his Divine Energy Projection skill and sent thousands of tendrils scattering in all directions. They stretched farther and told him more than ever before. He would have given just about anything to have this skill the last time he was down here. Before, he’d always had to be wary of using his Celestial Storm Tendrils because of the faint lines of light they emitted. But the tendrils he could produce now were so numerous and so fine that it would take incredible scrutiny for anything to spot them; even if Darren let them hang hovering concentrated right next to his skin, they looked like nothing more than a faint golden corona.

      Finally, the cave opened up, showing Darren a familiar sight. Bloody sap dripped down from roots dangling overhead as they approached an inverted forest. This was one of the most populated biome types in the first layer of hell. It was far more fertile than most others, which meant there were plenty of low-level demons to hunt. Most of the First Layer was nothing but barren plains and rock, as few things could survive in the lightless gloom. Precious few plants on the First Layer were magical enough to subsist on aura alone, so each of these sap-laden areas was an oasis in a desert.

      The clicking of demonic insects and the rustling of broken twigs immediately came to a sudden halt as Darren and Asuriel made their presence known. The little demons, weak as they were, could sense the two of them did not belong here and that they were dangerous.

      “So this is Hell... it’s damper than the textbooks said it would be,” Asuriel said.

      “We’ll complete a few quests here. Hunt for imps, felbeasts, and demon roaches. While traveling, we’ll scout for a path further down. There are no worthy foes on the first layer.”

      Hearing the sound of his own voice echo through the sprawling chamber around them felt strange to Darren. When he’d last been in hell, he’d gone years without speaking so much as a word. It was a reminder that even though he was back to where he was, things weren’t quite the same. He wasn’t the boy carrying out his mother’s last wish anymore. He was a man with friends, family, allies, and enemies.

      When he’d been here last, demons had whispered his name in fear. Now, they would scream it in terror.
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        * * *

      

      Hunting down imps and felbeasts proved easy enough. The rocky terrain and low light were difficult for Asuriel to adapt to, but Darren had enough experience for both of them. A few pointers from him, and she was soon fighting as well as Darren had after a year of trial and error. She still had a long way to go to even approach Darren’s grace in the dark underworld, but after a few more days of practice, she wouldn’t be at a disadvantage if she was facing a fiend of her same level. That boded well for when they arrived on the third and fourth layers.

      Between the two of them, Darren soon completed more than a dozen quests. All of them were well below what Darren needed to test his current abilities, but they would have had to scout the area anyway so Darren could get a feel for the nearby terrain. Letting his Demon Calamity skill wipe out a few first-order demons as he walked by them wasn’t much trouble at all.

      
        	Quest Completed! Slay 10 imps.

        	Reward: One Common Skillbook.

        	Quest Completed! Slay 40 Demonroaches.

        	Reward: 5000 Demonroach eggs.

        	Quest Completed! Purify undead human skeleton.

        	Reward: Adventurer’s belt, tunic, and a pouch of coins.

      

      None of the rewards were particularly impressive, though Darren did collect a few of the imps. Their hides had been selling well in Limedeep, but now that there were no longer hordes of demons in the land surrounding the city, supplies were rapidly running out. The imps Darren killed here would be valuable. He took the rest of the quest rewards as well, though he wasn’t sure what uses Demonroach eggs had.

      Regardless, he wasn’t in the habit of throwing away quest rewards, so into his inventory it went along with the rest of the dead demons. Perhaps he’d need them one day.

      The day wore on, and they made good progress scouting the area directly surrounding the entrance. Darren still hadn’t found a pathway further down, even after chasing a few imps around and hoping they’d flee through a path they knew about.

      “Alright, I’m starting to miss the sun. Shall we call it quits for the day of demon hunting?” Asuriel asked Darren.

      Initially, Darren had been planning to stay down here in hell from now until his work was done. But to do that, he’d need to stay here, far from Callum, Cassandra, Morgana, Sasha, and everyone else he’d come to know.

      He wouldn’t be able to go out to dinner with them, go shopping with Cassandra, train with Callum, or do a number of other things that he’d grown fond of ever since he made his way to the surface.

      He remembered his mother’s last wish that he make his way to Limedeep, where he’d be safe to build a life for himself. She wouldn’t want him to give that up, even to grow stronger. After a long moment of hesitation, Darren finally nodded in agreement.

      “You’re right. Let’s go back.”

      And so Darren and Asuriel headed up the path they’d opened up and returned to Limedeep the way they’d come. Their trip had taken them through the rest of the night and well into the following day. By the time they made it back to the city, it was already midday, and Limedeep’s markets were more lively than Darren had ever seen them before.

      “Fresh fruits! Get your fresh fruits here! They just arrived this morning from the Northern Trade Union!”

      “We’ve got surplus third-order fiend armor here! Sure, it looks like someone cut the previous wearer with one swing of a massive sword despite the armor, but I promise you, this is tough stuff!”

      “The mason’s guild is looking for unskilled labor! Trying to get back on your feet after demons destroyed your home? We’ve got plenty of recruits just like you!”

      “This place is really bustling,” Asuriel whispered as she half-hid herself behind Darren. She had her wings withdrawn and had the hood of Darren’s old Cloak of Concealment pulled up over her head. “It reminds me of some of the old history books on humanity I’ve read. You mortals were a lot more populous before the demons really started preying on you.”

      “I would hear more of that tale. But not here,” Darren replied.

      He and Asuriel toured the markets some more, selling most of their recent haul. Darren took Asuriel to the Adventurers Guild, where he dropped off their dead imps.

      “Bronze coins, please,” Darren asked the woman behind the counter.

      “Oh!” She looked at Darren with shock for a moment, but the expression soon cleared. “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else for a moment. Did you know King Darren used to come in here and make the exact same request?”

      “I did.”

      Darren checked his new cloak. It seemed it was still working perfectly.

      “Well, we stocked extra bronze coins just for him. I suppose since you’re making the same request, we can share them with you as well,” the clerk said.

      Darren gathered up the bronze coins, and then they headed back to Darren’s manor.

      “I promised you somewhere to stay,” Darren said to Asuriel as they finished their errands. “Follow.”

      Asuriel skipped along behind Darren all the way back to his manor. He brought her inside, wrapping his hand around hers and leading her along behind him.

      Darren glanced from side to side and was pleased to see the servants Cassandra had hired for dinner with Princess Thalia were gone. He deactivated his cloak and was soon greeted by the familiar faces of Sasha and Morgana, each poking their heads around the table.

      “Darren! Come save me! Morgana’s too good at cards!” Sasha waved.

      “Check under the table,” Darren said.

      Sasha bent over and looked, only for Morgana to jerk her hand away as quick as she could, carrying with it a handful of spare cards plucked from the deck while Sasha wasn’t looking.

      “I saw that! You’ve been cheating!” Sasha scowled.

      Morgana looked at the ceiling. “Really, seeing who can cheat better is just another type of game. A game within the game, if you will.”

      Darren left the two of them to resolve their game of cards on their own as he found a place for Asuriel in their manor. Though she could withdraw her wings, the metallic sheen to her hair was still very distinctive and would give her away as one of the seraphim. The Cloak of Concealment she was borrowing from Darren could overcome that, but she couldn’t wear his cloak all the time. She’d be safest sticking close to Darren.

      “The guest rooms are...” Darren pointed down the hall, but he remembered their other guests when one of them poked her head out from the door.

      “Pay no attention to us,” he said to the young woman who emerged from her room.

      Against the guards outside his manor, and even the guards outside the city, this had worked perfectly.

      Even against the pair of fiends in armor guarding the princess, his cloak worked perfectly. But only against the woman herself was the cloak showing any sign of strain. Almost every time he’d entered his manor, she’d been staring at him.

      Looking at her through magical eyes, it was as though she was throwing herself against the barrier, desperate to break through and yet without the strength to do so. The ferocity with which she tried to glean his secrets concerned Darren a little. It wasn’t natural, and Darren was starting to fear that there was something wrong with the princess. A holy adept shouldn’t have that much Divine Aura swirling around in her head. Her body simply wasn’t sturdy enough to support that kind of power flow.

      If the concentration of Divine Aura increased any further, she was going to start hurting herself by using a skill too great for her own body to grasp.

      “You’re going to hurt yourself like that,” Darren said.

      “Can’t help it. I need to know,” Thalia whispered, seeming unsteady on her feet.

      Darren frowned. “I have many secrets. Most I prefer to keep to myself.”

      This was the first time someone other than those he permitted had seen through his cloak had been able to hold more than a sentence or two of conversation with him. The fact that this Princess Thalia could was surprising.

      “You... I met you at dinner...” Thalia’s brows furrowed as her spirit scrambled within her. “Darren! Right, Cassandra’s betrothed. Why... can’t I remember you properly?”

      The Divine Aura in the princess’ head was truly starting to flow out of control. Darren needed to put an end to this conversation before the princess exploded a blood vessel in her brain from the strain of using her mental skill to the extent she was using it. He couldn’t understand why someone would risk their lives just to talk to him.

      The only explanation was that the princess truly had no choice and that her skill would investigate him no matter what.

      Darren tried to put an end to it.

      “Don’t worry about me.” He waved his hand, trying to use the power of his cloak to make himself fade from Thalia’s mind the same way he’d vanished from the attention of the guards.

      But Princess Thalia’s brows only furrowed even tighter.

      “I... no... there’s something wrong with you... I can’t... think straight...” Thalia grimaced again, growing red in the face as she fought to overcome the power of Darren’s cloak through sheer force of will.

      Blood rushed to her head, and she swayed unsteadily on her feet. She braced herself against the door frame, but that wasn’t enough to hold her up, and she started sliding down to the floor with one hand clutching her temple.

      As Darren examined her shaking head and trembling spirit, he figured out what was happening. From what Cassandra had said, having this princess die would be very bad for Limedeep. More than that, she was Cassandra’s friend. He couldn’t let her die.

      The strain her skill had put on her mind and body was already tremendous. The princess needed medical attention, but the last thing Darren wanted was to leave her helpless before those guards of hers. Though most of them were human, the fact that there were two fiends in disguise among them made Darren incredibly suspicious.

      “Wow. She doesn’t look good,” Asuriel said as she looked Princess Thalia up and down. “Ah, she got a bad skill, looks like. For a while, the ophanim were handing out skills with heavy drawbacks. This was one of them. I thought they stopped those skillbook presses centuries ago. She must have found an old copy in storage somewhere.”

      “Can you fix it?” Darren asked.

      Asuriel scoffed. “I’m not a surgeon. Especially not a brain surgeon. Look at how the Divine Aura is interwoven with her mind. No, wait... there must be something... hmm. Do you have somewhere we can examine her?”

      The girl had a skill focused on revealing the truth, similar to his own Sense Intent skill. Ordinarily, that ability alone would have no chance at seeing through his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero, which was an item at the mythic grade.

      Her skill was quite insistent at its job as well. Unlike most skills, it wasn’t entirely under the princess’ control. If her skill wanted her to find something out, she would be in pain until she did so. Up until now, she’d probably been able to satisfy her skill’s every demand.

      Unfortunately, she never expected to run into something like Darren’s cloak. It was too much for her, even with all her abilities at work.

      Darren tucked Princess Thalia up under his own cloak and hidden within its folds. Her own guards let him walk right by. Even the Sinful Servants, the demons in disguise, failed to stop Darren as he took their charge away.

      He soon found another empty set of guest quarters. They weren’t quite as palatial as the ones the princess was using, but they would be more than comfortable enough for Asuriel. More importantly, this room had its own balcony, so she could come and go through the air without needing to walk by the other guests.

      “A bit dusty, but it’s actually bigger than my old apartment!” Asuriel said.

      “It’s yours now, for as long as you need it. Let me just use the bed for a moment.” Darren laid Princess Thalia down on the bed, wiping away the blood. Then, he pulled off his cloak.

      Her spirit quelled instantly as soon as its effects were taken out of play, and with it, her mind grew easy once more. Darren gave her a bit of water from his Lifewell to help her heal from any potential brain damage, but her Divine Aura was what was causing the majority of her problems.

      Thankfully, Darren had quite a bit of skill at manipulating Divine Aura these days, and he had no problems clearing away the mass floating about Princess Thalia’s head. With Asuriel present to assist, working on her was even easier. While she didn’t have Darren’s raw ability to grasp Divine Aura and bend it to his will, she had considerably more formal education on the manipulation of such forces.

      “Hmm... that looks like a sensory wire. It’s strung directly to her optic nerve, so the enchantment can trigger on anything she sees.” Asuriel tapped her chin in thought. “You might be able to move it back slightly to her frontal cortex. That won’t disturb the implementation of the skill too much, but it might give her more control over it.”

      Darren followed Asuriel’s instructions, improving his own instincts with Asuriel’s astute observations. He learned a thing or two about manipulating Divine Aura that interacted with the human brain while he was at it. Despite all appearances, Asuriel was truly a treasure trove of knowledge.

      The process essentially reset Princess Thalia to the state she was in when she first arrived. It was possible that it would clear the negative effects of her skill forcing her to try to dig up his secrets, though there was a chance she would merely go through the whole process over again. At the very least, it would buy Darren and Asuriel time to think of a more permanent solution.

      Consciousness returned to her as Darren finished his work, and the princess soon began to stir.

      “W-what...” Princess Thalia struggled to sit up.

      “You will be alright now,” Darren said as he pushed her against the bed. He turned to Asuriel. “Can you help her?”

      Asuriel grinned and flashed him a big smile. “Don’t you worry, Darren! I got top marks in human biology! I shall apply all my prodigious knowledge to making sure this princess is as healthy as can be! I’ll go above and beyond in making sure she’s in peak condition! There won’t even be a single germ or parasite in her body by the time I’m done! I’ll have her so polished and clean you could eat her! Or wait... no... I think the expression is eat off her. That would make more sense.”

      “Thank you, Asuriel.”

      Darren turned to the balcony to leave.

      “W-wait!” Thalia shouted, stretching out her arm towards Darren.

      “You... why can’t I remember anything about you?” Thalia asked.

      Darren held up his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero, still in his hands. “This cloak hides me. In the future, don’t try as hard to see through it. You’ll only hurt yourself again.”

      Then he stepped out of sight, pulled the cloak back onto him, and jumped off the balcony toward the ground below.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          

      

    

    








            Princess Thalia

          

        

      

    

    
      Thalia slept awhile as she recovered, tended to by a beautiful and bubbly purple-haired woman, who must have also been a guest of Cassandra’s and her betrothed.

      “Lie back on the bed. I’ve heard that’s the best way to stop a bleeding nose!” Asuriel said. “Or was it hang upside down? I only took one human biology class, and it was focused on mating and reproduction, so I’m not really sure.”

      The purple-haired woman talking to her had a lovely aura around her. If she just stayed quiet, she’d be a heavenly beauty lords across the Blackwind Empire would fight over. Unfortunately, she’d played nurse and was quite under-equipped to do so.

      “I really don’t think you need to check my heart rate,” Thalia protested.

      “No, I just watched a video, and this is what the surgeon did!” Asuriel insisted as she rummaged around under Thalia’s shirt. “I suppose I should check you for breast cancer while I’m at it...”

      “Breast what?” Thalia’s brows furrowed. She’d never heard the term before.

      “Hmm... no lumps. Good for you. Stay away from carcinogens! I know how the Blackwind Empire likes its fried food. Just change your cooking oil every so often so you don’t have to worry about free radicals. Maybe we need to check your temperature? There’s this funky thing you humans use called rectal thermometers on babies. You’re probably... what? Less than a hundred and fifty? Close enough to a baby, I think. Let me just bend you over...”

      Thalia sat up and abruptly scooted herself off the bed. “You know, I just realized that my guards are probably worried sick about me. I should go and tell them I’m alright.”

      “But wait! You’re not better yet! I promised Darren!” Asuriel protested.

      Thalia made her escape as hastily as she could. She opened the door and soon discovered she was just down the hall from her own quarters. Cassandra had purchased quite the sprawling estate. If what she said about buying several of the nearby estates was true, she’d have a larger home than the Blackwind Imperial Palace. The lords of Limedeep had known how to live in luxury back before they collapsed and fell to a century of petty criminal overlords.

      As soon as she approached her room, she saw her loyal handmaiden Jezabel arguing with her guards.

      “What’s the problem?” Thalia asked, shifting her shirt back into place after that purple-haired woman playing nurse had shuffled it all around.

      Jezabel turned, tension bleeding from her face as she spotted Thalia.

      “Princess! You’re alright! I was worried. No one knew where you were or why you’d left. In fact, nobody even seemed to realize you were gone at all until I started asking.” Jezabel swung around to glare at the guards. The two men showing their faces were from the old royal guard. Damon and Jamon were their names. The two of them weren’t the most skilled fighters, but they knew their way around a sword and had no issues taking off their helmets or speaking.

      “Ah, well... with your health issues from your skill, we were just assuming that you were in your room...” Damon chuckled awkwardly, looking at his comrade for support.

      Jamon shrugged. “There’s no excuse. We are supposed to know where you are at all times. You both have our sincerest apologies. I have no idea how we lost track of you.”

      Their voices of apology were in sharp contrast to the expressionless helmets of the Sinful Servants given to her by her father and the Order of the Rod. They did nothing but stand silent. Even here, far from the palace and their friends in the Order of the Rod, they felt more like prison wardens than guards or comrades. Even though either of them was ten times the fighter that Damon and Jamon were combined, Thalia would have preferred the latter two guards over this pair any day. There was just something unnerving about the near-silent Sinful Servants who never took their armor off. Who knew what disturbing visages lay beneath their helmets?

      Jezabel turned to the Sinful Servants, expecting them to say something as well. But, as usual, they remained silent.

      After a tense moment, Jezabel huffed and turned. “With that attitude, it makes it appear the two of you don’t care for your princess in the slightest. If something were to happen to her, I’m certain you’d be in trouble with your superiors!”

      The Sinful Servants remained completely silent.

      Eventually, Thalia herself broke the tension, waving away Jezabel’s concerns.

      “It’s quite alright...” Thalia rubbed her temple. Just thinking about the man in the cloak hurt her brain, as though the memory was covered in thorns and barbs.

      Or rather, she knew it should hurt. Years of living with her Truthbound skill had told her that much. And yet, as she thought about him, there was blissful silence and a complete lack of pain.

      The urge to investigate him was still there, and it was growing again, but it was much like a new affliction, as though she’d just started looking into him yesterday. It was like her skill had just started poking her instead of the pounding on the inside of her skull she’d grown used to.

      How had he given her such relief? He’d mentioned not looking at him while he was wearing his cloak. Could that have something to do with it? She had to know, and yet she knew trying to find out would cause her pain. Before, her skill had latched onto Darren because knowing him would be important to Cassandra’s future and her mission to report on Limedeep.

      Now, an even greater need was prying at her mind. He had a way to grant her relief from her own skill, fixing a pain that until now could only be satisfied by satiating the urges it gave her.

      That made her all the more curious for personal reasons, but her skill caught on that desperate need. That desire fed her skill, and the need to know grew even greater. The pain would come again, and it would come in greater force than before. Thalia knew it.

      But now, she had something to latch onto. She couldn’t focus on any memories of him wearing his cloak, but now that she’d seen him without it, her mind had something to latch on to. If she just focused on his silhouette as he loomed over the balcony, outlined by the afternoon sun, she could remember what he looked like. “Thank you for worrying about me. I’ll be in my room for the rest of the day. I have some things to think about.”

      He was a big man, tall and strong to an inhuman extent. He had to be a paladin, as no other human could have such a sturdy frame. Thick muscle corded his arms and legs, and he moved with the smooth but cautious gait she expected of the empire’s greatest warriors.

      Tiny scars lined the flesh of his neck and what she’d seen of his face. None of them were particularly large, but all of them were well-healed marks of ferocious battles fought and won. Silky pale hair hung over his shoulders in a way that was halfway between feral and romantic, and his piercing grayish-blue eyes twinkled in the afternoon light, despite the shadows hiding the rest of his features. Despite his intimidating frame and the battle-tested look about him, he didn’t scare her. His face was warm and kind, and his lips carried half a smile on them.

      She focused her mind on that image of him standing there, outlined by the sun as the loose cloak in his hand billowed in the afternoon breeze. She focused on that memory, and the pain in her temples abruptly eased. The image stuck in her mind surprisingly well, especially considering how well every other thought she had of the man slipped through her thoughts as quickly as dry sand through her fingers.

      She tore through her suitcase of things and quickly plucked out a quill, ink, and a bundle of paper. Sitting down, she drew and took notes of everything she remembered, lest these fresh memories fade with time. This was a technique she’d used to stave off the pain her skill caused her. If she recorded everything she could about her item of interest, she could review her notes whenever she needed.

      That she seemed to forget little facts about the man in the cloak whenever she looked at his cloak might mean that this strategy would be even more effective.

      She remembered the feeling of trying to pry through that man’s secrets as she stared at him. Her skull had felt like it was stuck between an anvil and a blacksmith’s hammer, and it was all she could do to nod along with Cassandra’s story as she looked at him.

      For all her skill’s drawbacks, it was still an epic-ranked skill. Usually, if she looked at something long enough, it would whisper secrets into her ear. But this time, all that came were garbled whispers and bundles of nonsense.

      Her memory of Cassandra’s story was thankfully untainted, which meant she could write down much of it.

      When the notes formed on her page, along with her personal observations of Cassandra’s behavior while retelling the story, her skill finally started working again, as it should.

      Met him in the Wilderness... where did he come from?

      Slays demons easily. Where did he train?

      A paladin on his own. No order mentioned?

      The more her skill mulled him over, the more confused it seemed to become. Prying into his secrets left her with more questions than answers. Thankfully, with this page worth of information to mull over, Thalia would be free from her skill’s burning curiosity for at least a few days. Maybe then she could scout up something more for it by then.

      There was no denying that this man was a very mysterious figure. She thought she should have figured out who he was by now, but the thoughts continued to elude her. Until she’d gotten that glimpse of him without his cloak, she hadn’t even been able to note down anything about him. She’d forgotten his name mere moments after it was spoken.

      She was certain Cassandra had introduced the two of them. From that moment, she knew something was wrong with her. As a princess, she’d trained herself from a young age specifically for the task of memorizing someone’s name the instant it was spoken. She hadn’t forgotten someone’s name in years.

      More than that, Cassandra had sold nearly her entire precious merchant company to that man. She’d been incredibly protective of that one rickety wagon she used to own. Now she had a fleet of ships, guards, wagons, and who knew what else in the name of the Silver Sword Merchant Company. She’d never trusted the palace servants with a bag of her own bronze coins, and now she’d given away everything she owned?

      It seemed strange to Thalia, even if his investments were responsible for growing her merchant company into what it was so quickly. She was head over heels for this mysterious man. Worse, he didn’t even seem to be her man alone. She was apparently sharing his bed nightly with that blonde-haired paladin and the shifty-looking maid they’d met earlier.

      Something was very wrong with that man, and Thalia planned to figure out what. Perhaps it was for her to report to her father. Or perhaps it was for the sake of her old friend Cassandra. Or maybe it was just so she could figure out how he helped her with her pounding head. Before, her curiosity about him had come from her sigil. But now, there was some trace of it for herself.
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      Darren and Asuriel took several more trips to the First Layer of Hell, and Darren was getting a feel for the area around their entrance. The lower levels of Hell were disconnected from the surface, and there was no telling where you were relative to the real world when traveling through them. Two exits right next to each other could connect to different parts of the Sacred Seas, and two paths leading deeper could also lead to completely different regions on the lower layers.

      Thankfully, the First Layer so far seemed to tie closely to Limedeep, and Darren had chased down several imps holding kitchen knives or human clothes that spoke of a recent return from the surface. He ran them down, discovering several tiny entrances that he closed off. He only wanted the one entrance to Hell around the city, and he wanted that kept under careful guard.

      After this realization and knowing Asuriel was going to accompany him down into the First Layer, Darren had to commandeer some of the city guards who’d been trained in imp hunting. The last thing Darren wanted was to let loose more demons on the surface. Now that they were roaming further afield from where they were entering, having demons slip in behind them was a genuine danger.

      “Callum, I need Simmons,” Darren said. “Maybe a few others, too.”

      Callum nodded. “You have them, Darren. But mind if I ask what you need them for?”

      “I need them to guard an entrance to Hell.”

      “Ah... just another ordinary day of guard duty, then...” Callum chuckled. “Guard, you mean? Not close?”

      Darren shook his head. “I’m training down there.”

      Callum’s eyes lit up in realization. “I understand, Darren. I must say, I didn’t really believe you when you told me how you got so strong. You’re training in Hell all over again.”

      “I am.”

      Callum nodded along. “I’m afraid Simmons isn’t quite up to slaying demons if anything beyond the first order comes out of that portal. It’ll take more than him alone. We’ve recruited some excellent new guards from the warriors of Salsroth. I’ve done a few interviews with many of them, and they’re quite loyal to you. Some of them are quite distraught over the rumor of your death. Do you mind if I bring them into this? There’s some danger they could discover you’re still alive, but these will all be people whose loyalty I’m certain of. They won’t willingly be spilling any knowledge to Kalaziel.”

      Darren assured Callum that he could do whatever was necessary to safeguard the city. So far, Callum had done an admirable job keeping the streets safe. Now that he was a paladin, the mercenary commanders showed him a lot more respect. That the city guard was back to being a respectable fighting force might have also had something to do with it. A few dozen paladins, priestesses, and clerics recruited from the army Darren had forged in Salsroth would make the city guard many times stronger than it had ever been in the past.

      So, when Darren and Asuriel left to go demon hunting once again, Simmons and three more guards were standing over the entrance. They stood at attention but ignored Darren and Asuriel under the protection of their cloaks.

      

      New Quests Available

      
        	Slay the Undead Ancient Beast!

        	Reward: Ancient petrified bones.

        	Kill 500 imps!

        	Reward: 500 imp hides and assorted trinkets.

        	Defeat the Deepwater Leviathan!

        	Reward: Underwater passage to the Second Layer of Hell.

      

      The final reward was what Darren had been waiting for. He cleared out the Ancient Beast, which was a stubby-armed roaring thing. In life, it must have been a ferocious predator, though Darren thought having bones made out of stone had to be a little impractical.

      The gargantuan size of the beast was particularly impressive, though, and it must have been a sight to see in life with teeth half the length of Darren’s arm. The undead had broken many of them on Darren’s armor before he smashed its skull into broken chunks of stone, and Darren’s purification ability destroyed the Demonic Spirits animating the creature.

      The dense cluster of Divine Aura that resulted from that skill proved remarkably useful to Asuriel, who needed the Divine Aura to continue using her skills down in Hell.

      “Whew,” Asuriel panted as she took in a few deep breaths. “That’s refreshing. It’s so damp down here, and I can’t absorb the Demonic Aura. Having something I can breathe in is nice. You sure you don’t want any of this Divine Aura?”

      Darren shook his head and tapped Melancholy’s blade. “This purifies all I need. I take it right from the sword.”

      Melancholy had saved Darren’s life back when it’d been nothing more than a tiny knife. The whole reason his mother had given it to him was that it could convert Demonic Aura into Divine Aura, both wounding demons and replenishing any aura Darren himself lost while fighting. Without it, Darren would have exhausted himself years ago and died down here on the barren plains of Hell.

      The 500 imps were easier to kill. Thanks to his Demon Calamity skill, all Darren had to do was approach them, and they’d explode into a fountain of Divine Aura, which Asuriel breathed in. Watching her, Darren wasn’t quite sure what she was doing with all of it. She had to have long since replenished her spent energy, and looking at her with his magical eyes, Darren felt like she was getting bigger somehow.

      Eventually, Darren simply asked her to explain.

      “I’m getting fat!” Asuriel said, patting her belly and laughing.

      Darren looked at her with one eyebrow raised.

      “No, not fat that way. Fat in the spirit! I’m building up my reserves of power.” Asuriel gestured deeper into the core of her being, where Darren’s magical senses told him she was putting that power away. “Someday, like a butterfly from its cocoon, I will have enough magical fat to bundle myself up and transform into a fifth-order seraph! That transformation is going to take a lot of the aura I’m storing now.”

      Soon after, the two of them hunted down the Deepwater Leviathan. It was a massive creature as large as a building and covered in thick, black hide.

      

      Sense Intent: Demon Analysis

      
        	Juvenile Deepwater Leviathan (Third Order)

        	This juvenile Deepwater Leviathan can grow to tremendous sizes and dwell in massive underground oceans. If allowed to swim to the surface and grow to full size, it would be capable of devouring entire ships and all their crew. The hide of this demon is particularly durable and useful for leather crafts.

      

      Darren jumped on its back without hesitation. It swam below the surface, but Darren wagered he could hold his breath longer than it could survive being stabbed. So, with one thrust, he jammed Melancholy deep into its side.

      Despite its gargantuan bulk, Melancholy’s sword pierced the juvenile Deepwater Leviathan's flesh just as easily as any other third-order demon. Here on the First Layer of Hell, it had been a titan of tremendous size. It probably hadn’t been too used to anything being able to prey upon it. But once Darren had Melancholy in its back, it couldn’t dislodge it, no matter how it shook or shuttered.

      In one last dying act of defiance, it scraped Darren against an underwater cavern wall, hooking his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero against the side of the rocks there. Darren retracted it to a sash around his waist. He deactivated it to keep it from tearing him off of the monster beneath him. Then, he plunged Melancholy down to its hilt in the demon’s flesh and began carving a hole in its hide like a man sawing a hole into a frozen lake.

      The sword slowly bled off the demon’s energy until it had nothing left to give, at which point Darren carved it up to take back to Limedeep. The last time he went out to dinner with Morgana, Cassandra, and Sasha, he noticed the price of Saberfish was far higher than it used to be. Without as many people to fish, there was less to go around, and the common person had to cut back.

      Darren had plenty of silver and gold coins, so it was no problem for him, but he wanted others to enjoy the same simple pleasures he had. Perhaps demonic fish would make a suitable replacement for Saberfish. He put it in his Inventory with plans to make that same suggestion.

      After slaying the Deepwater Leviathan, Darren found the underwater passage that must have served as its means to get from the First Layer down to the Second and Third. A third-order demon was much too powerful to live on the First Layer all the time. Darren imagined it ate and basked in the more powerful Demonic Aura of the Third Layer as often as it could, only coming to the First Layer to recover and grow as needed.

      Otherwise, it would expend power faster than it could accumulate it by eating weak first-order demonic piranhas. His certainty in that theory redoubled when he realized there were lots of first-order demonic fish in the underground lake, but very few in the second and third-order. The Deepwater Leviathan simply hadn’t bothered with the first-order demons.

      After verifying that there was enough room to pass, Darren headed back the way he came.

      Asuriel was poking the water he’d vanished into a few minutes ago, sticking her head in and yelling. All Darren saw were a bunch of bubbles. He emerged from the water just behind her, and through the dim light and the murky water, she didn’t see him surface.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Ah! Sea demon!” Asuriel yelped before Darren grabbed her wrists and hauled her to his side. The spells forming in her hands abruptly went out.

      “Wait a moment... Darren?” Asuriel reached up to wipe away the muck and seaweed all over Darren as she let her spells fade. “I knew those hands felt familiar! Did you hear me calling to you underwater? I was getting worried about you.”

      “I don’t think that works the way you hoped,” Darren said as he wiped away the muck on Asuriel’s face in return. He soon produced a pair of towels from his Inventory, and they dried off before heading back to the surface.
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        * * *

      

      When Darren and Asuriel returned to the surface, there were more guards out in front of the exit. Before, the guards had ignored the two of them completely, but this time Darren wasn’t wearing his cloak after the fight with the Leviathan.

      He could have thrown it on then and there, and he hadn’t forgotten he wasn’t wearing it. But his plans were coming together, and now that they would be venturing even deeper, he needed to bring some of these guards into the fold. It would mean word of his survival would reach Kalaziel even faster, but that was a price Darren was willing to pay to protect Limedeep from any demons his passageway to Hell might bring their way.

      “Sir Darren! You’re alive!” Several guards shouted for joy when they saw Darren.

      Simmons was among them, and he glanced at his companions with pride on his face.

      “See? I told you all he would never die on us! And even if he did, he’d just come right back!” Simmons said while grinning from ear to ear.

      The others patted him on the back, congratulating him on seeing through the lies of the Order of the Rod and not wavering in his dedication to the cause.

      “I am alive,” Darren said, assuring them of his presence once more. As useful as his cloak was, not being able to give orders to the city guard had been a bit troublesome. If Callum said these were loyal men, he would trust them.

      When the jubilation among the guards finally subsided, the guards quieted and looked to Darren again, waiting for orders. They all held a glint of curiosity in their eyes. Simmons was the one who finally spoke the words they’d all been thinking.

      “I hate to even ask, sir, but I have to for my own peace of mind. Is that an entrance to Hell? It looks like the kind of thing we usually seal up. And when you were down there, we caught an imp trying to sneak out. Isn’t this thing dangerous?”

      “It is an entrance to the First Hell. And it is dangerous,” Darren explained.

      He expected more questions, but Simmons and the others merely waited for Darren, trusting he had their best interest at heart even when it looked completely otherwise. He would have to explain it all to them from the beginning.

      “Have you heard the tale of how I gained my strength?” Darren asked.

      Simmons nodded. “They say you slew ten thousand demons, and the Lord of Light himself descended to bless you with tremendous power!”

      “I heard you were born purely of heart, and Divine Aura flowed into you like rivers returning home!”

      “I was told that you’re a seraph who gave up their immortal form to become human once more and put an end to all the evils in the world!”

      “No, you’re a Paladin who has lived a hundred lifetimes, becoming more skilled with each rebirth. Now, no normal man can match your power.”

      Darren shook his head.

      “None of those are true. I was born a boy like any other. I lived in a cabin in Whiteguard with my father and mother. Then, the Order of the Rod attacked. They drove my mother and me into Hell, where we hid from them for years. I spent my childhood there, completing quests for my sigil and growing strong enough to slay the demons who would have eaten me. The one time we made it to the surface, we were betrayed by the Order of the Rod, and my mother was murdered. Until a year ago, I was still in Hell, growing strong enough to return to the surface. Now, I return there to grow stronger once again.”

      Another guard looked at Darren with anxious eyes. Darren recognized her as the bow-wielding cleric who’d trailed along behind him as he dethroned the old king of Salsroth and reorganized the city into something that could fight off the demons at its gates. She had been among his first and most loyal followers there.

      “But you’re already so strong! You still plan to go into that terrible place?”

      Darren shook his head. “There are powerful people I must be strong enough to defeat. If I do not, they will come for us. Until then, I am not strong enough.”

      “So...” Simmons interrupted. “You’re going down into hell so you can be strong enough to protect us again?”

      Before Darren could reply, the others whispered among themselves. They straightened their backs, glancing towards the portal out of Hell that Darren had just walked out of. The looks of fear in their eyes had faded somewhat, replaced by the barest hint of curiosity.

      “Keep my return secret from those who don’t need to know. Station a team of guards overnight, and see that another shift is ready to guard the entrance tomorrow morning. I am only getting started down there.”

      “Yes, sir!” the guards said, saluting Darren in unison.

      Simmons turned to Darren, voicing a question they all had in mind. “And Sir Darren, I know we’d just slow you down, but if you ever need our help for someplace more than guarding the entrance, call and we’ll come. Even if it means going into Hell itself.”
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      The following morning, when Darren and Asuriel returned, they spotted three familiar faces besides the guards stationed outside of the entrance.

      “Morgana, Callum, Sasha. What are the three of you doing here?”

      “I am still a guard of the city. Your orders asking for guards were received. Am I not sufficient to watch over this entrance?” Callum asked, eyebrow raised.

      They both knew Callum was more than qualified to watch over a hole in the ground. The strongest thing that would come from it would be an imp or a felbeast, and Callum had mastered slaying those first-order demons when he was just a holy adept. Now that he was a paladin, he would be more than their match.

      “And you two?” Darren asked Sasha and Morgana.

      “Callum said he needed the Order of the Rose for a secret mission. I’m the captain of the Order of the Rose, so it’s only right I see what’s going on,” Sasha said.

      “And I thought it sounded like fun!” Morgana grinned. “A secret mission with Darren? I can’t wait!”

      Darren looked at each of them and realized they intended to join in on this. He really hadn’t expected more than a few handfuls of guards watching the exit. Having the three third-order fighters was a bit overkill to guard the First Layer of Hell entrance, but there was no such thing as being too careful.

      “Very well. Asuriel, let’s head in.” Darren turned to the entrance and headed down the stairs. Most of the guards saluted and stood outside. Callum, Morgana, and Sasha all moved to follow.

      “What are you doing?” Darren asked them.

      “Well... we figured it would be easier to guard the entrance from both sides. That will make it harder for a demon to sneak by us,” Callum said.

      There was logic in Callum’s thought, and he was eager to see the looks on their faces when they saw the First Layer of Hell for the first time.

      He was not disappointed. When they emerged, the three of them were squinting in the dark. Their boots sank into the jagged stones, and they took in the gloomy underground forest around them.

      A drop of blood-red sap dripped down on Morgana’s head, and she yelped, leaping up onto Sasha’s shoulders.

      “What was that? Did some demon bird just poop on me?” Morgana asked as she combed her hand through her hair.

      “Not poop. Sap from the roots,” Darren explained as he pointed up.

      “It’s different from what I imagined,” Callum said as he squinted in the dim light. “I thought there’d be more fire and brimstone.”

      “Not until the lower layers.”

      “You know...” Sasha said as her fingers polished the pommel of her sword. “I just got a few quests about clearing out imps and felbeasts. Perhaps we should take a proactive role in guarding the entrance? If all the demons are dead, they can’t head up to the surface.”

      “You are correct.” That was how Darren had been keeping the inner entrance safe until recently.

      “And while we’re at it, maybe we can knock out a few quests! After all, you aren’t the only one who wants to get a little stronger.”

      Callum nodded along. “She’s right, you know. I don’t think we will spend decades down here like you did, but a few day trips to the First Layer wouldn’t be unwarranted. It might even be a good place to battle-test the new guards. Now that we’re out of imps to hunt on the surface, we’re falling out of practice.”

      Darren shrugged. “The guards are under your command. Bring down those you feel are ready.”

      “Understood, Darren!”

      Darren stayed with the three of them a while longer, passing along the same tricks he’d shared with Asuriel for fighting here in the First Layer of Hell. He was confident the three of them were prepared to handle any first-order demon that came their way, but he left them as well prepared as possible.

      Training the three of them took some time out of their days questing, but Asuriel and Darren eventually got started. First, they completed a few imp slaying quests on the way to the pool Darren had discovered earlier. There, he and Asuriel prepared to swim to the Second Layer.

      “Take off what you’re wearing and give it to me,” Darren said as he tore off his shirt and armor. He stuck everything in his Inventory.

      “W-what?” Asuriel said, eyes going wide.

      “Your weapons and robes. Get rid of it so you can swim,” Darren clarified.

      While Asuriel still had gotten nothing close to her protector’s armor, she’d taken to wearing heavy robes that covered her body from head to toe. They provided some minimal protection, but as a fourth-order seraph, Asuriel was more concerned about hiding her appearance. As a seraph, she had an inhuman grace to her features. Though she looked and spoke like a human, she was really a bundle of human spirits who all gathered together and merged into a powerful entity, taking the form they collectively wished to have.

      In many ways, her body was the idealized woman, formed from the dreams of a thousand sleeping spirits. If she showed herself off too much, she’d arouse the envy and lust of everyone who had a good look at her.

      “Oh. Armor. Right...” Asuriel followed Darren’s lead, stripping out of her equipment and down to a few silken undergarments. She struggled a bit with her dagger, so Darren bent over to help her. A furious blush covered her face as Darren strapped the blade along her inner thigh.

      “Keep it here, so it doesn’t get caught on the rocks. We will have to swim fast,” Darren explained.

      “You know, this reminds me of that time you tied me up,” Asuriel said as Darren looped another knot around her thigh. “It took me hours to get free, and I’m fairly good at escaping bondage.”

      Darren nodded. “I understand. I will help you practice more when we return to the surface.”

      The two of them dove into the murky underground lake. A few Demonic Piranhas tried to take nips out of their sides, but Asuriel’s skin was far tougher than it looked. The soft tenderness of her form was an illusion, and just beneath the surface, her flesh was as tough as hardened steel.

      It took three full minutes of swimming to get down to the passage to the Second Layer, and even then, that was only because Darren’s movement skills let him swim with incredible speed. He pulled Asuriel along behind him as they shot through the gloom.

      Eventually, Darren spotted a bubble of air deep down below the surface. There, towards the deepest depths of the underwater lake, was another surface, and the two of them emerged from it to find air on the other side with a splash.

      They climbed up onto the shore, and Darren looked around. Smooth, barren stone and long stretches of grassy plains had replaced the trees and dripping sap.

      “We’re on the Second Layer now,” Darren explained.

      Asuriel tilted her head to the side, trying to get water out of her ear.

      “Wow. We swam so deep we ended up getting back to the surface. I heard Hell was poorly designed, but I didn’t expect up and down to switch when traveling between layers.”

      “It does in some places, but not in others. Knowing how the layers align in this area will be important to us.”

      A line of new quests appeared before him.

      

      New Quests Available!

      
        	Slay 15 Dire Felbeasts

        	Reward: 15 Dire Felbeast Hides.

        	Slay 100 Demonic Tigers

        	Reward: 100 Demonic Tiger Pelts.

        	Slay 1 Bejeweled Terror

        	Reward: One heap of precious gemstones.

      

      “There’s a lot of work to do. Let’s move.”

      The Dire Felbeasts weren’t particularly difficult to slay. The only times Darren had been wary of these things back when he was just a paladin was when a fiend was riding them. Otherwise, they were just large, feral demons. Now that he’d been on the surface, he realized they were surprisingly similar to giant, angry boars.

      Darren swung Melancholy, bisecting one from head to toe with one swing of his sword when it charged the two of them intending to kill.

      “At the market, farmers sold something called bacon,” Darren said as he hefted one half of the demon.

      “Looks the same as what they had hanging on display to me.” Asuriel shrugged, wincing as Darren sucked the carcass into his Inventory. “Sorry, I just used to think pigs were cute. Demonic pigs are decidedly less so, but... well... people in the heavens are much more disconnected from where our food comes from.”

      “You don’t know what you eat?” Darren asked. “Do you eat energy alone then?”

      “Yes and no. We can survive off pure energy if we want, but it isn’t fun. Most seraphim like to eat heavenly plants that are filled with the Divine Aura we must consume to survive. Some with more carnivorous tastes actually ranch some of the heavenly beasts, some of whom are much like this Felbeast. Then they harvest the meat and sell it much like any human farmer might. But they do it on such a scale that most never see it happening. And what we buy in our grocery stores are usually clean, packaged products. It’s much stranger to see where your food comes from in the heavens than it is in an average human market.”

      The heavens sounded like an incredibly strange place to Darren. How could they not even know where they got their food?

      Whatever the case was, Darren decided they should stop for lunch, so he purified half the dead Dire Felbeast and ate it just like he used to. It reminded Darren of old times and made Asuriel look at him with the expression of a woman fascinated with a wild beast she’d discovered standing next to her.

      “Are... are you sure you shouldn’t cook that first?”

      Darren shook his head. “Fire attracts demons. My purification skill makes it safe to eat. Try it.”

      Asuriel took a delicate nibble, but ultimately decided she was willing to risk lighting a fire. After all, they were trying to hunt down demons on the Second Layer, not keep them away.

      Darren was right, and the Demonic Tigers and Dire Felbeasts came in droves, charging their campsite one after another at the smell of cooking meat. But that only saved the two of them the trouble of hunting them down themselves, and the two of them soon had a heaping pile of both nearby, almost completing their quests then and there.

      Hunting down the last couple took moving to a new area and doing the same thing, but soon all that was left was the Bejeweled Terror.

      Darren had hunted a few of such creatures in the past, but he’d always avoided the quests when he wasn’t busy. The Bejeweled Terrors were massive bugs who gathered and grew crystals upon their body as armor. Occasionally, Darren would hunt one down because he needed more diamonds, rubies, or other gemstones for his Limitless Evolution skill, but most of the time, he avoided the quest. Demonic bug meat didn’t taste very good, and after killing just a few of them, Darren had more gemstones than he could use.

      Darren tracked the Bejeweled Terror by extending his sensory tendrils to their maximum extent while Asuriel stood guard. Eventually, he found promising marks on a nearby stone, and they made their way over.

      “See these marks?” Darren pointed.

      “What are they?” Asuriel ran her fingers through the knuckle-deep groove.

      “Mandibles. The Bejeweled Terror carves through stone looking for gems.”

      From there, they found a set of tracks as wide around as a wagon, which led up a sheer cliff into a small cave hidden among the rocks. Darren and Asuriel used their wings to fly up to the cave and enter. As soon as they made their presence known, the Bejeweled Terror attacked with snapping mandibles and spiked limbs.

      It had a polished blue shell the size of a wagon, and it looked like it was big enough to wrestle a bull to the ground and eat it. It charged Asuriel and Darren, and only Darren’s movement skill allowed him to grab its mandibles in his arms and stop it.

      He dug his heels into the ground, skidding to a stop while Asuriel gathered herself.

      “Attack it,” Darren said as he held the demonic beetle’s mandibles in his hands and waited for Asuriel to strike. The beetle tried to shove Darren, but once Darren dug his heels in, there was no moving him. Despite the difference in size, Darren was the stronger of the two, and the demon was realizing it hadn’t trapped Darren. He’d trapped it.

      It struggled to tear its mandibles free of his grip, but Darren held firm. Asuriel gulped, face growing pale as she stared at the hissing, snapping limbs. She suppressed any fear she had of wagon-sized giant insects and launched herself onto the beetle’s back. The polished blue sheen of its armor shone brilliantly as the crystals lining its back caught the light building in Asuriel’s palms.

      Then, with a ferocious battle cry, Asuriel brought those spheres of light crashing down onto the back of the beetle’s neck. It took three sets of blows to finally put the beetle down, but with Asuriel and Darren both fighting together, it stood no chance. The two of them collected the beetle, along with a hefty hoard of gemstones it had been lying on back in its lair.

      “Not a bad haul. I’ve noticed those gems are quite valuable among the mortals. You should be able to get some coin for them,” Asuriel said.

      “We will split them back at the manor,” Darren promised.

      “Sure. You know, I could make a trip back to the heavens. I could buy all sorts of things humans need. Back home, we had these giant chemical plants where they could grow crystals as long as your arm with nothing more than a bit of energy and some odd powders. If I could buy some of those now, I’d come back to the surface and have all the coins I need!”

      “You already have all the coins you need,” Darren said. They’d been splitting what they pulled out of the dungeon over the last few days and selling what they could. Darren and Asuriel had single-handedly fixed the dwindling supply of demon hides that the tailors of the city had grown fond of working with as of late. It had netted the two of them as much as Cassandra’s entire merchant company brought in each month, and Darren knew Asuriel now had a chest of her own tucked away in a dimensional storage device only a little cruder than his own Inventory.

      “Huh. I suppose by human standards, I’m technically rich then,” Asuriel said. “I never thought I’d be rich. Good thing my landlord doesn’t know. I’m three months behind on rent.”

      She looked glum for a moment. “I bet he’s already given my apartment to someone else. My stuff is probably sitting in a dump somewhere. Not that there was much to begin with.”

      Darren gave her a pat on the head. “Cassandra has stuff. She will share with you.”

      Asuriel’s face turned pink again, but she made no move to shy away from Darren’s hand on her head.

      Even more valuable than the gemstones or the completion of their quest, they found that the cave the Bejeweled Terror was using as its lair had a rear entrance. The path headed downward, deep into the mountain. It grew narrow in places, and the two of them gave up on it, but Darren stretched out his tendrils and detected a wide-open space just on the other end.

      “What did you find?” Asuriel asked anxiously.

      “An entrance to the third layer. We will investigate it tomorrow.”

      The two of them returned to the surface to find an exhausted Morgana, Sasha, and Callum.

      Callum stood propped up against the entrance. He carried a rusty spear in one hand he hadn’t had when they’d entered. It was rusty and bent and looked to be of an ancient design, but beneath the marks of time, there were lines of silver and gold decoration lining the head. It had been a priceless decorative weapon when it was made and probably had a history to it.

      “Darren! How’d your adventures fare? We got this thing from one imp we killed! I think she’ll be pretty once she’s cleaned up.” Callum hefted the spear and waved.

      “We killed a big bug. Found some gems.”

      Callum and the others straightened when Darren showed them the corpse of the Bejeweled Terror and the many diamonds, rubies, and other precious things.

      “Hot damn!” Morgana’s face brightened as she sat up from where she’d been lying down on the ground with an exhausted look on her face. “I busted my ass for a one-third share of a rusty old spear, and you two got a pile of gemstones? Next time I’m coming with you, Darren!”

      “There are greater prizes on the second layer,” Darren said. “I will take you when you’re ready.”

      Morgana’s fingers itched for the gemstones, and Darren tossed her a handful. She snatched every one of them out of the air before they hit the ground.

      “Well then, that just gives us all the more reason to come back tomorrow!” Sasha lifted her sword, inspecting it for the last traces of demon blood left from her latest kill.

      Callum nodded. “Another day or two of this, and we’ll have gotten the hang of fighting down here. It’s a harsh and barren land, but not as terrifying as the Golden Temple preached. We could fight down here. I can’t imagine living down here like you did, but a trip to fight and grow stronger? I’m finally understanding what you went through for fifteen years.”

      The five of them returned to the surface, and Darren rolled a massive stone in front of the entrance so it would be blocked from any demons trying to escape between now and their return. A few of the guards noted the spear in Callum’s hands. Even more saw the gems between Morgana’s fingers.
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            Princess Thalia

          

        

      

    

    
      Thalia was tearing at her hair in frustration. She wiped the blood from her nose, dripping down as she focused on the man in a cloak — Darren! His name was Darren.

      She had to keep reminding herself of the details before they slipped from her mind. Given too much time, she stopped thinking of him by name and just by vague description. Before long, most of the memories she’d formed of him would slip from her mind completely.

      Even with her notes, she feared she would have forgotten him entirely if she hadn’t bumped into him each night at dinner. Each time, she’d used all three of her skills and her hairpin to discern his secrets, and each time she’d been stopped in her tracks.

      But Thalia was persistent. So she and her handmaiden, Jezabel, stood to watch from their balcony, waiting for him to return as he did every evening.

      The purple-haired woman was with him, as was Cassandra’s personal maid and Sasha, the paladin who was staying with them. The two of them looked like they’d spent a day on the battlefield, but the man in the cloak seemed completely unharmed.

      Thalia cursed to herself, glancing at her notebook again, full of mad scribbles.

      “Jezabel, every time I call him the man in the cloak, remind me his name is Darren. He’s Cassandra’s betrothed, and he has secrets I want to know,” Thalia said. She didn’t take her eyes off of the man in question.

      “My lady...” Jezabel had a tight-lipped and strained expression on her face. “I don’t think it’s healthy to obsess so much over some strange man. Especially the betrothed of one of your old friends. Remember, officially, we’re only here so you can make a report to your father on whether or not the Blackwind Empire should recognize Limedeep as a kingdom. Cassandra’s been running the place rather well, especially in the absence of King Darren.”

      Her lip curled for a moment as though there was a realization just out of reach.

      Thalia turned as though she had the same thought. But then, just as soon as they’d made their discovery, the thought vanished from their minds. Jezabel merely shrugged, but Thalia knew something was wrong. Her hand gripped the quill in her hand, and it strained and snapped in her grip, splashing ink over her palm.

      “Curses.” Thalia wiped her fingers off on a nearby towel, realizing she’d obscured most of her own notes with the ink splattering from her quill. Then she remembered she was watching the man in the cloak, and her eyes turned to him, only to find him and his companions already inside.

      “Something is wrong here, Jezabel. Very wrong...” Thalia paced back and forth. Her keen mind tried to find something to latch on to, but every thought of the man in the cloak was slippery, like trying to grasp a live fish that wriggled out of her grip at every opportunity. “I have to talk to him again.”

      “My lady, your nose is bleeding again. You really shouldn’t allow yourself to become so obsessed with a man. He didn’t even take his shirt off this time,” Jezabel said as she dabbed at her princess’ nose with a damp cloth.

      But Thalia was already on her feet and headed down the hall. She arrived just in time to see the man she was looking for and his companions settling into the hall.

      She arrived to see the man in the cloak pulling off his armor. It clattered to the ground as his cloak fluttered around him, and that maid of his ran her hand over the tight skin of his stomach.

      “Ha!” Thalia shouted and pointed. “I’ve got you now!”

      But as soon as she saw him and his fluttering cloak, her nose bled all the more furiously. Then, her foot caught on the hem of her own robes, and she fell backward, knocking her head against the ground.

      “Princess!” Jezabel shouted as Thalia’s consciousness slipped away.
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        * * *

      

      She came to lying in a bed back in her room.

      “I’m truly sorry about the trouble,” Jezabel apologized on Thalia’s behalf. “Our princess has become quite obsessed with the man of the house. Please don’t take any offense. She hasn’t been allowed to travel much before this, and... well...”

      Thalia groaned. “Ugh... what... what happened?”

      “Darren had to pull off his magical cloak when you passed out,” the dark-haired maid explained with a lewd grin on her face. Thalia remembered being introduced to her by Cassandra. Her name was Morgana. “Let me guess, it was Darren’s toned stomach that gave you the nosebleed, wasn’t it? Cassandra likes his arms, but there’s just something great about--”

      “Darren! Yes! Him! Tell me everything you know about him!” Thalia said, gripping the maid’s arms. She felt several daggers stashed away beneath the fabric, which was odd for a maid, but Thalia had long since figured out this woman wasn’t here for her housekeeping abilities. She only ever put a half-hearted attempt into maid service at best and spent most of her time lounging around Cassandra’s bedroom or off in the city. It looked like she’d been fighting from the scrapes on her hands. That was an odd pastime for a maid.

      Reached third-order recently. Cleric...

      Her skill provided the woman’s secrets to her, far easier to glean than those of the man in the cloak.

      “Woah, easy there, princess. You get this eager to steal our man, and you’ll get a bad reputation.”

      “Again, I apologize. I don’t know what’s wrong with Princess Thalia. I think she’s coming down with an illness. Once again, pass along my thanks to Cassandra for hosting us here.” Jezabel bowed to their hosts.

      When they finally left, Jezabel fixed Thalia with an exhausted glare. “Really, princess.... perhaps we should leave the city sooner rather than later. We can just make something up to report to your father. It’s not like he will even read it anyhow.”

      Thalia shook her head. “We’re not leaving.”

      Thalia knew that if she left now, her skill would merely redouble in force later when she was on the road. With nothing but her notes, she’d soon be consigned to months of headaches as her skill tried to piece together a story from scant bits of information. She’d be fighting the desperate need to turn around and come back the entire time.

      Jezabel let out a brief sigh. “As you wish, princess. I’m aware of your needs, as is your father. They will understand our delay.”

      And so Thalia and her handmaiden spent the next few days tailing the man called Darren with increasing intensity. Thankfully, part of Thalia’s diplomatic mission to Limedeep included her touring as much of the city as she could to gauge how it was being run for her report.

      In between many pages of notes about the cloaked man she was becoming increasingly obsessed with following, she wrote down her honest observations.

      The streets were clean, the people were healthy, and there wasn’t any crime to be seen. For all intents and purposes, Limedeep seemed to be a prosperous coastal city with a rich history. It was nothing like the den of pirates and thieves she’d been brought up thinking of it as. She was going to have difficulties finding reasons for her father to reject King Bogo’s request to extend formal recognition to the city, other than the fact that their king was supposedly dead.

      That was the only curious thing about it all. King Darren was dead, and yet there wasn’t the slightest struggle for power. The relatives of the councilors who had previously ruled the city with an iron fist were quiet. She would have thought they’d be the first to be executed, but those who hadn’t fled the city were still here and treated like any other group of wealthy citizens.

      Without money from bribes and corruption, their fortunes were quickly turning for the worse, but in the meantime, they still had plenty of power. The first thing most kings would do to make sure they weren’t a threat would be to execute them all. And yet the new city government had done nothing of the sort.

      Better, the new council that had replaced them under King Darren’s name seemed to have entirely shaken off the corruption of their predecessors and were fully dedicated to making the city a better place. There were a few old connections trying to reestablish old deals they had with the previous council, but the offers of bribes were swiftly and firmly refused. It was truly a wonder to behold.

      Even with King Darren gone, the mercenaries continued to work and were paid without interruption. More than that, many of the people on the streets refused to believe their king was dead. Coupled with the fact that Cassandra didn’t seem to be mourning in the slightest, Thalia had a strange and eerie feeling about the whole thing. The answer she was looking for was just on the tip of her tongue, but she couldn’t quite put words to it.

      In the end, she decided that what bothered her so much was the fact that King Darren seemed to govern his city from beyond the grave. There were myths and legends of ancient spirit kings who ruled long after their own deaths, but the seraphim had stayed in the heavens as far back as anyone could remember. And it was that way still, despite what some of the rumors were saying in Whiteguard about the seraphim walking among them.

      But the mystery of why Limedeep was so prosperous paled compared to the mystery before her. The cloaked man — Darren! Cassandra’s betrothed. He went out every morning... somewhere. Often accompanied by many guards. Thalia checked her notes for more, but things ended not long after that.

      “Jezabel, pack for a day trip, please. We’re going to follow that cloaked man outside the city.”

      “Stalking him now, princess?” The tone of disapproval was clear in Jezabel’s voice.

      “Intelligence gathering!” Thalia replied. “Don’t worry, this is related to my work as an ambassador. I have to figure out what’s going on in the city, and right now, the biggest mystery is--”

      “The cloaked man, who is named Darren, as you’ve instructed me to remind you at every opportunity,” Jezabel sighed. “Honestly, if all your many suitors could see you now, chasing after a man who’s hardly done more than... well...” Jezabel frowned, memory failing her. “I suppose you met him at dinner. And then there was one time in your room? Anyway, you’ve only seen him a few times.”

      Damon laughed, tucking his helmet up under his arm. He and Jamon still had their swords, but for a comfortable walk around town, they preferred to take off some of their heavy equipment.

      “If only my wife were so excited about me,” Damon chuckled, and Jamon clapped his shoulder in agreement.

      “When I told mine that I was heading to Limedeep to guard the princess, she was furious. Apparently, the brothels here are quite famous...” Jamon laughed.

      In sharp contrast, the two Sinful Servants accompanying them marched behind the entire group, still armed and armored, as though they were about to head into battle. They said nothing and didn’t so much as fidget, despite the hot summer sun beating down on their helmets.

      Damon and Jamon’s chuckles died off when the seriousness of the other guards put an end to their casual fun, and the two of them straightened and replaced their helmets.

      “Where to, Princess?” Damon asked.

      “Let’s rent some horses, a spyglass, and some supplies for a day trip. We’re going to see just what they’re up to all day outside the city.”
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        * * *

      

      Back in the capital, she would have been out of luck trying to purchase a spyglass on such short notice, but since Limedeep was a port town, there were plenty of such devices for sale. In fact, the local craftsmen had quite the variety. And the lenses were made of gemstones instead of ordinary glass, which was a remarkable extravagance for what had so recently been thought of as a forgotten backwater corner of the world.

      They must have had an incredibly plentiful and cheap supply of gemstones. Come to think of it, even the commoners in this city were flashing around a lot more gold than Thalia would have ever expected to see back in the Blackwind Empire.

      Food for a day trip was also easy to find. Plenty of sailors purchased their meals for the day, already packaged and ready for them while they fished out in the waters just outside the Sacred Seas.

      Horses also proved easy enough to obtain. All in all, Limedeep had no shortage of amenities available to its common people. The amount of silver she saw changing hands was a testament to the strength of the economy despite the recent attack. Though Thalia noted most of the coins she saw bore unfamiliar symbols on them, as though accumulated from some distant land she’d never heard of before. She’d received all the education due to a member of the imperial family and knew there were lands outside the Sacred Seas. These coins must have been imported from one of them.

      With horses, lunch, and spyglass in hand, Jezabel, Thalia, and her guards headed out of the city, chasing after Darren and the brigade of guards. The man himself seemed to vanish in a flurry of silver and a cloud of sand, but the rest of the guards were easy enough to follow. Thalia herself had trouble tracking the man thanks to his cloak, but for a moment there, she thought she saw him actually fly away.

      “What do you think they’re doing there in that crater?” Thalia asked Jezabel when they followed his guards to their destination just out of sight of the city walls.

      Jezabel sighed, shooting a glance at Damon and Jamon, both of whom shrugged. The Sinful Servants were silent as always. “I don’t know. Training, perhaps? Your quarry seems to be a man of arms, and those are the city guards. Perhaps they’re practicing some manner of martial skills. That small round canyon would make a good analog for the city if they were practicing defending against a siege. After the recent demon attack, I imagine the city guard is eager to prevent such a tragedy from ever happening again.”

      But Thalia was already shaking her head. “If that were the case, I’d see them milling around outside the canyon or on top of it. But they’re not. They’re all going inside and doing who knows what. I have to see it for myself. We need to look for a better vantage point.”

      Over the next few hours, Thalia led the group of five all over the terrain outside of Limedeep. The outskirts of the city seemed unnaturally diverse. Thick foliage and forest on one side of the city became a wide expanse of grass and wheat fields. In another, rocky dirt paths soon gave way to mountains. Thalia and Jezabel picked the tallest of all those nearby, tethering their horses to one of the last trees they could find headed up the slope as it became too steep for the horses to continue upward.

      It took them all day to reach the top, and both of them were exhausted by the time they finally made it there.

      “Whew, don’t the two of you ever get tired?” Damon asked the two Sinful Servants. To make the hike, the two guards had had to take off their armor and strap them to the horses. At the moment, all they were wearing were their swords. But the pair of Sinful Servants had hiked up the side of the mountain after Thalia without pulling off their gauntlets or armor at all.

      One of the Sinful Servants turned towards Damon as though debating whether he was worthy of a response. This wasn’t the first time the two royal guards had tried to chat up their replacements in the imperial palace, trying to hide their bitterness by forging comradery. But the Sinful Servants had never deigned to respond.

      “Alright then. Bake in your armor, if that’s what you want to do,” Damon huffed.

      Thalia had made the hike alright. She was a holy adept, and while she had no skills meant to assist with physical abilities, the raw power her sigil bestowed her with made her a notch stronger than a normal human.

      Jezabel was the only one in their group who truly struggled, and the other four had to take a couple of breaks so she could catch her breath. Being a handmaiden for Princess Thalia was more physically demanding than most handmaiden jobs, but it rarely required quite this much hiking.

      “Truly, princess. This obsession of yours is going too far...” Jezabel panted.

      “Hell’s damn it,” Thalia cursed. “I still can’t see over the lip of the canyon with my spyglass. Unless you can find a taller mountain, we’re going to have to hike to the ledge after all.”

      Jezabel groaned. “Back down the mountain we go.”

      Damon and Jamon chuckled to one another. Even the Sinful Servants shared a glance. One of them made a slight grab for the blade at his waist, but the other held a hand up, and he stopped.

      Soon, Thalia had one of the Sinful Servants seated on the shoulders of the other, and then Damon and Jamon climbed on top of them. They hauled Jezabel up one at a time and finally positioned Thalia with her spyglass all the way at the top.

      That finally gave Thalia the height she needed to peer over the cliff face.

      “I see... a hole in the ground,” Thalia said as she peered through her spyglass. “Yep. Looks like it. It seems to be sealed at the moment, though. Somebody rolled an enormous boulder in front of it.”

      “All this so you could spot a hole in the ground?” Jezabel huffed.

      Thalia climbed down the human ladder, and the warriors passed Jezabel down to the ground. Before long, they were all headed back down the mountain again.

      “Whew. If all imperials were like you, Thalia, the Royal Guard wouldn’t have needed to implement our morning calisthenics program. Back in the palace, I was afraid I was putting on weight!” Damon chuckled.

      Jezabel was trailing behind the group, dabbing at her forehead as she sweated like someone had poured a bucket of water on her head. She looked like she wanted to say something but couldn’t muster the spare breath to do so.

      Thalia turned to her in sympathy. “Just a little longer, Jez. My skill couldn’t read anything through the spyglass. Let me just take one quick peek in person.”

      It was just after sunset when they finally made their way to the mysterious circular canyon. Darren and his people had left the area less than half an hour ago.

      “Hmm, those guards look serious.” Damon pointed to two men who remained standing guard in the canyon. “In fact, I’ve never seen city guards who take their job so seriously. Back in the empire, most of the ones I’ve met are a bunch of slackers who bring a bottle of booze and a cushion to their guard posts. These two? Their commanding officer is nowhere in sight, and yet they’re still standing straight and patrolling. Impressive.”

      “Are the city guard in the empire truly so bad?”

      Damon grimaced. “It’s gotten worse over the last few years. In my youth, you’d get the occasional bribe or be asked to do something unsavory. It’s better in some cities, but I’ve seen others where the guards would help a mugger rob their own grandmothers if they thought it would earn them a cut of the take.”

      “That’s horrible.”

      Jamon nodded in agreement. “Corrupt lords. And the empire’s coins aren’t worth what they used to be. Pay hasn’t gone up in fifty years, and the value of ten imperial marks a week has gone from being able to feed a family to barely enough to buy lunch.”

      Thalia was silent at that. She wanted to say her father would fix that, but she couldn’t truthfully say things were getting better.

      Climbing it in the dark proved difficult, and if not for the extra athletic ability being a holy adept provided, Thalia would never have been able to manage it. As it was, she nearly slipped three times, worrying Jezabel each time.

      “Princess! Perhaps I should do the climbing?” Damon called from the ground. “It’s rather dangerous to be that high up after dark. What if you slip?”

      But Thalia shook her head. She’d already explained to all of them that she had to see what she was looking for with her own eyes. Her skill had a tough time triggering on descriptions alone, and if she didn’t look at whatever was in the center of this canyon with her own eyes, then she’d never satisfy it. She’d be left craving a look until she came back out and saw it with her own eyes. She might as well see it now.

      Breathing hard and with dust in her hair, she finally made her way over the canyon wall. She dusted the gravel off her face and peered into the distance.

      Unlike with the cloaked man, her skill activated immediately.

      Entrance to Hell...

      Her heart leaped in her throat. There was an open entrance to hell outside the city. So far, the mysterious cloaked man had visited it more than a dozen times, as did many of the city guards. They couldn’t still be attempting to close it... which could only mean they were using it...

      Her heart turned cold, and fear touched the corners of her eyes. The Order of the Rod was right! There really were demons about in the city. Before, she’d been feeling bad about needing to make a false report about the city so her father could denounce it, but from the looks of things, her father’s advisors in the Order of the Rod were right!

      She stopped to listen to her skill, waiting for it to confirm her theory.

      Battered armor. Fighting demons, not allying with them.

      Thalia froze again. She had seen guards in battered armor leaving the area. And that probably meant they’d gotten into a fight down through the portal in hell. There was more to this than met the eye.

      Still, she had to warn her companions about what she’d found.

      Thalia skidded down the canyon’s face, trying to figure out how she would explain what she saw to her companions. Eventually, she decided the safest thing to do would be to just come right out and say it.

      “There’s an entrance to hell over there.”

      Damon and Jamon froze, instantly knowing what it meant. In a rare occurrence, the two Sinful Servants froze as well. For once, they seemed even more shocked than the two less-mysterious guards. Despite their covered faces, Thalia could almost picture their shared expressions of shock. But somehow, what she sensed from them wasn’t fear, but excitement.

      Jezabel spoke first. “This definitely has to go into your report. And I doubt Cassandra will be happy we found this. We should go back to Limedeep, pack our things, and leave as soon as we can make an excuse to do so!”

      Damon was in clear agreement. “Jezabel is right. The Order of the Rod warned us that the city of Limedeep was working with demons. I’m sorry to say I didn’t believe them. But if you have proof, that’s a different story...”

      “I didn’t say that.” Thalia held up a hand. “And we’re definitely not leaving. I don’t think Limedeep is working with demons at all. If anything, I think they’re fighting them.”

      “What, going down into hell to fight demons? That sounds insane!” Jamon snorted.

      “I agree,” Jezabel said. “Demons are terribly scary. Who would actively go looking for them?”

      They turned to the Sinful Servants, waiting out of politeness to see if they had anything to add. Thalia expected them to be standing silently to the side, as always. But this time, they weren’t. One of them had climbed the cliff face himself, wanting to take a look at the portal to hell with his own eyes.

      Then Thalia heard the Sinful Servant on the cliff face speak the most she’d ever heard from him.

      “It’s there. Freedom!” the Sinful Servant shouted to his companion. His voice was rougher than Thalia thought should be possible for a human. And then her heart leaped in her chest when her skill provided an answer to her unspoken question.

      The moment he spoke, the enchantments lining his armor flared brighter, silencing him instantly. No wonder she so rarely heard the Sinful Servants speak.

      But there was something strange about his voice, not counting the armor or the enchantment. She stared at it, and she could sense the armor reacting, driving her attention away. Even her ever-curious skill didn’t want to mess with whatever that armor was concealing, but Thalia’s experience with Darren’s cloak showed her it wasn’t impossible to penetrate such defenses when she looked hard enough. Before she realized what she was doing, she was pushing those enchantments aside to find out what they were hiding.

      Not human...

      The Sinful Servants weren’t human. But they definitely weren’t seraphim. Which left only one thing they could be...

      The demon on the ground drew his sword and turned on Damon. Before Thalia could say anything, and before Damon could draw his own blade, the Sinful Servant brought his blade down against the back of Damon’s head. The guard had taken his helmet off from all the hiking and stripped down to just his uniform underneath, so there was nothing to protect him from the surprise attack from someone he’d thought was an ally until a moment ago.

      Jezabel and Thalia stood dumbstruck and horrified as Damon’s headless stump sprouted blood, fingers gripping the hilt of his sword out of nothing but muscle memory.

      Thirty seconds to get to a healer...

      Thalia’s skill halted her in her tracks. To save Damon, they’d need to have a healer on top of him already. Any longer than a couple of seconds and only truly legendary priestesses like Samael of Marsa or Ariel Heavengrace could save his life. Since none of them were healers, Damon was as good as dead. But still, she had to try. Maybe if she could take his head and—

      Thalia’s thoughts were shattered as the Sinful Servant who’d just murdered Damon stepped forward and slammed an armored boot onto Damon’s severed head, cracking it like an egg and spilling blood and brains all over the road.

      “Heavens above...” Jezabel looked like she was on the verge of fainting, and Thalia took a step backward in shocked silence at the sight of so much blood.

      Jamon, the only professional warrior among the three of them, had his weapon at the ready and swung it at the Sinful Servant. His sword skidded across the armored behemoth’s helmet, but it caught the Sinful Servant’s attention.

      “Jezabel, get to the horses!” Jamon yelled. “Get the princess and get out of here!”

      Jezabel’s eyes darted to Thalia, and in that instant, she started moving again as she remembered her duties. She grabbed Thalia’s hand and pulled her to the horses. Once Thalia was moving, she too realized the danger of the situation and shook off her shock.

      “Princess, we look the same from behind. I’ll draw them off! You run back toward the city!” Jezabel shouted.

      Before Thalia could voice a word otherwise, Jezabel slapped her horse’s rear, and Thalia’s mount launched into a gallop headed for the city.

      Thalia heard a man cry out in pain, followed by the sound of flesh parting around a blade and blood splattering against the ground. Jamon had been outmatched by the Sinful Servant to start with. The Sinful Servant was near twice his weight and was wearing full armor where Jamon was not. And now that Thalia realized there were demons beneath those helmets, she knew Jamon was at an even greater disadvantage.

      “Jamon!” Thalia cried, knowing that her other guard was already dead, just like Damon.

      She felt tears welling up in the corners of her eyes as she turned her head and watched Jamon’s body tumble to the ground.

      The Sinful Servant turned, looking at both Jezabel and then Thalia. He either had some way of figuring out which mounted figure was who or just guessed and was lucky because he started dashing towards Thalia with all speed.

      Thalia urged her horse onward, but the Sinful Servant’s armored feet pounded against the ground. The sight of a fully armed and armored man catching up to a horse at a gallop was a terrifying sight, and now Thalia knew for certain that there was no human behind that armor.

      Thalia ushered her horse onward, running as fast as she could. They’d rented a good mare back in Limedeep. Her horse was fast, and Thalia herself was a relatively light rider. At full gallop, they should have been able to outpace anything without wings.

      She pressed low against the horse’s back, clinging to it so as not to catch the wind and slow her mount down. She could feel her horse’s heart beating as fast as her own, and for a moment, she thought the two of them were going to get away.

      Then her horse stumbled and fell. Thalia tumbled off her mare’s back and rolled across the sand. Her wrist twisted awkwardly as she tried to catch herself, and her head slapped against the stone. The world turned blurry, and she could make out just enough of her horse to see her horse missing both her back legs. The Sinful Servant had cleaved them both off from behind.

      Blood dripping from his sword, the Sinful Servant stalked towards Thalia. Dimly, she realized she was unlucky to be a holy adept. If she’d just been a regular human without a sigil, that tumble probably would have killed her, and that would have been the end of things.

      Dazed and confused, she watched the blurry figure of the Sinful Servant reach for her. She expected him to slit her throat. Perhaps he’d cut off her head like Damon. Or just thrust his sword through her heart like Jamon. She struggled to climb to her feet. To fight, to run, to do anything but lie there and take it! She rose unsteadily from the ground, blood dripping from her hand and down her nose.

      Just when she had her feet and took one shaky step, the flat of the Sinful Servant’s blade took her footing out from underneath her. In an instant, she was sent sprawling to the ground once again.

      Thalia coughed and spluttered, and then she felt a cold, metal-clad hand closing in on the back of her neck. It wrapped around her hair, coiling it up into a rope and pulling her off the ground with it in his hands.

      She expected the sharp pain of metal sliding through her back or across her throat at any moment, but the Sinful Servant didn’t end her.

      “K-kill me, traitor,” Thalia spat, daring the demon to do his worst. There were lots of things demons did to humans, and of all of them, a quick death would be the best.

      But the demon merely snorted and threw her limp form over his shoulder. Thalia’s head clattered against his armor, and she felt Demonic Aura flow through her. There was an overwhelming quantity of it, and the scant bits of Divine Aura she held as a holy adept with a single skill weren’t enough to fight against the torrent of power flowing towards her.

      Like a sand bank breaking before a wave, her power gave out before the demon’s, and with it, the last of the strength letting her remain conscious. The last thing she remembered was blood dripping down her forehead and her face slapping against the Sinful Servant’s cold armor.
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      “So, Darren! I suspect Morgana and Sasha are too tired for dinner today. What do you say you and me hit the tavern?” Callum eyed Darren, a grin on his face. “Soon as I sell this spear, I should be flush with coin. Good thing too. With all the gold floating around the city, prices have inflated a bit.”

      Darren was about to respond when he spotted a glint in the distance. Before the recent enhancements to his body, he never would have spotted it, but now he could see in the distance that someone was looking at him with a spyglass.

      It took him a moment to figure out what he was looking at. The sight of four people stacked on top of one another to get a look into the canyon Darren and his team had just left was an odd one. Thalia was certainly putting her guards to work.

      “The princess is watching us again,” Darren explained when he noticed Callum looking at him curiously.

      Callum snorted. “She’s been eyeballing you a lot lately. And you know what they say. When a woman is watching you that intently, she either wants to murder you or sleep with you. I’m betting on the latter. Morgana, Sasha, what do you think?”

      “With our Darren?” Morgana scoffed. “Sleep with. Too bad we’ve already got one imperial noblewoman. Can you imagine her sticking around? She and Cassandra would have Darren wearing skin-tight purple leather suits, or who knows what. Imperial noble fashion is so bizarre.”

      Sasha nodded in agreement. “A warrior like Darren looks better in armor.”

      Darren kept one eye on Princess Thalia and her companions as they traveled back to the city. Thalia had been following him around for several weeks in the city by now, taking careful note of his comings and goings. She’d thought she’d been evading his senses, but Darren’s skills allowed him to sense everything around him with incredible detail and precision. There was no way Thalia could evade him. It would take someone with several specialized sneaking skills to hide from him, and even then, they would have a tough time following him around before he caught on to their presence.

      And even if they managed to evade him, the moment they made their presence known would be as plain to Darren as seeing them spring out of hiding. His Future Sight skill would warn him of any ambushes before they could even happen.

      So Darren had every right to dismiss Princess Thalia as a threat, even if she had two third-order demons in disguise following her around. While she’d been spying on him, he’d sneakily spent some time spying on her. At first, he’d assumed she knew that there were demons inside those bodyguards she called the Sinful Servants. But all the times he’d seen her and her companions try to engage the demons in conversation had placed doubts in his mind. Did she really not know that half the guards protecting her weren’t even human?

      Perhaps Darren had forgotten how difficult sensing Divine and Demonic Aura was. Few had the ability to perceive both like Darren had after years of experience, but still...

      “Yep, those are definitely demons in that armor,” Asuriel confirmed when Darren asked her. “And don’t be surprised she doesn’t know. You have a skill dedicated entirely to the manipulation of aura, years of experience, and all the mental and sensory benefits befitting a fifth-order seraph. You could spot a mite crawling along a cockroach's head from a mile away, let alone the few tufts of Demonic Aura leaking out through that armor despite the enchantments.”

      Darren watched them approach, convinced that they’d follow him around some more, just as they had for the last few weeks. They climbed over to the canyon with the entrance to Hell in it. He might have to explain that one to her when they returned home, but after all of her stalking, she was due for another healing session anyway. He still hadn’t found a cure for the drawbacks of her curiosity-inducing skill yet. One of these days, that thing was going to make her look into secrets that would get her killed.

      Darren was convinced that he was just going to see more of the same, so even he was taken off guard when one of the demons drew his sword and killed his human comrades.

      “So, Darren! What about that drink?” Callum turned to look at Darren.

      “Not tonight,” Darren replied. “Sasha, Morgana, tell the others I will be home late.”

      Then Darren turned and kicked up motes of dust as he ran back in the direction they’d come from. The other guard was exceptionally skilled to block a blow from a third-order demon, but surviving two was beyond him. He was just an ordinary man fighting against something far faster and stronger than any mortal creature. By the time Darren reached him, he too was dead. Darren had expected the demons to stay and devour the guards’ flesh and souls, but they must have been in a hurry because they swiftly departed and left the two dead guards with their souls intact.

      Darren debated trying to fix the two of them, but their bodies were both horribly mangled. Cleric Audrey had survived something similar, but only because she had a priestess friend at her side from the moment it happened until she was fully healed. If Darren left to fetch Cassandra to do the same here, he risked losing the trail of the pair of demons making off with the princess.

      He considered doing just that for a bit, but these two men had given their lives trying to save Princess Thalia. They wouldn't want him to save them if it meant losing her. Besides, he didn’t think his Lifewell could fully heal them, and with that kind of damage to their bodies, their souls were better off reforming in the heavens than living in whatever mangled body Darren managed to rebuild for them.

      Neither had amassed enough Divine Aura to form a seraph after death, but they were still dense gatherings of power that soon joined together. With the two of them pooling energy, they shouldn’t have much trouble making it to the heavens, and perhaps after steeping in the energies there for a few decades or centuries, they might become powerful enough to be reborn as a seraph. He tried to give them a little boost by injecting the mass of energy with some of his own Divine Aura. He wasn’t sure how much it helped, but the mass of power started climbing upward a bit faster.

      Darren took the remains into his inventory for a proper burial. They’d seemed like decent guards. While not as capable as his own warriors, they were loyal and willing to give their lives to protect their charge. In the end, though, even that was not enough.

      Their charge, Princess Thalia, had been carried off by the pair of Sinful Servants. While the stone Darren had rolled in place of the entrance would have been capable of blocking all but the strongest demons from coming out of that entrance to Hell, Darren hadn’t thought about preventing demons from getting into Hell, especially powerful third-order ones like fiends. He’d been expecting imps or felbeasts to sneak out, not this.

      The stone was too heavy for any ordinary human or demon to move, but a pair of third-order fiends with enhanced strength would be just barely strong enough to do it if they were outside and could roll it aside. In the future, he would have to assign guards to the entrance all the time, not just when it was open.

      He used his Divine Energy Projection skill to create more sensory tendrils as he entered the path leading down. They stretched out before him like an antenna on an insect, granting him perfect perception of the area even in total darkness. He found the demons ahead of him, and through their thick armor, they couldn’t even sense his tendrils approaching them from behind.

      He sensed Thalia slung over one of the Sinful Servants’ shoulders like so much meat. That was odd. They hadn’t killed her. They’d captured her. This plan was clearly a spur-of-the-moment plot that interrupted whatever they’d been planning before.

      What were demons doing wearing heavy armor and marching alongside Blackwind Empire Imperial Guards and their princess? And why did those same demons slay their comrades and flee into Hell at the first opportunity?

      Darren had always thought demons desperately wanted to reach the surface so they could slaughter and feast upon the souls of as many humans as possible. And yet these took only the one.

      What was going on here?

      Darren’s first instincts were to slay both Sinful Servants, rescue Princess Thalia, and return to Limedeep. But those instincts warred with the need to know.

      Kalaziel was out there still, and even though he thought Darren was dead, he could be plotting against Limedeep. The Order of the Rod had used demons before, and Gaimon had possessed enough Demonic Aura hidden beneath the surface that he died as a demon instead of a man when Darren’s wings revealed his true self.

      Did this partnership between the Order of the Rod and the fiends of Hell go deeper than Darren initially believed? Was this the chance to discover something vital handed to him on a silver platter? Was he willing to let Princess Thalia suffer a bit longer until he could find answers?

      Darren’s heart weighed heavily in his chest. There was no reason two third-order fiends should have possibly turned his mood so sour. When he was just a paladin, he would have fought and slain them, and that would be the end. Politics was a vague and distant concept for demons or humans close enough to it they might as well be demons too.

      But now, Darren was a king and a leader of the people. He had more than one life to look after. Perhaps Princess Thalia would understand. Or perhaps she wouldn’t, in which case he could only tender his apologies after she was rescued. Thus far, the demons had been careful not to harm her more than she’d been hurt after getting knocked off her horse, and now she was slipping in and out of consciousness.

      A quest appeared before Darren’s eyes, and he realized his mother wanted the same answers he did.

      

      New Quest Available

      
        	Rescue the Princess of the Blackwind Empire

        	Bonus Objective: Find out why there were demons in disguise within her guard and why they suddenly betrayed her.

        	Reward: Increased relationship with Princess Thalia.

      

      Darren accepted the quest and swiped it aside. He vaguely remembered his mother recounting old stories to him about brave paladins who rescued princesses back when he was just a boy, and they had little to do hidden away in a cave deep in Hell and had little else to do but spend time in each other’s company. He never imagined them facing decisions like this one.

      They’d spent just enough time in the city to shift the blame for the Princess’ disappearance onto Limedeep. If she vanished, people would most assuredly assume her hosts had murdered her.

      Princess Thalia might be among the least valued of the emperor’s daughters, but she was still the daughter of the Blackwind Emperor. There was no way her disappearance and probable death wouldn’t have diplomatic repercussions. In all likelihood, it would be all the excuse the Blackwind Empire needed to launch a full-scale invasion against Limedeep.

      This was a risky game he was playing, but Darren trusted it would be worth it. If he didn’t get to the bottom of things here and now, Thalia was just as likely to be murdered some other way.

      Darren’s mood turned grimmer as the pieces fit together. From now on, he would be stationing a team consisting of a paladin, priestess, and cleric here, along with a host of holy adepts guarding this passage at all times. The fact that he’d so thoroughly sealed every other entrance to Hell anywhere close to Limedeep meant that all demonic activity would be forced to go through here, where Darren’s forces could pounce on them like cats on mice. But he’d need to make sure his guards were strong enough that they’d never face the same odds Thalia’s guards had been up against.

      Through the cave and down on the first layer, the tracks picked up. These guards-turned-demons knew where they were going. They’d either scouted this area themselves or were being guided by someone who had.

      To Darren’s surprise, they headed right for the same passageway he’d found leading directly to the second layer and then through the Bejeweled Terror’s lair. The passageway Darren followed them through looked like it had been carved out with tools rather than by time or by burrowing demon beasts. These fiends were good at finding paths deeper down. Perhaps even better than Darren. Having them locate the easiest entrances deeper into Hell for him was an unexpected boon all on its own.

      As Darren suspected, the cave towards the rear of the Bejeweled Terror’s lair took him down to the Third Layer. He almost regretted slaying the beast before. If it had still been present, it might have slowed the princess’ kidnappers down a little while they chased it away from their secret passage. But as it was, their journey was completely uninterrupted.

      Soon, he was on a familiar Hellish landscape once again.

      The fiends who lived here were more than wild beasts. The demons knew how to grow food and make tools like humans. From what Darren had learned on the surface, most of these fiends had been human once. They were humans who turned to demon cults and took Demonic Aura into their bodies in search of power and immortality.

      Eventually, those cultists shed their mortal forms and became demons themselves. Most continued to have a human form after that and became what Darren thought of as fiends.

      Here on the third layer, most were third-order lesser fiends. In life, they’d probably been unimportant cultists. Minor underlings from far-flung regions or independent cultists from small villages who’d discovered how to use Demonic Aura in isolation from the rest of the cults.

      Most of the fiend settlements on this lair resembled Rarek’s keep and its surroundings. If not for the trappings of demonhood, they looked like a poor country village that made everything it had from the sticks, stones, and muddy fields around them. There were thatched roofs and a few dilapidated cobblestone structures scattered around a central square where the fiends of the village worked the fields. Those demons weren’t particularly adept at combat. Though faster and stronger than they’d been as humans, they were just farmers or shopkeepers at heart, even if the evil in their hearts had turned them to demonhood.

      A few powerful demon lords ruled over vast fortresses, and each of those fortresses was surrounded by a dozen small fiend communities living much like peasants did on the surface. Old habits died hard, and Darren imagined many of these cultists were still doing the same jobs they had before becoming demons. There, in the distance, he saw a group of six cutting grass from the fields. Over onto his left, he saw some sowing seeds. Another was harvesting Demonic Aura from the same plants the others were growing and harvesting.

      Everything would have looked normal if not for their horns and blood-red skin. That, and the human remains decorating their homes.

      Fiends loved to torment and eat humans. Perhaps it had something to do with the fact that they had once been human themselves. Darren suspected the Demonic Aura that made up the fiends could be found in its most ideal form within living humans. Perhaps by harvesting these living humans, the fiends could empower themselves the same way Asuriel grew her power using the converted Divine Aura Darren made for her after slaying demons.

      The only saving grace these fiends had in Darren’s eyes was that the skulls and bones dangling over their huts were yellowed with age. It had been a long time since any of these fiends had gone raiding on the surface.

      Unfortunately, with the trails of so many other fiends up and about, it was hard to track the ones that had the princess with them.

      Darren sat among the tall grasses, stretching out his tendrils to scan the earth. The farming fiends had broken the trail in a few places, but with keen senses, Darren soon picked it up again.

      His tendrils also helped him get the lay of the land. As he suspected, there was a tall black tower off in the distance, away from this small village of farming fiends. Darren pulled his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero once again.

      Darren raced across the field, unnoticed as his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero fluttered behind him. The demonic wheat fields changed with his passage, as his presence purified them and transformed their very nature.

      Blood-red stalks and sharp, crystal-like grains transformed as they brushed his side. Black spots that had adorned their length vanished, and the grain took on a more normal golden luster. They also grew as the demonic power being fed into the seeds at the tip instead returned to the plant as Divine Aura and grew the plant larger, stronger, and sturdier than before.

      One difference between the creatures of the Seven Hells and the creatures of the Seven Heavens was patience. Demons were always eager to have what they wanted the moment they wanted it. They would not wait for grain to grow to full size lest some other demon cut their fields down and reap the benefit before the one who planted them could.

      In contrast, the beings of the heavens were far more patient. Even the basest of creatures knew that value. The Deepwater Leviathan had eaten everything it could in its little lake from the moment it arrived. But the Heavenly Water Dragon had allowed plants and smaller fish to thrive despite its presence. That way, it could have a snack whenever it wanted instead of a feast right away.

      That attitude was reflected in the very plants of Hell itself, and when introduced to Divine Aura, the grain growing in the fields changed. Sickly, twisted, and short strands redoubled in size. Blood-red stalks and sharp, crystal-like grains transformed into leaner, greener plants. Darren had seen this transformation occur thanks to his purification ability before, but until he’d seen how green the surface world was free of Demonic Aura, he’d never understood the change very much.

      The yield hanging onto the plants did not increase right away, thanks to Darren’s transformation, but the length of the stalk and the breadth of the leaves were twice as great as before. Given time, this heavenly grain would yield many times the wheat as what the demons had been cultivating.

      The Sinful Servants Darren was following avoided the villages and headed straight for the mighty fortress in the center of them all, carrying Thalia over all the while. She was conscious again, and Darren could see her curiosity skill working at full power, flooding her mind with more information than she could take.

      If her sigil was still connected to an ophanim in the heavens, they would be mining her mind for all the secrets of Hell they could glean. It was becoming ever more clear to Darren that the purpose her skill served was to make her a spy for the heavens down in the mortal realm. If he connected her sigil to his, would she become his spy instead?

      The fiends marched onward, their pace picking up as their destination came into view. With other fiends about and his cloak on, Darren approached closer than he’d dared to before. A man in a cloak was unusual in the wilderness, no matter how his cloak magically hid him from notice. But another demon traveling to the tower ahead of them wouldn’t seem so strange. Getting closer let him keep a better eye on Thalia and would let him intervene sooner as well if things turned for the worse.

      The black tower in the center of all the fields and villages of demonic serfs was doubtless where the Demon Lord of this region lived. Slaying a Demon Lord had always been foremost among the greatest challenges that Darren had faced when he was trapped here. Slaying one now would be a good way to gauge if his time on the surface had truly made him more than he was before. And if there was a demon lord involved in whatever was happening, it would know more than either of these two.

      Smooth stone walls faced Darren as he approached, guarded by a pair of armored fiends. Their weapons and armor were different from the style the Sinful Servants wore, and that immediately alerted the demons up above.

      They started shouting, and Darren extended his tendrils to watch and listen.

      “You there! With the buckets on your heads! Who are you, and what do you want? This is the territory of Demon Lord Bobzebub,” one of the fiends on the wall shouted down to the two Sinful Servants below.

      “Don’t you recognize me, brother? I know it’s been a few years since I was last here, but it’s still me,” one of the Sinful Servants shouted back in reply.

      The two had a quick exchange of facts and figures. Mostly minor details about the surrounding area and things that happened more than a century ago. Before long, it was clear that the Sinful Servant was indeed the brother of the guard on the walls.

      “By the lady of darkness! It is you! I thought you went east to be part of that scheme to get to the surface and have the humans work with you?” The guard up on the wall laid his spear aside and started descending the steps to get to the inner gate.

      “Aye, I did. But in the end, all it got me was getting all locked inside this armor. I can’t get out. You’re going to have to take a crowbar to me and my friend here before we can talk properly,” the Sinful Servant said.

      The gates opened, and a half dozen fiends spilled out around the Sinful Servants. A few of them brought tools with them for prying off the Sinful Servant’s armor. With files, hammers, and a few pry bars, they undid a few of the latches binding the Sinful Servants in place, revealing a pair of particularly red-skinned fiends.

      “Well, brother. You have no idea how good it is to feel the touch of fresh air against my skin again.” The Sinful Servant, now free of his armor, stretched his back, closed his eyes, and looked up with ecstasy.

      The other Sinful Servant was soon freed as well, and he too, rejoiced. As the armor fell away, Darren spotted a few bits of hidden enchantment here and there. The armor had been concealing the demon’s own demonic aura and limiting their strength somewhat. From the looks of things, there was even an enchantment to cause the demon within the armor pain and freeze their Demonic Aura within the armor with nothing more than a verbal command. Thalia and her guards hadn’t known the command, or if her guards did, they’d been killed too quickly to use it.

      That meant that the person who’d given her the Sinful Servants to protect her was most likely the one responsible for locking them in this restrictive armor and forcing them to act as guards. Finding out who did that, why, and how would become some of the first questions Darren would ask Princess Thalia when she was free.

      “Hey, brother?” The fiend who’d come down from the wall began looking at Princess Thalia as she came to her senses once again and struggled to scramble back from the demons surrounding her. “You didn’t tell me you brought a human with you! And she is a holy adept too! She looks so refined as well. I imagine she tastes delicious.”
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      “Hands off that one!” The Sinful Servant reached for his sword only to find it on the ground, discarded with the rest of his armor.

      The fiend’s brother looked at him with the closest thing a demon’s face could make to a childish pout, but the Sinful Servant, now free of his armor, continued to shake his head. “Look closely at that one. Not only is she a princess, but also a holy adept. I am not sure if Lord Bobzebub has any particular schemes in mind for which he could use a human princess, but he could cause quite a bit of mayhem on the surface if he wanted to. And even if he has nothing in mind, there is always the option of selling her to his father.”

      The fiend’s brother nodded slowly, stroking his chin and thought. “A gift like this would certainly make your return much more welcome. Odds are you could have your old position back. And it just so happens that Lord Bobzebub is looking for a few human sigil wielders. He says he wants to start his own soul farm. I tried to tell him that competing with the Circle of Archdemons is dangerous business, but you know the lord. Once he is set on an idea, it’s as good as done.”

      The demons headed into the tower itself. Like most demonic structures, it was built downward even more than it went up, and the use of the buildings within it was inverted for most human dwellings. The parts of the tower above ground were mostly used as storage space, whereas the areas below were the actual living quarters for most of the demons and the demon lord himself.

      With his cloak pulled high over his head, Darren followed the party of demons into the gates and slipped past the guards unnoticed. Sneaking in this time turned out to be considerably easier than some of his past adventures where he had to climb over with a grappling hook and slay the guards before they could sound any alarms.

      He hoped to hear the Sinful Servants speak a little further of what they were doing on the surface and had to wait some time to hear an answer. Darren was patient, and eventually, one fiend asked what he was thinking.

      “So just what were you doing locked in that armor there?”

      The Sinful Servant with Thalia over his shoulder grumbled, and his face turned sour. “Guard work, if you can believe it. Only instead of standing on the walls with my own skin, I had to pretend to be a human warrior. One of their organizations, called the Order of the Rod, tricked me into putting it on the moment I came to the surface. And from then on, I had about as much freedom as the humans in our meat lockers.”

      Several of the other fiends burst out laughing, some of them clutching their bellies, snorting with laughter.

      “You mean to say you were a slave to humans?” A fiend chuckled, laying one forearm against the far wall to support himself as he snorted vigorously.

      “And doing much the same job you are for Lord Bobzebub.” The Sinful Servant scowled.

      That set the rest of them to grumbling, both about humans and about their own lord.

      “It beats going back to farming. Sold our souls for immortality and demonic power, and what did we get out of it? We're still cutting hay and threshing wheat. It's just demonic wheat now. At least as guards we get paid in soul stones. Sure, it might take a few hundred years for us to reach the fourth order at this rate, but it’ll be worth it in the end when we can stand tall and proud on the fourth layer of hell,” the fiend’s brother said.

      Darren tried to piece together the few bits he was picking up from what he was hearing. The demon lord in this area was trying to farm human souls, which was apparently practiced more prolifically deeper into hell. The guards were planning to become fourth-order demons through the use of something called soul stones.

      There was a connection there that Darren didn’t quite like. With all the guards here in this fortress alone, the fiends would need a tremendous quantity of soul stones. The only way they would get so many was by farming them in mass. That spelled terrible things for the humans they farmed.

      Darren suspected he might have a few such stones in his Inventory already, piled high among the many trinkets that he already possessed from the demons he’d slain there. But to know what stones among his collections these soul stones were, he would need to see one of these demons present one.

      Princess Thalia continued to pass in and out of consciousness. Darren worried about her health and debated rescuing her now. But though his cloak was powerful, its power would not work as well when extended to two. And with Thalia missing, these guards would have something to be suspicious about and the inconspicuous effects of the Cloak of the Mysterious Hero would be greatly reduced.

      Darren risked approaching closer, and to his surprise, he crept up to the rear of the group of fiends traveling to the tower with no hindrance. He was careful not to touch any of the demons around him, but as they saw him brush by the corners of their eyes, they treated him like one of their own. None of them paid him a second glance.

      Only Princess Thalia seemed to notice him at all. Darren held a finger over his lips as her eyes locked with his. He reached into his Inventory, withdrew his Lifewell, and sprinkled a few drops of water against the princess’s face. Within moments, her wounds healed and Darren sensed her eyes regained some of their lost focus.

      Before she could spot Darren again, he vanished. This time, when the fiends spoke again, she was listening just as intently as he was. And now, without the fog over her mind from her recent head wound, she was probably gleaning more from their conversation than even he was.

      Eventually, the fiends descended a long flight of stairs and made it to the ground deep below. With his sharp ears, Darren heard a few scattered groans from further up in the tower. They sounded more human than demonic, and were accompanied by a few dark cackles that definitely were demonic.

      The fiends came before a great door as tall as an ordinary building and covered in gaudy strips of gold and gemstones. A set of six human skulls adorned it in each corner, eyes replaced with glowing rubies that served to light the room. When the door opened, it revealed rows upon rows of such skulls, each serving in place of the torch.

      This deep into hell, an intact skull would instantly attract demonic spirits from all corners, which would make it their home and turn the skeleton into an undead. There were demonic spirits in each of these skulls as well, but instead of finding a body for themselves, the enchantments within the rubies converted their power into simple light. The skulls were a crude trap that powered itself by preying upon the weakest and most foolish of demons.

      In the distance, drinking from a goblet topped with yet another human skull, sat the demon lord.

      It was instantly clear to Darren why the door to this chamber was so tall. The demon lord was the largest fiend he had ever seen. Most fiends were taller and stronger than the humans they had been in life, but this one was far more so. He sprawled in a chair large enough for three men and filled it to completion. On his feet, this demon lord would have stood taller than two horses stacked atop one another.

      Not that this demon could get to his feet particularly easily. His height was only surpassed by the roundness of his belly, and his jowls hung low as he stomped across the room. He had four arms, one of which clutched his drink and another of which clutched a human leg, severed at the hip. The woman the limb belonged to lay on the ground, eyes cold and sightless.

      As soon as he saw the vile creature, Darren received a quest to slay him.

      

      New Quest Available!

      
        	Slay Demon Lord Bobzebub!

        	Reward: One rare skillbook.

      

      Darren made a note of the offer for a skillbook. With his newly opened skill slots, this was just the sort of thing he needed.

      As soon as he entered the room, the Sinful Servant carrying Thalia went to one knee, and his companion followed suit close behind him.

      “Demon Lord Bobzebub! It has been some time since I left your service, and I have regretted parting ways every moment since then! I beg that you take me back into your guard. To prove my sincerity, I present to you this gift."

      At his pronouncement, Thalia squirmed. Thanks to the bit of healing water Darren gave her, she’d regained enough energy to put up a little fight against her captors. But surrounded by so many third-order fiends, her strength was nothing more than that of a mouse before a pack of wolves.

      Thalia kicked and writhed, trying to distract the fiends with her motions while she darted for a sword. Darren winced at the sight, knowing how it would end. Demonic weapons were extremely heavy, and she had a very awkward angle. She would’ve been better off going for one of the daggers.

      Thalia tried to tear her blade free, only for it to get jammed as she tugged on it. She only got the blade halfway out before the fiend the sword belonged to slapped her hands away. The Sinful Servant carrying her tossed her on the ground before the demon lord, and Thalia tumbled across the tiles, leaving a thin smear of blood behind her.

      Demon Lord Bobzebub placed his hands against the sides of his throne, heaving up his great bulk with a groan. His bones crackled from the motion as though he'd been sitting in that chair for months on end.

      “A holy adept...” Demon Lord Bobzebub’s voice had the bubbly murmur of a dank lake left to fester in the summer sun, burbling with noxious gas and slithering serpents. “She looks delicious. But as delicious as she is, I visited my father’s farm, and I think she can provide more than one humble meal. She has a sigil?”

      The Sinful Servant who'd handed her over nodded. “She does indeed. She is also the princess of the realm known as the Blackwind Empire. Keeping her alive might be wise.”

      “Then it is decided. For now, she will be added to my herd of human sigil wielders.” Demon Lord Bobzebub approached Thalia lying in the center of the room. Each massive heaving footstep shook the ground beneath him, and a few of the skulls lighting the chamber fell from the walls and tumbled to the ground. The demonic spirits within flew in all directions, desperate to escape.

      The demon lord leaned down, preparing to place one meaty hand under Thalia’s chin to inspect her, but something about the fierce glaring in Princess Thalia’s eyes stopped him.

      “I bite,” Princess Thalia spat at the demon lord.

      Demon Lord Bobzebub scowled. “I’m sure we can harvest many soul stones from her before she dies. After which, she'll still taste reasonably good. Throw her in the dungeon with the other humans.”

      The demons departed, two of them grabbing Princess Thalia under either arm and hauling her along behind them. Darren followed, wishing to see where the other human prisoners were kept.

      The prison was high up in the tower, and as Darren followed the fiends he heard the groans he'd sensed when first entering the tower grow louder.

      The human dungeon was little more than a dank and dreary open chamber. The only thing remarkable about it was a large altar made of solid gold. Instead of a flat table, it had several large horns projecting from it. It reminded Darren of the unholy altar upon which Rarek’s cultists nearly sacrificed Cassandra and Morgana. Only that one had two horns on either end. This one had many more. It looked like some strange golden sea creature with so many manacled projections sticking out from all corners.

      Iron manacles also lined the side of the round room, and there were humans attached to their places along the outside of the wall. The short length of chain they were given was barely enough for them to sit. Most of them wore little more than rags and were curled in on themselves, feigning sleep as the fiends unlocked the doors.

      “Prisoners! You have a new guest!” the Sinful Servant announced as his companions hauled Thalia in behind him. They dragged the princess to the far corner of the circular prison, where a pair of empty hooks hung on the wall. The fiends moved to pick up a set of chains from the center of the room, but the Sinful Servant shook his head. Now that he was free of his armor, he was much more talkative. “Come now, brother. None of that. Remember, this is a princess. I think she qualifies for a fresh set of chains!”

      The rest of the fiends laughed at the joke, but none of the prisoners so much as groaned. They went silent, festering in their hatred as their tormentors amused themselves at the thought of bringing more suffering.

      A few of the sleeping prisoners turned heads in Princess Thalia’s direction. From the look about them, most of them were of the Blackwind Empire. As Darren studied them closer, he realized that this unshaven and pathetic lot were not the homeless mob they appeared to be. Though most wore only rags, what little was left of the cloth they wore was of fine weave and beautifully dyed. The men had callused hands from swinging a sword, and the women possessed regal features that remained unblemished and beautiful despite the unwashed grime covering them.

      Between the scattered bits of fabric, Darren spotted a single bit of jewelry on each. Hairpins on some of the women. Armbands or pendants on the men. A few earrings or cuff links here and there. These were all sigil wielders, like Princess Thalia herself.

      Princess Thalia tried to struggle, but these fiends had bested all these other warriors before her. She was no different. Soon she was bound and strung up against the wall like all the rest. Princess or not, it made little difference to these demons.

      Darren saw her batter and bruise herself against her restraints. Had he jumped to save her at the first opportunity, she would already be back in Limedeep, safe and suffering no longer. But then he looked at the other prisoners around her. Had he not let her be captured, Darren never would’ve found these people. Tucked away so high up in the tower, he might not even have found them when he raided this Demon Lord’s fortress by the time he made his way back down to the third layer of hell. He might have brought the tower crashing down without ever realizing they were locked away up here.

      The rest of their visit seemed fairly routine. The fiends wiped down the dirtiest of the human prisoners with a rag. Then they gathered up buckets of waste from beneath each dirty, naked human and tossed them out a nearby window before pouring bucket after bucket of mushy gray gruel into a trough before each person, just far enough away from them that if they let their arms stretch out behind their back dangling from their bindings on the wall, the prisoners could thrust their heads face first into the trough to eat from it.

      Among the prisoners, the demons discovered two corpses. Instead of growing angry, they seemed to grow excited at the sight of the bodies.

      “We’ve got another dead one here!” one fiend shouted. “Looks like we took too much soul out of him last time.”

      One fiend produced a key from inside his jacket pocket. He passed the key to his companion hovering over the corpse, and that fiend unchained the corpse and tossed it over his shoulder. A woman, from the looks of her. Her face was pale and bloodless, and her skin tight against her bones. She might have been anywhere between thirty and eighty. Darren couldn't tell with the withered look to her skin. “Think Demon Lord Bobzebub will let us have a piece of this one later?”

      The key-bearing fiend swiftly took back the key to the manacles, tucked it under his arm, and snorted. “Unlikely. The lord has quite the appetite.”

      Darren made sure to remember the face of the fiend with the key. He would need that later.

      “Alright, take the ones who could do with a harvest and let’s make a few more soul stones!” one of the fiends said. The others laughed and rubbed their fingers together, clearly eager for what came next.

      “Be quick about it. The demon lord mustn’t know we're stealing a few soul stones from him on the side,” the key-wielding fiend said.

      The demons brought several of the strongest-feeling humans in the group forward, and Darren soon realized that they were weighing these people based on the strength of the Divine Aura they exhibited. Those with the most were strapped to the horns lining the golden altar. Among them was Princess Thalia herself. Having just been chained up mere moments ago, Princess Thalia was among the heartiest of all the prisoners.

      The other demons not strapping prisoners down swept away the dirt and grime in the center of the room to reveal a circle of ritual magic, not unlike the circles that Shrine Maiden Bonnie used to summon the power of the heavens. Darren’s eyes roamed the circle, memorizing its shape. Perhaps she would know more about what it was doing to these people.

      The need to act warred with the need to know more within Darren. He should step in and save Thalia. But if he did that, he would learn no more. He wanted to save the prisoners, but he needed to know why they were here. The battle in his mind drew his brows tight, and he felt frustration build. He would have to be extra thorough in slaying the demons responsible for this.

      The altar activated, as did the circle around it. Most of the prisoners let out only a dull groan, and from the sounds they made, this was not the first time they had experienced this pain.

      In contrast, Princess Thalia let out a full-throated scream. Darren could hear her teeth gnashing against each other, and she pulled against the restraints upon the altar with renewed vigor. As Darren watched, the altar tugged on the divine aura within each sigil-wielder strapped to the table, siphoning away bits and pieces of their very spirits.

      “That’s enough! Any more than that, and they’ll die the next time the lord tries to make some stones for himself,” the key-wielding fiend said.

      The others powered down the ritual and the golden altar glowed one last time before spitting out a series of fingernail-sized stones, each of them glowing with faint power. This was the condensed soul energy stolen from the humans upon the altar and condensed into tiny portable objects.

      The demons scrambled for the stones, pushing and shoving each other aside as they fought to be the first to grab them. In the end, each fiend wound up with at least one stone, though a few had pocketed a spare, which led to much arguing and infighting.

      Darren watched in fascination as one fiend pushed a stone to his lips and swallowed it.

      “Ahh.” The fiend patted his belly and grinned. “I feel the fourth order getting closer already.”

      The others traded and bartered among one another, one of them using a stone to purchase another’s sword. It seemed that these demons used the soul stones both as a currency and to enhance their own power.

      As they moved to depart, they refilled the trough before each prisoner with water, and Darren sensed an opportunity. If these people could barely walk, it would be difficult to get them to the surface. So, like with Princess Thalia, he poured a long drizzle of water from his Lifewell into the trough they were all about to drink from. He hoped they all had a deep sip before he came to them again.

      The fiends left, and Darren departed with them. He’d seen enough, and his curiosity was satisfied. He would gain little more from standing and watching these demons harass their prisoners.

      He returned to the throne room then, where Demon Lord Bobzebub still sat alone in his chamber. Darren pushed open the door and let it slam shut behind him. The massive ornate doors had two hooks on the backside and a lengthy piece of metal enchanted for strength nearby the lock. Darren pulled that latch down and snapped it into place.

      From across the room, Demon Lord Bobzebub spoke with a rumbling growl. “What, a third human died on me? Well, I suppose I can make room for thirds. Bring them here!”

      Darren pulled down his hood as he approached the center of the chamber. As he passed, his skill that slayed any first-order demon in his presence activated and exterminated all the demon spirits lighting the chamber. The room went dark, and only the light sound of his boots against the tile floor echoed to fill the silent darkness.

      “Who’s there?” Demon Lord Bobzebub demanded from the shadows around him. His eyes flared red, and he searched the room for Darren. Though he no doubt had at least one skill to see in the dark, Darren was cloaked by more than shadows.

      Melancholy appeared in Darren’s hands, and its tip grazed across the tiles, letting out a shrill, piercing cry.

      Finally, Darren spoke. “I have some questions for you.”
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      "You're not one of my fiends," Demon Lord Bobzebub bellowed. "Speak! I demand it."

      Darren remained silent.

      "I'll have you talking either here or in my torture chambers. The choice is yours!" the demon lord growled.

      Darren had heard demon lords with better threats. So far, this one hadn't impressed him much.

      Demon Lord Bobzebub reached behind his throne, revealing a colossal hammer encrusted with gemstones in the imprint of a snarling human skull on each face. He waved it at Darren, and the force behind the blow was enough to send cracks running down through the entire tower.

      But his hammer carried through empty air as Darren slipped aside with nimble deftness faster than Demon Lord Bobzebub could match. Once again, the demon climbed to his feet, turning and swinging wildly behind him.

      Darren moved again and flicked the tip of Melancholy against the demon lord’s back.

      “Who are you?” Demon Lord Bobzebub demanded. “My father is a powerful demon who works for the Circle of Archdemons! When I send your head back to your master in a box, he will know the magnitude of his foolishness!”

      “Quiet,” Darren replied as the flat of Melancholy struck the back of the demon lord’s head, sending him sprawling forward. Darren swept Melancholy low, cutting the tendons from the demon lord’s heels and sending him to his knees.

      The demon lord let out a sudden and surprised cry. He thrust the head of his hammer against the ground and tried to pull himself up, but Melancholy swept through his arm, cutting it free from the elbow and letting it topple to the floor. Darren kicked the severed limb aside.

      The demon lord growled again, and this time Darren sensed demonic aura swirling within him. Darren’s Future Sight skill warned him what was coming, and he threw up his shield of Divine Energy just in time.

      A cloud of hungry locusts swarmed out of Demon Lord Bobzebub’s mouth, clawing and scratching at him. They wrapped around the divine energy construct Darren was using to protect himself, trapping him in place.

      Demon Lord Bobzebub climbed to his feet using his remaining three arms. He glanced around the floor and stretched out that good hand towards the severed limb Darren had kicked aside. The limb sprouted tiny legs of blood and distorted flesh and scrambled back towards its owner, where he leaped to join the severed stump.

      The demon lord finally got a good look at Darren, and Darren felt the weight of the sensory skill bearing down on him.

      “Wait a moment… You are no demon. A seraph down here? Impossible! No... you're no seraph. Could you really be a human?” Now it was the demon lord’s turn to let out a laugh. “A strong one too! It seems the Lady of Darkness favors me today! No human can match a fifth-order demon lord like me! I've beaten archpaladins stronger and wiser than you, little human. After I've beaten you, I'll throw you in my dungeon. I’m sure you will make me many soul stones. Perhaps if you kneel down and submit willingly, I'll only have my locusts here flay off a little of your flesh before throwing you in the dungeon. Well what'll it be? Why... don't... uhhh..."

      The demon lord’s voice trailed off as Darren’s shield grew a second layer, this time around the locusts swarming in to attack him. Darren stepped aside, held up a hand, and squeezed it tight. The shield contracted and compressed the buzzing cloud of hungry locusts into nothing more than green paste.

      "Alright, so you're a bit tougher than you look!" Demon Lord Bobzebub growled and hefted his hammer.

      Darren raised to Melancholy. The two weapons met, and Melancholy’s blade struck the head of the gold and gem-encrusted hammer. Before Darren’s silver sword, the demon lord’s hammer shattered and broke. Melancholy’s blade cleaved through the shaft and scored a long, deep cut along the demon lord’s chest. Demonic Aura flowed into Darren’s blade and became Divine Aura, replenishing what little power he had spent in the fight so far.

      When the demon lord reached for his own reserves, he found nothing left but a few scant drops of Demonic Aura. His eyes widened as a realization struck him. Darren was no foe he could beat.

      "Impossible! You're no human! You can't be!"

      Darren's sword nicked the Demon Lord's chest, draining more Demonic Aura out of him.

      The Demon Lord threw himself backward, eyes darting to his broken weapon with shock.

      Darren finally spoke.

      "I am human," Darren said.

      The demon's pupils widened, long black slits covering the yellow irises completely. “W-wait!” The demon lord held up a hand. “You're supposed to be a human right? I have more gold than you could imagine, mortal. It can all be yours! Care for a fine woman? There are plenty in my dungeon! In fact, my men captured a princess rather recently. I imagine bringing her home would net you more glory and honor. Come on, let's make a deal! You must want to. No mortal could resist all the--”

      Darren’s response came as flashing steel and a fountain of demonic blood as he sliced the demon lord’s arm off once again. This time, it didn’t scurry back to the demon lord’s side.

      Demon Lord Bobzebub howled in pain, clutching his stump as brackish blood spurted onto the floor in thick, goopy drops.

      The demon lord tried to reach out with one of the two arms on his other side to grab Darren, but Darren severed that limb, too. One swift step to the side positioned Darren to leave a thick cut along the demon’s leg, disabling that limb and sending Demon Lord Bobzebub toppling to the ground. Soon, Darren loomed over the much taller demon as the demon lord lay sprawled upon his belly in a puddle of his own blood.

      "I said I have questions," Darren said, repeating his demands from when he first entered the room.

      Demon Lord Bobzebub clutched his two remaining arms. With one severed on either side, he looked less like a terrifying four-armed demon and more like an ordinary man.

      "Ask your questions, seraph pretending to be mortal. Hold your blade back and I will answer." Demon Lord Bobzebub had lost the bravado he'd had mere moments before. Now, he looked like he'd been forced to swallow a lime.

      “The soul stones. What are they?” Darren demanded.

      Demon Lord Bobzebub grunted and huffed. Darren could tell the question had caught him off guard. When it seemed like he was buying time instead of answering, Darren jammed the tip of Melancholy into his shoulder. The demon lord howled and was soon babbling his answer.

      “The soul stones are inventions created by the Circle of Archdemons!" Demon Lord Bobzebub said, one word tumbling out after another. "They created them to control the rest of the intelligent demon population. Unlike the seraphim, demons do not naturally work well with one another. The only thing that motivates us all is the opportunity to grow stronger and ascend to a higher order than what we manifested! The only thing they can do is devour the souls of humans. In the old days, we would do that solely by eating human flesh."

      He let out a few heaving, panting breaths. Darren caught the fingers of his intact arm reaching for the broken handle of his weapon and drove his sword deeper in warning.

      “The Circle of Archdemons drew out what we needed most and preserve it within a stone. Those became known as soul stones, and they are the currency used by every thinking demon throughout the Hells! There is little enough of it here, but if you go to the fourth layer or the fifth layer, you will find sprawling cities that exist only to produce and trade the soul stones. Without them, the fiends would be nothing more than wandering barbarians.”

      Darren reached into his Inventory. He caught a few brief glimpses of the soul stones the fiends had collected from their prisoners when they watched the process. He withdrew a small fingernail-sized stone, translucent and bright blue.

      “This is a soul stone?” Darren asked.

      Demon Lord Bobzebub nodded. “It is. The blue ones are first-order stones pulled from the souls of an ordinary human. The white ones come from holy adepts and are ten times as valuable. Humans at the third order make silver ones worth as much more than the white as the white stones are from the blue. The golden ones from humans of the fourth-order are more valuable still.”

      Darren tucked the stone back into his Inventory. No wonder the mysteries of these stones had eluded him so far. When he found them, he hadn’t yet grasped the secrets of money. Now that he had, the true use of the stones was clear to him.

      “The creators of these stones. You called them the Circle of Archdemons?” Darren asked.

      The demon lord nodded through clenched teeth. “The Circle of Archdemons is the second most feared organization of demons throughout all the Hells. Well, perhaps the third if you count the Lady of Darkness herself on the Seventh Layer, but she hasn’t left her infernal palace since the war with the heavens was in full swing. They are the most dangerous group in all of Hell, more so even than the Prime Sins. The Prime Sins are individually more powerful, but they constantly bicker and fight amongst each other, and none can afford to overextend themselves lest one of their rivals sense weakness. Most of their influence comes from the cults they’ve amassed on the surface, while the Circle of Archdemons has worked to build their power within Hell itself.”

      Bobzebub wrung his remaining hands, but there was a glint of confidence in his eyes now. He thought he saw a way out of this and that Darren would have no choice but to spare him.

      “The Circle is strong and has no rivals,” Bobzebub continued. “And though they have no cults of their own, they do have human servants on the surface and bargains with shadowy organizations there willing to kill at their request. They will come for you, and there is nowhere you can hide! My father works for Melquart, and is among his most trusted advisers. If you let me go, I can make it seem like you were never here! You could slip their notice.”

      “That would be unfortunate,” Darren said as he brought Melancholy down on Demon Lord Bobzebub’s head, sundering the demon’s skull in two in one blow. “Because then I would have to go looking for them.”

      Quest Completed!

      Slay Demon Lord Bobzebub.

      The demon lord slumped to the ground, and all the Demonic Aura within him shot into Melancholy. Darren breathed deeply of the Divine Aura around him. This was the last bit of use his purification skill needed before reaching the tenth level.

      Perhaps after upgrading the skill, he would finally succeed in purifying Asmoth’Koteth’s copper sphere. Whatever was left of the Prime Sin would no doubt help him craft a powerful weapon. At the very least, increasing his understanding of Demonic Aura would help in awakening her.

      In the meantime, he’d gathered up what was left of the dead demon lord. Thanks to Melancholy draining away his power, there wasn’t much left to put into a vessel, but Darren bound it into what was left of the demon to his hammer, anyway. The broken head wasn’t fixed when Darren purified the weapon, but perhaps it would be useful as a staff to some priestess in Limedeep. Cassandra already had one from him. Maybe he’d give this one to Priestess Blossom. She had been friendly and had lost much when she was captured by pirates. A new staff would suit her.

      

      Rod of the Hungering Spirit (Epic)

      
        	This rod has the power to siphon Divine Aura from its target. It can be used to replenish the user’s own power reserves. It can also store a substantial quantity of Divine Aura internally to be used in combat.

      

      He also found the skillbook that his sigil promised him as a reward when he entered the room for the first time. He took a brief moment to glance at the title.

      

      Command Through Fear (Rare)

      
        	This demonic skill book increases the user’s ability to force their subordinates to comply with orders through fear.

      

      It wasn’t exactly what Darren needed, but perhaps after purification and a Limitless Evolution, it would become useful to him. He’d never had one of these quest rewards let him down yet.

      Partway through scouring the throne room of valuables, Darren heard a gentle tapping on the door. The fiends had heard the sounds of battle coming from within the throne room and checked on their lord. That he wasn’t answering was no doubt cause for alarm, and the fiends outside had turned from gentle rapping to the loud and steady thud of something ramming against the doorframe.

      The door ended up buying Darren just enough time to pry the throne itself off the floor and tuck it away in his Inventory before turning to face the fiends outside. He noted the key-wielding fiend was among them. That would make freeing the prisoners far easier.

      “A human! How did he escape the prison?”

      “I think he’s here to rescue the princess! Ha! Well, he’ll get to see her, alright!”

      “Uh... I have a bad feeling about this one...”

      Melancholy flew, and Darren danced between the fiends. After even their demon lord fell, they stood no chance against Darren. Three of them died before they could even raise their weapons. Darren wrapped his hand around the throat of one, slammed him into the ground, and then used him as a shield to block the spear of another before crushing that fiend with the first.

      As quick as a blink, ten fiends fell to Darren’s sword and fist. Then twenty, and then thirty.

      The wisest and fastest among them were running for the windows to escape him by then, but it did them little good. Before long, dead fiends lined the halls, and Darren was looking over the corpses until he found the key-wielding fiend. He dug into that fiend’s pockets, found what he was looking for, and headed upstairs.
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        * * *

      

      Darren shook his sword free of blood as he trod up the stairs. He heard the commotion from above, so the prisoners there knew something unusual was happening. Darren shattered the door with a shove, and it spun on its corner before falling flat.

      Darren entered, cloak billowing behind him. He stepped inside, and that one step carried him to the center of the room. He held Melancholy up overhead as he looked down upon the golden altar, and in one swing, he cleaved the altar in two. In two more, each horn fell limp against the ground. His sword carved through the lines along the ground so that they could never be used for their dark purpose ever again.

      Only then did he turn to the prisoners lining the wall.

      “Follow me to the surface. Take this gold and use it to rebuild your lives.”

      The prisoners were silent, eyes fixed on Darren as though they couldn’t decide whether he was real or merely a delusion. Darren realized his cloak was to blame, and he switched its function from hiding him to enhancing his presence.

      The change was instant. Where moments ago his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero wrapped around him and shrouded him in shadows, now it billowed behind him despite the lack of wind. It hadn’t changed colors or texture, but it no longer hid his form. Instead it drew all eyes to him with supernatural power, like there was a radiant glow around him just beyond perception. The prisoners stared as though their instincts told them if they squinted a bit harder they’d be able to see it.

      Their eyes were glued upon him, and every noise went silent as they hung on his every word and motion. Though he’d never met any of these men and women before, they looked at him as though he’d commanded them for years. If he gave an order, they would be quick to obey.

      “I’m freeing you.” Darren looked around the room to make sure they understood what was going on. The dream-like haze that had allowed them to survive under such horrible conditions was starting to fade. That was good, because escaping Hell alive would require their full attention.

      “Heavens above. Can we truly escape this wretched place?” a dirty woman whispered.

      “I can hardly believe it,” a ragged man groaned.

      “Believe,” Darren said.

      Then, one by one, he unlocked the manacles of each of the prisoners and passed them a broken chip of golden altar, along with a handful of soul stones gathered from the dead fiends. He didn’t know if these soul stones could go back to the people they belonged to, but these prisoners would know better than any what was taken from them. Perhaps they could figure out a way to make use of these stolen and condensed soul fragments. He didn't think they could reattach them, but that was alright, as the soul damage would heal in time.

      Finally, Princess Thalia broke the reverent silence.

      “It’s... it’s you...” Princess Thalia said as Darren snapped her chains with his bare hands, then gently unlocked the cuffs on either of her wrists.

      “It’s me,” Darren said. “I come here to fight demons. You led me to a good group of them today. Thank you.”

      Tears welled up in the corner of Princess Thalia’s eyes, and she shook her head. Wrapping her arms around Darren’s chest, she pressed her face against his stomach. “No. Thank you. I would have... if you hadn’t come... I... I...”

      Darren ran a hand along the back of her head. “I will take you back to Limedeep. No demon will come for you now.”

      The other prisoners babbled all at once. Now, with their wrists free and the sight of another human armed and rescuing them, they let the hope that had burned out in their hearts long ago light up again as a tiny flame burning brighter by the moment.

      “You’re really here to save her? She’s really a princess?” The eyebrows of one of the men on the walls went up.

      “She is. And I will save the rest of you as well. Take this bottle and drink. It is a long walk back to the surface, and all of you will need your strength.” Darren passed around his Lifewell, and one by one, the human prisoners drank from it. They did so more out of respect at first, each taking a tiny sip so that there would be water left for the others.

      “This water... I feel stronger!” one prisoner said.

      A woman dabbed at the corners of her eyes as she looked into her reflection in a puddle on the ground. “I thought I had become a withered crone here in these chains. It turns out I was still in there after all!”

      A small man roughly the same height as Princess Thalia climbed to his feet. His limbs had looked like little more than sticks before he drank from Darren’s Lifewell, and two red rings ran around each wrist and ankle. He had clearly been bound for many years.

      He grabbed a length of the chain that had so recently bound him and tested it for strength. It held strong between his fingers, as it had held him to the wall for many years. He swung it between his fingers, testing its effectiveness as a weapon as he made a few crude swings.

      His voice came out gruff, speaking the first words he’d spoken in many years. Though he was smaller than the paladin, he emanated an aura of greater power. The strength of a fourth-order filled the air around him as he flexed his limbs for the first time, and Darren realized the man was an archcleric. The others also realized his power and nodded their heads in respect.

      The archcleric ran his fingers along the length of chain. “This time, the demons will not take me alive.”

      They passed the bottle around and found it still nearly full as the magic within replenished what they used. Soon each man and woman had drunk their fill and felt strength returning to limbs that had been bound for months or years.

      “Incredible... I haven’t felt this good since I was captured nearly a decade ago!” a man said, muscles bulging twice as large as they had been before drinking. He’d been a mere withered skeleton before. Now he looked like he could take one of the fiends on in a fistfight. Now that he was filling out again, Darren realized he was a paladin. The others also regained some of their lost power, and the room was filled with broken prisoners no longer.

      The water in Darren’s vial seemed to heal their minds even as it healed their bodies, and the despair that had clung to them like flies on a carcass was washed away with the rest of the grime. When they finally drained the Lifewell dry, they returned to Darren and gathered up the fragments of the golden altar on the floor.

      “What is your name, hero?” one of the prisoners asked Darren.

      “I am Darren Heavengrace, of the city of Limedeep,” Darren explained. “Now come. You have stayed here long enough. Let me take you home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The newly freed prisoners walked through the halls, following Darren’s trail. They were on their guard for the fiends they knew would wait for them, but they found nothing but a headless corpse when they finally came across one.

      “I know those hands,” the archcleric said. “Guldrik, the whip-wielder. I’ve felt his sting more than once.”

      “Aye. He was good with that whip,” the other prisoners said.

      “Not good enough.” Darren gestured to the far corner, where both the fiend’s head and his whip lay on the ground.

      One of the warriors behind Darren picked up the whip, and another took the dagger on the fiend’s belt.

      Soon, they came across more fiends, all of whom were also dead.

      “Ulmek, Dovel, and Sindec. Those three beat me within a breath of my life back when I tried to escape. I almost wish they’d killed me then, though if they had, I wouldn’t be able to gloat over their corpses now,” a woman behind Darren said.

      “And there is Vivem, Teldar, and Barlok. They always mocked me for showing fear. Looks like they died terrified.” A man kicked a severed fiend’s head across the ground as he started unbelting armor and weapons off the fiend.

      “Did you kill all of these demons?” Princess Thalia asked as she turned to look at Darren. Since leaving the prisoners’ room, she’d clung to Darren’s side, unwilling to go without him near for even a moment.

      “Yes,” Darren replied.

      A few murmurs ran through the group at Darren’s words, and a few eyes locked on the terrified expressions of the fiends before them. The newly free prisoners already felt a tremendous sense of gratitude towards Darren for breaking their chains, but now they were coming to respect him as a warrior as well.

      “You came here alone?” the archcleric asked, eyebrows raised. “I expected to find an entire battalion of Whiteguard’s finest here behind you.”

      Darren had noticed the archcleric studying him from the moment he’d been freed of his shackles. The archcleric’s senses were keen. While the others probably thought Darren was an archpaladin, this man would know what power at the fourth order felt like and knew Darren exceeded that threshold.

      Darren nodded. “I’m not from Whiteguard.”

      “Are you a seraph?” the archcleric asked slowly, as though he couldn’t believe it. A few heads turned towards Darren at that, but Darren shook his head.

      “I am human, like you. But I have been fighting demons a long time.”

      They walked through the ruins of the tower, and through those ruins, they found countless more fiends, all slain by cuts that matched the size and heft of the sword they saw in Darren’s hands. Respect turned to reverence and reverence to devotion when they saw the throne room and the corpse of Demon Lord Bobzebub, massive and hulking.

      “You slew a demon lord in single combat?” one of the women among the group asked.

      “He spoke much before he died. He told me there are others held captive as you were on the fourth layer.”

      Several of the group grimaced. Some of them had known, or at least suspected that there were other towers of people in a similar situation to them.

      "Aye, before I was a prisoner here, I was a prisoner there," the archcleric said.

      A paladin spoke up, voice shaking as he did so. “There are farms as wide as this tower is tall on the fourth layer, filled with humans. I was just a holy adept when I was captured, but the fiends there forced me to ascend to paladin just so they could harvest soul stones from me of greater value.”

      “Aye, I wasn’t even a holy adept back then. Just a farmboy. When they captured me, they took a sigil off some dead sap and thrust it on me. They told me if I couldn’t bind it, they’d kill me,” a middle-aged holy adept said. From the look of him, he’d been down here for decades instead of just years.

      By the time they left the tower, the prisoners were armed with the weapons and armor of their captors, both stolen off bodies and from Bobzebub’s armory when they finally found it. When they were equipped, Darren used his purification ability to convert all the demonic aspects of their new weapons and armor into the Divine Aspect and used Melancholy and the demon corpses to generate enough Divine Aura for them to replenish their nearly exhausted reserves. Before long, the group of holy warriors felt less like escaping prisoners and more like a band of fighters ready to battle their way through Hell itself. They probably wouldn't even feel free until they shed blood to fight their way to the surface. He would give them that chance.

      There was no way to hide so many humans traveling from the tower. The villages outside knew something strange had happened with the thunderous sounds of Darren’s fight against Demon Lord Bobzebub. Plenty of eyes were watching the tower for the Demon Lord’s guards to make an announcement. But instead of fellow fiends leaving the gates, they saw a group of thirty humans heavily armed and armored.

      The purification process turned the blackened metal into shining silvery suits covered in bright colors and a brilliant luster. Despite the gloom of Hell, Darren and the holy warriors following him beamed like a divine torch, shining light off their looted armor and torches with a handful of light spells or torches taken from the demon lord's tower. Where they passed, the shadows fled.

      Several of the fiend villages rallied together. The sight of humans marching toward them was a strange one. These fiends hadn’t been to the surface in decades or centuries, but they knew the power of their demonic bodies well. And they knew how valuable devouring the flesh of a human was to them, especially humans who’d bound sigils and reached a higher order.

      Not long after leaving the tower, Darren and his group of escaped prisoners were met by a band of fifty fiends, most armed with rusty old swords and wicked-looking sickles. They wore no armor and were equipped with things closer to farming implements than weapons, but the fiends carrying the weapons were both faster and stronger than any human. On the surface, this ragtag militia would be enough to sack ten villages of helpless humans and tear the people there limb from limb.

      But this time, they were not facing any helpless villagers. These humans were ready for a fight.

      “Demon Lord Bobzebub will reward us well for capturing these humans,” a demonic farmer said, licking his sickle as he grinned at Darren and his group.

      “No, he won’t,” Darren replied. And then he cut off the demon’s head. One swing from Melancholy was enough to cut through the demon's neck, and that was the signal for the rest to attack. Before the other demons could even realize what Darren had done, the others charged.

      The holy warriors behind him had no battle cry or organized line. It had been years since most of them fought in any true army. But what they’d lost in discipline had been replaced by rage and determination.

      Years of injustice and suffering spilled out all at once, and the humans fought with the fury of wild beasts. The demon militia stood no chance against them.

      Though the demons outnumbered the humans two to one, no demon could match the holy warriors in their fury. The archcleric wielded his broken chains like a pair of whips, binding up a pair of demon sickles. He pulled his chain tight until it squeezed the fiends so tight their bones cracked, and their spines snapped. He concentrated for a moment, remembering a skill he’d used so long ago he struggled to remember the feeling.

      Blue fire shot from his hand and traveled up the chain, engulfing the fiends he’d trapped and devouring them in moments. The paladin laughed as he grabbed a fiend by either arm and pulled. His back strained with forgotten strength, and the demon’s eyes bulged out with fear as the paladin tore the demon’s limbs from their sockets with the might of an unchained beast.

      Off to Darren’s side, one of the women began chanting, and a pillar of golden light rose into the sky before coming back down as a hail of glowing golden arrows. Another warrior shot a beam of deep purple that drew the life from every demon it touched. A moment later they shot a yellow beam from their other hand that healed every human it washed over.

      The farmboy turned middle-aged holy adept had but one skill. His hands glowed as he poured Divine Aura into them. Though he could not lash out or strike with his power, he knew his touch burned. He grabbed a demon in his hands, wrapping fingers around the demon's throat and squeezing. His fingers glowed white with brilliant power, and he dug into the demonic flesh like a sculptor digging into clay.

      The battle seemed to last an eternity to the newly freed prisoners, but in truth the fight had taken mere moments. Once the demons knew how hard these humans planned to fight, they broke ranks and fled. Spears of hardened light shot out of Darren's palm and skewered several of the runners through the legs and thighs. That slowed them down enough for the humans beside Darren to chase their prey down and finish them off.

      “Well done,” Darren congratulated all the men and women around him. Their chests heaved, and the dim sparks in their eyes had finally rekindled into the burning blaze they must have held before their capture. These were prisoners no longer. They were warriors once again.

      The rest of the journey to the surface attracted many more demons, though most were only in the second order. These little demons sensing human prey didn’t realize the magnitude of their error until it was too late. They were not the predators that night.

      When they returned to the surface, dawn was just beginning to break. Callum, Morgana, Cassandra, and Sasha were waiting by the entrance to Hell.

      “Darren!” Cassandra ran towards him and wrapped her arms around Darren as soon as she saw him emerge from the hole. “The others said you went into Hell alone. I was worried.”

      Darren picked Cassandra up in his free arm. “Worry no longer. I was not alone.”

      In twos and threes, the men and women trapped in Hell spilled out the entrance behind Darren. They stood awhile, blinking in the morning light. Their eyes had long since grown accustomed to the sad gloom of Hell, and they had to squint even as they held out their arms and lifted their faces to the sky. For the first time in ages, they saw something new. Instead of the rocky cave ceiling of a hellish landscape or the stone walls of their prison, they saw a clear and open sky.

      It hung bluer than anything in Hell over their heads, and the cacophony of colors was deafening after years of the dull browns and reds of Hell. They stood awhile admiring the sight.

      At least until a woman approached. Her hair was black, and she was dressed in fine, tight-fitting leathers. Her dark hair was tied neatly back and her face had a smile on it as she ran toward Darren.

      It was Morgana, standing here and waiting for Darren to come home. She wrapped her arms around Darren's free arm.

      “Uh, Darren? Who are your friends?” Morgana asked as over thirty warriors piled out behind Darren.

      “They were prisoners trapped in Hell,” Darren explained. “I rescued them with the princess here.”

      Darren hefted his other arm, which Princess Thalia still clung to. Cassandra’s eyes widened when she saw Thalia clinging to Darren’s other arm.

      “Thalia! Heavens above! Jezabel has been frantic about you. Callum still has the guards searching the entire city, and we were about to head down into Hell to take the search there.”

      Princess Thalia held Darren’s arm tighter. “It’s alright. He found me.” Thalia looked up to Darren through long lashes, and Darren sensed her curiosity skill satisfied for once. It churned in her head as she examined every inch of Darren, reveling at being presented with the secrets denied to it for so long combined with the promise of safety his presence provided.

      Sasha, Callum, and the other warriors greeted those rescued from Hell. Darren’s stories were brief, and they knew to get the full tale, they would need to ask them as well.

      “Free at last...” the archcleric murmured. “What year is it?”

      Callum provided the date, and the archcleric murmured. “Nearly sixty years then. Everyone has probably forgotten me by now.” He let out a dull chuckle.

      A few others let out sad murmurs at the years they’d lost. Some didn’t even remember when they were captured. Fiends took them into Hell when they were still children, and they’d lived all their lives as prisoners. Those unlucky few didn’t even remember what country they were from or how to find home.

      “Limedeep is nearby. You are all welcome to stay there,” Darren reminded them.

      “Will that be alright? I don’t know who rules in Limedeep, but I can’t imagine they’d be fine with so many fighters at the second and third-order staying in their city. It could be a danger to their rule,” the archcleric said.

      Callum grinned and nodded in Darren’s direction. “If he said he’s fine with it, then it’s fine. Besides, you’d be surprised. After our adventure in Salsroth, there are more paladins, priestesses, and clerics in Limedeep than anywhere else in the Sacred Seas! You’ll be among friends.”
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      Sasha, Morgana, and Callum headed down into the First Layer of Hell to complete their usual training, along with Callum’s guards and the Order of the Rose. Darren and Cassandra took Princess Thalia and their new guests back to the city.

      “Don’t worry about housing,” Cassandra told the holy warriors. “I bought a few nearby manors. If you’re guests of Darren, you’re welcome to stay as long as you like! I’m sure you’ll need a few weeks or months to get back on your feet.”

      “Most of us have no homes to return to,” the archcleric said. “When fiends take a boy from his farmstead, they don’t take just one. Odds are our families are long dead.”

      Darren remembered then that he had an identity to keep secret. He wasn't ready to reveal himself yet. Fortunately, he hadn't told these newly rescued people too many details about himself, but what they did know was enough to start a few rumors if he didn't ask them not to answer any questions.

      "Also, I am dead. Don't tell anyone I am alive," Darren explained.

      The newly rescued prisoners stared at Darren in confusion, and he waved them in Cassandra's direction.

      Cassandra realized it would fall onto her to provide a real explanation, and she explained what she could. It wasn't a strictly accurate retelling of Darren's story, but it was close enough the people he rescued would know not to run about telling everyone who had saved them, at least for a while.

      "So that's why we need you all to keep quiet about Darren for a few more months at least," Cassandra said. "There are agents in the heavens who would act against him, given the chance. He needs just a little more time to grow strong enough to face them. Thank you for understanding."

      "I'm not sure how long a scheme like this can endure, but I won't be the one to spill the secrets of the man who saved my life. Especially not now that he puts a roof over my head and food on my table as well," the archcleric said.

      There were murmurs of agreement all around, and Darren was satisfied his secret would hold just a little longer. Each new person who knew about him was like another dagger plunged into the side of a barrel. But if Cassandra could just keep the leaks plugged long enough, when the secret finally got out it wouldn't matter anymore.

      Their return trip soon took them back to Limedeep, and Callum made arrangements to make their trip through the gates and into the city as quiet as possible. The guards didn't stop them as they entered, and the streets were clear as Darren returned home.

      Jezabel came running out of the manor as soon as Darren and Cassandra returned with Princess Thalia in his arms.

      “Princess! You’re alright,” Jezabel cried.

      “I am, thanks to Darren here,” Princess Thalia smiled, still hanging onto her savior. She shot a blush at Cassandra. “Sorry for clinging so tightly to him. I just... well...”

      Cassandra smiled. “Nothing scares away demons like Darren, and nothing scares away frightening thoughts like being in Darren’s arms. I can share him. There’s certainly enough of him to go around.”

      She pulled Thalia in tight and wrapped Darren’s arm around the two of them like a cloak as they returned to the manor. Darren didn’t mind having the princess sit with them, though she was about to get rather bored. He had a lot to do.

      “Cassandra, I will need your help again. I need your skill,” Darren said.

      Cassandra snuggled up against Darren’s side, activating her ability to enhance his.

      From his Inventory, he withdrew the skillbook he’d gained as a reward for the completion of his most recent quest.

      It was made of dark leather with ink as black as pitch. Right now, the book had an evil look to it. But that was only temporary.

      

      Command Through Fear (Rare)

      
        	Note: This is a demonic skillbook and requires Demonic Aura to use.

        	This skill, when mastered, allows the user to exert increased control over their forces by passively inducing fear at the mere thought of disobedience. This ability increases the loyalty of all subordinates.

      

      Darren held the book in his hands as he activated his purification ability. Moments ticked by, and brilliant golden light engulfed the book. The dark leather and ink faded and shifted into something shinier and smoother. The ink changed from black to the deep blue of a still lake, and the text blurred as it rearranged to suit the skill the book now contained.

      

      Command Through Adoration (Rare)

      
        	Note: This is a divine skillbook and requires Divine Aura to use.

        	This skill, when mastered, allows the user to exert increased control over their forces by passively inducing adoration for their commander. This ability increases the loyalty of all subordinates.

      

      Darren tapped the cover of the book. It was another sort of ability that didn’t seem directly useful when slaying demons. But after spending some time on the surface, he realized there was more to life than skills immediately useful for slaying demons.

      For reasons Darren didn’t yet understand, people seemed to like following his lead. Darren didn’t mind that so much, and the skill meant to help them would be a welcome addition to his arsenal. His only problem with the Command Through Adoration skill was that it didn’t really help anyone except himself. It also seemed to affect the minds of those who followed him. That reminded Darren too much of the skills Archpaladin Gaimon had used to control his followers in the Order of the Rod, brainwashing them to believe innocent human children were really demons who needed to be slain.

      This skill wasn’t quite that devious, but it could be used similarly in the wrong hands. And just as importantly, the skill didn’t seem to have any direct uses in fighting Kalaziel. As a quest reward, he’d had a good feeling about the skill at first, but it seemed those hopes had been misplaced. He would have to set the ability aside for now.

      So Darren let his Limitless Evolution ability have at the skill and make it into something new and better. A few hours ticked by as his skill went to work, and Cassandra leaned against him the entire time. Thalia realized just how tightly she was clinging to him and began to recover her sense of decorum after a bit of nudging from Jezabel and soon made herself scarce, leaving just him and Cassandra working on his items and skills. Eventually, he emerged from his meditation to find the skillbook changed once again.

      Before him and sitting on the ground beside him was a new book. Its cover was even glossier than before, though now there were decorative geometric patterns of gold and silver inlaid across the cover. The deep blue text was more ornate as well, and Darren flipped the pages open to read the skillbook’s new ability.

      

      Veneration of the Masses (Epic)

      
        	This skill grants those who respect and idolize the user with greater capabilities in fields the user possesses skills of their own.

        	Those who gain abilities while under the enhancing effect of this skill will feel enduring loyalty to this skill’s user.

      

      Darren considered the skill some more. His upgrade had taken it in the right direction. Not for the first time, he wondered how his skill actually worked. Did it read into his intentions and rework what he had into what he wanted? Was he the one performing the upgrade at all, or was that the work of some master crafter hidden in some distant space?

      “Maybe it’s elves,” Cassandra suggested.

      “Elves?” Darren raised an eyebrow.

      “You know, pointy-eared people.” Cassandra hooked her fingers and held them up over her ears.

      “Those are fiends. A type of demon.”

      Cassandra shook her head. “No! Elves! They wield bows and have incredible power over the elements. Some of them are strong enough to sunder mountains in a single blow or rearrange an entire city with nothing but their will.”

      “Sounds dangerous.”

      “They are also incredibly horny and lust for human men. At least, according to the stories I’ve read. There was this one book about a man who found a magic ship that took him to another world! And there he had to cultivate magic powers and unite a bunch of warring elf tribes using the power of his co--” Cassandra cut herself short when she saw the look on Darren’s face. “Anyway, my theory is that there’s a clan of elves hidden in a pocket dimension attached to you, and when you’re meeting crafting requirements or upgrading an item, what you’re really doing is sending the item to them so they can work on it with the ingredients you provided!”

      “Invisible horny elves in a pocket dimension?”

      Cassandra pouted. “We’ve seen stranger things. It isn’t that weird.”

      Darren gave Cassandra another look.

      “Okay, it would be a tiny bit weird. But it isn’t impossible!”

      Darren opened his Limitless Evolution interface and looked at the discarded skillbook, checking for any signs of elves hiding in pocket dimensions. He peered around the corner of the screen before him and saw nothing. The interface was the same as always.

      But then he saw something on the screen that caught his eye.

      
        	Veneration of the Masses (Epic) can be evolved to the mythic rank by meeting the following requirements:

        	Possess a Divine or Demonic Aura manipulation skill at the mythic rank or higher.

      

      That was the only requirement listed. Until recently, he would have been stuck. But he had several more evolutions to take care of today, including his Magical Comprehension skill. It was at the epic rank now, which meant an evolution would push it into the mythic ranks.

      Darren set the epic skillbook aside, tossing it to the ground next to him in a way that would have made any other paladin or archpaladin weep. Only Darren had the luxury of looking at an epic-ranked skillbook and deciding the skill it contained wasn’t good enough for him. Cassandra settled into Darren’s lap, and she activated her Skill Enhancement ability again.

      

      Magical Comprehension 10 (Epic) has evolved to Mystic Master 1 (Mythic)

      Divine Blessing 10 (Epic) has evolved to Catharsis 1 (Mythic)

      Divine Construct 10 (Epic) has evolved to Soul Smithing 1 (Mythic)

      

      Mystic Master 1 (Mythic)

      
        	Both Divine Aura and Demonic Aura are plain to you, and you naturally understand all magical abilities. The skills of your enemies can be divined at a glance, as can ways to improve your allies’ skills and their use.

        	All Divine Aura abilities cost significantly less power to use. Your own reserves of Divine Aura are increased by tenfold for a warrior of your order.

        	Enemy spells and skills grow unstable in your presence, making casting and maintaining them more difficult.

        	Allies find difficult magical concepts easier to grasp in your presence.

        	You can formulate small workings of magic even without possessing specific skills for it. With some practice, it is possible to simulate the abilities of any common-grade skill. With great practice, it is possible to simulate the abilities of any uncommon-grade skill.

      

      Catharsis 1 (Mythic)

      
        	This ability completely removes all taint of Demonic Aura from anything within your vicinity. It creates an aura of purity in all directions and deals massive damage against all entities that contain Demonic Aura when activated.

        	This ability instantaneously kills demons of the first order and kills demons of the second order with prolonged exposure. Any demon below your order will have its combat effectiveness greatly reduced in your presence. This debuff increases with proximity, with a maximum effective range of sixty meters.

        	All users of Divine Aura who interact with you will find their wounds healing with supernatural speed, and negative mental effects have a greater probability of resolving themselves.

      

      Soul Smithing 1 (Mythic)

      
        	Through Soul Smithing, the user can manipulate any soul, either Divine or Demonic, and integrate its power and abilities into an existing item crafted into a vessel for that purpose. Doing so allows the weapon’s wielder to unleash skills previously possessed by the entity or spirit.

        	This ability can now also be used to reforge entities made of spirit energy, such as demons and seraphim, reshaping their physical vessels or crafting new ones of the user’s own design.

      

      Back when he’d been alone, the upgrades that Darren had just performed would have required he bury himself away in a cave for weeks on end. But now, with Cassandra at his side and her Skill Enhancement ability, he finished upgrading everything he wanted to before the sun had set. Cassandra had fallen asleep in his lap during that time, but her skill continued to work despite her gentle dozing.

      His three upgrades had been all-around improvements to his skills. Mystic Master did everything Magical Comprehension did for him before. Only now he could see and manipulate Demonic Aura just as well as he could manipulate Divine Aura. It increased the efficiency with which he used his existing Divine Aura and increased his Divine Aura reserves tenfold.

      All alone, this mythic skill would turn an ordinary paladin into a walking powerhouse of endless skills and unstoppable might. But combined with his other abilities, this might be just what he needed to face the truly powerful foes he knew lurked in wait for him.

      After reaching Archpaladin, he thought the efficiency boost of Magical Comprehension meant that even ordinary reserves could last him indefinitely. But the fight with Asmoth’Koteth taught him what he’d been missing. Until that battle, he’d never fought at such a frantic pace before. Spending hours with his speed enhanced and using every skill in his arsenal drained his reserves despite the efficiency with which he used his reserves and replenished his existing power with Melancholy.

      Having ten times deeper reserves would give him a far larger safety net. If he had to fight Asmoth’Koteth after obtaining this skill, he might not have been forced completely on the defensive. Darren’s fight with Kalaziel had been much shorter, but he imagined the Prime Saint could push him just as hard as Asmoth’Koteth did. This ability would also let him simulate common and uncommon skills. There were a few perception skills Darren wished he’d been able to pick up, but never wanted to waste a skill slot on them. This would mean he wouldn’t need to.

      Divine Blessing’s upgrade to Catharsis increased the range with which he could purify items or things and also increased its use as a weapon to fight demons directly. Given Darren already had so many advantages against demons to begin with, the weakening effects it granted to weaker demons weren’t much, but the range was fairly wide. If he went into Hell with Sasha, Callum, or their respective followers, then they would have a much easier time fighting whatever they found there.

      Soul Smithing was perhaps the strangest upgrade. He hadn’t been sure what to expect from enhancing his Divine Construct skill. Originally, he’d merely been able to take spirits made of Divine Aura and shove them into items. Now, it seemed the restriction of only being able to work with Divine Aura spirits had been lifted. Being able to work with demonic spirits would mean Darren could imprison any demon who had a skill he liked into an item hoping to gain use of the skill. That would be useful so long as he made sure not to drain the demon’s spirit dry with Melancholy first.

      With that settled, Darren turned his attention back to the skillbook he’d discarded on the ground. Sure enough, Limitless Evolution said he could upgrade it one more time. He did so and patiently waited for the result.

      

      Hallowed Idol (Mythic)

      
        	Your figure is worshiped by those who imprint it upon their minds, and your name is spoken of in oaths and prayers. Each time such an oath or prayer is made, a small portion of Divine Aura will trickle to you.

        	Those who revere you will find their efforts to learn skills you approve of rewarded with exceptional speed.

        	Veneration grants you a tiny portion of additional physical, mental, and magical abilities. These effects are cumulative based on the number of followers you possess.

      

      The skill as it now stood granted a small increase in benefits based entirely on the number of followers he had. Darren counted out a few people who he thought truly respected him. Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha definitely counted. Callum as well, likely. Perhaps the Order of the Rose too. And Brayak and the paladins from Lichenfell Citadel. Maybe some of the militia from Salsroth as well. That had to be a hundred at least. Surely that would amount to some increase in power.

      Darren hoped it would. If the boost in power was too small, then the rest of the mythic skill’s abilities would be underwhelming.

      Darren’s eyes roamed the book, back and forth, from cover to cover. When he was younger, he would read a skillbook several times through to completion. With his current familiarity with Divine Aura and his new Mystic Master skill, he found he was seeing more and more similarities between each of his skills. All of them had certain patterns to them that described the flow of Divine Aura through the user’s body and spirit.

      With the enhancements to his mind and the massive increases in fundamental understanding, even this mythic book had its secrets laid bare before him. After just one pass, he found he could recall each passage just as easily as the old book about Divine Aura his mother had told him to read so many years ago.

      

      You now possess the skill Hallowed Idol (Mythic)

      

      As soon as his work was finished, Darren felt around for a change. He didn’t feel any different. Perhaps he had too few friends and allies who counted on him to enhance the skill’s effects. Perhaps—

      He cut his own train of thought short when he felt a burning heat blossom in his chest. His eyes widened in surprise to find his reserves of Divine Aura full to bursting.

      He’d made no effort to replenish his reserves since learning Mystic Master. He already had more than he’d ever possessed before.

      Now though, even that tenfold increase could barely contain the amount of Divine Aura he had access to now.

      He went quiet, searching within himself for answers. In return, he heard a thousand tiny whispers. They were dim and interfered with one another, but a few scattered thoughts echoed through his mind.

      A woman waved her child off for the day as he ran outside to play. Under her breath, she whispered, “Please keep him safe.” And in her heart, the one she whispered to was him.

      A farmer stood before a busy marketplace. All he had was one small stall of fruits, but he had a smile on his face. The guards took only a single copper coin for his wagon at the gates. That was the official entry fee, but the unspoken price had always been a bribe ten times more than that. Then, at the market square, he’d been able to set up his stall without being fined or shoved aside by the wealthier merchants wanting to keep competition away. Those that tried were quickly put back into line by the guards patrolling the central market. He knew whom he had to thank for purging Limedeep of corruption.

      A girl tending a shrine to his mother bowed her head to the statue in thanks. She might still be a slave if not for his intervention. The girl looked into the eyes of Shrine Maiden Bonnie standing nearby, and in her gaze, Darren saw the girl was Amelia. Her thanks also added to his power.

      Darren released the threads of energy trailing towards him, visible now that he had traced them to their sources. Perhaps he had more friends now than he realized.

      He thought about leaving the manor, and as soon as he had the thought, it was done. Between his fifth-order Champion’s body, his movement skill, and the new boost in power his latest skill had given him, he was too fast for mortal eyes to follow. He was outside the city, hovering in the air. He swooped low, scooping up a stone from the ground and turning his gaze upward.

      To test his new strength, he pulled his arm back and heaved the stone as fast and high as he could. It soared into the distance, traveling farther and farther. Even Darren’s eyes couldn’t follow it until he remembered Mystic Master let him mimic common-grade skills. One such skill he’d always wanted was the Telescopic Vision skill.

      He thought back to that skillbook, which he’d read but hadn’t taken as a skill. As soon as he had the thought, his vision zoomed into the distance, and he could see the stone passing over the horizon. It fell farther and farther, traveling faster and faster as it did. And it continued to fall over the distant horizon.

      Darren never heard it hit the ground. He watched and waited, minutes passing, but it passed over the horizon without hitting the ground. Just when he thought he’d missed it, a shooting star appeared on the other side of the sky, opposite where he’d thrown the stone. Towards a distant mountain all the way on the other side of Limedeep, Darren heard a tremendous crash as stone struck stone.

      Rocks tumbled, and the earth cracked. Boulders rolled downhill, broken free from where they’d rested upon a mountain’s peak for untold millennia.

      Had that been his stone?

      Darren had a feeling it was. He wouldn’t have believed it if he hadn’t seen the world from on high with his own eyes. The world on which he stood was a sphere, and the Sacred Seas were but one small part of it. It was odd to think a stone he threw had now seen more of the world than he had.

      He would need to reserve any future testing of his skills for when he returned to Hell. If his abilities were powerful enough to shatter mountains with ease, then the collateral damage he could cause around his own city was something to be wary of.

      So Darren returned to his room, where Cassandra was just waking up. The day had already turned to night, and then to day again. Dawn was already breaking the morning after they’d begun.

      Cassandra yawned. “Oh, I fell asleep on you. Did we finish?”

      “Not yet,” Darren said.

      He’d tested his new skill and took the measure of Mystic Master. But he had two other skills he wanted to test. Catharsis and Soul Smithing. And he had the perfect thing for both of them.

      From his Inventory, he withdrew Asmoth’Koteth’s copper sphere.
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      Darren had tried to purify Asmoth’Koteth’s sphere before and failed. He hadn’t been sure what was wrong with her then. But now, with Mystic Master and clearer eyes for Demonic Aura, he was figuring out what was wrong.

      Asmoth’Koteth, or whatever was left of her trapped inside this sphere, was surrounded by a shell of Divine Aura. That wall both shielded and imprisoned the Demonic Aura within it, holding it in a stable state.

      But at the same time, it prevented the Demonic Aura it held from moving. If there was any consciousness left to the Prime Sin within the copper sphere, no more than a few moments could have passed between her capture and now. That was probably a more effective means of containing the powerful being within the sphere than any charm or defensive enchantment. Walls could be worn down and enchantments broken, given time. But if the prisoner within the sphere wasn't given that time, there was nothing she could do to free herself.

      That time dilation effect had been what had rendered his purification ability ineffective. His purification skill would have been slowed to a crawl, so even after weeks of effort, he made no progress. Perhaps with a century of daily purification on the level he’d been doing before, he could purify the sphere completely. However, it would still be a long and incredibly tedious process.

      The better thing to do would be to bring the demon within the sphere to life and then purify her. The only question was if Darren had the will to awaken a Prime Sin, one of the mightiest demons in all the hells.

      He found the thought not as scary as it had been, even as little as a few months ago. He’d fought Asmoth’Koteth. He might not have won, but he had fought her. Since then, he’d only grown stronger, and now Asmoth’Koteth’s power was reduced at least by half.

      Darren performed the operation. With a word, he spoke.

      “Awaken.”

      And then the demon within the copper sphere stirred. Demonic Aura swirled in on itself. Seconds passed as she understood her current circumstances. Then her attention turned outward.

      Her attention settled on Darren like a great weight. It bore down on him like two heavy boulders, and her formless stare felt like fire on his skin.

      “You,” she said, with all the might of a Demon Lord.

      “Me,” Darren replied. Then he shrugged off her gaze and the weight of her attention. He’d faced Asmoth’Koteth in the flesh. Now that he held only half of her trapped within a sphere, her power was nothing but a farce.

      Her efforts at intimidation were nothing to Darren. Even if she were trapped in this sphere, any other mortal would have been putty in her hands. But she ended up in the grip of the single human she couldn’t tempt or intimidate.

      “What do you want?” Her voice turned from proud to tired. She let the exhaustion seep into her voice. Kalaziel had beaten her far more thoroughly than she could ever have expected. Darren held her fate in his hands.

      He was silent for a long moment. Seconds passed, and the Prime Sin within her orb was the one who waited anxiously for his reply.

      “That depends on what you want.”

      “A body. I need a vessel so I can heal and recover my power. Give me the body of a young woman of good health. She must be at least a holy adept to contain my power, even weakened as I am. A cleric or priestess would be better. She must also be unblemished by the touch of any man. Otherwise, she is likely to be incompatible with me. Do this, and I will lend you full use of all my powers for three hundred years.

      “Though I will be weak at first, I will be as strong as a fourth-order demon toward the latter half. Perhaps even a fifth. With my strength, you could topple kingdoms and crown yourself an emperor unrivaled in all the world. If you were any other man, that would be the furthest extent of my offer. But thanks to the great potential you show, I am willing to teach you forgotten secrets, long lost to both the demons and the seraphim. I can show you techniques you never would have imagined were possible.”

      Her voice picked up in heat and tempo, and Darren felt the copper sphere grow warmer between his fingers.

      “And for you and you alone, I will extend my offer to being completely at your service. While I’m unwilling to offer you my purity or that of my chosen vessel, I am prepared to use my mouth and other assets however you desire. While I can’t claim experience in this like I can with ancient forgotten secrets, I am willing to learn and--”

      Darren held up a hand. “No.”

      “No?” Asmoth’Koteth, Prime Sin of Hell, almost sounded hurt.

      “I will not give you a human body to dominate,” Darren said.

      “I saw those warriors who fought for you in Salsroth.” Asmoth’Koteth huffed. “Many were young and would make a perfect vessel. If you gave the order, any of them would heed your call. I saw they were willing to die for you. This would be far better. Under my care, they would not die. Instead, they would be merged into my very being, becoming one of the many souls within me. Through me, they could fulfill their heart’s deepest desires and have power beyond their wildest dreams!”

      “I said no. I will not make any of them give up their bodies,” Darren said.

      “Then I will be of little use to you. This copper sphere is a prison. Inside it, my powers are not even as great as those of a lowly imp.”

      “I did not say I would not give you a vessel. Only that I would not give you a human body. I will free you from your prison, and in exchange, you must only do one thing.”

      Asmoth’Koteth scoffed. “Did I not already offer you three hundred years of loyal service in any way you wished? If you require only one thing from me, then that one thing will be completed. But I must know what kind of vessel you intend to give me. I refuse to be placed inside some lowly beast. I will not inhabit a rodent. Perhaps a cat or a snake. And a horse only if you plan to have me serve as your personal steed.”

      “I have no animal in mind for you.” Darren reached into his Inventory and withdrew Melancholy. He’d tried many spirits to fill this vessel, but until now, he’d encountered nothing with the strength to inhabit his sword. Now, he finally did. “You will inhabit my sword. If I let you loose, I must keep you close at hand. And if I am to free you, you must do one thing. You will use all of your power to help me kill Kalaziel.”

      The Prime Sin hardly needed a moment to think. And so Darren struck a deal with a demon, though, for the first time in many thousands of years, Asmoth’Koteth felt like she was the lesser party.
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        * * *

      

      Until Darren’s recent upgrade, making Asmoth’Koteth into the spirit for his sword would have first required using his purification ability on her. But he wasn’t sure what that would do to her, nor did he think the Prime Sin was likely to agree to that demand except when she was completely desperate. He didn’t want to bind anyone against their will, even a demon like Asmoth’Koteth. If she were unwilling to help him, he had little doubt that she could make trouble for him.

      Adding Asmoth’Koteth to Melancholy involved first shattering the vessel that currently contained her. But to do so risked dispersing Asmoth’Koteth into the open air. Outside of the copper sphere, Asmoth’Koteth might eventually find a human vessel on her own and have little need for Darren. She might decide to go her own way if she was free, and then Darren would be forced to purify or destroy her rather than recruit her help.

      Fortunately, the solution came to him naturally. Melancholy pierced the copper sphere like a melon on a stake with one downward thrust. The metal was enchanted for strength and durability. Still, its maker had never thought someone as strong as Darren or as sharp as Melancholy would attack the copper sphere.

      The enchantment failed, and black mist seeped from the edges of the gash. An instant later, Darren activated Melancholy’s ability to absorb and convert Demonic Aura. Like a dry sponge dipped in a lake, Melancholy absorbed Asmoth’Koteth’s power.

      Power flowed into Darren’s sword, and it flowed back into him. The energy cycled between them in a familiar rhythm that they’d both experienced many times before. But this wasn’t what Darren wanted this time.

      At this rate, Asmoth’Koteth would be destroyed in short order. He only had a small window to preserve her. The Divine Aura emanating from Melancholy was a brilliant bright reflection of Asmoth’Koteth’s own power. It shone with health and vigor in Darren’s mind, wrapping around him like a warm, purifying embrace. It reminded him of his own purification ability.

      He wrapped that Divine Aura around Asmoth’Koteth to protect her from Melancholy’s siphoning power. His Mystic Master skill told him that while Divine Aura and Demonic Aura were usually incompatible, that wasn’t always the case. In close enough alignment, the two could exist in harmony, as they did in their natural state within a human body who’d done nothing to empower themselves with a sigil or cult rituals.

      Asmoth’Koteth could feed on the barrier that was protecting her. Each time Darren slew something with Melancholy, he would replenish the barrier’s power. He would just have to be careful not to deplete it completely as long as Asmoth’Koteth was made of Demonic Aura. Melancholy would try to consume her and convert her into Divine Aura.

      Darren completed the process with all the speed and finesse that befitted someone of his experience. The operation pushed his new mythic-grade Mystic Master skill to its very limits. Soon enough, though, the process was finished.

      As Darren’s focus faded, he realized Asmoth’Koteth had let out a terrible moan until moments ago. Having a portion of her being converted into Divine Aura had no doubt been a strange one. For a moment there, she sounded almost as loud as Cassandra was after an hour in the bedroom.

      “Are you alright?” he asked.

      She was silent for a few seconds, and Darren had the distinct impression of her panting and heaving. If she had a body, her heart would be beating fast, and she’d have thrown herself back onto the bed to drift off to sleep, much like Cassandra did.

      But a Prime Sin was made of stern stuff, and she recovered after a bit of time.

      [It’s... been a long time since I felt that skill,] Asmoth’Koteth said. The words sounded strange to Darren, echoing around in his own mind.

      He realized that was exactly what it felt like. Gripping the sword, he could hear her voice in his head.

      “How are you doing that?”

      He felt the sensation of shrugging from her, and an image formed in her mind. A small woman half-formed of smoke stood in a brilliantly lit chamber. She shrugged, exposing her bare shoulder for an instant before that shoulder reverted to a cloud of black smoke.

      [It feels natural. I... I’m going to need a bit of time to get used to this. Your sword took much of my remaining power to create this barrier. It will take a lot of energy for me to convert it back into Demonic Aura to restore myself even to where I can use my skills from within your sword.]

      “Can I hasten the process?”

      [Yes. I will have more to work with if you provide more raw Demonic Energy to your sword by killing lesser demons. If you target more powerful demons, your sword will be slower at absorbing their power, and I might grab some before it is turned to Divine Aura. That way, I won’t have to convert it back to Demonic Aura, which will save me a great deal of effort. Slaying fifth-order demon lords would be best. I know that is within your abilities.]

      Darren felt a smile touch the corners of his lips. He’d already been planning something similar.

      “Consider it done. One more thing. I don’t wish to call my sword by the name of an infamous Prime Sin.”

      [Hmm... I had another name once, a long, long time ago. I’ve forbidden all my followers in Hell from ever whispering it, but for you and you alone, I will allow you to call me by that forgotten name.]

      Darren waited, hand gliding along Melancholy’s handle and feeling the burning heat within it.

      [Ashe. You can call me Ashe.]
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      Darren left his room to find Morgana and Sasha waiting outside the door.

      “I heard an unfamiliar moan there,” Morgana said. “Is it the princess? Tell me it’s the princess!”

      She peered around Darren’s side, desperate to see behind him.

      Darren shook his head. “Not Princess Thalia, though I need to see her soon. She needs my help.”

      “Then who was it, Darren?” Sasha asked. “It wasn’t Cassandra. She doesn’t moan in the same tone. There was a certain depth to it. Cassandra’s is more...”

      Sasha mimicked a few moaning noises and proved surprisingly talented with her voice. Darren didn’t think a human voice could make the sounds Asmoth’Koteth had when she was inside his sword. Or perhaps he should think of her as Ashe now?

      Darren had to let the two of them into the room to prove there wasn’t anyone besides him and a sleeping Cassandra lying on the bed. She was completely exhausted after using her Skill Enhancement ability to empower the many enhancements he’d just performed.

      “Aww, lame. Here I thought you’d conquered a princess! That would have been fantastic.” Morgana pouted, still peering under the bed just in case Darren had hidden the princess she was looking for somewhere.

      After leaving, they eventually found Princess Thalia in the manor, speaking with Cleric Audrey and Priestess Blossom. The three lounged on the plush mountain of pillows and cushions Cassandra called furniture. Darren and Sasha had trouble with them because they would sink waist-deep into the cushions. Still, everyone else in the manor loved them.

      “It must have been hard on you,” Priestess Blossom said. “Being captured like that. I don’t know if I could tolerate it. I’ve spoken with some of the other prisoners. I’m surprised they’re as stable as they are, considering how long they were prisoners. I just want to make sure you are okay as well.”

      Princess Thalia shook her head. “I wasn’t even a prisoner there for an hour. I have no right to claim I suffered as much as they did. Really, you should spend this time with them instead of me.”

      “Are you sure?” Cleric Audrey asked. The look on her face and the tightness of her brows spoke of mountains of doubt.

      “Princess.” Morgana waved. “I thought you’d be in Darren’s bedroom by now.”

      At the sound of Darren’s name, Princess Thalia perked up.

      “Sir Darren! Is he here? Can I see him? I haven’t... I don’t think I’ve had the chance to thank him properly. If he hadn’t saved me, I would be... I...”

      She babbled, words tumbling out over one another. She’d had extensive training to hone her speech to perfection as a princess. To fall apart like she was meant she was truly unsure how to put her thoughts into words.

      Darren entered the room behind Morgana and cast Princess Thalia a gentle smile. He kept his cloak in his Inventory, greeting Thalia so that she wouldn’t trigger her curiosity skill.

      “Oh... oh! Sir Darren!” Princess Thalia’s fingers twirled through her hair as her free hand gripped the sleeve of her dress. Her eyes darted to his, then to the ground at his feet. “I... uh... need to thank you.”

      Darren drifted over to her, and her eyes struggled to meet his gaze, though she spent more time staring elsewhere. He placed a hand on her head, then another beneath her chin. Cupping both, he tilted her head up to meet his eyes.

      “I am sorry I did not rescue you sooner,” Darren said.

      Thalia shook her head. “You saved me! I owe you my life. I would have suffered for years had you not come for me, and for that, I will be eternally grateful.”

      He shook his head. “I could have saved you as soon as you were taken. I didn’t. I wanted to know where those demons were taking you.”

      Thalia reached up and wrapped her head around Darren’s. “Then I would like to hear what you learned and share what I learned with you.”

      She shared her observations of the Sinful Servants and the demons they talked about when they hauled her down the tower. Darren had seen and listened to most of what she’d heard, but her skill allowed her to glean unspoken secrets or hidden meanings, interpreting what little information she had to extrapolate beyond the information she possessed.

      The Sinful Servants were all demons recruited from Hell by the Order of the Rod itself. Some of their members had close enough connections to Hell to recruit fiends from the third and fourth layers. Once on the surface, these fiends were locked into a set of armor that would prevent most people from sensing they were actually demons.

      This method allowed the Order of the Rod to create far more third-order fighters than should have been possible. A human would take years to train up to paladin, cleric, or priestess. But a fiend would already be at the third order. If they fought on the Order of the Rod’s side, the Order of the Rod would have the sheer number of grunts required to overrun any other organization of holy warriors. Which they’d done to great effect in Whiteguard.

      While voluntary at first, this service wasn’t something the Order of the Rod allowed the fiends to quit once begun because the armor was custom made for each fiend and couldn’t be removed without breaking it.

      The fiends sent to guard Princess Thalia had previously been loyal but had long found their deal with the Order of the Rod unfair. While they’d been willing to play the part of loyal minions, the moment they found an opportunity to escape and return home, they did so. She wasn’t sure if finding an entrance to Hell had been part of the plan when joining her escort to Limedeep, or merely something they’d come up with when they found an entrance to Hell they could use.

      Whatever their reasons, she knew there were plenty more in the castle, surrounding her father from all sides and taking orders from the Order of the Rod.

      From the few scattered words she’d gathered from the fiends, looking at their equipment and speaking with the other prisoners, she confirmed that the fiends had a much larger operation down on the fourth and fifth layers of Hell. These larger operations were harvesting soul stones from humans in far greater quantities than the demon lord who’d imprisoned them could ever dream of. Moreover, rumors said that their operations deep in Hell had been growing on an unprecedented scale for the last decade, almost at the same time the Order of the Rod’s program to recruit and disguise fiends had begun.

      Darren would have thought that was merely coincidence, but Thalia sensed a connection there.

      “My skill thinks that the Order of the Rod might be paying the demons for joining in living humans. Rumor is that a few villages on the eastern side of the Blackwind Empire have outright vanished overnight. Many think demons are to blame, so the Order of the Rod has been invited to patrol the entire area. Who knew we were letting the wolves into the henhouse...” Thalia scowled. Now that she was angry and her mind was off the man she was talking to, her words stopped catching in her throat. But as soon as her eyes turned back to Darren, she stuttered again. “T-that is, that’s what I think. I’m not sure if you agree or anything...”

      Darren nodded slowly, running his hand along the sides of his chin. “I do agree. And now that you know, I worry you will not be safe when you return home.”

      “But I must return home. Otherwise, my father will think I’m dead. That would be very bad for you and Cassandra here in Limedeep,” Thalia replied.

      Cleric Audrey and Priestess Blossom stood up.

      “We’ll make sure she gets home safe and can deliver her report to the emperor. Limedeep needs them to extend formal diplomatic relations,” Cleric Audrey said.

      “I have spoken to many of the newly freed prisoners you rescued. Quite a few of them come from the Blackwind Empire and want to see if there’s anything left of their homes. Though they haven’t fought in a long time, they’ll be stronger than any platoon of guards we can hire on short notice. A few of them will help us keep the princess safe,” Priestess Blossom added.

      “Very well.” Darren nodded. “But there is one more thing I need to do to you, Thalia.”

      Princess Thalia blushed. “Anything for you. You saved my life, which means it’s yours to use as you please.”

      “Lie down,” Darren commanded.

      “Oh yes, it’s happening!” Morgana giggled to herself.

      The furious blush over Princess Thalia’s face filled the rest of her face and started traveling down her neck, but her back lost its strength, and she toppled backward. Her eyes stared up at Darren looming over her.

      “Uh, Darren? You want me to clear the room?” Sasha looked to Cleric Audrey and Priestess Blossom, eying them meaningfully.

      “I can step out,” Cleric Audrey said.

      “Personally, I’d rather stay and watch.” Priestess Blossom winked at Darren with one hand over her mouth, covering a smile.

      Darren didn’t know what they were all getting so excited about. He held his hand over Princess Thalia’s forehead.

      “Hold still. This might hurt a moment.”

      Princess Thalia closed her eyes as Darren pressed his hand against the sigil on her brow. Then, a weight she’d been feeling for years was suddenly lifted.

      Darren hadn’t been able to fix the problems with her skill before. Still, now that he’d upgraded his Divine Aura comprehension skill, he finally had the tools to figure out what was happening.

      Her skill was missing direction. It simply didn’t have anyone to focus Princess Thalia’s curiosity. It was drawing what it could from the princess’ own subconscious. That was no way for a skill to operate, and sooner or later, it would throw Thalia against a mystery that would be dangerous for her to look into. If it had been anyone other than Darren wearing his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero, she probably would have died trying to figure out who it was.

      Darren would free her from that problem. The first part of his solution was to tie in her sigil to his own. This would allow him to check in on her by looking through her eyes from time to time and exert some conscious control over Thalia’s skill. If he was correct, he should be able to manipulate the object of her attention the same way he assigned quests to others connected to his sigil.

      He felt the connections click into place. That was the easy part. Thalia’s skill had been designed to accommodate a control mechanism like the one he now wielded over her.

      But Darren didn’t want to control Thalia that way. She had her own life to live, and unlike Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha, she didn’t plan to stay with him forevermore. He couldn’t manage her skill for her all the time. Instead, he would have to modify her skill to gain more control over her own skill.

      He would need to wind part of the strands of Divine Aura connecting to him back on Thalia herself. Long minutes passed as he stretched and weaved invisible energy around Thalia’s mind. Eventually, he wiped the sweat from his brow and declared the process complete.

      But try as Darren might, the connections just wouldn’t click into place. He was missing something. He knew what the finished product was supposed to look like, but the Divine Aura slipped from his fingertips every time he tried to weave it into place.

      Eventually, he realized there was only one way to solve the problem facing him.

      “Someone wake Cassandra. I need her Skill Enhancement ability to finish this,” Darren said.

      Sasha ran from the room and returned carrying a bleary-eyed Cassandra rubbing her eyes held over her head within moments. Cassandra blinked, realizing she wasn’t in bed anymore as Sasha held her over her head.

      “One Cassandra, as requested!” Sasha said as she presented the pink-haired beauty in her arms.

      “Darren?” Cassandra yawned. “Are you claiming the princess?”

      “I’m fixing her, and I need your help. We’re going to do one more evolution.”

      Cassandra laid a hand on Darren’s shoulder as she activated her skill. And soon, Darren activated his own to join her. A familiar interface activated before him, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

      He’d been a little afraid this wouldn’t work, but from the looks of things, he’d worried for nothing. Limitless Evolution had no trouble upgrading skills that weren’t his own, so long as he understood those skills as closely as he understood his own.

      

      Limitless Evolution: Skill Evolution

      
        	Evolve Truthbound (Epic) to the Mythic ranking?

      

      Darren accepted, and the process began. Hours passed with Thalia lying on the cushions before him. Sasha and Audrey came in and out, each bearing water and snacks for Cassandra and Princess Thalia. Darren remained where he was locked in concentration, and Priestess Blossom seemed just as riveted to what Darren was doing as he was.

      Eventually, the process concluded, and Darren’s work was done.

      

      Truthbound (Epic) has been evolved to Truthseeker (Mythic)

      
        	This ability passively enhances cognitive function with regard to solving complex problems and finding patterns others would miss. Organizing, cataloging, memorizing, and interpreting large quantities of seemingly unrelated information will come naturally to the user.

        	Ophanim intelligence collectives tethered to the user will use their full capabilities to assist in information analysis and generate predictive models based on gathered information, producing further data for the user’s analysis.

        	This skill can be activated or deactivated at will by the user, though input through heavenly communication lines can also interact with the skill. Data retrieved can also generate potential quests based on gathered intelligence.

      

      Darren released Thalia’s brow, straightening his back for the first time in hours.

      “You are fixed now,” he said.

      “Fixed?” Thalia asked. One hand reached for her head, and the other reached for the buttons of her dress. A few of them had come loose beneath Darren’s hands.

      “That was truly remarkable,” Priestess Blossom said. “Brains are incredibly difficult. I haven’t mastered repairing them. What kind of healing did you just do? I looked at the princess myself and failed to fix whatever was harming her there.”

      “I fixed her skill,” Darren explained. “It was poorly designed, so I fixed it.”

      Thalia’s hand went to her head. “It feels different. Like a voice that has been whispering in my ear for years has suddenly gone silent.” She turned to Darren with tears in her eyes. “You don’t realize what this means to me.”

      She turned to Darren as though trying to find words and failing. He held up a hand.

      “I need no thanks. Safe travels home.” Darren turned to leave, but he felt a hand grip his as he did.

      “One last question, Sir Darren. Are you... are you Darren Heavengrace, the King of Limedeep? The one that everyone thinks is dead?”

      A smile touched the corner of Darren’s lips. “I am.”

      And then he left, feeling Princess Thalia’s eyes on his back.
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      Thalia thought she’d be a wreck after being captured by demons and thrown into a Hellish dungeon so far from home. That should have been the end of her. It would have been her end if Darren hadn’t saved her.

      Seeing him without his cloak, with her skin pressed against his, had been intoxicating in a way she could never have dreamed of before. She’d heard the ladies at court talk about what it was like to be infatuated with someone. Was that what she was feeling now?

      She shook her head. Surely this just had to be her skill going wrong again?

      Except he’d fixed that as well, hadn’t he?

      Since he hovered over her, placing his hand on her head, she’d felt a change come over her skill. It was like it was no longer fighting her. All her life, it would activate on anything and everything that came to mind, as though her skill had been under the control of a child with the attention span of a chicken.

      But now, it only activated when she wanted it to. And the moment she decided prying into something wasn’t useful, it withdrew without a single throb or headache. It was an incredibly freeing feeling. Even though she hadn’t been in the demon’s dungeon for long, she could relate to the warriors around her still marveling at their unchained wrists and looking at them with wonder.

      Those who could ride rode beside her and Jezabel. For the first time in several days, she saw a few smiling at each other as they cast their minds back to happier times long before their capture.

      Darren had given them horses, and they had the carriage she’d arrived in Limedeep with them. However, this time, Thalia rode on horseback while a few of the warriors they were taking home, who didn’t know how to ride, used the carriage.

      There were eighteen of them total, fourteen from the demon’s dungeon, all heading home with Princess Thalia. Priestess Blossom and Cleric Audrey were accompanying them as well. Darren’s guards had already cleaned up Damon and Jamon’s bodies, so Thalia didn’t have to relive any recent bad memories.

      Blossom came so she could continue to talk to the newly freed prisoners and ensure their minds were in a good place after their lengthy captivity, and Audrey to make sure they could actually make their way home. Damon and Jamon had been the navigators for their little group when her party had made their way to Limedeep.

      “Something wrong, princess?” Jezabel asked, clinging to the reins of her horse like she was nervous more demons would reveal themselves and force her to flee at any moment. She was still worried sick after what happened to Thalia and now refused to leave her lady’s side. From the way her eyes darted to Thalia’s reins, she would probably grab those and haul Thalia off toward the Blackwind Empire right behind her.

      “Nothing much,” Thalia said. “I was just thinking.”

      A heated flush finally came over Jezabel’s lips, and some of the blood returned to her fingers as her white knuckles clenched the reins as she sensed an opportunity to return to one of her favorite topics. “Ah, I bet you’re thinking about Sir Darren again.”

      “Am not,” Thalia protested. “I was just hoping everyone else was comfortable for the journey. And worried for my father. Does he even know the armored guards throughout the palace are actually demons in disguise?”

      “I think you’re thinking about Sir Darren’s strong arms carrying you out of Hell and rescuing you from the demons there. You might even be thinking about what else he could do with those muscular arms.” Jezabel wrapped one hand around herself, and a blush covered her cheeks. “I do dearly wish I had been captured instead of you. Perhaps I could have experienced what it’s like to be saved from a tower of evil demons by a knight in shining armor.”

      Princess Thalia scoffed. She knew Jezabel truly wished that she’d been the one to be captured. But only because she was more loyal to Thalia than Thalia herself had any right to ask.

      “If I tell you I was thinking about him, will you stop this?” Thalia asked with a roll of her eyes. Now that Jezabel had brought the memory to mind, his hands had felt rather nice pressed against her head. If she thought back, she could almost smell them again.

      They weren’t as rough as she expected from such a strong man, but they had an indescribably sturdy feeling. As though, despite their tender touch, they could bend steel as easily as snapping twigs. His palms smelled of years of training coupled with the sharp scent of steel. She shouldn’t find that scent alluring, and yet she couldn’t get it out of her mind. She felt her skill activate as it tried to get her to figure out more.

      

      Truthseeker information request detected. Now constructing a predictive heuristic model...

      

      An image appeared before her of Darren holding out his hand. The vision was far brighter and crisper than anything she’d ever seen before. Her skill had grown in power after Darren’s modifications, and she was still grasping the menu it presented before her, much like a diner’s menu at a restaurant. It was less automated than her previous skill, but that was okay. Having control over what the skill triggered on was far more valuable to Thalia. She saw a big button labeled ‘analyze’ before her, and with a thought, she activated it.

      

      Target of maximum interest identified. Now constructing a viable model of items of interest based on stored information...

      Now revealing subjects of interest...

      

      The image of Darren before her changed. First, his armor vanished, leaving only some loose fabric hanging down his robust shoulders. A few tiny scars dotted his back and neck, though she hadn’t remembered seeing them during the few glimpses she’d got. Then the rest of his shirt vanished, revealing tight cords of muscle and the lean body of a warrior without compare. There was strength and speed there that Thalia doubted any other man in the Sacred Seas could match.

      Then his belt vanished, along with his pants.

      

      Now generating an approximation of item of maximum interest...

      

      Thalia felt heat flow to her cheeks, and she scrambled to close her interface. Nobody else could see what her sigil was projecting into her mind, but she knew Jezabel could read her like a book.

      “Ha! You are thinking about him! I was right!” Jezabel laughed as she saw the look on Thalia’s face.

      “Uh... it was an accident! I didn’t mean to...” Thalia turned her head to avoid looking at the screen in front of her, but since the interface was in her head, it followed her gaze and stayed right in front of her face.

      She was so flustered after the incident that it took her nearly a minute to figure out how to close the interface before her.

      

      Now saving 3D model for future study...

      

      She was calming down from the event when Cleric Audrey at the front of the procession held her hand, palm facing out. Most of the others knew what that meant and brought their horses to a stop. Then, one warrior who Darren had rescued from Hell turned to the cleric. She was an enormous woman and clearly a paladin like Sasha, though less refined than the commander of the Order of the Rose. Thalia thought her name was Olpha.

      “What’s the matter?” Olpha asked.

      “See that plume of smoke? That’s the village we are going to stay in tonight.”

      “Then what are we waiting for? I can hardly wait to sleep in a bed in my homeland,” Olpha said.

      Audrey shook her head. “That plume of smoke is far too large to come from a few fireplaces. From the looks of things, half the town might be ablaze.”

      “Oh dear.” Jezabel held a hand over her mouth. “Any other time, I would say we should help them, but with the princess here, it might not be worth the risk.”

      Thalia shook her head. “Don’t pass this place by on my account. These people need help, and we’re here to provide it. And so provide it we shall.”

      Cleric Audrey looked skeptical. “Alright, we can go in to help, but I want everyone to be on their guard. King Darren has kept the roads to Limedeep safe, but we’re not in Limedeep anymore. Not to mention we don’t know what caused the fire. It could be as simple as a fallen candle or as complicated as a group of bandits running rampant through the village.”

      They approached along the road with caution and were glad they did so. They didn’t find anyone fighting the fires when they finally reached the village. They did, however, find several bodies.

      A group of about six men and two particularly brawny women lay in a heap in the center of the village. Most of them had a few kitchen knives, cast iron pans, pitchforks, or other farming implements scattered around them. Most were broken like they’d been used to stab steel plate.

      “No wonder the fire got out of control. There was nobody here to fight it,” Audrey said as she investigated the bodies. “Looks like they killed everyone willing to fight and took the children and the rest of the women off somewhere.”

      “Bandits?” Thalia asked.

      “That’s the most likely explanation... although...” Audrey’s voice trailed off, and Thalia looked at her. Several other eyes turned towards her as well.

      “Although what?” Olpha asked.

      “There’s another explanation, though. It could have also been demons. They’re capturing people too.”

      Everyone’s hearts hardened at those words. The people here knew what fate was in store for these villagers if they were captured by demons.

      “Can you track them?” Olpha asked Audrey.

      “I can.”

      Jezabel turned to Princess Thalia. “Princess, this will be dangerous. We should sit this one out. I understand wanting to let the others solve it, but...”

      Thalia was already shaking her head. “My investigation skill will be useful in figuring out what’s going on.”

      She looked to the ground, examining tracks. Soon, a notification appeared in her head, signifying the construction of a model of the village. Next, she saw a vision in her mind of the fires starting, followed by a vision of the villagers who were now lying dead after fighting in one last desperate battle for their village.

      They were outnumbered and outmatched by shadowy forms she couldn’t quite make out. She looked at the bodies again, gauging the angle of the strikes and the depth of the blows. The model before her became clearer, and the shadowy figures grew larger. They wielded proper weapons, not farm implements like this small group here. She saw scuff marks on the ground, and soon she had a vision of a large demon dragging a woman from her home as she kicked and left two long trails in the mud as her ankles dragged across the ground behind the demon.

      She scanned the entire village and soon had a good idea of what and who was taken and where. Between her predictive models and Audrey’s tracking skill, they soon had a good idea of where the villagers had been taken.

      “Then let’s go bash some heads.” Olpha tore a massive club off her horse and hefted it in her hands. Thalia remembered her bludgeoning one fiend who’d tried to prevent their escape with that weapon, which she’d first stolen off a demon within the tower where they’d been held prisoner.

      A few of the other ex-prisoners held their weapons aloft with a hoarse battle cry, and they were off.

      “The concentration of Demonic Aura is growing greater. I think there’s an entrance to Hell nearby,” Priestess Blossom said.

      There were a few murmurs of agreement, cut off only by a shush from Cleric Audrey. Their enemies were finally in sight.

      Most of them were human cultists, dressed in long robes, but enough of them had slightly misshapen appearances. One man had leathery wings, another had a small pair of horns, and a third had claws coming from his hands. The misshapen appearance clearly showed that they’d already started using Demonic Aura to improve their physical abilities beyond ordinary human limits.

      More alarming were the towering armored figures among them. Thalia had expected fiends at work or other kinds of demons. Instead, she saw the familiar armor of the Sinful Servants who’d recently betrayed her.

      “Those people in armor, those are third-order fiends in disguise!” Thalia whispered to the others in warning.

      Olpha grinned. “That just makes this even better. Charge!”

      Olpha jumped into the open, swinging her club with reckless abandon. The others soon joined in. Audrey and Blossom stayed to the rear to guard Thalia, since this mission from their captain was to make sure she delivered her report to her father without incident.

      The demons and cultists had prepared for a few armed villagers, not nearly thirty warriors with sigils and looking for blood. The two Sinful Servants with them were the only fighters at the third order. Olpha, with her club alone, made quick work of one of them in the opportunity the surprise attack granted them and was busy bashing the helmet of the second in by the time he’d even drawn his sword.

      When the other warriors arrived, the cultists and remaining Sinful Servant stood no chance. They were overwhelmed within moments, and all but one were slain.

      “Stop! Don’t kill the last one,” Thalia said. “I want to ask him a few questions.”

      And so Thalia mined the last cultist for all the information her skill needed to piece together a picture of what was happening. These Sinful Servants were more willing than the two who’d come to Limedeep with her and had been working hard sending humans into Hell. According to the cultist, these operations were happening in small villages throughout the Empire, thanks to a new deal with the Emperor. Now, the Blackwind Empire was supplying the demons of Hell with all the people they asked for in exchange for weapons and support as more Sinful Servants to join the lower ranks of the Order of the Rod.

      Some cults felt certain that the Order of the Rod was planning a full-scale takeover of the entire Sacred Seas. With the Eastwood Kingdom and the Northern Trade Union in shambles, thanks to the recent demonic invasion, the only stable nation that remained other than Whiteguard was the Blackwind Empire. But now that the Order of the Rod had the ear of the Emperor, they were well on their way to ruling the entire Sacred Seas.

      Thalia stood still, shocked at the revelations. How had so much been happening around her without her even noticing? Her father sat on the throne, not realizing he’d become a puppet of the Order of the Rod. The other nations of the Sacred Seas were in disarray. Just what had happened over the last few years?

      Plans like this didn’t come together overnight. The Order of the Rod had to have been masterminding a series of catastrophes like this for generations. Ordinarily, she would have thought such long-term thinking impossible. But if the rumors that Whiteguard had seraphim in the flesh embedded in their ranks were true, then it just might be possible.

      The pieces fit together for her. No wonder they’d sent Archpaladin Gaimon to Limedeep to claim the city. As it stood, it was the only major faction in this region of the Sacred Seas where the Order of the Rod didn’t have a presence. They had to be furious that Sir Darren had claimed it himself. That was why they wanted Thalia to write a report that would allow the Blackwind Emperor to reject King Bogo’s request that the Emperor extend formal diplomatic recognition to Limedeep. And if Thalia herself had actually died on her mission, it would have been all the pretense her father needed to send an entire army of Sinful Servants toward Limedeep...

      “Princess? Princess!” Jezabel asked in concern.

      Thalia shook her head. “I’m fine. We just... we need to be careful heading back to the capital. I feel I might not be welcomed home with as open arms as we think.”

      By now, Thalia was questioning whether the palace was safe for her at all. With so many demons walking around openly as Sinful Servants, she could be killed out of hand just for knowing what they were up to. She would need to find a way to keep herself safe.

      While Thalia thought, Olpha and the rest of her companions had been freeing the bound and chained human prisoners the fiends had been preparing to transport into hell.

      “Bless you! May the heavens bless you for slaying those demons and their human collaborators,” a sobbing woman said as she clutched her child tight. The two had been bound together at the wrist and waist until Olpha smashed the lock on the chains with her club.

      “The chance to smash some demons is blessing enough,” Olpha spat on the corpses of the Sinful Servants as she helped the sobbing woman to her feet.

      The other warriors gathered together, looting the cultists and the Sinful Servants for their weapons and supplies.

      “Are you an order of holy warriors dedicated to slaying demons?” the woman asked.

      Olpha shrugged. But to Thalia, a thought came to mind.

      “Yes, I suppose we are. We are a new order dedicated to slaying demons and freeing the Blackwind Empire of demonic corruption, which has spread to the very palace itself.”

      The woman’s eyes widened. “You mean even the emperor is dealing with demons like these?”

      Thalia nodded. “I’m afraid the palace has been infiltrated by demons. Even my father, the Emperor, has fallen to their machinations.”

      Spreading the truth of what was happening here would at least slow whatever the Order of the Rod was planning to do to the Blackwind Empire. This way, they couldn’t use the legitimacy they’d stolen from Thalia’s family to do as they pleased with the Empire’s people.

      “Good heavens, things are worse than any of us dreamed! We thought this was a lone group of cultists. To think they’ve spread like this all across the Empire. Is this the end times? Will the world be consumed in hellfire?”

      “Not if I have anything to say about it,” Thalia said.

      “And me!” Olpha grinned, thrusting her club into the air. “Glad you’re on our side, princess!”

      “Me as well,” another of the warriors beside Thalia said.

      “And me.”

      Soon, a chorus of cries went up from around Thalia, pledging themselves to a cause Thalia hadn’t even known existed before her trip to Limedeep. Even a few villagers joined in, never wanting to experience the fate that had almost befallen them.

      “What can we call you?” the woman on the ground asked, holding her child tight. But now, there was hope in her eyes instead of just fear.

      Thalia froze a while and thought. A name was important and had power unto itself.

      “Once, we were captured, as you almost were. Then, we were freed by a man named Darren Heavengrace. Saving you would not have been possible if he hadn’t saved us, so in a way, we are merely passing a flame of liberation he gave to us. So I suppose you could call us the Torch of Heaven’s Grace.”
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      The following two weeks involved many hours deep in the depths of the first and second layers of Hell. Darren led Callum, Sasha, and their respective forces all over the first and second layers as they slew imps and dire felbeasts in huge numbers. More than a few Bejeweled Terrors met their end from human swords and spells, and the humans who slew such beasts rejoiced at the many gemstones they provided.

      Darren had already networked his sigil to Sasha’s and Callum’s, but now he networked all the sigils of all the holy warriors following them to his own. He’d cut them all off from the heavens long ago, but now they were wired through him as well. Before, doing that would have simply taken too much time, but with his improved abilities came improved finesse when manipulating Divine Aura. Navigating complex webs of aura had been difficult before, but now it was easy and familiar as tying a knot was to a sailor.

      Now, a few simple commands given on his interface allowed him to send out quests to every warrior under either of their commands. By following these quests, they would all grow stronger together.

      For the first time, he saw the intention behind the quest system each sigil provided. Everyone with the sigil was a contract laborer for the heavens. Their ophanim and vast spy networks found demons wherever they might be hiding, and their quests threw in any nearby sigil-wielding warriors to deal with them.

      Darren understood why it worked for the seraphim, though he personally wanted something a little more coordinated. While a mob of humans loosely following their commands was perfect for the seraphim waging a wide, spread-out policing effort over the entire Sacred Seas, Darren was waging war against Hell itself.

      The Order of the Rose was well-trained, as were Callum’s guards. But most of the new recruits from Salsroth only had a few weeks of proper martial training. The newly rescued prisoners that Darren had saved had also joined his forces, and the fourth-order cleric, in particular, was powerful enough to slay anything on the first and second layers. They were all valuable assets, but they were untrained and poorly coordinated assets.

      Merging all these disparate groups together into one fighting force would be a task unto itself, let alone training them all on the techniques needed to fight and survive in Hell. Of everyone present, only Darren was equipped to pass on that kind of knowledge. So, with great reluctance, Darren, Sasha, and Callum agreed to bring the Order of the Leaf from Lichenfell Citadel.

      “Darren!” Brayak shouted as he pointed a finger in Darren’s direction. “I knew a man like you could never die! If you had, I was certain you would’ve become the most deadly lust demon the world has ever known! I shudder to think how powerful the incubus your spirit will make would be!” Brayak shivered, and his armor clanked across the rough stone. “I am greatly relieved to find you alive and well, although a little confused. I definitely saw you die to that blow struck by Prime Saint Kalaziel. Admittedly, I thought that was a little much. True, you are a sinner for not preserving the sanctity of your chastity as a holy knight, but killing you would merely bring more lust demons into the world. I was not in favor of it.”

      Sasha chuckled. “Oh, some nights, I do feel like he’s got a bit of lust demon in him. After all, it would take a demon to make Cassandra scream the way he makes her.” Much to Brayak’s horror, Sasha winked at him. He clutched his face and covered his eyes to protect himself.

      “No! Share not the story with me, wench! You will corrupt my pure and untainted heart with this unchaste knowledge!” Brayak cried.

      “Brayak, can your forces join us and help or not?” Darren asked.

      “The pure and honorable forces of the Order of the Leaf — and associated orders of Lichenfell Citadel — shall assist you in this quest to venture into Hell itself to slay the demon scourge once and for all! We shall bring forth all our forces to bear, especially against anything remotely resembling a succubus, for they are the foulest, most devious of demons.”

      “Join up with the others then. We’re slaying imps and Dire Felbeasts today,” Darren said. He sensed Brayak was preparing for a long-winded speech that would have everyone else confused and have them not slaying demons until midday.

      And so the hunts began, but on an even greater scale than before. Between all the orders and the various groups of trusted warriors Darren had added to this endeavor, there were now around five hundred humans in Hell battling demons.

      The mere presence of so many under Darren’s command changed the atmosphere around them. The desolate wasteland of Hell seemed to grow brighter for their presence, and with so many comrades in arms nearby, there was no need for them to hide from the demons who lay in wait.

      No group of imps lying in ambush could possibly hope to challenge a group so large. No charging band of dire felbeasts could overwhelm this army. No fiend scout from the third-order could hope to report their location back with a thousand spells thrown their way the moment they showed their faces. Although these were only small victories over minor demons by Darren’s standards, these were the most demons anyone had slain since Salsroth. Conquering them, completing quests, and looting the riches of this fearsome underworld invigorated everyone who now followed Darren.

      Sasha held the banner of souls Darren had found and stolen back in Salsroth, and now with so many demons being slain, the banner grew in power. Though its effects were initially subtle, Darren sensed energy flowing from it and to his warriors, strengthening them just a little further with each demon soul added to the banner. When it reached full power, that banner might mean the difference between victory and defeat someday.

      One purple-haired seraph stood out from the rest with her ferocity among all the warriors who followed Darren down to Hell. She no longer hid beneath her borrowed cloak when they fought down here in Hell. Enough of the soldiers had seen her sprout wings and fly that rumors were passing through the ranks that her abilities were no skills but rather the powers of the seraphim.

      The notion that they had such a heavenly being among them reinvigorated many flagging spirits who thought the heavens had turned against them when Prime Saint Kalaziel slew Darren before their eyes. Perhaps the heavens were still on their side after all.

      The effectiveness of the entire group was a bit too great, and no single group of demons was much of a challenge. To make sure everyone had the chance to fight, Darren had to start sending out small scouting parties. Giving a small group an hour or two away from the main army ensured everyone would feel the crushing weight of the Demonic Aura around them and the constant vigilance needed to survive in this incredibly hostile environment. It wasn’t much, but Darren thought it was helping.

      Unfortunately, some of these small groups were bound to get in over their heads. While Darren would have liked to force them to live or die on their own merit, he didn’t have it in him to force these loyal followers to go through what he endured. So when a party came across a band of imps waiting in ambush, Asuriel was the first to fly to the rescue. She rained down spheres of golden light upon the imps and cut them to shreds before any other defenders with movement skills could arrive.

      “We’re saved? Thank you! Uh...” A young woman stood dumbstruck as she stared at Asuriel’s wings poking out from behind her back. “Are you... uh...”

      She tried to ask the obvious question, but Asuriel flapped her wings again and flew off, only to nearly bump into Darren hovering over the army on his silver wings.

      “Oh! Darren!” Asuriel blushed and tossed her hair to the side as she released the twin spheres of energy that had started forming in her hands as soon as she was startled.

      “You’ve been working hard,” Darren said.

      “Truth be told, I miss this just being us a bit.” Her face flushed once more. “Do you… Do you want to go to the third layer at some point? Just you and me? I know you are a big, strong, fifth-order human now. I’m not sure if you have time for a little old fourth-order seraph...”

      Darren waved her fears aside. “Okay, let’s go. Callum and Cassandra can handle things from here.”

      “Now?” A serious expression turned from overjoyed to surprised. She looked like she expected him to say no.

      “Yes. I want to scout the third layer.”

      In truth, Darren worried that Asuriel had been helping the others too much. He didn’t want her fighting all their battles for them. Otherwise, they wouldn’t grow stronger themselves. They could rely on each other for support. It was time to see if they’d learned their lessons from him well.
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        * * *

      

      And so Darren and Asuriel entered the third layer and found the demon lord’s tower that Darren had destroyed when he’d come here last. But, to his surprise, there was a great deal of activity outside the tower.

      Darren and Asuriel both landed and put on their cloaks before approaching to better grasp the situation. Between the two of them, they soon figured out that a group of fiends from a neighboring demon lord had invaded this area and were trying to claim the ruins of this tower for their own demon lord. The only thing stopping them was that a few of the peasant fiends from the neighboring hamlets outside the tower had already taken it over. Now the demons were busy fighting among themselves.

      “You won’t put an end to us so easily! Just wait until one of us finds Demon Lord Bobzebub’s hoard of soul stones. Soon I’ll be the next demon lord of this region!” a fiend on the wall shouted.

      A large, masculine voice bellowed from below. “Ha! You could swallow ten thousand soul stones and still not be a match for me, the glorious and esteemed Demon Lord Nori. No doubt you’ve heard of me? All of you fall to your knees and pledge allegiance to me, and I will forget this incident.”

      Darren was pretty certain he’d taken everything of value within the tower, so the demon farmers who’d taken the tower in search of Demon Lord Bobzebub’s riches were doomed to die at the hands of this Demon Lord Nori.

      Little did Demon Lord Nori know that he was also doomed to die today. Darren sensed the spirit inside Melancholy stir.

      “Ashe, will he do?”

      [Slay him, and I may be able to use some of my powers to assist you after.]

      “Who are you talking to?” Asuriel asked.

      “Asmoth’Koteth. I stuck her spirit inside of my sword,” Darren explained, not wishing to hide anything from Asuriel.

      “O-oh...” Asuriel looked like she had many questions but didn’t know which order to ask them.

      Darren grabbed her hand. “Let’s go kill those demons.” Then he pulled her along behind him as they spread their wings and went soaring a short distance, only to land on the top of the already-crumbling tower with a tremendous thud.

      Darren activated Unstoppable and Unbreakable. Though Asuriel landed with all the grace of a perching eagle, Darren landed like a battering ram. He directed the kinetic energy of his fall to be as firm and sudden as possible to shake the structure beneath his feet.

      Demon Lord Bobzebub’s massive hammer had already done a great deal of internal damage to the tower. With Darren’s landing, the tower finally buckled and fell. It broke at the middle, then toppled forward onto Demon Lord Nori and his demonic warriors, a group of two hundred third-order fiends.

      As soon as the tower tipped, the demons scrambled in all directions. But some were too slow, and the huge stone tower fell on their heads before they could figure out why their comrades were running. The demon lord himself, still busy hurling threats at whoever he was talking to, was among those too slow to evade the falling tower.

      Darren and Asuriel rode the tumbling tower peak down, flapping their wings and hovering in the air as the tower passed them by and landed on the ground before them.

      “Demons. Your time is up!” Asuriel shouted.

      “Hells below, is that a pair of seraphim? Are the heavens attacking us?” a few fiends yelled as they spotted Darren and Asuriel’s wings. Then, they shouted among themselves, drawing swords and working quick to reorganize.

      But Asuriel was just as swift here as she had been on the first and second layers. She dove low, dropping two spheres of golden light on both groups of demons. The spheres expanded as they fell, growing more potent until they touched the ground and exploded with a tremendous burst of blinding light.

      To humans who lived on the surface, the two spheres would have looked like miniature suns for a moment, bright but only momentary.

      But these demons had spent decades or even centuries underground, seeing only by the dim ambient light of Hell. So they were unprepared for the brightness that Asuriel’s skill unleashed on them. When they were struck, their eyes smoldered and burned, dripping from their sockets into puddles of lifeless goop at their feet. Screams of agony echoed throughout the battlefield, and they were helpless to fight back as Asuriel swept by them again to finish them.

      Even without blinding them or fighting from the air, Asuriel would have outmatched every demon except the demon lord himself as a fourth-order seraph. Some fiends Darren encountered on the third layer in the past had fourth-order fiends as the heads of their guard, but the demon lords in this region of Hell were weaker than in other places and had only third-order guards.

      While Asuriel was making quick work of Demon Lord Nori’s army, Darren turned to the demon lord himself. Though he’d been crushed by the falling tower, Darren didn’t expect that to be enough to put someone like the demon Darren faced down.

      

      Sense Intent: Demon Analysis

      Demon Lord Nori (Fifth Order)

      
        	This Demon Lord lost his legs years ago and replaced them with the body of a lobster from the waist down.

        	His favored weapon is the exotic bladed spear known as a naginata in the distant land of its origin.

      

      The demon lord carried a long spear with a gently curving blade at its end. Darren had never seen the like before, but he’d fought enough spear-wielding demons to know his way around a weapon like that.

      With a tremendous groan and a roar of frustration, Demon Lord Nori shoved the massive pillar of stone pinning him to the ground off himself and made an undignified roll through the dirt to get free.

      He pulled his bladed spear out just in time to deflect Darren’s first blow from Melancholy.

      To Darren’s surprise, Melancholy didn’t immediately cleave through the haft of the long spear.

      “What is someone like you doing this far down in Hell!” Demon Lord Nori demanded. “You’re no seraph... and yet you feel stronger than any archpaladin I’ve ever fought.”

      “Killing demon lords,” Darren explained. Then he unleashed a barrage of blows that pushed the lobster-footed demon back. Though the demon stood twice as tall as Darren, Darren was the stronger of the two of them. Each time their weapons locked, the demon lord was pressed further and further against the toppled stone tower behind him. Finally, he crawled up it, hoping to gain the high ground over Darren, but Darren flapped his wings and ascended higher still.

      The two sparred sword against spear until the demon lord grew frustrated at being constantly on the defensive. He unleashed a barrage of slashing attacks and hacked at the air before him. Lines of crimson energy shot out where each cut was made, and rays of power lashed out of the cuts towards Darren.

      They would have cut a normal human to ribbons, but against Darren, the rays splashed across his bare chest like water washing over the shore. Then, they dispersed into nothing without even drawing a drop of blood.

      “Impossible!” Demon Lord Nori took a step back to put distance between him and Darren, but in doing so, he lost his footing and fell backward over the edge of the toppled tower. “You can’t be a human! Something like you shouldn’t exist! If you were possible, I never would have become a demon.”

      “And yet here I am. And here you are, demon,” Darren replied.

      “The Circle of Archdemons will want to know about you. Archpaladin soul stones are already so rare. Think of what they could create from your soul! It might make something powerful enough to take a third-order demon to the fourth-order with just a single nibble!” Demon Lord Nori cackled, forgetting for a moment what a precarious situation he was in.

      “You’ll never live to find out.”

      “No... but mark my words, the Circle of Archdemons will!” Then the demon’s footing gave out from under him.

      Demon Lord Nori didn’t bother to resist and let himself fall backward and off the tower.

      Darren dove over the edge himself with Melancholy pointing blade first. He impaled the demon lord with the force of their fall, skewering him through the heart.

      Demon Lord Nori let out one last burbling gasp before falling silent. His energy flowed into Melancholy and from Melancholy into Ashe resting within it.

      He sensed her drinking great gulps of power from his recent kill, and the sense of her presence in his mind grew greater.

      [Ahhh, now I’m feeling much better. Turn me towards some of those fiends there, and I’ll show you what I can do.]

      Darren hefted Melancholy towards a group of fiends. As soon as the tower fell, the greedier among them abandoned their comrades and fled into the tower, searching for riches. He could already hear a few of them fighting inside over what few trinkets he’d left behind.

      He pointed Melancholy there, and a geyser of black and crimson energy shot from the sword. It cut through the stone exterior of the broken tower and the structure within it.

      [Impressed?] Ashe asked him.

      Darren remembered that skill. Asmoth’Koteth had used it a few times to keep him running while she sat back and summoned a few minions to fight him. This beam was smaller than Darren remembered, and it didn’t carve through the tower the way the skill he remembered carved through the earth around him.

      “It will do,” Darren replied.

      Ashe huffed, taking Darren’s words as a note of disapproval.

      [Well, slay a few more Demon Lords, and I’ll show you what I can really do. Just you wait.]

      “Very well.” Darren looked to the horizon, where a few more towers dotted the area.

      Ashe sat silent for a while, not expecting Darren to take her up on her offer so soon. But before long, he sensed a feeling of smug satisfaction from her.

      [Soon, we’ll wipe that smug smile off Kalaziel’s face, and you’ll have me to thank for it...]

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      After slaying their first Demon Lord, Darren and Asuriel wasted no time looking for the next one. They all lived in tall, easily identifiable towers spread throughout the third layer, so finding them was practically effortless.

      Three more demon lords died like the first. Darren engaged them while Asuriel held back any of the forces that came to defend their lord. After they were done, they looted each tower and took the personal treasure hoard of each demon lord. Each victory completed another quest for Darren, and he’d amassed a few new skill books to choose from when filling out the rest of his skill slots.

      He tucked them away along with the rest of each treasure haul. He’d need to purify them with Cassandra’s help before he could really figure out which of the new skills would suit him.

      “Whew! This demon lord was rich!” Asuriel said as she kicked aside a heap of silver and gold. She stood up to her knees in a river of precious metals as she rummaged around for what she was looking for. “Ha! Here we go! I found the soul stone chest!”

      She grabbed the much smaller chest, no larger than her head. It was smaller than the last two such chests Darren and Sasha had found on their recent adventures. While this demon had been very rich by mortal standards, he wasn’t so well off by demon standards.

      Asuriel held the chest out to Darren and used his purification skill on them. Shortly after looking through the loot of the last battle, the two discovered that Asuriel could replenish her expended energy and even build up her reservoir of power a little by absorbing one of these soul stones after Darren purified them.

      She didn’t swallow the stones like demons did. She just thrust her fist into the chest and rummaged around until her eyes lit up, and one of the stones burst apart into motes of energy, which then flowed into her.

      “Looks like there were two good ones in here for me this time!” Asuriel said, satisfied with that. She seemed to glow a little brighter than before, and her wings shimmered for a moment before going dim. “I think I’m getting stronger!”

      “Good.” Darren smiled.

      “Ha! Just you wait! I’ll be a fifth-order seraph before you know it!” Asuriel grinned. “Just you wait! Honestly, I can’t believe I’m saying that. I thought it would be a thousand years before I’d reach the fifth order.”

      “I believe in you.” Darren gave Asuriel a pat on the back.

      “Well, that’s just you being a good mortal. You should always have faith in me, a seraph descended from the heavens. You know, mortals of old used to worship descended divine beings like me.” Asuriel turned on her heels, waving her wings at Darren and posing with one hand thrust in the air.

      After enjoying their victory, he picked up the spoils, including the mountain of gold. The last few Demon Lords they’d slain today ensured Darren recovered all the money he’d given away in both Salsroth and Limedeep combined. He’d need to find uses for gold other than as coins. It was a very shiny metal. Perhaps Cassandra would be impressed if he remade their roof out of the stuff?

      Of greater interest, Darren found some of the chests of coins in the back turned out to be filled with bronze instead of silver or gold.

      “Ah, I see how it is! He was trying to make his hoard look bigger than it really is!” Asuriel chuckled.

      But Darren cradled the chests of bronze coins like the precious things they were and tucked them away for safekeeping. He’d take these over the silver and gold. There were rumors that Limedeep was running short of bronze coins, and some stores had to stop giving change for silver. Having a stash of his own would mitigate any fear that caused him. He would keep this one tucked away, where not even Cassandra would get to touch it.

      After stripping the tower bare, Darren and Asuriel took to the air in search of their next target.

      “Hey, look at that thing over there! I think there are a bunch of towers all put together!” Asuriel said as she spotted something.

      Darren turned to look where Asuriel was pointing, and his eyes took in the distant cluster of towers with the eyes of an eagle. Being able to mimic common-grade skills with Mystic Master was proving useful. He would have to go through his library again for common and uncommon skills to learn.

      “A city,” Darren concluded as he examined the cluster of towers.

      These things were rare on the third layer but not unheard of. When Darren was fourteen he had gotten overconfident. A group of fiends had captured and brought him to one of these. After seeing how those prisoners he’d recently rescued ended up, he imagined that would have been the fate he’d been in store for if he hadn’t escaped.

      He’d avoided any large fiend settlement since then. He could raid smaller hamlets and villages for tools or materials needed for his Limitless Evolution skill, and his cloak at the time hadn’t been powerful enough to hide him while he interacted with fiends. Back then, his only option had been to steal or kill for what he needed.

      His sigil also seemed to understand how dangerous these cities were and never gave him any quests around them. These days, he realized that had probably been his mother’s doing.

      “Let’s go. Stick close to me,” Darren told Asuriel. “No wings. We use our cloaks. Yours isn’t strong enough to let you talk to the demons, but mine might be.”

      Asuriel threw her cloak over her shoulders. “And here I thought I’d stolen the most wonderful legendary concealment artifact I’d ever seen.” She pouted.

      Darren gave her a pat on the head, and she blushed again.

      Soon, they were at the city gates. The tall stone walls and the atmosphere reminded Darren a lot of Limedeep.

      There were a few differences, though. Instead of limestone, the walls were sheer faces of granite. That was a much tougher stone to cut, but fiends were far stronger than humans, so it had likely been about the same amount of work for them.

      The towering walls of this underground city rose even taller than Limedeep’s, which were already some of the strongest city walls in the entire human world. That meant this demon city was on a level beyond anything humans had built, and from the signs Darren saw, it wasn’t even that large a city by fiend standards.

      One of the gate guards said as much to Darren and Asuriel as they approached.

      “Welcome to Port Melquart, owned and operated by Archdemon Melquart. As always, stealing within the bounds of the city walls is punishable by being flayed alive and suspended upside down from the city walls for three years. The entrance tax is five second-order soul stones.”

      Darren handed over a single third-order soul stone, not saying a word to the guard lest they see through his cloak.

      But he needn’t have worried. The guard took payment for both him and Asuriel, and they entered the city. They entered through the gates, watching a few skinless fiends dangling upside down from the walls and staring over the city with expressions of agony.

      “How crude.” Asuriel wrinkled her nose at the sight of them. “But I supposed that’s to be expected from demons.”

      “How do they punish crime in the heavens?” Darren asked.

      “There isn’t much crime in the heavens. Most people don’t have it in them. And those that do commit crimes often have decent arguments for doing so. But when punishments are needed, we make the guilty spend a few decades doing community service. Cleaning up, planting gardens, fulfilling the long-repressed sexual fantasies of other seraphim, that kind of thing. Although some say that last punishment encourages crime and is the only reason we have repeat offenders...”

      They walked the streets, and with Darren in the lead, the fiends didn’t seem to notice that neither Darren nor Asuriel were demons. Despite all the time he’d spent in Hell, this was the first time he’d been able to walk through such a large demonic settlement so freely.

      Off to Darren’s left, a few human corpses hung suspended on hooks like so much meat as a butcher cut the bodies down into neatly trimmed chunks right then and there. A surprising number of sigils were on display, some with bodies accompanying them. Completing quests was a dangerous job, and not one everyone was trained for. Most of the sigils were corrupted sigils, but that didn’t matter to Darren.

      Darren swept a hand over a heap of sigils when he thought none of the fiends were looking and pocketed them. It would be good to put those back into circulation in Limedeep. The people were already dead and beyond help. But when he led the others down to the third layer to clean this place up, he would be sure that these demons paid in blood for each human death.

      From the whispered conversations around them, he put together a picture of what this city was and what was happening here.

      This city was owned by Melquart, a member of the Circle of Archdemons Darren had heard so much about as of late. He was the archdemon most responsible for the kidnapping of humans to create soul stones. This city was a port city closer to the surface than most of the soul farms. That meant a lot of human prisoners passed through this region. Darren’s need to destroy this place was redoubled.

      More than that, in the center of this city, protected by six black towers, was an entrance to the fourth layer of hell. Darren had never been that deep before, but from the sound of things, paths further down were tightly regulated. The fiends who lived there didn’t want just anyone coming there. While Darren had heard rumors of smaller tunnels scattered throughout the third layer, this was more akin to a road where goods flowed constantly downward.

      Most of those goods were humans captured from the surface, but after listening to a few demonic shopkeepers, most of the finished goods the fiends on the third layer depended on, like tools and enchanted weapons, came from the fourth layer. That was the true beating heart of fiend society where the strongest fiends lived, and the best things were made.

      The six towers looming over the center of the city were demon lord’s towers. The city’s people knew each lord by name, and all of them had a fearsome and vicious reputation.

      Unlike the other demon lords in the region, these six weren’t independent. All of them owed allegiance to the archdemon known as Melquart, and his iron fist kept even these vicious demons cooperating. Without his watchful gaze, they would have long since fallen to infighting as they battled for riches and resources. But thanks to their loyalty to Melquart, their competitive natures were largely restrained to seeing who could make the most impressive tower or offer up the most humans to their master.

      Darren would put an end to all that today.

      “Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Asuriel asked one last time. “I know you’ve already killed a half dozen demon lords today. But killing them one at a time is different from slaying six all at once.”

      “I will take one by surprise. Maybe two. I can survive the others. If they are too tough together, we can just fly away.”

      Asuriel laughed. “Now you’re thinking like a seraph! Stupid ground-bound demons could never catch us once we take to the air! Although the ceiling of this region of hell is a bit lower than I’d like. These places are why the seraphim’s usual tactics of attacking with fast, mobile units doesn’t work quite as well down here as it does on the surface.”

      And so Darren and Asuriel approached the first tower. It was black as night with two tall points on either end. A glowing eye hung suspended between those two points, looking down over the city. It cast a bright beam of light down on the fiends below, and whenever it touched a group of fiends, they scattered in all directions.

      The fiends seemed to think getting caught in the beam was a bad idea, though there seemed no rhyme or reason as to where the glowing eye looked. Knowing demons as Darren did, he figured it was probably just amusing itself by scaring its lesser kin.

      Infiltrating the tower turned out to be rather easy. Guards were standing by the entrance, but when the glowing eye’s gaze fell upon the tower’s guards, the guards scattered and ran.

      Darren and Asuriel slipped by their abandoned posts and found themselves within the tower. There, they ascended one set of stairs after another. They checked the tower’s upper floors, looking for human prisoners, but all they found were empty sets of blood-spattered chains. If there were humans here at one point, they were gone now. Either down to the market as meat for sale or deeper into hell for farming soul stones.

      They found more gold and soul stones as they traveled through the tower, so the brief trip wasn’t wasted.

      “This demon is richer than any of the others we’ve spotted! I hope that holds true for the other towers!” Asuriel said giddily. Many of the slain demon lords’ belongings had become quite valuable to her after Darren purified them, and these were no exception. “I made more today than I would have in five hundred years working in the heavens! My old landlord can go to the mortal realm for all I care. A few more demonic hoards like these, and I might have a down payment on a house!”

      “I’m happy for you,” Darren said. “Now, time to slay demons.”
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        * * *

      

      Darren and Asuriel stormed into the throne room. One kick from him blew it open, and a blast of light from her blinded everyone past the entrance. From there, Asuriel made quick work of the three gawking fiends standing near the entrance and as far away from their demon lord as possible.

      The demon lord held a strange device attached to the ceiling and peered through a glowing eye that almost perfectly matched the larger one over the tower.

      The demon lord cackled to himself as he peered through the device. “That’s right! Run from me, you little shits, flee from my almighty gaze!”

      Darren didn’t waste time with niceties. He wanted to end this demon lord before heading on to the next. If he could knock out two of them before the others noticed, he’d have a considerably easier time taking out the rest. If he was lucky, perhaps he could slay three of them in their towers, then catch at least one more while they tried to rally together for protection.

      Those plans crumbled to nothing moments later.

      Melancholy pierced the demon’s chest and passed straight through to the other side, unhindered in the least.

      Darren skidded to a stop, scrambling to figure out what had happened just then. He thrust his sword through the demon once more, but the demon’s figure shimmered and flickered as his blade passed through it harmlessly. Where it passed, the image of the demon lord was distorted, and the Demonic Aura he was made of felt strange. When he removed his sword, the demon lord’s figure returned to normal, as did the Demonic Aura he was made from.

      After Asuriel finished off the last of the frightened fiends guarding their demon lord, she joined Darren in poking the image of the cackling demon lord.

      “It’s an illusion,” Asuriel said when the demon lord did nothing, even when she poked him in the nose, stuck her tongue out, and made crude gestures in front of his face.

      “Agreed. Where is the demon lord?”

      The ground beneath them cracked, and the two of them only had the briefest moment to share a look.

      “Ah-ha! I knew my Assassin trap would come in handy someday!” a cackling voice said. It matched that of the illusion they’d been staring at mere moments ago.

      Before Darren and Asuriel could even hit the ground, a wave of arrows shot out toward Darren and Asuriel. He scrambled to erect a shield. Though his flesh could withstand these projectiles, he wasn’t as certain about Asuriel’s.

      The arrows bounced off a bubble of glowing golden light. As soon as they hit the ground, Asuriel picked up a pair of huge broken chunks of stone with either hand and held them up as shields.

      Darren dropped his energy shield, and the two turned back to scan the room for the demon lord. His dispersing energy shield became tendrils that crawled around the room in the direction he’d heard the cackling voice.

      “This way,” Darren said when he sensed a powerful demonic presence.

      As soon as they took one step from where they landed, another barrage of arrows shot out of the walls, followed by a burst of sticky burning tar. In avoiding those, they almost fell into a pit full of spikes. They evaded that just in time to dodge a pair of oversized axes bound to the ceiling that swung down with enough force to cleave a bull in two.

      A dozen more traps impeded their progress, and their chase soon turned into a crawl. There was no telling what kind of enchantments or tricks were in these traps, so they couldn’t run through them while chasing their prey. They were losing more and more valuable time with each passing moment.

      Just when they thought they’d lost him, the Demon Lord’s taunting voice echoed out again.

      “Who sent you? Are you Melquart’s men? Has the old goat finally had enough of me? No, let me guess, you’re one of Astarte’s agents, aren’t you? Wait... that would make you a succubus, and the big one certainly doesn’t have the shape of a succubus. Taautus! You must have been sent by Taautus. I’m not sure why the Experimenter has a problem with me, but you’ll find I’m something of an experimenter myself!”

      Through sheer misfortune, Darren and Asuriel had targeted a demon lord who was already paranoid about assassination. What should have been an easy victory before moving on to the next demon lord had instead become a race against time. They had to end this demon lord before he rallied his companions. If they failed, then Darren would be in for a genuine test of his ability. The only problem was that in fighting that fierce, Asuriel would be in danger.

      “We should flee,” Darren said, scanning the traps around them for a way out. “Abort this quest. It isn’t worth the risk.”

      “That would be the smart thing to do,” Asuriel replied through gritted teeth as she rolled away from a statue of a dragon breathing fire where she’d been standing moments ago. “But nobody ever called me smart!”

      “You’re smart, Asuriel.”

      “Huh, well then, I guess it’s time to run! Let’s get out of here!”

      Instead of running further down the path to the next trap, Darren turned to the nearby wall.

      “Ashe. I need an exit.”

      [From sixth-order demon to sixth-order door opener...] Ashe grumbled.

      A ray of black and purple light shot from the tip of his sword, cutting out a chunk of stone and sand. Darren grabbed Asuriel’s hand, and they jumped out of the hole he’d just made and back out into the city they’d been wandering under the disguise of their cloaks.

      “Whew, suck my tail feathers, you stupid, overcautious demon lord. Next time, just let us bop you, and it’ll be nice and quiet!” Asuriel hooked her thumb and pointer finger in the shape of an ‘L’ on her forehead and stuck her tongue out in the direction they’d come from. She turned to Darren with a smile. “You know, that was fun! I had fun there. Did you have fun? And I was wondering if maybe you’d want to do it again? Next time it will go better, but...”

      Darren held up a hand. “It’s not over yet.”

      Across from them, a group of six demon lords stood armed and ready for battle. From the way they huddled together, it was clear they’d fought side by side many times before.

      “Well, these assassins of yours sure don’t look like any agents sent by Taautus. Are you certain?” the largest of the demon lords before them said.

      “Does it matter? They aren’t our master’s agents. We have to kill them! Preferably as painfully as possible...” the cackling demon lord they’d tried to kill said.
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      Hot liquid burst from the mouth of a squat, toad-like fiend. Darren used his Divine Energy Projection skill to throw up another barrier to deflect it. The hot, sticky fluid sizzled against Darren’s shield, dripping onto the ground and melting the stone.

      Two more probing attacks came Darren and Asuriel’s way. One a thrown knife that breathed fire as it flew and another a rock the size of Darren’s torso. Darren dropped his shield and shot out a tendril to grab the thrown knife and flick it back at the demons. Then he stretched out his hand to catch the rock. Thanks to Unstoppable and Unbreakable, he brought it to a stop with a single hand.

      “Well, I’ll be damned. I think that’s a human,” one demon said. He was as big as a horse with a pair of antlers on his head. His chest was bare and like that of a red-skinned man, but beneath the waist, he was covered with a thick set of fur.

      “You’re already in hell. You’ve been damned for a long time. But for once, I think you’re right,” hissed another demon in reply. She was lithe and the second smallest of the group. Below the neck, her figure was almost indistinguishable from that of a naked human woman. But everything from the neck up belonged on the body of a giant snake. She spoke with the mouth of a hooded cobra, teeth still dripping from the acid she’d spat moments ago.

      The tiniest demon lord among them all stood off to her left, and he was closer to child-sized than the giant heights most fiends reached. He had a pair of massive, multifaceted eyes jutting out from his head on long stalks. He groomed a pair of antennae as those twitching eyes stared at Darren and Asuriel. That his skin was a tan human shade instead of the black of an insect or the red of a demon only made seeing this insectoid fiend even more disturbing.

      A fourth demon lord had four legs, each with the cloven hooves of a stag. He bore a scowl on his face and wielded a spear with a blade as long as a normal sword at the end. A coarse beard that looked more like metal than hair hung down from his chin, and two empty eyeless sockets gazed sightlessly at Darren and Asuriel.

      A massive ape stood near him, as wide as a bear but with the face of a man. The ape-like demon lord wore armor as thick as castle walls, and spikes adorned his entire body like he had made himself a living club to bash his enemies to death with.

      The sixth demon lord was the one who’d taunted Darren and Asuriel as he threw trap after trap at him. On his throne, giggling into his glowing eye device, he’d looked like a portly man just a few heads taller than a normal human. Other than that, he’d had no distinguishing features beyond the red skin of a fiend.

      But now, with his companions, he wore a metal claw on one hand. It turned and spun on a set of metal gears, clenching and unclenching with enough force to shatter stone. Hot molten metal burbled on a tank on his back, and from the gleeful look in his eyes, he had a few creative ideas about how to use it.

      “The big one is definitely a human. A powerful one, too. I wonder how Taautus made him?” the claw-handed demon lord said.

      “Didn’t we hear a rumor of this?” the snake-headed woman asked. “There were rumors of a particularly rare and powerful human leading that little army on the second layer?”

      “Then the rumors are confirmed,” the antlered demon said. “We’ll add this to our report to Archdemon Melquart, along with that delicious-looking band Melquart asked us to confirm the rumors for him before we captured those humans so eager to donate themselves to our master’s soul stone farm!”

      Darren’s heart dropped. These demon lords already knew about Callum, Sasha, and all the others. He’d known this was only a matter of time, but he didn’t enjoy hearing it spoken so plainly. Demons would be coming for his friends.

      “We were leaving. Stand aside,” Darren said to the demon lords.

      A few of them chuckled. The snake-headed woman spoke. “You hear that? The cornered human is telling us to move aside! In our own city, no less!”

      “Do humans move aside for their chickens? I think not,” the antlered demon snorted. “That’s what you are to us. You mortals who haven’t ascended to become beings of magic and energy are nothing before us demons. Strong as you are, you’re just another beast for us.”

      Darren held Melancholy up, and Asuriel slid to guard his back.

      “Final warning.” The point of Darren’s sword hung level with the antlered demon’s neck.

      The antlered demon snorted, and his fingers moved toward his spear.

      In a flash, Darren was upon him. His sword cut through the air like a leaf on the wind. It wove past the demon’s defenses, seeking his throat in less time than a hummingbird could flap its wings.

      The demon’s eyes widened, fear and shock showing in equal measure. Melancholy bit deeply of its flesh, siphoning demonic power from the demon.

      The antlered demon lord tried to bring his spear up, but Darren used his free hand to grab the half and push it aside. The demon lord just barely had enough time to pull his neck aside, so Darren only cleaved partway through his neck.

      Blood gushed out from the wound, but Darren wasn’t done.

      “Ashe. Now.”

      A burst of black and purple energy shot out of Melancholy’s tip as it carried through the antlered demon and pointed toward the snake-headed demon. The energy enveloped the woman, and she let out a scream of agony. In the same motion, Darren twisted the spear from the antlered demon’s grip as that demon lord went to seal up the cut on his throat with his free hand.

      Darren twisted, drawing a line of destruction across the other demon and spinning to throw the spear at the armored ape. The spear clashed with the ape’s armor, chipping away a piece of plate to reveal a patch of tender underbelly no larger than a fist.

      Darren’s boot struck the antlered demon, knocking his head aside as Darren hit the ground, grabbed the antlers, rolled, and threw the antlered demon at his frog-like companion. Both of them yelped, and the antlered demon bled everywhere as Darren’s toss pulled the wound on its neck open further.

      An instant later, the beam of energy shooting out of Melancholy’s tip and around the snake-headed woman finally faded, revealing a battered and burned demonic form. Beneath her layer of human skin, the snake-headed demon had a layer of scales tough enough to survive even a blast of power from Ashe. However, she hadn’t survived it unscathed.

      She fell to her knees, unable to stand up straight. Meanwhile, Darren stood with Melancholy in position.

      The demons knew that this was no fight one or two of their members could handle with physical might alone. Defeating Darren would take all their combined powers and abilities.

      The four-legged stag, the armored ape, and the mechanical claw demon lord came at him all at once.

      The four-legged stag whipped his long spear around in an arc over his head. His blade whirled to make a circle of sinister light, and when he pointed the side of his spinning spear at Darren, that circle of light shot forth to surround him.

      The armored ape pounded his chest, and as he did so, his muscles beneath his armor swelled. The ape had already been three times Darren’s weight beneath his armor. Now he swelled to thirty times his size. An armored gorilla like the one he now faced looked like it had the strength to tear the ramparts off castle walls and rip a tower from its base with its bare hands.

      The demon lord with the mechanical claw grinned maniacally as he turned a dial on his mechanical claw. The tank of molten metal on his back burbled, and a small nozzle within the claw opened up. He pointed it at Darren and sprayed a fountain of hot, runny, molten metal in Darren’s direction.

      Darren created another energy shield to block the molten metal, but more hit his shield than the tank on the claw-wielding demon’s back could contain, and if he let things continue, he’d be trapped completely within a shell of metal while the demons finished off Asuriel. He couldn’t allow that to happen.

      So he abandoned his defensive position and made a hole through one side of the dome of energy he’d created to block the incoming molten metal rain. As soon as he showed his face, the swirling ring of energy shot at him by the four-legged fiend with the lower body of a stag shot toward him. Darren saw the blow coming with Future Sight and twisted, so he shot through the opening right between the circle, letting it pass by him. It struck the molten metal-covered energy shield behind him, and the entire dome collapsed in a cacophony of grinding metal and shattering stone.

      Then the ape charged Darren with heat in his breath and spittle flying from his mouth. He let out a bestial roar as he slammed his fists into the stone right where Darren had been a moment before.

      But Darren had seen a blow coming, and he’d already moved to circle the gorilla-fiend’s side. He summoned his Swords of Revealing Light to stun the others for a moment so he could take care of this one alone. Then, Melancholy traced a long arc along the demon’s armor, cutting deep gashes wherever it touched.

      With Darren’s strength and the raw power of Melancholy, reducing a fatal slash like he just gave it was a testament to the armor’s strength. Any other man would have found it impossible to even scratch.

      The mark on his armor only seemed to enrage the furious ape all the more, and he twisted to slam the back of his hands against Darren’s side. But Darren moved between the ape’s legs, still holding up his sword.

      Though Darren didn’t pierce the ape’s armor, the ape let out an unmanly yelp when Melancholy struck something. Of her own accord, Ashe within the sword, let loose a burst of dark power directly upward.

      The ape howled like a wounded beast, stumbling backward out of the fight for a few seconds. That might as well have been an eternity in a battle like this one.

      With the ape out of the way, Darren turned to battle the other two. The claw-wielding demon and the stag reached him at the same time. The stag twirled his bladed staff, and a pair of blades extended from either side of the claw-wielding demon’s mental apparatus.

      They both moved with all the surety and swiftness of fifth-order demon lords. Demons like these were the reason why Darren had always avoided large settlements like this one. Defeating either of these demon lords would have been a battle that pushed Darren’s tremendous paladin powers to their very limit in those days. Fighting both at once would have been impossible then.

      But now, he was stronger and faster than ever before. He saw the stag’s blow before the demon himself ever thought to make it. He saw the claw headed for his throat before the demon stepped forward to make the blow.

      Darren’s free hand went out and grabbed the claw-wielding demon by the throat, then held him up like a shield between Darren and the stag. His Celestial Storm tendrils dug into the ground at his heels, kicking up dirt and debris enough to cloud the air for a moment.

      The stag’s twirling blade came down, smashing against the metal claw with enough force to knock both demons backward. Molten metal sprayed everywhere, and the blade on the end of the stag’s spear shattered.

      The two realized they were attacking each other instead of their true foe. But by then, it was already too late. Darren brought Melancholy through each of their waists, bisecting them in the middle. As he did, Melancholy devoured their Demonic Aura and converted it into Divine Aura. Within the blade, Ashe snatched what demonic energy she could while the rest filled the air and streamed into Asuriel in great gasping waves.

      While Darren fought, Asuriel hadn’t been idle. Though she was only a fourth-order seraph, she was prepared to face down no less than two fifth-order demon lords. Either of the foes should have been beyond her, but she could hold them off for a few scant minutes.

      She took to the air, out of the bug demon’s reach. The snake who’d been hiding within human skin before Ashe’s beam of destructive energy scoured her flesh was busy trying to spit acid at Asuriel, but Asuriel was too fast on her wings and avoided every spray. Darren had sensed her fight while he battled and worried for her. Though the snake woman was heavily wounded, she was still an order stronger than Asuriel, and just one of those globs of acid would be enough to finish his companion.

      The insect-eyed demon made things even more difficult for Asuriel. Every time she swept close, the insect opened its mouth wide. While the insect demon was no larger than a child, it could open its mouth wide enough to swallow a bull. The sight of its gaping maw growing larger than its body was terrifying to behold, but Asuriel only used it as an opportunity to hurl twin spheres of light down its throat, which exploded within the demon’s own body.

      By keeping out of range and fighting smart, Asuriel stayed just beyond the grasp of the pair of Demon Lords, keeping them from jumping on Darren as well. Their original plan had only been for Darren to take on four demon lords at once. Asuriel was making that happen despite all odds.

      But then the insect demon managed a skill she hadn’t expected. The demon turned, thrust its abdomen in the air, and sprayed a net of webbing as wide as a practice field in the air. The webbing tangled around Asuriel, binding her wings tight to her side and tearing her from the air.

      Darren cursed as he sensed the moment the net approached. He tried to create a shield to protect her, but he was too far away. The web landed and brought Asuriel down, and the pair of demons wasted no time pouncing on her.

      He abandoned his fight, pushing his movement skill to the limit. Darren was inhumanly fast, but the pair of demons had far less ground to cross, and the snake woman was already spitting acid.

      “Ashe, give me all you’ve got.”

      Darren pulled back his arm and threw his sword. It flew straight and true, spouting black and purple energy. In one blow, it skewered straight through the snake woman’s heart. Its tip plowed past her into the insect by her side, skewering that demon as well.

      But the damage was already done. The fountain of acid the snake woman sprayed splashed all over Asuriel.

      Asuriel saw her doom approaching, and she turned to where Darren had been an instant before, eyes struggling to lock with his current speeds. Her eyes were wet at the corners, and she locked her brows in firm determination.

      “Darren! I love--”

      She never finished her words. The demon lord’s acid spray struck her skin, and she vanished in a puff of feathers and blindingly bright light.
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      Something sharp and painful stabbed into Darren’s heart. He wasn’t sure what it was at first, but he remembered feeling like this when his mother died. He tore Melancholy free of the dead demon lords and kicked their bodies aside before rushing to the place where Asuriel had been.

      He tore the web that had bound her and pushed aside the heap of white feathers. There was a pile of clothes, and in the center of them was a little spark of Divine Aura. Darren had never seen the like before. Though it didn’t look like Asuriel, it sure felt a lot like her. He tried to grab it, but his hand passed right through it as though nothing was there. Try as he might, he couldn’t grab the little spark.

      It was a hungry little spark as well. Though it already had far more Divine Aura than it ought to given its size, it wanted more. It hungrily lapped at the power in the air, pulled from all the demon lords Darren had wounded with Melancholy.

      Darren tried to cup the mass of energy to find out more, but then he heard a dull rumble behind him as heavy footsteps echoed throughout the city. The ape was back on his feet.

      “Ha! That was a dirty trick you pulled. Too bad the pretty little seraph is dead. I wanted to grind her to paste between my fingers,” the ape said.

      “I don’t know. It was funny to see her die in a puff of feathers. A bit like a chicken, if you think about it. I’ve never seen a seraph die before,” the antlered demon said, still clutching his neck wound.

      Darren stood from where he knelt. He turned toward the ape and the antlered demon. His eyes were normally bright and cheery, but now they were dark and carried with them a sense of a sword hungry for blood. Those who met his gaze felt like they could cut themselves on it. For a moment, his shadow seemed to writhe in the gloom of hell, and the pair of demon lords could almost hear the distant screams of every demon Darren had ever slain. The ape took an involuntary step back, and the antlered demon swirled his blade defensively.

      Darren said no words. A pair of tendrils shot forth, winding past the stag’s guard and going right for the demon’s eyes. Blinded for a moment, Darren dove past the demon lord’s guard. The antlered demon tried to lash out blindly as red tears leaked from the corners of its eyes, but Darren swept Melancholy low and cut off both the demon’s front legs. The demon stumbled, and a moment later, his antlered head fell to the ground, free of his neck and gushing inky demonic blood.

      The ape lifted a massive foot, trying to crush Darren where he stood. All he succeeded in doing was grinding the corpse of his dead comrade into the ground. Then Darren found the chink in the demon’s armor made with the thrown spear at the beginning of the fight. Darren leaped off the ground and dove for that tiny hole, enlarged with the rest of the demon’s body, so now it was just big enough for Darren himself.

      With Melancholy pointed ahead of him, his sword made a gash, and Darren vanished into the wound, bypassing the ape’s armor completely. From the outside, the ape staggered to one knee, eyes growing wide. He coughed, and out came a mouthful of blood and shredded guts. The ape was dead before his face hit the ground. Darren walked out of his gaping maw clutching a mass of still-beating flesh that only vaguely resembled the heart it had been moments before.

      He tossed the lump onto the ground and looked around for the next foe to fight.

      All the demon lords were dead. His gaze turned to Asuriel and that little speck of light greedily devouring all the Divine Aura his battle had generated. He wasn’t sure what it was, but it was all that was left of Asuriel. If it wanted Divine Aura, then that was what Darren would give it.

      When Darren’s mother died, there was nothing he could do but sit in a cave with her corpse, cradling her broken body with tears in his eyes.

      But now, there was something he could do.

      “These demons do not deserve to live,” Darren said.

      His sigil responded.

      

      Hidden Quest Completed!

      
        	Slay the Six Demon Lords of Port Melquart (Mythic)

        	Reward: Enough skill books, weapons, and sigils to equip an army.

      

      New Quest Available!

      
        	Slay all demons in Port Melquart (Mythic)

        	Reward: A lighter heart and, cripple all of Melquart's forces in the depths of Hell. You will also receive an experience bonus for all skills.

      

      Darren’s eyes turned to the rest of the city. He’d walked these streets with Asuriel and seen the human bodies strewn up for sale like so much meat. Then he looked back to what was left of Asuriel.

      Not one of these demons deserved to live.

      Blood dripped from his armor, and Melancholy glowed black with power and ill intent.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Darren did was head for the gates. The best trained and equipped of the fiends were there.

      He arrived with a calamitous crash that shattered an upper chunk of the walls. The demons on it tumbled to the ground, falling with a wet thud. The walls were high enough that even a third-order fiend could die when thrown off them, and many did.

      With a dark shadow in his eyes and anger in his heart, Darren carved through the demons like a man hacking a path through a dense jungle. Melancholy cut through these third-order demons as easily as through branches and trees. No matter how the third-order demons tried to raise their blade in defense or assault, they stood no chance against Darren’s unstoppable onslaught.

      There were a few fourth-order demons guarding the gates. These were the elite of the fiends on the third layer, the best of the best. Darren usually only ever saw one or two directly in the service of a demon lord, but here there were dozens within the city. This Archdemon Melquart had to be powerful to attract so many to his service. Here, the fourth-order demons were just mere underlings working on behalf of the demon lords they’d already slaughtered.

      Darren closed the first gatehouse, cutting the chain holding the massive iron entrance open and letting the gates fall shut as their own weight brought them sliding into place. This exit from the city was sealed.

      These fourth-order commanders were tougher than the rest, and by the time Darren arrived at the second gatehouse, the fourth-order commanders were already rallying groups of fiends together in joint defense. They must have felt the battle between Darren and the demon lords and knew something was very wrong.

      “Attack! Kill that seraph! Throw everything we have at him!” one of the commanders shouted.

      A rain of arrows shot towards Darren, but he let out a shout. Divine Energy flowed from him, half taking form as it did so. Like a wave of invisible water catching the arrows in flight, it picked them up and tossed them aside. Not one of them reached him, and all those caught in the wave thudded into the ground and exploded with the might of the curses and foul magic the arrowheads contained.

      Then Darren was upon them before they could draw their swords. The sound of shearing metal echoed throughout the city as Melancholy cleaved through steel, muscle, and bone alike. Black demon blood covered Darren from head to toe. Only his silver wings remained unstained as they fluttered behind them, showing the images of countless atrocities committed by the very demons he passed judgment on now. The second gate shut as its defenders died, and Darren continued the slaughter.

      The third gate met the same fate as the second. Their struggle ended in more blood coating Darren’s arms, hair, and blade. The third gate fell to join the others, and soon the fourth fell as well. The city was sealed, and thousands of demons were trapped inside with Darren. He stretched out his tendrils and pushed his movement skill to the limit, sensing everything around him.

      Divine Aura billowed out from so many demons slain by Melancholy that the earth beneath the city changed. The battered and tarnished granite covered in blood gleamed brightly, and the skinless flayed fiends hanging from their feet by the walls burned away into tiny specks of light that swirled around the city.

      The first-order demons roaming the streets were destroyed before Darren even came across them. The second-order demons could hardly move under the tremendous weight of Darren’s presence. The fiends who filled this city had given up their humanity for an eternity of debauchery in the depths of hell. There was great suffering for any human who found themselves in this dark place, but for the fiends, it had been a paradise of their own making.

      Now Darren made them know what it was truly like to be in Hell. The demons that tried to fight died. The demons that tried to flee died. The demons that offered up sacrifices and pleading oaths of loyalty died. Darren could see their reflections in the silver feathers of his wings and knew that when humans asked for the same mercy from these demons, all they found was death and suffering. Now, these demons felt the same.

      The rivers ran black with ichor and blood, but as the essence of so many slaughtered demons ran through the streets, the city changed. The Divine Aura in the air grew ever greater as thousands of demons met their end, and what had happened at the walls spread to the rest of the city. The stones turned from black to brilliant gold. The human skulls lighting the city went dark, and the skulls crumbled to dust as what little was left of the human souls within was granted peace at last.

      The buildings took on a brighter, more colorful luster, and a patch of sky formed overhead, covering the cavern ceiling that smothered the rest of the third layer of hell. The sun shone down from overhead, shining light upon this dark and barren place for the first time since its creation.

      

      Quest Completed!

      
        	Slaughter all the demons in Port Melquart (Mythic)

        	Port Melquart has been destroyed, and the Divine Aura emanating from the city will empower any seraph and sigil-wielder within it for as long as the aura lasts. Any demon who approaches the city will suffer passive damage from their proximity to so much Divine Aura.

      

      Chest heaving and sword heavy in his grip, Darren’s quest was done.

      Ashe spoke for the first time in hours.

      [In all my thousands of years as a demon, I have never seen carnage like this. I have sacked cities from here to the fourth heaven, but never alone. And never to this end. You have my respect, Darren.]

      From the sound in her voice, that respect was matched by equal parts of fear.

      Darren was silent in reply, eyes grim and face hard. His fingers wrapped tight around the hilt of his sword, and his heart still yearned for more demons to slay. He was only getting started.

      The city was unrecognizable from when he and Asuriel had arrived. He thought that fitting, since he would be leaving her alone. Perhaps he would always have that moment with her, just the two of them.

      Even under enhanced speed, it had taken Darren hours to clear the city. There were a lot of demons to kill, and though most of the weaker ones died with nothing more than his presence, anything at the third order or above required him to chase it down and slay it with sword or skill. He was tired, more tired than he could remember being in a long time.

      Mountains of corpses were scattered throughout the city. Between Melancholy and Darren’s new purification skill, they’d lost all their Demonic Aura. The corpses looked older now, despite the black blood draining into the ground like they’d been slain a week ago instead of a day. There were flies, maggots, and scavengers aplenty in Hell, but with all the Divine Aura emanating from this place after Darren’s slaughter, none of them dared to come anywhere near this place. Each body was untouched, with their last minutes of terror painted on their faces as they faced a terrifying foe no demon was meant to face.

      The cobblestones were gold, the walls were brilliantly white, the towers were shining crystal spires, and the fountain shone with brilliant blue water. The city had become a paradise beneath the earth, but Darren had eyes only for the spot where Asuriel had fallen.

      Her feathers and clothes were still where they lay, but the Divine Aura had responded to Darren’s subconscious will while he made it what it was. Darren made his way to Asuriel, where the bodies of the demon lords were still disintegrating to fuel the tiny spark he’d seen before, along with the Divine Aura that had come from all the other countless thousands of demons he’d slaughtered so far.

      Of all the newly purified buildings in the city, the best of them stood before him. The roof glittered silver. The stone shined like transparent glass. In the center of a garden, a statue of a seraph stood with wings of solid gold outstretched. She wore a smile, and she shared a face with Asuriel.

      Darren took Melancholy’s point and carved words into the base.

      This city shall be called Asura, after the seraph who helped me claim it.

      A small shrine stood behind the statue, and within, there was a glowing sphere of light, surrounded by a pile of feathers drifting slowly around it. It was the little spark of light Asuriel had left behind when the acid destroyed her body. Darren basked in its light for a while. He tried to pick it up and take it into his Inventory, but the ball of light evaded both the touch of his hands and the touch of his tendrils.

      Since it wished to stay where it was, Darren would let it remain. He locked the doors to the shrine. No demon could walk the streets of this city with the potency of Divine Aura here, but this shrine would be Darren’s and Darren’s alone. Not even the seraphim would peek past these locked doors.

      He reached for the remaining Demonic Aura around him, gathering what he could up from the dead Demon Lords and all the fallen demons of the city. Then he reached for the Divine Aura in his own reserves to bolster whatever amalgamation of spirits he was creating.

      From the shrine, he crafted the largest Divine Vessel he’d ever made, and into that vessel, he poured all the lingering power into the air around him. A presence settled into the building, and the eyes of the statue turned to Darren.

      

      Divine Construct created (Mythic)

      
        	The Spirit Shrine possesses the lingering power and will of thousands of dead demons and can call upon a facsimile of all of them to challenge whoever dares challenge it for entry.

      

      Satisfied, Darren plucked a single feather from the mass swirling around Asuriel and tucked it into his pocket. Then he headed back to the surface. The demons knew about his other companions as well. Perhaps this place was too dangerous for them, after all.
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      “But Darren, we’re finally getting the hang of things here! Some of us are almost ready for another evolution!” Sasha said.

      Callum grinned. “Sasha’s just excited. She was saying earlier that her spirit feels bigger than before. She thinks she might be ready for archpaladin soon.”

      Darren looked Sasha’s spirit up and down. “She’s right. Sasha, I will help you later. For now, all of you gather your things. We’re leaving. A group of demons in Hell known as the Circle of Archdemons knows of you. One named Melquart will come for you.”

      “Well then, we’ll have to show them who’s boss!” Callum thrust his fist in the air. “We killed a group of six fiends today! And ten times that number in imps and felbeasts!”

      Darren shook his head. “They will not send fiends in groups of one or two. Nor imps or felbeasts. They’ll send Demon Lords and their armies here to kill and capture you. You will already know their fate if you’ve spoken with the prisoners I rescued.”

      “...Then... what are we going to do?” Callum asked, his voice suddenly small. To Darren, he sounded like he had before he’d gotten a sigil, back when he was just an ambitious young man with a spear in his hand, hoping to defend a lone caravan in the wilderness from a few bandits.

      Darren grimaced. “Train the old way. I have more sigils. You will drill the people of Limedeep, so they are strong enough to face any army from Heaven or Hell.”

      Sasha sensed the unspoken question. “What about you, Darren? Where will you be?”

      “Here. I have a lot of demons to slay. And I must do it on my own.”

      Callum nodded, face glum. “I... understand. We’re not strong enough to fight by your side. Not yet. And maybe we’ll never be strong enough. If you think going back to traditional training is best, then that’s what we’ll do. If there really are demon lords out to capture and enslave us, then it’s probably for the best.”
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        * * *

      

      And so the army of holy warriors who’d descended into Hell marched back into Limedeep. Despite Darren’s request for secrecy, rumors had spread. The townsfolk gawked and stared in awe at the sight of all the warriors who’d fought in Hell as of late. These warriors behind Darren had been reforged in blood and fire, then tempered by constant vigilance and countless demons.

      Fresh faces only recently blooded followed Darren into Hell. But all those who returned were blooded veterans. They’d stared down packs of feral demons and held back the corruption of Hell with nothing but the force of their wills. Fire filled their eyes and passion filled their hearts. In all the ages since humans had settled the Sacred Seas, no mortal force had trained as this one had.

      They returned to Limedeep with the air of conquering heroes. Behind Darren, a dozen men hefted a pair of chests full to the brim with silver, gold, and gems. Thousands of felbeast hides stretched and cured on a rack a hundred men long, each as valuable as the money the others carried. Bejeweled Terrors lay splayed wide, fearsome mandibles broken by swords and clubs when the beasts were felled. Children and adults alike stopped what they were doing to stare at the defeated monsters being paraded through the streets of Limedeep.

      “Who’s that in the front? I think I recognize him...” A few people pointed at Darren beneath his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero. A few whispers ran through the crowd, and Darren made no move to hide behind his men.

      The cheering began as people cleared the streets. Wives welcomed home their husbands and lovers, and teary-eyed parents welcomed home their sons and daughters. All brought riches from Hell, the likes of which people on the surface had never seen before. In this one victorious sojourn into Hell, this army of humans had doubled the city’s wealth.

      Until today, ships had arrived day by day full of goods and returned with only some of the city’s gold from Darren’s pocket. But now, with all that had come to the surface, Limedeep would have no shortage of goods to fill the holds of each returning ship and launch a few trade vessels of their own.

      The army followed Darren through the city, though he did not ask them to. Eventually, he came upon his manor, and both men and townsfolk stared at him as he came to a stop. They watched, struggling to keep eyes on him as the power of his cloak fought to overcome the attention of so many.

      At that moment, Darren decided he would not stay on the surface much longer. He would return to Hell soon, and when he did, he would not come back until he was strong enough to defend the city from the heavens and Hell together. And so, there would be no harm in what he was about to do. He’d bought the time he needed from Kalaziel. With so many rumors flying now, there would be no hiding himself for much longer.

      And so, for the first time with so many watching, Darren changed his cloak from hiding him to making his presence irresistible. It shifted across his shoulders, baring his chest as an intangible wind swept it behind him. Each man and woman in the crowd saw him in a new light.

      Some remembered him cutting down demons in the streets of the capital. Others recalled him defeating Gaimon’s paladins and saving children from death at their hands. Others remembered his grand battle with Gaimon himself, and still more recalled him cutting through demon after demon in the depths of Hell. More remembered the battles he’d fought outside of Salsroth, when he rebuilt the city and faced down a Prime Sin on his own.

      Those who fought at Salsroth even remembered the moment Kalaziel killed him. And yet here he was, standing before them once again. The visions were different for everyone, but they all felt flashes of memories as they remembered him at his most heroic.

      “King Darren! He isn’t dead! Mommy, mommy! I told you he couldn’t have died!” A young girl bounced on her heels as she grabbed at her mother’s waist. Darren recognized her as one of the children who’d celebrated his victory over the Order of the Rod with flowers and dancing. He was glad she’d survived where some of the others had not. Her mother stared at Darren in slack-jawed amazement. She shared that expression with many of the other common people.

      “I did die,” Darren answered the little girl. “But I’m better now.”

      Hushed murmurs ran through the crowd at that, coupled with a few grins and chuckles from the warriors behind Darren.

      They went quiet again, looking at Darren. He realized they expected a speech, though Darren was never one for many words. So he said only what he thought.

      “See these men and women behind me?”

      Darren gestured, and the people looked. They had seen them as they marched through Limedeep. They saw the riches they carried and the expressions of pride and power on their faces.

      “They came with me into Hell, and now they return. Someday, you too could come with me to Hell and return. Speak to Callum of the city guard or Sasha of the Order of the Rose.”

      With his speech completed, Darren turned and entered his manor. The army broke apart, returning to their families and homes with treasures untold. Cheers and shouts rang throughout the city. Darren heard the voice of a little girl pleading with her mother.

      “Mommy, can I get a sigil and fight demons in Hell with King Darren?”

      Her mother shushed her. “Maybe when you’re older, sweety.”

      Darren entered his manor and found Cassandra, who’d watched Darren’s approach from their balcony.

      “If any other man had given such a short speech, I would have thought it a wasted opportunity. But for you, I think it was just right.” Cassandra wrapped her arms around Darren. “Welcome home, love.”

      Darren returned Cassandra’s embrace far longer than usual.

      “Darren, is there something wrong?” Cassandra asked.

      Darren produced his old Cloak of Concealment. For the last month, Asuriel had worn it constantly. Because of it, no one had noticed her gone when Darren returned alone.

      Cassandra stared at the empty cloak, taking in the few seared patches where the snake woman’s acid had burned through it. Then, her eyes turned to Darren’s knuckles, which were white as he curled the fabric tight in his hands.

      “I’m sorry,” Cassandra said. “I wish I’d known her better. But, for what it’s worth, I think she loved you.”

      “You’re certain?”

      Cassandra nodded. She wrapped her arms around Darren again. “I know you’re not talkative, but if you ever feel like it, I’m here. I’m not one of your soldiers, or even like Sasha and Callum, who look up to you constantly.”

      Darren gave Cassandra a pat on the head, running his fingers through her hair for a moment longer than usual.

      “Come on. We have a lot of work to do,” Darren said.
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        * * *

      

      Slaying an entire city of fiends had given Darren a significant quantity of resources. At the top of the list were sigils. Some were fine as they were. Many others were corrupted by demons. All had their connections to the heavens severed.

      Thanks to Darren’s new abilities, he could see these connections even when the sigils weren’t active. So he decided to take care of them all now and connect the sigils to him. He didn’t want Kalaziel getting any more information than necessary.

      “If you want, I could serve as a node in your sigil network,” Cassandra suggested. “I know you’re a busy man. You can’t always be checking in on everyone and sending quests. The poor ophanim collective your mother is a part of will be horribly overworked otherwise.”

      “You want to?”

      Cassandra nodded. “I think I do. Besides, after that little prank you and Morgana pulled on me, I think I know of a few people who are in for a little payback...” She grinned.

      “Use this power wisely,” Darren said as he picked a few hundred sigils from the heaping pile and connected them to Cassandra’s. She would be responsible for managing these warriors, though Darren could still step in through his connection to Cassandra’s sigil if needed.

      Thanks to Cassandra’s Skill Enhancement ability, purifying and preparing all the sigils for bonding was easy. She quickly counted and came up with just over three thousand available sigils. That would dramatically increase the number of holy adepts in Limedeep. Limedeep already had an incredible number of sigil wielders, so adding more meant the city would truly be an anomaly in the Sacred Seas. Darren wondered how many more sigils had been lost to the demons of Hell over the years.

      Besides the sigils, Darren had an immense quantity of demon corpses. More than everyone else who’d come into Hell had gathered put together.

      “Darren, you’re going to be employing our entire merchant company just selling off all of this!” Cassandra gasped. “And there’s no way we can liquidate the fourth-order demon hides. They’re simply too valuable. We would have to set up private buyers in advance. As it is, I’m going to have to hire a team of a hundred people just to process this stuff! I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I don’t think the Silver Sword Merchant Company is big enough for a job like this!”

      In truth, what Darren showed her hadn’t even been a tenth of what he’d collected during his brief trip into the third layer of hell.

      Darren reached into his inventory, bringing out one of the smallest chests of silver and gold he’d gotten from one of the weaker demon lords.

      “Have another investment,” Darren said. “Use it to hire a thousand people. I have more where these came from. And the others in the city have more as well.”

      An excited shudder ran down Cassandra’s spine at the sight of the chest overflowing with silver and gold. She almost collapsed, and she would have fallen if Darren hadn’t been there to catch her.

      “We’re rich!” Cassandra giggled with glee as she dug her hands into the chest and planted a big kiss on Darren’s cheek.

      Darren was going to explain that he had a dozen chests like that one ready for her if that wasn’t enough to hire everyone she needed, but before he could even voice the words, Cassandra tore her dress off and jumped into his lap.

      After that, he was too distracted to say anything else. So she sat there bouncing like a happy bunny for the rest of the day. Darren eventually realized he wasn’t going to get her off him anytime soon.

      Thankfully, Cassandra could cast her Skill Enhancement ability like this just as well as in any other position, and that’s just what he did as he went through some of the skills he’d collected. He enhanced the most promising of all the skill books he’d gained to pick the ones that best suited him. As a result, he ended up with a small mountain of common and uncommon skills, with smaller piles of rare and epic skills. Though most had been lower ranked when he picked them up, he took all the ones of interest. He kept the ones that still interested him after an evolution, eventually winding up with a handful of mythic skills.

      He picked a few choice abilities from this list while setting the rest aside for his most loyal companions. After that, everything that was left would go to the loyal soldiers who followed him into Hell. With all the evolutions that were due, Darren had little doubt that many would have open skill slots to fill.

      For himself, he had four choices in mind. The top three were all perfect for overcoming one of Kalaziel’s skills or defeating a specific aspect of his abilities, though still generic enough to be of use elsewhere.

      

      Unyielding (Mythic)

      
        	This ability overcomes any negative debuffs or passive effects targeting the user.

        	Using this skill breaks any locked targeting skills, renders the user briefly invisible to time manipulation and extrasensory perception, and passively negates instant-kill effects.

      

      This ability would be invaluable when Darren faced Kalaziel again. Using it would allow him to shrug off that annoying storm cloud skill he’d used last time, Smite. It might also allow Darren to endure Kalaziel’s legendary skill, Intent of a Dead Sovereign. But between a legendary skill and a mythic skill, the legendary skill was bound to win. Still, being able to overcome Smite was work enough for this ability. Just the chance that it could overcome a second one merely meant that selecting this ability required no further debate.

      But besides Intent of a Dead Sovereign, Kalaziel had another ability Darren wanted to counter. Divine Restoration. The last time they’d fought, that one skill had undone everything he’d done in his fight against the Prime Saint up until that point. That one ability was enough to let Kalaziel escape any ambush or overcome any trap simply by getting a fresh start in the middle of each fight. He could face his battered and exhausted opponent refreshed and fully healed.

      But now, Darren had something to counter it.

      

      Skill Shattering (Mythic)

      
        	This ability disables the target’s active skill and renders it unusable for one minute.

      

      Though this skill was only a mythic ability, Darren believed it stood a far better chance of disabling Kalaziel’s legendary Divine Restoration ability than Unyielding. If he held this skill in reserve, Kalaziel would think he had a card up his sleeve to win when Darren finally had him cornered, only to find it snatched from his grasp at the last moment.

      The third skill was the best of what remained. It only had a tangential use for Darren.

      

      Illusion of Despair (Mythic)

      
        	This skill creates visions of the target’s fears in their mind, making them second-guess their will to fight. This ability can overcome all defensive skills at the mythic rank or below.

      

      Of the three Darren had picked, this was the one he was the least certain of. It only tangentially countered Kalaziel’s mythic Champion’s Will skill, which made him more physically powerful based on his determination. Showing Kalaziel illusions might make him turn tail and run.

      But on the other hand, Kalaziel was a seraph who’d lived who knew how many thousands of years with tricks beyond what Darren forced the Prime Saint to show him. What if he was too strong-willed for the illusions to overcome him? What if he had an item to overcome the skill’s effects, or perhaps one of the skills Darren hadn’t seen was a legendary illusory defense skill.

      He couldn’t be certain this ability would work, and it had limited uses outside his confrontation with Kalaziel. With Demon Calamity, Darren already terrified demons. There was no point in adding illusions to the mix.

      Perhaps these were all just the excuses he told himself because, try as he might, one skill had stubbornly clung to the bottom of his pile.

      

      Resurrection (Mythic)

      
        	Upon touch, this skill restores one recently deceased person to life. Usable once per hour. The recently deceased must have died no more than one day prior to using this skill.

      

      What if he’d had this skill when he and Asuriel went into Hell? Maybe then she’d still be by his side.

      What if he’d had it back when his mother was murdered?

      His mind raced at the possibilities. He fought for a practical solution. Even if he got this skill now, he knew it was too late to save Asuriel. And it was far too late to save his mother. There was no point in picking this ability up now.

      And yet he wanted it. It wouldn’t help him in his fight against Kalaziel. It wouldn’t help him slay demons. It wouldn’t do anything more than take up space in his list of valuable skill slots.

      And yet he needed this skill. His heart would accept nothing less.

      Darren tossed Illusion of Despair aside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren spent the next few hours picking up a couple of common and uncommon skills. There were no limits to these skills, but they could fill in a few gaps in his abilities here and there. First, he picked a few more sensory enhancement skills like the eagle eyes he’d taken before, and now he picked up a handful meant to aid in dexterity, extrasensory perception, agility, and nimble flight. Now, he could see behind him if he concentrated, and he could also slow his fall dramatically so that even if his wings were disabled like Asuriel’s were, he could buy enough time to cut his way free.

      “Oooh, can I pick some? I want to pick some!” Cassandra placed a hand over her mouth, trying to stifle a giggle.

      “Any skill you want, it’s yours,” Darren said. “Though all your skill slots are full.”

      “No, not for me, silly! I meant picking some skills for you to learn! Now that there are no limits on your skill slots...” Cassandra shifted as she knelt on the ground and pushed a few common and uncommon skill books in Darren’s direction.

      

      Nimble Tongue (Common)

      
        	This ability grants the user complete control over their tongue, mouth, and lips, as well as the capability to enlarge, shrink, or lengthen it at will. This can be used to speak languages that weren’t meant for the human tongue, such as some variants of demonic.

      

      Dexterous Fingers (Common)

      
        	This ability grants the user supernatural control over their finger dexterity, allowing them to exceed the normal limits of their order with motions centered around the fingers. This can be used to snatch thrown knives from the air or to draw esoteric, magical symbols.

      

      Endless Fluids (Common)

      
        	This ability allows the user to create and store an extradimensional reservoir of blood, spinal fluids, water, and any other liquid contained within the body. This skill would allow the user to wander the desert without fear or to survive losing ten times their weight in blood.

      

      Body Mass Redistribution (Uncommon)

      
        	This ability allows the user to manipulate the size of any part of their body, sending that mass elsewhere or converting it to another tissue. With this skill, fat can be transformed into muscle or bone mass to increase size and strength. Or it can be used to increase the depth of the skin to make one more resistant to cuts. It can also temporarily repair wounds by moving and converting new mass to cover the damaged regions.

      

      Darren nodded at each title while Cassandra wrung her hands and looked at him hopefully.

      “I approve,” Darren said.

      “You do?” Cassandra perked up.

      “Yes. I have some trouble pronouncing words in some of the demonic languages. Some of the more bestial varieties are intelligent, and it would be helpful to have the capacity to interrogate them. Dexterous Fingers would help me master the ranged weapons I never had much time for. Endless Fluids will make me less reliant on my endless Lifewell flask, and Body Mass Redistribution will allow me to disguise myself and patch over wounds when you aren’t able to heal me.”

      “Oh.... oh!” Cassandra’s eyes widened, and she stifled another giggle. “Yes! Totally! That is exactly what I had in mind when I suggested those skills. Nothing else at all!”

      Cassandra acted a little weird for a few minutes after that, but Darren knew she saw him as more than a little eccentric from time to time as well. She had seemed very excited about him learning these new skills, though. It was one of the few things that could take her eyes off the overflowing chest of gold he’d given her earlier.

      When he asked, she answered with a dopey smile on her face.

      “There’s only one thing I love the feel of more than gold,” Cassandra said.

      “Diamonds?” Darren asked. Then he felt her hand on his waist again.

      Before she could say anything else, though, a knock came on the door.

      “Darren! Cassandra!” Morgana’s voice came from the other end of the door. “Callum and Sasha have lined up the new recruits! There are a bunch of them!”

      Darren stood and pulled Cassandra up with him. She pouted as he tossed her discarded clothes to her.
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        * * *

      

      Down by the city guard’s practice field outside the city, there were three thousand men and women of all ages lined up in neat, even ranks.

      “Surprised?” Callum asked when Darren arrived. He had a grin on his face. Assembling so many had likely taken no small quantity of work on his part.

      “I am.”

      “Well, the city guard had plenty of recruits still awaiting the chance to bond with sigils. And now that rumors are spreading that you’re back, people have a lot more faith in what we’re doing. You’re a hero to a lot of them. Anyway, if you’ve got the sigils, we’ve got the recruits. I’ve got the old guards who trained under you before all set up to play teacher to get as many of these people acclimated to their new sigils as possible.”

      Darren reached into his Inventory pulling from it a half dozen barrels. Each barrel was filled to the brim with the purified sigils that he and Cassandra had just gone through.

      “I’ve got the sigils. Cassandra has one more barrel like this. I will get more during my next trip into Hell.”

      Callum’s pupils dilated wide for a moment, but he only chuckled when he realized he’d underestimated Darren once again.

      “In that case, I’ll expand the recruitment programs outside of Limedeep. There are a lot of villages outside the city that don’t even know there’s a king in Limedeep again. And there are far more of them than we initially thought. A hundred years ago, when the last census was taken, there were only two dozen villages and twice that number of hamlets outside of Limedeep. Now though, each of those hamlets have become villages of their own, and most of those villages have become towns. The countryside was really booming while the city turned corrupt and full of turmoil. Recruiting from those villages will do much to bring them back into the fold and establish a trade network that spans Limedeep’s territory.”

      The intricacies of human trade networks and oaths of fealty eluded Darren, so he was happy to delegate such tasks to Callum and Cassandra. They were both city folk, and Cassandra had an imperial education. She was the best suited for this task, though Callum had picked up no small share of knowledge through proximity.

      The next hour involved Callum and Sasha yelling at the top of their lungs to be heard, and eventually handing out a single common-grade skill book to everyone who bonded to a sigil that day. There were too many to have people pick, but they could trade among themselves until most found something of interest to them.

      The rarer skill books went to the Order of the Rose and Callum’s guards, and between the two of them, they filled out the skill slots of most of Limedeep’s veteran fighters. If either the demons or the Order of the Rod attacked Limedeep now, they’d find an entirely different city waiting for them than they had a year ago.
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        * * *

      

      Darren returned to Hell on his own. A pair of guards still stood watch over the entrance, but when he entered, there were no anxious whispers behind him from his friends or followers. It was somewhat lonely.

      [You still have me,] Ashe said from within Melancholy. [Perhaps I can whisper soothing sweet nothings in your ear like those women you keep around you do?]

      “No.”

      [Yes, I suppose you would be worried about a big, scary, demon like me trying to seduce you to the dark side. Really, if you became a demon, nothing would change. I could order Astarte, the Succubus Queen, to join your harem. She’s part of the Circle of Archdemons that is getting increasingly frustrated with you. And with her would come almost every succubus in Hell! Imagine having hundreds of big-breasted empty-brained sluts to do whatever you wanted...]

      “You won’t tempt me, demon.”

      Ashe sighed. [I suppose not. You’d be more likely to use that purification ability on them. Done right, you might even change the succubus queen into an uptight, veil-wearing prude of a seraph! That would be hilarious. If you have the chance, do that. It would be fun to see the look on her face.]

      “You think that would work?” Darren asked. He’d successfully purified demonic spirits before, but he’d always considered the procedure a risky thing. Having the very structure of a spirit’s being swapped for another aspect seemed dangerous for the being in question. He wasn’t really sure if the purified being was even the same entity or something new made with a few bits and pieces resembling what it came from. He asked Ashe as much. “You were a seraph once, correct? Then you were corrupted and became a demon.”

      Ashe’s tone turned more serious and less playful. [That’s right. I was once the Prime Saint of Purity. Would you believe I stood side by side with Kalaziel once upon a time? Truth be told, I thought he was an asshole then too. But we were comrades. He was actually part of the reason I became what I am. He insisted we attack the demons within Hell itself and led an army to do so. I was supposed to play a healing and support role, but when the Lady of Darkness attacked, he turned tail and fled, leaving me completely at her mercy. And she made me what I am today. Well, not a sword spirit. The Prime Sin of Corruption.]

      “And so you think you could survive a transformation back the other way?” Darren asked.

      Ashe was silent for a long moment. [You’re right to think many demonic spirits would die if you attempted to purify them against their will. But... if I was willing, and you used that new Catharsis skill of yours, I think it very well might be possible. Not that I’m volunteering to try it, you know.]

      Darren filed that information away. Ashe hadn’t been quite as reluctant to broach the topic as he thought she’d be. Perhaps a little more whispering in this demon’s ear, and he’d eventually manage to uncorrupt her. It would just take patience.

      Darren’s trip back down to the third Hell went smoothly. There was nothing left to attack him on the first and second layers anywhere near Limedeep now that so many of his warriors had roamed the region, killing every demon in sight.

      The third layer was also sparser than Darren remembered. The first Demon Lord tower he spotted and came across was completely abandoned. Villages of fiends were still present, but the tower itself was empty, as though the fiend who ruled from this tower had suddenly packed up all their things and fled.

      The second and third towers were also empty, and it wasn’t until Darren was nearly at the old city of Port Melquart, now renamed Asura, that he could finally kill something.

      After finishing off the demon lord and going about the tedious task of chasing down the remaining fiends, he headed into the glowing golden city within Hell that he’d left behind. The Divine Aura was trying to slowly disperse from the city into the surrounding regions of Hell, but the Demonic Aura pushed back, forming a sort of bubble around the city.

      It was just the way he remembered it, with the addition of a few small demons littered around the outer walls. A few of them had tried to enter the city but been unable to, thanks to all the Divine Aura emanating from it. With so much divine power, stepping past the gates was the same as stepping directly into the first heaven for these demons.

      He flew over the walls and landed before the shrine. The statue there looked at him, but when he locked eyes with it, the statue gave him a small nod, and the doors to the shrine opened.

      The Divine Aura present in this part of the city seemed a bit lower than he remembered. The little spark floating upon the altar glowed brighter and stronger than before, having absorbed all the energy from the five demon lords Darren had provided before. Fortunately, on the way here, Darren had killed a few more demon lords, and he dropped those bodies before the altar as well.

      Standing before the spark, Darren held up his hand. He closed his eyes and cast his resurrection skill.

      Error. No valid target.

      He sighed and let his hand fall to the ground before jamming Melancholy into the corpse of the demon lord now filling the hall, to turn it into Divine Aura for the little spark to consume.

      [You know, I didn’t want to say anything before because I wasn’t sure. That little spark was weaker than what most fourth-orders use to break through to the fifth order, but--]

      Darren held up a hand and cut her off.

      “If you are certain that there is a way to get Asuriel back, then speak. If there is something I can do for her, I will. But if there is nothing, do not give me false hope.”

      Ashe was silent for a long moment. [Alright. Just... keep doing what you’re doing.]
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            Princess Thalia

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To my Emperor and dearest father,

        I am healthy and hale, returning to the Blackwind Empire from Limedeep. I regrettably cannot return to the palace myself due to the presence of demons within the imperial court. Trust that I am well and have fulfilled my mission.

        I have served as imperial envoy to Limedeep as requested. There, I observed how the city was run and how the people respected their new ruler. Though there are rumors that King Darren of Limedeep is dead, the people don’t seem to believe them, and the city is being run admirably. The roads are free of the bandits our reports always said were there. While traveling its streets, I did not witness a single crime that wasn’t dealt with by the guards or mercenaries patrolling the streets.

        Indeed, if there was one thing I know you would be impressed with beyond all others, it is the sheer number of men under the direct employ of King Darren. One wouldn’t think a new king would be able to add so many soldiers to his staff, many of whom bear sigils. He even has a personal order named the Order of the Rose, filled with women who’ve sworn loyalty to him. That is something Whiteguard promised you, if I remember the palace rumors correctly. But they’ve never made good on that promise.

        Limedeep’s coffers are fuller than ever, despite the information Whiteguard gave us. They are not a war-torn ruin or filled with demons, as our reports suggest. In fact, the city is bustling with activity, and the amount of trade coming to and leaving the docks exceeds anything I’ve seen from any of our port cities. And from the looks of things, Limedeep’s influence on the Sacred Seas is only increasing.

        Due to the low crime, the firm rule of law, and the booming economic outlook for the city-state, I strongly recommend agreeing to King Bogo of Yellowcrest’s wishes and extending formal diplomatic ties with Limedeep. We would have much to gain from building a trade network with them. Their surplus of goods and precious metals would do much to fulfill our recently shortened supply lines that have been leading to inflated prices over the last few years.

        Whatever you do, avoid challenging Limedeep in battle like the Order of the Rod suggested. The forces of Limedeep are far beyond what a single city-state like them should normally be able to field, and they have the support of several other city-states in the Northern Trade Union. Attacking them at this time for any reason would be a grave mistake when we have so many of our own internal affairs to deal with.

        Yours faithfully, Princess Thalia of the Blackwind Empire.

        

      

      Thalia coiled her latest letter and stuffed it into a messenger’s tube before handing it off to Jezabel.

      “Your father isn’t going to be happy,” Jezabel said. “And by your father, I mean the Order of the Rod managing his daily affairs.”

      “I know,” Thalia said, glumness slipping into her voice. “But what can I do? I can’t return to the palace, especially now that I know the Sinful Servants are all demons in disguise. And there’s so much more happening in our Empire that I didn’t even know about! People are being kidnapped from their villages and hauled into hell! It isn’t right, Jezabel. If my father doesn’t see that, then... I’m afraid he might already be too far gone.”

      “That’s treasonous talk, princess. You know there are already a few rumors circling among the camp followers that you plan to overthrow your father and take over as empress,” Jezabel warned.

      “Deny the rumors. I only want to save the Empire from the demons who have gutted it from the inside,” Thalia replied.

      “And what of the Order of the Rod?”

      Thalia’s eyes turned dark. “I count them among the demons. They may claim to do the work of the seraphim, but I would trust no seraph among their number. They are closer to the hells than the heavens.”

      Jezabel gulped, back stiff and breathing shaky. As little as a month ago, she’d just been a handmaiden. She’d been Princess Thalia’s only handmaiden, but besides combing her princess’s hair and sharing a few rumors here and there, that had been all her job entailed. Now, she was helping her princess organize a new order of demon hunters and making something that might very well be seen as a rebellion against the Emperor.

      Any other maid would have quit, but Thalia knew Jezabel too well. Jezabel’s nervousness was probably more for Thalia than for herself. She was a truly loyal friend.

      Jezabel departed, and soon Thalia left her tent. The camp had grown tenfold since that last encounter. Cleric Audrey and Priestess Blossom had been invaluable assistants in recruiting and training new warriors. Those warriors drilled now under the watchful eye of Olpha, a woman as big as a bull and twice as strong that had a club as heavy as Thalia slung over her shoulder.

      “Princess!” Cleric Audrey said as she waved Thalia down. “The scouts found another band of these Sinful Servants heading for a village just north of here. There are more of them than the scouting part is prepared to handle, and it looks like they have a few human collaborators with them. It’ll be a tough fight, but with all these new recruits, we can take them. I hate to ask, but if you came along with us, it would be a big inspiration to them...”

      “Say no more, Audrey. You couldn’t stop me from coming along if you wanted to.” Thalia smiled.

      Audrey grinned in reply, and a few cheers came up from the small crowd gathering around the two women. Having a princess of the Empire leading this band of warriors gave them all a sense of legitimacy that even slaying demons and saving the people of the Empire could not.

      Thalia and her band mounted horses and headed off. They had quite a bit of distance to cover. Their camp had moved inward towards the heart of the Blackwind Empire as they recruited from the local towns and villages. Thankfully, the roads got better as they got closer to the Empire’s heart. Thalia’s ancestors knew how to build. The bridges were broad stone arches that had stood for a thousand years. Nothing like the cheap wooden things the imperial engineers threw together in a week, only to have them rot away in two decades.

      They came upon the village to find they weren’t the only band in town. The Order of the Rod and their Sinful Servants had been traveling hard and shown up just a few minutes before they did.

      “Pardon, my lady, but are you with Sir Barthus of the Order of the Rod? He already gathered everyone up in the village square.”

      “We are not with Sir Barthus, but I would like you to lead us to him if you can,” Thalia said.

      The villager led her to the heart of their settlement in a little square where the village’s few stores all faced one another with a little dirt square and a public well in the center.

      A paladin in armor stood in the center of that square before the well, with four Sinful Servants on each side. With his helmet tucked under his arm, he bellowed at the villagers.

      “All of you need to line up and come with us! We need to put these cuffs on your wrists and bring you to a special inquisition house. We have word that there are demons disguised among you, and we need your full cooperation to sort out who is a human and who is a demon. Don’t worry. If you’re human, we’ll be able to tell, and you’ll be back in your homes by tomorrow night at the latest!”

      “You want to chain us up like a band of slaves?” one villager demanded.

      “It’s only temporary,” Sir Barthus assured him. “We’re the Order of the Rod. Our reputation for doing the goodwill of the seraphim should have reached even this backwater little village, hasn’t it?”

      “And what if we don’t agree to be chained up and led to heavens know where?” the villager pressed.

      Sir Barthus’ pleasant smile vanished. He nodded at the Sinful Servants, who drew their swords. Behind them, the rest of the Order of the Rod holy warriors followed suit. Some of them had expressions that matched Sir Barthus. Others had disdainful snorts hidden behind their helmets. But Thalia noticed that a few at the back had concerned looks on their faces. They knew what they were doing wasn’t right.

      “There’s only one group of people who’ve been infiltrated by demons, and it isn’t these villagers!” Thalia yelled to Sir Barthus as soon as she arrived in the village square.

      Sir Barthus’ head whipped around to Thalia. His eyes took in the band of warriors behind her, including Priestess Blossom, Cleric Audrey, and Olpha. Besides those three, Thalia had two paladins and one cleric from the people Darren had rescued trapped on the third layer of hell. Between the lot of them, they had six third-order fighters and twice that number of holy adepts.

      Then Sir Barthus shot a glance at his own forces. He had himself a third-order paladin, along with four third-order Sinful Servants. To his rear, there were four other clerics, paladins, and priestesses of the third order, along with three times that number in holy adepts. His side held the clear advantage.

      Thalia cursed, realizing that their scouts had underestimated the strength of this party. Most of the groups they’d defeated so far had no more than two Sinful Servants and a bunch of regular humans. They weren’t prepared to face a force this great, especially with so many humans standing in support of the demons.

      The others turned to Thalia, knowing they weren’t equipped to win this fight. But Thalia had an idea.

      She turned to the villagers. “See those armored men standing by Sir Barthus? They haven’t taken off their helmets even once, have they? That’s because they are demons!”

      “Ridiculous. Why are you halting the affairs of the Order of the Rod? Are you brigands? Or perhaps you’re demons yourselves, hoping to protect your evil comrades!”

      Thalia turned to her companions. “Take your helmets off. Show the villagers your faces.”

      Thalia’s people did so, revealing human faces, one and all. Then Thalia turned to Sir Barthus.

      “What about your men?” Thalia insisted.

      Sir Barthus turned pale, but the holy warriors to his rear took off their helmets one by one to show their human faces before he even ordered it. A few wore concerned scowls on their faces. Those would be the ones in the know. The warriors towards the rear didn’t even know they were standing side by side with demons in disguise. This wouldn’t be the first time Thalia had run across such warriors from the Order of the Rod. There were honorable men and women among their number still who didn’t know the games their superiors played with their lives.

      “What about those four?” Thalia pressed, pointing her sword at the Sinful Servants.

      “Well... if they don’t wish to show their faces, they shouldn’t have to!” Sir Barthus replied, but his hesitance only bought him skeptical looks from the villagers and some of his own comrades.

      “You four, take off your helmets!” Thalia demanded from the Sinful Servants. She knew they couldn’t obey without revealing themselves and ruining the Order of the Rod’s credibility before these villagers. Then it would be much harder to chain them up and drag them into hell, especially with Thalia and her forces fighting to save them.

      “The Sinful Servants’ helmets are welded shut. It’s part of their order to never reveal their faces,” one of the paladins behind Sir Barthus helpfully provided. “It’s just how the Sinful Servants work.”

      “Ah, but why is that? Why can’t they show their faces?” Thalia demanded. “I’ll tell you why. I’ve seen Sinful Servants with their armor off. They’re demons! You’ve been tricked, warriors. You’re fighting side by side with demons. The same demons who’ve taken over the Blackwind Empire!”

      “Who are you to make such claims, harlot? You think having a few warriors follow your banner gives you knowledge of the intricate workings of empires and nations?” Sir Barthus spat.

      Thalia smiled. She’d been waiting for this question.

      “Forgive my poor manners. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Princess Thalia, daughter of the Emperor and Princess of the Empire upon which you stand. I am here in the name of my imperial family rooting out the demons kidnapping villagers from our land, just as these Sinful Servants of yours were going to do to the good people of this village.”

      “A princess! Could it be true? She isn’t dressed how I think a princess ought to look.”

      “I’ve heard rumors about demons sacking villages! Maybe she’s right, and the Order of the Rod had the demons among them all along!”

      “I don’t like the look of this. Dear, whatever you do, don’t let those men chain us up and take us anywhere!”

      Murmurs ran through the crowd, and Sir Barthus knew the battle for the villagers’ hearts was lost. No matter what he said now, doubt had been cast upon him and his men. There was no way to bring the villagers with him willingly.

      So Sir Barthus withdrew a charm from around his neck. The moment it activated, it glowed red.

      “Look, my demon-detecting charm has found demons nearby! They must all be demons! Villagers, bandits, and princess all! Men, if you are loyal warriors of the seraphim, slaughter them all! We cannot allow these demons to fester in the Blackwind Empire any longer! Attack!”

      The Sinful Servants were the first to draw their blades. One of them grabbed an old woman from the crowd of villagers by the wrist and, in one smooth motion, severed her head. The body fell to the ground, and the villagers screamed. They ran toward their home, and the Sinful Servants turned to pursue.

      But Thalia and the Torch of Heaven’s Grace stood in their way.

      Thalia raised her sword high. “Protect the villagers!”

      Cleric Audrey’s bow was the first to ring out, shooting the Sinful Servant who’d just struck down the old woman in the eye through the tiny gap in his helm. Olpha charged with her club held high, and Blossom channeled a mass healing spell for the casualties she knew they were about to have.

      Sir Barthus had more numbers, but Thalia’s people knew the evil they fought. In contrast, most of Sir Barthus’ human warriors were still confused about why they were even fighting. They didn’t understand why their commander hadn’t just proved the Sinful Servants weren’t demons. The doubt Thalia had cast in their mind, combined with their distaste for slaughtering helpless villagers, kept them to the rear.

      That meant Thalia and her people only had to fight the Sinful Servants, Sir Barthus, and those loyal to the Order of the Rod even above the purpose of the sigils that gave them their power.

      Audrey shot three arrows at the man, but an energy shield appeared before him and deflected each arrow. It was Olpha’s club that broke through and knocked him to the ground.

      Both Sinful Servants and humans fought fiercely, and for a moment, Thalia thought they would overcome her and her people. But then the villagers charged with pitchforks and kitchen knives in hand.

      “Subdue that one!” Thalia ordered as Olpha pounded on the torso of a Sinful Servant pulled to the ground. The holy adepts swarmed the Sinful Servant and tore his armor free. Bit by bit, they revealed the demon beneath.

      The holy warriors of the Order of the Rod who’d accompanied Sir Barthus gasped in shock at the sight of the demon.

      “It’s true! That means we’ve been following the orders of demons all this time!” the paladin who’d spoken earlier whispered with a look of horror on his face.

      One of his grim-looking companions turned on him. “It’s a trick! You’ve been deceived.  Are you not going to defend your brothers and sisters of the Order of the Rod? These demon-worshipers defile the honor of our order with their blasphemous accusations!”

      The paladin’s expression turned solemn. “I have long suspected that the Order of the Rod today is not the one I joined as a child. If it were, a heartless man like you would have no place in it! I saw what you did to those children in the last village. Though we have escorted many villagers to the inquisitor’s fortress, we have never escorted any home. I am not a blind fool, and her story is making more sense to me than yours!”

      A few others echoed voices of agreement, and soon the Order of the Rod was divided into two factions who fought against each other. With them fighting among themselves, the tides had changed. Thalia and her people overcame the remaining Sinful Servants thanks to the help of the villagers. They would have lost three holy adepts without Blossom’s quick healing. A few of the villagers died despite her best efforts, but soon, the demons were dead, and each of their demonic faces were on display.

      Thalia turned to the paladin who’d spoken out against his commander and his comrades who’d joined him in mutiny.

      “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” Thalia said to the paladin. “Priestess Blossom can provide healing as needed. You are not the first band of warriors working for the Order of the Rod who have been deceived. If you’d like, you can return to our camp with us and share your story with the others.”

      “Thank you, princess. I think me and the others would like that.” The paladin bowed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren stood in the center of Asura, the new city deep in the depths of Hell. He scanned the place with his tendrils several times before finding what he was looking for.

      This area served as a major trade port for reaching the deeper levels of hell. Only Darren couldn’t figure out how the city’s demons got anything to the next layer down.

      The secret had been in the name. This city was called a port, even though it was surrounded on all sides by land. The dockyard was underground, in a hidden cave away from everything else. Its location had to have been tightly guarded. Darren hadn’t spotted it when he cleared the city, which meant anyone standing guard probably escaped through the underground waterway he was looking at now.

      [There will almost certainly be an ambush waiting for you,] Ashe warned. [The destruction of Port Melquart has to have raised some eyebrows. I’m not too familiar with what the Circle of Archdemons is up to, but I know Melquart, in particular, is a greedy, selfish, and vengeful fiend who can hardly stand someone speaking ill of him, let alone an insult as large as destroying a city under his protection. You dealt him a larger blow to his honor than any man or demon has in a thousand years!]

      Darren raised an eyebrow, though he doubted Ashe could see it from within Melancholy’s blade.

      “Demons have honor?”

      [Our own twisted sense of it, yes. In many ways, you could consider it more fear and reputation than what you’re familiar with. All the Prime Sins have cultivated stories of what horrible things we do to anyone who crosses us. It’s one of the few ways we have to keep other demons in line. Though with Melquart’s Soul stone farms, things are changing. Being able to harness demonic greed instead of just fear is a powerful tool for any leader to have.]

      Darren muttered in agreement. He hadn’t liked the thought of demons getting organized. He thought the Demon Lords with their personal bands of warriors were dangerous enough. Still, if what Ashe had told him of the fourth layer was true, he would find a society of fiends far more powerful and organized than anything he’d faced.

      He pulled on his Cloak of the Mysterious Hero and grabbed a small rowboat from the shore. The cloak would hide him a little longer when he ran across demons.

      Darren rowed and passed demons standing guard with eyes looking out over the stream he rowed down. He descended to the fourth layer easily and without interruption. Only Demon Lords and above had a chance of seeing through his cloak, and so far, he hadn’t run into any of them.

      A series of water locks barred the end of the stream he rowed down, and he stopped several times as he waited for gates to open at each intersection. But when he tossed a soul stone to the fiends manning each gate, they opened the doors for him without paying him a second glance. He didn’t run into trouble until the very last gate, which was the largest and grandest of them all.

      Standing just as tall as the walls of Limedeep, but twice as thick and black as midnight, a Demon Lord stood upon the walls, surrounded by a dozen fourth-order guards. He squinted at Darren, realizing something was wrong, but not sure what. Darren lowered his hood, hoping to hide his human features a little longer. At the same time, his hand itched for his sword. He wasn’t sure what he wanted more. To avoid a fight or find one.

      In the end, the demon lord made his choice for him.

      “Stop that boat! There shouldn’t be anyone coming from Port Melquart! Not if the rumors of its destruction at the hands of the seraphim are true,” the demon lord said.

      These last set of gates didn’t open for Darren. Instead, the fiends tossed ropes to pull his tiny rowboat off to the side where he could be questioned. Darren wasn’t about to let that happen.

      Activating Unstoppable and Unbreakable, he leaped from where he stood. The upward force shoved the tiny rowboat down so hard it sank beneath the waves with a tremendous splash that soaked the fourth-order fiends trying to retrieve the ship.

      Before the water could even fall, Darren was on top of the Demon Lord. With Melancholy in hand, he aimed his blade at the Demon Lord’s heart.

      The demon lord was a cut above what Darren had faced on the third layer, though, and this one dodged at the last moment. He suffered no more than a deep gash along his biceps for Darren’s surprise attack.

      “You are no fiend! Sound the alarms! It’s true! The seraphim are attacking! Report to Lord Melquart!”

      He tried to shout more orders, but Darren pressed him too hard to do anything but defend himself. Darren’s sword came down like lightning from all directions, and he followed it up with tendrils, energy shields, and pillars of light raining from the sky.

      Through sheer overwhelming speed, strength, and power, Darren drove the Demon Lord back. They were both creatures of the fifth order, but the demon lord was not Darren’s equal. Skilled as this one was, all it took was one mistake for Darren to cleave his head from his shoulders.

      The fourth-order demons were easy to chase down after that, and soon Darren had slipped back into the shadows under the protection of his cloak as he took in the fourth layer of hell. Behind him, he heard bells blaring and alarms chiming as the demons expanded the search to find whoever had killed their demon lord and snuck past their defenses. By the time they thought about looking into the city behind them, Darren would be long gone.

      And the place behind them truly was a city. There could be no doubting that.

      Towers of stone stretched from the cavern floor all the way to the ceiling above. From the looks of them, the largest structures before him extended both up and down beyond what this hellish chamber provided.

      The city on the whole was three times the size of Port Melquart and every square ten times as wealthy. Where the lanterns made from human skulls had been scarce on the layer above, here they were everywhere, illuminating this region of hell to the dark-adjusted eyes. A demon might think this was what daylight was like on the surface.

      The city was colorful in its own demonic way. Port Melquart had been distastefully scented and decorated with butchered human flesh and corpses hanging from walls. Here, the demons were a touch above that.

      They preferred to display human skulls alone. Each light was cradled in a human skull, using the same enchantments to trap demonic spirits within that he’d observed on the third layer. Here, though, they made use of the spines, bones, and rib cages as well. There, in the distance, Darren saw a demon weaving a basket from rib bones and sinew. There, he saw a human thigh bone being carved into dining utensils.

      On display in stores throughout the city were bits of furniture carved from the gentle leather. There were robes made from the hides of fighting men, delicate nightshirts made from noble women, and everything in between. Baby’s skin seemed to be the most loved of all, thanks to its incredibly soft texture.

      Just looking at the goods gave Darren a good idea of this city’s primary source of revenue. These people traded in goods made from humans, and many of them were likely imported from Port Melquart, which Darren had now thankfully destroyed.

      But when he destroyed that port city, there were no people there. Which meant they’d been taken here. So it stood to reason that humans were stolen from the surface and trapped in this vile city of demons, where they would join the ranks of Melquart’s soul farms before eventually winding up as some demon’s coat.

      Darren’s fist tightened, and he headed deeper into the city. He ignored the bustle around him, though it had to do with how keen his senses were and how much noise there was around him.

      Off to his left, a blacksmith hammered on a bar of iron to make a wicked scimitar, unlike anything Darren had ever seen on the surface. The sign above his shop said he had been perfecting his craft for five hundred years, and his handiwork showed the result of such patient labor.

      The armorer next door boasted even greater years in service, and the spear smith claimed he’d been making spear points for more than a millennium. No wonder fiend weapons were always a cut above anything from the surface.

      As Darren traveled deeper, he eventually found a quiet alley where he could lean against a wall for a moment to concentrate. He tucked himself away in the shadows and reached out with his Celestial Storm tendrils.

      Over the cacophony of demonic laughter and hammers, Darren listened for the sound of human voices. Eventually, he heard the faintest whisper. It was a cry muffled by a wet rag in a tower far above him. His sigil acknowledged the information with a quest.

      

      New Quest Available: Rescue the trapped humans on the fourth layer. (Nightmarishly Difficult)

      
        	Here, deep in hell, humans have been trapped for many years. Torn from their homes and families, pieces of their spirits are torn away each day to make soul stones, only to heal and be torn away again. Rescue these miserable, battered things and bring them somewhere the light can touch their skin.

        	Reward: Skill books, sigils, and the gratitude of each rescued human.

      

      Darren accepted the quest with a small smile on his lips. He noticed someone coming his way.

      A pair of lanky fiends, small enough to only barely be Darren’s height, chuckled and cracked their knuckles as they approached Darren.

      “Well well well...” One of them laughed. “Looks like somebody wandered into our alley! Let’s show him what we do to fiends who don’t respect our gang’s territory!”

      The demons laughed to themselves, and they kept laughing until they saw the slight smile on Darren’s face.

      “Hey, what are you grinning about? We’re going to break your arms and legs and--”

      The fiend’s threats were cut off when Darren’s knuckles smashed into his throat, crushing it shut. The other demons drew knives, and Ashe seemed to tense in anticipation, but he didn’t need his sword for this.

      The two short horns on the head of the demon he’d just punched would do just fine. He smashed that demon’s head into one of his attackers and then grabbed the remaining one’s knife hand and overpowered the demon to usher the knife closer to the demon’s own throat.

      “W-wait! I’m not who you think I am!” the demon cried, suddenly nervous.

      Darren held the knife just barely brushing the demon’s throat.

      “I’m not some street thug, not really. That’s just for a bit of fun! I’m actually the son of one of Melquart’s tower heads. My father manages thousands of humans in Archdemon Melquart’s service. You can’t kill me!” Now that he was no longer trying to act tough, he sounded younger and frightened.

      Finally, Darren spoke.

      “Which tower?”
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        * * *

      

      Darren took his assailant back to his father’s tower. The would-be gangster was let in immediately, and the receptionist standing outside the tower didn’t even notice Darren’s hand under the young fiend’s cloak. That hand concealed a knife at the base of the fiend’s spine.

      “A-alright. I did what you said. We’re here. Now what?” the fiend stuttered. Sweat dripped from his brow.

      “Where are the humans?” Darren demanded.

      “On the top four levels. The most valuable third-order humans are at the top, and the lower levels get progressively larger but weaker.”

      “Take me to the top.”

      The two of them stepped into a small private enclosure, and Darren’s prisoner pulled a lever off to one corner. Slowly and jerkily, the box they were in started to move upward. Darren spent a few seconds trying to figure out how such an elaborate contraption worked. He was reminded of something Asuriel once mentioned the heavens having called elevators.

      This wasn’t quite the same. Looking down, he spotted a few Dire Felbeasts chained to a rope and pulling with all of their might. That rope was attached by a pulley to the box they stood in. Darren thought they would have been better off building a staircase.

      Darren’s prisoner tried to play a trick as they neared the top. He was the first to step out of the elevating box, and as soon as he was out, he pulled a lever. The box Darren was in immediately fell. Darren would have survived the fall, but it wouldn’t have been fun, and it definitely would have given his presence away. So he acted fast and pulled the fiend’s leg back into the box.

      Flesh tore, bone snapped, and the demon screamed as his leg became the only thing keeping the box with Darren in it from falling. Then Darren extended his Celestial Storm tendrils, reached up for the cable the young fiend’s actions had just undone and latched the two back together again. He pulled himself back to the top of the elevator, then kicked the bleeding, hissing fiend into the chamber beyond.

      The room Darren stood in now was only slightly smaller than Demon Lord Bobzebub’s chamber. But this one was far nicer, if such a thing can be said about a prison.

      In a ring around him, humans lined the walls. They were chained in place as in the other prison but far more thoroughly. Instead of just bindings on their wrists, their legs, necks, and ankles were all bound as well. The demons had built a cage around each human, no larger than they were, spread eagle against the wall. There, sharp points stuck out at them from all directions, stabbing them if they so much as wriggled in their bindings.

      Darren counted twelve men and eight women, and every one of them had reached the fourth order.

      There were four archpriests and archpriestesses among them, along with six archclerics and ten archpaladins. Despite their predicament, they still had an unmistakable aura of strength and power around them. Their skin hung loosely around their bones, and their faces were locked in expressions of agony, but they held on for the faintest hope that someday, something would give them a chance at escape. Something like Darren.

      These precious fourth-order humans had to be among this tower’s most prized possessions and, as such, were guarded constantly by demons capable of putting these powerful humans down. There were several fourth-order fiends standing guard, armed and equipped for battle, along with one fifth-order demon lord.

      The demon lord stood on two legs and looked like most fiends, but wider and with the face of a pig. He was bulky and had armor as thick as Darren’s hand. He had a hefty layer of fat across his entire body protecting everything that wasn’t armored, and the scars there suggested that a thick layer of fat had saved his hide more than once.

      “F-father!” Darren’s prisoner yelled, tears falling from the fiend’s eyes as he crawled and dragged his mangled leg behind him. “That man there forced me to bring him here! You have to kill him! He took my leg, so I want you to tear both his off as painfully as possible!”

      The demon lord loomed over his son. He was twice as large as the lesser fiend. The smaller demon had probably been nothing more than a child when his father amassed enough demonic power to become a demon and leave for hell.

      “I should never have taken you with me to Hell. If Melquart learns you led a spy into this place, it’ll be the end of me. Perhaps I’ll have more luck raising a new son from your remains.”

      Then the demon lord raised one boot and smashed his own son’s skull into the stone beneath him with a sickening crunch. He bent over, collecting a single spark of Demonic Aura and swallowing it.

      “Cold,” Darren said as he glanced at the puddle of brains and flesh beneath the demon lord’s foot, slowly dissipating into Demonic Aura that filled the chamber with a hazy miasma.

      “Not as cold as what I plan to do to you, interloper. Who do you work for? Archdemon Taautus? I know he wants more human subjects for his experiments. But he can find them himself! These belong to Archdemon Melquart!”

      Darren tore off his cloak and tucked it away in his inventory. Twenty sets of eyes locked on him the instant he revealed himself, and Darren felt them come to life. Like sleeping beasts waiting through the winter, they’d conserved the last precious bits of their strength for this moment. Now, despite the barbs on their cages and the restraints on their arms and legs, they pushed with all their strength. Iron rattled, and withered wrists strained against hard chains.

      “A human!” The demon lord laughed. “Did we capture some of your friends? Are you here on a rescue mission? You took your sweet time about it. There isn’t one man or woman here who hasn’t been locked away for at least thirty years.”

      Darren opened his inventory, and Melancholy appeared in his hands. Then the fight began.

      Four fourth-order fiends attacked Darren at once. Two with massive sinister-looking bows and two more with swords.

      Darren ducked low, stabbing one of the sword-wielding fiends. Melancholy only bit a little into the armor the fiend was wearing, but that just gave Darren enough leverage to shove the fiend in the path of one of the incoming arrows. A bolt struck the sword-wielding fiend in the back of the head and exploded there, sending both head and helmet spinning across the room. In the same motion, Darren spun to fling the body off Melancholy’s tip and strike the other swordsman.

      He went after the archer then, who nocked another arrow with fear in his eyes. He never let it loose though. Darren’s tendrils wound around his fingers, binding them in place just long enough for him to reach the demon and cut him in half.

      Swords of light descended from the sky and stunned the rest of the demons in place a moment as Darren soared across the room for the other archer, dispatching him just as fast. The second swordsman was only then recovering, and Darren stabbed Melancholy through his guts as well.

      “Think you can trap me with those shining swords of yours?” the demon lord growled. “I’ll show you a stun! I have been one of Archdemon Melquart’s favored vassals for a thousand years, and he’s graced me with some of the greatest skills to ever be found in Hell!”

      

      Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Enemy demon lord has used the skill Bloodbound (Epic).

        	This ability causes all blood within the target’s body to instantly clot and freeze them.

        	The passive effect of Unyielding renders you immune to this ability.

      

      “No,” Darren replied. And before the demon lord could wipe away his look of shock, Darren was on top of him.

      

      Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Enemy demon lord has used the skill Demon Lord’s Rage (Epic).

        	This ability increase doubles all the user’s physical abilities for thirty seconds, rendering them incredibly strong, fast, and durable.

      

      Darren saw the skill as it formed, and he used his new ability Skill Shattering.

      “I don’t think so.”

      Skill Shattering has nullified Demon Lord’s Rage.

      The demon lord had been growing bulkier as Demonic Aura flowed into him. But as soon as Darren used his skill, the demon lord’s growing power fell apart. Then, Darren buried Melancholy in his heart, and the fight was over even faster than Darren’s battle against the demon lord at the gates. Between the two, he gauged this to have been the far stronger foe, and yet his new skills had made short work of each of this demon lord’s most powerful abilities.

      Darren turned to the prisoners. “You’ll only hurt yourselves like that. Wait a moment. I will free you.” They were struggling hard in their desperation to free themselves and help fight for their own freedom. Some of them hadn’t even yet realized the fight was over. The battle had lasted mere moments.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren spent the next few minutes severing chains and cutting bonds. The fiends who designed this room had done better here than Demon Lord Bobzebub’s. Here, the altars were built into the stone beneath each prisoner, along with all the required symbols to extract bits of their soul. That meant that most of these people had been pinned to the cold hard stone for years and hadn’t moved in all that time.

      While he worked, he inspected their sigils. They were all still good, though after so long in Hell their connection to the heavens had been severed. Staying so deep for so long must have worked the connection away. It was a wonder Darren’s sigil had stayed connected for so long, but Darren didn’t know what his mother had done when her soul ascended to the heavens. Perhaps she had maintained his connection where it should have broken.

      At any rate, though he didn’t have the time to route all these prisoner’s sigils through his own, he did have the time to confirm that they weren’t connected to the heavens. No one would be spying on him through their eyes.

      Darren helped a man to his feet, and every bone in his body crackled and popped. He swayed unsteadily, having long forgotten the sensation of standing.

      Darren stepped in to help this man balance, but he held up his hand.

      “I want to stand on my own feet, please. It’s been so long...” He was a paladin, and from the look of him, he’d been tall and strong years ago. Now, he had a beard that stretched past his navel and tired eyes that spoke of the years of suffering he’d endured.

      Darren nodded, then tossed him his Lifewell.

      “Drink from that. The water will help heal your wounds. Save some for the others and pass it around,” Darren instructed.

      The man nodded and held the flask to his lips, but as he did so, it caught his eye.

      “I used to know a young woman with a flask just like this one. She was a young priestess. Terribly pretty thing. Half of Whiteguard wanted to marry her, and the other half wanted to murder her out of jealousy. Ariel Heavengrace! That was her name.”

      “My mother,” Darren said.

      The man’s eyebrows shot up, and he looked Darren up and down.

      “Mother?” He shook his head in a mixture of amazement and sadness. “Heavens above. How long have I been down here?”

      The others had similar questions. To Darren’s surprise, most of the fourth-order warriors present were men and women from Whiteguard. But of them all, not a single one had anything to do with the Order of the Rod.

      “Them? Do you mean to say the Order of the Rod rules Whiteguard now? What about the king? Or the Order of the Fist?” a woman asked, tears in her eyes.

      “The old king is dead. A puppet sits on the throne. And I’ve never heard of the Order of the Fist,” Darren replied.

      Grumblings ran through the chamber at that. “Most of us are here from the Battle at Bridgeport. The Order of the Rod betrayed us. They cut a deal with the demons behind our backs,” the archpaladin who’d mentioned Darren’s mother explained.

      They introduced each other as they armed and armored themselves from the belongings of the dead fiends in the room. That wasn’t nearly enough to equip such a large party of humans at the fourth order, but thankfully Darren had more than just a flask in his Inventory.

      “I am Sir Kennith. Though I suppose if the Order of the Rod took over Whiteguard, they probably stripped the sir from my name. So just Kennith will do,” the archpaladin said.

      “I am Archpriestess Samalta. You are Ariel’s boy? How amazing! You know your mother trained at the same citadel I did in a class just five years younger than me. I remember helping her with her healing spells once upon a time. How is your mother?”

      “Dead,” Darren explained.

      Samalta’s expression softened. To feel empathy for another when she had suffered herself for so many years spoke volumes about her character. “I am so sorry.”

      “It was the Order of the Rod, wasn’t it?” Sir Kennith grimaced. “Once they knocked out the rest of us, they’d want to take out anyone with ties to the royal family. And Ariel Heavengrace certainly would have counted. She was close enough to become queen if the one I knew died on the throne without an heir.” He let out a long, heaving sigh. “Just what have those bastards done to Whiteguard while we were trapped here?”

      Darren told them what little he’d learned from Sasha and his own experience at the hands of Archpaladin Gaimon. They were very displeased to hear that.

      “You mean to say that brat Gaimon became an archpaladin?” Sir Kennith huffed. “And here I thought he was given a sigil for politics only. His family is well connected. I can’t believe he wound up at the head of an order.”

      “He isn’t anymore. I killed him to defend Limedeep,” Darren explained.

      The conversation quieted down when everyone had drunk from Darren’s flask and armed themselves with weapons and armor from his Inventory. The mismatched equipment had them looking a bit rag-tag, and with the extent of the damage done to their spirits over so many years, even Darren’s Lifewell couldn’t bring them back to full strength easily.

      Still, all of them were feeling stronger than they had in years. At last, they had an opportunity for freedom, and they knew what would happen if they didn’t fight for it. They’d end up right where they’d been before, and they were willing to fight to the death to ensure that didn’t happen.

      “I don’t think we are the only prisoners in this tower,” Priestess Samalta said. “I’ve heard screams from below us and a few from the other towers.”

      “The third-order humans are below us. And the holy adepts below them, and the regular humans one floor lower still,” Darren explained.

      “We should try to save them all,” Priestess Samalta said.

      Sir Kennith stroked his beard, trimmed short with a knife mere moments ago. “A few paladins, clerics, and priestesses would be useful. But I’m not even confident we can get ourselves out. Helping a bunch of holy adepts escape will be a challenge, let alone freeing regular humans. Here in Hell, they stand only slightly better odds than a snowball of making it through the night.”

      Darren pondered the question with the rest of them before finally coming across an idea.

      Making a paladin, priestess, or cleric from a holy adept only required a tiny bit of spirit from someone who’d already crossed that threshold. That power came as a fragment of a soul. And here, the demons had spent years collecting just those sorts of fragments.

      “Where were the demons keeping soul stones?” Darren asked.

      Several pointed to the center of the room, where a many-tabled golden altar sat. Beneath it, Darren found a small chest filled to the brim with shining, brilliant stones. He purified them all, then stuck Melancholy into the stone beneath them. With his sword, he carved out the center of the room. The golden altar in the center of the room landed with a thud, cushioned only by smashing apart a second golden altar on the floor below.

      The paladins, priestesses, and clerics here were less aware than their stronger kin. Most of them had exhausted themselves long ago in the years of torment.

      The falling chunk of ceiling was only enough to wake up most of those sleeping away their painful days.

      “Look alive, soldiers!” Sir Kennith shouted as he jumped down the hole. “We’re getting out of here today!”

      Darren followed soon after, as did the rest of the group.

      There were a few fiends guarding the chained third-order human warriors, but they were no match for the twenty armed and angry companions Darren had at his back. He didn’t even need to draw Melancholy as the others rushed to test their long-unused skills.

      Blearily and disbelieving, the paladins, clerics, and priestesses blinked open their eyes, staring at their rescuers but not believing.

      “...S-sir Kennith, is that you?” a priestess asked. The way she spoke reminded Darren of a young woman letting out a bashful whisper. She looked a few years older than Kennith, but archpaladins aged slower than paladins and priestesses.

      “Little Maya, it’s good to see you’re still alive.” Sir Kennith grinned.

      “Not so little anymore,” the priestess laughed. “You know, I blushed and giggled whenever you looked my way. But I fear those days have slipped me by, taken with everything else the demons stole from me.”

      “I have an idea if you are willing to try it,” Darren suggested. “Would you like to be an archpriestess?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “It won’t give you back lost years, but it will add to what you have. And it will make fighting your way free easier,” Darren explained.

      “If it means we can finally leave this place, then yes. I’m ready for anything,” the priestess said. “Flay me alive or carve out my heart. So long as I can see the sky for one breath, I’ll die happy.”

      Darren shoved one of the soul stones he’d purified from the room above into the priestess’s mouth. It felt like an archpriestess’s soul to him, so he thought it would do.

      Then he remembered what Asuriel looked like when she swallowed one of these stones. Within her, the stones came apart at the seams, unraveling from within and joining her spirit. He reached into the priestess’s body, crawling tendrils around, over, and through her body.

      She glowed with bright golden light for a moment, and the power within her increased a notch. When the moment passed, she stood taller and more vibrant than before. Her face hadn’t changed, but the wrinkles lining her face were gone, and the smile she wore now seemed a touch more youthful, though her eyes still held the weight of years trapped in Hell.

      “W-what happened?” the priestess asked.

      “Maya! You... you’re an archpriestess!” Sir Kennith said in astonishment. He turned to Darren with wide eyes. “How? Are you a seraph in disguise?”

      Darren shook his head. “No. I just figured out their trick. Come close, and I will show you. Some of you may have the talent for it.”

      Out of all the fourth-order humans Darren had rescued, only three could do what he could. Perhaps others could learn in time, but he would only have three helpers for now.

      Unlike the normal way of reaching the fourth order, this was far simpler. Darren didn’t require his warriors to complete an endless array of quests and battle for devotion points to win the heaven’s favor.

      Darren had studied human evolution ever since he realized it would be necessary to elevate Cassandra and Morgana enough to keep up with him.

      He’d watched them before and after and had a better understanding of what an evolution did than any mortal man ever had. The transformation required familiarity with a sigil wielder’s own abilities, and also required their souls to be well acclimatized to their current level of power. Additionally, they had to be healthy and whole enough to endure the strain of the transformation itself.

      Normally, the shrine maiden and the quest system would weed out all those unfit for an evolution on their own. But Darren was doing all that manually. With an intelligent eye he could pick and choose who was ready for an evolution far sooner than the natural process would allow them to.

      The seraphim’s system of completing quests was simple and ensured the subject had completed all requirements across the board far beyond the extent they actually needed to be passed. With Darren’s more accurate measurements, he could elevate sigil-wielders to the next order as soon as possible instead of making them earn their evolution through quests.

      When Darren deemed someone to have spent long enough at their current order to have mastered their skills and grown their soul to their fullest extent, they were ready.

      After so many years in Hell, having their spirits eaten away and regrown again and again had made these paladins, priestesses, and clerics reach the very edge of evolution. The demons forced their souls to grow again and again, enduring endless hardship. That hardship turned out to be more than enough to prepare their souls for the next level of power.

      In their years of tribulation, they’d shed their weaknesses clinging to the edges of their souls like dross on molten metal. For all those who survived this long, only their core beliefs and inner fire remained. What was left of them was pure, true, and ready to be reforged into something powerful.

      Though most of the new archpaladins, archpriestesses, and archclerics only had their old skills and were no match for their elders who’d been captured already at that level, they all felt new strength flowing through their bodies. Where before they’d been sagging, slouching men and women with barely enough strength to stand even with their chains off of them, now they stood tall and strong.

      There were roughly five times as many human prisoners at the third order as at the fourth, so this enhancement in strength meant that their fighting force had more than doubled.

      Darren cut open the path down once again, revealing chained holy adepts. These were far less valuable than the others, and so they’d been thrown together in large sprawling cages, imprisoned by the hundreds. They were crowded shoulder-to-shoulder within their pens, filling the entire room. Many were sleeping atop one another, piled together in a sea of flesh and filth. More than a few corpses littered the room, dead and left to rot with their living kin.

      Their only saving grace was that, unlike the others, these humans weren’t chained down. There was only one altar in the center of the room, so the prisoners had to remain movable, and there were enough third-order fiends in the prison with clubs in hand to compel obedience from any of the holy adepts present. Even now, the fiends were busy latching two men and six women down to the altar in the center of the room to extract soul stones from them. With such a crowd, they probably performed extractions continuously to keep the altar in constant use.

      Darren stopped the stone he cut from the floor above from falling on the prisoners strapped to the altar, and instead, he tossed it aside on the floor above. In twos and threes, he and the others descended with drawn swords. The fiends died before they even realized what was happening, and Darren freed those bound to the altar.

      “You killed the guards! They’ll be furious with us! The demons will come to punish us!” a man cried in despair.

      “No one is coming to punish you. We’re escaping! And you have that man there to thank for it.” Sir Kennith pointed to Darren.

      The holy adepts turned to look at their savior.

      Darren nodded. “If you are prepared to fight, I am prepared to see you to freedom.”

      There were questions aplenty, but by now, there were other people to answer them. So Darren grabbed the closest qualified holy adept, ordered them to open their mouths, and shoved a soul stone inside them. Their body swelled and grew larger as they unlocked the true power of their sigil.

      “You’re a paladin. Speak with Sir Kennith.” Darren jerked a thumb in the direction of the archpaladin, who was busy giving some of the other paladins recently transformed into archpaladins a lesson in figuring out how to tuck their wings away when not in use. As things stood, all the new archpaladins, archclerics, and archpriestesses were taking up a lot of room in the relatively cramped chamber.

      While Darren and those capable of forcing an early evolution were hard at work, Sir Kennith sent a scouting party through the rest of the tower. And by a scouting party, he really meant a force meant to wipe out all the remaining demons. The longer they could keep the human outbreak within this tower a secret, the stronger the newly escaped humans could make themselves.

      Darren and the others worked as fast as possible, and soon the entire chamber was filled with warriors at the second order or greater. He even got to test his new Resurrection skill on one of the recently slain prisoners, much to the awe and delight of those standing by to watch. That only left the regular humans one floor below. Darren told Sir Kennith to send people to secure the place, but Darren rushed over himself as soon as he was done.

      The floor they were on was ten times bigger than anything they’d seen before. But unlike the others, this floor was mostly empty. There were only a few living humans present. All the others were dead.

      People sat splayed open like hogs on butchering blocks. Headless torsos hung nearby, draining blood into the grates nearby with hooks through their chests.

      A paladin behind Darren bumped into a barrel and puked when it tipped over, revealing its contents. It was full to the brim with cold and clammy human hands.

      “I think I’m going to be sick,” one of the others muttered as she saw the barrel’s contents.

      “Aim for the grates,” Priestess Samalta said, patting each of the sick warriors on the back in a way that suggested she’d done much the same many times in the past. Then, as they turned up what little breakfast they’d been given, she healed them of their nausea, like any other wound.

      The living humans were too weak to move, and Darren had already drained his Lifewell dry treating the other prisoners. He still had a few vials of the water collected for sale, so he broke those out. But even they would only go so far. While it could heal a man from a broken pile of meat back to full health given time, it couldn’t make him more than he was when healthy and whole. Escaping this city alive would be tough for the paladins, priestesses, and clerics, considering all of those who’d newly reached that level only had their skills and experiences from being a holy adept.

      If they had difficulty making it out, these normal humans stood no chance. Sir Kennith said as much to Darren in a short whisper low enough that nobody who wasn’t at least at the third order would be able to hear.

      “I hate to say it, but I don’t think any of these guys will make it. Your water is working wonders on the holy adepts but on these guys? I’m afraid they’ll just be dead weight even at full health. From the look of them, most of them aren’t even fighting types.”

      Darren nodded in grim agreement. Then he asked a question of his own.

      “Where do the demons keep the sigils and skill books?”
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      Sir Kennith didn’t know where the skill books and sigils were being kept, but it stood to reason that they were somewhere in the city. Neither he nor Darren had any way of figuring out where they were, but they weren’t the only two people willing to pitch in.

      As it happened, Priestess Samalta had a divination skill that pointed her toward whatever she asked of it. Once they had the general direction, an archcleric had a skill that let them know the general distance. Between the two, they had a good idea of what they wanted to see, and clairvoyance skills were common enough that, as a group, they were able to get plenty of eyes on the place Darren was after.

      Two towers from the one they currently stood on was a shorter, squat building. It was more fortified than the rest of the structures in Hell Darren was used to, but it wasn’t nearly as large as the tower they were in.

      “Looks like there are four fourth-order demons standing guard,” Sir Kennith said after speaking with the others. “That’d be a tough fight for any of us. But I saw you take down those four up top when you rescued us.”

      “I can take them alone,” Darren promised. “Keep everyone safe. Drink the remaining water and prepare to fight our way free.”

      “If I hadn’t seen you in action, I wouldn’t believe you could do it.” Sir Kennith shook his head. “But the way I’ve seen you fight? I feel a little ashamed. I always thought I was a good archpaladin. And then some little whelp comes along and does what I never dreamed was possible. I suppose it’s only to be expected of Ariel’s son, but still...”

      The man stared at Darren pointedly. He suspected Darren was something more than an archpaladin, but he didn’t want to ask a question his savior didn’t want to answer.

      Darren answered the unspoken question. “I’m no archpaladin. But I am no seraph either. I am still human.”

      Darren left when Sir Kennith nodded. He knew there was a longer story there, but neither he nor Darren had time for that now.
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        * * *

      

      Under the cover of his cloak, Darren made it out of the tower far easier than anyone else would have. There, he followed the directions his group of newly rescued prisoners had given him and found his way to a blocky building guarded by four fourth-order fiends, just as described.

      Like the others on the street, they too noticed nothing out of the ordinary when Darren approached the building they guarded, though they did confront him when he approached.

      “No one is allowed in Lord Melquart’s private treasure hall!” one fiend said. “All these things were stripped off the bodies of the prisoners fairly purchased by Lord Melquart, and as such, they are designated rewards for his loyal servants. You cannot have them.”

      “Purchased? Maybe. Fair? I think not,” Darren replied.

      “Have criticism for Lord Melquart, have you?” one of the fourth-order fiends snorted. “This isn’t the place for that. Beat it. And watch where you step. Lord Melquart has a lot of friends in the city who wouldn’t like hearing someone speaking ill of him.”

      The fiends were all glaring at him now, and one by one, they approached. Darren had to think of some clever scheme to distract them so he could slip by their guard and look inside.

      So he turned in the direction he’d come from and pointed. “Look over there. Humans are escaping.”

      “Say what?” the fourth-order fiend yelled as he turned his head. The moment he took his eyes off Darren, Darren pulled Melancholy from his inventory and cut his head off.

      The other fiends turned at the sound of their companion’s rolling head.

      “Ashe, I need you,” Darren whispered. He needed to stay quiet and unnoticed for now. There were far more eyes outside of this building than inside the tower. He needed to be careful about using Divine Aura.

      Thankfully, he had Ashe.

      A burst of demonic power from a Prime Sin shot out from Melancholy’s tip and roasted the three remaining fourth-order fiends before any of them could so much as scream. It was a clean job done without making a noise.

      With the four guards discreetly slipped by, Darren headed into the treasure hall they were guarding.

      Darren hid the bodies in his inventory and searched them there. Within, he found the keys to the door he stood before and opened the outer door.

      The inner door was much more complicated. It had a peculiar locking mechanism that had a series of numbers on it that needed to be placed in order before the lock could open.

      Given enough time, he could pick the lock with his Celestial Storm tendrils or create a fake key using his Divine Energy Projection skill, but he didn’t want to stop for either. At some point, either he or the human prisoners he’d just rescued would be found, and Darren didn’t know what kind of resources a place like this could bring to bear.

      So he pinched the locking mechanism between his fingers, snapped it off, and tossed it into his inventory. Perhaps Morgana would have a fun time figuring out her way past it someday.

      Once past the lock, Darren discovered the four guards standing outside weren’t the only ones protecting this treasure hall. Fortunately, behind these walls, using Divine Aura was a lot safer.

      “Intruder! Get him--” That was all the guards got out before tendrils wrapped around their throats, energy barriers wrapped around their bodies, and Melancholy cleaved through their spines. The dozen present were mostly at the third order, so they stood no chance against Darren.

      He opened the door at the back of the room only to find a tiny treasure hall no larger than his bedroom. A huge mound of gold was piled up to Darren’s head in the center, along with fine-looking swords and weapons.

      Darren dismissed it from his mind the moment he saw it, though he did take it all into his inventory. This wasn’t the first time he’d seen a demon build a distraction treasure hall.

      He searched the room, eventually finding a false tile. He smashed that tile to find a bag of holding. One quick peek inside told him it had everything he was looking for.

      There were mountains of skill books and sigils concealed within this item, along with a huge quantity of soul stones and trinkets drawn from everywhere, from the deepest hells to the highest heavens. A few seraph feathers and bits of human blood on some weapons and armor here suggested that not all of this equipment had been acquired as fairly as the guards of this establishment claimed.

      With a pouch full of loot and another heaping pile of things to add to his vast mounds of unsorted treasure, Darren left to return to the human prisoners in the tower. There, he passed out what he’d found.

      “Take these sigils. If you have the will, bind them and become strong,” Darren told the prisoners.

      These humans were weaker than most. Years of capture and torment had broken their spirits. They would have no hope of binding a sigil. But there were a few bright sparks among them still, and if he could place a sigil into their hands, they might survive long enough to see the surface.

      To those who’d already bound a sigil but now had open skill slots, Darren passed around an armful of skill books.

      “You’re truly willing to share these with us?” Sir Kennith said in amazement. “You know, the number of sigils and skill books you just handed out would be enough to retake the throne of Whiteguard, if you wanted.”

      Darren shook his head. “Sigils and skill books are just metal and paper if they are not used.”

      Sir Kennith’s eyes glittered, and a smile touched the corners of his lips. From the way his skin creased around his mouth, it had been a long time.

      “You are wise beyond your years, Darren Heavengrace.”
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        * * *

      

      They finally ran out of time when a group of fiends came into the tower to figure out why the people inside weren’t responding. Darren’s newly freed human warriors slew the demons who investigated quickly and easily, but Darren knew their time was up.

      “They were already curious. When these demons don’t return, they will know something is wrong,” Darren said.

      “Agreed,” Sir Kennith replied. “If we don’t act now, then we’ll lose any advantage of surprise we have.”

      And so the paladins, priestesses, and clerics lined up. They remembered long-forgotten formations to stand in two lines four abreast before the door. The archpaladins, archpriestesses, and archclerics stood behind them, ready to reinforce the line as needed. To the rear, the ordinary humans now risen to the ranks of holy adepts stood in a messier group. They didn’t have the training of the others, even before they were captured.

      Behind them were the people who hadn’t been able to bind a sigil at all. Some of them had already taken the opportunity to put an end to their misery. Others lay back down in their cages, hoping the demons would have mercy on them when they reclaimed the place. A few stood with the others trying to escape anyway, but with only the strength of a normal human, their chances of making it free with the others were slim. If they survived this, perhaps that spark behind their eyes would rekindle once again.

      “Onward,” Darren commanded, and then the doors burst open.

      The humans marched from the tower in unison, weapons at the ready. The instant they revealed themselves, they were spotted.

      Some of the demons scattered in all directions. Others came in for a closer look. A few screams rang out from the market square.

      “It’s an invasion! The humans are revolting! Call the army! Call Lord Melquart! Call--” The yelling demon’s words were cut off by an arrow to the throat.

      “I need three with movement skill scouting ahead,” Darren said, and three such warriors appeared. They spread out to keep an eye on the demons throughout the city, who were growing increasingly alarmed as word spread of the escaping humans.

      It wasn’t long before a force of fiends came to confront them. About thirty guards at the third order barricaded the street with swords and spears up.

      But they had severely underestimated the sheer scale of the human force blocking their path. There were more people here than they could hope to fight.

      The human army advanced, and the fiends looked at one another when they saw the sheer numbers before them. Paladins drew swords, clerics drew bows, and priestesses readied their spells. They completely overwhelmed the small line of demons within mere moments.

      Soon, the group of humans was marching over the corpses of the dead demons who thought they could throw them back in chains. Before long, they were in sight of the docks leading back to the third layer, and as their scouting and clairvoyance skills had told them, there were several ships waiting at the port.

      “Send the normal humans first. Take that ship!” Sir Kennith suggested, and Darren gave his approval.

      The ship was empty, but once aboard, the normal humans had as easy a time as anyone else would unhitching it from the docks and setting sail. They worked as fast as they could, slashing knots with knives rather than untying them to buy as many precious seconds as possible.

      They dropped oars by the dozen, hitting a good rhythm and turning the ship in the right direction. The paladins, clerics, and priestesses all piled into the second ship to follow now that it seemed like the weakest of the escaping humans was in the clear.

      Then disaster struck.

      The human ship ahead of the rest caught fire. It was nothing but a little burst of black-ish purple flame at first, but that dark energy soon expanded to cover the entire deck.

      Human screams echoed out as the lower decks caught fire, and chaos erupted aboard the ship. People dropped oars to find buckets to combat the magical flame. This was a demonic ability at work.

      Darren used Skill Shattering, which stopped the fire from spreading. But that still left plenty of normal flames for the humans aboard to deal with. Bubbles churned the sea beneath the ship, and a few tentacles the size of horses reached up. If that ship went down, nobody was going to be swimming to shore.

      But while the humans fought the fires, there was still the matter of the demons.

      A pillar of darkness and destruction shot out from one of the remaining towers in the city, and Darren knew the city’s remaining demon lords had rallied.

      That pillar of darkness struck the side of the ship and shattered the keel. Both ends separated, and the humans aboard who didn’t die in the blast scrambled to either end hoping they could cling to the sinking bits of driftwood.

      Then the monsters from below began their feast, picking off stray humans from the wreck like vultures plundering a corpse.

      “Everybody look alive. We’ve got a demon lord incoming!” Sir Kennith shouted.

      Heads turned to look at a mysterious fiend wielding an obsidian-studded black mace. He had the body of a human, but from his neck up, he had the head of a bird. His head twisted so he could look the group of escaped humans over with one eye, and his beak snapped menacingly.

      He opened his beak wide, and Demonic Aura formed within to make human words. His mouth would have otherwise been completely unable to make anything resembling human speech.

      “Give up now, humans. If you yield, I promise you a swift and easy death. Those that don’t will find themselves in store for far worse than the soul stone farms,” the demon lord said.

      “If you think that will make any of us give in, you don’t know humans very well, demon lord!” Sir Kennith cried. He drew his sword and rushed forward to meet the bird-headed man. Six others at the fourth order joined him. This demon was of the fifth order, which placed him far above Sir Kennith and the others. But all together, they might have a chance of holding him back while the others escaped. All the fourth-order humans had the wings their transformation granted them, so they wouldn’t need the ships to escape. They just had to buy enough time for the regular humans, holy adepts, and third-order warriors.

      Two more demon lords appeared in short order, and the fourth-order fighters in reserve charged with no order. They knew something like this was bound to happen, and their freedom would have felt hollow if they didn’t have to balance life and death on the edges of their blades.

      Skills and magic flew everywhere as the human warriors depleted what little Divine Aura they held in reserve. Darren had to make more for them. He started using his purification ability on everything around him, passively transforming hell itself into a little patch of heavenly ground. That was far from enough to replenish the sheer quantity of aura being used, but Darren knew one way to change that.

      Melancholy fell into his hands. A few dead demon lords would turn the tide from a hopeless fight for freedom to a glorious march to victory.

      Pillars of silver light descended from the sky over the head of each demon lord as Darren used his skill to give his human comrades a moment each to strike a few blows and even the odds against their foes.

      Though the newly rescued holy warriors had spirit and drive, they could not fight Demon Lords. More appeared after the first, and soon Priestess Samalta was engaged in battle against a small fiend who could move as fast as lightning. There were six demon lords, each strong and vicious.

      They cut through the human warriors, and even the strongest fighters among the humans were rusty from years imprisoned, unable to so much as move. They simply weren’t ready to face foes of this magnitude.

      In testament to this, one archpaladin fighting by Sir Kennith’s side was bitten in half by the bird-headed demon lord they were fighting. Near Priestess Samalta, an archcleric was too slow to use her evasion skill and had her legs torn free. Priestess Samalta healed her enough to keep her alive, but without her legs, she would sit out for the rest of the battle.

      The others were faring even worse. Which meant Darren had mere seconds to intervene. He rushed forward, pushing Unstoppable and Unbreakable to maximum power. The air crackled around him, and the stone gave way as he exploded through the body of a towering three-legged fiend with the force of a dam giving way.

      Most of the demon lord’s subordinates died instantly on contact with the immense purifying force Darren emanated, and the destruction of the Demon Lord became an endless fountain of Divine Aura that empowered the human fighters to continue their struggle.

      Another demon lord died in an instant, followed by a third. He came across the incredibly fast demon lord Priestess Samalta and her team were battling.

      “Watch out, this one is fast!” the priestess warned.

      But by the time she spoke her warning, Darren had already caught up to the speedy little Demon Lord. As fast as the demon lord was, he wasn’t faster than Darren.

      As soon as Darren caught up, he used his Divine Energy Projection skill to bind the demon lord and smash him face-first into the ground. The demon lord didn’t even have the chance to stand up before finding Melancholy sprouting from its mouth.

      The demon lord Sir Kennith and his team were fighting were battling was next.

      “This one’s a tough bastard! If you can take some pressure off us for a--” Sir Kennith shouted. His voice was cut short by the demon lord’s head tumbling from his shoulders. “--Moment, it would be much appreciated...”

      Then Darren was off again, fighting against the next one.

      “Let’s not linger here. Take flight and follow the ships.”

      “Aye...” Sir Kennith said, eyes still locked on the severed demon lord’s head.

      One by one, the remaining fourth-order humans spread their wings and fled the city towards freedom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      A few demons from deep below the waters tried to attack Darren and his newly free companions. But as soon as one of these demons showed their heads, either Darren or one of the other fourth-order humans would swoop down to skewer it with spear, sword, or arrow. All in all, they made quick work of their assailants.

      On the way out of the city, the regular humans on the first ship had taken the highest casualties, but those with wings flew down and saved as many as they could. Even though only one in ten survived the escape, they had saved more than Darren thought they would. More than that, of all those who survived, he sensed the stress of nearly dying had done them good.

      Years of wasting away in a cell had scrubbed what little life was left in them down to the barest nubs. But a desperate fight for freedom followed by a close brush with death had done much to rekindle their spirits. Perhaps some of them would find bonding a sigil easier this time. And those that had survived would find their souls lending the strength to rebuild their lives once they reached the surface.

      They were nearing the end of their journey when Darren heard gasps and cries ring out over all the ships.

      “I think we really did die! If we aren’t headed for the heavens, and I don’t know what that is!”

      “That has to be a city of the seraphim!”

      “Tell me this isn’t just a dream! Tell me!”

      Darren turned to see what all the commotion was about. When he looked, he only saw the city where he’d slaughtered countless demons. Their deaths had baptized the city in purifying Divine Aura, which remade it from a hellish landscape to a divine paradise. He supposed the colors and lights would be especially vibrant for the people who had spent years in hell seeing only the dark mottled browns and blacks of hell.

      Sir Kennith came for Darren to ask a few questions of his own.

      “I thought we were in the fourth hell just then? What is a city like that doing here?” Sir Kennith asked.

      “A friend and I slew demons there. When I finished the job, their deaths remade the city,” Darren explained.

      Sir Kennith let out a low whistle. “I should like to meet this friend of yours. If they are half as strong as you are, they’re a friend I want to have in my corner.”

      Darren said nothing in reply.

      Eventually, Sir Kennith filled the empty silence.

      “That was some battle. I thought we would lose half our number to those demon lords. And we would’ve too if you hadn’t shown such power. You are no archpaladin. I know that much.”

      Darren thought about telling him about his Demon Calamity skill. The massive bonuses it gave him while fighting demons only compounded his power. When adding in Melancholy and his purification skill, he had a heavy advantage against just about every kind of demon. So heavy that even when he was just a normal archpaladin, he wouldn’t have had much trouble putting down demon lords like the ones they’d faced.

      But there was little point in sharing secrets others would have no means to replicate. Demon Calamity was a skill that had come from countless skill evolutions. He wasn’t sure if any skill books for his Demon Calamity ability even existed. For all he knew, the ability could only be created through his Limitless Evolution skill.

      So instead, Darren told Sir Kennith the truth.

      “I have reached the fifth order. I call what I am a Champion.”

      Sir Kennith’s eyes glittered. “Champion… I like the sound of that.” He let out a soft chuckle. “Reaching archpaladin was always one of my greatest regrets. I thought it was what I always wanted back when I was just a holy adept. Every day I trained to grow just a little stronger. Completed quests to gain a little more devotion. But then, when I finally had enough devotion to reach archpaladin, I realized I had nothing more to fight for. I admit it took a bit of wind out of my sails. If I hadn’t been captured and thrown down here in hell, I might still be a hollow shell of the man I once was, much as I am today. But you give me hope. Between that and freeing me, I owe you far more than my life. If there’s anything I can ever help you with, only say the word, and you will have my sword for your cause.”

      Darren rested a hand on Sir Kennith’s shoulder. “Help the others and consider your debt repaid.”

      Sir Kennith was not the only warrior of the fourth order to speak the way he did. Priestess Samalta came next, followed by countless others. The rest of the fourth-order warriors slowly drifted over on their wings one by one to greet him by name. Then, face-to-face, they gave their names and told him that they owed him a debt that could not be repaid in one lifetime. At his word, any or all of them would rush to his side.

      When he landed on the decks, many of the third-order warriors did so as well. Though most of them had only been holy adepts when Darren rescued them and he had just been one face of many, the story had spread. He was the one who had come into hell alone. He was the one who fought countless demon lords and slew them with his blade. He was the one who braved dangers untold and hardships unnumbered to save them from their eternal and unending suffering.

      As they gave their oaths, their thanks, and their promises, Darren felt himself swell inside. Their faith was made manifest, and his Hallowed Idol skill converted that faith into power. His reserves of Divine Aura grew greater, and until he grew used to the feeling, he would feel full and bloated. Almost like he had enjoyed a grand feast and hardly had time to rest before swallowing a second one.

      In contrast to the third and fourth-order humans, the new holy adepts and regular humans didn’t dare to even approach him. They paid their respects from afar, bowing toward him and placing their hands over their hearts. Darren tried to address a few and tell them there was no need, but they refused even to meet his gaze. He felt devotion coming from them as well, but it was of a different sort.

      While the others respected him as their rescuer, a friend worth repaying, or a lord worth serving, these people saw him like ants might see the heavens above. He was there, but he might as well be as distant as the stars. Perhaps someday, some hoped to reach high enough to speak with him as face-to-face as the others did, but for now, they felt they were not worthy.

      When they finally arrived in the city, Darren pointed them toward the houses and the training yard. Between the two and all the divine aura in the city, they could recover their strength and taste freedom a while before braving another journey back to the surface.

      “I must return to rescue others. Stay here. Later, I will return to lead you to the surface,” Darren said to the gathered crowd.

      When they saw the homes and felt the rich divine aura of the city, a few of them said words like they never plan to leave. A few others longed for the real surface, but for now, this was enough to sate their thirst.

      After pointing the humans, holy adepts, and the third-order warriors in the right direction, he turned toward Sir Kennith and the other fourth-order warriors.

      “Take any home you please. We won’t be here for long,” Darren told them, but none of them moved.

      Eventually, Priestess Samalta explained why they were all waiting for him.

      “We know you are going back. You’re going to rescue the others. After killing so many demon lords, the city is still in disarray. We have a limited opportunity to free all human prisoners before the demons can rally the defenses or transport them elsewhere.”

      “And if you’re going, we plan to help.” Sir Kennith added.

      “I need to travel fast,” Darren warned.

      Wings sprouted from the backs of everyone present. Most of them were from that first batch of rescued archpaladins, but a few of the veteran third-order warriors he’d raised up to the fourth order mere hours ago felt strong enough to join. In total, there were about thirty of them. Though far from enough to make an army, this was an elite team unheard of on the surface.

      “You will need to follow my lead,” Darren said.

      “Yes, sir!” Sir Kennith saluted. The others followed suit.

      “You might die.”

      “If we don’t do this, then our lives wouldn’t have been worth saving,” Priestess Samalta said.

      Sensing that nothing he said or did would dissuade them, Darren took flight. Moments later, the others turned to follow.
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        * * *

      

      The trip back to the city of fiends was far faster than their flight to it. Wings were faster than ships, and they made excellent time with only people who could fly at his back.

      The city was on fire when they returned. Both demons and humans had been throwing around powerful skills, and while demons generally built things from stone, plenty of powerful abilities could make magic fire burn with no visible fuel at all. Odds were a few human prisoners had been feeling a little vindictive when they left.

      That damage played in their favor now. Only a few demons were even working to put out the fires as most scrambled together the things they thought were valuable before fleeing. Unlike most human villages, who by now would’ve formed a bucket line to put out the fire, these fiends were only interested in saving themselves. Their transformation into demons amplified the selfishness in their hearts, and many cackled at their neighbors’ misfortune as they fled the city with pouches full of stolen belongings.

      The only exception to this were the tall towers scattered throughout the center of the city. These tall towers were the soul stone farms, and each of them were owned by Archdemon Melquart. If he got wind of his loyal subordinates fleeing the city while his property burned alive, looted and devoured by other demons, he would be furious.

      There were three more towers that Darren thought might house humans. So he turned to his followers and asked for their help.

      “I need scouts. Find out where the prisoners are being kept. Then come back for the others. Do nothing alone.”

      “Understood, sir,” Sir Kennith replied. He and a few others particularly fast on their wings took off in all directions. Darren kept a careful eye on them, only rushing to intervene when he saw one of the city’s few remaining demon lords coming for Sir Kennith to cut them off before he could return to the group.

      Darren rushed over and put that demon lord to the sword, saving Sir Kennith once again.

      When they all reconvened and made the reports, Darren had a good idea of where the humans were and how to get them out of the city.

      “I was thinking we’ll need more boats since we cleared out the docks last time. It turns out most of the transport ships not in use are docked on the western side of the city in a smaller cavern. Will need to get them into position ahead of time,” Sir Kennith said.

      “Agreed. Do it. Everyone else, to the first tower.”

      No longer bothering to hide now that most of the demon lords were dead, Darren and his band of fourth-order warriors flew to the very top of a tower that looked much like the one he’d broken his followers out of. He used Melancholy to carve a hole in the side of the tower, and he and his people slipped through.

      There, he was met with a similar sight of fourth-order warriors bound and chained. The demon lord who’d been standing guard over them had to have been one of the ones Darren killed during their escape because they were currently guarded only by a single fourth-order fiend and a handful of underlings.

      The fourth-order warriors had long since realized this was their chance to escape and began struggling with all their might. From the bruises on their wrists and the cracking of the lashes in the hands of the demons, they’d been doing their best to break free of their restraints and seize this unexpected opportunity.

      Until now, their struggle had been in vain. The demons had them locked up tight, and even a single fourth-order and a couple of third-order fiends were enough to subdue them.

      But as soon as Darren appeared, he cut off the head of the fourth-order ringleader. His followers descended upon the third-order fiends and sliced them to pieces as well. Then, without the need for further orders, they began to work at the chains binding these long-forgotten heroes.

      This chamber wasn’t as full as the one Darren had found, containing only fifteen imprisoned fourth-order human warriors.

      As soon as Darren’s followers broke their chains, they turned their eyes upon their saviors.

      “What’s happening? Are we finally being rescued?” one of them asked.

      “We are. By him.” Priestess Samalta pointed in Darren’s direction.

      A few eyes turned to Darren, and others turned to the priestess.

      “Priestess Samalta! You're alive after all this time! I can’t believe it. When I didn’t see you in this room with us, I thought you’d been killed during the betrayal!”

      “I’m alive, as are many of our old friends. There are more towers in the city than just this one. Quickly free yourselves, as many others need saving. We’re all getting out of here together!” Priestess Samalta bent over to lend a hand. Darren was out of water in his Lifewell, but now he had several archpriestesses filled with Divine Aura and ready to lend a hand.

      “Aye, and maybe when we’re finally free, we can make the Order of the Rod pay for what they did to us!”

      The rest of the rescue went much the same as the first. Darren cut a hole in the floor, and their party descended floor by floor deeper into the tower until they freed and healed as many as possible. Darren handed out sigils and enhanced whoever he thought was ready. There were fewer of them here than before, but enough that Darren had turned his elite force of thirty into a group of more than fifty.

      They broke into two groups, and Darren had Priestess Samalta take all the paladins, priestesses, and clerics along with all the holy adepts and normal humans to the docks to rendezvous with Sir Kennith. There they would board the ships while Darren and the other fourth-order warriors headed to the other towers.

      One by one, they freed the people imprisoned there and tore free age-old chains one by one. In their looting and pillaging, Darren found mountains of sigils and skill books from all the warriors who had died at these soul stone farms over the years. Before long, the supply of both sigils and skill books was larger than it had been before he started giving them away.

      Only two demon lords were left in the city, and neither of them were as strong as the demon lords that Darren had already slain. He made short work of them, which only left regular fiends for his fourth-order warriors to fight.

      On even or favorable terms, the humans found fights they could win. Darren led them to victory after victory, and despite years of imprisonment, their morale soared with each demon slain.

      Soon they had cleared all three towers, and all the holy adepts and regular humans were aboard the ships. Darren’s flying fourth-order warriors patrolled the skies while those still bound to the ground set fire to the city and burned out the remaining fiends. By the time they were done, the city had looked almost as thoroughly destroyed as Port Melquart had looked after Darren had his way with it.

      They were marching back, already preparing to sing of their victory in their glorious vengeance against their captors, when disaster struck.

      They saw the first glimpse of them on the horizon, streaking towards the burning city on clouds of black smoke. Sulfur tinged the air as they approached, and the ground rumbled.

      “What’s happening?” someone yelled.

      Darren stared into the distance for a long moment before his sensory abilities activated and identified the source of the disturbance.

      

      Sense Intent: Demon Analysis

      
        	Archdemon Melquart (Fifth-Order)

        	This powerful Demon Lord has distinguished himself as far stronger than his peers, and thanks to his tremendous strength, he now leads while they follow. He is part of the illustrious Circle of Archdemons, an organization of the most powerful demon lords second only to the Prime Sins.

        	He is followed by his retinue of forty demon lords and a private army of ten thousand lesser demons.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren told the others what he saw, and their faces mixed from grim to gleeful.

      “You mean to say we’ll get to take swings at the demon responsible for locking us up for so long?” one paladin said as he hefted a stolen sword and grinned.

      “Don’t look so eager,” one of his companions warned him. “Melquart is an archdemon. Though he’s at the fifth order like most demon lords, he’s immensely powerful, wealthy, and no doubt has tricks that let him punch above his level. And all the demon lords he’s bringing with him are bad news for us.”

      There were dire looks all around, and eyes turned to Darren.

      “This is not the place to fight them,” Darren said. “Get to the ship. We will rally with the other survivors. The fourth-order warriors and I will slow them down. Set fire to all the ships we aren’t using. We will prevent them from putting the fires out until it is too late.”

      Everyone retreated as a group, and they set sail. Meanwhile, Darren and the archpaladins, archclerics, and archpriestesses stood their ground. They had roughly seventy among their number, though twenty of those had only been at the third order before Darren boosted them to their current level of strength. They would be weaker than the others, even now that some had a chance to pick up another skill or two. And they were all rusty after being imprisoned for so long without being able to so much as grasp a weapon.

      At the docks, Darren had them hover to hold their ground. If they could buy enough time for the ships to make it most of the way back to Asura City, they’d have a much better chance of surviving. One Demon Lord could kill hundreds of their people by shooting a beam of Demonic Aura at one ship. He said as much, and they agreed to focus on buying as much time as possible.

      “We’re no strangers to holding back demons against the odds. This reminds me of the Battle at Bridgefort!” one archpaladin hovering beside Darren said.

      “You mean the betrayal at Bridgefort...” another grumbled.

      A few chuckled, trying to ease the tension as best they could. They knew this would be a tough fight. Though their fourth-order warriors outnumbered the enemy demon lords, many of those demon lords were at the fifth-order. Worse, they were up against one of the renowned Archdemons. There was no telling what tricks he had up his sleeve.

      Drums of war beat as the demons arrived, and guttural battle cries echoed through the air. A normal force of humans might be intimidated, but not the band behind Darren. They’d lived under demonic torment for years, and even before then, they’d fought demons regularly. Still, there was something special about the staccato rhythm of those pounding drums.

      

      Sense Intent: Status Effect

      
        	You have been afflicted with the Drums of the Damned debuff!

        	This effect increases Divine Aura expenditure and decreases the effectiveness of all Divine Aura skills by a small amount.

        	Unyielding has negated this debuff, and your status has returned to normal.

      

      Darren shrugged off the effect of the drums, but the others didn’t have his powerful skills. A few sagged where they stood. There was nothing Darren could do for them. His estimations for the amount of time they could buy the others decreased.

      Then the opening salvo came from a rain of fire and biting locusts. Stones followed that were no larger than pebbles but so numerous that if there was a sun in Hell, this barrage would blot it out.

      Looking into the distance, Darren could see that all three attacks were generated by powerful items rather than skills.

      

      Sense Intent: Item Analysis

      Vase of the Flesh-Devouring Plague (Mythic)

      
        	This powerful artifact summons a swarm of flesh-devouring locusts fueled by the power of soul stones.

      

      Meteor Flame Gong (Epic)

      
        	This artifact summons stones and fire from the sky to rain down upon the summoner’s enemies. It produces effects based on the quantity of soul stones used to power it.

      

      Darren suspected the drums weakening his warriors were generated by a similar effect, though he couldn’t see the item.

      Then the demons came themselves. They sent their weak in the first wave. A great mass of Demonic Spirits filled the air, pushed by the powerful forces behind them. First and second-order demons followed. Neither could withstand the power of Darren’s purification skill, which he activated.

      The miasma they’d created around his group of defenders immediately thinned, and his people huddled closer by his side.

      “That’s some skill! I feared they were going to overwhelm us with numbers alone,” Sir Kennith replied. “Enduring something like this would have drained the lot of us of Divine Aura and left us helpless before the real attack, but with your help, you’re actually making more Divine Aura for us to use!”

      Darren stayed silent, waiting and watching. The longer the demons kept throwing weaklings their way, the less Darren’s people would have actually had to fight. If they were truly fortunate, the demons would think they were wearing his forces down, only to find them escaping unharmed once they’d bought enough time for the ships.

      His hopes were in vain. The demons had to be able to see Darren and his people weren’t doing anything more than letting the assault wash over them, filling the area with Divine Aura that only made the fighting more favorable.

      The demons realized their plan of attrition wouldn’t work, so they began sending in their more powerful fighters.

      Fiends at the third and fourth-order streamed in, charging and throwing spears and nets at the winged humans hovering above them.

      Darren created an energy shield to block a few nets, and the agile winged humans dodged most of the spears. One unfortunate paladin was too slow on both accounts though and took a spear to the leg and had his wings tangled in nets. He would have plummeted to the earth where the demons below would have swarmed him if Darren hadn’t intervened.

      “Heavens above, that was a close one!” the paladin chuckled nervously as he dangled upside down from one leg as Darren held him up.

      Darren grabbed the spear in the paladin’s leg and tore it free, hurling it tip-first into the mass of demons below. Then he turned to the paladin and spoke.

      “You’re wounded. Fly to the ships and join them.”

      The paladin looked disappointed at not being able to join the battle, but he did as Darren commanded and swiftly departed.

      Back at the docks, the smoldering fires raged, consuming hulls and masts with smoke and light coming and going from all directions. A few demons rushed to put the fires out and save the ships, but Darren and his warriors moved to stop them. They only needed to buy a little time, and those ships would be unusable. The fourth-order humans could retreat on their wings, and the demons would be helpless to follow them back to the third layer.

      Meanwhile, the fighting had begun in earnest. Darren’s warriors rained spells and skills down on the demons below while the demons fired arrows, nets, spears, and even rocks at them from above.

      As Darren watched, a priestess swooped low with a slender piece of wood in hand and cut a large swath of fire across a group of third-order demons, burning hundreds. A paladin roared, and a special image of a massive six-armed bear appeared behind him and fell on top of the demons below. It lashed out with teeth and claws against a particularly brawny fourth-order demon.

      Overall, their strategy was more one of avoidance and making a nuisance of themselves than fully engaging. The demonic army present here outmatched their human counterparts by a wide margin. If the humans truly fought the demons to the death on this rocky outcrop near the hellish city’s ports, the humans would eventually lose. All they were trying to do was buy time.

      That meant the best tool in their collective arsenals was shields. A shield took time to wear down and break through, and the more time the demons spent hammering on disposable energy shields, the less time the humans actually had to spend fighting the demons and the more time they bought for their escaping comrades.

      Archpaladins took to the front lines, forming a bulwark in the air that intercepted spears and arrows. Of all the classes, they were best suited to shrugging off attacks, and even some of the explosive enchanted spearheads the demons were throwing merely bounced off archpaladin muscled bodies. The priestesses busied themselves with healing and generating as many shields as possible. Those with the skills to cover a wide area with an energy barrier did so.

      Darren’s Divine Energy Projection skill was particularly useful, and with it, he did the work of a hundred warriors. Before each front-line fighter, Darren created a bubble of Divine Aura capable of withstanding a handful of attacks. That let the archpaladins taunt their foes with impunity, throwing out the occasional strike to keep their interest while being resistant to retaliation.

      Each second felt like an eternity, where life and death balanced on a knife’s edge. The fourth-order warriors following Darren suffered some casualties. Despite his best efforts, he couldn’t be everywhere at once. When he headed to the left flank to save a priestess, he couldn’t move to the right to catch a wounded cleric who’d gotten too bold with his assassinating strike skill and tried to kill a demon lord.

      The demon lord he’d tried to kill turned out to have an ability that stunned the cleric for a moment. A moment was all it took for the third and fourth-order demons standing around the demon lord to rip the unfortunate cleric to shreds.

      Every moment in this intense battle against the odds weighed heavily on them, and each second felt like agony. But Darren and his warriors fought on. Soon, they’d bought the rest of the fleeing warriors seconds. Then minutes. By the time Darren’s forces started running out of Divine Aura, they’d bought nearly an hour’s worth of time.

      Darren had tried to replenish his fighters’ Divine Aura several times by slaying demons with Melancholy. His sword converted their Demonic Aura into Divine Aura, then scattered that aura throughout the area. But someone in Archdemon Melquart’s army realized what was going on and had taken steps to counter this technique of Darren’s.

      In the distance, Darren spotted a large Demon Lord who he suspected to be Archdemon Melquart himself. The demon pulled a fan from a pouch at his waist and waved it, blowing all the Divine Aura Darren created away and replacing it with the Demonic Aura native to this layer of Hell.

      “Sir, I think we’ve bought as much time as we can!” a priestess said.

      “Agreed,” Darren replied. “Begin the retreat.”

      The call went up among Darren’s forces, and Darren himself threw up dozens of energy barriers. But, of all his warriors, he was the only one who still had substantial Divine Aura reserves, so he used what he had to hold the demons at bay while the others turned to fly back toward the third layer and Asura City, where the others were taking shelter.

      A booming demonic voice echoed out from behind them, and Darren saw that same giant Demon Lord holding a fan and commanding the rest of the demons onward.

      “Capture them! Without those humans, the soul stone farms will be useless. And without more soul stones, the lot of you can give up any hope of ever reaching a higher tier.”

      The demon huffed, voice commanding and disdainful. It was the voice of someone who hadn’t gotten their hands dirty in a long time and wasn’t looking forward to doing so.

      “You won’t take us alive!” one of Darren’s warriors shouted, shooting one last bolt of brilliant purple fire from his fingertip as he turned and fled. A few others shared the sentiment and did the same as they took off over the water.

      By now, the remaining ships in the harbor were completely unsalvageable. The fires Darren’s companions had lit were gnawing their way through keels and hulls. Even fire suppression magic that could put the raging infernos out instantly wouldn’t leave enough of the boats left to sail.

      Darren and his companions soon flew out of reach of bow shot and thrown spears from the shore, and Darren canceled his energy barriers as he ushered his warriors back to Asura City.

      The demons lined up on the docks, unable to cross the water and just as wary of the sea monsters lurking within these waters as the humans had been.

      At first, Darren was hoping that his spur-of-the-moment plan to burn the ships and flee had worked better than he could have possibly hoped for. The demons were stranded while he and his people were not.

      But the demons were more determined to recapture their escaped prisoners than even he could have guessed. While Darren and his company had burned all the big ships and most of the smaller ones at port, there had been a few tiny rowboats like the one Darren had first arrived in that were small enough for them to miss. The demons boarded those tiny rowboats, packing themselves ten or more aboard a tiny rowboat not designed to hold more than one or two.

      With so much demonic muscle at their disposal, the rowboats traveled faster than they should have, and third and fourth-order demons frantically set their oars in and heaved for all they were worth. They couldn’t hope to catch up to the fourth-order humans traveling on wings, but it was clear to Darren that these demons intended to follow them all the way back to Asura City.

      Behind them, he saw even larger boats emerging one by one from something startlingly similar to his Inventory. There was a demon standing there at the center of it all, but he was guarded by so many demon lords Darren couldn’t pick out his features. But that had to be Melquart. With all the other tricks he had at his disposal, Darren wasn’t surprised he could pull a few warships out of his pocket as well.

      One thing was clear. These demons didn’t intend on giving up. If Darren’s new followers wanted their freedom, they needed to fight for it.
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        * * *

      

      When Darren and his flying warriors finally caught up to those that had left before, they found them nearly upon the city. So many of the humans were gaping in awe at the sight of this tiny piece of heavenly land here in Hell, purified with the souls of thousands of dead demons.

      The energy the city emitted was already waning as Demonic Aura from the nearby regions of Hell seeped in, but Darren knew it would have a fresh influx of Divine Aura today.

      “Disembark! Clear the port!” Darren ordered. “And burn the ships so they can’t be used against us.”

      Darren’s orders were followed without delay, and the newly freed warriors set fire to their ships as soon as they were off of them. The last thing Darren or anyone else wanted was to let these ships be captured by the enemy. The demons could use them to ferry back hundreds of demons at a time to attack the city instead of a few groups of ten on rowboats plucked from thin air. Melquart seemed to have no end of tricks in his bag of holding.

      Word soon spread of the challenge they’d soon face, and everyone braced themselves for the battle they’d soon face. Long forgotten lessons on warcraft returned to the surface of their minds, and a few enterprising paladins began barricading the docks and sticking large steel and stone pillars just beneath the water that would keep any ship from being beached on the shore.

      Most of the burning human skulls that had lined the city streets upon Darren’s arrival had been converted to glowing golden blue lights, but there were still a few torches and braziers to be found. They hauled those into the open and positioned a few barrels full of arrows and spears nearby.

      By the time the first wave of demons showed themselves, they were greeted by a hail of burning arrows fired from the skillful hands of clerics, tipped with burning pitch and all the skills the clerics could muster.

      Each arrow that struck a rowboat soon set fire to the vessel. The demons within had to scramble to put the flames out lest they be dumped into the monster-filled water below before even making their way to shore.

      What followed was more a series of skirmishes than a true battle. The humans struck where they could, sinking individual boats as opportunity struck. Though the demons far outnumbered the humans overall, there were only so many ships back in the city for the demons to row to where they were now. Between that and the fact that the humans had so many who could fly among their number, the humans could turn the odds in their favor by picking and choosing their engagements.

      One ship full to the brim with twelve fourth-order demons soon found itself beset by more than thirty fourth-order humans. The demons had no shortage of shields and defensive spells, but under a barrage of fire, lightning, water, and magical flying fists, their defenses were quickly overwhelmed.

      The rowboat they were crowded in together shattered under the barrage of attacks, and the demons within could only desperately paddle to shore while under constant attack. Out of the dozen fourth-order demons on the boat, only one set his heels on the docks of the city, where he cut a holy adept in half with one swing of a clawed hand.

      That was all the demon could do though, before he was swarmed by many times his number in paladins, priestesses, and clerics. They focused all their might on the lone demon, knowing they couldn’t allow his kind to gain a foothold on the docks. Otherwise, the demons’ superior numbers would start to come into play.

      The battle raged on. Darren’s forces sank more than a hundred rowboats, and for a long time, the demons kept coming. Their losses didn’t seem to have any effect on them, like there was an endless army waiting on the other shore, just waiting to cross over as soon as they could rally enough ships.

      Sir Kennith turned to Darren after cutting through the last rowboats in sight. He had a smile on his face, grinning from ear to ear even as blood dripped down his brow and over his lips. “I think that’s the last of them! But, by the heavens, we might have actually driven them off!”

      But Darren’s eyes were focused on the distance. There, he saw the real reason the rowboats had stopped coming. On the horizon, ten towering ships sailed with all haste, each twice as big as one of Cassandra’s transport vessels on the surface. And each of the ships was loaded to the brim with demons.

      “Prepare for another wave,” Darren said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren and Sir Kennith exchanged a few words as they decided on their strategy.

      “We should try to knock out one or two of those transport ships the same way we’ve been dealing with the rowboats, just on a bigger scale,” Sir Kennith suggested.

      “Agreed. I will take the ship to the left. Take all the other fourth-order warriors and take the one on the right,” Darren said.

      Sir Kennith only had the briefest moment of hesitation before he nodded. He’d seen Darren fight against many otherwise impossible odds. If anyone could sink a ship full of demons on their own, it was him.

      Darren attacked like a bolt loosed from a ballista. He flew high with all speed, then tucked his wings in tight, so he shot down at the ship he was targeting with incredible force.

      With Melancholy extended, Darren smashed through wood, sails, and demons alike. The deck tore, and the keel snapped. The demons aboard the ship didn’t even have time to figure out what hit them before they started sinking.

      There were two demon lords aboard the ship, each exceptionally strong. But floundering in the water and frantically searching for some bit of debris to cling to, they were no match against Darren. He cleaved one’s head from his shoulders from behind, and the second reached for his weapon at his side beneath the waves, only to find it had been knocked out of its sheath as the ship sank. So he too died to Melancholy’s blade.

      Since his first attack had been so successful, Darren hovered in the air and attacked the ship closest to him. He pointed Melancholy, and Ashe shot a burst of searing, burning power out of the blade’s tip that engulfed the ship in a dark demonic fire. The demons had a hard time putting her flames out, and Darren was upon them before they could even hope to bring the blaze under control.

      With a scowl on his face, Darren landed on the deck and swung Melancholy in a wide arc. Demons charged at him, but those at the second order died before they could even get close. The third and fourth-order demons lived long enough to feel the touch of Melancholy against their hides. Blood splattered everywhere, staining the water around them and summoning sea monsters from deep below to feast upon those demons unfortunate enough to be caught without a ship. Soon Darren was clearing the last of the demons off the deck and pointed Melancholy at the boat’s keel to sink it and deal with all those demons manning the oars and those below deck.

      That burst of fire and death sank a second ship, but before Darren could look to a third, something incredibly fast and the size of a small boulder shot out at him. Darren dodged at the last moment, and it cut a hole its own size clean through the walls and deck of the ship.

      Ever since mastering Unstoppable and Unbreakable, Darren had always been the fastest thing on the battlefield. But that thing, whatever it was, had been faster even than him for a moment.

      Darren turned his senses to the thing that had almost struck him. He couldn’t see it at the moment, but he knew it had gone into the water. So he turned his attention to his Future Sight skill and saw its true form.

      It was a humanoid figure made of pure glass. It looked like a she, but there was no face on her. Her wings resembled those of a seraph, but were made of jagged crystalline glass, and her eyes had the cold unthinking appearance of a machine.

      He focused on the incoming image his skill fed him and passed the information over to his Sense Intent skill to find out more.

      

      Sense Intent: Item Analysis

      
        	Lightning Glass Golem (Fifth Order)

        	This lightning glass golem is an incredibly fast construct custom-crafted for Archdemon Melquart as one of his hidden weapons meant to eliminate other demon lords, or even help deal with one of the Prime Sins if he should ever need to. Refined from a weapon the demons created during the last war with the heavens, this weapon is imbued with seven different speed skills, all working with deadly precision.

        	Running this skill requires the constant expenditure of Soul Stones. This specific golem requires soul stones from ten fourth-order human warriors with high-grade speed skills.

      

      He was facing a golem. Darren had guessed as much. This Archdemon Melquart didn’t seem the type to fight his own battles, but he had no small share of toys to throw in Darren’s way. Still, Darren had fought fast foes before and had won those battles despite a disadvantage. With his Future Sight skill, he would always know where his opponent would strike before they did and guard himself accordingly.

      But his Future Sight warned him that this was not the only golem that had entered the battlefield.

      

      Sense Intent: Item Analysis

      
        	Devil Steel Golem (Fifth Order)

        	The Devil Steel Golem is incredibly strong, armed with two blades of Devil Steel. It can cut through even the sturdiest of physical defenses and specializes in piercing flesh partially made of Divine Aura, such as the flesh of seraphim or archpaladins. It takes the form of a brawny humanoid figure with swords instead of hands.

        	Shadow Woven Golem (Fifth Order)

        	The Shadow Woven Golem can meld with the surrounding shadows, attacking suddenly and without warning from any nearby shadow. It takes the form of a shapeless shadow.

        	Binding Cords Golem (Fifth Order)

        	The Binding Cords Golem specializes in movement restriction abilities. It takes the shape of a lengthy snake of metal and leather and can create bonds that are nearly impossible to break.

        	Temporal Transcendence Overseer Golem (Fifth Order)

        	This temporal transcendence golem can look into the future and coordinate advanced strategies with other golems, making their behaviors more effective in tackling a single, otherwise overwhelming foe. It takes the form of a glowing golden eye.

        	The primary ability of this golem is to calculate probable actions to counter skills able to look into the future or provide those skills to the golems it controls.

      

      Archdemon Melquart’s plan became apparent to Darren. The archdemon had assembled this force of five golems, likely with the express purpose of dealing with a powerful seraph.

      The fight reminded Darren of the five Demon Lords he’d slain with Asuriel when claiming the city he now guarded. But this time, Demon Calamity wouldn’t be able to help him, nor all of his skills specialized for fighting demons.

      He had just enough time to turn his gaze to Sir Kennith. His teams of warriors had managed to light the far ship on fire, but there were enough demons aboard to keep them from sinking the vessel outright. His team had far greater numbers than Darren’s, but with so many of them, they couldn’t strike with the same sudden, overwhelming force. They’d eventually been driven back to the city as the demons aboard desperately hauled buckets, trying to keep from joining their comrades in the water as food for sea monsters.

      That left seven ships still loaded with demons and ready to land. He hoped the others were ready to face them because Darren was about to be occupied with a fight of his own.

      He had to keep these golems away from the city. Sir Kennith and the fourth-order warriors were retreating to defend the walls of Asura City, and Darren didn’t need to bring more trouble their way.

      Like a bolt of lightning in human form, he moved. Soon he was on the docks on the outskirts of the city. The Lightning Glass Golem followed him, and Darren waited for it to pursue. He turned at the last moment, doubling back and hoping to take the golem out in one swift move.

      But the golem didn’t take the bait. Either it was smart enough to know Darren was luring it away from his comrades, or that Temporal Transcendence Golem had seen a future in which the golem was destroyed and gave orders to avoid that outcome.

      Darren mentally raised his estimation of how long it would take to deal with these foes. Could everyone else holding the walls survive long enough for him to finish these things off?

      There were multiple demon lords on each ship, as well as Archdemon Melquart himself. If the archdemon had any more tricks like these golems, they might be finished off before Darren could save them.

      Darren felt his brows draw tight. He’d grown so strong, and he couldn’t even be sure to save these people he’d rescued. Had he not worked hard enough? Had he not gathered enough skills?

      What was this feeling buried deep in his chest? It gnawed at him from within, and he realized it was the same feeling he’d experienced after Asuriel vanished.

      He didn’t like it. Not at all.

      The group of five golems met him on the docks, and Darren turned to face them all. A cold light gleamed behind his eyes.

      Darren’s opening move was to use Swords of Revealing Light. The Lightning Glass Golem might not have fallen for his trap, but if he could stun the thing for just a moment, he would have had enough time to destroy it. From the look of its slender, crystalline frame, one good blow with his sword would shatter it to pieces. All he needed was the opening to land that blow.

      But the other golems wouldn’t give him that opportunity. The Shadow Woven Golem appeared in a puff of smoke and a wriggle of shadow. It took form before Darren, quickly reshaping itself into a figure his own size, but formless and made of pure darkness.

      It raised its arms to attack, and Darren swept Melancholy through the shadow golem. His sword passed through like cutting any ordinary shadow. The sword went in one side and out the other, unhindered in the least and leaving no marks of damage for its passage.

      The shadow let out a low moan, reaching up to strike at Darren, but he had more than his sword. He thrust out his empty hand and activated his purification skill, Catharsis. While the demon’s body wasn’t made of demonic aura, the skill it used to become intangible was a demonic skill, and Darren could disrupt it with his purification skill. He did so, and it screamed like tearing fabric.

      But before Darren could deal a killing blow, the others were on top of him as well, following the Shadow Woven Golem through an invisible passage within Darren’s own shadow cast across the ground in the dim light reflected off Asura City’s walls.

      The Binding Cords Golem wrapped around him. Its serpentine body trapped his arms to his sides to restrain his sword hand. And the Devil Steel Golem thrust its metal blades into the exposed flesh of Darren’s chest. He felt their cold bite as they dug into his skin, then past them into the muscle and bone beneath.

      Darren grit his teeth, a drop of blood dripping down his neck. In the distance, the Temporal Transcendence Golem watched him with a wide, unblinking golden eye, seemingly certain of its victory.

      The Devil Steel Golem pushed his blade hands deeper into Darren’s chest. The special metal slid right through his toughened body like nothing else could. Any lesser weapon would have bounded right off his skin, but these continued until they shot right out his back.

      Darren heard a few cries from the walls and knew some were watching his fight. He needed to end things as soon as possible, which was why he chose this path to victory. It would be more painful for him, but what was mere physical pain? His chest would heal and be as good as new after a bit of healing and tender care after the battle was won.

      For now, all he needed was the opportunity to strike.

      Darren opened his jaw. The Devil Steel Golem’s faceless visage turned to him as its sword hands impaled Darren down its full length. And then Darren opened his jaws wide and bit down into the golem’s steel head.

      Tearing and ripping, he crunched through metal and enchantments like someone else might snap chicken bones between their teeth. The metal cracked as its enchanted strength gave way, and the golem sagged to the ground as it turned limp and lifeless.

      Then Darren turned his attention to the Binding Cords Golem and began to strain. His muscles bulged, but the thick cords held strong. But then Darren strained more. His wounded chest heaved and his heart thumped.

      Like the snapping of a chain link, the living rope wound around his arms gave way. It cracked and shuddered, collapsing to the ground at his feet.

      When he freed his arm enough, he reached for what passed for a head on the Binding Cords Golem and tore it free from the ropes around him. With its thinking apparatus destroyed, the golem collapsed to the ground to join the Devil Steel Golem.

      The Lightning Glass Golem and the Shadow Woven Golem were both fast and sneaky. So Darren turned his senses to their maximum. Thanks to the golden eye hovering in the distance, his Future Sight gave him a mess of flashing visions. He was better off ignoring them than trying to piece together where these golems would strike next.

      Instead, he relied on his keen battle instincts, honed after years of fighting for his life in hell. The Lightning Glass Golem scored two hits on him, cutting five lines knuckle-deep on his shoulder and thigh.

      It went in for a third but was just a hair too slow. Darren’s arm wrapped around its wrist, and he pulled. The sharp nails it used as weapons were useless when it was in Darren’s grip, and he wrapped each of the crystalline golem’s arms in his hands and pulled. The golem quivered for a moment before shattering into a pile of glassy dust scattered over the ground at his feet.

      That left only the Shadow Woven Golem and the Temporal Transcendence Golem. Without its friends to help it, the Shadow Woven Golem’s effectiveness was greatly hampered. It was the assassin of the collection and specialized in hit-and-run attacks, as well as transporting the other golems into and out of danger.

      Now, without its allies, Darren sank his fingers into the formless shadow, spreading his Divine Energy Projection skill in a thin layer over the entire golem to keep it contained. He squeezed that thin layer with his mind, compressing it to a mass of darkness the size of a man to a ball of the blackest black no larger than his fist.

      Something hard and metallic revealed itself then. There was a tiny core the size of a fingernail riddled with enchantments and bouncing around the prison Darren made for it. He reached into his barrier and crushed that core. As soon as he did so, the shadows within dissipated.

      With the golems slain, there was only one golem left. The glowing golden-eyed Temporal Transcendence Golem.

      Darren ran towards it with all the speed of his movement skill, racing to chase it down. He pounced on the golem like a tiger pouncing on a rabbit. But, unlike its peers, this golem had no skills to resist him.

      He found a hatch on the golem’s rear and tore it open. Reaching inside, he found a fistful of soul stones. As soon as he removed them, the golem winked out and went limp in his arms.

      Darren tossed the golem into his inventory, then turned his attention to the walls of Asura City. Though his battle with the golems had lasted a scant few minutes, that was still enough time for the demons to make their landing. Sinking the ships wouldn’t do much now. The humans were already busy defending the city’s walls.

      Enough of them had bows to make traveling from the ports to the walls a nightmare for the demons. Those with shields kept them raised lest a cleric throw a projectile between their eyes. Only the Demon Lords were bold enough to stand in the open, unshielded. Several large and brawny demons approached the walls studded with arrows but not minding the shafts sticking out of them in the least. It would take more than a few projectiles to slay these demons.

      Two of the large fourth-order demons had a massive stone rod the size and shape of a log. They held it horizontally and rammed it into the wall, battering it down like men might try to batter down a gate.

      Only these demons were smashing open thick stone that made the walls of Limedeep seem average, and before Darren could rush in to help, they were through. Demons rushed into the city, trying to shrug off the oppressive Divine Aura in the air around them, giving a slight advantage to the defenders and a disadvantage to them.

      Despite having the high ground and gaining the upper hand in the initial exchange, the humans knew the battle was about to turn against them. They might have stood a chance against all the fourth and third-order demons. But the demon lords and the presence of Archdemon Melquart himself changed things. The humans didn’t think they had anyone at the fifth order to deal with these powerful foes on their behalf. Nevertheless, they were prepared to fight to their last breath for their freedom.

      Demon Lord Melquart himself stood at the rear of the army, out of range of the clerics’ bows.

      “Humans! This little game of yours is futile! It has gained you nothing but suffering and cost me plenty of loyal men and soul stones! Fortunately, I am willing to show mercy. Those who throw down your arms and surrender now will be locked back in your cages with no further punishment. But those of you who continue to resist will face my full wrath! I’ll let a thousand imps peel your skin from your bodies and make snacks of them, or whatever other heinous plan I feel like! Choose now! And I warn you, you need to--—”

      Demon Lord Melquart’s voice was cut short by a gasp from his own throat. He tried to find more words, but they came out empty and formless. A couple of demons turned to see why their leader had stopped with his threats and found him gaping with his mouth open like a fish out of water.

      His eyes were glued on his chest, where a woman’s hand stuck out from where his heart should be. The hand, glowing with golden light, had pierced his armor and body both to slay him in a single stroke.

      Just as quickly as she appeared, the hand withdrew, leaving a sphere of glowing light in his chest. That sphere expanded and exploded within the demon lord’s chest, shredding his body to a pulp instantaneously.

      All eyes turned to the golden figure behind him. She had two wings, both brilliant white. Her body was wrapped in thin strips of cloth, and purple hair cascaded down her head.

      Sense Intent: Seraph Analysis

      
        	Asuriel (Fifth Order)

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Like all those on the wall, Darren stood in shocked silence.

      On her face, Asuriel had a bright smile until she noticed all the demon guts sticking to her hand. Then she shook her fingers to get the gunk off, only to splatter it on herself all over again. She pouted when she realized her dramatic entrance was ruined.

      It really was her.

      Though his chest still pulsed blood and a wound from the Devil Steel Golem still burned with agony, his heart felt more whole than it had been since she vanished.

      His eyes met hers, and a smile split Asuriel’s face as she waved her dirtied hand with pride. He felt a smile touch his lips in return.

      Then the both of them turned their attention to the task at hand. Slaying the rest of the demon horde.

      Suddenly, the tides had changed.

      There were still eight fifth-order demon lords on the battlefield, but Asuriel’s transformation had taken her a cut above what Darren had expected. As the demons soon found out, she was more than a match for any one demon lord.

      Her balls of glowing light were stronger than ever, and now they shot from her fingertips like lightning.

      The white-hot lightning turned to a brilliant white flame when it touched demon flesh, growing the more demons it consumed. Its power doubled, then tripled, until it either exploded and slew the demon like she’d killed Archdemon Melquart or burned it out completely until nothing was left of it but ash.

      Her form flickered momentarily as she turned her attention to the two demon lords hammering down the walls. They dropped the massive stone they were holding and turned to face her. One of them curled his fingers into a massive fist and slammed it into the ground where Asuriel stood, but the flickering image of Asuriel vanished.

      Suddenly, she was on the demon’s back, pouring more brilliant white fire down the demon’s side. The demon’s companion lashed out with a hand, striking his comrade’s own back with a full-force blow that sent them both staggering. All he succeeded in doing was spreading Asuriel’s white fire to his own hand as well, and both demons screamed as they tried to desperately put out the all-consuming flame.

      Then Asuriel flapped her wings and landed upon the wall. Sir Kennith stepped back, battered and bruised. His eyes were wide as he recognized Asuriel for what she was. A seraph, and not just any seraph. One who had reached the fifth order, which would make her a figure of rank and status among the armies of the heavens.

      Asuriel opened her mouth and let out a long note. It was like a bird song. It was an unfettered expression of the soul, mesmerizing to the hearts and minds of all who heard it. The humans felt their flagging morale redouble, and the demons felt theirs collapse. The demons were slack-jawed and helpless for a moment, growing fear gnawing at their hearts.

      The humans used this moment of opportunity for all it was worth to unleash all their barely restrained desire for victory. They slaughtered demons left and right, righteous anger and the desire for freedom lifting their swords to strike harder and faster than was possible moments before.

      Darren too fell upon the demon army at that moment, and the remaining demon lords were truly doomed.

      They sensed him like needles running up their spines or like watching a flame jump past the hearth and into the walls of a home. A sense of overwhelming doom filled them. Melancholy appeared in Darren’s hand. With one sweep, a fleeing demon lord found his upper half separated from his lower half.

      Divine Aura streamed off him as Melancholy converted the very fabric of his being into Divine Aura, replenishing the flagging reserves of Asura City and filling the air to restore the health and skills of all the human defenders fighting for their freedom.

      He cut through demon after demon, while Asuriel did the same. Finally, the last of the demon lords fell to his knees before Darren, groveling and begging.

      “Please, mighty seraph! We were once one people. I have not lived two thousand years just to end it all now! I was a fool to follow Archdemon Melquart! I know I can be of use to you...”

      The demon spoke his wily words, but Darren sensed his hand going for the concealed obsidian dagger hidden behind his back. With each slimy, pleading word, he crawled closer, bringing his dagger arm within close range.

      Darren didn’t give him the opportunity to strike. The moment the demon lord’s fingers brushed the hilt of the dagger behind his back, he found Melancholy sprouting from his throat, piercing straight from his neck to the base of his spine.

      With so much of the blade in him at once, the demon’s body burst apart into flowing fountains of Divine Aura, which cascaded over Darren’s shoulders and washed like a wave towards the city behind him.

      Soon, the battle was won. At most, only a handful of third and fourth-order fiends had survived to make it to the ships, but Sir Kennith had already rallied the remaining fourth-order human warriors in pursuit to recapture the ships and slay all the demons who attacked them.

      He landed before the city, and holy adepts, paladins, priestesses, and clerics alike all waved their thanks and praise his way. But Darren had eyes only for one among this entire army.

      “Hello, Asuriel,” Darren said when he finally came across her.

      Like him, she had been heading in his direction ever since the moment the battle concluded.

      “Darren!” Asuriel buried her head in Darren’s chest, and the growing crowd parted to make room. Many had questions for the both of them, but after the display the two of them had put on in their defense, they all knew this pair deserved all the respect they could give.

      “Did you see me out there?” Asuriel babbled, words tumbling out one after another. “My holy balls skill got more powerful when I reached the fifth order, and now I can make fires and explosions with it! Plus, I was able to make that really cool illusion that tricked those big ugly guys at the gates! And did you see my awesome entrance! I thought I looked really cool, at least until I realized my hand was covered in gunk. Maybe I should try bringing gloves the next time I try that move. And did you--”

      She cut herself off abruptly as she felt something with her cheek pressed against his chest. She pressed her hands to her face, and it came away with sticky blood. Asuriel looked at Darren and realized what she’d first assumed to be demon blood was, in fact, his own. She’d never seen him wounded before, and her eyes widened at the sight of it.

      “Darren! Darren!” Asuriel asked, panic on her face. She pulled herself away from him, realizing that nuzzling him with her cheek where he’d been stabbed was incredibly painful for him.

      “Shush. I know,” Darren said, pulling her tight once again despite his wounds. “Let’s find somewhere quiet.”
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        * * *

      

      The two of them took to the air and soon landed back before the shrine he’d made to protect Asuriel’s remains before she returned.

      The statue guarding the hall turned to look at the two of them, but when it saw who stood before the doors, it became still once again. The doors clicked open, and Darren and Asuriel entered the shrine.

      “Darren... that statue was looking at us!” Asuriel whispered.

      “I know. I made it,”

      “Oh. It’s pretty scary.”

      “All the better to protect you,” Darren explained.

      He took a seat, and the first thing he did was drain what little extra water had accumulated in his Lifewell since his last rescue mission. It was only a mouthful, but that was enough to speed his recovery. The blood pouring down his chest clotted, and the edges of the cuts pulled inward, so instead of two gaping gashes, he had a pair of thin slices.

      Asuriel found a nearby basin of water and working quickly, she stripped off what tattered bits of cloth remained of Darren’s shirt and washed his wounded chest with a clean cloth.

      “This had to be incredibly painful...” Asuriel said. “Look at that... the blade just barely slipped past your heart. Any human should be dead from either of these.”

      “I’m fine,” Darren insisted. “What about you?”

      “Me?” Asuriel asked.

      “You were a ball of light. Now you stand before me stronger than ever,” Darren explained.

      “How?”

      A smile touched the corners of Asuriel’s face, and she had a dreamy look in her eyes as though she’d realized a goal she’d always thought would be beyond her reach.

      “I reached the fifth order!” Asuriel explained. “You know how you evolve items? Well, this process is sort of similar. When a seraph is ready to reach the next order, they enter a period of convalescence where they dissolve back into a concentrated mass of Divine Aura. The souls within blend once more, reaching a greater degree of intimacy than ever before. Some seraphim walk out of the process forever changed, and personalities can completely flip. I even know stories of a few female fourth-order seraphim who reached the fifth-order only to find that their old gender no longer suited the soul in control, and their bodies changed accordingly. It’s a bit of a pain in the rear in a lot of cases, but...”

      Darren laid his back against the wall, turning all of his attention to Asuriel as she spoke of the heavens and her time in it. Hearing her voice was healing enough for him, and he was prepared to spend hours listening to her talk. And talk she did, keeping his minds off his wounds all the while as she spoke of the seraphim and all that went on in the heavens, from having to get new identification documents after reaching the fifth order to stories of seraphim bumping their heads because they’d become taller than they remembered.

      She had some amusing stories to share, and by the time she was coming back around to what had changed for her, Darren had a very different impression of the seraphim from what they projected to most of the humans on the surface.

      “...So they had these sacred images that are supposed to help a seraph maintain continuity of consciousness after they reach the fifth order. Usually, they’re compilations of what others remember when going through the same thing. One thing I heard about is packaging those memories up and selling NFTs of them, but...”

      “Your transformation,” Darren prompted. Once Asuriel started talking about words that had a collection of letters for names, he knew he was going to be completely lost. There were a lot of things in the heavens he didn’t have the slightest chance of understanding.

      “Right, right! So I’m stronger than ever now! Skill slots don’t work quite the same for you as they do for us, but they’re similar enough that you can think of them the same way. For a seraph like me, who’s really a kind of energy being, our skills are a part of who we are. We have a hard time learning new skills since that requires creating a soul pattern that didn’t exist before within us. What is much more practical is taking a soul pattern we already have and growing it.”

      “So you improve upon the skills of the human souls you’re made of.”

      “Exactly! I reached deep into my soul during my transformation to fill my other skill slots. One of my souls was a cleric who knew that illusion trick in life. I embraced it and brought that portion of her further to the forefront of my being, and now the ability is mine! It will take steady use and practice to fully integrate it with me, but like the other powers, it’s now as much a part of me as my hands or wings!”

      She bit her lip for a moment as though considering something.

      Darren took another sip from his Lifewell. While Asuriel had been talking, another mouthful of the healing water had accumulated in the vial. He felt his wounds close once more, and now the pain had gone from agonizing to merely a harsh throb.

      “What is it?” Darren asked when he was done drinking.

      “Well... I think I might have something of a healing skill now too. It’s not as fancy as Cassandra’s or any of the others you’ve seen. The priestess whose soul passed it on to me was a bit of a... ahem... strange girl who liked to make new friends in odd ways.”

      Scarlet hues painted Asuriel’s cheeks, and her eyes turned to the floor.

      “Honestly, I didn’t even know she was a part of me! It’s just... well... while I was in that ball of light, I was thinking of you, and she kept coming to the surface. The memory of her skill kept coming to mind. It isn’t the most practical healing spell since you can really only use it on one person. And that person has to be a man you like very, very much. It... well... I...”

      Asuriel’s voice trailed off the longer she spoke, and soon she was stuttering and blushing more than speaking.

      “If you have something in mind, let’s try it,” Darren said. “I’m wounded, and you said you must practice these new skills of yours.”

      “A-are you sure?” Asuriel asked, a shy blush painting her cheeks once again.

      “I’m sure.”

      “O-okay then. The first thing I’m going to need to do is... uh... take off the rest of your pants.”

      Darren stood. He felt Asuriel’s trembling hands around his waist, working the button there.

      She was much faster with her own clothes, which fell to the ground with a rush of air and the sound of crumpling fabric. Beneath those thin robes of hers, she revealed a form of sculpted beauty artists across the world would have fought to the death just to take inspiration from.

      Her velvet purple hair hung straight over her shoulders. Her skin shone healthy and clean despite the battle, as though a few hours of rest was enough to shrug off the grime of bloody conflict.

      The heat in her cheeks and the plumpness of her lips shone with equal parts fear and anticipation. Her nipples hardened, and every part of her turned warm to the touch. Though her body was made of energy, each of these changes expressed the woman within. Her body extended her will, and it reacted to her desires beyond even the conscious level.

      “Sit.” Asuriel pushed Darren back against the far wall. “L-let Nurse Asuriel take care of you.”

      Darren sat on the short altar that Asuriel had rested on for so long, and Asuriel came closer and closer to him. She fell to one knee as he sat. Another pair might stand nose to nose then, but Darren’s height made him loom above Asuriel.

      She hesitated for a long moment as though searching her memories for what she was supposed to do. Seconds passed, and eventually, Darren got tired of waiting.

      He placed his hand on the back of her head and pulled her lips up to meet his.

      She was frightened, and uncertain. He was comforting, possessive, and happy. The feel of her lips against his lightened the darkness in his soul, lifting him up and leaving the world brighter with each moment they held together.

      Her lips tasted of spring’s first berries after a winter without them. Or perhaps the taste of fine nectar to a man nearly dead of thirst. He yearned for more, and the only thing that stopped him from keeping Asuriel’s lips locked to his even longer was the knowledge that there was even more of her to explore.

      He ran his hands down her shoulders and hips. Her body turned stiff under his caress, but he ran his fingers up and down until the tension eased. Her skin was as tough as steel plate, but to Darren’s fingers, it felt as soft as fine silk. Darren breathed deep, and the air around her smelled of lilies and incense.

      When their first coupling broke, Asuriel stood still and frozen in place. Her eyes flashed with thoughts her body didn’t know how to express, and to Darren, it seemed like she was frantically searching all the souls within her to find the memories that would tell her what to do next.

      Her blush deepened as her hands shook, and her frantic search seemed to be proving difficult for her. So Darren took the lead once again.

      With tender hands and a soft whisper, he eased her fears. With a smile and a warm caress, he pulled her into his lap. Her body went from still to limp, and she leaned into him with eyes locked on his. Her distant vision cleared as his attention brought her mind back to the moment, and he kissed her again.

      Darren’s one hand propped her up as he cradled her while his free hand crept between her legs. He felt damp wetness there pressed against his thigh, and when his fingers found the place of interest, she took in a sharp breath. After a moment of anxious tension, she loosened her legs and let him in.

      The hot bead of her sex pressed against the tip of Darren’s fingers, begging for his attention. He touched it lightly, and each brush of his hand sent tremors running up Asuriel’s spine.

      “Hurry…” Asuriel pleaded, voice desperate and needy.

      He trailed his finger around her opening, and it grew slick with each circle. He twirled around and around, increasing her anticipation with each passage as she threw her head back and panted.

      Her eyes narrowed to slits, and she writhed in Darren’s grip. Her free hand pulled his arm tighter around herself as though she wished to be bound into his embrace.

      Asuriel bit her lip, trying to stifle her moan. But Darren reached up with the hand supporting her back and curled around her cheeks to push her lips wide again. He wanted to hear her.

      And she obliged. She suckled on his finger, letting out muffled moans and shaking breaths as Darren’s fingers explored her womanhood. Already damp, she soon grew so wet his entire hand was slick up to his elbow and a puddle was forming beneath her on his lap. His fingers moved deeper, pressing slowing into her and spreading her wide.

      She was fearsomely tight, and at first, a finger was all she could take. But as Darren eased her fears and laid her mind to rest, the tension and fear within her ebbed away. Soon, she could take two fingers, then three. And by then, Darren knew she was ready for more.

      He flipped her around, and she laid her arms on his shoulders. They stared at each other face to face.

      “L-let me do this part,” Asuriel said. And Darren obliged.

      He leaned back against the altar, one hand supporting him from behind and another wrapped behind Asuriel to help keep her upright.

      She positioned herself over him, her opening dripping hot fluid along his towering rod. She gulped and closed her eyes, voicing a silent prayer as she positioned him at her entrance. His cock had looked big before, but moments away from entering her it seemed all the larger.

      “It might be too big, Darren,” Asuriel said, eyes nervous.

      “Are you giving up?” Darren asked.

      “Never.”

      Darren planted a kiss on her forehead and resolved to take her gently.

      Her eyes opened as she made it halfway down, wide and panting. After a moment to catch her breath, she sank lower once again. The two stood there, locked by flesh and love, as she looked into his eyes. She held her lips up for another warm and gentle kiss, but Darren had something more stimulating in mind.

      He activated his Divine Energy Projection skill, and the power in the air turned to his will. It took on a formless shape, like layers of fine spider silk cloth. But this mass of energy pulsed with the motion of ten thousand hands, and all of them wrapped Asuriel from head to toe.

      Her eyes widened as she sensed Darren’s presence around her holding her tight. She wriggled against them and found the tendrils were incredibly strong. Darren had woven all of his power into them, holding Asuriel as tightly as she could. The more she wriggled, the tighter his skill wound around her, and the more the probing tendrils explored her body.

      They wrapped around her nipples and nipped at them. They wound around her thighs and caressed the sensitive skin there. They even wormed their way into her mouth so she couldn’t even stifle her moans. A look of bliss covered Asuriel’s face as her eyes rolled up in the back of her head and she folded backward with a hazy look that was completely lost in pleasure.

      Darren continued to thrust into her, gaining speed as she relaxed even further in his arms and placed her completely trust in him. The rhythmic pulsing of her insides became so fast and intense, that even without thrusting in the least, she could have driven him to the edge with this alone.

      Darren’s mind was in every tendril. Cassandra liked this technique, and from the brief experience he’d had when he first captured Asuriel, he pegged her as closest to Cassandra in terms of what she craved the most. So he obliged by pouring more power and attention into it. He spread his will into every particle of Divine Aura under his control.

      All the while, he kept careful control over the web of energy covering Asuriel. He was stimulating every part of her body with his power, and he wanted to keep her in that carefree blissful state as long as he could.

      The two stayed locked like that for a long while as Darren remained buried deep within Asuriel. He thrust beneath her, not as vigorously as his usual level of activity thanks to the severity of his lingering wounds, but making up all he lacked in motion in the depth of his passion.

      Soon, he felt Asuriel quiver around him with greater intensity than before. Her cries grew louder, and her moans more excited. She let loose a throaty cry that sounded even more melodic than the one she’d let loose to stun the demon army on the battlefield.

      Then she did it a second time. And then a third. Her passion built to greater and greater heights while Darren climbed to a peak of his own. He climaxed inside of her, painting her insides with thick white cream.

      Asuriel turned completely limp. Darren let his Divine Energy Projection spell drop, and she fell into his lap on her back, closing her eyes and falling into someplace between dreams and the waking world.

      “Did your healing skill work?” Darren asked. He glanced down at himself. He felt a bit better, but he wasn’t sure if that was Asuriel’s skill, his natural healing factor, or his Lifewell water at work. He took another sip from his flask, and the wound closed some more.

      “Huh?” Asuriel blinked herself to wakefulness. “Uh... oh, the skill. Right. I should probably activate that now, shouldn’t I? I forgot I was supposed to do that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 34

          

          

      

    

    








            Princess Thalia

          

        

      

    

    
      Running through the wilderness with a band of swashbuckling heroes and saving citizens of the Empire from being dragged into Hell by demons had been fun. Thalia thought those days would last forever, especially when the Torch of Heaven’s Grace seemed to grow with each victory.

      When the demons and their collaborators were unmasked, it was hard for anyone to argue with Thalia’s words. So they believed her when she, an imperial princess, came before them and said the palace had fallen to demonic infiltrators and that the Order of the Rod was in league with them.

      Heavens help them. They were actually following her lead.

      She had so many followers by now that it was no longer practical for her to ride with the warriors to spread the word or fight demons where they stood. Now, her role was purely an administrative one. And that meant lots of meetings. Her life of adventure was behind her, and now she was back to being a princess.

      “Your notes, princess.” Jezabel helpfully provided a small strip of parchment, which was dotted with the names of a few topics Thalia had to address in her upcoming speech to the ranking lieutenants in the Torch. What had started as just a name she’d plucked from the air was now fast catching on, and all of a sudden, they were an order as real as the Order of the Rod.

      Most of their members were merely peasant farmers with fire in their hearts and the will to serve their Empire burning in their fervent eyes. Still, under the leadership of their more experienced fighters, all those volunteers were being quickly forged into a proper army. There was still a shortage of sigil-wielders in all groups, but they’d found that even the Sinful Servants died if enough regular humans charged them all at once.

      The lieutenants she was waiting for filed in one after another, taking Thalia’s measure as she took theirs.

      “Pardon me, princess, but do you know when we’ll get to meet with Darren Heavengrace?” a boy asked. He was barely a man, but he was the firstborn son of one of the local lords. While Thalia couldn’t win his father over, bringing the son into their order was just as good. It meant her order was well on its way to a safe base of operations within the Empire. And when one lord was openly friendly to her cause, others would be as well.

      At that point, her growing movement would shift from forest band to rebellion, and she would have the means to retake the palace and save her father from the demons around him.

      The only trouble was much of the draw came from who Thalia had been claiming was the actual leader of the Torch of Heaven’s Grace. His name was in their title, after all. And he was a king, so having him at the head of the order gave it legitimacy few others could rival. Even Thalia herself didn’t have as much of a claim to power as he did. She was just one of many imperial daughters, after all.

      A lot of founders and those closest to Thalia had served Darren directly, either in Salsroth or when he rescued them from Hell. Their stories did a lot to spread and verify those rumors. The issue now was that many of the newer recruits wanted to meet the man themselves, and the fact that he never showed up was starting to draw some concerns.

      “I’m sorry, Sir Darren is a king, you know, and beyond that, he’s got some very important missions of his own to attend to,” Thalia explained, turning the boy down as gently as possible. She’d done this to everyone who asked, and so far, it worked.

      “Aw. That’s a shame. But I understand. The thing is, I have a cousin from Whiteguard who really wanted to meet a Heavengrace in the flesh. Said his family might pull some strings in their own country if they could verify it was really him.”

      “A cousin from Whiteguard, you say?” Thalia perked up at that. Getting nobles from the Empire was one thing. They had pull and clout within the Empire. However, at the end of the day, they were still just imperial citizens with expanded privileges. Though Whiteguard had changed a lot, it was still a kingdom, at least in name. A feudal lord had a lot more independence than an imperial one. If they had a base of operations within Whiteguard, they might be able to expose the Sinful Servants as demons right at the source.

      Whiteguard had always been the home of the finest holy warriors in all the Sacred Seas. That the Order of the Rod was summoning demons beneath their noses still astounded Thalia to this day. But if she could expose them before the rest of the nation, the other orders might actually have the support from the people to do something. It might even fracture the Order of the Rod between those who knew the scheme, and those who didn’t.

      But Thalia squashed those hopes. Without recruiting King Darren to support this organization for real, it would be impossible. But perhaps it would be worth making a trip back to Limedeep after all.

      Her heart quickened at that thought, and she had to carefully review her reasoning to ensure her desire to return to that city was purely logical.

      “I will have to see if I can set a meeting up,” Thalia said.

      The boy left, and the meeting began. In it, Thalia outlined the plan for their order.

      “We’ve already swept through the southern half of the Empire and gathered popular support in every village we rescued. Word is spreading fast, and even most of those who didn’t see us unmask demons that would have dragged them to Hell now view us favorably,” Thalia began.

      Olpha, one of the paladins Darren had rescued from Hell, who was now one of Thalia’s closest subordinates, nodded in approval. “Of course. With all the chaos and mismanagement of the Empire’s resources these last few years, it isn’t hard for people to blame demons.”

      “I don’t think demons are entirely to blame. The great roads of the Empire from my youth are now more holes than cobblestones,” a gray-haired cleric snorted. He was also among those that Darren had rescued from Hell and had been away from the Empire for a long time. He wasn’t impressed by what had happened in his absence.

      Thalia nodded her head in acknowledgment. “My father was a decent emperor, once upon a time. But with demons whispering in his ear, The Blackwind Empire is without a leader. When we restore order to the palace, all this and more shall be fixed.”

      “Apologies if you already have a reason, princess. But why not now?” Olpha asked.

      All eyes turned to the brawny paladin woman, and she shifted. Though she was bold as could be on the battlefield, she was still uncomfortable being the center of attention at a meeting like this one.

      “What I mean is that a lot the villages already recognize your authority as the ruling imperial princess. As far as they’re concerned, every other imperial is under the influence of demons and can’t be trusted. If you make a new law, they will follow it,” Olpha said.

      Thalia’s eyes widened, but she quickly got herself back under control. “You mean to say they think of me as their empress?”

      “Exactly!”

      There were a few murmurs of agreement from around the table.

      “I... well... I suppose then I’d best do well by them,” Thalia said, sitting a little straighter in her seat. “Tell them they can bring their petitions and disputes before me instead of my father, if they trust me more than him. I will settle things as best I can. Though without full control over the Empire, larger issues like constructing new infrastructure and roads will be impossible. In the meantime, we should start sending more parties northward. We will reach into the northern half of the Empire and completely free it from demonic influence. Then, we can deal with the Sinful Servants and the Order of the Rod...”

      The rest of the meeting was more strategic than political in nature. Their trips to the north to rally support hadn’t been as successful as their travels through the southern half of the Empire. The northern regions closer to the sea were generally under the control of the wealthy trading cities along the coast. They were far more connected to the imperial court than the poorer southern farming villages.

      The demons had also stayed away from kidnapping humans from this wealthier region, knowing this was where the heart of the Empire’s power lay. However, if they started taking people from the trading towns, word would spread much faster than a few missing villages and hamlets in the lands to the south.

      Moving north would be far harder than anything their order had done since its recent founding.

      “It’s not all bad,” Priestess Blossom said. “Word has already spread to the northern trading cities about how Sir Darren led the warriors of the Northern Trade Union to victory after victory against a massive horde of demons. The story of him fighting a Prime Sin alone has already made its way into many bards’ songs. Most people don’t believe it, but if we lean on his growing saga a little more, we can make a good impression.”

      “Darren is a pretty impressive man,” Cleric Audrey admitted. “I’ve never seen Sasha act as meek as she does around anyone except him. I always thought the captain wasn’t interested in men.”

      Priestess Blossom smiled in agreement.

      “Then it’s decided. We’ll spread north with Sir Darren’s name to herald our coming. As we pass through the Empire, we will reorganize it into what it should be and take back our country from the Order of the Rod and the demons within it,” Thalia declared.
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      As it turned out, the sex had been unnecessary for Asuriel’s healing skill to work. All she needed was a great deal of skin-to-skin surface area pressed against herself and Darren.

      Her skill didn’t function on a biological level at all and would be useless to regular humans. It was entirely focused on restoring the wounded spirit. Darren was close enough to a seraph by now that this kind of healing was effective on certain parts of him, though if he didn’t also have his Lifewell, he would have been in trouble.

      He was thankful for the help, though. Ever since the evolution, he’d noticed his Lifewell’s water wasn’t nearly as effective at healing him as it had been before. He’d chalked it up to his flesh just being sturdier than before, and so it took more power to heal. But that hadn’t been quite right. Now that he’d experienced Asuriel’s spirit healing skill in action, he realized that his soul was far more closely interwoven with his flesh than he ever dreamed.

      It was this close connection that gave his body the inhuman durability, stamina, and strength that simply wasn’t biologically possible in a creature that didn’t have more magic flowing through its veins than blood.

      Darren was healing from his wounds much faster with Asuriel’s help, but there was still a lot to do in Asura City, and he needed to go outside and start leading people to the surface. But Asuriel insisted on continuing to heal him until he was completely whole. She’d come up with a very creative solution that would allow them both to do what they wanted, though Darren wasn’t sure how practical it was.

      “Are you certain of this?” Darren asked skeptically, as he adjusted the straps over his shoulders.

      Asuriel’s voice came out muffled with her face pressed against his chest. “Defimmmefly!”

      She untucked her chin and looked up at Darren through the tiny hole in the neck of his shirt, face, and hair illuminated by the light coming through the cloth.

      Asuriel’s brilliant idea had been to use leather and rope to make a harness for herself, tying her body to Darren’s. She was pressed against his chest with a dozen bands of leather wrapping around both of them and holding her in position. She hid beneath his clothes and wore none of her own. The idea behind clinging to him like a barnacle on a clam was that she could maintain the maximum quantity of skin contact she could in order to heal him as he went about his day.

      “I can postpone talking to the others. We can stay here and lie together normally,” Darren suggested.

      “Nope! This is better!” Asuriel said, wriggling against his chest.

      Darren was doubtful of that, but Asuriel was very proud of the apparatus she’d designed to wrap herself around him and tie herself in place. It seemed like this was something she’d put a lot of thought into.

      Darren turned his head to his reflection in the water basin nearby.

      The size difference between the two of them meant that having Asuriel clinging to him didn’t look that bad. His arms were about as thick around as her waist, so compared to his waist, she was rather tiny. Paladins wearing particularly bulky armor would look like they had more under their shirts than he did.

      “Are you certain you can breathe?” Darren asked. “The ropes seem rather tight.”

      Asuriel tucked her chin up through the collar of his shirt again and took a deep breath.

      “I’m an energy being, remember? I only need to breathe to talk. Otherwise, the Divine Aura you emit is better for me than the fresh air. I should have done this a long time ago,” Asuriel explained.

      Darren realized he wouldn’t talk sense into her no matter what, so he found some particularly bulky clothes and put them on, along with some rattly armor from among the sets he’d looted while slaying demon lords.

      He wasn’t a fan of chainmail, and his skin was tougher than any armor he’d come across as of late, but wearing this set would disguise the bulge on his chest from having Asuriel hanging onto him there.

      After checking his reflection one last time, he decided he looked good enough to meet with the warriors outside, waiting to hear from him. Asuriel was a bit distracting as her body brushed up against his with every step, but he thrust any thoughts other than the moment before him out of his mind.

      He opened the door and was immediately greeted by cheers.

      Sir Kennith appeared and clapped Darren on the back. “You saved us all. I didn’t think we were going to make it there. Truth be told, I thought escaping with you was just an elaborate suicide plan for me and mine. A way to end the misery we were all trapped in. I expected to die in the act of escaping that wretched place. But now we’re free! Well and truly free! Archdemon Melquart tried to reclaim us, and now he’s dead!”

      Sir Kennith threw back his head and laughed, and others joined him. They clapped hands and embraced one another as they reminded themselves that what they were experiencing this day was real and not just a dream.

      Most of these warriors hardly knew one another, but after their escape and the battle that followed, they were as close as brothers and sisters. And all of them knew the man behind their rescue stood before him.

      Those who hadn’t thanked him in person before did so now, all wishing to express their gratitude.

      “Say,” Sir Kennith said when the yelling and hollering finally died down. “There was a seraph on the battlefield. We saw her disappear in that shrine with you. Do you know what happened to her?”

      Asuriel squirmed under Darren’s shirt, and she whispered a little too loudly.

      “Say you don’t know anything!”

      “I know nothing,” Darren said.

      “Uh... okay...” Sir Kennith said, looking at Darren’s armor strangely. “Well, I will be surveying the loot. This is a beautiful city, but there are plenty among us who want to see the real sky once again. We need provisions to make our way back to the surface. Fortunately, those demons brought quite a bit with them that we can use.”

      “Agreed. When everyone is well again, I will lead you to the surface,” Darren said.

      And so he spent the next few hours wandering the city and preparing to depart. Thanks to the number of priestesses around, healing any wounds from the battle was easy. Anyone who could be saved was saved and quickly brought back to full health through the abundant supply of healing magic.

      Darren had to save what his Lifewell produced for himself, but he was able to lend a hand indirectly. All the dead demons outside the city could become Divine Aura that the priestesses inside could use to power their healing spells. So he went around with Melancholy, converting their bodies one after another and making each of them disperse into a fountain of power. Asura City’s vibrant divine glow was restored and then taken to even greater heights than before.

      He had one last thing to do on the battlefield. Asuriel had taken top priority in his mind, but he also wanted to recover Melquart’s body. There wasn’t much left of him after Asuriel shredded him, but it was the power in him that mattered rather than the body itself.

      A brief test told him what remained wasn’t enough to use his Mirror Body skill on, but that wasn’t the end of the world. He could reinforce the corpse with more Divine Aura gathered from other demons, and sacrificing some or all of Melquart’s golems to the cause would hopefully push it over the power threshold he needed to satisfy his skill.

      Having a second body was a security measure he already missed after doing without it for even a few weeks. There was nothing quite so reassuring as knowing that a single death wouldn’t be enough to put him down. One of his greatest fears in Hell was being ambushed by a skilled assassin while using his Limitless Evolution skill, and he’d gone to tremendous lengths to ensure he was hidden away in secret whenever he used it.

      Now, that was a worry no longer. At least, it wouldn’t be once he got his spare body operational again. As soon as he was on the surface again, he would make whatever preparations were necessary.

      After that was done, Darren and the others were finally ready to head to the surface. They grouped up and gathered what little things they had, which was mostly whatever they could loot off the demons. Many lacked even clothes of their own besides what they could steal, but Darren had enough extras of everything in his Inventory that every man and woman could at least get a pair of boots for the journey.

      “How many boots do you have?” Asuriel asked from inside his shirt after Darren had given out his thousandth pair.

      Darren was also surprised to find that he’d barely even scratched the surface of the bag of holding in his Inventory he’d designated as his boot section. Both bandits and fiends wore boots, and he’d killed a lot of both as of late. He really didn’t think he should have that many, but ten or eleven castles’ worth of villains slain really added up.

      Unfortunately, he was a lot less lucky with clothes. Fiends tended to be a lot bigger than humans, so he was reliant on just what he’d gotten from bandits. And most of the bandits he killed tended to have large cuts in their clothes. Cuts roughly the size of Melancholy.

      He apologetically handed the scraps over, but the penniless prisoners were grateful for what little scraps he could toss their way.

      “I hate to ask this after everything you’ve done for us,” Sir Kennith asked, shifting from foot to foot uncomfortably as he refused to meet Darren’s eye. “But do you think you have a place I could stay? I don’t really have any money or a place to live. Just until I get on my feet again, mind you!”

      “I have plenty of room in Limedeep,” Darren said, raising his voice so all could hear. “All of you are welcome there.”

      Another cheer went up among the warriors as one more of their fears was resolved at Darren’s hands.

      The hike to the surface was little issue for most of the powerful and established holy warriors, but the corrupting influence this deep in Hell was giving many of the regular humans trouble. The demons who’d captured them had to have been doing something to keep the Demonic Aura away. Otherwise, all of these humans would have long since gone mad unless they learned the rigorous discipline Darren had trained in to keep the Demonic Aura out of his head.

      Whatever they’d done was wearing off now that they were free, and a few of them would have died tragically when freedom was so close to within their grasp. Fortunately for them, Darren was there to use his purification ability to heal the miasma gathering over their minds.

      In smaller groups, his mere presence was enough to drive back the Demonic Spirits that might attack. But with so many marching behind him now, his passive ability didn’t have enough reach to cover them all without circling the group.

      Only the regular humans had trouble making the trip to the surface, though there were few of those. They had been weak and malnourished compared to the others to start with, and few of them had much hope left. Those that had hope had been able to at least bind a sigil and become a holy adept. Those that didn’t reignite that hope and drive to fight for their lives died in their cells, at the docks, on the ships, or during the battle for their freedom in the city against Archdemon Melquart’s forces.

      Still, they marched slow enough for what few remained to keep pace. There was no danger here on the third layer for a group under Darren’s lead, to say nothing of Sir Kennith and the other fourth-order warriors.

      When they finally broke out from underground, they were greeted by the mid-afternoon sun.

      There was a pair of guards standing by the entrance, one from Callum’s city guard and another from Sasha’s Order of the Rose. Darren recognized them both by face, though not by name.

      They recognized him the moment he emerged, despite the strange armor he was wearing.

      “Sir Darren! Your majesty! You’re back! Captain Sasha will be thrilled to hear the good news!” the female guard from the Order of the Rose said.

      “Aye. Captain Callum as well.” The male guard from the city guard nodded along.

      Then Sir Kennith emerged just behind Darren, followed by countless others.

      Darren turned to the two guards. “Recruit help. I will need food and places to stay for a thousand people.”

      Both the city guard and Sasha’s Order of the Rose were used to fulfilling strange orders from Darren, and this wasn’t the first group he’d rescued from Hell. After a good look at the motley band streaming out of the hole, the two knew just what to do.

      Soon, they were riding with all haste back to the city while Darren and the people he’d saved followed at a much slower walking pace. The newly freed prisoners were traveling even slower now than they had been through the first layer because so many had to stop and stare at the open sky or feel the sprouts of grass lining the road.

      “It’s beautiful. I never thought I would see a flower again...” A paladin as broad as an ox and with a face lined with scars wiped a tear from his eye. Several more soon followed it, and he could barely contain himself as he stroked the leaves of a humble wildflower poking up from between the cobblestones.

      Others shared the sentiment and rejoiced at the touch of anything from sunlight to clean air.

      Despite their slow pace, they finally made it back to the city, and their group was welcomed with open arms.

      “Make way for the king!” the guards at the top of Limedeep’s gates said. The doors swung open, and Darren entered.

      “King?” Sir Kennith asked Darren with a look.

      “That is what they have chosen to call me,” Darren explained.

      Sir Kennith opened his mouth to respond, but Darren’s cryptic words made him reconsider. He closed his mouth and turned back to the city. A thoughtful expression painted his face as they entered.

      People waved at Darren’s return, clearing the streets. They held up little strips of cloth painted the same blue and gold of the armor and cloak he’d worn when he’d first appeared to these people, and they’d made him their king.

      Women waved in his direction, blowing kisses. Girls blushed when he looked their way. Boys straightened and held wooden swords aloft, hoping he’d see good warriors in them when they grew big and strong. Eventually, Darren met with Sasha and Callum on the road. With both of them was Cassandra, towing along a whole train of servants.

      “Look at you, saving everyone again.” Cassandra smiled as she wrapped her fingers around Darren’s arm. She stood on the tips of her toes, trying to pull him downward. He leaned over so she could plant a kiss on his cheek.

      “Can you make arrangements for them?” Darren asked hopefully.

      “I got your message. Don’t worry, love. This is something I’m good at. I will take care of the details. Putting these men and women up for a few weeks or months can be seen as an investment into the city.”

      Sir Kennith felt the need to speak for the group. “I’m sure I speak for everyone when I say I plan to earn my keep. A stable to sleep in for a night or two while I find work will be plenty for me.”

      Cassandra smiled at Sir Kennith. “I’m sure Darren can find a use for you sooner or later! And rest assured, Limedeep is a big city. I imagine we can find better for you than some stable.”

      Cassandra led Sir Kennith and the others to a new part of the city Darren hadn’t seen before. This was where Limedeep’s slums had once been located just past the docks. Most of the area had burned out when imps set fire to the city. Now the location was completely unrecognizable.

      A tidy pattern of gridded streets crossed through the area at regular intervals, making this region of the city already far better organized than the rest of it. The stones here were freshly laid, each rough and unworn by the passage of time and many feet.

      Like the streets, the buildings were also new. Colorful walls lined the streets, filled with complexes meant to house dozens of people each. The residences here were cramped, but a peek inside showed that they were very comfortable for their size. Many of them were built to paladin proportions, so even the largest of the people Darren rescued would find their new home suitable.

      It seemed like an impossible amount of fresh construction to have been done in so little time. Darren turned to Cassandra for an explanation.

      “Like it? With so many sigil wielders in the city, the Silver Sword Merchant Company has expanded to construction! We’re now building complexes like these and renting them out!”

      Darren settled the bill with Cassandra for all the people who would be staying in these buildings at his expense. He handed the coins over to Cassandra, and she handed most of them back to him. At the end of the day, he owned most of the Silver Sword Merchant Company, and all the city’s taxes went to him, so paying for food and housing for so many was just a minimal loss. And Darren’s trip to Hell had gained him so much money that he didn’t really need what Cassandra handed back to him.

      “Take this,” Darren said. “It’s another investment. Go do that thing again.”

      “You mean you want me to buy stuff and grow the Silver Sword Merchant Company?” Cassandra asked, eyes gleaming. “Well... I suppose we could get into importing food. It’s a bulk business that needs a lot of ships, but these days, that’s just what we have!”

      Cassandra broke out a notebook and muttered some words and figures to herself. Darren merely patted her on the head before tossing her over his shoulder and returning to his manor. He’d missed being home.
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      The first thing Cassandra did when they got home was try to tear off Darren’s clothes.

      “Darren’s back! Morgana, help me with this!” Cassandra called.

      Morgana and Sasha came running, and soon all three of them were working on Darren’s armor. It was at that moment that Darren remembered something important. But it was too late to stop the three women as they unlatched the plate over his chest and the linen shirt beneath it.

      When they saw what was under his clothes, they all stood for a moment in shocked silence.

      “Uh... hi,” Asuriel said.

      Cassandra took a deep breath. “Dear... I thought you said Asuriel was dead.”

      “She was. She’s better now.”

      “The way it looks to me is that you’ve been hiding her under your shirt this whole time!” Cassandra pointed, poking Asuriel’s bare ass with her finger.

      Morgana chuckled at the sight of the peculiar contraption suspending Asuriel against Darren’s chest, wrapped around him like a vine around a tree. Her legs circled Darren’s waist, tied together toward the small of his back.

      “This is some impressive knot work, Darren!” Morgana whistled in approval. “And you hid her so well! You’d be really good at kidnapping noble girls! Rarek would have really loved to have you in his gang. You would have made the gang a fortune every time we went into town.”

      “Asuriel tied the knots.”

      Sasha’s face reddened as she looked at the peculiar contraption. But her eyes roamed Asuriel and Darren even as her cheeks continued to heat. “That’s... uh... very... creative.”

      Cassandra put a hand on her hips. “So, you faked Asuriel’s death so that you could hide her under your shirt as your secret full-time cock warmer?”

      “No. She’s healing me.”

      Cassandra raised an eyebrow.

      “Really.”

      Her eyebrow rose further.

      “He’s right! I’m using a very special healing skill that only works on him!” Asuriel said, tilting her head backward so she could speak.

      All three girls looked on with raised eyebrows as their reply.

      “Well, my turn is next,” Cassandra said. “Hop off. I’ve got a healing skill for him, too.”

      “And then I get to try!” Morgana laughed.

      “Do you think it would hold me?” Sasha asked.

      “Hey! Back! Back, you darn dirty mortals!” Asuriel hissed, which wasn’t quite as intimidating as it would be, since Asuriel was still very much restrained against Darren’s chest. “This is a special thing between Darren and me!”

      Cassandra pouted, but a light sparked behind her eyes as she looked Asuriel’s naked body over again.

      “Hey... so you and Darren have done the deed, haven’t you?” Cassandra asked.

      Asuriel blushed. “I... I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Darren looked down his chest at her. She was naked and tied to his chest. He’d felt the wetness dripping down his trousers the entire walk to the surface and had needed to excuse himself for several trips to wipe her down lest the warriors he rescued start to think he’d wet himself. Now was hardly the time to be embarrassed.

      “Ha! You did, I can tell!” Morgana said. “Which means you’re one of us now, girl! Welcome to the club!”

      “Club?” Asuriel asked.

      “The club of Darren’s claimed women,” Cassandra explained. “We’ll have to formally welcome you tonight. But until then just know that the first rule of being in the club of Darren’s claimed women is that you don’t get to hog him! Everybody has to share. So hurry up and untie yourself. I want to try this contraption of yours!"
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      Soon enough, Asuriel was sitting in the corner of the room, arms crossed as Cassandra, Morgana, and even Sasha all tried her new toy out for themselves. Darren had to ferry each of them around the manor, hopping up and down as requested, while the girls laughed and giggled all the while.

      Far from being annoyed at the tedium, Darren began to enjoy himself more as his women laughed and amused themselves with his help. This was as fun a new experience for him as it was for them. He bounced them around in his arms, suspended around his shoulders just as they asked.

      “Whee!” Morgana laughed. “It’s a bit stuffy under your shirt, but Asuriel did a really good job with the suspension contraption. I thought it would be painful to be held like that, but it’s actually more comfortable than riding a horse! Next time we’re traveling, I’m going in style!”

      “Ha, fat chance! I’m calling this method of transportation!” Cassandra said.

      Sasha took a knee next to Asuriel. She was still pouting as she followed the rest of the group around. “Do you think you could add a second contraption along Darren’s back? That would make sharing a lot easier. Plus, I’m a bit too big for your design.”

      That finally brightened Asuriel’s mood a little, and she had a maniacal gleam in her eyes as she pulled out a piece of paper and began designing a new harness.

      “With this, Darren will be... uh... healed twice as fast!” Asuriel cackled as she drew.

      In the end, Morgana and Cassandra finally tired of their game, and the two of them dragged Darren back to their bedroom. Cassandra called to Sasha as they left. “Don’t forget to bring along the guest of honor!”

      Sasha scooped Asuriel up between her arms and hauled her off to join the others.

      What followed was a night of passion and debauchery few others could match. Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha were terribly eager to introduce Asuriel to their little family the same way the rest of them had been.

      At Cassandra’s direction, they set the scene. Darren sat upon an exceptionally large chair, custom made by the city’s craftsmen for both Darren’s large frame and so that the armrests were shaped just well enough to be seats.

      Cassandra herself hopped one such arm, while Morgana hopped on the other. Both wore nothing but the skin they were born with, and their hair was tied back and prepared for a very active night. If Darren’s seat was a throne, they’d be seated on either arm as they leaned against his broad shoulders. He wrapped his arms around their slender waists and pulled them closer.

      Sasha stood in the rear, just as nude as the others, her arms weaved between Cassandra’s and Morgana’s necks to drape over Darren’s chest. She balanced her chin on top of Darren’s head, and all together, the three of them clustered around him pressing as much of their naked skin against his as possible.

      “Is this some sort of demon summoning ritual I haven’t heard of?” Asuriel asked when she saw the three women so artfully arranging themselves around Darren. “I got very good grades in that class, and I didn’t see this one in any of the pictures!”

      “Join us, Asuriel!” Cassandra held out a hand and beckoned.

      “You’re one of us now!” Morgana called, holding out her arm and returning.

      “Darren chose you,” Sasha added, hand out and beckoning Asuriel forward.

      Asuriel turned to Darren. “Darren, what’s going on?”

      Darren shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Reluctantly, and with more than a little confusion on her face, Asuriel started walking. But all three beckoning women held up their hands with their palms facing out.

      “Not like that!” Cassandra began.

      “You have to crawl,” Morgana said.

      “On your knees,” Sasha added.

      And so Asuriel fell to her knees, doing so far speedier than she’d obeyed any other strange request from the other three women.

      After a few breaths and a bit of scrambling across the floor, Asuriel made her way between Darren’s knees.

      “Good girl,” Cassandra said, and Asuriel let out a little purr at that. “Now, this is what you want, isn’t it?” Cassandra reached into the hem of Darren’s pants. They were the only thing anyone in the room was wearing, for the women had long since stripped him of his shirt, and the others had been completely bare from the moment they entered. Cassandra’s probing hand entered those pants and wrapped around Darren’s hard shaft.

      It was standing at full attention already. There was no way it couldn’t be with three beauties draped over him from all sides and another on her knees waiting for permission to join the others. If Darren hadn’t had Asuriel once already, he would have ended this already to take her. She wanted him, and he wanted her once again. But since they’d already had their fun, Darren decided he should let his other women have theirs. They had found a way to get along while sharing him, and he knew better than to interfere with whatever system they’d developed among themselves.

      “I... uh... I want it?” Asuriel said. Her desire was obvious from the wetness between her thighs and the growing puddle on the floor beneath her, if her presence in the room naked and on her knees before the four of them was not already proof enough.

      “Well, it belongs to Darren, as do all of us. If you want it, you have to belong to Darren too. Just like all of us,” Cassandra explained.

      “O-okay. Is this some sort of kink thing?” Asuriel asked. “Because I’m a seraph. I’m super-duper, extremely pure, and definitely not into anything weird.” Her face colored as she spoke the words, and she refused to meet anyone’s eyes.

      “No, it’s just us trying to make sure your loyalties are with him, forever and always,” Morgana said. “You can’t have any nation, group, or ideal more important to you than our shared man. Between Heaven and Hell, in dreams and waking, your truest devotion should be to him. As ours is.”

      “That sounds like a pretty hefty oath,” Asuriel said slowly. “Even seraphim who are getting married don’t make a vow so strict.”

      “I think they’re making this up as they go,” Darren said.

      “The ritual suits the person!” Cassandra declared. “I had to give Darren my most precious possession, my merchant company. Morgana had to get her ass spanked red. Sasha had to worship his cock like she was at a temple.”

      “Huh. I would have figured I would have gotten something to do with ropes then...” Asuriel frowned.

      But Asuriel swore the oath they wished of her, and the three other women smiled as she said her vow.

      “I swear myself to be loyal to Darren, and only Darren! I will fight only for him, I will toil only for him, and I will love only for him.”

      Darren freed one arm from where it was trapped under Morgana and tucked it under Asuriel’s chin. He held her in his hand possessively. His hand was massive compared to her face, and it almost looked like he could hold her head in the palm of her hand. He pulled her toward him with a warm smile.

      “And I swear to love, toil, and fight for you in return,” Darren said. He turned over his shoulders to regard his other women. “The same goes for the rest of you.”

      Cassandra placed a kiss on the side of Darren’s head. “There’s one last thing we must do before we’re satisfied!”

      Morgana, Cassandra, and Sasha all stood up from where they were seated and grouped up, so they circled Asuriel. Darren stood on one corner while the other three boxed her in between his spread legs as he sat like a king on a throne.

      The three of them stood close, and in their nakedness, the only light that reached Asuriel’s eyes was that streaming through the windows and passing between the thighs of each naked woman.

      “What now?” Asuriel asked.

      “Kiss each one of us and thank us for sharing our man with you,” Cassandra said.

      “Oh...” Asuriel blushed. “Sorry, I’m really flattered and all, but I’m just not that into other women. I think... uh...”

      “Not on the lips,” Morgana snorted. “Or at least not on the lips you’re thinking of. Down here!” Morgana pointed between Cassandra’s legs.

      “Oh...” Asuriel seemed like she wanted to ask how that was any better, but then the three women hovering over her were starting to look increasingly less patient. Nearby, Darren’s cock was free of his pants and twitched in the air as his eyes studied Asuriel on her knees before him.

      One by one, Asuriel placed a kiss between the thighs of each woman as their ritual demanded, and when she was done, she turned to Darren.

      “And we saved the best for last,” Cassandra said, falling to one knee beside Asuriel. “Feel free to take your time with this one. Don’t worry, Morgana and I will help you, as we feel you need it.”

      “I... don’t really know how to do this. I’ve never used my mouth for anything other than eating before. Well, unless you count that time, I tried to make a blowgun, but it was really more of a spitball. I think--”

      Before Asuriel could protest more, Cassandra and Morgana pushed on the back of her head and brought her lips to Darren’s cock. Though they did so gently, the moment Asuriel’s lips touched the head of his shaft, her mouth opened wide through pure reflex, and she took him into herself.

      Despite her protests of inexperience, Asuriel turned out to be a born natural. Or at least, the experience of three other women turned her into a natural really quickly.

      “Hand here and here,” Cassandra said as she grabbed either of Asuriel’s hands and placed them along Darren’s shaft.

      “And your head goes like this...” Morgana gently pressed on the back of Asuriel’s head to bob her up and down.

      “Don’t forget to smile!” Sasha grabbed Asuriel’s chin, tilted her up at Darren, and pulled up the corners of her lips into a wide grin.

      All three women shared a laugh, and after coughing and spluttering a moment to pull herself free, Asuriel joined them. As strange as it was, their odd bonding ritual seemed to work wonders.

      Darren remembered Callum telling him women worked in strange ways, but he hadn’t believed they were quite this strange until today.

      Though watching Asuriel suck him off was extremely enjoyable, Darren didn’t plan for that to be the end of the night. Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha had their fun. The rest of the night was his.

      In one sudden motion, he stood.

      “Wow, that looks bigger from this angle...” Asuriel said as she knelt and looked up with wide eyes.

      “The bed.” Darren held out his hand to take Asuriel’s.

      She reached up with one dainty hand, and Darren grabbed her at the shoulder, hauling her up and tossing her on the bed, where she bounced twice before coming to a stop.

      “Wow, this bed is way bouncier than I thought it would be...” She bounced up and down a few more times. “I thought you mortals used dove feathers, rose petals, and other strange things for your beds?”

      “This one is special,” Cassandra replied. “It’s extra bouncy for very good reason. We’ve all gotten used to the rhythm, and soon you will too. If you’re a very good girl, then I’ll — oh!”

      Cassandra’s words were cut off by Darren picking her up by the legs and tossing her on the bed as well.

      “Ha! That showed her, Darren!” Morgana laughed. “Cassandra’s always claiming to be the head wife or some hogwash. I think you should pin her down and--”

      Morgana was cut off midway as Darren picked her up and tossed her on the bed as well.

      Sasha shook her head. “Lightweights. If the two of you knew proper fighting stances, you’d never get--”

      Darren cut her off just like the others, picking her up and tossing her on the bed. Soon, he had four women sprawled out next to each other.

      “Time for my games,” Darren said. He rolled Asuriel over and grabbed her hips, pulling her into the air. Then he reached to his left and grabbed Morgana by the ankle. He pulled her into position right next to Asuriel. Cassandra and Sasha soon followed, and Darren had all four women lined up with their faces next to each other and pressed into the sheets. Their asses stuck in the air, waiting and inviting, all within arm’s reach.

      Darren hardly wasted a moment. He pushed the head of his cock against Asuriel’s opening, plunging deep in one swift motion. With so much foreplay, she was already wet and ready to take him at a moment’s notice. While he penetrated her with increasing speed, he reached out with one hand to cup Morgana's and Cassandra’s asses with either of his free hands.

      Back when he’d had three women, this had been all that was required. But now that there were four of them, he needed an extra hand. Thankfully, with his Divine Energy Projection skill, he could create as many extra hands and fingers as needed. Soon Sasha was squirming and squealing with the rest of the girls.

      He rode Asuriel as he pleased, and after the slow and passionate session he had her first time, he wanted to see how she would like something faster and more intense. Asuriel’s eyes widened, and she spasmed around his cock as she seemed confused by how fast Darren thrust into and out of her.

      “What’s happening back there?” Asuriel asked, craning her neck to look behind her. But Darren continued to go even faster, and her jaw went slack as the sensation overwhelmed her.

      Darren turned his senses toward Asuriel, bending both his mind and magic to her. He felt the waves of pleasure form in her body and spread throughout the rest of her being. Her spine twitched, and she quivered around him as she discovered herself completely unable to form coherent words.

      He did everything he did for her before, only this time, all of it came at once and at a far greater intensity. With such a level of passion, Asuriel’s body soon crossed the threshold into orgasm.

      “H-holy... c-cock!” Asuriel shouted into the sheets, eyes rolled back in their sockets.

      Darren decided to give Asuriel a momentary break to ride her waves of pleasure. While she was recovering, Darren shoved his cock into Morgana, who squirmed with the same familiar pleasure. Unlike Asuriel, Darren knew Morgana’s body like he knew slaying demons. She enjoyed the same brisk strokes he’d given Asuriel moments ago. She loved this position where her face was buried in the sheets and her ass in the air more than any of the others.

      With his skill and familiarity, she lasted mere moments before turning into a dripping, spasming mess.

      Darren turned to Sasha, who needed a touch that was both firmer and more tender. The press of his body over hers was just as important to her as the feeling of his cock inside of her. He leaned lower over her, his breath gliding over the back of her neck. He reached out with his left hand as Sasha turned to meet his eye from beneath him. He pulled her up, bending her back up to meet him for a kiss while he pulled her tight against his body. His tendrils were a web of pinpricks exploring her sensitive body.

      “D-Darren!”

      Sasha shivered, quivered, twitched, and moaned, and soon she too was lost to orgasm.

      Turning to the other end of the line, Darren pounced on Cassandra. While she’d enjoyed the tendrils he conjured, or more recently, the hands that his Divine Energy Projection skill could produce these days, she preferred the touch of his body far more. She’d grown impatient as Darren fucked the others first, practically vibrating with eagerness when she realized Darren was finally coming for her.

      “My turn! My turn! My -- mhhmfff!”

      Her voice was muffled by the sheets as Darren plunged deep inside her. Cassandra was the only one of all his women who insisted on taking him to the hilt every time. He wasn’t sure how she managed it, as Cassandra wasn’t a big girl by any stretch. Even Sasha could barely take his full length, and yet Cassandra managed it without issue despite being more than a foot shorter.

      But he knew what she craved, and a second deep thrust soon followed the first. Darren’s time in Hell must have been harder on Cassandra than any others. She was always the neediest of his women, and when they were together, she was often begging for his attention in this manner every few hours.

      Darren felt the pressure within him build greater and greater, and soon he found himself on edge. He restrained himself through sheer force of will, lasting until Cassandra’s insides started to twitch and writhe.

      “I’m... ah... I think I... win,” Cassandra said between panting breaths.

      Her own grand well of experience told her when Darren was on edge, and she’d fought a desperate struggle of her own to hold out for him. Still plunged deep inside her, Darren erupted in a fountain of wet, sticky fluids. His seed flooded her womb, warm and possessive.

      A smile touched the corners of Cassandra’s lips as she declared victory.

      Morgana rolled over, sitting upright on her elbows.

      “Your lucky streak will run out sooner or later, Cassandra!” Morgana waved her fist before flopping backward on the bed, dull and limp again.

      Darren gave Cassandra’s ass a pat, and a thick gooey load of his seed poured out and slid along her skin and up her belly at just that touch alone. He knew Cassandra liked when he dumped his load in her more than any others did. Morgana was just in it for the competition, and Sasha always feared that pregnancy would take her off the battlefield, despite the tea they drank.

      So Darren had always rigged the competition. But maybe Asuriel would change that. Could seraphim even get pregnant from a human? Perhaps that would be an experiment worth testing someday after he’d killed Kalaziel.
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      Darren woke up early the next morning. He needed little sleep ever since becoming a Champion. He suspected he could do away with it entirely, at least for a few months at a time. But an hour of sleep every week with his women sprawled out around him was a pleasant diversion, and it kept his mind a little sharper than it would be otherwise.

      But that still meant he was awake when his women and the rest of the city were still sound asleep, which meant he had some time to himself.

      So, he did the logical thing and snuck out of his shared bedroom to one of the empty chambers nearby. Unlike the other rooms around the manor, this one was unfurnished. Cassandra said that every king needed an office. He had a real one in the city’s heart, but she explained that was his show office. He wasn’t actually expected to work there. Instead, most of his real work would happen in his secret private office.

      It sounded a little overly complicated for Darren, but he was thankful that Cassandra left this room for him to use however he pleased. It was nice to have a private space and convenient for doing things he suspected Cassandra would look at him skeptically for doing elsewhere in their manor.

      After slowly shutting the door behind him, he let a wet mass of pulverized corpses plop down on the ground in the center of the room. There wasn’t much of it left, but it was enough to work with.

      Sense Intent: Item Analysis

      
        	Corpse of Demon Lord Melquart (Fifth-Order)

      

      The corpse was filled with Demonic Aura, belonging as it had to an archdemon. But that was not an insurmountable problem. So Darren turned to his purification skill. Brilliant white light shone from his hands and crawled over the corpse like a thousand fireflies.

      The wet, dead flesh remained both wet and dead, but after purifying it, a few changes were obvious. It stank less, for which Darren was thankful. The Demonic Aura running through it was gone, replaced by a thick cord of Divine Aura.

      Unfortunately, when he tried to activate his Mirror Body skill with it, it didn’t work.

      Error. This corpse contains insufficient structural and magical mass to create a mirror body.

      Darren grimaced. He’d feared he’d encounter this notification. It wasn’t the end of the world because he had all five of Melquart’s golems and many other demon corpses in his Inventory.

      He let Mystic Master be his guide as he worked. He pulled each of the five golems out of his Inventory one at a time, then pulled the best pieces of them off to construct a humanoid form, which he dumped the sticky mass of Divine Aura-filled flesh onto, like covering a skeleton in new bone and sinew. It was a rather uncomfortable task, especially when he had to retrieve other demons from his Inventory and use Melancholy on them to increase the concentration of Divine Aura in the chamber.

      Soon, the body had taken on a surpassing likeness of Gaimon. Either Darren was a better artist than he guessed, or Gaimon hadn’t looked too different from a corpse cobbled together from a hundred different pieces. Granted, Darren was willing to admit he was biased.

      But the important thing was he’d constructed something powerful enough to satisfy his Mirror Body skill. So when he activated the ability again, Divine Aura enveloped the body. The corpse twisted and shifted as the tissues crudely cobbled together were reshaped by the magic into a much more organic form. Dead tissue sprung to life again, remade from the smallest components to match the body of the man who cast the skill that made it.

      It took his new body longer to form this time. Darren wasn’t sure if that was because the tissues he used this time weren’t even human or if it was because his skill was creating a fifth-order body for him instead of just a fourth-order body. Glowing light still enveloped his body by the time the sun rose, reminding him of the sphere of light that had contained Asuriel. Perhaps it was the same principle at work.

      In the end, Darren had to close the door and lock it. The room was a mess, and if the wrong maid walked into it, they would think they’d stumbled upon a murder scene.

      By the time he cleaned himself up, the sun was rising again, and his women were stirring.

      He caught Callum knocking on the door just as everyone was waking up. Darren had thought he should make something for everyone after their long night, but he was more of a survival cook than a home cook. Seeing Callum arrive with breakfast fresh from the market was a welcome sight, and Darren happily invited him in.

      “You five sure look like you had a busy night.” Callum chuckled as he watched a bleary-eyed Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha amble in. In contrast to the other three, Asuriel seemed cheery and chipper. As a fifth-order seraph, she was just like Darren and hardly needed any sleep.

      “We had sex!” Asuriel said as she slid her way onto the table. Some time during the previous night, she’d lost all shyness. “When you look at me, do you see an eternally virgin seraph who’ll never find a man? That’s what my old co-workers said. But guess who proved them wrong? Me. That’s who. And I guess Darren helped.”

      Callum spluttered, spitting up a hot crushed-and-roasted-bean drink from the Northern Trade Union. It was a new beverage that was quickly becoming popular in Limedeep called coffee. It had always been around on some level, but Limedeep’s newfound wealth meant it was affordable to everyone now. He picked up a handkerchief and wiped the spilled coffee up, along with what was dripping down his face. “That’s great, Asuriel. I’m glad to hear you’re happy. So I take it you and Darren are now officially a thing? Just like Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha?”

      “Yup! Darren’s my man! Or am I his woman? I don’t really know. They both sound a bit one-sided to me.” Asuriel tapped her chin in consideration.

      Meanwhile, Callum shook his head and glanced at Darren. “You’re a brave man, Darren. Very brave. I know how much work Cassandra is going to take on her own. But I suppose you are a king. You’ve got royal duties to attend to for the good of the realm. Everybody considers you the greatest king in all the lands, so it’s only natural that you’d attend to your kingly duties four times more thoroughly than a normal king.”

      “I love them all,” Darren replied, speaking honestly and from his heart. “But you came to ask me something.”

      Callum set his cup down. Sasha did the same, almost in time. She’d been the one to ask Callum to come to Darren’s manor. The pair locked eyes for a moment, then they turned to Darren.

      Callum was the one to speak first. “Darren, we want to go back to Hell.”

      “We really benefitted a lot from it! As did our troops!” Sasha rushed to add. “And I know you said we weren’t ready, so we’ve been drilling everyone the things you taught us to make sure that they’re fully prepared for what it’s like to fight in Hell and battle demons.”

      The moment Sasha let up, Callum butted in again. “And yes, a lot of the fresh recruits don’t really know how to fight. But that’s the idea behind getting experience, right? They’ve already learned on the training field, but we only plan to send in the people who can really benefit from practical experience. We promise to be extremely safe about it if you let us send people down again.”

      Cassandra shrugged, slower and less desperate than the other two but weighing in all the same. “All those goods from Hell like demon hides and old, forgotten tools were a massive boon to the city’s economy while it lasted. I’ll support whatever you decide, Darren, but in the long term, I think having an open path into Hell is a good financial decision.”

      Morgana looked uncomfortable at that. She kept her eyes locked on her plate as she twirled a sausage in syrup as she muttered, “But if you want to close the thing, that’s fine too!”

      “No. You can come,” Darren said without hesitation.

      Both Sasha and Callum looked shocked. Even Cassandra seemed surprised. Morgana stole one of Sasha’s sausages while everyone was looking at Darren.

      “Wait, really? But you were so adamant before!” Callum said, shock plain on his face.

      “I really thought this conversation was going to go a lot worse.” Sasha stuck her fork down for another bite of food without looking at her plate, only to find the sausage she expected to skewer missing.

      Darren reached out and wrapped a hand around Asuriel’s shoulders. “I was wrong to make you all leave. I thought I had lost someone and was afraid of losing you, too. Sorry.”

      “I’m sure the troops will be touched to hear how much you care for them,” Callum said, raising his glass. “I know I am.”

      “Hear hear! To keeping friends close!” Cassandra raised her glass to join his, and the others soon followed suit. Their glasses clinked together, and they all shared a laugh when Sasha caught Morgana’s wrist as she tried to dart in for another sausage during the toast.
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        * * *

      

      Sasha and Callum were so eager to get going that they wanted to leave that very afternoon. Both the Order of the Rose and the City Guard had portions of their command that desperately needed this kind of practical training.

      Darren had expected large contingents from each, but what he hadn’t expected was a third group, comprising of Sir Kennith and many of the people that Darren had just rescued.

      “We’re ready to go back into Hell if you’ll have us, King Darren,” Sir Kennith said. Two dozen fourth-order warriors lined up behind him, as did over three hundred third-orders.

      “Why?”

      “A variety of reasons. Some of us learned that the goods we looted off the demons support us easier than picking up a hoe and learning to farm.” Sir Kennith gestured to the men and women behind him. They were looking less like a mob of the homeless and more like a proper army now that most of them had brought proper armor and equipment. “We’re fighting men and women, and we don’t have much in the way of skills beyond that. Those of us here would rather fight demons than try to join some mercenary group. We may be old and rusty, but I swear to you, our skills will come back to us after we kill a few more demons.”

      Darren nodded. “Then you are welcome to join us.”

      And so Darren returned to Hell once again, this time with a larger and more motivated force than ever before.

      They marched into Hell again, and this time Hell trembled as they passed.

      No imps tried to ambush them. No felbeast leaped out of a hole. The Bejeweled Terrors huddled in fear, and even the fiends stayed far away. They made it all the way to Asura City without incident.

      “Uh, Darren... you didn’t show us this last time!” Callum said, letting out a low whistle as he took in the beautiful scenery. “Why is there something so beautiful so far down in Hell?”

      “I made it,” Darren said. He wrapped a hand around Asuriel’s back. “With Asuriel’s help. We killed all the demons who lived here, turned them into Divine Aura, and created this place. Our people can replenish their Divine Aura here.”

      “Yeah! Stupid demons! That’s what they get for almost trying to steal my name for their city. Asura City. That almost sounds like Asuriel City! They were trying to steal my name! Can you believe that, Darren?” Asuriel turned to him and asked.

      “Actually, I named it Asura City. It was previously called Port Melquart.”

      “Oh...” Asuriel froze for a moment, lips turning into a frown.

      “I named it after you on purpose.”

      Her lips tugged upward again. “You mean... I have a city named after me?” Her eyes brightened, and a smile filled her cheeks. She wrapped her wings and arms around Darren in a tight hug.

      A light flitted out of her back.

      “Smile and pose for me,” Asuriel whispered in Darren’s ear.

      Suddenly, the light hovering in the air in front of them flickered bright, and Darren blinked in confusion. Had Asuriel just used some sort of blinding weapon? It didn’t seem bright enough to harm humans, but it might be effective against demons.

      “Perfect picture! Wow, you’re really photogenic, Darren,” Asuriel said as she stared into space. When she saw Darren looking, she shared her screen with him, and Darren saw that familiar confusing interface of hers. There was so much more going on than he was used to. He thought keeping up with the new administrator features of his sigil was difficult. But this social media thing of Asuriel’s was on an entirely new level.

      But she used it to get all the information from the heavens he could use, so he couldn’t complain.

      “Now let me just post this... hmm... caption should be... boyfriend just conquered a city in my honor. So cute! Does that sound nice? I think it sounds nice.” Asuriel hit a few more buttons, and the text she spoke appeared over the image. Almost instantly, a few hearts and smiles appeared in one corner of the image.

      “What is that?” Darren asked, pointing at the changing symbols.

      “My likes! People really love you on here! Ever since I started posting pictures of us together, my followers skyrocketed! I went from two people following me to two thousand! And now I think I’m going to hit two hundred thousand soon enough! It’s amazing! Thank you so much, Darren.”

      Asuriel planted a kiss on his cheek. Darren wasn’t really sure what he did or even what Asuriel was doing now. But he was happy that she was happy.

      “Hopefully, these followers can help us slay demons. Or undermine Kalaziel’s power. Do what you must to win their loyalty.”

      Asuriel’s eyes lit up. “Okay! You can count on me, Darren! I’ll make an account for you. It’ll be great! We’ll do a few photos here and there for you, and before you know it, you’ll be a real influencer! It’ll be amazing! I’ve been putting this cool wolf ear filter on you so Kalaziel doesn’t find out you’re alive. It can be your theme!”

      “Do what you think is best to prepare for victory.” Darren really had no idea what Asuriel was talking about. He’d just put his trust in her and hope for the best. She’d provided good information about current events in the heavens so far.

      “A few months from now, Darren, and you’ll be an influencer! I just know it.”
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        * * *

      

      After settling into Asura City, they started sending groups further afield. They used the city much like they used their base camp when they were traveling on the higher layers. Only now, they had a much more heavily fortified and comfortable location to come back to. They didn’t have to worry about depleting their Divine Aura because there was more than enough back in the city for them to replenish themselves with.

      Darren walked around the outskirts of the city, renewing his purification skill’s effects and converting all the Demonic Aura creeping in at the edges back into Divine Aura to replenish the city’s stockpile. After a bit of experimentation and a suggestion from Asuriel, they found that crushing some of the soul stones they captured from the demons also boosted the ambient Divine Aura concentration, so they would at least have an emergency energy supply even when Darren wasn’t here.

      He said as much as he met with his companions in their temporary room in the city. They’d taken over the tallest of the demon lord towers for Darren’s own use. The rest would serve as fortified locations and administrative centers for anyone staying in the city.

      The city wouldn’t be nearly as well organized if Cassandra hadn’t come down herself, taking a break from her work in Limedeep to see this city in Hell Darren had built.

      “This is pretty impressive,” Cassandra said in admiration as she saw the walls and the tall towers. “We’ll put your bedroom there. Well, two bedrooms. One at the top of the tower when we want a nice view or for you and Asuriel to fly to. Then another at the bottom, so us wingless people don’t have to climb all those stairs to get to our bed. This over here was clearly a market square, and we’ll lay claim to that for the same reason. Let the warriors adventuring down here sell stuff to one another in their free time. Or maybe we could even get some shopkeepers or craftsmen from Limedeep to live down here. I’ll work on it from topside. In the meantime, I think we really could fill out this city of yours.”

      Soon, the streets were being swept, and the homes were being lived in. The fountains ran with clear water, and there was food available in every market stall. The place stopped looking more like a city in name only and started truly being one. The humans within the walls barely occupied a small fraction of the space available to them, but Darren hadn’t finished clearing out the third layer by a long shot, and now that teams of paladins were adventuring further afield, newly freed humans were coming to the city each day.

      Saving imprisoned humans kidnapped from the Blackwind Empire turned out to be one of the most common quests anyone in Darren’s service could get. He wondered what the Blackwind Empire was doing to let so many of their people be stolen away right under their noses. He checked in on Princess Thalia, and after watching the world through her eyes, he realized she was already hard at work dealing with that exact issue.

      With the city running well and affairs well in order, Darren went out with Sasha, Morgana, Cassandra, and Asuriel to train them up a little more.

      “Are we really going to kill a demon lord?” Sasha asked with wide eyes.

      “Yep!” Asuriel laughed. “We’re going to skewer them and knock them aside! Darren, do you mind if I get this one? I know how you like to cleave them in two with a single blow and whatnot, but I could use the practice myself.”

      Darren crossed his arms and nodded. “I will watch. You girls must take out the entire fortress on your own.”

      “The entire fortress?” Sasha gulped. Everyone’s eyes turned to the black tower Darren led them to. It stood like a sinister pillar in an otherwise barren and empty field. Darren said it was far smaller than most. This particular Demon Lord was probably only fourth order, and most of the fiends in his service were standing guard with farming implements instead of weapons. This was probably one of the demonic serfs who’d lucked into a cache of soul stones after raiding the scraps Darren left behind in his conquests throughout the third layer.

      He’d found a modest fortress and pressed what few surviving fiends lived in the surrounding villages into serving him as their demon lord. Perhaps another hundred years of work would have him looking like a proper demon lord, but for now, he was still little more than a regular fourth-order fiend with delusions of grandeur. Darren was confident his women could take him on their own. It would be a wonderful learning experience for them.

      “The entire fortress,” Darren confirmed.

      Morgana, Sasha, and Cassandra all seemed nervous, but Asuriel was enthusiastic. While she didn’t quite take the lead, her eagerness and confidence did much to bolster the group’s resolve, along with both her and Darren’s assurances that she could take out a Demon Lord.

      Eventually, and without Darren’s assistance, the four of them came up with a plan.

      “Alright, so Morgana will slip into the tower using her Phase Shift ability. She’ll take out the front gates and take out the fiends standing guard,” Sasha began. “She’ll let Cassandra and me in. Cassandra will keep her healing skills on me while I hack through as many demons as I can. Her glyphs will hopefully cover for any unexpected surprise attacks, and together, we’ll make our way through the fortress.”

      Sasha ran her finger through the sand, tracing out a line through a handful of stick figures defending a drawing of the tower that stood before them.

      “Asuriel, your job is to take out the demon lord. Support us if you can, but out of all of us, you’re the only one who can reliably kill a fourth-order demon. If you need to leave us on our own to take him out, do it. We’ll hold our own until you’re finished. Once the demon lord is good and dead, you can turn around and support the rest of us. At that point, I’m sure we’ll make quick work of the rest of the demons present.”

      “This is so exciting!” Asuriel grinned. “Everybody smile! Off to take out a demon lord with the crew!”

      Asuriel’s light flashed again, blinding Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha for a moment.

      “What was that?” Morgana rubbed her eyes.

      “Sorry. I turned on the flash last week, and I always forget to turn it off... there we go, fixed! Let’s go!”

      And with that, they were off to take out a tower.

      With his cloak on, Darren followed just a few paces behind them. He was ready to step in if they needed his help, but after looking over the forces on display with a careful eye, he didn’t bother pulling Melancholy out.

      Morgana made it to the top of the walls. Two fiends tumbled off it one after the other, landing head first on the ground with a thud.

      They both survived the fall but were stunned long enough for Sasha to put a sword through each of them. Chains rattled, and the gate to the tower lifted into a hidden compartment above.

      “This thing is really heavy!” Morgana groaned from the top as she turned what sounded like a giant wheel.

      Asuriel had to fly up to help her get the gate open. The rusty chain had started to bind on itself. Previously, it had taken both fiends working together to lift the gate, and Morgana couldn’t do it alone. Besides that minor snag they made it into the tower uninterrupted.

      Sasha took two fiends by surprise, and while Cassandra bound one up with her Gossamer Strands ability, Sasha killed hers and the one Cassandra trapped before it could free itself.

      The garrison for this demon lord’s tower was rather tiny, so the work the four girls had done meant that nearly half the demon lord’s forces were already dead. Morgana and Asuriel soon reunited with Cassandra and Sasha, and the four took care of three more demons, picking them off one at a time.

      Eventually, they spotted the Demon Lord himself. He stood in a cramped throne room, smaller than Darren’s bed chambers. He held a box of soul stones in his lap, eyes darting left and right as he fingered one and swallowed it. The demon lord was hoarding stolen loot and trying to get stronger as quickly as possible.

      Darren shook his head. He’d gotten too greedy in claiming a tower for himself so soon. If he planned to hoard soul stones like this and try to get stronger, he should have headed for the mountains on the second layer and holed up there. Or perhaps lived in an isolated hut far from the rest of the fiends where he would be undisturbed.

      But in claiming the tower, he’d attracted the attention of Darren. But had Darren not singled out this would-be Demon Lord, a rival demon lord from one of the nearby towers would have come to take him as well. The demon’s fate was already sealed.

      “Wait... my precognition ability tells me we’ll encounter the demon lord on the door off to the left!” Cassandra said. One of her oldest skills whispered hints of the future in her ear, and it had saved her many times.

      “Then let’s go armed for Demon Lord!” Asuriel conjured two spheres of brilliant white light in either palm, and Sasha kicked down the door. That turned out to be unnecessary, since the door had been unlocked. But there were worse errors to make when raiding a demon’s tower.

      “Ha!” Asuriel pinwheeled her arms as soon as the door opened, hurling sphere after sphere of brilliant white light into the opening. A brilliant fire burned at her touch, and her wordless battle cry was greeted by the sound of a screaming demon, yelling with equal parts pain and fury.

      “Who dares enter my tower? Ow! What in the Seven Hells is this fire? Guards! Where are you? What did I say about slacking off on your posts? We have intruders! Get them!”

      No guards came through. Instead, Asuriel barreled into the room with wings spread and brilliant fists of light in her hands. She slammed both of them into the demon lord, one into his chest and the other into his jaw. Both exploded with radiant power, and the demon lord was knocked backward.

      “S-seraph!” the Demon Lord shouted in fear. He reached for his sword, but Asuriel was on top of him again.

      “Take that! And that! And that!” Asuriel said, trashing the Demon Lord.

      “I think you won, Asuriel...” Sasha said from the rear of the room. She’d rushed forward to provide what help she could, but Asuriel had been beyond this demon lord’s ability to fight by a wide margin. He hadn’t even been able to get his sword out of his scabbard before Asuriel had him halfway turned to ash.

      From there, clearing the rest of the tower was easy. There was a pen full of Dire Felbeasts, but the demons no longer scared Cassandra, like when Darren saved her from the first one. Morgana took out the last fiends and found the Demon Lord’s personal safe. Cassandra found the prisons, which looked to have housed humans at one point, but the cells were empty at the moment. Sasha turned her attention to the tower itself.

      “If we take out this stone, the whole tower will crumble! That way, no other demon gets the idea to declare themselves Demon Lord of this area!” Sasha said.

      “Let’s do it!” Asuriel replied. And soon, they were busy heaving and shoving as they tried to knock the tower over. After a few false starts, they eventually succeeded, and the tower toppled. Asuriel had them all stand out front and pose to commemorate their first group victory on their own.

      “Well done, everyone,” Darren said. “Now, there are three more to do today. Let’s move on to the next one.”
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      The following day, Darren sensed his Mirror Body finally awaken. It stumbled to the ground on unsteady feet. He’d been watching over Sasha, Morgana, Cassandra, and Asuriel in Hell a moment before, so his real body stumbled for a second as he suddenly found himself in two places at once.

      But Darren had lived with this skill for some time when he’d last had it available to him, and after a bit of concentration, he readjusted. He let his new body stand and get a feel for his surroundings. His fingers were all there, and the new body felt right. Even though the base material had been cobbled together, the final product felt identical to his natural body. Everything seemed good.

      He clothed and equipped himself again, even letting Melancholy vanish into his Inventory so his other body could get a feel for it. He held the sword just as easily in his new vessel as in his original body. It worked. For the first time, he felt like he was at full power again.

      This was what he’d been waiting for. Taking care of his women and helping them grow stronger was a task he needed to do. But the kinds of quests they needed to complete weren’t the kind that he needed to. If he wanted to grow strong enough to confront Kalaziel, he’d need to go deeper than they could follow.

      He let his new body spend the next few days in Limedeep, taking care of any affairs left uncompleted from his last visit and patrolling the area around the city one last time to check for lingering demons. He found a few, but no more than what would have wandered into the area on their own. By the time he was finished, he was satisfied that Limedeep would survive awhile without him.

      Meanwhile, his original body was hard at work. Darren and his companions spent the next few days traveling throughout the third layer. While they traveled, Darren explained why he chose the targets he did for them and how to do the same for themselves.

      “You sound like you’re preparing us to do this on our own. Like... really on our own,” Morgana said as Darren gave them another lesson.

      “You’re right,” Darren replied. “Soon, I will be occupied.”

      “B-but, Darren!” Cassandra’s lips curled into a pout, and her brows rose in concern.

      “No, I get it.” Sasha sighed. “He hasn’t fought even once in all this time. None of these foes can help Darren. And I’m afraid none of us are good enough to keep up with you. Not yet, at least.”

      Sasha seemed to take that as a personal failing. But while fighting, Darren had taken careful measure of each of their souls and the way they used them. Cassandra and Morgana had been Holy Adepts fairly recently, but their bodies were almost adjusted to their new power. Perhaps another week of heavy use like this, and they would be.

      But Sasha, on the other hand, had been a paladin long before meeting Darren. The same trick he’d used on the rescued prisoners would work on her. With the prisoners, the evolutions he forced on them early had been out of desperation. They needed the power boost or they would likely die. But Sasha was different. He wanted her as prepared for this as she could be. And even then, he had to leave the final decision up to her.

      “Sasha, I have a final question for you.” Darren reached down, taking Sasha’s hand and staring deep into her eyes to share the seriousness of the question he was about to ask. “Do you want to become an archpaladin?”

      Sasha blinked a few times, both at the intensity of Darren’s stare and at the odd question. “Y-yes, I do! More than anything, in fact. It’s why I’ve worked so diligently to complete quests and--”

      A wave of energy traveled up Darren’s hand and into her. Darren reached into himself, plucking a dense core of powerful energy as large as his fist. It was far more than he’d given any of the escaping prisoners, but he didn’t care. He tore it from himself, gripping it with tendrils made from his Divine Energy Projection Skill and holding it in his mouth. He brought Sasha close to him, wrapping his free arm around the back of her head to hold her tight. This would be a delicate procedure, and he couldn’t afford to have her jerk away at the wrong moment.

      He pressed her lips against his, and at the probing touch of his tongue, her lips eagerly parted to make way for him. Then he spat the ball of glowing energy out of himself and down her throat.

      Darren had chosen this method to transfer the dense core of energy because it was so much larger than what he’d given the prisoners. Of such size here on the third layer of Hell, where the concentration of Divine Aura was so low, the dense mass of soul might disperse or come under assault by the ambient demonic aura. Transferring it from his body directly to hers was probably the safest method to move it.

      Darren also had reasons for giving Sasha such a large quantity of the soul stuff rather than the small portions he’d dealt out before. Based on his observations of Cassandra and Morgana, giving them an extra portion of his power, along with his constant presence, helped speed them through the third order far faster than the others he advanced at the same time as them. Since the extra energy put the two of them ahead in the third order, it stood to reason that doing it now to Sasha would give her a leg up on the fourth order.

      Sasha’s eyes went wide as she sensed something strange in her mouth.

      Darren pulled himself free of her lips and pinched her jaw shut with his hand.

      “Swallow that,” Darren instructed, and Sasha obeyed.

      “Uh... remember the super kinky stuff I was talking about?” Asuriel said. “Yeah, this would be another one of those things.”

      A little drool leaked out of the corner of Cassandra’s mouth, and Morgana grinned from ear to ear.

      “Me next!” Cassandra said.

      Darren shook his head. “You aren’t ready for the fourth order.”

      “The... what?” Sasha looked at Darren, confused. Then Darren gripped her head in either hand, pressing his forehead against hers. With a hand on either side of her head, he poured Divine Aura into her. The power flooded her body, and she began to glow from head to toe.

      Her skin began to change. The grime of travel and battle flaked off and fell away. The tiny cuts and abrasions that had been present vanished. The calluses on her hands from using her sword every day turned to nothing. Her hair became longer and silkier. The band tying her hair back snapped of its own accord, as though the hair it had tried to bind had become too strong for it.

      What was left cascaded over her shoulder in silken golden locks, flowing as flawlessly as it would if a dozen maids had scrubbed and cleaned it all morning. Her hands became simultaneously strong and feminine, and the rest of her body soon followed suit. Her face lost some of the roughness of a paladin’s and became more delicate again, like it must have been back when Sasha was just a holy adept. But new power flowed just beneath her skin, and every part of her was tougher than ever before.

      The glow around her faded as the changes settled in. Sasha stared at her hands, squeezing them over and over as she made sure they were really hers.

      “I feel a little different. It’s not to--” Before Sasha could finish, a pair of wings sprouted from her back. “Ah! What’s going on? Who hit me in the back?”

      She started to tumble forward, and her wings flapped unconsciously to keep her upright. Only Sasha didn’t expect a sudden gust of wind to lift her upward, and she flew backward until she was about to land on her back. Her wings’ natural reflexes fought to straighten her, but Sasha’s own instincts struggled to get to her feet on her own. As a result, she was tossed back and forth by her own new appendages.

      It took Darren and Asuriel both to talk her through, putting her wings away.

      “It’s okay.” Asuriel placed an apologetic hand on Sasha’s shoulder. The look in her eyes made her seem like someone delivering a poor diagnosis from a physician to a cherished friend. “Some people are just a bit slower than others at getting the hang of their wings. I’ve seen it before.”

      “Ha! Hear that, Sasha? Asuriel just called you dumb.” Morgana snorted.

      Sasha huffed. “Well, dumb or not, I’m an archpaladin! I can’t wait to fill up these new skill slots!”

      “I will leave some of my library with you.” Darren turned so his gaze encompassed all of them. “Don’t be too hasty. I intend to add more books to it soon.” He eyed Morgana and Cassandra. “Continue training as you have been these past few days, and you will be ready for the fourth order soon as well. Support each other and help one another grow stronger.”

      “What about you, Darren?” Cassandra asked. “Where are you going?”

      “Nowhere,” Darren replied. “This body will be here, but I will be working hard. I cannot afford to split my attention.”

      “Oh, I get it. You’re using that trick again! The one that made us all think you were dead!” Morgana pointed a finger at him.

      “The two-body thing?” Cassandra shivered. “That was weird, though... I suppose it’s for the best. It makes you twice as hard to kill. The thought of you being in two places at once is odd, though. I don’t think I could handle it.”

      Morgana laughed. “Ha! All four of us put together can’t even handle one of Darren. There’s no way we’re handling two!”

      Darren shook his head. “My new body will be fighting and completing quests without stopping. Rest assured, you won’t be seeing two of me. But this body will be resting because my concentration will be elsewhere.”

      “I understand, Darren. We’ll try not to disturb you unless absolutely necessary,” Cassandra replied.

      “One quick question,” Asuriel asked. “What exactly counts as disturbing? While your head is off playing around in another body, do we still get to ride this one?”

      “That would be extremely distracting,” Darren replied.

      “What about just running our hands up and down your body like this...” Morgana trailed her fingers up under Darren’s shirt.

      “Also distracting.”

      “Can I lean against you still?” Sasha asked. “You know, for warmth.” She pressed her body against his side.

      “I want to nap on top of your chest,” Cassandra declared.

      Darren realized that perhaps he should have kept his second body a secret a while longer.
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        * * *

      

      Eventually, Darren hid his original body away back in their manor in Limedeep. When he could spare the concentration, he’d sort through his Inventory. There was plenty of that work to be done. When he couldn’t, his original body would simply sit idle on the side of his bed, hopefully undistracted by the machinations of four needy women.

      Meanwhile, his new body entered Hell, and he quickly made his way back to Asura City. From there, he headed even deeper than before.

      With his movement skill, Darren covered tremendous ground in short order. The barren open fields of the third layer vanished beneath his heels one after another. As he passed, he slammed into a demon lord’s tower, sending it crashing into the ground and spilling out both its demon lord and the demon lord’s servants. He stopped just long enough to finish off the demon lord and take his stuff before continuing on his way. Most of the demon lord’s servants would come to think a natural disaster had befallen them.

      Only those who’d actually caught a glimpse of Darren would be able to wake up late into the night, shivering at the terrifying memory. Assuming they even survived the roving bands of warriors from Asura City that were following in Darren’s wake of destruction to finish off the last of the demons in the area. A quick glance at his sigil told him that it was issuing quests by the thousands to clean up anything left in his wake.

      

      New Quest Available!

      
        	Slay one hundred demon lords! (13/100 killed)

        	Reward: Skill books, soul stones, and secret insights into the Circle of Archdemons.

        	Slay one hundred thousand demons (12,700/100,000)

        	Reward: Spare equipment, the usual experience gathered for skills and item evolution.

      

      Darren’s quest spelled the doom of countless Demon Lords who’d ruled over the third layer for centuries unopposed. He’d dealt with Melquart, but by now, he knew that Melquart was just one of several demons.

      The archdemon, in the end, had only been at the fifth order but had commanded resources far beyond what an ordinary demon lord was capable of. Short of the Prime Sins or the Lady of Darkness herself, they would be Darren’s greatest foe in Hell, and taking care of them would make adventuring for teams like Sasha, Asuriel, Morgana, and Cassandra far safer.

      Like a great calamity, he traveled across the land, felling one settlement after another. Soon, any Demon Lord within feasible reach of Asura City on the third layer was dead, and the information he gathered on the Circle of Archdemons was invaluable.

      Soon, an array of broken towers dotted the land, each topped with the body of a dead demon lord and a hundred of their servants. Great beasts who roamed the third layer of Hell unchallenged found themselves overwhelmed by a human figure too fast and strong to contest with. Countless minor undead or first-order demons died at Darren’s approach without even realizing what killed them.

      Eventually, he met the requirements to complete both quests.

      

      Quest Completed!

      
        	Slay one hundred demon lords.

      

      Quest Completed!

      
        	Slay one hundred thousand demons.

      

      His sigil opened up before him, revealing lines of text. It was a lot more than Darren usually had to read, so he sat down in a quiet corner of Hell, carving out a cave with Melancholy’s tip to sit and concentrate. After reading through many pages of information provided by his sigil, he was beginning to form a picture of his enemies.

      While Melquart had been the demon behind capturing humans and industrializing the process of turning them into soul stones, the others had committed their share of heinous acts.

      Astarte, the Succubus Queen, gathered nearly half of all the female cultists who became demons. All those who desired beauty in their afterlife as demons came to her freely to partake in her rituals. Rituals that involved flaying the flesh of living women again and again. Their screams only made their dark rituals all the more powerful, and through their ritual and their stolen skin, Astarte and her servants looked like any human woman they pleased. Her talented followers became known as the succubi, and they whispered in the ears of lords and kings throughout the Sacred Seas.

      Despite the number of recruits she had of all the newly turned women of Hell, Astarte’s succubi remained relatively few in number. Many suspected the transformation into a succubus was even harder on the soul than the transformation into a demon. Others believed that each new succubus was the product of a hundred would-be candidates fed off and consuming one another until only the strongest remained, with the combined powers of all the others.

      Other rumors had Astarte and her agents slipping from the confines of the Sacred Seas into the lands beyond, controlled by other pantheons of gods. Many such gods were far more susceptible to her whispering influence than the seraphim of the heavens, and rumors said she’d made something of a second home for herself abroad, and that was where her true power lay these days rather than in Hell and was the reason for there being so few succubi left from all her recruits.

      Taautus, the Experimenter, was another that Darren had heard of before. As far as demons went, he was a scholar. While Melquart had managed the logistics of bringing humans into Hell and manufacturing soul stones at scale, Taautus was the one who drew the first diagrams. For him, the invention was merely a curiosity, and it sat on his shelf for centuries with seldom use as one of his many experiments in controlling and manipulating Demonic Aura.

      It was his experiments that had created skills with Demonic Aura that only demons could use. Without him, demons would have been limited to twisted versions of seraph skills or natural abilities that came about among their wilder brethren who formed on the surface long before the days of the heavens or hells.

      The tokens of corruption were all crafted by his hands as part of his experiments. He distributed these tokens as a way to corrupt human sigils, stealing warriors from the heavens to weaken them while simultaneously granting him the opportunity to study the skills those sigils contained.

      His tokens locked the sigil in the state it was in when its last wielder died, tearing out the part of the old wielder’s soul that knew and utilized their abilities. This granted the corrupted sigil wielder the chance to take those skills for themselves without having to learn them. But this only lasted until Taautus desired those skills for himself. Little did those corrupted sigil wielders know that they were just another part of Taautus’ experiments and that he could take their skills whenever he pleased.

      Through the tethers, Taautus could mix and match both souls and skills, generating new abilities through trial and error. Each failure cost the lives of one corrupted human on the surface, but there were always more power-hungry humans to be found.

      There were others in the circle. Dagon the Hungering Serpent; Moloch the Tormentor; Kortharat, the giantess; Azizos, the warrior; Resheph, the Undead Emperor; Hadad, the Stone Ape, Ba’alat the shadow, and Nikkal the Hawk. Each had a story of terror and bloodshed worse than the last, and each ruled over a city and force as vast as the one that Melquart once ruled.

      While the Prime Sins squabbled with the seraphim in skirmishes, these were the shadow rulers of the common demon. Over the past few centuries, their work had brought them closer than any previous organization of demons had ever before, and the power of the Circle of Archdemons was beginning to press into the boundaries of the Prime Sins’ power themselves.

      Worse, while the cults of the Prime Sins were scattered things confined to the distant corners of the wilderness, the Circle of Archdemons’ power was far closer at hand and far more direct. They ruled over the fifth layer openly, and their fingers extended all the way to the surface, such as with Melquart’s operations to steal humans for his soul farms or Taautus’ secret control over all the corrupted sigil wielders.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The Circle of Archdemons had to be destroyed. Of that, Darren had no doubt. They were the most organized and persistent enemy of humanity. Worse, if their structure and success spread to even more demons, even the third-order fiends and Demon Lords Darren had been fighting for the past few days could become a sizable problem for humanity.

      He could see a future where more than just the Prime Sins could rally an army of demons and send them to the surface. A future where any band of enterprising demons would make their way to the surface and start building a soul farm of their own. It was bad enough when the occasional Demon Lord was trying it. If every two-bit fiend with a scheme behind their eyes could do it, no isolated farm village would be safe.

      The only question was how? How did he bring the Circle of Archdemons to its knees?

      As if in answer, his sigil flashed a new series of quests before him.

      

      New Quests Available!

      
        	Slay five hundred Demon Lords! (100/500)

        	Reward: Cripple the Circle of Archdemons’ operations on the fourth layer. Massive quantities of resources and Divine Aura. Increased effectiveness of Demon-slaying abilities.

        	Slay five hundred thousand demons! (100,000/500,000)

        	Reward: All experience bonuses and rewards for the previous quest series will be doubled.

      

      That might annoy them after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      There was no way that Darren could find half a million demons and a five hundred Demon Lords on the Third Layer of Hell. Not without scouring the entire area from Limedeep to Whiteguard, at least. The third layer was quite a bit smaller than the Sacred Seas, and Darren was already quite far from where he started.

      After traveling so much of Hell and a bit of the heavens, he was starting to form a picture of what they looked like in his mind. He pictured the surface where humans lived like a large flat plane between the two realms. The hells rested on the bottom, like a cone pointing downward. The First Layer of Hell was the largest, nearly identical in size to the Sacred Seas. The second layer was slightly smaller, and the third slightly smaller than that. When he finally got to explore the width and breadth of the fourth and fifth layers, he expected them to be smaller still.

      From all the rumors he’d heard, the Seventh Layer of Hell contained only the Lady of Darkness’ palace and gardens. The opposite went for the Halls of the Seventh Heaven. The heavens were presumably a mirror of the Hells, with the lowest of the heavens being the largest and the rest decreasing in size as the concentration of Divine Aura increased towards the top of the cone.

      Despite being smaller than the third layer, there were far more fiends on the fourth layer. Whereas the third layer had mostly been wide stretches of open rocky terrain, with the occasional cluster of fiends calling a hamlet or a Demon Lord’s tower home, there were signs of fiends at work almost everywhere here.

      Traveling from the third layer to the fourth was almost like traveling the road from the barren patch of wilderness between Limedeep and the Blackwind Empire and crossing the border into Silvercross City and the surrounding areas.

      Marks of habitation were clear. The dirt paths turned to cobblestone streets, and what passed for trees here were carefully groomed and manicured. The fields of demonic wheat were fewer, but the land dedicated to them was used utterly for that purpose. It seemed as though every stalk of demonic grain butted up against one another, spilling out of their shared plot right up until they came face to face with another crop next door.

      Farming was among one of the less favored uses for these fields, though. Many of the lots had houses four stories tall. Since demons dwelled in them, he imagined they went even deeper underground. Each of these structures would have been considered sprawling estates by human standards, but they seemed ordinary here. Darren supposed that with an infinitely long lifetime to improve their lot, even fiends who started from nothing would have impressive estates eventually.

      In one direction, the houses grew closer together. In the other, they grew more spread out.

      Darren turned his gaze in the direction of denser population and decided to follow that path to see where it led.

      The roads grew straighter and better maintained the longer he followed them. He realized that the roads closer to the city were newer, as though they’d all been built in stages. It was interesting to see the roads grow nicer and neater. He suspected that the oldest roads he first came across were dated to roughly around when the Circle of Archdemons first found out they could organize fiends by paying them. That seemed to be the singularity for culture among these demons. Past that point, everything changed for them.

      He found a few denser clusters of houses, along with a demon lord tower or two with his passage. Each of them housed a Demon Lord, though their towers didn’t seem nearly as impressive on this floor. Here, they were surrounded by structures of similar size and shape. Instead of thatched huts, they had tiled roofs. Instead of wooden shutters, they had sliding panes of glass. It made the towers look rather uncomfortable and impractical by comparison, like they were relics from an age long gone by.

      Perhaps this floor had merely been a stronger version of the third floor years ago, but that had changed with the soul stones and an ever-increasing population of demons down here. If the pattern from the higher layers held true, this place had to be roughly a tenth the size of the Sacred Seas, scarcely larger than the territory under the direct control of the city of Limedeep on the surface. While they weren’t dealing with overcrowding yet, they would be soon.

      Thankfully, Darren could help them with that.

      Eventually, Darren came within sight of the city he knew had to be somewhere up ahead.

      The city was larger and more impressive than anything he’d encountered on the third layer. Port Melquart had barely been a tenth the size of this metropolis. Despite the greater size, Darren thought the population here was at most double that of Port Melquart. Part of that was because each house and building here was far larger than on the third layer, and part of that was because of how this city sprawled. With no walls to confine it, this city blended into the surrounding countryside. If not for the unnatural crimson color of the plants around the city, the obsidian black stone structures would have bled seamlessly into their surroundings.

      Smoke billowed from many of the tallest structures of the city, wafting up to form great clouds against the distant cavern ceiling. The smoke coming from these structures was far too great to be from simple fires, and Darren could see thick pits of something black and tar-like sitting in pools around the structures.

      Past the towers billowing smoke sat the largest structure in the city. To Darren, it looked like some manner of infernal palace, spilling lava out of its mouth and forming a moat around it. Despite the molten stone pouring from the structure and what should have been formidable defenses in the form of a lake of lava, the building didn’t seem to be a fortress.

      It might have been used for such purposes once, but any markings of defense were vestigial. The walls had been blown open to make windows, and the sides of the infernal palace both opened up for doors with stone bridges firmly built in place over the pool of lava.

      Far from being intimidated or sweltering in the heat of the molten stone, the fiends seemed to embrace the smell of sulfur and the heat in the air. This was their natural habitat.

      The same couldn’t be said of the humans locked on the upper floors of the infernal palace. The windows were mostly for them, and Darren could hear faint screams echoing out from where they were being kept captive. These demons were no different from those on the higher floors. They kept humans captive for a twisted combination of profit and amusement.

      Darren’s instincts told him to head right for the center of the city to rescue these captives, but he resisted the urge. He’d learned much since taking Port Melquart with Asuriel, and he’d learned from the mistakes he’d made that day.

      He needed to gather all the information he could, and he wasn’t above talking with the demons he planned to slay to get it.

      Thanks to his cloak’s protection, none noticed a human passing through their midst, even when Darren spoke a few words.

      A fiend with a bird’s head hovered over a grisly stall covered in human legs. They lay scattered across the table with a knife nearby or hanging on display on hooks before the stand.

      “Fresh human thigh! Expired from the farm just this morning! Human thigh, roasted to perfection!” the shopkeeper yelled to the city even as he hacked another slice off the thigh in front of him.

      Another demon with eyes as black as charcoal and the leathery skin of a wild beast raised her hands across the street from her, gesturing to a well-lit shop just behind her. She was only at the third order as far as demons went, and everyone around her seemed to pass right by as she shouted praises for the shop behind her. She spoke with a voice like a withered crone.

      “Soul stone exchange right here? Got too many blues and want some silver or gold? We have the finest fragments of archpriestess soul you can get on the fourth layer! Harvested from our own archpriestess tied up in back!”

      She cackled as she gestured to a window above her, where a tired and battered archpriestess hung limply in her restraints, unmoving and unflinching as she lay on display for the countless demons in the streets below.

      The archpriestess on display was probably meant to be healthy and whole to prove the quality of their goods, but the demons had done a poor job with her. Her hair hung low, clinging to her head jagged and torn, as though her demon captors had hacked it to shoulder length with a knife. Only a few demons had hair, and clearly, nobody in the shop remembered how to cut it properly.

      Worst of all, the priestess was missing both her right hand, and her left leg past the thigh. Both had old bandages on them like the wounds had refused to heal as the archpriestess waited for death to claim her.

      All in all, the demons had done a rather poor job with their merchandise. With the source of their soul stones on display in such a poor state, it was no wonder the demons didn’t want anything to do with the shop. Any soul stones they got in exchange were likely to be pathetic and withered things.

      Another demon spoke, catching Darren’s attention once again.

      “Need some undead servants? We have human skulls, bones, and spines available for purchase! Assemble an undead companion for your lover or young descendant! Make an undead to sweep your floors or clean your kitchen! All available for three silver soul stones each!”

      The demon who spoke stood face to face with a gaunt demon that had the lower body of a goat and the upper body of a lean man. He was so thin above his lower goat half that he seemed almost as withered and sickly as the chunks of human thigh on display at the stall next door.

      Darren approached the last of the merchants, whose eyes brightened at the sight of a potential customer.

      “Ah! Dear devilish sir, might I say your demonic form is particularly dashing. You should be proud to have conjured such a shape for yourself! Are you interested in assembling an undead servant? If you’re experienced, I’ll sell you the skulls, and you can get right to work. If you need a hand, I’d be willing to assist for an additional fee. And just for today, I’m willing to throw in these certified Demonic Spirits on the verge of reaching the second order in--”

      Darren held up a hand to stop the demon’s sales pitch.

      “What are those?” Darren pointed to the tall obsidian structures billowing smoke.

      “Ah, the fuel plants?” the demon shopkeeper said as he followed Darren’s fingers. He said nothing more, and eventually, Darren realized what he was waiting for.

      Darren reached into his pocket, though in truth, the stone he was looking for materialized in his hand from his Inventory. A single blue soul stone appeared, and Darren flicked it at the demon, who looked at it with a disappointed scowl on his face.

      After Darren flipped the demon one more soul stone, he began to speak.

      “The fuel plants are Taautus’ invention. He believes he can beat Melquart at his own game of making soul stones. He draws on these hidden reserves of energy trapped within the earth. Some in the form of liquid oil, some as gas, and some nearly as solid as stone. All of it burns, and he can use the fire of those reactions to make pistons and turbines move. Most of the heat goes into melting stone and iron to make weapons and the lakes of molten lava, but some of it can be tapped in other ways.”

      “He can make soul stones?” Darren asked.

      The shopkeeper shrugged. “I don’t really know about that. Perhaps he’s still working that part out. What I do know is that he can make an awful lot of smoke. The Circle of Archdemons thinks that by pumping it up to the surface, they can make the entire planet warmer. That would make it more suitable for our kind, though the humans might have trouble with it. So far, the seraphim have done nothing to stop it, though.”

      “I see. What of the city itself? Where are the demon lords here?”

      The shopkeeper’s eyes darted between Darren and a pile of human skulls nearby, and Darren purchased one to keep the shopkeeper talking.

      Grinning, the shopkeeper took Darren’s purchased skull and started heaping bones together in a pile, not looking or paying attention in the slightest as he spoke. “The city is run by vote, though only demon lords get to make decisions, and among them, only the most powerful have votes that truly matter. Every time there is a major event, all the city’s major demon lords gather together in the central hall, which commemorates the invention of the first soul stone farm. There, they gather around the original altar and debate what to do about whatever drew them together. These debates usually end in fights. It isn’t the most elegant system, but it works well enough.”

      When he finished explaining, the undead on the counter before him began to rise. It was a sickly, pathetic thing barely the size of Darren’s fist. The human skull rested upon an assortment of finger and rib bones that wriggled along like something halfway between a spider and an ant. It wriggled toward Darren, and out of pure instinct, Darren found his hand wrapped around the malformed undead’s skull. The undead burst apart and died, crushed by his fingers.

      “No returns allowed,” the shopkeeper said.

      Thanks to the shopkeeper and a few others like him, Darren quickly got a feel for how the city ran. A plan began to form in his head. This time, he would deal with all the demon lords at once. He wouldn’t be caught in the same situation he’d been in before.

      Darren headed to the city center, the largest structure in the entire area. After a few more questions and coins placed into the right hands, he figured out when the next large meeting was going to happen. Hundreds of demon lords would lock the doors to this building to deliberate a supply shortage. Apparently, this had been the ultimate destination of many of the humans being shipped through Port Melquart. While they had enough people to keep their soul stone farms running for now, they would run short in a few years without constant resupply. The demon lord meeting was going to be about figuring out what to do about the upcoming crisis.

      Darren shot a glance at the upper floors of the structure as he left it. He could hear the rattle of chains and a few muffled groans.

      They just needed to hold on a little longer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren knew just the place to spend a few days waiting. The shop down the street with the archpriestess on display didn’t look like it was getting much business. It would be nice and quiet.

      He entered the shop, to the surprise of the owner still on the streets shouting about her prices.

      “Wait, you can’t shut the doors. We’re open for another hour!” the demon said as Darren locked the deadbolt of the bars into place and closed the shutters. “Now see here, I--”

      Darren twirled his sword without turning. Melancholy instantly silenced the soul stone exchange shopkeeper, and her two halves dispersed into motes of Divine Aura. Darren turned to the rear of the shop, where an assistant gaped in shock and terror.

      “Y-you want the shop? Fine, I’ll work for you!” the demon stuttered, but his hands dug for a weapon under the counter as he spoke. Darren saw the demon pull the trigger to his crossbow as Darren neared the desk. He didn’t let that future come to pass through, and Melancholy cleaved the demon’s head off his shoulders.

      Without stopping his walk, Darren headed up the stairs. He left the demon bodies where they were. He’d need a little Divine Aura later, but for now, he didn’t want to draw attention to this shop until he was ready.

      The archpriestess was still where he’d seen her from the window, bound into position on display. She didn’t turn at the sound of approaching boots, and her dull eyes remained fixed on the streets through the glass below her.

      Darren swung Melancholy again, but this time he cleaved through her ropes and chains. She collapsed to the window, still as unmoving as a dead fish waiting to be sold.

      She was dead in all but name. Her mind and spirit had been broken long ago, and her body kept going through nothing more than habit and whatever healing magic the demons had been using to keep her alive. The soul within was huddled in the darkest corner of her being. If it hadn’t been in Hell, it probably would have left this broken body behind long ago.

      She was in a sorry state, but Darren’s powers could cure even death. In fact, perhaps she was close enough to dead that she’d benefit from a little resurrection.

      He used his resurrection skill on her, and the spirit within finally stirred. A change overtook her, like years of torment had been wiped away. A spark of life filled her eyes again, though it lasted only a moment before she remembered her predicament.

      It quickly faded as the soul within her sought solitude once more, but before it could vanish entirely, Darren turned to catch her attention. He deactivated his cloak so his human features were on full display and she could see him clearly.

      The archpriestess’ lips moved to form words, and her eyes darted to meet Darren’s. Her pupils widened as they came into focus for the first time in a long while. A meaningless sound echoed out from her disused throat.

      Darren realized he would need to do something about her missing hand and leg.

      He flipped her over and tipped his Lifewell into her mouth. He knew there were priestesses like Priestess Blossom who could reattach missing limbs, but it was a lot easier to reattach something than to regrow it. This archpriestess’ hand and leg were completely missing, and from the looks of them, they were old wounds done years ago. But still, if his Lifewell could restore completely missing limbs, this would be a good time to find out.

      She only turned her head when he tried to make her drink.

      “Drink it. It will heal you,” Darren said.

      The archpriestess shook her head, and he had to splash the healing water on her chest and face instead and let the water seep into her that way.

      Eventually, the healing effects of his Lifewell helped the archpriestess find her voice.

      “You should run to the surface while you still can,” she said, voice ravaged by years of torment. “It’s too late for me.”

      “No. It isn’t.” While she was speaking, Darren used the opportunity to splash a little of his Lifewell water down the archpriestess’ throat.

      “I’ve been waiting to die for a long time,” the archpriestess said. Just the bit of water Darren got into her was healing her throat, and she sounded healthier with every word. “When I die, these demons will consume my soul, and that will be the end of me. Peace at last.”

      “Doesn’t sound good to me.”

      “Better than this...” The archpriestess waved her stump of a hand. “I watched my husband die. I fled into Hell with our child, hoping to hide from the Order of the Rod, only to watch imps picking over his corpse the moment my back was turned.” Tears welled up in her eyes and leaked down her cheeks.

      Darren pulled the crying archpriestess into his lap. The story sounded familiar to him. Only he had lived, and his mother had died. Perhaps this archpriestess had known Darren’s own mother once upon a time.

      He searched her body and found it ravaged by both wounds and poison. It reminded him of that day so long ago when they were betrayed on the surface and his mother was murdered. If only he’d been as strong as he was now. If only he had the power he held in his hands. Perhaps he could have saved her.

      “Kill me, please,” the archpriestess begged. “I have nothing left to live for.”

      In that moment, Darren decided this woman would live no matter what.

      “No.”

      “You’re refusing to put me out of my misery?”

      “Give me two weeks. In two weeks, you will be whole and healthy and living under the sun. You will have a new happy life in Limedeep. You’ll see.”

      The woman sighed. What little energy she had left seeped out of her. “You’ll have your two weeks then...”

      Over the next few days, Darren bided his time as he waited for the next city council meeting. Healing the archpriestess helped make the hours of constant vigilance go by faster.

      Darren left the little shop a handful of times to make sure his information stayed fresh and up to date, though he didn’t dare leave the archpriestess alone for long in the shop. Despite the poor products on display and in their reserves, the shop actually had a few customers to shoo away. The most annoying and persistent of which was someone calling himself a lord of the land.

      “I’m not leaving until you open up this door! I own this shop, and whether or not you had a good month, I’ll have my rent!” the demon huffed, hammering on the door. He didn’t seem like a particularly powerful demon for all his haughty demeanor and angry thumping.

      Darren decided to give the demon what he wanted and opened the door.

      “Finally! About time you--”

      The demon lord of the land’s voice was cut off abruptly when Darren slammed the door shut behind him and drove Melancholy through the demon’s chest. Killing him was a risk in that it might bring more questions their way, but he’d been on the verge of forcing his way into the shop anyway. Darren only had one more day before the city council meeting anyway, after which the demons of this city would have a lot more to worry about than one murder.

      He used the demon’s body the same way he’d used the two he killed before. He sliced a few tiny chunks of him off with Melancholy, changing the energy locked within them into Divine Aura, which both he and the archpriestess could use to power their skills.

      The archpriestess he was caring for was coming along well. She was far from healthy and whole, but her wrist had grown back, and now she had half of a new hand. Her leg was coming along much slower, but she no longer wore the bandage over the stump, and she now had a knee there again.

      Regrowing lost limbs was a lot slower than healing ones that had been cut off, but her progress proved that his Lifewell could see it done, eventually. Darren was worried about needing to constantly supply her with Lifewell water until that happened, but the archpriestess shook her head.

      “With Divine Aura in the air, at last, I can use my own healing skill again. It’s a flesh-sculpting skill, so with food to replenish the body mass, I will regrow and rebuild the missing chunks of me on my own.”

      “All you needed was some Divine Aura.” The archpriestess could have saved herself long ago if she’d just been given the resources to do so.

      “Divine Aura and the will to live,” the archpriestess chuckled. “I still don’t think we can make it to the surface, but if we can, then I will owe you my life.”

      “I saved you because I wanted to. You owe me nothing.”

      The archpriestess cracked the first smile Darren had ever seen on her. “You are going to break some hearts. If you’d met me when I was a young girl, I’d be busy thinking of other ways to repay you. Hells, if it wasn’t for the fact that I’m still missing half a hand and a leg, I might still be considering it, even though I’m probably older than your mother.” She cocked her head to the side, suddenly realizing she’d never even asked her savior’s name.

      “You might have known her,” Darren said. “Her name was Ariel Heavengrace.”

      The archpriestess’ eyes widened. “I did know her! I was always jealous of her hair...” The archpriestess reached up with her good hand and ran her fingers along Darren’s head. “It looks like it’s a family trait. How is Whiteguard doing these days?”

      “The Order of the Rod rules it with an iron fist, and a puppet sits on the throne. Using the state, the Order of the Rod now controls the Blackwind Empire and has influence over many other regions.”

      The archpriestess chuckled. “Well, I see you aren’t the kind to soften the news for this poor forgotten relic from an age gone by. I have little doubt that my own Order of the Sash is gone, or at least a shell of itself. My name is Archpriestess Valentine, and before my defeat and capture, I was the leader of the Order of the Sash. I do not know what happened to my comrades, but I suspect their fate was like mine.”

      “You are not the only one I plan to rescue here. Perhaps you can find some old friends still.”

      Darren told the archpriestess his plan and all he’d discovered about the city and what he’d done to the last one he visited. Archpriestess Valentine’s eyes slowly sharpened into focus as she spoke. Before, she’d been like a doll in the shape she once had, speaking halfhearted words her mind barely remembered as she tried to make conversation with her savior.

      Now, something changed. A spark long snuffed out behind her eyes lit again, and that burning light grew into a blaze. For the first time since Darren cut her free, she formed a plan of her own.

      “Give me that chair, please.” She gestured to the far side of the room, and Darren brought the chair to her. There, she broke off the back. The wood flowed like clay in her hands, shifting and twisting until it formed a staff. Another chunk of the wood wrapped around her stump, forming a wooden leg just beneath her knee that looked almost human. Another covered the missing half of her hand to make her look as though she was wearing a wooden mitten there.

      With a staff to balance herself and cast her spells, and two hands to work with, she soon climbed to her feet.

      “I’m going to help you, Darren, son of Ariel Heavengrace. Just tell me what you need me to do.”
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        * * *

      

      The following day was the day of the council meeting for all the Demon Lords in the city. And there truly were a lot of them. Darren and Archpriestess Valentine watched them from afar. She had to tuck herself under Darren’s cloak. Before, he didn’t trust this technique, but now with his newly upgraded skills he was confident he could twist the Divine Aura the cloak was using around both him and the archpriestess. It was large enough to cover her as well as Darren without issue as they slowly made their way toward the center of the city, so all he had to manage with his mind was any magical discrepancies.

      Once there, they slipped in with the rest of the Demon Lords without issue. Darren’s careful planning and information gathering proved of great value once again.

      “I am one of the guard recruits,” Darren told the guard standing before the doors to the city center. This was the excuse to get him into the building he’d discovered by asking questions and touring the city. If he hadn’t spent as long as he had gathering information, his only option would have been to hack his way through the demon guards present and hope he wasn’t noticed. But with a proper excuse, he could walk right in, and thanks to his cloak, the guards wouldn’t pay him a second glance.

      The building they entered was a large square structure that headed deep underground. It had once been a prison meant to contain demons before being repurposed to imprison humans and eventually as a city hall. That meant the building was one of the sturdiest structures in the city. On most of the floors, the locks had been switched around so they could be locked from the inside instead of the outside, but the original holes were still there. Given a few minutes, Darren could pick the locks with his tendrils or disable them entirely so they couldn’t be opened from either side.

      The inside of the structure itself was a maze with a huge number of winding rooms. It had been rebuilt and added on to each time the structure was repurposed. That also would be useful to Darren.

      A tired-looking fiend waved Darren and Archpriestess Valentine through a door behind him, and the riskiest part of the mission was completed just like that.

      “Stay out of the way of the demon lords. The commander will have you watch one of the windows or something.” The guard at the door yawned as he waved them through.

      Darren and Archpriestess Valentine separated once they were out of sight, and the two parted ways.

      “You remember what to do?” Darren asked one last time.

      “Don’t worry. I’ll get to the food first, then I’ll free the others. I’ll move heaven and earth to make sure my job goes smoothly,” Archpriestess Valentine promised.

      She turned towards the upper floors where the prisoners were being kept, and Darren towards the area where all the demon lords were gathering. He found a good place to hide and watch, and one by one, they trickled in. There, they sampled the food and drink on display.

      A fountain of human blood trickled down through an elaborate display setting, and next to it was a selection of fine meats, no doubt from the same source. The demon lords drank from it one at a time.

      Darren wouldn’t have had the slightest idea on how to poison food. But apparently, poison was much more popular in Whiteguard than it was in Limedeep. It had killed his mother after all, and Archpriestess Valentine had been poisoned by the exact same substance.

      As a priestess from Whiteguard, Archpriestess Valentine had studied poisons extensively, both to heal and administer them. As such, she knew a thing or two about killing her enemies with poison and helped Darren come up with a plan accordingly. The fountain the demons were drinking from hadn’t come from the hosts of this little gathering. It had come from Darren’s Inventory, and every drop from it was filled with poison.

      She’d concluded that Darren’s Lifewell was filled with Divine Aura. While it would help heal humans and seraphim, it would be a deadly toxin for demons. So Darren saved the rest of what his vial generated and handed it off to the archpriestess, who said she had the perfect skill to use in combination with it. The poison wouldn’t take effect for a few hours at least, giving the demon lords in attendance plenty of time to drink their fill.

      After eating, drinking, and chatting a bit, the true purpose of their gathering came to a head.

      The demons gathered around one of their kind in particular. He stood taller and prouder than the others and seemed to be something of a leader among his peers.

      The fiend was well dressed, and he had a smile that would have looked cordial if it hadn’t been painted on the face of a demon. Still, among fanged snarls and gruesome glares, he probably looked downright handsome. From what Darren understood of the transformation from cultist to demon, the demons’ physical forms became tributes to what they valued most.

      Many female cultists obtained extraordinary beauty by sacrificing their humanity, but most male cultists became powerfully muscled brutes with claws and fangs enough to rip apart a wild beast or a paladin. This one was different, though, and it was clear he valued a charming smile more than the ability to tear his foes limb from limb. On the surface in Asmoth’Koteth’s horde, he would have been the least physically powerful among demons of his level. But here, with so many others of his kind bending their ears towards him, he was far more deadly than all the rest. His peers respected and feared what he said, which was far more dangerous than sharp teeth and claws. Darren knew he’d have to have this one killed the first chance he got.

      “Fellow fiends of the fifth order! It is an honor to have you all gathered here today. We are here to discuss the recent human shortage all of our soul stone farms are experiencing as of late,” the demon began.

      Voices rose up throughout the crowd. A lot of them already had thoughts and weren’t afraid of interrupting.

      “I heard there’s a seraph on the loose on the higher layers!” A buck-toothed demon who looked stuck between man and beaver waved a webbed fist in the air.

      “I heard Melquart died in battle against an army of humans invading Hell itself!” Another demon with fiery eyes and claws as long as a human arm tapped its fingers against the stone nearby.

      “What are we waiting for? Let’s send wave after wave of those useless third and fourth-order fiends to the surface! They’ll figure out what’s going on and soften things up for us. And it’ll clear the riff-raff out of the city while we’re at it!” A third demon spoke, this one smaller than most of the others. Despite his diminutive size, he had a menacing look behind his eyes and was covered in more gold than clothes. Upon closer examination, Darren realized he wasn’t wearing real gold but golden soul stones made from the soul fragments of fourth-order humans. To fiends, such jewelry would be far more valuable than regular gold.

      There were a few murmurs of agreement from the other demons, though also a few sneers and jeering shouts.

      “Some of us need that riff raff to work our factories and soul farms!” the buck-toothed demon huffed.

      From the looks of things, the meeting would have devolved into a fight from there, but the fiend who’d gathered all the others of his kind laughed and smiled, bringing the attention back to him and restoring order with nothing more than a wave of his hand.

      “Please, everyone! I know you’re all very passionate about finding a solution, and that is truly grand. But I have new information, as well as a suggestion of my own!” the handsome demon said. “I can confirm that the third layer was, in fact, attacked by humans, of all things. There is a large army of escaped prisoners who’ve captured a city on the third layer and have fortified it against all attackers. A few rumors have been going around that they’re being led by a Prime Saint who takes the form of a muscular paladin-class warrior.”

      Hidden behind sheets of cloth beneath the table setting where the blood and meat were being kept, Darren fought to keep his teeth from grinding together. These were fifth-order demons filling the room, and he wasn’t even sure his cloak could hide him.

      “A paladin? Is it Kalaziel? That sounds like Prime Saint Kalaziel!” The bucked-tooth demon’s eyes widened in fright.

      The demon speaker shook his head. “It isn’t Kalaziel. The Circle of Archdemons has already sent a query his way, and he responded rather promptly, asking for more information, as well as providing proof that he had been in the heavens this entire time. This is a new foe, and at first, I thought it was someone entirely unknown. But if you’ve spoken to any of the survivors from the disastrous horde led by Prime Sin Asmoth’Koteth, you’ll remember many of them spoke of a human warrior without equal. A human warrior who is known on the surface as the King of Limedeep, Darren Heavengrace!”

      Little did the demons know, the very man they spoke of was hidden among them, crouched beneath the food and drink they’d been enjoying mere moments ago.

      “There are rumors,” the demon speaker continued, “that he has forged an army from escaped prisoners! And that he has ravaged the upper layers through his own powers. There can be no doubting that he’s a more powerful human than any of us have ever faced before. Slaying him would no doubt require many demon lords coordinating a joint attack and ambushing him all at once with countermeasures in place for each of his abilities. With proper planning, I’m sure that a group of ten or twelve demon lords could take him down.”

      “You want ten or twelve of us to join hands to take care of one measly human? Ridiculous!” A fiend in the crowd snorted.

      But the previous speaker chuckled. “Not at all. I know having so many of us train and cooperate just to take care of a single foe is more than I can ask. If I could make such a demand, I’d be part of the Circle of Archdemons! But no, I have a far better idea. Instead of attacking the man himself, we’ll just attack what he cares about! We know he’s the king of Limedeep. We’ll sack the city and slaughter everyone we can’t drag down to Hell. Surely he’ll have some loved ones among the people there. We’ll force him to meet us on our terms on the fifth layer, where he’ll most certainly die.”

      “What of the seraphim? Kalaziel took notice when Asmoth’Koteth led a horde to the surface!”

      The demon speaker shook his head again. “That’s the best part! The Circle of Archdemons already has confirmation from Prime Saint Kalaziel that he will look the other way so long as we stay in Limedeep and the Northern Trade Union. Those are the two regions he doesn’t care about, and we’ll have free rein over them! There are enough people in those two regions alone to replenish all the humans for our soul stone farms we could possibly need! Every one of us will be richer than ever! And all we need to do is conquer one measly city named Limedeep. How hard could that be?”

      The demon lords gathered for the meeting chuckled and glanced at one another. The hunger for battle slowly grew and grew with each passing moment. Before long, the demon lords were practically salivating at the thought of going to the surface and wreaking havoc. Many of them felt a slight pinch in their skulls from the blood they’d drunk, but they didn’t dare show weakness among so many others of their kind with bloodlust flowing through their veins.

      “Let’s slaughter the humans!”

      “Riches for all of us!”

      “We’ll conquer Limedeep and then the rest of the Sacred Seas soon after!”

      But one voice stood out among the rest. Darren’s voice. One human tongue among a horde of demons.

      “You don’t understand. None of you will be conquering anything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Demons turned at the unfamiliar voice, but before they could place him, the lights went out.

      The moment Darren deactivated his cloak and let his Demon Calamity skill run free, all the skulls illuminating the room shattered as the Demonic Spirits within them were destroyed.

      The lights went out, and the room went dark.

      “What’s happening? Who was that just now?” one of the demons demanded. With their blood pumping hot and confusion running among them, puzzlement quickly boiled over into anger.

      Darren pulled Melancholy from his Inventory, and Ashe unleashed a ray of demonic power. The burst of energy swept through the hall, knocking over demon lords and sending them colliding into each other. Those struck by the demonic power sensed that they’d been attacked by one of their own, and they turned on one another with hard eyes and bared teeth.

      “Alright, the next imp-spawned bastard to hit me in the back is going to get a face full of demon fire!” another demon howled.

      Chaos erupted from their number as another ray of dark power shot out of Melancholy and swept over the ranks of the demons in the center of the room, and a fresh wave of threats echoed out across the chamber.

      Not all demons were as blind in the darkness as the ones threatening to burn the place down. While some were just as blind in total darkness as humans were, most had received at least some enhancement to their perception when they became demons. They might have missed Darren’s first attack, but when he swept his sword over the crowd a second time, more than a few caught it.

      “You idiots! The fiend who attacked us is right over there!” A demon with six eyes lining the side of his face pointed toward the refreshments at the back of the room.

      All six of the demon’s eyes began to glow brighter, and six beams of energy of different colors shot out of them and vaporized the table.

      Cloth shredded, and food and drink splashed everywhere. But Darren was nowhere to be found.

      “You idiot! I was still hungry!” A brawny fiend lashed out at the six-eyed demon, and another fight began.

      Several demons broke out into full-fledged battle, using their abilities and skills. Others clutched their skulls, finding their heads pounding and bodies aching. Many of them still clutched glasses in their hand from indulging in the food Archpriestess Valentine had poisoned. It wouldn’t put any of them down, but it might make a few of them easier to handle when the next stage of Darren’s plan came into play. Hopefully, Archpriestess Valentine was busy freeing the human prisoners up above by now.

      While the demons fought one another, they failed to notice the predator lurking in the shadows. While he hadn’t trusted his cloak to hide him in the middle of a meeting full of fifth-order demons, he did trust it to hide him in shadows and chaos. He darted out from hiding, swinging Melancholy to cut one demon’s head from his shoulders before wrapping himself back up in his cloak and vanishing again.

      The severed head rolled across the room, bumping into heels and ankles. A few fights stopped to watch it roll by. There was a single moment of hushed silence.

      “It’s an assassination plot! You want to take over the city!” Someone pointed at the speaker who’d been directing the conference mere minutes ago.

      Three demons dove toward him, claws extended and with the glow of Demonic Aura flowing around them. That Demonic Aura wouldn’t last long, though. Darren planned to make sure of that.

      He skewered another demon clutching his head in the corner of the room, trying desperately to fix whatever Darren’s Lifewell had done to his body. Melancholy transformed the Demonic Aura within the demon into Divine Aura, and Darren’s purification ability followed suit.

      Noises and screams echoed out from the center of the room as the fighting reached full force. Beyond their notice, cloth ruffled, and steel hissed through the air.

      Demon blood splattered on the ground. A cool breeze whipped through the heavy sulfur-laden air. A lone cloak flowed through the air, unnoticed by the demons fighting among themselves.

      One felled demon turned to two. And then two turned to ten. Divine Aura flowed from each corpse, filling the room and choking out the Demonic Aura within it. The skills the demons used dimmed as they exhausted their power on each other.

      “Enough of this! I’m returning to my tower! Fight and kill each other for all I care!” one fiend shouted as he reached for the door.

      It opened easily, and he stepped outside. The next two doors opened for him as well, but when he got to the third, he found it locked tight. The exit would not open for him. The demon banged his fists against the door, but it had been designed to hold against an army of escaping fourth-order humans desperate to break free. It would not budge to a mere fist.

      “Who jammed the locks?” the demon grumbled as he turned to look for another exit.

      Small groups of demons wandered away from the center conclave, spreading out in twos and threes. As they wandered the halls, the doors locked behind them, and instead of one great mass with more than a hundred fifth-order Demon Lords lurking in wait, there were instead two or three stumbling around, poisoned and looking for an exit.

      The doors sealed behind them, locking them away in small groups. Given time with their skills, they might be able to hack their way through the walls and leave by force. The primary means by which the structure remained impenetrable to humans was by making breaking free cost more Divine Aura than any human could hope to scavenge. In contrast, the demons had all they needed to work with this deep in Hell.

      But bit by bit, those tables were turning. Divine Aura was replacing Demonic Aura as Darren’s passage purified the structure around them, and Melancholy transformed the demons it slew into masses of Divine Aura that spread throughout the building. Now, it was the demons being choked out by an oppressive power that went against their nature rather than the human prisoners upstairs, who were only now beginning to feel their power being replenished by the Divine Aura drifting upward.

      “What’s going on? The air feels strange here. Almost like we’re on the surface!” one demon cried.

      “The Demonic Aura has gone thin all of a sudden! I can’t replenish my powers at this rate!”

      News spread from one demon to the next, and in the central corridor where most of the demons were gathered, panic was starting to set in. At last, they stopped attacking each other and turned to the doors to flee. But in the time since a few demons had started filtering out in ones and twos, Darren had swapped the locks around, and now the doors to the central chamber were locked as well, trapping just over a hundred quarrelsome demon lords in the same cramped chamber with limited Demonic Aura to go around.

      They started bashing the walls, ceiling, and floor, desperate to escape. But the stone the building was made of was supernaturally tough, steeped in Demonic Aura for as long as the Fifth Layer of Hell had been around. The ancient stones had power in them dating back to the days before demons and seraphim, and they held strong against both aspects of aura. Before this prison held humans, it held demons just like the ones desperate to escape.

      When the Demonic Aura became too sparse for the demons attacking the walls to cast proper skills, they began to turn on each other once again. This time, the infighting was more ferocious and violent than before as they battled over the scant scraps of Demonic Aura left to them.

      Darren left the demons to flail and exhaust themselves against the walls. He kept a careful eye out for anyone who had a real chance at breaking through the locks he’d disabled and made sure to take them out quickly and quietly. The only one allowed to use the doors was him.

      With nimble tendrils, Darren opened the locks to the doors around him. He opened them quietly and one at a time, slipping out under cover of his cloak while the demons desperate to escape wailed against the walls. They failed to notice the door swinging open and closed again while they dug their nails into the stone hoping for a way out.

      Outside the main room, Darren planned to cut his opponents down to size. He’d leave the bulk of the demons behind until they’d exhausted themselves more thoroughly.

      When he came across two or three demons separated from the group, he slew each of them. In such small numbers, poisoned and drained of their Demonic Aura, they posed little threat to him.

      Melancholy swept through them one at a time, and he used their bodies to drive the concentration of Divine Aura in the area up even higher, chasing out the Demonic Aura around him and preparing the battlefield for what was to come.

      “What was that noise?” said a male demon lord to a companion. He had a head like a snake’s, and she had more feline features than human.

      With the lights out, alone and deprived of Demonic Aura, Darren could hardly even see them as Demon Lords. They were supposed to be among the proudest and most fearsome kinds of demons, but they cowered in the shadows, weak and pathetic. Despite their sniveling fright, he couldn’t forget that these demons had been planning to attack Limedeep mere minutes ago. Left alive, they would have slaughtered Darren’s friends given half a chance.

      That thought alone hardened Darren’s heart, and when his tendrils clicked open the lock to reveal the two of them, he showed no mercy.

      The Demon Lords fought ferociously, but Darren was too strong, and Melancholy cut too deep. A dozen more scenes, just like the first, played out one after another as Darren hacked his way through demon after demon. Doors clicked open one at a time as he slogged his way up the tower.

      Finally, he came across a door that he hadn’t switched the locks on. This was a door meant to stay locked to keep the humans inside imprisoned. But unlike all the other locked doors in the building, this door was open.

      Darren rapped on the door with Melancholy’s handle, tapping three times.

      A woman’s voice spoke up, lowered in an unpracticed attempt to sound like a demon’s. Darren recognized her as Archpriestess Valentine, despite her attempt to disguise herself.

      “What pathetic scum of a demon dares disturb my amusement as I torment these humans! Begone, fools!”

      “Valentine. It’s me,” Darren said. As soon as he spoke up, the door swung open, and Darren found Archpriestess Valentine clutching her staff in one hand as a band of ragged, half-starved humans surrounded her.

      “It is you!” Archpriestess Valentine said, speaking again with her normal voice. “Everyone, this is the man who saved me! The one who’s saving all of us! The one I told you about, remember?”

      There were nods and half-hearted grunts. Darren counted a dozen warriors, all at the fourth order. There were archpaladins, archclerics, and archpriestesses all gathered together. Few had real hope for freedom behind their eyes, but Darren saw they were at least willing to throw down their lives in the attempt.

      That was more than Archpriestess Valentine had when Darren had saved her, and that was enough to work with. He passed around his flask so each of them could drink, then handed out weapons and armor from his Inventory. He’d already given the archpriestess water and food in a bag of holding, but there were more warriors than expected imprisoned here, and what he’d given her had gone fast. But Darren had plenty more of everything and soon all the newly rescued prisoners had full bellies and healthy bodies.

      “There are Demon Lords down below. They are weakened and battered, but still strong,” Darren said.

      “How can we fight Demon Lords?” an archpaladin asked. “While there are fourth-order demon lords, they are among the strongest fourth-order demons that can be found. And if there are any demon lords at the fifth order, we will certainly perish.”

      Darren shook his head. “Leave the demon lords to me. But first, there must be other prisoners in this tower. We must rescue them.”

      Sure enough, there were several more layers of human prisoners higher up in the tower. They were in worse shape than the batch Archpriestess Valentine had found, but the Divine Aura Darren had just created was starting to reach them. They were absorbing that power as quickly and greedily as they could, thinking some accident on the lower levels had finally given them a tiny chance to break free of their bonds and escape at last.

      A few of them managed to break free by the time Darren and his companions came for them, and a few even rushed to fire half-full spells at the door, expecting demons to open it up and savagely beat them for even dreaming of freedom. But instead, they found familiar human faces.

      “I will break your chains. Hold still,” Darren commanded. A few swings of his sword later, the people were free and healing with the help of his flask and the aid of the Divine Aura flowing up from lower in the tower.

      Eventually, they’d freed them all, and Darren had armed them all with what he had in his Inventory.

      “It’s been a long time since I could stretch my limbs like this,” an archpaladin chuckled as he waved his arm back and forth, practicing a few well-honed sword strikes. His beard was so long it touched the ground, and his hair had gone white in the years since his capture. But the body of an archpaladin was not easily broken. His arm was still strong, despite years in chains. And the way he used his sword suggested he still remembered how to use it.

      Darren told all the newcomers of his plan while he inspected their sigils. After so long, so deep in Hell, their connections to the heavens were frayed and broken. He reconnected what he could to his own sigil, which allowed him to assign a handful of demon slaying quests.

      The warriors, newly freed by their bonds, stared at their sigil interfaces with wonder as old memories slowly filtered back to them. They remembered what it was like to have quests to complete, and they were eager to experience it again.

      They broke into teams. Archpriestess Valentine led one group near the exit, and the other followed Darren. The two circled the main meeting hall filled with Demon Lords.

      The constant thumping of skills against the walls had died down as the Demonic Aura within ran dry, pressured out by the Divine Aura filling the building and the surrounding area.

      “These are Demon Lords,” Darren explained. “Poisoned, depleted, and wounded Demon Lords, but still strong. Simply hold the line so I can slay them.”

      “Understood!” The warriors nodded one at a time. Darren had explained as much in the quests he’d given all of them. They just needed to survive the battle and distract the bulk of these demons long enough for Darren to clean them out.

      The doors on the opposite side rapped with three sharp and clear notes, and Darren knew Archpriestess Valentine was in position. Darren opened the door before him at the same time she did, and the bloody conflict began in earnest.

      “Escaped humans! They must have locked us in here!” A battle-scarred demon jabbed a claw in Darren’s direction. He had fresh wounds across one cheek, and black blood dripped down his chest.

      Hands curled into claws, and ugly demonic grimaces showed flashing teeth.

      But the warriors behind Darren held spears, shields, and swords aloft.

      “Form a shield line! Hold fast! Spears behind us!” one archpaladin shouted.

      Those of the paladin line formed the front. With twenty of them, they formed a line, two men deep and ten wide, prepared to protect the others. They locked shields together, forming ranks far more orderly than the mob of demons before them. Spears shot out between the gaps in shields, and shieldbearers at the front stood ready to guard their comrades. Behind the line, archclerics and archpriestesses were prepared to rain death from afar or heal the wounded.

      On the other side of the demons, the other group of human fighters rallied. The archpaladins among them formed a line in front of Archpriestess Valentine, matching their companions almost exactly. The two groups of humans advanced in unison, weapons bristling from a wall of shields, swords, and spears.

      Those with shields activated had not chosen them without reason. All those who bore defensive items were well versed in defensive abilities, and their skills in that arena were powerful. A few slammed their shields into the ground, and protective bubbles enveloped them and those standing near them, spreading their defensive web far beyond the physical shield they held in their hands. For others, energy shields bristled with spikes that shifted in and out of the formation, prepared to wound any who dared attack with their own strength. Others had barriers that looked like they were designed exclusively to banish magical attacks or bursts of fire, which would both be of use in fighting against demons.

      All in all, there were just over a hundred humans, which almost exactly matched the number of Demon Lords gathered in the room.

      Ordinarily, this many demon lords would cut through the two human forces, fourth-order warriors or not. Demon Lords were too strong for any group of two or three of them to fight on their own. But these Demon Lords were wounded, poisoned, unarmed, and deprived of Demonic Aura. Against them, Darren trusted his new allies to hold just long enough for him to turn the tides.

      His group of warriors formed the anvil, and across the room, Archpriestess Valentine’s formed the hammer. The two of them slammed into the group of demons, disorganized and unprepared for battle. The demons used tooth, claw, and their own demonic powers as the limited Demonic Aura they had left to them allowed.

      There was a moment of pushing and shoving. Hot breaths and the smell of sulfur filled the air.

      The humans shoved, holding the advantage. But the demons gathered and slowly rallied. Their strength grew as they started to work in unison to shove the humans back, and step by step, the archpaladins gave ground, leaving only one of their number behind within the ranks of demons. One who planned to turn the tide.

      Darren was completely surrounded by demons, and that was just fine by him. Melancholy was too large to use in a shield wall as anything except an unwieldy spear. But that was fine by Darren. He’d never trained to fight side by side with others as the warriors supporting him had. With his sword in hand and his skills in grasp, it had always been him against the world. He had lived or died by his own strength.

      And now, the demons thought they had him cornered. But he wasn’t trapped out of formation with them. They were trapped with him.

      “Ha! Got one! Everyone grab a limb! We’ll tear him asunder and throw him back at these--” The fiend who spoke never had a chance to finish his sentence. His head began to slide off his shoulders at an odd angle, and his arms followed. His torso tumbled, cut into three perfect blocks, and sliced into chunks of meat before anyone could even see what happened.

      The other demons stared at their companion, unmoving.

      “What are you all standing there for? Attack him!” another demon lord snarled.

      But then they too began to fall apart at the seams. The demons collapsed into chunks of meat on the ground, sending up great clouds of Divine Aura as they did so. That power strengthened the humans and weakened the demons.

      In the center of it all, standing atop a mountain of demonic corpses, stood Darren. His sword glowed with a faint blue light, shining from all the power it was absorbing from these slain Demon Lords.

      Shadows covered his face, and the only thing glowing brighter than his blade was a pair of piercing eyes that sent terror running through the hearts of every demon that saw them.

      The might of the human warriors redoubled, and the demons’ line was broken. They couldn’t let their guard down from the archpaladins pressing in on them, but those who turned felt their spines tingle with fear as an impossibly powerful human presence told them they faced a foe they couldn’t hope to beat.

      Darren’s Divine Energy Projection skill materialized itself, nipping and clawing at legs and backs with tendrils and teeth made of Divine Aura. Any demon that slipped and fell found itself being dragged toward a cyclone of slashing steel and magic that would tear them to pieces just as sure as meat into a grinder. All the while, the humans they faced grew ever more ferocious in their assault as they sensed victory truly was within their grasp.

      Every dead demon lord empowered them further and boosted their morale. Those among them who’d come to battle with dead eyes and no hope for the future found their hearts pounding as they looked to the man cutting through Demon Lord after Demon Lord and knew they really could fight their way to freedom if he was willing to lead them.

      After a handful of minutes, the path the battle would take was clear. The demons had lost half their number, almost all of them cut down by Darren himself. Those that were left were the ones most willing to huddle together and support one another with defensive abilities and standing back to back.

      But as their numbers dwindled, more and more of Darren’s attention turned to the remainders.

      “Curse you humans! May your souls rot forever in a place far worse than this one!” a demon cursed, knowing his time was nearly up.

      The archpaladins rushed him and his two companions, pressuring them from all sides. The demons cast one last look at one another, and veins popped out along the brows and body of the one who’d just spoken.

      An instant later, the demon exploded in a fountain of ichor and Demonic Aura, taking the other two with him. That Demonic Aura immediately spread out in all directions, seeking the cracks between doors to escape. The demons were trying to flee just as Asmoth’Koteth had when Kalaziel killed her. They were trying to disperse themselves into Demonic Aura, which could flee in ways their physical bodies could not and reform their bodies elsewhere.

      Against most other opponents, they might have really gotten away. But Demonic Spirits were even more vulnerable to Darren’s powers than the demons themselves. With a wave of his hand, he activated his Demon Calamity skill’s passive ability, and all demons of the first order around him were slain by his presence. His purification skill activated a moment later, and what was left of them was converted into Divine Aura. Just like that, the last of the Demon Lords died.

      “We... we did it?” Archpriestess Valentine panted. She reached to her stomach, pulling out a claw with a grimace and used her healing skill on herself. Some of the wood from her staff broke free to form a bandage and seal the wound.

      Darren nodded slowly. “Now, we just need to deal with the rest of the city.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Finishing the rest of the city was relatively easy compared to slaying all the Demon Lords. Many of the residents were third or fourth-order demons who hadn’t seen combat in a long time. Despite their imprisonment, all the fourth-order warriors following Darren were strong enough to handle an unarmed third-order. In groups, they could take care of a fourth-order demon without trouble.

      But none were as fast in dealing with them as Darren was. So he sent his escaped prisoners to the outskirts of the city.

      “Are we making our escape, then? Shall we slip out before anyone notices what we’ve done?” Archpriestess Valentine asked.

      Darren shook his head. “Form a wall along the road. Keep the demons from escaping.”

      This city didn’t have anything as convenient as walls. Why would they when there were so many Demon Lords within the city? They probably were more a threat to one another than anything from outside was to them.

      The fiends who designed this settlement probably never guessed that someone would so thoroughly slaughter the city’s strongest fighters. Without them, the rest of the demons were like lambs to the slaughter.

      Though Darren had freed the strongest group of humans in the city with his recent actions, he knew there was no doubt twice their number scattered in twos and threes, kept prisoner in smaller structures just as Archpriestess Valentine had been. To free them all, he would have to kill every demon he got his hands on. The task didn’t seem nearly as daunting now that he’d done it once already.

      And so Darren went from house to house, from building to building. Most of the places he ran into had small undead minions powered by Demonic Spirits. Those were the easiest to kill because as soon as Darren approached, they died. They counted just as much to his total number of demons killed as a Demon Lord did, though, so slaying them brought him that much closer to completing his second quest.

      The second and third-order demons were a bit harder to slay, but he never needed to fight one of them directly. He lashed out with Divine Energy Projection to put them down as he passed, and the increasing concentration of Divine Aura seemed to be doing most of his work for him.

      The demons soon realized something was wrong, and they left their homes and shops. Humans would have fled the city then, but these demons hadn’t become demons without having more avarice than sense. Once they realized they were under attack and that their city was burning, their first instinct was to find the homes and shops of their dead neighbors and loot everything they could carry.

      This ended up being incredibly convenient for Darren because most of the demons had a bag of holding or some variation of it. That meant they could go through an abandoned merchant house and take everything of value and put it neatly organized into pouches. When Darren killed them and took everything they collected, he didn’t have to trouble himself with looting the city on his own. The demons had done the job already.

      A few eventually saw the calamity heading their way, and their sense overrode their greed. One in particular chained a hundred humans at the third order together, stolen from the nearby shops. He dragged them behind a wagon loaded with piles of bags of holding as tall as he was and then hitched it all to a dozen Dire Felbeasts.

      “Faster! Get me out of here!” The fiend whipped his mounts to drag his stolen loot, and the humans chained up behind him as fast as he could.

      Archpriestess Valentine spotted him and his wagon before Darren even made it over to that part of the city, and her face was locked in a scowl so deep frost accumulated along the ground at her heels, even here in the depths of Hell. The demon met a fate as terrible as the one he had in store for his captured prisoners, and Archpriestess Valentine liberated the humans he’d been dragging along.

      It took Darren several hours to clear out the city, even with the aid of his helpers. This settlement sprawled far wider than Port Melquart and covering it all took a considerable amount of time. Darren wasn’t as brutal as he was before, now that Asuriel’s apparent death no longer weighed on him. But that didn’t mean he had any mercy for the demons. They were still cruel, malevolent things. They had the worst aspects of humanity all gathered together and distilled into a violent and oppressive race that was eager to slaughter mortal humans for the smallest scraps of power.

      Eventually, the deed was done. The human warriors rejoiced, and Darren returned to them with a bloody sword and his wings outstretched behind him.

      The humans scoured the city now that it was free of demons, rescuing the remaining portions of their kin that had been imprisoned until moments ago.

      There were a surprising number of people from the Eastwood Kingdom. Everything Darren knew about the place said it was an impoverished wilderness before Asmoth’Koteth attacked the place. Now, there probably wasn’t even enough to call it a kingdom.

      “So our Kingdom truly has fallen on hard times,” one of the rescued archpaladins sighed. “I was captured when Neverhorn fell on the border with the Eastern Trade Union. The citadel was once home to some of the bravest and strongest sigil wielders in the Sacred Seas, but now it’s probably nothing more than a ruin. It was our last stand after Castingwatch, the largest city in Eastwood. I heard one of the princes survived and fled in the hopes of rebuilding the kingdom, but from the sound of things, they were hit by another demon attack before they could even get going. Tragic. Perhaps if some of us hadn’t been locked away down here, things would be different now.”

      Asking a few others turned up similar stories. The Eastwood Kingdom had once stood on par with the other minor powers of the Sacred Seas, like the Northern Trade Union and Limedeep. What Darren knew was a shell of its former self.

      “How did Neverhorn fall?” Darren asked.

      The archpaladin spat on the ground. “The Order of the Rod in Whiteguard called us to their side, desperate for aid. They said they were facing an enormous demonic invasion. We stood vigil with them for three months, and not a single demon showed its face. Meanwhile, a massive horde toppled our fortresses and slaughtered those we’d left behind to defend our homeland.”

      Darren sighed. He’d expected as much.

      The archpaladin waved his hand. “If the date you gave me is right, then it’s been eighty years since that day. I’d hoped it had only been a few years, despite how long it felt. To think I’m turning a hundred and thirty-seven this year...”

      Others had similar thoughts, though not all of them had been imprisoned as long as the archpaladin had been. Darren figured it was rare for a human prisoner to last so long in the soul farms, though the fourth-order humans were valuable enough that the demons worked hard to keep them alive as long as possible.

      Soon, their work was done, and they turned their attention to the outskirts of the city. There were more people to be freed as Darren and his group made their way back to the shoreline leading toward the fourth layer. The trip back had less fighting than in the city, but there were enough minor demons and a small handful of Demon Lords lurking in their towers away from the city for Darren to complete both of the quests his sigil had given him.

      

      Quests Completed!

      
        	Slay five hundred Demon Lords (500/500)

        	The immense quantity of powerful demons you’ve slain and the massive amount of Divine Aura you’ve bathed your body and soul in has caused a fundamental transformation in your ability to wield Divine Aura, increasing the capacity you can channel into skills, as well as the scope of your reserves of power.

        	Slay five hundred thousand demons! (500,000/500,000)

        	The experience from the previous demon slaying quest series has been doubled, and your mastery of your skills has increased dramatically.

      

      New Quests Available!

      
        	Slay the Circle of Archdemons! (1/11)

        	Destroy the strongest organization of demons other than the Prime Sins, protecting humanity from their machinations forever.

        	Slay one million demons! (500,000/1,000,000)

        	All experience bonuses and rewards for the previous quest series will be doubled.

      

      Just as the warriors Darren had freed completed the quests he assigned them, he completed the one his sigil had given to him. He felt stronger already, and his skills came to him as smoothly as they had before evolving them. Already, he felt as though he’d fully familiarized himself with his evolved abilities, and he was as used to fighting with them as he had been used to fighting with the lesser versions he’d battled with before.

      But now, his new skills were stronger than ever. Some of them were nearing their capacity, and soon he’d need to evolve them again. If this final quest doubled his experience once more, Darren realized he might end up finally evolving one of his other skills to legendary. That would free up more skill slots for him while simultaneously unlocking who knew what powerful new abilities.

      Already, his fear of Kalaziel was beginning to ebb, and each time he thought back to their fight, his mind focused on the abilities he’d seen and how he might be able to counter them with his new abilities. Already, he was certain another battle between him and the Prime Saint would last a lot longer than previously.

      But could he beat him?

      Darren’s mind raced through the memory of the fight once again. Unfortunately, the answer was still clear to him. Not yet.

      While Darren might be able to take on a Prime Sin thanks to his Demon Calamity skill, he couldn’t say the same for a Prime Saint like Kalaziel. But perhaps that would change once he took his skills to a new level of power.
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        * * *

      

      Darren sent Archpriestess Valentine and all the other people he rescued to join the others on the third layer with a few words explaining what had happened to Cassandra. She would be able to take care of the details and ensure these people found warm beds and food to eat. They could even stay in Asura City for a while, slaying demons while Limedeep prepared room for them. No doubt Sasha and Callum would fight over hiring some of their members into their respective organizations. There were even enough older warriors now that some of the long-extinct orders of warriors could reform in Limedeep, now that many of their members were meeting one another after spending so long as prisoners.

      Already, Darren sensed two unique groups forming in Limedeep. One was the fresh-faced new Holy Adepts who’d gotten their sigil from Darren’s own hands. He’d given away as many as he could to everyone loyal to him and willing to fight demons.

      The second batch was a much older group, veterans from countless battles but still regaining their old strength from years of imprisonment. If Callum and Sasha could get the latter to share their wisdom and help train the former, Limedeep would have a cohesive group of warriors the likes of which even the Order of the Rod couldn’t rival after absorbing all the lesser orders they could and turning demons into Sinful Servants.

      But that was a job for Darren’s companions. Meanwhile, he had demons to kill.

      He applied the same tactics that had been so effective in assaulting the massive group of Demon Lords he’d just slaughtered to gather more information about each member of the Circle of Archdemons. The first he got word of was Astarte, the Succubus Queen.

      She was the most eye-catching of the Circle of Archdemons, and plenty of demons made a hobby of trying to peer in on her when she wasn’t expecting them to.

      “You want to know where the Succubus Queen is, do you?” A slimy-looking third-order fiend stroked a horn jutting out of his chin like a beard. The way he winked at Darren suggested he thought he knew more than he did.

      “Yes. I want to know where she’s staying,” Darren replied.

      The slimy demon grinned as he stroked his beard. “Tell you what, for a few more blue soul stones, I can tell you where she sleeps and bathes. Throw in a silver one, and I’ll tell you the best places to hide on her estate. You could creep right into her bedroom completely unnoticed...”

      The slimy demon was surprisingly helpful to Darren. He wondered how Astarte could have remained alive for so long when this kind of information was so widely available. Had so many tried to assassinate her and failed that an entire market had come into play selling information about her?

      He would have to be extra careful when dealing with her.

      He spent the next few days staking out her estate, killing most of the demons he ran across. He didn’t start any trouble by slaying demons in mass, but he was willing to kill any who went through the trouble of disguising themselves and hiding their whereabouts from him.

      The roads between settlements were full of camps of fiends, usually led by a demon lord.

      “Halt! This here is a toll road! Now you’re going to need to pay up if you want to get by with your guts in your belly...” A two-bit Demon Lord, missing half his teeth, grinned at Darren as a bunch of lesser followers chuckled and swung their swords. Behind them stood a horde of five hundred minor undead, probably meant to make their force of a dozen bandits look far stronger than it really was.

      “You should let me pass,” Darren said.

      The Demon Lord chuckled. “You hear that, lads? He’s trying to tell us to move! What do you have to say to that?”

      Darren pulled out Melancholy. The fight was quick. With the recent improvements to his skills, this Demon Lord was little match for him. And once he was dead, the rest of his bandits died not long after. It was odd to think that he was making the roads safer for demons traveling between settlements, but he had a quest to complete, and he was reasonably sure taking care of these bandits would draw far less attention than attacking a town.

      The fifth layer also had its share of wild, more animalistic demons. Most of these had been pushed to the outskirts of towns and villages as the fiends had expanded the lands they held, but they were still there, lurking and eager to prey on any humanoid unfortunate enough to wander into their territory.

      Darren fought several battles against demons, even more ferocious than the fiends he’d been battling. One took the form of a great six-armed bear hidden away in the mountains far from lands claimed by fiends. Though it was only at the fourth order, it was an exceptionally powerful fourth-order demon. Despite being the size of a small building, it was nearly as fast as he was.

      Darren’s old skills wouldn’t have been able to keep up with the thing, and if he had run into this demon on the third layer when he’d been only a paladin, he would have been in trouble. Its name marked it as a Demon Lord, but unlike the devil dragon he’d fought before, this one lacked any signs of intelligence at all. It had earned that title through sheer speed and strength.

      But while it might have been a deadly foe to Darren before, his recent trials had honed his skills to a completely new level compared to before he left for Limedeep. His speed took him faster than the sound of his movements could follow, and his strength was whatever it needed to be to counter that of his enemy. The demonic bear was overwhelmed, but the creature didn’t understand the concept of retreat. Overwhelmed and outmatched, it continued to attack.

      He faced two more such foes as he trekked over land and flew over underground lakes, following the map he’d bought leading to the city Astarte was staying in. The Fifth Layer of Hell wasn’t as large as all those before it, so he could have made the trip in mere minutes at top-flight speed if not for all the attention it would attract.

      Eventually, though, he made it to the walls of the city. Despite being in Hell, this one looked far nicer than the city of fiends he’d so recently destroyed. That one had the scent of brimstone in the air, and molten stone flowed everywhere as tubes pumped endless fountains of smoke toward the surface.

      This place seemed almost like a sprawling palace with a garden spreading out in all directions. There was even a bit of sunlight drifting down from a patch of cavern ceiling. Or at least someone’s attempt at sunlight. Stretching across the cavern ceiling, almost as though it was painted there, a great tear in the sky revealed a sickly green sun. Light drifted through thick clouds to cascade upon the palace and the surrounding grounds, giving life to plants that otherwise would never have survived in Hell.

      Not that the plants were anything Darren recognized from the surface. There were no trees here, nor any grasses or vegetables. Instead, vines as thick as his torso wound about the entire structure. They sprouted leaves a deeper, bluer shade than what he was used to, and some of the flowers were vivid purple.

      Darren approached on foot under the cover of his cloak, and as he brushed against a bush, it curled in on itself. He’d never seen a plant move like that, and he waited a moment to see if it was going to attack him or sound an alarm. When nothing happened, he touched the plant again. It curled in on itself further.

      Touching a nearby bush incited the same reaction. Nearby, a larger plant had what looked like cups filled with tree sap dangling from its branches. He poked them, but they didn’t move. Peering inside, a few small insects crawled around. Those, at least, seemed familiar to him. They were the same bugs that flew around Limedeep’s markets on a hot summer day.

      Darren touched a few more plants, watching for a moment in wonder as they reacted to his touch. Looking at them carefully, they didn’t use Demonic Aura, but they were steeped in magic. Rumors said that the Succubus Queen had dealings with other regions beyond the Sacred Seas. Perhaps she’d obtained these plants from one of those foreign regions. What would a place like where these things grew look like? He wasn’t sure he wanted to find out.

      “What are you doing? Those bushes are our cover!” Darren heard a voice hiss between clenched teeth. It was male, from the sound of it, but not as firm or confident as those of most demons. If Darren hadn’t been in Hell, he would have thought it belonged to an awkward teenager.

      Darren followed the voice back to its source and soon found the speaker. He had been camouflaged extremely well and used at least one spell to disguise his presence. His clothes were more leaves than anything else, and he’d woven the sticks and branches from the foliage around him into his garments. His face was also painted the same shade as the leaves and bark of the nearby plants, disguising the reddish hue and making him impossible to make out. Even Darren’s senses were fooled until he’d drawn attention to himself by speaking.

      From the look of the demon, he was only a fourth-order fiend. To be able to hide so effectively meant he’d no doubt spent a lot of time and dedicated most of his abilities to remain hidden. The only thing that caught Darren’s attention was the sound of the demon’s breathing, which had been strangely heated and heavy despite the fact that the demon was sitting in a tree, lying as still as he could be.

      “What are you doing?” Darren asked. Though Darren had seen through the fiend’s hiding place, it was clear that the fiend hadn’t completely seen through Darren’s cloak. He had noticed Darren was there, but Darren was certain the fiend’s reaction would have been different if the fiend had realized Darren wasn’t a demon.

      “Same as you, perv,” the fiend scowled. “Find your own place to watch the succubi. This one is mine!”

      Darren took a few steps backward and found a good hiding spot of his own. The fiend went quiet, though his breathing was still heavy enough for Darren to know where he was.

      Looking in on what the fiend had been staring so intently at, he saw a pool of water hidden within the garden. A ring of stones lined a hot pool of water that bubbled from the heat burbling beneath it. Steam wafted up, condensing on the leaves of the nearby plants and leaving the entire forest hot and sticky. Darren didn’t care for it much, but from the look of the dense foliage and the insects buzzing about, they preferred this kind of weather.

      The pool itself was not empty, and the four figures splashing each other in it were clearly the object of the fiend’s attention.

      At first, Darren thought they were four human women being held captive here in oddly far better condition than any of the other humans he’d seen. But one of them stood, and he spotted a tiny tail coming out of the small of her back. Another turned, and he saw a small set of vestigial wings sticking out of her back, each no bigger than one of Darren’s palms. Another had a tiny set of horns, and the final one had a glossy sheen to her skin, like she was made of polished bronze.

      The four of them all had some of the same inhuman traits, like slightly pointed ears, nails that were a bit too pointed, and eyes that ranged from a bright piercing amber to a brilliant crimson. Other than those small changes, they hid their demonic being far better than any of the other fiends Darren had ever seen. Even the female demons who’d clearly had beauty in mind when forming their demon bodies still ended up with red skin, pointed teeth, and other more obvious telltale signs of their transformation.

      With the right clothes, these succubi could walk through a human city. They’d still catch attention, but for the wrong reason. It made them dangerous in a way Darren wasn’t used to thinking about.

      All four of them were naked as they splashed about, giggling at each other and whispering in hushed voices. Anyone else would have only heard girlish play, but Darren heard the words they spoke as they splashed about.

      “That’s right, I’m finished with my tour topside. The Blackwind Emperor is well and truly tamed,” the horned succubus giggled.

      “The old man thought we were priestesses!” another laughed. “Hells below, I even showed him my tail, and he was too far gone to make sense of what he was seeing!”

      “Emperor or peasant, men are all the same. Once you get them thinking with their cocks, they don’t really do much thinking at all.” The winged one leaned back in the hot water, yawning as she lay back in relaxation.

      “Oh, I know. But he had this daughter. I think her name was Thalia or something. She always looked at me with such a look of disapproval! Truth be told, it annoyed me enough that I told him to send her off to die in Limedeep,” the horned succubus said. “Only it didn’t take. Apparently, she’s back again and stirring up more trouble. But I suppose it isn’t my problem until I take another tour to the Blackwind Empire...”

      Darren realized he would need to look in on Thalia again. The Succubus Queen and her followers had infiltrated the palace of the Blackwind Empire. It wasn’t news since Darren knew the Sinful Servants were also demons in disguise, but it might be important for Thalia to look out for beautiful women who were demons in disguise.

      Darren spent the next few minutes crawling around the palace complex. There were many more hot springs like the one he saw, and most of them were occupied. There were supposed to be relatively few succubi in all the Hells, but it seemed as though most of them were gathered here.

      Each of them looked mostly human and was of human proportions, making them fairly diminutive relative to all the other kinds of demons drifting about the palace. There were lots of female demons of the more traditional sort drifting around the palace, and from their interactions with the succubi, Darren realized that they were either servants or treated like servants. But none of them were quite as active as the first four he found, so after quietly creeping around the grounds, he ended up doubling back to where he’d started and took a seat just a few paces from the hidden fiend he’d bumped into earlier.

      “Another round of drinks, pledge!” one succubus yelled at a dainty third-order fiend with crimson skin and a pair of wings much larger than any on the succubus.

      “Yes, ma’am!” the third-order fiend said. She was lithe and feminine. Compared to most demons, she’d be incredibly beautiful, since most demons ended up more monster than human. But she didn’t have the kind of form humans from the surface would go mad with lust just looking at it. That level of beauty was reserved for the succubi she served.

      The fiend raced around the hot spring to a series of nearby plants, pouring an elaborate series of plant saps and pulling a bottle of much more traditional human whiskey from a hidden compartment tucked away in the stone slab just outside the spring. After assembling a series of different drinks, the fiend presented them to the succubi, only for the first of them to take one sip and throw the drink back.

      “Yuck! This isn’t my order! You’re finished now, pledge. Go find her highness and ask her if she’s hungry. If you survive, you can come back and continue to serve us, and maybe, just maybe, we’ll vote to let you become one of us.”

      Darren had been about to leave again when he realized the conversation had turned away from Thalia, but then he heard the name of his target. This was the first lead he had toward finding her.

      So Darren pulled his cloak tighter and prepared to leave the confines of the bushes nearby to follow the fiend ordered to report to his target. The succubi were powerful fourth-order demons, but he’d tested his cloak against others of the same level before. Still... that fiend hiding in the tree had seen him despite it. He would need to be extra careful. He wasn’t sure why so many people were spying on the succubi, but there had to be a reason.

      Fortunately, Darren ended up not needing to move at all. The woman herself emerged at the sound of her own name.

      “Sounds like you ladies are having fun bullying the new pledges,” a voice sounded out from deeper in the palace complex. It was feminine, but it had a regal timbre to it that the others lacked.

      Astarte, the Succubus Queen, revealed herself moments later.

      Her appearance seemed anticlimactic at first after hearing so many rumors from all across the Fifth Layer of Hell. She looked like an ordinary woman to Darren. In fact, the distinctive demonic features evident on her succubi were nowhere to be seen. Astarte looked completely human. Perhaps that was what made her so special to all the demons who admired her so.

      Long locks of auburn hair cascaded over silky skin. A single mole adorned each shoulder, one on either side. Perhaps they were the last vestige of some demonic feature she’d long since removed, or perhaps she’d placed them there intentionally. Her form was trim, and it reminded him of Cassandra in a lot of ways. Her curves were in all the right places, her skin looked soft to the touch, and the way her ass and breasts bounced as she undressed showcased the toned muscle hidden just beneath the surface.

      Darren heard the panting gasps from a nearby bush pick up in pace as the succubus queen came into sight.

      “We were just having a bit of fun, my queen...” the succubus who’d just been chewing out the fiend serving them chuckled nervously. From the look on her face, she was worried she was about to receive the same treatment she’d just given out.

      “Well then, I like fun too. You ladies won’t mind if I decide to join you?” Astarte said. Though the words were spoken like a question, they were clearly an order.

      The succubi shook their head furiously and made room for their queen. Astarte reached for the remains of her clothes. She hadn’t been wearing much in the first place. A small ring of black and gold wrapped around her neck, and a thin purple dress draped down over her front to just above her thighs. The dress was made of such a fine weave that it was almost transparent.

      She tossed the dress aside, and the fiends hiding in the bushes nearby gasped again. Darren frowned and looked at the dress, wondering if he could take it with him after he defeated Astarte. It seemed like the kind of thing Cassandra would love, and he thought she would look even better in it than the Succubus Queen.

      Astarte stretched, holding her arms up and yawning. Her breasts bounced on her chest, perky and perfect, at least to most men. Darren was still thinking about how Cassandra or Morgana would look in the dress the succubus queen had thrown away, but the fiend hidden in the bushes nearby had clearly been more focused on the archdemon before him.

      “Ughhh...” he groaned as his deep breathing came to a shuddering stop, raising his voice ever so slightly higher than it had been when he’d hissed his warning at Darren.

      But that wordless noise was more than enough to alert the Succubus Queen. Her eyes darted to the woods, scanning the area back and forth.

      “My queen?” one of the succubi around Astarte asked, following her gaze into the plants just beyond their spring.

      “Great. We have more perverts in the garden. Summon the guards! You, prepare the meat grinders,” Astarte said.

      The fiend dropped the drinks she’d been preparing just then, and they shattered on the stones near her. She skittered backward with all haste, back toward the center of the palace complex.

      All the while, Astarte’s eyes scanned the area around her. She passed over the fiend and Darren several times before curling her finger and thumb together into a loop and looking again. This time, when her gaze passed over Darren, she locked onto him.

      “Found him!” the succubus queen said, finger pointing right at Darren.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      With Astarte’s finger pointing directly at him, Darren knew his cloak would help him no longer. The four succubi followed their queen’s gaze, and their eyes narrowed when they spotted him. Nearby, the fiend who’d blown Darren’s cover started hastily making his escape, but the succubi could sense Darren was the greater threat and ignored him while focusing all their attention on Darren.

      “Every demon for himself!” the fiend shouted as he scurried to safety, leaving Darren to face Astarte and her angry succubi.

      Two of the succubi had their hands on their hips, and the other two crossed their arms. They glared at Darren, chins in the air, and noses upturned.

      “Who are you?” Astarte demanded.

      “Another peeping Tom...” one succubus huffed. “We should feed him to the rats!”

      “Not Tom,” Darren replied, pulling off his cloak and stuffing it in his Inventory. Useful as it was, it tended to get in the way during a fight.

      “Oooh, screw the rats. Feed him to me instead!” Another succubus giggled.

      “A human?” Astarte asked. “Wait... I heard rumors of Melquart’s death. Apparently, there was more substance to those tales than I thought.” She pointed to one of the giggling succubi. “Fetch my mirror and send a message. I’m calling a gathering of the Circle of Archdemons. I’ll show off my latest thrall to them there...”

      Astarte began to walk toward Darren, but the way she walked didn’t seem like she was preparing for battle. Her hips swayed, and her hands trailed up and down her body. Her fingers traced the line from her belly to her breasts, stroking her shoulders and pulling back her hair.

      Darren watched her with a steady gaze, sword up and defenses prepared for any spell or skill that might come his way. The one succubus singled out by her master scurried off to do her master’s bidding, but the others all joined their queen. One pair of them joined hands, wrapping about each other’s waists and squeezing their breasts tight against one another.

      Demonic Aura flowed around them, and Darren realized they were up to something. If he could follow the lines of Demonic Aura, he could figure out what, but he needed to be prepared for the physical attack he knew was coming from these succubi at any moment.

      They circled him, naked bodies pressing together. Plump red lips smiled back at him, and heaving breasts filled his vision. They bent over for him, twisting in place to reveal every part of their bodies. His Divine Energy Projection Skill shifted. He’d been holding the skill in his mind, prepared to generate whatever kind of shield he needed to deflect the incoming blows. But now, he formed that skill into a thousand human hands, reaching out to touch the soft succubus skin around him.

      It felt nothing like demon hide. In fact, the bodies of these succubi felt almost indistinguishable from that of a human woman. And far from warding off his touch as an attack, the demons welcomed his energy, roaming their forms.

      “Oh, you’re one of those men who likes to have a firm grip on a woman....” Astarte said, voice turning sweet and seductive. “Well, I promise you can do whatever you want with me...” She reached down for Darren’s free hand, the one not holding Melancholy. She wrapped her fingers around his, her hand looking tiny pressed against his palm. She brought his palm up, gripping it in both hands to bring it to her face. She ran his hand along her cheek, parting her lips to plant a kiss on his thumb.

      The other succubi pressed close against him, eager for his attention as well.

      “Me next!”

      “This armor is getting in the way. Let’s get it off you...”

      Astarte laughed, then reached for the hand holding Melancholy. “Why don’t you drop that sword of yours? I’ve got someplace else for you to put that other hand.”

      Darren heard a warning in his head then.

      [Darren!] Ashe said, panic in her voice. [The succubi are using a mind control skill on you! You have to fight it!]

      Astarte frowned. Perhaps she’d sensed Ashe speak, or perhaps she’d merely realized Darren’s hand wasn’t loosening from his sword in the slightest. The expression vanished a moment later, hidden behind inviting lips and a lusty gaze.

      [Darren, have they gotten to you?] Ashe’s voice was small and quiet, barely a whisper.

      Darren replied aloud.

      “No. They’ve gotten into sword range.”

      All of a sudden, the energy hands he had wrapped around every succubus turned as hard as steel. They went from caressing hips and arms to grabbing shoulders, wrists, and ankles. In mere moments, every one of them was bound in place, helpless before Darren’s grasp.

      The lusty expression dropped from Astarte’s face like a mask crumbling to the ground, and her eyes widened as Darren’s hand gripped the side of her head. He raised Melancholy point first and thrust it toward her.

      But fast as Darren was, Astarte had something prepared.

      Her skin writhed, and a tattoo appeared racing along her body. It looked like a tattoo of a shield with a pair of lightning bolts around it. At first, the edges were made of dark ink, but moment by moment, the lines began to glow brighter and brighter. The instant it reached full brightness, the tattoo came to life and sprung off Astarte’s body, reminding Darren of Cassandra’s glyph skill. Astarte had something similar.

      The shield expanded to full size, intercepting Darren’s attack.

      Melancholy slammed through the shield, cutting through it just like it would cut through a physical shield of the same size. It plunged all the way through the shield up to the hilt. But before it could skewer Astarte, another tattoo lit up on the archdemon’s body, and Darren’s energy hands holding her in place began to fall apart. Specks of crimson light drifted through the air, destroying Darren’s energy projections and spreading to the other succubi.

      Darren used his purification skill to stop this new ability in its tracks, but two of the succubi had already used the opportunity to work their way free. Suddenly, he was faced with two fourth-order succubi and the fifth-order archdemon Astarte.

      Astarte activated two skills. A red light began to glow around each of her fingernails, generating the phantom image of talons. A larger form outlined her, and Darren saw a larger, more feral version of the beautiful human-looking demon before him. Perhaps the demonic outline around Astarte had been what she looked like before creating the human body she now wore.

      Red lines flashed across her skin as the energy claws reached full power before they faded, and she returned to her normal color. Astarte grimaced as a single drop of blood dripped out from between her lips.

      But those lips parted again a moment later, and Astarte blew out a pink mist that clouded the air. Darren felt the same tug on his attention that she’d used on him before, only this was far more direct and all-encompassing. Darren shrugged off the mind-manipulation skill, clamping down on his attention with an iron will to focus on the task at hand. He had demons to slay.

      Besides, the sooner he took care of the Circle of Archdemons, the sooner he’d return to be with Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha. That, more than anything, let his sword sweep through the air without a moment’s hesitation.

      He cleaved Astarte’s pink cloud with his sword, dispersing the Demonic Aura that powered the spell.

      The two succubi by their queen’s side rushed him. One whipped her tail around so its pointed tip could shoot a ray of sinister energy at Darren. The other twisted, and her wings flicked an arc of power of the same color at him.

      Darren dodged the arcs from the winged succubus and rushed toward the tailed succubus. She scrambled to avoid him, but was too slow. Melancholy cleaved her in two across the waist. Darren turned his gaze to the other succubus, and she flapped her wings and fell backward with all haste. But that wasn’t enough to escape Darren’s clutches.

      He aimed Melancholy at one of her ankles, and Ashe shot a burst of her own power from the sword’s tip. That power vaporized the succubus’ foot below the ankle, and she tumbled to the ground.

      Astarte herself was on top of Darren then, and his sword met her phantom claws. Melancholy’s powers dug into the Demonic Aura that made the skill, but Astarte poured more power in to reinforce her claws. With two hands and one binding Darren’s sword arm, she came up under his chin with her other hand. But Darren leaned back and lashed out with a kick.

      Astarte’s hand missed while Darren’s kick landed. The archdemon left the ground and flew backward to collide with one of the strange trees that lined the garden around the hot spring.

      The remaining succubus pointed her tail at Darren and fired a barrage of light attacks, but Darren’s Divine Energy Projection skill manifested a tiny shield to intercept every single one. Each shield was no larger than a fist, but they were perfectly sized to disperse each attack coming his way, using far less Divine Aura to undo the skill they were blocking than each bolt of energy consumed.

      Astarte sprung to her feet. Her face turned into a scowl, and her phantom claws grew brighter. Darren stalked toward her with a slow and unhurried pace, more prepared to catch the archdemon if she tried to run than worried about her next barrage of attacks.

      Astarte rushed Darren, throwing out a slap. Crimson light enveloped her hand so that she had the glowing outline of a giant’s palm around her. Darren held up his free hand, catching Astarte’s wrist and dispersing her attack with his purification ability. She twisted in his grip, trying to jump on his back in an impressive display of agility and flexibility. But then he twisted her wrist and turned, changing her leap into a face plant into the ground.

      Darren raised Melancholy on the downed archdemon, prepared to finish the fight.

      “My Queen!” The other succubus rushed Darren, tail blazing with a demonic light. Darren sensed her approach with Future Sight, and his free hand lashed out with speed she couldn’t hope to counter. He grabbed the succubus by the throat and picked her up off the ground.

      She tried to shoot more rays of crimson energy out of her tail at him, but Darren quickly crafted a cage of Divine Aura to bind both her and her tail in place. She squirmed in his grip, eyes going wide as she realized she was helpless in his grasp.

      “Tell me where Taautus and the others are,” he demanded as he pointed Melancholy’s tip at the archdemon climbing to her knees before him. She tried to get to her feet, but Melancholy’s point kept her right where she was.

      “Who are you, mortal?” Astarte asked. “You are no archpaladin. Not even a fifth-order seraph could muster your skill or power. How could something like you exist?”

      “If you do not answer me, your servants will.” Darren nodded toward the succubus in his hand. The other, still missing a foot, was crawling toward the woods in the hopes of escaping Darren’s notice. The others were still bound by the energy bonds he’d created when they tried to control his mind and failed.

      “Taautus is in his tower to the east, doing darkness knows what with a bunch of human prisoners. But you’ve killed Melquart, and now you’ve beaten me. He’s no doubt gotten news of Melquart’s death, and my disappearance is bound to frighten him. Hells, it will probably frighten the entire Circle of Archdemons. Taautus will be on his guard against you, and the rest of them will probably be planning something big. I know they have a special prize from the last war with the heavens for a situation just like this one.”

      Astarte went silent, eyes twinkling. Though dirty and on her hands and knees, she knew just how to make her chest heave and eyelashes bat. She worked her lower lip between her teeth, and the look on her face was like a promise that she’d let him do whatever he wanted with her.

      “But there’s another option,” Astarte continued, shifting on her knees to come closer and closer to Darren. “Instead of killing me, you could work with me. I can fool the rest of the council into thinking I have you enthralled. Then I can present you to them, and you can hack them to pieces however you please. What do you say, partner?”

      “No.” Darren brought his sword down toward Astarte’s neck. This demon was dangerous, and if she still thought she could play him to her advantage, then he couldn’t trust anything she was saying. Darren had no doubt that she had a lot of experience worming her way into the hearts of countless men. Unfortunately for her, his heart was already full.

      Astarte’s eyes widened. Against any other foe, a few years on her knees and some playful flirting would have been enough to slowly work her way back to power. In all her years of existence, she’d never failed so abysmally before.

      And so, an instant before Melancholy struck, Astarte clutched the choker around her neck. “Damn you, I never thought I’d need to make this bargain. I submit! Save me!”

      The choker around her neck began to glow, and as Astarte’s body burst apart, the motes of Demonic Aura flowed into the choker instead of elsewhere.

      Darren knew he couldn’t let the Archdemon escape. To do so risked not only failing his quest but also letting her restart the Circle of Archdemons the next time his back was turned. Then, all of his work so far would be for nothing.

      So he cleaved through her remaining figure with Melancholy, hoping its power to convert Demonic Aura into Divine Aura would allow him to put down what was left of her before she escaped to wherever she was fleeing to.

      But Astarte’s head and neck vanished first, dispersing into raw Demonic Aura. The choker that had been around her neck hovered in the air, and the space within tore open. This opening allowed Astarte’s essence to flow through like water pouring down a drain, and she started escaping faster than even Darren could destroy her.

      Eventually, she was completely gone. In her wake, she’d left behind the vast cloud of Divine Aura Melancholy had taken from her. Darren checked his quest lists and saw that he’d done enough damage to Astarte to count as slaying her, though he still worried she might come back to cause trouble for him someday.

      But that was a problem for another day. Now, he had another Archdemon to slay.

      He turned to the succubus in his other hand. “Now, tell me more about Taautus.”
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      While interrogating his prisoners, Darren chased down the succubus who’d run off on Astarte’s order to contact the Circle of Archdemons. Originally, he’d hoped running off to send a message meant actually running to wherever the Circle of Archdemons was located. That would have been perfect for him, especially if he could alter the message they received.

      Unfortunately, the message turned out to be a beacon at the top of the palace complex. At the top of the tower, Darren found the succubus furiously pitching oil over a bundle of sticks and lighting it up. As soon as Darren learned of this, he rushed off to stop the succubus from sending anything important. He arrived just in time to extinguish the flame as a handful of faces took shape. They stared back at the succubus’ panic-stricken face but only caught sight of a burst of energy from Ashe destroying the pyre and putting an end to whatever magic powered the message.

      Darren tied up the three succubi where he’d found them, and he chased down the fiend they’d been harassing when he first arrived. Most of the rest of the palace complex was already empty, either because the other succubi and demons were abroad or because they heard the fighting and fled. All in all, Darren had about a dozen prisoners, though the three he’d already captured were the highest ranking of the bunch.

      “Hells, these are tight.” A succubus wriggled in her bonds. “I know of a few people who could use a lesson from you. Although I could teach you better knots.”

      A lot of the succubi and prospective succubi that Darren had imprisoned seemed to enjoy being tied up by him, oddly enough, and a few of them passed along a surprisingly helpful number of tips about tying someone up.

      “There you go. Start with a half hitch around my ankles and bring it up my calves there...” a succubus said as he finished the last of the ropes on her.

      All in all, they proved to be a lot more cooperative than most of the demons Darren had taken captive, which was more than he could say for most demons. There were still plenty who died attempting to escape his clutches, but these succubi seemed particularly quick to surrender when they knew they were outmatched. Most of the ones Darren was used to fighting would spout off nonsense about his death was inevitable and how they’d devour his corpse right up until Melancholy reduced them to Divine Aura. These were different.

      “Oh no, I’ve been captured! Whatever shall I do?” a succubus moaned to herself, hand going to her forehead as she presented her wrists to Darren.

      “Get up,” Darren said after looping some ropes around the succubus’ wrists.

      “But sir! You still need to tie my legs up too! Otherwise, I could run away.” The succubus rolled over and presented her ankles.

      By the time he was done, Darren was thinking he should have just wiped the place clean and slaughtered everyone, as he did with the other cities. It certainly would have been a lot faster than gathering up all the captured demons near the hot spring where he’d slain Astarte.

      Questioning them turned out to be a rather tedious process as well as each succubus played a coy little game with him. He’d ask them questions, and they’d refuse. It almost felt like they were trying to make him angry on purpose.

      “That’s it. Let that anger bubble up, big boy. Take those tendrils of yours and hit me!” one succubus suggested, turning around and pointing at her ass for some reason.

      These demons were truly strange. In the future, Darren would have to make sure to deal with them as little as possible.

      “I have a better idea,” Darren said.

      His mind went back to Dagmar and the lich he’d been before Darren purified him. Why had that happened to Dagmar, and yet so few other demons he purified ended up becoming a new cohesive entity?

      Perhaps this was his chance to finally find out. And if he succeeded, he’d end up with something far more cooperative than these succubi and the fiends who aspired to become like them.

      And so Darren grabbed the uncooperative succubus before him and cast his purification skill, Catharsis.

      The succubus grinned when Darren grabbed her, taking in a deep breath and laughing as he jerked her toward him. “Hells yes. Grab me by the hair and... oh shit, this is hurting. Curses and damnation, alright, if you’re going to be like this, I’ll--”

      Her voice suddenly cut short, and she took in a sharp breath. The white glow emanating from Darren’s palm soon enveloped her completely, and she vanished into the glowing shroud. For a moment, the succubus reminded Darren of Asuriel in her ball of light form when she was reaching the fifth order.

      He felt something changing in his grip. The ropes that had been binding the succubus fell to the ground, but Darren found his hand still full of hair. The light faded, and he realized he was holding a winged woman. He let go of her, and she fell to the ground, coughing and spluttering.

      “W-where am I?” the woman asked.

      Looking her up and down and taking in the large, feathery wings on her back, Darren realized he was looking at a fourth-order seraph, similar to Asuriel when he’d first met her. Only this seraph had a softer feel to her than Asuriel ever had, like she barely even knew how to fly on those wings of hers, let alone fight.

      “You are in Hell,” Darren explained.

      “Oh, dear. Did I do something bad?” The newly born seraph looked around her and found herself surrounded by demons. She yelped and rushed to Darren’s side, clutching his leg for protection.

      Darren saw little point in hiding the truth from the frightened newly formed seraph. So he told her what he’d done.

      “You were a succubus. I purified you. Now you are a seraph.”

      The newly formed seraph frowned. “I... I think I do have some memories. I thought they were just something I dreamed up in the time between wherever I was before and where I am now. Was that really me?”

      The seraph shivered, not pleased with whatever memories lurked within her.

      Darren shrugged. He wasn’t sure if the succubus had become the seraph that stood before him now. Certain structures within her pattern reminded him of the succubus, but the type of energy had been completely inverted. But the transformation seemed to have changed her personality as much as her appearance. Did whatever made the succubus herself pass on with the process? It had certainly seemed that way with Dagmar, but Darren couldn’t be sure. Perhaps a different soul lingering within the succubus was in charge now.

      Or perhaps it was as simple as the influence of the aura she was made from. A drunk man might act different from himself when sober. Perhaps the influence of demonic power was the same, and it merely accentuated all the negative characteristics of the soul it gave life to.

      “Do you remember anything about Taautus?” Darren asked.

      “Yes... yes, it’s all coming back to me now. I know where he is. Queen Astarte went to visit his tower occasionally, and once I accompanied her. I can point the way for you.”

      The newly formed seraph’s eyes lit up, and she looked up at Darren. He reached down and grabbed her hand, pulling her to her feet.

      “Good. Draw a map for me. Until then, I will deal with the rest of these.” Darren waved his hand over the succubi and fiends gathered before him, all of whom stared at the seraph standing by his side with a mixture of fear and anxious anticipation on their faces.

      One by one, Darren purified them. He soon gained a far greater understanding of what actually happened during one of these purification processes. The demon in question could turn into a cohesive entity, or they could turn into nothing but a cloud of smoke. He’d noticed this in his battles. Most of the demons he fought turned into clouds of smoke. He thought it had something to do with being in an active battle against them, but that wasn’t exactly true. Now, he’d learned that whether or not the transformation succeeded depended on them.

      If they were willing to become a seraph, then that’s just what they could become. If they were unwilling, then death was almost certain.

      Darren converted roughly three-quarters of those he’d taken prisoners to the Divine Aspect. He credited that ratio largely to the fact that so many of them had surrendered to him. If he included those he’d chased down and killed as they tried to escape him, the number slain would likely be much greater. His prisoners had already self-sorted for willing demons.

      “Sir, we’ve made that map you wanted!” one newly born seraph said, shoulders shrugging. She tugged a few long lashes of hair from in front of her eyes and pushed it aside, blushing as she cast her eyes to the ground in front of him. “We pooled our knowledge to make a map for you and a list containing everything you might need to know.”

      Her shoulders twisted back and forth, and her fingers toyed with the dress Darren had given her as she twisted her hips, unwilling to meet his gaze. Like the other newly formed seraph, this one still had all of her succubi tricks, though they were hidden under a purer and shyer front. He wondered how they’d get along with the rest of his people.

      “Thank you. I have a map for you as well.” Darren showed the newly formed seraph and her gathering friends a map of the Fifth Layer of Hell leading back the way he’d come. “Follow this path. If you fly fast, you can reunite with humans escaping there.”

      “Understood, sir!” the newly formed seraph said. They seemed a little sad that he wouldn’t be coming with them, but Darren wasn’t finished with his quest.

      

      Ongoing Quest Progress:

      
        	Slay the Circle of Archdemons! (2/11)

        	Destroy the strongest organization of demons other than the Prime Sins, protecting humanity from their machinations forever.

        	Slay one million demons! (657,001/1,000,000)

        	All experience bonuses and rewards for the previous quest series will be doubled.

      

      He’d gotten credit for defeating Astarte, even though he hadn’t slain her for good, only destroyed her physical body. All the succubi and fiends he converted into seraphim also counted as slain, which was nice to see. Given the opportunity, he would have to try doing that more instead of destroying them.

      The map the succubi-turned-seraphim gave him and the list of important facts were both incredibly detailed. They’d even listed out the locations of each notable demon lord and whether or not they were likely to be there.

      To avoid getting bogged down, Darren passed by any settlements with multiple fifth-order demon lords. But fourth-order demon lords were fair game, as were any particularly large settlement. After the event with the brazier, there was no way the Circle of Archdemons didn’t know he was here. So he might as well fill up his quest bar as quickly as possible.

      The next few days were a blur of endless battle. Darren soared from demon city to demon city. Melancholy blazed in his hand with holy fire, and countless foes threw themselves against him. The cities unleashed great beasts the size of castles at him, but that only made the mountains of corpses he stood upon all the larger.

      “The guards at the gates can’t hold him off any longer!” A fiend wearing a helmet had a panic-stricken look on his face. Behind him, a row of fourth-order fiends went flying. When they hit the cobblestones, they broke into pieces, each sliced in two before they even landed.

      Twenty fiends riding Dire Felbeasts charged to reinforce the gates. Their mounts roared beneath them, snarling and spitting with hunger as they sensed human flesh nearby.

      But their growls soon changed to whimpers as they found themselves face to face with the blood-spattered champion shattering the gates to their city.

      They took in the mountain of corpses covering the gates. The Divine Aura weighed down on all of them just as heavily as the Demonic Aura of the fifth layer should have been weighing down on him. The wind tasted of more iron than sulfur, and worst of all, the man they faced had a slight smile on his face. As though all their efforts to kill him had merely reminded him of old times. Their cities’ strongest defenders weren’t a challenge to him, just exercise.

      “Retreat! Retreat!” The demons turned, eyes wide as they turned their mounts. But it was too late for them. They came to Darren with weapons in hand, and whether facing him or fleeing him, they would die before he was done.

      The call went up among the remaining guards.

      “Unleash the beast! Hurry! I’m not fighting that... that thing!” another of the demons shouted as he pointed at Darren.

      That call traveled from one set of mouths to the next, jumping all the way to the center of the city. A magnificent pair of doors hung open, and within them was a mighty caged beast. While this city had no Demon Lords, it still had a defender.

      The doors swung open to reveal a terrible beast. Mandibles clacked like steel blades smacking against one another, and a massive head appeared from the hole. A few frightened fiends overseeing the hole stepped back in terror. They stayed where they were just long enough to activate an enchanted tablet that shattered the collar around the massive beast’s neck.

      It emerged from the hole, and its true form was revealed. It was as long as the main street through the heart of Limedeep and just as wide. Its back was scaled and slender like that of a serpent, but every few paces was the chitinous leg of an insect. Its body was halfway between a snake and a centipede, with all the most terrific aspects of both.

      But more disturbing than any was its face. Behind the mandibles and the scales was the porcelain face of a woman. Her half-lidded eyes had an expression of complete serenity. She would have been beautiful if not for the body of the beast behind her.

      Then she opened her mouth, and instead of a tongue, a worm the size of a wagon shot out, heading directly for Darren.

      

      Sense Intent: Demon Analysis

      Iris, Fifth-Order Dire Tormented Centi-serpent

      
        	This demon was born of a tormented noblewoman renowned for her beauty and grace, named Iris. She was respected but seldom seen, so when her handmaiden murdered her and took her place, no one noticed. Her handmaiden lived her life for years while the lady’s spirit waited and watched, festering in her fury and the Demonic Aura emanating from beneath her old estate. Eventually, when her old handmaiden was happily wed and preparing for the birth of her third child, Iris’ soul had finally gathered the power to seize control of a pair of humble garden creatures, a snake and a centipede.

        	The garden creatures slew the handmaiden, and her soul merged with those of the creatures and the furious noblewoman. Their combined anger and resentment festered and grew until it had size and power beyond compare.

        	She has a body of incredible physical power, near-instantaneous regeneration, energy blast attacks, poison touch abilities, and the ability to consume and refine other demons to replenish her Demonic Aura.

      

      After sidestepping the worm-like tongue, Darren swept Melancholy through the air and severed it. It fell to the ground, flopping like a worm on a hook before dying and withering away with tremendous speed.

      His sigil spoke the truth, though, and within moments, the demon’s tongue was restored to normal.

      Then she roared. Her human mouth opened wider once again, and a harrowing cry shattered every piece of glass in the city. The great beast writhed as she freed herself of the hole she’d been trapped in, and as she clawed for purchase on the surface, she shattered buildings like twigs beneath her great bulk.

      “I can end your torment,” Darren said. But, in reply, the demon only roared again. If any thought was left in her from the human she’d once been, it was so deeply suppressed she was no longer a thinking and rational being. She was a beast like the ones he’d fought outside the city. And there was only one way Darren knew of to put down beasts.

      The centi-serpent reared up on her hind legs, and Darren raised Melancholy aloft, wings spreading out behind him as he leaped off the ground and took flight.

      A beam of destructive power shot from the centi-serpent’s mouth, but Darren turned to evade. The beam followed him, but Darren raised his free hand, and a shield of Divine Aura wrapped around him.

      She snarled in fury, and her tail whipped around. On its own, the tail and the stinger that adorned it were the size of a ship, and they struck Darren with all the force that entailed. Without being able to touch the ground, even his Unstoppable and Unbreakable skill couldn’t block the blow.

      She sent Darren flying all the way into a nearby building, and he twisted to catch himself on his feet. His landing shattered the building and sent the fragments flying in the opposite direction with such speed that they shattered the next dozen buildings in their path. Just like that, half of the tallest structures in the city collapsed in on themselves and toppled to the streets below.

      But Iris the Centi-serpent wasn’t done. From her tail, she unleashed a sickly purple cloud. It wafted over the city with supernatural speed. Any demon who breathed this purple mist spluttered and groaned. Veins lined their faces as their skin blistered with incredible speed. They toppled one at a time, like flowers folding in a storm.

      But her poison could not harm Darren. He swept his hand through the air and activated Catharsis to stop the poison in its tracks. The poison disintegrated as it approached him, and its very essence was inverted. What had been poison a moment ago became a cloud of brilliant energy that healed the few scrapes and bruises he’d accumulated fighting so far.

      Then Darren raised Melancholy. Four swords of light shot down from the cavern ceiling above, pinning the centi-serpent in place in four positions. Frozen and unable to move, she had no hope of dodging as Darren flew straight towards the center of her head. He struck her in the center of her forehead, passing through skin and bone.

      His wings flared with silver light, and the serpent let out one last dying gasp. He vanished deep within her, and from the outside, it looked as though a prominent bulge was traveling through the centi-serpent from her head to the tip of her tail.

      Darren cut himself free from the demon’s tail, and he spread his wings in one sudden move to shatter the chitin and scales. There was a fountain of black and green blood. Iris, the Dire Tormented Centi-Serpent, collapsed to the ground, crushing hundreds of demons and buildings under her immense weight.

      He flicked Melancholy and shed the blood from its blade like water off a leaf. Its shimmering silver length was the only part of him that was clean. He shook his wings a moment later to splatter some of the gunk off, though that was a futile effort. Then he dove to the rest of the city to finish what he had started.

      Demon blood ran like rivers across the Fifth Layer of Hell as tens of thousands perished beneath Darren’s might. By the time he passed through a region, the walls were broken and the gates destroyed. An onlooker would guess these cities had been struck by a natural disaster, not one lone man with a quest to finish.

      With the ferocity of a beast on the prowl, Darren slaughtered his way to Taautus’ tower, leaving in his wake rows of broken demon corpses, vast billowing clouds of Divine Aura, and a few bewildered and confused newly formed seraphim. With his sword and his skills, he carved a path through Hell and cut down anything in his way.
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      Blood-soaked and ready for battle, Darren arrived at Taautus’ tower. At his feet lay the body of a massive bull. When he’d shown himself, it had charged him, only to find Darren’s strength matched its own. That had been its first and last mistake. For the moment, it couldn’t trample him. It found itself at a disadvantage. One long cut along its underbelly finished it off before it even knew the fight was over.

      As Darren tossed the dead bull aside and flapped his wings behind him, the demons guarding the tower dropped their weapons and fled. They didn’t even bother bringing their weapons. Against the foe they saw before them, their only chance was to run.

      Darren ignored them as he approached the tower. As he traveled, his passive skill was constantly exterminating undead and minor demons at his approach. He was nearly finished with his quest to slay one million of them and didn’t need to go out of his way to find more to kill.

      He planted his boot against the wooden door, shattering it with one kick.

      Taautus was not called the Experimenter without reason. Within the tower, Darren saw many strange contraptions made of equal parts machine and magic. It would take him ages to even figure out what most of them did, let alone try to replicate what one of them did.

      A metal box forged of steel and bronze sat on a table. With each passing moment, a set of six cylinders emerged from the container with the force of a small explosion before sinking back down into the box, only to blow outward once again a few seconds later.

      Loops and chains attached to another mechanism nearby, and strands of copper hung loose in the air as tiny sparks of light like those from a fire danced between them. Darren couldn’t even begin to fathom the purpose behind such a strange contraption.

      Most of Taautus’ creations were far more sinister. Nearby the strange device was a set of human skulls arranged in a circle. Demonic Spirits dwelt within each skull, but the jaws of each skull had been sewn shut, rending the forming undead completely unable to move. They could still draw Demonic Aura toward them, and draw Aura they did.

      The power in the air flowed to them from a rotting human arm in the center of the circle. The arm had started turning black with time and decay, and it was barely recognizable as the human limb it had once been. The table with six skulls surrounded by magical symbols thrummed with power, and the box in the center of it all was filled with complex magical diagrams, some of which Darren recognized.

      That energy traveled through the enchantments and followed lines leading to other objects in the room, and from them, yet more lines spread out in all directions. A thick bundle of them headed upward toward the surface, but another bundle nearly as large headed in a direction far closer to the tower itself. And as Darren watched, their destination was growing closer.

      He called Melancholy into his hand. When the fiend finally entered, Darren recognized him on sight.

      “Taautus.”

      “That I am. And you must be Darren. Darren Heavengrace, if I’m not mistaken. The Circle of Archdemons hasn’t been able to talk about anything else after you killed Melquart. And now that Astarte is gone as well, they’re starting to realize they have to take you seriously.” Taautus let out a low chuckle, approaching Darren without care. He ran his hands along the strange metal contraption Darren had been examining earlier.

      “They call me Taautus the Experimenter, but really they should call me the re-experimenter...” Taautus chuckled. “You see this thing here? It’s called an engine. The seraphim have had it for as long as they can remember, but we demons have only just discovered it. Or perhaps rediscovered it. It’s hard to say.”

      “What is it for?” Darren demanded, sword drawn and pointed at the fiend. He was a leaner and wiry thing. He had no claws or sharp teeth like the other demons he’d faced. In many ways, he was nothing more than a lean man with crimson skin and slightly pointed ears. It was hard to believe that this was Taautus, the fearsome archdemon.

      “Lots of things. Tiny explosions power the rotational motion of this rod here, which can be used to power wagons, grind grain, or weapons of war. I hoped to build a mighty metal box powered by this device that was so heavily enchanted it could roll right over fortress walls, flattening them in the process and rendering anyone inside invincible to retaliation.”

      “To conquer the surface?” Darren asked.

      “Or the heavens. Or even my neighbors here in Hell.” Taautus shrugged.

      “And this one?” With his sword still pointed at the fiend, Darren nodded at the array of human skulls.

      “That there is my pride and joy.” Taautus smiled, approaching without a care in the world for Melancholy pointed at his throat. He brushed Darren’s sword aside to lean on the table and gaze upon the skulls lined up there. “Each of these connects to a corrupted sigil. I was the one who created those tablets that allow any of the Prime Sins to steal sigil-wielders from the heavens, you know. It all started here! This is where I learned how to do it all. I must have gone through a dozen paladins in the process. I had them sit right over there.”

      Taautus pointed to a far corner of the room. In it, a withered human skeleton sat strapped to a chair. Chains still bound the corpse’s hands and ankles. Hollow eye sockets stared at the ground. Around the corpse’s neck hung a sigil much like Darren’s own. A pendant in the shape of a star.

      Darren’s fingers tightened around Melancholy, and he brought his sword back to Taautus’ neck. As soon as Taautus stopped helpfully explaining things, Darren would put an end to him.

      “You know, I saw you through the eyes of my sigil wielders on the surface,” Taautus said, holding up a hand as though debating whether he could get away with pushing Melancholy’s tip out of the way again. “We’re kindred spirits, you and I. Both eager to glean the secrets the heavens so jealously guard for themselves.”

      “I am nothing like you.”

      “Oh, but you are! You had to have noticed this.” Taautus gestured to his chest, where a corrupted sigil hung around his neck. It sat half-sunk in his flesh, and the skin around it pulsed. On a more magical level, all of the cables of Demonic Aura tethering Taautus to his device were routed through that sigil.

      The fiend grinned as he saw Darren’s eyes following the cables. “That’s right, I’m just like you. I, too, have connected countless lesser humans to my sigil so I can look through their eyes whenever I please. But there is so much more you can do than the secrets you’ve unlocked. At first, I just learned to look, and all the corrupted sigil wielders were just my spies on the surface. But then I learned to assign quests to them, just as you have. Instead of being limited to merely watching, I could make things happen on the surface. Getting a few cultists to coordinate and deliver me experiment samples was trivial, as was acquiring the parts for many of my devices here. Not everything in them can be fabricated from the resources we have in Hell, you see.

      “But then I learned a far greater skill. I could reach into each sigil connected to my network and take their powers for myself. I could borrow on their skills, doing something even the seraphim could not. With their minds and souls subordinate to my own, I could wield and master any number of skills without limit!” Taautus grinned, eyes wide with glee. His gaze darted to Darren’s, knowing the idea had to interest him. “I could teach you to do the same. Imagine having the power to reach into any sigil connected to yours. I see there are thousands of them tethered to your sigil! Imagine how much more powerful you could become! All I need is your help with my research...”

      Darren was intrigued by the idea. But then he remembered what corrupted sigil wielders were. They were bandits, thieves, murderers, cultists, and criminals. All of them were willing to murder each other over scraps. Each of them had murdered at least one fellow human to take their sigil from them. What kind of person was this fiend before him to delve into the minds of such people so eagerly?

      And what kind of person would Darren become if he did the same?

      “No.” And with that word of finality, Darren lurched forward, intent on sinking the tip of his sword through Taautus’ throat before the archdemon could so much as blink.

      But Taautus had been prepared. His skin around his throat turned gray, and his body hardened. For an instant, his flesh was as hard as enchanted steel, and even Melancholy bounced off and left little more than a scratch.

      Darren turned with the blow, preparing to strike again. The gray coloration covering Taautus’ neck was already subsiding, and it had never even stretched to reach the small of his back. Darren was confident that if he struck there, he would find flesh.

      But before he could, Taautus took a step forward, and that step carried him all the way across the room as though it had been ten paces instead of one.

      Taautus grinned, hands held behind his back with a grin on his face. He was enjoying this game of cat and mouse.

      Darren activated his movement skill, chasing Taautus down in the blink of an eye. But when Darren found the archdemon, Taautus turned invisible and intangible. He stepped right through Taautus and then came out the other side like he wasn’t even there.

      “You can’t hope to beat me,” Taautus chuckled. “You have just the few skills your one sigil permits you. But I have thousands of skills from every sigil connected to my network! I have a counter for everything you could possibly do!”

      Darren spun and twisted on his heel. Melancholy swept over Taautus’ head as the archdemon physically shrank a foot in height to dodge the blow before springing back to full size the moment he was clear of it. But Darren’s attack had been a feint. His free hand came up and grabbed Taautus by the throat.

      The instant his skin made contact with Taautus, Darren used Catharsis and Divine Energy Projection. His hand blazed with Divine Aura so bright it almost seemed like he was holding a fistful of fire. It burned Taautus at his touch, and strands of Divine Aura wrapped around the archdemon to bind him in place.

      Taautus activated one skill after another to escape Darren’s clutches. His body turned transparent and intangible again, but that skill was dismissed the moment it formed as Darren’s purification skill wiped out the Demonic Aura that powered it. Then Taautus tried to turn his skin gray again, only for that ability to be defeated as well.

      The archdemon’s eyes took on an air of desperation, losing the calm and collected demeanor he’d held at the beginning of the fight. His skin blistered as Darren’s combination of skills drilled into his body, and chunks of him started falling off one after the other.

      Darren raised Melancholy overhead, prepared to strike the final blow. But then Taautus’ grin returned as he finally found a skill that worked faster than Darren could disable it. The archdemon’s entire body melted like wax in a furnace, and eventually, Darren was left on one knee, stabbing a molten puddle that dripped through his fingers.

      Just as suddenly, Darren sensed Taautus behind him, and he turned to raise his sword just in time to block a heavy steel mace that had been coming for his head. Melancholy’s edge dug into the mace, cutting a finger-deep gouge in the demon’s weapon despite the enchantments on it.

      The archdemon leaned into his weapon, trying to overwhelm Darren with his sheer brute strength. His muscles bulged, expanding to twice their normal size. He grew by a yard, and veins popped up along his skin. His eyes turned bloodshot, and the Demonic Aura around him emanated an aura of feral might.

      Darren sensed a dozen strength skills all come into play at once. Though each individual skill was nothing special, quantity had a quality all on its own, and pooling so many powers together meant that Taautus possessed strength far beyond what any uncommon or rare skill could grant.

      But the harder he pushed against Darren’s sword, the stronger Darren resisted him. Unstoppable and Unbreakable did not rely on something as mundane as physical power. It was a complete redistribution of kinetic energy. Taautus’ own power came back and fought against him. The harder he pushed, the stronger Darren resisted.

      Meanwhile, Darren formed chains of Divine Energy. Those chains wrapped around Taautus’ heels and formed spikes over the floor. With a tug, Darren swept Taautus’ footing out from under him. The strain in the archdemon’s body sent him hurtling toward the floor straight toward a spike of Divine Energy Darren had placed in his path.

      The spike shattered, as mere energy couldn’t hope to pierce whatever Taautus was doing to reinforce his flesh. But it had no doubt been painful, and before Taautus could even finish grimacing, Darren was on his back, cutting a hand-deep strike along his spine.

      Darren sliced with one hand and reached down with the other. His free hand dug into the gash he’d made in the archdemon’s flesh, and he wrapped his fingers around the hard bone there. He cast Catharsis again, this time with blood-spattered fingers wrapping around Taautus’ spine.

      The effect was instantaneous. The archdemon howled in agony and fury, and the sheer torment of the attack kept him from activating another skill to escape Darren’s clutches.

      But Taautus didn’t become an archdemon by giving into fear. Within moments, he recovered his senses and melted again. Darren held the demon’s spine in one hand before it too melted like wax and flowed out of his grasp.

      “Those skills of yours are truly powerful!” Taautus coughed, blood dripping from his lips. “I was right to face you like this. If I had gone along with the other archdemons, I would never have had the opportunity to take your sigil for myself. Instead, you’ll die here by my hand alone. When I corrupt your sigil and add it to your network, my power will reach a new level! With your skills added to mine, I will be the strongest of all the archdemons! Even the Prime Sins will have to tread carefully when I walk through the sixth layer!”

      He cackled, eyes bloodshot and body sagging where he stood. He looked to be on his last legs, despite the greed and fervor in his eyes.

      Darren spoke for the first time since the fight began.

      “Skills are just weapons. What matters is the one who wields them.”

      Taautus snorted. “Would you still be standing here before me without such powerful skills? I don’t know how you came by such abilities, but they are a boon for me!”

      Darren had seen all Taautus had to offer. While the archdemon surely had thousands more abilities, Darren’s Sense Intent skill had kept a careful tally of everything he observed. Taautus had a strong preference for his rare skills and had favored two dozen of them above all other abilities. While the archdemon might have some other hidden power in store, Darren thought he had a good measure of most of what Taautus could do. It was time to end this fight.

      Darren’s wings emerged behind him, and with them, his powers soared to a new level. Divine Aura flowed through him. Before, his power had been a great lake, but now it was as vast as the ocean.

      The walls of Taautus’ laboratory began to crack. Their battle had shaken the tower to its very foundations, but the next series of ferocious blows were more than it could take. Stone toppled and gave way, and everything tilted sideways.

      Taautus’ mace met Darren’s sword, and the mace finally gave way after blocking Melancholy one time too many. The head came free and rolled along the ground while Melancholy carried through into the archdemon’s arm, slicing it off at the shoulder.

      The archdemon turned to flee, but Darren was on top of him again with Catharsis, disabling the skill the fiend was using. Darren prepared to strike the final blow but stopped an instant before when he saw the grin on Taautus’ face.

      A mechanical voice spoke from somewhere in the ruined laboratory. “Calibration complete. The Corruption matrix may now bypass the target’s defenses. Activate sigil conversion process?”

      “Yes!” Taautus cried. Energy surged through the broken remains of the tower, and nearby the six skulls glowed. The cord stretching between it and Taautus had glowed brightly throughout the entire fight. Its powers allowed Taautus to use skills that were not his own, and now the magical cables blazed with the sheer amount of power flowing through them

      The stone floor shattered as a dozen cables shot from the ground. Each of them was every bit as enchanted as Taautus’ mace had been, powerful beyond compare. They bound Darren’s wrists and ankles in the instant before he could strike the final blow, latching on to him.

      Darren tugged, but the cables were binding him, not struggling against him. The only kinetic energy he could use to break them was what he generated himself.

      While Darren strained, a hatch on the floor opened up to reveal a token much like the one Darren had found trying to corrupt Priestess Blossom back when he’d found her on the pirate ship.

      “Ha! Now you see you’ve fallen right into my trap! This was my plan all along. Now your sigil will be corrupted and added to my collection,” Taautus chuckled, stumbling as he fought to climb to his feet. In the end, he crawled to a nearby desk on his hands and knees, frantically rummaging around for something.

      Darren felt Demonic Aura weigh down on him, pressing against his mind from all directions. It was desperate to get in and take over his mind and spirit for its own use. Ordinarily, his purification skill was too great to feel any effect from the Demonic Aura around him. No matter how dense it was, activating that power for merely a moment would convert all the Demonic Aura around him into Divine Aura, and then it would only add to his power.

      But this time was different. He remembered what Taautus’ device said. It was bypassing his defenses somehow. The only thing guarding Darren’s soul and sigil was his own will.

      But Darren had no shortage of willpower.

      He felt as though all of Hell was pressing down against him, and his mind went back to his childhood when he was alone in that cave with his mother nowhere in sight as the Demonic Spirits whispered in his ear and pressed down all around him.

      They’d failed to take him when he was a boy, and they wouldn’t take him now that he was a man.

      He strained against the mental pressure, and he felt the token before him on the verge of shattering. The moment it did, he would turn his attention to the cables binding him. He was already nipping at them with his Divine Energy Projection skill, but when he could place his full attention on them, they too would yield.

      But then Taautus cackled. He stood and dropped a blood-red vial on the ground. The wounds he’d sported moments ago were healing with incredible speed, helped along by both a stolen regeneration skill and whatever he’d just drunk.

      “Don’t think you’ll escape my clutches that easily! I know you ran into these inventions of mine while sailing the Sacred Seas!” Taautus grinned as he pulled a rope off to the corner of his workshop. A ring of hatches lining what was left of the tower opened up, and they revealed large bronze tubes hidden within the walls.

      Darren smelled fire and sulfur, and then a moment later, every bronze tube roared like a crack of thunder.

      Huge balls the size of Darren’s head shot out one after the other, all of them aiming straight for him.

      Darren’s remaining armor shattered, and his clothes were shredded in the first volley. Each blow felt almost as bad as a blow from Kalaziel’s mace, and if he hadn’t reached the fifth order, they might have already torn his body to pieces.

      After slamming into him, the steel balls fell to the ground with a dull thud, and the fuses sticking out of them continued to burn until they exploded, throwing bits of metal shrapnel in all directions. They cut Darren’s arms and legs, and crisscrossing gashes lined his skin.

      Each time they struck him, Darren felt like there was a knife being driven into his skull. Anyone else would have been unable to stay conscious from the agony, let alone focused well enough to work at their bonds and simultaneously fight the Demonic Aura creeping into their soul. But he managed both.

      “Again!” Taautus roared, and the cannons fired once more.

      Three volleys shattered the air, and three volleys Darren weathered until eventually, he felt one of the cables give way. On the fourth wave of projectiles, Darren twisted, dodging most of them by sliding low and to the left. With one hand free, he called Melancholy back into his hand and cleaved the remaining cables apart one after another.

      Then, in a blur, he turned to the tablet that had been giving him so much trouble and crushed it to dust between his fingers.

      Taautus was shocked. He took a step back from Darren’s bloody and scowling form. “Y-you shouldn’t have been able to escape that trap! Not even a Prime Saint could have escaped that!”

      Darren said no words, but the sword in his hand was word enough. He raised Melancholy over his head, and Taautus tapped the sigil on his chest. He began to melt like he had so many times before, but this time, Darren was ready. He used Future Sight, focusing on the future and watching for where Taautus would reform.

      He arrived before Taautus did, and as the archdemon reformed, he formed with Melancholy’s blade already in his chest.

      Taautus’ eyes bulged as he looked down at the blade protruding from himself. He tried to cast his escape skill again, but Darren had a firm grasp on the demon, and his purification ability shut down every other skill. Only melting would allow him to escape again, and as he’d just used that skill to escape, he couldn’t use it again so soon.

      The archdemon’s body burned out from the inside and transformed into Divine Aura that filled the air and flowed into Darren. He cast one last shocked and hateful glance in Darren’s direction before collapsing to his knees and fading away.

      

      Ongoing Quest Progress:

      
        	Slay the Circle of Archdemons! (3/11)

        	Destroy the strongest organization of demons other than the Prime Sins, protecting humanity from their machinations forever.

        	Slay one million demons! (950,008/1,000,000)

        	All experience bonuses and rewards for the previous quest series will be doubled.
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            The Circle of Archdemons

          

        

      

    

    
      Deep in the heart of the Fifth Layer of Hell, far beneath the earth and nearly touching the sixth layer beneath it, a circular table of stone sat in a cold and dark room.

      There were no lights illuminating the table, for even Demonic Spirits trapped within skulls could some day by mischance gain the power to become more than they were, and while a Demonic Spirit couldn’t say much, there were demons who could pry secrets out of imps.

      Those who gathered here couldn’t take even the slightest chance that their plots would be overheard, for while they plotted against one another aplenty, their plans to gain even more control over the demons of the seven hells would not go over well with the Prime Sins or their mistress.

      The room had no doors. The only way inside was through touching a special tablet created by the demonic inventor Taautus. When one touched the tablet, they would vanish and reappear within a secret chamber, where some of the most powerful war golems ever stolen from the heavens lay in wait to slaughter any imposters hoping to spy on a meeting between archdemons.

      But today, in that dark chamber, there were no imposters. In fact, the meeting was more empty than any previous session had been in a long time. Three seats among eleven sat empty.

      “It is good that all of you have heeded my summons,” a rumbling masculine voice spoke. His voice was like that of a dragon. Until a few centuries ago, this demon had been a dragon in truth, though practicality and the rising dominance of the fiends had required he take effort to change his body to a more humanoid form.

      There were few enough Demon Lord towers built with a devil dragon’s dimensions, let alone cities. So he’d shrunk his dragon body to something more reasonable and now stood on two legs like a man, though the leathery wings on his back and the talons on his fingers still spoke of his origins.

      “You do not command this council, Dagon,” a giant of a woman replied.

      “Kortharat...” Dagon, the Hungering Dragon rolled his eyes at Kortharat the Giantess. Both were legends among demons in their own right, and both of them had lived through the war with the heavens more than a thousand years ago.

      Kortharat stood tall and strong, larger than most demons by her head and shoulders. This was as small as she was capable of shrinking herself. Most of the time, she was large enough to stomp cities to rubble.

      Across the room, a regal skeleton’s eyes glowed in annoyance. He was Resheph, the Undead Emperor. While the others bickered over their assets and territories, he alone ruled over an empire of the undead. They were not as strong as most demons, but their obedience to him was absolute, for he was the strongest of all the undead, and his secrets to crafting more of his kind were unrivaled by any besides the Lady of Darkness and the Prime Sins.

      Next to him sat Hadad, the Stone Ape. Once upon a time, he was a humble forest spirit whose home was destroyed by the seraphim in their battle against the first demons. That battle hardened his heart and wounded his soul, twisting him into something akin to a demon.

      His time in Hell had brought Hadad closer to his demonic cousins, but his origins were still closer to that of a wild spirit than the demons of Hell. Even the fiends who sat near him were unnerved by the strangeness of his gaze and the knowledge that he didn’t quite think the same way they did.

      Ba’alat the Shadow hovered silently above her chair, looking more like a shadow of a woman than a woman herself. No living soul had ever seen her true form, if she had one at all. Rumors said she was no demon but a spirit like Hadad. Unlike Hadad, Ba’alat had arrived in the Sacred Seas from some distant land that knew of neither demons nor seraphim.

      Moloch, the Tormentor, stood nearby, hunched over his chair as he blew air from his bovine face as six eyes blinked one after another. A pair of horns jutted from his head, each adorned with fanciful mental rings taken from the bodies of seraphim he’d slain. The minotaur’s bulky arms were crossed as he tapped his fingers on the table and waited for the meeting to end so he could return to his tower and the prisoners he was toying with there.

      Azizos the Warrior stood straight-backed and silent, eyeing the others like he was sizing them up for battle. Of everyone present, he was the most humanoid, with two arms, two eyes, and two legs. He had no horns or talons, but his skin was the red of fresh blood, and his muscled body was dotted with ten thousand scars, each a mark of pride with its own tale to tell.

      Most ignored his unspoken challenge, but Nikkal the Hawk stared back at him with her beak twisted into something that could be interpreted as both a smile and a scowl. It was hard to tell on a woman who had the head of a bird.

      Dagon’s fist slammed against the table. “Enough! In charge of this council or not, we have a problem. Melquart is dead, and all the human soul farms we’ve built up over the last century are gone. Latest reports show as many as half of our prisoners have escaped or are in the process of escaping.”

      “Half? Surely not," Kortharat huffed as she crossed her arms.

      “Surely yes, Kortharat.” Dagon glared back at the giantess. “My agents have confirmed as much. Furthermore, they have also confirmed Melquart’s death, as well as Astarte’s disappearance.”

      “I received a brazier message from a succubus just the other day, but it went out before I could ask what it was about,” Moloch said, blowing hot air across the table with every breath.

      “Me as well,” Resheph said, voice like a chill breeze.

      Hadad merely nodded. The three of them were the closest thing Astarte had to allies. None of the Circle of Archdemons truly trusted one another, but they were a partnership that sometimes had greater partnerships within it. The four of them were one such group.

      “Well, I cannot contact her, and my agents tell me that the soul lamp she gave you, Resheph, has gone as dim as a candle flame,” Dagon said. “If she’s still alive, she’s close enough to dead that she won’t be showing up to any meetings for the next few centuries, at least not without help from one of us. We’ll have to count her among the dead, like Melquart and Taautus.”

      “Taautus?” Kortharat uncrossed her arms and furrowed her brows. “Surely he isn’t dead. He never leaves his tower, and that thing is covered in traps. Not even one of us would be willing to test ourselves against whatever he has prepared without good reason.”

      Dagon let out a low chuckle. “See his tower for yourself...”

      From his draconic maw, Dagon blew a puff of fire. Instead of vanishing, the flame hovered in the air and swirled in on itself until it took shape. The burning flames changed colors and eventually resolved themselves into a depiction of a broken tower. A few fiends were picking over the pieces already, but a sharp intake of breath from Kortharat said she knew the tower on sight, despite its present state.

      “His tower is gone, and likely him with it...” Kortharat drummed her fingers against the table, a scowl plain on her face. “Who did this? And how? It had to have been one of the Prime Saints. Have you spoken with Prime Saint Kalaziel yet? He was supposed to keep the heavens off our backs in exchange for our cooperation...”

      “I told you working with him would get us dragged into hells know what!” Moloch growled.

      Resheph’s eyes glowed brighter in agreement. Hadad merely leaned on the table, staring at each of them with an unreadable expression.

      Azizos grumbled, arms flexing. “I long to go to war with the heavens once again, but the heavens have grown stronger than ever, and we have not even recovered the power we had back then. Even now, diminished as they are, the heavens could scour this place of all life if they wanted.”

      “They will not,” Resheph said. “If they destroyed the hells, the Demonic Aura would merely accumulate on the surface.”

      Ba’alat spoke for the first time, voice hushed like a whisper. Her words should have been barely audible as the others argued, but somehow her whisper carried to every corner of the room. “They are leaderless, but we are not. Some of you are old enough to remember when the lady last left her palace.”

      Faces paled. More than all the Prime Sins, the Lady of Darkness gripped their hearts with fear. In a way, the war against the heavens had merely been demons looting and pillaging in the wake of the destruction she wrought in her rebellion against the leaders of the Heavens and their plan to cast Demonic Aura and all its users into the abyss.

      The treaty with the heavens had confined her to her palace, and that was where she seemed happy to stay, manipulating demons like puppets on strings as she worked on who knew what millennia-old plan to dominate the Sacred Seas at any cost.

      “Enough speculation! I have already been in contact with Prime Saint Kalaziel, which all of you would know if you bothered to read my memos!” Dagon growled. “We face no prime saint today but a human.”

      “A human?” Moloch snorted. “How could an ordinary human slay Melquart, Astarte, and Taautus all? Impossible!”

      “Word from the heavens is that he’s managed to unlock some secret power and become a fifth-order being without first dying to become either a seraph or a demon,” Dagon explained. “We think it’s related to the rumors from twenty years ago. The ones about where the Lord of Light went when he disappeared.”

      Azizos uncrossed his arms, looking interested in the meeting for the first time. “A human as strong as we are?” He licked his lips, hands reaching for his spear strapped to the back of his chair.

      Nikkal glared at him with her hawk-like eyes until he placed his hand back on the table, but she seemed as interested as he was.

      Azizos licked his lips and turned to Dagon. “So... who draws the lucky straw? Who’s going to fight this impossibly strong human warrior?”

      “Don’t give me that look, Azizos. You either, Nikkal. You won’t be fighting this man. He killed Melquart, crippled Astarte, and destroyed Taautus in his own tower,” Dagon said. “We will not throw ourselves at him one at a time like fools and let him pick us off one by one.”

      Moloch snorted. “Taautus was an inventor, and Melquart a damned slaver. Neither of them knew how to fight. And Astarte’s plan always involved dropping to her knees and sucking her would-be killer off instead of fighting him. I could have killed all three of them if I wanted.”

      Azizos’ eyes turned to Moloch. “This from the bull who scurried in fright from the seraphim the first time he took an arrow to the chest?”

      Moloch’s lips tightened to a growl, and he stood to his full height, knocking his chair aside. “Say that again, I dare you!”

      Azizos’ own lips turned up in a grin. He rolled his eyes at Moloch, seeing more bluster than a warrior in the other demon’s great heaving bulk. “Mark your words carefully, bull. If it’s a fight you want, I’d be more than happy to oblige.”

      “Enough!” Dagon shouted. “Keep your quarrels to yourself. Moloch, pick up your chair and sit back down. And you, Azizos, don’t forget the rules of this council. There shall be no fighting within this hall.”

      Azizos shut his mouth and crossed his arms again, while Moloch picked up his chair and grumbled all the while.

      “I still think the easiest move is to simply kill the human. If you don’t think any one of us is enough, why not send two?” Moloch grumbled.

      Azizos stared at the bull-headed fiend down from across the table.

      “Do you know how much devastation this human has wreaked? The havoc he’s caused? He’s one man, but he’s one man who’s leveled entire cities on his own. The fourth layer is in chaos, cities destroyed, armies slain.”

      The flames, still hovering in the air from Dagon’s last display, shifted to show shattered walls and battlefields running black and red with the blood of thousands of demons.

      “The carnage on the fifth layer is worse.” The flames before Dagon shifted again, showing even larger cities that many of the gathered archdemons recognized. There were a few sharp intakes of breath. “He’s slaughtered everyone in his way. Hundreds of demon lords gone at once. Those of us gathered here are strong, but can any of you say you could kill nearly three hundred Demon Lords at once?”

      There was silence all around the room. Azizos’ fingers looked like they wanted to reach for his spear through sheer instinct, but his hands went still as a bead of sweat dripped from his brow.

      “Three hundred?” Azizos asked.

      “All at once,” Dagon confirmed. “And that was just one city. The death toll for demon lords is somewhere near a thousand. And for regular fiends? We expect he’s going to hit a million slain any day now.”

      “Sounds like a problem,” Kortharat admitted as she stroked her jaw.

      There was silence around the table for a long minute, and for the first time in many centuries, the Circle of Archdemons stood united against a common foe and put their petty differences aside. For the first time in living memory, they didn’t look like they were planning to stab each other in the back at the first opportunity.

      Resheph finally spoke. “We must lay a trap.”

      “Yes, that’s exactly what needs to happen,” Dagon said.

      Kortharat frowned. “All of us? Truly? I know this human is dangerous, but what of our other assets? Will we just let them be destroyed while we wait for our target to come to us?”

      Ba’alat shook her head, wisps of shadows spreading throughout the room as she whispered, “Do not take this man lightly.”

      “My agents have reported that the human we are up against wields an incredibly powerful ability specifically meant to counter demons like us. Even if all of us were to face him at once, there’s no guarantee that we’d all make it out unscathed. Or even that we’d take him down before he fled. And given the rate his abilities have improved, this might be our one and only chance to deal with him. No, I’m proposing we take out the prisoner and prepare him for battle. Any skills meant to target demons will have no effect on him.”

      “You want to use him?” Kortharat scowled. “I don’t like this plan.”

      Resheph turned to Kortharat. “Do you not trust my seals?”

      Kortharat snorted and answered honestly. “No. I don’t trust any of your undead servants, skeleton. The jobs of too many hard-working fiends have been replaced by unfeeling undead over the last few centuries. And the only thing worse than an undead is a seraph.”

      “I propose a vote,” Dagon said. “Shall we bring out the prisoner or not? Yay or nay?”

      “Nay,” Kortharat said.

      “Yay,” Resheph said.

      “Nay,” Moloch huffed.

      “Yay,” Ba’alat whispered.

      “Yay,” Nikkal said.

      “Nay.” Azizos scowled.

      Hadad nodded silently, never speaking all the while.

      “And I say yay,” Dagon said. “That makes this five to three. All of us will gather in my tower. Then, we will prepare the prisoner to deal with this human, Darren Heavengrace.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren stood atop the ruins of another fiend city, watching as the tower before him crumpled like wet paper.

      The massive decadent structure, lined with gold and sprawling as wide as a palace, turned into nothing more than a heap of glittering rocks. At least they were square and mostly of useful size. Darren was certain the craftsmen back in Limedeep could make use of the rubble, and there might be a few valuables hidden within.

      So he swept what was left of Demon Lord Moloch’s tower into his Inventory and scoured the city. He picked off the greedy fiends busy looting instead of running and took the bags of holding they’d assembled for him on his behalf. When the city was fully destroyed, the humans within it freed, and all of its valuables safely tucked away in Darren’s Inventory, he glanced one last time at the largest Demon Lord’s tower within the settlement.

      This had been where the archdemon Moloch the Tormentor was supposed to be staying. But when Darren toppled the tower, no furious archdemon had shown his face.

      Pity that. He’d been hoping to add another one or two to his quest bar before this Circle of Archdemons started taking him seriously. If he could have trimmed them down to just four or five left, he would have had free rein over the fifth layer of Hell and been confident in bringing his human warriors’ training on the level above to where he was now. It would make his rescue operations a lot easier.

      In his experience, demons rarely trusted one another, and alliances like this Circle of Archdemons were rare and easily broken. He initially had hoped to fracture them like a mason’s hammer driven through stone. But the Circle had proven itself both wiser and more adaptable than he’d given them credit for.

      In times long past, this would have been Darren’s signal to abandon the quest and leave the area. But this time, there were several reasons to continue fighting.

      Every city he destroyed rescued more and more imprisoned humans who’d been tormented for who knew how long. If Darren didn’t rescue them now, no one ever would. They’d be trapped right where they were, right up until the end of their days. That alone wasn’t something Darren could tolerate.

      Beyond that, he also had his own people to consider. Sasha, Morgana, Cassandra, Callum, and all of his new friends from Limedeep. If he left the Circle of Archdemons alive, they would be in constant danger, training on the higher levels of Hell. Even if he couldn’t complete his quest, he needed to cripple them to the point that they wouldn’t be a threat to his people for a long time.

      The Circle of Archdemons had presented him with an irresistible opportunity. They’d each abandoned their towers and the cities they ruled over with an iron fist. That left everywhere they were not ripe for Darren’s arrival. He could sweep through the area like a storm, leveling everything and slaying every demon in his sights. Even if he didn’t slay a single new Archdemon, he would have so thoroughly depopulated Hell that if the Archdemons or the Prime Sins wanted anything done, they’d have to come and do it themselves.

      Darren found the prospect of dealing with one of the most powerful demons one on one in single combat far more palatable than a few weaker demons wreaking havoc while he wasn’t looking. He could only be in two places at once at the most, as things currently stood.

      His sigil had provided a new quest after the completion of the previous one.

      

      Quest Completed!

      
        	Slay one million demons!

        	Experience boost to all skills has been applied.

      

      New Special Hidden Quest!

      
        	Slay Ten Million Demons! (4.4 million/10 million)

        	Experience bonuses will be doubled again.

      

      Darren hadn’t been entirely sure he could even count to ten million when he began the quest. How many demons was that? He hadn’t even been sure there were that many demons in all the hells put together. There couldn’t be more demons than humans, since they needed human souls to live. Darren remembered Cassandra taking a census of Limedeep, a particularly large city in the Sacred Seas, and the population had been a few hundred thousand in total after Gaimon’s invasion. That number was higher now as people returned, and he sent all the people he’d rescued in Salsroth and Hell there, but it surely couldn’t have approached anything close to the number of demons his quest demanded he slay.

      Thankfully, the cities here on the fifth layer were of far greater density than anything else he’d ever seen, including Silvercross in the Blackwind Empire or Yellowcrest in the Northern Trade Union. They made far greater use of those Demonic Spirit lights lining the streets, as well as tiny undead servants to follow them around and carry their things. Both died instantly to Darren’s mere presence and did quite a bit to pad the numbers of demons slain with each city conquered.

      Not that he wasn’t killing his share of demons. Sitting in the center of the city was a pile of demons heaped as tall as the nearby buildings. Broken swords and wicked whips lined the streets. These demons had fought Darren in a hopeless fight to buy their comrades enough time to slaughter all the human prisoners and use up their souls completely for soul stones before he could rescue them.

      Fortunately for the prisoners, Darren had proven more than these demons could take, and he hacked through them all before the demons had killed more than a third of their number. Most of the casualties had been in the normal humans without a sigil and the Holy Adepts, but in a grim way that had made the rescue even easier. Fourth-order humans with wings could fly across the fifth layer relatively, and most people at the third order had picked up a movement skill at one point or could be pushed to the fourth order a little early with Darren’s help.

      “Heavens above, are you certain you are not one of the Prime Saints descended to save us?” one of the rescued archpriestesses said as she looked between Darren and the massive pile of dead demons.

      Darren shoved Melancholy into the heap, and his sword began converting the remaining Demonic Aura within them into Divine Aura that the rescued humans could use to fuel their own skills long enough to escape Hell.

      “I’m certain. Go that way.” Darren pointed back in the direction he’d come. “Follow the road through each destroyed city, recharging your Divine Aura as you go.”

      The archpriestess gulped as she realized what that implied. Darren had destroyed every demonic city between them and the path leading up to the fourth layer.

      “W-what about the fourth layer? How will we slip by the demons there?” the archpriestess asked, heat flushing in her cheeks as a smile touched her lips. After all they’d done to her, the deaths of so many demons seemed to excite her in ways that weren’t quite natural. She rubbed her thighs together, staring up at Darren as she grinned.

      “Continue to follow the rubble. You will find friends on the third layer. They will see you sorted.”

      And then Darren continued onward, leaving the rescued people behind to make their way to the surface on their own. The next city on his map was ruled by a Demon Lord by the name of Dagon.
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        * * *

      

      Darren sensed something was different about this city from the moment he arrived. Unlike most of the settlements on the fifth layer, this one had walls and far more guards than normal. At first, he credited it to this Archdemon Dagon being more paranoid than the rest of his kin. The guards around the city died as easily as those everywhere else, and soon Darren was past the gates and the walls. The cobblestones lining the street were freshly placed, though someone had worked hard recently to make them look worn as they were.

      His next step was to find where the humans were being kept. Their auras were faint, and there weren’t as many of them here as there usually were, but hopefully, they could travel quick enough to combine their numbers with the other group he’d rescued to make their escape a little easier.

      But then the distant tower rumbled, and Darren sensed the power of a fifth-order Demon Lord at the peak of their power.

      “Human! I, Azizos, challenge you to battle!”

      The demon who stepped forward was human-shaped except for his red skin and bulging physique. Looking at him as he walked with his spear slung over his shoulder and loincloth blowing in the breeze, he was even more muscular than Darren was.

      He hefted his spear, pointing it at Darren as he reached to his side. The bag of holding tucked in his loincloth stretched, and he pulled out a circular shield as large as his torso. A helmet appeared a moment later. It was cast of bronze, as were the rest of his weapons. He looked antiquated, like a human warrior who’d stepped out of the distant past to battle him.

      Perhaps that’s just what had happened. Many of these demons were hundreds or thousands of years old, and this one might have been alive in the Sacred Seas when warriors wielded more bronze than steel. Not that the material of his armor or weapons would matter much. The enchantments on all of them were some of the most strength and durability-focused that he’d ever seen, and they were all flush with Demonic Aura. They had to be to put up to the abuse a fifth-order being could put them through.

      With both shield and spear in hand, he approached Darren with a stern gaze and a grin on his face. He was eager for this fight.

      Ordinarily, Darren would have been happy to oblige him. This battle certainly seemed more straightforward than the one with Taautus or Astarte, and he preferred a straight fight.

      But the moment Azizos said his name, Darren’s instincts flared in the back of his mind. This was the territory of Archdemon Dagon. Why was Azizos here?

      Darren pointed Melancholy’s tip at Azizos and turned his full attention to Future Sight, utilizing the skill to his maximum capacity. He spoke before Azizos got too close, buying himself a little more time to turn his skills to his senses and his surroundings.

      “Azizos? Where is Dagon?”

      Azizos scowled. “I’m your foe! Don’t waste your breath waiting for that old dragon. He’ll show up to witness my victory!”

      Azizos lunged forward with his spear dead ahead. A sidestep would avoid it and close the distance between him and the archdemon. Darren had fought spear-wielding demons before, and despite Melancholy’s size, most demons wielded longer spears. They’d have the advantage in reach until he got within their guard, at which point the demon would have to drop their spear and draw a sword of their own. He could tell Azizos had something similar strapped to the back of his shield and was ready to be drawn the moment the spear was no longer useful.

      But Darren fought against the obvious response. Something still didn’t feel right. If the Circle of Archdemons had still thought they could take him one at a time, then why hadn’t they been at any of the other cities he’d visited. And why was Azizos in a city the succubi he rescued said was controlled by Dagon?

      So, instead of trying to slip past Azizos’ guard, Darren took a step back.

      “What’s this? The invincible human warrior who’s slaughtered his way through Hell is in retreat just like that?” Azizos scoffed. “Are you truly unwilling to face the great and mighty Archdemon Azizos? Come on, it has been so long since I had a real fight!”

      Azizos lunged forward once more, and once more, Darren took a step back. But this time, his Future Sight revealed the surprise attack he’d been expecting all the while.

      A boulder started falling from above. It was as large as a house, as heavy as ten of them, and wide enough to completely cover the street Darren stood on. If Darren had been completely focused on the fight, he wouldn’t have had the chance to look up. And without that chance, he wouldn’t have seen the boulder until it was too late.

      But he had sensed it thanks to his abilities and well-honed instincts. Instead of taking another step back, Darren unveiled his archpaladin wings, crouched low, and took flight for a brief moment.

      He jumped over Azizos in a sudden and unexpected move, landing just behind the archdemon in time to shove him forward and send him flying into the spot Darren himself would have been in if he had taken another step backward.

      The panic in Azizos’ eyes was immediate, and his heels lit with a crimson glow as he moved out of the way with all the speed whatever he used for a movement skill could grant him. But the boulder was already falling, and it came down half on top of him, crushing his legs.

      “Curses and damnation!” Azizos snarled. “This isn’t a fair fight! Get this boulder off me and let me pick up my spear, and then I’ll show you--”

      His voice was abruptly cut off by Darren splitting his skull in half with Melancholy. Just like that, another of the Circle of Archdemons died.

      “By all the foulest Felbeast Dung,” a bull-faced man standing on a tall building hovering over the streets huffed, puffing hot air as he did so.

      “Moloch, you missed,” another demon nearby groaned.

      “How was I supposed to know he was going to throw Azizos under the boulder! This isn’t on me!” the bull-faced demon protested. “If anything, Azizos is to blame. We were supposed to wait until he was deeper in the city.”

      “You’re the idiot who dropped a boulder on Azizos, Moloch.”

      The archdemons bickered among one another for a moment while Darren took careful count and swept his senses around his surroundings. Taautus had gotten him in a trap when he’d been just a little too overconfident in his level of power. Sure enough, there was another trap waiting in store for him, hidden under the street. His instincts about the look of the cobblestones had been right, and these demons had a similar trick in store for him. But he wouldn’t have survived as long as he had by falling for the same tricks twice.

      A massive woman smacked the bull-faced man on the arm. “Moloch! Activate the trap!”

      But despite his grumbling, the streets lit up with Demonic Aura, and power flowed through them.

      Ten white bone protrusions shot out of the ground to reveal the arms of a massive skeleton. Those hands tried to wrap around Darren, but he was already almost out of reach by the time they started emerging. He ducked beneath a building, weaving through the entrance in the blink of an eye and cutting a hole out the back for himself as the arms writhed to bring more and more of themselves out of the earth. They reached through the tunnel Darren made, only to find him already gone. He doubled back then, jumped over the building, and landed on the outstretched arm. In one blow, he shattered the clawing limb, and the skeletal arm fell to the ground.

      A shrill cry came up from below the earth, and the undead to whom the arm belonged finally showed itself. It wasn’t as large as the massive limbs suggested. In fact, its arms were the most massive thing about it. The rest of its body was composed of a human’s head on the body of a gorilla. Darren didn’t know what manner of giant beast the arms were from, but its current body made it look like an infant with the arms of a brawny man attached to it.

      It lunged at Darren with its remaining limb, but he sidestepped and quickly took the undead apart piece by piece. Melancholy cleaved through its bones like cleaving through butter, and in a few moments, he was crushing its skull beneath his boot and putting the screaming undead out of its misery. Despite its size, it had been just a fourth-order demon, and it would have only been a threat to him if it had caught him and given the others a chance to attack while it restrained him.

      “Archdemons,” Darren said as he stared up at his true foes. Their bickering went silent as they met his gaze, and Moloch, the bull-faced man, turned away.

      Eventually, a demon who resembled a dragon spoke back to him. Darren placed him as Dagon from the information he’d gathered from the succubi he’d rescued.

      “Human! You can’t possibly hope to invade Hell on your own! Even the Heavens tried that and failed!” Dagon shouted.

      Darren gestured to the city. “And yet, here I am.”

      Dagon scowled at that, and the rest of the archdemons looked troubled.

      Eventually, Dagon spoke again. “What do you want? Perhaps we can negotiate.”

      That was something Darren hadn’t expected. Demons, negotiate? They’d never made such an offer to him before. But perhaps that was because they’d always seen him as an insignificant human before. When he’d been growing up in Hell, he’d always been prey. But now, these demons were afraid of him. He could see it in their eyes.

      “Release all human prisoners and never return to the surface,” Darren said. “Do this, and I will leave.”

      Dagon pursed his lips. “We can’t do that. You see, much of the Circle of Archdemons’ power lies in the fact that we can use soul stones to influence vast numbers of demons to do our bidding. Without human souls, we can’t make soul stones. And without soul stones, the Circle of Archdemons is just another band of Demon Lords.”

      “Find another source. Otherwise, you will have no demons left to command.”

      Dagon glanced at the others, and they looked back at him. His expression hardened as a look of determination came over his face. He turned to one of his comrades, a shadowy woman more darkness than demon. That had to be Ba’alat. A look passed between them, and Ba’alat’s shadows crept across the ground, growing wider and darkening the surrounding lands. Despite Darren’s presence, the Demonic aura in the air grew denser. Ba’alat possessed a power to enhance the Demonic Aura in an area just as he could enhance the Divine Aura in an area.

      “No. I don’t think we will. I think we’ll take all the humans we please and more,” Dagon replied. “And after we defeat you, you will be the prime jewel of our collection! A fifth-order human! Imagine the soul stones we could make! Perhaps you will be the path for us to reach the power of the Prime Sins...”

      The six archdemons landed on the broken cobblestone street to surround Darren. He took a step back, placing the boulder and Azizos’ corpse to his back as he prepared to duel six archdemons at once.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as he finished speaking, Dagon transformed. His mouth grew longer and more reptilian. The spines lining his body sprouted longer and pointier. Faint creases lining his skin soon became scales as tough as iron, and a pair of leathery bulges on his back sprouted into wings.

      A moment later, a massive crimson dragon stood where Dagon had been moments ago, growing all the larger with each passing moment. Darren didn’t even have a moment to take in the sight before Dagon spat a gout of blue and purple fire at him.

      

      Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Devil Dragon Breath (Epic)

        	This ability sprays viscous purple fluid that both burns and dissolves anything it comes into contact with. It can only be extinguished with Divine Aura.

      

      Darren created a shield with Divine Energy Projection, and behind it, he used his purification skill to deal with the flame in a more permanent fashion.

      But while he was dealing with Dagon, the others were transforming one at a time.

      Moloch shifted, falling to his knees for a moment as his lower body enlarged. His feet looked more like hooves than human feet, and his body turned larger than ever. It elongated, and a second set of legs appeared as his rear stretched out. After a moment, he became a human with the lower body and the head of a bull. From his bag of holding at his side, he withdrew a massive battleax, which he twirled over his head once before jumping off the building he was standing on and threw himself at Darren.

      

      Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Tormentor’s Battlelust (Epic)

        	The more damage the wielder deals to their opponents with their weapon, the more painful each of their blows becomes to the target. Even light blows can eventually add up to become cripplingly painful when used in conjunction with this skill.

      

      It was curious that Moloch chose an axe for use with the skill he wielded. That ability seemed like the sort of thing that would benefit from a lighter and faster touch. But then again, the brawny bull man didn’t seem the type to wield a dainty weapon and score light blows until he won a fight. The axe suited his look, though not his abilities. Perhaps that was more important to the bull-faced archdemon.

      Next to Moloch, Nikkal the Hawk cocked her bird-like head at Darren. The air around her churned, whipping up into a frantic frenzy. Though she had no wings of her own, she held her arms out and took flight. In a swooping dive, she launched herself toward him as phantom claws appeared at her heels, ready to strike.

      

      Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Deathstrike (Epic)

        	This ability targets weak points in an opponent’s defense. If struck with sufficient speed and strength, this attack can slay even an opponent of equal strength instantly.

      

      Kortharat didn’t change shape at all. She remained a large, red-skinned woman, the same as ever. But what did change was her size. She started just a bit taller and brawnier than Sasha, but within moments her entire body had enlarged so that instead of standing on top of a building, she merely had one foot propped up against it. She righted herself and heaved, bringing her heel down against the energy barrier Darren had erected to block Dagon’s fire breath.

      

      Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Titan’s Might (Epic)

        	This ability dramatically increases the user’s size, strength, and durability. If the user is killed in their giant form, their original body will emerge from the back of the corpse’s neck unharmed, though depleted of Demonic Aura.

      

      Her leg was so massive she could probably kick down the walls of Limedeep as easily as a child kicking down a castle of sand. It reminded Darren of Sasha’s ability, only this one was far more powerful. Kortharat was as big as Sasha could get within moments, and she continued to grow ever larger with each moment that passed. There was no way his energy shield could hold, so he had to dodge.

      He could have easily slipped aside, despite the fire breath and Moloch charging at him with an axe overhead. But behind him, skeletons rose from the earth like they were crawling from their graves. They came in tens and twenties, and the doors to the nearby shops opened to reveal yet more undead. In moments, Resheph had summoned an entire army to stand in Darren’s way.

      

      Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Undead Legion (Epic)

        	This ability is the signature skill of Resheph, the Undead Emperor. It allows him complete control over any undead he personally crafted, regardless of the number.

      

      The undead army crept toward him. Under any other circumstance, Darren would have gone for Resheph first. Taking out the brains of an undead horde would be the easiest way to turn them from an army to a mob without a single functioning brain between the lot of them. Most of them would wander off after that or even attack one another.

      But the final and last foe held a stick and positioned himself between Darren and Resheph.

      Hadad stared Darren down from across the battlefield, animalistic eyes studying him with a sense of intelligence that almost didn’t seem like it belonged there.

      

      Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Flesh to Stone (Mythic)

        	This ability turns any entity that meets the user’s gaze to stone.

      

      Darren was surrounded by enemies on all sides, all of them fighting to be the one to end him. Each one of these archdemons was a mighty warrior in their own right who’d lived for centuries and survived constant battles and fights for dominance.

      In the bundle of papers the succubi had given him, Darren read about no less than a dozen brave archpaladins, archpriestesses, and archclerics who’d given their lives in an attempt to kill Moloch on his own. Every one of them had failed. And all records indicated he was the weakest of the archdemons. None of those other would-be heroes would have dreamed of facing any more than one of these demons, even with a team of their own to support them. And yet, here and now, Darren faced six of them at once.

      But this wasn’t the first time Darren had been surrounded by demons, and it wouldn’t be the last.

      He took all their attacks in over the span of a single heartbeat. In the next, he prepared his reply.

      Before Hadad’s ability could take effect, Darren used Skill Shattering to disable it. Though there were many other incoming attacks he would have liked to disable, Hadad’s was the most dangerous.

      Nikkal, Moloch, and Dagon were all rushing toward him with their own abilities, so he wanted to slow them.

      He activated Swords of Revealing Light. Three beams of light in the shape of swords descended from above, stabbing into each of the archdemons. They winced in synchrony and froze for a moment as Darren’s skill locked them in place.

      That just left Kortharat’s giant heel coming down and Resheph’s army of undead coming in from all directions, blocking his escape. He would use one to deal with the other.

      The largest mass of undead were lunging toward him just as Kortharat’s heel was about to come down on him. So Darren used Unstoppable and Unbreakable and held up his hand. His tiny hand caught Kortharat’s descending foot, capturing all the energy that massive limb was bringing down against him. Thinking Darren was merely using some strength skill, Kortharat pressed harder, like trying to crush a bug. But that continuous force only added to the tremendous amount of power now at Darren’s disposal.

      While holding the giantess off with one hand, Darren slammed Melancholy into the side of one of the largest skeletons headed his way.

      The undead’s skull turned to powder instantly, and the rest of its body flew in all directions in chunks of shrapnel ranging from the size of a fingernail to the size of a fist. They flew toward the rest of the undead legion, shredding more undead as they passed.

      An entire wave of undead standing behind the first died from the force of the inhuman blow, leaving a swath of slaughtered undead roughly the size of one of Kortharat’s footprints. But Darren wasn’t done. More undead came in from all directions, and another wave of undead died. With each blow, Darren slew a hundred. In ten, he’d slain a thousand, and Resheph’s undead legion was quickly becoming closer to an undead regiment. Before long, there wouldn’t be enough of them to play a major role in this battle.

      But by then, Darren had other concerns. His stun only kept Dagon, Moloch, and Nikkal in place for a moment before they shook off the attack and charged once more. Nikkal was the first to arrive, and her phantom talons were headed right for his head. At the last moment, he ducked low to dodge.

      But Darren had been watching for the moment she’d strike, and Future Sight warned him of her approach. He twisted, pointing Melancholy upward at the bottom of Kortharat’s foot in the same move that he tore free the tattered remains of his armored shirt and threw them at Nikkal’s legs.

      Kortharat howled in pain, hopping backward on her good leg as she clutched the foot Darren had just skewered from the bottom up with Melancholy. Nikkal tumbled as the tattered remains of Darren’s shirt wound around her legs and plucked her from the sky like a bird caught in a hunter’s net.

      In the same motion, he continued his twist to bring Melancholy between him and Moloch, raising it just in time to deflect the bull-faced man’s axe.

      “You will die to me! Moloch the Tormentor!” Moloch snarled as the two locked weapons.

      But Darren didn’t bother replying. He locked the axe head with Melancholy’s guard and twisted, forcing Moloch to move if he wanted to keep a grip on his own weapon.

      Moloch did so, which was his first mistake. Approaching from his other side, Dagon was roaring a furious draconic cry filled with acid and fire. Before, it had been heading for Darren, but now Moloch was standing between him and the dragon’s breath like a shield.

      Darren rolled backward as Moloch took the blow. He landed next to Nikkal, who was busy unwinding his shirt from her legs to climb back on her feet and rejoin the fight. Darren swept Melancholy through where she was on the ground, but the archdemon had another trick up her sleeve and vanished in a gust of wind, only to reappear a few paces behind where she’d been before. She glared at him fiercely for a moment before toppling backward on her ass again, as Darren’s armored shirt still wound about her ankles.

      Moloch was closer, so Darren turned back to the bull-faced man.

      “Aaarghhh!” Moloch cried as his skin burned and sizzled. Black devil dragon fire enveloped him completely, burbling and sizzling as it fought to consume him. Dagon’s fire breath was truly powerful, and any lesser demon would be destroyed instantly. But archdemons were made of sterner stuff, and Moloch seemed more durable than most.

      Darren decided to put him out of his misery. So with Melancholy leveled, he thrust straight for the base of Moloch’s neck. With one smooth blow, he cut deep into Moloch’s flesh. The charred and sizzled demon flesh parted easily before his blade, and soon Moloch’s bull-faced head was sliding free of the rest of him.

      Another swing and his human torso was tumbling down as well. Dagon swerved and landed on the ground, casting Moloch’s body one last glance before blowing another gout of flame at Darren, but Darren was already moving again. Dagon slammed his jaw shut as soon as he realized his fire breath was headed directly for Nikkal, who was only now getting to her feet.

      While the hawk woman frantically batted away the incoming waves of fire, Darren had more undead to deal with. Resheph stood in the distance, wringing skeletal palms together as the remains of his undead legion were cut apart and again and again.

      In the distance, his eyes lit brighter as he crushed his fist together, and the broken remains of several hundred undead shot into the air. They quickly reformed into a mighty giant of an undead composed of hundreds of smaller bones held together through nothing more than Demonic Aura.

      A quick analysis showed Darren two weaknesses. There had to be an intact skull in there for the Demonic Spirits to reside, and the undead itself had to be consuming a tremendous quantity of Demonic Aura from Resheph in order to maintain it.

      He targeted the latter vulnerability and plunged Melancholy into the small of the massive undead giant’s back, siphoning out all the Demonic Aura he could. The undead couldn’t reach behind itself to withdraw the sword and was helpless to resist its power.

      Sliding down the undead’s back, he saw Nikkal just starting to climb to her feet after untangling her legs. Darren reached for the undead’s heel behind him and tore a large thigh bone free from the mass of bones there. He threw it at Nikkal and nearly struck a solid blow against her head as she scrambled to get out of the way. She ducked in time to avoid the thigh bone, but it wasn’t a serious attack, just something meant to keep her off his back for a few moments longer while he took on Dagon and the undead.

      Darren reached into his Inventory for a spare weapon. He jumped, traveling ten times his height in one leap to land on top of Dagon’s dragon head. He shoved the sword from his Inventory into the Devil Dragon’s skull only to find his weapon buckled and broke, leaving nothing more than a thin scratch on the scales adorning the top of Dagon’s head.

      Darren cursed inwardly at the poor quality of these looted weapons and reached for another spare, only for it to snap in two as well. He’d never run into this problem with Melancholy before. Perhaps his incredible sword had made him soft.

      While he stabbed Dagon again and again, the devil dragon shook his head furiously to try to dislodge him. But he hooked his legs around the horns jutting out of the top of Dagon’s head, and locked himself firmly in place.

      In the end, Dagon did the only thing he could do and started changing back into his smaller and more human shape. The devil dragon’s skull grew thinner as he transformed, and Darren finally found a weapon that could pierce the thinning scales. But he barely had the chance to drive it a hand’s breadth deep into the devil dragon’s skull before the horns on the back of his head shrank too much for him to hold on to.

      Flung loose, Darren landed on the ground and found himself face to face with Hadad, the Stone Ape.

      This was the demon who’d tried to turn him to stone when the fight began, and Darren was holding Skill Shattering in reserve to deal with another attack like that one. It was ready to be used again, and he suspected Hadad’s ability would not be ready for a long while. But Darren wouldn’t take that risk unless this battle turned against him.

      Hadad hefted his stick overhead and brought it down on Darren’s head, but Darren sidestepped and jumped inside Hadad’s guard. He grabbed the upper half of Hadad’s staff and twisted, using the shaft’s own length as a lever to overpower Hadad and tear it from the ape-demon’s grasp.

      But that was a trick Hadad had seen before. In one smooth motion, he swept his hand further up and pulled, dragging Darren closer to him. The two of them wrestled over the stick for a moment, and to both their surprise, they found themselves evenly matched.

      Darren had to break off when Nikkal was on her feet again and coming at him with those phantom blades of wind. Darren’s Future Sight skill warned them that in mere moments, they would pierce the back of his skull and put an end to the battle. Thanks to her unique skill, a single direct strike would end the fight, so keeping her out of battle had been crucial.

      But he was nearly out of tricks to keep her away. The longer he tried batting her aside, the more chances he gave her to land a blow. He needed to put her down sooner rather than later.

      So he ran to the undead currently toppling to the ground as Melancholy siphoned the last of its Demonic Aura away, draining Resheph’s power reserves. Nikkal charged him, thinking she had caught him unaware by swooping from above and behind. But Darren was always watching, and the moment she was within reach, he spun on one heel and swept Melancholy through where he knew she would be.

      He felt his sword cut cleanly through her flesh, and her right leg came free and batted him in the shoulder as Nikkal tumbled in the dirt behind him. She tried to conjure shields of billowing wind and blades of air, but Darren let the attacks wash over him, dealing no more than superficial cuts. With one finishing blow, he put Nikkal down and ended the threat she posed to him.

      Just like that, three more of the Circle of Archdemons were dead. Perhaps he could finish them all today despite their attempts at an ambush. Darren found himself surprised at his own strength and perhaps a bit disappointed. He’d expected more from the fearsome Circle of Archdemons.

      “Dagon, where is the prisoner? Where is our secret weapon?” Kortharat demanded. She had shrunk down a few yards in height, but in doing so, had healed the crippling wound Darren had dealt to her foot.

      “On his way! We needed the Divine Aura to charge him! Azizos attacked too early!” the devil dragon replied.

      Darren furrowed his brows.

      Prisoner? Secret weapon?

      Ashe sensed it before he did. [Darren, there’s something heading this way.]

      At first, it only felt like an ordinary mass of Divine Aura, like the kind he created with Melancholy whenever he slew a powerful demon. But then he turned his senses in the direction Ashe directed him, and he realized she was pointing him deeper into the city. He hadn’t done any fighting there nor slain any demons. And yet there was a powerful quantity of Divine Aura approaching ever closer.

      [Curses and damnation. I can’t believe the Circle of Archdemons was this mad. Not even the Prime Sins had the stones to do something like this.]

      “What is it?” Darren asked.

      [A prisoner from the last war with the heavens. He... he was someone I used to know. I thought he was dead. Little did I know he was chained up here in the Fifth Layer, imprisoned all this time.]

      Darren was about to ask for more, but further clarification proved unnecessary. The man showed himself moments later.

      Tattered wings hung limply along his shoulders, snipped off halfway. They would be useless for flight, and from the look of them, they hadn’t been used for flying in a long time. Two chains bound either of them, though whatever they attached to had been cleaved off in a hurry and what hung off those tattered wings now was nothing more than a few cold iron links.

      Matching bands of metal wrapped around the man’s wrists and ankles, and a bandage covered one eye. Blood dripped down his face, and the mangy mess of a beard and hair along his jaw didn’t portray any of the austere countenances of the seraphim that Darren was used to.

      Darren took in the figure and held his breath at what he saw.

      Ex-Prime Saint Sydyk, Saint of Righteousness (Sixth-Order)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Ashe began to explain, but Darren figured out what was happening on his own. The Circle of Archdemons had captured a Prime Saint during their last war with the heavens. For whatever reason, his comrades had thought him dead. And now, they had him under their sway as the Circle of Archdemons’ secret weapon meant to deal with any foe they couldn’t beat on their own.

      A foe like Darren.

      He narrowed his eyes at the hunched figure of Sydyk. He’d certainly seen better days. Unlike Kalaziel, who kept a diligently maintained look of a distinguished commander, Sydyk seemed like a ruffian clothed only in rags and stooped over like an old man. His body was withered like a man who’d gone without food and water for months. To get a sixth-order seraph to look this sickly, the demons had to have starved him of Divine Aura for centuries. Only the worst human prisoners at the fourth order looked anything approaching Sydyk’s level of withered and sickly.

      But that withered and sickly look was vanishing with each passing moment. He stepped into the Divine Aura Darren had created by slaying Moloch, Azizos, and Nikkal, and his face flushed with new life. His withered muscles grew sturdier, and his body began looking healthier by the moment.

      Eyes closed, he looked at the sky and sighed. Though there was nothing but cavern ceiling overhead, Sydyk’s gaze seemed so far away he might as well have been staring through them to the clouds above.

      “Don’t just stand there. Resheph! Make him attack!” Kortharat hissed at the skeletal emperor at her heels.

      Resheph gathered what scraps of Demonic Aura he had left after Melancholy had siphoned nearly everything he had from the giant undead connected to him.

      That power flowed into Sydyk’s bones through a series of tiny metal studs adorning the seraph’s entire body. At first, Darren thought they’d been some armor or decoration, but now that he saw them in action, he knew better.

      These were no fanciful adornments. They were conduits drilled right into the seraph’s bones. And those bones were carved with the same animating magic as Resheph’s skeletal warriors. Sydyk’s skeleton was one of Resheph’s undead soldiers. That was how they were controlling him.

      Darren winced inwardly. Carving so many enchantments onto the seraph’s bones from head to toe had to be an incredibly painful experience.

      Sydyk opened his eyes as Resheph motioned him forward, and the magic along his skeleton moved him in the direction his master bid.

      “Attack,” Resheph commanded, and Sydyk picked up a massive silver hammer from where it had been dragging beside him along the ground.

      Darren stared the ex-Prime Saint down. “Can you hear me?”

      But Sydyk made no reply. His eyes seemed hazy and distant. If he could sense anything around him, he wasn’t showing it.

      Darren realized he would have no option but to fight the fallen Prime Saint. He would have preferred to rescue him, given that Ashe seemed like she knew him once upon a time, and he’d be a powerful ally when it came time to deal with Kalaziel. But as things stood, there was no way Darren saw to defeat the control the Circle of Archdemons had over Sydyk. Even if he killed Resheph, odds were he would just act like any other undead servant and wander off.

      It might be possible to remove the control nodes by modifying the Divine Aura throughout Sydyk’s body and healing his bones back to normal, but that was a procedure he could only perform on a willing subject like Princess Thalia. There was no way he could even begin attempting something like that without the subject’s cooperation.

      Despite Sydyk’s haggard appearance, his skills still worked fine. Light illuminated his hands and the head of his hammer as he activated the first of several skills. A moment later, he vanished in a bright flash to appear a hairsbreadth away from Darren.

      Darren would have been predicting where he appeared if not for a third skill cast at the same time. An ephemeral blue lion appeared behind Sydyk. He glared at Darren as its shimmering form took on a lifelike appearance. The lion opened his mouth and roared so loudly the Divine Aura Darren was grasping with his mind shook unsteadily. Anyone else would have lost control of the skill they were casting completely. As it was, Darren’s concentration was merely shaken instead of broken.

      But a foe like Sydyk could take advantage of even the smallest lapses in battle. He was on top of Darren in an instant, hammering down on Darren’s head in a strike that would end the battle in one blow. But even an ex-Prime Saint wouldn’t defeat Darren so easily.

      Darren slipped back, his chest heaving. He felt his heart pounding, but not with fear. Perhaps fighting against a Prime Saint would let him gauge the power of his new skills. This battle would show him how well he would fare against a Prime Saint like Kalaziel and if he’d do any better than the last time they’d fought.

      Sydyk’s hammer came for Darren, and he held Melancholy up to catch the hammer head with the guard of his sword. The spheres of light detonated, but this was a trick he’d seen before. Asuriel used a very similar skill as her primary attack in most fights.

      He reached out with his free hand, prepared to try using his Catharsis skill. Depending on how powerful the enchantments on his bones were, it might help Sydyk recover his senses or at least distort the control Resheph had over him for a moment. It was an off-chance, but the tortured soul before him deserved the attempt at least.

      But as Divine Aura flowed through Darren’s body, Sydyk activated another skill.

      

      Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Divine Calling (Mythic)

        	This ability causes all nearby Divine Aura to flow into the user.

      

      All the Divine Aura Darren had been gathering to help Sydyk slipped through his fingers and into Sydyk himself but was not structured into any skill. It was just a dense mass of Divine Aura that healed Sydyk’s withered form and empowered him all the more.

      When Darren’s exceptionally potent Divine Aura touched Sydyk, he activated a series of new abilities, and Darren’s eyes narrowed as he prepared to counter.

      

      Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Curse of Fate (Mythic)

        	This ability increases the probability that incoming attacks will land upon the cursed individual.

      

      Darren felt the curse fall on him like a web blanket thrown over his head. And the instant it did, the remaining archdemons made themselves known.

      Dagon breathed fire breath. Kortharat slammed her foot into the ground nearby, Resheph pointed at Sydyk, Hadad twirled his stick over his head, and Ba’alat vanished into the nearby shadows.

      He’d already faced an assault on this level and deflected it just as easily. But thanks to Sydyk’s skill, it was suddenly far more deadly than ever.

      He’d dodged or deflected every blow thrown at him last time, but now it felt like something had changed. Dagon’s fire breath came from just the right angle. He couldn’t throw up a shield to block it without including Sydyk in the shield. With him so close, one swing from his hammer or another use of that Divine Calling skill would wipe out Darren’s only protection against the dragon fire.

      Kortharat’s stomp struck the ground in such a way to crack it right beneath Darren’s feet, and Future Sight told him that if he didn’t do something, he would stumble. Once on the ground, he’d get a face full of dragon fire and not even have enough time to scream before Sydyk crushed his skull with his hammer.

      Hadad twirled his stick overhead, but Darren couldn’t help but feel the greatest threat came from the ape. He sensed him planning something, and Darren realized what the ape had been waiting for with a flash.

      He was waiting for Darren to waste Skill Shattering on Sydyk’s curse, leaving him vulnerable to the ape’s petrification ability once again.

      Darren didn’t fall for the trick. Even though his Future Sight ability was showing him stumbling and dying, he trusted his instincts and shifted his stance to a more stable footing. The future he saw didn’t come to pass. Instead, he saw the dim shape of Ba’alat flickering within his shadow.

      

      Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Nightmare (Epic)

        	This skill bestows the target with visions of certain doom according to the user’s wishes.

      

      He couldn’t fully trust Future Sight until Ba’alat was dealt with. But for now, she seemed to have run out of power on the skill she’d cast on him, for he saw the future he was looking for. Hadad’s eyes began to glow a moment later, and Darren cast Skill Shattering again to nip the petrification skill in the bud.

      [Darren! You can’t fight Sydyk and five archdemons at once!]

      Darren agreed, but couldn’t rally the time to respond. He had to drive back Sydyk long enough to construct an energy shield that would hold up to dragon fire.

      He unleashed a ferocious series of blows against the Prime Saint, each sword strike coming faster than the last. He came down hard on Sydyk, forcing him back one step, then two before he regained his footing.

      That bought Darren the barest fraction of a second. With his off-hand, he’d already begun using his Divine Energy Projection skill and formed a shield close to his body.

      Resheph, toward the rear of the line of archdemons, saw this and commanded Sydyk to use his Divine Calling ability again, but Darren was ready for it this time. With the extra space, his iron will, and the full power of the mythic skill Mystic Master, Darren kept ahold of his skill despite Sydyk’s efforts.

      The struggle felt worse than matching the Prime Saint blow for blow, but he did it, and Dagon’s fire consumed only the energy of his shield.

      [Darren! We have to get out of here!]

      “Agreed. But the path to the fourth layer is far from here.”

      [I know a safe place! There’s a path down to the sixth layer nearby. We can hide there! The Circle of Archdemons won’t dare go there, especially with their pet Prime Saint. All the Prime Sins would sense them in an instant and attack.]

      And so, when Dagon’s fire faded, Darren was nowhere to be found. He slipped away in confusion and pulled his cloak over himself to buy a little more time. Behind him, he heard the demons shouting.

      “Where did he go?” Dagon shouted, draconic head scanning the horizon.

      “Did you turn him to ash?” Kortharat said.

      But then the shadows where Darren had stood moments before shifted. A hand shot out of them and pointed into the distance.

      A Prime Saint and five archdemons gazed at his back, and he sensed the moment they saw through his cloak’s power.

      Sydyk was the first to arrive again. His movement ability was a good one, and he vanished in sudden flashes of light, only to appear again a hundred paces closer. It took him only a handful of seconds to close the distance.

      Ba’alat traveled across the ground beneath him, following him as she held onto his shadow. Even Dagon was slower than the two of them as he flapped his wings and took flight. Kortharat ran, covering the distance in giant strides that matched her immense size.

      Hadad picked up the Resheph the Undead Emperor and carried the lich over his shoulder at a full sprint in a manner that looked decidedly undignified.

      Even with his immense speed, Darren worried he didn’t have enough of a lead to slip away. He had to slow them down or they’d chase him like this all the way to wherever Ashe wanted him to hide.

      He created a wall with Divine Energy Projection, but that was quickly shattered when Sydyk used his Divine Calling skill again.

      [Use me! Hurry!] Ashe shouted from within Melancholy. Her voice sounded more frantic than anything he’d ever heard from her.

      In contrast, Darren felt calm. He’d faced down certain death a dozen times before, and here he was still alive to fight another day. Panicking would only slow his thoughts down at a time when thinking quickly mattered more than ever.

      Sydyk’s heavenly lion roared again, but it couldn’t break Darren’s concentration as he ran and tried to cast another wall. But that one was shattered by Kortharat as she hurled herself through the air and kicked it like a child kicking a ball. The energy barrier crumpled and dispersed into nothing, barely buying him any time at all.

      [Left!] Ashe directed him. [Down that valley! And turn me! Sydyk only ever had one skill for fighting foes of equal strength, and as powerful as it was, he always needed direct contact. My energy beam should work.]

      Darren did as Ashe asked and pointed Melancholy over his shoulder. She fired beam after beam of energy in Sydyk’s direction. Darren generated a few tendrils with Divine Energy Projection to see what was happening behind him and to aim his sword and saw her strike Sydyk in the chest three times.

      Each attack staggered the Prime Saint, pushing him further behind while the archdemons only barely kept pace. If she could drive the Prime Saint back far enough, Darren might be able to turn and deal with the rest of the archdemons.

      Following Ashe’s directions eventually brought Darren to a secluded valley, one far too narrow to be natural. It was almost like someone had taken a massive claw and dug out a furrow in the ground to make this path to the Sixth Layer of Hell.

      But when Darren reached the bottom of that valley, he came face to face with a massive stone door.

      [Curses and damnation! There’s a lock over the entrance! Who put that there?] Ashe growled.

      Darren grimaced. The door wasn’t impenetrable. It was just thick stone, and a minute or two of hacking with Melancholy would pierce it. But he had seconds, not minutes.

      But his enemies were already descending into the valley. It was too late to run elsewhere. He had to tear through this door.

      Darren swept Melancholy like swinging a pickaxe and carved out a chunk of stone as large as he was. A second piece of rock came right after, followed by a third and a fourth. He cut through the rock again and again.

      Soon, he’d carved out most of the center of the door and was close to bursting through. But by then, Sydyk and the archdemons were in sight, and he couldn’t be caught stuck inside of it. He could sense deeper Demonic Aura just beyond the stone, so he knew he was close. He just needed a few more moments to hack at the door before it would break. Ducking behind the broken stone cost him something though.

      As soon as Ashe lost line of sight with Sydyk, she couldn’t keep blasting him with her energy beam any longer. Dagon and the others hovered for only a moment while he caught up to lead the charge, diving downward with his hammer extended. His broken wings extended from his sides as though in memory of the purpose they might once have served. But his wings were so weak and frayed that there was no way they could do more than flap uselessly beside him.

      Darren stepped aside at the last moment to dodge Sydyk’s opening strike, shifting out of the way. The Prime Saint slammed into the very door Darren had been digging at, and his descent sent the cracks Darren had already made running throughout the entire structure. Just a few more good strikes and the door would break apart. But with so many foes around him, there was no way Darren would have the opening to make them himself.

      Dagon breathed fire from above, scalding the stone. Instead of dodging, Darren threw an energy shield over himself and weathered the flame. The surface of the door expanded as the rest of it stayed cool, and the cracks spread a little further.

      Up above, Kortharat increased in size once again until she straddled the entire valley. She dropped to her knees and swept her hands through the valley with two balled fists as large as small mountains. Darren shoved Melancholy into the wall behind him, just within hands’ reach. He’d need both hands for this.

      Boots burning on the stone baptized in dragon fire mere moments ago, Darren slammed against the stone door with either of Kortharat’s fists caught in his hands. She pushed, and as she pressed against Darren, she spread those same cracks even further through the door. Whiffs of Demonic Aura slipped through as she put her full strength behind her attempt to crush him.

      Hadad threw another petrification at him, but Darren shattered the skill again. Resheph thrust his fist down, and Demonic Aura accumulated into a set of rib bones that appeared around Darren and closed in on him. Darren’s shadow shifted beneath him, and Ba’alat appeared beneath him. She reached out of his shadows, grabbing at his legs as she pulled herself up his body. Her fingers felt as cold as ice against his skin, and as he turned his eyes toward her, he saw her extending fangs as long as his fingers from her jaw, poised to strike.

      Last of all, Sydyk was back on his feet. Crashing into the stone door so hard and fast had dazed him for a moment. His instincts told him that he had wings to slow his fall, but they’d been nothing but useless things dangling on his back when the moment came to use them.

      But Sydyk had still been a Prime Saint, and it would take more than a bad fall to put him down. He grasped his hammer, and it radiated with brilliant power. Darren could weather the power of all the demons attacking him, but he sensed Sydyk using a new skill he hadn’t seen before.

      

      Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Spirit Breaker (Mythic)

        	This attack allows the user to inject a massive quantity of Divine Aura directly into the target’s soul. When used against a strictly spiritual being like a seraph or a demon, it can permanently destroy them. Against humans, it can cripple the power and skills they’ve gained from their sigils and force them to start over.

      

      He would have to abandon this position. If he let go of Kortharat’s fists suddenly, maybe she’d break through the door herself. Or maybe this next attack from Sydyk would open the way for him. He looked into the future with Future Sight, and his heart hardened. Ordinarily, he would be able to slip past all of his attacks, even if only by a hair’s breadth. But Sydyk’s curse was still active, and any attack dealt to him would be that much more likely to land.

      He’d be struck by at least some of these powers and getting hit by the wrong ones could be the end of him. Darren was trying to figure out which attacks he could safely endure and remain healthy enough to fight his way to safety. A leg would be bad, but he could live with losing an arm, especially now that he knew his Lifewell could regenerate limbs. He could let Ba’alat dig into one shoulder while Sydyk’s blow took off his other arm. If the door opened up, he would flee as fast as he could and not stop until he was either safe or healed enough to fight again.

      But before he could choose any from his list of bad options, his sword moved of its own accord. Demonic Aura shot out from the tip and burrowed into the wall just off to his side. Two more bursts of energy shot from the handle to either side, and the kickback from that energy steadied the blade to hold it level between Darren and Sydyk.

      [Run, Darren!] Ashe shouted.

      He hadn’t even known that Ashe could exert enough force from within the blade to move Melancholy, but she must have worked it out herself. Darren didn’t waste a moment on the opportunity Ashe had bought for him. He twisted, generating his Celestial Storm tendrils to pry off Ba’alat while he released Kortharat’s fists. Her hands slammed into the door behind him while he reached to grab Hadad’s staff in the center and tear one of the rib bones shooting out of the ground and smash the rest aside.

      The wall broke the same moment Sydyk’s blow struck Melancholy’s side. His sword rung like a bell, and for a moment, he was afraid his trusty blade would crack.

      It held firm, but things weren’t so easy for the spirit inside it. Sydyk’s Divine Aura poured into the blade. If this had been an attack of Demonic Aura, Melancholy would have been completely unharmed. It had been remade in the blood of countless demons and every bit as used to slaughtering them as Darren was. But it had only ever faced a user of Divine Aura this powerful once before, and never in a direct attack like this one.

      The Divine Aura passed through the sword, wreaking havoc on its internal magical nature. Ashe herself let out one long, wordless scream as her very soul was snuffed out in an instant.

      [Ahhhgg--]

      Just as suddenly as she screamed, she went silent and spoke no more.
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      Darren reached out for Melancholy’s handle with a tendril. The moment he touched his sword, it vanished into his Inventory, and he turned. He pushed Unstoppable and Unbreakable to its limits, becoming a blur as he disappeared into the Sixth Layer of Hell.

      Ashe was dead. Or at least, that was how she seemed. Darren didn’t like the thought. He remembered how he’d felt when he lost Asuriel and the skill he’d picked up because of the feeling. He wasn’t sure if it would work on Ashe, but he’d try it when he had somewhere safe he could stay.

      The Sixth Layer of Hell was nothing like what he’d expected from the fifth and fourth layers. He’d thought things would get more barren the farther from the surface he got and that the sixth and seventh layers would be nothing but burbling magma and clouds of sulfur.

      But nothing could be further from the truth. The Sixth Layer of Hell looked as lively as any forest on the surface, despite the steep undercurrent of danger that filled the air.

      Tall trees towered from the ground, though there wasn’t a hint of green about any of them. Most were nothing but barren twigs, like he’d caught them in the dead of winter. The remaining trees had leaves made of glass colored deep red and purple. As he brushed past them, they shattered and cast little clouds of dust along the well-packed earth. Based on the feel of it beneath his boots, Darren guessed that the dirt was actually made of a thick layer of these strange glass-like leaves.

      Small bushes covered in thorns and brambles were scattered around the leaves and the trees. Ordinary thorn bushes couldn’t ever cut Darren’s skin, even at the tremendous speeds he traveled at. But these thorn bushes were different. It was like each thorn was an enchanted knife, and he was sure that if any mortal man could break off a strand of these thorns and weave them into a whip, he’d be more dangerous than with any steel sword in his hand.

      Worse, Darren was certain they moved whenever he wasn’t looking at them. He wasn’t sure what they were, but he planned to stay well clear of them and all the other plants hiding in this midnight forest.

      With such dense plant life, Darren couldn’t get as far away from where he’d been standing as fast as he wanted, but it made things that much harder for Sydyk and the archdemons to follow him.

      He heard their last words fading into the distance at the entrance as they tried to figure out whether or not to pursue him through the forest.

      “What are you all doing standing there?” Kortharat said. “Chase him down!”

      “You fool!” Dagon hissed. “This is the Sixth Layer of Hell! If we enter with a Prime Saint, the Prime Sins will cut us to pieces. This is their playground, not ours. There is a reason no one beneath the sixth layer goes here. The human is theirs now.”

      “Not good,” Resheph said as his bones rattled in his robes. “I sense something.”

      “We’ve been spotted. It must be all the Divine Aura leaking off the prisoner. We need to retreat. Now!” Dagon’s voice faded, and Darren could hear the sound of wings flapping as he fled with all haste. The others soon joined him, though Hadad took one last moment to close what remained of the heavy stone door and seal the passageway back to the fifth layer.

      Darren thought he was in the clear once Sydyk and the archdemons left, but the Prime Sin who’d come sensing the arrival of a powerful seraph also sensed him. He’d hoped his cloak and fine aura control would be enough to hide him from the gazes of the powerful beings here, but Melancholy had been streaming Divine Aura right up until the moment he shoved it in his Inventory, and Sydyk had been doing nothing to hide.

      Once he had a Prime Sin’s attention, it was much harder to lose it. He grimaced inwardly, preparing for a second chase, this time over ground his pursuer would know better than he did.

      The glass leaves on the trees around him rattled against one another, chiming notes both high and low.

      He needed a guide for this strange place. He needed Ashe, but she had gotten herself killed.

      He pulled Melancholy back into his hand and ran his fingers over the blade.

      “Ashe,” he whispered.

      She didn’t reply. She truly was dead.

      But death wasn’t the end of the world. He pressed his fingers along the blade and activated his resurrection skill.

      Error. No valid target.

      The calm he’d had a moment before slipped away like sand between his fingers. He’d been confident because he thought Ashe’s death could be undone by him with but a thought. But now, he realized that had been anything but the truth. He received the same error he’d gotten when trying to revive Asuriel when she wasn’t truly dead.

      Did that mean Ashe wasn’t truly dead? Or did that mean that she was never truly alive in the first place? After all, she wasn’t a soul, only part of one. And she didn’t have a body to inhabit, just a sword.

      That meant he was on his own down here.

      The darkness around him grew deeper and bleaker, like someone had replaced shadows with a stretch of formless emptiness. Then the Prime Sin made his presence known.

      “What do we have here... a human on our doorstep?”

      His voice was a cackle that traveled up his spine, reminding him of Asmoth’Koteth when he’d first seen her. Darren whirled around to face the voice, but there was nothing behind him but shadows.

      “He doesn’t smell like an ordinary human,” another spoke, this time female.

      Not good. He’d just escaped a fight against a bunch of fifth-order demons. The last thing he wanted was to be ambushed by a group of sixth-order demons.

      “I’m not here to fight,” Darren said, speaking truthfully.

      “And yet you are here. Let alone being a human, you are the first being to step foot in this realm who was not a Prime Sin or the Lady of Darkness herself?” the male Prime Sin hissed. Darren whipped his head, tracing the voice while keeping all of his focus on Future Sight to warn him of any incoming attack.

      “What are you doing in the mistress’ garden?” the female Prime Sin asked, and this time Darren felt something brush against his cheek. It felt partway between a claw and a finger. Just as soon as it brushed by him, it was gone, but Darren thought he caught sight of a massive bird, more beast than woman.

      “He’s an intruder. We should tear him apart,” the male growled. The roughness of his tone sounded almost like a bark, and for an instant, Darren saw a massive dog before him that stood twice the height of a horse. But just as soon as the form appeared, it vanished into the shadows again.

      “I’m not an intruder,” Darren said.

      “Lies!”

      “Deceiver!”

      “It’s true. I was invited. Told to come here.”

      Both demons paused a moment, contemplating Darren’s words.

      “By who?”

      “Asmoth’Koteth,” Darren said. She truly had told him to come here.

      They were silent a moment more before the female spoke.

      “Asmoth’Koteth can’t be asking anyone anything with the state she’s in. There are barely a few scraps of her left. We thought we ought to kick her out of here and make her reform or perish on the first layer, like any other minor demon.”

      Darren considered that a while. Kalaziel had captured the bulk of Asmoth’Koteth’s power. He’d taken her heart, and Darren had taken her spirit. That spirit went into his sword and became Ashe. He’d thought Ashe had been completely dependent on him for her survival, but perhaps there was another piece down here formed from the few scraps of aura that managed to escape capture.

      There wouldn’t be much of it. The Prime Saint had done a good job at getting as much of her as possible. But a Prime Sin was made of a lot of power, and there was no reason to think a second or third-order demon’s worth could slip away unnoticed. That would only be a tiny fraction of Asmoth’Koteth’s power, but a fraction of her power would make reforming much more likely than just a few scraps. Here in the dense environment of the Sixth Layer of Hell, even those little scraps could reform in a few hundred or thousand years. Unfortunately for her, it sounded like she was about to be kicked out and forced to fend for herself.

      At the same time, it would be best to avoid a fight. He wouldn’t want to fight two Prime Sins at full health and on the surface. Here in their own territory and exhausted from fighting a battle already, he wanted that even less. Ashe was his ticket out of this mess. Perhaps the other fragment of her could help with her revival.

      “Take me to this fragment,” Darren said.

      “You don’t give orders. You’re the intruder,” the male Prime Sin growled, but Darren sensed the other presence flickering into existence before him. He felt something akin to an owl’s wings brush across his face, and she spoke.

      “Come along then, follow.”

      The male grumbled but took up the rear.

      As they walked, Darren began to get a sense for this lightless place. His Divine Energy Projection skill seemed weaker than usual, and the light it generated barely let him see his hands in front of his face. At first, he thought his power was weaker because of the oppressive force of so much Demonic Aura, but as he traveled, he realized the problem was something deeper.

      The Demonic Aura here wasn’t suppressing his skills. It was creating a sense of gloom and darkness. The same gloom and darkness Asmoth’Koteth used to shield her armies from the heavens and provide Demonic Aura for her forces. She’d taken a little piece of the Sixth Layer of Hell with her when she went on the offensive. It was no wonder the only demons to rally armies to attack the surface were Prime Sins. The Archdemons of the Fifth Layer just didn’t have access to this dense source of Demonic Aura drifting all around them, centered on this devilish forest.

      “She’s somewhere around here...” the female Prime Sin grumbled. “Serebor, sniff her out!”

      “I am not some hunting hound...” the male Prime Sin growled, despite dropping his snout to the ground and sniffing, just like a dog.

      Serebor took the lead, and Darren followed. As he gained a greater understanding of the darkness around him, he found he could adapt the common-grade vision skill he’d been mimicking just a little. A tiny tweak lowered the spectrum he was trying to see in, and soon he looked with eyes that saw heat instead of light. Suddenly, the fog that had washed over the area receded, and he could see clearly again.

      With his new eyes, he saw a tiny form no bigger than a child jumping between the trees on a tiny set of wings. To him, it was as familiar a sight as birds on the wing to someone who grew up on the surface.

      It was an imp.

      Serebor sensed the imp at the same time he did, eyes shooting up from the ground and pointing forward, directly toward the target with his tail pointed backward.

      “Good job, Serebor! Good doggy!” the female Prime Sin congratulated Serebor, and the demonic dog seemed like he wasn’t sure whether to scowl at the praise or preen at it.

      Serebor’s eyes darted to Darren, and Darren suspected that his presence would skew the Prime Sin toward the former. But that would just make things unpleasant for all of them, so Darren moved quickly in chase of the imp he’d seen, leaving the two Prime Sins on their own. Over his shoulder, he caught one small glance of Serebor happily panting while the other Prime Sin stroked his head.

      Darren quickly turned his head, pretending he hadn’t seen anything. After all, the imp was getting away.

      The imp he was chasing was far faster and smarter than it ought to have been. It was smaller than any Darren had ever seen, and the few glimpses he’d caught of it showed a narrow waist and slender form, far more so than any other imp he’d ever seen. That alone made this one distinctive, as most imps looked like deformed toddlers, not tiny women.

      She knew this terrain well, but Darren had been hunting imps since he’d been nothing more than a boy. On his own, he’d caught and slain thousands of them. No matter how special this one was, she couldn’t hope to escape him.

      She reached to a tree branch, but Darren used Future Sight to see which one she would jump to. He used Divine Energy Projection to nip the corner of the branch. The wood was brittle and as glass-like as the leaves. All it took was a small scratch to weaken it enough to break even on something as light as an imp’s footstep.

      “Ahhh!” the imp screamed, sounding surprisingly human-like despite her tiny size. She reminded Darren of Ashe, but cuter in some ways. Like instead of the proud and knowledgeable Prime Sin he knew, this was the nervous young woman who might someday become her.

      Darren was there to catch her as she fell. He grabbed her, large hands wrapping around her tiny body.

      “Hold still,” Darren said.

      “L-let me go!” the imp demanded.

      “No.”

      She cocked her head as she recognized his voice.

      “I know you...”

      Darren cocked his head curiously. He didn’t know this version of Asmoth’Koteth, at least not as he knew Ashe. This part of her had separated from her when she’d died at Kalaziel’s hands.

      “You’re the handsome man!”

      Darren raised an eyebrow.

      “That’s right, you’re the handsome man with that big, beautiful cock! You ruined my summoning ritual!”

      Darren’s mind went back to his first meeting with Asmoth’Koteth, where her cultists had tried to sacrifice Cassandra and Morgana upon her altar in order to bring her physical form to the surface.

      “That’s right, it is you!”

      “If you say so,” Darren replied. It seemed a touch too arrogant to confirm he was who she thought he was, considering her description of him. And it seemed even odder to him to be complimented by an imp. He’d never heard one speak coherently before.

      Her voice suddenly turned smaller and quieter. “Y-you captured me. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I... I screwed up big. I used to be really strong, you know.”

      “You did,” Darren said.

      “But now I’m super weak because that stupid bastard Kalaziel killed me and stole my heart and soul!”

      “He stole your heart,” Darren replied. “But I stole your soul from him.”

      The imp’s head jerked around to meet his gaze. He met it evenly. One of his hands held onto her body, but in the other, the bent and broken copper sphere appeared. He tossed it to her, and she caught it in her tiny arms.

      “I remember this thing...” She glared at the copper sphere, clearly not liking the memory. “But why is it cracked?”

      “I moved you from there into here.” Darren produced Melancholy, inspecting once again. The sword had a few dents and scrapes in it from the pounding it took during the last fight, but every time it had been scratched before, it had healed on its own. He hoped that slaying a few archdemons would be enough to grant it the power to empower itself enough to full health, but Asmoth’Koteth within the sword was another matter. To figure out how to revive her, or if he even needed to, he first needed to know if she was truly dead.

      “Ow!” the imp said as she brushed her fingers along Melancholy’s flat. She hadn’t even touched the blade, and his sword had burned her as surely as touching fire. “How did any of me stay inside of that?”

      “With great difficulty,” Darren explained. “Tell me, is she still alive?”

      “I... I don’t know,” the imp sighed.

      Darren frowned, and the imp’s eyes widened in fright. “Wait! Wait! I... uh... I know someone who can help!”

      Darren jerked his head behind him toward the two Prime Sins.

      “Those two don’t like me here,” Darren said. “I need Ashe’s help to keep them off me.”

      The imp froze a moment. “Ashe? She... she let you call her Ashe?” But then she shook her head. “The person I mentioned can definitely help!”

      A moment later, she shook her head and recovered herself. Some of the tension that had been in her body left it, and she stopped struggling in Darren’s grip. Since it seemed like she didn’t intend to run away, he loosened his grip. The moment he did so, she scurried up his arm and took a seat on his shoulder.

      “This friend can help?” Darren asked.

      Darren didn’t like the thought of relying on a Prime Sin other than Ashe. But he had to acknowledge that it would be extremely convenient to have one in his corner right now. If they could keep the other demons off him for a few days, he could use his Limitless Evolution ability to level up a few of the skills his recent quests had pushed to their limit and attack the archdemons with renewed vigor. At full strength again and with a proper plan in place, he knew he could defeat the Circle of Archdemons where he had failed before.

      “Well... I wouldn’t call her a friend. Everybody knows about her though! And I don’t know if she’ll actually help. In fact, she probably won’t. But if we hang out on her doorstep and pretend that we’re trying to get her help, none of the Prime Sins will dare bother us!”

      Darren frowned. “Who is this friend?”

      “Oh, she’s a bit nuts, but I think she’ll like you! It’s been a long time since she’s spoken to any man besides Serebor, and he doesn’t really count. She might be a bit awkward at first, but that’s just part of her charm.”

      “But she can help?”

      “Definitely! She’s one of the best crafters in Hell. Taautus learned his craft from studying the scraps she threw away!”

      That did indeed sound impressive. Taautus had been a rather renowned inventor and crafter, as far as demons went. If this friend of Asmoth’Koteth’s was even better, she might really be able to help fix Ashe. And if this other Prime Sin was well disposed to Asmoth’Koteth, she would want her friend intact. That would buy Darren leverage on her, which he could use to protect himself while he stayed here in the sixth hell. Perhaps he could buy enough time to evolve his skills so that when he returned to the fifth layer, he would have both greater power and a better plan.

      “Where is this friend of yours?”

      “She has a big palace off this way! The path changes from time to time, but Serebor’s nose always knows the way. Let’s go!”

      And so Darren let the imp lead him back to the other Prime Sins in search of Asmoth’Koteth’s friend.
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      Serebor and the female Prime Sin collected themselves when they saw Darren had captured the imp, and she clung to Darren’s head all the tighter at their approach.

      “Well?” Serebor demanded of his companion. “He found what’s left of Asmoth’Koteth. Do we eat him now, Swiftling?”

      The female Prime Sin, Swiftling, shook her head. Her figure was still robed in darkness, and the shadows enveloping her took on the shape of the humanoid woman he had seen before. But within those shadows, Darren’s heat vision saw an owl combing through her feathers with her beak.

      Swiftling cocked her head to the side in the way only an owl could, glancing between Darren and Asmoth’Koteth.

      “Wait!” said the imp on Darren’s shoulder. “We’re going to see Laura!”

      Both Prime Sins froze in place.

      “You can’t disturb her!” Swiftling said.

      “You wouldn’t dare!” Serebor growled.

      “She always liked me better than the two of you.” Asmoth’Koteth stuck her tongue out at the two other Prime Sins.

      Swiftling huffed, and Serebor snorted.

      “She only liked you because you were a fun diversion. Were, mind you. You’re an imp now, not a tied-up and defeated seraph awaiting her judgment. I doubt she’ll be interested in spending any time with you at all,” Serebor said. “Not unless you’re bringing her another sacrifice.”

      But Swiftling cocked her head again. “I don’t know. The man next to her might be interesting...”

      “Not you as well, Swiftling! All these new demons are obsessed with humans. Human bodies, human words, human faces, and now even human money. Whatever happened to running free through the forest with a pack of wild wolves? Those were the days I miss. When did everything become about humans?” Serebor continued to grumble to himself, though his words eventually devolved into quiet dog-like rumbling.

      “Well, we’re going to take the risk. And even if she won’t help, if we can sneak into her toolshed, we can get something that will help my companion here with a task very important to both of us.” Asmoth’Koteth gestured to Darren. “Besides, she once made me fetch interesting humans for her! I found all the purest and bestest in all the lands on her behalf. And now that I think about it, she never actually told me to stop. So you can consider this just me following her orders.”

      Serebor snorted. “All the others were maidens.”

      Swiftling flapped her wings in something resembling a shrug. “Since you’re going to see her, maybe there’s some truth to what the human said. Fine, we won’t eat him. If she doesn’t take a liking to him, there won’t be anything left for us to tear to pieces anyway.”

      “Laura will love him!” Asmoth’Koteth insisted.

      The other two looked doubtful, and Darren decided to make doubly sure that he would be on his guard. If there was even the slightest chance of an attack, he wanted to know about it as far in advance as Future Sight could warn him. And he’d be keeping his other senses on high alert just in case this Laura had a skill to fool it.

      The name seemed strange to him. All the other demons had odd, ancient-sounding names. And yet this Prime Sin was simply Laura. Perhaps she was a cultist who had become a Prime Sin only recently and was far younger than the others?

      Somehow, that didn’t seem likely. Serebor and Swiftling both seemed quietly terrified of this Laura, whoever she was.

      The demon hound grumbled under his breath as he padded along behind them, deeper into the shadow-covered forest, just loud enough that Darren wasn’t sure if the demon was talking to himself or to him.

      “I’m being discriminated against. The last time I went to the fifth layer, I saw a sign at one of those restaurants that said two-legged demons only. Can you believe that? I could eat at a table if I wanted to. I just prefer a bowl at ground level. It’s prejudice, I tell you.”

      “How unfortunate,” Darren said, not really in the mood to argue with the Prime Sin.

      “When I was at the fifth order, the place was wild and free. No demon cooked dinner for you. If you wanted a leg, you had to rip it from the body of another demon and eat it raw,” Serebor said. “Those days made tougher demons. The sorry lot of fiends we have on the fifth layer now wouldn’t last ten minutes against a heavenly host.”

      Darren was pretty sure Asmoth’Koteth’s forces had lasted a bit longer than that against the seraphim Kalaziel brought to bear against them, but this didn’t seem like the kind of rant he would benefit from interrupting.

      “I heard some heavenly brat was smashing all their precious cities to rubble. Ha! I cackled when I heard the tale. Serves them right for letting their claws go dull. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that?”

      “Maybe,” Darren replied.

      For once, he was grateful demons were so ruthless, even toward their own kind. Serebor could no doubt smell the blood on him, but the slaughter only impressed the Prime Sin. Had it not been for the smell of blood from hundreds of thousands of demons, the Prime Sin would likely have attacked the moment he found him.

      Serebor snorted. “When you meet Laura, tell her how they screamed and ran. She cares little for anything above this forest these days, so I doubt she’s heard the news.”

      Darren remained silent. His vision in this gloomy place had trouble seeing as far as he could normally, so their destination came into sight all at once, just a few hundred meters ahead of them.

      They came across a palace nestled in a bowl at the lowest point in the forest. The palace sprawled over a chasm heading straight down, and its base was built more like a bridge than a building. A long narrow walkway was the only way to the palace proper. It was nothing more than a slender stretch of stone two hands wide that looked so weak that had it been made from mortal stone, anything heavier than a rabbit would have snapped it in two and been sent hurtling below.

      “This is as far as I go,” Serebor said. “Good luck. And try not to die.”

      The demon dog flopped over, rolling onto his belly and snoring a moment later.

      “The bridge is narrow, but you will have to brave it,” Swiftling said as she settled down on top of Serebor’s belly.

      “I don’t think so,” Darren replied. He activated his wings, and they stretched out behind him. He flapped one after the other.

      The moment he was over the chasm, he felt a great weight settle upon him, nearly driving him down to the bottom of whatever was beneath the palace. Darren doubted heading down there would take him to the seventh layer. Space was strange down here in Hell, and it was likely to be the strangest of all down here where the Demonic Aura was thickest.

      Asmoth’Koteth clung to his shoulder, urging him onward. If Darren hadn’t faced this kind of challenge once before, he might have been in trouble. But when he’d used a shrine ticket and gone to Whiteguard’s skill library, a staircase with this same effect had barred the way.

      The effect he experienced now was an order of magnitude stronger, but Darren’s own powers had also grown by leaps and bounds. With great strain, he flapped his wings again and kept himself in the air. The power pressing down upon him was magical, so he only needed to exert greater strength to overwhelm it.

      “Heavy...” Asmoth’Koteth said.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Darren replied.

      Eventually, the two of them made their way across the chasm, and Darren landed by a set of wrought-iron gates. The iron they were made of looked odd, like they were somehow both cruder and finer than anything he’d seen before. The iron was flawless, unlike the cast iron he’d seen on the surface. It didn’t even have the colorful sheen that demon metal produced. It was just iron, shaped into simple rods without adornment.

      He’d expected the gates of a palace to have every detail carved with a careful eye, but this Laura favored utilitarian simplicity. The sixth-order demons feared and respected her, and it didn’t seem like there was a single servant anywhere to be seen. Perhaps the Prime Sins simply didn’t allow servants on the sixth layer. Every demon Darren met besides Asmoth’Koteth in her imp form had been at the sixth order.

      This place had an aura of quiet elegance that he’d never expected to find in Hell. Even the gentle chiming of glass leaves faded to nothing here, like the abyss swallowed even the noises of the forest beyond it.

      The shadowy darkness was also absent, and Darren found he was able to see with his normal eyes just from the light he made with Divine Energy Projection. The dark clouds stayed on their side of the chasm, unwilling to cross.

      But their presence was far from lifted. If anything, the oppressive power Darren thought came from those clouds was here to an even greater degree. Eventually, he spotted the source. Everything around him was coated in a thin layer of dew, like morning mist. But holding it up to the light he made, he saw it was no water. Though it moved like water, it was as black as ink.

      The Demonic Aura here was so dense it was liquifying and dripping down the palace and into the chasm below. What was this demon doing with so much Demonic Aura? And what would happen to an intruder who fell into something like that?

      Nothing good, no doubt.

      The iron gates served more as a boundary marker and a handrail than as a means of keeping people out. Over most of the floating platform the palace was built on, the iron gates and fence attached to them were the only things between the grounds they guarded and a sheer cliff face leading straight down. From the inside, the iron itself was covered by thick hedges. As Darren took flight once again to hop over the iron gate, he found himself in a garden.

      To his left, a towering maple tree stood. It was wider than the span of his arms by far, and it would take ten men his size to wrap their arms around its trunk. This massive tree must have been growing for a thousand years.

      Nearby, there was an oak tree of a similar size and a handful of pines that were only a little smaller. They gradually gave way to a long row of cherry trees that were just as massive as the pines. Some bore fruit, others bore bright pink blossoms. Asmoth’Koteth looked from left to right before darting forward to pluck a cherry dangling from one of the trees in fruit and eating it.

      “Mhmm... good. So much Demonic Aura...” she said, face covered in cherry juice.

      “Is it safe to steal those?” Darren asked while Asmoth’Koteth stuffed herself.

      “She said I could have one any time I wanted last time I was here!” the little imp explained. “She said they were a failed experiment, but she didn’t feel like using the trees for firewood quite yet.”

      Darren plucked one cherry for himself. It was as large as a child’s fist, though, in Darren’s hands, it looked normal-sized. Its skin was a deep purple instead of red, and if not for the blossoms, he wouldn’t have thought it a cherry tree at all.

      

      Sense Intent: Item Analysis

      
        	Unholy Cherry (Epic)

        	This dark fruit takes a hundred years to grow, and only grows under special conditions. Every bite contains large quantities of power that nourishes the souls of demons and can help them become more powerful.

      

      From the look of the fruit, this Laura had solved the soul stone problem lesser demons faced long ago, and she did it without having to harvest souls from humans. He found the thought annoyed him. She had these trees, so there was no reason for demons to hunt humans on the surface to farm. And yet she kept them all here to herself, and so the weaker demons found their own solution.

      He used his purification ability and found the properties of the cherry changed so that they could help seraphim instead of demons. He wasn’t sure if he qualified as a seraph, but the Divine Aura emanating from the cherry was clean and bright, and Asmoth’Koteth certainly seemed to be enjoying hers.

      It proved far sweeter than it looked, and when it was gone, he was sorry he’d eaten it so fast. There were many more cherries on the trees to be picked, but Asmoth’Koteth seemed shy about grabbing another.

      “But then again, I was a Prime Sin when I was here last. Now, I’m just an imp...” Asmoth’Koteth sighed. “Maybe she would mind... I hope she doesn’t count how many cherries she has...” She looked at her cherry-stained hands as though they were covered in blood.

      “How do we contact her?” Darren asked.

      “About that...” Asmoth’Koteth chuckled as she hopped down to wipe her hands off on the bark of the tree she’d just stolen a cherry from. “I was kinda hoping we could just sneak into her tool shed and use her stuff. Laura likes me and all, but I’d rather not risk disturbing one of her naps. She is rather fond of relaxing, to be honest. In fact, other than a few projects here and there, I think she’s spent most of the last thousand years napping on her couch!”

      “That will be alright with her?” Darren asked.

      Asmoth’Koteth waved her hand. “What? Pfff, me, and Laura go way back. Her stuff is my stuff! She won’t mind in the slightest.”

      Darren looked at the imp’s red-stained hands doubtfully.

      “It will be fine!” Asmoth’Koteth insisted. “Come on.”

      “Where is this tool shed?” Darren asked.

      And so they walked gently through the garden, which covered much of the ground. They wandered past the open air toward the edge of the palace and toward the roof beyond it. As they stepped through, they found themselves under the open sky.

      It wasn’t clear and blue like the sky under the first heaven had been, but rather somewhere between sunny and cloudy. It was the kind of weather where someone might think it ought to rain soon, but not for a few hours at least.

      Darren wasn’t sure how this demon named Laura recreated sunlight here in Hell, but he was certain that it was at least part of the reason why the trees he saw could stay alive. Despite their gargantuan size and magical properties, they still seemed like the type of things that only grew on the surface.

      The palace seemed larger on the inside than outside as well, though that wasn’t too odd considering all the things Darren had seen. Instead of sprawling rooms and royal chambers, there was only the orchard they stood in now, a garden off to one side, an empty field of wildflowers, and a cozy log cabin sitting in the middle of it all.

      Darren nodded in the direction of the log cabin. “There. Is that...?”

      She nodded vigorously and placed her hand over Darren’s mouth before he could speak more.

      “That’s where she lives. But we’re not headed there. Come along back. I remember she keeps the Divine Aura workbench with her gardening supplies.”

      Sure enough, Asmoth’Koteth led him to a small shed hidden behind a pair of trees twice as large as it was. It looked like the sort of thing a farmer outside of Limedeep might use rather than a powerful demon’s workshop. From the outside, it looked like a horse wouldn’t be able to stand upright within it. It might hold a pitchfork or two, but nothing more.

      But ordinary senses failed him once again as he opened the door and found himself in a single-room workshop as vast as his manor back in Limedeep. The floors were made of a smooth gray stone that was too flawless to be natural. Inspecting it closely, it had many tiny rocks and grains of sand embedded in the gray stuff all around. Perhaps it was something like limestone, only a deep monotone gray.

      Looking around the workshop, he saw few devices he even hoped to recognize. Besides the shovels, rakes, hoes, and gloves piled near the door, he didn’t recognize any of the tools sitting on the nearby benches.

      Reaching into the pile of gloves, he pulled one from the basket. The glove was white and pink, and a smiling kitten adorned the back. It was just barely large enough to cover Darren’s palm, let alone his hand. Unless Asmoth’Koteth’s friend had abnormally small hands, he judged her to be roughly the same height as Morgana.

      It was a strange thought. He’d always assumed she’d be as large as a dragon and a hundred times as fierce. But these gloves said otherwise.

      He set the glove back down in a pile. It had been heaped carelessly with a dozen others, but just in case, he rolled it inside out and placed it with the thumb and index finger splayed outward, just as it’d been when he picked it up.

      He turned back to the rest of the workshop and took in all the strange machines there. He had seen the shops of mortal tinkers and craftsmen. They often had heaps of exotic materials and strange tools only another man of the same craft would understand.

      But what he saw before him resembled nothing he had ever seen before. It didn’t even look like the sort of things that could be crafted by human or demon hands. The surfaces were smooth, but not glass or metal. The shapes were too perfect for even the most steady hands to craft, but too square and fit together too nicely to be grown.

      A belt of rough paper sat on one desk, next to a circular blade with teeth like a saw. Beside it and covered in wood dust lay another series of devices that Darren could only barely guess were meant to spin, bend, or otherwise manipulate wood in strange ways.

      Beside them was something similar, but the thin shards of metal and the half-finished project said that this area worked with metal instead of wood.

      “Is that a...” Darren pointed at the metal rod gently wobbling back and forth on one of the spinning machines. It was long, thick, and bulged toward the base. The details weren’t there, but it looked suspiciously like a metal carving of a man’s assets. Only, the proportions weren’t quite right, like the artist was working from description and images rather than from intimate knowledge of the real thing.

      “Yeah, we definitely don’t want her to catch us in here,” Asmoth’Koteth said. “Alright, so let’s get this done quickly. I remember her Divine Aura visualization device was over there, next to all the kom’pew’tars.”

      “Kom’pew’tars?” Darren asked.

      “They’re like the screens and stuff. The things that sigils use. But these only show up on the screens. It’s super weird. Come on, let me show you!”

      The imp led Darren across the room, dragging him along behind her by the tip of his finger, which was all she could wrap her hands around.

      The Kom’pew’tars were as strange as the name sounded. At first, they were nothing but sheets of smooth glass, and Darren saw nothing but an empty black field. As soon as Asmoth’Koteth touched an elaborate set of buttons and a strange device off the side of the buttons, the screen flickered to life.

      He was bombarded by an array of sounds, colors, text, and symbols far beyond anything his sigil had ever shown him. The only thing that compared was when Asuriel shared her sigil screen with him. Perhaps she would know how to navigate these consoles, but Darren was completely lost as Asmoth’Koteth pounded one key after another.

      “Alright, this big box here is called a mass spectro-thingamajig,” Asmoth’Koteth said. “And over here is a gas chromatoga-thingamajig... or something like that.”

      “I see.” Darren tried to wrap his head around both devices. The two looked like nothing more than large white boxes connected to the Kom’pew’tars sitting on the bench. Perhaps that was what the ‘thingamajig’ part of the name meant?

      “So I think we shove your sword into the boxes and wait for it to beep. Like the oven!” Asmoth’Koteth said. She spoke with confidence, but Darren saw the look of uncertainty in her eyes. He pulled Melancholy out and gently let it rest on the table. The imp grabbed a pair of gloves lying nearby and used them to pick up Melancholy without being burned. With a great heave, Asmoth’Koteth she shoved the blade’s tip into a small slot that opened up on the side of the device.

      “I don’t think the sword will fit,” Darren said.

      “I saw Laura do this once with one of her dildos!” Asmoth’Koteth explained.

      Darren thought about asking the imp to keep his sword away from anywhere Laura’s dildos had been, but this was too important.

      “I’m going to look for more familiar tools,” Darren said, leaving Asmoth’Koteth with Melancholy to try to fix things from her end. The Kom’pew’tars were complicated and strange, and Darren knew he didn’t stand a chance at finding out what was wrong with Ashe with any of them, especially if it meant he had to learn how to use those elaborate devices that accompanied them.

      He would be better off finding something related to Divine Aura manipulation. That, at least, was something he understood.

      He’d already taken a look at Melancholy while showing it to Asmoth’Koteth. His problem largely lay in the fact that Divine and Demonic Aura were occupying the same place and mixing together. That was beyond what even his Mystic Master skill covered.

      More than that, the elaborate magical structures that defined his sword were second only in complexity to the magical structures that defined Ashe. He needed a tool that would help him pry the two apart, or at least only see one at a time.

      With his Sense Intent skill activated, he walked around the benches, waiting for Future Sight to show him a potential future where he stopped for closer examination. That combination of spells narrowed down thousands of tools to just a few things to look at.

      

      Sense Intent: Item Analysis

      
        	Demonic Aura Tweezers (Rare)

        	These tweezers grab Demonic Aura and only Demonic Aura.

        	Demonic Aura Lens (Rare)

        	This lens allows the user looking through it to perceive the Demonic Aura they see with greater clarity, ignoring everything else.

        	Demon Essence Tongs and Crucible (Epic)

        	Any item crafted with material poured from this crucible will be magical in nature and only touch Demonic Aura.

      

      The lens and the tweezers had probably been created from that very crucible. From the description, they were just the sort of thing that Darren needed. Only for him, he’d need a version for both Demonic Aura and Divine Aura. Only with both would he be able to start prying apart the confusing magical matrix that was what was left of Ashe. And he would need to work fast. His resurrection skill had a time limit, and if Ashe needed it, he would have to get to her before a day had passed.

      So he got to work, raiding Laura’s supply of glass and scrap metal. He would top off her supplies with things from his own inventory, but he wasn’t sure if the materials she’d used to craft her own tools had special properties or not. That meant to be safe, he used her glass and metal.

      A handful of minutes turned to an hour, and one hour turned to two while he worked. He wasn’t sure how much progress Asmoth’Koteth was making, but when she started kicking the Kom’pew’tar in front of her, he realized fixing Ashe would probably be up to him.

      One by one, the tools he needed took shape on his workbench, cast in the sandboxes Laura had left nearby and hammered into their final shape upon the anvil for that purpose. She truly had everything laid out just where it needed to be. Despite being the demon, she knew how to run a workshop. What Darren thought was clutter before seemed the product of years of optimizing the space she stood in. He would have to be extra careful keeping everything right where he found it.

      He wasn’t sure if it was because of his immense focus on the task at hand or because the woman slipping into the room had a capacity for stealth beyond anything he’d ever seen. Whatever the case was, he didn’t even notice her presence until she was grabbing Asmoth’Koteth by the ear and dragging her away from the Kom’pew’tar.

      “And what are you doing in my workshop, little imp?”
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      “Mercy, Laura, mercy!” Asmoth’Koteth pleaded while the woman tugged on her ear.

      The moment she revealed herself, Darren was on his guard. The only consolation to her surprise appearance was that she had made no direct move against him. Since she hadn’t attacked, his Future Sight wouldn’t have alerted him anyway, so he hoped he could still rely on it. His skill always alerted him if his life was in danger, but he had to catch more nebulous threats by hand. He would have already been running for the door if she had fooled that ability as easily as his other senses.

      The woman had pale white hair. That and a small pair of horns jutting out from the top of her head were the only marks of her demonic heritage. The rest of her looked like a human woman. Her body was toned and athletic like Darren had come to expect of most female demons at the level of Prime Sins. They could design their bodies by hand, so those that chose a human form usually designed something as beautiful as they could make it. Laura could have probably given Astarte the Succubus Queen a tough time keeping her title... if Laura had bothered to dress up.

      Her hair was curled in a tight bun with a towel wrapped around it. A light-blue bathrobe wound around her chest, small but tied loosely around her. Instead of proper shoes, she had some strange half-sandals that were held on only by one tiny strap in the front. They looked like they’d been designed for someone too lazy to wear anything more practical.

      Her skin wasn’t wet though, nor was her hair. From the look of things, she’d been lounging around for a long time and simply hadn’t bothered getting dressed.

      “Ashe? Is that you? Why are you an imp?” Laura demanded.

      “Stupid Kalaziel killed me and stole my heart,” Asmoth’Koteth explained.

      Darren felt power moving through the room, and that sensing its presence, he knew his instincts were right. This could only be the demon named Laura that Asmoth’Koteth mentioned. From the look of the two of them, they did go way back, but they weren’t as close as Asmoth’Koteth promised.

      Sense Intent: Demon Analysis

      
        	Laura (???)

      

      For the first time in a long time, his identification skill failed him. It could discern nothing more than the demon’s name. She probably had some specialized obfuscation skill or item on her.

      Had he blundered in his eagerness to save Ashe? He hadn’t used to take risks like these when he was in Hell before. But when he was in Hell before, he didn’t have friends to protect. Now he did. And what was all of his new power for, if not to protect what he cared about?

      So he set down the crucible and went to talk with Laura.

      “He did. I saw it,” Darren said. “He took her heart, but I stole her soul from him and put it in my sword.”

      Laura cast him one quick glance. She’d ignored him at first, likely having already detected his presence. But when she saw him with her eyes, her head turned rapidly to meet his, scanning him up and down.

      Darren thought he saw a flash of recognition in the tilt of her head and the furrow of her brows. But just as quickly the look disappeared, and she gave him one last glance as she turned to Asmoth’Koteth again, this time with anger on her face.

      “You didn’t tell me you were bringing a guest! And what’s up with this one? I thought you were miss virgin girl collector or something? I think he’s about as far as you can get from a virgin girl,” Laura whispered to Asmoth’Koteth, though Darren could still make out her voice without a problem.

      “You asked me to bring an occasional human for you! As far as I remember, you never asked me to stop. And sure, I might have brought you girls every time before now, but who’s to say a little change wasn’t in order? I know about your little dildo carving hobby. It’s been what, two thousand years since you’ve seen a real one? If you ever did before that. You’ve never spoken of any boyf--”

      Laura clapped her hands over Asmoth’Koteth’s mouth and turned to Darren. “She’s just messing with you, uh... girl talk stuff, you know.” While she spoke, she ran her fingers through her hair, undoing the bun and letting long pale locks cascade gracefully over her shoulders. She stood straighter, and the relaxed hunch she’d had a moment before vanished. With her one free hand, she tightened her bathrobe a little, and it clung to her body tightly.

      “So... uh... yeah, you’re an intruder breaking into my home!” She waved her fist halfheartedly. “Explain yourself, or I’ll turn you into a newt!”

      “I wish to bargain for a few minutes more in your workshop,” Darren said.

      Laura looked at him, and a coy smile settled on her face as she shifted her weight onto one hip, placing a hand there while her other toyed with the end of her hair.

      “Well now, this is familiar territory. Didn’t they teach you not to make deals with a demon in whichever paladin school you went to?” Laura raised an eyebrow.

      “I didn’t go to paladin school,” Darren said.

      “In that case, maybe I’ll have the chance to educate you properly. What do you plan to offer me for a few minutes in my workshop? Your soul? Your body?” She took a step closer to Darren with every word.

      Asmoth’Koteth coughed. “Laura, you’re being lewd again.”

      Laura spluttered.

      “I was not! That was a totally innocent request! I planned to use his body in some sort of devious demonic experiment! I can tell from here that he’s no ordinary archpaladin. He’s a fifth-order human, isn’t he?”

      Asmoth’Koteth giggled. “Would your devious demonic experiment have anything to do with your attempts to craft the perfect dildo?” Her eyes darted to the other side of the room toward the project Laura had been working on before.

      “Uh... t-that’s...” Laura rushed across the room and began digging through box after box until she found a large cloth. She threw it over the work in progress to hide it before scurrying back over to Darren’s side and resuming her earlier position, though now her face was flushed. She was missing the aura of seductive confidence she’d been trying to project before. “That wasn’t what it looked like. It was... uh... modern art.”

      Darren reached for one of the cooling tools on the table. He held up one set he’d cast mere minutes ago, the Demonic Aura Tweezers.

      “Yes, you made a pair of tweezers, just like I already have on the bench. What of it?” Laura rolled her eyes.

      “I notice you have many tools for working with Demonic Aura. But none with Divine Aura.” As Darren held the tweezers, he used his purification skill. The Demonic Aura within it was purified instantly, and its properties were completely inverted.

      

      Sense Intent: Item Analysis

      
        	Divine Aura Tweezers (Rare)

        	These tweezers grab Divine Aura and only Divine Aura.

      

      “Hey, it turned from black to white!” Asmoth’Koteth said. The little imp began clapping.

      But Laura must have had an identification skill as good as Darren’s own because she froze for a second, and her eyes widened fractionally.

      “Shit... when did someone come up with this skill?” She blinked before turning to question Darren. As she did she straightened her back and dropped the strand of hair she’d been toying with. Instead, she looked at him inquisitively. The seductive look she’d been putting on for him before hadn’t fooled Darren, but the expression she wore now spoke of honest, long-held passion. The latter was infinitely more intriguing to him.

      “I’m not offering that knowledge. I’m offering this.” Darren held up the tweezer. “I will do the same for any other tool you need.”

      Laura stroked her chin, and a smile formed on her face as she nodded. “Deal. You have the run of this side of my workshop. Just try not to break any of the computers over there. Those machines are one of a kind these days, and if you don’t know how to use them, don’t break them.”

      She punctuated her last statement by glaring at Asmoth’Koteth.

      She pushed aside some of the boxes heaped on her workbench and carried Melancholy over to a spot near the center of the room. Working a few clamps along the underside of the table, she made sure Melancholy was well seated before hauling out a few strange hand tools that Darren didn’t recognize.

      “I have spares of all of these, so you’ll want to convert everything in this box to work with Divine Aura instead of Demonic Aura. You’re going to need both if you want to unravel that mess of a sword. I’ll be back in a bit to check on your progress and make sure my tool shed isn’t burning down,” Laura said.

      She pointed at her own eyes and then at Asmoth’Koteth as she walked backward toward the door. Her body turned to shadows, and she vanished a moment later through the crack leading into the toolshed, not bothering to open the door.

      Darren was nearly done by the time she returned. She entered as a shadow just as she’d left, and this time she was far better dressed.

      A pair of gold rings sat on either of the stubby little horns on her head, and her silvery hair was shiny and silky. She wore a sheer, thin gown with the stomach cut out and some impressively enchanted decorative boots. It was a far cry from the outfit she’d worn before. She didn’t exactly look equipped for battle, but it also no longer looked like she’d been unexpectedly woken up from a week-long nap.

      “Woah, Laura! I haven’t seen you wear anything other than a bathrobe in a thousand years!” Asmoth’Koteth said. “I didn’t think you had any real clothes anymore.”

      Laura glared at the imp for a moment, and her fingers twitched as though she was thinking about whether or not she should squish her. But then Laura’s eyes turned back to Darren.

      “Haha... she’s kidding,” she reassured Darren. “I dress up all the time. Just... not when she’s here. Now move aside. I want to watch and make sure you’re using my tools properly.”

      Asmoth’Koteth rolled her eyes, but didn’t push her luck.

      Sure enough, Laura pulled up a seat right behind him. She had to stand on top of it to see over his shoulders as he worked. In truth, Darren was starting to miss when he thought of Laura as a terrifying demon he’d one day have to engage in battle. This Laura was making him tense up more than a fight ever could. It seemed she had no intention of letting him work unobserved.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t do that,” she said when his hand with the tweezers approached a strand of Divine Aura in the way.

      He heeded her advice and turned to the next one, but she spoke again. “No, don’t break that one!”

      Darren’s hand moved to yet another strand of power, trying to work at the tangle from elsewhere, but again Laura winced over his shoulder. “Colder... colder...”

      He moved in another direction, and her tone brightened. “Warmer... warmer... getting warmer! Almost there....”

      Darren sighed. He could hardly believe it had come to this, but it seemed like he’d need to make a request of a demon.

      “Would you like to help?”

      Without another word, she hopped off her stool and shouldered him aside.

      “I’ll hold this here and here, and you can grab that,” Laura said. “Four hands are better than one.”

      They worked, and as they manipulated the Divine and Demonic Aura trapped within Melancholy, Darren learned many new things. He’d never had any formal instruction on the manipulation of Divine and Demonic Aura on this level, but it quickly became apparent that Laura had. More than that, on top of formal education, she also had centuries of experience using that knowledge and building on it. He watched her with eyes like a hawk, certain he’d discover more tricks when he reviewed the memories of what she was doing now.

      But Laura was impressed with him as well, especially when he used his Divine Energy Projection skill to recreate his Celestial Storm Tendrils. With them, he could work with as many strands as he wanted at a time.

      “I take back everything I ever said about having an assistant!” Laura laughed. “Want a full-time position? I think I’m hiring.”

      “I can’t stay,” Darren said.

      Laura pouted. “Oh well. I’ll just have to play the long game then. Maybe when you die, I can find a way to drag your soul down to Hell!”

      Those words would have been a threat coming out of any other mouth, but from Laura, they seemed more like an offer. But Darren had no plans to die any time soon. Paladins lived longer than humans, staying strong and healthy all the while so they could continue fighting evil. Archpaladins could live an incredibly long time, to the extent that it was rare for one to die of old age instead of in battle. It stood to reason that the pattern would continue into Champion, and that a fifth-order human would live for hundreds of years at the least. Darren wasn’t sure how long he’d live, but between his rank and his Lifewell, he intended to stay healthy and active on the surface for many centuries. He told Laura as much.

      “Oh bother, I suppose I’ll just have to extract as much help out of you as I can while you’re here!” Laura said. “Speaking of, we never discussed what my price for my assistance would be.”

      “You get all the Divine Aura tools I made,” Darren said.

      “Well yeah, but that was for using my workshop. I want something more for my personal assistance! And don’t think I haven’t seen you copying all my tricks! It took me a thousand years of experience to get as good as I am. Another hour of this, and you’ll be as good as I was after a century of practice.” To punctuate her statement, she pressed her pointer finger into Darren’s chest. Or at least as high onto his chest as she could manage. Her head only came up to his stomach.

      “What do you want?”

      A grin split Laura’s lips, and the look on her face was the most demonic he’d seen on her since she first appeared.

      “I want you to take a series of quests from me.”

      Darren’s heart lurched at the unexpected request. Quests?

      He’d heard that corrupted sigils sometimes gave out quests just like regular ones. The demons in Hell had control of them just as the ophanim in the heavens did.

      The only thing Darren could think of was that Laura had learned he’d slaughtered his way through the third, fourth, and fifth layers of Hell to complete a series of demon-slaying quests. Now, she probably wanted his help to eliminate a rival or something of the like.

      Laura could see the look in Darren’s eyes, and her malicious grin turned to something more comforting.

      “If you want, I will promise there will be no penalties for failing these quests. In fact, I’ll promise to help so long as you give each one an honest try. Furthermore, I will promise every quest will be well within your capabilities,” Laura said.

      Darren glanced between the demon and Melancholy on the table. Ashe needed his help.

      “Very well, on those conditions, I accept.”

      As soon as he said the words, a new message flashed up on his sigil.

      

      New Quest Available!

      Complete a three-part quest series for Laura!

      
        	Slaughter Laura’s enemies in a two-player video game. (0/1) [Hard]

        	Devour Laura’s freshly baked cherry pie. (0/1) [Extremely Easy]

        	Defeat Laura in a game of Lario Cart. (0/1) [Extremely Difficult]

      

      Reward: Laura’s full cooperation in fixing Ashe, regardless of success.

      Bonus Objection: Laura will provide a secret reward if you succeed in completing all three of her quests.

      Darren froze for a moment as he read the quests. The first and last confused him. What were video games? And what was this cart game? The only thing that made sense was devouring a freshly baked cherry pie. There had to be some sort of trick here. He would need to be on his guard.

      And how had Laura accessed his sigil?

      After a moment’s thought, the answer was obvious. She was skilled with Divine and Demonic Aura beyond the abilities of anyone he’d ever seen. She probably had a hundred tricks for interfacing with sigils like his that he couldn’t even dream of.

      Fortunately, none of these quests seemed too bad. He had taken on many hard quests before, and the ratings here didn’t frighten him. He’d battled plenty of demons his sigil considered extremely difficult and come out on top.

      Laura giggled to herself as Darren read the quests, and he wasn’t sure if he’d just had a joke played on him or if this was part of some elaborate plan he didn’t yet understand. But he saw no penalties for failing the quests, so he was willing to take the risk to save Ashe.

      With great reluctance, he accepted the series of quests.

      “Perfect! A deal is a deal!” Laura turned to Asmoth’Koteth, the imp.

      Asmoth’Koteth didn’t like the look in Laura’s eyes, and she scrambled for the door. But as soon as the imp stepped into the shadow of the door, she fell into the shadow as if a hole opened beneath her. Laura reached into her own shadow at her feet, and with her hand, she dragged the imp out by the ear.

      “Ow...” Asmoth’Koteth grumbled.

      “This is going to hurt, but trust me, it’s the fastest way to reform,” Laura said. And then, without a word of warning, she gripped the imp’s head and squeezed.

      Asmoth’Koteth exploded in a fountain of Demonic Aura. Laura swept her hand around in a circle, and instead of dispersing all the Demonic Aura gathered into her palm, she pressed it into Melancholy.

      “There we go. Now your resurrection skill should have something to latch onto. And all the Divine Aura in the tangle is out of the way. However, I do warn you that there might be some side effects of so much exposure to Divine Aura. We’ll have our work cut out stabilizing her.”

      Darren used his Resurrection skill, and sure enough, it activated this time. It didn’t just use up the Demonic Aura that came from the imp, but also all the leftover power within the sword. Most of the Demonic Aura within Melancholy had already been converted, but Laura was contributing fresh amounts of Demonic Aura, and her machinations had turned some of the Divine Aura within the sword that had belonged to Ashe back into Demonic Aura.

      Between the two of them, they rebuilt Melancholy just as it had been before. But just as Darren thought they were about to succeed, Laura cursed.

      “Well fuck.”

      Darren didn’t like the sound of that. “What?”

      “Your sword is more powerful than I initially estimated. I’ve seen seraphim carrying weapons like these, but never anything quite this powerful. It’s as strong as one of my Rods of Corruption, only with a Divine Alignment instead of a Demonic. And this sword works a lot faster than anything I’ve ever made. Did you get this from one of the foreign pantheons? I wonder whose understanding of aura is this advanced.”

      Darren remained silent. He hadn’t told her anything about his Limitless Evolution skill. He suspected she might not let him leave if he gave her those details.

      “There’s only one thing we can do,” Laura continued. “You have to use that purification skill of yours. Convert her entirely to Divine Aura. That will make her match your sword perfectly. She’s still missing her heart since Kalaziel stole it, but I think we can replace it with your sword. She’ll be something of a guiding spirit to your weapon and will mesh with it to a far greater degree. If you ever recover her heart, you’ll be able to give her a new body. But until then, she’ll be reliant on your sword.”

      Darren nodded and held his hands over the weapon. He’d seen willing demons be converted into seraphim, but only if their hearts allowed the transformation to take place. If there was any resistance, the conflict between Divine and Demonic Aura within them would tear their bodies apart, and they’d become nothing more than Divine Aura floating around like the power that fueled Asura City.

      Did Ashe trust him?

      They hadn’t met under the best circumstances. He’d stolen her soul from Kalaziel, and her options were either to be trapped in a copper sphere forever or perish. The imp hadn’t been in all that good a position either. The other Prime Sins were on the verge of kicking her out to one of the lower layers of Hell. Asmoth’Koteth no doubt had many enemies who would love the chance to tear her apart and make some tiny fraction of her remaining power their own.

      She had every right to be terrified. And yet Darren didn’t feel that terror from either part of her.

      The feeling she exuded reminded him of how she came to be wounded in the first place. She’d taken a blow that would have crippled Darren and left him limping away to the sixth Hell, ducking and hiding from Prime Sins while he tried to recover long enough to slip past the Circle of Archdemons.

      Thanks to her sacrifice, he’d arrived on the sixth layer with enough strength to keep the Prime Sins off his back and the connections to meet Laura.

      Demonic Aura shifted, warring against Divine Aura and the properties of Melancholy. Then, like a dam giving way, the shell of Demonic Aura Ashe had constructed to protect herself gave way completely. Divine Aura washed over everything that was left of her and all the new power they’d just reinforced her with. The color and feel of her started to change, slowly at first, then faster and faster. Minutes passed, and Darren’s heavy heart grew hopeful.

      “I sense some life in there!” Laura said. “It’s working!”

      Invigorated, Darren finished the process. Melancholy shone with a brilliant luster it never had before, and its power filled his heart. He sensed Limitless Evolution prodding him and telling him he’d reached all requirements to evolve the sword once more. The last quest he’d had for it had been to slay countless different kinds of demons, and he’d done that again in spades. Without even realizing it, he had the final ingredient to improve his weapon once more. Ashe herself was the last ingredient, purified and whole as she’d been before becoming a demon.

      Darren’s skill ended, and for a moment, there was silence. But then energy flowed from the sword and took form on the ground by Darren’s side.

      It was hazy and ephemeral at first, but swirling colors and a cloud of Divine Aura eventually took the form of a young woman, half-translucent and with a tether stretching from her stomach to Melancholy’s hilt.

      Her new form was a seraph, of that there could be no doubt. She had long wings, larger in proportion to her relatively petite frame. He remembered the form Asmoth’Koteth had taken at full power when he’d fought her last. She’d been covered in hard, chitinous armor then. But beneath that armor, he could imagine a form much like this one hidden away.

      Her long feather wings framed shiny hair like the color of the sky at sunset, which had the same brilliant metallic sheen as Asuriel’s. That was a characteristic of all seraphim, and it carried over to their human descendants for a few generations.

      The newly reformed seraph rubbed her eyes as she knelt on the ground, staring up at Darren and Laura as her eyes adjusted to the dim light.

      Darren took a knee next to her. Some of the demons he converted to seraphim retained their memories from when they were demons, though it often took a bit of work to stir them. But there was a chance Ashe would be different since she’d been a seraph before being converted into a demon.

      “Ashe. Are you alright? Do you remember me?” Darren asked.

      Focus returned to Ashe’s eyes, and she met Darren’s gaze.

      “Darren!” She wrapped her arms around his shoulders and wrapped her wings around him. “You’re okay!”

      Darren let out a low chuckle, holding the back of Ashe’s head as he looked her up and down again. She wasn’t a demon anymore. Should that change the way he treated her?

      Before he could think his words over, Ashe’s gaze turned to Laura standing nearby, and she let out a shrill scream.

      “Ahhh! Darren, run!” Ashe yelled, eyes wide and full of terror. She pointed at Laura.

      “Why?” Darren asked.

      With a trembling lip and shaking arms, she told him.

      “That’s the Lady of Darkness, queen of all demons!”
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      Darren stood up abruptly. He picked Ashe up with one arm, and his hand dove right for Melancholy with the other.

      Laura did nothing to stop him. She stood with a hand on her hip and a roll of her eyes.

      “I see you remember me, Ashe, Prime Saint of Purity,” Laura said. “I hope you remember the good times we shared when you were Asmoth’Koteth too.”

      “Darren, you have to get away from her!” Ashe hissed. “She’s powerful, very powerful. Worse, she’s also a horrible pervert.”

      Laura’s face flushed and she scowled. “Excuse me! You helped me with my… uh… inventions of your own free will! It’s not my fault that my Rods of Corruption corrupt a little too well...”

      Ashe rushed into an explanation, but Laura started talking over her. The two of them tried desperately to explain themselves to Darren, but their voices overlapped, and he could hardly make sense of what they were saying.

      Meanwhile, Darren’s battle instincts were very confused. The moment Laura’s true identity was revealed, he’d prepared himself for the fight of his life. Divine Aura flooded his body, and he shut out all distractions, making listening to the two of them even harder as he focused on using every skill he had to escape from the workshop.

      But Laura didn’t make a single threatening move. She didn’t even summon up her own Demonic Aura. As far as he knew, she wasn’t even using any of her skills.

      “One at a time, please,” Darren asked. Laura reluctantly went silent when he turned his gaze on Ashe.

      “She’s evil, Darren! Countless seraphim fell before her, including me! And when she had me prisoner, she kept making me rate her hand-carved dildos! Me, the Prime Saint of Purity! She said it was a joke! Do you know what she did every time she showed them to me? She laughed and laughed all day long! It was torture!”

      To Darren, that sounded a lot milder than the torture that the demons up above had been putting their prisoners through. From the sound of things, Laura had taken up her dildo crafting hobby exclusively to mess with Ashe’s head back when she was a seraph. That was petty, but not exactly evil. More mischievous, if anything.

      “In my defense”—Laura held up a hand—“it was really funny. Your reactions were always priceless.”

      “Perv!” Ashe huffed. “And you don’t even know what a real cock looks like. All your models are way too small!”

      Laura spluttered. “What? I got my measurements off the--” She abruptly cut herself off as she caught Darren’s eye and saw the look on his face. He had one eyebrow raised, and his lips were tight with a combination that said he was starting to think Laura was a bit odd. “What I meant to say was... uh... If I even had such a weird hobby, I would definitely know exactly what a cock is supposed to look like and make my models accordingly. But I don’t, because why would I waste my valuable time and knowledge making cursed dildos that turn any Divine Aura they touch into Demonic Aura? I mean, duh, I have way better uses for my time and talents...”

      She chuckled awkwardly, eyes darting to Darren.

      “...Right.” Darren nodded in agreement, but his look was the furthest it was possible to get from believing her.

      “Alright, Ashe! You’re wounded and recovering. Back in the sword, you go. We’ll talk again when you’re healthy enough to hold a full conversation. Obviously, you’re still overcoming the effects of being restored to your original aura composition, so in you go!” Laura stroked the tip of Melancholy, and Ashe’s image started to fade.

      As Ashe faded away, she gave Darren one last warning.

      “Darren! Don’t touch her dildos! They’re evil....” her voice trailed off into nothing as the last of her was sucked inside the sword. Over the span of a few seconds, she disappeared completely, though Darren still felt her presence within the sword. A band of Demonic Aura from Laura wrapped around the hilt, sealing her consciousness inside.

      “What was that?” Darren asked.

      “It was for her own good,” Laura assured him. “Now the two of us can complete those quests you promised me in peace! Besides, I wanted to have a word in private.”

      Darren kept his sword by his side, not moving even as Laura headed for the door. She turned to regard him, back arching and soft skin on display as she smiled back at him. She tossed her hair and pursed red lips. They’d been unadorned mere minutes ago, but after vanishing and replacing her bathrobe, she’d returned with them painted as red as fresh blood.

      But he was still wary and stayed right where he was.

      “Speak plain and truthful, or I’m not going with you,” Darren demanded.

      Laura sighed, and her efforts at seduction vanished, and she rubbed the lipstick off her face with the back of her hand.

      “Fine. I recognized you when I saw you.” Her words came smoother and easier now that she was no longer trying to impress him. Laura had been a silly girl with some strange hobbies. But standing before him now, Darren saw the Lady of Darkness. “And not just from your little rampage on the upper layers. I mean, who you are. Who your parents are.”

      “My mother was Ariel Heavengrace,” Darren said. “That is no secret.”

      “Oh, I know about your mother. She would have made a lovely demon if she hadn’t found a way to send her soul to the heavens through your sigil, despite being trapped in Hell.” Laura sighed. “She would have been one of the few good ones we get these days. But I’m not talking about her. I’m talking about your father.”

      Darren barely knew his father, but he’d mulled over Kalaziel’s words often enough that he knew what Laura was talking about.

      “What of it?” Darren asked.

      Laura scanned his eyes, looking for something. Eventually, she realized she wasn’t going to find it.

      “I suppose if it doesn’t matter to you, it shouldn’t matter to me. But I admit tricking that old bastard’s son into staying the night with me tickles me pink.” Laura laughed, and just like that, the Lady of Darkness was gone, and she was the same odd girl who pulled on Asmoth’Koteth’s ear and pretended not to carve dildos for fun. “Come on! Are you a console or a computer gamer? Ah, that’s right, you’re a human who grew up on the first and second layers. I suppose you wouldn’t be familiar with either. I guess I’ll find out tonight!”

      And so Darren was reluctantly dragged off to the Lady of Darkness’ isolated private cabin deep in the darkness of hell.
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        * * *

      

      Laura’s little log cabin seemed small and cozy from the outside. It was cozy from the inside as well, but just like the workshop, it was far larger than it appeared.

      The walls were smoother than anything Darren had ever seen before and made of a material he didn’t recognize. A thin layer of even eggshell-colored paint coated everything, which gave it a far cleaner look than the wattle and daub huts of the common people of Limedeep and the Blackwind Empire, or even the stone manors and fortresses of those of higher station.

      Plush velvet cloth hung over every window and shut out what little light leaked through the artificial cloudy sky overhead.

      The entrance to the cabin was as wide as his bedroom back in Limedeep, which at Cassandra’s insistence, was already a large room. He supposed that the structure was more like a manor than a cabin, even though it looked small and cozy from the outside.

      Despite the sprawling size of the entrance room, it was stuffed full on either side. Both corners were walk-in closets. One lined with coats and jackets, and the other lined with cubbies filled to overflowing with shoes. Laura’s collection of outdoor wear surpassed even Cassandra’s. Was this what his reception room in Limedeep would look like after a few centuries of living with Cassandra? He shuddered to think of what Laura’s actual closets looked like.

      Despite the vast array of clothes, Laura tossed her coat on the ground in the corner. Looking closer at the rest of her outfits neatly hanging on racks, he saw a thick layer of dust coating everything. The only things not covered in dust were heaped in a pile by the door, and what she was wearing now had probably come from that pile as well. Perhaps Laura had a bit of Morgana in her as well.

      “Shoes off! I know how much blood and guts you walked through to get here,” Laura said as she opened the door to the rest of her home.

      Darren obliged, pulling his boots off and stuffing them in his Inventory.

      Past the entrance room, they came across a sitting room that would have made Cassandra green with envy. There seemed to be no end to the plush cushions and fine seats, all just as unused as the coats and shoes in the room before. It had been a long time since Laura had welcomed any visitors or even sat in this room herself.

      The only thing that looked well used at all was a small knitting table in the corner that was halfway through weaving a pattern onto one of the cushions. Unlike the unobtrusive flowers and decorative vines lining the rest of the pillows in the room, the cushion still in progress contained an artful depiction of a naked seraph that looked suspiciously like Ashe’s seraph form. From the look of how the project was half-completed, Laura must have been working on it herself.

      With a heated flush on her cheeks, Laura stepped between him and the cushion, blocking him from examining it any further. There were probably more cushions like that one around the room, but he thought it best not to pry too much into Laura’s hobbies. Between wreaking carnage and destruction in a massive war between demons and the seraphim and knitting sexy pillows, he knew which hobby he wanted to usher the Lady of Darkness towards.

      They came across another room, this one a hallway wide enough for the both of them to walk side by side without coming close to brushing the walls. Lining either side of the hallway was a set of stone statues dressed in clothes Darren had never seen before.

      A man with a neat haircut and a well-trimmed mustache was wearing a black coat of extremely fine weave over a thin white undershirt. The threads were incredibly small on both, which seemed odd given their otherwise plain color and appearance. Something with that kind of time put into it tended to be well decorated from what Darren had seen on the surface.

      Strangest of all was the band of colorful cloth around the man’s neck. It matched the black and white look of the man’s garment well, but tying a colorful rope around one’s neck seemed an incredibly odd statement. Was he offering to let himself be hanged?

      Across from the first was a second statue with the figure of a woman. The clothes she wore were surprisingly similar to those on the man, which was odd based on what Darren had seen of fashion on the surface. But despite the odd clothes, they were excellently carved.

      “The statues are good,” Darren said, gesturing to the marble carving.

      “Like them? I did them myself a few centuries ago, back when I was into carving stone. This is a replica of my uncle from a long, long time ago.”

      “I don’t recognize the clothes.”

      “Fashion was a bit different back when I was human,” Laura explained. “Perhaps something like that will come back into style someday. If not, then this suit might very well be a piece of history that will never return.”

      She led him down the hallway to a study lined with books. All of them looked old, and the square shape and odd color of the covers excited him for a moment. He thought they were skill books. But when he grabbed one from the shelf, he saw the cover depicted a scantily clad woman wearing some very impractical armor.

      Darren held it up with an eyebrow raised.

      “They’re fiction. You know, stories? I’ve always enjoyed them.”

      Darren frowned as he flipped between the cover and the pages. The text was square and blocky, just like he’d come to expect from skill books.

      “They’re written by the same hand that writes the skill books,” Darren said as he pointed to the pages.

      “That’s because neither these nor those are written. They’re printed. Like with a printing press.”

      Darren looked at her blankly.

      Laura frowned. “I suppose that has been lost as well, at least in your region of the Sacred Seas. Perhaps the next time you come down here, I’ll have you build one. It’ll be educational for you, especially if you bring it to the surface and have people start printing with one of them.”

      Darren took a peek in one of the books and started reading aloud just to make sure it wasn’t a skillbook. When he got to a section about caressing sinuous curves and feeling a throbbing heat in his loins, Laura plucked the book from his hands and placed it back on the shelf, though not before shoving a bookmark into the spot he left off on.

      Finally, they came to Laura’s game room, which could only be accessed by opening a secret door hidden behind one of her bookshelves. It would have taken him ages of scanning with tendrils to find it, as the seam had been incredibly well hidden.

      In her game room, there was a wide array of plush cushions as large as a person sprawled around the floor surrounding an odd-looking box sitting toward the back of the room. They looked like prayer mats some of the Golden Temples in the Blackwind Empire favored, only much larger. Arranged as they were, Darren could almost imagine a group of cultists using this room to worship whatever the shiny box in the center of the room was.

      “I’m not sure I have any seats quite in your size, big guy. Here, try this one.” Laura slid the largest of the strange cushions over to Darren, and he looked at it skeptically. “They’re called bean bags. Just flop down and sit in one. Like this!” Laura let herself crash down into a much smaller bright pink bean bag, and she sank into the soft mound.

      In contrast, Darren found the bean bags much less comfortable. He was oversized even for the large one Laura provided, and worse, the large one had clearly been designed for someone of her weight and not his. When he sat on it, it felt like he was sinking in quicksand, and he vanished up to his elbows in soft, plush fabric.

      His instincts immediately told him the seat was a trap, and he sprung from it with all haste, quickly righting himself. Laura giggled at the sight. Unlike him, she perched effortlessly atop her cushion and looked perfectly comfortable, like she’d sat like this for years at a time.

      With a scowl, he pushed the bean bag aside and took a seat on the floor where it had been. Laura dragged her cushion closer, so she was pressed up against his side, almost leaning against him as the two of them stared at the box before them.

      Its surface was a shiny sheet of black something. It looked like glass but didn’t have the same feeling of hardness to it. He could make out his own reflection on the flat surface in the center of the box and was wondering what they were supposed to do with it when Laura flicked a switch and the entire thing flared with blindingly bright light.

      Darren rubbed at his eyes while Laura crawled along the floor and fetched two devices, one of which she handed to him. He heard a familiar buzzing noise he’d come to associate with the strange devices in the workshop.

      “Is this a kom’pew’tar?” Darren asked as he pointed at the glowing box.

      “No, silly. This is a television. An old one, too, so no rage quitting. I’ve reinforced all these things with Demonic Aura, but any angry archpaladin with a temper could still break it by accident. I think the heavens still know how to make these things, but they’re awfully hard to get down here in hell. It would be a pain for me to replace any of this stuff.” Laura gestured to the television and the device in Darren’s hands.

      Laura told him what he was holding was called a controller. The knobs and dials that adorned it looked elaborate and intimidating to him, someone who’d never used the devices before. But Laura looked perfectly at ease as she sat with hers cradled in her palms. Darren mimicked her grip, though the controls were clearly designed for someone of a much smaller size than him.

      The craftsmanship for all these devices was beyond anything he had ever seen. Each of them had a certain sense of flawless perfection that didn’t seem possible for human hands. The device had perfect symmetry, beyond what anyone could carve or hammer. Each knob and button was completely identical, save for the symbols that adorned them. It was almost eerie in its uniform perfection.

      “Why can the heavens make these, and you cannot?” Darren asked, mind casting back to Taautus’ strange inventions and what he said about reinventing what the Heavens knew how to make.

      Laura shrugged. “Demons aren’t particularly good at working together. Nor do we carry the legacy of our ancestors’ ingenuity, as the heavens do. I suspect even the heavens could not engineer these devices from nothing, but they have the tools that make them and have kept them running for centuries all the same. It’s rather sad, really. They’re better off than us, but in the end, they’ll suffer the same fate. Day by day, the seraphim become less like the people they once were and more like the machines of old. The ophanim are just the furthest along...”

      Her expression became a scowl, and her eyes turned blank. The light of the television illuminated her pupils as colors flashed on the screen, but her mind was far away. Darren remained silent, waiting for her to continue.

      “The demons of hell are getting more and more evil with each passing year. And the seraphim of the heavens are getting more stubborn and dogmatic in their ties to their principles. A human soul wasn’t meant to be divided, and the more we force Divine and Demonic Aura to split, the worse off we will become.”

      Her voice became grimmer and darker the more she spoke, but she clamped her jaw shut and forced herself to turn and meet Darren’s curious gaze with a smile. “But that’s not your problem! Besides, if everyone thought as I do, I wouldn’t have lost the war with the heavens. Maybe the others were right, and this was all for the best after all. You just worry about this video game! I need to complete a two-player mission to get the ‘Congratulations, you have friends!’ achievement I’ve been waiting a thousand years to get. This will finally give me one hundred percent completion in this game!”

      Over the next few minutes, Laura showed Darren how the controller worked. It required a gentler touch than he was used to, but compared to the delicate manipulations of aura she’d been teaching him earlier, using the controller was child’s play.

      Eventually, Laura deemed him ready, and she booted up the game the two of them were supposed to play to completion for Darren to beat her quest.

      In the game, Darren and Laura both controlled a pair of warriors attempting to hold down a fortress as wave after wave of zombies attacked them and tried to wear them down.

      “These zombies are unrealistic,” Darren complained. “Who would use a knife against them? And against this many, we should retreat, not hold our ground.”

      “Yeah yeah, I know. It’s just a game, Darren.” Laura rolled her eyes.

      “It teaches warriors poor strategy. They won’t be prepared for a real zombie attack. Why use a knife? Our characters should fashion spears with them at least.”

      “Don’t worry. Once you collect enough money from killing zombies, you can go up to the wall and buy a gun.”

      That only confused Darren all the more.

      “What’s a gun?”

      “One of these shooting things. I’ll show you after I kill two more zombies. They make an explosion inside a metal barrel and blast out small bits of metal at high speeds to tear apart anything they hit! They’re not much use against things at the third order or higher, but they’re plenty useful below it,” Laura explained.

      “Like a cannon?” Darren had seen such a device on a few pirate ships on the surface. Recently, those weapons had been turned against him again at the hands of Taautus. He’d been the inventor of those infernal devices.

      “Yeah, exactly like that! Only these are smaller, but fire a lot faster.” Laura soon demonstrated this by walking her character up to a chalk drawing on the wall and having a gun materialize in her character’s hands, which she then used to eliminate zombies with far greater speed than her knife.

      Darren didn’t know if he liked the odd weapons himself. They only made tiny holes, and according to the game, it took several shots to put down a zombie. He still favored cutting undead in half with his sword and using his purification skill to eliminate dozens at a time. But he had to admit weaker humans would find weapons like these very attractive. Perhaps he could find a way to recreate them on the surface.

      They had to restart the game a few times when Darren died. It was a bit frustrating for him since he knew he could clear through the entire horde of zombies if he were really present. But he took controlling his avatar as another part of the challenge, and even with the limited abilities of a normal human, he was certain he could at least help Laura get her achievement. He only wished the game was a bit more realistic, so he could use some of his knowledge to their advantage.

      After many failed attempts, they finally succeeded in getting Laura the achievement she was after. She ended up doing most of the fighting, but by the end, Darren could hold his head high and didn’t fall to a single zombie, despite his character’s limited physical abilities.

      They took a break, and Laura showed him the pie she promised. The filling had been bubbling away all morning, and Laura had slid it into the oven just before going out to check on who was in her workshop.

      After playing her game for a while, it was finally done.

      “Good thing you came along. I always feel sad about throwing out three-quarters of a pie. Two slices are enough for me, and I don’t like refrigerated pie as much as the fresh stuff,” Laura said as she cut slices for the two of them.

      The pie was made from the same cherries Darren and Ashe had spotted when they first arrived, and Laura had made no comment at the two of them stealing a pair of them, for which he was grateful. He cut his first slice and realized the pie smelled even better than the cherries had.

      “Eating these helps demons get stronger,” Darren said as he polished off his first plate after purifying the Demonic Aura within it.

      “It does. To mature them, I had to mimic a stronger version of the environment you might find on the surface, but it certainly works.”

      “Why do demons capture humans to make soul stones when your cherries would work just as well?” Darren fought to keep the accusation out of his voice.

      “I never got the seeds to grow quite right in pure Demonic Aura. I think I could have managed it with a few more attempts, but I’ve largely given up. The Circle of Archdemons likes their technique better than mine. Anyone can plant a tree and wait for it to grow, but it takes someone with power to rally a band of other demons to the surface to go raiding. It takes either them or one of my Prime Sins to capture humans on the surface and lock them away in some tower while slowly siphoning away portions of their souls. The requirements for the process limits those who can replicate it to only the most powerful organizations of demons, which helps the Circle of Archdemons bring everyone else under their sway. If I spread my seeds to the higher layers, they would no doubt send agents to cut down every tree before it could bear fruit.”

      Her voice was tinged with bitterness. He’d only gotten a few bits and pieces of the story so far, but it seemed the stories the Golden Temple told of the Lady of Darkness being struck a crippling blow and cast down into Hell were right after all, just not in the way they thought. She was as hale and healthy as ever, but in all the thousands of years since that war, she hadn’t regained the drive to do much more than play around in her workshop or with her books and games. She might not be crippled and beaten like the rumors said, but she might as well be for all the impact she had on the demons of the seven hells.

      “You could do something,” Darren said, hardly able to believe that he was trying to stir the Lady of Darkness to action.

      Laura sighed. “I could do a lot of things. And maybe I still will, after another thousand years of reading, playing video games, and taking my mental health break. I’m tired. I’ve said my piece and fought my battles, in the end, I lost it all. I’m done.”

      For all her bitterness, the pies she made were deliciously sweet. He suspected eating a few slices pushed him a little closer to whatever the maximum limit for a fifth-order human like him was, though he couldn’t be certain. Laura eyed him devouring his half and reaching for another slice, so she pushed the rest of the pie his way.

      “My quest did say to devour the pie,” Laura laughed as she served him another slice.

      And so devour it Darren did. It was delicious. His only regret was that there wasn’t more to share with his friends. He would have saved a few slices for them if Laura hadn’t warned him that it might be too powerful for most others. She’d made the recipe for Prime Sins, after all.

      Completing the final quest proved to be the most challenging of all. The two of them returned to the game room, but this time, instead of battling zombies, Darren found himself controlling a character sitting inside a cart.

      The cart wasn’t the kind he was familiar with either. There were no horses, nor was this really a carriage. The cart was roughly the size of a wheelbarrow and was barely large enough to hold the portly red-hatted man he controlled inside of it.

      The images he was seeing were strange enough on their own, but even after Laura’s explanation, he was struggling to wrap his mind around what was happening in the game.

      “So crashing into these floating transparent boxes while driving along will give you different abilities,” Laura explained.

      “Like skills?” Darren asked.

      “More like single-use items. You see these turtle shells? I got them from a box. They orbit around me and can protect me from any tricks you or another player might try. I can also shoot them or use them to shove another player off the road.”

      She demonstrated by elbowing Darren’s cart into the water. As soon as he drove back onto the road, she blasted him with a flying shell.

      This was going to be a difficult quest to complete.

      “Orbiting turtle shells...” Darren grumbled, taking back all his complaints from the previous game. That one really had been realistic compared to the game he was playing now.

      “They’re much better than the banana. I’ve always found that one kind of lame. Although if you put the banana hidden behind a box, you can sometimes get people with it. And this one here makes a squid that blinds everyone while they’re driving so they can’t see where they’re going. It’s decent but not as much fun to use. The best one is the flying turtle shell that knocks out the player in the first place!”

      Darren gave her a blank look in reply.

      “And if you hit the ramps with arrows, you can go faster than ever! Same thing if you turn your wheels and grind around a turn, shooting fire as you go!”

      Darren stared at her silently.

      Twenty rounds later, he had twenty losses, and Laura was still going strong.

      “Ha! I have over seventy-three years of in-game time on this one! Looks like no bonus reward for completing my quest for you...” Laura teased.

      There were just too many oddities in this game, far more so than in the previous one. Even after playing for hours, he was coming across something new in every match. The most he could manage was to keep his car going in a straight line and hope for something that he didn’t have to aim from the magic item boxes he crashed his cart into.

      He’d come close to first a few times when she slowed down intentionally to taunt him, but every time he took the lead, a flying shell would hit him. Or a squid would blind him. Or he’d run into a damn banana.

      Now he realized why Laura had made him promise not to break anything. He didn’t have a temper, but no reasonable man could take being defeated by a banana quietly.

      He realized if he wanted to complete his quest, he would need a change of strategy.

      “Looks like another victory for me, Darren!” Laura wiggled her eyebrows at him as she teased him. Recently, she’d stopped showing him any mercy at all. He suspected she was trying to trick him into quitting but, at the same time, didn’t want the fun to end. Perhaps she got pleasure from beating him again and again with her years of experience and tearing victory from his grasp every time he came even remotely close.

      “Again,” Darren demanded.

      “Aren’t you getting tired yet?” Laura asked. “I’ll let you sleep it off in my guest room if you want to try again tomorrow. I can keep this up for weeks!”

      “That won’t be necessary.” Darren shifted in his seat, covertly tugging on the side of Laura’s shirt as he set his secret plan into motion. A single button on her shirt came loose without her noticing. He would have victory this time, no matter the cost.

      Laura started another game, and she started taunting him again as she’d taken to doing. “You can’t win against me. Face it, you’re going to fail my quest. I imagine it’s humiliating for you. How long has it been since you failed your last quest? Years, I bet. You strike me as the kind of warrior who hates leaving a job half done. You’re certainly going to miss the bonus reward I would’ve given you. I have a secret room below my house that leads to the seventh layer. Oh, the boons you could have gained...”

      Darren found himself lined up with all the other carts as the horn blew. Just as the game was about to give the signal to start the race, Darren shot Laura a sharp glance.

      “So, how long have you been carving dildos?”

      Laura gave a sudden start, spitting out the mouthful of some bubble beverage she’d been enjoying a moment before. She turned to him suddenly with a racing heart and a blushing face.

      “I-I t-told you, that was all Ashe’s idea of a joke! I wouldn’t... I don’t...” Then she saw the focus in Darren’s eyes and realized his character had raced ahead while she hadn’t even started her cart’s engine. “Oh, you cheeky bastard! Don’t think that’s enough to beat me, though!”

      She slowly started gaining ground on him, making each turn as perfectly as it was possible to make. She struck one box after another, and Darren was hit by a blue shell, then by a lightning bolt, and then a dozen other tricks, which brought her a few seconds closer to catching up to him. She used every trick she’d shown him and more she hadn’t to try to catch up. Her quips and taunts came to a stop as she focused on regaining the lead, and Darren caught a bead of sweat trailing down the side of her face as she concentrated.

      “Come on, I need another blue shell. Please, game, give me a blue shell! If you don’t, I’ll turn all your descendants into newts!” Laura muttered under her breath as her cart struck another box.

      Darren wasn’t sure if the magic box they were playing on had taken her threat seriously or not, but a moment later, she grinned wide and shouted.

      “Yes! You’re going down, Darren!” Laura cackled an evil laugh. She was close to retaking the lead.

      So Darren had to start pulling out the rest of his tricks, one by one.

      “I could help you carve them, you know,” he suggested.

      “C-carve them?”

      “Your dildos. The ones Ashe mentioned.”

      “T-that’s not... ugh... you won’t distract me!” Laura cursed as she fell behind.

      “Perhaps I will take up carving as well. Would you like to model for me? I could carve something of you.”

      “This is cheating!” Laura blushed. “I’m shutting you out! You can’t distract me no matter what you say!”

      Darren grimaced as Laura got a set of three shells spinning around her. The first one landed perfectly and knocked him aside, as did the second. The third bought her enough time to come up beside him and knock him off the road and into the river.

      He narrowed his concentration as he focused as intently as possible. This was his chance to win. He couldn’t waste it.

      “I like your dress,” Darren began.

      “You won’t get me with your dirty tricks,”

      “The buttons are especially nice,” he continued.

      “Yes, my taste in dresses is wonderful. Or rather, it was wonderful a few thousand years ago when I bought this outfit. If you think your flattery is going to distract me, you’ve got another thing coming!”

      “The buttons loosen on their own when you concentrate. Is it to help your breathing?” Darren asked innocently. He gave her dress one last tug on the back with his Celestial Storm tendrils.

      The final button gave way. He’d slowly positioned all of them when Laura wasn’t looking, and now his preparations bore fruit. The top three came loose at the slightest tilt of Laura’s head.

      “Crap!” She dropped her controller and reached down to fix her lowest button, eyes darting to Darren.

      He had a grin on his face as he raced by her and took the lead again.

      With a scowl, she abandoned her dress and snatched her controller up again, but it was too late.

      There were no boxes between them and the finish line and no tricks left for her to play. Darren drove in a straight and even line, and she couldn’t overcome his lead. He crossed the finish line half a second before she did.

      “Quest completed,” Darren declared.
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      Despite being the queen of all demons and the epitome of all evil in the world, Laura was not a sore loser. On the contrary, she happily congratulated Darren on his victory.

      “I suppose you do deserve the bonus reward after all. Even if you did use some dirty tricks to finish my last quest. I grant you full use of the Seventh Layer of Hell for the duration of your stay with me! Of course, you’ll have to convert the Demonic Aura there into Divine Aura. Still, I think the environment should be quite beneficial for you, even if you do nothing more than sleep in it for a few nights.”

      “What kind of benefits?” Darren asked.

      “The kind that makes you faster, stronger, and better at controlling Divine or Demonic Aura. It might even help prepare you for reaching the sixth order, however that looks for a human. To that end, I have your consolation prize.” Laura hefted a leather-bound book as big as her head. “Originally, this was going to be your only quest reward, since I was certain I would beat you. But since you pulled a win, you get them both.”

      She handed him the leather-clad book. Unlike most of the books in her collection, this one had neither a scantily clad woman or man on its cover. It was just plain leather.

      Looking inside, Darren read the title.

      Insights on Entities of the Sixth Order, by the Lady of Darkness.

      Darren raised an eyebrow, and Laura shuffled her feet and wrung her hands together. “I’ve never really shared my writing before, but... you were a really good assistant. And knowing what you are, I think this is something you’ll want to read. I don’t know how a human might reach the sixth order, but everything I know about it should be in there. It’ll be up to you to make sense of them!”

      He flipped open the book and was surprised at the level of detail in the diagrams present.

      “These are quite good,” Darren said.

      “Thanks. I drew them myself. I can’t take all the credit though. A lot of the insights are from before my time. Really, this is just an annotated edition of what your father came up with...” Laura shrugged.

      This was the first time anyone had mentioned Darren’s father, at least in the way Laura had. He’d always kept what few feelings he had of the man separate from what the world told him he was like. Those two perceptions had never collided until now.

      “Thank you,” Darren said after a long moment of silence.

      She punched him gently on the arm. “You earned it, big guy.”

      She held her hands out awkwardly, and Darren thought she might want a hug at first. But she gave up and let her hands drop before he could decide if that’s what she was after, and they simply shook hands.

      “Alright, enough standing around! You have basking in infernal powers to do!” She led him to a door just down the hall from her study. It was blocked by a lock, but a flick of her thumb and a flash of her power undid it in a moment. “Just make sure you head straight down! Do not, under any circumstances, enter my basement door on the right. I have... ahem... a lot of important stuff in there. Yeah, so don’t go in there!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As curious as Darren was about Laura’s basement, it was probably full of half-carved dildos, and Ashe had warned him to stay away from such things. So he headed straight down just as Laura asked. He could feel the weight of the Demonic Aura pressing down all around him, and it reminded him of when he was a child without his mother in a cave all alone.

      He shrugged off the Demonic Aura. This level of energy would have corrupted anyone else within moments, but Darren’s powers and skill had been honed to perfection in hell already, so he knew just how to counter the Demonic Aura pressing in around him. And with his current abilities, he didn’t need to helplessly endure this infernal power like he used to. Now, he could fight back.

      His purification ability churned to life, and the Demonic Aura around him was sucked into the glowing radiance around him. His light illuminated the otherwise pitch-black chamber and converted the Demonic Aura as thick as ink in the air into Divine Aura that flowed around him.

      As the Divine Aura increased in power and potency, so too did the scale of his ability. Over the course of an hour, the entire Seventh Layer of Hell was purified.

      When he was done, his body still felt like he was under pressure, almost as though he was standing underwater. But unlike the Demonic Aura, this power synergized with him. Every breath, more of it flowed into him, and a little less flowed out as he exhaled. His already tremendous reserves of power were growing a tiny bit with each passing moment.

      It hadn’t taken nearly as long as he thought it would, mostly because the Seventh Layer of Hell was far smaller than Darren thought it would be. His manor back in Limedeep would have filled it completely.

      Laura truly had prepared a wondrous prize for him. It probably took decades to fill this room with such concentrated and pure Demonic Aura, and any demon who used it would grow a little more powerful than all their peers. No doubt any member of the Circle of Archdemons would have paid a fortune for this privilege. He planned to use the opportunity well.

      

      Swords of Revealing Light (Epic) has evolved to Fists of Peace (Mythic)

      Future Sight (Epic) has evolved to Oracle Sight (Mythic)

      Fists of Peace (Mythic)

      
        	Six hands shoot down from the heavens, generated from the user’s power. These hands wrap around up to six targets, binding them in place until the user stops supplying the hands with Divine Aura or the bound targets break free.

      

      His new stunning ability was a more comprehensive version of the last. It was no longer limited to a certain time span, just how much power he wanted to dump into it.

      

      Oracle Sight (Mythic)

      
        	Oracle Sight provides the user with predictions of potential futures, warning them of incoming hostile actions.

        	This ability allows the user to focus on any one particular future, following it through the chain of probable events to determine its outcome up to three weeks into the future. The further this skill projects a prediction, the less accurate it becomes.

      

      Oracle Sight was a definitive improvement over Future Sight. With his new power, he could see further than ever, and he could even sit down and watch the future as it might play out minutes or hours later. He gave the skill a quick test and saw himself sitting cross-legged, just as he was right then.

      A few more hours in the future revealed him still sitting and concentrating with his eyes closed. As did another test following that probability even further into the future.

      He realized he would need to battle test this ability under more interesting conditions, but from its raw description, it sounded powerful.

      Even more exciting than his upgrades to his epic skills, Darren also had several mythic skills on the verge of evolving as well. When he finally pushed them to the next level, not only would they become more powerful, but they would free up their skill slots again, allowing him to take on yet more abilities to replace them. By the time he filled all his remaining slots, he would be a walking arsenal of destructive powers.

      

      Mystic Master (Mythic) has evolved to Aura Ascendancy (Legendary)

      Sense Intent (Mythic) has evolved to Absolute Analysis (Legendary)

      Demon Calamity (Mythic) has evolved to Harbinger of the Apocalypse (Legendary)

      Unyielding (Mythic) has evolved to Adamantine (Legendary)

      Unstoppable and Unbreakable (Mythic) has evolved to One With the Universe (Legendary)

      Mirror Body (Mythic) has evolved to Vessels of Will (Legendary)

      Aura Ascendancy (Legendary)

      
        	This ability enhances the user’s perception and fitness at manipulating Divine, Demonic, and Wild attribute Aura. This skill vastly increases the user’s Divine Aura reserves, their efficiency in using those reserves, and the rate at which they replenish those reserves.

        	In emergencies, the user can even rapidly absorb ambient Divine Aura and use it to fuel spells and abilities without first acclimatizing it to their bodies and spirits.

      

      Darren’s new aura control ability was more versatile than ever. It would synergize well with Melancholy if he ever had to slaughter demons again. His reserves of Divine Aura were already so vast that it would take a battle many times longer than the ones he’d fought against Asmoth’Koteth and then Kalaziel to even begin to deplete his reserves.

      But if that ever happened, now he could simply kill one of his enemies and use the power they released right then and there to fuel more of his skills. With his current powers, he was virtually guaranteed to never be lacking in Divine Aura to fuel his skills. And with his ability to convert Demonic Aura into Divine Aura, so long as there was any power around him at all he would always be able to fuel his abilities.

      

      Absolute Analysis (Legendary)

      
        	This skill allows the user to identify people, items, thoughts, ideas, and actions in real-time.

        	This power renders the complete attributes of the target item or entity, providing detailed schematics of an item’s construction or probable combat patterns of a targeted individual.

        	When used to analyze cultures and ideas, all connected sigils and networks will be scanned to provide the most relevant explanation.

        	This ability is undetectable to any disguise ability or item below the Legendary rank.

      

      The replacement for Sense Intent did everything his old ability did, but this time with a few new features. He wasn’t sure how generating probable combat patterns would work, but he imagined it was somewhat similar to what he always did in his own head during battle.

      He saw another use for that ability though. There were plenty of trainees working under him already. If he could use his skill to generate optimized fighting styles for each of them by learning each of their skills and abilities at a glance, he would save a lot of time, and everyone who fought under him would benefit.

      Also, he hoped it would make sure he would never run into a problem figuring out how coins worked again. That alone made the upgrade to Legendary worthwhile.

      

      Harbinger of the Apocalypse (Legendary)

      
        	All damage done to demons is 1000 times more effective. All hostile enemies of an evil alignment have a chance of spontaneously transforming into demons upon attacking the user.

        	All demons at the second order or below die instantaneously in the presence of this skill.

        	Divine and Demonic Aura that touches upon the user of this skill is unmade. The power either integrates with the user’s own arsenal or becomes Wild Aura unbound by Divine or Demonic Aura, producing unknown effects and unusable to anyone without an understanding of the capability to process Wild Aura.

      

      By now, the amount of damage he dealt with each skill meant demons were no longer a concern. There was only one demon he needed to worry about, and she seemed to like him for some reason.

      

      Adamantine (Legendary)

      
        	This skill is passive and always remains active. It renders the user immune to all instant kill effects, negative debuffs, targeting, and homing abilities below the legendary level.

        	All direct damage skills that induce magical effects to harm the user have their damage reduced in half.

      

      The replacement for Unyielding was a vast upgrade of everything the previous ability did. It covered all the same bases, but with the restrictions torn away. The new addition was the reduction of damage from direct magical attacks. Absolute Analysis told him that meant an incoming fireball or bolt of lightning would find itself dealing half damage to him at most, assuming he didn’t find some way to deflect part of the damage before it struck him.

      He’d still have to be wary of someone with a strength skill dropping a massive stone on his head, but in terms of surviving the magical effects of skills in action, he now had a serious advantage. Assassin-type demons and seraphim would find him a terrifying opponent. Even if they caught him by surprise, despite his keen senses and ability to see danger coming well in advance, he would still have a chance to recover and retaliate.

      

      One With the Universe (Legendary)

      
        	This ability grants the user absolute unity with the world around them. They can effortlessly redirect energy through them and into the ground or through the ground up into them. They can travel short distances instantaneously and large distances with incredible speed.

        	Speed and power grow with the amount of energy available in the nearby environment. Enemy attacks can be redirected into the local environment to store energy to power this skill.

      

      His new movement skill was an odd one and would require some adjustments to his fighting style. Now, he couldn’t just redirect kinetic energy but all types of energy. And he didn’t just move it from one place to another, but store it. Absolute Analysis told him that if someone tried to blast him with a jet of water so hard and strong it could cut stone and steel, this ability of his would halt a nearby waterfall, transferring all that energy elsewhere to be retrieved for his next attack.

      The energy exchange was far from perfect, but it meant he now had new options. If he could absorb a series of deadly blows, he could strike out with all that energy combined in one decisive counterstrike.

      

      Vessels of Will (Legendary)

      
        	This ability allows the user to split their body as many times as necessary, limited only by the bodies they can acquire and the amount of attention they are willing to spare.

        	More powerful bodies require more Divine Aura to maintain. First or second-order entities require significantly lower Divine Aura and personal concentration.

        	Vessels can be granted a small degree of autonomy, only synchronizing with the host upon sleeping. This reduces both the concentration and Divine Aura requirements of maintaining them.

      

      At first, he didn’t really understand how his Mirror Body skill had improved. But more research told him the upgrade to Legendary was far more practical than it appeared. He was no longer limited to making bodies as strong as he was!

      Darren was growing excited by the prospect already. One regret he had from becoming as powerful as he was now was the fact that demons and completing minor quests held no challenge for him. But what if he created a body at the holy adept level and set himself to the task of slaying a demon lord?

      He would have to make a few new bodies and put this skill to the test once he’d finally dealt with these archdemons.

      Last but not least was Darren’s sword.

      Among all his items, this had been with him the longest. Checking Limitless Evolution, he sensed a change.

      Melancholy meets all requirements for an upgrade to Legendary.

      Every upgrade prior to this had involved slaughtering dozens, then hundreds, then thousands, and then tens of thousands of demons. Now that he’d slaughtered a million with his sword, it had basked in more demon blood than any one weapon ever had.

      More than that, it was empowered by the spirit of a Prime Sin, now once again a Prime Saint. She used his sword like a body, and with it, her power melded with the blade. He wouldn’t have dared try this evolution back when Ashe still had a demonic alignment, but now that she was made of Divine Aura, he could upgrade his weapon without its properties becoming too strong for her to overcome.

      He swallowed, calmed himself, and sat cross-legged with his sword atop him. It was time to bring his trusty weapon to the next level.

      He laid out the items around him as listed by his sigil.

      A mountain of enemies, felled by one hand.

      Bones of a thousand demon lords, slain in righteous anger.

      Feathers of a seraph, dearly loved.

      Might of a king, crowned by his own strength.

      An oath to slay evil wherever it takes root.

      A tear from the Lady of Darkness, freshly shed.

      As his item had grown more powerful, so too had the difficulty of acquiring the ingredients to evolve it. He was fortunate that one of his jokes had made the Lady of Darkness laugh so hard that a tear leaked from her eye. He had snatched the cloth she used to dab her cheeks while she wasn’t looking.

      Melancholy didn’t change much physically. It was already a gargantuan blade of silver and steel, far too large for any warrior who wasn’t at least a paladin. But even paladins would flinch and shake when they tried to lift this sturdy sword. Darren knew from Sasha’s attempts to raise it.

      While the physical shape of the blade didn’t change at all, the magical aspects of the weapon underwent a complete transformation.

      The lines of Divine Aura he’d studied in such incredible detail underwent a shift in complexity. He’d just started to understand his sword the way it was before. He’d thought Melancholy was a masterwork before, but now he knew how blind he’d been.

      Before, the sword had looked like a grid under his magical vision, with countless lines and tangles spanning its length. But there had only been one layer of connections, one single web to sort out.

      Now, six more appeared beneath the first, each as complex as the last. If Ashe had gotten tangled up in this thing, the best he could do would be to hope for the best.

      But that wasn’t to say she wasn’t still there. He saw her nestled within the dense network of Divine Aura, only now her form was as integrated with the sword as the powers the blade itself held. He sensed the Lady of Darkness’ seal on the blade, keeping Ashe within it to rest and recover, begin to fade. Even her power could not restrain a weapon like this one for long.

      While Ashe stirred, he used his Absolute Analysis skill to get a good look at his new weapon and its properties.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Item Analysis

      
        	Melancholy (Legendary)

        	Wielded by the Harbinger of the Apocalypse and the bane of all demons, this weapon has become one of the greatest aura weapons ever crafted in the Sacred Seas. It is capable of converting all Demonic Aura into Divine Aura it comes into contact with.

        	Its ties to its creator have also granted it the power to ignite the sins within a target’s soul, increasing damage based on the degree of their soul’s negative alignment. When activated to its fullest power, Melancholy can ignite an enemy’s soul with the weight of these sins, burning out their existence and erasing them from the world. If the weight of their sins is great enough, this attack can remove their impact on the world entirely, undoing some small portion of the evil they wrought and stripping them of any legacy they might have left. If slain like this, no entities beneath the fourth order will remember the affected target ever existed at all.

      

      Just as he finished examining his weapon, he felt Ashe stir within it. Steam rose from the length of the blade, and she took form beside him, seraph wings flapping loosely behind her as she rubbed at her eyes.

      “Woah, everything feels a little different. I feel more here than before....” Ashe looked at her own hands, touching them against one another and then reaching out to touch Darren’s arm. “What’d you do?”

      “I upgraded Melancholy. Since you are using it as a body, I may have upgraded you,” Darren said.

      “I feel stronger.”

      “So do I. But let’s go and find out for sure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 55

          

          

      

    

    








            Princess Thalia

          

        

      

    

    
      Thalia turned to Olpha. The big woman shrugged and hefted her club.

      “I swear there was supposed to be a village here.”

      Thalia turned to her other companions. Priestess Blossom and Cleric Audrey were both with her as well. King Darren told the two of them to see her safely home, and since she wasn’t either safe or home yet, they were still accompanying her, for which she would be forever grateful.

      These three were her most loyal people and some of the few who’d been with her since the beginning. Of everyone in the Order of Heaven’s Grace, they were the only ones she truly felt like she could be herself around. All the others expected her to act like a princess, and she did because she knew that was what they needed. She didn’t mind, most of the time.

      But every once in a while, she needed a break. And a quiet mission close to home was the perfect opportunity.

      “We must have taken a wrong turn,” Priestess Blossom concluded. “We should look for a local and ask for directions. If we follow the game trails, I’m sure we’ll stumble across a hunter.”

      Cleric Audrey scowled. “I know what I’m doing. This is where we were told to go. There’s supposed to be a village here on the verge of being overrun with demons!”

      “Being bravely defended by a dozen disillusioned paladins, priestesses, and clerics. Perfect recruits for the order, if we saved their home...” Thalia tapped her chin with her finger. After a moment of thought, she abruptly froze.

      Truthseeker information request processed.

      Probability of being in the wrong location: 15%

      Probability of bad intelligence: 35%

      Probability of being intentionally misinformed: 50%

      Thalia processed that a while.

      Who would want to intentionally misinform her?

      The answer was obvious, and her sigil provided her with an answer almost as quickly as her own brain came up with it.

      Probability of the Blackwind Empire’s imperial army providing false intelligence: 25%.

      Probability of the Order of the Rod preparing an ambush: 75%.

      Thalia’s eyes went wide. “Everyone, get back! It’s an ambush--”

      Thalia never even got to finish her warning before a crossbow bolt shot out of the bushes. A dozen more followed it a fraction of a second later.

      Olpha didn’t hesitate. She jumped in front of her companions, arms spread wide. Her defensive skill activated, thickening her skin. She was tougher for a moment, so none of the bolts sank in quite as deep as they would have otherwise.

      But they did sink in, which meant they were probably magical in some way. The brawny woman grimaced and sank to one knee. She’d be in trouble if she didn’t have a first-rate healer standing right behind her. Priestess Blossom was healing her nearly as fast as she’d jumped to everyone’s defense.

      “What? How?” Cleric Audrey cursed. She’d been the group’s tracker, but somehow they’d managed to fool her senses. A scowl adorned her face as she realized she’d led her companions into an ambush without even realizing it. Her knuckles turned white around her bow as she took three arrows in hand and returned fire before Thalia could so much as blink.

      “Get the princess out of here,” Priestess Blossom yelled to Audrey. “Olpha and I will buy you time!”

      Audrey looked pained at the thought of leaving her two comrades behind, but she had a cool head on her shoulders and knew her priorities. Thalia would have protested, but before she could even speak, Audrey threw Thalia over her shoulder and started running.

      The cleric poured all her frustration into running as fast as she could. She left the trail they’d followed behind within moments and charged with all speed toward the thickest underbrush.

      “If you can get us behind cover, we should be able to lose them!” Thalia said, though, from the set of her jaw, she figured Audrey had already puzzled that much out herself.

      They heard wood and metal clash in the distance behind them. Olpha was fighting. Priestess Blossom was probably lending a hand as well. Perhaps their opponents had underestimated them, and the two would be able to defeat everyone who came their way.

      Probability of Priestess Blossom and Olpha slaying all ambushers: 0.5%.

      Sometimes, Thalia didn’t like her skill. But she knew it was correct. The Order of the Rod had to know by now what kind of companions she kept. They wouldn’t bother laying an ambush unless it was one strong enough to defeat her protectors.

      But there was still hope. If they had overwhelming force, they’d capture Olpha and Priestess Blossom instead of killing them. They’d want the two alive for the information they had.

      All Thalia and Audrey had to do was get back to camp and rally everyone she could. With all their help, she could double back and track this band of ambushers down to their camp. There, she could save her lost companions and turn the tables on whoever was trying to have her killed.

      Then Audrey howled and stumbled to one knee.

      Thalia glanced down, and a massive bleeding gash the size of her fist spouted blood along Audrey’s thigh. From it, a glowing bird wriggled its head and popped out the other side before vanishing in a puff of white energy.

      Cleric skill detected. 90% probability of being the rare Phantom Familiar skill.

      Despite her gaping wound, Audrey tried to force herself to her feet again. She only had one working leg now, and she hobbled along.

      “Put me down, Audrey. You’ll only hurt yourself more,” Thalia said.

      “The Captain... ordered me... to protect you...” Audrey grimaced as she forced herself to take another step forward.

      Then the glowing bird appeared again, this time headed for Audrey’s remaining leg. She was on her guard this time though, and she drew her hunting knife with a flick of her wrist and cut through the skill. It vanished in a puff of blue light, but it wouldn’t be long before whoever used the skill cast it again.

      Thalia ran as fast as she could, but her skill flashed up a warning before her again.

      Probability of escaping: 0.04%

      Her chances of escaping on foot were close to nothing. She didn’t know the forest like Audrey did, and she had no special movement skills like another sigil wielder would. All she had was the head on her shoulders.

      So she chose her ground and straightened her dress, knowing the only way out of this was to face it head-on.

      “Who goes there?” Thalia demanded as her assailants emerged from the shadow. She was relieved to see one of them dragging Audrey behind him, wounded and disarmed, but still breathing.

      “Princess Thalia... you’ll be coming with us,” a man chuckled. He wore the long robes of the Golden Temple about him, but that was the only holy thing about him.

      Thalia had seen his type before. This was no holy man, or at least not the faithful kind. This was the type of man who saw the ranks of the Golden Temple the way any other might see rule over the Blackwind Empire. It was a ladder to climb, and he was headed as far as his schemes would take him.

      “And who might you be?” Thalia asked, backing up against a nearby tree.

      “Me?” The priestly man chuckled and glanced at his comrades. Two of them were heavily armored paladins from the Order of the Rod. Two were Sinful Servants, demons disguised as human warriors. “I’m Lothar, just a humble servant of Kalaziel’s will... or at least that was all I ever thought I would be before fortune and the heaven’s favor gave me an opportunity to leave a legacy far greater than I ever dreamed.”

      A smile tugged at the corners of his lips as though there was a joke in there.

      “Years ago, I turned over a traitor the Order of the Rod had desperately sought for years, and ever since that day, I have been blessed to serve the Golden Temple and our lord Kalaziel far more directly. And when I present you to him, I will be rewarded once more! My name shall be written in the Golden Temple’s records for all time! Me, a humble priest who once could long for nothing more than tending a tiny temple in some insignificant little village.”

      “I’m a Princess of the Blackwind Empire, not some pile of bandit’s treasure,” Thalia reminded him. Perhaps her family name could protect her one last time...

      But the priest only chuckled and took another step forward. Behind him, four more Sinful Servants approached, dragging Priestess Blossom and a bruised and battered Olpha behind them. Both were bound at the wrists and ankles, and Olpha was completely limp as blood trickled down her forehead. She was every bit as large and brawny as the demons who carried her, but supernatural strength let them lift her as easily as they slung Blossom over their shoulders.

      “I think you and I both know your family doesn’t really run the Blackwind Empire anymore.” The priest smiled. “And I’m pleased to say I played a part in that! Your father was a great ruler once upon a time. But he turned his heart away from the heavens long ago, and so it was past time we replaced him.”

      “He isn’t the only ruler that supports us.” Thalia’s eyes darted to the two paladins from Whiteguard. If she could just win them over...

      “Ah yes, Darren Heavengrace, King of Limedeep.” The priest scowled and shook his head. “The one that got away.”
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      One of the first things Darren realized was that Ashe seemed slightly different from before. She seemed more eager to please and happier to help him however he wanted. She was also rather fond of this new ability to manifest a physical form outside of his sword and had been using it pretty much constantly as he finished up his work in the Seventh Layer of Hell.

      “Darren, Darren! Do you think Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha will like me more now that I have a body?” Ashe asked, worry in her voice as she pressed herself against Darren’s side. He could feel a pair of tender mounds squishing against the back of his head, which made it a bit difficult to concentrate on reading up on his new skills.

      “I think they’ll like you fine,” Darren said. She’d asked that same question several times now, and he’d answered in the same way each time.

      “Darren, Darren! Do you like my body?” she asked again, pressing herself against his back.

      “I think your new body is fine,” Darren said.

      “Darren, Darren!”

      Darren stifled a sigh. “What is it?”

      “You’re not as scary as you were before. Back when I was a demon, I mean. Back then, I had an interest in you, but there was also this sense of reservation. Like I instinctually knew I needed to stay away. But now that reservation is gone! I can talk to you without a trace of fear!” She nuzzled up against him.

      “I’m glad you’re happy.”

      Originally, he planned to stay here a while longer and add six new skills to his arsenal. He’d spent a bit of time upgrading skill books so he’d have a few suitable to fill those open slots, but judging on the state of things as they stood, he’d have a difficult time working on them now that Ashe was up and about. She seemed to be getting rather bored with sitting and waiting.

      He enjoyed the company after the long stretch of silence he had sitting alone and working on his skills, but at the same time, she did have some difficulties in letting him concentrate.

      In the end, he decided to set aside picking up new skills for now. Picking them up would come quickly enough now that he’d done the groundwork to prepare the skill books. All he needed was to sit down and make his selections. He knew a battle with Kalaziel was coming, so the skills he picked would have to be tailored to fighting him and perhaps fighting his minions among the seraphim.

      He’d need to put a lot of thought into developing an arsenal of abilities that would work just as well against seraphim as it did against demons. He thought about recruiting Ashe’s help, but a lot of her knowledge was long outdated. He’d need Asuriel’s help.

      And so Darren emerged from Laura’s basement, resisting the urge to check her private room off to the side once again, though Ashe urged him to. The door at the top opened easily, and he was greeted by the scent of a pie in the kitchen.

      Darren followed the smell and found Laura humming to herself with a pair of earmuffs on her head. When she removed them, he heard an odd tune playing in them.

      Besides the odd contraption over her ears, the Lady of Darkness wore an apron and some casual wear that reminded him more of Cassandra’s undergarments than of something someone would wear about the streets of Limedeep. Laura smiled as he emerged, and she tugged at where her hair was tied up behind her head and let it fall down loosely around her shoulders.

      With a smile on her face and a pie in her hands, she congratulated him.

      “I hope you made good use of the Seventh Layer! I see there’s a lot of Aura down there. Truth be told, I used you a bit. While I’m sure you benefited from using the Seventh Layer, it’s incredibly hard to get Divine Aura for my experiments down here. But now, with all the excess you generated, I’ll be set for a century!”

      “I’m glad I have repaid you,” Darren said.

      “Well, I think I’m the one who should be thanking you! So here’s a thank you pie for the road. Take it with you. And remember, if you ever want your ass kicked in video games again, you know where to come!” Laura laughed, playfully giving his arm a poke.

      Ashe scowled at Laura as she clung to Darren’s other arm.

      “Thank you, Laura,” Darren said as he stuffed her pie away in his Inventory. “I need to get going,”

      “I have a secret way up to the Fifth Layer. Just take the room to the right. That’ll make sure none of the Prime Sins give you trouble on the way out. It’ll also give you the way to come back without having to go through the whole system of tunnels and whatnot.”

      Laura led Darren up through a long set of stairs that shouldn’t have been possible, given the way her home looked from the outside. But this place was all sorts of odd with how thoroughly space was bent within it, so Darren didn’t have a hard time believing that Laura had a tunnel leading upward and out.

      “I’ve got the key for this door somewhere...” Laura rummaged around near the entrance and eventually found what she was looking for tucked behind a sconce on the wall. Unlike the demons throughout the rest of the hells, she didn’t use human skulls filled with Demonic Spirits for light and instead favored these odd forms of torches. They were each recessed into the wall, and the flame inside them never flickered. In fact, Darren could not sense a flame at all. They glowed a bright and unwavering flawless white, without the natural movements he expected from a real torch.

      But that secret was just one of many Laura had, and she’d explained enough that he didn’t feel the need to pry into this one. Eventually, she placed the key she’d been looking for into Darren’s hand without a word.

      “See you later, Darren.”

      She turned swiftly, not one for goodbyes. Darren made his way up the tunnel. Ashe was with him, though she’d returned to Melancholy and remained silent as she prepared herself for the battle that was to come. On the other side, he found a well-disguised slab of rock. The keyhole was incredibly well hidden, and he wouldn’t have found it if he hadn’t seen the door open.

      He closed it behind him and carved the door into his memory before sliding it shut and locking it closed. Then he turned to the Fifth Layer of Hell. The Circle of Archdemons probably had eyes everywhere, and they’d be looking to corner him the moment he emerged. They probably thought he was still wounded and trying to limp to safety on one of the higher layers. Their goal would be to catch and corner him as soon as they spotted him. Little did they know that was just what Darren wanted as well. He would defeat them all, all at once.
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        * * *

      

      Visiting the ruins of a few of the cities he’d already raided bought Darren a bit of attention. He’d already taken just about everything of value, but he killed a few of the fiends picking over the city. Most of them had bags of holding, and if they thought there were still things worth looting, he wanted their loot. The pickings were meager compared to what he’d gathered the first time he’d raided these places, but these looters had tools and were more ambitious with what they took.

      They pried off gold-plated shingles and silver floor tiles one at a time, stacking them neatly and in order. While all the largest reserves of soul stones were gone, these looters also had been checking for hidden stockpiles under mattresses or beneath pillows and come up with a few handfuls each. Who better to know where a demon kept his treasures than another demon?

      The real prize came when he stumbled upon a city he hadn’t raided yet. There were humans here like in all the others, and taking it out was rather satisfying, though he didn’t have the chance to test his new skills. For that, the city guards of these small demon strongholds were far from sufficient.

      But they sent the message out to the people who would be his match. He watched a beacon being lit and did nothing to stop it as he freed the handful of imprisoned humans being harvested for soul stones.

      “Are... are you real?” one archpriestess asked. She’d been dead a moment before, but she’d fortunately died rather recently. That meant his resurrection skill worked just fine on her, and he had her up and about along with all her comrades.

      “I’m real, and you’re free now. Make your way upward to one of the higher layers,” Darren instructed.

      “How are you here?” she asked, still dazed and confused from her recent death. Darren was patient with her. He’d pulled her head out of a demon’s stomach and reattached it as part of her revival, so it was only natural she wouldn’t quite be feeling like herself yet.

      “I came from the surface and killed every demon in my way,” Darren explained.

      The others nodded, some of them falling to their knees with hands clasped as they thanked him. Reviving the dead archpriestess had been quite impressive to some of them, given the state of her corpse. Darren didn’t think it was too big a deal, since his skill was more about timing than quality. But he supposed the state the archpriestess was in would have been unrecoverable for most healers, even to those priestesses who focused on healing, to the exclusion of all combat skills.

      It took a bit of encouragement to get the humans on their way, but they were heading clear of the city by the time the Circle of Archdemons arrived.
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        * * *

      

      Darren saw them coming long before they made their presence known, and he positioned himself on the far side of the city, away from the escaping humans. The fourth-order fighters could have been far away by now, but there was a group of holy adepts slowing them down. Darren didn’t have the time to push them to the next level, and even if he did, they wouldn’t get wings. So he’d just have to buy them enough time to get away. Hopefully, they would continue fleeing instead of trying to watch his battle, but if they stayed, he’d do his best to keep the fight on the opposite side of the city.

      “Human!” a massive devil dragon shouted. “You can’t run from us any longer!”

      Darren wasn’t running, but there was no benefit in telling Dagon that. The devil dragon and his Circle of Archdemons thought they had cornered him, but it was actually the other way around.

      “Ashe...” Darren began.

      “Fine... I suppose I’m ruining your heroic look standing on this broken wall with a field of dead demons behind you,” Ashe said. “I’ll go back into the sword.”

      Ashe vanished a moment later, and Darren let Melancholy rest on his shoulder.

      Though he’d made no efforts to appear intimidating, he’d just conquered a city single-handed. Demon blood stained his sword and boots. An ordinary cloak trailed behind him, blowing in a soft breeze that shouldn’t exist here on the Fifth Layer of Hell. All the Divine Aura he’d created by slaying demons had stirred up a swift breeze that sent a chill running down the spines of each of the remaining archdemons.

      He looked down at them, one boot planted atop the broken edge of the city walls, now shattered down to their foundations, just like the rest of the city. Even Dagon, in his devil dragon form, had to crane his neck to look up at Darren atop the wall.

      “There are no more chances for you to run!” Dagon shouted up at him.

      Finally, Darren spoke. “I won’t run. The question is, will you?”

      Dagon turned to Resheph. “Get the Prime Saint on him!”

      Resheph the Undead Emperor raised a pair of bony hands, and Sydyk’s power flared to life. He’d emitted very little Divine Aura up until a moment ago, but now that Darren had created an environment as beneficial to Sydyk as it was to himself, the Prime Saint was coming to life once again. His form had withered once more, though not to the extent it had been when Darren had first seen him. Now he merely looked like a gaunt older man, but even that frame was filling out again as he put on muscle as fast as Divine Aura streamed into his body.

      Sydyk charged Darren, eyes blank and empty. He took a step forward and flashed, vanishing in an instant. He reappeared at the top of the wall, fist glowing and lunging for Darren.

      Darren let the blow land. He wanted to see how his new skills stacked up to those of a Prime Saint.

      The burning mass of light around Sydyk’s hand still burned, but far less than they should have. The magic he was using was a direct attack against him, and the powers his skills gave reduced all that power by half.

      The actual kinetic energy of the punch was another matter. Sydyk’s strength was far beyond what any human could muster. It was more than Darren had come to expect from a sixth-order seraph or demon as well. He had to be using an enhancement skill.

      Fortunately, that just meant Darren had the perfect chance to test out One With The Universe.

      Sydyk’s strike hit him, and it felt as though the force of the punch traveled through him and into the ground beneath him. It was like a pebble thrown into a pond, sending ripples in all directions. Darren focused on letting the punch flow through him and knew that the devastating punch would be nothing more than a light bruise for him.

      All that energy didn’t disappear though. It went into the broken stones around him. A dozen of them, each the size of Darren and Sydyk combined, lifted into the air, hovering at waist height. They would consume potential energy to stay aloft, but Darren planned to use that energy before then.

      He launched a blow of his own. He didn’t have the strength skill to directly enhance the power of the blow as Sydyk had, but he had all the power he’d gathered from Sydyk’s punch.

      Darren’s fist struck the Prime Saint square on the jaw, knocking him backward and over the wall. Sydyk lost his footing, slipped, and fell. He crashed with a massive thud to the ground below.

      Darren took up his stance once again. His main hand still rested on Melancholy’s hilt, which was propped up against his shoulder as his cloak billowed in the breeze, and he stared down at the Circle of Archdemons. From the look of him, tossing aside a Prime Saint had been no more difficult than throwing a rowdy patron out of a tavern.

      The Circle of Archdemons stopped a moment to turn and regard one another. Even Hadad’s ape-like face seemed to be reconsidering. Resheph’s skeletal visage couldn’t make much in the way of expressions, but from the way his lower jaw hung loose, and the glow behind his eyes went deep, he was probably in shock.

      Kortharat was the first to speak. “Perhaps we should flee. Make our home to the south by Marsa. Many spirits are welcome there. We could pretend to be foreign demigods. Pretty sure Astarte is already there seducing merchants for their pocket change.”

      “No!” Dagon hissed, his draconic form making the words a growl. “We built the Fifth Layer of Hell into what it is today! We will not yield it to some mortal boy wielding power he shouldn’t! I don’t know what blasted heavenly trick made him so strong, but we have a heavenly trick of our own. Resheph, send in the Prime Saint again, and this time make him use that curse. We’ll wipe that smile off this human’s face...”

      At Resheph’s command, Sydyk sprung to his feet. He concentrated, and Darren could feel the skill take form. The Curse of Fate, an ability that would make the Circle of Archdemons’ own attacks vastly more effective by mitigating Darren’s ability to block or dodge their attacks. It was a formidable power. After his upgrades, Darren was finally able to do what he wanted before.

      “Shatter.”

      He activated Skill Shattering, and before the power could take form, it broke apart into nothing. The curse faded and was gone.

      Hadad sensed the opening instantly. The ape had been waiting for him to use Skill Shattering on something else, buying him the opportunity to use his mythic petrification skill.

      Before, Darren would have been helpless. He wasn’t sure if he could resist a power that turned its target to stone using his knowledge of Divine Aura and his purification skill, but he did know it would have to be something that required his complete focus and would render him helpless to his other attacks.

      But this time, he had a much cleaner solution. The only skills like this one he had to worry about were those at the legendary level, and Hadad’s ability didn’t qualify.

      It washed over him, and he ignored it. Like a stream around a boulder, it flowed around him and failed to accomplish much more than hardening the tips of his hair. Hadad scowled and gripped his stick tighter.

      Darren turned to Sydyk and cast his new binding skill, Fists of Peace. His hand reached out, and six more spectral white images of his grasping hand reached down from the sky. As Darren squeezed, so did all six hands. They wrapped around Sydyk’s arms, legs, body, and the tattered remains of his wings. The Prime Saint struggled for a moment to break free, but Darren focused and grasped all the tighter.

      Every struggling shove the Prime Saint gave cost him mountains of Divine Aura to sustain the ability, but Darren’s reserves of Divine Aura were as vast as the Sacred Seas. With their Prime Saint bound, they would have to face him themselves. It would take Sydyk long minutes of struggling to dent his reserves, and the Circle of Archdemons could not hope to hold him off for that long.

      Dagon scowled, and his cheeks puffed out. Deep in his maw, sparks came to life, and his breath caught fire. His lungs filled with air, chest swelling like a balloon as he unleashed the most ferocious breath of fire of his life. He dumped a full half of his reserves of Demonic Aura into the blow, scouring the air and liquefying the rubble beneath Darren.

      And Darren braved it all. This time, he didn’t need his Divine Energy Projection shields at all. The fire washed over him, and he transferred, turning his skin a slight pinkish hue for a moment. Most of the power washed right through him and into his skill, One With the Universe.

      The stones beneath his feet grew hot and smoldered. The air grew heavy with flame, and the light passing through the area turned wavy with the burning heat.

      On and on Dagon blew, pouring fire onto him for seconds that felt like hours. A lesser being would have long since turned to nothing more than ash.

      “I think you got him, Dagon!” Kortharat laughed and grinned. “I didn’t even hear a scream! Perhaps I was being overly cautious earlier...”

      But then the flames faded, and still, Darren stood. His cloak was charred off and flaked away. Some of the thicker chunks of armor melted and dripped down his side. But that only revealed the man himself, taking a small swing from his Lifewell as his pink skin returned to its normal coloration without a single scar to show for Dagon’s ultimate attack.

      His burns healed a moment later, and he was untouched. The Cloak of the Mysterious Hero he wore over his shoulders seemed to fold in on itself for a moment before unfurling back to its full length, completely intact once again.

      “Nevermind,” Kortharat said. “Resheph, get that Prime Saint fighting him!”

      The Undead Emperor glowered and turned his hands to freeing Sydyk from Darren’s grasping spectral hands. Bone fingers sprung out of the ground at Resheph’s feet, and two of the hands broke off to wrestle with them. The amount of Divine Aura the ability was using doubled, but Darren continued to fuel the skill while he turned his attention to Hadad and Ba’alat, both of whom were coming for him.

      Hadad was the distraction. Oracle Sight showed him the future. While Hadad charged him from the front with the stick held aloft, Ba’alat was sneaking up on him from within his own shadow. He could defeat the monkey, but the shadow queen would wait for the perfect opportunity to strike.

      But she made a critical error. She had fooled Future Sight, but his ability had reached a new level, and now he could shrug off whatever skill she’d been using to get past his guard before. She had no hope of surprising him anymore.

      [I’ve got this one!] Ashe said, and Darren put his trust in her.

      He pulled Melancholy off his shoulder and thrust it down to the shadow by his feet. The blade’s tip sank into the stone as easily as sinking into butter, and all along its length, the sword glowed with brilliant white light.

      [Banish the darkness...] Ashe whispered as her skill took effect. It was similar to the all-encompassing wave of dark energy she’d emitted when he’d fought her as a Prime Sin, but now that her affinity had been inverted, her skills took on new properties. Instead of unleashing Demonic Aura, she used the same Divine Aura Darren did.

      That power reached into Ba’alat’s Shadowrealm skill and contested it at its very foundations. For a moment, they were evenly matched. But Ashe had been a Prime Saint, and Ba’alat was only a fifth-order archdemon. The shadow queen was not a match for the Prime Saint of Purity.

      And so her shadows were purged. On the ground beside Darren, a woman emerged. She was sprawled along the ground with Melancholy skewered right through the center of her stomach. For the first time in centuries, Ba’alat had been forced to take her physical form. She looked rather unimpressive without her shadows cloaking her. She was small of frame but bony in all the wrong places, more like a giant hairless rat than a woman. Her hair hung limp and oily down her shoulders as she grimaced at the blade in her stomach with a mouthful of sickly yellow teeth.

      She didn’t look like a demon or a human, but instead something in between. Darren had never seen the like before. Perhaps her kind were common beyond the Sacred Seas, but even among demons, she would have been unnerving to look at.

      [No wonder she never showed her true body... learn to brush your teeth!] Ashe harrumphed as Melancholy lit with another skill, and this time a beam of purifying light shot out from the blade in all directions, searing what was left of Ba’alat.

      Meanwhile, Darren was free to confront Hadad. The Stone Ape lunged at him, stick coming down with tremendous force. Darren took a step forward to grab Hadad’s weapon. The stick struck Darren’s shoulder, but with a fraction of the force it would have. His shoulder would be sore the next day, but it was only pain, and he shrugged it off. The Lifewell water he just drank would be enough to heal the damage quickly enough.

      He and the ape grappled for a moment. Darren held fast while Hadad tried to yank his weapon free. For a moment, Hadad was winning. But all the strength he exerted went into the creaking stones by Darren’s side, stored for a few breaths before they all came crashing down as Darren unleashed all that energy in a tremendous tug that tore the stick right from Hadad’s hands.

      Hadad reached for it again, but Darren snapped the stick over his knee, revealing a long sharpened point. One thrust buried the stake in the archdemon’s chest, and the other broken half soon followed it. Hadad staggered and grabbed at his broken stick lodged in his chest, casting Darren one last glance as his head turned to Darren.

      That only left Kortharat, Resheph, and Dagon himself. The dragon roared and prepared another burst of flame, but Darren moved before the fire struck him. Kortharat had grown as she used her giantess skill, swelling to huge proportions with each passing moment, and by now, her shoulders were roughly level with the wall and growing larger.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Skill Analysis

      
        	Titan’s Might (Epic)

        	This ability dramatically increases the user’s size, strength, and durability. If the user is killed in their giant form, their original body will emerge from the back of the corpse’s neck unharmed, though depleted of Demonic Aura.

        	Though the back of the neck is protected by Kortharat’s armor, that armor can be dislodged through two cuts to the cables beneath her arm. A single stab with the full length of Melancholy will penetrate her true body.

      

      His new analysis skill flashed up a diagram of Kortharat’s towering form, and it highlighted a set of three potential vulnerabilities. He snatched Melancholy up behind him just before jumping for her, and when she tried to swat him out of the air just as his Oracle Sight told him she would, he dove low and landed where he needed to be.

      A leather cord as thick as Darren’s arm held up the neck plate protecting her vulnerability, and Darren severed it as he swung on one arm and opened his wings. He flapped once just as the armor plate fell aside, then plunged Melancholy into the vulnerability in the back of her neck.

      Her giant body froze, then crumpled a moment later, not making a single sound as she collapsed.

      Dagon turned, and Resheph gave up on his attempts to free Sydyk. His two massive bone hands jutting out of the ground gave up their wrestling with Darren’s Fists of Peace spectral hands. But when they reached for Darren, he swept Melancholy through their length. Ashe let loose a burst of glowing golden light, cutting through the bone fingers and scorching Resheph himself, cowering behind them.

      Her beam of purifying light struck the Undead Emperor like he’d been thrust into a bonfire, and his entire body lit up with a brilliant white glow. The Demonic Spirits inside of him fought against Ashe’s purifying power, and after a brief struggle, they started gaining ground. But then Darren landed before the Undead Emperor.

      With his free hand, Darren gripped Resheph’s skull. Bone creaked between his fingers as he called on the energy he’d stored while wrestling Hadad. His fingers crushed Resheph’s skull, and all the countless millions of Demonic Spirits dwelling inside were forced into the light.

      Together, they were a powerful fifth-order undead, but alone they were nothing more than a cluster of first and second-order demons. As soon as they were in the open, Darren’s Harbinger of the Apocalypse skill snuffed them out like candles in a thunderstorm.

      Soon, only Darren, Sydyk, and Dagon the devil dragon were left standing. Eyes wide and full of fear, Dagon flapped his wings and took to the air. The demon was cutting his losses and turning his tail to flee.

      But there were still plenty of humans on this layer of hell, and none of Darren’s followers could withstand Dagon’s might the way he could. If he wanted to let them scour this place clean, he needed to put the demon down here and now.

      And so Darren flapped his own wings and matched Dagon in the air. The devil dragon flew as fast as he could, pushing magic into his wings to give him speed and distance. But Darren was just as fast, and his smaller size meant he was far more maneuverable. No matter how much the devil dragon tried to flee, he stayed just a few paces behind him.

      Sensing there would be no escape for him, Dagon dove into a nearby valley, the same one Darren had fled into with the massive door leading down to the sixth layer. When Darren followed, Dagon swept his talons and tail along the lip of the valley, sending rocks falling down on top of Darren.

      Darren slipped by each one, feeling the free energy unleashed by all the falling rocks and putting it into his wings to make him soar even faster. He was on top of Dagon, but the devil dragon had bought himself a few precious seconds. He turned as though he was going to fight Darren with tooth and claw, but before they made contact, his entire body exploded in a puff of Demonic Aura.

      The demonic spirits fled in all directions, desperate to preserve as much of the archdemon’s power as they could. Harbinger of the Apocalypse let him cut through most of them, but the speed and distance Dagon had bought a few small fragments of his soul meant enough of him got far enough away to reconverge and create a third-order demon somewhere on the upper layers. The second and third layers were far too big for him to search alone, so he’d just need to warn his people about a particularly powerful devil dragon that might manifest somewhere around there.

      He couldn’t waste too much time hunting down what was left of Dagon with Sydyk still struggling against his Fists of Peace skill. The Prime Saint was obeying his last orders to escape, and his thrashing was consuming huge amounts of Divine Aura.

      Darren returned, and when he landed, Ashe materialized her humanoid form beside him.

      “Can we save him?” Darren asked.

      Ashe pressed her hand against Sydyk’s side. She closed her eyes, and after a moment’s thought, she shook her head.

      “Not like he is, and not all of him. As he is, he will never be whole. The demons destroyed his mind.”

      Darren nodded, face grim as he raised his sword. He brought it down on Sydyk’s head with one decisive swing, cutting through both his spectral hands and the ex-Prime Saint’s body with one blow.

      Unlike demons, Melancholy didn’t break him down. Instead, he burst apart into Divine Aura. All throughout his body and clustered among the white and blue specks, Darren spotted a few patches of sickly black and twisted crimson.

      He glanced at Melancholy, and its new legendary ability activated. These weren’t Sydyk’s sins, exactly, but they were sins that had been forced upon him. They were the markings carved into his bones. The agony he had suffered for centuries. But before Melancholy’s might, those dark workings were unmade. They vanished, one after another, and then the Divine Aura dispersed, flowing with the cool breeze sweeping through Hell.

      His power would add to the mass of Divine Aura in the air, and given time, a new seraph with what parts remained of Sydyk after all these years might re-emerge from the ashes of the Prime Saint who’d been set free by Darren’s hand.

      He surveyed the battlefield. The Circle of Archdemons was broken, and their minions were dead. After a long and bloody battle, his quest was done.

      Quest Completed!

      
        	Slay the Circle of Archdemons! (11/11)

        	You have gained access to the Circle of Archdemons’ accumulated wealth in the form of skill books, soul stones, and centuries of resources.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The resources the quest promised him turned out to be on Dagon himself. When his body dissolved, he dropped a tiny bag of holding that looked more like a single dragon scale than the pouches he was familiar with.

      But the back of the scale had a hidden pouch of even higher quality than the one Darren’s mother handed down to him, which eventually became his Inventory.

      

      Absolute Analysis: Item Analysis

      
        	Netherscale Void Realm (Mythic)

        	This scale can be expanded to create the Netherscale Void Gate, a small pocket realm previously owned by the Circle of Archdemons.

      

      Activating the scale with a bit of Demonic Aura captured from the battlefield made the scale break into six pieces, each of which arranged themselves into an arch stretching to just above head height.

      Lines of power soared between them, and a doorway formed in the air. Stepping through, Darren saw a room much like the library of the seraphim. Within it were stacks of skill books hoarded over who knew how many years. Darren was glad he left his skill slots open. Who knew what powers waited for him in here.

      The room wasn’t particularly large, but having a personal pocket space appealed to Darren. His airship worked in much the same way, but that still took up quite a bit of real-world room. This pocket world was condensed into something the size of a scale.

      The only downside was that it wouldn’t go into his Inventory. Each time he tried to add it, he got the same error.

      Error. Cannot insert a mythic-ranked spatial device in a mythic-ranked inventory.

      He would likely need to upgrade either one or the other in order to nest the two of them together. But exploring his prize could wait for another day. For now, he wanted to return to the surface. It had been far too long since he’d seen the sun. And now, with his new power, even Kalaziel couldn’t force him to hide again. From what he’d overheard Dagon and the others say the last time they fought, Kalaziel already knew where he was. But if he came in person to deal with Darren again, Darren would be ready for him.
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        * * *

      

      With his quest finally completed, Darren finally let his original body come out of hiding. He’d used it quite a bit recently so he could use Limitless Evolution on two skills at once, which dramatically cut down on the amount of time he needed to stay in the Seventh Layer of Hell working on his skills.

      Now he could switch places with his original body. He tucked his spare into Asura City, where he could spend a while concentrating on sorting through everything he’d acquired as of late, including the Netherscale Void Realm. Besides, it had been a long time since he’d seen his women, though they’d come to check in on his original body when they thought he wasn’t paying attention.

      Admittedly, he’d also gone to check in on them. He’d been worried that without his constant presence, his women would give up on their training and return to the surface to do whatever they wanted. He was impressed to find that couldn’t have been further from the truth.

      Even without his direct supervision, they went to the third layer every week, rotating out twice as often as the rest of the fighters battling in Limedeep’s name. They’d led the charge into new territories on the third layer, and after Darren started causing chaos on the fifth layer, they’d even started picking fights on the fourth. The four of them had slain many demons, and he was proud of them.

      He told them as much by sneaking out of the city and tracking them down on the fourth layer. He watched them take out a Demon Lord’s tower all on their own once more, but unlike the one Darren had shown them on the third layer, this one was an order of magnitude greater and stronger. The Demon Lord who ruled over it wasn’t particularly notable, but he was a fifth-order demon, and it took all of Asuriel’s skill to counter him.

      That left Sasha to face the Demon Lord’s entire guard of fourth-order demons with only the pair of third-order sigil wielders Morgana and Cassandra for backup. Despite the numbers against them, Sasha held her ground while Cassandra healed her from the rear, and Morgana darted in to seize any opportunity she could. None of their fourth-order assailants were able to throw their full weight into fighting Sasha without worrying about Morgana appearing behind them at the wrong moment and sticking a knife in their backs.

      “How are you holding up, Sasha?” Cassandra called over the clashing of steel.

      “I could do this all day!” Sasha grunted as she hefted a massive shield to guard a narrow gap. None of the demons were small enough to slip by her. She’d enlarged herself to massive proportion using her giant skill, and now she towered over even the demons assailing her.

      Between her size and her defensive position, the demons couldn’t overwhelm her. They got a few lucky hits in, but Cassandra’s constant healing mitigated any damage they might have done.

      “Humans! We will flay the flesh from your bones! We will burn your bodies and eat your—” One of the demon guards tried to threaten the four women, but Morgana suddenly appeared behind him before he could finish his threat and planted a dagger in the back of his head before retreating to safety as quickly as she appeared.

      “Heavens above, thank you for finally shutting that one up!” Cassandra laughed as Morgana ducked between Sasha’s legs to catch her breath and let her skills recharge.

      “Last healer down,” Morgana panted. “They’re toast.”

      The four of them had prepared well for this fight. Cassandra’s glyphs were on full display as they countered every ability the demons threw at them, one after another. They must have spent weeks researching this tower and figuring out what abilities the demons could bring to bear, then used Cassandra’s unique defensive skill to prepare a specific countermeasure for each.

      When Asuriel finally struck down the Demon Lord himself, the battle was as good as won. She turned on the fourth-order demons and slaughtered them like killing chickens. Soon after, the four of them were celebrating a job well done.

      Darren clapped softly just as they toasted their victory, and Asuriel nearly fainted.

      “Darren! Whew. I thought some archdemon was standing there applauding our victory right when we’d thought we’d won. He’d clap to mock us, then show us how strong the most powerful demons really were, killing whoever counts as the mentor figure among us and driving the rest of us to despair before we finally regrouped and overcame our loss before confronting the archdemon again,” Asuriel said.

      “That’s oddly specific, Asuriel,” Cassandra laughed.

      “I think I’ve heard that story before.” Sasha frowned as she wiped demon guts off her pauldrons.

      “Don’t worry, the archdemons are dead,” Darren reassured them all. “None of them will be clapping at you anymore.”

      Morgana started giggling for some reason, though Darren and the rest weren’t sure why.

      “It’s good to see you up and about, Darren.” Cassandra rushed forward and was the first to embrace him. “We kept seeing you through the crack in the door, but it felt like you were somewhere far away. You don’t know how tempting it was to sneak into that bed of yours when you were busy concentrating!”

      “That’s right!” Sasha said. “But we kept each other in line! No disturbing Darren when he’s concentrating.”

      “Ha... right...” Morgana looked at the ground, kicking at the cobblestones and not meeting anyone’s gaze.

      Darren remembered feeling something soft pressed up against his chest a few times when he had his original body’s eyes closed and concentrating on one battle or another. He should have guessed Morgana would be the one to sneak into his room without the others noticing.

      His eyes darted to her, and he knew she felt their weight. But she’d gotten away with it before the rest of their family, so he’d save it as ammunition the next time she needed punishment.

      “Morgana, Cassandra. You’ve both done very well and trained hard,” Darren said.

      “We did our best.” Cassandra blushed. “It’s hard to keep pace with a fifth-order seraph and a fourth-order archpaladin.”

      “Then I will make it easier. Stand closer. Your souls are finally sturdy enough to survive this.”

      Darren beckoned Morgana and Cassandra nearer to him. The two women hopped forward, looking between one another and Darren. He wrapped both of them tight and then reached inside himself.

      He tore at his own being, tearing away a little chunk of his soul in much the same way the demons harvested soul stones. But these pieces were given willingly to two women he cared about very much.

      Neither of them were as ready as Sasha had been. She’d spent years at the third order and had been preparing for it all her life. In contrast, Cassandra had never thought she’d make it past holy adept. And Morgana had only possessed a corrupted sigil. The two of them hadn’t planned to go any further until they ran into Darren, and he found a way to push them forward.

      Now he was pushing them forward again. He kissed Cassandra first, transferring over a scrap of soul. Her cheeks went red as he locked his lips around hers, and she wrapped her arms around the back of his head to hold the position a bit longer than necessary.

      She didn’t let up until Morgana ducked beneath Darren’s arms and elbowed her way into the embrace. Morgana pushed her way in front of Cassandra, nudging her aside with her cheek.

      Darren kissed her the same way, but he kept a tight grip on Cassandra. The process of reaching the fourth order could be quite intense, though Darren hoped these two would find it a bit easier. The two of them already had his power permeating their entire bodies when they were just holy adepts, and it was his soul fragment elevating them to archpriestess and archcleric, respectively. The two of them had glued themselves so tightly to his soul that they were almost as familiar to him as his own arms were.

      The transformation forced the two of them to turn their attention inward. Darren thought he was going to have to guide the energy through their body by hand, but the two of them surprised him when they took hold of his soul fragments and started putting them to use on their own.

      He shot a look at Sasha and Asuriel. The two of them were smiling. They must have prepared Cassandra and Morgana for this.

      He felt a smile touching his lips. He’d underestimated the four of them. They hadn’t just fought as he wanted them to and completed the training regimen he’d left for them. They’d added to it.

      This method shouldn’t have worked, since Darren’s soul was one of a paladin. But his knowledge of Divine Aura had grown by leaps and bounds, and he’d studied clerics and priestesses evolving just as Cassandra and Morgana would need to. In his studies and thanks to what he learned studying under Laura, he could spot the differences between the patterns in his soul and those in a cleric’s or priestesses. All he needed was a tiny sample from the soul stones, and he could morph his Divine Aura into the pattern he wanted it to take. That meant he could seed Cassandra and Morgana with his own power, which he suspected would work far better than empowering them to reach their greatest potential.

      The process requited a delicate touch that no one except Darren himself could match, so the others would have to stick with using soul stones. But for these two, Darren was prepared to do everything it took to make them the strongest they could be.

      “Well done,” he congratulated the two of them when the process was complete. Two tiny pairs of wings sprouted from their backs, growing larger by the second.

      “You know, I really thought mine would be leathery bat wings...” Morgana turned her head to look behind her, but her wings were definitely those of a divine-aligned archcleric.

      “I’ll have to take the two of you flying!” Asuriel said.

      “Maybe I can help teach,” Sasha offered.

      Asuriel laughed. “You, Sasha, need lessons just as much as the two of them.”

      Sasha blushed. Flying must not have been making sense to her quite yet. Darren rested a hand on her shoulder.

      “Don’t worry. It took me some time too.” Then he turned back to the women of honor at the moment. “You two reached the fourth order today. We should celebrate.”

      “Yay!” Cassandra said. “You know, I was just going to say we should celebrate your return...”

      “We’ve had a hard couple of weeks with you tucked away in your room...” Morgana added.

      “Yeah. Very... uh... long, hard, and throbbing...” Sasha forced out an uncertain laugh, glancing at the others.

      “What Sasha said,” Morgana purred as she reached for Darren’s belt and undid the buckle.

      Everyone shared a laugh, though Darren had to bat the four of them away for a bit. The third layer of hell wasn’t exactly a romantic place to stay. While they could go back to Asura City, Darren had his heart set on returning to the surface. It had been far too long since his original body had seen the sun.

      And so they emerged and returned to Limedeep. Darren’s triumphant return was met with many salutes and hails. These people had missed their king in the time he’d been gone. And Darren found he’d missed them as well.

      As refreshing as it had been to fight battle after battle in the depths of Hell, that wasn’t who he was anymore. Now, he was Darren Heavengrace, King of Limedeep. And this was the place he called home.

      The manor seemed smaller and simpler than he remembered after seeing all the sprawling palatial palaces of hell, but that was easily fixed. After all, he had looted most of those sprawling palatial palaces, and he had everything that made them special tucked away in his Inventory.

      “I’ve never seen this kind of brilliant purple stone before!” Cassandra gawked at a bag of holding Darren had casually tossed at her. “It feels like it has Demonic Aura in it! It’s probably worth its weight in gold!”

      Darren shrugged. “Build another bedroom with it.”

      Cassandra tucked the pouch away along with everything else in it with a mind to do just that.

      Once the five of them were settled in, their minds quickly returned to Morgana’s suggestions from a few hours ago, and four sets of hands reached for Darren’s belt buckle at the same time.

      “No more excuses this time, Darren,” Cassandra said as she straddled his chest and occupied him while Morgana and Sasha tugged at his pants. “You made the four of us wait weeks without you! I don’t think I’ve gone this long without having a bit of fun since that day I was nearly killed as a sacrifice, and you saved me. I fear I’ve grown quite addicted to having you inside me, and this last week especially has been unbearable.”

      “And me!” Morgana added. “I still dream about the day when you saved us with our favorite sword. And we don’t mean Melancholy!”

      If Ashe had manifested her body at the moment, she might have been upset at that. But she’d gone rather shy when his other women showed up. Now that she was conscious, he didn’t think it right to keep his sword in his Inventory all the time. So he left it out so she could come out whenever she wanted to introduce herself. Strangely though, she’d gone shy. He understood wanting to keep her presence quiet when she was still a demon, but that was behind her now. But he wasn’t about to force her to say hello if she didn’t want to.

      “Wait, Darren has another sword?” Asuriel asked with furrowed brows. “I’ve seen him use other weapons, but none of them are as good as the giant blade that he likes to swing around like it’s as light as a toothpick.”

      Morgana slapped a palm over her forehead and leaned in to explain what she meant to the confused seraph. Meanwhile, Darren heard the spirit of his sword trying to contact him herself.

      She only said one thing to him throughout the day, speaking directly into his mind instead of manifesting her body. She must have been feeling shy and didn’t want to show off her new form quite yet. Darren thought Morgana and Cassandra were over their near-sacrifice, but maybe Ashe still feared they were upset.

      Still, Darren leaned close to hear what she had to say.

      [Take me too.]

      That was a small request, so Darren didn’t pry or say anything aloud. Ashe would make her presence known when she was ready. In the meantime, he grabbed his sword and let his women drag him off. He propped Melancholy up next to his bed within arm’s reach. She probably felt safer by his side. When she had a body, she had certainly liked snuggling up against him.

      By the time he’d found a sword rack strong enough to hold the massive blade, he turned around to find four beautiful women already naked and waiting for him.

      Cassandra stood on the left, tugging back her cherry-pink hair. Despite the rigors of battle and her time in hell, her tender noblewoman’s skin seemed as soft and delicate as always, though now it had the unblemished flawlessness of someone who’d reached the fourth order. He could search her from head to toe and not find a single scar or mark anywhere. Better, he could run his hands along her skin and find the feel of it more luscious than the finest silks. Her slight frame seemed all the more adorable when standing next to Sasha.

      In contrast to Cassandra’s delicate frame, Sasha was much sturdier. Her golden hair had a slight metallic sheen to it, a sure sign that she was descended from a seraph. Now that she had reached the fourth order, that shine had only taken on an even greater luster. She was as sturdy as a fighter ought to be, and out of all his women, she was the only one that looked like she was built to Darren’s scale.

      She stood head and shoulders taller than the others, with muscle that made her weigh in about as much as Morgana and Cassandra together. All of it went into the tight muscles of her legs, thighs, ass, and back. Darren knew from feeling each and every muscle on her. To his eyes, she’d grown even more toned, though he’d have to check with his hands to be sure.

      Morgana was just a bit taller than Cassandra, but with raven-black hair and a gentle bronze tan to her skin. Her piercing gaze was only matched by the plumpness of her red lips and the mischievous grin adorning her face. She was a handful, and she knew it. The way she rested a hand on her hip and stood before the bed with a glint in her eye said she planned on doing something to get a bit more than her share of attention from Darren.

      Last but not least was Asuriel, the most recent addition to Darren’s growing family. The seraph twirled in place, glancing at the others as they stood near the bed waiting for Darren. Her wings fluttered behind her, and she slowly withdrew them into herself. She always had a presence in the room due to being a seraph, and her shiny metallic purple hair only added to her inhuman appearance. But with her wings pulled in, she suddenly seemed more approachable and shyer than the others, especially standing next to Morgana.

      Darren tore his shirt free and tossed it on the ground.

      Morgana laughed as she approached, shooting one glance at Darren’s hardening cock swaying back and forth with each step.

      “I have a master plan, Darren!” Morgana cackled. “Why don’t you bend over and scoop up Cassandra. I just need you to turn your back on me for a moment...”

      Darren chuckled. “No, you don’t.” He’d seen her plan with Oracle Sight before he even crossed the room, as she probably knew he would. She had a devilish plot involving her finger and his ass, but her powers were no match at all for his, and she’d need to train a lot harder if she ever wanted to sneak up on him from behind.

      And so he picked her up and tossed her on the bed first, being extra careful not to let her get a shot at his rear.

      She tried anyway, and for her attempt, he gave her a playful swat on the rear. That only encouraged the little thief all the more, though.

      “I’ll tie her hands up for you, Darren!” Asuriel suggested.

      Darren reached into his Inventory to pull out some rope for her, but Asuriel was one step ahead of him. Some time while he was away, the seraph had created an elaborate system of knots and leather cuffs and lined them all along the underside of their bed. They were of great use restraining Morgana for a few more disciplinary swats on the ass.

      “I’m not sure I’m ready to be good yet...” Morgana said when Asuriel strapped her down.

      Darren responded with a firmer swat with the palm of his hand.

      “Ah... still not certain...” Morgana teased.

      He swatted her another three times in quick succession.

      “You’ll be a good girl again sooner or later,” Darren said. “Sasha, take over.”

      “Aww...” Morgana pouted.

      Darren shook his head and chuckled. “It isn’t punishment if you want it.” Then he turned to Asuriel. “Unlike Morgana, you deserve a reward.”

      “Yay!” Asuriel’s wings fluttered. She’d shrunk them down so that they were just a few hands wide, and the tiny little things flapped all the faster with her excitement.

      And so, in reward, Darren pulled Asuriel up across the bed and wrapped her up in his arms. Hands roaming up and down her body, he reminded himself of how she felt. He touched every curve and explored every mound of soft flesh. Her body as a fifth-order seraph was different from how Cassandra and Morgana had been when he first met them.

      “I feel so tiny under you,” Asuriel said as Darren pressed her stomach into the sheets. His left arm wrapped tightly around her body as he kissed the small of her neck.

      “Good.” He plunged into her depths, and she let out a sharp gasp as he entered her.

      “Oh, heavens beyond the heavens, I’d forgotten what this felt like!” Asuriel moaned.

      To Darren it felt like the weeks of involuntary abstinence had made Asuriel as desperate and eager to please as she had been when they first had sex. Her body trembled in his grip, and her eyes were wide but distant. She felt so close, and yet at the same time her mind was so far away.

      He leaned over and planted a kiss on her cheek, bringing her back into the here and now just as he felt her clench down around him. Her body throbbed as she reached the edge of her climax, desperate to milk a load of his seed from his cock. But Darren had made her wait a long time for this. He could tease them a while longer.

      He pulled out of Asuriel and moved on to Sasha, who was busy giving Morgana a rough spanking for her naughty plots and failure to let Darren’s spare body meditate in peace.

      “Is her ass red enough for you, Darren?” Sasha asked.

      “Well done. Now, help me show Morgana the benefits of doing as I say,” Darren wrapped his arms around Sasha, and her limbs went limp as he tugged her off her feet.

      Any ordinary man would have had trouble lifting a female paladin, let alone sweeping one into his arms as Darren did. But Darren was no ordinary man. He wasn’t even an ordinary paladin or archpaladin. He was something the world had never seen before, and from the look in Sasha’s eyes, she knew it even more than he did.

      “It’s good to have you back,” Sasha pressed her head against his chest, eyes staring up into him and batting their lids at him.

      He planted a kiss on her lips. He held her there for a few seconds, but when they broke off he answered her.

      “It’s good to be back.”

      “Will we have to go that long without you again?” Sasha asked uncertainly.

      “No. I promise.”

      Sasha smiled, then her fingers reached down to his already erect and slick cock. She squeezed it hard, and it pulsed in her hand in time to Darren’s heartbeat. Her grip was like a vise, and with how strong Sasha was a lesser man would have been in pain.

      But Darren was no lesser man. Her firm grip excited his body all the more, and she started jerking her hand back and forth.

      But he had no intention of being the only one to have a good time, and he leaned over on the bed to place Sasha gently down on her back. She spread her legs as he placed his hands down on either of her shoulders and kept her pressed tight to the sheets.

      “Take me!” Sasha said, and Darren was more than happy to oblige. He plunged into Sasha’s depths smoothly and she took him all the way to the hilt.

      “Oh, demons and damnation!” Sasha’s fingers clutched the sheets and her breathing picked up. He activated his tendrils and a portion of them roamed her body even as the rest kept Cassandra, Asuriel, and Morgana busy.

      Eventually, Sasha’s breathing quickened and she cried out as she approached her orgasm. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and though Darren had initially been thinking of teasing her a little longer, the earnest expression in her gaze gave him second thoughts. Besides, Sasha had more stamina than the others.

      So he continued to thrust into her even as she reached her climax. Her sensitive body reacted all the more to his touch, so he slowed down and teased her gently and slowly. Eventually, she lay on the bed exhausted and gathering her strength for the next round. Darren left her in the care of his tendrils.

      And he’d done so just in time. Asuriel had been staring at Sasha the whole time, and she realized Sasha came where she’d been denied.

      “Darren… uh… I think you forgot…”

      Darren swooped in and kissed her again.

      “No I didn’t.”

      He pulled her back into his arms in an embrace as tight as the knots she tied.

      Asuriel had always been different from his other women. While her body was just as soft on the surface, that was a deception. Pressing down on it, she was as sturdy as steel.

      He kissed her on the lips, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. He started to lower her, but before he made it halfway there, he felt something warm and wet wrap around his cock. His plan had been to slide Asuriel down his length and bounce her up and down, but instead, someone else’s warm wet lips had found their way there.

      He broke off his kiss to peek over Asuriel’s shoulder and found Cassandra sneaking in beneath her to take his shaft into her mouth. She lapped at his length with both her free hands stuffed between her legs and furiously rubbing at her own clit.

      Darren realized he truly had been away too long. He’d have to work extra hard to make sure he satisfied all four of them. They deserved it after he forced them to wait so long.

      With great effort, he pried Cassandra’s mouth off his cock and pulled her up into the bed. He shoved his cock deep inside her in one heaving thrust. She’d been playing with herself from the moment they’d entered the bedroom and probably a good bit before. She was already so slick with her own juices that he slid in like a hand into a well-tailored glove.

      “Don’t make me wait a moment longer,” Cassandra pleaded.

      “Make room and I won’t,” Darren replied. He grabbed Cassandra’s wrist and tugged her hand away from her sex. Her fingers twitched and she struggled a moment until she felt his cock brush up against her cunt.

      Meanwhile, he pushed Asuriel up against the bed and his fingers wormed their way to her dripping sex. With all the speed of his new skills, his fingers danced along her flesh. The sensations overwhelmed the seraph within moments, and her body didn’t know what to do. Her legs shook and her back wriggled against the bed, but her thighs spread wider to give him better reach into her. Eventually, she gushed and he felt his fingers covered and wet and slippery fluid.

      Meanwhile, his was busy with Cassandra. He knew if he didn’t take care of her soon, she’d grab his other hand and rub an orgasm out herself. But he had no intention of making her work that hard. After all her hard work, she deserved a proper reward.

      “I need you inside me,” Cassandra said, voice husky.

      The head of his shaft met her opening, and he slipped inside. He thrust into her, and she wriggled herself back and forth so she could sink all the way down his length as quickly as she could manage. Darren wrapped his arms underneath her shoulders and pulled her up so they could do it all again.

      “Oh…” Cassandra bit her lip and let out a long breathy moan.

      The two of them found a familiar rhythm, matching pace through touch alone. They knew each other well enough by now that there was no hesitation between them. His fingers roamed her body, and he broke off his kiss with Asuriel to press his lips against Cassandra’s and whisper his congratulations on her accomplishment once more.

      Praise from him was as bliss-inducing to her as the cock thrust deep into her body, and she quivered as her spine shook around his shaft. Despite reaching the fourth order and being able to last much longer than before, she still had no chance of outmatching Darren. For that, she’d need the help of the others.

      The other three were only all too happy to pitch in. And that finally meant it was Morgana’s turn. Tied up and helpless, all she could do was pout on the bed and watch as Darren claimed and reclaimed each of his women. She had his tendrils nipping at her breasts and between her thighs, but try as she might they would stimulate her but never give her true satisfaction. That waited until now, when Darren decided she’d been punished long enough.

      “Will you be good?” Darren asked as he flipped Morgana onto her back.

      “For now,” Morgana teased.

      That was good enough for Darren, so he plunged himself inside of her. Morgana let out two lungfuls of air and her breathing quickened.

      “Faster! Harder!”

      Darren was all too happy to oblige.

      It was a long, debaucherous night. Soon all four women were screaming louder than they had in the middle of battle earlier that day. If anyone in Limedeep didn’t know that their king had returned, they would by morning.
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      Cassandra, Morgana, Asuriel, and Sasha were not satisfied with just one night. But, luckily for them, neither was Darren. And so they spent three long days locked away in their shared bedroom, and by the time the four of them finally gave in, not a single one of them could stand without wincing.

      “Have some Lifewell water,” Darren offered them, and each of them took a swig. They’d still need to spend a few minutes waiting for the water to fix any lingering soreness, which gave Darren a bit of time to walk the city.

      Limedeep was hardly recognizable from the town it had been mere months ago. The rubble from Gaimon’s attack had been completely cleared away. A few city districts and shanty towns made of wood and scraps had burned down and were never rebuilt, but perhaps that was for the best. There were stone foundations all around the city, so why let those homes and shops go to waste?

      When the time came to expand again, they could fill up those empty lots with proper structures. At least, that’s what Darren assumed the council’s plan was. He hadn’t been to any of the meetings since descending into Hell for his training.

      But that was alright since planning the city came second to taking care of the people in it, at least in Darren’s mind. There were many new residents of Limedeep who’d come up from Hell to rejoin their fellow humans for a life on the surface for the first time in decades. They were living in Limedeep too. Some were working normal jobs after giving up or putting the busy life of a sigil-wielding warrior on hold. But far more had turned to either Callum or Sasha.

      The two of them had become the city’s sword and shield. Callum ran the city guard, whose number had expanded tenfold to what it had been under its previous commander. The power of the city guard alone now dwarfed the mercenaries who’d patrolled the streets in Darren’s name, though those mercenaries were still present, to some extent. The rowdiest of their number had been purged, and many had applied for guard positions and left their old mercenary careers behind. But those that remained were a decent supplement to Sasha’s forces.

      And what forces they were. While Callum trained many of the new recruits and forged peasant folk into guards, Sasha was making warriors. The Order of the Rose had expanded eightfold, and now being part of her order was a badge of honor for the female sigil-wielders in the city. There had been some talk about starting an equivalent male organization, but many of those from Hell were more interested in rekindling old orders long thought dead to the world.

      “Darren! It’s good to see you! The city’s faring well,” Callum said as Darren made his way to his office. Callum wrapped his arm around Darren’s shoulders. He’d tried the move before, but it hadn’t worked until he became a paladin. Now though, his frame was on the same scale as Darren’s, and the brotherly gesture worked just fine. “I see you aren’t wearing that cloak of yours. Does that mean you’re here in your official capacity?”

      “No. I’m just here to see a friend,” Darren said.

      “Ha! I see Cassandra and the others are getting to you. I wondered when you’d finally get tired of them. There’s a betting ring taking place about when you five would quiet down. I guessed three days, so I think I’ve got a big pot of money in store tonight!” Callum chuckled to himself, and soon he was walking Darren through the changes he’d made to the guards’ training regimen and patrol routes.

      A lot had shifted in the guard ever since Callum took command. He’d tripled the amount of time each guard spent in introductory training before they even got a weapon in hand. Now, there was a lot more training about preparing to accept a sigil instead of making use of meager human abilities.

      “I’d be willing to bet that Limedeep has the strongest city guard in the Sacred Seas! We could probably take on most armies, even without the forces that Sasha’s been working on!” Callum grinned. He was proud of the work he’d done with the city guard, and rightly so. He’d accomplished far more than anyone would have thought of a forgotten son of a whore.

      “Well done,” Darren said.

      “Come along for some drinks later! I’ve got a few new captains, and I think it would do them good to see their king. A few people still think you’re dead. You are finished pretending to be dead, right? I don’t want to be the one to spill the beans.” Callum placed his hands on the newly refinished walls. His fingers brushed over a crack where the repairs met the old stone. The newer part of the wall was a brighter shade of yellow, though someone had been doing their best to paint over the old rocks and make them match.

      “I’m finished,” Darren replied. “And I will see your captains tonight.”

      Sasha was still resting with the others, so he couldn’t visit her. He could, however, visit the Order of the Rose’s headquarters. Originally, they’d been living in his manor, but they’d moved out sometime in the last few weeks while they were expanding their numbers. Now, they had the manor right next to his. He hadn’t really needed them to move out, considering how much space he had, but he supposed they needed a place to call their own.

      Sasha had to put on a different face when she was captain, so it was probably better for her to keep her personal life separate. It wouldn’t do for the new recruits to see their commander barely able to walk or overhear her keeping them up at night in their bedroom.

      Still, when Darren showed his face at the Order of the Rose’s manor, he was quickly welcomed inside. He hadn’t actually meant to enter at all, but when they spotted him, they practically dragged him in.

      “King Darren! Heavens above, everyone look! It’s King Darren!” someone yelled.

      “Tea! We need tea! Quickly!” another added.

      The call that went up throughout the manor reassured Darren quite a bit. If they were this quick to react to an enemy attack, Limedeep would never fall to a surprise demon assault.

      They sat him down in their guest room, which was still being cleaned up. Darren recognized a few of the women from his fight in Salsroth, including the bow-wielding cleric who’d followed him from noble house to noble house and fought with frantic fervor. There were also a few of the holy adepts he’d saved from Sasha’s original band. Some of those holy adepts were now priestesses, clerics, and paladins themselves.

      He congratulated them all, and they blushed and smiled at his praise.

      “As a reward, I am leaving these skill books with your order. Distribute them as you see fit,” Darren said. And he heaped a huge pile of skill books on the table before him. He’d already combed through all of these and determined the skills were useful, just not to him. He’d even taken the time to evolve a few of them so the Order of the Rose would have some powerful skills to choose from.

      Then, for good measure, Darren made sure they were well stocked with weapons and armor. The succubi had quite a few unique sets of equipment designed specifically for women who wanted to be both dangerous and beautiful at the same time. He already had plenty for Morgana, Cassandra, and Sasha, so the rest would simply go to waste in his Inventory if he didn’t give it away now.

      “Amazing! Normally, we make do with just throwing extra padding under regular armor.” The cleric grinned.

      “Doesn’t this leave the stomach exposed?” one holy adept asked. “Won’t we get skewered there?”

      “That’s the best part. They’re enchanted! Leaving the midriff bare actually makes the armor more maneuverable! Trust me, it works!” another paladin answered on Darren’s behalf.

      The cleric accepted the armor, cradling it for a moment before rushing to try it on.

      Darren was happy they were happy, and escaping their manor ended up being rather difficult. They tried to switch his tea for alcohol to get him to stay a little longer, but Darren was the king, and he eventually said he was busy. Morgana, Cassandra, and Sasha were probably awake by now, and he figured he should return to spend a little more time with them. And even if they weren’t up and about yet, Asuriel would be, and it would be fun to pick her mind for a little more information about the heavens.

      Meanwhile, deep in Hell, his spare body was still hard at work. He’d kept his other body scanning Oracle Sight and using his new power to walk prospective futures. In those perspective futures, he’d waited for his foe to arrive. Ever since revealing himself, he’d worried Kalaziel would come down to finish the job. But now, Darren was ready for him.

      He’d defeated Sydyk, a Prime Saint. Sydyk might not be on the same level as Kalaziel, but now that Darren had defeated a Prime Saint, holding his own against Kalaziel wasn’t out of the question. Kalaziel knew he was alive, but that didn’t matter anymore. Darren might not be able to face him, but Kalaziel wouldn’t defeat him so easily this time.

      Only now that he was prepared, Kalaziel was nowhere to be found. No matter how many times Darren checked the future, the Prime Saint never showed his face in Limedeep.

      Darren spent weeks looking into the future using his skill, stretching its effect off as far as a month, though he knew looking that far limited his accuracy. Kalaziel never showed his face even once.

      Perhaps he’d overestimated his own importance to the Prime Saint. Maybe Kalaziel just saw him as one of many humans he’d stepped on over a lifespan that stretched thousands of years. Perhaps he barely even remembered Darren’s name.

      Darren had to stop himself from grinding his teeth together, and only four passionate women distracting him kept his mind off the implications. Did Kalaziel simply not think he was a threat? Or was the Prime Saint working on something so important he couldn’t spare the time away from the heavens to stomp out one mortal bug he failed to kill the first time?

      Whatever the answer was, he realized one thing. The Prime Saint had handed the first move to him. Since Kalaziel wasn’t going to show up in Limedeep for a final showdown, he would need to draw the Prime Saint out. Or, failing that, kick down the doors to the heavens themselves.

      And so he walked potential futures again, looking for what would bring him in conflict with Kalaziel. Oddly enough, Limedeep seemed completely at peace. Had the Prime Saint and the Order of the Rod both completely given up their designs on them?

      Even when he plastered posters all over the city mocking Kalaziel and taught every resident to believe he had a preference for donkeys over women, he couldn’t get the Prime Saint to show up. As little as a year ago, he’d sent Gaimon and the Order of the Rod to claim the city. What had happened since then?

      The answer didn’t come until Darren looked into futures where he left Limedeep. Suddenly, he understood why Kalaziel and the Order of the Rod had stopped caring about Limedeep.

      Limedeep was off to the side of the Sacred Seas, and the path between it and Whiteguard was fully owned by the Blackwind Empire. That had been firmly under the Order of the Rod’s control.

      But since then, a schism had taken place. Chaos filled the streets, and two sides battled against one another. In one potential future, he disguised himself among the people of the Blackwind Empire and observed. The nation was falling apart in civil war.

      He ran through the potential future several times, though he was testing the limits of what his skill was capable of by stretching it so far away from him. The only reason it was able to look into the Blackwind Empire’s future with any accuracy at all was because one of the sigils tied to him directly was the centerpiece of the changes taking place there. He looked and to his surprise, found the sigil providing his skill with the data it needed to run its predictions was none other than Princess Thalia’s.

      He needed to take a peek in on her. It had been far too long since he’d checked on the princess’s health.

      What he saw astounded him. She hadn’t gone home to her father. Quite the opposite. She’d gathered what troops were loyal to her along with the soldiers Darren sent to guard her. One village at a time, they fought against the demons in her empire and protected the villagers who lived there, as her father should have been doing.

      The more he studied what Princess Thalia had been up to, the more there was to study. The entire Blackwind Empire teetered on a knife’s edge, and she was at the heart of it. And if he did nothing, her path would eventually lead to her own death.

      Should he save her?

      Darren thought about that for a moment. According to Oracle Sight, she was destined to die fighting to build a better Blackwind Empire. Did Darren have any right to alter that destiny?

      He scoffed as soon as the question came to mind. He liked Thalia, at least as one leader to another. He had the power to save her, so of course he would do so. Otherwise, there would have been little point in fighting so hard to gain these new skills and become as strong as he was.

      So he needed to save her. The only question was, how far should he go to save her?

      Should he swoop in at the last moment, right as she was about to burn at the stake as a heretic and a witch? Or did he run to her side now and make sure the little order she’d founded with his name met more success than they were destined to?

      She was toppling the Blackwind Empire and making waves as far as Whiteguard. If she went through with her plans, she’d draw attention from all directions. Perhaps even from the heavens themselves...

      He scoured the future once more, and by the time his original body had finished entertaining his four needy women, he had his answer. It was time to rally his forces and take them to the Blackwind Empire.

      If he timed things right, he would arrive at the perfect moment to shatter whatever plans Kalaziel had in the works with one blow. And while he was at it, Darren thought he might even be able to run into someone who’d been living far too well after betraying him and his mother all those years ago.
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      Truthseeker warned Thalia that things were going bad when someone placed a bag over her head and bound her hands behind her back. That was what you did with captured bandits, not captured princesses.

      The paladins and the Sinful Servants were silent as she felt herself get shoved into a carriage with the priest who’d accompanied her as she was ambushed.

      “Where are we going?” Thalia asked.

      “That would defeat the purpose of the bag,” the priest chuckled darkly. “I am High Priest Lothar, of the new Golden Temple of Whiteguard, and I have been charged with bringing you to justice.”

      And so she rode the whole rattling journey, searching with her Truthseeker skill and figuring out what few scant bits of information her sigil could dredge up. She didn’t know much about this priest or his companions, but her skill remembered vaguely reading about a small-time country priest named Lothar who’d involved himself with Whiteguard about a decade ago.

      He’d sent a rather frantic message up the chain of command through the Golden Temple, and the sudden appearance of several new archpaladins from the Order of the Rod had startled everyone. He’d been at the start of a chain of events that ended up gutting the Golden Temple ranks within the Blackwind Empire. Ultimately, all the local temples were repopulated with warriors, clerks, and priests from Whiteguard.

      At the time, Whiteguard had called it a favor. They said they were rooting out corruption that had taken hold within the Blackwind Empire’s branch of the Golden Temple. Now, she knew it had just been them seizing an opportunity to begin their infiltration. By taking out the priests and sigil-wielders loyal to the empire and replacing them with their own, they could start bringing demons into the empire uncontested.

      Time ticked on as Thalia raced to find a way to escape. She feigned weakness a few times, falling from her seat and bumping into the feet in the wagon. She’d hoped to bump into her companions. If she could rouse Audrey, Blossom, or Olpha, maybe they could make something happen. But she had no luck there. It was just her and the priest in the wagon.

      She hoped the priest would at least take the bag off her head, but when she pleaded, he merely snorted.

      “I know about the skill you stole from your father’s armory. I won’t let it go to work and bleed your brain to death before your trial,” Lothar said.

      “Trial?” Thalia asked.

      “Yes, your trial for treason and heresy. It’s been a long time since we burned anyone at the stake in the Blackwind Empire. The Golden Temple here forbade the practice ages ago. But it turns out, I’m in charge of those decisions now! And I’ve decided to break with tradition. Your death would buy me quite the reward, you see. The Order of the Rod isn’t fond of you.”

      Thalia was silent. He was willing to execute an imperial princess? That didn’t speak well to whatever grasp on the throne her father still had. If these usurpers were smart, they would have been steadily purging the loyalists from the palace. Had they removed so many that they could treat the Blackwind Empire like their own backyard?

      The wagon’s bumping and jostling smoothed out. That meant the roads were getting better, and Thalia was pretty sure she knew where they were going. Throughout the empire, everyone knew the roads got better the closer you traveled to the capital.

      Her heart lurched as she heard familiar sounds and smelled familiar scents. Baker Street always had this savory smell of fresh pastries and kneading dough. Blacksmith Street had the ring of hammers on anvils and the scent of charcoal and iron. Butcher’s Street smelled of blood and searing meat. The palace wasn’t much further.

      Had they decided to turn her over to her father? Thalia didn’t know what to think. Her original guess was that she was going to be taken to Whiteguard. Why would they bring her home?

      One thing was certain though. Bound and blindfolded as she was, she wasn’t being welcomed back to the palace with open arms.

      A pair of rough hands wrapped around her and tore her from the carriage. Moments later, she was slung over someone’s shoulder. Metal cut into her skin, and based on the size of the man carrying her, she was either being carried by a paladin or a Sinful Servant. She hoped it was the former, but feared it was the latter.

      After being carried with no more dignity than a sack of grain, she was set down, and her hands were rebound to something hard without the slightest bit of give to it. Then her captors yanked the bag off her head, and Thalia knew how screwed she truly was.

      She stood on a block in the center of the room, surrounded by metal bars on all sides. They’d latched her bound hands around the cage, keeping her penned in like a wild animal on display. Up in the stands all around her, the crowd gawked and stared at her.

      By their dress and uniforms, they were imperial officials, army officers, administrators, bureaucrats, merchants, and nobles alike. Some she recognized, but others were entirely unfamiliar to her, even though she had only left the imperial palace a short time ago. Most of the new faces had the distinctive shiny metallic hair of Whiteguard.

      Some of the faces she recognized shot her shy glances, but when she tried to meet their gazes, most turned away and refused to look at her. She saw fear playing across their pale faces as their eyes darted to the throne.

      On the throne, her father sat. He looked stiffer and older than she remembered, like much of the youth and vitality he’d gained from his bargain with Whiteguard had vanished overnight. The only reason he sat straight in his chair was because of a thin rope wrapped across his chest tying his back to his throne.

      A pair of priestesses from Whiteguard rubbed his shoulders and sat near him, but they weren’t the same ones Thalia had seen before. This pair wasn’t even whispering in her father’s ears. Instead, they had their eyes locked on the man seated just to the Emperor’s right. Thalia couldn’t help but notice the man who sat there was seated slightly higher and more central than even her father.

      He had a regal and well-groomed presence with shiny hair and a well-groomed beard that matched his impressive height. He stood even taller than the pair of Sinful Servants behind him, and his archpaladin wings were on full display as they fluttered behind him. With his shining armor and large, gently curved sword, he cut a sharp figure, though he paled in comparison to Darren.

      She learned the man’s name a moment later when High Priest Lothar spoke.

      “Humble greetings to Lord Ambassador Archpaladin Maikon of Whiteguard! As ordered by the Emperor, I have brought forth this traitorous daughter to be judged in these Imperial Halls!”

      A scowling nobleman shot Thalia a glance, gathered his courage, and then jumped to his feet. “Objection! On what grounds does an ambassador from another country expect to pass judgment on a princess of our empire?” He turned to the emperor himself. “Your highness, why do you continue to allow agents of a foreign nation to run our country?”

      “Do not raise your voice to the Emperor!” High Priest Lothar shouted in reply. “And Archpaladin Maikon is a trusted adviser to his Imperial Highness! To question him is to question the very foundations of the Empire and the will of the heavens!”

      While High Priest Lothar spoke, Archpaladin Maikon nodded to a pair of Sinful Servants standing by the door behind the nobleman who’d just stood in protest. The Sinful Servants took a step forward and grabbed the nobleman by either shoulder. To his protests, they dragged him out of the room. At the sight, everyone else tried to make themselves a little smaller.

      Archpaladin Maikon straightened. “Thalia, a princess of the Empire, has been accused of heresy, treason, and a plot to incite rebellion across the Empire. Princess Thalia, how do you plead?”

      “Innocent, of course,” Thalia replied. “And by what right, Archpaladin Maikon, do you place me on trial? I am still a princess of the Blackwind Empire, and the only one who can judge me is my father, the emperor.”

      “Your father has placed his authority in me. I judge you in his name.”

      Thalia nodded to her father sitting on his throne. “I would hear that from his own words.”

      Archpaladin Maikon grit his teeth. They couldn’t make the emperor speak. Thalia knew that much for certain.

      Blackwind Emperor

      Status: Deceased.

      Her Truthseeker skill knew a corpse when she saw one. Her father was already gone. Despite the trouble he’d handed her by these last few years of neglect, she hoped he died peacefully.

      Archpaladin Maikon turned to the two priestesses tending to the emperor’s curse. They’d been using their healing skills on him again and again to keep him fresh. They could probably keep him as he was indefinitely that way. But they couldn’t make him speak. The two priestesses shook their heads at the look the archpaladin shot at them.

      A quiet muttering ran through the room when the emperor didn’t answer. Thalia knew a chance when she saw one. She might not be acquitted this way, but she could prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that this trial was a sham.

      Archpaladin Maikon scowled at the two priestesses, and one of them poked her father’s corpse and tried to work his jaw but try as she might, she couldn’t make the dead speak. Eventually, Maikon realized he was losing his grasp on the situation and that he had to do something quickly.

      “The Emperor is unwell! Do not question his authority! The heavens and the Order of the Rod have both placed their trust in me, so my words are law!” Maikon said.

      As he spoke, he drew his sword and slammed the blade into the stone at his heels. He must have used some sort of skill because the blow cut the stone and sent a crack as loud as thunder echoing throughout the entire palace. “High Priest Lothar! Continue with the prosecution.”

      That cut through all the muttering and Lothar seized the moment to speak before it could resume. He flashed the archpaladin a small smile. The two seemed to know each other.

      “Princess Thalia is guilty of conspiring with the traitorous rebel state of Limedeep, which we all know unfortunately fell to demons last year, despite the best efforts of Archpaladin Gaimon and the brave sacrifice of the Order of the Rod. They will not be forgotten.”

      High Priest Lothar bowed his head and placed a hand over his heart. Archpaladin Maikon returned the gesture, though only a few in the room did the same.

      After a moment of silence, Lothar picked up again. “There, in Limedeep, the princess was tricked into thinking she should steal the throne from her own father! Her heart was seduced by demons, and her soul proved too weak to resist their temptations. After succumbing to dark forces, she promised herself in marriage to Darren, the bandit lord of the demon city of Limedeep! Now, that dark, festering place of evil and terror reaches its foul clutches all the way to its western border! Our guards have seen groups of heartless demon-possessed men patrolling lands along the westward roads that rightfully belong to us!”

      Lothar turned to the crowd, hands held high and balled into fists. “We all know of the Bandit King Rarek to the west. And we know of the constant pillaging of merchant caravans there! But did you know the villages stripped of their residents and the families of peasants stolen from their homes were all evil plots orchestrated by the hand of Darren, King of Demons in Limedeep? And do not think our nation is the first he’s tried to illegitimately seize! Princess Thalia’s rebels have also been caught spreading the false rumor that this King Darren is a member of the Heavengrace family, which is a matter of grave concern for all our friends in Whiteguard!”

      Archpaladin Maikon waved his hand and snorted. “The Heavengrace family is dead, I assure you.”

      A merchant from the stands stood up to speak. He was dressed in thick furs instead of fine silks, and from his appearance, he was from the Northern Trade Union. “I have been to Limedeep! I tell you here and now, on my honor as a trusted merchant, King Darren is no bandit lord! He is a true king, and the people of the Northern Trade Union, like myself, acknowledge him. Trade routes to his territory by both land and sea are free and open, and the paths are safer from bandits than the roads in the Blackwind Empire!”

      In the stands, local merchants grimaced at their peer’s words. They knew them to be true but didn’t dare voice their opinions as well.

      Archpaladin Maikon scowled again and nodded to the Sinful Servants behind the merchant. If he thought being from the Northern Trade Union would protect him, he was mistaken. The Sinful Servants grabbed him by the shoulders and dragged him away, just like the noble from before.

      “Unhand me! I am the Official Ambassador from Yellowcrest to the Blackwind Empire! What do you think you’re doing? My uncle will hear of this!”

      But the guards didn’t care. If he was fortunate, they would only lock him in a cell until the trial was over or send him home.

      Archpaladin Maikon looked furious. He’d clearly had enough of these interruptions. He said as much a moment later. “Anyone who speaks out of turn again will be charged with treason and can await execution in the palace dungeons!”

      At the archpaladin’s nod, High Priest Lothar began his speech again. “As I was saying, Princess Thalia has been seduced by dark forces. She is the bride-to-be of Darren the heretic, whose arrogance knows no bounds! If not for the decisive action taken by our friends in the Order of the Rod, I have no doubt he would be halfway to driving our great nation to the brink of civil war! Why, if left unchecked, he could have been almost ready to steal our emperor’s throne, now safely guarded by Archpaladin Maikon. Hells damn him, if what they say about Salsroth is true, I imagine he has designs on ruling the entire Sacred Seas!”

      More murmurs ran through the crowd. If anyone had designs on ruling the entire Sacred Seas, it was Whiteguard. And the Order of the Rod ruled them.

      Though she was amused to hear that the rumor mill had declared she was Darren’s bride-to-be. That set her cheeks to blushing, even given the circumstances.

      Archpaladin Maikon slammed his sword against the stones beneath him to get everyone’s attention once again. Lothar cleared his throat again.

      “In conclusion, it is with a heavy heart that I insist that Princess Thalia must be executed with all haste as a traitor! She and her husband-to-be are a danger to the empire! I fear what should befall us should we allow her heretical and treasonous demon-swayed soul to continue to sew doubt within our empire.”

      Archpaladin Maikon nodded. “I have seen the malcontents in the streets of the capital and the cities that surround it. What started as a few rebellious peasant farmers has now spread to the merchants and minor lords. This I will not tolerate. In the name of the Golden Temple and by my authority as an archpaladin of the Order of the Rod, and by the might of Kalaziel, the one true lord over the heavens, I hereby sentence Princess Thalia to death!”

      Princess Thalia glared up at him and rattled her chains to get everyone’s attention. It wasn’t as loud as Maikon’s trick with his sword, but all eyes were on her anyways.

      “Do I not get the chance to explain myself? To speak in my own defense?”

      High Priest Lothar scowled. “Keep your demon-twisted tongue behind your teeth, witch!”

      Archpaladin Maikon clearly agreed with the high priest, but he saw the way everyone in the crowd had their eyes locked on Thalia. This trial was already paper thin as it was, and refusing to allow the accused to speak at all would make this pathetic show look even more like the farce that it was. Eventually, he gave in. “Very well, princess. Speak.”

      Thalia cleared her throat and spoke to the crowd. “I am no traitor to the Blackwind Empire. But there are traitors here, mark my words. Archpaladin Maikon and High Priest Lothar claim that I work with demons. Well? Where are these demons? I have no demons in my corner, but Lothar and Archpaladin Maikon do. You see those men in black armor standing behind you, lining the room? Have you ever seen a single one of them take off their helmets? And where did Whiteguard even get so many new paladins, anyway? I’ll tell you where. They struck a deal with the demons of hell! And now they patrol our very palace! The only demon-twisted souls here are the ones belonging to Maikon and Lothar!”

      “Lies!” High Priest Lothar hissed.

      “If I’m lying, then have that armored man behind you take off his helmet and prove me wrong,” Thalia demanded. “Have all your black-armored paladins pull off their helmets and show their human faces! But I know you can’t because you know as well as I do that there are demons beneath those helmets!”

      Thalia turned to the people of the Blackwind Empire looking down on her in the stands. Their eyes were glued to hers, and they only broke for a moment to let their gazes flick nervously to the black armored figures behind them. “You have been deceived! Demons truly have overtaken the palace, as my people have warned you. To any loyal man or woman of Whiteguard, I call on you now to save the Empire! Do not think you can lay your head low and wait our enemies out. I have seen these demons drag entire villages to hell. If you stand by while your neighbors are slaughtered today, there will be no one to protect you tomorrow. Stand! Together we will--”

      Thalia’s voice was cut off abruptly as some skill stole the words from her throat. She worked her mouth, but not a sound came out. Something hot tingled on her throat, and she reached for it. The chain was just barely long enough for her to scratch at whatever was there. Her throat felt hot to the touch beneath her fingers.

      Archpaladin Maikon stood and smacked his sword into the stone at his feet one more time. It rang to gather everyone’s attention before they could think over the princess’ words too much.

      “Thank you, high priest Lothar. Your words bring trouble to my heart. It seems the princess has gone completely mad after her stay in Limedeep! The demons have tricked her into seeing their kind even in the honorable men who serve the Order of the Rod. With a heavy heart, I must insist that she burn at the stake tomorrow when the sun reaches its highest point.”

      The moment Archpaladin Maikon finished speaking, an uproar filled the room. But as one, the black-armored Sinful Servants lining the courtroom stepped forward and drew their blades. The hiss of steel silenced all voices at once.

      “You may all leave. Remember to report here tomorrow to bear witness to this heretic’s execution,” Archpaladin Maikon said.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Thalia found herself in a prison of cold iron. She had nothing more than a plank of wood from a bed and a bucket in the corner as a latrine. Across from her, a gruff-looking man hunched on all fours in an identical cell.

      “You don’t look like a murderer. What are you in here for?” His voice was gruff, and he had a slightly crazed look in his eyes.

      Thalia continued to scratch at her throat, and suddenly she felt something give way as the magic left her. Whatever had been used to silence her was gone now. Her skill told her the mark on her body was the key. That might be important to remember at some point.

      Testing her voice, she answered with a sigh. “Treason and heresy, apparently.”

      “Whew. You certainly don’t look the type. But then again, I don’t look like a man who would bash his landlord’s brains out with a gardening hoe. And yet here I am...” the man chuckled.

      Thalia went silent again, turning her attention inward. She activated her skill, and her heart sank again at what it calculated for her.

      Probability of death: 95%

      Her Truthseeker skill didn’t do much to comfort her. It never held back to spare her feelings.

      She rested her head between her knees and slept fitfully throughout the night. That five percent chance her skill told her about was largely an off-chance that some of the people who’d witnessed her sham trial arranged an escape attempt for her or if some members of the Order of Heaven’s Grace snuck into the city and fought their way to her prison cell.

      But dawn came and went, and no one tapped on her cell door. No one came to rescue her.

      The iron bars swung open at midday. The murderer across from her was gone and never returned. Presumably, whoever was doing executions today was already all warmed up. She combed through her hair with her fingers and straightened her dress. If she was going to die, she would die looking like a princess.

      “It seems your time is up, princess!” Lothar spoke with a jovial tone, almost like he was talking about the lovely sunny day just outside her cell. He was happy, which probably meant he would soon be promoted for the task he saw to now.

      The Sinful Servants brought her to a great platform out in the sunlight in the palace yard facing the city. The imperial guards had used this as a practice yard during morning drills, though months of disuse since they’d been disbanded had allowed weeds to grow throughout the field. Now it was in use again as a place for executions.

      It was packed with people, all lined up shoulder to shoulder and shuffling from foot to foot. Nobles and merchants of great wealth stood only a few paces away from peasants clothed in rags. All of them stared down at a great pole stuck in the mud and surrounded by firewood as thick as Thalia’s limbs and twice as tall as she was.

      The logs were soaked in oil and wax and would burn with a single spark. Stuck atop the pyre were three bound women.

      To the rear, Olpha was gagged and chained. Off to her left was Priestess Blossom, equally as helpless. On her right, Cleric Audrey sagged against her loose bonds. Her wounds were the greatest, and she could hardly stand as it was. From the look of her, she would be a corpse before the fire got to her.

      Thalia’s heart fluttered at the sight of her friends awaiting execution. She couldn’t help but notice that there was a spot between them all facing the crowd. It was still empty for the time being, but in a few minutes, she would be up there right alongside them.

      The Sinful Servants hauled her up there and bound her wrists to the central pole of the pyre.

      “Now, princess, speak your last words if you can.” High Priest Lothar chuckled as though he’d made a joke.

      Thalia tried to say something and then realized why he was laughing. Her voice was gone again through the same skill that had silenced her before. But this time, she knew how to defeat it.

      So she spat on High Priest Lothar. It didn’t fit with the dignified look of a princess, but that was a necessary sacrifice.

      He wiped the spit off his cheek, scowled, and then slapped her with his open hand. It would have hit her face, but she leaned away from the blow, so it struck her throat instead. Right where whatever glyph forcing her to be silent should have been. She quickly tucked her chin as though hurt to hide any damage that might be visible if this glyph was even visible to the naked eye at all. She let out a small choking noise as she blinked away tears. Lothar really hadn’t held back with that blow, but the noise confirmed that her voice was back.

      He stopped glaring at Thalia when Archpaladin Maikon started speaking. “With a heavy heart and the blessing of the heavens, we must commence this purging of heretics! Princess Thalia must burn for her crimes against the Order of the Rod and against the—what is it? Can’t you see I’m giving a speech?”

      Maikon was abruptly cut off by a messenger nudging his shoulder. With a scowl, the archpaladin waited for him to speak.

      “There’s trouble in the slums, Lord Ambassador. Some of the peasants there are rioting,” the messenger hastily explained.

      “Well, then get the city guard to deal with it!” Maikon waved his hand.

      “That’s just it, sir! The city guards are part of the mob!”

      “What? Then send in the imperial army!” Maikon at the ground glared furiously, pacing back and forth.

      “The army is refusing orders. They say they have internal problems to deal with. Apparently, some of the commanders don’t think you’re right to execute the princess.”

      “I’ll have their heads for this...” Maikon growled. “Send half the Sinful Servants to deal with them. If they fight their way to the palace, I’ll slaughter them all myself!”

      High Priest Lothar took a step forward. “If I may make a suggestion, ambassador...”

      “Speak!”

      “They are headed here to see the princess. If they want to see her so badly, then let them see her burn! I’m sure the pyre will be visible across the city, and it might rob them of some of their morale.”

      Maikon nodded. “Good thinking, Lothar. Very well, burn the princess.”

      “No!” someone from the gathered crowd before the pyre shouted. “Let the princess go!”

      Maikon’s head jerked to the crowd. “Who said that! Answer!”

      The call was soon joined by a dozen others, and Maikon’s eyes swiveled back and forth to figure out who to kill. The crowd grew bolder when he didn’t strike immediately, and Maikon raised his hand.

      As one, the Sinful Servants took another step forward. The crowd took a clumsy step back, and much of the shouting went quiet.

      “Go on, Lothar! Before we have a riot on our hands. Get the torch!” Maikon said.

      Lothar nodded and reached for the torch. It was already slick with oil, and he lit it on a nearby brazier.

      Lothar smiled sadly as he stared up at Thalia, and he raised the torch overhead.

      “Goodbye, princess.”

      Thalia closed her eyes and waited for the flames to claim her.

      And waited.

      And waited some more.

      But the fire never came. There was no whoosh and rush of air. No burning inferno to devour her skin. There wasn’t even a victorious cackle from Lothar. There was utter silence, at least until it was broken by gasps from the crowd.

      She opened her eyes and saw a massive ship in the sky. A balloon as large as the palace kept it aloft, and a box beneath was filled with people looking down on her. Anyone in the city could see it, given its size. How had it approached the city unnoticed?

      But then she spotted the figures around the airship. A hundred winged figures filled the sky, each with wings that shone as brilliantly as Maikon’s. They were archpaladins, archpriestesses, and archclerics all! More than a hundred in number!

      When Maikon appeared, his might intimidated the entire city. And now there were a hundred more like him, just as strong. Was this a heavenly host descending from on high?

      But then Thalia spotted the figure in the center of it all. He was brawnier than the rest, and his wings shone like polished silver mirrors. She could see the entire city reflected on his feathers. The sword in his hands was as large as he was, and it gleamed with brilliant radiance. Most of all, his eyes carried strength that would make mountains tremble.

      With a flash of movement too quick to see, he vanished from the sky and appeared, grasping Lothar’s hand. The torch in the priest’s hands toppled to the ground.

      “I remember you.” As he spoke, Lothar trembled beneath his grasp.

      Then he turned his gaze to Thalia.

      A smile split Thalia’s face, and tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. Darren had come to save her.
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      “Darren! You came!” Thalia said, tears in her eyes.

      Darren flashed her a smile. “Of course.”

      In that smile, he reminded himself that saving Thalia truly was the reason he’d come. But he couldn’t help but regard the man before him as well and accept that his presence had been just as much a part of his decision to arrive when he did as saving Thalia had been. Through Thalia’s eyes, he’d learned the name of Lothar, a man whose betrayal had led to Gaimon finding him and his mother. He just was as responsible for killing his mother as Gaimon was.

      “W-wait, Darren Heavengrace?” Lothar gulped and took an unsteady stumble back. “You’re much taller and more muscular than I remember.”

      The crowd took a step back. They were confused and didn’t know what to make of Darren. Until now, they had only ever met archpaladins in the service of the Order of the Rod, so they were confused to see Darren so clearly opposed to Lothar and his allies. But a few had heard his name from his deeds in Limedeep, and now the rumors spread like wildfire.

      The Sinful Servants were quicker to act. They turned and looked like they were about to draw their swords to attack Darren for interfering with the ceremony, but an overwhelming sense of fear filled their hearts. To them, he felt like the bane of their existence manifested in flesh.

      Darren put them out of his mind. Though the Sinful Servants could intimidate the crowd, they meant nothing to him. So instead, he focused on the archpaladin behind Lothar. That man seemed to represent the Order of the Rod in this city. At the sight of him, Darren found himself growing disappointed. He had expected a few dozen archpaladins from the Order of the Rod, not just one. But perhaps this one was exceptionally strong. He'd have to restrain him while he dealt with Lothar.

      In Lothar, Darren found himself face to face with a man he never expected to see again. When he’d seen him last, Darren had just been a boy with his mother, fresh from years in Hell. They had the briefest glimpse of freedom before this man betrayed their whereabouts to the Order of the Rod. That action had been enough to alert the Order of the Rod to send a quest to have his mother killed. Gaimon and his companions answered the call. Working together, they succeeded, and Darren was robbed of whatever life he could have had.

      Over the years, he’d convinced himself that there was more to the story. Perhaps the man had been tricked, or perhaps his sigil had revealed his mother’s whereabouts without him even being aware. Maybe he’d been lied to and had been told Darren and his mother were dangerous fugitives.

      But now he saw the man again decked in fine robes. Darren had seen many priests throughout the Sacred Seas, and all wore plain robes as a mark of humility. Not Lothar, though. As he presided over this execution in the capital of the Blackwind Empire, he was dressed in robes made of fine chains of silver and gold. His hat was half as tall as he was, and every bit was encrusted with gemstones. The staff in his hand was a rare item, and he even seemed younger than the last time Darren had met him. He must have made liberal use of longevity enhancements like what Darren's Lifewell water did. For all he knew, some of the water Cassandra sold ended up in this man's hands.

      Lothar also had a sharp, sly look that he’d lacked before. Though he dressed like a priest, he walked more like a lord. His presence presiding over this execution here in the capital meant he was more akin to a politician who happened to put on robes than the priest Darren had once met.

      There was only one reason why Lothar would be living so well after what he did. The Order of the Rod had rewarded him well.

      “What did my mother’s death buy you?” Darren demanded. His approach was slow and casual, but Lothar saw his death written in Darren's eyes and panicked.

      He tried to run, but just as he was about to flee, six hands formed entirely of light shot down from the heavens as Darren activated his Fists of Peace skill. They shattered the cobblestones around Lothar as they arrived and held him up. Each arm grabbed a limb, and together they spread him out with arms and legs extended. The final two hands wrapped around his head and kept it pinned so he was eye-level with Darren and could look nowhere else. Lothar squirmed and wriggled in their grasp, but with his meager strength the bonds were unbreakable.

      “Maikon! What are you doing? Don’t stand there. Kill him!” Lothar screamed from within the glowing hand. But Darren lifted his gaze and met Archpaladin Maikon’s eyes.

      Archpaladin Maikon had been about to take a step forward. His hands were already on his sword, but as soon as the piercing blue light of Darren’s eyes met his, Maikon stumbled in his steps. He looked down at his legs as though they’d suddenly grown as weak as wet noodles.

      Darren turned his attention back to Lothar. He tilted his head and the two hands restraining Lothar’s arms flew off to knock Maikon off his feet. Lothar waved his newly freed limbs and tried to pry off the fingers holding his head in place. But for all the gifts his new station had given him, he was still only as strong as an ordinary human. He had no chance of breaking Darren’s mythic-ranked Fists of Peace skill.

      “Wait, wait, wait!” Lothar pleaded. “It wasn’t me! You’ve got the wrong man! I didn’t tell the archpaladins where you and your mother were!”

      Darren met Lothar’s pleas with a cold gaze.

      “Well... alright, I admit it was me. But my sigil practically made me do it! The quest promised me wealth, riches, and a legacy that would last throughout the ages! I had to accept! The heavens didn’t put me in the Sacred Seas to watch over a tiny shrine in some backwater! If my brother hadn’t fallen out of favor in the imperial courts, I never would have been banished there in the first place. This was my chance to build the legacy I could have had if he hadn’t been caught trying to poison the magistrate!”

      “You value your legacy?” Darren asked.

      “As every man should. And I have built one worthy of carrying through the ages as the first Supreme High Master of Religious Ceremony of all the Sacred Seas, appointed by the Order of the Rod in their wisdom. So you see, the people of the Blackwind Empire need me! If you kill me they will surely riot.”

      Darren had never heard of the position of Supreme High Master of Religious Ceremony. It sounded like a pompous title the Order of the Rod might use to bribe a man desperate to build up his own ego.

      “And you’re certain what you did was right?” Darren asked.

      “Yes! I’ve done so much good as the Supreme High Master of Religious Ceremony! The city wouldn’t be the same without me,” Lothar said. He glanced at the crowd, who scowled back at him. He wasn’t nearly as popular as he pretended to be.

      “If that is true, then cut yourself upon my sword.” Darren reached into his Inventory, and Melancholy materialized in his hand.

      Lothar gulped at the sudden appearance of such a massive blade.

      “I... I have to cut myself?” Lothar asked.

      “The sword is magic. You will be fine if your soul is good, and I will let you go. If it is not, your sins will ignite and burn like a pyre.” Darren shot a glance at the pyre Thalia and her companions were still strapped to. Just moments ago, Lothar was exalting the virtues of burning sinners alive. Now he looked like he'd reconsidered his position.

      Lothar gulped audibly. “Alright... alright, I’ll do it. But first, free me!”

      Darren waved his hand, and the four remaining Fists of Peace released Lothar, who fell to his knees. Archpaladin Maikon had overcome his fear, and so Darren needed the extra restraints to deal with him anyway. He was moments away from ordering the Sinful Servants to attack Darren. The enchantments on their armor would force them to comply despite the existential fear the demons within the armor felt whenever they so much as looked at Darren.

      Slowly, Lothar climbed to his feet. For a moment, Darren thought he might willingly brush up against Melancholy’s edge to test the nature of his soul. Darren was pretty sure he knew what would happen, but he hadn’t seen Melancholy’s new abilities in action quite yet and was eager to see for himself.

      But Lothar’s gaudy clothes and new title hadn’t turned him completely delusional. He knew he’d done enough wrong in his life for his sins to burn his flesh away more surely than the pyre he’d strapped Thalia to. So the moment he was free, he dove for the still-burning torch he’d dropped on the ground when Darren restrained him.

      Darren instantly realized what he was trying to do. Lothar knew Darren was here to save Thalia. By throwing the torch on the pyre and lighting it, he could buy himself time to escape while Darren freed Thalia before the pyre burned her. He was trying to force Darren to choose between saving Thalia and avenging his mother.

      But Darren’s powers gave him another choice.

      Darren’s Fists of Peace were busy with Archpaladin Maikon, but he hadn’t even started using his Divine Energy Projections yet. He kept them in the familiar form of tendrils, like when the ability had just been his Celestial Storm skill, as he still had more dexterity with that shape than with any other.

      They curled over Lothar’s legs. When he tried to tear himself free, he tripped on them and fell face-first into the dirt. There on the ground, he saw countless more tendrils of light crawling through the dirt. They emerged from the ground like tiny worms, and they crawled over his body. His eyes went wide, and he struggled like a hare caught in a snare as the glowing tendrils of light wrapped him up completely.

      Meanwhile, Darren turned his attention to Thalia and her companions. They’d been tied to that pyre long enough.

      Darren arrived at the pyre before the torch Lothar threw had landed. He snatched it from the air and his fingers closed around the burning embers. But he wasn’t burned in the slightest as he extinguished the fire. Against his divine skin, a burning torch only felt a little warm.

      “Darren! We have to get out of here!” Thalia said from atop the pyre.

      “It will be okay,” Darren promised.

      With his sword, he cut through the wood pillar above Thalia’s hands. It was as thick as a tree trunk, but Melancholy severed it in one blow. Thalia, Blossom, Audrey, and that large paladin woman were all free with a single swing.

      Thalia tumbled off the pyre, and Darren caught her. He set her on the ground so he could catch Audrey too, who was still severely wounded.

      “I’ll take her,” Priestess Blossom said as she looked at her friend anxiously. “I can still heal her.”

      The big paladin woman was also wounded. Darren remembered her name was Olpha, and from the look of the crossbow bolts sticking out of her, she’d fought bravely. Despite her wounds, she snatched one of the branches from the pyre and staggered to Darren’s side.

      “T-thank you for saving us. But now, how are we going to fight out way free?” Olpha asked.

      “I will deal with that. Let Blossom heal your wounds,” Darren replied.

      Olpha reluctantly took a knee beside Blossom, who placed one hand on her thigh while the other rested on Audrey. She healed both with her powers, though doing so took all of her concentration. But she’d seen Darren fight, and she trusted him to defend them all.

      Darren gestured with his hand, and his tendrils dragged Lothar toward him. The man tried scurrying away on his hands and knees in the mud.

      “You forgot to touch my sword,” Darren said.

      Lothar cast a mournful look back at Darren, eyes bloodshot and full of humiliation and fury.

      “You bastard son of a whore! You were supposed to die that day! How did the heavens let this happen to me?” Lothar despaired, staring up at the sky. He held up his arms between him and Darren as though the flowing golden sleeves on his robes would defend him.

      Darren tore his arms aside and ran Melancholy’s edge against Lothar’s cheek. At first, nothing happened, and Darren thought for a moment that perhaps Lothar’s sins were not grave enough for Melancholy’s special ability to harm him after all. But then the tiny cut turned as black as coal.

      “What’s happening? What have you done to me? Kalaziel curse you down into the deepest, blackest pits of hell!” Lothar cursed. Darren withdrew his tendrils, and the moment his hands were fully free, Lothar leaped to his feet and slammed his hands over the growing magical wound.

      The black line spread across his cheek, around his neck, and split his chest down the middle. The hands that touched it also blackened, and soon Lothar’s entire body looked like it was coated in tar. He cast Darren a wide-eyed glare before his entire body caught fire in a brilliant white flame. The stones beneath him cracked, and the heat was so intense the gathered crowd had to take another few steps back. Darren positioned himself in front, so Thalia, Blossom, Audrey, and Olpha were at his back and protected from the growing inferno.

      Just as soon as the blaze began, it ended. Lothar had been consumed in body and soul.

      Nearby, Archpaladin Maikon finally freed himself from Darren’s Fists of Peace. Darren had hardly been paying attention, but the Order of the Rod’s archpaladin’s chest heaved as he took deep breaths. His shining brilliant armor was covered in dents, and his sword was bent halfway down the middle. He looked like he’d just had the fight of his life.

      “You! How dare you kill High Priest Lothar! He was appointed by the Order of the Rod. What is your name, archpaladin? I will see to it that Kalaziel personally learns of your transgressions. But first, seize him!” Archpaladin Maikon pointed his bent sword at Darren.

      “Lothar, sir?” one of the paladins standing near Maikon asked in confusion. “Who is Lothar?”

      “The priest that man just killed! The reason why you’re arresting him, you dolt!” Maikon growled.

      “Uh... sir, I don’t think there’s ever been a Lothar at court. Are you certain you’re alright?” the paladin asked. His face bore visible confusion.

      “What? What do you mean? He’s been here for months!” It was Maikon’s turn to be confused.

      Melancholy’s new abilities were beyond equal, and now, when they killed someone like Darren had, that person was completely and utterly erased. Lothar was no more, and anyone who knew him below the fourth order had already completely forgotten him. Of all those present, Maikon was the only one strong enough to not be affected.

      While Maikon argued with his own subordinates, Darren turned to Thalia. He felt her hand resting on his back as she hid behind him. Her eyes met his, and countless emotions swirled within them.

      “Thank you for saving me. I owe you my life.” Thalia wrapped her arms around Darren’s waist. “Anything you want, you can have.”

      “I wanted to save you. Now I have.” Darren ran a hand along the back of her head and down her back and gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze. Thalia seemed to appreciate the gesture as a smile touched her lips.

      She looked like she wanted to say more, but they were interrupted by Archpaladin Maikon, who looked like he was finally ready to take matters into his own hands.

      “You! Don’t think you can come to this city and make a fool of me!” Maikon jabbed his bent blade at Darren.

      Darren reluctantly released Thalia’s hand. He gave her one last smile. “This will only take a moment.”

      Melancholy reappeared in Darren’s hand once more, and Archpaladin Maikon charged. He extended his wings to their full length, and his body glowed with Divine Aura. Darren detected three distinct skills, all activating simultaneously as Maikon prepared to attack with everything he had. His muscles swelled as power flowed through his limbs. A brilliant blue glow enveloped his sword. His eyes turned solid gold, and his pupils vanished to be replaced by a dim yellow glow.

      “Surrender yourself now if you know what’s good for you,” Archpaladin Maikon commanded. “I have bested dozens of fourth-order demons! You probably have heard tales of my deeds. And I don’t even know your name.”

      “Darren Heavengrace, of Limedeep.”

      Archpaladin Maikon’s eyes narrowed. “The so-called king of Limedeep and rightful king of Whiteguard? I admit you do look the part. Who supports you from on high? Which faction of the Heavens thought they could disrupt the plans we’ve so carefully arrayed?”

      “I stand on my own merit.”

      Archpaladin Maikon snorted. “No matter. We can flay our answers from whatever is left of your soul after I kill you.”

      With all his fury and power, Archpaladin Maikon looked like he was about to cut Darren down in a single blow. His archpaladin wings soared behind him, and he held his sword high overhead.

      But then that sword descended, and all of Maikon’s skills amounted to nothing.

      It was like all the momentum of his charge vanished, and Maikon’s last step happened in slow motion. With casual grace, Darren grabbed Maikon’s blade. Dust kicked up in all directions, and the crowd gasped at the startling sight.

      Darren had caught Maikon’s blade with his bare hands, like a master swordsman catching a child’s weapon.

      The crowd realized the gap in skill between Darren and Maikon was insurmountable. But Maikon was a renowned archpaladin of the Order of the Rod. He was supposed to be the best of the best. How could a warrior like that be overwhelmed by any mortal foe?

      Maikon knew he was in trouble now, so he called on the Sinful Servants. “Stop standing there! Attack! Help me!”

      In response, Darren unleashed his own power. His archpaladin wings unfolded from his back, each mirrors of shiny silver spreading twice as wide as Maikon’s wings. A dense aura of power filled the area, palpable to even the ordinary humans. The demons in the Sinful Servant armor trembled, completely unable to move even as their armor commanded them to obey.

      “Useless,” Maikon spat. "It seems I'll have to finish you myself. This is your last chance to surrender yourself to Kalaziel's mercy. Otherwise, your soul will suffer for a thousand years! I warn you one final time to give up. He might even let you join us."

      “Why?"

      “Why? Why what? Why join us? Why do I serve the Order of the Rod? Why do I serve Kalaziel? Why am I an archpaladin?” Maikon chuckled. “For the future of humanity! That’s why. Kalaziel has a path for us to walk straight into the heavens, and I plan to take it. What wouldn’t I give for that? None of that soul reformation bullshit or the end of one chain of existence and the beginning of another. Just pure immortality and the opportunity to become more powerful than any human ever has! I could be the first human to reach the fifth order!”

      Darren shook his head. “No, you couldn’t.”

      He wasted no more time on this little minion of Kalaziel’s. The archpaladin summoned his skill, and wind buffeted Darren’s cloak. The archpaladin was summoning all his skills once again to cut Darren down.

      But compared to Sydyk, this archpaladin was nothing more than an ant.

      Maikon attacked, but Darren was behind him before he could so much as raise his sword. Darren’s boot came down on Maikon’s back, pinning him to the ground. Darren raised Melancholy over the back of Maikon’s head, ready to finish him off.

      Maikon spoke his final words. “You can’t hope to defeat the Order of the Rod! There are thousands of us, and Kalaziel seizes control of the heavens even now! You’re hopelessly outnumbered. No one man can fight an army alone, no matter how powerful.”

      Darren turned his gaze to the sky.

      “I’m not alone.”

      And then, one after another, winged humans descended from the sky. Morgana, Cassandra, Sasha, and Asuriel touched down by his side. The moment they showed themselves, Maikon’s forces were completely outmatched.

      But just behind them were hundreds more, all ready for battle. The massive airship hovering above the city descended. The decks were fully loaded, with enough warriors to conquer an empire.

      “Impossible!” Maikon said. “Who are you?”

      “He told you already. He’s Darren!" Asuriel rolled her eyes and whispered to Darren, "I don’t think this guy’s too bright.”

      Darren let Melancholy descend, and the last thing Maikon saw was the centuries-old plots of the Order of the Rod falling to pieces before his eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren had been prepared to do a lot more fighting to rescue Princess Thalia, but Sasha placed a hand over Darren’s sword arm before he could join his warriors in crushing the enemy. So far, the battle seemed completely one sided, and barely a third of the people they brought to the Blackwind Empire had even arrived. At this rate, the new recruits wouldn't even get to fight.

      “Let them fight. They’ve been training for so long for this,” Sasha said.

      Reluctantly, Darren put Melancholy away. Nearby, the airship landed, and warriors from Limedeep streamed out by the hundreds.

      “I thought they’d put up more of a fight,” Darren admitted. He planned to arrive with a bit of fanfare and have a tough battle against the dozens of fourth-order archpaladins the Order of the Rod had stationed here to prevent someone like him from disrupting their plans. Maybe there’d even be a few fifth-order seraphim in hiding. There was a slim chance he'd have had his rematch against Kalaziel right away, so Darren had come prepared for the battle of his life.

      Instead, he got Maikon and Lothar. That was alright, he supposed. He knew he shouldn't feel disappointed in an easy victory.

      It turned out there was only a single archpaladin in the city, even when he stretched his senses out to scan for more. The Order of the Rod thought that was enough to secure the entire Blackwind Empire’s capital city. Archpaladins weren’t exactly everywhere, but Darren was surprised to see just one. Perhaps he’d underestimated the strength of his own forces just a little, or perhaps the Order of the Rod was having more trouble helping Kalaziel in the heavens than he first assumed.

      “There are still plenty of demons to fight.” Sasha gestured to the Sinful Servants when she saw the disappointed look on Darren’s face. The fourth-order warriors Darren brought with him had engaged them first. But his people were cutting through the Sinful Servants left and right. Darren would have jumped to support any group that looked to be losing ground, but after the fierce battles in Hell every team of warriors was well practiced and ready to fight demons stronger than these. He couldn't find a fight anywhere that his people were losing.

      “What’s that noise?” Audrey sat up as Blossom finally finished healing her wounds. “Oh, and hi, Captain, King Darren. Thanks for the rescue. I thought I was done for there.”

      “It’s good to see you in one piece, Audrey,” Sasha said.

      “The noise is coming from them,” Darren gestured to the Sinful Servants.

      Audrey and Thalia followed Darren’s gesture, seeing something from the demons in human armor they’d never seen before. Fear. The demons trembled in their armor, and the heavy iron plates rattled against one another. A few broke ranks and fled into the city, shoving civilians aside with their armor and swords as they did so. A few even wounded some of the people stupid enough to stand and watch the battle. Fortunately, Darren had brought plenty of priestesses, so there was more than enough healing to go around.

      Normally, these demons looked down on human warriors. Even the weakest fiends were at the third order, after all. But the army they faced this time was more like a heavenly host than any mortal force they’d ever fought. The moment Maikon died, the Sinful Servants were free of his will. That meant they could move freely again. Their first thoughts were probably to escape back into Hell, but they would cause great death and chaos in the process. They couldn't let these demons leave the city alive.

      After a few seconds of exchanges, the demons realized they were fighting a different caliber of humans than they were used to and they turned their swords in groups upon the civilians. While it was easy enough for the winged fourth-order warriors to swoop down and pick off individual fighters fleeing down the rapidly emptying city streets, it was a lot harder to safely bring down an entire group of demons at once.

      Stopping them meant preparing a blockade and cutting them off. But the civilians added a new layer of complication none of them were used to, so they had to work even harder than usual to limit civilian casualties. Darren thought about lending them a hand, but he figured he wouldn't be any better at preventing civilian casualties as the rest of them. It wasn't a skill he ever had to train himself, after all.

      “We should go to the palace. That was where most of them were,” Thalia said as she grabbed Darren’s arm. “The Sinful Servants there could cause a lot of chaos as they try to flee the city!”

      “Sasha, Cassandra, Morgana, Asuriel,” Darren began, but they all nodded, knowing his thoughts before he even voiced them.

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure Callum already has the city well in hand, but we’ll be ready to help wherever needed. You go have your fun hacking your way through a palace to save a princess and her empire,” Cassandra said. She stood on her tiptoes to give Darren a kiss, though he still had to bend over if she was to kiss anything more than his chest.

      “This won’t take long.” Darren scooped Thalia up in his arms, stretched out his wings, and headed straight for the palace’s main gates.

      The palace had once been made of brilliant white stone, though time had stained it more of a light brown color. It wasn’t the limestone of Limedeep but more like marble or alabaster. That stone had been carved into an impressive series of arches and domes that spanned a web of buildings, fountains, gardens, and pools. At some point, someone had painted black wind-like streaks along the palace walls, presumably meant to represent the Blackwind Empire. That paint had long since faded, and parts of the palace had fallen into disrepair.

      It gave Darren the impression of an empire with grand ambitions, and grander foundations. The older structures were the most magnificent and stood at the front of the palace complex. Darren carried Thalia past the shin-deep decorative pool of water and the sprawling flower bed before the palace gates to land at an imposing set of doors.

      For something built by human hands, the structure was impressive. But Darren had broken into the palaces of demons built over centuries, so he had no qualms about kicking in the doors to this one.

      His boot shattered the heavy steel shackles, and the two wooden doors became a shower of splinters. His abrupt entrance disrupted the ambush waiting just behind the doors.

      Darren had sensed the Sinful Servants lurking on the other side and did his best to restrain the power of his new Harbinger of the Apocalypse skill. He wanted to clean up all these third-order demons before they left the palace, not after they escaped into the city and killed every human they saw as they tried to escape.

      When these demons sensed Archpaladin Maikon die and whatever hold he had over their armor turned them loose, they probably expected to be confronted by an army of sigil-wielders from the Order of the Rod or another human faction. They’d spent the last few minutes tearing the armor off one another with their weapons and preparing themselves for a battle against a force much like them.

      So they’d prepared an ambush for whoever was coming for them on the other side of the door. A dozen had been hunched just behind the palace’s broad wooden doors and had been prepared to use the murder holes above and within the door to fend off any number of foes.

      But Darren rendered all the palace’s defenses moot when he shattered them with a single blow. Six died before they even knew what had happened. The rest shouted as they scurried to their feet and prepared themselves for battle again.

      “They’re too strong, retreat!”

      “Where is the enemy?”

      “I caught a flash of wings! The seraphim must be attacking! Run for your lives!”

      Darren set Thalia down on her feet so he could use his arms and move at full speed. He could carry someone around at high speeds so long as he accelerated and decelerated them slowly. Still, the fast-paced jerking motions of a fight would be hard on anybody below the third order.

      The former Sinful Servants tried to scatter, but Darren’s speed was unparalleled. Before the debris had even settled, he was behind the farthest of them. The farthest demon reached for his sword, but Darren ignored him as he chased after the next foe. Confused, the demon tried to draw his sword and attack Darren’s exposed back, but blood sprouted in a line from the top of the demon’s head to the center of his stomach, and he slid into two separate pieces that tumbled to the palace floor.

      The rest of the demons all died before they could get much further, and soon Darren declared this wing of the palace clean.

      Meanwhile, Thalia held her hands in front of her face to shield herself from any bouncing splinters from Darren’s entrance. She blinked in surprise as he appeared in front of her just as quickly as he departed.

      “Darren! There are demons...” Thalia pointed at the last of the demons, but as she pointed at them, they fell apart and collapsed into piles of flesh and black blood. Darren had struck so fast even Melancholy couldn’t keep up with him. Only a fraction of their bodies had been converted to Divine Aura, while the rest sat on the palace floor in a heap.

      “Dead. Let’s go.” Darren picked Thalia up, and they continued to the barracks, where he defeated the Sinful Servants in the same way. With Thalia’s guidance, he could figure out which paths the demons might use to flee and cut them off. By his measure, not one of them had escaped into the city.

      Despite his hard work, there had still been several casualties. The palace had plenty of staff, and the demons always did when their restrictions were gone. The demons had torn apart and devoured most of the palace’s gardeners, cooks, and maidservants before Darren had even arrived. The Sinful Servants were like hungry wolves chained up a few steps away from a delicious steak, and the moment they were set free, they feasted.

      They probably thought consuming more human souls would make them just a little more powerful and better able to face whatever foe was coming for them. But they could have feasted for a hundred years and still not been strong enough to fight Darren.

      Like a hurricane, Darren tore through the palace, breaking through walls and toppling ancient pillars to prevent his prey’s escape. Thalia winced when the dust cleared, and she saw the damage.

      “That mural was a thousand years old.”

      “Sorry.” Darren wasn’t used to avoiding collateral damage. Perhaps that was a skill worth training someday as well.

      “It’s alright. We keep a dozen archivists on staff. If they haven’t been eaten, they should be able to reconstruct anything you destroy.”

      Darren appreciated the gesture, but tried to kill the next few demons without toppling half the palace. He’d gotten rather used to being able to knock down buildings as he battled his way through Hell. There was no need to check behind corners if he completely obliterated those corners.

      “Is this all?” Darren asked as they finished off the fifth and last group of Sinful Servants.

      “Not yet. I don’t know if that is true, but I’m told Archpaladin Maikon kept a particularly powerful demon in the dungeon,” Thalia replied. “I always thought it was just a rumor, but then again, I thought the tales of the Sinful Servants being demons was just a rumor as well. Now that I know the truth, I think he probably kept a demon lord in the dungeon. Maybe it was to control the Sinful Servants or have a secret weapon to unleash on his enemies. Or maybe he had some other plan for it. I'm not sure, but we should look and see for ourselves."

      Darren followed Thalia’s directions to the dungeon, where he truly found a massive hydra.

      

      Absolute Analysis

      
        	Demon Lord Hydris of the Six Heads (Fifth Order)

        	This demon lord, captured by the Order of the Rod, is being sapped of its power by the six spectral collars. This power is run through the demonic extraction array to draw hydra blood.

        	The hydra blood drawn from Demon Lord Hydris temporarily grants whoever consumes it the power to heal from grievous wounds at incredible speeds, just as a hydra would.

      

      Darren shook his head when he saw the hydra blood accumulating around the chained Demon Lord. This must have been quite profitable for Maikon. However, Darren didn’t know how the archpaladin ever chained a demon lord up like this, considering how weak he was. This hydra was only at the fifth order, and the blood it produced was only of the uncommon grade. It wasn’t even as good as the water from Darren’s Lifewell. Maikon needed all this just to mimic a fraction of what his little bottle did all the time.

      The hydra stirred when Darren grew Melancholy, but even if it had been healthy and whole, it would have been no match for Darren. Drained and defeated, Darren slew it with a single blow. He took the six spectral collars around it just in case he ever found something better than a hydra. Or he could use it with his Limitless Evolution skill to upgrade something else, like his Lifewell.

      “The demons are really gone...” Thalia said as she clung to Darren’s back.

      “Now what?” Darren asked.

      Thalia bit her lip and ran her fingers through her hair. Her eyes lit with a sudden idea. “We have to secure the throne room. It’s a symbol of the Emperor’s authority. Then, we’ll get to the seat and call a meeting of all the city’s nobles, guild leaders, and administrators. That will do a lot to quell the chaos outside.”

      “Good plan.”

      So they headed to the throne room, which was empty. They still had the metal cage in the center of the room where Thalia had been tried before the imperial court like a common criminal. Darren saw how she was glaring at it and cut it in half to get it out of her sight.

      “Better?” Darren asked.

      “Much,” Thalia said as she kept her hands wrapped tight around him. She held him there a while, and Darren wrapped a hand around her back. She’d been through a grueling ordeal and needed all her comfort. Now that the danger had passed, her emotions had finally surfaced.

      Face buried in his chest, Darren felt her tears soaking into his shirt.

      “My father’s dead. Probably most of my family as well. Whoever’s left joined up with Whiteguard,” Thalia cried.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Fixing the empire is going to be hard. I don’t know if I can do it.”

      “I believe in you.”

      Thalia rubbed her cheek against his chest, trying to blink her eyes clear as quickly as she could.

      “I don’t know if I can do it alone,” Thalia said.

      “I’ll help if I can.”

      Thalia’s eyes lit up, and her tears finally dried.

      “You will? Truly?” Thalia asked.

      “However I can.” Darren figured he could keep some of his warriors here. Maybe he could even have the other leaders acknowledge Thalia as the true empress of the Blackwind Empire, just as King Bogo had done for him when the people of Limedeep named him their king.

      “Remember what I said out front? I owe you my life,” Thalia said.

      “I wanted to save you. So I did.”

      “Anything your heart desires, Darren.”

      “Seeing you happy is enough.”

      Thalia’s lips curled up, trying to pout but ending up smiling. “Oh... you!” She ushered Darren backward, jumping up as high as she could and wrapping her arms around his shoulders for a kiss.

      She pushed him backward, all the way to the throne behind them. Darren sat on it while Thalia jumped into his lap and faced him. Darren’s hands ran along the small of Thalia’s back, and he saw the hungry look in Thalia’s eyes. That was the same look Cassandra gave him after he’d spent weeks in Hell without her.

      Darren knew just what to do to fix a look, so he reached for Thalia’s dress. But just as he was about to tear it off, the doors swung open.

      Dozens of finely dressed courtiers, nobles, guild leaders, and other important people spilled into the room. Darren recognized a few of them from the crowd before Thalia’s pyre when she was going to be burned.

      Thalia turned to the crowd, still sitting in Darren’s lap.

      “People of the Blackwind Empire, with a joyous heart, let me introduce my husband-to-be, Darren Heavengrace, King of Limedeep, the rightful king of Whiteguard, and soon-to-be Emperor of the Blackwind Empire!” Thalia shouted to the entire crowd.

      Darren frowned. This was the second time this had happened to him. Was it something he said?

      The human world was truly a strange place.

      

      End of Book 3!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      The story will continue in book 4, Paladin of the Sigil.

      

      This series has been an amazing journey so far, and I hope to see you again for the next one!

      

      In the meantime, you can join me in the following places.

      

      Patreon:

      www.Patreon.com/MarvinKnight

      Facebook:

      www.Facebook.com/AuthorMarvinKnight

      Discord:

      Https://discord.gg/8RzAHEAvup
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