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      Smoky clouds wafted up from the mouth of the yawning cave. Darren knew he wasn’t supposed to enter there. Demons lurked past that entrance, and more than one child had gone missing after playing too close to the cave.

      “You must stay close to me,” Darren’s mother told him. “And we must hurry. They won’t be far behind.”

      Next to the five-year-old boy was his mother, who was leading him by the hand to the entrance of the den of demons, where they planned to take refuge.

      “It’s dangerous in there, Mama,” Darren said to his mother.

      “Yes, son. But it will be less dangerous down there than it is up here,” Darren’s mother said. She shifted her arm, wincing as the broken bones rubbed against each other.

      The wound on her stomach likely felt even worse. Blood stained her bandages, sickly purple as it coursed through her. She looked back at her son and forced a smile onto her face. “Everything is going to be fine.”

      Darren looked at his mother. She didn’t look fine. Darren was five years old now, which was old enough to know when something was wrong.

      Those people chasing them wore bright gold-gilded armor. Darren was certain they were paladins. They were supposed to fight demons, the same as Mama. So why did they hurt her?

      Darren pondered these profound questions while his little feet carried him as fast as they could. Darren’s mother was hobbling on her good leg, with an arrow still sticking out of her other thigh.

      “This way, Mama, we have to hurry!” Darren said as he grabbed his flagging mother’s wrist and tugged her through the safest path past the mouth of the cave.

      His mother snapped her fingers and a small ball of glowing golden light sprung into existence next to both of them, illuminating the way through the dark and dreary cavern. Moments later, the two of them plunged into the tunnel to the first Hell.

      Darren felt the icy embrace of fear nibbling at his heart. Something bad was happening, and it was happening because they were here, in this cave.

      Darren didn’t like the feeling at all, and he didn’t understand it. But his mother thought they could get away from them here, so this must have been the right place to be.

      “Thank you for being strong for me, Darren.” Darren’s mother sighed before pointing to a small alcove in the cave’s side. “Rest over there. I want to lay a false trail before we continue onward. In my current state, even ordinary demons of the First Layer are a threat to us.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, she reached for the belt on her waist and withdrew a slender silver dagger. She passed that dagger to Darren, and he wrapped his free hand around it. His other hand was still wrapped tightly around his mother’s hand.

      “If a demon shows up, you can use that to protect yourself,” Darren’s mother closed her son’s fingers around the hilt of the dagger and pressed it close to his chest.

      Darren nodded, though he hated the thought of letting go of his mother’s hand. She seemed to need his support as much as he needed hers.

      As she left, the spinning sphere of golden light followed his mother, trailing behind her and leaving Darren with his back pressed against the stone of a chamber cloaked in total darkness.

      He wrapped both hands around the dagger his mother had given him, holding it like a more fortunate child might cling to a pillow or stuffed bear.

      As soon as Darren’s mother stepped away, Darren felt the cold and gloom pressing in on him. Murky clouds of energy wafted around him, no longer repelled by his mother’s own magic.

      He couldn’t see them without light, but he could feel them rubbing against his skin, caressing his cheek like the point of a knife. This was demonic power, and if Darren let it, this energy would tear him apart from the inside.

      And so Darren focused what will he could muster.

      Squinting his eyes and scrunching his face, he thought of order. He thought of bullies getting their comeuppance, and the righteous receiving rewards of candy and pastries. Most of all, he remembered his mother’s touch.

      The gloom receded, finding Darren’s will too strong a foe for the meager concentration of Demonic Aura present in the cave.

      But it stayed there, on the edge of Darren’s awareness. It was ready to pounce, should it ever sense a moment of weakness.

      Darren resolved to be strong. His mother had been protecting both of them until now, but she wasn’t in any condition to be worrying over her son. Darren needed to stand on his own.

      Darren’s mother returned a minute later, hovering off the ground to avoid leaving prints in the mud on the cave floor, an ability granted to her by the Seraph for the many quests she had completed in their name.

      Upon seeing her son’s expression, Darren’s mother waved her hand across from him.

      The gloomy Demonic Aura crowding around Darren fled from her gesture, and a smile touched the corners of her lips when she saw how well her son had fended off the demonic energy.

      “I did it, Mama! I held back the Demonic Aura!” Darren said.

      “Well done. Now take my hand. We need to go deeper,” Darren’s mother replied as she wrapped Darren’s hand in her own.

      Her magic enveloped her son and the two of them hovered just off the ground, traveling about as fast as they’d been walking before.

      They left no marks to show for their passage, and anyone trying to follow them would have to resort to something far more elaborate than looking for footprints.

      Darren watched his mother’s brows squeeze together, and he knew this spell was taking its toll on her. She’d used this ability often enough in the past, but Darren had never seen her hold it for this long.

      The cave went downward the further they traveled. Darren knew they were deep beneath the earth now, which was a dangerous prospect.

      The outermost layer of Hell lurked in wait beneath the earth, and that was where his mother intended to take them.

      “They didn’t take the bait,” Darren’s mother said as she twisted her head to the side. “We’ll have to descend into the First Layer.”

      Darren braced himself, and that gloomy, oppressive feeling he’d only just learned to keep at bay grew ten times as great in force.

      The murky motes of Demonic Aura hovering in the air were so thick it looked like demons would jump out of them and devour them both.

      Darren’s mother must have been worried about something similar because as she scanned the area ahead of them, she pointed a finger.

      A ray of golden light shot out of her fingertip and pierced a thick congregation of aura, which dispersed into a few smaller clouds.

      “Remember to stay close to me,” she reminded her son. “We’re nearing the First Layer, and things will only get more dangerous from here.”

      Darren’s mother’s hovering spell wore off, and the two of them had to resume walking. They traveled on foot further downward, and the slope grew steeper until Darren was doing more sliding than walking.

      Before long, Darren realized the cavern ahead of them was illuminated by more than the light of his mother’s orb. There were strange glowing plants down here, flickering with dull crimson light.

      At first glance, the plants looked like mushrooms. Darren reached out to touch one of them, but he jerked his hands back as the plant twitched in anticipation of his touch, jagged teeth lining a small hole in the center of its mushroom head.

      Darren placed his tiny dagger between him and the plant monster, but before the plant could do anything more than look threatening, Darren’s mother pointed a finger at it and shot a ray of golden light.

      It was scarcely bigger than a thread, but it cut through the demonic plant in two like a wire passing through cheese.

      “Touch nothing,” Darren’s mother warned him. She was looking beyond exhausted now, and Darren was worried she’d collapse at any moment. “We need to find a place for me to recover. The Order of the Rod won’t dare follow us into Hell itself.”

      As they walked, the cave opened to a wider cavern, which eventually opened to a wide and expansive landscape.

      Darren couldn’t see much with just the light of his mother’s orb, but dark and sinister trees towered over his head, speckled with diseased fungus and long vines that wriggled as he watched them.

      The ground was muddy, but as Darren examined his shoes, he found them stained red. A few droplets raining down from above told Darren that what was dripping down was not water.

      It was blood.

      It collected in thick, inky puddles pooled in the leaves hanging down from the trees, fulfilling who knew what purpose in this land without light.

      “Are we in Hell, Mama?” Darren asked his mother.

      She nodded silently. “Remember to stay close. We don’t want to be here too long. We need to find a place where I can recover. Once I’m better, we’ll look for another exit.”

      Darren looked around again and shivered. He hoped they could leave soon. This place was scary.

      Blood dribbled off a branch overhead, and Darren wiped the gooey stuff off his cheek. He and his mother spent the next few minutes walking in silence.

      They stopped several times when some of the demonic grass rustled or branches swayed, creaked. Every crunched leaf and broken stick sent images of fearsome demons shooting through Darren’s mind, and he wondered what was lurking in the shadows beyond the reach of his mother’s light orb.

      “There.” Darren’s mother pointed. “That looks like enough of a cave for us to close off the entrance and hole up for a month. By then I’ll have gotten rid of this poison and be back in fighting shape. Stay here. I want to scout it before I take you in. There might be something already living inside it.”

      Darren’s mother left his side for the second time that night, and Darren felt the surrounding gloom press all the harder for her absence.

      It tried to needle and probe him, searching for weaknesses. But Darren held strong. His mind was a fortress; he merely needed to keep the gates closed and hold the walls.

      But down here, in the First Layer of Hell, Demonic Aura was more than just a cloud of mist.

      The mist congregated in billowing waves. Darren’s mother had left him with a small light to see by, conjured from a tiny vial of blue potion in his hands.

      The flickering images that were cast by the mist showed Darren pictures of human skulls and fields of blood. Darren felt an incredible malevolence coming from each of them.

      And then the mist parted to reveal a creature only slightly smaller than the five-year-old Darren himself.

      It had gnashing teeth and stood upright like a small human. A pair of bat-like wings stretched over the creature’s back, flapping back and forth as it trod closer to Darren, with saliva and spittle dripping from its mouth.

      “Arrrrrm... humiezzz...” The imp smacked its lips.

      “Stay back!” Darren warned it, putting his dagger between him and the demon.

      The imp hesitated for a moment. The minor demon looked Darren and his weapon over, as though trying to decide if taking a bite of him would be worth getting stabbed.

      Darren knew this creature was an imp. His mother had told him about them before.

      Despite being lower-order demons, some of them could become quite intelligent. There were even rumors they could evolve into the higher-order fiends if given enough energy.

      That energy could come from absorbing the Demonic Aura of the lesser Hells for centuries. Or it could come from sucking down the soul of one child like Darren.

      Just as Darren was certain the imp was going to back away, he felt a terrible premonition running down his spine.

      He turned just in time to see a second imp lunging for his back. The minor demon had sharp and savage claws, and they raked across Darren’s bare back, leaving deep gouges there.

      But Darren was fast, and he swept his dagger around, sinking into the imp’s outstretched arm even as it tried to lick Darren’s blood off its fingers.

      The handle of the silver dagger lit with bright white light, and the demon blinked in surprise as energy poured from the demon into the dagger.

      The weapon grew hot in Darren’s hand, and in mere moments the imp turned to ashes. Its body drifted away on the winds, rejoining the oppressive gloom that had spawned it.

      The other imp recoiled at the sight of its comrade being slain, and now it seemed like it planned to retreat for real.

      Darren didn’t intend to let it flee. Despite his wounds, his blood ran hot through his veins.

      He knew letting this imp escape now might mean getting ambushed again or letting this imp lure something bigger toward him and his mother. Darren didn’t intend to let that happen.

      So he sprang into action, launching himself at the imp with all the speed and power his little form could muster.

      He tackled the imp to the ground, ignoring the demon as its claws tore into his own face. Darren brought his dagger down.

      Despite being a little smaller, the imp was stronger than Darren. But Darren had gravity on his side, and he drove the dagger down towards the imp’s wide eye, skewering it on his long silver dagger.

      Like the first imp, this one turned to ashes and blew away like clouds on the wind.

      Only when it was dead did Darren feel the pain of his wounds. His back arched, and there was blood dripping off his face.

      “Darren!” shouted Darren’s mother. A beam of golden light blasted the pile of ashes that had been an imp mere moments ago.

      “Shh,” Darren whispered to quiet his mother. “Could be more of them.”

      Darren’s mother held a hand over her mouth as Darren wiped away his own blood from the dagger in his hands. Enough of it had dripped from his wounds to trickle down his arm.

      “I... I’m so sorry.” Her hand trembled in his.

      Darren’s mother embraced her son, and the golden light Darren had seen his mother use before wrapped around him like a warm embrace.

      When it left, his wounds were scabbed over as though he’d gotten them weeks ago instead of moments ago.

      The two of them scaled the cliff with the help of a little magic. Darren’s mother wasn’t ready for another flight spell, but she could use just enough of it to cut their weight to a quarter of normal, which made scaling even a near-vertical stone cliff easy.

      After scaling the side of the cliff, Darren saw a demon corpse the size of an enormous bear by the entrance of the cave.

      It had horns as long as Darren was tall, and even in death, its eyes were filled with hatred. In its torso, there was a hole the size of a fist, where the creature had been burned through by a ray of golden light.

      “You killed this?” Darren asked his mother in awe.

      “It shouldn’t have taken as long as it did,” Darren’s mother said. “If I wasn’t wounded, I would have killed it and been back at your side in the blink of an eye. But here, let me show you something special about that dagger.”

      Darren’s mother guided Darren’s hand towards the dead monster. Using the dagger and his hand, she pricked the demon corpse, which turned to ashes like the imps. The energy traveled into the dagger in great billowing waves, carrying far more power with it than the imps had.

      When the flow of energy abated, Darren’s mother led them both to the cave she’d cleared mere moments ago.

      “Inside, quickly,” Darren’s mother said as she pulled a potion out of a pouch on her waist. The tiny pouch shouldn’t have been able to hold a full bottle of pale liquid, let alone the water canteen she pulled out after it. But the pouch did just that.

      She passed the water canteen to her Darren, who drank deeply of it without fear of draining it dry. Darren had tried to find the bottom of this water canteen before, but somehow, it always had plenty more water in it.

      Darren’s mother poured the potion on the ground at the mouth of the cave, and the stone there bubbled and roiled like soup over the fire.

      When the bubbling subsided, the stone had risen out of the ground and narrowed the entrance just a little. After doing this a few more times, Darren’s mother left a few tiny holes just big enough to let air in before sealing them inside the tiny and cramped chamber.

      “I know this is a tight fit,” Darren’s mother explained. “But you’ll have to get cozy. We’ll be here a while.”

      Darren nodded silently, then took a seat on the floor, curling in on himself as he held his legs close to his chest.

      Just this morning he’d been playing with his friends. He’d gotten a wooden sword just the other day, and he’d wanted to show it to them. He was going to pretend to be a paladin with them.

      The wooden sword was nothing but ashes now. It would have burned with the rest of the house by the same paladins he’d aspired to be like.

      Darren felt tears welling up in his eyes.

      This isn’t fair! Why did this happen to us?

      Darren blinked his eyes clear, worried his mother might see and fret over him when she had enough problems of her own. But Darren needn’t have bothered.

      His mother was deep in meditation, with all her focus on repairing her own injuries. Golden light covered her skin, just like the light of the orb that illuminated their tiny cavern.

      Darren realized he needed to do something useful to keep his mind off what was happening, so he grabbed the potion bottle his mother had been using earlier and started using it to smooth out the rough walls of the cave.

      Then he made coverings for the holes in the cave’s entrance so the light from his mother’s magic wouldn’t shine outside their hiding place and attract demons to them.

      Time passed, and Darren was certain it had been hours. At some point he’d taken a break and took a nap, but when he woke up his mother was still enveloped in that golden light of hers.

      He silenced his growling stomach with another long sip from the water canteen and used the last of the potion to fix up the cavern.

      He was tempted to find another in his mother’s bag, but that was when she opened her eyes.

      “How long has it been?” she asked wearily.

      Darren shrugged. “I fell asleep.”

      “Perhaps a little over a day then,” Darren’s mother said as she produced some food for him to eat.

      “Here, eat. Take it all yourself. Given where I was stabbed, I’m going to need to sustain myself on magic alone for a few weeks. Eating food will just complicate my healing.”

      Darren nodded and accepted the loaf of bread and wedge of cheese his mother passed him. It wasn’t the most filling meal, but right now he was hungry enough to eat anything.

      After a bit of thought, Darren’s mother produced a book from her bag and dropped it on the ground in front of Darren.

      “Darren, this is a skill book. You can’t use it yet, but you can still learn its contents by reading it. I’d hoped I could give you a few more years to mature before we started your training, but it looks like we won’t have that. This book is a basic tome for using Divine Aura, which is the basis of my powers. Read the book a few times. When I finish my next meditation session, I’m going to give you a quiz.”

      And so Darren read. Divine Aura was the opposite of the oppressive Demonic Aura that surrounded them. They were opposites, with one nurturing the power of Demons, and the other the power of the Seraph.

      Many years ago, the Lord of Light, King of the Seraphim and Master of the Highest Heavens, created the sigils.

      Humans could wear these marks of faith to facilitate a connection between themselves and the Divine Aura around them, granting them fantastic powers in the form of skills and bodily enhancements that would otherwise be far beyond what their frail mortal forms could otherwise possess.

      Darren’s mother had demonstrated her skills to their fullest when the paladins attacked their home.

      The knowledge that he would need to be strong spurred Darren on more than the thought that his mother expected him to learn. He read the book from one cover to the next, and as he did so, he felt Divine Aura seeping from the book’s pages into him.

      Darren looked at the pages before him, scanning the pictures and words. After the first few chapters, his began to wander.

      No. Need to focus.

      Darren mentally reprimanded himself each time his attention wandered. As a young boy he was more inclined to play than work, but he wasn’t at home anymore. This was a dangerous place, and his mother had asked him to be strong.

      So Darren summoned the same willpower that had driven away the Demonic Aura and focused on the page before him. He channeled all the nervous energy gnawing at him into the will to read and understand the book in his lap.

      Darren read the book over ten more times before his mother awoke from her meditation. He wasn’t sure if that meant he’d studied harder or his mother’s meditation went longer, but when she quizzed him on the book’s contents, she couldn’t come up with a question that he didn’t know the answer to.

      “You’re ready for the next step,” Darren’s mother said, reaching into her bag again. This time, she withdrew an object Darren had seen illustrated many times in the book he’d just read. A pendant in the shape of a sun.

      This was a sigil, but it was more than just any sigil. This had belonged to Darren’s father. Though Darren had never met the man, his mother had told him the story before.

      “Your father’s sigil. He would have wanted you to have it,” Darren’s mother said, running her fingers against the pendant.

      It wasn’t as shiny as the silver tiara his mother wore on her head. The material the sigil was made of looked more like cheap brass than gold. But it was a powerful token of magic. A holy covenant between an adept and the Lord of Light himself.

      She seemed reluctant to release the sigil, even into the hands of her own son. But her fingers slipped from a strand of rough twine looped through the hole towards the top of the sigil.

      Though sigils came in all shapes and sizes, this one was clearly meant to be worn around the neck.

      Slowly and gingerly, Darren put the sigil around his neck.

      “W-what do I do?” Darren asked. But his mother smiled silently in reply. The next voice Darren heard spoke into his mind.

      
        	New user identified.

        	Now Initializing Paladin Training System...

        	This process may induce some discomfort. Please stand by.

      

      A sharp pain shot through Darren’s skull like someone had just bashed him in the head with a sledgehammer. He collapsed to the ground in a boneless heap.

    

  







            Ten Years Ago

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been five years since Darren and his mother descended into the First Layer of Hell.

      Five years since Darren had seen the light of the sun. He was ten years old, and already, the memories of the world above were fading. He didn’t remember the faces of his friends, or what it was like to play in the mud and the sand.

      But he knew other things now. Like how to track a Felbeast through blood-drenched soil, and how to seal his mind from the attacks of Demonic Spirits.

      Even now, he was tracking an imp while his mother followed close behind, observing his actions. She’d regained most of her magic by now, but the poison was still there, and try as she might, she couldn’t rid herself of it.

      “These are the imp’s tracks,” Darren said. “It went this way.”

      Darren’s mother said nothing in reply, but Darren was only speaking to himself, anyway.

      He followed the tracks to a small stream where blood trickled between jagged rocks, flowing in a thick, gooey river. The imp had drunk from that stream no more than three hours prior.

      Darren knew imps well enough by now to know they were lazy creatures. After this much walking, it would have stopped for a nap or a snack.

      The tracks ended with two deep prints, which was probably where the imp sprung off the ground and glided on its wings. Imps couldn’t truly fly, but the ones that had wings could use magic to soar for a while.

      This one had circled the entrance to a cave before spotting a demon rat, which the imp had pounced on and eaten raw.

      Darren found the remains of the rat nearby. The prints picked up again near the corpse, and Darren followed them again. The imp would have wanted to sleep off its meal in the branches of one tree overhead.

      Darren took his silver dagger in his teeth and grabbed one of the decaying dead branches of roots dangling down from overhead.

      The tree these things came from must have reached to the surface, and even this bit of root was thicker than Darren could reach around. He scaled the drooping root arm over arm before he sensed a flurry of motion overhead.

      The imp had seen him coming. When it realized Darren was going to find its hiding spot, it tried to take to the air and glide to safety, but Darren had seen this trick before. He jumped from the root, springing off it as he shot into the air and stabbed it with his silver dagger.

      

  




Quest Completed!: Description: Hunt ten kinds of first-order demons.

      
        	Reward: 100 bronze coins.

        	Your body is now developed enough to complete the sigil bonding process. You are now a Holy Adept.

      

      

  




Congratulations on becoming a Holy Adept: You can now use Skill Books.

      
        	You can now utilize Holy Artifacts and enchanted items requiring the use of Divine Aura.

      

      “You should be proud,” Darren’s mother wheezed. “Most do not become holy adepts until they’re already adults. It happens as soon as they get a sigil in those cases, but many say those who make the bond as children are shaped by their sigils far more than those who don’t take one until they’re grown.”

      Though her wounds had been healed, she’d been sounding more and more sickly as of late. Darren was worried that she might be in trouble if they didn’t find a way out soon.

      “It said I can use skillbooks now,” Darren said. “And Holy Artifacts.”

      “That is good,” Darren’s mother said. “The difference between a normal mortal and a Holy Adept is the ability to perceive and control Divine Aura. And prime among the abilities such a thing grants is the power to use skills.”

      She pointed to the imp corpse on the ground. Darren stabbed his silver dagger into the corpse as directed, dispersing most of it into raw energy, while some of it went into the dagger.

      “As a Holy Adept, you get three. If you make it to paladin, you’ll have six,” she said.

      “That dagger converts Demonic Aura to Divine Aura. Keep it safe. Until you learn a skill that can do the same, down here it’s your only way to replenish any divine power you spend.”

      Darren nodded and tucked the dagger away. It had been a constant companion for five years now, and it had been the death of many demons, which was why it had so much Divine Aura inside.

      The many demons who’d lost their life to the blade had contributed some small portion of their power, and the dagger seemed longer and sturdier for the years of use.

      The two of them headed to another cave. It was not the same as the one they’d stayed in that first month in Hell, but a new cave.

      This one was equally cramped and uncomfortable, but Darren didn’t mind it so much now that he no longer feared the creatures lurking outside. He knew he was still prey to many of the more powerful creatures down here. Now at least he could see them coming.

      They sealed the entrance to the cave with a few well-placed rocks, and Darren reached for his mother’s bag and started setting up camp again like he normally did.

      His mother pulled a blanket out and sat down to meditate. Even short walks through the Hellish landscape sapped her energy these days.

      While Darren’s mother rested, Darren himself opened his book on Divine Aura and read it again with the eyes of a Holy Adept.

      Now, he could feel the understanding wash over him like a tide, and he knew he was using a skill book the way they were meant to be used. The Divine Aura coming off the pages made sense to him, flowing through him like a steady rhythm pulsing in and out of his body.

      Passages that he’d only ever understood on a surface level became clear to him like he was seeing the memories of the person who wrote this book instead of just reading their words.

      He could almost feel the touch of Divine Aura, although he’d only ever experienced Demonic Aura in person. Darren could scarcely imagine a magical power he didn’t have to be constantly on his guard against. Those people on the surface were truly fortunate.

      When Darren’s mother finished her meditation, she pulled three new skill books from her bag and passed them to Darren.

      “Read these and learn the skills inside,” she instructed. “If we were on the surface, I would have acquired a better set of skills for you to master, but we must make do with what we have.”

      Darren accepted the three books and read the title and summary of each.

      

  




Pure Aura (Uncommon)

      
        	This ability grants the user increased resistance to Demonic Energy by generating a protective layer of Divine Aura around them.

      

      

  




Combat Awareness (Rare)

      
        	This set of sensory skills processes information about the user’s surroundings and allows them to identify threats before they approach.

      

      

  




Demonhunter (Uncommon)

      
        	This ability allows the user the power to utilize Divine Aura in every attack they make, doubling damage dealt to demons.

      

      “Those three books will increase your survivability,” Darren’s mother wheezed. “I wish I had a healing ability to give you, but for now you can still depend on me for that.”

      Darren read without stopping, using one book after another. One by one, he acquired three new skills. They nestled in the back of his mind, as though they’d been there his entire life, waiting to be used.

      Even when his sigil registered the new abilities, he read the skill books over again to glean any secrets he might have missed the first time. But the magic of the books had deposited their knowledge without flaw.

      Without warning, an unexpected message appeared before him.

      

  




Hidden Skill Quest Completed

      
        	Quest: Use Pure Aura to repel Demonic Aura for 12 hours without stopping.

        	Reward: Your Pure Aura skill progresses from 1 to 2.

        	Hint: Remaining in the presence of high-level Demonic Aura will aid in increasing Pure Aura’s level.
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        * * *

      

      Pure Aura leveled three more times by the time Darren’s mother ended her meditation. When she was moving again, she answered Darren’s questions.

      “Your skills will increase as you use them,” Darren’s mother explained. “They can continue to grow for a time. I suspect that you will quickly max out the yields you can receive from Pure Aura, given our current surroundings. At that point, you’ll have to find a new skill to train.

      “Holy Adept is where everyone starts when their sigil fully accepts them,” Darren’s mother continued. “The path from there onward is determined by what kind of sigil you possess. Since you have a paladin sigil, once you complete enough quests you will become a paladin.”

      Suddenly, Darren felt eager to test his new skills in battle. He took a moment to summon up his list of open quests.

      

  




Available Quests (Medium)

      
        	Clear the nearby area of Demonic Spirits (0/200)

        	Hunt for signs of a second-order Lesser Fiend.

        	Investigate the human bones by the blood gorge.

      

      Darren read off his quests to his mother, who perked up at the sound of the last quest. “Human bones?” she said. “That suggests humans made it to the area nearby, either dead or alive. Either case suggests an exit nearby. Accept the quest and we will follow where it leads.”

      Darren held his finger in the air and flicked it across the quest button, which activated with a gentle flicker.

      
        	You have 36 hours to find clues about the human remains in the blood gorge.

        	Reward: More quests will become available.

        	Penalty upon failure: Your Devotion will decrease.

      

      “Mother,” Darren began, “what is Devotion?”

      “It’s a way the sigils measure how loyal you are to the Lord of Light and the Seraph,” Darren’s mother replied. “It doesn’t matter much for you. Besides, I’m sure you already have plenty from all the demons you’ve slain.”

      What’s my Devotion at right now? As soon as he had the thought, the answer appeared before him.

      
        	You are a Holy Adept in good standing. Your current devotion rating is: Faithful

      

      With that question answered, Darren led his mother back towards the blood gorge. He had no map to guide him, but with all the traveling Darren and his mother had done lately, Darren had developed an excellent sense of direction.

      He knew where he’d been tracking the imp earlier. It had looked something like a gorge, and there had been enough blood around it. So that’s where he headed.

      Out in the open, the pressure of the Demonic Aura increased again, which helped his Pure Aura skill level. Before long, Pure Aura reached level 6.

      All his other skills were still where they started, but Darren was excited to see that number rise. Each time it did, that crushing feeling squeezing all around him grew a little lighter.

      For the past five years, he’d been holding this constant knot between his brows, as though a portion of his mind was locked in constant struggle.

      He’d known he couldn’t let his guard down and let the Demonic Aura in. But now he could keep it out without even trying. It was like he’d been depending on a wooden palisade to protect him before, but now he had sturdy stone walls.

      When Darren returned to the blood gorge, the two of them scoured the ground. Darren’s mother quickly found what triggered the quest.

      It was a piece of shattered skull near the base of the root as Darren climbed up while he was hunting the imp. He might have even brushed against it with his foot during his hunt for the imp.

      “Here,” Darren’s mother said as she tossed him the broken bone segment. “It’s a fragment of a male skull, two years old, shattered with a blunt force impact. That means it was killed by something using a weapon.”

      As soon as Darren caught the skull fragment, his sigil sent him a message.

      

  




Quest Completed: Investigate human remains: Reward: New quests available.

      
        
        Newly Available Quests (Holy Adept)

      

      

      
        	Figure out who killed the victim.

        	Reward: More quests will become available.

        	Penalty upon failure: Your Devotion will decrease.

      

      Darren repeated the new quest to his mother, who quickly found more bones. She muttered to herself for a while, fingers waggling through the air as an infinitesimal quantity of golden light shot out from them, twisting and turning as they inspected her surroundings.

      This golden light was an information-gathering skill, and through its use, Darren’s mother was able to quickly discern what Darren needed to complete his quest.

      “The body was gnawed on by a pair of devil dogs. They’re the ones that dragged it here. But they aren’t the ones that killed him. That was another human.”

      Darren’s mother started stalking the ground, eyes pointed down as she followed a trail only visible to her mystical senses.

      After following the trail for nearly half an hour, Darren’s mother excitedly declared, “Cultists!”

      
        
        Quest Completed: Figure out who killed the victim

      

      

      
        	Reward: New Quest available.

        	Find the cultists’ lair (Medium)

      

      When Darren repeated this latest quest to his mother, she became even more excited.

      “The way out must be near the cultists’ lair. Once we find them, we can finally leave this wretched place and stand beneath the sun once again. Can you imagine it, Darren? Feeling the grass on your ankles, and the fresh air of spring? Once we’re free of this place, I promise to make up for all the time you’ve lost.”

      Darren felt like he should share his mother’s excitement, but he had a hard time doing so. He couldn’t quite remember what the sun felt like.

      The fresh air of spring and the touch of grass were both strange to him as well, like distant memories from a lifetime ago.

      But this was the first time his mother had seemed truly happy since they’d been forced to flee to the First Layer of Hell. So Darren followed.

      The tunnel the two of them were following abruptly changed from a rough natural cavern to a smooth and flawless stone that was square and orderly. Before long, they came across an old wooden door.

      It was locked, but in a surprising display of strength from Darren’s mother, she bent the bar holding the door shut like it was nothing more than a thin willow branch instead of the thick bar of oak and iron that it was.

      Darren’s first thoughts when passing through the doorway were that this would be an excellent place to set camp. Only one entrance with enough room to sleep.

      “Chairs!” Darren’s mother explained as she ran her fingers across a simple piece of wooden furniture. “It’s been too long.”

      But just as abruptly as it had come, Darren’s mother’s smile faded. “Someone is coming,” she said after she figured out what the sound was.

      

  




New Quest Available!: Kill the cultists. (0/6)

      
        	Reward: Escape from Hell.

        	Penalty: Death.

      

      Between his mother’s warning and the notice from his sigil, Darren knew he had to fight.

      With practiced ease, he brought his dagger into his hand, holding it at the ready. Shadows flickered in the corner of Darren’s eyes, and he never would have noticed them without his new skill.

      He lashed out with his dagger without hesitation, scoring a long scrape along the leg of his enemy. He blinked in surprise when his dagger came away with red blood. He’d only ever killed demons before, so it was strange to see his dagger tainted red.

      Darren looked up, shocked to find a man blinking back at him. He was cloaked in long black robes, but he had an expression of surprise on his face as he was stabbed by a ten-year-old boy.

      The man swung his hand wide, and with that motion, he would have knocked the teeth out of any ordinary ten-year-old. But Darren had the combat awareness skill and using it, he sensed the blow before it happened, ducking low just in time to jam his silver dagger into the cultist’s stomach.

      The man fell backward, clutching at his wound even as Darren pulled the knife out and struck again.

      Seeing her son had handled himself well, Darren’s mother dealt with the rest of the cultists in the room using beams of golden light. Darren was stabbing the point of his knife into the third cultist he’d killed when the message flashed across his screen.

      

  




Quest Completed! Kill the cultists

      
        	Reward: Escape from Hell.

      

      The smell of blood and half-digested bodily fluids washed over Darren, and he suddenly realized what he’d done.

      Sickness welled up inside him at the macabre sight before him. He felt his throat clench and his stomach roil. Moments later, the contents of that morning’s breakfast made a resurgence and spilled out of Darren’s throat onto the floor nearby.

      Before Darren could turn to face the corpse again, his mother wrapped her arms around him. “I’m sorry, Darren. I promise, when we are safe again I will make up for this as well.”

      She wiped Darren’s dirtied lips with the corners of her sleeve, then tucked his silver dagger into the sheath at Darren’s waist.

      Then took Darren under her arm again and led him to a second set of doors nearby. The two of them headed out the door, and bright sunlight met Darren’s eyes, almost blinding with its intensity.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Darren could scarcely believe how different the world above ground looked to him. It was so bright, like staring directly into his mother’s light spell all the time.

      He was still in a daze when Darren’s mother led them down a path toward civilization.

      “Where are we? And where is the nearest shrine of the Golden Temple?” Darren’s mother asked of the first person to cross their path.

      “Y-you’re in the Blackwind Empire, my lady,” the peasant woman stuttered in reply as she held a basket full of bread close to her chest. “Might I ask your name? We aren't fancy folk here in the provinces, but perhaps you’d rather speak to the local magistrate rather than me...”

      “I am Ariel Heavengrace. I require the Golden Temple’s clerics. And the highest official in this settlement as well. Someone has a lot of explaining to do.”

      “Did you say Heavengrace? Like the family from Whiteguard?” The peasant woman took a step back, as though someone had told her she was standing before a queen. “My apologies, Lady Heavengrace! Please, let me escort you to the Golden Temple. We only have a shrine here in the village, but I promise the priest in charge will try to meet all your needs. He’s very good to us, and we’re good, faithful people here.”

      Darren wandered in a daze, still staring at his surroundings uncomprehendingly. Perhaps he’d been in Hell too long, but everything seemed strange to him.

      The peasant woman jerked unexpectedly as one of her bread loaves fell from her basket, and Darren jerked his silver dagger free of its sheath as she tried to catch the loaf. Though her motions had been innocent, they’d been sudden and unexpected. Darren’s reflexes told him to be ready for an attack.

      Darren’s mother pushed his knife aside, and she showed him a smile filled with sadness as she pushed the dagger back into his sheath.

      The peasant woman recovered her bread, having not noticed the hostile gesture in the slightest.

      They arrived at the Golden Temple shrine soon after, and Darren had a full plate of food in front of him.

      “Eat,” Darren’s mother said. “It’s potatoes and gravy. It’s your favorite, remember?”

      Darren hesitantly took a bite of food, flinching as it touched his lips. The taste seemed familiar to him. It differed greatly from the demon meat he’d been eating for the past five years. He wasn’t sure he liked the flavor.

      Darren stared at the plate for a long while before taking another bite, forcing the food down as his eyes darted nervously around the room.

      Darren’s mother let out a long sigh as she sipped at a potion she’d obtained from the shrine’s priest, rubbing at the old poisoned wound on her stomach as she did so.

      “Unfortunately, this is the best recovery potion this temple had,” Darren’s mother said. “Once we get back home, I’ll finally rid myself of this poison and things will be just as they were before. It will all go back to normal, just you wait.” She forced a smile in her son’s direction.

      Darren nodded, woodenly picking up his spoon to take another bite of the shapeless, pulverized mass on the plate before him. He wasn’t sure he remembered what normal was like.

      “Honored Lady Heavengrace...” a voice began at the door. Darren recognized it as belonging to the priest who kept this shrine. “There are a few paladins nearby who’ve heard of your return. They’ve come to... help you.” The priest shifted uncomfortably for a moment. “Apparently their sigils said you were in the area and issued a quest to… render aid.”

      “Tell them to wait a few minutes,” Darren’s mother said. “I wish to spend a few minutes with my son.”

      “T-they were quite insistent that they see you now, Lady Heavengrace...” The priest chuckled, but there was no mirth in it.

      

  




New Quest Available: Kill Ariel Heavengrace

      
        	Reward: +2 Devotion ranks, Immediate Realm Promotion, and 1 Legendary Skill Book.

        	Penalty upon failure: The Order of the Rod and the Seraph supporting it will consider you an enemy.

        	Bonus objective: Kill Darren Heavengrace. All rewards doubled.

        	Note: By the divine mandate of the Order of the Rod and its supporters among the seraph, this quest has been automatically accepted by all paladin-type sigil wielders within range.

      

      Darren’s hand trembled, and he looked down at his sigil as though it had stabbed him. But his time in Hell had honed his reaction time to a fine edge, and the moment of shocked betrayal passed in the blink of an eye.

      Darren pushed himself away from the table and drew his dagger just as the temple walls collapsed.

      More than ten figures in shining armor appeared as the shrine was torn apart by the paladins waiting outside.

      “There you are, Ariel!” a voice outside chuckled. “You know, we’ve been searching all over for you since you ran.”

      “Gaimon,” Darren’s mother spat. “I should have known you’d be in on this. Has your place in Whiteguard truly become so worthless to you that you’d throw it away for this?”

      The paladin chuckled. “Things are changing in the heavens, and the Order of the Rod is a rising star. I do what I do now for Whiteguard.”

      The ten paladins met Darren’s mother in battle. Golden light enveloped the room, shining like a beacon. But golden light enveloped the paladins as well.

      Darren’s mother was better than these paladins, but not by much, and not enough to overcome the odds she was up against.

      The paladins struck, but her shield held. Darren’s mother flicked her wrist and a beam of golden light shot towards one of her assailants, cutting off his leg just above the knee, despite the armor he was wearing.

      The paladins pulled out their weapons when they realized their spell skills would be no match for Darren’s mother.

      Hammers, swords, and axes all blessed with holy light hammered down on the barrier Darren’s mother erected, and the barrier rapidly weakened to the point of cracking under the strain.

      After a long moment, the barrier shattered. Darren’s mother had already prepared a powerful attack to drive her assailants backward, but Darren could see the pained look in her eye that he often saw when her poison was flaring up again.

      “Grab the boy, we’ll make her give herself up,” the one Mother had called Gaimon said.

      Two of the paladins reached for Darren.

      “No!” Darren’s mother screamed, and golden light shot out of her again, slicing through the paladin lunging for Darren.

      Darren fell back, feigning fear and weakness. This was a trick he’d often seen the imps use against him. With one hand, Darren carefully slipped his hand to the handle of the dagger behind his back and tugged it free.

      The living paladin reached wide with bare hands, hoping to grab Darren in one sudden motion. Darren let the man grab him, but he made sure the arm holding the dagger was free.

      “Got you, brat. Now, hold still or I’ll — Gahhh!” the paladin hollered in pain as Darren’s slender silver dagger sprouted from his eye, through the tiny gap in his visor. He dropped Darren as he reached for his face, clutching the dagger as he staggered backward. He collapsed into his comrades in a twitching, quivering heap with Darren’s dagger still in his skull.

      “The boy killed him!” one of the enemy paladins said in shock and fright.

      “That’s no ordinary boy,” another said, and Darren felt like this enemy was scrutinizing his very soul. “My skill says he’s a Holy Adept. Don’t drop your guard or you’ll end up dead.”

      Darren jumped into a chair. There was a window near the dining table, and Darren had spotted it earlier as a viable escape route. He kicked the wooden shutters open and dived through in one motion.

      “This way, Mama!” Darren shouted back to his mother.

      “Run, Darren! I’ll hold them off!” Darren’s mother shouted back.

      Darren bit his lip, trembling in fright at some other feeling he couldn’t fight. He’d only killed one of the paladins because he’d caught them off guard. Otherwise, he was completely outmatched. The paladins were twice his size and at least a realm higher than him.

      And so, with tears streaming down his boyish face, Darren ran. He fled on foot towards the entrance they’d used to leave the First Layer of Hell just that very morning.

      

  




Hidden Skill Quest Completed!

      
        	Rely on Combat Awareness to kill an enemy.

        	Combat Awareness has reached level 2.

      

      Two of the paladins tried to break off from their fight against Darren’s mother, but beams of yellow light flicked across their backs, and they dared not turn away from the furious woman.

      Soon Darren was ducking beneath the stone archway. In the distance, he heard his mother scream a cry of agony, and Darren’s heart leaped in his chest for the both of them.

      Something exploded in the distance, ringing his ears.

      “Who has a movement skill?” Darren heard one of his pursuers say. “The boy is in here. Follow him!”

      Darren ran onward until he finally stepped out of the inner door of the cultists’ hiding place, making his way back into the First Layer. He knew this place better than those chasing him did.

      He remembered the path they’d taken to the blood gorge. Devil dogs frequented that place, along with many other creatures Darren had never dared hunt.

      The paladins were not frightened off by their quarry fleeing into Hell itself. They pursued with none of the quiet grace they should have had in this deadly place.

      Darren ducked between large rocks and hanging roots, slipping through the darkness on memory and what glimpses of his combat skill could give him about the terrain.

      The paladins chasing him staggered and slowed as they realized how thick the Demonic Aura was down here, and they had to slow down lest they be overwhelmed. Darren hadn’t dropped his Pure Aura skill, so he could handle anything the Demonic Aura could throw at him.

      Darren quickly spotted a set of devil dog tracks. He couldn’t deal with these paladins, but perhaps some of the locals could keep them distracted.

      Darren noticed a nearby outcropping of roots had a few broken branches, and an imp shot out as Darren fled past. The imp extended its claws and tried to take Darren’s ankles out from under him as he ran by.

      Darren kicked the imp aside without stopping. Imps weren’t dangerous on their own, but they were intelligent creatures, and one of their most common tricks was to do just what Darren was doing now and lure more powerful demons to do their dirty work for them so they could scavenge for leftovers.

      So Darren whirled around just long enough to snatch the imp by its ankles. He swung it hard and fast so it didn’t have time to bring its claws around and flung the imp toward his paladin pursuers.

      The imp spread its wings to catch itself in the air, sailing right over where the paladins were focusing their minds to fight off the Demonic Aura around them.

      “An imp! Quick, kill it or it’s sure to call for more of its kind,” one of the paladins shouted.

      The imp’s desperate escape had it fluttering towards the entrance of the devil dog lair Darren had noticed earlier, screeching and hollering to get the dogs’ attention.

      Soon, Darren heard deep, vicious growling, and he knew it was time to beat a hasty retreat.

      Darren fled back to the blood gorge, wading through the river of blood to cut off his tracks in the mud before doubling back and heading towards the cave where he and his mother had stayed the previous night.

      When he arrived, his mother was already there, surrounded by a puddle of blood.

      “Darren!” she gasped. “You made it... I had to know... you were alright.” Her eyelids fluttered, and she seemed on the verge of falling asleep.

      “Mama...” Darren said as he ran up to his mother. He grabbed the hem of her dress and his hands came away covered in blood. He’d cared for his mother’s wounds before, and reached for the bandages in her bag.

      “It’s... too late,” Darren’s mother said. “I’m sorry, Darren. I wish I... could have done better by you. Stay safe, Darren. Be strong... and make your way west, to Limedeep.”

      She coughed, and blood dripped down her lips. Darren looked inside her mouth and golden light emanated from inside her like her body was being consumed in a radiant fire from the inside out.

      “Mama, you’ll get better,” Darren promised his mother as he tore the sleeves of his shirt and wrapped them around his mother’s gaping stomach wound in a desperate attempt to stop the bleeding.

      “I... have one last... thing I can do for you,” Darren’s mother said. She produced Darren’s slender silver dagger.

      She spun it around in her hand so the hilt was facing away from her, then she pressed the hilt into Darren’s palm. Darren’s fingers curled around the blade reflexively as he grasped the familiar weapon.

      “I’ll be looking out for you… from up there.” She looked up towards the heavens for a moment, caressing the sigil hanging around Darren’s neck.

      Then, with a sudden thrust, Darren’s mother pulled the point of the dagger towards her chest, right into her heart. Her eyes widened, and she held back a scream by biting her lip.

      Darren looked at his hand in horror, still clasping the dagger.

      

  




Quest Completed: Kill Ariel Heavengrace

      
        	Reward: +2 Devotion ranks, instant promotion one rank, 1 Legendary Skill Book.

        	You have been promoted from Holy Adept to Paladin!

        	You may take Paladin-level quests.

        	You may now contact the Seraph for guidance.

        	You may now exchange Devotion for favors from above.
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        * * *

      

      “Mama...” Darren said, reaching for his mother’s face.

      “Don’t be sad... Darren,” his mother hushed, her voice nothing more than a faint whisper. “I’m going... to see your father.”

      Her fingers brushed against the sigil wound around Darren’s neck, and Darren leaned close so she could continue to hold it in one hand. With the other, she rested a hand on Darren’s head.

      Her warm blood washed over Darren’s cheek, mixing with his tears.

      “Mama... come back,” Darren cried. But her eyes were distant. That burning golden light flickering inside of her traveled up her arm, and a faint spark slipped into the sigil around Darren’s neck.

      Then her body went still, and Darren’s mother died.

    

  







            Five Years Ago

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren stood over the corpse of a greater fiend, twirling his silver sword in his hand. He took a moment to decide what he needed more, its corpse or its aura. Its skin had been as tough as stone, and it might make a good armored cloak or pair of boots.

      Besides that, he had eaten nothing since he’d killed that demonic turtle the day prior. The soup he’d made from that thing had been so foul he could hardly stomach it. He was hoping to find something better to eat in this region of Hell.

      

  




Quest Completed: Hunt the hunter

      
        	You’ve killed the chimera stalking you, overcoming the difference of a realm with strength, skill, and strategy.

        	Reward: One uncommon skill book.

      

      A tome appeared tucked in the chimera’s skin as though it had always been there. Darren didn’t know if his sigil placed it there moments before he earned the reward or if the chimera had been carrying this skillbook but this was how he always found quest rewards.

      They were simply there, as though his sigil had known that’s where they’d be.

      Darren picked it up and read the title.

      Evasive Step

      Darren tucked the book under his arm. The fight had been worthwhile for this book. He needed some sort of movement ability to keep up with the growing speed of the demons he was encountering.

      In the end, he settled for a compromise. He would flay the best piece of hide off the demon, save a few cuts for eating, then run his blade through the rest to turn it into Divine Aura, which went into the sword and would ultimately restore Darren’s power. He was nearly ready for another use of his legendary skill, Limitless Evolution. Darren waved his hand, and his sigil produced a list of his skills, recorded and described as he knew them.

      

  




Darren Heavengrace (Paladin, Third Order): Devotion: Extraordinarily Faithful

      
        
        Advanced Divine Aura 10 (Uncommon)

      

      

      
        	Note: Evolved from the skill Elementary Divine Aura

        	This knowledge, originally from the essential skill book on Divine Aura that all Holy Adepts learn from, contains advanced knowledge on the manipulation, storage, and control of Divine Aura.

        	Cost: Passive, no cost.

      

      

  




Hands of Purity 10 (Rare): Note: Evolved from the skill Pure Aura

      
        	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.

        	Cost: Low Divine Aura.

      

      

  




Battle Instincts 8 (Epic): Note: Evolved from the skill Combat Awareness

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

        	Cost: Passive, no cost.

      

      

  




Demonslayer 10 (Rare): Note: Evolved from the skill Demonhunter

      
        	This ability allows the user to enhance their attacks with large amounts of Divine Aura, dealing 5x damage to all demonic creatures.

        	Cost: Medium Divine Aura.

      

      

  




Ray of Light 7 (Rare)

      
        	This ability allows the user to shoot a beam of sunlight towards their target, damaging anything in the way.

        	Cost: Low Divine Aura and one hour spent in pure sunlight, or a bottle of concentrated solar energy.

      

      

  




Limitless Evolution 1 (Legendary)

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

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

        	Note: Legendary Skills do not occupy a skill slot.

      

      It had been harsh at first. He’d hidden in that cave for over a year as his mother’s body slowly wasted away.

      He’d spent months putting water in her mouth and bandaging her wounds, pretending to himself that she was merely meditating. It wasn’t until her corpse rotted that he finally left, collapsing the cave as he did so to seal her inside so the demon dogs wouldn’t defile her body.

      He had never fully trusted his sigil after what it had said about him and his mother, but there were no other options for him but to follow its instructions. It mentioned nothing specific about him again, and Darren couldn’t even hazard to guess why it had wanted to kill him and his mother.

      Perhaps there was something wrong with the heavens. Maybe someday Darren would ask the Lord of Light. Even until now, Darren hadn’t dared use his ability as a paladin to contact the seraph for guidance.

      He could certainly use some help, and he wanted answers more than anything, but he didn’t trust the seraph in the slightest. He would follow his mother’s last instructions and trust that heading west would lead him to where he needed to go.

      Darren had put the skill his mother died for to good use. Limitless Evolution might have very well been the only reason he’d been able to survive these last five years.

      The first thing Darren used his skill on was the silver dagger. When he used Limitless Evolution on it, the small blade became the sword in his hand, which he’d since dubbed Melancholy. It had been his only companion since his mother’s death.

      For a while, he evolved every skill he could level to 10, growing his power. But spending as much time in the upper layers of Hell as he was, he leveled each of his abilities. If not for his evolution skill, his growth would have plateaued years ago as he mastered a few mediocre skills. But now, his abilities could grow indefinitely.

      He was particularly thrilled to learn that legendary skills did not occupy a skill slot, meaning that even if he never progressed to whatever came after paladin, so long as he kept leveling his skills he’d eventually have as many as he wanted.

      The higher he got his skills, the harder they would be to level, so he was still very careful picking the last skill to fill his six slots, but the movement-type skill he’d just picked up might very well have been just what he needed.

      It would be the last part of his toolkit until one of his other abilities hit legendary and he could choose something new, but that might take a few more years of training and completing quests.

      For the past week, a chimera had been chasing him. He’d plucked some of its feathers while it slept since his skill told him that was one item he needed to prepare Melancholy for a second evolution. Those feathers were more valuable to it than he thought.

      After realizing it would not give up the chase, he finally turned to confront the chimera, whose corpse he now sat upon.

      Wasting no further time, Darren took out his butcher’s knife. It had been an ordinary rock before using Limitless Evolution on it to turn it into a useful tool.

      Using Melancholy for this task would turn the corpse into Divine Aura, which would render eating it impossible.

      Darren stuffed the chimera's skin into the bag at his waist, which he still thought of as his mother’s, even though it had been with him for many years now.

      With the chimera hunting him successfully ambushed and slain, Darren’s next priority was to find somewhere safe to hide and begin using his legendary skill again. Most of his abilities were ready to evolve, and Darren hoped they’d reach a new level of power. If nothing else, evolving Melancholy a second time would better equip him. But first, he had a new skill book to add to his repertoire of skills.

      

  




Evasive Step (Uncommon)

      
        	This ability allows you to move with perfect efficiency, directing your body to maneuver at otherwise impossible angles to avoid blows and position you for your next attack.

      

      Ever since Darren had descended from the First Layer of Hell to the Second, hiding places had become harder to find, and the demons had grown more powerful. This chimera had been a fourth-order demon, one order higher than Darren himself. But between Melancholy, the element of surprise, and his Demonslayer skill, he had defeated it.

      Darren spent the rest of the day munching on the raw meat off one of the chimera’s legs. After tearing it free, he turned the rest of the monster into Divine Aura.

      His Hands of Purity skill was even better than cooking at making demon flesh edible, and Darren had long since given up taste for practicality. Fires attracted more attention than he could afford, and he’d need one to cook unless he came across a magma pool.

      While he ate, he headed towards a nearby path up to the First Layer, which he had discovered several days before. Up there, he quickly found a cave to hide in. There was a small den of demonic foxes already in residence, and they attacked Darren as soon as he showed his face.

      But a few slashes with Melancholy quickly put an end to all of them, and Darren piled the corpses nearby so he would have something to turn into Divine Aura to replenish himself after he used his legendary skill.

      With the feathers and a few other trinkets his skill told him his sword needed, Darren sealed the entrance to the cave and used his skill.

      Divine Aura flowed out of him in a great wave, rushing into the weapon he held in his lap. The nearby items vanished in a burst of light just as Melancholy glowed as well. The light of the items joined that of the sword, and both continued to glow brighter.

      The three days required to cast the spell passed, and when they were done, Darren hefted his blade again. Melancholy was larger than ever, and he couldn't believe the hand-thick sword had once been a slender knife.

      There were embellishments along the hilt that likely came from the chimera feathers and the serpent eyes he’d used as part of his skill, and its cross guard was inlaid with bits of gold he’d found or received as rewards for demon slaying quests.

      

  




Melancholy, Sword of the Demonslayer (Epic)

      
        	This blade was created with the sole purpose of slaying demons. It has been reforged twice over in the fires of Hell itself. It can permanently slay demons by converting them into Divine Aura and feeding that energy to its wielder. All attacks against demons with this weapon have massively increased effectiveness.

      

      

  




Requirements to upgrade

      
        	The blood of 1000 different demons at the third order or higher.

        	Horns of a demon lord

        	A moment of righteous fury.

      

      When Darren evolved an item, it increased in rarity. Previously, the item had been rare, now it was epic. From his experiments and studies, Darren knew item classifications included common, uncommon, rare, epic, mythic, and legendary.

      Skills and items both became more difficult to upgrade the higher they climbed, and Darren was fearing getting Melancholy to the mythic class would be nearly impossible. But even if he couldn’t improve the sword again, it would be strong enough to fight anything that he intended to face. By combining the weapon with his Demonslayer skill, Darren could annihilate most demons in a single strike.

      Darren skewered the fox corpses one at a time, noting how much more Divine Aura he received with each corpse. Once he was replenished, he left his cave to refill his reserves and find something to eat before he would return to upgrade the rest of his skills.

      Doing this would slow his journey down by a few months, but he could find no way further westward on either the first or second layers of Hell, which meant to get any further he’d need to go deeper.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Some time over the past five years, Darren had felt at home in Hell. The demons of the second and first layers were no longer so scary to him, and he had quietly gone from hunted to hunter.

      The devil dogs he’d been so careful to avoid when he was ten now scattered at the sound of his approach, and the imps could try whatever tricks they wanted against him without success.

      Darren prowled the first layer, chasing down several large badger-like demons and cutting them to pieces with Melancholy.

      His sword recharged his Divine Aura with each one he slew, and before long he had enough energy in his tank to settle down again for a few days and use Limitless Evolution again.

      This cycle continued for weeks until Darren had upgraded each of his skills. He’d fallen into something of a routine during times like these, and the state of using Limitless Evolution was something like meditation to him.

      He remembered his mother meditated frequently, even before she was wounded, and needed to meditate to keep the poison in her at bay.

      With the exception of Ray of Light, which he hadn’t been able to get to 10, Darren upgraded all of his existing skills, along with a few choice pieces of equipment, including his mother’s bag.

      
        
        [Hands of Purity 10] (Rare) has become [Divine Blessing 1] (Epic)

      

      

      
        	The user passively repels all Demonic Aura and influence. Upon activation of its active ability, the user’s aura purifies the area and instantly destroys all first-order demons in a three-meter radius around them.

      

      
        
        [Advanced Divine Aura 10] (Uncommon) has become [Divine Aura Mastery 1] (Rare)

      

      

      
        	All abilities that utilize Divine Aura will be either more powerful or more efficient to use. The user’s understanding of fundamental principles related to Divine Aura is enhanced, learning new skills or advancing existing ones will happen at an enhanced rate.

      

      
        
        [Demonslayer 10] (Rare) has become [Demonbane 1] (Epic)

      

      

      
        	Damage against demons is now increased by a factor of 10x. You are more likely to receive quests that involve slaying demons, and demons will have an instinctual fear of provoking you.

      

      
        
        [Chimera Skin Cape] (Uncommon) has become [Demonhide Cloak] (Rare)

      

      

      
        	This cloak will repel average attacks from third-order demons and below. It also regulates the wearer’s temperature to maintain peak performance.

        	It now provides stealth abilities that make the wearer harder to detect.

      

      

  




[Bottomless Flask] (Rare) has become [Lifewell] (Epic)

      
        	Besides containing infinite water, Lifewell water has the effect of providing a slow healing effect and mitigating the effects of aging to increase the drinker’s lifespan.

      

      
        
        [Superb Bag of Holding] (Epic) has become [Inventory] (Mythic)

      

      

      
        	The inventory personal pocket space is accessible only to the user’s thoughts and does not have a physical anchor point in the real world. All items are stored exactly as they’re inserted, with no physical or chemical changes.

      

      Darren stared at his new item, the Lifewell. If he’d possessed this back when his mother was still alive, she might have been able to overcome her poison. They’d still have been ambushed at that shrine, but Darren was certain they’d have stood a better chance.

      But she was dead, and Darren had to accept that.

      The Inventory was also interesting to play with. At first, Darren thought his legendary skill had failed and destroyed his mother’s bag, along with everything in it.

      After he’d calmed down, he sensed a presence in his mind that hadn’t been there before, like another brain without purpose that only existed to manage what he had inside the bag. He nudged it, thinking vaguely of his mother’s tiara, her sigil she’d worn as a mark of her power.

      The instant the thought came to mind, the tiara appeared in his hand. After a few more experiments, Darren quickly figured out how to use the new item. After mastering it, packing up camp was easier than ever, and he scoured the chamber clean until it was just as he’d left it.

      He wanted to experiment with the claim that everything left inside would be just as he put it in, so he took a few fox corpses and some food and stashed them away for later examination.

      With his upgrades finished, Darren was finally ready to pack his things and head down to the Third Layer.

    

  







            Present

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been ten years since Darren’s mother died. Ten years, living alone in the depths of Hell. At that time, he had gone from boy to man. Darren didn’t know the day or year, but based on the passage of time, he felt like he was roughly twenty years old.

      Though Darren barely noticed it anymore, day by day he grew stronger. He traveled west, and one day led into the next. His journey took him down to the Third Layer, where many powerful demons lurked.

      Even that place of boiling molten stone was familiar to him now, and he could travel through it without fear. The number of demons he’d slain was beyond counting, and now the demons feared him.

      Darren’s skills improved, and he prepared to evolve them again in preparation for his next quest.

      

  




Ongoing Quests

      
        	Slay the Demon Lord Nylyeth the Devil dragon (Fourth Order)

        	Reward: Passage out of Hell

        	Penalty: The demon lord will attack the City of Limedeep and you will suffer a loss of Devotion.

        	Slay 300 lesser fiends

        	Reward: Progression of a random skill.

        	Destroy 3 demon settlements:

        	Reward: Wealth and an assortment of weapons and daily tools.

      

      Darren had been wary of accepting this quest as memories flashed through his mind of that day fighting the cultists. But Darren had traveled west for so long. His journey had been far from a straight line, and he’d been forced to double back plenty of times, but he’d taken every chance he could to head further west for years. He had to be close to the place his mother had told him to head to so long ago.

      So, with great reluctance, Darren had accepted the quest to slay the Demon Lord. The penalty was what sealed the deal for him. Darren remembered Limedeep was the city his mother wanted him to go to.

      Or perhaps it was a country? Darren couldn’t remember. All he knew was that he needed to go to Limedeep. And a demon lord was standing between him and there.

      By now, Darren had slain plenty of fourth-order demons. Though he was still a third-order paladin, Darren’s Demonbane skill made contending with fourth-order demons very feasible for him.

      In truth, third-order demons had stopped being a challenge to him years ago, and now when he needed demon hides, bones, or anything that could be gotten from a demon’s corpse, Darren went hunting for fourth-order demons.

      Despite his comfort, Darren was still wary of facing something with the title Demon Lord. He’d encountered another demon named such a year before, and the fight had been one of the most difficult of his life.

      Darren had once been chased by a fifth-order demon, and even then he hadn’t felt the tremendous pressure he’d been up against battling a Demon Lord of the fourth-order.

      The way it used its skills and combined its abilities with strategy and cunning reminded Darren of himself in many ways. He often wondered what he’d be if he were a demon, like these monsters around him instead of a human.

      Would he be called a Demon Lord as well? Was that how the demons saw him?

      Darren didn’t know if these were the kinds of things people were supposed to talk about. He’d tried to keep using his voice after his mother died, but with no one to talk to and demons lurking in the shadows, it had always been easier to keep his thoughts to himself.

      After ten years, he wasn’t even sure if he remembered how to talk anymore. He hadn’t used his voice for anything other than a wordless battle cry in years.

      Darren activated his skill menu to avoid thinking about the anxious feeling he felt in his heart whenever he thought about meeting other humans again. The last time he’d done that, things had ended badly.

      

  




Darren Heavengrace (Paladin, Third Order): Devotion: Ardent beyond equal (+7)

      
        
        Skills: (6 of 6 slots filled)

        Divine Aura Mastery 10 (Rare)

      

      

      
        	Note: Evolved from the skill Advanced Divine Aura

        	Enhances the efficiency of all skills that utilize Divine Aura. Makes magical concepts easier to understand.

        	Enhances understanding of intrinsically magical languages like Divine and Demonic script.

        	Makes enchanted items easier to identify and understand.

        	Cost: Passive, no cost.

      

      

  




Divine Blessing 5 (Epic)

      
        	Note: Evolved from the skill Hands of Purity

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

        	Cost: Low Divine Aura.

      

      

  




Sense Intent 1 (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.

      

      

  




Demonbane 10 (Epic): Note: Evolved from the skill Demonslayer

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

        	Cost: Medium Divine Aura.

      

      

  




Celestial Storm 3 (Epic)

      
        	Note: Evolved from the skill Ray of Light

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

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

      

      

  




Leaf in the Breeze 10 (Rare): Note: Evolved from Evasive Step

      
        	This ability enhances your ability to dodge and weave through attacks to the point that only opponents with enhanced speed will have any chance at hitting you. When using this skill, opponents at your same order will feel like they are fighting empty air.

      

      

  




Limitless Evolution 1 (Legendary)

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

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

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

      

      Demonbane had reached the required level for an evolution, which Darren was glad for. If he was going to fight a Demon Lord, he wanted to do it right and stash every trick he had in his pocket.

      He spent the next two weeks holed up in a cave on the First Layer performing the evolutions on the skill, as well as upgrading some of his less hardy equipment.

      
        
        [Demonbane 10] (Epic) has evolved to [Demon Calamity 1] (Mythic)

      

      

      
        	Massively enhanced damage against all demons.

        	The blood of demons heals the user’s wounds and replenishes their Divine Energy.

        	Demons of a lower rank will experience existential terror at the sight of you.

      

      [Leaf in the Breeze 10] has evolved to [Leaf in the Storm, Stone in the River 1] (Epic)

      
        	Allows you to switch from an untouchable style of dodging and weaving to an unbreakable defensive stance instantaneously.

        	Using this movement ability will focus your mind and enhance your concentration.

        	This ability becomes faster and more powerful the longer you maintain it.

      

      

  




Item Evolutions

      
        	Sturdy Demonhide boots (Rare) has evolved to Demoncrushing Legion boots (Epic)

        	These boots increase movement speed and increase damage dealt to demons by kicks.

        	Firebreath Shield (Rare) has evolved to [Dragonslayer’s Aegis] (Epic)

        	This aegis generates a shield of golden light that specializes in defending against fire-based attacks.

      

      
        
        [Demonhide Cloak] (Rare) has evolved to [Cloak of Concealment] (Epic)

      

      

      
        	This cloak hides the wearer from sight, allowing them to defy perception skills so long as they do not draw attention to themselves.

      

      Properly equipped to fight a dragon-type demon lord, Darren began his quest. The first order of business was figuring out how to get into this demon lord’s fortress. On that front, he had several options.

      First, he could attack the castle itself and ambush the demon lord there. Darren didn’t like that idea so much, since there would be too many unknowns, even if he scouted the place beforehand.

      He could also wait for the demon lord to leave and then attack it while it was outside of the castle, but then he wouldn’t be able to scout the battlefield at all, he’d have to fight wherever the confrontation happened. Worse, Darren had fought several devil dragon-type demons before, and all of them could fly, either through magic or using wings. If Darren let the demon lord take to the air, it might not even stop somewhere he could catch it, even with his new movement ability.

      No, there was one more option, and this was the one Darren had already decided on. He would lure the demon lord out of its lair to fight him. To do that, he would need to go in.

      One of the surprises Darren found when exploring the Second Layer of Hell was that he started to find demon societies in increasing abundance.

      The first layer was essentially complete wilderness, but the second layer had a few scattered tribes here and there. But where he was now, on the Third Layer, there were true monuments to a sophisticated culture.

      Already, he’d encountered several villages and towns, and he’d heard the greater fiends he’d encountered camping together and speaking in hushed, guttural languages.

      By this point, he could even understand many of the words, though most of the phrases he knew were curses and swears shouted by demons moments before he drove Melancholy through their hearts.

      Darren quickly identified a village very close to the demon lord’s castle. Given its proximity, this demon lord would not allow its continued existence unless it paid fealty to him. So Darren figured it would be safe to assume the destruction of this demon settlement would raise the iron of the demon lord.

      Darren pulled the hood of his cloak up over his head as he made his way to the village. An ordinary cloak wouldn’t have hidden him from the demons, but what he was wearing now was an epic-ranked cloak of concealment.

      He’d enchanted the item up from a common-grade scrap of cloth into the nearly impenetrable disguise it was now. Using it, even fourth-order demons wouldn’t be able to sense his humanity without a detailed scan from a detection skill.

      Darren examined the village. There were several kinds of demons here, some intelligent and others not. Most of them were of the humanoid variety. The lesser fiends, who looked mostly like imps, except grown the size of an average human.

      They were fast and were one of the species of demons that always wielded weapons. Their skill varied widely from member to member, and Darren had fought a few who’d been extremely difficult opponents. Most, however, had been easily subdued.

      “Did you hear there’s a human paladin on the Second Layer?” one of the fiends said in a hushed whisper.

      “Impossible,” another fiend replied, waving around a tankard of roiling blood. “Those are just stories. No human could survive on the second layer for more than a month or two. The Demonic Aura is too thick for them. They’d either die or turn into one of us.”

      He jammed a large butcher’s knife into the throat of a squealing pig-like demon, which wriggled in terror as the fiend slowly cut the lesser demon’s head off and butchered it for meat.

      “I’m telling you, I heard this from a reliable source,” the other fiend said while its companion butchered the demon pig. “He was coming down from the surface after harvesting some humans for the demon lord’s army. Some bandits on the surface’ve signed a pact with Lord Nylyeth, you see, and they’ve been sending us human slaves to butcher and eat. But while he was on his way down, the mounts for everyone in his entire warband were slaughtered by a human paladin.”

      The demon butcher snorted. “It seems to me this friend of yours let his dinner get the better of him. I don’t understand why Lord Nylyeth insists on having his food freshly slaughtered. If you ask me, humans should be killed and butchered on the surface. Do it right and the souls will keep long enough in the flesh to be perfectly filling.”

      The demon butcher looked up, waiting for the other fiend to respond. But only silence filled the air. The demon butcher looked up from his work.

      The dying pig had finally stopped squealing, and he finished hacking off the head with a few messy swings that crunched through the pig’s spine.

      He hadn’t heard Darren’s approach over the squealing of the pig on the table, nor had he heard Melancholy stab into the other fiend’s chest, killing him with a single blow.

      The lesser fiend vanished, turned into pure Divine Aura by Melancholy’s power.

      “Hey, where did you go?” the demon called. “You run off in fear of your human?” The demon butcher snorted to himself, but the derisive smirk on his face faded when he couldn’t find the other demon at all.

      Looking around, he couldn’t find anyone. There wasn’t a fiend, devil dog, or other demons anywhere in sight.

      This wasn’t a large village, but a few dozen lesser fiends called this place home. And yet, it was completely silent.

      “H-Hello?” the demon said. “Anyone?” His voice echoed through the empty village.

      An instant later, Melancholy swung around and swept through him as well.

      This was not a task that was entirely unfamiliar to Darren. He had raided small villages and hamlets like this before. Doing so let him replenish his supplies far faster than crafting and hunting on his own.

      He reserved his time for just putting the final touches on an item so his Limitless Evolution ability would let him upgrade it.

      And so the specter of death swept through the demon village. As far as Darren knew, the demons had no children; they popped into existence fully grown. He’d witnessed the process a few times in the past. When enough Demonic Aura converged on a demonic spirit, a new demon came into being.

      This village had been populated entirely by the humanoid lesser fiends and the unintelligent demons they kept as livestock. Not one of them was above the third order, and many were below the first. Darren took care of them effortlessly.

      After harvesting everything of value from the demon village, Darren pulled a torch from his inventory and lit it with a candle one of the fiends had left burning.

      From there, all he had to do was go from building to building, sprinkling tar and oil. Soon, the whole village was going up in flames.

      This would catch the demon lord’s attention quickly enough. But one of Darren’s quests called for the destruction of three settlements, not just one. That would certainly get the demon lord’s attention.

      Since Darren had already accepted the quest, he quickly left this burning village, even as he saw a large black shape take to the air above the castle in the distance.

      There was enough room overhead on the third layer that even something as large as a dragon could fly high enough to be no more than a small dot in the sky.

      That must have been the demon lord. It was coming to investigate, but it was still cautious. It waited for a group of lower-ranking fourth-order demons to leave the castle and start riding in the direction of the village on horned demonic steeds.

      Darren withdrew for now. He activated his movement skill to circle the castle as quickly as possible. There was another village in the shadow of the castle itself, and keeping the castle between him and there would buy him a little extra time.

    

  







            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren destroyed the second village just like the first. He was already leaving the burnt ruins when he heard a draconian howl. Those dragon-form demons were every bit as loud as their massive forms suggested they’d be.

      This Lord Nylyeth he was supposed to be targeting rushed over as soon as he saw the smoke. But by then Darren was already hitting the third village.

      He completed both side quests simultaneously, as they seemed to go hand in hand. All that was left was to slay the demon lord itself.

      Darren did not flee from the burning wreck of the third village, instead choosing to wait for the demon lord’s approach.

      Unlike with the other villages, Darren did not slay the demons here with Melancholy. Instead, he’d used one of the demon glaives he’d looted off a greater fiend he’d fought recently.

      The weapon left the demon corpses intact, which meant he could replenish his Divine Aura during the battle by using them.

      As Darren hoped, the demon lord arrived alone, not bothering to wait for its subordinates to make their way over as well. Darren had already scouted this village, and he had a plan in mind for how he would fight. Unlike the other buildings, this village was built mostly of stone, which would withstand the devil dragon’s fire.

      “So, you’re the human paladin everyone has been talking about!” the demon lord said through a mouth full of pointed teeth as long as Darren’s arm.

      Darren looked back up at the monster. His skin was covered in red scales and his eyes were the color of burning coals.

      He had spikes all over his body, and a pair of massive black horns jutted out from his skull. As he spoke, embers fluttered in and out of his open maw, ready to spray a gout of flame over anything that caught his eye.

      

  




Sense Intent: Combat Analysis

      
        	Enemy Demon Lord Nylyeth is using his ability, Devildragon Breath.

        	The Devildragon Breath ability utilizes Demonic Aura combined with blood fire to produce a corrosive and deadly substance that melts as easily as it burns. This attack will annihilate all mortal life forms within thirty meters.

        	Suggested Countermeasure: Activate Dragonslayer’s Aegis.

      

      Darren waved his hand, and the Dragonslayer’s Aegis filled his spare hand. It was smaller than the shield that it had evolved from and was no bigger than Darren’s fist.

      The dainty little thing didn’t look like it could protect anything, but Darren had already tested it against a lesser species of dragon.

      

  




Dragonslayer’s Aegis

      
        	Crafted from the magically enhanced exoskeletons of some of the most powerful defensive-specialized demons, the Dragonslayer’s Aegis can withstand even the breath of a Devildragon.

      

      The Demon Lord Nylyeth shot a gout of flame in Darren’s direction, and Darren raised his aegis to meet it. Divine Aura poured from Darren into the shield, and the shield glowed with golden light. A dome of energy flickered into existence around Darren, protecting him from the fire pouring over him.

      The demon lord kept up his long breath of fire, likely hoping that a continuous attack would be more than Darren’s defensive item could take.

      But Darren was like no foe he had ever faced.

      When the demon lord finally ran out of air and Demonic Aura in his lungs to power his breath, Darren was gone. Nylyeth whirled about, scanning the surroundings for the human paladin that had encroached into his domain. As a demon lord, Nylyeth had slain countless human paladins, but all of them had been on the surface in human territory. No human had ever had the gall to attack Nylyeth in his sanctum.

      Suddenly, there was a flash of light overhead. A storm of golden beams shot out from behind the burned foundations of rock. Nylyeth had been preparing for another burst of fire all this time, and he unleashed a scorching tirade of flames in the ruin's direction.

      The golden beams slipped past Nylyeth’s fire breath, but he relied on his thick scales to withstand this light attack.

      To Nylyeth’s shock and surprise, the light beams took thick chunks out of his scales, as wide as the marks Nylyeth’s claws would leave on castle walls.

      Impossible. Was this an archpaladin who’d disguised their title? Two had ventured into this region of Hell in recent years, and he’d faced them both in battle. Neither of them felt anything like this enemy.

      Facing a foe of this caliber would require Nylyeth to hold nothing back. He activated his skills, and with a flap of his wings, he was airborne. Lines of black flew from his wings, arcing in all directions as they scanned the terrain for him. Using his detection skill, he quickly found where his enemy was hiding.

      

  




Sense Intent: Combat Analysis

      
        	Demon Lord Nylyeth has used his skill, Winds of Terror.

        	Winds of Terror projects Demonic Aura into tightly focused attacks intent on slicing all enemies to ribbons.

        	Suggested Countermeasure: Speed and evasion.

      

      Nylyeth’s usual tactic against strong foes such as these was to use his dragon’s breath to flush his foe out of his hiding place, then follow that up with superior strength. This paladin had a powerful shield that could withstand his fire, but would it also hold against his tail?

      Nylyeth flipped around, cutting his fire breath short and smashing his tail into the corona of golden light protecting his enemy. But to his shock, his tail swept through nothing but empty air.

      

  




Sense Intent: Combat Analysis

      
        	Demon Lord Nylyeth has used his skill, Nightmare Whip

        	A devildragon’s tail can inflict extreme physical and mental trauma upon contact, shattering both defenses and the minds of those depending on them.

        	Suggested Countermeasure: Utilize Divine Blessing to overcome the tail’s magical effects, and evasion to avoid its physical strike.

      

      Instead, Demon Lord Nylyeth felt a prick on his back. That prick was followed by pain, unlike anything the demon had ever felt in his life.

      Before Nylyeth had become a dragon, he had been a fiend who’d died in battle. A paladin put a holy spear through his skull, ending his first life. This was nothing like that.

      This was the pain of being destroyed on an existential level, like having the demonic essence that made up the core of his being being ground through the jaws of a ferocious beast, much like Nylyeth himself had ground the flesh of the paladin who’d killed him the first time between his teeth.

      The magic allowing something as massive as a dragon to fly left Demon Lord Nylyeth’s wings, and he collapsed to the ground. He skidded to a rough stop against the ruins of the village and the rough stone there. Nylyeth twisted in place, flipping himself over as he rolled to crush the human on his back.

      But that only exposed his stomach to Darren, who crawled up the devil dragon’s side, dragging Melancholy as he did so, slipping it up the demon lord’s center until he’d cut a line in the demon from the stomach to throat.

      The fight left Nylyeth then and he realized this battle was lost. Darren pressed his hands against the demon’s hide, even as his body was being consumed by the sword in his belly. The paladin used the most terrifying blessing Nylyeth had ever felt, and his flesh burned like it had been dipped in holy water.

      Some scant few bits of Demonic Aura escaped the burning ruin that was his current vessel, and he could only hope he’d saved enough of himself to restore himself in a few centuries.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Darren was surprised at how quickly the demon lord fell to his sword. He’d spent the entire morning preparing a pitfall filled with spikes, hoping he could lure the devil dragon into a trap, but that turned out to be entirely unnecessary.

      He spotted bits and pieces of the demon’s energy fleeing the area, so he used Divine Blessing to instantaneously kill all demons at the first order in the area.

      Those little scraps of the demon lord’s power would likely only be at the first order. So long as Darren didn’t miss any big pieces, this demon lord would be destroyed for good.

      That satisfied the requirements of his quest, and his sigil notified him of the successful completion of the quest.

      
        
        Quest Completed: Slay the Demon Lord Nylyeth the Devil dragon

      

      

      
        	Reward: Safety for the City of Limedeep

        	A passageway to the surface.

      

      Darren pulled Melancholy out of the dead dragon’s corpse before the body could be completely turned into Divine Aura. His reserves were already full, so he needed no more.

      He pulled the rest of the dragon into his inventory so he could scavenge it for parts.

      The dragon had a nice pair of horns, and Darren remembered Melancholy needed the horns of a demon lord for its next evolution.

      No passage heading upwards appeared overhead, so Darren figured his sigil planned to make him work for his reward.

      This happened occasionally, but he always found what he was looking for by the end of the day.

      After searching through the broken ruins of the demon village, Darren reasoned that the only place the passage to the surface could be was back at the demon lord’s castle. So that was where he headed.

      On the way there, he encountered the demon lord’s subordinates, who’d been rushing in the direction they’d seen their lord fly to.

      “A human!” the greater fiend in charge of the band of demons said, pointing a spear in Darren’s direction from his place mounted on a massive, fanged, demonic boar.

      “He might know something about the fires. Grab him. We’ll flay his flesh from his bones until he speaks! If we break him quickly, we’ll have the rest of him for dinner!”

      The greater fiend looked at his companions, looking for a shout of support. But they gazed back at him with eyes full of fright. Something was wrong with the human.

      The greater fiend tried to turn his head around again, but instead of twisting, his vision spun. His head fell to the blood-soaked mud with a wet thud, splashing in the dirt. The fiend stared up at his own mount’s clawed feet to see a headless rider sitting atop the mount.

      Chaos erupted moments later, and the demons drew their arms. But then the human used a skill, and a wave of purity washed over them.

      The first-order demons in the unit were incinerated instantly, and the second-order demons howled as though they’d been burned in holy fire.

      All of the blood on the ground turned as clear as water, and bright golden light flowed out from behind the human’s billowing cloak.

      The entire patrol was wiped out in mere moments, and Darren continued on his way to the castle as though nothing had happened.

      The demons in the castle must have gotten word of their lord’s death somehow because when Darren arrived, most of the demons had already fled.

      Those that were left behind were busy throwing gold and weapons into wagons hitched to demon beasts, intent on fleeing with all the dead demon lord’s wealth in their pockets.

      Darren silently thanked them for their work gathering up everything of value, and he killed the greedy fiends trying to escape with loot by the wagonful before putting everything they’d collected into his inventory.

      Darren remembered hearing in one of the villages he destroyed that the demon lord preferred live humans, and he searched the castle for anything that might store people.

      He found a chamber below the castle filled with human corpses dangling on hooks as they cured in a dark and smoky room. The demon lord didn’t have quite as much of a penchant for fresh food as the rumors said.

      There was a chopping block nearby with wet blood splattered across it, so Darren realized he was merely a few hours too late to save the people who were hanging on those hooks now. He took their bodies into his inventory. From what he remembered, people liked to bury or burn their dead, so when he emerged on the surface he would find somewhere to put these remains.

      Only after scouring the castle did Darren finally find his reward for slaying the demon lord.

      There, sitting on a dragon-sized table in the center of one of the castle’s largest chambers, was a map of the area.

      On that map, there was an ‘X' gouged into the paper, so large it had to have been made by a dragon’s claws. That had to be the way up.

      Darren did one last sweep of the castle grounds, picking up a few bedsheets and a few racks of non-human meat.

      He vaguely remembered people trading for things back on the surface, and he hoped returning the remains of the humans slaughtered in Hell along with some of the goods he’d looted over the years would be enough to do whatever he was supposed to do once he made it to Limedeep.

      He tried not to think about that part. For the past ten years, he’d been following his mother’s instructions to head in this direction. Now that he was nearly at his destination, he wasn’t sure what was supposed to happen next.

      Darren curled the map in his hand and took it with him to the demon lord’s stable. There was one of the demon beasts the greater fiends rode in there, already saddled and waiting. Its owner had been trying to pack a sack full of golden disks onto the mount’s back, which Darren had taken when he’d killed the demon.

      It looked like a big boar, and was very similar to the Felbeasts Darren had tracked in his youth. Some fiends even called this creature a Dire Felbeast because they evolved from Felbeasts that gathered enough Demonic Aura to grow from the first order to the second. The Dire Felbeast didn’t like Darren riding it.

      His divine blessing spell must have been incredibly uncomfortable for the demon, even through the saddle. But after trying to shake Darren off and realizing there was no getting free, the boar reluctantly headed in the direction Darren steered it.

      The way up had been concealed within the center of a mountain nearby, which was why Darren hadn’t found it himself.

      It was crafted by demon hands as an intentional passage from the third layer to the second, and the architecture suggested that the person who built this passage was the same as the person who built the castle Darren had just looted.

      Darren headed through the stairs and emerged in a region of the second layer he had never seen before. Underneath the map he’d stolen of the third layer was a matching map of the second, followed by a map of the first. Using the two maps, he quickly navigated his way to what had to be the ultimate exit to the surface.

      The demons scattered at his approach. Compared to the small and frightened demons on the first layer, the demonic boar he was riding was a gargantuan monster of a demon. But beneath Darren’s heels, it was a docile steed.

      As Darren approached the exit, he noticed more footprints in the dirt. They were mixed prints, demonic boars, booted fiends, and bare human feet. They didn’t look more than a day old, so the people Darren had found had probably been forced to march through Hell from this very entrance.

      That was good. It meant he’d be returning the remains he’d gathered to people who’d recognize them. As he edged closer and closer to the surface, Darren tried to adjust himself to make the right impression.

      He tried to remember what it was like to talk to people, but besides his mother, the only memory that came to mind was being betrayed by that priest when he was ten.

      Darren adjusted Melancholy at his side. He certainly would not let that happen again.
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      The first thing Darren noticed when he left the depths of Hell for the first time in ten years was how bright it was outside.

      He glared up at the sky. Most of it was shrouded behind trees. He could catch glimpses of a bright burning ball of light. It seemed far more blinding than he remembered. In his memories, it had just been a bigger version of his mother’s light ability, or his Celestial Storm skill, which he often used for the same purpose.

      But this... thing hovering in the air above him? It was far too glaring. The light was unpleasant, and he had to narrow his eyes to the barest squint if he wanted to see anything.

      Eventually, the feeling faded. It took Darren a moment to realize his eyes had adjusted to the brightness. He had used flashes of blindingly bright light to stun demons before, and Darren had adjusted his eyes then. He wondered if all humans could see in a bright or dark light as needed.

      

  




New Quests Available!

      
        
        Explore the surface

      

      

      
        	Reward: A bar of soap and a bag of fine brushes.

      

      
        
        Identify ten types of edible plants

      

      

      
        	Reward: Lunch

      

      
        
        Take a bath in the nearby stream

      

      

      
        	Reward: Cleanliness is its own reward.

        	Penalty upon failure: You will make a very poor first impression

        	Bonus Objective: Give yourself a shave and a haircut.

      

      New quests flashed before Darren’s eyes. The first two were standard quests for finding a new area, though he was used to eating demon flesh instead of plants. Hell was rather barren with as little light as it got, and many of the lowest-order demons could subsist on Demonic Aura alone, thus allowing for far more predators than the scant number of plants could sustain.

      The last quest was strange. He’d never cleaned himself as a requirement before. The first two were meant to prepare him for life on the surface, which was what his sigil often did when he moved to a new area.

      But how would cleaning himself and making a good impression help him? And the fact that it listed a punishment signified it was a mandatory quest.

      Perhaps the people on the surface would kill him unless he won their favor quickly? That was an intimidating thought.

      Since Darren didn’t have any other ideas and he planned to scout the area and scavenge for food anyway, he accepted all three quests. Over the years, he learned that the punishments for failing the quests often happened anyway, even if he didn’t accept the quest, so it was best to complete those quests whenever they came up.

      With his movement ability, Darren made excellent time scouting most of the mountain. He paid extra attention to any sign of dangerous beasts.

      He didn’t know what strange breeds of demons roamed the surface, but Darren wanted to be prepared. He couldn’t find signs of anything dangerous in the area, but several dirt paths were heading through the forest.

      The damp earth there had boot prints on it. They were too small to be footprints left by fiends, and Darren almost started worrying he was contending with a new species of demon when he remembered he was on the surface. These were human prints!

      Darren took special note of their shape, distribution, and direction. Though he’d never seen human prints like these before, he knew the trail he left in the dirt well enough to realize whoever was here was wearing a heavy bag of equipment and traveling slow.

      There were lighter footsteps just off the path, hidden amongst the brush before they gathered in an enormous pile in the center of the road, like two different groups of humans had met each other and pranced about on the ground for a while. Darren didn’t quite know what to make of that.

      While examining the prints, Darren found a small bag hanging in a tree near a stream. It just so happened to have a brush in it, along with a few bars of soap. That was the reward for his first quest.

      There were also many hairbrushes, along with some sickly sweet-smelling liquid, and a collection of pale powders and brushes. His mother had called these things makeup, so Darren guessed the bag had belonged to a woman much like his mother.

      Finding edible plants turned out to be even easier. Divine Blessing turned anything he touched to be pure and holy, which frequently also meant safe for consumption. So Darren used the skill several times on a few flowers and large nuts until he had a few fistfuls, which he ate with some leftover demon meat.

      Taking a bath ended up being the hardest of the three quests. Ten years of blood and grime was a lot to scrape off. Divine Blessing had been hard at work cleaning him up after every battle and roll in the dirt. While it magically purified him though, it did nothing to remove the physical particles those rough years on the road in Hell had left on him.

      Luckily, whoever had lost this bag of soap had prepared a brush for someone as dirty as Darren, and there was enough in there for him to scrub for two hours in the chill of the cool mountain stream. There were quite a few brushes there as well, of various textures and sizes. Darren tried them all until he found something that worked.

      It was a long time before he was even halfway close to clean, and the quest wasn’t showing as completed even when Darren felt better polished than Melancholy’s blade.

      Fortunately, there were scissors and a razorblade as well so he could complete the bonus objective without much additional effort. When Darren looked at his reflection in the nearby stream, he hardly recognized himself.

      Eventually, he heard the rolling of wagon wheels down the path he’d spotted earlier. An ordinary person might not have noticed the creaking of the wheels, but Darren’s senses were well attuned to even the slightest unnatural noise. It had saved him from a demon ambush more than once.

      Darren sprung from the stream and pulled Melancholy from his inventory in an instant. The rest of his equipment was in there as well, but it would take some time to put on.

      He stood waiting for the sound of unsheathing swords. Instead, the voice of a young woman rang through the forest air.

      “This is where we camped before. There’s a stream with good drinking water nearby, so we should refill the barrels.” Her voice was light and refined, like someone who’d trained to speak with clarity and grace.

      There was something sweet and delicate in the sound of her voice. It reminded Darren of his mother’s voice, but it struck him differently. Instead of the feeling of being protected, it gave him the feeling of wanting to protect it.

      Perhaps this was some type of mental ability? Darren steadied himself and dismissed the notion just in time to see the woman to whom the voice belonged to step off the path.

      Darren quickly realized she was headed his way, though she had no haste in her steps and no weapon in her hand. She didn’t look particularly strong, either. By the look of her, her legs were only about as thick around as one of his arms.

      Even a lesser fiend would have looked muscular compared to her. Demons of her size almost always had powerful abilities and strange magic. Darren couldn’t imagine it not being the same for humans.

      But Darren didn’t let that reduce his caution. He sprung to his feet and leaped into a branch of a nearby tree. He much preferred an ambush to a straight fight, if that’s what this came down to. Especially against a potential enemy of unknown skills.

      

  




Emergency Quest: Put on pants!

      
        	Reward: Your dignity.

      

      Darren ignored the new quest. His sigil had tried to throw him off like this before. Putting on pants would have made a big commotion, which would ruin his ambush. Darren knew not to trust the sigil’s quests implicitly. At times like these, he had to remind himself that it didn’t have his best interests at heart.

      So he stood as still as a statue, waiting and watching as the young woman wandered between the trees.

      “I know I left my travel bag here somewhere during our last run...” the young woman muttered. “My favorite hairbrush was in there...”

      Her words reminded Darren of what he’d found hanging in that little bag by the stream. Some of those brushes had felt rather nice scrubbing his back, and his own hair had never felt quite this silky smooth before.

      He debated returning the brushes. But he doubted she’d want them in their current state. Perhaps he could replace them with something from his inventory?

      He had killed a lot of demons, but most of them had been of the monstrous and unintelligent variety. The kind that walked and talked was a rarity, especially above the Third Layer. That meant sophisticated tools like brushes were rare.

      Add on to the fact that most demons lacked any hair, and that meant he had very few brushes in his inventory, despite his otherwise enormous collection of loot.

      Darren took a moment to consider his objective. He had to make it to the city of Limedeep. Another human would help him achieve that goal while simultaneously fulfilling his need for additional information.

      Beyond that, he found drawn to this woman for reasons he couldn’t quite explain. It was a very disconcerting feeling, and he wanted to find out what it was so he could understand and master it.

      He’d seen cultists win the favor of demons by making offerings. Usually, those offerings came in the form of blood or their people, but Darren suspected this woman would prefer soap and hairbrushes as her offering.

      So he collected what little of those things there were in his inventory and threw it into the small cloth sack he’d found tied to a nearby tree.

      Then he was finally confronted with the prospect of handing the bag over to the lovely woman. How would he approach her? What would he say?

      Darren ran his fingers through his hair and found a few leaves stuck between his fingers. He’d spent the last few hours hiding up in the trees. Perhaps those quests to clean himself up had been important after all?

      He’d best take a second look at himself then just to make sure he’d completed the quests appropriately. Darren jumped down to the lake, wading in as he gazed at his reflection.

      It would be best to clean himself up a little more before he confronted her and presented the bag. Perhaps he could use the scissors to trim his hair a little better…

      But then, to Darren’s surprise, the woman herself started heading straight to the stream. Had she detected him after all? Should he confront her now?

      Then the woman sighed and started stripping off her clothes. When those bouncing globes on her chest slipped free of her shirt, Darren felt his heart stop a beat.

      She didn’t notice him in the slightest, though Darren was making little effort to conceal himself. She wasn’t particularly observant. Had she also gotten a quest to clean herself up in the stream?

      Somehow, Darren felt guilty for standing here and watching the woman relax. She thought she was alone, and he was intruding, even if he’d been here first.

      So, Darren decided to catch her attention and stood up to his full height in the water, looming over the woman as she lay on her back floating with her eyes closed.

      Darren crossed his arms, waiting to catch her attention. Eventually, he did, and she sputtered and scoffed as though he’d appeared before her without warning.

      His appearance seemed to harm her in some way, because her cheeks flushed the scarlet color of a demon. Darren pushed the bag to her chest and left the stream to her, disappearing into the trees above.
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        * * *

      

      This journey was Cassandra's second trip between the cities of Silvercross and Limedeep. In front of her new employees, she put on a stern face and did her best to weather the rigors of travel with a stoic expression. But doing both that and maintaining the calm, noble demeanor her family instilled in her left little time for relaxing.

      Getting out from under her family's thumb and the rules of noble etiquette was part of the reason she was setting out on her own, but old habits were hard to break.

      "I'm certain this was where I lost my bag of brushes and soap!" Cassandra muttered aloud, looking for her little pouch of pleasantries, abandoned in forgotten haste as she hurried her caravan onward to Silvercross. Now that she was passing this area again on her way back to Limedeep, she had hoped to recover the precious pouch.

      Cassandra concentrated, focusing on her sigil hidden behind her flowing locks of pinkish hair. The peculiar color was a family trait. Generations ago, it had been red, but over the years exposure to Divine Aura had lightened to its present distinct color that marked her as a member of the nobility.

      Like most of her family, Cassandra was a holy adept with two skills, one of which was particularly useful for a merchant. Wind's Whisper was a divination ability that gave Cassandra hints to knowledge she otherwise could not possess.

      She activated that skill now and bent her ear to the wind to listen.

      ...Borrowed...

      The word she heard echoed through her soul, and Cassandra furrowed her brows. Sometimes, her ability's words were more challenging to interpret than others.

      This time, Cassandra took them to mean that someone stole her things. Cassandra sighed. They'd been some of her favorites, but losing them was her fault for leaving them behind in the woods.

      So Cassandra would have to make do without them until she bought replacements, though any new ones she purchased herself were bound to be mundane brushes without the color and straightening enchantments in her old set.

      She splashed some water from the running stream on her face. It had been hot lately, and Cassandra feared she was beginning to smell unladylike. A quick dip in this cool stream would fix that.

      She looked around to ensure none of her employees had followed her, then hastily disrobed and waded into the flowing stream.

      "Ah, cool and relaxing..." she muttered to herself as she leaned back and let the water take her weight.

      Then something emerged from the water behind her, huge and hulking. Cassandra's eyes went wide, and she scrambled to her feet, backing away rapidly.

      An animal? A demon?

      ...A man...

      Her skill answered her question for her, and sure enough, when Cassandra blinked the water out of her eyes, she confirmed what it said. This was no demon, merely a tall, strapping man with shoulders built so broad his silhouette looked like that of a monster.

      "W-who are you?" Cassandra backed away, folding her arms over her bare breasts. "Why did you follow me?"

      As she crept backward, she held out a hand behind her and searched for her staff. If she could put some distance between this man and her, she'd be able to use her other skill, Gossamer Strands. It would hopefully be enough to bind this assailant in place while she ran back to the safety of her guards.

      The man folded his arms.

      "Was bathing here first," the man said.

      Cassandra halted her retreat. "O-oh..."

      Could she be the one in the wrong here? Embarrassment flushed Cassandra's cheeks the same pinkish red as her hair.

      "I-I'll just go then..." Cassandra turned, hoping to use her clothes as a towel.

      "Wait," the man commanded, voice like bands of iron around her soul, commanding her to obey.

      Cassandra plastered a friendly smile on her face. Now that she was looking again, this man was spectacularly built. His body has more muscle than a thoroughbred, and water flowed off his chiseled chest like streams flowing over polished marble.

      "I will leave. Take these. You were looking for them." The man stood up, revealing that his size below the waist was every bit as giant as the rest of him. If Cassandra's cheeks weren't already flushed to their maximum, she would have grown even redder. As it was, she found her astonished curiosity at war with her training as a young noblewoman. She needed to look this man in the eyes, no matter how remarkable the rest of him was.

      "Uh..." Cassandra struggled to come up with a response, but all that came out of her mouth was a bit of drool.

      The strange man reached down under her chin, cupping her head in his masculine and robust hand. All Cassandra could do was look up at him with a face full of fear and anticipation.

      Gently and softly, he brushed her hair aside and wiped her drooling mouth. Then he pressed the bag he'd been holding for her into her hands.

      He stepped out of the river, and his body seemed to blur. One moment it was there, the next, he was gone until Cassandra began to think he'd been some fevered fantasy.

      No, he'd been real alright. Cassandra could almost feel his hand brushing against her skin. She touched her cheek, embarrassment forgotten now that she was alone again.

      What a strange man.

      Still, that had gone a lot better than Cassandra would have expected such an encounter with a naked stranger in the woods to go.

      No, he looked noble and righteous. It was no wonder he had no impure thoughts in her presence.

      Cassandra wished she'd thought to ask for his name.

      "What a peculiar encounter..." Cassandra muttered to the flowing stream.

      Cassandra inspected the bag as she stood up from the stream and let water flow off her in long cascading waves. She was soaking wet, but she had plenty of spare clothes. The harder part would be sneaking back to the wagons without looking like a fool, dripping as she was.

      It was then that Cassandra realized that this was her bag. It even had her name embroidered on the side from when she still had time for such hobbies. It felt far heavier than it had last she remembered, and when she opened the bag, she found her fine brushes and soaps were gone. Her perfume was still there, as was her makeup kit and her lip paints. But her hairbrushes and soaps were all gone.

      What was strangest were all the additions. The bag was filled with pale white combs and strange paintbrushes. She held one of them up to the light, feeling a strangely porous texture to it. The comb looked strange, and it took her a moment to realize it had been carved from bone.

      Perhaps that was what her power meant by a gift?

      She gave one of the comb’s teeth a test and found it to be incredibly strong. By the look of it, the thing had come from the bone of a demon. A powerful one too, at least at the third order.

      That would be an expensive item in its own right, but this item gave off no Demonic Aura, which meant someone with an incredibly high-level purification ability had cleansed and blessed it.

      This thing alone would have been as valuable as everything in her old brush set put together. But who would waste a blessed and purified third-order demon bone on carving a comb?

      And this comb was just one of the dozens, all of different shapes and sizes, all blessed and giving off the same steady pulse of Divine Aura.

      The brushes were equal in value to the comb, all made from demons and blessed in the same manner as the combs. Some of them had the bristles off a Felbeast, others were wrapped in the skin of an infernal hydra. There was one particularly sharp one studded with chimera feathers, of all things. Who would waste chimera feathers on a brush?

      The strangest thing about the brushes was that they weren’t all hairbrushes. Quite a few of them had ink or paint on them, which suggested whoever had assembled this package didn’t know the difference between a paintbrush and a hairbrush. Her divination ability was going to have a tough time puzzling through this one. If nothing else, she’d have food for thought for the rest of the journey to Limedeep.
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      Darren spent a few minutes tailing the woman from a safe distance. She seemed pleased with the gift Darren had offered her, and Darren was glad for that. After accepting the quest to put on some pants, he watched the woman return to the rest of her kind. She had an air of grace about her he liked to watch.

      Darren wondered if he should speak to her about going to Limedeep. But something had drawn him away, even when she was alone. Talking to her with this many other people around set his heart aflutter.

      It had been a long time since Darren had spoken to anyone, and he found himself more nervous about this than he’d been when he faced down Demon Lord Nylyeth.

      So instead, Darren waited and listened. His Celestial Storm wasn’t the best information-gathering skill, but he could feel through the tendrils of light as easily as he could through his fingers.

      In Hell, this was a trick he rarely used because the strands of light were so visible in the darkness. But up here with a sun so bright, the tiny threads of light blended in with the sky overhead.

      He’d long since learned to interpret the tiny vibrations he felt through his strands in incredible detail, so making sense of the words these people were speaking was no issue, even from a great distance. His excitement grew when he heard the word Limedeep uttered several times.

      It didn’t take long for him to deduce that this caravan was headed towards that city. They were performing a job for the young woman he’d given the bag of combs to earlier.

      Darren took the time to examine the humans.

      They were... disappointing, relative to his memories. They seemed smaller, weaker, and uglier than he remembered. While in Hell, he’d always thought his people were works of beauty compared to the demons he killed each day, but that wasn’t true. These humans had ugly scars and lumpy misshapen faces.

      Many of the fiends Darren had seen were sculpted creatures of muscle and power, and Darren had killed quite a few succubi in his time. Compared to those beautiful demons, these humans seemed drab. The sole exception was the woman who’d already caught Darren’s attention.

      In a lot of ways, she reminded Darren of his mother. She had a slight build, long hair that cascaded over her shoulders, a small button nose, and a fierce light of determination in her eyes. Though she didn’t have his mother’s combat instincts and power.

      The covered wagons they were protecting were small, shoddy things made of bent wood. Darren had seen fiends pulling carriages made entirely of precious metals and crafted with a finesse that made these look like children’s toys.

      Each wagon was filled with an equally poorly made barrel, and the brief glimpses Darren saw of their insides told him most of them were filled with a sickly red fluid that looked like watered-down blood. No self-respecting demon in Hell would be caught drinking such dross.

      The humans’ skills were even more disappointing than their looks and their goods. Even now, in the middle of the day, with light shining everywhere, they didn’t detect Darren hiding only a hundred meters away from them.

      They joked and laughed among themselves instead of scanning the area, and a few of them even gave each other a shove. Multiple people bickered over how to guard the wagons, showing no clear chain of command other than that the woman Darren had spotted earlier was in charge.

      Darren spotted her divine sigil tucked away behind her hair, and by the power she was emanating he quickly realized she was a divine adept. It seemed strange to him that a holy adept would be in charge of so many people, but Darren soon realized none of the others had any power at all.

      That was curious as well. From Darren’s own experience, he’d assumed that any child of decent age would have a sigil. Darren had gotten his when he was ten, so he thought it was the same for all humans. But apparently not.

      The woman issued orders and the men around her seemed to obey them for so long as she was present. But as soon as her back was turned they'd lean against the wagons and chat amongst themselves, only half-heartedly putting themselves into their assigned tasks.

      At one point, the woman ordered the men not to drink the red liquid from the barrels on the wagon. That seemed to be a particularly favorite order to disobey, and the men were taking cups from the taps on those barrels the moment the woman turned her back. Darren couldn't tell if they were really avoiding her notice or if the woman was just pretending not to notice so she could maintain the illusion of authority.

      When one guard drew his sword on another with a sudden glare, Darren saw his stance was so loose he could have been knocked over by a stray tree branch, let alone a skilled opponent.

      But it didn’t take a branch to send him backward, just a loose rock underfoot. He planted his own face in the dirt right after threatening his rival, then got up to take a sip of some foul drink at his hip before wobbling away on unsteady legs.

      How had these people survived until now?
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        * * *

      

      These humans didn’t look as strong as an equally sized band of lesser fiends, but Darren knew he could cut through lesser fiends all day without breaking a sweat. Perhaps every human here was the same.

      Maybe they were all feigning weakness in the event someone like Darren was spying on them? Darren decided he would act with caution a while longer before revealing himself. Once he saw definitive proof that these people were as weak as they appeared, he would step in.

      Altogether, there were about thirty people in this caravan. Many of them were armed with smaller versions of the familiar weapons that Darren had seen in the hands of fiends.

      That meant mostly swords, spears, and bows. But there were a few stranger weapons that Darren couldn’t quite place. All the weapons looked rather flimsy to Darren’s eyes, but perhaps the metal people used on the surface were better than what could be found in Hell.

      The humans had around twenty four-legged creatures hitched to the wagons. He imagined they served the same roles of the Dire Felbeasts the fiends rode in Hell. They were pulling the carriages that contained barrels of goods tucked away under covered flaps of canvas.

      Darren wondered why they didn’t just put the items in some sort of special storage item like he had always done.

      On that topic, he remembered the demon boar he’d ridden up from Hell. Once he was on the surface, he left it to wander, thinking it would return to Hell on its own. But it had lingered in the area, tearing up trees with its tusk and stomping every boulder it came across to bits.

      Even now, it was edging closer to the caravan. Eventually, there would be a confrontation between this beast and the humans here.

      Seeing how long it took them to deal with one third-order demonic boar would let him gauge how strong these people were. If they killed it in one stroke, he’d know they might be as strong as he was. Perhaps more so, considering they wouldn’t have his Demon Calamity skill.

      Darren’s Celestial Storm spread out over the area, covering the sky and stretching down to wait and watch as the demon boar got closer.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Cassandra was busy setting up her tent, her dress still dripping wet from her brief dive in the river. She ignored the stares of her guard and caravan master.

      They weren’t the finest employees money could buy, but they had enough class not to make any rude comments or gestures about their employer. Either that or they feared her abilities as a holy adept.

      After getting the tent poles to stand up straight, she dried and changed. Just after finishing, she heard a terrifying growl, followed by a scream.

      Steel rang through the air as her guards drew swords from scabbards. Cassandra pulled on the thin slip of a combat dress along with a staff and threw open the flap to her tent to investigate.

      Her family had acquired a sigil for her just before her eighteenth birthday, and with their support, she became a holy adept outfitted with a pair of rare skills. One day, she’d pick a third and become a truly powerful force to be reckoned with, but for now, she’d only filled two of her three skill slots.

      If they encountered a powerful demon on the road, Cassandra’s guards would be helpless to defend themselves or her goods. During the last trip, they’d run into a first-order imp causing chaos in the camp at night, and that one creature alone had been enough to bring her caravan grinding to a halt.

      If she hadn’t eventually trapped the thing with one of her abilities, it might have poked holes in every one of her barrels of wine, ruining her cargo for the entire trip.

      But the creature she was seeing now was far more than a single first-order imp.

      It was massive, standing twice as tall as a horse and with a mouth full of fangs as long as her hand. Its eyes glowed like burning coals, and a long forked tongue hung out of its mouth as the bristles along its back stood upright in anticipation of a fight.

      “It’s a Dire Felbeast!” Cassandra’s caravan master shouted in fear. His trousers were dripping wet from the waist down, and it wasn’t from water.

      “Buy me enough time to hit it with a spell!” Cassandra ordered her guards.

      A few hefted their spears, running their hands up and down the length of their weapons as they shot a glance back and forth between the terrifying third-order demon before them to the slip of a divine adept behind.

      One scrawny spearman shifted his weapon between her and the demon as ordered. His hands trembled and shook, but he kept the point of his weapon between her and the Dire Felbeast.

      “That thing will kill you, Callum!” one of the other guards hissed as the lone spearman stood his ground. The others were backing away as quickly as they dared, hoping their flight wouldn’t attract the demon’s attention.

      But the scrawny spearman held his ground. “Please hurry, Lady Cassandra! I don’t know how long I’ll be able to hold it off!”

      “Don’t be a fool, Callum!” the other guard said. “That demon has to be second order! Maybe even third! We should ditch the wine and run! If we all split up, some of us will get away.”

      But Callum shook his head. “We promised to protect this cargo, so that’s what I’m going to do!”

      “Idiot,” the other guard hissed as he turned his back and fled into the forest. The others watched the Dire Felbeast to see if the fleeing guard caught its attention, but it only stared at Callum.

      The rest of them quickly decided that this was the best time to escape with their lives, and they turned tail and fled as well until it was only Callum and Cassandra facing down the demon.

      “Cast your spell, Lady Cassandra!” Callum shouted, hefting his spear. “I’ll hold it off!”

      “Callum, get back! That thing will kill you!” Cassandra shouted in warning.

      “No!” Callum said. “I’m your guard, so I’m going to guard you! I swore an oath!”

      “Callum,” Cassandra muttered, a tear in the corner of her eyes.

      Then the Dire Felbeast looked up, meeting Callum’s gaze with eyes like two burning embers. Callum saw his death in those eyes, as sure as jumping into Hell itself. With trembling hands, he held his spear aloft.

      He lunged forward with his weapon’s point, hoping to strike one good blow against the Dire Felbeast.

      But this monster was too strong for any normal human to fight. The tip of Callum’s spear bounced off the mighty beast’s skin like a knife skidding across good glass. Not a scratch was left behind.

      As the tip of Callum’s spear slipped off the edge of the demon’s face, it curled its nose and let out a huff. Ashes and cinders puffed in the surrounding air.

      With a monstrous bite, it took a chunk out of Callum’s spear, crunching through the wood of the weapon like it was nothing more than grass. As it gnawed on the spear’s steel tip, the metal twisted and bent, sounding the chimes of Callum’s imminent death.

      Cassandra continued to channel her spell. She didn’t have enough Divine Aura yet. There was nothing she could do. She debated dropping her spell and rushing in herself, but she had nothing more than a dagger. If this monster had shrugged off Callum’s spear, then what would she be able to do to it?

      And yet, Cassandra felt her fingers going to her dagger, anyway. But she was too slow. The Dire Felbeast knocked Callum to the ground with one flick of its tusk.

      Then it opened its mighty maw to crush his head like a melon. Demonic Aura washed over Callum like a sinister tide swallowing his soul. It gobbled him up, leaving nothing but a shivering wreck, unable to muster the strength to defend himself.

      “Seraph protect me...” Callum muttered as he waited for death.

      Suddenly, a sword appeared between Callum and the monster. It was the most majestic blade Callum had ever seen, shining brighter than the finest silver. It was like someone plucked the moon from the sky and forged it into a blade. The hilt was radiant gold like someone had taken sunbeams and distilled their purest essence.

      “W-what...” Callum stuttered as he followed the blade up to an arm made of cords of steel.

      It was as thick around as Callum’s head, and it was attached to a man who looked like he could go fist-to-fist with a fiend from Hell and come out on top.

      He stood bare-chested, but he had fine armor on his legs and one shoulder that matched his glowing sword in radiance and power. This was a man who looked like he’d stepped out of the Golden Temple’s Hall of Heroes.

      Then the paladin swung his sword, and the Dire Felbeast was driven back.

      “Fight,” the paladin said, casting a glance down to Callum. Something washed over him at that moment, and the gloom that had covered his heart like a dark shadow vanished like fog before the light of dawn. Callum knew he had the strength to stand. He picked up the broken haft of his spear and stood beside this newcomer.

      The paladin held his sword aloft, and Callum held his spear like a quarterstaff. Callum struck first, hitting the Dire Felbeast on the side with the bare wood of his weapon.

      The blow did nothing, but Callum tried again and again. The Dire Felbeast ignored Callum as he whacked it. The creature had its eyes locked with the paladin’s, and the two of them were no doubt locked in some deadly struggle of profound magic and divinity.

      “I’ve got it!” Cassandra said. “Stand back and I’ll bind it long enough for us to get away!”

      Cassandra let loose her spell, and gossamer strands of golden light floated through the air like spiderwebs carried on a gentle breeze. Callum and the paladin stepped aside just as the strands fell over the Dire Felbeast, wrapping around it and trapping it in place.

      The paladin brought his sword down, and that massive holy blade cut the beast where Callum’s spear did nothing but glance off. The monster howled and squirmed, and the paladin shoved his sword in once more to put the demon out of its misery as casually as a farmer shoveling hay.

      Cassandra and Callum both stared in awe as the fearsome demon died in the blink of an eye. Its body bubbled and boiled, destroyed by some magical property of the sword in the paladin’s hand. In moments, there was nothing left of the demon but a patch of empty ground.

      “You killed it?” Cassandra said. “Incredible! That thing was a Dire Felbeast!”

      “I thought we were done for!” Callum chuckled. “We would have had to flee for our lives if you hadn’t shown up right in the nick of time!”

      “Thank you for your help, good sir paladin.” Cassandra swished her hair over her shoulder, forcing the tension out of her brows. “But we should get out of here as quickly as possible. Where there’s one demon, there’s bound to be more.”

      “Yes, Lady Cassandra!” Callum said. “Please, come with us!” he added as he turned to the paladin who had just saved his life.

      The paladin nodded, and the gesture had a stiff formality to it, as though he was remembering how to make the move as he did it.

      “I’ll take the reins,” Cassandra said. “The two of you climb into the wagon. We don’t want to be here if there are more of them!”

      She tugged on the reins and the two fine mares pulling the carriage sped into action. When the clearing where Darren slew the demon was finally out of sight, Cassandra and Callum both breathed a sigh of relief.

      “By the way,” Callum asked the paladin, “what’s your name?”

      The paladin’s gaze went distant, as though he were trying to recall a distant memory. Finally, after a long silence, he spoke. “Darren.”
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      Cassandra’s carriage carried Darren down the road with Callum aboard. The scrawny spearman looked at him with a bright smile full of respect and admiration. “You were incredible! The way you faced down that demon without a trace of fear!” Callum pumped his fist into the air.

      “I have fought demons before,” Darren explained. The words came out slow and stuttering. He hadn’t spoken this much in years, and forcing the words out of his mouth took great concentration.

      “I bet!” Callum said gleefully. “You’ve killed all kinds of demons. But that thing there was a second-order demon! Maybe even a third order! That you overcame its demonic power with your aura... amazing. Incredible!”

      Callum continued to praise Darren, but Darren didn’t quite understand what he was so excited about. He’d simply stood there and waited for the Dire Felbeast to attack.

      As soon as the Dire Felbeast sensed Darren’s Demon Calamity skill, it had frozen in place, completely unable to move. Then Darren skewered it and the demon died. That was really all it took. To hear these two speak of the deed they made it sound like a fiercer battle than the one he fought against that demon lord he’d killed earlier.

      “Say...” Cassandra began, a slow and hesitant tone in her words as her eyes darted to meet Darren’s. “Have we met before?”

      “Yes,” Darren answered truthfully.

      “The two of you know each other?” Callum asked. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. An elegant noblewoman like Lady Cassandra and a heroic Paladin like Sir Darren. You probably met in some palace ballroom or stately affair.”

      Cassandra’s face flushed red. “Well... what I meant to ask... did you perhaps gift me with a bag of combs earlier today?”

      “Yes,” Darren confirmed again.

      “O-oh... I see,” Cassandra said, trying to clear her throat. “You are... quite the man.”

      “Yes,” Darren said once more.

      Even Callum was feeling a little awkward now. He didn’t know what was going on between Cassandra and Darren, but with the immense respect he had for both, he knew he had to change the conversation to something else.

      “Lady Cassandra is my aunt, after a fashion,” Callum explained.

      “When you say it like that, Callum, you make me feel like I should be a mother with a half dozen full-grown children,” Cassandra protested. “Please, just call me Cassandra. We’re the same age.”

      But Callum shook his head. “Lady Cassandra is of House Silvercross. I don’t know if you’ve ever been to the Blackwind Empire, but her family has more clout there.”

      “Our family,” Cassandra corrected.

      Callum chuckled awkwardly. “Not me. I’m just the bastard son of a whore one of her older brothers left behind. Even with half a Silvercross’s blood in me, I would have been little better than fodder in the guardhouse had Lady Cassandra not asked for my help to start a merchant caravan.” His face flushed, and he looked to the ground. “Although, it looks like the guards I recommended weren’t that reliable after all. Sorry, Cassandra.”

      Cassandra sighed. “Don’t blame yourself, Callum. That was a risk I knew I was taking. You don’t get the best guards if you’re only paying half the going wage. Those men were untrained, and they would have only passed as a decent security force at a distance. I was hoping their presence alone would be enough to protect us. It seems I was prepared for bandits, but not for demons.”

      “We’ll be in trouble if we run into Rarek the Cruel and his band of murderers and thieves,” Callum said. “Rumor is he’s declared himself king of some valley near here.”

      Darren listened intently as the two of them spoke, gathering all the information they were freely providing.

      House Silvercross, bandits, demons, and guards. For someone who’d spent as long away from other humans as Darren, there was a lot to take in. But there was one location Darren was more interested in than the rest.

      “Limedeep?” Darren asked.

      “That’s where you’re headed?” Callum said excitedly. “We’re heading there too!”

      Cassandra rolled her eyes. “Of course he’s headed to Limedeep, Callum. That’s the only place anyone on this road is headed towards.” Then she turned her head to Darren. “Say, Sir Darren... you wouldn’t perchance want to travel with us for a while? There’s safety in numbers, after all. And I just lost most of my guards.”

      “If it were any other man,” Callum said, “I’d recommend against it. But I just know Sir Darren is an upstanding righteous paladin fighting evil!”

      Darren supposed that was true. So he nodded once more. “Yes.”

      “You’ll come with us to Limedeep?” Callum asked as he turned his head to Darren. “That would be wonderful! Do you think you could show me a few of your sword moves? And what are your paladin skills? I’ve heard once you go from Holy Adept to Paladin you get six skill slots instead of three! Have you filled all six of your skill slots yet? Also, do you know how to use a spear? I’m mostly self-taught with mine, and I’d like to get some pointers from someone with formal training.”

      Callum spoke one question after another in quick succession, overwhelming Darren with his requests.

      Darren was taken aback at first, but he soon recognized the technique. Fiends used this tactic to throw a captured prisoner off balance. Perhaps this scrawny spear wielder wanted Darren off his guard for some reason? Darren would need to be careful.
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      Darren talked little as they rode in the wagon. He had hoped to hear Cassandra speak more about herself, but since Darren was not saying anything, he could not blame her for staying silent as well. It was Callum who did most of the talking. The scrawny spearman seemed to have no end of topics to address.

      For a while, he spoke about the food he wanted to eat. Then he talked about how squeaky the wagon wheels were, and how he could fix them if he had some oil. Then he chatted about the weather. By that point, he finally seemed to get the idea that nobody else wanted to talk more than a word or two here and there, and things settled into a steady silence.

      The silence went on until the sun was high in the sky. By then, Cassandra and Callum were feeling at ease once more with the demon long behind them. When they stopped for a break to re-secure what insignificant items were left in the wagon and give the horses a rest, Cassandra finally spoke again.

      “We’ll stop here for the time being,” Cassandra said.

      “I’m going to take a leak,” Callum announced. “I’ll let you know if I see any demons coming to eat us.”

      And so Callum left Cassandra and Darren alone. Cassandra hopped off her place at the front of the wagon and started hitching the horses from their bridals. As she worked she spoke. “Tell me, sir Darren, where do you come from?”

      “Far away,” Darren said. Those were all the answers he had to give her. He didn’t know where he had grown up as a child. The closest thing he had to a home was that cave where he buried his mother. That was the longest he could remember ever staying in one place.

      Cassandra’s lips stretched into a thin smile. “If you don’t want to tell me, that’s fine.”

      Darren sensed she wanted information about him. She did not trust him, which made her far wiser than her companion in Darren‘s book. Darren saw no reason not to give her a straightforward and honest answer.

      “I was in Hell. Fighting demons,” Darren explained.

      “Oh?” Cassandra said with interest. “So you’re one of those types of paladins. I have heard of your kind. You go down to the First Layer of Hell to level your quests as fast as possible. The thing is, most people aiming to improve their class are holy adepts. If you’re already a paladin, that means you must be aiming for archpaladin.”

      Arch paladin? The term was unfamiliar to Darren. But Cassandra seemed certain of her explanation, so Darren let her come to her own conclusion.

      “And you?” Darren asked. He had voluntarily given information about his background. If they were to trade information fairly, then Cassandra would have to volunteer her background as well.

      “It’s as Callum explained,” Cassandra said. “I’m afraid I am being run out by my family. No pitchforks and torches, but things wouldn’t have gone well for me if I’d hung around the Silvercross estate for much longer.”

      Darren waited for her to continue, but it seemed like a difficult subject for her. Cassandra wanted to speak no more of it, and so Darren did not press.

      “These combs and brushes you gave me are very fine,” Cassandra said to break the silence when she realized Callum had yet to return. “The delivery method was a bit odd. I must admit though, I have had stranger gifts come when I was entertaining courtship proposals. I must ask where you obtained them?”

      Darren shrugged. “Found some, made some.”

      Cassandra shot a glance in the bag's direction. All of them had been fine work. “You must be quite talented with your hands. It’s rare for a paladin to pick up any menial skills, especially one as young and talented as you.”

      “One can not always fight,” Darren explained. Usually, he crafted when he was wounded and recovering, or when he could practice his skills through repetitive use instead of completing dangerous quests.

      “Those are wiser words than I would have expected from someone who carries as big a sword as you do,” Cassandra teased. “A few more adages like that and a handsome paladin like you will steal the hearts of every woman in Limedeep. Unless someone is waiting for you there already?”

      “No.” Darren shook his head. “No one. Anywhere.”

      Cassandra held a hand over her lips. “I’m shocked.” But beneath her hand, she was smiling. “So, what business do you have waiting for you in Limedeep?”

      Darren shrugged. He didn’t know what he was supposed to do once he reached Limedeep. His mother said nothing except to get there.

      “Well, if nothing else, I’m sure you wish to speak to the head of the temple outpost in the city,” Cassandra said. “They don’t have a proper temple in Limedeep, but they do have a shrine. Now, I’m not the most devout girl, but during my previous stay, I got to know the most important people in the city. I can show you where the local shrine is. Someday, you might even come to know my merchant company as one of the local shrine’s biggest sponsors! Maybe then you’ll be running a few quests for me.”

      She smiled coyly, and she poked Darren in the side with her elbow. The gesture was very gentle, and Darren wasn’t sure how to respond.

      Is she probing my defenses?

      In the end, Darren used one of the few techniques he remembered from his youth and smiled at her. “I can complete many kinds of quests.”

      Cassandra’s face flushed red, and she broke eye contact with him. “Sir Darren! I’m hardly some wealthy old hag who has to pay for company and attention.”

      Callum returned soon after, saving Darren from the arduous task of responding to Cassandra’s sudden and unexpected outburst.

      He was more experienced than either Darren or Cassandra attending to the horses, so the two of them followed his lead.

      “These are horses?” Darren asked as he looked at the ungainly beasts. He was far taller than Callum and Cassandra, but the horses only seemed about even with his head. Compared to the demon boar he’d ridden out of Hell, these two creatures seemed pathetically weak. The horses in his memories had been much more majestic than these two, and far larger. He could attribute the size to him just being a child but not their appearance.

      “Two fine mares, if I say so myself,” Callum said as he rubbed one of them down. “They’re not quite as big as the draft horses we left behind with the wagons we abandoned, but these two come from the Silvercross family stables, brought here as mounts by Lady Cassandra and myself. They’re fast and reliable mounts. It’s almost a waste to have them pulling a wagon, but this wagon was filled with Lady Cassandra’s most expensive goods bound for Limedeep.”

      Once the three humans saw to the two horses and gave them enough time to rest, the humans hooked them back up to the wagons and headed off again. The quick break had given Callum enough time to recharge as well, and he picked up where he’d left off before.

      “What was it we were talking about earlier?” Callum wondered. “Oh, right! Bandits! Rarek the Cruel has laid claim to a valley near here. Word is he preys on weak caravans heavily laden with goods. I haven’t heard of anyone going missing along this road, but we should be wary.”

      Darren had been scanning their surroundings with his Celestial Storm skill, so Callum’s warning was mostly pointless.

      Why would you ever not be wary?

      “Don’t worry, Callum,” Cassandra said. “I have good information only a month old that Rarek the Cruel and his band have headed north and stolen a boat. They’re raiding the coastline along the Greater Seas. Unfortunate for the port towns who rely on shipping for the transport of goods, but it means merchants like us traveling overland can command higher prices for our wares.”

      Just at that moment, Darren’s diligent care was rewarded when the edges of his perception picked up something bipedal crouched in the bushes. Strands of light gently brushed across that someone, and Darren soon realized what he was sensing matched the form of a person.

      “Stop.” Darren held his hand up. Cassandra pulled on the horse’s reins and the wagon came to a stop.

      “What’s wrong?” Callum asked.

      Darren pointed in the figure's direction waiting in the bushes. Then he drew Melancholy.

      He waved his mighty sword like a scythe, cutting grass from its roots. The weeds toppled to reveal a crouched figure, who leaped back in shock.

      “Ah!” she cried, clutching her stomach as though she’d just been disemboweled. Darren stood with his arms crossed as she fell back. He knew he hadn’t cut her. The tip of Melancholy’s blade had come no closer than three fingers distance.

      Cassandra gripped the reins tighter when this newcomer was revealed. “Hello? Who are you, and why were you crouching in the dirt?” Cassandra asked.

      Even though she addressed the question to the woman in the dirt, she was looking around the wagon for any signs of other crouched figures lurking in hiding. Cassandra was no fool. She’d heard stories about bandit ambushes before.

      “N-no reason,” the young woman said. “I’m just... a poor innocent traveler. I heard you coming, and I thought you were bandits.”

      Cassandra huffed. “Hidden in the tall weeds along a road commonly traveled by merchant caravans well laden with goods? We have every reason to suspect you’re a bandit!”

      The young woman’s cheeks puffed up in a pout, and she quickly jumped to her feet and stormed over to Cassandra. “If I was a bandit, I could have ambushed you a dozen times by now! And don’t think that one scrawny spearman could have protected you from me!”

      “Hey!” Callum protested.

      Cassandra looked the other young woman up and down. She was dressed in rough traveling clothes, with long boots and a tight-fitting dress that went over a set of men’s trousers for the sake of practicality.

      She had long black hair, which was tied behind her head with an elegant silver broach, which was the most expensive thing she wore on her besides the short sword at her hip.

      While Cassandra took in the newcomer, the newcomer did the same for her. She likely noticed the trinkets of nobility adorning Cassandra’s fingers and throat, obscured only by a set of well-tailored traveling garments.

      Her face was clear and her skin was soft, signifying that she’d only been seeing to this sort of work recently. The long locks of brilliantly bright and fiery pinkish hair cascading over Cassandra’s shoulders were well-groomed and diligently combed, despite the rigors of travel.

      But then she noticed a positively massive man wearing a cloak also sitting in the wagon.

      The woman doubled over in shock.

      How’d she missed him until now? Between the size of that sword and the bulge of his biceps, he looked like he could tear a line of ten men apart with nothing but a harsh glare. He was definitely not the type for a highwaylady to try and rob.

      The woman from the bushes broke her gaze off with practiced casualness. “Well, if I’m not a bandit, and you’re not a bandit, then I suppose we’d best be on our way. There are real bandits in these parts, and I don’t want to be caught by them.”

      The newcomer turned as though to leave, ready to walk down the trail alone. Cassandra scrunched her nose and furrowed her brows.

      “Wait!” Cassandra shouted. “Where are you headed?”

      “The only place anyone on this road is headed!” the woman called back over her shoulder. “Limedeep!”

      “Then you should come with us,” Cassandra replied. “It will be safer if we travel together. We could use an extra set of eyes.”

      The newcomer raised an eyebrow. “A dainty, pretty princess type like you isn’t afraid of sharing a wagon with a dangerous girl like me?”

      “I can protect Lady Cassandra.” Callum thumped his chest.

      The newcomer raised an eyebrow and smirked, as though she doubted that.

      “Cassandra Silvercross, of House Silvercross from the Blackwind Empire, at your service.” Cassandra curtseyed in greeting. “And also, our traveling companion Sir Darren who is also headed to Limedeep.”

      The newcomer’s eyes flicked back to Darren, and she gulped audibly when she saw his eyes boring into her with a steely glare. He stood taller than the horses, and the massive silver sword resting by his side was roughly the same length as the wagon.

      Cassandra and Callum climbed aboard while Darren and the newcomer opted to walk alongside the wagon. They didn’t want to add too much weight to what the horses were pulling, so they decided they’d rotate out every few hours to give everyone some time off their feet.

      While they traveled, the newcomer introduced herself, and Cassandra grilled her with questions.

      “My name is Morgana. Morgana Redshore,” the newcomer explained. “Though unlike you, pretty princess Silvercross, I don’t bother with the surname. Redshore. It was the name of a hamlet I came from, and everyone there was related, so we all had the same last name.”

      Cassandra’s brow twitched in annoyance every time Morgana called her pretty princess, but Morgana seemed to take some perverse joy in seeing Cassandra irked in such a way. She was quite skilled in needling her just enough that Cassandra let it slide every time.

      “The Silvercross name is a heavy burden,” Cassandra huffed. “And if it gave me more than it took, I wouldn’t be out here driving a wagon. I’d be sitting back home in an estate filled with servants and fine wine.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” Morgana conceded. “I can’t make fun of you too much for being a pampered noblewoman if you’re out here huffing and grunting with the rest of us. Anyhow, I’ve been living in the mountains for the last few years with some fellows I met after my parents and the rest of my hamlet got wiped out in a demon attack.”

      “Your whole hamlet was killed?” Callum asked, holding his hand over his mouth in horror.

      “That’s right.” Morgana nodded. “Slaughtered to the last man and woman. My pa’ told me to run right before an imp cut his throat. I was just a fourteen-year-old girl.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Cassandra said. “It must have been hard on you. You’re lucky you found those friends of yours in the mountains.”

      Morgana sighed. “Not as lucky as you might think. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be headed to Limedeep. But that was six years ago, so it’s all in the past. Now I’m just a girl looking out for herself.”

      “It won’t be much further tonight!” Callum said. “The farmhouse we slept in before is just up ahead. It will be nice to sleep with a roof over our heads again, even if it is just a barn.”

      “Agreed.” Cassandra smiled. “We’ll need to pick up the pace slightly to make it there by the late afternoon. Farmers tend to tuck in early, and we’ll need him to open the barn for us.”

      To gain a little speed, everyone walked on foot while Cassandra led the horses behind her. With that much less weight, the horses pulling the wagon held roughly the same pace as the walking humans, who were all keeping a quick and steady pace themselves.

      “So what about you, big man?” Morgana asked Darren. “What’s a handsome, strong paladin like you doing slumming it with a pair of misfit merchants like these two?”

      “Heading to Limedeep,” Darren explained. He’d been watching Morgana as she spoke with Cassandra and Callum.

      There was something different about the way she moved. The way her eyes scanned the surrounding terrain, and the way her fingers itched for a weapon.

      Her hand lingered on her hip, as though she wanted to hold on to the hilt of her weapon, but didn’t want to offend her traveling companions by doing so. She did know how to fight, unlike these other two.

      “I figured you’d be heading to Limedeep,” Morgana said. “That’s where we’re all headed. But why aren’t you with a band of trained clerics and priests headed to purge the heretics from Limedeep or whatever it is you’re doing there? I’d figure a young paladin like you are of some importance to the Golden Temple. You could become an archpaladin someday, slaying demons that would otherwise wipe out entire towns. So why are you alone instead?”

      Darren hesitated as he looked Morgana in the eye, weighing the possibilities. Morgana thought he was from this place called the Golden Temple. Callum and Cassandra had probably assumed as much as well.

      Would Darren benefit from letting them continue to believe that?

      Darren didn’t think so. He needed guidance from these people. Good honest guidance.

      How could he expect them to be truthful with him if he was not truthful with them? Besides, Darren knew nothing of the Golden Temple, so he knew he’d be entirely incapable of maintaining a lie about it.

      So he answered truthfully.

      “Not from the Golden Temple,” Darren said.

      All three of his companions turned to look at him.

      “Wait?” Callum asked, eyes wide.

      Cassandra narrowed her gaze. “You’re... not from the Golden Temple? How?”

      A smile spread across Morgana’s face, stretching from ear to ear. “And here I thought I was the most dangerous ne’er-do-well in this merry band of travelers!”

      Darren crossed his arms over his chest. “Explain.”

      Cassandra licked her lips. “Well... we’re just surprised, is all. Becoming a holy adept is hard enough. Your family has to acquire a sigil, and most of those belong to the Golden Temple by now. My family was lucky enough to gain one for me. But I’ve come to terms with the fact that I’ll never progress to priestess. There’s no way I can gain the devotion to contact the seraph and make the request. And that’s assuming the Golden Temple even lets me attempt. Which they wouldn’t unless I swore to become a priestess of their order. At that point, I’d be even less independent than when I’d been under my family name.”

      “The Golden Temple keeps its people hostage?” Darren asked.

      “More like... service dues,” Callum tried to explain. “Paladins, priests, clerics, they all needed to complete a huge number of quests given to them by the temple to gain their status. Those who did it fast enough are often completing even more quests as fast as they can hoping they can become archpaladins, archpriests, and archclerics. But even if they’re not, there’s a tremendous amount of things that the Golden Temple needs to do. Like exterminating undead, or hunting local demons. Those things need to be done whether or not the seraph issue a quest for it.”

      Still smiling, Morgana cocked her head in Darren’s direction. “And the Golden Temple doesn’t appreciate someone reaching one of the higher titles without going through them. You must have bribed a small shrine or built your altar to summon the seraph for your ascension. The Golden Temple hates people like you.”

      “I understand.” Darren nodded. He would need to be careful around the people from this Golden Temple. He would take measures to conceal his identity as a paladin. But doing that required an answer to his next quest. “How did you know I am a paladin?”

      Morgana snorted. “You’re a head taller than any man I’ve ever seen, and those muscles of yours look like they belong on a bear instead of a human. Combined with a shining silver sword? There’s no way you can be anything other than a paladin.”

      Darren frowned. If his own body was giving him away, concealing his identity would be very difficult.

      “It’s not that bad,” Cassandra said. “There are plenty of people who buy corrupted sigils with no skills loaded into them just for the increase in size and strength they give.”

      “Corrupted sigils?”

      “They’re sigils that have been filled with demonic power instead of divine power. They’re no longer connected to the seraph and the heavens, but some of their basic features are still available,” Cassandra recited with the tone of someone speaking from a well-read text. “They used to be incredibly rare, but they’re popping up all over the place these days. It’s like the seraph just don’t have time to manage the sigils very well anymore.”

      Darren pondered those words. He’d seen a few strange messages from his sigil here and there over the years. The quests he’d been given had seemed distorted and haphazard, as though different divine beings with different agendas had been handing them out sporadically.

      “I myself am a proud owner of a corrupted sigil!” Morgana said. “Though I only got a holy adept one myself. A poor, sorry sap went and got himself killed by an imp, leaving me with a delightful hairpin that grants me the skills to make people sleepy and slow. They aren’t much, but they’re more than most people ever get. I picked the hairpin off the body myself, or rather what was left of the body. Both the person and the demon were loaded with Demonic Aura.”

      Callum looked at Morgana with a mixture of disgust and interest. The two of them broke into an argument, and while they chatted Cassandra turned to Darren.

      “Don’t worry, Sir Darren,” Cassandra said. “Your cloak hides your size nicely, and if you really need to you could pass yourself as a northern barbarian, given the right clothes. Or a southern barbarian, if you’re willing to get a tan. There are a lot of barbarians, and according to the legends they get quite large. If we really need to, I can help you come up with a backstory for you.”

      Darren didn’t know what to say to that. Was she... offering to help him?

      After so many years alone, Darren had grown accustomed to only being able to rely on himself. The thought that there would be another working to help and not harm him felt strange. For a while, Darren wasn’t sure what to say.

      Eventually, the words came to him. “Thank you.”

      Cassandra smiled, and her lips looked like freshly bloomed roses. “The farmhouse is up ahead. Not a day too late, either. It looks like it’s going to rain tonight, and I would have hated to be sleeping in the mud.”
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      The farmer was tilling his fields when their wagon rolled up to his barn. He saw the motley group as they approached from afar, though Darren stayed by the wagon. He was already concerned about his identity as a paladin. From the rear, he listened in with his Celestial Storm skill.

      “You’re Lady Cassandra, right?” the farmer said as he recognized her. “You seem to have a lot fewer people here than last time.”

      “Staffing shortages,” Cassandra said. “May we purchase the use of your barn for the night again?”

      “Sure as silver and a sunny sky.” The farmer picked his teeth with a long reed before tossing it aside. “Three irons for a night.”

      “That’s cheaper than last time. Is it because we have fewer people?”

      “Naw,” the farmer chuckled. “I’m givin’ you a discount. Last fellows who came through there left horse dung everywhere. I shucked a bit into that pile out back, but haven’t finished yet. There’s fresh hay by the chicken coop if what’s in there is dirty.”

      “I... understand. Thank you for your consideration.”

      The farmer pointed out a few shovels leaning against the barn wall, and Cassandra took a peek inside before grabbing one and pinching her nose.

      “Looks like we’ve got some shoveling to do.” Cassandra sighed.

      A few minutes later, the four of them were scooping horse poop out of the dirty barn and dumping it in a pile downwind of the barn’s entrance.

      “Please, Lady Cassandra!” Callum protested as Cassandra carried her third shovelful out of the barn door. “Let me do that. A noblewoman shouldn’t have to do this kind of work.”

      Cassandra waved off his concerns. “None of that now. I’m the head of this new merchant company, and we don’t have enough people that we can afford to let one stand by idly.”

      “Ha!” Morgana laughed. “I think I like you, after all, pretty princess. Still, aren’t you fretting about your delicate hands? And what about your fine dress?”

      Cassandra’s brows furrowed at the nickname Morgana seemed to have given her, but she dumped her load of horse droppings and went for another.

      “If you think this is a fine dress, then you don’t know what I wore back home. As for getting dirty and rough hands? Well, I’m not exactly being courted out in the middle of nowhere. Besides, I’m determined to see this venture succeed, even if it means I have to shovel horse poop.”

      Morgana’s face puckered into a teasing smirk. “I said nothing about courting. I just liked the look of those pretty, pearly fingers, is all. I bet they feel nice.”

      Cassandra rolled her eyes. “Leave the bawdy jokes to the men, please.”

      Morgana snorted. “If I don’t lighten the mood, we’ll all be sitting neck-deep in ‘yes pleases’ and ‘no sirs’. Callum’s too polite and Darren’s too pure. It’s up to me to haul this fine upstanding band back down into the dirt.”

      With all four of them working, they soon removed most of the stink from the barn, hauled their wagon in, and laid out four beds of fresh hay. After laying down their blankets, they tucked in for the night.
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        * * *

      

      Darren woke the moment he sensed trouble stirring. A horse was riding hard, not far away. He could feel the tapping of its hooves against the packed earth.

      No... not one horse. Several. At least six of them, with more likely following close behind. Darren roused himself and used his inventory to equip himself for battle in an instant.

      His instincts provided him with two options. Flee, or counter-ambush. Ordinarily, it wouldn’t take much thought at all. Faced with an unknown foe, Darren would always flee to reassess the situation. But things were different now. He had his companions to worry about.

      Sure, he could ditch them, but they’d been a quest reward, and Darren was something of a collector, at least based on how overflowing his inventory was. He’d never thrown out a quest reward before.

      They’d also get him to Limedeep, and he had to admit that Cassandra was… nice to have around. He wasn’t quite sure what he was feeling when he saw her, but he had a few theories.

      So fleeing was out of the question. Based on their previous showing, Darren didn’t expect Callum and Cassandra to defend themselves. If there were hostiles about, the two of them would surely die.

      Morgana? Maybe. But even she felt like someone still learning to hold their sword. Which meant Darren would have to be the group’s primary defender.

      Darren took a moment to calm himself. This wasn’t Hell. Not everyone on the surface was out to get him. Maybe these newcomers were just more travelers.

      He leaped to the roof of the barn, squinting into the darkness. After reaching paladin, Darren’s eyes had improved to where he could see through darkness with even the tiniest bit of light. That had kept him alive in Hell until he got his Celestial Storm skill.

      “This is the place,” one man on horseback said in a hushed whisper.

      From his place on the roof, Darren concentrated his well-honed senses. His many years of practice spying on demons lying in wait made this a familiar task.

      “The farmer is going to be asleep,” one of the other men said in a hushed whisper.

      “Good,” the first replied. “He’d have questions for us, arriving at this hour. I shouldn’t need to tell you we don’t want questions.”

      “Yes, sir,” the second said. “You are Rarek the Cruel’s son. You make the rules.”

      “That’s right.” The first nodded. “We crash here on a bed of hay, then we head off in the morning to look for wherever that girl has run off to. Once we find the little wench, we’ll haul her back to my father. Also, my father hates that nickname. King Rarek. You know that.”

      “Aye, sir. My apologies,” the second man said. “We’ll throw a collar and leash around her neck, if that’s what it takes. Even if she was one of us at one point, the fact that she ran away from King Rarek means she’s forsaken us.”

      As the two talked, they came closer and closer to the barn door. They and the rest of the people walking with them unhitched their horses and threw open the barn door.

      That was all the provocation Darren needed. He jumped down from the roof, landing silently behind the group, cloaked in shadows.

      “Hey wait a minute.” The second man halted as he spoke. “I think there might already be people in there.”

      “So?” The leader of this new group snorted. “What does that matter to us? Slit their throats in their beds. If we're lucky, they’ll be traveling with horses and valuable goods. We haven’t hit this road in a while and I bet the merchants are getting bold and greedy again.”

      “Aye, sir,” the second man said. Darren realized this group had to be some of those bandits he had heard Cassandra speak of. They were human but dangerous and evil, like the cultists Darren had fought that one day. Or the paladins who had attacked him and his mother.

      Darren felt his heart grow cold. Something about evil humans set his heart to smolder. The demons, he could understand. They were evil because evil was in their nature. But these were humans. Fellow people. They should have been like Cassandra, Callum, and Morgana. But they were ruthless cutthroats.

      Darren had no mercy for them. Melancholy swept through the air. He severed the head of the rearmost bandit in an instant. And only a faint swish rang through the air for the cut that Melancholy had made.

      None of the other bandits stopped to look. And while their backs were turned, their numbers were reduced from five to four, then to three and soon only the two who’d been speaking earlier were left alive.

      “Hey, boss!” the second bandit said. “I think it’s our lucky day! That looks like her!” But the bandit’s boss never answered. He was too busy staring down with a gaping mouth at the sword sticking out of his guts.

      “Boss...?” The second bandit turned to where their leader had last been standing. His eyes widened when he noticed the sword. He reached to his waist where a long dagger sat there along his hip. He moved to draw it but two tendrils of golden light shot through the air, winding about his throat and arms like tiny golden threads.

      He fought against them, struggling to reach for his blade. But Darren drew Melancholy back into his inventory, letting the bandit leader collapse lifelessly to the ground.

      “M–mercy! Please,” the second bandit begged.

      Darren granted his request for a swift death and took his head with one swing of Melancholy, just like the first.

      Darren pulled the corpses into his inventory while he cleaned off his sword.

      It was a shame that he killed the bandits right when they were about to reveal something about what they were doing, but once Darren started killing he knew to never stop until the job was done. Letting a demon talk was one way to get stabbed right when you thought you’d won.

      The bandits had few valuables on them. They were all just ordinary mountain folk, dressed similarly to Morgana. In fact, upon close inspection, Darren discovered that all their leather and gear came from the same type of hide. Maybe even from the same creature.

      That was something Darren would have to look into. But for now, all he could do was keep his eyes and ears open, waiting and watching.
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        * * *

      

      When the sun rose over the barn the following morning, Cassandra couldn’t help but feel that there was something different about the area just outside the barn. She wasn’t sure what had changed until Morgana pointed it out. It looked like the ground had been turned over.

      “The soil’s been churned like someone dug it up, flipped it, then put it back down,” Morgana said. “The farmer must have run his plow in front of the barn this morning without us even hearing him. Under most circumstances, I’d figure he was trying to get rid of a blood stain.”

      “Really?” Callum asked. “They must be one impressive farmer to not wake me. Out here in the wilderness, I’m like a fox in the woods. The slightest ruffle in the breeze is enough to wake me for battle.”

      Morgana snorted. “You’re more like a bear in the dead of winter. You were snoring enough to be one, and I think nothing short of an avalanche could have woken you.”

      Callum’s cheeks flushed red. “Okay, so maybe I exaggerate my alertness a little. But we were sleeping in a barn! That’s halfway to civilization.”

      “Maybe for you.” Cassandra sighed as she brushed straw out of her hair. “I would prefer a bed. But straw is still better than dirt. What about you, Darren?”

      The entire group turned to Darren, curious to see if he’d agree with Cassandra or Callum. That answer would tell them a lot about how Darren spent his days.

      “People walked by,” Darren said. “They’re… gone now.”

      Callum grinned. “Well, if Sir Darren says it’s nothing to be worried about then you two ladies are worrying for nothing.”

      “Then we’d best be on our way,” Cassandra said. “The road lies ahead, and we’ve got much further to walk before we find its end.”

      The groups set their heels upon the road again, with Cassandra steering the wagon and Morgana sitting beside her. Darren and Callum walked on either side of the horses until noon when they switched.

      The day was uneventful until the late afternoon. The open fields that had belonged to the hamlet of the farmer with whom they had just stayed faded into the distance. Untouched by human hands, the land quickly turned from fields to forests.

      The trees here were as wide around as a person could stretch their arms. In a more civilized land, they would’ve been cut down many years ago to build ships or houses.

      When the group found one of those trees fallen over into their path, they knew clearing it would take quite a while.

      “Oh great,” Callum sighed. “Rolling that big thing out of the way is going to take all day, even if we hitch the horses to it.”

      “We might go around,” Cassandra suggested. “Past that brush over there, there’s enough of a gap between the trees to fit the wagon through.”

      The two turned to find both Darren and Morgana already inspecting the severed base of the tree.

      “Hey paladin,” Morgana asked. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Cut down with an ax,” Darren said as he inspected the cuts. It had been a fairly small hatchet, and not a good one. It must’ve taken whoever cut this thing the entire day to get it down. And by the freshness of the wood, whoever made the cut must have done so as recently as the day before.

      “Everybody!” Morgana shouted. “Back to the wagon, we’re turning this around! We’ve got to get out of here!”

      A second later, Morgana drew the sword on her hip. If her shout had not been clue enough to what was happening, that action was.

      Callum and Cassandra ran for the wagon. They had strapped Callum’s spear to the side, and he tore it free before whipping it all around his head until the point was towards the fallen tree. Cassandra grabbed her staff and did the same.

      Morgana backed up slow and steady, also looking at the tree. Only Darren turned his head to survey the bushes lining the road.

      “Come out,” Darren commanded the bushes. As soon as the words were spoken, the group heard the faint rustling echo through the branches, despite a complete lack of wind.

      Darren would wait no longer, and he plucked a javelin from his inventory and hurled it into the bushes. It wasn’t one of the ones he’d gotten in Hell, just something the bandits he’d killed the previous night had been carrying.

      A startled yelp rang out in reply, and soon a dark-robed figure tumbled out of the bushes. He was dressed the same as the other bandits Darren had seen. He clutched the javelin embedded in his shoulder. His eyes went wide and his face went pale.

      

  




Quest available!: Eliminate Bandits!

      
        	Reward: Bandit equipment and increased group cohesion for your party.

      

      “Bandits!” Callum shouted. “You won’t find us easy prey!”

      He ran forward to join Darren, but Darren had already moved. That massive sword in his hands swept through the air, slicing through twigs and leaves. A fountain of red shot up into the air with the contact, and another startled cry rang out.

      By now the bandits knew that continuing to hide would do them more harm than good. So they jumped from their hiding places and pointed crossbows at the group of four.

      “Everyone! Take cover!” Morgana said. She ducked behind the wagon and Cassandra followed suit. She’d been prepared for this incoming volley as though she had seen it before.

      Only Darren remained standing. But as the bandits pulled their triggers, Darren moved. Their bolts passed through the open air, striking nothing but the dirt. Darren reached out with one hand, snatching a stray bolt that would’ve headed straight for Callum’s throat.

      Callum jumped back in fright as he realized he had nearly died. But before he had so much as a chance to thank Darren for saving his life, Darren had engaged the enemy.

      The bandits drew short swords. But against Melancholy’s impressive size, their blades looked like little more than dining knives. Darren cut through them with his blade. His silver weapon was of a higher caliber than theirs. It cut through the steel of the bandits' weapons as easily as it cut through their flesh.

      “I’ve got the ones on the left!” Cassandra shouted as her gossamer strands skill finally charged enough to use. Thin lines of light shot through the air, covering the group of crossbow-wielding bandits while they tried to reload.

      Now that they were trapped, Cassandra dropped her staff and reached for her bow.

      Cassandra was no great archer, but with her enemies so close and trapped in place, she would have a hard time missing.

      She nocked an arrow and fired the first one then two then three, all in quick succession at the bandits she dropped. All three of the bandits fell over with arrows sticking out of them.

      Once Callum had recovered from his near-death experience, he too joined the fray with his spear.

      They had a bit more skill than him, but the extra length Callum had granted him a decisive advantage while he had the room to use it.

      He charged forward slamming the point of his weapon into the guts of a bandit who’d been about to slice him open with his sword.

      Morgana was no slouch either. She met one bandit's short sword with her own. The man was bigger and stronger than most, so Morgana knew she would be quickly driven back. But she was not relying on her sword to win this fight.

      Noticed only by Darren, sinister dark energy swelled into being in her palm. It shot past her short sword, which she held in front of her to protect herself. The spell struck the man in the stomach and dispersed into his body.

      As soon as the spell touched him, his movements grew slower and his body became lethargic like he had heavy weights tied to each of his wrists. His eyelids drooped and his sword dipped too low.

      For someone like Morgana, that was all the opening she needed. She darted in with her sword and jammed the length of metal into the bandit’s neck. When she pulled her weapon free he was as good as dead.

      The remaining bandits had seen enough to know this wasn’t a fight worth taking, so they turned tail and fled.

      Callum stood over the body of the man he’d killed. His spear was still stuck in the bandit’s guts, and Callum looked down at the pale and lifeless corpse lying in a pool of his blood. As he gazed at those lifeless eyes, Callum’s face went pale and his hands shook.

      Cassandra also seemed affected by what she’d done, and she made no move to collect her arrows, as precious as they were.

      “They’re gone,” Darren said as he jumped down from the branches of a nearby tree.

      “Bandits tend not to stick around when you kill even one or two of them,” Morgana explained. “Let alone half their number like you did. To me, it looked like you were killing three with each swing of your sword.”

      Darren shrugged. “They were a threat.”

      “...Yeah...” Morgana said. “I guess they were.”

      The two hardened killers looked at each other and then to their pale and fretting companions. Morgana went to comfort Cassandra, and Darren headed to Callum’s side.

      “I... I killed him,” Callum said, chuckling to himself. “Stabbed him through the guts with that spear. I loved that spear, you know? Now, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to hold it again.”

      “He would have killed us,” Darren reminded him.

      Callum fought back a choking sob. “Excuse me, I think I’m about to lose this morning’s breakfast.”
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      “Well,” Cassandra sighed. “I suppose we filled the wagon up with more goods.”

      The bandits had the last remains of a previous haul. They abandoned it in their flight, and Cassandra loaded it into the wagon.

      “Yeah!” Morgana chirped. “Even split four ways, all those swords and crossbows will sell for good gold. Looks like I won’t be broke when we get to Limedeep after all. Those guys were really lucky to nail a weapons merchant. Those are the best kind.”

      Her cheerful demeanor failed to lighten the mood. Cassandra and Callum were not in the mood for joking. The two of them were lost deep in their heads.

      While Morgana tried to pull the two of them out, Darren kept a watch for any more threats. He received notifications for a handful of new quests in this area.

      One to recover a missing holy staff, another to kill a banshee lurking in the ruins of an abandoned town. At one point, this valley must’ve been populated. But it had been reclaimed by nature at least a century ago. Darren wondered what happened to the original inhabitants. He suspected they had not left willingly.

      He decided he would consider clearing out those quests in the evening. He would need to scan the area for any more bandits first.

      Ever since coming to the surface, his days had been occupied by minor threats and new experiences. While that was fine, Darren knew his training could not stop just because he was no longer in the depths of Hell.

      They set up their camp for the evening, well off the dirt path leading to Limedeep. Cassandra and Callum had no objections when Darren smoothed over their footprints in the trail of the wagons to conceal their tracks. Morgana picked a suitable spot behind the set of trees that would let them monitor the road, but keep their fire out of sight.

      With all things settled, Morgana talked Cassandra into a fitful sleep. Callum volunteered to keep watch, and he didn’t seem like he was in the mood to sleep, anyway.

      “I will secure the area,” Darren said. “Watch over the girls and protect them as they sleep.”

      “Will do,” Callum said. Darren noticed he was holding one bandit’s crossbows, instead of the spear he liked.

      With that settled, and the area secured of bandits, Darren headed off to complete one of the nearby quests.

      

  




New Quests Available!: Purify the ancient well (Very Hard)

      
        	Reward: Staff of the Water Elemental and 600 gold coins

      

      

  




Eliminate the Banshee of the Ancient Deathrend Cavern (Extremely Hard)

      
        	Reward: One heavily damaged Paladin’s Sigil and 10 platinum coins.

      

      

  




Destroy the Gravewalker Crypt (Deadly)

      
        	Reward: Minor Monkey’s Paw of Devilish Wishes (Deadly)

      

      The forest in this area held many secrets. Despite being above ground, there were demons all over the place. Darren suspected no small number of them had left Hell through the same entrance he had.

      He needed to destroy as many of these demons as possible to keep the path safe for Cassandra.

      Darren found himself more worried about her than he should have been for someone he’d just met and didn’t trust all that much.

      He thought it was that fiery determination in her eyes. It reminded Darren of himself, he supposed.

      Darren quickly completed the three most prominent quests in the area.

      The well was at the center of a cluster of ruins, and Darren figured that this had been a small hamlet a century ago.

      A few demon spirits at the first order were wandering the broken hovels, howling in pain and misery.

      Demonic Aura hung thick in the air, twisting and tormenting those spirits bit by bit.

      They might have been human souls once, but they were so far gone now there was nothing human remaining in them.

      Darren put them down swiftly, then jumped into the well to find a pitch-black staff topped with an azure gemstone. Its ivory shaft was shot through with lines of crimson.

      This had been a holy weapon once upon a time, but it had been corrupted by a powerful demon.

      It had been what generated the Demonic Aura that killed the villagers. If left alone long enough, this thing could turn the spirits of the people it killed into new demons.

      Luckily, that was a problem that was easily fixed.

      Darren ran his hands along the shaft of the weapon, casting Divine Blessing as he did so. The item turned as pure as untainted snow as the crimson lines receded, and soon the item radiated even more Divine Aura than it had possessed before it was corrupted.

      After activating it, Darren learned it could summon a small water elemental at the second order that obeyed a few simple commands, and Darren set it to work burying the sun-bleached bones of the villagers who’d died long ago.

      Once it was done, Darren tucked it away in his inventory with the rest of his junk and headed off to complete the next quest.

      The banshee slaying quest was more like what Darren was accustomed to. If his sigil had been sending him on quests to purify demon-corrupted artifacts when he was back in Hell, he would have been running around blessing every rock and blood-stained stream he could find.

      “YOU...” the Banshee howled as soon as she saw Darren. The force of her terrifying scream shook leaves from trees, and the look of rage on her face made her seem like she saw the face of her most hated foe in Darren’s eyes. “...DIE! Die like the other paladins who came before! Perish in fear and torment! Pain and misery await you like all those who grovel at the feet of the seraph! Doom will be—”

      She went silent as Darren slashed through her incorporeal form with Melancholy. Though she had no physical body to cut through, Melancholy was more than a normal sword.

      As it cut through the banshee, it devoured the Demonic Aura inside her and converted it into Divine Aura, which poured into Darren.

      The banshee collapsed, and Darren found the damaged paladin’s sigil sitting around the neck of an armored corpse. Another paladin had tried to complete this quest in the past and died in the attempt.

      Darren also found a pouch filled with some shiny disks, which he added to his inventory, along with all the rest of his things.

      He vaguely remembered stuff like this being used as money, but the coins he’d possessed in his youth were always made of bronze. He already had thousands of these printed disk things in his inventory from his time in Hell, but ever since he’d come to the surface they’d become an increasingly common quest reward.

      The Gravewalker Crypt quest went similarly. There was a very pale and pasty man guarding the lair as he slept in a coffin.

      At first, Darren thought he was a human. But Darren touched the man. His skin was as cold as the grave, and his body was as stiff as a corpse. Demonic Aura flowed through him instead of life and blood.

      

  




Sense Intent: Creature Analysis: Vampire Lord

      
        	This creature was originally a human before giving up their humanity for the sake of a demonic blessing that binds their soul to their flesh, warping both into a gestalt human-demon entity.

      

      The vampire had a sword next to him, and he was rather fast. Darren took a slight cut over his cheek before he wrapped his fingers around the undead’s skull and used Divine Blessing.

      The ability tore the Demonic Aura from the human-shaped demon’s flesh and killed him instantly, leaving Darren behind to collect all the worldly possessions he had found during his undeath.

      There were a few other creatures of the same nature sitting in the coffins nearby, but they were all of a far lower level of power compared to the first, and Darren’s initial Divine Blessing was enough to wipe them all out as well.

      There were nearly thirty minor quests involving first-order demons and other minor issues. Normally, Darren would have ignored quests of such a low level, but in the end, he cleared those out as well. He wound up with a mountain of trinkets from the minor quests, along with a few rare items from the harder ones.

      He was interested in the Minor Monkey’s Paw of Devilish Wishes, which he’d gotten from the Gravewalker Crypt. Normally an item that could grant wishes would be extremely powerful.

      Curiously, this one was only rated as rare. He had to look this one up in one of his mother’s books from his inventory to figure out what it was. It turned out it granted wishes, but only in the worst possible way.

      Curiously, the item itself was designed like a sigil, which Darren took to mean it was connected to a powerful demon in Hell.

      So Darren tossed it into his inventory. In the past, he’d tried to purify such items before hoping he could get rid of their negative drawbacks by replacing the Demonic Aura with Divine Aura.

      But these things worked by connecting whoever touched them with a demon of incredible power. Darren’s blessing ability severed that connection without establishing a new one, so the items ended up being worthless except for scrap parts.

      There were some differences between fighting in Hell and fighting in the surface world.

      Darren’s brief excursion proved to him he would need to adapt his tactics. The day and night cycle affected most beings here.

      Some were out during the day and some were out during the night. That would be an advantage that would make some foes easier to predict.

      The abundance of life on the surface would also require changes to adapt to. There were trees everywhere, and wherever the trees weren't they were tall grasses that could stand as tall as Darren himself was.

      Darren soon found the only way he could chart a course for himself was by hopping into a nearby tree and looking down from above.

      Despite the disadvantages of life on the surface, Darren felt the fresh air flowing through his lungs and the lack of pressure around them from not having a Demonic Aura lurking around every corner.

      Life was wonderful here. It was no wonder Callum and Cassandra were so soft. Even Morgana, as hardened as she pretended to be, did not know the horrors of Hell. He would need to look out for them for a while longer.
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        * * *

      

      After completing a night’s worth of quests, Darren returned to find Callum still on watch. The girls were still sound asleep, though Morgana must’ve moved into Cassandra’s blankets during the night and slipped herself inside.

      Cassandra was sleeping better with someone’s arms around her, so Darren sat himself down on top of Morgana’s old sleeping pack.

      He closed his eyes and waited, focusing on his breathing and the Divine Aura around his body. Darren had long since trained himself not to fall asleep. Meditating was enough for him these days.

      A few hours later, he heard Cassandra stirring and immediately ended his meditations.

      Morgana opened her own eyes and hastily scrambled out of Cassandra’s bedsheets and back to her own, not even noticing that Darren was there.

      Cassandra yawned as she opened her eyes. “Good morning, everyone! I slept much better than I thought I would.” Then she turned her gaze to Morgana and Darren.

      “Oh,” she stuttered. “I didn’t realize the two of you were close enough to share a bed already!”

      “No no!” Morgana stammered. “It’s nothing like that, I swear!”

      “Wow,” a bleary-eyed Callum said as he slowly turned around. “You work fast, Darren!”

      “I told you, it’s nothing like that! He just... snuck into my bed somehow!” Morgana protested.

      “You didn’t notice someone else sleeping in your bed the whole night?” Cassandra laughed. “You must be dying for company. I know I certainly couldn’t sleep through such a thing.”

      Morgana snorted. “Darren here isn’t my type. Sure, a big, hulking lug of a paladin with arms like trees and a chest like a barrel might be the ideal man for a conventional girl, but I think I’m tough enough for two in a relationship. I’m more interested in someone with a softer touch.”

      “Ah.” Cassandra nodded. “Someone like Callum then.”

      Morgana’s cheeks puffed out, and she scowled until she caught Cassandra’s dainty laugh and realized the other girl was having fun at her expense.

      “For the record, I’m rather fond of a strong, masculine man myself,” Cassandra sighed wistfully. “Someone tall, handsome, brave, and courageous. Sort of like a paladin.” Her eyes darted to Darren, and she giggled girlishly when he returned the look.

      Darren realized then something was definitely wrong with him. As soon as he had Cassandra alone, he would corner Cassandra and get her to explain just what she was doing to him and why his body seemed so entranced by it.

      Darren internally remarked at how true the quest's reward turned out to be. It had promised him group cohesion, and now this little band of travelers was getting along as though everyone had known each other all their lives.

      Everyone except for Darren himself. He still felt a little distant from the three others, as though they had come from a different world. They were strange to be around, and many of the things they did or said made little sense to Darren.

      Still, they welcomed him with open arms. Darren remembered his mother being sad that Darren hadn’t gotten the chance to make friends. Was this what friends were supposed to be like?

      That would be another thing to ask Cassandra. Knowing he’d have a lot to ask of her, Darren reached out of his inventory and retrieved the ivory staff he’d won as a quest reward the previous night.

      Its Demonic Aura had been completely purified, and its energy was purged of all evil influence. Now, it was more golden than pale white, and the head of the staff was adorned with a symbol of two crossed rods that Darren didn’t recognize.

      Darren wasn’t familiar with the symbology, but the staff looked like it would match Cassandra’s hair quite nicely. So he presented it to her as a gift.

      “For you,” Darren said.

      Cassandra blushed. “Sir Darren! This staff looks valuable, I can’t possibly accept such a gift!”

      “It was a quest reward,” Darren explained. “Not a hard one, either.”

      “This sort of thing usually symbolizes the beginning of a courtship. Is that your intent?”

      Darren had no idea what that meant, but he found words coming to his mouth of their own accord. “I am interested in you.”

      The words were truthful. This woman had a certain charm around her, and Darren didn’t like the thought of never seeing her again when they made it to Limedeep.

      Besides, he would need a local guide to show him around the surface, and Cassandra seemed like she had these two others wrapped around her finger. She would be a worthy guide. Maybe even a friend.

      “Then it’s settled! Truth be told, I was beginning to fear you were ignoring my flirting. A paladin is an appropriate partner for a woman of my station, especially now that I’ve struck off on my own. We’re courting now, Sir Darren.”

      Cassandra stood on her tip toes and planted a kiss on Darren’s cheek. “I shall entertain no other inquiries while we’re together. I’m rather glad I met you when we did. A few of my old suitors back in Silvercross might get overly ambitious when I return there if I was still single. But beating them off will be no trouble at all if I return with you.”

      “What does courting mean?” Darren asked.

      “It means we get to know each other,” Cassandra said. “We see if we’re a good fit for something more.”

      “Then we will see if we fit.”

      Darren wasn’t entirely sure what had just happened, but he was pleased when Cassandra linked her arm in his and pressed her body against his side. Having her there felt comfortable and natural to him.

      Darren realized he had more things in his Inventory just like that staff. He thought about giving her a magic sword or talisman just to see what she’d do for him then. Perhaps he’d get to run his hands along those soft lips of hers? Or hold her close to his chest and wrap his arms completely around her?

      He stopped himself before making any offers though. Darren has lost his quarry from being too eager before. Besides, this was nice just as it was.

      Callum fell asleep in the wagon as they rode, and the others all took a turn walking so he could continue to rest. Staying up the whole night took a toll on him, but everyone was grateful that he kept watch so everyone else could sleep straight through.

      The journey was uneventful throughout the morning. Cassandra and Morgana talked about womanly things like brushing their hair and how to make sure a tailor took their measurements correctly.

      Darren tried to listen in, but so many of the words they were speaking meant nothing to him; they might as well have been speaking another language.

      Callum woke up late in the afternoon and broke the two young women’s monopoly on the conversation.

      “Glad to see you’re finally up,” Cassandra said that she saw Callum rubbing his eyes behind her on the wagon. “We were afraid you were going to sleep the entire day away.”

      “It took me a while to set my head straight,” Callum said as he struggled to put his boots on and climb out of the wagon.

      As soon as he’d made space, Morgana climbed aboard to sit next to Cassandra. Callum stood up on shaky legs and started walking next to Darren.

      The two men walked in silence for a few minutes. Darren was content with the quiet, though Callum looked like he was debating how to break it.

      Going so long without talking was unusual for the normally boisterous young man, but his downcast mood made the silence feel more natural.

      “So, Darren,” Callum began after the silence stretched too long for him to bear. “How did you learn to fight like that?”

      “Taught myself,” Darren said.

      “Really?” Callum said as his eyebrows rose along his forehead. “I would’ve thought that anyone who fought as well as you do would’ve had to have come out of one of the big holy adept academies. Maybe one citadel.”

      “Just practice,” Darren assured him.

      “Do you think… I could learn to fight like that one day?” Callum asked.

      Darren turned to regard his traveling companion. He was scrawny, and his innocent expression spoke of many years of soft living. He was not a fighter. Darren wouldn’t expect him to last a day in Hell.

      “You would need lots of practice,” Darren said.

      Callum must’ve taken that as a yes because his face brightened by a fraction. “Then I guess I had better practice more.” Callum laughed. “You wouldn’t be as good with the spear as you are with the sword?”

      Darren did have some experience fighting demons with the spear. It was one of the most common weapons wielded by any tool-using race, and Darren had plenty of them in his inventory.

      They were very natural to wield, and far faster to learn than using a sword. The added reach was a hefty advantage in a fight. It almost always guaranteed you could hit your opponent before they could hit you.

      The two of them had the longest conversation Darren had had with anyone since his mother died. Weapons and fighting was something Darren knew well, and he was happy to share.

      Darren had Callum demonstrate a few moves for him, and Darren quickly identified Callum’s strengths as a fighter and suggested tactics that would render him as effective as possible in combat.

      “So you think I should stick with a two-handed grip and not go for a shield?”

      “Yes,” Darren said. “Shields work best with allies armed the same.”

      “Interesting. By the sound of it, you fought many people wielding spears,” Callum said. “At any rate, I plan to do as you recommended and keep one crossbow. It will come out of my share of the profits, but I think having it will be worthwhile. The crossbow will let me engage enemies even before I pull my spear out, and if I can end a fight before it begins I’ll be lucky. Picking up a short sword as a sidearm will be harder. That will take real practice.”

      “Yes.”

      “What about becoming a paladin?” Callum joked. “If just learning how to use a weapon was that hard for you, I can’t imagine how difficult it was to become a paladin.”

      Darren went quiet for a while before standing up. “Come. I will show you how to fight.”
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      The group found lodging at another barn along the road. They paid for the night’s stay just like the first, only this time they didn’t have to shovel out horse manure before they went to sleep. Everyone wound down for the night, each in their bed.

      Everyone was still feeling a bit rattled from the last bandit attack, so they set watch, even though they were staying with the farmer who owned this barn just next door.

      Darren had first watch, so he was up and about with Melancholy in his hand. He was the only one who’d seen that group of bandits who’d come for them in secret in the night, not just the ones they’d run into on the trail during the day.

      Darren stood before the barn, practicing the same basic swings his mother had taught him all those years ago.

      Overhead, swing, and then slice down. Horizontal slice from the right. Step forward and lunge.

      He devised a few exercises that comprised common combinations of these moves, but mostly that was all the swordsmanship practice amounted to.

      The movements honed his muscle memory and worked to keep his strength up as much as to improve his abilities with his sword. Darren had found many skilled humanoid demonic opponents down in Hell who could wield a sword with incredible grace and finesse.

      But he’d also learned that if you could swing your blade with twice the speed and strength, it didn’t matter how much skill your opponent had. Training your body to be able to fight was just as important as training it how to fight.

      Time passed and one hour bled into the next. The evening was uneventful, and Darren soon found himself in the familiar embrace of the night. Before he knew it, he was joined by Callum, who picked up his spear and started thrusting alongside Darren. Callum tried to manage Darren’s simple strikes with his own. After a few minutes of trying, he started managing it.

      The two men practiced in silence, swinging against imaginary foes. Darren had been going at this for hours, which was far longer than any ordinary human should have been able to manage. That Callum could keep pace for as long as he was indicated how deep his desire to be like Darren ran through him.

      Eventually, though, it became clear to Darren that Callum could take no more. So Darren cut his training short and pulled Melancholy back into his inventory.

      “Enough for me,” Darren said. “You have next watch?”

      “Yeah,” Callum said, waving his exhausted arm. “I’ll take over from here. Gonna… Keep practicing some more.”

      Darren nodded his head, and he felt a small smile touch the corners of his lips. Then he went into the barn to meditate, and maybe even get some real sleep.
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      Darren awoke to the twang of a crossbow string. His mind snapped into focus, and he waited for a moment as he stretched out his Celestial Storm tendrils.

      What he had hoped to find was Callum taking a few practice shots with his new crossbow. That was not what he saw.

      Callum was lying in a pool of his own blood. The crossbow bolt had hit him in the throat, and he was having trouble making so much as a sound, let alone crying out a word of warning. That had been expertly done. Whoever had shot him knew how to take out a sentry.

      Callum struggled with the bolt lodged in his throat, eyes going wide as his fingers came away covered in blood. He let out a few watery and choked half breaths as he scrambled with the last of his energy to grab the nocked and loaded crossbow propped up against an empty rain barrel nearby. He tilted towards himself, leveling it with shaky hands towards the empty forest and brush outside of the barn.

      When he saw nothing, he aimed the crossbow bolt at the bell suspended above the door. When the barn was filled with animals, the brass bell had been used to help call them home. Now, it would warn his friends of the attackers coming for them in the night. Pulling the trigger, he fired the crossbow bolt and rang the bell.

      Meanwhile, as soon as Darren saw the crossbow bolt sprout from Callum’s throat, he jumped into action. He leaped from his bed and as he ran, he felt a heavy weight in his chest like someone had filled his belly with iron.

      Darren wasn’t sure what the feeling meant, but when he opened the door to find Callum sprawled on the ground in a pool of his blood, the feeling turned sharp and bitter.

      He was sad, he realized. And more than a little angry.

      With the ringing of the bell, Morgana and Cassandra were starting to wake.

      “Arm yourselves!” Darren shouted back to them. “More bandits!”

      Darren reached into his inventory and pulled out his Lifewell. The flask of magical water could speed up healing far beyond its natural rate, and only magic could save Callum, if anything could. This flask had saved Darren’s life on over one occasion. He lifted it to Callum’s mouth and poured it in.

      Callum’s wound mended a little, but the water poured out and mixed with the blood in the puddle around him as it seeped out of the hole in his throat. Darren wasn’t sure how much of the life-saving water had even gone inside of him. The heavy weight in Darren’s chest grew greater as he realized Callum was dying right before his eyes.

      Darren only had a moment to wonder why the sight bothered him so much. Killing those bandits earlier had felt like nothing more than a normal chore, like sharpening his swords or butchering a demon for meat. So why did seeing Callum covered in his blood hurt so much?

      While Darren turned to face their attackers, Cassandra and Morgana rummaged for their equipment, but their enemies would not wait for them to arm themselves.

      More bandits like the ones they had already fought appeared from the woods. This band was far larger than any other they had faced and Darren soon realized there was a small army waiting for them.

      At a glance, Darren counted at least thirty. That was as many as could hide in the forest near the barn, but more were streaming into the edges of Darren’s perception with each passing moment.

      There were another thirty riding hard on horseback up the road and a few with wagons behind them. More traveled on foot, and Darren thought that if this continued, he would soon face hundreds of bandits instead of dozens.

      Instead of feeling frightened like Cassandra and Morgana were, the sight of these enemies reassured Darren. Somehow, he knew that clenching tightness in his heart would not go away if he just killed a couple of bandits. He would need hundreds of them.

      Melancholy settled into Darren’s hands. Its familiar weight gave him some comfort. This was something he knew.

      “Well well well…” a lighthearted voice drawled. “What do we have here? A paladin? In these parts?”

      “A lucky find, boss! Your father will be pleased when you turn his sigil over to him. We could corrupt it and raise one of the holy adepts to paladin with whatever skills he’s got.”

      The lighthearted man chuckled. “This was my find, and I’ll be the one to profit from it. My old man rules with the strength his corrupted sigil gives them. Mine is only a holy adept’s. I think it’s about time to upgrade.”

      A dull murmur ran through the group of bandits. Darren stayed silent, surveying them as they gathered.

      The man carried himself with a sense of pride in each step and breath, as though his strides alone were something worthy of being worshiped. By the looks of veneration many other bandits gave him, some of them even agreed with that sentiment.

      “So what’s it going to be, paladin?” the lighthearted man asked. “Are you going to hand over your sigil and scamper off? Or shall I take it off your corpse? I know you paladins are supposed to be strong, but a holy adept with three powerful skills can beat your six, even with the enhancements being granted the rank of paladin gives a physical body. I’d be willing to bet I could kill a paladin one on one, thanks to my three epic skills. How many epic skills do you have, paladin?”

      “Quiet,” Darren said. And then Darren killed him.

      For such a proud man, he died an undignified death. Melancholy flashed through the air, splitting him from the top of his skull down to his crotch.

      The two halves slid away from one another as bile, intestines, lungs, and all other manners of sickly fluid spilled out of them.

      Hushed silence passed over the crowd of bandits as they struggled to comprehend what they had just seen. Darren moved too quickly for the human eye to perceive.

      To them, it was like their leader had died in the blink of an eye. When Darren used Leaf in the Storm, Stone in the River, even demons lost track of him.

      With a blur of sudden motion, Darren was behind the cluster of bandits. Melancholy soared through the air, cutting through three spines and a dozen more limbs. Darren raised one foot, and his Demon-Crushing Legion boots ground a body to paste.

      The crossbow wielders turned on the Hell-forged fiend in their midst, leveling their weapons and firing as one. All their bolts found were flickering shadows where Darren had stood a moment before.

      Darren’s Sense Intent skill had predicted where they would fire ahead of time. With his mythic-rank skill, Darren knew these bandits’ tactics as well as they did. In a blur of motion, he went from behind them to their left flank, cutting through three more bandits in the blink of an eye.

      “He’s too fast! We can’t hit him!” one bandit shouted in terror.

      “Lock him in place! We have a hexer in here somewhere, don’t we? The boss wasn’t our only holy adept,” another bandit said.

      As the bandits spoke, Darren sensed Demonic Aura flow through the air, gathering in one location. One bandit had a corrupted sigil and was using a skill with a Demonic Aura.

      For that holy adept, the use of Demonic Aura only made them even more vulnerable to Darren’s powers. He’d spent years honing his abilities against demons. Against them, he was a perfect weapon.

      Darren’s Divine Blessing skill eliminated all Demonic Auras in the area and converted them into Divine Aura. That Divine Aura refilled Darren’s reserves and he channeled the extra power into his Celestial Storm ability and Leaf in the Storm, Stone in the River.

      What used to be harmless, sensing tendrils instead became whips made of glowing golden light. The cords thickened and strengthened, winding about each other.

      Though this made them fewer, it made them more powerful. One tendril as thick as a man’s wrist shot out of the darkness and wrapped around the bandit’s ankle. It picked them up and threw them in the sigil-wielding bandit’s direction, sending both of them tumbling to the ground.

      Darren was on top of the sigil wielder a moment later. He spun Melancholy around in his hands and brought it down on the sigil-wielding bandit’s throat. The tip of Darren’s blade cut through the man’s spine, killing him instantly.

      A pair of bandits with spears charged Darren from behind. Without turning, Darren swept his blade around and sliced them both in half at the waist. By now, Darren had killed at least thirty people, but he was far from done.

      He had slain more than this when he was in Hell. Wiping out a single village of lesser fiends would have required more killing by his own hand, so Darren felt neither fear nor regret.

      Far from any pain at the slaughter of his own kind, Darren felt a certain sense of righteous satisfaction knowing these evil men would be purged after shooting one of Darren’s new friends. He didn’t flinch for a moment as he cut these bandits down.

      Darren was just getting started. Slick blood coated his arms and legs. The hot and sticky feel as it dripped down his chest and onto the ground beneath him reminded him of his life before coming to the surface. Black demon blood, or red human blood, it didn’t matter. It felt the same to him.

      Darren lost himself then. His mind focused entirely on the fight at hand, forgetting Morgana, Cassandra, and even Callum. It was just him and the demons once again.

      At some point, the bandits realized they were fighting against a foe they could not hope to beat. At first, a few tried to break away from the fray. Others realize their allies were abandoning them, and they too broke ranks to flee.

      Darren did not intend to let them escape with their lives. The only good demon was a dead demon, and Darren knew every one he let slip away from him today was one that would come to stab them in the back tomorrow.

      He wouldn’t let a single one of these creatures escape. They would all be rendered into Divine Aura by Melancholy’s blade.

      “Please! No, no more! We surrender!” the bandits pleaded.

      But Darren’s eyes were far away. He didn’t hear the pleading human cries. He heard only the screeching demons and their foul curses.

      The last nine demons were the hardest to hunt. They fled into the forest, and a few of them even knew how to cover their tracks.

      Each time Darren left to track one of them, the others got further away. Hunting each of them down required him to use his movement ability and his enchanted boots to their maximum potential.

      He covered ground in great leaping bounds that would’ve made even the fastest horse seem slow. Over streams and through the woods, Darren hunted them down one by one.

      He took their lives and left their bodies to cool under the light of the moon. By the time he was done, the night was nearly over and the sun was rising once again.

      Darren’s bloodlust left him, and he blinked the red from his vision. He waited for a quest or a reward to tell him he’d fought hard and won. But no reward came.

      He frowned at that until he thought and remembered that he’d never been issued a quest to kill these demons… No, these bandits. He’d been doing it to protect his companions back in the barn.

      His mind snapped back to reality in that instant, and he knew he needed to return with all haste.

      When Darren made it back to the barn, he found it empty. The bandits must’ve snuck around behind him during the initial wave of fighting. That would’ve been when Darren was the most distracted. They’d taken both Cassandra and Morgana.

      Darren frowned. He’d never needed to protect anyone other than himself, and he realized he’d made a mistake that would cost Morgana and Cassandra.

      Darren opened the barn doors only to find that Callum was missing as well. Darren hoped the water from the Lifewell he’d given the scrawny spearman had been enough to preserve his life until morning when Darren could make a second attempt. But now he was gone. Darren couldn’t decide if that was good news or bad news.

      Even with magic water in his stomach, Callum would’ve been in no shape to walk off. That meant the bandits took him with them. The bandits would have no use for the corpse, which meant he was still alive, at least at the time he was taken.

      Darren turned back to the barn where he found their horses missing. The bandits must’ve taken them along with Cassandra and Morgana. Good. A horse's hoof prints were harder to hide than human footprints.

      If Darren wanted to find his friends, he would need to find those tracks and follow them. So, Darren turned his attention to the ground and got to work.
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      Cassandra found her attempts to defend herself futile against such a powerful assailant.

      He was a holy adept, to be certain. Or rather, an unholy adept, judging by the state of his sigil and the noxious waves of energy streaming off of him. This man could only be the wielder of a demonic sigil.

      Far more of them had corrupted sigils than should have been possible for an ordinary bandit gang. Between that and their numbers, Cassandra knew these were not the usual bandits.

      Corrupting the sigils severed their connection with the heavens above and the entities that guided all the followers of the seraph. Instead, a corrupted sigil was tethered to the Hells and the demons that dwell there.

      The demons naturally lacked the skill and organization of the seraph. Only a direct bond to the most powerful demons in the deepest layers could make the sigils function the way they were intended, and there were very few people willing to put themselves under the control of such a powerful demonic being.

      Instead, most users of demonic sigils bound their corrupted sigils to one of the lesser Hells itself by exposing it to Demonic Aura from there. That granted them a sigil that worked, but couldn’t issue quests or provide anything more than its most basic features.

      That also meant that it could not allow the user to transcend their natural limitations and reach a higher order, like the transformation from holy adept to paladin, priestess, or cleric. Thus, corrupted sigils only half worked.

      But that didn’t mean they weren’t dangerous. They were still perfectly capable of bestowing superhuman skills onto whoever bonded with them. The fact that these bandits had so many corrupted sigils for their members suggested one thing.

      …Demon Cult…

      The voice streamed into Cassandra’s ears, whispered to her by her divination skill. Cassandra took a moment to steady herself. How was she going to get out of this one?

      “What do you plan to do with us?” Cassandra demanded from her captors.

      She couldn’t see much of anything, not since they put a canvas bag over her head. The air she was breathing was hot and sticky from her breaths, and she struggled to loosen it enough for the breath of cool valley air.

      They bound her hands behind her back, and she could feel by her position she was slung over the back of a horse like a sack full of grain.

      By the feel of its rump against her stomach, it might even be her horse. The size and canter were about right for the mare she had taken from her family’s estate.

      “Quiet,” one of her bandit captors said. Her voice was gruff, likely artificially so. A woman in a bandit camp would have to be tough. "My friends forgot to put a gag on you before he bagged you. Keep talking, and we will have to stop to rectify that mistake."

      Cassandra heard a muffled sound coming from a horse nearby. She knew from its tone that it had to belong to Morgana. She was probably gagged as well as bound.

      “Where is Callum? And Sir Darren?” Cassandra demanded.

      “If you’re talking about the corpse and the paladin, we're bringing the corpse with us. The rest of my companions are busy dealing with your paladin now,” the bandit answered.

      “What you mean by the corpse?”

      “The mysterious living corpse,” the bandit repeated. “Your friend here has a bolt sticking out of his throat. By all rights, he should have died within a minute. And yet, the wound seems to have healed around the shaft of the bolt. He can barely breathe, and I suspect he can’t feel anything from the neck down. And yet he lives. I don’t know how, but that’s got to take some powerful magic.”

      Cassandra had briefly glimpsed Callum lying on the ground outside the barn before the bandits had rushed in from the other entrance to take her and Morgana.

      Cassandra had feared he was already dead by then, though she had seen Sir Darren kneeling over him.

      After that, Cassandra and Morgana had their own problems. The two women had put up a decent fight, and Cassandra thought she even saw Morgana use some magic. But the two of them were up against six unholy adepts.

      They couldn’t hold their own for more than a few moments. One of them had some sort of unconsciousness ability, and the next thing the two of them knew they were trussed up like hogs ready for the slaughter.

      “You’ll never catch Sir Darren,” Cassandra spat. “He is the most powerful paladin I’ve ever seen.”

      The bandit chuckled. “Rarek’s son is the most powerful holy adept anyone’s ever seen. He’s killed three paladins himself before with his instant movement and unholy blade skills. And from what I hear, after his father took the last three sigils, he’s been desperate for a fourth to keep for himself. Your holy friend is probably a cooling corpse by now.” She laughed, cold and cruel.

      Cassandra knew there were some legendary holy adepts capable of killing paladins, priestesses, and clerics, despite the latter being technically of a higher order. It was rare, but with talent and high-grade skills, it could be done.

      “Sir Darren is skilled as well,” Cassandra said, though her voice lacked the conviction she wanted from it.

      “I suggest you give up on him, Silvercross.” The bandit chuckled. “No man in shining armor is going to save you, pretty princess.”

      “I refuse,” Cassandra said.

      It couldn’t be true, because Cassandra didn’t see a way out of this mess without Sir Darren’s help. Then her mind registered with what the bandit just said. They had used her last name.

      They knew who she was. Were these bandits targeting her? And that little nickname at the end. That’s what Morgana had been calling her when they first met.

      “How do you know who I am?” Cassandra demanded.

      “All right.” The bandit’s voice turned to annoyance, showing she had no interest in continuing this discussion. “Open your mouth, pretty princess, the gag is going in.”

      The bandit stopped the horse and pulled the bag off Cassandra’s head. Cassandra had a few moments to look around to figure out where she was. There was no sign of the farmhouse anywhere, and they were traveling down a narrow trail.

      The trail led up a steep incline, so Cassandra knew they were headed up into the mountains along the side of the valley. Based on the direction they were heading in the sun's orientation, they were northeast of the farmhouse where they had been taken.

      She also saw Callum’s body thrown over the back of a horse just like her. He was limp and unmoving, so they hadn’t bothered to tie his arms or legs.

      His eyes stared unblinking, like a corpse, and there was no movement in his chest. And yet his cheeks were still flushed red, and his skin did not look like the pasty pale color of a dead man.

      Cassandra memorized all this information as her bandit captor pinched her nose shut. Cassandra wriggled her head and looked left and right, but eventually, she needed to open her mouth to breathe.

      As soon as she opened her mouth, one of the bandit’s old socks went in, followed by a strip of cloth to complete the gag.

      “You know, I think you look better this way.” The bandit laughed. “Wouldn’t you say so, Morgana? I know your type.”

      The bandit turned her gaze to Morgana, her other captive. Unlike Cassandra, the bandits hadn’t bothered to put a bag over Morgana’s head. She was, however, gagged like Cassandra was.

      Cassandra met Morgana’s eyes and saw the same determination to escape these bandits in Morgana’s eyes as she knew she had on her own. The two women nodded in a silent pact.

      “All right then, back in the bag with you, pretty princess,” the bandit said.

      Cassandra lost her vision again, and she felt herself being hauled up a steep incline. The horse went slower as they neared wherever they were heading, and Cassandra suspected they were traveling over treacherous terrain.

      They were probably headed into some unassailable bandit fortress deep in the mountains. Something like that would be hard to escape from. Cassandra hoped Morgana was having more luck memorizing their surroundings.

      Hours passed by the time the horse finally came to a stop. Cassandra felt herself being hoisted from the horse’s back and thrown over someone’s shoulders. Her already sore stomach and back ached as she was carried on foot.

      “Look at my haul today!” the bandit woman carrying Cassandra shouted and laughed at some onlookers Cassandra couldn’t see.

      While the bandit woman joked with whoever she’d encountered, Cassandra struggled to identify what she was hearing. The pounding of a hammer on an anvil. The sound of oil sizzling on the stove.

      The smell of leather tanning downwind. The voices of merchants haggling with patrons. She was in some sort of bandit village. Maybe even a small city, judging by the amount of noise.

      The city would be better. A small camp would be hard to slip away from, but in a large settlement, she could disguise herself among the populace and go unnoticed, so long as she could get free.

      Cassandra heard the creaking of rusty metal chains unwinding from a great wheel. That sounded like a drawbridge, especially when she heard a loud bump of wood hitting stone at the end. Her captor’s footsteps echoed against the wood with hollow thumping sounds.

      The feeling of the air against her skin changed, and the breeze she felt outside turned to cool dampness. They were inside a fortress now.

      Just when Cassandra was wondering where she would be taken next, her captor dumped her on the ground. She felt a long strip of velvet cloth beneath her knees, and she tried to climb to her feet. Her bandit captor wouldn’t allow that, though, and quickly pushed her back to the ground.

      “You will kneel before King Rarek, Lord of the Valley of Rarek!” the bandit commanded.

      Cassandra frowned. There was no recognized kingdom between the Blackwind Empire in the port city of Limedeep. And she’d never heard of a King Rarek.

      Cassandra scoured her memory, and she realized she had heard the name Rarek before, but never as a King. There was a powerful bandit in these valleys known as Rarek the Cruel.

      He was an ex-mercenary, who turned on his former employer years ago. He had bought enough weapons and women to set himself up in the wilderness as a petty overlord. Rarek’s ambitions ran far deeper than being a bandit.

      Cassandra had heard enough of Rarek’s rotten history to know he was not a man who shied away from killing. He did not have the moniker ‘the cruel’ for nothing.

      This was a delicate situation, but Cassandra was a noblewoman, with a noblewoman’s bearing and training. She would have to present herself the best she could, hoping that appearing like a lady guest instead of a captive would grant her more privileges. Those same privileges might eventually lead to an escape. She could only hope that Morgana would follow her lead.

      Cassandra’s bandit captor removed the bag from her head. Once it was gone, Cassandra blinked her vision clear. The gag was removed soon after, revealing one of the gaudiest throne rooms Cassandra saw.

      The walls were stone, covered in fine tapestries of mismatching colors and themes. All of them were valuable, but they were also clearly stolen and not commissioned as a set. The red velvet lining the ground leading to the throne was of fine make as well, but there were two pieces of blue velvet next to it which clashed with no sense of decorum.

      The walls held decorations made of bones from both humans and demons alike. Some of those bones had been dipped in gold and silver to give an impression of intimidating wealth. To Cassandra, they only looked distasteful. But she held her tongue.

      Her host, sitting on the throne across from her, drank from a silver human skull turned upside down. It wasn’t the most practical cup, but he made it work. As Cassandra watched, Rarek took a deep sip from the back of the skull.

      Cassandra had to choke back a laugh at the childish attempt at intimidation. Reputation and competence scared your enemies in the game of politics, not gaudy displays of wealth and drinking from human skulls.

      She waited for her host to finish drinking. He smacked his lips in an undignified manner and picked up a handkerchief to wipe the excess ale from his beard.

      “So you are Cassandra Silvercross,” Rarek said. “It’s rare to see a real noblewoman in my court. But your presence is welcome. Perhaps you can teach these buffoons manners.”

      The words Rarek spoke were like those of a nobleman. But his voice had a slight accent to it and would’ve felt out of place in court. His cadence and tone were like that of someone born in the slums, rather than in the wealthy palaces and manors of great families.

      He was trying to cover up his accent, but he hadn’t quite managed it, likely from a lack of examples to copy out here in the wilderness.

      Proper etiquette and decorum suggested that Cassandra should curtsy at this point. That wasn’t possible while her ankles and wrists were bound and she was on her knees, so she inclined her head as ladylike as she could manage. “Cassandra of House Silvercross bids you greetings, King Rarek,” Cassandra said.

      Rarek’s smile broadened at the formal greeting, “And greetings to you as well, Lady Cassandra. I apologize for any roughness my soldiers had in bringing you to me. I have yet to teach them how to handle a noblewoman.”

      “They took no untoward actions towards me,” Cassandra said. “Truthfully, I feared I had been taken captive by bandits. Seeing a gentleman of high station and breeding is a great relief to me.”

      “You flatter me, Silvercross.” Rarek laughed. He turned to some rough-looking bandits lining the side of the room. “Clear out the guest quarters in the northern tower. That is where we will hold a lady like our guest here.”

      “Might I enquire how you know my identity?” Cassandra asked. “Your bandits did not question me.”

      “One of your brothers sold you out.” Rarek waved his hand, as though talking about the weather. “I’ve been in contact with him for a while, and apparently, he doesn’t want you establishing your little mercantile empire in Limedeep. He sees that as a threat to his political holdings.”

      Cassandra cursed inwardly. She knew the internal politics of House Silvercross were cutthroat, but she hadn’t expected one of her family members to hand her travel plans over to a bandit. This was very bad.

      “What about Morgana?” the female bandit from earlier asked. “Are we putting her back in her old quarters?”

      Rarek turned to Morgana, who knelt beside Cassandra with flushed cheeks and a furious expression on her face. “Let’s find out.”

      As soon as the gag left Morgana’s mouth, she spat on the velvet carpet on the floor of the throne room.

      “You treacherous scum, Rarek!” Morgana snarled. “Just give me half a chance and I’ll tear your heart out through your ass and feed it to the dogs!”

      “Please gag her again.” Rarek waved his hand. The bandits grabbed the wad of cloth and shoved it back in Morgana’s mouth. “Take her and the living corpse you mentioned down into the dungeons below the castle. I will wish to examine them both later.”

      Cassandra studied Morgana’s face and then turned to Rarek. “It seems as though you are familiar with my new traveling companion.”

      “Yes, Morgana has always been a troublesome little girl.” Rarek sighed. “I found her as a poor lost little orphan. I took her under my wing out of the goodness of my heart and even gave her a corrupted sigil from my hand. And what have I gotten from it in return? Anger and contempt. She even ran away from me! Oh well, she will pay me back for all my kindness soon enough.”

      Cassandra had spoken to Morgana at length during their short time together. The other woman had been very reluctant to reveal anything more than tiny snippets of her past. From that alone, Cassandra had gathered that she hadn’t had the best of living situations.

      It didn’t surprise her to learn that she’d been living among bandits until recently, given her skill set and the way she spoke. But to be the personal ward of a man like Rarek the Cruel? There had to be a story there.

      “Might I inquire how? From our brief time together, I have gathered that Morgana is a capable young woman. I’m sure she could see out any task you had for her,” Cassandra probed.

      “Oh, to be sure.” Rarek waved his hand. “As a younger girl, Morgana was always playing with my daughters. She would’ve made a capable bandit commander.” Rarek winced at his own words.

      “Pardon me, I meant to say she would have made a capable Royal Guard commander, now that I’m a king and all. But I have a better use for her. She is a beautiful young woman. There are precious few people capable of becoming holy adepts. Let alone mastering skills to the degree Morgana has. Combined with her youth and beauty, she would make a perfect sacrifice for many a powerful demon."

      A bad feeling crept up Cassandra's spine. “You plan to sacrifice her? And what will this demon give you in return?”

      “They will see I am worthy of ascending from dark paladin to dark archpaladin!” Rarek said. “At that point, no one will deny my kingship!”

      “And what of me?” Cassandra asked, fighting to keep the tremble from her voice.

      Rarek laughed. “If my demonic patron will make me an archpaladin for one young holy adept, imagine what she will give me for two?”

      Fear filled Cassandra’s heart as Rarek’s laughter drifted around the throne room. The bandits hauled her away, and Cassandra could only think one thought.

      She had to get out of here.
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      Darren left the mountain of stinking bodies behind. That would cause problems for the farmer who owned the barn, so Darren left behind most of the bandits’ equipment and compensation, only taking the weapons and provisions into his inventory. He also left the horses behind, since, with Darren’s skills, they would only slow him down.

      Darren had to circle the barn three times to pick up the trail finally. All his running around and the fleeing of the horde of bandits tore up the dirt in all directions. Eventually, he found the hoof prints he was looking for. One band of bandits stayed tight together, leaving during the night.

      Some bandits on horseback had tried to ride Darren down earlier, and when that failed, they’d been the first to turn and flee. Many of them had even pointed their horses in this direction, which suggested to Darren this was where the bandits came from.

      He followed in their footsteps for nearly an hour, slowly gaining on them. The trail was already hours old, but the bandits had made no move to disguise their trail.

      They probably thought the rest of their bandit group would be following soon after them. In another day or three, the bandits would send someone to investigate their missing hundred people. But until then, Darren would have the element of surprise.

      The trail led him up the mountain. Darren’s Sense Intent skill was of use here as well. Ever since he had evolved it, it had become increasingly useful in predicting the movements of his enemies. Now he felt as though he could almost see the people he was tracking.

      He was grateful to notice that they were carrying three prisoners, not just two. That meant Darren was right, and they had taken Callum as well.

      They threw Cassandra and Morgana over the back of the pair of horses. The same horses would have been pulling their wagon recently. They were traveling a familiar path, but still a treacherous one.

      The horses didn’t know the trail; the humans had to prod them on. The bandits led the horses on foot for part of the journey and only mounted to keep Cassandra and Morgana in line.

      They stopped for a while at a stream. They refilled their canteens and spoke for a bit. Cassandra had asked a few questions, and she’d even struggled a little.

      Darren scanned the ground and found a few specks of cloth slick with spittle. They tried to gag her here, and eventually, they succeeded. They put a bag over her head after that.

      There were older prints here beneath the ones he was tracking. The markings were mostly footprints from humans, some shoe-shod and some barefoot. The path was growing better traveled now, and Darren suspected they were getting closer to some sort of settlement.

      Darren confirmed his suspicions soon enough, and he quickly sighted a towering keep surrounded by stone walls. The structure looked ancient and was at least several hundred years old.

      There was a large bustling settlement around the castle, and it appeared to be a modest-sized town. This was the first time Darren had sighted a human settlement since emerging from Hell, and he remarked it didn’t look all that different from a demon village.

      The houses in rough wooden palisade around the castle were clearly of much newer make. They were rough wooden affairs, built from the local lumber.

      The people who had settled here must’ve found the old ruins of the fortress long abandoned and claimed it for themselves.

      Darren would benefit from disguising himself before entering the settlement. His traveling companions had already made it quite clear to him he was unusually tall and muscular for a human male.

      Luckily, he was no stranger to infiltrating settlements. This was something he had done many times in Hell, and he had a cloak for just this purpose.

      It was called a cloak of concealment, and after Darren had evolved it, it had become quite good at hiding his features. It was effective unless he was scrutinized very carefully by someone with a powerful identification spell. Darren could even sneak by demons of the fourth order.

      The guards at the gates to this settlement were certainly not fourth-order demons. The pair of tired-looking human bandits gazed at him with half-lidded eyes before waving him through without another word. To them, Darren would’ve appeared unremarkable in any way.

      While Darren was not impressed with the guards, his excitement grew as he entered the settlement. He sensed savory food not far away, and the people cooking it were nearby. In a fiend settlement, half that food would have been made from human flesh.

      But here it looked like the people cooked their meals from those small harmless demons he’d seen in the forest. He heard Callum call them deer and rabbits. There was also a large assortment of steaming vegetables and fruits. Those would’ve been a rare delicacy in Hell, but were even more common than the meats here.

      The sheer assemblage of humans on the streets around them was amazing to Darren. Until now, the largest gathering of people he had seen had been the group of bandits he had just exterminated the previous morning.

      Seeing so many of his people gathered in one place felt strange; he felt like they would have an easier time surviving if they broke up into small groups and hid in the caves along the mountains.

      “Battered lunch sticks! Who wants to buy some battered lunch sticks? Only three copper pieces!” a vendor shouted in Darren’s direction. She waved her produce in the air so its scent caught on the wind.

      The delicious smell wafted over to Darren and he felt his stomach growl in anticipation of a meal.

      The sharp-eyed vendor sensed a potential customer, even through Darren’s disguise. “Aha! I know a hungry man when I see one! Oh, you’re a big guy, aren’t you? I bet you could eat two, even three battered lunch sticks!” She quickly produced two more of her products and waved all three of them under Darren’s nose.

      Since the vendor had already approached him, Darren risked trying to get information out of her.

      “I am looking for two women,” Darren said.

      “Two of them?” The vendor’s eyebrows went up, but she nodded after a moment of consideration. “I suppose a man of your stature could handle two women at once. Yes, that makes sense. I can tell you where you want to go.”

      Darren waited for information, but it quickly became apparent that the vendor would not tell him anything until he bought some of her produce. That was a bit of a problem because Darren only had the money demons used as currency.

      So Darren plopped down a fistful of diamonds. He overestimated what a demon might pay for an equivalent stick of human flesh down in Hell, hoping the extra money would go towards buying him sound information. “Speak.”

      The vendor’s eyes went wide as she stared at the glistening gemstones sitting on her counter. With an expression full of greed and desire, she hastily swept them under her table.

      “You’ll find the prettiest girls at the Rising Sun Pavilion,” the vendor said. “By the seraph, I’d take a tumble with you myself for something like this.”

      “Directions,” Darren demanded.

      “Follow this road down the corner, then turn left. Find the building with red lanterns hanging off the side of the building,” the street vendor explained. “If you don’t mind me, I’m about to hurry off to my retirement.”

      She pushed the entire crate of her lunch sticks in Darren’s direction. Then she abandoned her stand and started running off with a pouch full of diamonds tucked under her arm.

      Darren took the food, assuming he had overpaid by a bit. He ate them as he followed the directions he’d been given, until he found the building adorned with red lanterns. He entered and was immediately greeted by a pair of lovely young women.

      “Well there!” one of the women said. “You are certainly a handsome one.” She wore a red robe that clung tightly to her body as though it showed as much of her skin as possible while still allowing her to remain technically clothed.

      “And a tall one too!” another said, wearing a matching blue dress. “I can’t believe I didn’t notice at first.”

      “I seek two women,” Darren said, as he produced another fistful of gemstones. One that was much smaller than the first.

      The eyes of both beautiful women lit up at the sight of them. “That is something the two of us would be more than happy to help you with,” the woman in red said. “Come on, let’s bring you upstairs. We’ll get a private room, so we can discuss your needs in a more personal setting.”
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      When the two women of the red house asked him to remove his cloak, Darren assumed disguises were not allowed in this information-dealing hub. He was reluctant to reveal himself, but since he was dealing with fellow humans, he would not be instantly attacked as he would be in Hell.

      After carefully weighing his options, Darren removed his disguise. Both women gasped as soon as he pulled it free.

      “My, that old cloak you were wearing certainly wasn’t doing you justice,” the woman in red said. “You really should visit the tailor. A body like this should be shown off.”

      The pair of women lurched forward, gripping the hem of Darren’s shirt and lifting it to reveal his toned stomach. This pair of information brokers was certainly far touchier than Darren thought they needed to be. But he was not going to question their methods until he knew more.

      “Oh my! Have you ever felt such a tight and masculine stomach?” the one in blue asked.

      “I don’t think we’ve ever had a patron quite like you before, good sir,” the one in red answered.

      “Unlikely,” Darren said.

      “You... wouldn’t be a paladin?” the woman in red said as she bit her lip.

      Darren wasn’t foolish enough to admit such a thing to an information broker, so he stayed silent and eyed both women as they ran their hands up and down his chest.

      He knew he should have protested their constant touching, and if he didn’t have the Sense Intent skill, he would have long since pulled away from them for fear of being stabbed with a knife.

      But his skill told him this pair meant him no harm. Neither of them had any notable weapons or fighting skills at all. Cassandra and Morgana would sweep the floor with these two, even without their armaments.

      Darren was intrigued by that as much as anything. How had this pair survived until now?

      “Let us take you to the heights of pleasure,” the woman in red said. “Tell us your heart’s deepest desire, and we will make it happen.”

      While one spoke, the other pulled Darren’s shirt the rest of the way off. Once free, she kneaded his bare shoulders most pleasingly.

      He was feeling exceptionally relaxed, despite the annoyance of having to restate his request again.

      “I am seeking a pair of women. Possibly a young man as well,” Darren continued. “And speak quickly. I have little time to waste.”

      “Oh, how kinky!” the woman in red giggled. “I suppose what they say about you Golden Temple men is true!”

      Darren frowned. “They are my companions. I must protect them.”

      The woman in red said, “I see. And while they’re under your protection, you’ll be able to do anything you want to them, right?”

      “I suppose so...” Darren muttered. He wasn’t sure what that had to do with anything. But the woman in blue behind him was doing an excellent job taking the knots out of his shoulders and back.

      “I bet these companions of yours are under threat by some vicious necromancer or demon lord,” the woman in red suggested.

      Darren shook his head. “Bandits. They were captured and taken away.”

      “I see.” The woman in red nodded. “We certainly know a lot about that here in this city, what with King Rarek nabbing nobles by sea or by land.”

      Finally, this was the information he was looking for.

      “Tell me more,” Darren asked.

      “Ah, well, the way King Rarek usually takes his captives is by sending one of his sons down into the valley, or on one of his pirate ships on the coast. We’re not as disconnected from the civilized world as you might think for a city of backward hill-savages.

      “He occasionally gets tips and requests from the enemies of various nobles and people of importance. Our king has made troublesome people disappear while traveling for the right price.”

      “And my companions?” Darren said. “They were made to... disappear?”

      “That’s right. They were hauled away from wherever you last saw them and brought to this mountain fortress, where King Rarek plans to use them in a ritual sacrifice to one of those demon lords he’s so fond of,” the woman in red continued.

      Darren’s brows turned serious. “Demon lords? Which ones?”

      “Uh...” The woman in red was surprised, but she quickly recovered. “Let’s see... there’s Voledian the Skin-Flayer, Asmoth’koteth the Defiler, Yillgarthenoth the Wyrm... and a few others I can’t name myself. Probably the Defiler, to be honest. She takes an interest in young women, and occasionally young men if they’re innocent enough.”

      Darren was familiar with the rituals of Asmoth’koteth the Defiler. She was a powerful Prime Sin of Hell, all the way down on the sixth layer, near the deepest region of Hell. According to the rumors, she was one of the first generation of Seraphim to descend to the mortal world before the Lady of Darkness corrupted her and turned her into one of the strongest of her demon minions.

      While not as powerful as the Lady of Darkness herself, she was a force to be reckoned with. Or for some human cultists, bartered with.

      Quite a few lesser demons held rituals to contact her and offer sacrifices for power. Presumably, this King Rarek was no different.

      “Where would they be held?” Darren asked.

      “Why, in the dungeons of course,” the woman in red answered. “Unless Rarek takes a liking to them, that is. In that case, he might put them up in the northern tower. That’s isolated enough to be like a prison cell, but a little more luxurious for noble prisoners. Occasionally he lets his captives think he’s going to ransom them off, but I’ve never heard of him letting anyone go.”

      “The dungeons and the northern tower,” Darren repeated. “I understand. How long until the ritual?”

      “Usually, Rarek waits until the new moon. When the night is darkest, the demons hold the most power over our world. Reaching out of Hell is easiest for them then,” the woman in red answered. “Say... this is turning into a rather detailed backstory. I can have something written for you ahead of time, but I do charge by the word.”

      “Red,” the woman in blue said to her companion. “I’m not so sure our guest here is talking about a story. I spoke to my sister as she hauled in a prisoner for Lord Rarek just earlier today. She had the look of a noblewoman about her.” She turned to Darren. “Do you think you could describe the people you’re looking for again?”

      Darren nodded. “One with bright red hair, nearly pink. The other with black. The one with red hair stands just taller than my stomach. The one with black hair is slightly taller. The man was about the same size but had a throat wound. They would have a pair of mares, one black, and one white.”

      “That sounds like them alright,” the woman in blue said. “Let me tell you what I know. But I’ll have you know we’re not information brokers. That’s not the kind of service we can sell.”

      Darren frowned.

      “Don’t glower at us like that!” The woman in red batted her eyelashes playfully. “Don’t worry. You’ll know all you need to know. We only sell intimate services here. But we’re welcome to talk about whatever we want while we give them.”

      Darren nodded in realization. They did not wish to sell him information about his companions, but they would sell him another service and speak while they did so.

      “Then speak,” Darren insisted.

      “Just one question,” the woman in red said as Darren motioned to put his shirt back on. “Just what are these women to you? Surely a man like yourself must see them as more than companions?”

      “They’re... friends,” Darren answered, not sure what else there was to say.

      “Oh?” the woman in red asked. “A pair of women beautiful enough for King Rarek to take captive himself? I’m sure you’d enjoy making two such women more than friends.” She looked Darren slyly up and down.

      “I must rescue them,” Darren said as he motioned to leave.

      “That’s a shame,” the woman in red said. “After you paid us so much, I’d hate to let you leave with just a few words spoken. I think it would be much nicer if we could teach you a new skill.”

      Darren stopped in his tracks. “A skill?”

      “The skill to seduce and pleasure a woman,” the one in red said. “After you rescue these two ladies of yours, you’ll need it. Don’t worry, it won’t take long to teach you the basics.” She gave the bed a gentle pat.

      Their alluring motions had more effect on Darren than any demonic weapon. It wasn’t quite as much as what being near Cassandra did to him, but something about the shape of their lips and the sway of their hips made Darren’s eyes focus on them, unable to concentrate on anything else.

      It was incredibly distracting, and Darren had to force himself to focus.

      “I must save my friends,” Darren said as he backed away towards the door. But two pairs of dainty hands reached out to stop him. Their grip was soft and delicate, but somehow they put a halt to Darren’s retreat with a gentle caress each.

      “No one performs a demonic sacrifice during the day,” the woman in red giggled.

      “And whatever you do there, you’ll have an easier time finding your way in at night,” the woman in blue added.

      “Very well,” Darren conceded. “But I will learn all you know. About the castle, and about this skill.”

      Both women hid their smiles and laughed playfully as they pulled Darren towards the chamber’s sprawling bed. Before Darren knew it, his shirt was off. The women exposed his broad shoulders and trunk-like arms even as they bared their own petite bodies before him.

      “Okay, we’ll tell you everything you want to know,” the woman in red said as she trailed her hand along Darren’s chest. “But in exchange, we want you to tell us everything about your women.”

      Since Cassandra was a reputable lady of the Blackwind Empire, the pair of women reasoned that she’d likely be saving her first time for someone special. Once they learned how inexperienced Darren was, they recommended he do the same.

      “That’s a very romantic idea, Blue,” the woman in red said. “That being said, we’ve got to teach him the basics without actually going all the way. This is going to be difficult. Tell me what are their names? Perhaps we can give you a bit of practice?”

      Practice sounded good to Darren, so he told them.

      “Cassandra and Morgana.”

      “Two lovely names,” the woman in red purred. “I’ll be Morgana, and Blue there can be Cassandra. Now, let’s figure out what you’re going to do to both of them…”

      The two women were resourceful, and their wisdom shaped Darren like a lump of the finest clay. He was already a man any woman would be driven wild to see. All they had to do was teach Darren how to hold himself and what to say.

      “That’s right, lean into her ear and promise to protect her,” Blue said. “Most women want a man who can protect her, and I bet this Cassandra of yours is no different.”

      “What Blue is saying is all well and good,” Red laughed, “but you’ll need to do more than speak. You’ll need to perform. Come on, let us see what you’re working with.”

      The women had Darren disrobe the rest of the way, revealing his massive manhood. They both stood back in hushed awe as they observed its pulsing glory.

      “I want to touch it,” Red said as she wrapped her fingers around Darren’s manhood. “Just imagine I’m that Morgana girl of yours.”

      The sensation of a beautiful woman touching him there sent shivers up Darren’s spine. Two of them were almost too much for him to take. He’d never done this before, and the trepidation was overwhelming.

      He was glad he’d found this pair of practice partners willing to help him through this, otherwise, he feared he might embarrass himself when he went at it for real.

      “This is a man’s sensitive spot,” the woman in red said. “Right under the tip here. Women have something similar, let me show you.” She hopped up onto her bed and let her red robe fall to the floor.

      “I’ll guide you,” the woman in blue said as she wrapped her arms around Darren’s back, letting her robes fall to the ground as well. “Take your cock in this hand here. With one as big as yours you’ll need to go slow, so I’ll push you forward at about the pace you’ll need to match.”

      The women trained Darren in the art of thrusting, caressing, touching, and kissing.

      With his extensive physical training, he mastered each technique they demonstrated to him with admirable speed and efficiency. He was such a quick learner that they moved him on to the art of pleasuring two women at once.

      “I don’t know what it is,” the woman formerly wearing blue said. “But I have a feeling you are going to need this skill one day. Pleasing two women at once is exponentially more difficult than singular lovemaking, but it can also be many times more rewarding.”

      “I bet a big man like you would do good if he took command in bed,” the woman formerly wearing red added. “Don’t be afraid to order your partners to do some of the work. If they’re into each other as well as you, you can order them to help you that way.”

      “For instance, you could ask me to rub Red’s nipples here, while you plow her from behind,” Blue said, rubbing her hands over her partner’s breasts. “Or I could kiss her lower lips while you have your way with her upper ones.” Blue flipped her partner around so Red’s face was sticking off the bed instead of her rear.

      “But don’t forget about the one who’s helping you too,” Red said as she pinched one of Blue’s nipples between her fingers and licked her lips. “You’re the primary lover, and you’re the one she’s most interested in. If she does good, call her a good girl.”

      “I understand,” Darren said as he reached out and ran a hand over Blue’s head. “You’re a good girl.”

      “I am, aren’t I?” Blue purred. “And you’re an excellent student. I do hope things go well for you with your two women. I hope you can visit us again someday and tell us how things went.”

      “And if you come back,” Red said. “We’ll give you a second lesson for free.”
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      Darren left the brothel as casually as he could manage. He still felt a little wobbly on his feet from such an intensely physical experience, and he was internalizing all the new techniques he had learned.

      He’d been alone for decades without a woman in sight, so the crash course he’d just been given in female anatomy had him reeling in shock.

      He hadn’t even known that human babies popped out from between their mother’s legs because of the technique the two women had shown him. He’d always assumed humans were born the same way demons were and just materialized out of clouds of energy floating in the air.

      Despite the uneasy feeling that resulted from his recent lessons, Darren was happy he’d learned those things in a safe environment rather than in the heat of battle — or whatever the equivalent situation would be for such a skill.

      He put those things out of his mind as he neared the castle ahead of him. Red and Blue assured him that if his three companions were here, they’d be held in the keep.

      Darren pulled the hood of his cloak of concealment back up to reactivate its disguise ability. Then he headed towards the castle. The first thing he needed to do was figure out how to get inside. Then he would need to find everyone.

      The castle wasn’t too big, in Darren’s perspective. The demon lords in Hell loved to build sinister imposing castles with towers six hundred floors high and six hundred below. In contrast, this castle would have served as nothing more than a little gatehouse.

      And yet everyone seemed to speak in hushed whispers whenever they looked up at the fortress. Darren had heard the words unassailable and impenetrable used many times when looking up at it.

      Perhaps there was something special about this castle. He would need to be prepared for many magical defenses. There could be powerful wards or unholy artifacts at work.

      There could be powerful demons standing like guards, maybe a corruption nexus basking the area in a dark power and threatening to turn any human foolish enough to approach into a demon.

      Darren had all the usual items for dealing with such defenses. His cloak of concealment, for one. His Demon-Crushing Legion boots would help him cover ground more quickly, and he had a very nice grappling hook and rope.

      Darren quickly decided he would not be entering through the main entrance. Not the drawbridge anyway, and there were a few guards standing over the gatehouse on the other side.

      Darren was tempted to simply pull out Melancholy and charge inward. He’d defeated those bandits easily enough before, but the work had been messy and time consuming. What if he got himself locked in a fight with a powerful bandit or demon and found his companions sacrificed before he could rescue them?

      So Darren took the smarter route, and he doubled around the castle to approach from the side. Sometimes approaching a goal indirectly was the straightest path to completing it.

      The castle was a fair ways up the side of the mountain and loomed above the town. The main entrance required a walk up a long staircase across which whoever was approaching was completely exposed to both sight and arrow fire.

      Coming around back required an even more circuitous route where Darren had to scale sheer rock face arm over arm. The hand holds were sparse and scattered and to make the ascent Darren had to stab Melancholy into the stone wall and haul himself up by his sword.

      There were two guards looming over the edge of the cliff looking for anything amiss, but neither looked particularly strong or had corrupted sigils on them.

      Darren plucked a small bone tube from his inventory and loaded a dart into it. Darren was a better fighter and swordsman than he was a marksman. None of his skills helped him shoot arrows or throw knives. But he did have steady hands and good aim, so from this distance and under the concealment of his cloak he swiftly put two darts into the necks of a pair of sleepy guards.

      The darts were loaded with a paralytic agent demons loved derived from the saliva of a succubus. Both men collapsed to the ground completely limp. When Darren finished the pair of them off with Melancholy they actually wet themselves with ecstasy as they died. After moving the bodies into his Inventory, Darren headed behind the castle.

      The back of the castle was pressed against the mountain, and Darren realized the northern tower was not that far off from the mountainside heading up towards the peak.

      When he went to look for Cassandra, he could use that path to get to the top of the tower from outside the castle.

      But for now, he wanted to get down into the dungeon. Red and Blue hadn’t been able to tell him where that would be, but they told him it would almost certainly be underground. That would be the smartest place to look for his companions. Avoiding fights until he knew where his companions were would be the quickest and smartest way to rescue them.

      So Darren threw his grappling hook over the wall, cloaking his ascent in the shadows cast by the castle walls from the fading sunset light.

      Between that and Darren’s cloak, it would take a truly skilled sentry to spot Daren’s swift ascent.

      Darren climbed arm over arm through the tiny gap just off to the side of the gatehouse, climbing up six floors as fast as a man could run the same distance over level ground.

      He hauled, leaping and grunting as he pulled himself up a few yards with each exertion. Once he was off the ground, past where a man with a normal ladder could reach, the stone became rougher with more handholds.

      That helped him move across the stone quicker, and he squeezed himself inside the tiny gap around a window. He snapped the metal bars between his fingers to make just enough room to squeeze his shoulders through.

      Darren shoved the metal bars to the window back in place so he left no obvious sign of his passage. Then he began exploring the interior of the castle.

      He was on the second level of the main keep. If he was lucky, the dungeon would be just below where he was currently standing.

      He would need to walk the halls and avoid looking out of place. He found a broom propped up against a nearby wall and he grabbed it.

      Holding it would help his cloak disguise him as a servant maintaining the castle. Judging by the amount of dust gathered in the hallway, this castle was badly in need of more floor sweepers anyhow.

      So Darren traversed the hall, looking for anything of interest. He found a room filled with guards, laughing and joking as they ate. For now, he avoided that chamber, as too many questions could get through his disguise. He stayed away from any large congregation of people, sticking to the walls of the hallway until he found stairs leading down.

      He saw a large throne room on the main floor. It was attached to several other rooms and Darren checked them one by one. Eventually, he found a hatch in the floor leading down.

      Upon descending into the chamber, he didn’t find the dungeon, but he did find a room built for powerful demonic rituals. The previous owners of this castle must’ve used it as a wine cellar, because it carried that same sharp and sweet scent as Cassandra’s wagon of barrels filled with the stuff.

      But now, the wine barrels were gone. In its place were stacks of candles. There were buckets of fresh ruby-red blood, as well as a massive circular groove carved into the floor and filled with quicksilver.

      This was a setup Darren recognized. He had picked up many books on demonic rituals, and while he had never seen this specific one used in person before, he had read enough about it to know how it worked.

      The circle was a barrier meant to maintain a high concentration of Demonic Aura inside of its containment field.

      That would protect any human cultists powering the ritual while simultaneously creating an environment that would be fairly pleasant for the demon or demon’s avatar that was summoned.

      The circle also gave the human users some measure of protection, when used with three-star symbols intersecting each other at just the right angle to channel the Demonic Aura of the creature being summoned against itself.

      Near the circle, there was a massive black and gold altar. It had once been made of granite, shaped like an envelope to horns. At some point, the bandits pounded enough of those imprinted metal disks flat to wrap the entire altar in gold. There were wrist and ankle cuffs beneath both horns on the side of the altar table, and from what Darren remembered from the ritual, a sacrifice should be strapped to one or both horns.

      Looking through the bandits’ inventory of supplies, they had all the candles and blood already gathered to make the ritual work. The altar and the obsidian dagger that went with it were both of very fine make. Darren suspected they had come from some unholy patron deep in Hell, possibly the same one they intended to summon.

      Darren knew he needed to do something about this ritual chamber before they used it on Cassandra and Morgana.

      Even he wouldn’t be able to stand up against a Demon Prince if they appeared in this castle. So Darren decided to subtly and discreetly sabotage the ritual.

      He did so first by carving a notch out of the quicksilver grooves in the floor. It was only a tiny notch, and it would take close inspection to identify, but its presence would let Demonic Aura leak out of the circle once it was activated, increasing the amount of power needed for the initial stages of the ritual.

      Then he swapped out the paint that would draw the ritual symbols. After searching through his inventory, he eventually found a barrel of red-stained urine from a demonic boar attempting to pass a kidney stone mere moments before he killed it.

      It was one of those things he’d stuck nested three bags of holding deep in his Inventory, thinking he’d use it someday to force answers out of a fiend under the threat of dunking them in the foul stuff.

      But Darren realized it looked enough like thin watery blood that the bandits might not even realize it was something else. That made it perfect for adulterating the primary ingredient for this ritual.

      With that done, Darren pulled out a dagger and cut every wick down to nubs so they’d be nearly impossible to light, and he tied the arm and wrist bindings around each other into one giant knot. Then he let some of the demon urine splash all over the black robes the bandit cultists would wear during the ritual.

      Darren figured all of that would buy him a few minutes. He suspected that most of King Rarek’s loyal men would assist with the ritual itself, so his best opportunity to rescue Morgana and Cassandra would come at that point.

      With that settled, Darren left the ritual chamber and resumed his search for the dungeon.

      He was rewarded for his search after a few more minutes of looking, finding a spiral staircase headed down.

      The walls lining the staircase leading down into the dungeon were covered in decorative bronze sconces. Those sconces had once held candles to light the way, but the bandits had taken what was left for use elsewhere, and never replaced the candles.

      So Darren headed downwards in relative darkness. For most of the humans who had lived their lives aboveground, it would’ve been pitch black and they wouldn’t have wanted to make the journey without a torch.

      That was probably by design since there was little point in having a dungeon that looked too inviting.

      To Darren, though, this was just another day in the depths of Hell. Between the enhanced vision of a paladin and Darren’s Celestial Storm skill, the foreboding path downwards was as welcoming as a merry stroll through an open field.

      After passing two floors of storage rooms, Darren finally made it to the dungeon itself. It was guarded by a rickety wooden door with a few iron bars strapped across for reinforcement.

      The door was locked, but deft manipulation from a few tendrils of light quickly jiggled the mechanism open.

      The door swung wide, leading Darren to a long hallway. Some rooms along the hallway were prison cells, and some were administrative offices.

      Others looked more like torture chambers, filled with various apparatuses of pain. Darren detected voices coming from one such chamber as he approached.

      He leaned nearer against the door, waiting and listening.

      “We must extract this aura-laden water from the corpse!” someone from inside the chamber said. It sounded female, but it was obscured and muffled, likely by a mask.

      “We could cut the stomach open, and then remove all the organs,” another replied. “His body has been filled with this mysterious healing fluid.” This voice was male, also muffled by a facial covering.

      Darren nearly moved on after that, avoiding the room completely. But those last words told him that this might be of interest. The lifewell water he had poured into Callum’s body would extend his life significantly. A skilled medical examiner would quickly identify that during a dissection.

      “The fluid appears to be healing my incisions as fast as I make them,” the female voice said. “And to make matters worse, I suspect a little of it is consumed whenever I do so. That means the longer we struggle at this, the less we will get out of this corpse.”

      Darren wormed his Celestial Storm tendrils beneath the door frame. He found two people, one male, and one female, as he expected. Both of them were dressed in knee-length white coats, with strips of cloth wrapped around their mouths. They hovered over a table with knives in their hands.

      The table had a body stretched out on top of it, with its arms and legs spread out in each direction.

      Darren didn’t recognize the body at first with how covered in scars and cuts it was. Blood covered it from head to toe, and it was scarcely recognizable as human.

      Then the body moved, and Darren saw Callum’s eyes. They were full of the same determination he’d seen the previous night. There was a fire behind them, reduced to a few smoldering embers there, but it still burned. That fire refused to be extinguished no matter what these people did.

      Darren felt a fire in his heart to match the one he sensed in Callum. Without another thought, he twisted the handle of the door and snapped the lock inside.

      He opened the door, and the two people looming over Callum turned to look at him.

      “You’re not supposed to be in here!” the woman said.

      “He wants to steal the water. Kill him!” the man shouted as he raised one of the surgical knives over his head.

      Darren reached out and grabbed both of them by the neck. The bones in their spines popped like kernels of corn over a fire, and a second later Darren tossed the two limp bodies aside so he could tend to Callum.

      He did not look good. Darren suspected that if he had been left to rot all day in the sun outside of that barn with the rest of the bandit corpses, he would probably look better than he did now.

      Those two people had been trying to butcher him. They’d run their knives along his chest, throat, and abdomen. They sliced without a care in the world, slowly collecting the leftover Lifewell water as it dripped off the table mixed with Callum’s blood.

      The only positive thing they had done was remove the bolt that had been stuck in Callum’s throat. With that gone, the potion could finally start healing his spine and neck enough for him to breathe and twitch. But there was more wrong with him right now than even the Lifewell could fix.

      This would be messy work. Darren didn’t know what the inside of a person was supposed to look like, but he had butchered his fair share of demons.

      There were more organs inside of Callum than he ever remembered seeing in demons he killed, but he thought he had a general idea of where everything went.

      He scanned the room nearby and quickly found a set of bandages and stitches. He arrayed them to one side while washing his hands and stealing one strip of cloth from a shelf to put over his mouth.

      Once properly outfitted, Darren started putting Callum back together again. He shoved the organs back in place as best he could from where they’d been splayed out on the table.

      Then he pulled the best needle he had in his inventory out while producing the Lifewell. He used the water from his magical healing canteen to wash everything clean. Then he used his divine blessing skill to remove all taint from Callum’s body.

      Once Callum was basking in Divine Aura, the water could do its job more effectively. With a bit of help from Darren and some stitches, Callum’s neck and stomach were together enough that Darren could pour more of his healing water down Callum’s throat.

      Throughout the entire process, Callum’s eyes were locked with Darren’s. They slowly came into focus as the water did its work and Darren patched him up. By the time Darren sewed the last set of stitches, he was even looking human again.

      Darren wrapped Callum in bandages soaked in the Lifewell’s water. The bandages would help hold him together and keep the water near his skin long enough to do its job. His insides were probably still a mess, but if his skin was whole, at least Darren wouldn’t have to fear him falling apart.

      “Gragghhhh,” Callum groaned.

      Darren unbuckled his arms and legs from where they’d been strapped to the table, and Callum reached for his own throat, scratching at it as though it was unfamiliar to him.

      “Easy there,” Darren said.

      “T–T thank you,” Callum stuttered through shaking breaths. “Thought I was… Going to die.”

      “Can you stand? Can you fight?” Darren asked.

      As soon as the words left his mouth, Darren knew it was an unfair question. Darren could expect himself to be ready for battle even after such grievous wounds, but Callum hadn’t been through what Darren had. He lived a soft life on the surface. He would need weeks, maybe even months to recover mentally even after his wounds were healed. You would never be the same.

      But even as those thoughts flashed through Darren’s mind, Callum pushed himself to his feet.

      “Cassandra,” Callum said. “We need to rescue her. Morgana too. They’re both in trouble.”

      For the second time in as many days, Callum brought a smile to Darren’s lips.

      “You will need a weapon,” Darren said as he scanned the contents of his Inventory. Eventually, he found something he liked.

      Darren produced a spear made of bone. It was the color of ivory, with a jagged point. Flowing lines ran up and down the spear’s side, providing channels for magical power.

      The spear was enchanted, and Darren knew it held some powerful abilities. The spear was carved in the bones of an elder devil Dragon, turned into one of the most fearsome unholy weapons Darren had ever seen. If Darren didn’t have Melancholy, he might have used this spear himself.

      After Darren used divine blessing to turn it from a demonic artifact into a divine artifact, it had lost a significant portion of those powers. But it was still a spear that would be second to none in the hands of any capable warrior.

      It also kept the valuable ability to go from dagger to spear in the blink of an eye. With Darren’s inventory, that was a useless ability. But to someone like Callum who would need to travel with his weapon and even hide it occasionally, being able to conceal his spear as a dagger would be invaluable.

      Callum accepted the spear with shaking hands. “I… I can’t accept something like this, Darren. This is a divine artifact! It should belong in the hands of a paladin from the Golden Temple! Or be the prize possession of a powerful house in the Blackwind Empire! I shouldn’t even be allowed to touch something like this. Without a sigil, I can’t even use it.”

      “You will do more than touch it,” Darren said as he shoved the spear into Callum’s hands.

      The motion nearly tipped Callum over with how unsteady he was on his feet after his near-death experience. He wasn’t worthy of these weapons yet, but if Callum kept that fire burning in his eyes, then someday he would be.

      “Right,” Callum said as he shook his head to focus. “Now is not the time for that. Action first. I think I saw Morgana get taken into a cell further down the hall. We have to hurry though because I think they plan to start the ritual soon. I was slipping in and out of consciousness so I don’t know how long it’s been.”

      Darren nodded in agreement. Ordinarily, Callum shouldn’t have been able to even use the spear, but the spear had its own reservoir of Divine Aura that Darren had just replenished moments ago.

      It would react to simple touch, without any need for the user to have perception or control over Divine Aura on their own.

      While he’d been working on healing Callum, he’d kept his Celestial Storm tendrils fully extended. He was waiting and watching for anyone to arrive, and it was just at that moment that he was detecting someone coming down the stairs.

      He held his hand up, and Callum instantly got the message. The two of them took up positions on either side of the entrance to the dungeon down the hall. When the figure descending the stairs finally came into view, the pair jumped him and knocked the torch from his hands.

      “Oh, Seraph!” the man cried out in fright as Callum swept his spear beneath the man’s heels and took his feet out from under him. Before he could recover, Darren had him completely disarmed and pinned against the far wall with a hand over his mouth. Callum bent over to pick up the burning torch the man had dropped, and the two of them dragged him back into one of the torture chambers.

      By then, he was quaking in fear and terror. “Please! Don’t hurt me! I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” the man begged.

      “Two women. A ritual,” Darren prompted.

      “All right, all right!” the man said between quick sobbing breaths. “I was sent down here to clean out the cell of one sacrifice. She was hauled up several hours ago to have one last visit with her fellow sacrifice. They should be beginning the ritual at any moment.”

      “Hells,” Callum cursed, knowing the reason Darren wasn’t already rescuing Morgana and Cassandra was that Darren had been patching him up. “They might’ve already begun by now. We need to go!”
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      Darren and Callum locked the man in one of the abandoned prison cells, where someone would find him, eventually.

      He’d provided good information, and Darren had been about to reward him with a swift and merciful death when Callum came up with a more merciful solution.

      Once that was out of the way, Darren and Callum found Morgana’s cell. Sure enough, it was empty.

      By the looks of it, she’d only stayed here for a few hours at most. After confirming she was no longer in the dungeon, the two of them realized they would need to search the more heavily occupied upper levels of the castle. And they’d need to do it quickly.

      “How are we sneaking up to Cassandra’s cell if it is on the top of a tower?” Callum asked.

      That turned out to be a question Callum would have been better off not knowing the answer to. When Darren explained how he planned to enter, Callum’s face paled.

      “Is something like that even survivable?” Callum asked.

      “Done it before,” Darren replied.

      “Well, that sounds like a one-man entrance anyhow,” Callum said. “How about this, I’ll take the clothes off one of the two you took care of. With the mask on, I bet I could pass as one of them. I heard enough of their conversation to know the water they were collecting off me had something to do with the ritual.

      “That’s my ticket in. If Cassandra and Morgana are still up top, you can save them before the bandit cultists bring them down for the sacrifice. If they’re down below… well I’ll do my best to slow them down for you.”

      “Agreed,” Darren said.

      Callum glanced at the two bodies in the room, one of them a man and one of them a woman.

      Callum looked between the two of them and he realized at the same time as Darren that the man had been a bit too portly for Callum to match his build. Luckily, with the mask on, Callum’s delicate features might even be seen as feminine.

      Darren pointed at the dead woman on the ground. “That one. You look more like her.”

      Callum’s face soured. “Not all of us can be a towering embodiment of masculinity.”

      After grumbling a few protests, Callum changed into the dead woman’s garments. Then he and Darren parted ways with an agreement to meet again near the building decorated with red lanterns back just outside Rarek’s castle.
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        * * *

      

      After separating, Darren headed up the side of the mountain he spotted earlier. The northern tower was only a few dozen floors tall, so it was easy enough for Darren to match its height by hiking up the side of the mountain.

      The harder task was swinging his grappling hook overhead and finding a perch for it towards the tower top. It took a few attempts to get the grappling hook to sink into the stone, but once it did, Darren gave it a quick pull to lodge it in place.

      Then he hauled himself up the rope as much as he could, estimating that the length left was about level with the tower's lower windows.

      He aimed himself as best he could. When he was certain he had the distance and the wind right, Darren jumped off the ledge and swung towards the castle.

      He crossed the distance between the mountain ledge and the castle in an instant, swinging right for one of the barred windows. He hit it with a tremendous thud, shearing the metal bars straight from their mount and landing inside the room beyond with a roll.

      Once inside, Darren dusted himself off and surveyed his surroundings.

      He was on the second level of the main keep, which Darren hoped would position him in a central enough location to get the lay of the castle.

      Darren had the general idea of where the dungeon was thanks to the two women he'd met answering all his questions, but Cassandra and Morgana might not be in the dungeon if they were going to be sacrificed. If luck was on Darren's side, Callum would be as well. But would he be in the dungeon or in a grave?

      Darren needed more information than he could expect to find with his Celestial Storm tendrils alone. Fortunately, he still had time before night fell, which meant he could spend a few minutes leaning against the wall and stretching out his mind, feeling, touching, and listening.

      Darren caught a few snippets of conversation here and there, and he combed through them for a few scant mutterings about the castle's latest guests.

      "Morgana is here... dungeon."

      "Beautiful young woman... upper tower."

      "...bleeding body down to the catacombs..."

      Enough gossiping maids and fretting housekeepers were chatting among each other that Darren had soon collected hints as to the whereabouts of each of his friends. Now he only needed to make his way around without attracting unwanted attention.

      His first choice was usually to navigate a building like this by crawling the walls outside. He'd be undetectable with his cloak and the cover of the fading light.

      But that would leave most inner chambers of the castle inaccessible, and Darren had already walked around the base of the main keep looking for a window that led directly into the dungeon. Unfortunately, there were none, which meant Darren would have to find his way there through the halls of the castle itself.

      Then Darren sensed the soft pad of lightly shod feet against the bare stone of the castle. Darren pressed himself against the far wall, hiding behind a stack of buckets just before the door opened, and a tired maid stepped inside.

      "Goodness," the maid muttered. "For such a pretty noble girl, she certainly made a mess... let me see, I know there were a few spare mop buckets somewhere in here. Ah, there--"

      Her voice was cut short when Darren's hand clamped down over her mouth. Darren shifted from his hiding place, revealing himself as he threw back his hood.

      If this woman had been a demon, Darren would have killed her instantly. He held his instincts in check this time.

      Though Darren was not soft, he was reluctant to slaughter a woman who posed no threat to him and held no ill-intent. His mother had always tried to reiterate the goodness of people, even as the years in Hell wore on them both. She wanted to make sure he'd still be able to trust people even after they left.

      But Darren had learned a different lesson. It was that same trust in people that got her killed.

      Darren squashed that unsavory thought and noticed that the woman in his grip was going pale from the fright and lack of air. Darren let her breathe a moment, then whispered in her ear.

      "I do not wish to harm you."

      The maid nodded, unable to crane her neck to look Darren in the eyes past his billowing cloak.

      "I will release you. Do not scream."

      The woman nodded again, and Darren released his hand from her mouth. In the other, he had Melancholy ready. She probably lied, and now, with her first breath, she'd cry for help. Darren would silence her a moment before she could do so.

      But to his surprise, the words that came from her throat were spoken in a hushed whisper, with only a well-hidden tremble to show for her predicament.

      "I know where they are! Or rather, I knew where they were. I can take you up to where one of them was staying in the tower," the maid jittered. "She made quite the mess up there for me to clean up, I'll tell you that."

      "Take me there."

      True to her word, the maid took Darren up the stairs to a distant chamber without noise or complaint.

      "This room was Lady Cassandra's... for a few hours," the maid said. "King Rarek had her moved down to the ritual chamber just recently. And not a moment too soon. The clever girl tied the bedsheets together into a rope and tried to climb down the side of the tower."

      The maid gestured to the far corner of the room, where loops of hastily tied fabric hung over the window ledge with the bar over it cut through with a nail file. Cassandra was more diligent than Darren thought if she accomplished all this in a few hours since getting captured.

      "She was unhurt?" Darren asked.

      "She was feisty and fiery," the maid confirmed. "And as live as a fish fresh from the lake. Though I dread what King Rarek plans to do with her..."

      "What of the others? And where will the ritual take place?"

      The maid licked her lips and fidgeted. "We're not supposed to talk about that stuff, but King Rarek has a ritual chamber beneath the castle. It's an old wine cellar that's been converted to serve the king's demonic patron. They will hold the ritual there at midnight. As for your other friends, Morgana is in the dungeon, which isn't unusual for her. I heard about a third guest, but the two castle surgeons took him away to their lair near the dungeon."

      "Where is Cassandra now?"

      The maid combed her fingers through her hair. "I don't rightly know. But I suspect she'd be with King Rarek. He wouldn't want her making a second escape attempt. And truth be told, I think he likes the idea of having a real noble in his court room. It makes him look more like a proper king."

      Darren nodded. He could sweep the entire structure with his Celestial Storm tendrils. So long as Cassandra and Morgana were still in the building, he would find them.

      "You have been helpful."

      A faint blush blossomed on the maid's face. "Ah... one question. You don't look like any ordinary man. Could you perhaps be some hero in shining armor here to save a captured princess? Like a man straight out of storybooks?"

      Darren turned his head askance at the strange question before answering.

      "Yes."

      The maid bit her lip and her face flushed. "That's so romantic. I'm glad I could help."

      "I will repay you if I can," Darren promised.
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        * * *

      

      Darren followed the maid's directions to King Rarek's court room. He found the room a mere instant before Callum was sent flying out of it.

      Something massive had collided with his chest in the chamber just out of Darren's sight, sending him slamming against the far wall. Callum coughed a mouthful of blood out as he crumpled and slid to the ground with the wide-eyed look of someone with a nasty head injury.

      Fortunately, Darren had pumped Callum full of as much Lifewell water as he could take. Having his insides churned and his bones shattered like that would take him at least a few minutes to heal, but so long as he wasn't beheaded or cut in half before then, he would eventually recover enough to walk. Darren would just have to keep anyone from finishing him off before then.

      Darren stepped through the doorway Callum had just been knocked out of, taking a brief moment to trade his cloak of concealment for a set of shimmering demon hide armor. It wasn't his most refined set, but Darren had found this hide to be most effective against crushing blows like whatever had just struck Callum.

      Beyond the door, Darren encountered a pair of giants who towered over the courtroom, a gaudy chamber decorated with gold and gemstones as though such things were supposed to be impressive.

      The giants stood chest and shoulders taller than Darren, who was himself a large man. But, more than just being tall, these giants were wide, like someone had taken a barrel-chested human and blown them up in all directions. Each of them must have weighed upwards of eight hundred pounds, not including the massive pairs of matching black armor.

      "Another intruder?" said one of the men wearing a long black robe said as he looked at Darren. "You two, seal the entrance so no one else can try to disturb the ritual. Then clean up the castle and get rid of those two interlopers."

      "Oh-kayyy," one of the giants drawled. They spoke slow and uncertainly around massive tusk-like teeth. The way he slurred his words made Darren suspect he wasn't all there.

      Darren detected a colossal quantity of Demonic Aura flowing off of the man. He must have been some cult experiment then. Darren had encountered humans before who'd been pumped full of so much Demonic Aura they were almost demons themselves. A few ended up becoming demons outright if they stayed in Hell long enough.

      Most of the black-cloaked figures ran down the hatch, and Darren caught a glimpse of a pair of women chained hand and foot being hauled down the steps like sacks of grain tied to a stick. Cassandra and Morgana!

      Darren drew Melancholy. He was finished sneaking around. Now was the time for action.

      Six black-robed cultists stayed behind as the pair of giants started rolling a massive stone over the hatch to stop anyone from entering before the cultists completed the ritual. Darren cursed and moved to intercept, but those six black-robed cultists drew swords and bows of their own.

      Darren used Leaf in the Storm to weave between a trio of incoming arrows as he closed the distance between the foremost of the black-robed individuals. One of them drew a saber and made to strike at Darren, but Melancholy sliced both the sword and the man holding it in half before he could even bring his weapon to bear.

      The other two sword-wielders came at Darren. These cultists were better fighters than the bandits Darren killed before. All of them were stronger and faster than ordinary men should be, and Darren gauged their strength as nearly what a holy adept's should be. Back when Darren was twelve, these cultists would have given him a tough fight.

      Darren caught one by the wrist and planted a kick on his chest, sending him hurtling towards the archers. Darren ducked beneath a sword blow and beheaded the other cultist with Melancholy's tip in the same motion.

      Darren grabbed the beheaded cultist's saber before it fell, snatching it from the air to twist and spin. It flew end over end to land blade-first in the eye of one of the remaining archers. Another was knocked over by the kicked cultist a moment later. The third got an arrow off with perfect aim right for Darren's throat. Perhaps this was the very archer who'd given Callum the same wound.

      But Darren was not Callum. Instead, he twisted at the hip, flipping sideways and letting the arrow sail harmlessly past. Then, Darren launched himself off his back foot with all the might of a pouncing tiger, sailing across the chamber and grabbing the archer by the throat before his eyes could even finish widening in shock.

      Darren felt the cultist's windpipe crush beneath his fingers and dashed the man's skull against the wall behind him.

      No more than a pair of heartbeats had passed since the fight began, and Darren moved to intercept the pair of giants before they could seal the entrance to the ritual chamber.

      The giant's ankle was clad in heavy armor. Melancholy took a heavy chip out of the iron in it but did not pierce its protection. Darren cursed. If that armor had been derived from demon parts Melancholy would have gone through. It seemed as though the cultists had used ordinary iron.

      The giant Darren stuck dropped the heavy slab of stone. The thick piece of rock was as thick as a man was tall and ten times as wide. When the giant dropped it on the ground, cracks ran through the castle floor. Darren grimaced as it landed on top of the hatch between him and the ritual chamber.

      That was all the time Darren had to worry about that because one of the giants lashed out at Darren with a massive armor-clad fist.

      Darren switched his movement skill over to Stone in the River. In an instant, he went from unhittable to immovable. The giant's fist met Darren's empty palm, dwarfing Darren's hand in size.

      Despite the difference in mass between the two, the giant was shocked to find his fist coming to a stop against Darren's palm. Before the giant could yelp a second time, Darren lined Melancholy's point up with the tiny gaps in the giant's helmet and drove the tip through the visor straight into his skull.

      The first giant collapsed to the ground, leaving only the second one to oppose Darren. Given a few moments to arm itself, the other giant picked up a huge war hammer and hefted it overhead.

      Darren jumped backward just before the giant brought the hammer down. He lured the giant to swing at the massive stone slab. It collided with a heavy thud and sent a finger-thick crack shooting through the Stone.

      The war hammer's head lodged in the rock, and Darren stepped on the head and jumped up the shaft to land on the giant's shoulders. He tore the helmet free from the monster of a man and tossed it aside before drawing Melancholy across the giant's throat.

      Darren jumped free while the giant howled in pain, stepping clear of it as it died and running to grab Callum from the hallway.

      Darren picked his companion up, who was only now regaining his senses after the heavy blow he'd been dealt.

      "You in there?" Darren asked Callum, tapping the smaller man on the shoulder to rouse his attention.

      "Mhm..." Callum grunted wordlessly, wide-eyed as he struggled to get to his feet. Darren pulled Callum over his shoulder and brought him to the stone slab over the entrance to the ritual chamber where he could keep a better eye on him.

      Out of all the foes Darren had faced here, this lifeless rock would be the toughest of them. The Stone in the River aspect of his movement ability made resisting tremendous strength easy for him. It did not bestow his body with any more power than what his years of training and his physique as a paladin gave him. Darren was strong but not strong enough to lift something that weighed as much as all of Cassandra's wagons and the horses drawing them put together. To move it, he'd have to carve it apart bit by bit.

      "...Good... job..." Callum muttered as Darren leaned him against the wall.

      "Keep watch," Darren asked him. "Warn me of intruders."

      Then Darren switched out Melancholy for a humble pickax and got to work.
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      Hacking through the stone slab took Darren longer than he'd hoped. By the time he was nearly finished, Callum was well enough to start helping him haul rubble out of the way. If Darren hadn't had the chance to sabotage the ritual ingredients earlier, he would have worried about Morgana and Cassandra.

      With sabotaged ritual components, the cultists would have to make up for their shoddy materials with additional power. That would buy Darren some time and make the ritual considerably more dangerous to cast for the cultists. Of course, if they were wise, they would call the ritual off completely. But Darren had never known cultists to be wise.

      The only good thing about the time it took them to pry the hatch open was that Callum was walking around again. He was still a little addled in the head, but he’d picked up his spear and was ready to watch Darren’s back.

      They heard voices as soon as they opened the hatch.

      “The symbols! They are evaporating. Something is wrong with the blood!” a bandit cultist cried.

      “Oh, devils of Hell! What is that foul smell? It’s like burning piss!”

      “We’ll make up for the loss with more power. Keep channeling energy into the circle!”

      Darren jumped down into the chamber, landing with a nearly silent thud near a distant wall.

      

  




New quest available!: Objectives:

      
        	Kill Rarek the Cruel.

        	Eliminate the bandit cult

        	Stop the summoning of a demon prince

      

      
        
        Reward:

      

      

      
        	Increased reputation in Limedeep. Twelve corrupted sigils.

      

      Darren accepted the quest, since that was what he came here to do.

      The Demonic Aura around him was far thicker than it had been the last time he was here. It almost felt like he was back in Hell.

      Callum took the ladder to follow Darren down. Immediately the Demonic Aura around him rushed in, and Callum clutched his temples as his eyes went bloodshot.

      His mouth frothed and his chest hurt. He shook his head as he tried to steady himself. Dark thoughts were already blossoming in his mind.

      Darren had forgotten what powerful effects Demonic Aura would have on an unprepared human mind.

      He pressed his palm over Callum’s forehead and used his divine blessing skill. Instantly, all the Demonic Aura around Callum was converted to Divine Aura.

      The sinister air and dark pallor that had clouded Callum’s features a moment before instantly cleared to be replaced by a radiant golden glow. His hair took on a smoother luster, and his skin was clearer and healthier.

      “You have five minutes. Be next to me when the glow fades,” Darren said.

      Callum nodded as he looked at his own hands, still steadying himself after so many injuries.

      While Callum recovered from being exposed to so much Demonic Aura, Darren looked to the far side of the chamber. He spotted Cassandra and Morgana, bound on their bellies against the sacrificial altar.

      The cultists had clad both of them in long white robes to symbolize their innocence. From what Darren remembered of this ritual, they would soon stain those white robes with blood.

      The two women wriggled upon the golden altar. The cultists had bound their arms and legs to the base of the altar with ordinary ropes. The sacrificial bindings the bandit cultists intended to use were lying on the ground in a knot nearby.

      The two women were both gagged and blindfolded, with their faces pressed together as cultists loomed over them with sinister obsidian knives. When there was enough Demonic Aura in the circle and their demonic patron was present, those cultists would cut out Cassandra’s and Morgana’s hearts.

      But the cultists were having a lot of trouble getting the ritual started, and they hadn’t even noticed the slow leak of power draining out of the circle from the small break Darren made in it.

      Darren planned to end them before they could get any further. Behind them, Callum leveled his dagger and extended it to its full length as a spear.

      “In the seraph's name!” Callum shouted, slurring his words slightly as he swayed unsteadily on his feet. “You who consort with demons will pay for your crimes!”

      He charged forward and skewered one of the bandit cultists operating the ritual in the back. The cultist staggered and collapsed to his knees, and his part of the ritual ended.

      But the wet blood spilled over the poorly painted symbols on the ground, filling them out and letting them flare brighter with power.

      There were nearly fifty people in the room. Most of them were caught up in the ritual and couldn’t do anything until the ritual was completed. They’d be helpless with only their armed companions to protect them. That meant Callum and Darren would only need to take on a dozen men each.

      “I can take one of them,” Callum offered. “Maybe two if they’re unarmed.”

      Two dozen for Darren then.

      “I will take the rest,” Darren assured him. “Stand strong.”

      From the feeling Darren was getting from them, these three were unholy adepts. Darren would need to deal with them himself.

      And so deal with them, he did. Three of the approaching bandit cultists drew weapons. A sword, a flail, and a mace. Crimson light enveloped the sword wielder’s hands, and he moved with supernatural speed.

      The one wielding a flail flickered in the shadows until an illusion of him appeared on either side. The one holding the mace seemed to grow larger until he towered even over Darren.

      Darren pulled Melancholy out of his inventory. The weapon glowed with a brilliant luster, even in the dark shadows of this underground space.

      The three approached Darren, hoping to encircle him, but Darren was too fast for them to catch.

      The sword wielder’s blade caught nothing but air as Darren twisted aside and avoided it with effortless grace.

      With speed no one else in the room could see, Darren appeared behind the mace-wielding bandit cultist and his two shadowy apparitions.

      With one slice of Melancholy’s blade, Darren cut through all three of them. Melancholy’s ability to convert Demonic Aura into Divine Aura shattered both shadowy apparitions.

      The bandit cultist wielding their power died with a fountain of blood as Darren’s blade cut into him.

      In an instant, Darren cut through one of the three unholy adepts coming for him. The other two looked at one another with fear in their eyes. But it was too late for them to escape.

      Darren was upon them in a flash. The bandit cultist with the sword tried to defend himself but trying to hit Darren with his blade was like swinging his blade in a storm and trying to cut through a leaf caught in a gale.

      Wherever he tried to put his blade, Darren had already moved out of the way.

      He tried to swing again, but found his sword falling to the floor along with the stumps of his arms.

      It was the last thing he knew before Darren sliced him from top to bottom with Melancholy’s blade.

      Of the three unholy adepts, the only one left was the one who was holding the mace, who had enlarged himself so much that he was having trouble standing inside the chamber.

      His head was hunched over and he couldn’t swing his weapon all the way. The unholy adept panicked when he realized his size enhancement skill was not helping him as much as he thought it would.

      He took one clumsy swing at Darren, but Darren dove between the giant's legs and cut both tendons on his heels. The giant howled in pain and tried one last clumsy swing at Darren that cost the giant his arm by Melancholy’s blade.

      The giant bandit cultist toppled over. Darren kicked him in the side and he rolled across the floor, slamming into the far wall next to Callum.

      “He’s unarmed,” Darren said.

      Callum gulped and hefted his spear. Darren trusted him to finish the job, and he turned to deal with the others.

      Darren had been using his remaining Celestial Storm tendrils to monitor everyone else in the chamber. He spotted a few of the bandits with less certain expressions on their faces than the others. Some even had fear in their eyes.

      “A paladin?” one of them whispered in fear.

      “Have you ever seen a paladin move that fast?” another asked. “What if he’s an archpaladin?”

      “Where is our King? Rarek is the only one who could handle someone like him.”

      “Forget this! I’m getting out of here!”

      The last bandit tried to run, but before he could, a jagged, shadowy sword sprouted from his chest.

      “Keep casting the ritual,” a male voice said, speaking more to the others in the room than the one he’d just stabbed in the back. By the flow of Demonic Aura coming off of this man, Darren knew this could only be Rarek the Cruel himself.

      “You are Rarek?” Darren asked.

      “Aye, I am King Rarek, lord of this land. And your kind, paladin, made a mistake coming here,” Rarek said. “You people from the Golden Temple are so proud and so arrogant. You think yourselves invincible as the heralds of the seraph! But I have killed your kind before, paladin. I was just an unholy adept then. Now that I have the powers of a paladin myself, killing you will be far too easy.”

      “You are mistaken,” Darren said.

      As he spoke, Darren summoned his true combat equipment from his inventory. A pair of pauldrons appeared on either of Darren’s shoulders, along with a set of matching greaves.

      Though Darren lacked the breastplate and helmet, this was a set of epic items he’d found in Hell and used his Divine Blessing skill to cleanse the taint from. Since converting it from a demonic set to a divine set, the armor had been rechristened Blessed Armor of Radiance.

      Darren cared little about the name, but he knew that when a small amount of Divine Aura was channeled into the armor, it created a radiant glow that dispelled all shadows.

      That made it an effective set of armor against those demons that wielded shadow-type powers. It slowed down his movement ability and reaction time, but against some foes that was a worthwhile trade.

      Rarek the Cruel watched with curiosity as the shadowy blade in his hand dispersed and did nothing. Seeing the uselessness of that skill, he let out a cold harrumph.

      “So you have some defensive skill, paladin! It won’t save you from me!”

      Rarek drew a regular blade from its sheath on his hip. It was a two-handed sword, but Rarek held it in one. The strength enhancements of the paladin’s body would make the extra weight mean little.

      It would’ve looked like an enormous sword against anyone else, but when compared to Melancholy’s prodigious might, it might as well have been a toothpick.

      The two swords clashed, and Melancholy’s blade met the bandit king’s sword. Until now, every blade on the surface that had tried to confront Melancholy had been cut in two instantly.

      Rarek’s sword was the first to hold its own, though when the two blades parted there was a deep notch in Rarek’s weapon.

      “That’s a mighty fine sword you’ve got there,” Rarek said with a greedy gleam in his eyes.

      “Come and take it,” Darren dared.

      Rarek grinned. Black energy accumulated on his heels and he moved forward far faster than any human should have been able to.

      He slashed his blade against Darren’s neck, coming from behind near the wall where Melancholy’s massive size would be a disadvantage in maneuverability.

      But Darren ducked low and wormed past the blade. The bandit king and the paladin engaged in a deadly dance. Rarek swung his blade, but all of his swings cut nothing but air. Darren seemed to move before every strike, positioning himself where his enemy would not hit him.

      Rarek growled in frustration, as Darren’s movement ability proved too much for him to overcome. He hadn’t shown all the tricks up his sleeve yet, though. Rarek opened his mouth and black mist poured out.

      The thick, inky Demonic Aura congealed like stale blood hanging in the air. It took the shape of a screaming man, with a mouthful of fangs and a jaw that opened far too wide.

      The specter lunged for Darren, but Darren held his hand and used Divine Blessing. The demonic spirit was instantly vaporized in a flash of golden light.

      The brilliant glare blinded Rarek, and he held his hand over his eyes. In that instant, Darren followed his ability with Melancholy’s blade. He plunged his weapon deep into Rarek’s belly.

      The bandit king’s eyes went wide with shock as he stared at the weapon sheathed deep in his chest. His mouth gaped like a fish, but Darren used Divine Blessing once again, cutting short the ability he was about to use.

      At Rarek’s level, his body was made of Demonic Aura as much of his flesh. Melancholy was steeped in the blood of demons, and it devoured their flesh like a hungry Dragon.

      Rarek’s skin blistered and burned, blackening and twisting with sickly purple veins. All the Demonic Aura in his body was drained from him, and the light went out from behind his eyes.

      Darren pulled his sword free from Rarek the Cruel and let what was left of the bandit king collapse upon the ground. He turned his attention back to Callum, who was barely holding his own thanks to his new spear.

      Two unholy adepts had him pinned against the corner, while a third used a magic bow from a distance to pepper him with arrows.

      Callum got shot again and was keeping over and tugging at an arrow sticking out of his stomach while he swung his spear and desperately tried to fend his attackers off.

      Callum was outmatched, and he knew it. His few probing jabs were just to keep the two unholy adepts at bay.

      Darren charged forward and swung his sword at the archer. The holy adepts attacking Callum died before they knew what hit them. The other two turned when their comrade stopped firing arrows, but Darren was already on top of them by then.

      Though there were two of them, Darren swung his blade so quick and so fast that it felt like they were the ones outnumbered two to one.

      With Darren’s overwhelming power and speed, the two remaining unholy adepts quickly collapsed. Darren took off one of their heads, while Callum hit the other from behind with the spear.

      The two turned to find the remaining cultists who had been working on the ritual, breaking off from their assigned duties and making a run for the ladder.

      Darren and Callum ignored them and focused on the few who remained devoted to Rarek the Cruel’s cause even after his death.

      The ritual was down to only a dozen cultists, but five of the ones who remained were unholy adepts.

      Their cursed sigils granted them enough power to make up for their missing fellow bandit cultists.

      At some point, someone had repainted all the symbols on the floor using the fresh blood from the dead bandits. They’d also repaired the notch Darren had made in the circle.

      Darren pulled the arrow from Callum’s stomach, making the other man wince in pain. Callum pressed a hand to the open wound but nodded in fierce determination.

      “Have to… save them…” Callum grunted.

      The remaining cultists continued to chant dark demonic words with their eyes pointing downwards.

      “Asmoth’koteth the Defiler! Your loyal servants summon you! We bring two sacrifices for you to claim, untouched and unsullied! Let their purity add to your everlasting glory!” they chanted in the demonic tongue.

      

  




Sense Intent: Ritual Analysis

      
        	This basic summoning ritual is used by cultists to reach into Hell to call for the attention and aid of their demonic patron.

      

      Darren knew that wasn’t good. It meant the ritual was nearing its completion. The cultists still involved in it likely couldn’t break the ritual off even if they wanted to.

      He reached out with his Celestial Storm tendrils to snatch the obsidian daggers and toss them aside. Without them, the cultists could not cut out Cassandra’s and Morgana’s hearts.

      Callum was running around the circle extinguishing the candle flames, but it was no use. Each time a candle went out, the intense concentration of Demonic Aura inside the circle lit it again.

      “Kill the remaining cultists,” Darren instructed. “Hurry!”

      Callum steadied his spear at the turned back of one cultist. Defending himself in the heat of the moment, or rushing forward to save Cassandra and Morgana, was one thing. Stabbing a man while his back was turned took no small amount of will.

      Two of the cultists suddenly found obsidian daggers in their hands identical to the ones lying next to the altar on which Cassandra and Morgana were bound.

      Now that their unholy patron was drawing nearer, her power allowed her to manifest these weapons in her followers’ hands, and even control their bodies to some extent.

      The two cultists holding obsidian daggers plunged the weapons in their hands into their own chests.

      Their eyes snapped open with shock, as though not realizing what they had done until that very moment. It was as though another will had suppressed their own for a brief moment, making them sacrifice their lives to provide one last splash of fuel to the flagging ritual.

      They both collapsed to the ground with their blood leaking into the circle.

      Murky gray humanoid shapes struggled to free themselves from their corpses. They drew upon the concentrated Demonic Aura inside the circle to solidify their forms.

      Eventually, a pair of small first-order imps formed, still wearing the same black robes as the bandit cultists.

      The imps picked up the obsidian blades that had killed them in their former lives. In their tiny hands, the obsidian daggers looked as big as short swords.

      They rushed towards Cassandra and Morgana, weapons raised, seeking the hearts of the two maidens.

      But then Darren released his Demon Calamity aura, and in the face of the demon-kind’s most ardent foe, the two first-order imps were instantly reduced to dust.

      Darren snatched one of the obsidian daggers before it struck the ground and used it to cut the blindfolds and gags off Cassandra’s and Morgana’s heads.

      “Sir Darren!” Cassandra said. “Thank you for coming for us again.”

      “Well, this is embarrassing.” Morgana blushed. “Captured and rescued like some damsel in distress. If it wasn’t because I know you’re just here for Cassandra, I might start blushing.”

      “Demon prince,” Darren said, holding off their thanks. “We need to go.”

      Callum finished the last of the chanting cultists, but the ritual did not end. Power continued to accumulate, sent to the surface from some distant place.

      “I feel strange,” Morgana said. “Are you guys feeling this? It’s like there’s something cold and heavy deep in the pit of my stomach. And my chest feels hollow like I’m missing my heart or something.”

      “Yes, I feel it too,” Cassandra said worriedly. “I don’t think this feeling means anything good.”

      “No,” Darren confirmed. “It means Asmoth’koteth is trying to take you as sacrifices.”

      “Get my hands free and I’ll bash this Asmoth’koteth the demon princess, right in the nose!” Morgana swore.

      Darren tried to untie the knots, but it was like the rope had been woven into one continuous cord.

      “I cannot untie the knots,” Darren said.

      He lifted a knife to cut the ropes, but he could not make it through. Next, he tried Melancholy’s blade. That started nipping threads one bit at a time. Melancholy could cut through the Demonic Aura within the ropes without issue, but the fibers within were still made of some of strong stuff.

      Before Darren could make much progress, Demonic Aura flared behind them.

      “Darren!” Callum shouted, with fear in his voice. “Something is happening!”

      The Demonic Aura that had gathered in the circle twisted and turned. As it gathered, it grew denser and darker.

      Eventually, shapes took form within the murky cloud. Something was going to appear, and as the Demonic Aura concentrated, that something took the form of a powerful demon.

      Her body was feminine, with full hips and a pair of breasts. That was where her human features ended. Jagged plates of bone lined the outside of her body, jutting down from her chest and over her legs.

      A pair of massive horns poked out from the top of her head, and her mouth was filled with sharpened fangs.

      “A paladin...” Asmoth’koteth said, for this demon could be no one else. “...it looks like you’ve done a number on my cult.”

      “Go back to Hell where you belong, demon!” Callum shouted.

      “Callum, get to me!” Darren said.

      Both his Divine Blessing and Demon Calamity skills were active, and Asmoth’koteth’s form flickered like a fire in the pouring rain.

      Against her true form, Darren would have had no choice except to run. But against a mere energy projection, Darren’s abilities would be enough to extinguish her, if he could just keep her trapped in the circle.

      But Callum didn’t know that. And he leveled his bone spear at the Prime Sin.

      A strand of crimson energy shot out of the circle and wrapped around Callum’s throat, looking just like a more sinister version of Darren’s Celestial Storm tendrils.

      

  




Sense Intent: Combat Analysis

      
        	Enemy Asmoth’koteth the Defiler has used the skill Shadow Storm (Epic)

        	This ability produces tendrils of darkness, which can range from minor sensory tendrils to powerful telekinetic weapons depending on how many are used in unison.

      

      The dark tendril of power twisted Callum’s neck and tossed him aside like a used rag, discarding him as he thumped against the wall with a sickly snapping of bones.

      “Callum!” Cassandra cried. She wriggled in place, but Darren had only cut one of her legs free before the demon prince’s appearance. Cassandra craned her neck to look, but Darren had stopped working on her bonds to turn his sword to the circle on the floor around the demon.

      “Their purity is mine, paladin!” Asmoth’koteth hissed. “Once I have it, this form will be physical enough to wreak havoc on Limedeep. I’ll turn the few pitiful survivors left into a cult with a hundred times the power of this pathetic band you slew here today. Then I’ll find whatever branch of the Golden Temple you came from and slaughter every seraph-worshiping fool I can find!”
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      “We won’t become food for you, demon!” Cassandra spat. “Darren will save us!”

      She looked to Darren, who was tearing a bag of salt from the wall and splashing it on the ground around the demon. His motions were quick and deliberate. Cassandra wasn’t sure what Darren was doing, but she could tell it was important.

      And if it was important, Cassandra knew she had to help. She had to keep distracting the demon somehow.

      “Hey, demon!” Cassandra yelled. “Don’t they teach demon princesses to bathe? You smell like sulphur!”

      Cassandra half expected Asmoth’koteth to turn her nose up at her insult in aloof dismissal, but instead the demon’s eyes flared with anger.

      “How dare you, mortal!” Asmoth’koteth growled. “I’ll have you know I was soaking in the finest volcanic lava pits just this morning!”

      “Really? I couldn’t tell,” Cassandra said with a curled lip. “It certainly doesn’t do anything to hide that sickly red complexion of yours.”

      Asmoth’koteth gnashed her teeth, and a sound like grinding glass echoed through the room.

      Cassandra wasn’t sure if Morgana had picked up on what Darren was doing as well, or if she just wanted to throw a few insults at the demon too. Whatever her reasons, she turned her hands to fists and started taunting it.

      “Untie my hands and maybe I can fix that ugly demon mug of yours!” Morgana taunted. “A good punch or two might fix that bony jaw of yours!”

      “Haha! Such feisty and pure little souls! They would be delicious additions to my collection.” Asmoth’koteth laughed, but her nose was upturned and her eyes burned. “Now I shall silence you.”

      Asmoth’koteth pointed her finger at Morgana and sinister dark magic shot out of it. But that energy flew only to the edge of the circle, where it stopped dead in its tracks, halted by an invisible barrier emanating from the line of salt Darren had drawn on the ground.

      “What is this?” Asmoth’koteth howled in sudden fury. “Vallarn’s Ninth Diagram of Demon binding? How could a human know this ritual? We destroyed all traces of Vallarn’s work on the surface centuries ago!”

      “Yes,” Darren admitted. “This diagram is one of few that can affect you. You are trapped. Now return to Hell.”

      Asmoth’koteth chuckled mirthlessly. “You are a fool if you think I will be forced to return to Hell just because of a mere barrier!

      “With each passing moment, the purity of those two fair maidens is sapped away. Soon, this avatar shall be replaced by my true body, at which point even Vallarn’s Ninth Diagram will not bar my path!”

      Darren looked at Cassandra and Morgana. The altar they were bound to was hard at work siphoning away their souls. The energy of their very being was going to empower Asmoth’koteth’s form ever further.

      “We must halt the ritual,” Darren said, hefting Melancholy. He was prepared to cleave into the altar itself. Perhaps that would shatter the magic at work. Or perhaps that would create a backlash of lifeforce that would kill both Morgana and Cassandra. There was no way to be sure.

      “This is terrible,” Cassandra muttered to Morgana while the latter made threats of violence she could never make good on in her bound state.

      “I overheard enough of what the bandits were talking about to realize this ritual needs at least one woman who became a holy adept at a young age, has never had her blood used in a ritual before and has never known the touch of a man. If any of those factors aren’t present, then the ritual shouldn’t work,” Cassandra said nervously.

      “I think it’s a little late for that, pretty princess,” Morgana said. “Rituals aren’t something you can start and stop in the blink of an eye. By the time we use our blood for one, this whore of a demon will have already eaten our souls. We need to get free and fight like Hell! Or against Hell, in this case.”

      “I wasn’t referring to that qualification,” Cassandra said. “Darren, I need a big favor from you, we need to get rid of our purity. I know paladins like you value your purity, but if you could make an exception just this once...”

      “Are you asking him to screw you?” Morgana asked, mouth agape. “By the walls of Whiteguard… that might just work!”

      “I’m saving our lives!” Cassandra said. “The lives of all the people in the city of Limedeep, and the lives of everyone this demon princess will take if she is allowed to roam the world freely. You can take Callum.”

      “No way! There’s not a chance in Hell I’m doing that!” Morgana protested. “You can take Callum, I’ll take Sir Darren.”

      “I can’t do that! He’s my nephew!” Cassandra hissed.

      “Callum’s unconscious,” Darren said. And he was grateful for that, otherwise, he might have been dealt a blow far worse than that crossbow bolt.

      “Then I guess we’ll just have to share him.” Morgana jerked her head towards Cassandra while she looked at Darren. “She can go first. I bet the little minx has been wet since the day she saw you.”

      Cassandra ignored Morgana and shouted back to Darren. “Tear these robes off me! They’re part of the key to the ritual.”

      Darren did as Cassandra instructed and grabbed the pale white robes in either hand. They tore easily under his immense strength. Beneath them, Darren found Cassandra’s supple body. He gathered her hair in his hands, as silky soft as he imagined it would be.

      Darren grabbed two fistfuls of Cassandra’s rear, marveling in wonder at the feel beneath his fingers.

      “Well, that’s one mystery solved,” Cassandra said. “It turns out just the touch of a man isn’t enough to do it. I still feel my soul being sucked out, Sir Darren.”

      “You think you can steal what’s mine?” Asmoth’koteth shrieked in fury. “Unhand that woman’s ass or when I’m free, I will give you great suffering!”

      “Give her butt a smack, Darren!” Morgana suggested. “I bet she’ll love that.”

      Darren did as Morgana said, and Asmoth’koteth howled as though she were the one who’d been spanked.

      “Do it again!” Morgana said with a massive grin on her face.

      “Excuse me,” Cassandra protested. “But if you want to make a demon scream, then use your own ass. And Sir Darren, I’d rather not lose my soul because of lengthy foreplay.”

      Darren nodded, and his training from earlier that day took hold. He ran his hands up and down Cassandra’s thighs, parting the thin slit between them.

      There was long-held tension there, and Cassandra felt like she wanted to pull her thighs together either out of shyness or reflex. But through conscious effort, she did the opposite and welcomed Darren’s probing hands.

      He touched that slender slit in the gap between her legs and ran his fingers up and down its length. His digits came away moist and sticky, and Cassandra let out a small involuntary squeal as she felt him run his fingers across the bead of her womanhood.

      Cassandra’s one free leg curled upwards, wrapping her heels behind Darren’s back to pull him closer. Under normal circumstances, Darren would have played with Cassandra some more.

      Red and Blue had taught Darren quite a few techniques to get a woman in the mood, but Cassandra had expressed her desire for expediency already.

      Darren needed to act. Once he determined Cassandra was wet enough, he undid the latch to his belt and let his trousers fall.

      Melancholy was to a normal sword what Darren’s prodigious cock was to a normal man’s. His mighty length and girth made Morgana’s eyes widen.

      “Uh... do you think Cassandra can take something like that?” Morgana asked as she bit her lip and stared. “I doubt a princess like her is ready to be taken by a monster like that thing.”

      “What?” Cassandra craned her head, trying to look behind her. “What are you talking about— Oh Seraph!” she gasped as she felt Darren’s member press against her opening. “It feels even bigger than it looked!”

      Asmoth’koteth stared at Darren and Cassandra, and as he sheathed himself inside her the demon prince coughed up a mouthful of blood as though she’d been physically wounded.

      But beyond the physical pain, there was some other look to her. A flush to her cheeks that went beyond their ordinary redness.

      “Deeper, Darren! You’re killing the demon!" Morgana said.

      “That’s easy for you to say!” Cassandra said as she scrunched her eyes and took a few short, panting breaths.

      Darren went slow and steady, responding to the contractions he felt inside Cassandra’s body. Eventually, he came across a blockage. When he did, he remembered his training.

      Darren opened his inventory and pulled out his Lifewell to take a deep sip. The healing water filled his mouth, and he bent over Cassandra’s arched back to give her a long wet kiss on the lips.

      “This will only hurt for a moment,” Darren said. Then with an abrupt jerk, he pushed through the blockage.

      Cassandra’s eyes widened fractionally, but then the moment passed and pain gave way to pleasure. He pushed onward and his shaft inched forward until he felt his head pressed against Cassandra’s deepest depths.

      “Oh, Seraph! Oh heavens!” Cassandra panted as her hands gripped the altar with fingers like bands of steel.

      “You alright?” Darren asked with his head cocked to the side.

      Morgana inspected Cassandra’s face and laughed. “Pretty princess here approves of your cock. Let her have it, Darren!”

      “Oh... oh... oh!” Cassandra quivered under Darren’s grip as he dragged her. His member slid from her slit with a wet pop, and suddenly Cassandra felt as though she were empty inside.

      The feeling abated the moment Darren thrust back in. Her eyes rolled back up in her head, and she tightened around Darren with walls like a vice.

      Darren leaned over Cassandra’s back, caressing her hardened and perky nipples as they pressed against the gilded golden altar beneath her.

      Darren’s Divine Blessing skill activated of its own volition, cleansing Cassandra’s body of any demonic energy that might have wormed its way inside her. The demon prince lost her hold on Cassandra’s heart in an instant, and all foul influences were driven from her.

      Cassandra’s tongue lolled out, and her jaw went slack as she was overcome by a wave of euphoria.

      This was bliss, the likes of which no living mortal experienced. Basked in Darren’s embrace as he penetrated her sex with his member, she felt as though her soul had been plucked from her body and transported to the halls of the highest heaven.

      She lost all semblance of the delicate noblewoman’s grace she normally carried herself with. Her one free leg pulled Darren closer as her body trembled at the thought of this sensation ever ending.

      Her tongue rolled out of the corners of her mouth as she threw her head back as far as she could while she was still bound to the table.

      Morgana looked at Cassandra with an expression of wide-eyed glee. The sheer sight of the other woman in such bliss had her rocking her legs back and forth against the altar, rubbing her dripping snatch against the altar through her once-pure sacrificial robes.

      The overwhelming sensations cascaded over Cassandra in waves, like basking on holy shores. Her vision faded and the dark chamber around her became a field of lilacs, teeming with butterflies and fresh morning air.

      Foamy peaks cascaded over a long stretch of sandy beach just over the tall grass. A long note played in the air, sung by seraphim just beyond sight.

      Cassandra’s heart filled with things she’d never felt before, and she felt the sweet embrace of blissful sleep claim her.

      Back in the sacrificial chamber, Morgana watched her fellow sacrifice collapse upon the altar, drool dripping down her cheek with a slack and dumb smile on her face.

      “Me next!” Morgana demanded, wriggling through her bonds. “Hurry! I think that demon-skank is eying me.” She glared at Asmoth’koteth the Defiler, who had collapsed to her knees with blood spilling out of every orifice. The demon’s lips were curled back into a wicked grin, and her head arched backward.

      “Suffering...” The red trailed out of the demon avatar’s body, and it had turned so pale it was now brilliant pink. “Such... suffering.” The demon’s voice trailed off, unable to muster the energy for more threats than that. Darren couldn’t help but notice a distant look in the demon’s eyes, and the slack expression on her inhuman face was just like the one on Cassandra’s. “Mortals’ sensations… too much…”

      “Hurry!” Morgana insisted. “It’s clawing my heart out! My soul is being siphoned away!”

      Asmoth’koteth the Defiler didn’t look to be in any condition to steal Morgana’s soul, and for a moment Darren was inclined to believe she was just being impatient. But then Darren’s stone-hard cock reminded him that he still hadn’t reached his climax.

      As Darren regarded Morgana, he thought she was like a dandelion growing along the roadside compared to Cassandra’s hothouse rose.

      Cassandra had a well-kept and noble beauty about her. No man could call her anything less than stunning. But Morgana was beautiful too, in a more subtle, ordinary way.

      Morgana didn’t groom her hair with expensive brushes, nor had she grown up in a wealthy family. And yet she had this incredible presence to her all the same.

      There was a solid ruggedness in her appearance that would look the same at a picnic or after a battle. She was stronger than she knew and more beautiful than she would ever admit.

      It was the beauty of a flower along a well-beaten path. Few would recognize its charm while splashed in mud and wilted from the hot rain, but that roadside flower was still there, despite the world’s efforts to tear it down.

      “Tear my robes off too!” Morgana shouted with a grin that stretched from ear to ear. “Tear them apart with your bare hands and ravage me like some wild mountain ape!”

      Darren was hardly a wild mountain ape, but he needed to get Morgana’s robes out of the way. So he tore them from her body just as he’d done with Cassandra, then tossed the useless rags aside.

      Beneath Morgana’s legs, Darren found a puddle that looked like it had been left by a rainstorm. Her dripping snatch yearned for his touch. Morgana’s lips quivered, resisting the urge to rub against the altar as she thrust her ass towards Darren’s waist.

      She felt Darren poke her from behind and pushed herself backward as far as she could. She strained against the bonds around her wrists and ankles, desperately trying to suck Darren’s length inside her.

      Darren let her hang there, desperate and panting as he ran his hands up and down her bare back. She was built like Cassandra, only taller and her petite frame was not as delicate.

      Years of living among rough folk had turned her body into a tightly packed bundle of muscles, strong and ready to spring into action at the slightest provocation. If Darren had someone like her by his side down in Hell, he would have named his sword Ravisher instead of Melancholy.

      Darren ran his fingers along with those taut muscles, admiring the woman beneath him. He knew in that instant he wanted both these women for far more than as companions.

      With a fistful of Morgana’s rear in one hand, Darren let his palm ring out against Morgana’s ass in the other. She yelped, just as Cassandra had.

      Asmoth’koteth screamed in agony as the little jump pushed Darren’s cock deeper into Morgana’s anxious slit.

      Darren felt his cock slide in, and he wasn’t sure whether he’d pushed forward or whether Morgana sucked him in.

      “Yes!” Morgana shouted with glee. Her eyes widened when she realized what she’d taken into her was just the head. “Hells, how big are you!?” She craned her head to look, but still bound to the altar she couldn’t crane her neck around.

      There was no maidenhead to break on Morgana. Rough living and an active life had broken that long ago. Between that and the way she talked about sex, Darren would have guessed she’d done this many times if not for her part in this ritual.

      Morgana’s eyes went wide and her teeth dug into her lower lip as she braced herself on the altar. Darren sank into her with slow certainty, and Morgana’s tightly-clenched fingers relaxed only when she’d taken his entire length.

      “By all the... unholy lands of Hell! You will stop this at once, paladin!” Asmoth’koteth panted as the physical manifestation of her inside the circle began flickering in and out of existence.

      Though her words were one of fury, her voice was that of a desperate lover, kept just on the edge of pleasure. The altar that let her siphon Cassandra’s and Morgana’s souls also connected her to their senses, and the two of them were experiencing something far more powerful than this ancient demon was prepared to withstand.

      As Darren and the two women mated, Asmoth’koteth clawed desperately at her own chest, pounding it with her fist until her body began to destabilize and dissolve back into Demonic Aura.

      She flickered back and forth, existing one moment, and gone the next, as though her body was coming apart at the seams. The entire time, her eyes were locked on Darren and the mighty shaft between his legs.

      Morgana’s eyes lit up as though they were panes of glass with burning candles hidden behind them. Her reaction was many times stronger to the Divine Blessing than Cassandra’s had been.

      Morgana had used a corrupted sigil for years, and its demonic power had contaminated her body. A lesser woman would have had her soul turned black as coal from so much Demonic Aura built up from such a young age.

      But Darren’s ability burned all of that away, turning the unholy power to Divine Aura. And it was no ordinary Divine Aura too, but Divine Aura that he had shaped and molded.

      It burned away the lingering marks of demonic influence from Morgana’s soul, replaced by the mark of Darren’s influence. Whenever Morgana looked inside herself for as long as she lived, this blessing buried deep inside her would remind her of Darren. Any demon who tried to influence her would feel the fear of facing a mortal enemy.

      “Ha!” Morgana panted. “Take that, demon skank!” she shouted at Asmoth’koteth. “You thought you could eat my soul, but what did it get you?”

      Morgana laughed, and Darren looked over to find the fading demon glowering as she observed the fornicating humans.

      “Depraved mortal!” Asmoth’koteth cursed. “You should have given your soul over to me.”

      “Slap my ass again!” Morgana instructed. “I can feel her linked to me, and I want to watch the demon skank squirm.”

      Darren pulled himself free of Morgana long enough to give her rear a good smack, and Asmoth’koteth’s hands went to her own demonic rump, rubbing at it with her clawed hands in a way that made her fearsome form look comical.

      Morgana laughed as she watched the demon prince squirm. “Pull my hair too! We’ll see how she likes that.”

      Darren gathered Morgana’s hair into a loose ball and gave it a gentle tug, hauling Morgana’s head backward so her back arched as he hammered his cock deep inside of her.

      Darren felt the contractions around him quicken as Morgana’s pleasure reached a crescendo, and his climax was fast approaching.

      “Oh burning Hells!” Morgana moaned. “Don’t stop, Darren. I think we’ve almost got her.”

      Asmoth’koteth bent backward at the spine, and the damage done to her avatar was so intense a hundred knights with lances couldn’t have twisted her so. Her body flickered, staying cloud-like for whole seconds instead of brief flashes.

      Then Morgana let out one long unbroken gasp, and Darren’s blessing fully pervaded her body.

      The destruction of the Demonic Aura inside Morgana meant the sensation of the blessing was different for her than it had been for Cassandra. Where Cassandra had felt nothing but pure bliss, Morgana felt the tired satisfaction of a hard day's work.

      Her body was sore from head to toe, but everything felt lighter for the weariness. There was a pain to the soul-changing blessing, but it was a good pain, and Morgana welcomed it like the arms of a lover.

      While Morgana’s mind drifted into a distant fantasy, Darren wrapped his arms around her physical body. He held her tightly as he thrust into her, feeling her wet warm walls clap down around him. His pleasure reached its peak, and he exploded inside her in a fountain of warm wetness.

      Nearby, Demon Prince Asmoth’koteth the Defiler faded to nothing. The ritual was broken beyond hope of salvaging, and all the Demonic Aura in the damp, dark chamber had been converted into Divine Aura so thick a new seraph might manifest in the chamber at any moment.

      Darren closed his eyes as a sudden tiredness overcame him. He felt intense exertion, as though he’d spent all day and night swinging Melancholy. The last time Darren had felt this tired had been after he’d fought that devil dragon.

      He closed his eyes for a few moments, savoring the feeling of the warm body in his arms. With slow reluctance, he pulled himself free and got Melancholy out to finish cutting the ropes beneath the altar to free both his women.
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      Callum coughed as he hauled himself out of the hatch leading to the ritual chamber. He’d woken up shortly after both women passed out.

      Darren dressed his two female companions in some old spare shirts of his and finally managed to cut their bonds. Callum woke up just before Darren was deciding whether or not he would need to haul him out as well.

      “I finally figured out where Cassandra and Morgana’s sigils are being kept,” Callum wheezed. He still wasn’t better after his arrow wound, though the healing water he’d drunk and the bandages Darren gave him to wrap around his waist were doing wonders. “I’m sure neither of them wants to leave those behind.”

      The magic of the sigils prevented them from ever being truly lost, but having them return at the whims of fate could take months or even years. Darren suspected Cassandra and Morgana would not be happy with that outcome.

      “Lead,” Darren said. “We will retrieve them together.”

      Callum led the way down the hall towards the throne room. It was a small chamber just off to the left, behind the throne.

      It had two doors, one leading to the throne itself, and another connected to a stairway leading up. It had probably been designed so the lord of the castle would have a chamber to prepare himself before holding an audience.

      That chamber had a chest inside of it, barred closed by a lock. Callum had a ring of keys he had retrieved from somewhere before Darren arrived, and he started checking them one at a time to figure out which one opened the chest.

      There were hundreds of keys in the ring, so Darren sped the process along by using his Celestial Storm tendrils to pick the lock while Callum was testing keys.

      Callum swung the chest open, and his eyes widened at the collection of trinkets Rarek the Cruel had tucked away inside it. Sitting atop a pile of trinkets, Darren spotted Cassandra’s wrist bangle, sigil, and Morgana’s hairpin.

      He picked both up and tucked them into his inventory, while Callum stood there with a slack jaw staring at something else sitting atop the pile of jewels.

      “There’s a ring here! I sense it’s magical, but I don’t know what it does,” Callum said as he held up the small piece of jewelry.

      He passed the item to Darren, and Darren examined the enchantments. After a moment of thought, he recognized them from the books he’d read.

      

  




Ring of Grit (Rare)

      
        	This item was crafted from gold retrieved from the First Heaven. It decreases the wearer’s susceptibility to damage.

      

      “A rare item,” Darren said as he passed the item back to Callum, who looked at the ring with an expression of shock. “It will help protect you.” Darren thought that was strange.

      Certainly, Callum had seen rare items before? Darren had an entire collection of epic rings, one for each finger. He only ever wore them before intense fights, because items like rings degraded if used constantly.

      “You’re giving it to me?” Callum pointed at himself with an expression of shock.

      “Might stop an arrow or crossbow bolt,” Darren said.

      Callum gave Darren a sheepish grin. He’d been hit with enough projectiles today for one lifetime. “Okay, but if I’m getting the ring, you should have everything else.” He gestured to everything else left in the chest.

      Darren nodded and swept up the assortment of gold, gemstones, and jewelry that likely represented a large portion of Rarek the Cruel’s fortune.

      There were a few uncommon items in there as well, along with some mundane crafting materials. The latter was the most useful to Darren. Once Darren had time to use his legendary skill, he would make a few more rare items of his own.

      “S-sir Paladin…” a voice called out from behind them. Darren turned and saw the maid from earlier. “Rarek has a few sons and a daughter. They’ll be returning soon now that they know their father is dead. I’m afraid they’ll bring trouble for you.”

      Darren took one glance at Morgana and Cassandra. He didn’t want to get into a fight while carrying them. He didn’t know how long it would take them to recover.

      “Then we should leave,” Darren decided. He held out a hand to help Callum along, but the other man shook his head.

      “You’ve already got your hands full. I can get by just fine.” He used his new spear as a crutch and hobbled along behind Darren, shrouded by the cloak of concealment Darren was draping over himself and the two women under either of his arms.

      Then Darren turned to the maid who’d warned him. He remembered the women in the red and blue dresses and how much they liked the gemstones he’d paid them with. Perhaps he could repay this maid the same way.

      So Darren pulled out some of the gemstones and useless gold jewelry he’d just gotten from Rarek’s treasure chest and dumped them in a small pouch, which he tossed to the maid.

      “Thank you,” Darren said as she glanced at the contents of the bag, eyes going wide as the light of the gemstones reflected off the torches behind her and shone across her face.

      “Heavens above!” The maid gasped as she glanced into the bag. “I… I understand. I’ll make myself scarce and start a new life elsewhere. Perhaps I’ll set myself up with a nice house in Limedeep overlooking the sea…”

      With one last glance and a smile, she darted down the halls and out of the castle, clutching the pouch tight under her arm.
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        * * *

      

      As it turned out, the building decorated with red lanterns also rented rooms to couples who only wanted to use the place for intimate affairs with each other. When Darren hauled an unconscious Cassandra and Morgana over either shoulder, Red and Blue arranged for somewhere for them to sleep off their exertions.

      Callum was wounded and exhausted himself, so Darren asked the two women to leave him by the fireplace and throw a blanket over him. After meditating a bit to recover himself, Darren was feeling battle-ready once again.

      He was sitting on the edge of the bed when Cassandra started to stir.

      “What a pleasant dream.” She yawned and stretched. She rubbed her eyes and pushed her hair aside. When she opened them, she realized she was wearing unfamiliar clothes and in an unfamiliar room. “And where am I? And what am I wearing? Oh! Sir Darren!” Cassandra yelped.

      “Darren,” Darren corrected. Somehow, adding a title to his name didn’t seem fitting anymore. “My old shirt.” He nodded towards the smock Cassandra wore covering her nakedness beneath it. He’d found their old clothes, but the elaborate strings, buckles, and hairpins both women had been wearing were too complicated for Darren to figure out, so he just stuffed the pair of them into oversized shirts and hauled them here over his shoulders.

      Cassandra’s stirring woke Morgana up. “Oh great. We’re in the Red Lantern brothel.” Morgana sighed. “I hope you don’t plan on putting us to work.”

      “No,” Darren said. “Just sleep and recover.” Darren held his Lifewell to each of their lips, letting them drink deeply from the healing water within.

      “That’s good water,” Cassandra said as she tasted it. “Is there something in it?”

      Darren nodded.

      “Well, good,” Morgana said, responding to her previous comment. “Because from now on I plan to tell any man who ever approaches me that there’s no way they could be even half the man my first time was, so they shouldn’t even bother.”

      A smile touched Cassandra’s lips. “Right. That happened. Should we talk about it?”

      “What do we need to talk about?” Darren cocked his head askance.

      “Well... what we are now,” Cassandra said. “Are we just good friends who did something to stop a city-destroying demon from manifesting a body on our plane of existence? Are we a couple? A thruple, perhaps?”

      “Ah! Nope, nope! This kind of talk is too much for me. I’m going to go hang out with Callum,” Morgana said while plugging her ears. “That’s how much we are not having this conversation. As far as I’m concerned, all that never happened. And I expect the two of you to never speak of it again.”

      Darren shrugged and Cassandra sighed. After Morgana’s vehement protests, they followed her out. They rejoined Callum, who was covered head to toe in bandages. Darren poured a glass of water from the Lifewell out and handed it to him. He accepted the glass with weary hands.

      “This stuff tastes familiar,” Callum said. “Have I had it before?”

      Darren nodded. “Slight healing properties. Used it on your wounds.”

      Enlightenment filled Callum’s eyes. “Ah! I was wondering why I wasn’t dead.”

      “Healing properties?” Morgana asked as her eyes lit up. “If we could bottle and sell some of that we could make a fortune right here and now in the marketplace!”

      “Enough to buy back our horses and get us to Limedeep,” Cassandra agreed. “How much of that do you have?”

      “About a flask or two full a day,” Darren said, waving the bottle.

      “I expect we’ll want to be out of here soon,” Cassandra said. “I’ll find us clients. Do you have vials? Preferably tiny ones? Potions in a city like this will sell best a few drops at a time.”

      Fortunately, Darren had quite a few tiny vials on hand. They’d been sitting in his inventory for ages. Down in Hell, some of the more civilized demons had used them to save fresh human blood as a favorite condiment. Darren found the little vials useful for preserving liquid ingredients, so he took them whenever he found them.

      “How big is that dimensional bag of yours? Or is it some spatial manipulation skill?” Cassandra asked. “Most of the ones I’ve seen are about the size of a broom closet, but that massive sword of yours would barely fit in something of that size, let alone everything else you’ve shoved in there.”

      Darren shrugged. “It’s an item. Never found a size limit.”

      When Darren used his Limitless Evolution skill on his mother’s already impressive epic-ranked Bag of Holding, it became Darren’s mythic-ranked Inventory. Unlike its previous iteration, the mythic item had no physical tie to the real world and existed purely as an extension of Darren’s will.

      “Very curious,” Cassandra said. “And likely very valuable. If you don’t mind, I’d like to forgo carrying a wagon in favor of just keeping any goods we’re transporting to Limedeep with you. I saw a few wine barrels for sale for cheap, and though the seals were scratched off, I’m pretty sure someone scoured the trail and picked up the goods we abandoned when we ran into that Dire Felbeast.”

      Darren agreed to help, and everyone set themselves to their assigned tasks. Darren poured out everything that the Lifewell had in it into a bowl for Morgana and Callum to separate into individual containers. Then he went with Cassandra to watch her back while she shopped.

      When he realized she planned to head out, Darren threw his cloak of concealment over her shoulders. With Rarek dead, there was nobody here to kidnap her a third time, but Darren still didn’t like the thought of anyone eying her.

      Already, those in the know were packing their things and preparing for the bloodbath that would no doubt ensue when everyone in the settlement realized their king and most of his people were dead. From what Darren gathered, Rarek had quite a few sons who would no doubt compete for their father’s empty throne.

      But that was not Darren’s problem. All he intended to worry about was getting to Limedeep and making sure his companions didn’t encounter any more trouble on the way.

      Cassandra’s shopping trip was uneventful. Maybe it was the cloak of concealment hiding her beauty, or maybe it was the hulking giant standing behind her with his arms crossed, but nobody even dared to mess with her.

      “Hand over your purse or you’ll... uh...ah…” a grimy man said as he jumped out from behind an alley. He took one look at Darren and gulped. “Sorry for bothering you, miss. I’ll be on my way now.”

      The would-be mugger scampered off like a cat with its tail between its legs. Cassandra visited the last shop she’d seen who might be a potion seller and tapped on the door.

      “A thimble of healing potion,” Cassandra offered. “For a hundred gold. You won’t find that price in Limedeep.”

      “Aye, that is a good price, missy,” the merchant replied. “Trouble is, I don’t have a hundred gold. Just twenty-five. Take your pick from my inventory to pay for the rest. Otherwise, that’s all I can buy.”

      Twenty-five gold turned out to be as much as Cassandra needed to buy back the horses, so she took the gold, bought an assortment of bulk potions, then finished the trade with a few of the barrels of wine she’d mentioned earlier.

      “Where’d you get these, anyway?” Cassandra asked as she looked at the seals on the wine barrels, trying to see if she could read her name despite the damage. “The barrels have the look of the Blackwind Empire’s wine brewer’s guild on them.”

      “Oh, that?” The merchant chuckled nervously. “Ah, just me cousin’s brew. He found some old barrels and scorched ‘em clean. No imperial wine here, I’m afraid.”

      “Nevertheless,” Cassandra said, “we’ll take your whole stock. Darren, if you please?”

      Darren pulled the wine barrels into his inventory, and the merchant gulped at the sight of the hulking man in his establishment using what must have been powerful magic.

      “And don’t you worry!” the merchant shouted to the two of them as they left. “If anyone asks, l never saw either of ya’ in my shop! Just... found the healing potion in the woods.”

      “Perhaps your cousin brewed them as well,” Cassandra suggested.

      The merchant rubbed his neck sheepishly. “Maybe so.”
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        * * *

      

      They returned to the brothel to find Morgana and Callum finished with their task. Cassandra fulfilled her end of the deal with the potion merchant, who was the biggest client, and the few others who offered to buy five or ten thimblefuls of healing potion. Once that was taken care of, Cassandra had most of her original inventory and her two Silvercross family mares back at her side.

      They had enough extra money and the horses in this bandit town were cheap enough that Cassandra bought a few spares. Morgana and Callum each used their share to buy a horse for themselves, and Cassandra splurged on the biggest horse in the city for Darren.

      “You supplied all the raw materials, which makes you my valued patron,” Cassandra said. “I promise to return you tenfold on your investment once I’ve gotten my merchant company up and running again!”

      Darren ran a hand through Cassandra’s hair. “It was just water.”

      Cassandra blushed at his touch but did not shy away.

      “Alright, you two,” Morgana intervened. “There are no demons to slay this time. Let’s get moving. I think I’m already hearing the clashing of steel back towards the keep, which means the chaos we sowed is about to bloom. We want to be out of here by then."

      Everyone agreed with that sentiment, so the group headed on their way.
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        * * *

      

      Compared to the adventures of their earlier journey, the last leg of their trip to Limedeep was uneventful. After learning Darren hadn’t seen much of civilization in years, and that Morgana had been living in the wilderness long enough to be almost as ignorant, Callum and Cassandra made it their mission to bring the two up to date on all current events.

      “Life on the Sacred Coast has been eventful lately,” Callum said. “I know we stopped that one demon prince the bandit king was going to summon, but there was another one in the Northern Trade Union’s territory. They had no wandering hero like Sir Darren to save them before the demon prince manifested a complete avatar, and the city of Yellowcrest was nearly lost. It took a team of four archpaladins from the citadels of Lichenfell and Neverhorn to put the demon lord down eventually.”

      “And while they were down on their luck, the Eastwood Kingdom right next to them tried to make a land grab on the city-state of Salsroth, whose own army was busy helping the citizens of Yellowcrest recover.” Cassandra shook her head at the treacherous betrayal. “Eastwood savages. Things like that are why nobody respects them on the world stage. They’re a pale, pathetic shadow of the Whiteguard Kingdom.”

      “Whiteguard?” Darren repeated with sudden interest. He’d been in Whiteguard before. Darren believed he was from Whiteguard, wherever that was. It was also where he and his mother were attacked. He’d spent years traveling underground just to get away from that place.

      “Is there any other Whiteguard than the Whiteguard Kingdom? Though I suppose it should be called the Whiteguard Militant Theocracy if the name was accurate. I don’t think anyone remembers their original royal line. These days, the whole place is run by paladins and the Order of the Rod.”

      Darren felt his hands involuntarily tighten around the reins in his hands. The massive horse beneath him swayed nervously as it sensed the tension in its rider.

      “The Paladins of Whiteguard are amazing though, even if they’ve decided to break with tradition and rule like nobles despite being members of the Golden Temple,” Callum said. “I’ve heard stories of them slaying third-order demons. There was one tale of a paladin coming into the Blackwind Empire and taking in a battalion of a hundred men on his own!”

      “I should remind you that you’re from the Blackwind Empire,” Cassandra said. “You should be embarrassed about that, not proud.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Callum shrugged. “The Paladins of the Order of the Rod are so strong! Demons don’t stand a chance against them. The stories I’ve heard remind me a lot of Sir Darren.”

      Darren’s horse came to a slow and shaky stop. It turned its head to whinny at its rider, whose knees clenched its neck so tightly the horse had to be in pain.

      When Darren realized what he was doing, he immediately released his grip. Callum and Cassandra continued to chat, but one person was studying him.

      Morgana looked at him curiously, staring at Darren’s white knuckles and the narrowing of his eyes with an experienced gaze. Her instincts told her that Darren was dangerous and he was ready to kill. But she fought the sudden urge to flee so she could ride up to Darren’s side.

      “Hey, big guy,” Morgana said. “I bet you love a good dinner. I’ve heard all about the restaurants in Limedeep. They’ve got everything a man like you could ask for. You want grilled saberfish, you’ve got it. Mountainbeast? Done. Six-colored pheasant? On a stick or a plate? I can’t wait to try both.”

      Darren nodded numbly, his thoughts a thousand leagues away.

      “What about you, Darren?” Morgana prodded. “Which one of those sounds the best to you?”

      “Morgana, we’re trying to talk about important stuff here,” Callum complained. “You guys should be up to date with current events.”

      “Bah, keep sucking the Order of the Rod’s holy scepter all you want.” Morgana snorted. “Darren and I are dreaming about dinner. Isn’t that right, Darren?”

      “...Yes. Dinner.” Darren nodded as he came back to his senses. “It all sounds nice.”

      “Saberfish it is,” Morgana said when Darren didn’t give her a definitive answer. “We’ll try that one first, then go looking for the others. The only question now is who's paying. Keep glowering if you volunteer to fork over the coins for both of us.”

      Darren sensed Morgana was trying to draw him from the dark place his mind had gone too. She was probably all too familiar with the look he was wearing now.

      To pay respect to her efforts, Darren turned his frown to a small smile. Then he sped his horse to catch up with the others.
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        * * *

      

      The city of Limedeep was more than what Darren was expecting in a city. The walls towered as tall as ten buildings stacked atop one another, and the walls were as thick as ten horses lined end to end. It was all made of smooth slabs of limestone, from which the city presumably earned the first half of its name.

      “Impressive walls, right?” Callum grinned. “This is the second time I’ve seen them, and they still make me want to stop where I am and stare. No human foe would require walls so strong. These things were meant to fight against demons coming up out of the sea.”

      “More frequently it’s used against a beast wave of one kind or another,” Cassandra added. “Sea monsters throw themselves at the walls in waves. Occasionally creatures from the plains as well. All the ships have to either beach themselves or huddle in the harbor and hope the monsters can’t get through the chains.”

      “Cassandra doesn’t think the chains are enough,” Callum explained. “That’s why she bought a wagon and horses instead of a ship.”

      “One stray demon is all it takes to lose a ship,” Cassandra said. “If that happens on your first run, you’re sunk. Literally and figuratively. You lose the ship, and you still owe money to all the debtors who loaned you the coin to buy it. In contrast, traveling overland with a wagon is both cheaper and safer. I could finance it alone without taking any loans.”

      “Unless you run into a Dire Felbeast on the road,” Callum chuckled.

      “Unless you run into a Dire Felbeast and don’t run into a handsome paladin who’ll jump in to scare it off,” Cassandra corrected.

      Despite Limedeep’s towering defenses, its gates were open and welcoming. There was a small fee for merchants with cargo, but thanks to Darren’s inventory, the group only paid the traveler’s fee.

      “These papers say you’re a cargo merchant transporting wine,” the guard at the gate said. “But I don’t see any wine barrels on you?”

      “We had some bad luck on the road,” Cassandra lied. “A demon attack. We had to ditch the wine barrels. I still have a warehouse here in this city though, and I intend to sell off what I have to recoup my losses.”

      “Understandable.” The guard nodded as he handed Cassandra’s papers back to her. “Best of luck to the Silver Sword merchant company.”

      They left the guard behind, and Darren got his first good look at the city without the walls in the way.

      The walls had concealed a bustling settlement of myriad shapes and colors. Every roof was painted a different color, and the walls were brightly adorned with bright white and deep purple in equal measure.

      The roads wound about, twirling aimlessly as far as Darren could see. A few spires shot over the rest of the settlement, looming over the rest of the city. Merchants set up stalls lining the road, and the closest thing to a merchant square was packed full of so many people Darren could barely make out the cobblestones beneath them.

      In all, the city gave him an impression of wildness. It was a crazy, chaotic mess, with few rules and laws besides a mutual pact of defense against anything that threatened them from outside their walls.

      The guards of the city commanded respect, but they kept to themselves. Once Darren and his group rode past the buildings, he soon found their presence thinned to nothing. The message was clear. Past the gates, you were on your own.

      “This way,” Cassandra said. “We can save a few coins by sleeping in my warehouse instead of renting a room at the inn.”

      “Oh great,” Callum sighed. “If you didn’t pack a good blanket, I suggest you stop by one of the shops and buy one. Don’t tell Cassandra I said this, but her precious warehouse is a drafty, dirty, shack.”

      Cassandra led the way to her warehouse. It was not one of the more valuable ones in the city. It was small with a floor made of packed earth instead of wood. There were no lights or windows, but the boards the shack was made of had enough holes in them that plenty of light made it through to see by.

      “Ah, home, sweet home!” Cassandra sighed contentedly.

      “Really?” Morgana asked with puckered lips. “I would have thought a pretty princess like you would throw a fit if she had to sleep on anything other than feather beds on her palace made of clouds.”

      “I’ve slept in the dirt right next to you!” Cassandra protested. “I can rough it like any commoner, thank you very much. Besides, I’m just saving capital right now. Eventually, when I’ve had a few successful runs, I’ll be able to buy a bigger and better warehouse, along with more wagons and people to guard them. Once I’ve reached the point where I can stay in Limedeep and manage inventory instead of traveling in my caravan, I’ll buy a proper home with a nice office overlooking the harbor. Maybe then I’ll finally consider trade by sea.”

      “You do that,” Morgana said. “On the other hand, I am going to take my share of our health potion scam and buy myself a room at an inn, along with a hot meal. Come on, Darren, we’re getting that saberfish!” Morgana turned and walked out of the warehouse and hopped back on her horse.

      “It wasn’t a scam!” Cassandra shouted back at her. “It was a legitimate business transaction! Don’t use that word or my clients might get the wrong idea!”

      Morgana waved, not bothering to look back over her shoulder. “We made a hundred gold in coin and potions with nothing but a few minutes’ work. Anything that makes money that fast has got to be a scam.”

      Cassandra’s cheeks puffed up, and she pouted. “They were very happy with their purchases.” Then she saw Callum and Darren leave to follow Morgana out. “Wait! Don’t leave without me. I’m coming too!”
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      Morgana made good on her promise to buy some of those saberfish, and she even paid for Darren’s meal.

      “What about us?” Cassandra protested.

      “You’re on your own.” Morgana stuck out her tongue as she pushed the rest of the bill over to Cassandra and Callum.

      Callum looked at Cassandra. “I thought this was a company dinner.”

      Cassandra pouted. “Gentlemen these days. Aren’t they the ones supposed to be taking us out?”

      “Don’t look at me, auntie. Darren’s far closer to being a paramour to the both of you than I am,” Callum laughed. “Besides, if you’d paid Darren for his healing potions with coins instead of a writ of investment, he would have had more than enough money to take you out.”

      “Darn money-grubbing merchants,” Morgana said through a mouthful of grilled saberfish. “When they’re not trying to get someone else to pay for their food, they’re coming up with ways to extort people out of their goods. I’m telling you, investments are just merchants’ ways of making people feel good about being robbed. It’s one elaborate scam!”

      “That writ will be valuable one day!” Cassandra said. “Darren’s now a full partner in my merchant company thanks to buying in with the money I would have paid him in coin if I had any to spare.”

      Darren enjoyed the food and good company, feeling something he’d never quite experienced before. There was something sweet and comforting about this experience like it was something he should have been doing all his life. How much happier would his days have been if he’d spent them with friends instead of hunting demons in the depths of Hell?

      He was grateful that Morgana paid for his food. She’d paid with those metal disks humans used as currency. Darren had a mountain of them made of gold from plundering Rarek’s chest, along with a few silver ones, but the coins Darren had seen Morgana and Cassandra pay with were of a dull brownish bronze.

      Looking around, the establishments’ other patrons were also using these bronze disks to pay for their meals. Since Darren had none of those, he suspected he did not have the means to pay for food.

      Darren had observed fiends exchanging items of value for food before, down in Hell, but he’d never taken part in the process himself. Truthfully, the thought of someone else preparing food to order for him seemed strange to Darren, but the grilled saberfish was delicious. He would need to figure out how to get some of these bronze disks.

      “So, everyone,” Cassandra began with a more serious tone once they’d all cleared their plates. “We have some important things to discuss after all.”

      “You’d better not be trying to talk me into investing again,” Morgana warned.

      Cassandra held up a hand. “I’ve come to terms with the fact that you want to foolishly and frivolously waste your money, Morgana. What I’m talking about are our goals.

      “I want everyone here to state their plans for the future and the path they’re charting to get there. That will help us see if our goals align and let us know if and how we can continue to help each other. I will start us off.

      “My goal, as you know, is to found a merchant company facilitating trade between this city and my connections back in the Blackwind Empire. I plan to grow this merchant company until it’s big enough to ensure a stable and healthy future that I can pass down to my children.”

      Morgana snorted. “If you wanted to be a mother so bad, why didn’t you just let your uptight Silver-whatever family marry you off to some clown with full pockets and an empty head? That’s what I might have done if I was pretty and rich like you.”

      “Being from one of the Blackwind Empire’s major houses isn’t all about oppressing the poor and starting petty fights over misguided honor, no matter what rumors you’ve heard.” Cassandra’s face soured. “I considered what you said, but there are complications. The Blackwind Empire is an old nation filled with ambitious people playing dangerous games. To take part, I would have had to be a pawn in one of my brother’s games, and thanks to my father’s ruthless teachings I don’t trust a single one of them not to throw me to the wolves the moment it’s more useful than keeping me around.”

      “Sounds dangerous,” Darren said. He’d never been comfortable with the thought of being betrayed. Once was enough for him.

      “It is. Or rather, it was. Now I’m a free woman, so long as I can keep myself afloat with the Silver Sword trading company,” Cassandra said. “But enough about me. Callum, your turn.”

      “Right! I want to become a holy adept! And eventually, a paladin!” Callum said proudly. He looked at Darren for approval.

      Darren considered for a moment before nodding. If Callum could learn to fight properly, he might someday make a good paladin.

      Callum beamed at the slight nod, and he seemed to grow two hands taller as he sat up straight and stared at his empty plate with a smile on his face.

      Morgana raised her eyebrows. “You, a paladin? I’d have figured you’d want to waste your pay away on liquor and women like most men your age.”

      “I grew up in a brothel, Morgana. I’ve had my fill of women and alcohol. And you realize you’re talking to the only person in this group who isn’t even a holy adept?” Callum asked with a sour face. “You’ve got a better chance of becoming a paladin than I do right now. I found a corrupted sigil on one of the unholy adepts we killed back in Rarek’s castle, but it hasn’t worked for me. I think it’s too corrupted to purify. I’m afraid I might have to take in some demon aura to get it to work, but then I won’t be able to become a paladin.”

      Morgana’s face turned downcast. “I’m afraid nothing can purify a sigil once it’s been corrupted. Well, nothing short of taking it back to the heavens at any rate. My sigil hasn’t responded to me since I became a sacrifice. It’s like the demon bound to it is sickened by me.”

      Morgana laid her hairpin on the table, fingering it with a heavy heart.

      “A simple problem,” Darren said. He knew his ability caused Morgana’s concerns. She’d been purified of all Demonic Aura, so what was left in here couldn’t operate the sigil. And even if she could, the demon or piece of Hellish real estate it was connected to was terrified of her.

      So Darren used Divine Blessing, cleansing the corrupted sigil of all demonic influence. With a moment’s worth of effort, the sigil was cleansed and connected to the heavens once more, ready to be used by anyone with a pure and ready heart.

      Morgana touched the hairpin once again, and it was like it had been made for her.

      “What?” Morgana said in shock. “It worked? My... my skills are back! Only they’re all the divine aspect now instead of the demonic.”

      “That’s impossible!” Cassandra stood up. “A divine sigil is a hundred times more valuable than a corrupted sigil simply because the corruption can’t be reversed and no human wants to be bound to Hell. How did you fix it?”

      “I have a skill.” Darren shrugged.

      “That must be a rare and powerful ability,” Cassandra said. “Using a skill like that, you could make a fortune buying corrupted sigils and reselling them as divine sigils... I may have to rethink my entire merchant company...” Her eyes lit up, and she stood up from her seat next to Callum and hopped to the other side of the table to squeeze in on the side Darren and Morgana were sharing. “What do you think about revenue sharing, Darren?” Cassandra asked coyly. “I’ll build an inventory and manage to sell the divine sigils off. All you need to do is put those magic hands of yours to work...”

      “Oh great, another scam,” Morgana said. “Just make sure you’re getting coins out of her this time.”

      Darren reached out and did what he’d done to Morgana’s sigil, to the one Callum was holding.

      Instantly, the onyx ring transformed into a band of silver adorned with the leaves of a willow tree. Callum’s eyes grew distant as the sigil activated, and he was quiet for several minutes as he trembled with anxious anticipation.

      His three companions knew the look on his face from bonding with their sigils. Morgana was even going through the process now, but having done it once already, she went through it quickly.

      Her head cleared when one of the waitresses came by and delivered a tray of delicious puffy pastries to the merry band of companions.

      “Oh! Those look good!” Morgana said as she stuffed three of them into her mouth.

      Cassandra dabbed her lips delicately with a handkerchief. “Morgana, it is your turn to tell us your goals.”

      Morgana glowered, looking like a squirrel with its mouth stuffed full of nuts as she finished eating her pastries.

      When she could finally speak, she began with a shrug. “I don’t know,” she said before going silent.

      “Surely you have more of a plan than that?” Cassandra said.

      “Nope! Just going to take things as they come,” Morgana said. “I’m going to get a job and live a nice, happy, fulfilling life, just like the rest of you. Either that or I’ll come up with some scam just as good as one of yours, Cassandra. And then I’ll retire rich and happy.”

      Cassandra narrowed her eyes, clearly doubting what the other woman was telling her. “If you don’t want to tell us, that’s fine. I’m just trying to figure out how we can help each other.”

      “I’m going to be a nice, honest, hard-working woman. That’s all,” Morgana insisted.

      Cassandra let out a long sigh. “All right then, Darren? Do you want to tell us what your goals are? I hope they involve making a lot of money.”

      “I want to get to Limedeep,” Darren answered.

      Morgana and Cassandra both went silent. Callum stared unblinkingly at Darren, which would’ve been unusual if he hadn’t been doing that continuously for the last few minutes.

      Morgana was the one who broke the silence. “Darren… You are in Limedeep.”

      “I know,” Darren said. He stared at his plate for a while as he sensed the strange looks his companions were giving him.

      “Was there something specific you needed to do in Limedeep?” Cassandra asked. “I never had the chance to ask earlier, but why are you in the city, anyway?”

      “I needed to get here,” Darren said.

      “Like some sort of prophecy? Did your sigil give you a quest?” Morgana asked.

      Darren shook his head. “No. My mother told me to go here.”

      “Your mother?” Callum said, finally coming out of his daze. “Did she tell you what to do once you got here?”

      “No. She told me to get strong, then come here. I am strong now, so I came here,” Darren said matter-of-factly.

      “Those are interesting instructions from your mother. Might I ask where she is now and what she’s doing? Maybe we can get a clue what you’re doing here that way,” Cassandra suggested.

      “Can’t,” Darren answered. “She is dead.”

      “Father?” Morgana asked.

      “Don’t know him,” Darren answered.

      Callum reached out and put her hand on Darren's shoulder. “I can sympathize. I think I’ve only met my father three times, and for two of them he assumed I was Cassandra’s servant.”

      “Well then,” Cassandra said. “This is unexpectedly exciting then. It means we get to do some brainstorming. Tell me, Darren, how would you like to become a full partner with my merchant company? But wait! Before you answer, let me tell you all the great things you can buy in the Blackwind Empire if you’ve got enough money...”

      Morgana ordered three more trays of pastries while Cassandra waxed eloquently on the many things one could do with their money. She extolled the virtues of progress and mercantile achievement and tried her best to awaken fervent avarice for monetary gain in Darren.

      But she might as well have been trying to turn a sparrow greedy. Darren had seen too little of the world to even know he wanted anything. Private islands, Cassandra’s promises of fine swords and brilliant shining armor were shallow after having seen how poorly weapons on the surface stacked up to those he’d picked up in Hell and performed his Limitless Evolution on. The weapons he’d seen simply weren’t worth buying.

      “What about buying a demesne?” Cassandra asked, pain in her voice as she struggled to find something Darren would be interested in. “You could buy yourself enough land in the Blackwind Empire to establish a house of your own. Pay for the construction of a castle and you’ll be a lord of the land! A proper leader of a great family. That would certainly make you quite the catch. And it would certainly make me happy.”

      “That sounds nice,” Darren said. If it would make Cassandra happy, Darren thought the task might be worth pursuing after all.

      Cassandra gave him a shallow smile at the lackluster answer.

      Callum cleared his throat to get Darren’s attention. “Well... Sir Darren... if you’re not too busy... do you think you could... well... maybe...?”

      “Spit it out already!” Morgana groaned as she rubbed her belly. She’d eaten far too many pastries while waiting for everyone to finish talking about their goals.

      “Please train me!” Callum begged. As soon as he spoke, he bowed his head low and looked towards the ground through the table. “If I can be a paladin half as good as you are now, I’d die a fortunate man!” He realized how awkward bowing while sitting was, so he climbed to his feet without lifting his head.

      Between Callum’s shouting and his sudden gestures, other tables took notice. Cassandra and Morgana both had sheepish half-smiles on their face as they tried to avoid the scrutiny of the establishment’s other diners.

      “Sit down,” Darren said.

      Callum looked up with dampened eyes. “So... no?”

      “Your training began several days ago,” Darren said. “There is no need to ask.”

      “Yes? Really?” Callum jumped for joy, but Cassandra tugged on his leg and pulled him back into his seat. “Thank you, Sir Darren!”

      “Just Darren,” Darren said.

      “Right. Darren.” Callum nodded. “A paladin should be humble. I see now, you’ve been trying to teach me that all along. I will ingrain this lesson into my soul, master!”

      “Darren,” Darren corrected.

      “Yes, Master Darren! I promise to be a loyal and faithful disciple.”

      Morgana laughed. “You’ve got your work cut out for you.” She clapped Darren on the shoulder.

      Cassandra joined her. “Of course, a disciple! I should have thought about that. Tomorrow, I’ll see how much a disciple costs to hire. I’ll buy as many as you want if you join my merchant company.”
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      The next thing on the group’s to-do list was to claim any leftover bounties on Rarek and his men. The Limedeep city guard and a few city merchants had put together a fund for any known associates of Rarek. Not only did Darren have Rarek’s own body in his inventory, but he also had those of all his most trusted subordinates.

      “We’re here to claim the bounty for Rarek the Cruel,” Callum said, leaning against the guard outpost with a sly smile on his face.

      “Oh, caught one of his bandits, did you?” a bored guard said. He was leaning against a desk, leafing through a booklet filled with pictures of barely clothed women. Serving as a clerk was probably one of the less exciting roles for a person working for the city guard, but the man seemed like the type to keep himself entertained.

      “Not just one of his men,” Callum grinned. “The man himself. Sir Darren, my talented and skilled master, took Rarek the Cruel down in single combat, along with a good portion of his men!”

      The bored clerk snorted, flipping through a few more pages before shooting one look up at Darren. That one look drew his eyes, and he was soon taking in the enormity of the powerfully built man standing before him with his arms crossed and a look so stern it could crack ice.

      “Uh... I see... You wouldn’t happen to have brought anything identifiable, would you? I can’t hand over the reward without proof of his death...” The clerk forced a smile to his face as he folded his book and tucked it beneath the desk.

      Darren held his hand over the desk and a bloody, severed head tumbled onto the desk.

      “Proof,” Darren said.

      The clerk gulped as the head rolled to a stop in front of him. The dead man’s face was locked in a rictus of pain. The tattoos and shape of his face were clear, especially when compared to a wanted poster of Rarek the Cruel. This was the infamous bandit, dead as a doornail.

      “You killed Rarek the Cruel!? Incredible! This bounty has been out for nearly two decades!” The clerk finally had some excitement in his voice.

      “Not just Rarek the Cruel,” Callum said smugly. “Most of his men too.”

      More heads spilled out on the table, and the clerk had to take a step back to avoid getting covered in bandit remains.

      “Uh... it will take some time to identify these bandits, but I think it’s safe to say you’ve earned their bounties. Come along with me. Sir Darren, was it? I’m certain your name is about to spread far and wide in certain bounty-hunting circles. The city guard will come to you if we’re ever dealing with powerful bandits wielding corrupted sigils.”

      “Just know that Darren is a busy man!” Cassandra warned. “I want to see a hefty commission before you even think about bothering him!”

      “Of course, we certainly won’t be sending him out after pick-pockets,” the clerk said as he pushed a small chest of silver with a bit of gold in it over to Darren. It wasn’t as big as what Darren had taken from Rarek himself, but these coins would make a sizable addition to it. Not that Darren wasn’t already swimming in silver and gold from his time in Hell.

      Morgana, Callum, and Cassandra all gawked over the wealth while the clerk retrieved what was a much more interesting prize for Darren.

      “This is a badge of meritorious service from the Limedeep City Guard,” the clerk explained. “You ever have trouble with the guard, and you just show them this. They can sweep a lot of minor issues under the rug. Everyone knows how brave and dashing heroes occasionally drink too much and get in a bar fight with the wrong merchant’s son.”

      “Thank you,” Darren said as he accepted the badge. He admired the picture of Limedeep inscribed on top of it, prominently featuring the two tall keeps to the north and south sides of the city as they towered over the buildings inside the city a little higher than they did in the real world.

      “We should get this somewhere safe for you, Darren,” Cassandra said. “You shouldn’t just wander around with this much money. Unfortunately, Limedeep’s banking system is rather underdeveloped compared to the Blackwind Empire, so the best you can do is hold on to it until you find something to invest in. Or take out to dinner.” Cassandra gave Darren a wink and a nudge.

      “I’m envious, Darren.” Callum grinned. “You could drink every night for a year and not drain that chest dry!”

      “Let’s split it,” Darren suggested. He grabbed a fistful of coins and dumped them into the hands of each of his friends. “You helped me kill the bandits.”

      “Wait, seriously?” Morgana asked. “Darren, you’re aware this is a lot of money.”

      Darren stared at her blankly. The two of them had really helped. It would have been difficult to get Rarek and all his men in one place if not for them attempting to sacrifice Cassandra and Morgana. Darren wouldn’t have bothered with the quest otherwise.

      Besides, based on what his sigil told him, the real rewards were the badge he was holding and the newfound respect he’d have from the people on Limedeep. Compared to that, a bit of silver and gold wasn’t much.

      “Alright, we’ll divide it six parts to Darren, two parts to Callum, and one part to Morgana and I,” Cassandra suggested. “We still haven’t thanked Callum for coming to our rescue, albeit less effectively than Darren.”

      “It will be good to have a little spending money. Thank you, Darren. Here I thought that I’d need to start pinching my coppers after that night on the town, and you go filling my pockets right away. I just feel like a little noble girl getting an allowance from her daddy.”

      Cassandra snorted. “For the record, my father did not give me an allowance like this.” Then she pushed Callum’s portion to him. “And Callum, please don’t drink this all in one night.”

      Darren took the chest with the rest of the coins in it, accompanying Cassandra back to her warehouse.

      The group broke apart for the first time since they’d come together that night. Morgana wanted to stay in an inn, and Cassandra insisted on sleeping in her warehouse to guard her wine barrels.

      Darren took Callum aside and asked him to look after Morgana. Secretly, Darren thought Morgana could protect Callum more than the other way around, but getting a simple task from Darren seemed to give Callum great joy.

      “Of course, Master! I won’t let you down!” Callum said as he rushed after Morgana’s fleeing figure.

      “Don’t let her know you’re protecting her,” Darren warned.

      “Understood. She’ll think me getting the room next to hers was pure coincidence,” Callum said over his shoulder.

      Darren followed Cassandra back to her warehouse. Morgana seemed to dread the thought of sleeping here for even a single night, and even Cassandra seemed to dread the thought of calling this humble shack home, though she did her best to hide it behind a veneer of pride in the small warehouse.

      Darren regarded the place a second time and reasoned it wasn’t too different from the places he’d stayed in. He’d used caves or holes in the ground as temporary shelters or hiding places all the time. This little shack was... flimsier than he was accustomed to. But that could be fixed.

      “A few hours work,” Darren declared.

      “What do you mean?” Cassandra asked.

      “We’ll fix this place up quickly enough,” Darren said.

      He selected a few bottles of expanding potion from his inventory. For years, he’d used this stuff to smooth over cave walls or narrow cavern entrances. The recipe was rather simple, and Darren had picked up how to brew it from one of his mother’s books.

      With a thick demon hairbrush, he smeared a layer over the entire warehouse wall. His movement skill boosted the rate he worked at, and soon he’d covered all the thin wooden walls with a layer of the stuff.

      The potion sank into the wood even easier than it sank into stone, filling in the gaps and patching over holes. By the time Cassandra was finished putting on an apron and tying her hair up, the job was already done.

      “Amazing!” Cassandra said as she touched the drying wall. “I’ve never seen a potion like this before. It would be incredibly useful for construction. You are just an endless treasure trove, Darren.”

      Darren was far from finished with the walls, though. The warehouse was tall enough for a second floor, but most of that space was empty. Darren had plenty of beams and boards in his inventory, so he set about building one.

      He dug a few holes in the ground and inserted posts, then threw together a platform. With his immense strength and speed, the task was done in minutes instead of hours.

      He used Melancholy to cut holes in the wall and installed a few windows he’d looted from the demon lord’s castle back in Hell. They were gaudy and mismatched for the humble warehouse, but they were made of good glass and fit nicely into the holes he cut.

      Darren had plenty of furniture in his inventory as well, so he quickly threw down a bed and his usual assortment of accouterments for whenever he was settling into a new cave. That meant a workbench, a chair for reading, and an assortment of materials and tools for whatever he was working on.

      Cassandra ascended the ladder leading up to the newly built alcove, a face full of wonder. “You know how to get a job done,” Cassandra said. “One of my brothers runs a construction company, and I don’t think his entire team could have built something so efficiently. And I doubt it’s because he’s not working his people hard enough.”

      “If you have skills and know-how to use them, the work is fast,” Darren explained.

      “That is true.” Cassandra nodded. “I don’t think anyone has ever considered making all their employees holy adepts just to get work done faster though.”

      Darren cocked his head to one side. “Why not? It would be efficient.”

      Cassandra laughed. “Nobody could afford that kind of expense. Not for anything short of a wealthy Lord’s retinue. I’m certain that is what Rarek was trying to build."

      “He did not train them well. I could do better,” Darren said.

      Cassandra laughed. “When you buy that demesne for yourself, you might get the chance to prove it. But for now, the sigils will fetch more coin than giving them to my non-existent employees will do us. So I suggest that’s where we put our money, partner.”

      Darren had plenty of holy sigils in his inventory. Most of them had come when he rescued Morgana and Cassandra from the bandit camp, but he’d found a few of them in Hell. He’d learned paladins and other wielders of holy magic went down into Hell, though Darren had never found one living during his time there.

      Darren remembered Cassandra’s plan to profit off selling holy sigils and produced the dozen he’d collected of Rarek and his unholy adepts. Darren’s Divine Blessing skill had already purified them, so they were free of any demonic taint.

      “Here. Sell these as you planned.”

      Cassandra took the sigils, eyes gleaming. “Can I give you another writ of investment for these? I could use the capital to expand right now.”

      “Your gain is my gain,” Darren replied. “Do as you think best.”

      Cassandra blushed. “You know, we still haven’t had that talk yet. You know, about what we are?”

      Darren nodded. “We are companions. Friends.”

      “Yes, but what companions?” Cassandra insisted.

      Darren turned to look at the bed, and Cassandra realized there was only one.

      “I can show you,” Darren offered.

      A small smile touched the corners of Cassandra’s lips. She closed her eyes as Darren’s hands went behind her back. With practiced skill, he undid the knot behind her neck and her blouse came off in his hands.

      Before either knew it, they were both naked. It hadn’t been long since Darren had rescued Morgana and Cassandra from the bandit cultists, but ever since that first coupling, Darren hadn’t been able to get the memory out of his mind.

      Cassandra had the same problem herself, and her heart throbbed at the mere sight of Darren, though she hid it well. Every time she closed her eyes, she felt his arms around her, and every time she sensed the Divine Aura in the air, it was as though she were basking in his presence.

      Finally, given their privacy, the two pounced upon one another with wanton abandon. Cassandra struggled to take Darren’s massive shaft, but before long Darren had to shut the new windows lest her screaming moans worry the people on the street outside.

      Darren held her squirming form atop him as he slowly lowered her down onto his shaft with long squealing moans. She leaned down as Darren penetrated her from below, holding a long and passionate kiss. Their tongues warred in their mouths, clumsy at first but gaining in skill as their lovemaking session went on.

      The sun set while they played, and only the magical orb releasing dim yellow light illuminated the chamber. By the time they were winding down for the night, Darren had to switch out the sheets with some spares he had in his inventory. Cassandra collapsed on the newly made bed, wrapping Darren’s arms around her like a blanket as sleep slowly claimed her.

      “Somehow, I never thought having a business partner would be quite this much fun,” Cassandra giggled. And then the two of them went to sleep.

    

  







            Morgana

          

        

      

    

    
      Losing Callum’s trail was easy. He followed her around half the city, but now he believed she was snoring away in her room back in the inn, and he was doing the same. Morgana noticed him following her the moment he left Cassandra and Darren and had made it look like she was innocently window shopping.

      Callum couldn’t cause any trouble for her even if he knew what she was up to, but throwing him off was good practice. This was something Morgana needed to be good at if she were to pick up her old trade in a big city like this.

      While scouting the city, Morgana’s thoughts turned back to Darren. Cassandra wanted the big guy all to herself, and that thought made Morgana grumpy.

      She wasn’t sure why exactly, but she knew she didn’t like it. But she knew she couldn’t compete with someone like Cassandra. Darren would never choose her over the beautiful noblewoman.

      And the thought of Cassandra choosing her over Darren? The worst jester in all the Sacred Seas couldn’t come up with a bigger joke than that. A heavy feeling wrapped around Morgana’s heart.

      Would she be stuck sitting and watching the two of them grow closer, leaving her as nothing more than their roguish friend? Would that memory during the ritual be the only thing she could hold on to as hers to keep?

      Morgana remembered her hand wrapped around Cassandra’s as the two of them faced death and damnation. She remembered the look on Cassandra’s face as Darren took her from behind, the adorable pout on her lips, and the pleasure in her moans. And then Darren had taken her right after, his shaft still slick with Cassandra’s fluids.

      The memories started turning Morgana’s head somewhere she didn’t want to go while walking on a public street, so she remembered their little dinner just a few hours ago instead. Darren had been so warm and comforting then. She’d never been able to rely on anyone before, but she sensed she could rely on him.

      But the whole speech about helping people irked Morgana down to the core. Cassandra was pleasant enough to get along with, but she had that controlling streak everyone in power always had. If Morgana laid her plans and ambitions down for Cassandra to read like an open book, they’d only be used against her. To control her like a pawn in an elaborate game.

      No, this was something Morgana would need to do on her own if she wanted to make a life for herself. She’d been laying the plans for more than a year, slowly preparing herself to leave Rarek’s side and build a new life here in Limedeep.

      The plan was simple. Morgana had few talents, and the skills her sigil gave her weren’t good for mercantile tasks. But criminals were everywhere, and Morgana would have to become one again. At least until she was on her feet.

      She’d join one of the local gangs, complete the quests her sigil gave her, and slowly maneuver herself until she was a smaller version of Rarek’s gang of bandits. Without connections, this would be hard, but Morgana knew anyone with a holy sigil commanded respect. If she went into one of the smaller groups, she could make friends fast. They’d be fools not to put her in charge of something.

      Once she had deep pockets full of coin and plenty of friends in the right places, she could go legitimate. Rarek had managed it. Hells, that’s what all the most successful smugglers in the city did eventually. The easiest way to keep yourself profitable was to get the city guard hounding your competition.

      And so tonight, Morgana would enact the first part of her plan. That involved scouting the local gangs. Though she’d grown up in the country and among bandits, Rarek’s troop wasn’t so isolated that she hadn’t seen a city before.

      None had been as big as Limedeep, but she was certain the idea was the same. Society's less savory elements thought the same, whether they were from a tiny hamlet or a sprawling metropolis.

      Morgana had already identified all the most promising gang meeting places while the sun was still up. Limedeep was as infamous for its crime as it was for its freedom, and criminal organizations both large and small thrived here. She wanted to steer clear of the big organizations. The truly massive ones were so huge many of them had transitioned to being legitimate organizations selling weapons or potions.

      Nor did she want to be part of one of the tiny organizations. Those often carved out existence doing things the bigger organizations weren’t willing to do. She wanted to make a decent amount of coin before her hair went gray. She didn’t want to become some back-alley cutthroat.

      If not for the day’s earlier events, Morgana would have been surprised by the screen that popped up in front of her face in that moment.

      

  




New Quests Available!

      
        	Preach the holy word along the docks (Very Easy)

        	Reward: Gain a reputation for piety. +0.1 Devotion

        	Prevent a mugging by the docks. (Easy)

        	Reward: 10 silver coins.

        	Investigate the source of Demonic Aura in the city. (Very Hard)

        	Reward: An invitation to join a Thieves Guild.

        	Future objectives and rewards to be revealed upon completion.

      

      A true quest prompt! What a sight to see. Back when Morgana had been using a corrupted sigil, the broken version of these prompts she’d gotten had been mostly incoherent chanting, paired with occasional demands to kill random people or paint demonic symbols on the ground with blood.

      Morgana had always ignored them, considering her stolen skills unlevelable because of how she got them. Most people with a corrupted sigil were stuck with the skills the last wielder had. Their only hope for improving them was swearing themselves to a powerful demon.

      But now things were different. Against all odds, she had a holy sigil now. That alone would be a debt to Darren she could never repay. To think, she could actually improve her skills, or even pick up a third one! She was halfway to being a noblewoman.

      That spare skill slot would certainly be helpful for Morgana’s second career when she finally retired from this life of crime. But for now, she might as well start completing quests.

      The first two held little interest to Morgana. She was no preacher. She knew little about the Golden Temple’s holy word, and even if she did, she wouldn’t be the person to spread it. Nor did she want to prevent any muggings. That was a quick way to get stabbed, even with magic and a good blade at her side.

      Besides, coming to this neighborhood after dark meant you were either asking to get robbed or trying to bait someone into robbing you. With sigils and quests at work, there was no telling who was a wolf in sheep’s clothing. That was another reason not to throw in with the more violent gangs. They tended to bite off more than they could chew sooner or later.

      The third quest was what Morgana needed. Demonic Aura was something she was familiar with, and if it could give her an introduction, that was all the better. It paid to make friends fast in this line of work. You never knew which connection your next big payday could come from.

      So Morgana accepted the last quest and followed its prompts. Sensing Demonic Aura was easier for her than it would be for most holy adepts since she’d been exposed to it for so long.

      The aura didn’t wrap around her as eagerly as it used to. It seemed to fear her now, skirting away from her touch like a swarm of flies fleeing from a burning torch. Darren had given her some sort of lingering blessing. She wasn’t sure how long it would last, but she knew she wouldn’t be using any more Demonic Aura until it wore off.

      That was alright though. Her divine skills seemed to operate on the same principles as her old abilities. She had a pair of weakening effects she could hit her enemies with. Neither was lethal, but if she hit someone with either of them they’d be slow and lethargic enough that she could dart in with a blade and finish them.

      They were good skills for a fighter. This line of work was filled with big men, but Morgana’s two abilities more than evened the odds despite her slighter frame.

      

  




Curse of Weariness (Common)

      
        	This skill reduces your target’s energy to the point of exhaustion. The effect is cumulative and can be increased by using this ability multiple times.

      

      

  




Curse of Sloth (Uncommon)

      
        	This skill reduces your target’s speed to a slow crawl. The effect is cumulative and can be increased by using this ability multiple times.

      

      Those two skills had never failed her, and she’d been quite proud of them, at least until she met Darren. Most unholy or holy adepts only had a single skill to her name, and one of hers was an uncommon-grade skill.

      Now, she had another problem, namely dealing with the three goons creeping up on her from behind.

      “Well, well... what’s a fine lady like you doing in a rough neighborhood like this?” one goon said. He must have come from one of the local gangs, but not of the type Morgana was trying to meet.

      This man was from a minor branch of addictive substance dealers. He wasn’t one of the big suppliers or transporters, just a ground-pounder footman meant to deal with one handful at a time and make trouble for other organizations in the area trying to do the same. As far as criminals went, this goon and his friends were some of the lowest of the low.

      Morgana could tell by the ways his eyes twitched and the way his limbs jittered that this man was a substance abuser himself. She wasn’t sure which substance he abused, since the alchemists were always coming up with new ones, but she was certain he’d had too much of it today.

      “You’re not man enough for a line like that,” Morgana said. “Take your buddies and scurry off.”

      A flash of anger crossed the goon's face. He’d respond with violence now.

      Before he could do anything stupid, Morgana lashed out with a kick, slamming her armored boot into the thug’s crotch.

      “Ow! Y-you bitch!” The thug collapsed to the ground. He curled up on the ground, unable to keep his eyes open.

      One of his companions rushed forward to grab Morgana, only to find her short sword pointed right at his throat.

      “Last warning, ugly. Beat it.”

      Then Morgana flicked her fingers and used her Curse of Weariness on him. His shoulders slumped and his posture sagged.

      “L-let’s go,” he grunted. One by one, his companions picked up their humiliated friend and dragged him off. The three would-be muggers scampered off with their tails between their legs.

      When they passed out of sight, Morgana turned to follow them for a while. She wasn’t sure why she was trailing after them until she saw a young man busy unloading crates by lamplight.

      A thief?

      Morgana considered that for a moment, but then she saw the crates he was carrying were filled with nothing but grain. There were far more valuable things to steal, so Morgana revaluated her guess. He was probably a dockworker sent out in the night to finish work that really would be best left until morning.

      That was awfully naive of him. As Morgana watched, he finished loading his handcart with grain and ushered it onward. Grain was hardly valuable enough to steal under ordinary circumstances, but the young man pushing it certainly looked like an easy mark. Could he be bait from a larger gang or the city guard? Or perhaps a skilled Holy Adept completing quests?

      When the same thugs Morgana had chased off confronted the young man, Morgana half expected him to draw a sword from the air, slay them all, then declare the glory of the seraph over their bleeding corpses.

      “Evening, gentlemen. What can I help you with?” the young man asked nervously.

      “Got any money on you?” one thug demanded.

      “No, not really…” the young man chuckled nervously.

      “I think you’re a liar. Boys, shake him down. If he doesn’t have at least a few silvers on him, we’ll throw him and his cart into the sea.”

      “Please! My uncle’s bakery needs this grain,” the young man pleaded. “Without it, there will be no bread to sell in the morning!”

      “Not our problem,” the thug Morgana had kicked said.

      Morgana waited for the young man to do something. What kind of bakery sent their workers out in the middle of the night to fetch grain? From docks like the ones in Limedeep? An unarmed boy would have even odds of coming back alive each time he did something like that.

      So Morgana fully expected anything but the obvious to happen. Would guards pop out of the rafters? Would a crew of trained enforcers from one of the bigger gangs put these thugs down? Would he draw a sword and kill them himself?

      Instead, the three thugs punched him in the guts, and the young man keeled over on his side.

      “I told you, I don’t have any coin on me!” the young man pleaded.

      “Well that’s a shame, because you caught me in a nasty mood!” the man Morgana had kicked snarled. He lashed out with a kick of his own and slammed his boot against the young man’s ribs. Morgan winced as she heard bones snap like twigs underfoot.

      The other men had no mercy either. They all joined in on beating the young man for no other reason than the fact that they were in a poor mood. Was this Morgana’s fault for angering them?

      “Hey!” Morgana found herself saying. “Didn’t I tell you to beat it?”

      “By a witch’s tit, it’s the bloody bitch from the alley!” the thug Morgana kicked snarled.

      “We can take her, boys!” one of the others said.

      Morgana drew her sword again.

      These three men wouldn’t be missed by anyone, and it would surprise nobody if one or more of them turned up as corpses the following morning.

      

  




New Emergency Quest: Defeat alleyway addicts. (Medium)

      
        	Reward: 5 bronze coins per addict.

        	Punishment: Death.

      

      And just like that, Morgana was back to old times. She knew how to handle men like this. There had been worse in Rarek’s crew of bandits, and she’d lived this long by knowing how to put them down.

      She activated each of her abilities. A curse of weariness hit one goon, and a curse of sloth hit the other. Then Morgana turned and jogged towards the back of the alley.

      The remaining unaffected thug chased after her, not realizing Morgana had just turned the fight from three against one to one on one. She bought herself a good ten seconds with the sudden retreat. That put enough distance between this goon and his friends to cut out any unexpected variables. It would still be another minute before she could use either of her skills again. In a fight, that might as well have been an eternity. She’d need to kill this last addict without the help of her sigil.

      Luckily, all he had was a rusty knife, and Morgana had her trusty short sword. The addict was faster than Morgana would have expected from an average thug. Whatever addictive potion he was taking must have boosted his reflexes somehow. But he had no training with that dagger. He was too eager for the kill, jumping forward with his arms flailing and legs waving.

      Morgana kept back, nipping his wrist with the edge of her blade with her superior reach right when he darted forward.

      Blood gushed from the wound. A tiny nick from her sword was enough to make the addict’s hand nearly useless, but he didn’t seem to notice the damage despite the blood dripping from his hand to the ground. He darted forward again, even more aggressively than before.

      Another slash cut open his wrist. That made his knife hand clumsy and weak, which meant Morgana easily batted his knife aside with the point of her blade. A few fingers came off with the weapon.

      That finally got the addict’s attention. He stared at his bloody stumps with shock and horror, realization finally dawning on his face that he’d picked on the wrong girl tonight. But it was too late for that. Morgana lunged forward, driving the tip of her short sword into his throat.

      She pulled her weapon free just in time to dodge the spurt of blood that sprayed out of it. Getting covered in blood was always nasty, but letting it happen here in the middle of a city would raise questions Morgana would rather not have to answer. Morgana made a mental note to keep plenty of spare clothes stashed around for any future messy jobs she might get involved in.

      Morgana left the body behind her. Out of the corner of her eyes, she spotted a lone figure scrambling aside. Some street rat running for his life. Just a boy by the size of him.

      “Hells, why can’t I move?” asked one of the remaining thugs.

      Morgana pointed her short sword at him as he struggled to climb to his feet. With cold eyes, she slid her blade across his throat. His face turned pale, and his remaining strength left him for good as he collapsed onto the cold stone streets.

      The remaining thug saw what happened, and he managed to recover from Morgana’s latest curse enough that he staggered to his feet and scrambled into the shadows. Morgana didn’t chase him down. She went for the boy on the ground.

      “You’re an idiot for coming here alone. Let alone coming here alone at night,” Morgana told him.

      “My uncle’s bakery…” the boy groaned.

      “Your uncle’s bakery is a shit place to work if this is where it gets you. Find another job.”

      “How’d you get so good with that sword?” The boy asked between huffed grunts.

      “Practice.”

      “Y-you think I could use a sword like that? If I joined the guards?”

      Morgana snorted. “Dunno. But that’s a better job than whatever you’re doing now. Get up, I’ll help you head home.”

      “T-thank you. My name’s Mimmons.”

      Before leaving, Morgana rummaged through the belongings of the two muggers. Ten bronze coins, just as her sigil had promised.

      She escorted Mimmons home. She ended up pushing his cart, since he was in no condition to do so.

      “Here, I hope this is enough of a reward. You saved my life,” Mimmons said as he handed Morgana a small pouch of silver. Upon counting them, Morgana saw there were exactly ten.

      She could get used to this quest thing.

      
        
        Quest completed: Prevent a mugging by the docks.

        Quest completed: Defeat alleyway addicts.

      

      

      Morgana returned to the streets she’d been walking before she decided to ride in and save that stupid kid like some sort of paladin in shining armor.

      Once there, she quickly realized she was being followed.

      “Well... that was an impressive display,” a mild voice said from the shadows. It was vaguely male, but it didn’t have the gruff masculinity Morgana associated with men working in rougher lines of work. It sounded too refined for anyone who frequented this area of Limedeep.

      “What do you want?” Morgana asked.

      “Merely to say hello.” The man shrugged. “And to give you a job offer. The Black Raven Guild could certainly use someone like you.”

      “Yeah, and what does your Black Raven Guild do?”

      The man shrugged. “Stealing a few secrets here. Planting some false evidence there. Making sure some messages get from the Adventurers Guild to the city guard and that others do not. It’s all rather complex, but we make a good living at it.”

      Information brokers? That was a cleaner line of work than most.

      Morgana turned to examine Simon and quickly sensed something amiss with him. There were clusters of Demonic Aura swirling about him like fog over the ground before dawn. He definitely had a cursed sigil on him.

      
        
        Quest progress made: Investigate the source of Demonic Aura in the gambling district.

      

      

      Reward: Entry to a Thieves Guild.

      New Objective: Increase your influence within the Black Raven Thieves Guild.

      Well, this thing hadn’t led Morgana wrong yet.

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

      “My name is Simon,” he grinned. “Welcome to the team.”
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        * * *

      

      Simon was no common thief. That was obvious the moment Morgana entered the Black Raven Guild’s underground headquarters. She sensed the Demonic Aura in the air, increasing in power and density. This was where the energy she detected earlier was coming from.

      
        
        Quest Completed: Investigate the source of Demonic Aura in the gambling district

      

      

      Reward: Learn the identities of several unsavory individuals.

      As promised, Simon made the introductions. “Timmon here is our master burglar, Gron is our master thug, and I am our master assassin.”

      “Looks like we’ll be working together.” Morgana nodded to each of them, showing no weakness. She wanted them to see her as an equal because soon she would be.

      “This is Morgana,” Simon said. “She wants in.”

      “What’s she do?” a thief asked.

      Morgana leveled her short sword at him, still covered in wet blood. “Fight. And don’t you forget it.”

      “Morgana here is a sigil wielder,” Simon explained. “From what I’ve seen, she specializes in slowing and weakening attacks. Our new patron has been eying several well-guarded merchant caravans, and her skills will be indefensible. So I’m waiving the informalities. She’s in.”

      “No ritual?” Timmon the burglar asked. “No training?”

      “I’ll see that she learns the ropes myself,” Simon said. “Don’t worry about that.”

      There were a few grumbles around the room, but Simon must have commanded a lot of respect because nobody voiced another word of dissent.

      “So,” Morgana prodded, scanning the room and wondering if another quest would pop up for her. “You were saying something about a new patron and some merchants to rob?”
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      Even with a bundle in his arms as warm and comforting as Cassandra, Darren found himself unable to sleep. Something had been gnawing at him ever since he’d set foot inside Limedeep, and he needed to figure out what it was.

      And so, in the dark of the night, Darren wandered the city. He pulled his cloak of concealment over his shoulders to mask his presence to any onlookers.

      Traveling Limedeep wouldn’t be as dangerous as walking the streets of a fiend city in the depths of Hell, but Darren was in no mood to be disturbed this night.

      As Darren left Cassandra’s little warehouse, he surveyed his surroundings. He was in the heart of Limedeep. He’d dreamed about this city for years. Why had his mother wanted him here?

      What was waiting for him?

      Darren wasn’t sure. Now that he’d finally made his way to the city he’d been searching for, he felt... hollow. Empty. He had fulfilled his greatest goal up until this point.

      So what was he supposed to do now?

      Darren didn’t know the answer, and that fact gnawed at him like a piece of his heart was missing.

      His footfalls fell heavier over the rough cobblestone streets as Darren scouted the city. The roads running through here hadn’t been maintained in over a century, and there were holes to jump over and buildings sticking out where they shouldn’t be.

      Limedeep might not have always been the lawless city-state it was now. Whoever built the city had laid firm foundations that their successors let fall into disrepair.

      The streets were dirty, reeking of human waste. Nearby, a man with a knife was threatening another. In another alley, a slave master herded a few scared-looking people into a shoddy house that looked like it was about to fall over.

      Limedeep didn’t seem too different from the fiend cities down in Hell.

      Darren frowned. Somehow, he’d always expected better of his fellow humans.

      He had noticed Morgana headed for one of the city’s seedier districts. Darren was tempted to follow her, but he trusted her to look after herself the most of all his companions.

      Darren debated stopping the man with the knife or freeing those slaves. He’d done such things in Hell before. But most of the people he ran into down there were cultists, even the ones chained up and about to be eaten. The only time Darren had ever come close to rescuing humans down in Hell, they’d turned on him and stabbed him the moment they were free. It was another reminder not to trust others easily.

      So with reluctance, Darren turned and continued on his way, scanning the city with his Celestial Storm tendrils as he traveled.

      Cassandra wanted to grow her merchant company. Morgana headed off to the city’s dark allies the first chance she had. Callum wanted to train and become stronger.

      All of them had goals they pursued. An inner fire that drove them onward.

      Darren had that too right up until he entered Limedeep itself. Now that he’d fulfilled his mother’s last instructions, Darren wasn’t sure where to go. Sure, he could scout around Limedeep and make sure this area was safe. But then what? He could continue leveling his skills, but he'd always done that to make his journey here safer. Now that he was here, what was he to do?

      City streets passed Darren by. Something drew him onward as he searched, but he didn’t know what it was yet. He scanned everything around him like he might scout a hive of demons he planned to exterminate.

      Down in Hell, Darren had once needed to make a fighting retreat against an entire army of fiends. Darren was already cataloging the best routes if he had to do the same here.

      While Darren was busy scouting the city, he wasn’t so occupied that he wasn’t paying attention to his surroundings. In all his years of doing this, he’d never once allowed someone to surprise him during a scouting mission.

      So when someone tugged on his cloak from behind, altogether avoiding the detection of his tendrils, Darren was more alarmed than he’d ever been since leaving Hell.

      “Are you quite alright there, son?”

      Darren swiftly turned, pulling his cloak of concealment from the grasp of an elderly woman. How had she seen through its power? How had she avoided his detection?

      He was immediately on his guard. Darren turned to survey this potential enemy. She hunched over a cane, putting so much weight on the little stick it would have broken if not for the fact that she couldn’t have weighed more than an empty breastplate.

      “I asked if you were alright, son?” The elderly woman grabbed the hem of Darren’s cloak again.

      Darren kept steady eyes on the elderly woman, sure there was something different about her. The trouble was, Darren couldn’t figure out what that was, despite his probing tendrils and all his skills.

      “I am,” Darren answered after a long moment of silence.

      “I don’t think so.” The elderly woman shook her head. “If you were alright, you wouldn’t be wandering these streets at this hour.”

      “I will be careful,” Darren promised.

      The elderly woman shook her head again. “I am certain you can defend yourself. But can others defend themselves from you? Hmm? I don’t think so. You have the look of a man who slays his enemies without quarter or hesitation. And worse, you have the look of a man who’s run out of enemies to slay. You are a sword without a sheath. Yes, a bit like that one.”

      The elderly woman reached out with her cane to tap Melancholy’s edge. Darren had pulled the weapon from his inventory the moment she’d appeared so unexpectedly.

      Darren remained silent, waiting and watching. Was this woman an enemy?

      She didn’t act like one, but if she’d genuinely deceived his skills, then she was a severe threat.

      “Follow,” the elderly woman said.

      After a long moment of thought, Darren put Melancholy away. He did just that, trailing a few paces behind the old woman and watching her with incredible intensity.

      Darren followed her through Limedeep. She traveled slowly and in a crouch. She was less than half Darren’s height, so every one of Darren’s long strides was three of hers. While they walked, Darren noticed new things about the city, like catching distinct scents in the breeze.

      There was a baker nearby, pulling bread from the oven. The salt of the sea hung in the air. Someone a few streets down was turning wood into charcoal. A child nearby complained to her parents that she didn’t want to go to bed. A woman moaned in the arms of an eager lover.

      Perhaps Limedeep wasn’t so bad after all.

      Darren took in the city from a new perspective as he followed the elderly woman. He almost overlooked their slow journey and was surprised when they finally arrived where the woman was leading him.

      “Here,” she said, lifting one withered arm to point to the entrance of a shrine. It was a small building, not built tall enough for someone of Darren’s stature. He would have had to stoop his head to slip beneath the roof over the gate.

      The walls around the shrine concealed a beautiful garden surrounding the front of a shrine. Black, reds, blues, and golds adorned the stout wooden building, and the walls were covered with decorative filigree. The roof sloped gracefully upward, bending inward ever so slightly.

      Around the building was a beautiful garden of roses and chrysanthemums. The flowers reflected the moon’s light overhead and showed their vivid colors even in the dark of the night to create a beautiful sight to behold.

      But neither the garden nor the shrine itself was the centerpiece of this display. Instead, Darren had eyes only for the statue sitting in the center of the garden, standing proudly before the shrine with her eyes to the sky.

      The statue’s back was facing Darren, but there was something startlingly familiar about the long locks of hair cascading over the woman’s back.

      “What is this?” Darren turned to ask the elderly woman who’d led him here, but when he turned, she was nowhere to be found.

      Darren scanned the area, but he could detect no sign of her departure, even with his Celestial Storm tendrils.

      After nearly a minute of searching, Darren turned his attention to the statue sitting in the center of the garden. That woman had led Darren here for a reason, and he suspected that the reason was sitting here in the middle of this garden.

      Darren circled the statue, and his eyes widened when he saw her face. A look of shock on Darren was as rare as a demon yelping in fright, and nothing short of the face he saw staring back at him could have startled him so.

      She was beautiful to behold. No man or woman could have argued otherwise. Cascading locks of flawless golden hair framed a regal face that would have made the most powerful of queens look like nothing more than a servant girl in comparison. This mere replica of the woman captured in stone enthralled the hearts and eyes. If she’d been present in person grown men would have been reduced to weak-kneed schoolboys.

      But Darren had other thoughts on his mind. He touched the statue’s hand, remembering the feeling of those fingers wrapped around his. Her hands were small and dainty now compared to his own, though once they’d protected and comforted him.

      Darren looked to the base of the statue to see the name inscribed at its base.

      
        
        Ariel Heavengrace, Savior of Limedeep and Hero of the Demontide.

        

      

      “Mother...” Darren said as he ran his hands against those of the statue.

      Beneath the placard listing his mother’s name, more words were speaking of Darren’s mother and her deeds in the city of Limedeep.

      
        
        During the year 1003 of the Lord of Light’s heavenly dominion, demons rose from the very pits of the Sacred Seas led by Yillgarthenoth the Great Wyrm, demon prince and prime sin of the Sixth Hell.

        The City of Limedeep faced its darkest hour, and all who took shelter within its walls were doomed to die if a brave heroine from afar did not arrive to defend us. Through her powerful skills and might as an Archpriestess, Ariel Heavengrace healed the wounded, restored our injured protectors, and blessed our weapons so they could slay the demons. When the moment was right, she used a powerful skill to dispel Yillgarthenoth’s human form to cast him back into the Hells from whence he came.

        May all who gaze upon this statue remember the name of Ariel Heavengrace, beloved of the seraph. Through her works, the walls of Limedeep continue to defend what remains of this once great city.

        

      

      Darren’s mother had saved this city nearly sixty years ago. Despite the passage of time, the statue before him depicted her just as Darren remembered her. He’d known his mother was older than she looked. He wasn't sure if her youth and long life were a quest reward or a byproduct of being such a powerful priestess.

      There were no mentions of Darren’s father. Darren had never seen him again after fleeing into Hell, and even before then, he’d been an enigmatic and distant figure in Darren’s life. The only thing Darren had to remember him by was the dagger that eventually became his sword, Melancholy.

      “She was here...” Darren spoke what he now knew. His mother had never spoken of Limedeep to him, but back then, there were always more important things on their minds, like surviving down in Hell. Darren liked to believe his father had died valiantly defending their home to slow down their enemies long enough for Darren and his mother to flee into hell.

      “Yes, indeed she was,” the elderly woman said. Darren turned to find her behind him once again, completely undetected, just as before.

      “You have powerful skills,” Darren said to the elderly woman. He was a mere instant from drawing Melancholy. She’d taken no action against him yet, though, and Darren was reluctant to make an enemy of someone with such skills for stealth.

      The elderly woman gave Darren a slight shrug to dismiss his compliment and gentle prod for an explanation. Instead, she pointed at the statue.

      “Your mother cared for this city very much. She once had the dream of restoring Limedeep to its former glory. She loathed leaving it under the lawless rule of those who trade in drugs, slaves, and other things the Golden Temple has driven from most ports.”

      “But she failed?” Darren asked.

      The elderly woman shrugged again. “She had many things demanding her time as a leader among the priestesses of the Golden Temple. Under her leadership, the priestesses and clerics might have one day had as much sway in Whiteguard as the Paladins. Not so any longer.”

      “What was special about this city?” Darren asked, hoping for some clue.

      The elderly woman shrugged. “The other nations of the world have hidden hands pulling their strings. Only Limedeep is truly free, lawless as it is. I remember Ariel once saying that if she had a son, she would’ve wanted him to grow up here. Perhaps he could make a better place where she could not.”

      Darren froze a moment, sinking deep into thought. Could it truly have been so simple? Did Darren’s mother want him to come to Limedeep and simply... grow up?

      Perhaps she hadn’t thought it would take him so long to navigate the lower regions of Hell. The Blackwind Empire was several months journey on the surface, but the route Darren had to travel down on the fifth layer had taken him up down such a winding path he’d spent eight years traveling it. In that time, he’d gone from boy to man.

      Darren turned to regard the statue again.

      “I am here, Mother. I am in Limedeep,” Darren whispered. “Is this where I stay? Do I just... live?”

      The statue had no answer for him. Darren sat a while and wrapped his hands around the cold stone. He leaned his forehead down, pressing it against the statue. A chilly breeze blew over him as he closed his eyes and thought.

      The moment of silence stretched on beneath the moon, and Darren thought of all he’d done since coming to the surface. First, he’d met Cassandra and Callum. Then they'd run into Morgana. After, he rescued them all from bandits. And then they made their way here to Limedeep.

      It was almost like a series of quests, except these were issued by no one but himself. He’d simply done what he wanted to do.

      Was it that simple?

      From now on, would he simply do as he pleased? That was a strange thought.

      Darren opened his eyes and turned.

      “Thank—” he began, but the elderly woman was nowhere to be found. The garden was empty. He turned to the shrine, thinking she must have gone inside. But when he turned, he found the door was locked. There was a note tied to the handle.

      May the Heavens bless the departed soul of Shrine Maiden Yuka, who passed earlier this year. This shrine will not open until a new Shrine Maiden arrives from Silvercross City.

      Beneath the message was a well-drawn sketch of the very woman Darren had been speaking to not long ago. Darren scrunched his nose at the drawing.

      A nearby square of freshly turned dirt drew his attention, and he saw a new grave sitting among a plot of others.

      Darren looked around, stretching out his senses again. This time, instead of looking for the Demonic Aura he was intimately familiar with, he searched for power that matched his own.

      Divine Aura flickered ever so faintly in the air over the grave, leaving only the slightest trace of a lingering skill already fading.

      Darren bowed once before the grave, casting a quick glance up towards the sky. The Hells were something Darren knew. The Heavens were far stranger to him.

      And far more dangerous.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Despite the strange message bearer, Darren now knew what he was doing in Limedeep. He returned to Cassandra’s warehouse unnoticed. On his way, he broke a few chains on that house filled with slaves and plucked a knife from a man who was using it wrong. Neither the man nor the slavers ever knew he was there.

      No strange figures crept from the dark to pull on his cloth, and he did not deviate from his path even once as he made his way through the city.

      He opened Cassandra’s creaking door in one smooth motion, picking the lock with his tendrils and entering with silent steps.

      Cassandra was still sprawled on the bed, unconscious and oblivious to the world. Her bare ass stuck out into the cold air, and Darren watched it quiver as she shivered in the chill brought up by the open door.

      Suddenly, Darren gave himself a new quest and set himself down on the bed next to Cassandra.

      She rolled over, opening her eyes as she stirred.

      “I’m cold,” Cassandra pouted as she nuzzled against Darren, pressing her naked body against his. “Keep me warm?”

      Darren smiled.
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      When Darren awoke, his first thought was to chastise himself for sleeping so soundly. Even in his cave hideaways, Darren never allowed himself to do more than meditate. He had to be constantly alert. He had to be constantly scanning his surroundings and constantly ready for battle.

      But then he remembered he wasn’t in Hell anymore. He could be with the warm and soft woman in his arms and there was nothing to stop him.

      Darren opened his eyes to find Cassandra asleep on his chest, still exhausted from the previous night’s exertions.

      Darren brushed her hair out of her face. She let out a small delicate breath but didn’t wake.

      He let her sleep. She had more work in Limedeep cut out for her than anybody else with getting her merchant business escapades off the ground and pulling her merchant company back together after all her guards ran off.

      So Darren hopped out of bed after slipping out from under her, using his movement skill. Thanks to his ability, she couldn’t have even felt him leave as she plopped face down against the bed and curled into a little ball.

      Darren had received the usual quests for entering a new area. They were just simple information-gathering affairs, but they were something Darren would do, anyway.

      

  




New Quests Available!: Explore the city of Limedeep (Easy)

      
        	Reward: Knowledge of the city.

        	Visit the Adventurers Guild (Easy)

        	Reward: Information about the local demon population.

        	Investigate the source of Demonic Aura outside the city (Medium)

        	Reward: Meet two individuals with important information.

      

      He explored the area in the warehouse's vicinity, just far enough he could still monitor this with his Celestial Storm tendrils. While he roamed the local streets and alleys, he made a mental map of everything around him. The buildings in this area were mostly uninhabited at this hour. They were constructed of the same shoddy wood Cassandra’s warehouse was made of, and they were being used to store goods in barrels and boxes.

      A few lone figures ambled over with small wagons or wheelbarrows to retrieve items of interest, and Darren realized many of them worked for the local shops and storefronts he observed earlier. The weapons merchants seemed to be profitable as they hauled an entire wagon full of inventory back towards wherever they came from.

      Darren followed that wagon and soon stood before a guildhall decorated with a horned imp skull. This had to be the Adventurers Guild.

      Darren entered and was greeted by a woman who would have been about his mother’s age if she were still alive.

      “Hello, and welcome to the Adventurers Guild!” the woman said. “You certainly have the look of a warrior about you. Are you here for the daily quests?”

      “Quests?” Darren asked curiously.

      “It’s the language the sigil wielders use.” The woman shrugged. “But not all of our warriors have sigils. And even those that do are often stuck with corrupted sigils instead of fully functioning ones. Many of them don’t have the full quest system, but since it works for the Golden Temple, our little replica works for us. There’s a job board right over there around the corner. Complete a mission and the Adventurers Guild will give you the reward listed.”

      Now Darren understood. The Adventurers Guild could accommodate those who wish to fight, but who didn’t have schedules. It bore enough resemblance to what people who had a sigil were comfortable with, which meant the system would be easy for them to learn.

      “Just like for those who do have a sigil,” the woman explained, “the quests we give out are rated by difficulty. You will only be able to take on easy and medium quests until you prove your capabilities.”

      “Do you fight demons?” Darren asked.

      “Of course,” the woman replied. “There are always demons to slay in the nearby mountains. Occasionally a few of their more intelligent or flight-enabled kind sneak their way into the city. Since Limedeep does not have a Golden Temple Citadel anywhere nearby, it is up to us, the Adventurers Guild, to pick up the slack!”

      “I see. Are these quests available to anyone?” Darren asked.

      “Anyone who passes our basic field test for combat training and our psychological profiling test to make sure you’re not a crazed killer.” The woman let out a delicate laugh that seemed only a little forced. “We will hold a session this afternoon, swing by then and I can have you registered with the Guild before you know it.”

      Darren thanked the woman for her help, and he promised to come back later to register with the guild.

      
        	Quest Completed: Visit the Adventurers Guild

        	Quest Completed: Explore the city.

        	New quests are now available.

      

      Darren wasn’t sure he wanted to be one of these so-called adventurers, but the moment he had entered the building and looked at the quest board, he had received a huge number of newly available quests. Most of them were only moderate difficulties, so Darren would ordinarily move to a new area rather than complete such easy quests. But since he was training Callum, Darren thought these appropriate. A few imps or undead skeletons would be the perfect training tool for someone at his level.

      Darren returned to Cassandra’s warehouse, and he found Callum already standing in front with a bleary-eyed Morgana next to him.

      “Morgana likes to sleep in,” Callum laughed. “She went to bed early last night and didn’t wake until the sun was already high in the sky.”

      “Calling me a late sleeper…” Morgana yawned. “By the sound of things, Cassandra is still snoring away. I’m surprised she can sleep at all in such a dingy shack.”

      “We made a few improvements,” Darren explained. “Took a few hours’ work. She’s probably tired.”

      Cassandra was not answering the door, and Darren had locked it on his way out. But the lock wasn’t too complicated to pick with his Celestial Storm skill, so he soon had it open.

      “Way to go, Callum,” Morgana snorted. “The door was open all along.”

      “I swear I tried it at least a dozen times!” Callum protested. “It must just be a rusty old lock.”

      “I guess it just takes a man like Darren to open,” Morgana teased.

      Callum glowered at her. “And to think I even brought breakfast for everyone.”

      “A woman like me but with lower standards might say you’d make an excellent housewife,” Morgana laughed.

      “I’d make a better one than you,” Callum grumbled.

      The two bantered as Darren swung the door to the warehouse wide and strode in, making his way to the living loft, where Cassandra was sleeping, while Morgana and Callum gawked at the changes.

      “Well, you weren’t lying when you said you’d made improvements.” Morgana whistled as she entered the warehouse. “The whole place looks shiny and new! I may just move here after all.”

      As Morgana spoke, a weary figure rose from her long slumber. “Huh...?” she groaned as she tried to pull her hair out of her face, only to realize someone had already pushed it aside. She was still naked from the previous night’s escapades, and Morgana noticed it first while Callum was still studying the walls.

      “You know what, Callum? How about you go out and get us breakfast?” Morgana asked.

      “I just got it. See the buns?” Callum protested.

      “Then get us lunch. Go on!” Morgana insisted.

      “Fine, but I’m billing Cassandra for it as an extra hour spent on the job,” Callum grumbled.

      He left, and Morgana shot up the stairs towards the loft and jumped onto the bed. Cassandra barely rolled out of the way to avoid being pounced atop.

      “This is so soft!” Morgana said as she gathered the sheets in her hands and rubbed the satiny cloth over her face. “It’s settled. Screw my room in the inn. I’m staying here too.”

      “Morgana, would you mind?” Cassandra asked as she tugged at the sheets Morgana was jealously hoarding to herself, leaving Cassandra naked as she sat up.

      “Oh, lighten up, pretty princess. Callum will be away for at least half an hour. Just stay like that for a while. I know Darren enjoys the view.”

      Darren nodded. He did like the look of Cassandra’s naked body.

      “I think you enjoy it even more than he does,” Cassandra accused Morgana, who looked aghast even as she continued to stare Cassandra up and down.

      Cassandra blushed, but she scooted herself off the bed anyway and rummaged around for wherever she’d thrown her clothes the previous night.

      She decided on hunting for the clean pair she kept in a chest down with the rest of the things in the warehouse, so she slipped on her shoes and trod over to the chest, shooting a glare at Morgana up on the loft as she rummaged around for her things.

      Darren took a seat on the bed, examining Morgana as she examined Cassandra. His Sense Intent skill showed him that she was incredibly weary.

      She was far too tired for someone who’d slept as long as Callum claimed, so Darren quickly realized she’d been out and about during the night.

      His well-trained eyes quickly found a few specks of blood in the corners of her right hand, left there from a recent kill.

      “You were up late last night,” Darren questioned.

      “W-what?” Morgana turned, expression guilty. “What gave you that idea?”

      “You’re tired, you were up late, and you got in a fight,” Darren said. “Tell me what happened.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Morgana insisted.

      Darren stared at her.

      “Okay, I admit it,” Morgana confessed. “I was out late last night getting a few drinks. I took a turn in a poor neighborhood and someone tried to take my purse, but I was carrying my sword. It was a mistake but I won’t let it happen again.”

      “We should go with you next time,” Darren said. “I should go with you.”

      Morgana went silent, considering something long and hard. By the time she spoke, Cassandra was fully dressed and headed back up the ladder.

      “I found some work in the city,” Morgana said.

      “Oh?” Cassandra asked with interest. “What kind of work?”

      “It’s just running errands for some minor guild. Nothing important, but I’m sure I can work my way up the ladder and start earning a decent honest living.” Morgana shrugged.

      Cassandra smiled. “That’s fantastic to hear, Morgana. You know, I was afraid you would turn back to crime or something. And I’m pleasantly surprised to see you’re showing some ambition. I thought I had you pinned as a no-good layabout.”

      “I am not a layabout!” Morgana protested. “I’ll have you know I’m a hard-working girl with big plans for herself!”

      “Fascinating. Care to share?” Cassandra asked.

      Morgana shook her head. “You and your little fetish for knowing what everyone wants.”

      “She just wants to help,” Darren said, using his Sense Intent skill once again to determine that Cassandra’s intentions were completely pure. “You should let her.”

      Both women went silent for a while.

      “Spend some time together,” Darren suggested. “Cassandra has much work to do. Help her.”

      “I suppose I could use an assistant,” Cassandra said. “A shame you already found a job. I was going to offer you work in my employ. Only one bronze coin a day, mind you, but it would have come with meals and room on the floor next to my bed.”

      Cassandra pointed to the floor before the comfortable mattress Morgana was lying on.

      Morgana snorted at that. Callum arrived just as the conversation was turning to lighter subjects.

      “I brought brunch scones!” Callum declared from the other side of the door. Darren hopped off the loft and opened the door for him and received a scone in return.

      Darren produced a dining table and chairs from his inventory so everyone could sit down and eat. As they finished up, Darren talked about his plan for the day.

      “I’m headed to the Adventurers Guild,” Darren said. “You will come with me, Callum.”

      “The Adventurers Guild!” Cassandra said. “That sounds exciting. I’ve thought about trying to register with them myself, but it would complicate my paperwork when I post quests. It’s a great place to hire temporary workers. I was considering using them to hire guards for the trip back to the Blackwind Empire, once we’ve got everything here squared away and I’ve sold Darren’s spare divine sigils to generate the capital for another trip.”

      “Callum and I will register, then he and I will fight demons together.” Darren couldn’t help but feel a little excited at the prospect.

      Now that he was out of Hell and didn’t need to fight demons, he realized he missed the experience. He felt a tension in the back of his mind that had been growing stronger the longer he stayed idle. His years of habit told him he needed to fight and keep growing stronger.

      More than that though, Darren had never fought with an ally before, but he’d seen demons fight in groups before and regretted he’d never had the chance to do the same. It seemed like coordinating with others was a skill all on its own, and Darren learned every new skill he could, magical or not.
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      The group parted ways just after eating. He spotted a few gruff individuals heading into the Adventurers Guild, and Darren followed them in with Callum at his side.

      The two men entered, and Darren quickly found the woman he’d spoken with that morning. She directed him to a line of seats meant for people who would take the license examination that day.

      The examiner was an older man. He’d put in weight as his beard turned gray, and he had some trouble keeping his belly inside the smoothly polished steel breastplate he wore over his chest.

      The sword at his hip was loose and banged against his greaves with a rough rattling sound, and Darren sensed an impression of tired resignation from him. It appeared this was a job he’d done a thousand times and grown bored with years ago.

      “Alright, everyone, up and out into the yard, let’s see if you can swing a weapon enough to even hurt a demon,” the examiner said with boredom lacing his voice.

      Callum and Darren were two of eight examinees. These examinations were held once per month. Darren and Callum had been lucky to sign up just in time.

      Callum sized up the other participants. Four of them were the kind of men Callum would peg as mountain bandits. One was a giant of a man who stood nearly as tall as Darren.

      He had the skin and wildness Callum expected from a barbarian, so perhaps that’s what he was. Callum wasn’t about to ask him, with that fearsome scowl on his face, and Darren didn’t seem interested enough to care.

      One of the two women in the group looked the same as the men, rough and ready for a fight. The remaining one reminded Callum more of Cassandra than of some bandit, though.

      She wore a dress instead of battle attire, with a long slit up the side so she could move properly. The others eyed her warily. She must have had a sigil, which meant she could use skills.

      Callum had a sigil now as well, though he had to remind himself of that fact nightly. The silver band on his finger had bestowed him with the potential for incredible power if he could learn the skills to go with it.

      “Now, thanks to two late sign-ups, I can only pass half of you,” the examiner said. “A few hot shots from one of the major crime syndicates already bought their licenses for gold, and we can’t be passing too many this month so four of you have got to fail.”

      “You let people just bribe their way into not even taking the exam?” Callum asked, aghast. By the time he thought to hold his tongue, the words were already out.

      Annoyance twinged across the examiner’s face.

      “A man has gotta make a living,” he said. “Me included.”

      Callum gulped. The glare he got said he was going to make things difficult for Callum. The examiner turned to include Darren in the glare, and Callum realized he’d just screwed over his friend and mentor as well.

      “Sorry, Darren,” Callum muttered.

      Darren had sensed the examiner’s flash of ill-intent as well. He expected trouble.

      “Trust in your skills and prove your worth,” Darren said.

      Callum nodded in agreement.

      “First test,” the instructor said. “Each of you has to take a notch out of one of these logs. You get two swings, which is one more than a demon is liable to give you if you meet it in combat. You two, towards the end.”

      The examiner took Callum and Darren to the two biggest logs. They were thicker than the others by three hands, and their bark was of a different color.

      “Those are ironbark trees!” Callum protested. “Everyone else is cutting into pine!”

      “An adventurer doesn’t always get easy demons to fight,” the instructor said. “You need to know when to fight and when to fold.”

      “Well, this time, I choose to fight!” Callum said. Then he took the ivory-white dagger at his hip and activated it. The dagger sprung to life and extended into a spear as long as Callum was tall.

      The display of a magical weapon caused a few murmurs to run through the crowd. Callum planted his back foot against the ground, took in a deep breath, and charged.

      He ran for all he was worth towards the thick ironbark log. He leveled his spear, directing all the force of his charge into it.

      With a thunderous cracking noise, his spear lodged in the log all the way to the edge of the blade.

      Callum roared as he exerted every ounce of strength his body held to push the weapon further.

      When he’d given all he could thrust, he saw a thick crack running through one corner of the ironbark log.

      “That’s one strike, but you took nothing off,” the examiner said with his arms crossed. “You’ve got one more shot or you’re out.”

      Callum nodded, glancing at Darren for support.

      Darren crossed his arms, waiting and watching with an indiscernible expression.

      Callum returned to where he was standing and charged a second time, with just as much force as the first time.

      “Arrrrghh!” he screamed as he slammed his spear into the side of the tree trunk.

      A second crack formed, spreading. The two cracks met, and a chunk of wood as thick as an arm splintered off, hanging on by nothing more than a few threads.

      “Tough luck, doesn’t look like you took a chunk off.” The examiner shook his head.

      “Yes, I did!” Callum said. “It’s barely hanging on.”

      “I don’t want a chunk of wood barely hanging on,” the examiner said. “I want it off. You’re out, kid.”

      But just as the man spoke, the last few strands holding the chunk of wood snapped and fell to the ground.

      “It fell,” Darren declared, pointing a finger at the fallen chunk of wood. Callum squinted, thinking he saw a faint thread of golden light fading away from the air in front of him.

      “So it did.” The examiner shrugged in embarrassment. “Fine, I guess you passed this test, kid.”

      The rest of the examinees were up next. Most of the burly men showed up with axes, which were the obvious weapon when fighting a log. Most of the men took two hacks to slice off a chunk the size of a finger. The little woodchips fell to the ground, and the examiner declared that they’d passed this simple test of strength.

      The barbarian made a memorable impression as he hefted a massive stone hammer over his head and slammed it down on the top of his piece of pine. The mighty blow made the piece of pine explode in all directions, throwing splinters everywhere.

      “Incredible! Do you see the size of that thing? That has to be a skill.”

      “I bet that string of animal teeth around his neck is a sigil.”

      “Northern barbarians are as strong as they say.”

      The other examinees whispered with voices of hushed awe.

      The woman in the dress took the test right after, and she proved to be remarkable because she drew that slender wand from her hip instead of picking a weapon from the rack.

      She pointed the wand at the log before her, and an inky glob of fire shot out of the tip of her wand.

      It soared through the air and struck the log like a stone from a catapult, sending burning chunks of wood in all directions.

      The examiner spent the next few minutes putting out a couple of small fires.

      “Alright, you’re the last, big guy. Don’t make a mess like the last two,” the examiner warned.

      “I bet he’s embarrassed to be going after the barbarian. He looks strong, but there’s no way he’s as strong as a barbarian warrior with a sigil,” one examinee mocked.

      “And it’s a shame his buddy got on the examiner’s unpleasant side. No way he passes. The scrawny kid was lucky he was using a divine weapon, but the big guy won’t be able to do the same. It’s ironbark! I doubt even that barbarian could take a chunk out with two swings. Ironbark trees are filled with demonic energy to hold them together. They’re more than just wood, they’re magic!”

      A few people chuckled, as they expected Darren’s failure.

      Darren paid them no mind as he approached the log. Melancholy appeared in his hand, and the men mocking him mere moments ago went pale at the sight of the massive silver sword appearing from thin air.

      Darren’s eyes met the log, and he drew back his sword, preparing for a mighty blow.

      As Callum watched, Darren’s eyes seemed to flash with burning golden light, and Callum couldn’t help but feel a sensation of utter terror. Callum hastily took a step back just as Darren swung.

      Energy swirled through the air, unnoticed by the examiner and most of Callum’s fellow examinees. Only the barbarian and the woman with the wand sensed the power at work, and both of them jumped back for cover.

      But before Melancholy’s blade could even touch the ironbark log, Darren’s presence scoured the log clean of all Demonic Aura. Deprived of its source of energy and power, the log melted like a candle before a fire. It sagged in place, collapsing completely into a puddle of pathetic wood-colored goop.

      Darren reached down and scooped up a handful of the woody pulp.

      “One chunk,” Darren declared as he dumped the handful of pulp in the examiner’s hands. “And no mess.”

      “Right...” the examiner said with scrunched brows. “A special skill, I take it? Some sort of invisible acid spray?”

      “Not quite.” Darren shook his head.

      The examiner grumbled under his breath but eventually announced that Darren passed as well. Everyone in the group passed the first test, so all eight of them proceeded to the next examination.

      The next stage of the examination was a test of basic speed.

      “This test is essentially a physical examination,” the examiner explained. “All you have to do is run as fast as you can from one side to the other. If you want to pass, get to the other side before I get there.”

      A few of Callum’s fellow examinees snorted at that. Given the gray in the examiner’s beard and the extra weight he was carrying beneath his breastplate, nobody expected him to be winning any races. Everyone here could beat him, even if he ran at full speed.

      “There will be times when you are overwhelmed, and it’s important to beat a hasty retreat,” the examiner continued. “If you can’t run, you can’t flee. If you can’t flee, then you can’t get your license. It’s as simple as that. Alright, everyone, line up and get ready to run.”

      The examiner drew a line in the sand and pointed to a distant location down the city road. The street was empty, so it would be clear of any passing wagons. “See that building with the red roof? That will be our destination. Touch it and you’ve finished the run.”

      Everyone lined up, and the examiner gave the signal.

      Callum started sprinting, and he instantly pulled ahead of the examiner. For once, Callum’s thin build worked for him rather than against him, and he quickly pulled ahead of the rest of the group. Once Callum had enough of a lead that he was certain he’d pass, he looked back to see how far behind Darren was.

      To his surprise, Darren was still at the starting line with the examiner, who was pointing in Callum’s direction.

      Suddenly, Callum felt a sharp and sudden pain shoot up out of his foot. He wasn’t sure what it was at first until he toppled to the ground and clutched at his foot. Something was jutting through the sole of his shoe and stabbing him in the heel.

      Callum reached for it. He’d caught himself before the thing sank too deep, so he pulled it free of his shoe with only a little blood on it.

      It was a triangular shape made of three iron spikes, wrought so one of them would stick up no matter how it landed. Callum had heard of these things called caltrops before, and they were used to stop people from fleeing.

      Callum struggled to climb to his feet. It was hard to walk with the wound, even though Callum had saved himself from being skewered.

      He swept his hands through the dirt covering the road to find more caltrops waiting for an unsuspecting runner to step on.

      The others slowed down when they saw Callum tumble to the ground, and they quickly discovered the caltrops as well. They were luckier than Callum though, and they stepped forward with great care to avoid suffering as he did.

      The other examinees started passing Callum one by one as he hobbled along, and once they were free of the caltrops, everyone broke out into a sprint except for Callum.

      When the examiner strode up at a walk, he snorted at Callum and walked ahead, making his way towards the finish line at a casual pace.

      Callum was getting nervous when he felt himself getting picked up by the collar. Darren stuck a hand under Callum’s arm and helped him ease the pain on his wounded foot. With Darren’s help, Callum started moving faster and made it back to a jog.

      He caught up to the examiner again, who scowled as he saw Darren and Callum running past him.

      The examiner started running faster, and at his full speed, he was just barely able to keep up with Callum’s speed, hobbling along with Darren’s help.

      Seeing that they needed to go faster, Darren picked Callum up by the collar and broke out into a sprint of his own. The wind rushed by the two of them as Darren sprinted along at incredible speeds and deposited Callum and himself right in front of the red building.

      “You carried him!” the examiner protested. “That doesn’t count!”

      Darren glared. As Callum watched, Darren ran over to the examiner.

      The examiner had been perfectly happy to shake his fist at Darren while there was a safe distance between him and the massive man, but once Darren was right up against him, the man gulped in instinctual fear.

      Darren picked him up by the scruff of his collar and hauled him back to the starting position.

      Darren joined the man there, but Darren was gone in a flash. The flabbergasted and bewildered examiner sputtered when he saw Darren in the distance, leaning against the finish line.

      “Wow! You’re fast, Darren!” Callum said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone move that quickly. That must be one incredible movement skill you’ve got. Is it something at the rare rank?”

      The other examinees leaned in with interest. At the mention of a rare skill, a few of them looked over at Darren with greed. A skill book that could teach rare skills would be valuable, which meant Darren was likely to have other items of interest on him.

      In contrast, the barbarian and the woman in the dress took a step away from Darren, hiding away from him in fear.

      The examiner finally arrived at the finish line, panting and sweating. He looked towards Darren with an angry expression, but when he was once again reminded of how big and strong Darren was, he hid his anger towards Darren.

      Instead, he redirected his scowl towards Callum, as though he caused that embarrassing second run of his.

      They all headed back to the Adventurers Guild headquarters as one group, and the examiner led them to a dirt pit surrounded by a tall wooden fence. It looked like some sort of fighting ring.

      “The last test is a spar,” the examiner said. “I’m throwing you a lot in a ring. Since everyone’s made it to this point, you’re going to knock four of your number out of the running. You’re free to team up as much as you want. Just remember, you’ve got to get four people to give up if you want your license.”

      “Callum,” Darren said, and Callum instantly sprinted to his side.

      “Right,” Callum agreed. “You and me, back to back. We’ll hold the others off and win the day.”

      Four of the remaining examinees grouped across the ring, leaving the barbarian and the woman in the dress standing together. They looked at each other and shared a silent nod before inching towards Darren’s group.

      “New rule!” the examiner suddenly shouted. “Groups no bigger than two! I don’t want this turning into two sides.”

      The woman and the barbarian took a step back and returned to their old position.

      “And you know what? Let’s make this a little extra exciting!” He reached to the ground and plucked a handful of flowers, which he wound together into a wreath with practiced ease. “This here is a crown! Whoever is wearing it when the fight is over gets to skip the test required before accessing medium and hard-ranked quests!”

      Then, to no one’s surprise, the man placed the wreath on Callum’s head.

      The others eyed Callum with greedy eyes. Being able to skip the second set of tests was no small prize.

      The sizeable group of four bandit-looking people stalked over in a loose crowd. They had their eyes on Callum and the wreath on his head.

      Behind them, the woman and the barbarian stood together with their arms folded, waiting to take on whoever was left.

      Neither of them went for their weapons, and both of them had eyes on Darren. They’d guessed he’d be among the ones who passed.

      “I don’t know how well I’ll be able to fight,” Callum warned. “I’m hopping around on one foot.”

      “Good,” Darren said. “Then you have begun a real test. I will deal with two. The other two are yours.”

      “Wait, two of them?” Callum asked with wide eyes. “I’m not sure I could handle one of them, especially without being able to move.”

      But Darren turned and faced his two opponents. So Callum turned to face his two opponents. One of them drew a sinister-looking ax while the other hefted a pair of long knives.

      “Are weapons allowed?” Callum looked at the examiner.

      “Weapons are fine,” the examiner said. “Just no magical weapons.”

      Callum cursed. His Dragon bone spear was the only thing he could think of that could level the playing field.

      Darren reached into his inventory and passed Callum an ordinary spear. Darren didn’t fetch a weapon himself and just stood there with his arms crossed, waiting for his two opponents to approach.

      The stern confidence he exuded was enough of a defense against them, and the two men faltered, despite the sword and cudgel they were wielding.

      They would have turned to join their other two companions in fighting Callum four against one if Darren hadn’t stepped forward to block their path.

      “Give up the crown and walk out of the ring,” one of the bandit-looking men demanded. “Otherwise, this is going to hurt.”

      “I’d be perfectly happy to give up the crown,” Callum replied. “But I won’t be stepping out of the ring.”

      “Wrong answer, kid!” the bandit sneered.

      Then he lunged forward with their bladed weapons, not pulling any punches in the slightest.

      Callum had practiced little with a spear, but the few drills Darren had shown him had honed enough simple thrusts Callum knew about his moves. More than that, his experience fighting to rescue Cassandra and Morgana had given him a fledgling sense of battle instincts, and he lunged forward with his spear in one hand to keep his opponents at bay.

      They both halted their advance, wary of the tip of Callum’s spear.

      The next few moments felt like hours as they probed Callum’s defenses, waiting for an opening.

      Callum did the same to the two of them. Eventually, one of them shifted his leg too far forward, and Callum shoved his spear forward for his foot in a move Darren had shown him.

      The man yelped as Callum pulled away from a spear with a blood-covered tip. He hopped on one leg, bouncing back and forth as his companion reached out to grab Callum’s spear and disarm him.

      Callum saw that coming, and he twisted the spear so the blade slashed against the man’s outstretched hand. The man glanced at his bleeding fingers with fright. That distraction was enough for Callum to sink his weapon into the man’s calf.

      Those two decisive blows evened the odds. Callum was slow and not maneuverable with his wound, but these two would be slow as well. From then on, Callum kept his distance between his two attackers, who eyed him with increasing wariness.

      The fight ended without Callum having to do anything when the barbarian jumped behind the two of them, grabbed them both by the neck, and hurled them over the fence and out of bounds.

      “You’re good,” the barbarian said, giving Callum a nod.

      “Impressive spear work,” the woman in the dress by his side agreed. She gave Callum a small curtsy. Then all three of them turned to Darren’s fight. The two bandit-looking men were on the ground in a heap in front of Darren. They had no visible wounds on them, but both of them were missing their weapons and were on the ground. Nobody had seen Darren beat them, but the looks of fear in their eyes left no doubt that he had done so with overwhelming power.

      The examiner sighed when he saw the wreath still on Callum’s head. “Fine, you all pass.” He reached into a pouch at his side for a bundle of iron badges. “These mark you as able to take on easy-level quests. If you want to take moderate or hard quests, you’ll need to pass another exam.”

      “What about Callum?” Darren asked as he pointed to the wreath on Callum’s head.

      “The examiner doesn’t have the authority to pass someone on the moderate and hard tests, nor may he give out those badges until I’ve given all of you a pass on the psychological examination,” the woman Darren had met earlier said. “Everyone, with me.”

      The four who’d passed followed the woman over back inside the building, where they were given a small sheet of papers to fill out.

      “Answer those questions truthfully and honestly,” the woman said. “The questions are a basic psychological evaluation. Even if you pass it though, know that the guild will monitor your behavior for your first few months to make sure you didn’t lie, so be honest about any problems you may have now.”

      Callum accepted the paper eagerly, happy to finally have a test that wasn’t rigged against him.

      He picked up a quill and started getting to work, but as he did so, he noticed Darren staring at his paper with a blank expression on his face.

      “Darren, are you worried about the test?” Callum asked curiously.

      “No. I can’t read it,” Darren said with furrowed brows.

      “But, Darren, you have to have been able to read to get your skills. And I’ve seen the books you carry. There was that one you were reading before on Divine Aura?”

      “This doesn’t look the same.”

      Callum looked at the paper. “It’s just common. A vast simplification of the language of the seraph. Don’t tell me you can read the Divine script, but you can’t read the common script?”

      Callum nearly laughed. That thought was absurd. Who learned the Divine script before they learned common?

      Darren shrugged. “Never had a use for it.”

      “What about those other books I’ve seen you carry?” Callum asked. “They weren’t all in Divine script. What language were they in?”

      “Demon script,” Darren answered.

      Callum gaped. “You know Divine script and Demon script? And yet you don’t know common? Cassandra’s going to throw a fit.”

      In the end, the examiner allowed Callum to read the questions off to Darren one at a time. Both of them passed, though both Callum and the examiner frowned as they read off Darren’s answers to the questions.

      “So you’re saying, if there’s a wagon heading down two paths, one with many people tied to the road and one with few, you would...” the woman trailed off.

      “Kill the demon that tied them to the road,” Darren finished for her.

      “I see...” the woman said. “That seems to be a recurring theme in your answers here. Well, I suppose I’ll pass you on zealotry alone. You have my approval to take quests.”

      With Callum’s help, Darren accepted a quest on their behalf.

      

  




Adventurers Guild Quest

      
        	Slay the Imps at the Southern Gate Outpost

        	Reward: 30 Bronze Coins per imp slain.

      

      “Bronze coins,” Darren said as he pointed at the quest. “Thirty would be enough to pay for dinner.”

      “That’s about what we spent when we went out,” Callum agreed. “One imp would be enough to go out again. I don’t expect we’ll be eating at such fine establishments too often.”

      “No,” Darren said. “Morgana wanted to go again.” He turned to the woman who’d given them their psychological exam. “We will take this quest.”
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      Darren was determined to kill as many imps as he could find. Each one represented another night with his new friends, and that was far more incentive than he needed to kill an imp.

      His original plan had been to give Callum practice fighting these things, but there seemed to be plenty of imps to kill. Callum would get his practice as soon as he beat Darren to one of them.

      An imp fled for its life, scurrying up a tree as fast as it could go. Darren chased after it. Normally, he’d cut it to pieces with Melancholy, but the Adventurers Guild wasn’t as good as a sigil.

      They could only record a demon as slain if you brought back proof of its death, so Darren had to restrain himself to mundane weapons.

      “The imps are running as soon as they see you,” Callum noticed as he held his spear propped up against his shoulder.

      He hadn’t had cause to use it for hours, which was the last time he’d gotten close enough to an imp to try his hand at killing it.

      “I scare demons,” Darren explained as he wrung an imp’s neck with his bare hands.

      Nearby, an imp collapsed to its knees and died in fright. The sheer presence of Darren’s Demon Calamity skill was too much for most first-order demons to withstand. Callum sighed and stooped over to pick up the dead imp before its body could dissolve into Demonic Aura then passed it to Darren for storage.

      “That makes sixty-seven imps for you,” Callum said, “and still zero for me.”

      “Follow and watch,” Darren said. “I will demonstrate my technique one more time.”

      Darren ended up demonstrating his technique twenty more times. He wanted to be certain Callum saw what he was doing.

      Darren figured Callum would need some bronze coins of his own, so he finally broke down and allowed Callum to practice what he’d watched.

      “Imps are a perfect foe to practice on,” Darren explained. “They are the first demon I killed.”

      “You make it sound like you were slaying these things from a young age,” Callum said.

      “I was five years old.”

      Callum looked at Darren askance. “Five years old? That can’t be right.”

      But before Callum got an answer out of Darren, Darren sensed Demonic Aura just up ahead. His sigil reminded him of a quest he’d accepted back in the city.

      

  




Quest Accepted:

      
        	Investigate the source of Demonic Aura outside the city (Medium)

        	Reward: Meet two individuals with important information.

      

      The quest wouldn’t be completed until Darren figured out where the Demonic Aura was coming from, so Darren probed the area with his Celestial Storm tendrils.

      He detected nothing but open air at first, but then he realized there was something on the ground. It felt more like Hell than anything nearby, like it was some sort of conduit.

      When he was in visual range, he quickly identified what he was sensing as an improperly constructed summoning circle. All it was doing now was summoning Demonic Aura out of Hell and calling it to the surface, holding it together just long enough for a first-order demon like an imp to manifest.

      “This looks just like the summoning circle we saw before,” Callum said in a hushed whisper.

      “Almost. This one is smaller and weaker,” Darren explained.

      The symbol itself was made of a coiled strand of a red string and wire. It must’ve been transported in secret and left in this quiet grove in the woods to summon imps here and there. But for what purpose?

      The answer became obvious once Darren detected another circle in the distance. This one was also summoning imps, and it was close to a shed stationed high in a tree.

      “It’s a treehouse!” Callum said. “I always wanted to build one of those.”

      Darren reached up into the treehouse with his tendrils and quickly identified several storage crates filled with the same type of wiring string that was used to create the two summoning diagrams he’d already discovered.

      “I think we found the culprits,” Callum whispered. “This is a lot bigger quest than just hunting down a few imps.”

      Darren and Callum searched through everything in the treehouse. Eventually, Darren spotted a symbol that repeated itself in the corners of many documents. It was the image of a black raven.

      “These look like the ledgers Cassandra keeps,” Callum said as he flipped through a few books. “I suspect they were taken from a merchant much like her.”

      “There is much material here,” Darren said. “Enough for many diagrams.”

      “You’re right.” Callum tucked the bundle of papers under his arm. “We’ll have to tell the Adventurers Guild about this. Something strange is going on.”

      Just as the two considered leaving, they heard voices echo up from the force down below.

      “How many of these damn circles do we need to set up?” a weaselly male voice asked. It had the scratching of a rat in its tone, and Darren suspected the speaker looked much like a rat as well.

      “We have to make this road unusable,” a woman’s voice said. “Once all of our prey’s heading down the same road, it’ll be far more efficient to take them down. At least that’s what I think the boss is planning. I don’t see any other use for these circles.”

      “Well, I wish he’d get some newbies to do this menial labor instead of us,” the weaselly man said. “This is a job for a recruit. Simon should have sent that girl you just brought in to do all this grunt work.”

      “Shhh!” the woman said. She went silent for a long moment, as though looking around to see if she was being watched. “You know how Simon is. He could be watching us right now!”

      “Oh please,” the weaselly man groaned. “You are being paranoid, nobody is watching us!”

      Callum choked back a small stifled laugh as he peered at the tiny window, watching the two of them.

      Darren gestured to the far corners of the treehouse. Both he and Callum cloaked themselves in the shadows to either side of the hatch on the floor. When the first head popped out of the hatch and looked around, Darren reached out and grabbed her. He immediately put a hand over the woman’s mouth, stifling her cry and hauling her into the back corner of the room.

      Her companion was completely oblivious to her sudden kidnapping. He climbed up the ladder, groaning with each step as though nothing was wrong.

      Callum wasn’t as quick or as strong as Darren, so he had to resort to a more primitive means of subduing the intruder. He grabbed the Dragon bone knife on his hip and pressed it against the man’s throat as he ascended the ladder.

      The man yelped as he felt a sharp point pressing against his bare skin. He tried hastily descending the ladder, but Callum grabbed him by the arm.

      “Up the ladder and stand over here with me!” Callum commanded. “We are with the Adventurers Guild investigating the imps in this area. You understand that summoning demons is highly illegal in Limedeep, don’t you?”

      “I won’t tell you anything!” the weaselly man said. “We are sworn to secrecy, aren’t we?” He shot a glance over at the woman he was with. She had her back pressed to Darren as he restrained both her arms and had a hand over her mouth. “If we tell you anything, Simon will slit our throats in the night!”

      Darren released his hand over the woman’s mouth. She immediately shot her companion a tired glare. “There is a time to worry about Simon slitting our throats, and there’s a time to worry about the adventurer with the knife pressed to my throat instead.”

      “Okay,” the man said. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know. Please don’t hurt us.”

      The man and the woman quickly revealed everything they knew about the summoning circles. They were from an organization called the Black Raven Thieves Guild, which employed several spies, assassins, and many other nefarious individuals as part of an extensive racketeering and robbery ring.

      In the heart of their territory, the Black Raven’s guild was more protection than the city guard. Towards the edges, where the Black Raven warred with other guilds and smaller organizations, they were thugs and killers with an inclination towards big scores.

      A few well-placed robberies for important caravans, one right after another, would quickly force a burgeoning young merchant to either roll over and start paying dues or go out of business.

      As for the demon summoning circles, all they got out of the two was what Darren and Callum had already overheard them discussing. They didn’t know the details, only that they were supposed to be making minor demons and setting them loose.

      “You’ve mentioned a man named Simon several times,” Callum said. “Who is he?”

      “He’s the Black Raven’s head assassin,” the weaselly man whimpered. “Oh seraph, he’s going to kill us now that we’ve told you everything. What do we do?”

      “It looks like the two of you are going to leave town,” Callum said. “We’ll tell the Adventurers Guild that we killed the two people setting up the imp-summoning ritual, and that’s what this Simon fellow of yours will hear. The pair of you can start anew elsewhere.”

      “Thank you, kid.” The woman bowed her head in Callum’s direction. “I promise to turn over a new leaf.”

      Callum felt a smile touching the corners of his lips.

      “And thank you, tall and handsome,” the woman said. “I don’t think I’ve ever been grabbed like that by a man like you. I’m afraid I’ll never experience that feeling again.” She let out a long sigh.

      The smile on Callum’s lips fell. Darren gave them a small pouch of supplies, which he’d pulled off one bandit he’d killed. Then the two went on their way to get as far away as possible from Limedeep and this Simon character they were so frightened of.
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        * * *

      

      Darren and Callum reported their findings to the Adventurers Guild, who created a hard-level quest to investigate further. The pile of dead imps Darren provided caused a much larger stir.

      “Sir... I don’t think we have that many bronze coins in stock,” the woman at the counter said. “We never expected there to be so many imps. We can reward you for fifteen of them, but the others... well, you should be able to sell them to local merchants. That’s what we usually do.”

      “We’ll make Cassandra do that,” Callum said. “She loves that haggling stuff.”

      And so with their quest completed for the day, and with at least a little experience under Callum’s belt, the pair of them returned to the warehouse with a pocket full of change each. After all, Callum would need some bronze coins of his own if he was to go out with Darren and the women.

      They returned to find Morgana taking a nap, and Cassandra hunched over a piece of paper with a quill in her hands as she furiously scribbled something down.

      “Hello, Cassandra!” Callum asked. “We took a quest for the guild, but they couldn’t take all our imps. We want to hire you to liquidate the rest. We’ll give you ten percent!”

      “Forty,” Cassandra said without looking up or stopping her quill in the slightest, as though the counteroffer was a reflex so ingrained in her she didn’t even realize she’d spoken. Her quill eventually stopped when she ran out of ink, and she looked up from her paper. “Wait, imps? How many did you get?”

      Darren opened his inventory, and more than a hundred dead imps spilled out onto the ground.

      Darren and Callum had spent a few hours standing around the summoning circles killing imps as they materialized before Darren was finally satisfied and destroyed the circles.

      “That’s a lot of imps,” Cassandra said. “Did the two of you venture down into the First Layer of Hell while we were making merchant deals?”

      “Not quite,” Callum laughed.

      “Let’s go out again,” Darren said. “I have bronze coins.”

      A blush blossomed on Cassandra’s face, quickly followed by a shy smile. “Darren, are you taking me out to dinner?”

      “Both you and Morgana,” Darren said. “She said there were more places to try.”

      “Oh. Alright, if you wake her then I’m sure she knows someplace nice.”

      Darren climbed up the ladder to the loft to find Morgana passed out face-down on the bed. Her hair was a mess, and she didn’t even flinch when Darren sat down on the bed next to her. She looked like she’d been sleeping there for hours.

      “Morgana,” Darren asked.

      “Darren...” Morgana mumbled under her breath. She said nothing else, and her eyes remained closed. Darren waited for signs of waking, but her breathing stayed even and steady. “Let me lick your biceps...” She giggled to herself in her sleep.

      Darren placed a hand on her back, tapping her gently. She still didn’t stir, but Darren suddenly sensed something strange about Morgana.

      There was a bit of Demonic Aura on her clothes. None of it had entered her body thanks to the lingering effects of Darren’s blessing, but her clothes had been contaminated, as though she’d spent a whole night basking in Demonic Aura.

      Darren quickly cleansed them with his blessing skill. In doing so, he converted the Demonic Aura into Divine Aura, which quickly and eagerly seeped into Morgana’s skin and rejuvenated her body.

      This was like the technique Darren himself used to replace sleep with meditation, so he wasn’t surprised when Morgana stirred.

      “Huh... what... oh, Darren!” Morgana abruptly sat up, rubbing her eyes and running her fingers through her hair. “What’s going on?”

      “You said you had somewhere you wanted to eat,” Darren asked. “Where?”

      Morgana yawned and eventually figured out what Darren was asking her.

      “Oh, that’s right, I explored the city last night. I have tons of places to show you.”
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        * * *

      

      Morgana spent the next few minutes wandering the city aimlessly, looking for all the world like she did not know where she was going.

      “Are you sure you went out looking for restaurants last night, Morgana?” Cassandra asked.

      “It was late!” Morgana protested. “Maybe if it was dark out I could remember where I was better. I’m certain that the Wild Mountain Beast restaurant I wanted us to try was right around the corner.”

      The group followed Morgana around a while longer. Periodically, she would stop and open a random door, hoping it was a restaurant.

      “Aha! This was the place, I just know it,” Morgana said as she opened the dozenth storefront in as many minutes.

      “Morgana, maybe we should stop and ask for directions,” Cassandra said.

      “No! I’ve got this!”

      “Morgana, I do not believe you’ve got this,” Callum sighed. “Everyone on the street is selling armor. Unless your diet is a lot different from mine, we can’t eat armor.”

      Eventually, Darren turned his Celestial Storm tendrils and his keen paladin senses to finding dinner. Eventually, he prodded Morgana in the shoulder and pointed three streets over.

      “I have a hunch that we need to go that way!” Morgana said as she pointed in the direction Darren had secretly prodded her to go in.

      With Darren guiding Morgana, they quickly found their way to a row of restaurants. Scent alone made choosing their dining establishment for the night an easy task.

      “See? You all just needed to have a little more faith in me.” Morgana grinned smugly.

      “Faith or not, I’m just glad we're finally here. I’m famished!” Callum rubbed his rumbling stomach.

      The group sat and chatted about mundane things for the rest of the night. Morgana and Cassandra shared their day, which mostly involved Cassandra haggling, while Morgana tried her best not to fall asleep on her feet.

      In contrast, Callum and Darren’s day had been far more interesting.

      “I can’t believe that examiner allowed himself to be bribed! And then he rigged the test against you after you called him out on it!” Cassandra huffed.

      “It was tough, but we passed anyway,” Callum said with pride. “Though I definitely would have failed without Darren’s help.”

      “I promised to train you,” Darren said as he examined a piece of oil-fried potato. He’d never heard of the things before, but Callum had sworn they were delicious. Darren found them very curious food. “And you helped as well.”

      “That’s right!” Callum reminded himself. “You couldn’t read the last test. Cassandra, you’ll never believe this. Darren can read Divine script and Demonic script, but he can’t read common!”

      “What?” Cassandra scrunched her nose. “That can’t be true. Can it?”

      Darren nodded at her.

      “It is!?” Cassandra’s eyebrows shot up her head. “You have signed nothing, have you? Some nefarious merchant could have tricked you into a bad contract!”

      Darren shook his head, and Cassandra let out a sigh of relief.

      “I was hoping you’d volunteer to teach him,” Callum prodded. “I know my letters as well as the next guy, and I can get by when I need to. But I’m no scholar. You’re the closest we have.”

      “Of course I’ll teach you,” Cassandra said, as she laid a hand on Darren’s shoulder. “There’s just a minor matter of signing a teaching contract...”

      Everyone shared a merry laugh, and they returned to the warehouse happy and full.
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      The next few days passed in much the same way.

      Darren and Callum would go out hunting for demons and completing small quests, Cassandra would sell her goods and buy anything she thought would be more valuable in the Blackwind Empire, and Morgana would do her best not to fall asleep on her feet the whole day.

      When all was done, they’d meet up again and eat dinner together at one of Limedeep’s many restaurants.

      Each night, Darren and Cassandra would share their bed, having no small quantity of fun. Darren grew increasingly familiar with Cassandra’s body, and she learned more about him.

      Morgana had been more distant. She came by each night, but she rarely stayed for long.

      Most of her time in the warehouse was during the day, and most of the time she was sound asleep except for when Cassandra was heading into a rougher merchant district and thought she could use a little protection without drawing the attention bringing Darren with her would cause.

      “Doing these Adventurers Guild quests is almost like a cheat!” Callum said excitedly. “Most of the time I end up getting a second quest from my sigil anyway, which means I’m getting paid twice!”

      Darren nodded in agreement. He too had noticed that phenomenon, though the rewards for killing first-order demons were so pitiful, Darren paid little attention to them.

      “Imps are clever,” Darren warned Callum as they stalked one of the child-sized creatures. “Do not allow them to escape.” Darren had recently decided Callum was ready to try killing one of these things on his own with no assistance from Darren.

      Being able to do this alone would put Callum above many people in the Adventurers Guild. Besides a few notable individuals, Darren hadn’t been impressed with the average member’s abilities.

      Darren held his tongue as Callum picked up on a false trail and started following it to the bent branch of a sapling. The imp had walked backward from this point, then taken flight to take a different path after setting a trap. Darren’s many years of experience discerned that, but Callum missed the tiny clues.

      Darren winced a moment before Callum sprung the imp’s trap. It was a primitive bit of demon silk holding the sapling down, set to trigger on anyone who came across it.

      The imps weren’t smart enough for sophisticated tool use, but they were clever enough to use items they found.

      They could get quite clever down in Hell if they had access to enough materials, and this silk from demonic spiders was one of their favorite trap-setting materials because it was both incredibly strong and nearly undetectable. This imp must have brought a bundle of silk up with its body when it manifested on the surface.

      The sapling whipped up and smacked Callum in the side, narrowly missing his head. If the trap had been a little better made, it could have trapped or incapacitated Callum completely, but Darren had sensed this one was just meant to give him a good swat.

      “Ow!” Callum cried as he rubbed his bruised shoulder.

      “Watch for traps,” Darren reminded him.

      “I won’t make that mistake again,” Callum muttered to himself as he climbed back to his feet.

      Moments later, Callum made that mistake again.

      He triggered another trap, this time with a couple of sharp demon teeth sticking out from underneath a pile of leaves. The demon teeth were venomous, but the venom relied on Demonic Aura to remain active. As a result, Darren could cleanse it from Callum’s body easily.

      With these few hints from Darren, Callum spotted the next three traps the imp he was tracking had laid for him. The little creature was growing desperate now that it was running out of materials. So for its final ploy, it hid itself up in a tree branch.

      When Callum followed its tracks to the base of the tree, the imp jumped out from its branch with claws extended, ready to claw out Callum’s throat.

      “Pay attention to your surroundings,” Darren reminded Callum as the scrawny young man stared at the imp tracks at the base of the tree, trying to figure out where the imp went.

      Callum was nodding absentmindedly when he felt the tiny imp claws jab into the back of his neck. That finally made him look up to realize there was a flailing imp attached to the back of his head. Callum reached for the creature only to find his neck sliced open with a razor-sharp claw.

      He tried to bat it aside with his spear, but wielding the lengthy weapon behind him was clumsy and slow. Eventually, he shrunk the spear down to a dagger and jabbed the imp in the side of the head.

      The imp collapsed in a limp heap on the ground, already dead. Callum had more pressing concerns than collecting his prize, though. He pressed a hand to the back of his neck to stop the bleeding, but blood gushed out from between his fingers, anyway.

      Darren stepped up and took over. He produced bandages from his inventory and pressed his flask against Callum’s mouth. Callum’s head felt lightheaded, and he sagged against the tree the imp been hiding in.

      He came to his senses a few minutes later to see Darren still hovering over him.

      “I guess I wasn’t paying enough attention to my surroundings…” Callum wheezed.

      “No,” Darren said. “But you will learn.”

      Callum realized that if Darren hadn’t been there, he probably would’ve died to that tiny little imp.

      First-order demons were truly scary things. It was no wonder they killed so many people each year with their deadly mischief. Callum remembered that pile of a hundred dead imps Darren had shown Cassandra. Paladins were on another level. Would Callum ever be that good?

      Darren took care of the rest of the imps for the day and even bagged a smaller pig-like creature. It was like the Dire Felbeast they had seen when they first met Darren, but much smaller.

      They returned to the Adventurers Guild and took all the rewards they’d be given for this humble quest. Most of the reward was listed in their sigils as whatever Cassandra could sell the demon corpses for, with the addition of a few trinkets tucked under piles of leaves hidden in nooks behind trees their sigils pointed out as rewards.

      “This is a pretty cool necklace,” Callum said as he hefted a band of silver. It was an uncommon treasure with defensive properties. Callum planned to sell it since he already had one item: they did the same thing. Using them both would make them interfere with one another, and it would be better for him to simply keep the superior defensive item.

      Cassandra happily helped them liquidate whatever the Adventurers Guild couldn’t take. With their steady supply of demon corpses, Cassandra had forged a few new mercantile connections.

      She handed back most of the profits to Darren and Callum as gold and silver, and Darren gave the gold and silver back to Cassandra in the form of those investments she liked so much. He only kept the bronze coins, because they could exchange those for meals with his friends later that night.

      Cassandra hadn’t forgotten about the amount of money Darren’s Lifewell had made for them. Each night, she asked Darren to pour out everything that was left in his bottle and stowed it away in a few jars in his inventory.

      “Once we make it back to the Blackwind Empire,” Cassandra said, “those bottles will be as valuable as all the other stuff I’m bringing put together!”

      “And when will that be?” Morgana asked curiously.

      “Soon,” Cassandra replied. “I’ve got enough for a wagon. I don’t want to have everything in Darren’s inventory, lest the other merchants discover my new business partner is my secret weapon in the transportation business.”

      Callum snorted. “More likely, you want to enter a city as a merchant, but only pay the entrance fee for carrying a single wagon. You’ve also noticed that Darren’s dimensional storage item doesn’t seem to have any physical anchor, so it can’t be searched.”

      “I may have thought about that a little,” Cassandra admitted. “But that was secondary to not wanting to inconvenience my new partner!” She grabbed Darren’s arm, hugging it like it was made out of money.

      Darren twisted the same arm until he was wrapping it around Cassandra’s shoulder and pulled her in close to him. Their nightly sessions of intimacy made his touch familiar to her, and Cassandra let herself be enveloped in his warm embrace.

      “You two look like you’ve gotten close,” Morgana yawned as she climbed out of bed.

      “About time you got up! Are you aware it’s already mid-day?” Callum chided as Morgana stretched to shake herself into wakefulness.

      “Yeah, yeah...” Morgana groaned as she waved Callum off. “So you guys are headed off to the Blackwind Empire? What time will you be back?”

      “It should be about a month-long round trip,” Cassandra said. “I can’t wait to show you the empire, Morgana! There are many seedy back-streets and underground criminal guilds that I just know you’ll love.”

      “Ha,” Morgana snorted. “As amusing as it would be to be the third wheel on your and Darren’s cart, I’ve got to stay here. I can’t walk away from that job I got right now.”

      “How’s that going?” Callum asked with interest. “You’ve never spoken about what you do at night. Have you gotten that promotion you’ve been looking for yet?”

      “Not yet,” Morgana said, “but I think they’re trusting me a lot more. If I keep working hard, I’ll be running the place soon.”

      Callum shook his head. “Not everyone can be as lucky as me, being born the bastard nephew of the Silver Sword Merchant Company’s founding member. I’m the head of the caravan guard!”

      “You’re the only caravan guard,” Morgana snorted.

      “Which makes me the head caravan guard!”

      “Sorry, Callum.” Cassandra shook her head. “But a head guard earns a two gold bonus per trip, by tradition. You’re not worth that yet. So you’re just a caravan grunt.”

      Callum sagged. “And here I thought I’d finally benefit from nepotism instead of being forced to flee the city because dear old dad finally figured out I existed.”

      “My brother is not a man who likes anything that works against his plans,” Cassandra sighed. “That means you and me both. I hope we don’t run into him when we reach Silvercross City.”

      “I’ll stay here and make sure nobody robs your warehouse,” Morgana said. “Back when it looked like a house made by a pair of dung beetles nobody would have bothered breaking in. But now that you’ve touched the place up I’ve seen a few unsavory types eying it.”

      “They’re trying to steal from me!?” Cassandra said. “Accursed criminals, always interfering with the work of an honest businesswoman like me. What do I pay those gate guards for, anyway?”

      “Didn’t you keep all your goods in Darren’s storage item to avoid paying the gate guards a fee?” Callum said. “We haven’t paid them much of anything. Besides, the guards don’t touch the criminal gangs in the center of the city. Your warehouse is close to the districts where those same criminals are active, while also very far from the guards.”

      “I guess I’ll have to do it all myself,” Cassandra sighed. “Very well, Morgana. In exchange for guarding my warehouse, I will permit you to sleep in my bed.”

      “What, no pay?” Morgana raised an eyebrow.

      Cassandra held a hand over her chest as though she’d been wounded. But between Morgana and Callum, they drew a wage out of her.
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        * * *

      

      The next few days followed the same routine as Cassandra slowly assembled everything she needed. Callum and Darren would go with her to the Blackwind Empire, so they made sure not to take any Adventurers Guild jobs that would take more than a day.

      “There’s no end to these imps,” Callum complained as he held a bandage over some claw marks on his cheek that’d been left by an imp he hadn’t seen coming, despite a hint from Darren.

      At first, Callum was frustrated at how much trouble he was having killing these first-order demons, but as time passed and he watched other people in the Adventurers Guild haul in one or two imps with pride, he understood that he wasn’t all that bad at hunting imps.

      Darren was just unreasonably good at it.

      “They went this way,” Darren said as he pointed at a pair of three-day-old boot prints. They were tracking a pair of adventurers who’d gone hunting for imps just like many did these days, only to go missing before returning to the guildhall.

      “They probably just brought a barrel of ale and are off drinking in the woods when they’re supposed to be hunting demons,” Callum grumbled, not for the first time. At first, he’d been eager to find these missing adventurers, but now he was growing increasingly frustrated with this quest and the muck they were wading through.

      He was a city boy, and the feeling of sinking knee-deep in mysterious brown sludge three leagues away from any semblance of civilization was disconcerting.

      “The trail ends here,” Darren said as he turned to regard a set of muddy tracks.

      Sure enough, the path they’d been tracing came to an abrupt end. Through some prescient skill Callum didn’t know about, Darren reached into the mud and came up with an empty boot that exactly matched what had left the prints they had been following.

      “Why would they take off their boots out here?” Callum asked.

      “They didn’t,” Darren replied as he turned the hole in the boot towards Callum, revealing a bloody shard of bone surrounded by chunks of flesh. That was all that was left of a man’s leg.

      Callum’s hand immediately went to the knife at his belt. “By the Seraph! He was gnawed to the bone! Did imps do that?”

      “Likely,” Darren agreed. “At least five to eat this much in three days.”

      Callum gulped, and the squishy mud beneath his toes was forgotten as a terrified tingle ran up and down his spine. He imagined himself ending up like that.

      An empty foot sitting in a bog, forgotten to the world. That could have been him if Darren hadn’t saved him that first time.

      Darren identified demon spider silk on a few of the nearby trees, coupled with human blood. The objects painted a clear picture.

      The imps had trapped at least one adventurer here, then killed him. The rest of his party had probably met similar fates nearby.

      “Demons,” Callum cursed. “We have to put an end to these creatures! And whoever is summoning them!”

      Callum and Darren both had an active quest from their sigils to find the source of the Demonic Aura affecting the area, and the two of them had been making slow and steady progress towards completing it.

      

  




Active Quests:: Find the missing adventurers (Medium)

      
        	Objective: Follow the adventurers and figure out what happened to them.

        	Reward: Adventuring Supplies, One Rare Skill Book.

      

      

  




Eliminate the imp-summoning portals (Medium): Objective: 10/? portals eliminated.

      
        	Reward: Gold coins, gratitude of the City of Limedeep, higher status with the Adventurers Guild

      

      
        
        Investigate the Black Raven Guild of thieves and their involvement with demons (Hard)

      

      

      
        	Objective: Find Simon of the Black Raven Guild

        	Objective: Prevent them from setting up more portals.

        	Reward: Magical items, a greater chance of success for Cassandra’s business ventures, increased Devotion to the Seraph

      

      Darren and Callum had found success finding and eliminating portals so far, but they hadn’t turned up any clues about the Black Raven Guild.

      Darren’s tracking skills were without match out here in the middle of nowhere, but navigating the busy streets of Limedeep for a criminal organization was outside his abilities.

      “There are two more portals over here!” Callum said as he closed his eyes and tried to sense the dense clusters of demonic energy in the surrounding air.

      It was a difficult process, but under Darren’s careful tutelage, he was getting better at it.

      Callum and Darren destroyed the summoning portals, along with several imps with plumper bellies than would normally be found on an imp. When Callum’s spear pierced one of those plump bellies, a human hand spilled out of it. These must have been the very imps that ate the adventurers who came to kill them.

      “A shame we weren’t a little faster,” Callum said as he struggled to hold in his breakfast. “We can’t even return the bodies.”

      “The imps would gather their items,” Darren said as he continued to tear through the marshy landscape.

      Eventually, he sensed what he was looking for and pulled a clump of moss out of the front of a hollowed-out tree to reveal a small cache of goods. There were demon teeth in there along with long loops of spider silk. There was also a tangled mess of rope, a pile of coins, and a heap of bloody clothes, some spare swords, and a single skill book.

      “A skill book!” Callum said as his eyebrows rose in surprise. “This must have come from one adventurer.”

      Darren picked up the book and examined the title, letting his sigil supplement his knowledge as he read the Divine Script on the cover.

      

  




Blessed Strike (Rare)

      
        	This ability allows the user to enhance their weapon or limb with Divine Aura, increasing the damage of their next strike, especially against demonic creatures.

      

      “It’s rare rank,” Darren confirmed. He knew it would be since that’s what this quest promised.

      “Do you want it?” Callum asked.

      Darren looked back at Callum and saw the longing in his eyes. He was a holy adept now, and though he had the quests they provided, he didn’t have the skills.

      “Do you think this skill is right for you?” Darren asked Callum.

      His eyes widened, and a smile broke across his face. “Yes! It will be a million times better than just slashing demons. And if I had a skill that let me use Divine Aura, I could make better use of that spear you gave me!”

      Finally, Darren nodded. “Then you will learn it. But not yet.”

      Callum’s face was filled with confusion, but Darren was firm. They returned to the warehouse to find Morgana sleeping and Cassandra away.

      Darren sensed her chatting with one of her business contacts just across the street, so her absence wasn’t a concern. A quick survey of the state of Cassandra’s things told Darren he had at least three days before they would leave, so Darren settled himself in front of his workbench in the living nook of the warehouse.

      “Train here,” Darren told Callum. “Read the book on aura. I will help you learn a skill in three days.”
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        * * *

      

      Darren hadn’t used his Limitless Evolution skill since leaving Hell. It was a powerful ability, but its long casting time made using it when he was busy adapting to life on the surface impractical.

      Back when he was on the road or getting to know his new friends, he never would have taken the time to use it. But Callum was worth more than a rare skill.

      

  




Skill Book: Blessed Strike (Rare): Cost to evolve:

      
        	30 Purified Imp Skulls

        	One holy aspect weapon

        	A vast quantity of Divine Aura.

        	Complete understanding of the Blessed Strike skill.

      

      All materials for Limitless Evolution are available. Now beginning item evolution...

      The next three days passed in quiet meditation. Darren wrapped his head around the skill in mere moments. In its rare form, the ability was essentially a lesser copy of Darren’s Divine Blessing skill.

      Cassandra and Morgana both poked and prodded at Darren a few times, only to find him deep in concentration. But both knew not to disturb him while he was doing whatever he was doing.
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      When Darren returned to his senses, he found Cassandra sitting on the desk in front of him. She had her legs crossed and a book in her hands, but instead of looking at her book, she was staring intently at Darren’s closed eyes.

      Darren opened his eyes to find Cassandra staring at him from barely a hand’s distance away.

      “Ah!” Cassandra jumped back in sudden startled fright, as though she’d been the one to wake up and find someone staring at her. She knocked over an empty glass and a pitcher of water resting on the table next to her.

      She recovered just in time to avoid falling off the table herself, and she took a deep breath. “You’re awake!” Cassandra said with a relieved breath. “Whew. That’s good.”

      Darren turned his gaze to the nearby window. It was nearly midnight out. “You are awake as well.”

      “I couldn’t sleep,” Cassandra admitted. “We’re heading off tomorrow, you know. You, me, and Callum. I was afraid you were going to keep sitting there for ages. Three days is a long time to meditate. Are you sure that is healthy? I think you need some water.”

      Cassandra reached for the empty pitcher she’d knocked over earlier. “I’ll go fetch more water for you.”

      But Darren grabbed her arm and shook his head. “My flask will suffice.”

      After drinking and eating some leftovers Cassandra had waiting for him, Cassandra started yawning.

      “Ugh. I didn’t realize how sleepy I was feeling until now,” Cassandra said. “I bet you’ll be up all night, though, with how long you were meditating. What were you doing anyway? Practicing some sort of super-secret paladin technique?”

      “Something like that,” Darren explained as Cassandra took hold of his water flask and started pushing it to Darren’s lips again until he drank more.

      After, she inspected Darren’s muscular body as though looking for any ailments caused by his long period of idleness.

      There were none, of course.

      Darren couldn’t remember even getting sick since he became a paladin. He’d always assumed adult humans didn’t get sick until Callum explained it had more to do with the paladin transformation than adulthood.

      “You look fine,” Cassandra agreed. “But I think you need to stretch a little after sitting for so long. Normally, I’d help you, but I’m feeling tired right now.”

      Cassandra made a big show of yawning. She leaned back and let herself fall onto her bed behind her.

      “You should sleep,” Darren suggested as Cassandra blinked up at him with lazy eyes.

      “Not until I’m certain you’re alright,” Cassandra insisted. “Maybe you can reenact your rescue on that altar for me a little? Just to prove you’re as full of vigor as always?”

      Darren licked his lips and stood.

      Cassandra used the last of her body’s failing energy to flip herself over so her stomach was pressed against the bed and her rear beckoned invitingly in the air.

      Cassandra tilted her head to one side, looking back at Darren with a barely concealed smile.

      That was all the invitation Darren needed.

      Cassandra’s current dress wasn’t much of a dress at all. In fact, upon close inspection, Darren realized the dress was one of Darren’s shirts.

      It was big enough to dangle around Cassandra’s knees and puffy enough to make it comfortable for sleepwear. Beneath it, Darren found only bare and pale skin.

      Darren ran his fingers against Cassandra’s bare flesh. Then he grabbed the hem of his shirt and tore it in half with nothing but the monstrous strength in his hands.

      The shirt came apart with a snapping rip, and Cassandra blinked back at Darren in anticipation.

      The two lovers came together again, as they had many times over the past few weeks. By now, Cassandra’s wet canal was as familiar to Darren as his manhood, and he ran his fingers against the folds between her legs.

      He used his Sense Intent skill to detect even the tiniest changes in the sensations running through Cassandra’s body, and he experienced her pleasure like he’d crafted a tether heading right from her soul to his.

      He plunged into her. And they shared a night of lust and passion. Cassandra didn’t sleep a wink by the time the sun rose, and Darren worked off some of that extra energy spilling out of him.

      They both came many times, and the sheets were soaked with the evidence of their joining. Darren pulled the sheets into his inventory and the two of them cleaned themselves up just in time for Callum to return.

      He knocked on the door before entering.

      “Hello? Cassandra and Darren?” Callum called from outside the warehouse.

      Cassandra finished getting dressed and answered the door to find Callum standing there with a bleary-eyed Morgana on one side and a basket full of breakfast on the other.

      Callum’s face lit up when he saw Darren up and about.

      “Darren! I hope your meditation went well. I’ve been practicing just like you said!”

      “Good,” Darren said as he gestured Callum and Morgana in. Callum put breakfast down and Darren waited no longer to unveil what he’d been working on over the last three days.

      

  




Skill Book: Holy Resonance (Epic)

      
        	Each strike instigates a holy resonance between the wielder and the Divine Aura around them, increasing in intensity as more strikes land. This skill causes more Divine Aura to accumulate on the wielder’s weapon the longer the battle continues, making their attacks increase in strength until their weapon is destroyed under the force of the Divine Aura inside it.

      

      Darren described the skill to Callum, along with what it did. “Perfect for your spear,” Darren explained. “It won’t break easily. Not like a normal weapon.”

      Callum stood there with his mouth agape. “An epic skill...” he breathed in a hushed whisper. “And... you’re giving it to me?”

      “Darren, are you certain about this?” Cassandra asked. “Epic skills are extraordinarily valuable.”

      “How did you even get an epic skill?” Morgana asked skeptically.

      “I made it,” Darren explained. “From a rare skill.”

      “Come again?” Cassandra asked.

      “I have a skill that improves skill books,” Darren said, as though it were the most common thing in the world.

      “You mean, one that helps you find skill books?” Cassandra misunderstood. “Or one that lets you copy one of your skills into a skill book? Either is immensely valuable.”

      “No,” Darren said. “I take skill books and improve them. Callum found a rare skill book. I made it an epic.”

      “What!” Morgana said, eyes going wide. “You made that skill book!?” She glanced at Cassandra, whose face was filled with just as much shock. “I take back everything I said about merchants! Your scam is way beyond their league. You’re right up there with the seraph themselves!”

      “Darren,” Cassandra said as she slowly returned to her senses. “Only the Seraph can make skill books from nothing. Mortal humans just can’t create them. Otherwise, there would be no reason to complete quests to amass devotion and hope a seraph gives you what you want.”

      “I can,” Darren insisted, staring at his companions like they were the strange ones for not believing him.

      “It wouldn’t be the strangest thing Darren has done.” Callum laughed as his fingers itched for the skill book Darren was holding.

      Darren passed it to him, and Callum brushed his hands over the cover, relishing the moment like the once-in-a-lifetime experience it felt like to him.

      “An epic skill book...” Morgana muttered. “I thought that kind of thing was for princes and emperors. Not for a kid born in a brothel.”

      Callum was too focused to respond. His eyes went to a deep sapphire crystal set into the book, and visions filled his head that only he could see. The pages flipped on their own, turning one at a time as the ring on Callum’s finger glowed with power. Knowledge was flowing straight from the book, into his ring, and into Callum.

      The skill book process ended by mid-afternoon, and Callum was eager to try his new ability.

      “Let’s not do it just yet,” Cassandra cautioned. “There will be plenty of time for you to play with your new toy while we’re on the road. If you have an epic skill now, that could attract unwanted attention.”

      “You’re right,” Callum said as one hand went to his chest. “If I tell anyone I have an epic skill, they’ll want to know how I got it. Those don’t just pop down from ordinary holy adept quests. You won’t get an epic skill book for anything short of saving a city!”

      Everyone said their goodbyes to Morgana, and Cassandra reluctantly handed over the key.

      “We’ll be seeing each other again as soon as you get back,” Cassandra promised. “I expect the place to be just the way I left it!”

      Morgana rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry, I won’t be letting anyone in. It’ll just be me, sleeping in your bed, using your hairbrushes. Maybe I’ll even try on some of those fine dresses you’ve got.”

      Cassandra ran up to the loft to pack her hairbrushes and bring them with her.

      Morgana was still giggling to herself by the time she finished, and then everyone helped load up the wagon.

      “Oh, one last thing before you leave,” Morgana asked with a sense of trepidation only perceptible to Darren’s Sense Intent ability. “What gate will you guys be using to leave the city?”

      “The northern gate,” Cassandra said. “Why do you ask?”

      “Oh... no reason.” Morgana waved her hand. “Just don’t use the western gate. I’ve heard there have been a lot of... imp attacks at the western gate.”

      “Thank you for the warning. We’ll keep it in mind.” Cassandra smiled warmly. She dug into her bag and retrieved her cheapest hairbrush. “Here, you can borrow this hairbrush until I get back.”

      The two women embraced one another. Their unlikely friendship had blossomed since coming to this city, and without either of them even realizing it, they’d quickly become the best of friends.

      Morgana spared a second hug for Darren, though Callum only got a punch in the shoulder. “Hopefully you’ll put on some muscle between now and when you come back.”

      “Or maybe I’ll put on some shoulder pads,” Callum said as he rubbed his shoulder.

      After saying their goodbyes, Cassandra, Callum, and Darren all headed off. One of the nearby stables in the city had been tending to and storing their horses while they were in Limedeep, and Cassandra paid the fee to retrieve them.

      Then they doubled back to hitch their spare horses to the wagon Cassandra had prepared and loaded. This one was bigger than her last ride. It carried more goods and even had a few sheets laid out for sleeping.

      “We’ll be joining up with a larger caravan, also headed to the Blackwind Empire,” Cassandra explained. “They hire a large batch of well-trained soldiers, which means they’ll be better than the people I hired last time. I’ve already paid our dues to the group for our contribution to the protection fund. The two of you will mostly be present so people don’t dismiss me. A lone female merchant is easy to intimidate and swindle out of her goods.”

      Callum looked up at Darren. Between the towering paladin and the memory of the skill book Darren had given him, excitement filled Callum’s head. “They’re going to be intimidated by us.”

      They made their way to the gates. Their wagon was joined by several others, all towing goods just as they were, but all of them were pointed west, and they looked like they were headed away from the northern gate instead of towards it.

      “Cassandra,” a bushy-bearded man greeted Cassandra as they led their wagon to join the caravan. “You made the smart decision to join up with us, after all. We’ve got about two dozen guards on retainer to keep the caravan safe, along with a few people from the Adventurers Guild who specialize in demons. The imps have been giving merchants a lot of trouble from every gate except the western one, so that’s where we’ll be headed.”

      “That can’t be right.” Cassandra shook her head. “Our friend told us that the western gate wasn’t safe. Surely the northern gate will be fine?”

      “Your friend must have given you bad information then,” the bushy-beard man said. “The northern gate is safer than leaving through the southern one, but there have still been a few rumors of imps and other demons lurking on the road just past there. Trust me, I’ve done the research. The western gate is the only one that’s had no demon sightings at all.”

      Cassandra shrugged. “Very well then. We will use the western gate.”

      The group turned their wagon around to take up the tail end of the caravan. A few mothers with young children rushed forward to bid goodbye to their husbands as they went off with the caravan, and then they were off.

      “Safe travels, merchant,” one guard said to the bushy-bearded man. “I would hate to see something happen to any of you.”

      “I’d think so!” The bushy-bearded man chuckled as they rolled by. “The reentry fee for a caravan of this size is going to be your pay two months from now!”

      “Then keep yourselves alive for me! My wife wants a new necklace!” the guard hollered. He and the bushy-bearded merchant must have known one another.

      The sound of their wagons rolling along the road was far louder now, with nearly twenty wagons rolling along in a caravan. Darren and Callum walked alongside as Cassandra directed their horses to follow the wagon in front of them.

      “I splurged on this new wagon,” Cassandra said excitedly. “Do you see the seats on the side?” She pointed to a few tiny wooden shelves dangling off the edge of the wagon, just big enough for someone to barely perch themselves and get off their feet for a while.

      “And you can throw oiled canvas over the entire top to keep the rain off!” Cassandra said happily. “Me and Darren can just sleep in the wagon. Only Callum will need to sleep in the mud.”

      “Hey!” Callum protested.

      Darren grinned, but as he did so, he cast one glance over his shoulder, back towards the city. He couldn’t help but feel like there was someone missing from their merry band. He was already missing Morgana’s company.
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        * * *

      

      Things were quiet at first. Darren kept his Celestial Storm tendrils active, searching their surroundings as they left the proximity of Limedeep.

      “Look at that! Not a single demon anywhere in sight!” The bush-bearded man laughed joyfully.

      Darren knew that wasn’t strictly true, though. He’d caught tiny whiffs of demonic energy here and there, coupled with the vague lingering touches of people using it. There was at least one wielder of a corrupted sigil wandering the woods just past the road. Darren said as much to Cassandra and Callum.

      “Then we’ll have to be ready,” Callum said resolutely. “Thanks to your training, Darren, I’m ten times the warrior I was when we fought those bandits!”

      “Take the reins. I need to go tell the caravan master,” Cassandra said.

      But Cassandra never made it all the way there. Darren detected a flash of steel gleaming in a nearby bush, and he dashed forward with speed that matched that of the arrow being loosed from the bow.

      He rushed forward, grabbing Cassandra in his arms and sweeping her aside with one arm as he reached out with his other arm and snatched the arrow by plucking it out of the air.

      Cassandra blinked in confusion as she was suddenly pressed against Darren’s chest, and he continued to spin with the arrow in his hand until the weapon flung from his wrist and stabbed right through the neck of the man crouched in the bushes.

      He toppled onto the trail, squirming as he reached for the arrow embedded in his neck. His blood drained onto the road. A cry went up from the guards around the caravan, and all of them drew weapons to fight.

      But the caravan guards were ten steps behind Darren. Melancholy was already in his hand, and its shining blade glittered in his hands.

      He swung his weapon over his head and cut through two of the nearest trees. Their assailants hadn’t quite been ready to spring whatever trap they were planning, and they certainly weren’t ready to confront someone on Darren’s level.

      The two toppled trees forced several other assailants hiding in the brush to scatter, stepping into the open road where the bows in their hands would be of less use than the swords on the hips of the guards.

      “Bandits!” the caravan master shouted. “Guards! To arms!”

      The guards dashed forward to stand between the caravan and these new assailants.

      At first glance, they looked like bandits. They wore black clothes and half-masks that covered everything below their eyes, with hoods over their heads and wicked-looking blades.

      But Darren realized they looked nothing like the bandits he fought before. These men all wore matching clothes, and every bow was identical. Their weapons too were the same, and they fought in small clusters as they supported each other.

      Their skills were also excellent, and Darren placed these soldiers higher in his estimation. These people were well-practiced and well-trained, at least compared to the sorry excuse for fighters he'd seen Cassandra hire.

      These were soldiers, not bandits. And they were good soldiers, too. But why were they here, and why were they attacking this caravan?

      Those questions flashed through Darren’s mind as his instincts took over. He was in a fight, and that at least had a simple answer. These people were trying to kill him and his friends. But Darren would kill them.

      A pair of bandit-soldiers sprung forward to confront him, reacting faster than the others. They charged Darren as a pair, attacking him from two sides at once with their blades. This was an instinctive methodology for pack animals hunting down prey, and Darren had been on the other side of this strategy before.

      He was too fast for the two of them to flank him. Instead, Darren rushed forward and met one bandit-soldier and forced an early engagement with them.

      Darren’s enemy reacted perfectly and shifted into a defensive stance. All they would have to block was one or two slashes of Darren’s sword, and their ally would arrive to stab Darren in the back.

      But withstanding even one attack from Darren was impossible. Darren lashed out with Melancholy and was surprised when the blade he cut didn’t break.

      While the steel held, the bandit-soldier’s arm did not. The sickening crunching of snapping bone rang through the air as Darren pushed the weapon aside with his blade’s tremendous weight and his incredible speed. Between the two, he cut the bandit-soldier in half at the waist before he even knew what was happening.

      The other bandit-soldier tried to retreat once he realized his partner was dead, but Darren whirled on him and swung Melancholy once again.

      They were fast in their retreat, but Melancholy was a truly massive sword, and Darren had just as much reach with his blade as Callum did with his spear.

      The tip of his weapon drew a long gash across his enemy’s stomach, and his foe turned pale with fright as blood and viscera spilled out of the gash in his tunic.

      By now, the caravan guards were engaging the bandit-soldiers in combat. They were likely used to facing poorly trained villagers armed with stolen weapons. But these ambushes were on another level. The guards were quickly being overwhelmed, as their foes proved more than their match.

      Cassandra and Callum reacted as quickly as the guards did. Callum had his dragon bone spear in hand in an instant, and he stood in front of Cassandra, who was desperately stringing a crossbow with as much haste as she could manage.

      Darren debated going on the offensive. His instinct was to move quickly and strike fast, wreaking havoc among his enemies and cutting them to shreds before they could regroup. That was what his well-honed instincts told him to do.

      He moved again, attacking and destroying. But were the deaths of these enemies as valuable as protecting his companions?

      Just as soon as he wondered if he should pull back, a bugle horn sounded in the distance and the bandit-soldiers retreated into the woods.

      The caravan drivers and merchants let out a cheer when they realized their guards had won. The guards themselves all had grim looks of determination on their faces.

      They knew they’d been outmatched, and they’d lost several of their comrades. Some of those cheerfully waving women back in the city would soon learn they were newly widowed.

      “That was amazing, Darren!” Callum shouted with glee. “These guys were good. I thought I had one of them with my spear but they blocked and might have gotten me instead if Cassandra hadn’t leveled her crossbow at them right at that moment.”

      “I think they were afraid of your new skill,” Cassandra said as she pointed to the dragon bone spear. “Look, your weapon is still glowing.”

      “Huh,” Callum said as he inspected his weapon. “So it is. I guess I’ll have to wait another day to test my epic-ranked skill.”

      Darren helped Callum review his performance during the battle, and Cassandra listened in as her eyes flicked to the dead guards on the road and then to Darren. She was much more interested in Darren’s analysis now than she would have been days ago. Her face also started turning green at the smell of death and carnage wafting around her.

      After a long talk between the caravan master and the guards, the caravan master came over to Cassandra to break the news. “We’re going to keep moving,” he said. “We’re liable to get hit again if we turn around and head back to Limedeep. If you want to go home, a few of the guards will join you.”

      “Poor decision,” Darren interjected.

      The caravan master frowned and glared at Darren, scowling as he spoke. “My wagon is still full and undamaged and I’ll be hiring replacement guards to replenish our losses at the next way station. Trust me, lad, we’ll be plenty safe. A big man like you shouldn’t be getting scared. I saw you swinging that mighty sword around earlier. One might think you’re pretending to be a paladin.”

      The man snorted and headed off on his way. After a few hushed whispers, Darren, Cassandra, and Callum rolled along after them.
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      The trip back to the Blackwind Empire proved far less eventful than the trip to it. There were no bandits or demons, and the roads were smooth and empty.

      Cassandra even found the remains of their old wagon, already looted of all its valuable cargo but otherwise intact.

      “Hitch it up to one of the spare horses,” Cassandra said. “I paid good money for that cart, and I won’t let it rot away when I can still make use of it.”

      Besides recovering the cart, Callum got some practice in with his new skill. While the wagon stopped, some of the caravan guards were showing both Callum and Darren a few exercises meant to build muscle.

      “Looking good there!” a woman from the caravan said as Callum held his spear overhead in a downward thrust.

      Callum looked down at his shirtless body. He had put on a bit of muscle lately. “Yeah? Would you say when we get to the Blackwind Empire I buy you a few dr—”

      “Not you.” The woman shook her head. Her eyes were fixed on Darren, who was training right next to Callum with the same exercise. Only instead of a spear, he was using an entire tree trunk. “Now that is one handsome man.”

      “Oh…” Callum said. He inched further away from Darren so he wouldn’t be stuck in the massive man’s shadow. Next to him, any normal human would just look like a toothpick. Callum was certain that if it wasn’t for the comparison he wouldn’t even look scrawny at all.

      “A few demons in the area,” Darren said. “Want to complete some quests?”

      

  




Quests Available!

      
        	Seal an entrance to Hell (Medium)

        	Reward: +1 Devotion.

        	Retrieve a Skeletal Charm (Hard)

        	Reward: Gold coins. One holy charm.

        	Slay a rogue Dire Felbeast (Very Hard)

        	Reward: Felbeast Hide

      

      None of the quests were difficult. Darren could’ve taken care of all of them on his own faster, but he wanted Callum along for the experience. Sealing the entrance to Hell just required piling a bunch of rocks over a tiny cave that they identified by looking for traces of Demonic Aura.

      The skeletal charm was tougher to find. It had been buried underground and hidden in a cursed sarcophagus. It must’ve belonged to some long-dead cultists because the sarcophagus was rigged to summon an undead human skeleton the moment it was opened.

      “Undead!” Callum shouted in fear.

      “It is weak,” Darren said while shaking his head.

      Little undead things like this were essentially a pile of bones being propagated by a group of lesser demons. The kind inside the skull of the skeleton barely even qualified as first-order. They were just a couple of incorporeal specters, creatures that were only a threat to anyone if they grouped together and used a puppet to swing a sword.

      To demonstrate the skeleton’s weakness, Darren smashed its sword arm aside. The skeleton’s arm came off of the shoulder as ancient tendons gave way. Then Darren placed his hand over the skull and used his Divine Blessing spell.

      Since the specters were nothing more than demonic energy with some tiny semblance of their own will, the moment that demonic energy was converted to Divine Aura, the specters died.

      The skeleton clattered to the ground in a heap of bones. Then Darren and Callum collected the skeletal charm before heading off to seal up the entrance to the First Layer of Hell nearby.

      “I can’t believe we got devotion just for sealing up a hole the size of a fist!” Callum laughed as they walked alongside the wagon. “What are you going to ask for with your devotion?”

      “Ask for?” Darren tilted his head askance. He didn’t know what Callum was asking.

      “Of course. That’s what devotion is for, at any rate. You can go to any of the Golden Temple outposts and use it in a prayer to summon a seraph. The seraph will answer questions and occasionally give you items of power!”

      Darren had no use for devotion in Hell, although at this point he had amassed a large quantity of it. He’d always been wary of it as a quest reward, since it had been one of the primary rewards for killing his mother.

      “You seriously have never used devotion before?” Callum asked in astonishment.

      “No.”

      “Well, then you’re in for a treat!” Callum laughed. “First thing, when we get back to the Blackwind Empire, we’ll go to the little shrine in Silvercross City. The temple itself is always crowded, but the shrine is usually empty.”

      Before Darren could make any noises of agreement one way or the other, Cassandra announced from inside the wagon.

      “Silvercross City is just up ahead!” Cassandra said. “This is the home of my family. The Silvercross family controls this entire place. Though I am but one of many children of the Silvercross house, my name carries significant weight. If you run into any trouble in the city, say you’re friends of mine.”

      Callum turned, cupped his hands over his mouth to whisper in Darren’s ear. “Don’t do that. That’s more liable to get you into trouble than save you. The last time I tried to drop Cassandra’s name, the city guard threw me in jail. I think they just wanted to make a little petty trouble for her by making her come get me.”

      “Also,” Cassandra said loudly as she leaned over the wagon to hear what Callum was whispering. “That was the first time Callum ever tried hard liquor. Let me tell you the story…”

      Just when Callum was squirming, Darren asked a question of his own.

      “Will I meet your family?” Darren asked.

      Cassandra’s big, playful smile immediately turned into a blush. Her eyes went to the ground between the horses’ hooves and stayed there for a long moment, though nothing was interesting to look at.

      “Oh… If you want to, then… We will. You will,” Cassandra said slowly. “I hadn’t realized...”

      Callum coughed to clear his throat. “What Cassandra means to say is, she would love for you to meet her family. Except for my dad. He’s an ass.”

      “Maybe just some of my family,” Cassandra suggested. “That would probably be safest.”
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      The caravan approached a city of modest size. The walls were made of wood, about as high as the average tree in the area. But they weren’t a completed ring around the city. Mostly, the walls served as a convenient place to put guards in towers along the road. Often in the distance, Darren could see places where the walls had been knocked down, so buildings could spill out of the city like the belly of a bloated man from his pants.

      “It doesn’t look that impressive compared to Limedeep,” Callum explained, “but remember, this city is only one of many in the Blackwind Empire. Whereas Limedeep is a lone city-state.”

      “I look forward to seeing Cassandra’s home,” Darren said.

      “Well, if you tire of staring at rose gardens, I can show you around the city as well. Don’t forget, I grew up here too.”

      One guard descended from the wooden towers. His eyes were fiercer than those Darren had seen in Limedeep. The guards there had been aloof, not caring for any trouble outside of their purview. But these guards seemed almost eager to find trouble so they could contend with it.

      “One gold coin per wagon,” the guard declared.

      “Oh guard,” Cassandra waved, “you can tell your captain that Cassandra Silvercross is back from her mercantile venture. And don’t worry about the gold, it is supposed to go to my family anyway, so I’ll just keep what I have and save you the trouble of sending it over.”

      “… Lady Cassandra.” The guard took off his helmet and gave Cassandra a bow. “I will let your brother know you’ve returned.”

      Cassandra didn’t seem happy with that, but the guard let their wagons through without charging them a fee.

      “You know,” Callum whispered. “The fee isn’t that much. We would still be profitable even if you paid. And the money goes to maintaining the roads.”

      “And that is why I and Darren run this merchant company instead of you,” Cassandra said. “Every copper matters!”

      Darren’s eyes scanned his new surroundings. While he looked, he discreetly probed the world around him with his Celestial Storm tendrils. The city was bustling like it was Limedeep’s smaller sibling.

      Though there was an orderliness about the city that Limedeep didn’t have. The people walked to a large open marketplace in neat and even lines.

      All the people on one side of the street were headed in the same direction, and the flow of traffic was wide enough to accommodate wagons and pedestrians in separate lanes.

      City guards stood at every corner throughout the city, keeping a careful watch over the city’s citizens and periodically directing traffic to ensure it continued to flow smoothly.

      The sheer number of outposts spread throughout the city clarified that the Silvercross family’s power and influence would be felt everywhere. They were the undisputed rulers of the city, and no criminal organization could hope to be anything more than another tool in their arsenal.

      “Now this is how Limedeep should be run as well!” Cassandra said. “And it will be, once I run the most powerful merchant company in the city! For now, though, I would rather it remain a chaotic and lawless mess. There are more profitable opportunities that way.”

      “Look!” Callum shouted. “There is the brothel I grew up in!”

      A few people turned at Callum's sudden outburst, and Cassandra waved her hand to shush him. “I would not say that too loudly if I were you. Besides, my brother practically owns that place now, so I’m not interested in giving it any more business.”

      “I wonder if Head Madame Rose is still there...” Callum wondered. “Oh well. It would probably be better for me to get a room in a tavern, anyway. I have always wanted to stay in the Golden Wheel Inn. Once Cassandra gives me my week’s pay, I’ll finally be able to!”

      There was more grumbling from Cassandra for that comment. But in the end, she gave Callum his pay.

      “I’m going to drink up a storm! If you want to join me, Darren, you know where to find me!” Callum said as he departed.

      Cassandra led Darren to her family’s estate. They occupied a massive manor in the center of the city. The manor house was well defended, and it had short stone walls surrounding the entire state. These walls were unbroken, but not so tall that a determined intruder could not climb over them. The guards at the gate recognized Cassandra and ushered her through.

      Cassandra headed to the family stables and left her horses there. The wagons went into a barn beside the stable, and Cassandra led Darren to a small cottage off to the side of the main estate.

      “My family uses this cottage as a guesthouse for any young couples who might stay with us for a while. It’s built to keep the noise in and provide a bit of privacy. Nobody should be using this right now. We will stay here, rather than in the manor.”

      “Why do we need privacy?” Darren asked.

      “Because we don’t call this little cottage the love shack for nothing.” Cassandra giggled as she pushed Darren through the door and shut it behind her. “There are a few things in here that I’ve always wanted to try.”

      Cassandra led Darren into the cottage, which looked ordinary enough at first glance. It had two floors, comprising a bedroom, a kitchen, and a small lounge. But Cassandra led the way to a door that led to a floor beneath the ground-level entrance.

      This secret underground chamber was filled with red velvet and plush cushions. Darren wasn’t sure what it was at first, but Cassandra rushed ahead and hopped into a swing dangling from the ceiling.

      She let her feet dangle and swung back and forth like a little girl at play.

      “My mother always said I wasn’t allowed to use this swing back when I was a little girl. She said it was special.” Cassandra looked around the dark velvet-lined chamber, illuminated with sunlight from a few carefully positioned mirrors and windows hidden in the distant corners. “I always hated that. Why did my parents have a secret swing that I wasn’t allowed to use?”

      She beckoned Darren closer and whispered sensually in his ear. “I didn’t learn what it was used for until I was a grown woman, and ever since then, I’ve always wanted to try it. What do you say to finally giving the little girl in my heart the chance to play?”

      Cassandra let the edges of her dress flop down over her shoulders and batted her eyes at Darren playfully. By now, she knew just what she had to do to make herself irresistible to Darren.

      Darren took one last glance around the underground chamber, scanning the estate and the grounds above him for anything that might resemble a threat. After satisfying his paranoia, he gave in to the temptation of Cassandra’s body.

      The first few minutes were filled with more fumbling than either of them would have ever admitted. They were both well-practiced at undressing themselves, but getting into the swing was more complicated for Cassandra than she’d expected, especially while the two of them sank into the depths of heat.

      But the two of them were equal parts horny and determined.

      “The swing is the wrong height for you,” Cassandra complained as she dangled within the silken contraption. “Unless you plan to use the underside of my chin, we’ll need to adjust it.”

      Darren was tempted to do just that, but he’d sensed Cassandra’s eagerness to make this work and came up with a hasty solution of his own. He tore the swing from its mount in the ceiling and held it up in one hand, suspended in front of him like Cassandra was a pinata of pleasure just waiting for him to fill with treats.

      Once Cassandra realized Darren was strong enough to hold her in the air like that with one hand, she became even more excited. Darren brought her close to him and saddled her over his manhood, lifting her up and down with one arm even as he pulled her close to him with his other arm.

      “This isn’t quite how I imagined this going as a girl,” Cassandra giggled. “It’s far better. Swing me again, Darren!”

      Darren let Cassandra swing free, swishing back and forth in the air, moving away from Darren until her momentum brought her around once more. Darren’s Sense Intent ability still gave him the perfect aim it had bestowed back when the ability had been named Battle Instincts, and Darren positioned himself just right to catch Cassandra on his manhood like a knight catching a hoop on his lance.

      Cassandra’s eyes went wide at the strange sensation, but she licked her lips and laughed. “Do it again, Darren!” She giggled like a little girl.

      The two of them locked in lust and passion, making love like a pair of springtime rabbits.

      Midway through, they abandoned the swing contraption on the floor for a more conventional means of bodily contact, and Darren ran his fingers up and down Cassandra’s sex until she was a panting, moaning mess.

      “Oh, seraph!” Cassandra moaned. “You are too good to me, Darren.”

      Her back arched and her toes curled as she pressed the back of her head against the ground. She clutched the hair on the back of Darren’s head, hanging onto him like he was a chest filled with treasure.

      “Oh heavens! Darren! Mercy...” Cassandra said, as her pleasure reached its peak for the third time in rapid succession. “No man should be able to move his fingers so fast gracefully!”

      Darren finally released Cassandra’s bud from his torments, and his hand came away slick with her fluids. As soon as he pulled his hand away, all the energy left Cassandra’s body, and she toppled to the floor, too sensitive to continue.

      “You are beautiful,” Darren said as he ran his hands along Cassandra’s naked body. “As loving as you are smart.”

      “And you are handsome,” Cassandra said as she ran her hands over Darren’s biceps, which were as big around as her head. “And as skilled in flattery as you are strong. Come, since you’re using your mouth to whisper such lovely sweet nothings into my ears, I’ll use my mouth to repay you.”

      Cassandra dropped her hands lower to brush against Darren’s shaft, which was hard again for the seventh time in as many hours. His passion seemed as endless as her desires, and the sun had long since set outside.

      She bent down, cupping his jewels in one hand as she flicked her tongue over his tip. She stroked and suckled, looking up at Darren as he ran his fingers through her hair. He took long, shaky breaths, reveling in the sensations coming from below his waist.

      He sensed his building climax and felt himself explode all over Cassandra’s waiting face. She licked her lips with a playful smile, and Darren pulled her into his arms. She fell asleep in his warm embrace, and Darren let his own eyes close as he inscribed this moment into his soul.
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      Cassandra and Darren awoke to a loud rapping on the door to the cottage.

      “Who’s at the door?” Cassandra groaned as she stretched, reaching for a cloth to wipe her face. There was a water basin helpfully positioned nearby, and Cassandra used it to cleanse both her and Darren of the previous night’s activities.

      “A man,” Darren answered. He’d watched their guest approach. He was richly dressed and walked with a sense of confidence and familiarity of a man walking through his own home. Between that and the similarities of his features and Cassandra, Darren guessed this man was a member of the Silvercross family.

      “That might be my brother, Edmund.” Cassandra sighed. “He’s got a lot of the city guard in his pocket, and those guards at the gates said they’d tell him of my arrival.”

      “Is he the ass?” Darren asked.

      “What? Oh, do you mean to ask if he is Callum’s father? Unfortunately, yes. He’s about a decade older than me, but he had Callum when he was quite young,” Cassandra replied. “Not that he even knew he had a son until he bumped into Callum helping me haul goods for my fledgling merchant company.”

      “Should we let him in?”

      Cassandra let out a long sigh. “Unfortunately, he’s the type to invite himself in if you don’t let him enter after a bit of knocking. With the number of assets he has in the guard, his word is practically law.”

      But needing to let him in didn’t mean Cassandra was going to rush off to open the door. She took her time getting dressed again and slowly headed up the steps, with Darren hovering over her shoulder.

      When she finally opened the door, Cassandra’s brother Edmund didn’t look too happy.

      “There you are, little sister! You’re lucky you opened this door. I had a team of men coming to batter it down. Maybe I’ll have them throw you in chains for... oh... I see you have a... guest...”

      Edmund was a scrawny man. Callum had probably gotten his light build from his father. Only Callum got plenty of exercise on the road and practicing with his spear.

      This Edmund Silvercross got none of that, so he looked not just scrawny but also soft. As though he was thin but so lacking in muscle that he was fat despite being of proper weight.

      Naturally, such a man would have a certain visceral terror when a man as tall and strong as Darren glared down at them with his arms crossed. At first, Darren had been content to let the two siblings talk it out, curious if their relationship was as poor as Cassandra had implied.

      Darren took a step forward when Edmund said something about throwing Cassandra in chains. She’d been captured one time already, and Darren wasn’t about to let that happen again while he could help it.

      “...Ahem...” Edmund glared up at Darren even as he slowly backed away. He shot a glance at Cassandra. “Sister, order your servant off me!”

      “Darren isn’t a servant,” Cassandra said. “If you looked, you’d know we’re in the love cottage? So stop disturbing us and go back to giving fines to prostitutes so they finger you for free, or whatever it is you do all day.”

      Edmund’s veins pulsed along the side of his forehead. Vexation looked more at home on his face than the fake jovial smile he’d been wearing moments before.

      “So you’re a whore now,” Edmund said. “And here I thought you were going to be a proper noble daughter and save your maidenhead for someone of Father’s old friends. Had I known you would throw it away on the first man you found with a strong sword arm, I would have planned far earlier. You know, one of my friends offered me a thousand gold coins if I could lure you somewhere, his men could pin you down for him. I should have taken the deal.”

      Now Cassandra’s glare turned every bit as fierce as Edmund’s. “I’m here in the capital on business that has nothing to do with you. I’m not getting involved in the competition to succeed, Father, so stop wasting your time with me.”

      “You might not be trying to compete, but like it or not, you’re still a pawn in this game,” Edmund snarled. “And that thing between your legs was half your worth. You just wasted it getting some thug under your thumb. It’s no wonder you’re trying to run off and start a merchant company. You don’t have a head for this kind of stuff, dear sister.”

      Darren had heard enough. If the man hadn’t been Cassandra’s brother, Darren might’ve drawn Melancholy then and there. But since he was, Darren merely picked him up by the scruff of his shirt.

      “Speak again,” Darren growled, “and you die.”

      Edmund gulped and looked up at Darren like a beaten dog. His sharp tongue failed him as Darren’s eyes concealed hidden violence, barely contained. In those eyes, Edmund saw himself being torn limb from limb. Dismembered and destroyed in a single heartbeat.

      No one had ever spoken to this scion of the house of Silvercross in all his years of life.

      He had been scolded by his father. His siblings had threatened his interests. He had felt fear for the other great houses in the Blackwind Empire. But he’d never felt this incredible sense of danger. He was like a mouse standing before a lion. That lion was ready to pounce, and if it did Edmund would be torn to shreds in an instant.

      Sweat poured down Edmund’s temple, replacing the pulsing vein there with a slight trickle. Just when Edmund was certain that he was about to die, Darren tossed him aside like garbage left in the sun until it stank.

      Edmund tumbled backward, head over heels until he planted backward in the mud. His fine nobleman’s clothes were stained with dirt and his neatly groomed hair looked suddenly disheveled and filthy.

      A few servants of the Silvercross estate stopped to stare at Edmund, and their attention filled Edmund with a sense of dread and fury.

      “Y-you...” he stuttered, as fear mixed with anger. “You’ll...”

      But before Edmund could turn his thoughts into words, Darren slammed the door in his face.

      “Let us go back to where we were,” Darren said.

      “I’ve never seen someone handle my brother so… efficiently,” Cassandra said with her face still full of surprise.

      Darren shrugged. “We didn’t finish our bath.”

      The two of them spent the rest of the morning lying about in the cabin. Cassandra feared her brother would show up again, with some of his guards at his back. But Darren must have given him a scare, because there was no sign of Edmund all morning.

      After Cassandra finished wiping her body down with the damp cloth in the basin, she did the same for Darren. That was too much of Cassandra’s attention for Darren to take, and he ended up getting both of them dirty again.

      In the end, Cassandra called a few of her family servants in, and they hauled a large copper tub in from outside and filled it with heated water, one bucket full at a time.

      “No,” Cassandra giggled. “We’ll bathe, Darren! You will not trick me again! We can’t spend the entire day inside this cabin. We’ve got to get dressed eventually so I can sell my goods!”

      Cassandra called in a young maid, who scrubbed and wiped Darren’s muscular body while Cassandra took advantage of her return home to be pampered and perfumed before heading out.

      “Edmund was right about one thing,” Cassandra said. “This simple tunic you’re wearing does make you look a bit more like a thug than a gentleman. It’s fine for travel but here in Silvercross, I have a reputation to maintain. Many of the good dining establishments have a dress code, and they won’t let us in if you’re wearing trousers that look like they were taken off the last person you killed.”

      Truthfully, Darren had gotten his current clothes off from one of the many bandits he’d slain. Fitting into them was difficult with Darren’s proportions, but there had been enough big men among the bandits that Darren found a few sets of pants that mostly fit. Shirts were tougher, but after he tore off the sleeves so he could move his arms he didn’t mind having his shirt a little tight.

      But if Cassandra said he needed new clothes, Darren wasn’t about to argue. The lovely noblewoman always looked beautiful, and while that was due in part to her natural looks, she cared for her clothes and hair as much as Darren cared for his sword and his armor.

      He reckoned Cassandra could tidy up a rat until it was ready for a royal ball, so if anyone could dress him up, it would be her.

      So he and Cassandra went shopping.

      “That is the perfect hat for you!” Cassandra said as they visited a quaint store on the corner. “It matches those piercing eyes. I’m certain I can have you looking like a refined business partner in no time!”

      “That hat does indeed look lovely, Miss,” the proprietor of the small establishment said. He looked straight at Cassandra as he spoke, knowing that even though the man next to him was wearing and buying the hat, his lady friend was his real customer to win over.

      “There is just one little thing I would like to change…” Cassandra said. “How about we swap the red ribbon for a silver one? Most of my accessories are silver because of my family, so I would like him to match me.”

      “Of course, Miss. I can do such a small change before you leave,” the proprietor replied.

      “One more thing. How is your shop doing for raw materials? It just so happens I’ve gained an incredible quantity of imp skin of the highest grade! I see quite a few of your most expensive hats are made of imp hide.”

      In the end, the shopkeeper ended up paying Cassandra for the hat instead of the other way around. The only thing that Cassandra paid for with money was a tall sky-blue conical hat for herself. Darren thought it looked ridiculous.

      “How do you think it looks?” Cassandra asked. “Do you think I should buy it?”

      “Looks good,” Darren said.

      “You really think so?” Cassandra beamed at herself in the polished brass mirror. “Alright then, I suppose I’ll splurge.”

      “Let us see…” Cassandra said as she hefted her purse, which was now much heavier. “Even after I take my commission, you made more money off selling those skins than I did.”

      “Bronze coins?” Darren asked. Those were the only kinds of coins he was interested in. He’d seen no one pay for things in anything other than bronze. The piles of gold, silver, and gemstones sitting in his inventory must’ve truly been worthless if you couldn’t even buy a hat with them.

      “Not a chance,” Cassandra laughed daintily. “I’m not a fruit merchant standing by a stall.”

      Darren hid his disappointment behind his usual unflinching expression. Cassandra seemed happy, and he didn’t want to ruin that.

      As tight-fisted with her coin purse as Cassandra normally was, a young woman going shopping could only restrain herself so much.

      “This is perfect, and it matches that jacket you just bought!” Cassandra said as she held up a beautiful set of gold shoulder loops. “What do you think? Should I buy it?”

      Darren stared back at her with a completely blank expression, unflinching and unmoving as he practiced using his Celestial Storm tendrils to scan every bit of the room for the tiniest trace of Demonic Aura.

      “You’re right, I probably shouldn’t buy something like this until I’ve loaded the wagons back up for the return trip...” Cassandra sighed, looking at the shoulder loops with a face full of longing.

      Just as she was about to put them back, Cassandra hesitated. “Of course, these things are supposed to have defensive properties. I won’t be able to sell my items at the next stop if another bandit shoots an arrow at me and you’re not nearby to catch it.” She shot a sly glance up at Darren, looking for a response.

      Darren continued to stare blankly, as he had for nearly two hours to this point.

      “You won’t be mad if I buy these, right?” Cassandra asked. “I’m not doubting your abilities or anything. Quite the opposite. I don’t want to worry you.”

      A fly landed on Darren’s head, unnoticed and unheeded.

      “Okay, if you won’t get mad, then I’ll buy it!” Cassandra said.

      Darren came back to his senses once Cassandra paid for the item and passed it to Darren for storage in his inventory. As he added the shoulder loops, he realized there was a surprising number of things in his inventory that belonged to Cassandra, not him. He hadn’t even noticed her slowly settling in.

      “Someday, when the Silver Sword Merchant Company is the largest trade company running the route between Limedeep and the Blackwind Empire, I’ll be able to buy whatever I want. But for now, I will restrain myself,” Cassandra declared.

      With all of her newly purchased things in Darren’s inventory, she had an easy time pretending the only thing she’d purchased for herself was the hat she was wearing.
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      After leaving the store, a nervous look crossed Cassandra's face for a moment, followed by an expression of guilt.

      "Darren, there is something we should talk about."

      "We are talking now," Darren said, looking at Cassandra curiously. She did know what talking was, didn't she?

      She led Darren around the corner away from the store they'd just been shopping in. There on the streets, Cassandra held her hand up and waited for a carriage for hire to spot her.

      A driver soon pulled up to greet the two of them. She was a well-dressed young woman with a handkerchief tucked into her shirt and a professional smile on her face.

      "My carriage is at your service, Lady Silvercross," the coach driver bowed slightly. Then, she started to climb down from her seat so she could greet Cassandra properly.

      Cassandra waved her back. "Stay where you are. There's no need for such formalities."

      The carriage driver nodded and remained seated while Cassandra and Darren climbed into the closed compartment behind her.

      "Just drive around in a circle here. I will tell you when to stop. My family has a tab with the carter's guild, so you can send the bill there," Cassandra instructed through a small window. "Please, we would like a bit of privacy."

      The driver nodded and closed the window Cassandra had just been speaking through.

      "These carriages are always comfortable and quiet," Cassandra said as she gestured around the small compartment. "There are springs over the wheels to make the ride smooth. Isn't that a clever invention? And all the cloth in this chamber keeps things nice and quiet, so no one overhears an important conversation."

      "You wish to talk in private, then?"

      Cassandra gave Darren a thin-lipped smile that almost concealed her fretful look. She dusted off her dress and looked Darren in the eyes for a moment before sliding off the seat and going to her knees. She collapsed between his thighs, gazing up at him with a nervous expression.

      "I feel as though I've been unfair to you, Darren," Cassandra murmured.

      "You have not."

      Cassandra shook her head. "When we first met, I thought you were an ordinary wandering paladin. Someone with strength and skill but without connections or friends in high places. I thought you'd be the perfect way for me to beat off a few suitors and perhaps maintain my honor a while after what we did to save me from that bandit cult. But, instead, you've proven yourself to be so much more.

      "You're no ordinary man, Darren," Cassandra continued, "You're strong and skilled. You produce some powerful new marvel every time I turn my back. You didn't even bat an eye when we entered the Silvercross family estate. With your skills and the treasures you've no doubt stashed away, I fear that a younger daughter of a noble family not in line to inherit anything isn't much of a match for you.

      "I refuse to be a burden of a woman desperately clinging to your coattails and trying to ride her way to the glory that way. You are worth far more than scaring off suitors or my brother. Those healing potions you provided alone have turned what should have been a financial disaster of a trip into a grand success that moved my plans forward by an entire year. You're more than worthy of being my man. I'm just afraid I'm not worthy of being your woman. I'm afraid that I'm starting to feel like I've been using you for my own selfish ambitions."

      Darren cupped the back of Cassandra's head, running his fingers through her silken hair. There were a few traces of wetness in the corners of her eyes. Darren didn't quite understand what Cassandra was so upset about. He'd been enjoying her company all day.

      "No," Darren declared.

      "What?"

      "What is mine is also yours," Darren answered. "Ask for my help, and I will provide it."

      "B-but don't you feel like you've given more than you've gotten?" Cassandra prodded. "This deal between us is unbalanced. It weighs too heavily in my favor."

      Darren shook his head and reached under Cassandra's shoulders.

      "How could I give you more than you have given me? Impossible. You have given me this." Darren picked Cassandra up, quickly lifting her into his lap.

      A smile touched Cassandra's face, and she let out a girlish giggle as she dabbed at the corners of her eyes with her sleeve.

      "And I have plenty of fun giving myself to you, Darren," Cassandra laughed. "But I hardly think a night with me is worth a thousand bottles of healing potions."

      "Not your body," Darren said as he poked Cassandra's chest right above her heart. "This."

      His hands went to her temple.

      "And this."

      "How could a big lug like you be such a romantic?" Cassandra's smile turned into a blushing grin. "Come here!"

      Then she pressed her lips against Darren's, pulling herself tight against him as she let her slipping dress fall off of her shoulders.

      Over the next two hours, Darren and Cassandra thoroughly tested the springs beneath the carriage and the sound-dampening cloth silencing their little compartment. Their driver had dutifully steered them around the city streets over and over again, letting the sounds of hooves hitting stone drown out the sound of moans and gentle squeals of delight.

      The noise blockers around the compartment weren't perfect though. When Cassandra and Darren finally redressed and emerged, the driver's face was flushed completely red.

      "Are you... ready to stop now?" the driver asked as Cassandra opened the slit between her and them.

      "I would say Darren and I have tided ourselves over until tonight," Cassandra laughed delicately. "You can stop here, thank you."

      Arm and arm, she and Darren headed off through the streets of Silvercross again.
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      After shopping, Cassandra led Darren to the local funeral home, where he left all the bodies he’d recovered in Hell. It was quite a pile, and the worn state of them made most of the bodies unrecognizable.

      “Hmm… most of these bodies have the look of the Northern Coast about them. Ah, see this? A nobleman. You can tell by the complexion,” the funeral director explained. “I’d wager most of these bodies were taken during the last attack on Shadowcliffe. The place is still practically a ghost town, even though the demons only had the run of the place for a few weeks.”

      “Give them peace,” Darren said as he left the bodies with the funeral direction.

      Once that was done, Darren and Cassandra left to meet back up with Callum.

      They approached the fancy inn Callum was staying in. Luckily, Darren had already changed into one of his new outfits, and the man at the door smiled at the two of them. He was a big man, nearly as tall as Darren.

      But dressed up in a tailored suit and with a pleasant smile on his face, he had the look of a man who only wanted to appear intimidating when it was socially acceptable.

      “Lady Cassandra, if I’m not mistaken. It is a pleasure to have you at our fine establishment. And kind greetings to this noble gentleman as well,” he said as the two of them entered.

      The inside of the establishment looked like someone of high-breeding had looked into a nighttime music club in one of the city’s rougher districts and repeated what they saw to their wealthy and posh friends.

      Those wealthy and posh friends worked together to pool their parents’ considerable assets to create a twisted and overpriced facsimile of what they’d seen.

      A valet took their coats just past the door, and a woman holding a tray of rare cheeses stood nearby, waiting for either of them to ask to try one but not being so forward as to offer with more than an approachable smile.

      “It’s like the owners of this place didn’t know you can dance somewhere other than a ballroom.” Cassandra gave Darren a hushed laugh. “And you noticed they didn’t charge us any money? I bet Callum already told them about us. I just hope he hasn’t blown through everything I’ve paid him over the last three months already.”

      They found Callum eventually, but he wasn’t with any of the guests or sitting at a table. Instead, he was in the backroom scrubbing plates with a feverish look of dread on his face.

      “That’s one hour down out of six thousand! At this rate, you’ll have paid your tab in just over two years!” A cook hovering behind Callum’s shoulder laughed as he spoke.

      “Alright, how much did he drink?” Cassandra sighed.

      “Cassandra, Darren!” Callum looked up at his employer, then looked at the dishes in his hands. His expression turned sheepish, and he gave his companions a shrug. “It looks like I got a little carried away with my first real day off in a while.”

      “It seems so,” Cassandra sighed. “Alright, what does he owe?”

      “Roughly six hundred gold,” the cook said.

      “Six hundred? Impossible. Who could drink that much wine in a night?”

      “This guy,” the cook replied.

      “I want to see the empty bottles,” Cassandra demanded.

      It was the cook’s turn to look sheepish now.

      “Well... we can’t. The bottles are busy,” the cook said.

      “Busy?” Cassandra took one step closer to the cook.

      Ordinarily, such a tiny woman wouldn’t have been very intimidating. But as she took a step forward, Darren took one as well. The cook gulped as he glanced between the angry woman in front of him and the massive man with an expression of detachment with the barest hint of concern. On a face like that, the look might as well have been a furious scowl.

      “We refilled them with wine from some barrels nearby,” the man admitted. “The guests are all the owner’s fancy friends. They don’t even know what hundred gold wine is supposed to taste like. So we replace it with barreled wine and recork the bottles.”

      “Then it would seem that Callum didn’t drink all your wine after all,” Cassandra pressed.

      “Uh... no... ma’am. Just replacing the barreled wine would be enough.”

      Cassandra raised an eyebrow. “You are aware my brother had most of the city guard in his pocket. Why I could have them here in...”

      “We’ve saved a lot of money over the last few months with this little wine-swapping scheme!” the cook said hastily. “We can cover the loss, and give your friend a little something for keeping his mouth shut about it!”

      “Good.” Cassandra smiled. “Callum, let’s go.”

      After saving Callum from his predicament, the trio left to visit each of the merchant shops Cassandra knew and started negotiating the sale of the goods in her wagon. Cassandra was quickly becoming an old hand at such negotiations, and she had most of her goods scheduled for delivery the following day.

      She was buying new items for her wagon just as fast, and the space they emptied the next day would soon be just as full now as it was before.

      “And we haven’t even gotten to the best part,” Cassandra said. “Darren’s tiny health potions are going to make us a fortune all over again! I can hardly wait.”

      They returned to the cabin on the Silvercross estate where Cassandra and Darren had been staying. They cleared off a table, and Darren produced several large containers that had been drained from his Lifewell one drop at a time.

      “So beautiful...” Cassandra whispered as she held one flagon close to her chest. “Each of these is probably worth more than everything I brought in my wagon. I’m afraid I can’t sell them all here or I’ll saturate the market. Liquidating this healing liquid is going to take a lot of thought.”
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      While Cassandra prepared the vials and figured out how she was going to liquidate them, Callum offered to take Darren on that tour of the city.

      “Come on, it will be fun!” Callum said.

      “Cassandra showed me around,” Darren replied.

      “Oh,” Callum chuckled. “You must have had a rough time of that. I had to carry her shopping bags once when I first entered her employ. It was terrible. Trust me, seeing the sights with me is going to be a lot more fun!”

      So Darren reluctantly agreed to see the city with Callum, leaving Cassandra to cackle over the healing potion like a witch over a cauldron.

      “Don’t worry, we’re not going shopping,” Callum said. “We’re going off to do manly things like drink, get into a tavern brawl, and then go see that shrine afterward to ask for forgiveness.”

      “No drinking for you,” Darren reminded Callum. After that debacle with the wine, Cassandra had reiterated her request that Callum avoid any alcohol, and Darren was fairly certain that was sound advice.

      “You’re no fun,” Callum sighed. “Fine, I suppose we’ll go straight to the tavern brawl.”

      “The shrine,” Darren insisted.

      So the two of them headed to the shrine, despite having no recent sins in need of forgiveness.

      The temple was made of beautiful white stone inlaid with gold and shades of azure blue. It was the only street corner in the city that didn’t have a city guard stationed near it, and that was only because a man in long white robes stood on the corner instead.

      Despite appearing unarmed, the man wore his sigil openly as a pendant around his neck, and it would be clear to anyone watching that he was a holy adept. Something about the robe irked Darren.

      He remembered meeting a man in a white robe just like that one when he was a child with his mother. The two of them thought they were out of danger, only to end up betrayed.

      Thanks to those hostile memories, Darren wasn’t in the mood to talk to this adept. Darren let the Divine Aura around him drift off, fading away like mist or seeping into his body.

      In moments, even an extraordinarily skilled holy adept would sense nothing from him. When Darren pulled his cloak of concealment up over his shoulders, it was like he wasn’t even there.

      The holy adept cocked his head at Darren as though peering at him. The holy adept squinted, as though trying to sense the Divine Aura coming off of Darren. But Darren’s abilities and understanding of Divine Aura were on a level beyond the holy adept’s.

      He looked to focus on Callum, who was also a holy adept. But Darren scattered Callum’s aura as well and stepped between his companion and their voyeur.

      The moment of curious attention faded, and Darren and Callum were left to their own devices.

      Instead of going to the temple, Callum led Darren to the small structure across from it. This little shrine was made of the same luminous stone as the temple nearby, but it was plainer and far more ordinary.

      The walls had a few vines crawling up them, and a layer of thin dust coated the outside. The people of the temple weren’t as active in maintaining this shrine, and they’d rather direct their followers to the nearby temple.

      But the doors to the shrine were still unlocked, and when they opened it Callum and Darren found it empty and available.

      “There should be a shrine maiden somewhere inside here,” Callum said. “She’s an ancient old lady, but she’s nice enough. We’ll have to get her to set up the ritual if we want to summon a seraph.”

      “What about the temple?” Darren asked. “Why not one of them?”

      Callum chuckled. “The shrine maidens on a whole don’t get along with the people from the Golden Temple. Something about a clash in religious philosophies. If the shrine maidens and local priests weren’t so decentralized, odds are there would have been a schism years ago. A few people tried years ago, but the Order of the Rod crushed it real quick.”

      The two of them scouted around the entrance room to the shrine, which mostly consisted of a large altar not unlike the one Rarek the Cruel had been using to summon a demon prince.

      The inside of the shrine had a wooden floor. It had been rough wood once upon a time, but years of scrubbing had turned the floors as smooth as glass. Unlike the shrine’s worn and dust-covered exterior, the inside was polished and immaculate.

      The rugs off to the sides were free of dust, and the air had a crisp freshness to it. The hearth in the far corner had a few new logs on it. They were just smoldering and would heat the chamber for many hours yet.

      “Looks like she’s finally tidied up,” Callum said. “I’m impressed.”

      Callum approached the door behind the altar, which concealed the shrine maiden’s private living quarters.

      He gave the door there a few taps, and someone stirred from within the walls. She yawned, as though she were being woken from a long nap.

      “Who’s there?” a feminine voice said from behind the door. Her voice was laced with suspicion, and Darren thought she heard a short sword being lifted off a table.

      “Wait, you don’t sound like the Maiden Bertha,” Callum said.

      “Bertha joined the seraph two months ago. I’m her niece Bonnie, here to replace her,” the woman said, still hiding behind the door. “You aren’t from the Golden Temple, are you? I told you I’m not interested in learning the Golden Temple’s interpretation of the seraph and the Lord of Light. I’ve learned everything I need to know about the seraph from the seraph themselves.”

      “We’re not here to preach to you.” Callum furrowed his brows. “We’re here for a summoning. I’m a holy adept, and my friend has a sigil as well.”

      The door finally opened, and a young woman peeked through the door. She took Callum in and started opening the door wider, but she hesitated when she saw Darren.

      “The big guy,” Bonnie the shrine maiden whispered. “Is he a paladin?”

      “Well...” Callum glanced at Darren.

      “I am not from the Golden Temple,” Darren answered.

      “Okay,” Bonnie said as she gathered her courage and undid the latch on the other side of the door. Darren could hear her set down something heavy and made of steel somewhere behind the door. “I suppose this shrine could use a few coins. I’m nearly out of grain for porridge. A seraph summoning will be five silver coins.”

      Darren had plenty of silver coins, so once he heard the shrine maiden didn’t need any of his precious bronze coins, he happily paid her fee.

      “Right then,” Shrine Maiden Bonnie said. “Stand here and wait while I collect everything we need for a summoning. What kind of seraph are you looking to summon? Something to provide guidance? Maybe a lingering blessing or a request for a specific quest?”

      “My mother,” Darren answered. “Can you call her?”

      Bonnie nodded. “That’s a common enough request. I’ll try to ring her up. No guarantees that she’ll remember you, though. Odds are her spirit joined with others after death and she’s lost her sense of identity. Be warned you might not get an answer.”

      “She will answer,” Darren said with certainty.

      “Alright then. Since she’s your mother, I assume she passed away within the last decade or two?” Bonnie asked, though truthfully she was muttering to herself more than talking to Darren or Callum. “So I’ll light up this circle to concentrate on the Divine Aura... oh, there’s a surprising quantity of Divine Aura in this chamber already. How odd.”

      Bonnie lit a ring of candles around the room, and a few taps on the underside of the altar revealed hidden lines of bronze lining the wooden floor. It looked like it had been there all along, but Darren was certain he would have seen it.

      “Go to the prayer mats and start thinking about your mother,” Bonnie instructed. “Reach out to her with your soul, calling her to show herself. If we’re lucky, we’ll glimpse whatever newly born seraph her soul went into making.”

      Darren sat down awkwardly, not certain of what to do. But Callum sat beside him with an air of practiced familiarity, waiting for Darren to begin.

      “You know nothing about the Golden Temple, do you?” Callum chuckled. “A paladin who doesn’t know how to pray. How strange. Oh well, this just gives me a rare opportunity to teach you something. Sit like I am, then fold your hands on your lap.”

      Darren did as Callum instructed, mimicking his posture and the rhythm of his breaths.

      “Now we just need to think about your mother,” Callum explained. “You’re going to do the heavy lifting for this one since I know nothing about her. Why don’t you describe her to me?”

      “Long golden hair...” Darren muttered. “A warm smile. Happy eyes, hiding strength.”

      “Huh, the seraph responds today,” Bonnie said from around the corner. “Something is happening already.”

      A smile touched Darren’s face, which was a rare expression for him.

      “Looks like you’re doing it, Darren.” Callum grinned. “I figured this would come easily to you. Everything else seems to.”

      “Wait, a moment...” Bonnie said. “There’s too much aura. Something is wrong!”

      “What?” Callum called. “This is what’s supposed to happen, right?”

      “Not for a first-order summon!” the shrine maiden shouted. “The aura’s getting thicker! The containment circle is about to be overwhelmed!”

      Suddenly, the bronze ring on the floor shattered with a series of fierce explosions, and the candles in the room snuffed out one by one.

      In their place, the light from the windows flared brighter. A gust of wind blew in the shrine, blowing the shutters open and letting brilliant sunlight shine into the chamber with supernatural intensity. The entire chamber glowed like the sun was sitting right outside, and Callum shielded his eyes as he tried to look.

      “This is a fifth-order manifesting!” Bonnie said. “I can’t stop it!”

      Darren sensed a peculiar reaction in the Divine Aura around him, as though it were responding to his thoughts. Suddenly, it felt more like what Darren remembered from his distant memories of his mother. As though the aura was taking on the forms it held when she’d held his hand, running through that cavern so many years ago.

      And then he felt something. There were fingers wrapped around his hands, motherly and protective. This was the hand of the person he’d lost down in Hell all those years ago. The memory had been so distant it felt like a story meant for someone else. This was the last time Darren had been truly happy.

      My son...

      A voice echoed around the chamber. He looked for Callum and the shrine maiden, but the two of them were nowhere to be found. The room was silent and empty. A glance out the window revealed only blissful white light.

      “Mother?” Darren asked. “Where are you?”

      Darren...

      “Mother!” Darren repeated.

      Here...

      The voice was unmistakable. After so many years with no one but himself to talk to, Darren had clung to the sound of the one human voice he had beside him.

      “Where are you, Mother?”

      Son...

      “I’m here. I went to Limedeep.”

      Safe?

      “Yes. I am safe now. What do I do now?”

      The air in the empty room swished around Darren, and it felt warm and bright to the touch. Maybe it was the magical sunlight, or maybe it was the Divine Aura in the air. But it felt comforting.

      The Divine Aura in the air spun in place, changing briefly into the form of a woman. The image was shaky and unstable, but Darren recognized it as his mother.

      He reached for her, but as soon as his hands brushed against the mass of energy, the image broke apart.

      Darren reached out, trying to cup the Divine Aura in his hands like a child holding their sandcastle together against the rising tide. It slipped through his fingers and washed around him despite his attempts to catch it.

      “Mother!” Darren cried, more emotion in his voice than he’d possessed any time except with Cassandra.

      Happy?

      His mother spoke again, talking directly into his head. She answered his earlier question with a question.

      “I think so.” Darren waited for more. He made it to Limedeep just as his mother said he should do. But what was he supposed to do now?

      Friends?

      “I’ve made some,” Darren said.

      “But, Mother, what do I do now?”

      Live. Love. Look after your friends...

      Darren stood still for a moment. Was that all the words his mother had for him? It seemed so... simple.

      “Okay, Mother,” Darren said. “What else?”

      He waited, but the air turned cold. The light turned from the bright hue of the sun to a piercing white, like purifying energy that would scorch away all life in the name of cleansing the world from evil.

      Trust your power. Not those who give it...

      A familiar menu appeared before Darren’s eyes, one he’d never thought even existed. Somehow, his mother had activated his Limitless Evolution skill to show him something.

      

  




Limitless Evolution: Darren Heavengrace

      
        	Darren Heavengrace can be evolved from Paladin to Archpaladin if the following requirements are met.

        	Complete 1000 quests (met)

        	Slay 10,000 demons (met)

        	Save ten lives (4/10)

        	A moment of selfless sacrifice (unmet)

      

      Just as suddenly as the menu appeared, it vanished.

      Remember... trust in... yourself.

      Darren’s mother spoke those last words, then her presence faded from the room entirely, swept away by this new presence emerging from the Divine Aura around him.

      His vision went black. The world faded from view completely, and Darren could see nothing. He tried to stretch out his Celestial Storm tendrils but felt nothing from them as well.

      Darren turned his eyes downward only to find his body small and diminutive. His hands were those of a child. In the blink of an eye, he was five years old again.

      Suddenly, a massive glowing light shone from above, and Darren turned his eyes upward. Alarm and fear flared through his heart as he saw his first glimpse of the seraph.

      The seraph’s form was terrifying to behold. It took the form of a massive wheel hovering above and just in front of Darren’s head. The slowly orbiting wheel was so great in scale it would have covered the entire market square in Limedeep, and as it spun, it lit with a brilliant golden flame.

      The golden fire illuminated the dark space around Darren, revealing a vast field of empty white, devoid of walls, ground, or anything other than pure space.

      The burning wheel descended, and as it fell ten thousand eyes lining its surface blinked in unison, staring Darren down as they looked through his flesh to observe his very soul.

      Suddenly, without a mouth or lungs, the burning wheel spoke.

      
        	Identity: Darren Heavengrace.

        	Registered to Paladin Sigil Code Number 001

        	Abnormal status detected. Now analyzing...

      

      Darren felt a crisp coldness in the air. Like a morning breeze touching his skin. But there was no morning breeze, and there was no air to nip him. Before this seraph, he felt a sense of trepidation he hadn’t experienced since he was a child trembling in the darkness of the upper regions of Hell.

      “Where is my mother?” Darren demanded of the wheel. His voice was the small and weak sound of a lost child. The words echoed back to him, different from what he’d spoken.

      “Where is Mama?”

      

  




Devotion has reached Archpaladin Threshold: Report to the nearest temple for advancement.

      “Who are you?” Darren demanded of the massive burning wheel.

      
        	Identification Requested.

        	Granted.

        	Non-distinctive Quest Networking Unit.

        	Created for managing the development of Paladin-type individuals.

      

      “You’re the quest-giver.”

      
        	New Quest Available!

        	Summon a messenger-type seraph for further information.

        	Reward: Knowledge of the seraph.

      

      Then Darren understood. His mother was inside that thing, like one voice trapped among many. She’d cloaked herself inside this thing. When Darren’s mother died, she had touched his sigil. She’d been a powerful sigil-wielder herself in life. After her death, she must have sent her own soul to the heavens where she could help Darren from beyond death. The thought warmed Darren’s heart.

      
        	This manifestation was caused in error.

        	Diagnostic in progress.

        	Now ending manifestation procedure...

      

      The white light surrounding Darren swiftly faded. His body was still tiny and childlike, but suddenly it didn’t feel as real. It was as though his experience had only been a dream, and now he knew he was dreaming.

      Darren willed his eyes to open and he found himself in his normal body. He was still sitting on the prayer mat in front of Callum.

      “Darren? You in there? What happened,” Callum asked.

      “The summoning failed. There was no way something that powerful could have manifested with a circle like this. That it even tried was strange.”

      Darren opened his eyes and forced the weariness out of his head. “What was it?”

      “That was your mother,” Bonnie said. “It looks like after she died, her soul joined with one of the Ophanim. I didn’t recognize that one based on the limited manifesting. I assume you saw something?”

      “What are the ophanim?” Callum asked.

      “The Ophanim are something akin to the great thinkers of the seraph. They’re made of tens or hundreds of thousands of human souls that have traveled to the heavens after their death. Those souls join and their collective consciousness can absorb and process huge quantities of information,” Bonnie explained.

      “I saw nothing more than brief flashes of Divine Aura, but what I saw looked scary,” Callum said.

      “The Ophanim are a bit on the scarier side, as far as seraph go,” Bonnie admitted. “Usually, when people meet a seraph, they think about the humanoid messengers.

      “But many of the real powerhouses behind the seraph are strange and otherworldly. The Ophanim, in particular, control the sigils. We aren’t sure of the details, but we’re certain they manage vast quantities of information. Darren’s mother must have joined one of the Ophanim collectives after her death.”

      “She is helping me.” Darren smiled. “With me even now.”

      His hand wrapped around his sigil. He’d never fully trusted the thing ever since that day with the paladins, but knowing his mother had a hand in the quests he was giving warmed his heart.

      “Unfortunately, you won’t be able to speak with your mother,” Bonnie said. “Souls that join an Ophanim collective lose their individuality. The Ophanim rarely have intelligible desires at all. They’re one of the less humanoid seraph.”

      “My mother had a strong soul,” Darren insisted.

      Shrine Maiden Bonnie laid a hand on Darren’s shoulder. “She’s still in there, Darren. She’s one part of a greater whole.”

      “Will we all turn into something like that when we die?” Callum asked nervously. “Having my soul join some sort of super-soul seems... strange.”

      Bonnie laughed. “No, not everyone joins an Ophanim collective. Some souls become objects or trees. With powerful sigil-wielders with strong souls, they might manifest themselves directly as a seraph with their human personality entirely intact.”

      Callum liked that thought. “You mean if I become a strong enough paladin, dying would just mean becoming a paladin in the heavens?”

      “Perhaps.” Bonnie shrugged. “If you became an archpaladin, then yes. Your soul would be strong enough to survive death intact. Something about the heavenly baptism the seraph gives paladins about to become archpaladins, evolves their bodies to something that touches the very peak of what is possible as a mortal.”

      “It said I was ready,” Darren said. “Ready to become an archpaladin.”

      “That means you must have amassed an incredible amount of devotion and completed a huge number of quests,” Bonnie said in surprise.

      “That’s amazing, Darren!” Callum beamed. “Here I was just coming up with a goal for myself and thinking it was too far out of reach. And here you are, having already achieved it!”

      “I wouldn’t be too happy about becoming an archpaladin,” Bonnie warned. “It isn’t something I can do here in my shrine. You’ll have to go to one of the major temples for that. For an archpaladin, you’d need to ask the Order of the Rod. And they’re a bit tough to work with.”

      “How do you mean?” Callum asked curiously.

      “They’ve become less of a religious order and more of a militaristic feudal society. They control the entire country of Whiteguard. You’ll probably have to go all the way there if you want to upgrade yourself to archpaladin.”

      Darren felt his teeth grind against each other. Whiteguard. He remembered that place.

      “No,” he said with unshaking firmness. His mother sounded like she hadn’t wanted that for him. She wanted him to wait for him to do it himself with his Limitless Evolution skill. She had never led him astray before, and Darren trusted she wouldn’t this time.

      “What temple did you go to for your upgrade to Paladin from holy adept?” Bonnie asked. “They might have some connections to usher you along.”

      “I didn’t,” Darren answered. “It was a quest reward.”

      Bonnie furrowed her brows. “That’s... unusual. But I suppose there is nothing that’s truly beyond the seraph.”

      Callum and Darren exchanged a few parting pleasantries, and Bonnie promised to research any way he could use to reach archpaladin discreetly. They retrieved Callum’s stuff from the overpriced inn he’d been staying at and moved him to a much more affordable place near the Silvercross family estate.

      “Whatever you want to do, Darren,” Callum began, “we’ll be there for you as your friends.”

      Darren nodded, and his mother’s voice echoed through his mind.
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      The group spent the next few days selling off all of Cassandra’s remaining wares, including the water from the Lifewell and the remaining imp skins.

      “So, Darren...” Cassandra began once they were finished selling off the water. “Do you want your cut in gold or...?”

      “Invest it.” Darren shrugged, unconcerned with a little gold.

      “Thank you, Darren!” Cassandra planted a kiss on his cheek. “I’d better watch out. Soon, you’ll own a larger chunk of my merchant company than I do. I’ll write up the papers for you tonight.”

      “Seeing as how the Silver Sword merchant company is flush with gold once again, what do you say the company treats us for a night out?” Callum said, looking away from his aunt’s display of affection as she clung to Darren’s arm.

      “Sounds good,” Darren agreed.

      Cassandra curled her lip. But seeing as her biggest investor had already agreed, she wasn’t about to refuse.

      “Very well, but if the company is paying then we’ve got to talk about company stuff,” Cassandra said. “We’ll go through our plan for loading the rest of the goods tomorrow and heading back to Limedeep.”

      “I’m sure Morgana is missing us by now, spending every day alone back in the warehouse,” Callum said.

      “She better not have messed with my stuff,” Cassandra grumbled.

      Cassandra and Callum both had intimate knowledge of the city of Silvercross, so the two of them easily found one of the best establishments in the entire city.

      The place provided as much entertainment as food, with dancers and musicians on the stage as meals were served in seven courses. The group even stayed to watch a short show about a brave paladin slaying a third-order demon against all odds.

      “Little do they know, they’ve got a paladin who defeated a third-order Dire Felbeast right here in the audience,” Cassandra said as she squeezed Darren’s arm.

      It was so thick around that her fingers couldn’t get a proper grip around him with just one hand, and her fingers slipped and she tumbled off her chair until she was sitting more in Darren’s lap than in her seat.

      “Save it for the cabin,” Callum grumbled. He’d been feeling a bit like a third wheel on a handcart ever since they’d started going out here in Silvercross. It just wasn’t the same without Morgana.

      “I can’t believe how much those tiny healing potions sold for,” Cassandra giggled. “We’re rich! Or rather, we will be rich once we reinvest all this money. I think we’ve already got enough for a ship. Sailing will let us bring a lot more cargo than taking a wagon if we choose to go that route.”

      “Darren’s storage thing already lets you take a lot more goods than a wagon,” Callum said. “Don’t think I haven’t seen you passing all your stuff to him. You better watch out, Darren. Otherwise, you’ll end up carrying her purse and entire wardrobe wherever you go.”

      “I like the thought of my big, strong, investor holding on to all my things,” Cassandra said. “It makes me feel so free. Like I’m a little girl again. I might even ask you to carry my coin purse from now on. Then I’d be completely at your mercy...” She let out a girlish laugh as she leaned into Darren’s side.

      Suddenly, the doors shattered.

      Broken chunks of wood shot into the room like spears. A few of them struck diners as they enjoyed their meal, impaling them with splinters as thick as an arm.

      A woman screamed as a piece of wood caught her husband in the neck. He sprayed blood all over the table as he clutched his neck and the massive splinter sticking out of it.

      “What’s happening? Is this a demon attack?” someone shouted.

      “My husband! Fetch a surgeon!” the woman screamed as she tried to stop the blood from pouring out of her husband’s neck.

      “My legs, I can’t feel my legs!” another man shouted as he reached behind him, where a shard of wood stuck out of his back directly above his spine.

      “Calm down, citizens,” a weaselly voice said. Darren recognized it as belonging to Cassandra’s older brother, Edmund. “This is the city guard approaching. We are here to detain a dangerous criminal. Medical personnel will be along shortly to heal any injuries caused by the criminal in his attempts to escape.”

      “Escaping criminal? Heavens curse you! You’re the ones who blew the damnable door to bits!” the man with the splinter sticking out of his back said.

      “No, that was the criminal,” Edmund said. “And if you ever want to walk again, you’ll be testifying against him.”

      The man went silent, shooting Edmund a fearful glance.

      The musicians on the stage packed up their things and silently left. The unwounded diners followed them and streamed out as quickly and quietly as they could.

      “Edmund, what is the meaning of this!?” Cassandra got to her feet and demanded.

      “That’s Sir Edmund while I’m on duty, Cassandra,” Edmund said. “And I’m here to arrest your little lover.”

      “Leave,” Darren commanded as he climbed to his feet next to Cassandra. “Now.”

      Edmund took an involuntary step back before he caught himself. “I don’t think so, Darren. If that’s even your real name. There are a few uncomfortable rumors about you being a paladin. Given your size and strength, we looked into it. Turns out you aren’t registered with the Golden Temple. You’re a dangerous rogue element.”

      “Let me eat in peace,” Darren said.

      Edmund crossed his arms and smirked. “No.”

      “Edmund!” Cassandra slammed her fists against her thigh. “Father will hear about this!”

      “Father’s been ill as of late,” Edmund said. “You won’t be getting any help from him, little sister. I suggest you run along or I’ll find cause to arrest you too.”

      Darren turned to Cassandra. “Take Callum. Go.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re going to go with him!” Cassandra protested.

      Darren leaned down to whisper, “Outside the city, tonight.”

      Cassandra nodded, and she grabbed Callum’s wrist.

      “Wait, Cas, we will not let them take him, right?” Callum protested.

      “Come with me, Callum. We need to pack our things and be out of here by nightfall,” Cassandra said.

      Cassandra departed, casting one brief worried glance over her shoulder, and in Darren’s direction.

      Darren gave her a small smile.

      She returned the gesture just as she and Callum shut the door behind them.

      As soon as they left, guards piled into the dining establishment. They came in pairs, carrying swords and shields as though they were ready for battle.

      The last to enter was a tall man, nearly as big as Darren. He wore armor of silver, blue, and gold, decorated with the distinctive features of the Golden Temple.

      “So,” Edmund began, “are we going to do this the easy way or the fun way?”

      “Let’s go,” Darren said as he headed to the door. He met the eyes of the other paladin, staring the other man down.

      The armor-clad man had a sneer on his face as he looked at Darren, as though he was staring at the worst criminal he could imagine. He looked as though he couldn’t wait to burn Darren at the stake.

      But as he looked into Darren’s eyes, he saw something far worse. He saw the deepest pits of the darkest Hell. He heard the screams of tormented demons and lost souls. He saw his own life snuffed out like a candle flickering in a storm.

      The other paladin stepped aside and let Darren pass.

      The guards searched Darren for a weapon, but they could find nothing on him. Darren kept his weapons and his inventory, so there was nothing to find.

      “We know he has a dimensional storage bag or item somewhere on his person!” Edmund said. “One of our bandit contacts said they saw him pluck his sword out of thin air.”

      “We’ve searched him from top to bottom. There is nothing that could serve as an anchor for a dimensional storage item,” one of the guards said.

      “Well, then search again!” Edmund said.

      After several more searches proved equally fruitless, they finally accepted the fact that Darren was unarmed.

      “Enjoy your time in exile, false paladin,” the other paladin sneered while Edmund and his guards led Darren to the city with their spears pointed at him.

      “Better than being the guard dog of a fool like that one.” Darren jerked his thumb back at Edmund.

      The other paladin flushed red in angry and humiliation, but when he tried to rebuke Darren, his words failed him and his mouth went dry. He hefted the manacles in his hand that were meant to go around Darren’s wrists, but for some unnerving reason he couldn’t muster the courage to bind Darren so.

      While he walked, Darren kept his Celestial Storm tendrils stretched out. They scanned his surroundings, catching a few glimpses of Callum and Cassandra. They were preparing to leave the city with haste.

      When their preparations were finished, Darren would break free and join them. As detestable as Cassandra’s brother’s company was, Darren knew escaping early would only have those guards chasing after Cassandra and Callum as well as him.

      “So what’s the deal with you anyway?” Edmund asked with a sneer on his face. “When you talk, you barely say more than a few words. Are you too good to talk to me? Is that it?”

      “Yes,” Darren said, not even bothering to look Edmund in the eyes.

      Edmund stomped his foot on the ground before storming off to the head of the pack of guards in a huff.

      “How did someone like you even get to the paladin rank?” the other paladin demanded. “What branch of the Golden Temple would let you perform a ritual in their halls?”

      “None of them did,” Darren replied.

      “Oh, so it was some sort of illegal ritual? Maybe the demons helped you,” the other paladin scoffed.

      “No. The demons were not happy,” Darren said as he let out a small scoff of his own.
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      Darren soon found himself locked away in a cell, pending a few inquisitors from the Order of the Rod.

      Iron doors and a barred window were the only things to disrupt a box of smooth stone walls. A rickety wooden board hung on a pair of chains, serving as the cell’s bed. In the far corner, there was an empty bucket next to a jug of water. There was a bit of hay on the ground meant to be thrown on the board as some sort of cushion.

      Darren sat on the wooden board with his hands still bound. Altogether, he’d spent longer in worse places.

      He could tear free of these bonds quickly enough, so he felt no danger from sitting here. With his Celestial Storm skill, he could pick these locks in an instant and be armed and armored for battle.

      Demons from the third layer of Hell had captured Darren similarly once. If demons couldn’t hold Darren, how could one annoying human and his lackeys do so?

      They’d taken his sigil as one of the few things they could steal from him, but that would not stop Darren from using his skills, only from accepting new quests. Darren expected it to return to him any minute now.

      When the seraph could, they manipulated fate like a gentle hand hidden behind a curtain.

      Mostly, when Darren lost his sigil, it rolled back to him by pure happenstance. Perhaps it would slip from a fiend’s pocket during a fight, or tumble through mud kicked up by a Felbeast.

      Today, the seraph must have been feeling less creative, because Darren noticed the sigil the next time he checked his Inventory, sitting there untouched. As though he’d put it there himself.

      It must have slipped inside his storage item during the brief instant he turned his gaze to the door. That his sigil could appear at his side and avoid his notice always unnerved him. He could imagine all sorts of more sinister uses for such a powerful skill.

      Darren let his Inventory materialize the sigil right on his chest, where it belonged. Then he took slow and steady breaths as he sat and waited.

      He took the time to mull over what his mother had said to him back in the temple, reaching up to finger the sigil on his chest as he did so. He knew that piece of brass was connected to that strange entity dwelling in some distant heaven.

      And his mother’s soul was inside of that entity as she watched over him from beyond the grave. That thought gave him some small amount of comfort.

      Darren closed his eyes and waited. His inventory appeared before his eyes, and he reorganized the materials he had at hand. There was a small pile of sigils, purified from their corrupted equivalents.

      Cassandra had already sold a few of them off, though Darren now pitied the buyers knowing the Golden Temple and the Order of the Rod were so strict with registering the people with holy sigils.

      Darren did not look forward to telling Cassandra she couldn’t sell the rest. Darren didn’t want to bring any more trouble than they were already facing to their doorstep.

      Edmund showed himself by the bars to Darren’s cell, appearing to gloat just as Darren feared he would.

      “So, it looks like you aren’t so tough after all,” Edmund laughed. “My sister will be disappointed. She gave herself to you and for what... a pair of strong arms to hold her while she swoons? How laughable.”

      Darren stayed silent as he perused his inventory. This man wasn’t worth his time.

      Edmund grew angrier when he realized he was being ignored.

      “Answer me. Damnable savage.” Edmund slammed his palm against the metal bars to rattle them. In the end, all he did was hurt his wrist.

      After a moment of thought, Darren decided his captor would be less likely to do something foolish if Darren stopped antagonizing him, even if that antagonizing took the form of doing nothing.

      “You caught me,” Darren said. “Well done.”

      That pulsing vein on the side of Edmund’s head throbbed again. “Are you mocking me?”

      Inwardly, Darren rolled his eyes. This man took offense at everything, as though the actions of everyone around him were secret plots to undermine his authority and besmirch his pride.

      “No,” Darren said, using all his control to keep his tone as even and un-mocking as possible.

      “You’d best not be,” Edmund warned. “There’s plenty of time to have you whipped before I hand you over to the Golden Temple’s people.”

      “Yes,” Darren replied.

      Silence passed between the two men. The empty void sat between them, waiting to be filled. A skilled interrogator would have left that empty void to hang until their prisoner spoke, but Darren took comfort in silence. With every moment, Cassandra and Callum got closer to leaving the city.

      “So...” Edmund said, finally breaking the silence. “You screwed my sister, right? Probably a lot of times. I tried to listen in, but my family did a good job insulating the walls of that cabin. What was she like?”

      Darren cracked an eye open. “There is a type of store called a brothel. They serve women instead of food. You should use one.”

      Edmund snorted. “I can’t believe she wasted herself on some damnable barbarian!” He took a few deep breaths to steady himself as that vein on his temple throbbed with anger. He clung to the bars, steadying himself. “You don’t deserve her.... no one does. It was bad enough when she was letting perverted old men try to court her. At least then I knew she was just trying to get them to give her money and gifts. But then you come along. Some muscle-bound oaf with more brawn than brains flexes his defined stomach and large biceps in her face and she probably swooned like some mindless mutt in heat...”

      Edmund paced back and forth in front of the cell door, slowly working himself into a frenzy as he muttered to himself.

      “You think about your sister too much,” Darren said from inside the cell.

      Edmund grabbed the bars to his cell, hissing like a snake as he let out a sharp breath that sent spittle flying into Darren’s cell. Darren twisted his head just in time to dodge a thick and viscous droplet of mucus.

      “You don’t know what it’s like!” Edmund insisted. “Being tormented like that, day after day! Year after year! Cassandra should be locked away. Protected from the world. Kept pure of the people like you who would turn her into some bloated broodmare.”

      Darren felt his temper rising, but he kept it in check with a few short breaths. His Sense Intent skill let him search himself as easily as he could search for his enemies, and he knew when his emotions were pushing him to do something foolish. So Darren pushed his nascent anger aside and let it fade like drilling a hole in a frothing ale barrel.

      But Edmund had no such level of control. He shook the iron bars, and they creaked in his hands as he tugged on them with all his might.

      “What do you have that I lack?” Edmund demanded of Darren. “I’ve seen the way people look at you. They respect you, love you, adore you! It’s not just my sister, it’s that little bastard she drags along with her. Cannum or whatever his name was. And it isn’t just them! My guards trembled at the sight of you like naughty children caught playing with their father’s sword! That paladin, Erlham. I’ve seen him sneer at me when he thought my back was turned. And yet you silenced him with a look. What did you do to deserve so many gifts? If I had them, I would have already succeeded my father!”

      Darren opened his eyes completely and stared into Edmund’s soul. Then he answered his question. “I went through Hell.”
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      Edmund was so shaken by those last words he left Darren alone in his cell until the sunset.

      That was Darren’s cue to leave. The manacles fell off his wrists. Someone had riveted them together with a piece of bent bronze. Under Darren’s strength, that rivet popped like a twig beneath a hammer. Darren caught the manacles before they could clatter to the ground and alert anyone who might be listening.

      He tested the bars on the windows, but the porthole through the stone was too small to fit through. He could start tearing the wall apart, but that might collapse the room overhead.

      Darren debated doing just that, but he wanted to leave quietly, attracting as little attention as possible. That would buy him, Cassandra, and Callum the most time to put some distance between her and the city before Edmund got any ideas. From what Cassandra had told him, her brother’s power didn’t extend beyond the densest merchant districts of Silvercross City. Past there, the city guard didn’t have the manpower or the authority to do anything other than post a few bounties.

      So Darren manipulated the lock from inside the chamber using his Celestial Storm skill. The door popped open and Darren looked around for someone to replace him in the cell before morning.

      Given Darren’s prodigious size, the man would need to be big to pass as him. Darren could only think of one such man he’d seen recently capable of fulfilling the role, and Darren searched for him.

      The prison Edmund’s men had brought him to was a fortified guardhouse and manor. It had originally been an ordinary barracks, but as Edmund spent an ever-increasing amount of time here, the barracks had been outfitted with comforts for him and his guests.

      That paladin, Erlham, was one of his guests. Darren found the other paladin in a room a few floors up. He had company in the form of two beautiful women clinging to either side.

      Darren remembered Callum saying something about paladins from the Golden Temple being celibate. That was apparently more of a recommendation than a rule in the Golden Temple.

      Darren stalked in his direction. He reached into his inventory to withdraw his cloak of concealment, making him look more at home than here in the keep. It wouldn’t be a perfect disguise, especially if the people here learned they had a missing prisoner. But until then, Darren could at least spare himself from ducking behind counters to avoid the late-night cook scurrying to heat snacks for Edmund and his important paladin guest.

      The door burst open and Darren caught Erlham with his trousers halfway down and his sword across the room.

      “What? How did you get—” Before the other paladin could raise the alarm, Darren used his movement skill to close the distance between the two of them in a flash.

      Darren buried a fist in Erlham’s stomach, knocking the wind out of him with one blow. The other paladin fell to his knees, eyes wide. He scrambled to recover his senses, but Darren followed his first punch up with a second across his jaw, followed by another with his other hand against his temple.

      In moments, Erlham had gone from trying to retaliate to struggling just to get to his feet. Darren used a trick he’d seen demons use in battle before and slammed both his palms against either of Erlham’s ears, popping them and making his head ring.

      The other paladin was completely overwhelmed, and he struggled just to stay awake as Darren wrapped his arms around his neck and choked him into complete unconsciousness.

      The fight was over as soon as it started, and the two whores who’d been entertaining the paladin mere moments ago didn’t even have time to scream in terror.

      Darren turned to the two of them. “Take what you wish from this room and run.”

      “A-are you bribing us for silence?” one of the two whores asked. “Because if so, I agree.”

      Darren nodded. They would attribute anything these two took to him stealing as he escaped, but Darren was beyond caring about such things at this point.

      Darren went to the far corner of the room, where Edmund himself lay motionless on the floor. Before he entered the room, Darren assumed he’d have to knock Edmund out as well. He didn’t want to kill Cassandra’s brother without her approval, no matter how vile a man he was.

      Luckily, Edmund had done Darren’s job for him. He’d drunk more than his share hours earlier as he tried to compete with the constitution of a paladin in a competition of drinking and whoring.

      That had proven too much for Edmund, and now he lay on the ground passed out in a drunken stupor. No one would be surprised to find him half-dressed and covered in liquor the next morning, with no memory of what had happened or where his paladin friend had gone.

      One whore rummaged through his pockets, stealing his pocket watch and handkerchief, before going for his tailored shirt and pants as well. They took Edmund’s sigil as well, though that was a pointless endeavor, since the sigil would return to him in time.

      While they took everything that wasn’t nailed down, Darren grabbed Erlham the paladin by the arms and hauled him back to his original cell. A bit of creative work with a gag would ensure the paladin would stay quiet even if he awoke early. Then Darren bound him in the manacles that had been around Darren’s wrists and locked him in the cell.

      He debated killing the paladin, but humiliation would be a better incentive to let this matter drop. A dead paladin would only send more running down Darren’s way in search of vengeance.

      So Darren stuck the other man in the cell with his back to the door. With any luck, Edmund would think his paladin guest had taken off. Darren and his friends would be far out of reach.

      With Darren’s escape secured, he went on a leisurely walk through the rest of the barracks. On the way out, he spotted Edmund’s personal chambers and rifled through them a little to see if Edmund had any way to compensate Darren for his troubles.

      There were some gold and gemstones, but nothing too important or valuable. Darren took them anyway. There were swords nearby as well, but they were of little use, other than scrap metal. Still, Darren knew he was always in need of materials to use his Limitless Evolution skill, so he quickly acquired everything of value.

      There was a tiny safe towards the back of the room. It was the size of a book and hidden behind the painting. Darren triggered the locking mechanism, and it swung open. Darren was eager to see what was inside. When Edmund had just left his money and weapons lying about, whatever he was hiding had to be quite valuable.

      So Darren was surprised when he found a slip of parchment falling out of the hidden cabinet. Darren read the little slip of paper.

      Ticket of skill book usage — good for one hour in the skill book library.

      Issued by the Silvercross Temple branch, as a reward for meritorious and devoted service.

      Darren was not particularly surprised to learn that the local branch of the Golden Temple had skill books. But he was surprised to learn that they were quantifying and issuing tickets to use their skill books as some sort of political favor scheme. The Golden Temple was far from the aloof religious organization it pretended to be. Ostensibly, all they did was hunt demons and protect humanity. But they were every bit as involved in politics as lords and kings.

      Darren took the slip of paper. While it had been assigned from this branch of the Golden Temple, it didn’t appear to be restricted to use here. Nor did it have any name attached to it, meaning the slip of paper could be used by anyone in any city or exchanged like a piece of currency. It would certainly be valuable, and Darren wouldn’t mind looking at what the Golden Temple had in terms of skill books.

      He left the barracks, and the guard at the gates even waved Darren through without recognizing him beneath his concealment cloak. Soon he was out the door and headed to the gates of the city, where Cassandra and Callum awaited him.
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      “Where were you?” Cassandra asked with stricken panic painted across her lovely face.

      Darren realized he was a bit late. The sun had already set, and Callum and Cassandra had been waiting for him longer than he thought.

      “Sorry,” Darren apologized. “I was just looking through your brother’s things. We should leave now.”

      “Agreed,” Cassandra said. “We want to put as much distance as we can between us and the city. How long will we have before they know you’ve escaped?”

      “Dawn. Maybe longer.”

      Darren emptied the wagon and stuffed everything in it into his inventory. Then he stuffed the wagon into his inventory as well. Soon, they had five horses ready to ride fast.

      They saddled the horses and rode hard. Callum and Cassandra rode, switching between the spare horses. Darren kept up just fine, jogging alongside them. He preferred that over riding because he knew his weight would tire whatever horse he rode rather quickly. It would be better for them to save their energy for Cassandra and Callum.

      When dawn rose with no sign of pursuit, they started feeling at ease again. They replaced their nervous hustle with a more casual pace, coupled with a bit of friendly chatter.

      “We should maintain this pace all the time,” Cassandra suggested. “Think about how much faster our trips could be.”

      “Or we could just compress your shopping week into a shopping hour,” Callum suggested. “That would save us a lot of time as well.”

      “I need time to find a good deal!” Cassandra protested.

      “On fancy hats,” Darren said.

      Cassandra inspected the hat on her head, along with the golden shoulder loops adorning her blue dress. Both were indeed very fancy.

      “I need these too,” Cassandra said.

      Darren let a smile touch his face at her pouty expression, and Callum clutched his stomach as he tried to hold in his laughter. Eventually, Cassandra joined them with a lighthearted giggle.

      “I suppose it is a bit on the fancy side for an ordinary merchant woman,” Cassandra admitted.

      “Just you wait until we tell Morgana that Darren got arrested!” Callum chuckled.

      “And that you nearly got pressed into washing dishes for the next few hundred years by a corrupt cook,” Cassandra laughed.

      “It’s certainly been quite an adventure.” Callum sheepishly ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m rather excited to return to Limedeep, though. After spending a day or two in Silvercross, I’m remembering why I wanted to leave.”

      “Me as well,” Cassandra said. “I’m not sure when things changed, but I’m thinking of Limedeep as home.”

      Darren was just about to chime in with dinner plans for when they returned when he heard a noise coming from the woods behind them.

      “Run ahead,” Darren instructed, as he let himself come to a stop.

      “What’s wrong, Darren?” A worried look flashed across Cassandra’s face when she saw the serious expression adorning Darren’s.

      “Trouble from the city. Go!” Darren insisted.

      Slowly and reluctantly, Callum and Cassandra spurred their horses further.

      As the newcomers approached with alarming speed, Darren frowned. They should have left these people behind a day ago. There was no way they could catch them with the distance they’d put between them and the city, and the city guard shouldn’t have chased them out this far, anyway.

      It soon became clear that it wasn’t the city guard who’d found them.

      Three heavily armed and armored individuals led the charge, traveling on a pair of absolutely massive white horses. The riders were as tall and broad-shouldered as Darren was, but their horses were scaled to make them seem of normal size.

      The horses covered ground in great bounding leaps, tearing into the ground as they propelled themselves along faster than should be possible for any ordinary creature. These battle chargers glowed with flowing streams of Divine Aura streaming through them. They’d been enhanced somehow, so they were beyond the might of their ordinary kin.

      The three people on their horses could only be paladins, and Darren even recognized one of them. Erlham, the paladin Darren had left in his place the previous night, was leading the charge. Through his visor, Darren could see an expression of fierce determination on his face, mixed with terrible shame.

      Darren frowned at his miscalculation. Perhaps he should have killed him after all.

      “You!” Erlham shouted as he drew a mighty paladin’s sword. “Vile heretic! You will pay for your crimes!”

      He hauled back on the reins of his horse, slowing himself right before Darren. His two paladin comrades did the same.

      “Or maybe you will pay in my place,” Darren said as he stared the three mounted paladins down.

      A look of embarrassed fury crossed Erlham’s face. His two comrades looked from Erlham and Darren.

      “This is the man who defeated you?” one of the other paladins asked.

      “I told you, he didn’t defeat me!” Erlham protested. “He attacked me while my guard was down and before I could get my sword in my hands.”

      “A true paladin would never be caught off his guard,” Darren said as he crossed his arms. His fingers twitched, ready to summon Melancholy at a moment’s notice.

      “You dare think you know how to be a paladin better than the Order of the Rod?” Erlham demanded.

      “Yes,” Darren replied.

      “Surrender to us,” one of the other paladins said. “We will hand you to the order for an inquisition. If you show proper penance, you may be allowed to rejoin the order, once your sins are forgiven.”

      “Forget it,” Erlham said as he waved his hand. “I want this one to fight. It will be easier to carry back a recovered sigil than a rogue paladin, anyway.”

      Erlham lifted his sword aloft. Darren sensed the moment he struck with his Sense Intent skill, and Darren used his inventory to don his armor in an instant.

      Melancholy appeared in Darren’s hand, and its massive silver blade met Erlham’s blade. Melancholy cut a deep notch in the other paladin’s blade, and Darren used that gouge to twist the weapon out of Erlham’s grip.

      Disarmed and defenseless, Erlham was helpless to stop Melancholy from swinging about a second time and taking his hand off at the wrist.

      The other two paladins drew their swords, but it was already too late. Erlham stared at his bleeding stump for an instant too long and Melancholy freed his head from his shoulders.

      “Draw those blades, and your fate will be the same as his,” Darren told the other two paladins as Erlham’s headless body tumbled from his saddle.

      Darren helped push the body off, and the dead paladin’s mortal vessel struck the ground with an ignominious thump. Mud coated the armor and the severed head stared up at the empty sky with an expression of shock in its eyes.

      “You killed him!” one of the other paladins said with his mouth agape. “That was Archpaladin Gaimon’s son!”

      “His father’s name did not save him.” Darren nodded at the body on the ground. “It will not save you.”

      The two paladins drew their weapons anyway.

      “Watch out! He’s fast. He must have an epic-ranked speed skill,” one paladin said aloud, this one a woman, though the paladin transformation had made her every bit as large and strapping as her male counterpart.

      “How did a rogue get a skill like that?” the male paladin wondered as they led their horses to either side of Darren, hoping to box him in.

      But Darren had been boxed in by a pair of mounted foes before. Ordinarily, their mounts’ size and speed would be an advantage, but Darren was faster on foot than the horses, and more agile as well.

      He slipped beneath one of the massive mounts, dragging Melancholy along the horse’s stomach as he rolled to his feet on the other side.

      The male paladin pushed his knees into the horse’s neck, directing it to turn in Darren’s direction. The horse took one stuttering step before its guts started drooping out of its stomach.

      The horse’s eyes widened in fear and panic. It didn’t understand the strange sensation of its organs slipping out of its body, nor did its rider see what was happening.

      The paladin jammed his heels into the horse’s side, ushering it forward. The horse’s attempt to move only accelerated the rate at which its bowels slipped out of it, and soon the horse was tripping over its intestines.

      The horse slipped on its slimy organs and fell face-first into the ground, sending its rider tumbling into the dirt. Darren knew his chance to strike when he saw it, and he pounced upon the other paladin like a tiger on a wounded fawn.

      Melancholy’s blade cut through a deep gouge in the paladin’s armor, spraying blood in all directions. That wasn’t enough to kill the paladin, and he rolled to his feet, clutching his wounds as he tore his sword from his sheath and tried to drive Darren back.

      His hand glowed with golden light, and a wave of force washed over Darren. That ability knocked him back a step. If not for his Divine Aura Mastery skill, Darren might have been forced to flee, but his skill told him this ability was just what it seemed, a simple knockback effect.

      

  




Sense Intent: Combat Analysis

      
        	Enemy Male Paladin has used the skill Force Palm (common)

        	This ability projects a ray of light that carries physical force with it.

      

      Darren would have overcome its effects with his movement skill, but the other paladin rode over on their horse with legs stomping like it intended to crush Darren under hoof.

      While Darren knew how to use his skills to their fullest effect, these two paladins had skills of their own. And unlike Erlham, he wouldn’t get the chance to kill these two before they had the chance to use their abilities to the fullest.

      Darren sensed something strange from his skill. He realized he was eager for this fight. He looked forward to testing himself against these two paladins and proving he’d learned his skills better than they’d learned theirs.

      The healthy paladin pointed her hand at her wounded companion, and golden light enveloped her pointed finger before shooting through the hand at the wound.

      

  




Sense Intent: Combat Analysis

      
        	Enemy Female Paladin has used Healing Light (uncommon)

        	This ability heals moderate damage so long as the user maintains concentration and line of sight with the wound they are healing.

      

      The light flowed over the wounded paladin’s armor and bare skin, knitting it together like stitches over a wound.

      “I need your disabling skill! He’s too fast for us to keep up with,” the female paladin said as she healed her male counterpart.

      The male paladin responded by glaring at Darren. There was something strange about his eyes, and Darren might have stayed to study their red glow if not for a warning from his Sense Intent skill.

      The paladin’s glowing eyes turned out to have a confusion attack, blinding Darren to the world around him except for the pair of glowing red eyes.

      Unfortunately for the two paladins, Darren was perfectly comfortable fighting blind. There were plenty of battlefields down in Hell where the darkness was too thick for even his paladin eyes to fight, and his Celestial Storm tendrils were more than capable of watching his surroundings for him.

      The tendrils of light went unnoticed in their thin, thread-like form. But as the two paladins got closer, Darren wove a few of them tighter into strands strong enough to affect the physical world. He picked up Melancholy and swung it wildly, as though fighting without being able to see.

      The wild swing drove the male paladin back, which sent him tripping over the cord of Celestial Storm tendrils Darren had arranged just behind his back heel.

      He stumbled for a moment, buying Darren a moment of opportunity to strike the female paladin with full force. Eliminating her and her healing skill would make the rest of the fight far faster and easier.

      Melancholy swatted her with the force of a war hammer, but a swirling nebula of Divine Aura around her prevented Melancholy from actually cutting her. That had been within Darren’s expectations, though. The more these two used their abilities, the better grasp Darren had on their skills.

      

  




Sense Intent: Combat Analysis

      
        	Enemy Male Paladin is channeling Sixfold Slash of Light (Common)

        	This ability turns one strike of the sword into six.

      

      Darren didn’t need a suggested countermeasure to know his best move was a counterattack to disrupt the skill before it took effect. Darren rushed forward, driving Melancholy towards the downed paladin’s face. He blocked the tip of Darren’s blade, but not the boot that followed it.

      Darren’s Demoncrushing Legion boots didn’t bestow any extra power to the blow, but they were still very sturdy footwear, and taking one to the face with a man like Darren behind it was like getting kicked by a horse’s hooves.

      The male paladin flew backward with his neck sitting crooked. That alone wasn’t enough to put him down, especially if the female paladin could get her healing spell locked on to him. Darren didn’t intend to give her the chance.

      

  




Sense Intent: Combat Analysis

      
        	Enemy Female Paladin has used Steps of Flowing Water (Rare)

        	This movement ability specializes in evasion and maneuverability.

      

      Darren wasn’t frightened off by the female paladin’s sudden increase in speed. As she spun around him, he twisted to meet her. Their two movement abilities faced off against each other, and Darren’s quickly proved the faster and the stronger of the two. The female paladin just couldn’t keep up.

      After two brief clashes that proved Darren’s utter dominance in battle, the paladin accidentally let her footing slip. A moment later, Darren was wiping her blood off Melancholy’s sword as her lifeless body tumbled to the ground.

      

  




Sense Intent: Combat Analysis: Male Paladin has used Final Words (Rare)

      
        	This skill only activates at the end of the user’s life to send a specific message to allies.

      

      Darren frowned at the message, having never encountered a skill quite like that one before. He prodded his skill for more information.

      
        	Suggested Countermeasure: Kill whoever received the message.

      

      At that memo, Darren could only sigh. He had no way of knowing to whom that message had delivered its information. Wherever it was though, it wouldn’t be good for him. He would need to talk to his friends and plan accordingly.
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        * * *

      

      After looting the dead paladins, Darren jogged up the road. They had traveled far and at great speeds, covering ground in a single day that would have taken them several before, though not getting kidnapped in the middle of their trip certainly helped to expedite their journey.

      Darren expected to catch up with Callum and Cassandra still racing hard, so he was surprised to see the two of them standing still with blank expressions on their faces just within sight of Limedeep.

      But then Darren saw what they were looking at himself.

      Off in the distance, Darren could see the walls of Limedeep. Around them, a horde of little black specks swarmed over the ground, besieging the city from all directions. An ominous dark cloud stretched over the city, cloaking it in Demonic Aura. The city of Limedeep was surrounded by demons.
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      “Those walls won’t hold to that many demons. A man can’t take a demon on one to one unless they’re at least a holy adept,” Callum said as the group surveyed the demons attacking the city.

      “Callum is right, we have to do something to help them. Otherwise, people will most certainly perish. Limedeep is filled with my future employees. I won’t let them die before retirement!” Cassandra added.

      Callum and Darren both turned to regard her, and she blushed. “I have big plans. I’m going to need a city full of industrious workers.”

      “I will not allow the demons to destroy the city,” Darren said. “Morgana is in there.”

      “We have to find someone who can do something,” Callum suggested. “Maybe we should contact the Golden Temple. Maybe get some paladins here.”

      “Except their nearest outpost is Silvercross City, and the city guard there just tried to arrest Darren,” Cassandra said.

      “No Golden Temple,” Darren said. Callum and Cassandra didn’t know it, but a group of three paladins had been pursuing them mere hours ago with hearts filled with hostile intent. Darren didn’t trust the Golden Temple before, and he certainly didn’t now.

      “If not them, then who?” Callum asked. “Who could stand up to an army of demons!”

      Darren poked him in the chest. “You, Cassandra, and me,” Darren said as he gestured to each of them. “Morgana too when we get her.”

      Callum still looked doubtful. “There must be thousands of them out there! Sure, most of them are just imps, but I remember how hard it was to kill just one of those little buggers!”

      Darren cocked his head to one side. “You wished to learn to fight, correct?”

      Callum nodded slowly.

      “Now you will get lots of practice.” Darren smiled.

      

  




New Quest Available

      
        	Defend the city of Limedeep from the encroaching demon horde!

        	Slaughter the first-order imps (42/10,000)

        	Slaughter the second-order Felbeasts (2/3000)

        	Slaughter the third-order Lesser Fiends (0/20)

        	Slay the fourth-order Demon Lord (0/1)

        	Reward: Safety for the City of Limedeep. Demon parts equivalent to contribution. Adventurers Guild rewards. Increased Favor of the Limedeep City Guard, and Random Assortments of Skillbooks.
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        * * *

      

      Despite Callum and Morgana’s shock and fear, this was not the largest gathering of Demons Darren had ever seen. There were cities down in Hell bustling with enough chaotic demonic activity to make Limedeep seem like a quaint village, and this number of demons was nothing special, especially when so many of them were only at the first order.

      But Darren’s analysis of an average human’s fighting abilities told him they were woefully under-equipped to fight even first-order demons. They simply didn’t have the skill to fight such a battle.

      Like Callum, Cassandra had one skill to her name. Darren had long since identified it for himself after watching her use it once on those bandits they ran into on the road.

      

  




Sense Intent: Combat Analysis

      
        	Ally Cassandra Silvercross has used Web of Light (Rare)

        	This ability creates strands of white light, equal in strength and number to the time the caster spent charging the spell.

      

      Cassandra had a disabling effect that would pair decently well with Callum’s new Holy Resonance ability. If the two of them worked together, Cassandra could lock a solitary imp in place one at a time while Callum got a good hit in.

      Under Darren’s direction, the pair of them took out a few straggler imps in the woods far away from the walls. But these were the stragglers, holding up the chaotic excuse of what passed for the demon’s rear line. The real threat to the city was the imps threatening to scale the walls as soon as the guards turned in another direction.

      At the pace Callum and Cassandra were going, it would take them months to slay all ten thousand imps, and anyone could tell that Limedeep didn’t have that long. There were more imp-summoning circles outside the city than ever, and they were accumulating faster than ever.

      To make matters worse, Darren could hear screams from inside the city, coupled with the occasional demonic roar. That meant there were nearly as many demons inside the city as there were outside it. Under such circumstances, the city guard wasn’t likely to last longer than nightfall, let alone long enough for slow and steady extermination.

      So Darren devised a new plan, using Callum and Cassandra like a drum to flush the imps towards him like a horde of rats headed right for a hungry cat.

      Cassandra held up her staff, and the head glowed the same reddish-pink shade as her hair.

      The power surged as Cassandra channeled Divine Aura into it. Darren detected several flaws in this technique as he watched her prepare to use the skill.

      If she had asked him for guidance as Callum had, he could double the effectiveness of this ability in an afternoon. He would have to broach the subject once these demons were taken care of.

      The imps spotted Cassandra and Callum just before her spell reached its crescendo. Just before the mass of Divine Aura grew too much for Cassandra and was about to destabilize, Cassandra released it all to generate a net of white threads spraying from her staff in thick web-like strands.

      The magical strands quickly spread out, covering the area in front of Cassandra and wrapping around the two imps too slow to flee with the rest of their kind.

      The pair of caught imps howled in fury as they realized the white webs were wrapping around them, binding their tiny wings and arms and rendering them helpless to resist.

      The imps wasted no time lashing out with their teeth, claws, and Demonic Aura. Their power nibbled at the edges of Cassandra’s skill, and given enough time, they’d be able to worm their way to freedom. But that was where Callum came in.

      He jumped forward with his ability, Holy Resonance. He struck an imp with the tip of his Dragon Bone spear. Imp hides were supernaturally tough, but Callum’s spear was made of dragon bone.

      The first thrust cut through the imp’s hide and spilled inky black blood onto the ground. The second pierced the first imp’s heart completely. Callum killed the second imp just like the first before it had any hope of freeing itself from Cassandra’s abilities.

      For every two imps Callum and Cassandra killed, a hundred more went scurrying off in terror. They left the safety of their traps, hidden ropes, and mischievous surprises, and ran for safety.

      Darren was thankful for that. Though imps could sometimes swarm their prey, they were innately cowardly creatures and no imp would be the first to throw itself into danger unless they were forced.

      These craven creatures thought they were fleeing for their lives, but in actuality, they were running right into Darren’s ambush.

      The little tricksters had become the tricked, and by the time they saw the looming figure, it was too late.

      

  




Sense Intent: Combat Analysis: You have activated Demon Calamity.

      
        	First-order demons in your presence will be immediately slain.

      

      The horde of imps popped like bubbles bursting as the rising tide dashed them against the shore. They let loose a few shrill and hideous demonic screams, crying out as Darren’s presence shattered their very being and scattered the Demonic Aura they were made from.

      An instant later, Darren’s Divine Blessing ability activated, and even that was exterminated.

      “You got them all!” Callum said, lifting his spear in salute to Darren. His eyes went unfocused for a moment as he reviewed the quest details coming from his sigil. “That’s four hundred and thirty for Darren... and six for me.”

      “You’d better keep up, Callum,” Cassandra teased. “Me and Darren are four hundred and thirty-one ahead of you!”

      Callum snorted. Cassandra had tried to finish an imp off herself when they first started working on wiping out the imps attacking the city. But she soon found out that she was very much not suited to gutting an imp at close quarters with a knife. So she threw her lot in with Darren.

      “You could strike faster and more efficiently,” Darren told Callum. “You spring from hiding wrong.”

      Darren spent the next few minutes demonstrating a better ambush tactic for Callum and even lent Callum his cloak to make the ambush more surprising.

      While the two practiced, Darren spotted a more deadly threat lurking in the shadows, watching them. It thought it had gone undetected, but Darren sensed its presence.

      A man-shaped thing crouched in the bushes, as tall and strong as Darren, though with blood-red skin and sharp tusks sticking from its mouth. This beastly man was one fiend, the race of intelligent humanoid demons that had been no end of trouble for Darren.

      As Darren observed this lurking demon, the demon produced a small blowgun loaded with a dart and pointed it in Cassandra’s direction. Whatever was in that dart was no doubt deadly poison, and Darren would not allow it to land.

      He used his Celestial Storm tendrils to nudge the tip of the blowgun down into the dirt, making the fiend miss its target. Before it could recover, Darren was already on top of it with Melancholy in his hands.

      “Blasted paladin!” the demon cursed in its foul tongue.

      “Fiend,” Darren said as he grabbed the demon by the throat. It squirmed in his grip, but something about the energy swirling around Darren sapped its strength and weakened this third-order demon to near helplessness. Normally, a creature like this could tear a human limb from limb, but not this man.

      “You speak the demon language!?” the demon hissed in shock as it tried to pry Darren’s unbreakable grip off its neck.

      Darren did not respond to its question. “I require answers. You will provide them.”
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        * * *

      

      The lesser fiend tried to resist Darren’s inquiries for a while, but Darren had a lot of experience with the ways fiends made someone talk by being on the other end of the situation in his younger days.

      Once Darren made it clear he was no naïve youth playing torturer and made his experience with the subject clear, the fiend quickly spilled everything it knew.

      “We were contacted by a group of humans!” the fiend said. “They’re a guild around here. The Black Raven Guild, I think. Anyway, they needed our help keeping the imps in line, and there was a trip to the surface in it for us, so...”

      That confirmed the results of Darren’s earlier interrogation. This demon uprising was intentional, and it was orchestrated by the Black Raven Guild. He would have thought the city guard would have investigated them once they received Darren’s report to the Adventurers Guild the first time he caught a few of their number, but apparently, their plans were now closer to fruition than ever.

      That the guards didn’t investigate the Black Raven crime guild spoke of other factors at play. Perhaps the Black Raven Guild had more assets than a simple crime syndicate should?

      “Who is working with them?” Darren demanded of the sniveling demon, which was now feigning meekness instead of fury.

      “I don’t know,” the demon insisted. “I only ever worked with a human man. I think his name was Simon or something. He spoke to all the fiends to organize their involvement.”

      “There is more.” Darren’s piercing eyes bored deep into the demon’s black and evil ones.

      “I know nothing!” the demon protested.

      “Who else have you seen?” Darren pressed close, letting the fiend feel the powerful presence of his Demon Calamity skill so near to him.

      “Alright! I’ve seen some things. A few demons have seen powerful humans wandering around near the Black Raven guild. We’ve held our tongues, but we know there’s something bigger going on. It’s dangerous for us, but once we get enough demons through the portals, it won’t matter what the humans do, so we’re playing dumb for now.”

      “Who are these figures?”

      “They’re...” The demon’s voice turned low and conspiratorial. “At first we thought they were using corrupted sigils. But then one of us got close enough to them to sense the Divine Aura on their bodies. They’ve received the blessings of the seraph alright. They feel like you...”

      “Paladins,” Darren finished for the demon.

      “Yes,” the fiend confirmed. “Are you after them? I can lead them into a trap for you. I could go to our usual meeting spot and you could capture that human named Simon...”

      While the fiend spoke, it slowly gathered Demonic Aura. This demon had skills of its own, and it had been preparing to use one throughout Darren’s questioning. Darren’s presence sent all the Demonic Aura in the region fleeing like it had met its most fearsome enemy. What little was left behind was quickly converted into Divine Aura by his Divine Blessing skill.

      But it was still possible to gather a few scraps of Demonic Aura, at least for the third-order fiend Darren had imprisoned. Though the demon seemed meek and helpless, it had been gathering power from one moment to the next, despite Darren’s looming presence. A few moments more and it would have had enough power together to attempt something.

      

  




Sense Intent: Combat Analysis

      
        	Enemy Third-Order Fiend is using the skill Necrotic Curse.

        	This undeath-aspect curse causes the flesh to rapidly rot, leaving behind a corpse ripe for habitation by demon spirits to create a lesser undead.

      

      Darren followed the demon’s gaze and saw him eyeing Callum and Cassandra. It must have been planning to hit the two of them with its Necrotic Curse and then hold the cure hostage, securing a bargaining chip over Darren that would ensure its escape.

      Darren killed it with Melancholy and converted its Demonic Aura into something he could meditate on later. The demon died with a look of shock and fury on its face. It didn’t realize it had been seen through and thought it had run into a human even more ruthless than demons.

      “Is there a problem, Darren?” Callum asked as he hesitantly approached. He and Cassandra had been staying back as Darren interrogated the fiend.

      “He was preparing a skill,” Darren explained. His two companions looked back at him doubtfully.

      “Look at that!” Callum said, diving for the ground where the fiend had died. “Is that a skill book?”

      Sure enough, a small book no bigger than a hand sat in the mud. It was bound in the reddish leather of imp hide, and it glowed with demonic energy.

      Darren picked the small book up. After flipping through it, Darren realized it contained the skill the fiend had been about to use, the Necrotic Curse skill. Darren ran his fingers over the tome and cast Divine Blessing.

      Though nothing about the book itself changed, the Demonic Aura surrounding the book shifted and churned, twisting and turning as it became Divine Aura.

      The words on the page shifted and shimmered as the magic they conveyed was changed on a fundamental level. Aspects of the skill twisted and turned until even the cover of the skill book read differently.

      

  




Healing Blessing (Rare)

      
        	This effect gives a lingering blessing on a target, healing their present injuries and granting healing effects even after they pull away.

      

      “Amazing,” Cassandra said. “That ability of yours can change demonic skill books to the divine aspect! That ability seems more valuable every time I see you use it!”

      Callum glanced at the page, eager to see the spell, especially when Darren announced it was a rare spell. But his face fell when Darren finally explained the effects.

      “A healer?” Callum frowned. “I’d rather be a fighter than a healer, thank you. If I’ve only got three spell slots, I don’t want to waste one on a healing ability with no offensive or defensive effects.”

      “Hmf,” Cassandra snorted as she snatched the skill book from Callum’s hands. “Shows what you know, Callum. Healing effects are the most easily marketable of any skill a sigil can give. Someone with a healing skill never goes hungry or without a warm bed. All they have to do is talk to a few sick people and they’ll be flush with coin!”

      “The perfect skill for you,” Callum laughed.

      “I still have one skill slot open, and this seems like a good one. I will learn it when matters are less pressing,” Cassandra said. “Darren can take it out of my cut of our shared loot.”

      Cassandra batted her eyes at Darren, and he nodded as he ran and pulled her to his side. Perhaps he’d have the time to perform an enhancement on that skill Cassandra was holding, or perhaps not. In either case, Darren approved of her trying to fill out her roster of abilities, but issued her one warning.

      “Do not learn the skill until I have seen that book,” Darren instructed. “I wish to make sure it is suitable.”

      In truth, Darren wished to see if he could enhance the skill book like he could with Callum. A rare skillbook was actually a decent find. Darren only had a few of those in his inventory, but most of those were for very specific abilities that would leave his friends poorly outfitted in terms of individual skillsets. He still wasn’t sure if he could evolve other people’s skills, so he wanted to be certain Cassandra had the best he could give.

      “I think we’ve stood here long enough,” Callum said. “There’s a horde of demons around Limedeep, remember. And I’m rested enough to keep fighting.”

      “Right. If what that demon said is true, we need to get in touch with the city guard,” Cassandra said. “They have more dangers from within their city than they believe.”

      “I agree,” Darren said. “We will clear a path to the walls. Then we will scale them.”

      “With a grappling hook and cool flowing cloaks?” Callum asked excitedly.

      Cassandra looked at Callum askance.

      “You should have seen Darren when he went to rescue you,” Callum explained. “He was like a knight in shining armor, scaling the tower with nothing but a rope and hook!”

      “It was quite a rescue,” Cassandra admitted. “Are you saying you can scale even the walls of Limedeep if you can get close to them?” Cassandra turned to Darren.

      “Yes,” Darren confirmed.

      “I’m sure the guards will be disappointed to see that,” Cassandra said. “They’re quite proud of their walls. They call them impenetrable. But then again, plenty of men called me impenetrable as well. Apparently, Darren can penetrate anything he sets his mind to.”

      Cassandra spent the next minute laughing at her own joke.

      Then the group headed for the imps near the wall, intent on clearing enough of a patch between them and the wall for Darren to scale it and get them into the city.

      They killed another few hundred imps, and Darren dispatched two lesser fiends before the imps started running from the wall. They parted as the group of three approached the wall like a stream splitting as it met a boulder.

      Darren waved up at the guards on the walls.

      “Stand clear!” Darren shouted up at the guards.

      “You there!” one guard shouted down at the three of them. “What do you think you’re doing? There are demons around the city! Flee as fast as you can towards Silvercross! There’s a group of paladins on their way here to rescue us!”

      But Darren ignored the guard as he twirled his grappling hook over his head. The hook latched onto the side of the wall, and Darren quickly hauled himself up the length of rope arm over arm.

      The guards on the top of the wall looked down, alarmed to see such a massive man ascending their towering walls with such speed.

      Before they knew it, Darren was pulling himself over and into their midst.

      Once at the top of the wall, having Cassandra and Callum hold on while he pulled them up was an easy matter. He hauled his two companions to his side, then inquired of the guards who’d been standing and gawking.

      “Where is your commander?” Darren asked. “I must speak with them.”

      “Commander Ellen is this way,” one guard said as they snapped to attention. “Follow me.”

      The guard led Darren to a barracks built into the wall. Inside, there was a tired-looking woman with gray in her hair staring at a map with a grim expression on her face.

      “Commander Ellen!” the guard escorting Darren said. “This one just climbed the walls and asked to see you?”

      The guard commander blinked as she stared up at Darren, surprised at just how far she had to crane her neck to look him in the eyes.

      “Are you one of those paladins we’ve been promised?” Commander Ellen asked.

      “If you have been promised paladins, you should not trust them,” Darren explained. “The culprits behind the demons outside are a group called the Black Raven crime guild.”

      Commander Ellen rubbed the bridge of her nose. “We know that now. Someone filed a report to the Adventurers Guild explaining their involvement, but somehow the papers meant to be delivered to my office went missing. Of all the times for our little bureaucracy to fail...”

      “I believe they have allies,” Darren said. “Likely paladins. Beware.”

      Commander Ellen scrunched her lips as she stared up at Darren and met his fierce gaze. “What about you? Why should I trust you? What do you have at stake here?”

      “My friend is in this city,” Darren explained. “In exchange for my aid, you will help me find her.”

      “I have plenty of men,” Commander Ellen said. “Why would I need one more? Do you think you can kill an army’s worth of demons alone?”

      Darren opened his inventory and dumped a mountain of imp corpses down on the ground, followed by the bodies of two lesser fiends he’d killed mere moments ago.

      “Yes.”

    

  







            Morgana

          

        

      

    

    
      Morgana had been working hard for the last few weeks. She was lucky Darren and Cassandra weren’t in the city, because there was no way she’d be able to hide her nighttime activities from them with how busy she was. Her excuses had become so weak lately that only Callum would have believed them.

      In that time, her misgivings about her current line of work only grew. Simon had ambitions far beyond those of the leader of a modest guild.

      But every time she thought about giving it up and running away, she remembered all the quest rewards she’d gotten so far, and her not-inconsiderable stipend from the Black Raven Guild.

      Just a little further. Who knows what the reward for a quest as long and difficult as this one will be?

      
        
        Quest progress made: Assist the Order of the Rod in sowing chaos in Limedeep.

      

      

      
        	New objective: Remove a letter from Adventurers Guild to the City Guard.

      

      Just last week, Morgana had been the one to sneak into the city guard barracks in the dead of night. No criminal would have dared rob the guard in the past, but Simon had changed that.

      “The rules are changing, Morgana. Our Black Raven guild won’t hide in the shadows much longer,” Simon explained. “Soon, the city guard will follow our orders, and they’ll fear you instead of the other way around. But for now, I need you to sneak into the office of Commander Ellen and steal a pamphlet from the Adventurers Guild. A few of our lesser members spilled our plans to a group of adventurers. If the city guard gets that information we’ll have to leave the shadows sooner than I’d like.”

      So Morgana had retrieved the papers and burned them. She hadn’t known what was in the papers, but if the Adventurers Guild had anything truly important to say to the city guard they’d tell them in person. From the looks of the envelope, this one was nothing more than a concern a pair of adventurers brought up while on a quest. It couldn’t have been too important.

      Then she’d gone on another secret mission to be Simon’s second as he talked to his dark-robed friends. She’d learned more about them lately by spying on the one she’d met before named Sasha.

      At first, Morgana had merely thought the imp summoning circles were some way to make the merchant caravans easier pickings. But as the number of imps in the forest outside the city grew and grew, it became undeniable to Morgana that she was caught up in a scheme much bigger than the one she’d signed up for.

      Simon was building a demon army. That was more clear than ever when Simon led them to an old storehouse to meet some new friends of his.

      “These are our new comrades,” Simon explained. “They will play a crucial role in the days to come.”

      Simon opened the door to reveal a group of twenty hulking red-skinned figures with tusks jutting from their mouths. Every one of them was as tall as Darren, and the males among them had biceps as wide around as Morgana’s waist.

      The females weren’t far behind, and between the two Morgana quickly realized they weren’t humans. They were a type of humanoid demon she’d heard tell of fevered whispers passed down like ill-omens and urban myths.

      These were the fiends. They were powerfully built demons every bit as intelligent as humans, but twice as deceitful and each physically as strong as a paladin. They wielded tools and weapons like humans did and rumor was they had a civilization of their own down on the fifth layer of Hell.

      But despite having the trappings of civilization, these things were not people. They were deadly and ferocious demons who saw humans as little more than prey to be butchered.

      They were among the most feared and hated of all demons, and the Order of the Rod jumped at the slightest sign of their presence in an area to send paladins to scour the land.

      “Hello, you’re fiends, right?” Morgana whispered nervously as she eyed the massive humanoid demons.

      Simon patted the back of Morgana’s head. “Now now, Morgana, don’t be rude to our friends.”

      “The others do not speak human,” a battle-scarred fiend said as he rose to his feet. “Pay them no mind.”

      “Ah, Skarek,” Simon said as he greeted the demon. “A pleasure to meet you again.”

      “Save your words, human,” Skarek said. “You have the materials so that we may summon more of our kind to the surface, yes?”

      “Of course,” Simon confirmed. “I have a sample of the tier three summoning circles with me. Morgana, if you please.”

      Morgana reached to the pack on her back and pulled out a few loops of ornate golden wire. She pulled the wire apart, and it created a ritual circle. After delving into the bag a little further, she revealed the rest of the ingredients.

      A jar of pickled hearts from newborn infants, the feathers of a seraph, and candles made from the fat of devout human worshipers. The tokens of demonic power were sickly to behold, and Morgana felt her stomach crawl just handling them.

      “You have a hundred more sets?” Skarek asked as he examined the materials Morgana presented.

      “Yes,” Simon lied easily. “A hundred more, or even a thousand, if you wish to keep working with the Black Raven Guild once our current business is concluded.”

      Morgana knew that was a lie. Simon didn’t even have a second one of these things, let alone a hundred. The two of them had gone to tremendous lengths just to find the materials to compile this one set. They’d bartered with every mother of a stillborn infant over the last month to fill that jar of hearts, and that had been the easiest ingredient to source.

      Morgana wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. Simon was consorting with demons like a cultist. But at the same time, he was lying to them, clearly using them for some objective that her sigil approved of.

      Morgana bit her lip, heart racing.

      What was she supposed to do? Whatever happened to just making a bit of pocket change to set herself up in the city? When did things start going wrong?

      She calmed herself through force of will. Darren had followed his sigil for years. He wouldn’t be alive if it had steered him wrong, right? She just had to stick to the path and make sure her friends didn’t get hurt in whatever was about to go down.

      In fact, she had to stick to what she was doing now. If she abandoned Simon, Cassandra, Morgana, and Darren would have no idea what they were walking into when they returned to Limedeep. Really, she’d be helping them by sticking to Simon’s side a little longer.

      That thought eased Morgana’s troubled heart somewhat, though she dreaded the look Darren would give her if he ever found out about this.

      “Good,” Skarek said. “Then we will follow your lead. Our companions are leading the imps outside the city. Let us exterminate this City Council of yours.”

      Simon and the fiends left the cover of the storage house and headed towards one of the oldest structures in the city.

      Limedeep was a den of lawless thieves, but it still had something resembling a government. The city council was also known as the Council of Seven, and it was made of representatives from the seven most powerful factions in the entire city.

      “Wait, Simon,” Morgana asked. “Is what he just said right? We’re going to... kill the Council of Seven?”

      “The demon did indeed speak true.” Simon grinned. “What is that look for, Morgana? You are key to a significant change that is about to sweep over this city. The Council of Seven has long been corrupt. They’re no different from the Black Raven Guild, except they are powerful enough to claim legitimacy. Did you know our guild once had a seat at the Council of Seven? When we lost it, the Black Raven Guild went from one of the most powerful trade syndicates in the city to another band of lawless lowlifes. They stole our glory from us, and I plan to steal it all back and then some.”

      “What will happen when the Council of Seven is dead?” Morgana asked.

      “Then their respective organizations will rear their heads, looking to replace their missing members with new ones. Sadly, each of them will find their highest members victims of terrible demon attacks, just like the council itself.” Simon let out a dark chuckle. “Without leadership, their organizations will have a tough time surviving the purge that is to come. When the dust settles, we will be the council.”

      “I see...” Morgana muttered. “And this will be… better?”

      “As my apprentice, you’ll be the youngest ever person to have a seat on the Council of Seven.” Simon smiled. “Though we might not have seven anymore. Maybe a council of two will be sufficient.”

      “But this will be better for Limedeep?”

      “Much better,” Simon promised. “The council is a hive of scum and villainy. You’ve seen our people tortured in the streets, have you not? You’ve seen all the child slaves that were shuffled to the docks the other night? The council could stop that if they wanted to. But they won’t, because all of them profit off such trades. When we are in charge, things will be better.”

      Morgana nodded slowly, accepting Simon’s explanation for what they were about to see.

      The Council building itself was a disappointing structure, considering the size and wealth of the city. Limedeep was run by pirates, thieves, and less than fully reputable merchants. Other than the entrance fee to go into the city, there wasn’t much in the way of taxes, and the city guard took most of that.

      The city was lucky to have half-rotted wooden buildings serve as their council meeting place. Morgana, Simon, and their group of demons all approached under the cover of shrouded wagons pulled by unwitting lesser members of the Black Raven Guild.

      “We will wait here while the demons do their bloody work,” Simon said as he signaled their driver to come to a halt.

      That suited Morgana just fine. She fidgeted nervously in the wagon while the demons disembarked and opened the door to the Council building.

      “So, we’re just waiting now?” Morgana asked.

      “Yes indeed,” Simon replied cheerily. “I wish I could be in that to see the looks on their sickly faces. Those greedy bastards deserve to know who it was who finally put them under. But alas, being present for the slaughter would draw connections that might cause me problems once the dust has settled, so I must restrain myself to watching at a distance.”

      Morgana heard the faint echoes of a feminine scream echoing from inside the building. The demons had gotten to someone already.

      “Ah, that scream sounded a lot like Jessabel, from the Black Tower Sea Company,” Simon said. “I always hated her. She always thought so highly of herself and her organization. In reality, they’re nothing more than pirates. The only difference between them and us is that they have a few boats.”

      Morgana nodded silently, imagining the woman who’d been murdered by demons mere moments ago. Demons she’d helped bring into the city.

      “And that one! That must have been Laron. I’m sure many a heartsick mother will be happy at his death,” Simon added cheerily.

      “W-why is that?” Morgana wiped her palms dry on the hem of her shirt, feeling her fingers tremble slightly as she did so.

      “Oh, his organization steals infants and harvests their organs for cult rituals. He’s actually where we acquire most of our materials. I bet he never dreamed the infant hearts he sold us would facilitate his own death, eh?”

      Slowly, Simon recounted the many crimes of each member of Limedeep City council. All of them were connected to trading slaves, narcotics, and human remains.

      It was no wonder Limedeep was such a lawless place when the people who ran the city’s government would be drawn and quartered anywhere else. Morgana drew some solace from the thought that so many of the people she helped kill were evil.

      But she wasn’t naive enough to think there wouldn’t be innocents who would die because of this. It bothered her more than she ever dreamed it would. Wasn’t she supposed to be a hardened killer, raised by bandits and thugs to slay without mercy? Where was this damn bleeding heart suddenly coming from?

      “What do you say to a little music?” Simon asked. Before waiting for a response from Morgana, he reached into a bag sitting by his ankles and withdrew an elegant black flute. Morgana had seen him play it before. He was actually quite good.

      Morgana was thankful that he wouldn’t expect her to talk anymore. The bright noise of the flute and the long notes Simon held seem to contrast with the screams coming from the building in the distance. Seconds turned to minutes, and soon the screams were finished.

      The demons piled out of the Council building one at a time. Their skin was already red, but the blood covering their arms and faces was an even deeper shade of crimson. Morgana shivered when she realized how much of it was on their teeth.

      They approached the carriage. Simon and Morgana were sitting inside, and Simon pushed the curtain aside to speak to the leader of the fiends.

      “All taken care of, Skarek?” Simon asked.

      “They’re dead,” the battle-scarred fiend confirmed.

      “Excellent. And the bodies?”

      Skarek patted his stomach. “Taken care of.”

      “Good. Board the carriages and I’ll take you and your people out of the city. The rest of the payment I promised is waiting for you there.”

      The fiends boarded the carriages, leaving Simon and Morgana alone once again as their wagons rolled along.

      “Now I’ve got a special task for you, Morgana.” Simon smiled. “You remember our cloaked friends? We’ll be needing their help to take care of these demons.”

      “That’s how you’re getting rid of them?” Morgana realized.

      “Now you’re thinking.” Simon’s grin widened. “You’re the only one I can trust to take care of this. They should be waiting in the usual meeting place.”

      

  




Quest progress made: Cripple Limedeep’s defenses: New objective: Betray and eliminate the fiends.
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        * * *

      

      Morgana left the carriage, slipping away and joining the crowd of people scurrying through Limedeep as they struggled to finish their daily chores. The Felbeasts had been manifesting with every greater frequency over the last week.

      There were fewer people on the streets because of it, and Morgana had heard of more than a few people dying as a newly manifested Felbeast ran loose through a market square. As the one who set the summoning circles up, the blame for that rested completely on Morgana’s shoulders.

      Morgana’s eyes darted from one person to the next, as though sensing accusatory glares behind every hat and turned head. If not for Simon’s recent training, she would have been certain they were on to her.

      She kept her head down and scurried through the market district and headed towards the Black Raven guild house.

      Morgana knocked on the door to find Sasha and her paladin friends sitting and waiting.

      Sasha stood up abruptly at her entrance, and her hand went to her sword.

      “H-Hello?” Morgana said before steadying her voice. She cleared her throat and tried again. “My guild leader sent me to fetch you. He has some demons that need slaying.”

      Sasha nodded resolutely. “Finally, something I can do with a clear conscience.”

      The paladins and holy adepts glared at the back of Morgana’s head as they walked, and the weight of their stares weighed on Morgana.

      “I need to ask,” Sasha said as they walked. “Why did you do it?”

      “Do what?” Morgana replied, feigning ignorance.

      “This.” Sasha waved at the sparse clusters of fearful people walking the city streets. “Look at these people, they’re terrified! I know they’re not devout. They may be heretics who don’t believe in the Seraph or the Lord of Light, but they’re still people!”

      She knew what Morgana had been up to. Simon must have told them.

      “Don’t think you can lay all the blame on my feet,” Morgana hissed back in reply. “You’re the ones who supplied the materials. And now you’re going to go kill off the fiends who did the deed, so there’s no evidence. So much for paladins being the righteous beacons of justice they pretend to be. At least I’m not the one pretending to be a good person!”

      Morgana cut herself short, fearing she’d said too much in her unexpected outburst. What would Simon say if she alienated their allies now when they needed them most?

      She expected Sasha the paladin to howl in frustration. Morgana prepared one of her slowing skills so she could hit the paladins with it and escape their fury.

      But instead of growing angry, Sasha sagged in place.

      “You’re right. We’re as much to blame for this as you are,” Sasha sighed. “I’m lashing out at you, looking for someone to blame. You have my apologies.”

      “I just hope this all ends sooner rather than later,” Morgana muttered.
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        * * *

      

      The group of undercover paladins tore into the fiends in a frenzy. The paladins caught the fiends by surprise, just like the fiends caught the Council of Seven by surprise. The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on Morgana, and she bit her lip as she returned to Simon’s side.

      Even with the element of surprise, a paladin and a third-order fiend were an even match. It would take Sasha and her friends a grueling fight to subdue them. But Morgana didn’t stay to watch.

      “Well done, Morgana,” Simon congratulated her. “Now is the time for all our hard work to bear fruit. We will unleash a demon outbreak in the city the likes of which has never been seen before!”

      “More demon summoning?” Morgana asked.

      “Exactly.” Simon grinned. “I hope you’re ready to recruit more workers. I want at least a hundred Felbeasts running rampant throughout the city. The remaining fiends on the outside will send the imps crawling up the outer walls, and between the two of them the city guard will be a hair away from breaking, which is just where we want them when the Order of the Rod arrives to set the city right.”

      Things slowly slid into place for Morgana. She’d never been privy to the full scope of Simon’s plans before, but now things were slowly making sense. She was neck-deep in some conspiracy for the Order of the Rod and the Golden Temple behind them to establish a presence in Limedeep.

      Though the Golden Temple had a few shrines here, paladins weren’t too well-loved because of their affiliation with the law. The last thing the leaders of Limedeep wanted was to be held accountable by other nations.

      Limedeep was a free city, and much of its wealth and influence came from the fact that they bought and sold goods that couldn’t be acquired elsewhere, like illegal sigils, rare demon parts, demonic familiars, ritual ingredients, and human sacrificial slaves. The people of the Sacred Seas had their vices, no matter how they tried to hide them.

      The Golden Temple’s arrival would mean shutting all those trades down and moving them elsewhere. Ordinarily, Morgana thought such a thing would be impossible.

      The Council of Seven would fight tooth and nail to stop the Golden Temple and the Order of the Rod from gaining any significant amount of influence in the city. But now the council was dead, and there were demons at the gates. If there was ever a time when the Order of the Rod would be welcomed with open arms, it was now.

      Limedeep was about to fall under the sway of the Order of the Rod, and she’d made it possible. All it had taken was a few little jobs here and there, whispered in her ear by her sigil.

      Morgana first realized the fight for Limedeep was already underway when she heard voices shouting on the walls above her.

      “Imps! There are thousands of them!” one city guard shouted in fright. “Tell Commander Ellen!”

      “Curses and damnation. Weren’t those people from the Adventurers Guild supposed to thin their numbers before they got to this point?” another city guard shouted in reply.

      “It doesn’t matter now. Hold the walls! Those things have sharp claws and can climb! Bows and spears every ten meters!” the first guard replied.

      Soon, the entire city was in a frenzy. With a heavy heart, Morgana triggered the first of her linked summoning portals. Demonic Aura flowed into the circle, powering it and the dozens of other circles linked to it.

      The condensed Demonic Aura crystals provided by Sasha’s patron, the Order of the Rod, would power each of the circles for long enough to summon a few Felbeasts straight from the sixth layer of Hell.

      These second-order demons were more powerful than imps but wilder and feral. They were smaller than the third-order dire variant Callum claimed Darren had driven off, but they were still creatures capable of tearing this city to shreds.

      Morgana backed away from the activated circle. She didn’t want to be the person nearest to that thing when a Felbeast appeared.

      She jumped from one rooftop to the next, heading back towards the Black Raven Guildhouse. Simon would be waiting for her there, no doubt orchestrating the next phase of his elaborate scheme.

      “Ah, there you are, Morgana,” Simon said as Morgana slipped through an open window and headed into Simon’s favorite sitting room. “I trust your mission was a success?”

      “It’s done,” Morgana confirmed.

      “Excellent!” Simon smiled. “I couldn’t have done this without you, Morgana.”

      “So... my part is done?” Morgana asked.

      Simon nodded. “Come, let us have a little toast to success! I’ve poured a cup of wine for you. It’s a very fine vintage. Some merchant from Silvercross brought it to us by land around a month ago, and there isn’t much left in the city. I had to pay for this one bottle.”

      

      
        
        Quest progress made: Betray and eliminate the fiends

      

      

      
        	New objective: Celebrate with Simon

        	Reward: You will receive your just reward for summoning demons and facilitating the conquest of Limedeep.

      

      

      Morgana sat down, smiling as she saw the silver sword symbol of Cassandra’s merchant company stamped onto the open wine bottle. She took a seat across from Simon, finally letting herself relax a little. Her part of this messy work was done.

      She could take it all and shove it into a deep, dark box in the back of her mind, taken care of when Darren and Cassandra returned. Soon, she’d be back to hanging out with her friends. Maybe next time she’d join Cassandra’s merchant caravan instead of staying behind in Limedeep.

      Whatever she thought about Simon and his conspiracy to take over the city, between her cut of the Black Raven’s profits and her frequent quest rewards, she’d raked in enough silver to buy her own place.

      Morgana would be a lot more comfortable around the ambitious young noblewoman if she had some success of her own to showcase. Maybe she’d even become an investor in the Silver Sword merchant company like Darren. She’d feel a lot better sticking around from that position than as one of Cassandra’s nameless minions.

      “We work rather well together, wouldn’t you say?” Simon asked once they were nearly finished with the bottle. “You’re a fast learner, and I’ve taught you just about everything I know in so little time.”

      “You’ve been an excellent teacher,” Morgana said, speaking truthfully. She knew many of the skills Simon had passed on to her already, but he had been an invaluable aid at adapting what she’d learned to live under Rarek’s thumb to working those same skills in a densely populated city like this one.

      “It’s a shame our partnership is coming to an end.” Simon sighed as he held up his cup. Morgana frowned. It looked full.

      She glanced down at her cup to find her hand shaking as she held it. Something was wrong.

      Morgana’s vision swam, and stars shone behind her eyes. Had she been… poisoned.

      “W-what?” Morgana sputtered.

      “Come now, you can’t really think that I was going to split my power with you, do you? You were just a tool to me that happened to have the right set of skills. Nothing more.” Simon tipped his glass over, pouring its contents into one of the nearby plants.

      Morgana felt something in her chest seize up. A sharp pain shot through her chest, and with growing horror, she realized she was dying.

      

      
        
        Quest Competed: Investigate the Source of Demonic Aura in Limedeep.

      

      

      
        	Reward: Your soul will join the seraphim, and be repurposed to serve the will of Prime Saint Kalaziel, Patron of the Order of the Rod.

      

    

  







            28

          

        

      

    

    
      Darren was welcomed among the city guard like a heroic champion and the savior of the city, which in a way he was.

      His presence alone had turned the tide between the city guards and the imps attempting to ascend the walls. All he had to do was stand somewhere and the imps rushing towards him would die instantly.

      That meant defending the walls was little harder than walking along with them and monitoring anywhere the imps got too thick.

      “That sure is a powerful spell your lord has,” one of the city guards whispered to Cassandra and Callum. “You’re lucky to be his attendants.”

      “Callum’s lucky to be his attendant,” Cassandra corrected. “I am his lover, thank you very much. If you want to support his future good work, please buy your goods from the Silver Sword Merchant Company!”

      “Aye, miss!” the city guard said. “I’ve been looking for a new sword. I’d certainly be happy to buy one that had Lord Darren’s approval, seeing how skilled a warrior he is. Is Lord Darren by chance a paladin? I’d heard a word that they were coming to rescue us, you see. I figured they’d be sending over more than one paladin, but I’m certainly not complaining seeing how effective Lord Darren is.”

      Cassandra was too busy tapping her chin to answer. “...You can sell... approval?” The implications raced through her mind. So Callum spoke up to answer the guardsman.

      “I suppose there’s no hiding it,” Callum chuckled. “Yes, Sir Darren is a paladin. But he’s not associated with the Order of the Rod, so you don’t have to worry about them coming to Limedeep with their high-handed rules and laying down their holy law.”

      “Have you found Morgana yet?” Darren asked over his shoulder as he stalked the walls.

      “Not yet!” the guard answered. “We’ve already checked the warehouse your concubine here mentioned you owned, but there was no sign of her there. We’ve been asking around and a few people mention Black Raven Guild members walking around there. They’ve been scoping the place out.”

      “They must have been preparing for a robbery!” Cassandra said. “Also, lover, not concubine!”

      “Or a kidnapping,” Callum suggested. “How likely is it that this Black Raven Guild took Morgana away?”

      “Don’t know.” The guard shrugged. “So much of their plan is shrouded in mystery. But I have far more alarming news. The entire Council of Seven has gone missing. Nobody knows where they are. All they know is that there’s blood everywhere inside the council building.”

      “Then there was a fight,” Darren said. “Who runs the city now?”

      “Well... nobody, really.” The guard shrugged. “The closest thing we’ve got to a leader remaining is Commander Ellen.”

      “Bring her to me,” Darren instructed. “We will speak more. First, I slay these demons.”

      And then Darren fell into familiar work.

      Of all mortal men, living or dead, only a handful could claim to have survived a few weeks in Hell. But Darren had done more than just survive. He had thrived down in the depths of Hell and gone from boy to man.

      Here, facing a horde of imps in front of him, the fiends controlling them, and Felbeasts behind him, he was more at ease than he was in a bustling market square. This was something simple. Something he understood better than the color of the sky or the shapes of clouds filling it. Darren knew how to slay demons.

      And slay them, he did. The city guard did little more than stand back and watch as Darren, a one-man army, hacked and sliced at the incoming horde. When the imps and fiends below the walls started ascending too slowly, Darren jumped back down to chase them.

      The imps scattered and fled beyond the fiends’ control. There was nothing they could do to save the horde of imps when all Darren had to do was stand among their number to cull their herd to pieces.

      One by one, the fiends leading the charge fled before Darren’s power. The city guards on the walls gawked in awe. They knew each of these fiends was a deadly foe, and yet Darren subdued them with grace and ease. It was almost as though something about his very nature tore at the demons’ natural being and demanded their destruction.

      “Your man sure is incredible,” the guard said, letting out a low whistle as he leaned on his spear and waited for Darren to take care of the order of encroaching demons. “You two sure are lucky to be his lovers.”

      “Apprentice!” Callum said. “I am his apprentice.”
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        * * *

      

      Far from feeling tired, Darren felt energized by his fights against the demons. He had long since learned how to enter a sort of meditative trance when fighting weaker foes like these and. He could kill them all day and all night, and still be perfectly rested. Part of that was because of the magical properties of Melancholy, and part of that was Darren's years of self-guided training for boundless stamina.

      The silver blade transformed the demons’ energy into Divine Aura. Bit by bit, combined with Darren’s immense exertions of effort, he could feel his skills nearing the point where they were ready to be upgraded again.

      

  




Limitless Evolution: Skill Enhancement available

      
        	The skill Divine Aura Mastery (rare) now meets all the requirements to upgrade it to the epic ranking.

      

      Darren made note of the potential skill enhancement. It came just as he was running out of things to kill. The option likely only made itself available to him because he was making such heavy use of his aura perception to hunt down tiny scurrying imps, hiding in bushes and brush.

      Eventually, the demons grew thin enough that Darren realized the city guard could handle the situation. So he climbed back up the walls the same way he had the first time by throwing a grappling hook to the top. Only this time, instead of stairs and blank expressions, he found a cluster of cheering guards welcoming him back like a returning hero.

      “You did it, sir paladin!” one of the guards said. “You saved us from a horde of demons!”

      Darren waved them aside. “Not saved yet. I sense more in the city.”

      “Still, the walls would have fallen without your aid, Sir Darren.” the guard insisted. “If you ever need any help in the city, you just let us know.”

      “Where is your Commander?” Darren asked.

      “In her office,” the guard who’d been talking answered. “Come, I’ll take you to her,”

      “You certainly put quite a show on there for everyone, Darren,” Commander Ellen said. “I’m afraid I’ve been busy dealing with the Council situation. They're still missing, and at this point, I think we have to assume the worst.”

      Darren shook his head. He didn’t care about that. “Where is Morgana?”

      “…I’ve been busy and…” Commander Ellen saw the grim look on Darren’s face. His expression turned dark as soon as he realized she was about to make an excuse. If that fierce glare was not enough to stop Commander Ellen from making such a foolish decision, the sounds of the astounded and awed city guards just outside her door were.

      “You were saying?” Darren prodded.

      “... Oh, right. As I was saying, my people are busy, but I have a full team working on finding your missing friend!” Commander Ellen said.

      “Good. You will update me the moment someone finds something.”

      Callum and Cassandra remained with the city guard to coordinate the search for Morgana with them. Cassandra had taken to helping Commander Ellen keep order without the help of the council.

      “The people need leadership,” Cassandra instructed. “Right now, they don’t know where to get it. I’ll need a few of your guards to follow me around while I organize the civilians into shelters. The areas along the wall are safe, and I want to lead people there.”

      “Most of the larger merchant guilds have their private guards defending them,” Commander Ellen explained. “That’s why the guard doesn’t bother going deeper into the city normally. Anyone with money is already prepared to defend themselves.”

      “I doubt anyone’s personal guards are prepared to handle a day like this,” Cassandra said. “Now, two platoons should be enough.”

      Commander Ellen shot one glance at Darren’s stern figure and quickly did as Cassandra instructed, lending her two of her less-useful lieutenants and the men under them to help Cassandra in her plan to bring order to a chaotic city.

      Cassandra flashed Darren a quick smile. “We’ll look for Morgana among the survivors, Darren. I’m afraid Callum and I would only slow you down if we followed you into the city.”

      With the city guard properly motivated, Darren headed into the city alone. The Felbeasts running through the streets were as big a problem as the imps on the outside.

      Now that the city guard could spare the manpower from the walls, they were sending teams into the city itself to help the residents of some of the city’s more wealthy districts fend off the demons.

      Darren knew the city guards would handle themselves. These Felbeasts were only of the second-order, and while a single human could not defeat one of them alone with their pathetic level of skills, Darren had observed a group of them could repel a Felbeast, so long as none of the more powerful dire variety showed up.

      Instead of fighting with the guards, Darren headed for the poorer areas of the city. The humans there would be worse off for defending themselves. And knowing Morgana, that was where she would prefer to stay, even if her life was in danger.

      Unlike the stone-clad wealthier segments of the city, the poorer districts were made entirely of wood. Felbeasts had no ability to let them set things aflame, but there were plenty of people using candles even before the sunset. Between those toppling over in a few embers spilling out of a disturbed hearth, the poor district was already burning.

      Burning homes and shops meant people had to take to the streets to put out the fires. But putting out the fires required leaving the shelter of their homes. All the bustling human activity drew the attention of the Felbeasts wandering the streets.

      Darren quickly cleared the streets as he traveled through Limedeep’s poorer regions. Over eighty Felbeasts fell to Melancholy’s blade as he walked, which was a sizable chunk of the total number displayed by his sigil.

      The locals were very grateful for Darren’s efforts, and as he cleared the streets people started coming out of hiding to deal with the fires.

      An old man waved to Darren as he hauled a bucket out of his shop and started hauling water out of a nearby well with as much speed as he could muster.

      “I need a bucket brigade! Everyone! Let’s stop the fires here!” One by one, frightened townsfolk came out of hiding to assist the old man in saving their homes and businesses.

      “Thank you once again for your help,” the old man said to Darren. “If not for you and your sword, I would have had to watch my cobbler’s shop burn. That place is my livelihood, and I’d be shining shoes out on the street like an apprentice if I’d lost it.”

      “I’m looking for a young woman,” Darren told the old man.

      “Aren’t we all?” The old man laughed. “Though I’m sure a dashing young man like you won’t have any trouble picking up a nervous lady friend. Especially after a day like today. Perhaps I can interest you in my daughter? She’s a year or two older than you but it’s past time she settled down with a husband.”

      Darren shook his head. “One woman in particular. Dark hair. Lithe build. Fierce eyes.” Darren quickly gave the man a description, and he passed the word along with the bucket brigade.

      “This young man here says he knows someone by that description. Your woman wouldn’t have a fiery temper, would she?” the old man asked. “Full of passion.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then the boy here will lead you to her,” the old man said.

      Darren turned to the boy, who was a young man of Darren's own age.

      “I think I saw her being taken into the Black Raven Guild headquarters. She’s the new girl there... or at least, that’s what I’ve heard. Not that I have anything to do with the Black Raven Guild! I mean, maybe I’ve done one or two jobs with them, but I’m not involved, per se. Unless you are involved, in which case I am. But if you’re with the guard or a rival guild then I...”

      “Lad!” the old cobbler shouted. “Enough. You’re in the Black Raven Guild. On a day like today, no one cares. Take him to your guild house.”

      So the young man led Darren down the streets to the Black Raven Guild. A few other people quickly filled the young man’s place in the bucket brigade, and before long Darren was staring at the guild headquarters.

      The building itself was located somewhere between the docks and Cassandra’s warehouse. It had the look of a building that had seen better days. The walls on the lower levels were solid alabaster stone, but they were covered in dirt and grime, along with a few scorch marks from a fire long since forgotten. The criminals living here had been far more influential, once upon a time.

      “This is the Black Raven guild house,” the young man said as he waved Darren in. “I’ll need to give a passcode to enter.”

      “No need. Return and help with the fires,” Darren said as he slammed his open palm against the wooden door, caving it in and shattering it into two pieces.

      He kicked the broken splinters aside and found two thugs in the room, sitting at a table and playing cards while demons ran rampant through their city, killing people by the dozens and setting half the district ablaze.

      The two men at the table stared in shock at Darren’s abrupt entrance, then they climbed to their feet and tried to draw their swords.

      Darren was faster than either of them. He grabbed both blades in either hand and slammed them back into their sheaths. Then he tore both sheaths from the thugs’ belts and tore those belts off their hips. Once they were free, Darren transferred both to his inventory.

      The thugs had been so quickly and swiftly disarmed that only one of them thought to throw a punch at Darren. The thug’s fist let out a loud cracking sound as his knucklebones snapped against Darren’s iron-like jaw.

      He bit back a cry of pain as he looked at his broken hand, then Darren returned the punch with one of his own.

      The thug flipped through the air and slammed against the far wall, knocked unconscious by the force of the blow. He sprawled on the ground, drooling into the floorboards as Darren grabbed the other thug by the collar.

      “Morgana,” Darren stated with the deadly sharpness of a sword hanging over the man’s head.

      “I know her!” the man shouted, more a plea than a reply. “She came back with Boss Simon a few hours ago. She and he were celebrating something, only Simon left early. He looked a little annoyed. Then Morgana told him she was too good for him. The little lady’s got balls, for a woman.”

      “Where?”

      “The back room! I’ll lead the way. She’s sleeping off drinking an entire bottle of wine by herself,” the thug explained. “The door is locked, but there’s a spare key around here somewhere.”

      While the thug rummaged around for a key, Darren grabbed the lock and twisted until the mechanism inside snapped in two. Then he threw the door wide to find Morgana sitting in a chair with her eyes closed. She had alcohol splashed on her face, hair, and clothes, but otherwise seemed fine.

      Most people would just assume that she’d gotten horribly drunk and would be in a terrible mood if they woke her up. They’d avoid her naturally, and that would be a lethal mistake.

      Darren sensed Demonic Aura in the bottle resting in the crook of Morgana’s arm. Her position seemed too natural, almost as though it were contrived. Looking closer, Darren detected a bit of Demonic Aura inside Morgana’s body. It was centered deep in Morgana’s belly, and it was struggling to take root in the rest of her.

      But Darren’s Divine Blessing skill had worked on Morgana in a manner Darren had never quite understood, and the skill seemed to exist inside of her, constantly cleansing her of Demonic Aura over and over. If not for this lingering blessing, whatever poison had been in the bottle of wine might have already killed her.

      To make matters worse, the Demonic Aura wasn’t the only thing at work against her. There was a cluster of energy swirling around her center, poking and prodding at her as though it was hoping to pull something out of Morgana the moment she died. It reminded Darren of the demonic ritual that had nearly siphoned out her soul.

      Several thoughts immediately flashed through Darren’s mind.

      Relief that Morgana was alright. Fury that someone had tried to kill her. Disappointment that she’d allowed herself to be placed in a position where she could be poisoned at all.

      He’d thought she was the responsible one between her and Cassandra, which was why Darren had chosen to stick closer to Cassandra. But Morgana was just as capable of getting into trouble as if left to her own devices. Darren would have to make sure she stayed closer to his side from now on.

      He picked Morgana up, scooping her in his arms like a newborn babe. He reached for that accumulation of Divine Aura hovering over Morgana’s center and dispersed it with a wave of his hand. Then, Darren ran his hands over her bare stomach, renewing his Divine Blessing ability and converting the Demonic Aura from the poison inside her to Divine Aura.

      What had become a poison was now a healing potion instead, and its power flowed through Morgana’s body and quickly cured the building hangover she was about to have from drinking so much wine.

      Consciousness slowly began to return to Morgana, but there was still that strange Divine Energy lingering on her. Darren traced it back to her sigil, which seemed strangely active. Could she be receiving a quest of some sort?

      Darren pulled the hairpin from her head to examine it. He rolled it around in his palms, using his purification spell to remove any touch of Demonic influence beyond his perception. He was still examining the thing when he sensed Morgana’s heart pick up its pace. Her eyes fluttered behind their lids.

      “You are awake,” Darren stated.

      Morgana opened her eyes, rubbing her hands against them as she blinked up at Darren. “W-what happened?”

      “You made a mistake.”

      “Y-yeah,” Morgana said, leaning against Darren’s muscular arms. “I guess I did.” She blinked in alarm, wiping her cheeks. “Darren, you have to get Callum and Cassandra. We should leave this city now!”

      “Shh,” Darren eased Morgana back into calm. “You are wounded. When you are well, you will explain everything.”

      “This… this is serious, Darren!” Morgana pleaded. “Bad things have happened. Bad things will happen still! We need to leave.”

      “Quiet,” Darren shushed her again, more firmly this time. “Rest awhile. We must travel to Callum and Cassandra to fetch them anyway. You have time to rest.”

      Morgana nodded, finally acquiescing to Darren’s demands. She was feeling rather sleepy…

      “Okay, Darren,” Morgana sighed. As strange as it seemed, the sense of panic that had been building in her chest eased as she leaned against Darren.

      He would find out about the demons, and that was a scary thought. But there was no if he would find out. That was inevitable now. Morgana’s heart wouldn’t let her tell another lie. Not to herself, and especially not to Darren.
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      Darren went back to the walls with Morgana in his arms. She drifted in and out of wakefulness, but after Darren had completely defeated both the poison and the alcohol in her body, the only thing making her tired was her desire to stay in Darren’s arms.

      She felt no urge to leave as Darren carried her through the city, and her weight was so negligible compared to Darren’s superhuman strength that carrying her was faster and easier than waiting for her to follow along on her own legs.

      She ignored the stares of city folk busy carrying buckets to put out fires and played the part of the distressed damsel rescued by a heroic knight.

      This was the second time she’d been in this role, which was twice more than she ever expected to be so helpless and dependent on a man sweeping her off her feet and carrying her away.

      Morgana only felt the urge to stand when she heard a familiar voice in the distance.

      “You guards, lead these people to the back room of the manor.” The voice belonged to Cassandra, busy directing her guards as they brought order to the chaos of the city just out of sight of the walls. “I’m sure the councilor who owns this manor won’t mind someone borrowing it. At the very least, since he’s missing, we know he won’t be complaining!”

      “Put me down,” Morgana whispered. She squirmed in Darren’s grip, surprised to realize how firmly she was stuck in his arms. She realized she couldn’t have even slipped out if she wanted to. “Please,” she added, as she looked up at Darren’s stern expression.

      Darren looked down at her and nodded slowly. He released his grip and set Morgana down on her feet, who rushed her fingers through her messy hair and straightened her clothes.

      To her dismay, Cassandra turned her head in their direction just before Morgana was standing on her own feet, making it clear she’d been carried through the city in Darren’s arms.

      “Uh... Cassandra!” Morgana laughed awkwardly. “It’s not what it looks like! Darren was just helping me stand while I was fixing my shoe... or... uh...”

      Cassandra laughed. “I, of all people, know how comfortable Darren’s arms are, Morgana. For something so hard and muscular, he’s surprisingly comfortable to lean against. I love being wrapped in his hands. It’s like nothing matters anymore and the troubles of the world fade away.”

      “It's like being held captive, but only the good part!” Morgana grinned before her expression of shared glee turned into mortified horror. “T-that is... uh... escaping and stuff.”

      Cassandra laughed all the harder.

      “Look, Cassandra,” Morgana said as she bit her lip. “Me? I’m not trying to get between you and Darren or anything. The two of you make a perfect couple, and I wouldn’t want to disturb that. I’m fine just being your good-for-nothing friend.”

      “Hey!” Callum protested from the background, where he was wrapping bandages around a splint to help someone with a broken leg.

      “Not you, Callum! I was talking about myself,” Morgana shouted back. “Anyway, I just wanted to assure you two that I’m not going to steal one of you away for myself. I know you’re both too good for someone like me, and—”

      “Morgana, there’s no need to start apologizing.” Cassandra waved Morgana off.

      Morgana took a few quick breaths. “Good. Perfect. Great. Because… well. We’ve got something much more important to talk about.”

      Cassandra quirked an eyebrow.

      “Private,” Darren interjected.

      Cassandra nodded. “We’ve reserved a room in case one of the infected people turns into a zombie or something,” Cassandra said. “I picked the place with the thickest walls and in the most isolated area, so nobody would hear the screams if we had to put them down.”

      “What a way to make me eager to follow you, Cassandra,” Morgana mumbled as Cassandra grabbed her hand and led her up the stairs. Darren followed behind the two women. Eventually, they found the room Cassandra had been talking about in a far-off, distant corner of the manor.

      Cassandra led Morgana inside and gestured to a chair sitting by a table. She pulled Morgana into the chair while Darren locked the door.

      “What now?” Cassandra asked.

      “Now she tells us everything,” Darren answered.

      Morgana looked between Darren and Cassandra. “Alright. I suppose I should come clean to you as well, Cassandra.”

      “Are you talking about your job as a criminal?” Cassandra asked.

      “You knew about that?” Morgana looked up in shock.

      “Of course. I am a merchant. I know how to spot a thief when I see one. And a lot of them have been standing around outside my warehouse over these last few months looking for you. Between that and the fact that you went out every night and slept all day, it wasn’t too hard to figure out that the new job you kept talking about was a half-baked cover story for whatever illegal thing you’ve gotten yourself involved in. So spill it, what are you in for? Gambling? Drugs? Slaves? I could pull off a small bribe, but if you owe someone a lot of gold, we’re in trouble.”

      “Nothing like that.” Morgana shook her head. “But at the same time, much worse. I’m responsible for the demons plaguing the city.”

      Cassandra had to sit down for that, and Darren crossed his arms in disapproval as he waited to hear the entire story from Morgana’s mouth.

      “It all started when we arrived in Limedeep. You, Darren, and even Callum all seemed so happy to do all that wholesome supporting each other hogwash and starting a merchant company... I just thought I’d be more comfortable being independent. So I went looking for work. That was when I ran into Simon.”

      Morgana explained the night she was recruited into the Black Raven Guild, and she talked about her days of training under Simon’s instruction.

      He’d been an excellent teacher, and she wouldn’t have been half as good at sneaking around the city without his training. These days, she was only ever seen if she wanted to be. Or at least until someone with the right skill started looking for her.

      She said as much to Darren and Cassandra, explaining how she had been the one to sneak into Commander Ellen’s office and steal the message from the Adventurers Guild explaining the Black Raven Guild’s involvement with the imps being summoned outside the city, though she hadn’t known the significance of those papers at the time.

      Then she talked about the paladins she ran into, and how they’d been supplying her and her guild with the means to summon demons.

      “That’s when things started going wrong for me. Summoning one or two demons to scare a couple of fat merchants? That’s a merry laugh. But summoning dozens of them? That isn’t so funny,” Morgana said. She saw her companions were unamused. “Anyway, it was even less pleasant when I learned that if you get enough imps together, they kill and eat people.

      “And that’s just a few dozen. When there were thousands of them outside, people were afraid to leave the city’s walls. That was all my fault. I recruited the people who set those things up for Simon. I didn’t know what he was using them for, but I knew I was gathering up bad people… I’m sorry…”

      “You helped someone summon demons,” Darren said. “Just like the cultists who would have killed you.”

      “I guess I’m not that different from Rarek the Cruel then, am I?” Morgana asked with her eyes downcast.

      Cassandra stared at Morgana, long and hard. Her cold eyes looked the other woman up and down.

      Morgana stared at the floor. After finishing her story, she awaited the judgment of her companions.

      "You have been bad," Darren said, like a father reprimanding a child.

      "I know..." Morgana replied quietly. "I messed up. I'm sorry."

      "Sorry doesn't cut it, Morgana." Cassandra crossed her arms. "Not for something like this.”

      Morgana collapsed and fell to her knees before Darren and Cassandra.

      "I know! I'm willing to make it up to you two! Whatever it takes!" Morgana promised.

      "Why didn't you just tell me you were looking for work?" Cassandra asked. "I have business connections here. Even if you didn't want to work for my merchant company, I know plenty of shops that pay well and are looking for assistants. Would selling potions or armor off a shelf truly have been so difficult?"

      Morgana prodded at the ground with her fingernail, still on her knees and unwilling to look up and see the expressions on her companion's face.

      Darren scowled and shook his head.

      When did things become so complicated?

      Down in Hell it was just him and the demons he killed. Those days had been so simple.

      "It was more of a pride thing..." Morgana mumbled. "I wanted to prove my worth on my own."

      Cassandra sighed. "And for your pride, an entire city suffered."

      Morgana sagged.

      Darren stared down at her. "You were an agent of demons. That should make you a cultist."

      Morgana shivered, as though she was afraid Darren was about to cut her down.

      Darren watched fear flash through her eyes. He’d seen the expression of terror in the eyes of those bandits he’d so mercilessly slain for lesser crimes.

      Did Morgana deserve to die as well?

      Her actions said yes, but at the same time, here she was admitting her guilt and prepared to atone for her sins…

      "I offer my life up to you, Darren." Morgana hung her head. "If you think I have to die... then I suppose I'll die."

      Darren was silent for a long moment. Eventually, Cassandra turned and whispered something in Darren's ear.

      “I have an idea…” Cassandra began, slowly whispering her plans for Morgana’s penitence into Darren’s ear.

      Eventually, the tension between Darren’s brows eased. This would not be the punishment of death, but it might be enough to give Darren chance to purge the evil from her mind and soul without killing her.

      “W-what?” Morgana asked anxiously, straining her head to hear what the other two were whispering about.

      "Bare your bottom," Darren commanded.

      Morgana blinked. She'd been prepared for a swift beheading just moments ago, not to show Darren her ass.

      "Do it!" Cassandra reprimanded Morgana for her hesitation.

      Morgana reached for her waist with nervous hands, undid her belt, and dropped her trousers down to her knees before sinking back down to the floor on her knees.

      "T-this good?" Morgana asked with shaky breaths.

      "All the way," Cassandra demanded. She grabbed the chair Morgana had been sitting on before. More of a bench, really. Then she moved the bench over for Darren to take a seat there instead.

      Morgana pulled her trousers off, kicking off her boots to do so. She felt awkward kneeling before Darren half-dressed while he scowled down at her. She shifted from knee to knee, refusing to meet his eye. She looked at the floor awkwardly, shuffling back and forth, half-naked while two clothed people stared down at her.

      Eventually, Cassandra returned with a short bench. After a few more whispered words, Darren sat down on the bench.

      "Stomach down on Darren's lap!" Cassandra instructed.

      "W-what?" Morgana stuttered.

      "You've been foolish and childish!" Cassandra glowered at her. "And so, we're going to punish you like a foolish child. Belly down on Darren's lap!"

      Grimly, Morgana nodded, gulping a bit as she leaned herself over Darren's knees. Her hair hung over her eyes, so all she could stare at was the wooden floorboards.

      Without any warning, she felt something hard strike the bare flesh of her ass and yelped.

      Smack!

      Morgana shuffled to rub her butt, but Cassandra reached over and grabbed both of Morgana's hands.

      "Not so fast, Morgana," Cassandra said. "My mother used to do this to me when I was a little girl. Surely you can handle it too."

      "Is Darren—"

      Smack!

      Another spank cut Morgana off in the middle of her sentence. She yelped again, but this time she was better prepared. Cassandra kept a tight grip on Morgana's wrist behind her back.

      Smack!

      "Ow!" Morgana's back arched, but now that she was overcoming the shock of what was happening, her face was starting to flush red.

      Smack!

      "Mmfff!" Morgana stifled her next exclamation by biting her lower lip. Her back arched with the slap against her ass, and her eyes widened.

      Smack!

      Was she, a grown woman, bandit, and talented thief, really getting spanked on the ass like a naughty little girl?

      Smack!

      The strange experience was humiliating for Morgana... and, at the same time, oddly erotic.

      Smack!

      Morgana stopped pulling on her wrists so hard, so Cassandra took both of Morgana's hands in one of hers. With her free hand, Cassandra reached down to cup Morgana's cheek and lift her head. Cassandra brushed Morgana's hair out of her eyes.

      "Repeat after me," Cassandra began. "Say I've been a very naughty girl."

      "What?" Morgana scrunched her eyebrows.

      Smack!

      "Say it!"

      "I've been a very naughty girl." Morgana blushed as Cassandra stared her down with Morgana's chin in her hands. Morgana tried to avert her gaze, but Cassandra only tilted Morgana's head up further until they were meeting eyes again.

      "Good." Cassandra smiled. "Now promise us again that you're willing to do anything to make it up to us."

      Smack!

      "I'm... I'm willing to do anything to make it up to you," Morgana stuttered.

      "From now on, whenever you're going to do something stupid, you're going to ask either Darren or me for permission first."

      Smack!

      "From now on, I'll ask you and Darren before doing something stupid." Morgana blushed all the deeper. Her shame mixed with her erotic excitement. If Cassandra had ever truly respected her as a romantic rival for Darren's attention, that was definitely gone now.

      "Your life is ours, and we can do whatever we want with you," Cassandra said.

      Smack!

      "M-my life is yours, and you can do whatever you want with me." Morgana winced as that last spank struck her bare bottom. She'd lost count of how many that made, but she knew she was going to have trouble sitting down for a few hours. The pain, though, was nothing compared to the experience of being bent over Darren's knee. That was something she'd remember for the rest of her life.

      Without warning, Darren put his arms behind her knees and flipped her over until he was cradling her in his arms.

      "Can you stand?" Darren asked, voice still stern.

      Biting her lip, she nodded silently. Then, she pushed herself out of Darren's lap, face flushing all the redder as she noticed both Darren's lap and his hand were wet and sticky after spanking her. This was definitely something she'd never live down.

      "So... does that mean you two won't turn me over to an angry mob?" Morgana asked hopefully.

      Darren nodded. "You are safe with us. And you are sorry for what you did."

      Morgana nodded feverishly. "Yes! I promise I'll do my best to make it up to the city and everyone who died because of what I took part in!"

      Cassandra smiled. "That is good. But knowingly or not, you worked with people who ended up being Darren's enemies. That's unacceptable."

      Morgana's face fell. "I... I didn't know."

      "That's alright," Cassandra said. "You said your life was ours to do whatever we want with, right? The whole reason you got into this mess in the first place was that you're bad at finding work. So to make sure something this terrible doesn't happen again, I'm going to take that choice out of your hands. Sign this contract, and you'll start your new life as a valued employee of the Silver Sword merchant company!"

      Morgana looked at the contract in front of her. "It says here 'Indentured servant for life'...?"

      Darren turned his steely gaze on Cassandra, and it was her turn to flush in embarrassment.

      "Well... ah... I promise to pay well?" Cassandra batted her eyes at Darren.

      Darren continued to stare at her.

      "Oh fine..." Cassandra muttered as she crossed the line saying, '...to the Silver Sword merchant company.' Instead, she replaced it with, 'to Darren Heavengrace.'

      Darren continued to stare at Cassandra, and she sheepishly scribbled a few more lines onto the contract.

      “…for a period of six months.” Cassandra muttered as she wrote.

      After Cassandra made the quick changes, Morgana dipped the pen in ink, signing her name. Then, she dipped her thumb in the ink bottle to leave her fingerprint next to it.

      Cassandra plucked the paper from Morgana's hands before the ink was even dry. Then she blew the signature for a moment before rolling it tightly and handing it to Darren.

      "There you go, Darren! Just file that with any imperial department of contracts in the Blackwind Empire, and that deal will be official." Cassandra beamed at him, then turned to Morgana. "From now on, anything bad you do will reflect on Darren. You might be willing to get up to foul business under your own name, but now you have to think about Darren's reputation too. You wouldn't want to inconvenience him now, would you?"

      Darren had no intention of ever filing the paperwork anywhere besides his Inventory. Still, it would serve as a decent reminder for Morgana to keep her loyalties in line so that another ill-intentioned man like Simon wouldn't use her talents for evil again. Darren planned to give Morgana his best and help her just as he had supported Callum. With time and attention, he knew she would never be tricked by a man like Simon again. Then he could give her back that silly little slip of paper.

      "Thank you both so much," Morgana hung her head low before Darren and Cassandra. "Twice now, I've been used by others and then promptly betrayed and thrown away. You two are the only ones who've ever treated me like a person. I know that now. I won't be doing anything stupid again. If you two want me to be your maidservant or something, that's fine with me."

      "Maidservant?" Cassandra laughed. "You would look good in a frilly dress."

      Morgana scowled but held her tongue.

      "Don't worry, Morgana," Cassandra said as she saw Morgana's look. "You'll be far more than my maidservant."

      "Let me guess... I'll be Darren's maidservant?" Morgana asked.

      Cassandra snorted. "Lucky guess!" She chuckled to herself for a bit too long before wiping a tear from the corner of her eye. "No, really, you'll be my assistant, at least as far as Darren is concerned. You did promise to share him with me back when we were about to die."

      "Wait, what? Are you talking about the ritual thing?" Morgana's face flushed. "I thought we weren't going to talk about that day!"

      Cassandra quirked an eyebrow. "Darren told me everything that happened after I passed out. You really love having him slap your ass, don't you? That's where I got the idea for all this. Personally, I don't see the appeal, but judging by all this, you just can't get enough."

      To Morgana's embarrassment, Cassandra reached over as casually as inspecting a piece of merchant ware. She slipped her hand between Morgana's still-bare thighs. Her fingers came away slick with Morgana's fluids. Cassandra wiped her hand off against Morgana's own lips as she smirked.

      "I'll be the first to admit that Darren's too much man for me to handle alone. But with your help, I'm hoping I'll finally be able to wear him out," Cassandra said. "Just make sure you do everything I say.”

      Morgana looked taken aback. “You really remember what I said when we were being held captive?”

      “Yes!” Cassandra said. “You offered to share him, and I agreed. I admit the thought struck me as odd, but you seem nice and capable, so I figured I’d try it. Only right when I thought we were about to get started, you run off and get a job being some petty criminal and sleeping all day instead of spending time with us!”

      “I thought you two didn’t want me around?” Morgana said. “I just didn’t want to get between you two.”

      Cassandra shook her head. “It’s the opposite, Morgana. We were waiting for you, but you never came to us. Here I thought you were the assertive, aggressive type. Had I known you were secretly a shy little wallflower, I would have tried to fix this ages ago.”

      “...I’m not a shy little wallflower,” Morgana protested meekly.

      Darren cleared his throat. "There are important things to do. Morgana, from now on, you’re not running away from us. You belong at my side.”

      “Understood,” Morgana flushed and a small smile touched her lips.

      “First, we must find the paladins you spoke of,” Darren said. “There are demons, and they do nothing. From your story, their leader has much to answer for as well.”

      “Right!” Morgana said as she ran her fingers through her hair to straighten it. She combed over her clothes to smooth out the wrinkles and adjusted the short sword on her hip. “I will lead the way.”

    

  







            30

          

        

      

    

    
      The paladins Morgana had been spying on were living out of a nearby inn. Darren led them both towards the inn, and they spotted a few more demons running rampant through the city as they traveled.

      “Can I deal with this one?” Morgana asked as they came across a Felbeast.

      “Can you?” Darren asked doubtfully. Felbeasts were tougher than imps, even if they hadn’t evolved to become Dire Felbeasts. They were both strong and fast, and Darren wouldn’t have trusted Callum to kill one of them off.

      “Watch me,” Morgana said, eyes firm. She’d summoned these things into the city, and she was going to kick them out of it.

      She started by casting both her skills, one to slow the Felbeast and one to weaken it. With those two, the demon was already down to a fraction of its ordinary strength. If Morgana had a couple of guards with her, this would be the perfect opportunity for a few to rush forward and finish it.

      But Morgana was on her own, which meant she’d need to finish this demon off herself.

      That was easier said than done. Even cutting such a fast and strong beast down to half its power, the demon was still faster and stronger than a human. The only advantages Morgana had were in reach and intelligence, and the latter was of minimal use in a confrontation.

      The demon was just smart enough to realize when it was being affected by a skill and avoid taking any enormous risks before Morgana’s abilities wore off. That meant it was on the defensive and Morgana had to finish it.

      Morgana jumped forward, slashing with the very tip of her short sword, not daring to get any closer to those pointed tusks. This particular Felbeast was only about the size of a pig, but its hide was far tougher. A slice that would have gutted an animal instead skittered off like a light grazing tap.

      The demon watched Morgana overextend herself and jumped in right as she stumbled to recover from having her attack glance off the demon’s hide.

      It would have rammed those razor-sharp tusks into her exposed stomach if it wasn’t suddenly bisected by a massive sword.

      Morgana looked up to realize it was Melancholy, and she wiped away the sweat on her brow as she cast a sheepish look in Darren’s direction.

      “Thank you, Darren. The little thing got lucky on me.” Morgana let out a short, jagged laugh.

      “Callum would not have fallen for that,” Darren said.

      “Are you saying Callum’s a better fighter than me suddenly?”

      “He has been training with me. You have not. We will change that.”
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        * * *

      

      They arrived at the inn, and just before they entered, Morgana put a hand on Darren’s wrist.

      “I’ve spoken to their leader a little. She’s a woman named Sasha. Please don’t hurt her.”

      “Explain.” Darren raised an eyebrow. It added sharpness to his features that demanded answers at the point of a sword, making him threatening even as he stood there in the city streets without a weapon on him.

      “From what I heard, she’s a good woman. A good woman who did bad things because people convinced her to do them. And unlike me, she doesn’t have you and Cassandra to help set her straight.”

      Darren gave her a curt nod. “I will try.”

      The innkeeper had long since abandoned this building for safer pastures. Someone had flipped over a table and used it to block the entrance, and there were boards over the windows.

      Darren reached through the gaps in the shutters with his Celestial Storm tendrils and realized the paladins were still in residence from the residual Divine Aura lingering on the furniture.

      They’d been sitting here, waiting. Letting their swords rust while demons ran rampant throughout the city. Darren found himself growing angry at the sheer thought of that.

      He’d never considered himself much of a paladin before. It was just what he was, not something to be proud of. Being a paladin was no more special to him than being human.

      Down in Hell, completing quests was merely a means to acquiring materials and practicing his skills as he prepared to evolve them. He’d never felt a sense of duty to complete them.

      Not until he came to the surface, at least. He saved Cassandra and Callum, from the Dire Felbeast he’d ridden out of Hell, and they’d become his friends. Darren defeated Rarek because he wanted to sacrifice his friends. He had been as evil as the demons in his own way. Darren had the power to stop him, and so he did.

      Why did Sasha and her friends not see things the same? The people of Limedeep were in the clutches of evil, and they could put an end to it. And yet they did nothing.

      Morgana knew her way around the inn and led Darren to Sasha’s quarters. She pointed to the window from outside the building.

      “There, that’s the one.” Morgana gestured to a window two floors above the ground.

      “Then hold on.”

      Darren jumped, with Morgana dangling off his arm, leaping to the window. He grabbed it with his outstretched arm and hauled both him and Morgana through it.

      In the room, the paladin they came to see was sitting half-dressed over a low stool. She had a bucket of water in front of her, laced pink as Sasha furiously scrubbed at her hands with a cloth until her fingers bled.

      Sasha looked up in shock and surprise at her sudden intruders, and she stood abruptly.

      “Who are you!?” she demanded before realizing she was clothed only in her undergarments. She moved to cover herself, but her instincts told her to be ready for a fight. She ended up somewhere between the two, with one fist held up in front of her as she tried to cover her bare skin with the other. Her pale hair cascaded loosely over her back, and the weight beneath her anxious eyes spoke of a restless night.

      “Hello again, Sasha,” Morgana said as she stepped out of Darren’s shadow.

      Far from putting her at ease, the sight of Morgana standing in her bedroom turned Sasha’s thoughts from mixed confusion to pure anger.

      “No! Whatever it is the Black Raven Guild wants, my part in this little arrangement is finished,” Sasha spat. “The Order of the Rod told me and my people to wait and do nothing. So that’s what we’re going to do. If you’ve got problems, deal with them on your own.”

      “We aren’t here on business for the Black Raven Guild.” Morgana held up her hands to try to put Sasha at ease. “I suspect Simon is probably looking all over for me right now. He probably expected to find a stiff corpse awaiting his return.”

      “Then what are you here for?” Sasha asked. “And why couldn’t you knock on the door like normal people?”

      “You will explain this,” Darren said as he gestured to the chaotic city outside Sasha’s window.

      “You come up through my window demanding answers? I knew the people in Limedeep weren’t faithful, but I didn’t know they were so rude as well,” Sasha huffed.

      But her words were a ruse. Darren watched her squint her eyes and felt more than her physical senses upon him. She recognized his incredible strength and stature and suspected he was a paladin. She was trying to buy herself enough time for a confirmation.

      Darren’s Divine Aura Mastery skill meant he was far more capable at manipulating the energies Sasha was trying to perceive than she was. He shifted them out of the way, like moving a curtain just out of sight. Sasha’s brows furrowed as she realized she couldn’t figure out what she was perceiving.

      “What order are you from?” Sasha asked Darren. “You don’t feel you’re from the Rod.”

      Darren shook his head. “I am not from an order.”

      Sasha frowned. “Not with an order? How can that be? Who trained you? I know this city sells illegal divine sigils, but—”

      “You will answer my questions.” Darren cut her off. “What is happening here?”

      “Alright, Paladin to Paladin, I suppose I can enlighten you. If you’re not with one order, you’ll be in trouble when the Order of the Rod gets here. You know how they hate rogue paladins, even if the Golden Temple and the Seraph don’t approve of them enforcing their distaste. This entire plan to seize Limedeep starts with Archpaladin Gaimon. He’s going to do what nobody has for generations and expand the reach of the Golden Temple beyond the Sacred Seas. He came up with this plan to create a demon infestation that he could come in and solve. Once the leaders of this city were dead with the city filled with a suspected cult, Archpaladin Gaimon can station his people in the city, taking it over without a fight and putting whoever he wants in charge.”

      “Simon...” Morgana muttered.

      Sasha snorted at that. “Does the Black Raven Guild think the Archpaladin is going to let a few up-jumped criminals rule his city? No, someone has to play the role of the cultists when the archpaladin sets the city to order. He’ll see you and your friends swinging on the end of a noose.” As she spoke, Sasha edged closer and closer to the edge of her bed. A glance told Darren that there was a sword propped up against it.

      “I should never have gotten involved in this entire business in the first place,” Sasha sighed as she shuffled her feet, disguising her movements as she slowly made her way towards the far side of the bed and the sword hidden there. “Ambition is a cruel mistress, and it has led many a paladin astray. I had my sights set on joining the Order of the Rod.”

      “You aren’t the only one who made that mistake.” Morgana took a step forward. “I’m getting out now. The people of this city don’t deserve what’s happening to it.”

      Sasha firmed her jaw in determination, then sprung into motion. She lunged for the sword lying propped up against the side of her bed.

      But when she was just about to grab it, she found nothing but empty air. A few glowing golden threads yawned on the tip of the sword and pulled it beneath the mattress.

      Sasha reached down to grab her sword, but the threads pulled the weapon further out of reach. All Sasha managed to do was bash her head against the bed frame. She struggled to get herself unstuck for a moment, the humiliation building as she realized her head was wedged beneath the bed with her rear sticking out in the open.

      Darren beckoned the sword towards him with his fingers. Moments before, he’d wound enough of his Celestial Storm tendrils together to move something as heavy as the sword and used it to pull it towards him. Now he held Sasha’s sword in his hands.

      He strolled around the bed while Sasha pulled herself free. Sasha glared at Darren, knowing for certain now that he was a paladin who’d used a special skill. She looked at her sword in Darren’s hand and reached for it, but Darren placed it in his inventory, thoroughly disarming the other paladin.

      Then he grabbed either of her wrists in each of his powerful hands. Sasha squirmed, but Darren’s grip was unbreakable. He hauled her up against the wall by her wrists, holding her so her feet dangled uselessly in the air.

      She was looking at Darren at eye-level now, and the ferocity of his gaze was too much for her to meet. “Unhand me!” She wiggled uselessly. She tried to free her hands so she could reach for the dagger on the table. When that didn’t work, she tried to kick Darren.

      He only moved closer for her efforts, pressing his body against his and pinning her legs in place by shoving his leg.

      Sasha was a paladin! And yet here she was, as helpless as an innkeeper’s daughter in the hands of a rowdy patron. Something about Darren’s unyielding strength and power awakened something in Sasha that she knew she really shouldn’t be thinking about at a time like this. Her heart quickened, and her breaths came quick and short.

      Sasha hadn’t felt so helpless since she first became a holy adept years ago. Even since the earliest days of her training, she’d been among the strongest of her group. No paladin of the same age could best her, man or woman.

      The thought that she’d finally found someone who could was both alarming and arousing.

      Sasha bit her lip, realizing she was still in her undergarments.

      He caught me by surprise. If we were on an open field with armor and weapons...

      Sasha tried to comfort herself, but the thoughts seemed hollow.

      “You have been a bad paladin,” Darren decreed.

      “Yes,” Sasha agreed. “So what now? Want me to swear an oath on the Seraph to turn myself over to an inquisition from the Golden Temple?”

      “Oath?”

      “An oath on the seraph. They’re binding for us paladins, you know,” Sasha replied, looking curiously at Darren’s bewildered expression.

      “You really aren’t from the Golden Temple, are you?”

      “No. And I do not require your oath.”

      “S-so what now?” Sasha asked, hanging limply in Darren’s grip. “Are you going to denounce me as a rogue paladin? Execute me for my crimes? Perhaps if I die now, the seraph will still take me in. Just don’t blame my friends. They were only following my orders.”

      “No,” Darren replied. “Sasha, you have demons to slay.”
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        * * *

      

      With the help of Sasha and her subordinates, the city guard quickly made short work of the remaining demons. Darren went off on his own to hunt down each of the remaining fiends, but not a single one of them was able to put up much of a fight against Darren.

      Once that was done, Darren himself went after the Demon Lord, who turned out to be a strange surprise. It was being guarded by two holy adepts, but neither of them was particularly fast or bright. They wore no markings to show their allegiance, but Darren suspected he knew where it lay.

      “Did you hear that?” a female holy adept obscured by a black robe whispered anxiously. “Oh seraph, I think the demon lord called its friends. We’re doomed, and we have no one to blame for it but ourselves!”

      “Will you just shut up? The demon snores. You would too if you had a couple of sticks shoved through your chest. If it could move, it would have already killed us, so quit worrying and keep waiting for Archpaladin Gaimon to arrive,” her male companion said. He was equally disguised, and he looked more bored than nervous.

      “No, I swear I heard something in the bushes!” the first holy adept insisted.

      “Heavens above! We’re not going to die. Just shut up and be quiet,” the male holy adept growled.

      To his surprise, the first holy adept did indeed go quiet. She became so silent he couldn’t even hear her panicked breaths anymore.

      “Hey?” the male holy adept asked. “Don’t give me the cold shoulder. Just because I said I’d kill you if you kept crying doesn’t mean you can stop doing your job and looking for enemies. I want to see—”

      Darren’s sword cut his words short as he sliced the holy adept in half. The other holy adept looked on with wide and frightened eyes as her companion was slain so quickly and casually. Darren held a hand over her mouth to keep her from crying out until her companion was already dead.

      When Darren finally let her go, she fell to her knees.

      “Mercy! I surrender!” she mewled.

      “How many others?” Darren demanded.

      “Just us two.”

      Darren checked the area and found no other sources of Divine Aura, which would be visible like candles in a dark room with a demon lord so close. “Take me to the demon lord.”

      The holy adept obeyed, and soon Darren found himself in a small hunting cabin. On the outside, it looked perfectly at home in the woods outside of Limedeep. But the building was a front. Inside, there was only a staircase leading down into a hidden underground chamber filled with ritual circles.

      They had summoned the demon lord here, and from what Darren was feeling, he was still here, lurking within the circles. Darren readied himself for battle, but he needn’t have bothered. When he found the demon lord, he realized he was already close to death.

      

  




Sense Intent: Status Analysis: Demon Lord Ilymogeth (fourth-order)

      
        	Status: Disabled from improper vessel summoning. Poisoned with silver stakes.

      

      The archpaladin Sasha spoke of had gone to a great deal of work fetching a Demon Lord for a task like this. He’d probably had it summoned himself, only to botch the summoning intentionally.

      The demon lord’s body was only half there, as though the energies he was made from had only manifested the upper torso of a massive, muscular demon covered in chitinous armor and fangs. He looked more like a gorilla than a man and would have no doubt been a fearsome foe, if not for the fact that his face was locked in a frozen grimace of unconscious pain.

      Six silver spikes ran through the demon’s chest, pinning what was there to the summoning circle beneath it.

      Darren scuffed the circle with his boot, breaking the circle. Then he brought Melancholy down on the demon lord’s head and put him out of his misery with a single blow.

      

  




Quest Completed!

      
        	You have defended the City of Limedeep from the encroaching demon horde.

        	You personally slew (2124 imps, 1240 Felbeasts, 8 Lesser Fiends, and one Demon Lord

        	Your reputation in Limedeep is greatly increased. The Adventurers Guild has increased your Adventurers Ranking to Gold, and you have the favor of the Limedeep City Guard. You will find several skill books in the surrounding room.

      

      Sure enough, Darren found skillbooks. They were all meant to be used with Demonic Aura, but Darren’s skill could invert the aspects. He took all of them, thinking they might be useful to sell or train Cassandra, Morgana, and Callum with.

      “The summoning supplies we gave the Black Raven Guild were all linked to this one,” the holy adept by Darren’s side supplied. “They are what allowed the rest of them to work.”

      “Leave this place and begin your life anew,” Darren instructed the holy adept once he was done learning all she knew.

      She bowed hastily, gathered her things, and started walking westward, towards the barbarian lands and far away from the Golden Temple and anyone who might punish her for betraying the Order of the Rod.
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        * * *

      

      The work continued through the night, but when dawn came the following day, people trickled out of their homes, hesitantly heading for the market square one at a time. Their day began as usual, save for one thing. The name of Darren the paladin was on everyone’s lips.

      Every market stall had a whispered conversation mentioning his name, and every child held an oversized sword in their hands, claiming to be Darren the Hero, savior of Limedeep.

      “I saw him cut through seven Felbeasts at once!” someone said.

      “I heard he tore a fiend limb from limb with his bare hands!”

      “Those imps trembled at the sight of him! They ran and fled when he jumped off the walls to chase them.”

      “They say his very presence heals demonic afflictions. My cousin thought she was going to die from a stomach wound. But then he walked by and suddenly the rot was gone!”

      Rumors of Darren’s deeds spread like wildfire throughout the city, and it looked like people could speak of nothing else. For his part, Darren merely holed himself up in Cassandra’s warehouse to use his Limitless Evolution ability again. He sat in meditation over the next three days, waiting for his skill to evolve.
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      Before anyone knew it, Cassandra, Commander Ellen, Morgana, and Sasha had filled the Council of Seven. Over the next few days, Cassandra deftly navigated the social waters of Limedeep like a practiced swimmer diving into the child’s pool.

      Though Limedeep was many times larger than Silvercross, its upper crust was made of uneducated schemers and back-alley cut-throats grown too wealthy to hold a blade themselves.

      They didn’t have the skill or generations of experience the noble families of the Blackwind Empire had, and Cassandra soon had them dancing to her tune as the closest thing Limedeep had to nobility paid Cassandra a visit to be wined and dined in one of the many restaurants willing to help someone who’d done so much for the city already.

      But while Limedeep’s noble scheming was underdeveloped, its back alley stabbings and underground dealings were on a completely different level. Years of lawlessness meant there was no need for delicate social maneuverings while a simple nighttime murder would suffice.

      The local criminal guilds were every bit as powerful as the city’s more legal organizations, and most large organizations had plenty of both kinds of people under their sway.

      For those tasks, the council had Morgana’s wise advice. Though she hadn’t been in the city long, she’d been privy to all the secrets of the Black Raven Guild.

      The Black Raven had kept a careful eye on their rivals, and now Morgana used that information to stifle the efforts of the city’s less-savory guilds trying to take advantage of the chaos.

      Meanwhile, Morgana ruthlessly uprooted the Black Raven Guild’s more public assets and seized them with the help of the city guard. Far from being ready to take over the city, Simon and his people found themselves on the back foot, struggling just to hold on to the power and territory they had while the city guard moved more aggressively than ever.

      The Black Raven found their allies suddenly turning against them as word quietly spread of their involvement with the demon catastrophe. The full details of what had happened weren’t public yet, but certain well-connected people in the city already knew the Black Raven had been heavily involved in what had happened.

      Suddenly, even the slavers and black-market substance dealers were hesitant to keep working with the Black Raven guild when they were suspected of betraying the city so badly.

      Their rival guilds were usurping their territory and stealing their low-level members. A few local guild leaders had even put out rewards for anyone who could bring Simon to them, dead or alive.

      From what few rumors Morgana had heard on the grapevine, she knew Simon was furious with her for leaving the guild, and he was even more incensed that she had the temerity to survive his attempt to kill her.

      Morgana doubted that poison had ever failed him before. Several of the guild leaders who’d been opposed to Simon’s slow and steady takeover of the guild had drunk themselves to death, and now Morgana suspected that hadn’t entirely been the truth.

      While Cassandra and Morgana helped deal with affairs inside the city, Sasha and Commander Ellen dealt with affairs outside of it. They organized the guard and scoured the countryside, removing any imps who’d left the horde that had attacked the city along with the groups of bandits who’d taken up residence near Limedeep fleeing the chaos still coming from the death of Rarek the Cruel and the collapse of his nascent kingdom.

      Sasha worried and fretted over more paladins arriving. She was petrified of the Order of the Rod, and had been running through the council chambers shouting with increasing volume about the need to figure out what to do about Archpaladin Gaimon, who she was certain would be trouble.

      The other council members humored her but didn’t seem to take her concerns seriously now that the demons were dealt with. The Order of the Rod simply had no excuse to come to Limedeep without them.

      While the four women ran the city, Darren was deep in meditation.

      
        
        [Divine Aura Mastery 10] (Rare) has evolved to [Magical Comprehension 1] (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.

      

      After three long days of work, Darren finally managed to evolve one of his skills. Already, his perception of the Divine Aura around him reached another level.

      He thought about the skill books he’d acquired and placed in his inventory and realized the complex manipulations of Divine Aura that would have taken him hours of study to figure out before were now as plain to him as the calluses on his hands.

      Using his Divine Blessing skill and his new Divine Aura Mastery ability, Darren quickly converted the demonic-aspect skill books to their divine-aspect equivalents and was greeted with a healthy arsenal of abilities that might come in handy for his friends. Darren was even tempted by some of the titles himself, and he would have used them if not for the fact all six of his skill slots were filled.

      Once one of my abilities reaches legendary, that will free up another slot...

      Darren pondered which skill he would pick up when that day came, but for now, he wanted to stretch his legs. So Darren left Cassandra’s warehouse. Only when he did he found both Cassandra and Morgana standing outside waiting for him.

      “What is this?” Darren asked.

      He’d asked to be kept just enough in the loop to know where the two of them were. The two of them sounded busy, and they promised to stand within range of his Celestial Storm tendrils every few hours so he wouldn’t worry about them, but he wasn’t entirely sure of what they’d been up to except for the fact that they were helping to fix the city.

      “We need your help!” Cassandra said.

      “Demons?” Darren asked. His fingers were already itching for Melancholy.

      “Not quite,” Morgana laughed. “Roadwork. We need someone supernaturally strong like you to pick up a few of the giant cobblestones in the market district. A few of them shattered and we want to replace them so people aren’t stepping over jagged rocks.”

      “Fine,” Darren agreed.

      Both women smiled like they had a secret plan. Darren furrowed his brows as they aroused his curiosity.

      

  




Sense Intent: Behavior Analysis: Cassandra and Morgana are planning a celebration.

      When Darren arrived at the market square, he did his best to feign surprise when a pair of trumpets blared. Even without the warning of his Sense Intent skill, his Celestial Storm tendrils had figured out what was happening before he was in sight of the market square.

      “Behold, one and all!” Cassandra shouted. “The hero and savior of Limedeep! My beloved fiancé, Darren the Paladin!”

      The crowd gathered around the market square erupted into cheers.

      “Darren! That’s Sir Darren!”

      “He’s even taller than I imagined! And so strong too!”

      “Move aside! I want to kiss the cobblestones he walked on!”

      Darren turned to Cassandra. “Fiancé?”

      Cassandra blushed. “About that... Morgana and I only managed to wiggle ourselves onto the council, thanks to our connection to you. The thing is, just being a companion wasn’t enough to swing the masses. To borrow your reputation, I had to emphasize our relationship a little harder. I hope you don’t mind. I certainly won’t be upset if you renounce the engagement once this is done. I did it without warning you, after all.”

      “No,” Darren said, wrapping his arms around Cassandra’s shoulders. “You are my fiancé. You’re mine now.”

      Cassandra leaned into him, smiling as she nuzzled his side.

      “Good,” Morgana said in approval. “A woman like Cassandra shouldn’t be just a side piece. My reputation can take it, but a proper lady like her needs to be treated like a lady.”

      For the rest of the day, Darren enjoyed the festival held in his honor. A group of locals wove a massive wicker chair in the center of the square for him to sit upon and oversee the entire ceremony while people presented gifts of swords, precious jewels, and fancy hats to him.

      “Blightvenom spider silk, my lady,” a local tailor explained to Cassandra when she asked what cloth Darren’s latest tribute was made of. “It is the finest cloth my establishment has in stock.”

      Cassandra accepted the silk on Darren’s behalf, and by the glimmer in her eyes, Darren knew she loved it. So he reached over and plucked the silk from Cassandra’s hands and tossed it back to the tailor.

      He looked horrified for a moment, thinking Darren had rejected his gift. But Darren quickly explained.

      “I want a dress for my woman. Make it with that. I will pay whatever you need.” Darren knew tailors accepted silver just fine, and Darren had plenty of that in his inventory, even discounting what the people of Limedeep had thrown at his feet.

      The next gift was even more precious than the silk, though made from far lowlier materials.

      A group of young girls rushed forward, carrying a ring of woven flowers in their hands.

      “We present the crown of Limedeep to the savior of the city!” The girls blushed and giggled as they passed along the ring of flowers.

      Morgana picked it up and climbed up behind Darren’s throne to place the ring of flowers on his brow.

      “I’m impressed, ladies. It’s a perfect fit,” Morgana said.

      “Thank you, Lady Morgana!” one girl giggled.

      “Lady, is it?” Morgana muttered as a faint blush flowed into her cheeks.

      The people presented plate after plate of food to Darren. He ate, considering he’d just spent three days in meditation. Darren found being around so many people uncomfortable at first, but there was a certain reassurance in their grateful smiles. The knowledge that he’d saved their city and they wanted to thank him for it made him feel warm inside in a way he couldn’t quite place.

      The ceremony went deep into the night. After the children went to bed, a few women with too much alcohol in their bodies tried to throw themselves at Darren, though they were swiftly rebutted by Cassandra and Morgana.

      Far from being scared off, the women of Limedeep only tried all the harder to compete with Morgana and Cassandra. A few of them seemed ready to disrobe then and there to have just one chance to throw themselves at the city’s hero.

      Cassandra was the one who came up with a proper solution to getting these harlots off Darren’s back. She grabbed Morgana by the wrist and hauled her in front of Darren. Then she pushed Morgana into Darren’s lap, loosening the knots on Morgana’s shirt, so one of her bare shoulders poked free and pushed against Darren’s chest.

      But one woman was only big enough to straddle a single one of Darren’s mighty legs, so Cassandra took a seat on his other leg herself. Both of them leaned against Darren, pressing their cheeks against his muscular chest. He felt the warmth of their body and his hands wrapped around their slender waists as he pulled them closer to him.

      Cassandra smiled coyly and flashed Darren a wink as she tugged Morgana’s hand by the wrist and placed it over Darren’s crotch. Hidden only behind a few ruffles of Cassandra’s dress, Cassandra slipped her hand into Darren’s pants and fingered the sleeping serpent within.

      Far from finished, Cassandra used her other hand to grab one of Morgana’s and lead her into Darren’s trousers as well. She guided Morgana’s hand towards Darren’s cock and wrapped Morgana’s hand around Darren’s mighty shaft.

      Darren pulsed and throbbed in the grips of both women. Cassandra’s touch was familiar to him by now, but feeling Morgana’s fingers was new and exciting.

      Morgana’s face flushed red, and she seemed uncertain of what to do. She was even more nervous when she realized just how large the thing in her hand was.

      “T-that was inside me?” She gulped.

      “And it will be inside you again before the night is through,” Cassandra giggled. “Don’t think you can run away from us again tonight. We’ve been talking about this between every council session, and now I think I’m even more eager than you are.”

      Morgana blushed silently in reply, and her shoulders scrunched together. “T-the question is, would Darren be into... someone like me?”

      Darren put a hand under her chin and tilted it up towards his face. No words would explain how he felt, so he bent down and gave Morgana a gentle kiss.

      “Time to head home,” Darren said.

      Cassandra smiled and made their goodbyes to all the remaining festival-goers. She’d already made arrangements to have all the gifts delivered to her warehouse over the next few days. It disappointed the dancing women that Darren was leaving with just the two women he’d brought with him, but most of them had known all along that Darren had picked his women long ago.

      Darren slipped off his throne, donning his Cloak of Concealment to avoid drawing too much attention as he left. He pulled Cassandra and Morgana close to him beneath his cloak as he walked, unwilling to release their warm bodies from his grip for even a moment.

      Beneath his cloak, Cassandra and Morgana still clung close to his chest, squirming beneath his robes as they continued to explore his pants. Cassandra guided Morgana, and the two of them stroked Darren together beneath his robes.

      The trip back to Cassandra’s warehouse took far longer than it should have, with both women doing their best to distract Darren as they walked. But eventually, they made it there and hastily locked the door behind them.

      Darren tore his cloak off and found to his surprise that Cassandra had somehow completely disrobed Morgana from beneath the cloak, leaving her naked and ready except for her shoes.

      She’d been wandering the streets with her bare skin pressed against Morgana, shielded only by Darren’s possessive grip and the cloak around him.

      “I couldn’t have her getting shy and running away from us,” Cassandra giggled. “So I took some precautions.”

      They made their way to the loft. Morgana trailed behind Cassandra, who led the naked woman by the wrist towards the massive bed, which luckily was more than large enough for three.

      But Cassandra pulled Morgana short before they hopped in, and she had Darren lean against the bed’s frame.

      Morgana rubbed her dampened thighs together with one hand, concealing her perky breasts. She glanced at the ground shyly, with her eyes darting between Darren, Cassandra, and the floorboards.

      “Would you say you are something of a sinner, Morgana?” Cassandra asked curiously. “What with all the demon summoning and betraying humanity to the dark forces that dwell in the depths of Hell?”

      “...Yes?” Morgana replied hesitantly.

      “Then perhaps it's time to have a Paladin absolve you of your sins. Darren is technically qualified to preach the word of the Seraph, even though he’s never set foot in anything more than a small shrine. So he can offer you atonement if you’re willing.” While she spoke, Cassandra hopped on the bed behind Darren and undid the buttons of his shirt. She pulled it off his strapping shoulders and revealed Darren’s muscular form.

      “I’m willing,” Morgana said, drooling at the sight of Darren’s bare chest. The fact that he was looking her naked body over with his own eyes only heightened her excitement, and the hands covering her chest loosened a little.

      Cassandra scurried around and pushed Morgana forward until her body was pressed against Darren’s. Though Morgana had never felt like a small woman before, Darren dwarfed her in size. Her head was only level with his chest, and Cassandra tilted her head until she craned her neck to meet Darren’s gaze like she was looking up at the sun.

      “Then it’s time for you to worship, Morgana.” Cassandra grinned. “Fall to your knees and supplicate yourself before a gift from the heavens.”

      Cassandra pushed Morgana to the ground, making the difference in size even clearer. Then she grabbed the loop of Darren’s belt and pulled it loose, letting Darren’s trousers fall to his ankles and freeing his mighty manhood.

      With glassy eyes and a distracted look on her face, Morgana collapsed to her knees. Cassandra rested her chin in the crook of Morgana’s shoulder, wrapping her fingers around Morgana’s wrists even as she edged Morgana’s head forward. She loomed over Morgana’s side like a devil on her shoulder.

      Cassandra freed one hand to pull on Morgana’s hair. Morgana’s chin rested at the base of Darren’s shaft, and the tip jutted out past her forehead. Cassandra straightened her back to kiss the gleaming head. Then she signaled Morgana to kiss the base.

      “Worship it with me,” Cassandra whispered in Morgana’s ear.

      Cassandra pressed Morgana’s hands together like she was deep in prayer. Her hands were around Morgana’s in the same position. The two of them worshiped Darren like he was a gift from the heavens.

      “I was never a very faithful girl,” Morgana mumbled as she ran the base of Darren’s shaft along her cheeks, imprinting its texture and scent in her mind, “I never visited my village’s shrine, and I don’t think I could bring myself to visit a temple now that I know the paladins they hold in such high esteem are as dirty as the rest of us. But this kind of worship is something I could learn to love.”

      And so the two of them worshiped Darren’s shaft. Cassandra and Morgana pressed their lips against Darren’s manhood and worked their mouths along its length.

      Morgana reached up to work the base with her hands, but Cassandra intertwined Morgana’s fingers with her own, trapping both their arms in place. The message was clear, they would have to work all the harder with their mouths.

      The two of them licked and lapped. Darren leaned back against the bed, closing his eyes as he enjoyed the demonstrations of piety from both of his women.

      But he was far from the only one lost in deep sexual bliss. Darren observed the growing wetness between Cassandra’s legs and realized she would need to take those clothes off or she would ruin them. Darren helped her save her garments by reaching for her shoulders and pulling the robes free.

      He’d done this often enough for her by now to know which strands to pull to strip Cassandra bare in the blink of an eye, and Cassandra raised her hands for just a moment as Darren pulled the dress up over her head and cast it aside. The strings fell aside with a few flicks, and soon Cassandra was as bare to the touch as Morgana.

      As soon as Cassandra was naked with two free hands, her fingers went to her dripping snatch. She was surprised to find Morgana beating her to it. Morgana’s fingers pushed Cassandra’s hands aside even while her mouth worked up and down Darren’s shaft.

      Cassandra threw back her head and let out a long muffled moan, then she scooted herself beside Morgana and returned the favor. Cassandra’s free hand went to Morgana’s dripping snatch, and the two women fingered one another while they slurped and sucked on Darren’s proud manhood.

      The two women were a sight to behold, nubile bodies shining in the sunset light as it streamed through the loft’s windows. Their bodies were adorned only by the holy sigils in their hair, skin flushed with the heat of lust as their nipples stood hard and perky, and sticky wetness dripped between their fingers and thighs.

      Cassandra’s brilliant and bright hair made her shine like a flower in a garden. Even on her knees with her mouth around Darren’s cock, her noble features and refined, regal bearing made her seem like a maiden from a fairy tale.

      Morgana’s features were less colorful but no less beautiful to behold. She had a lean and lithe build that matched Cassandra’s, but differently. Morgana was packed with muscle tone like someone had shoved as much woman as they could into a petite package.

      This was a woman who’d grown up roughing it in the wilderness. She’d look more at place in a tavern or among a gang of cutthroats than in a banquet hall.

      Morgana didn’t have Cassandra’s refined grace, but she did have an air of determination evident in the firmness of her brows and the look in her eyes. Now that the uncertainty was gone, she was every bit as intoxicating to behold as Cassandra.

      Morgana let out a long moan as Cassandra switched from merely rubbing her slit to thrusting her fingers inside Morgana’s slick opening. Morgana quickly followed Cassandra’s lead and started doing the same herself. They slowed their kissing and licking, barely able to concentrate as pleasure consumed them.

      Darren decided it was time to enjoy more than just their mouths, and he picked both of them up, scooping them off the ground from behind like plucking two plump pumpkins from a vine. He tossed both women on the bed, where they sprawled, panting and blushing as they lay limply and tried to recover their senses.

      Without wasting another moment, Darren grabbed Morgana by her ankles and pulled her to the side of the bed. He spread her legs wide, and Morgana gripped the sheets beneath her in both hands as her eyes widened.

      Darren pressed the head of his massive cock against Morgana’s slick opening. Morgana braced herself to take the massive shaft, but she found it slid in easily and eagerly like she’d been an empty sheath before, and now she was finally filled.

      Morgana rocked herself forward as Darren thrust in, and between the two of them, Morgana quickly swallowed Darren’s entire length. Morgana licked her lips and threw her head back, letting out a mewling moan stifled only by Cassandra running her slit-slickened fingers along Morgana’s lips.

      Cassandra had Morgana taste her fluids on her fingers, and Morgana’s eyes rolled to the back of her head from the overwhelming sensations of it all. Then Cassandra straddled Morgana’s head with her thighs and rode the other woman in time with Darren’s thrusts.

      Darren shook the bed each time he plunged into Morgana’s silken depths. He’d sowed this fertile valley once before, but now he plowed into them with pure passion and vigor and no fear of demons lurking nearby.

      Morgana’s muffled moans would have been screams of pleasure if not for Cassandra’s wet clit pressing against her mouth and riding her face.

      “You promised me a woman’s mouth would be a wonderful thing,” Cassandra panted as she looked down at Morgana’s blissfully dazed face. “Now’s your chance to prove it.”

      Morgana rallied her will, licking and lapping at the precious button between Cassandra’s legs like she’d worshiped Darren’s shaft not long before. But as she tried to concentrate, Darren’s thrusts grew faster and stronger.

      The sensations were too much for her, and Morgana’s entire body shook as she convulsed around Darren’s shaft, unable to hold herself back any longer.

      Cassandra pressed her thighs down around Morgana, stifling her cries that might have announced their night of passion to the entire city. Darren pulled his cock free, just in time for his climax. His sticky seed sprayed both women down in a coating so viscous and bountiful they looked like someone had thrown a bucket of warm wax on them.

      The two beautiful naked women rubbed at their bare skin, tasting Darren’s seed upon themselves. Cassandra ran a hand along Morgana’s belly, gathering up a creamy handful of Darren’s fluids, and anointed Morgana’s face with it.

      Morgana moaned at the other woman’s touch, and she stuck out her tongue as Cassandra pressed a handful of Darren’s semen against her lips.

      Mere moments after his first climax, Darren felt his body preparing to go again. His shaft had gone soft for but a moment before Cassandra reached back with her free hand and ran her fingers along his length.

      Her deft ministrations quickly aroused his girthy phallus into wakefulness once again. Like a sapling after a storm, it sprung back to attention, ready to seek out a second desperate woman.

      Darren flipped Cassandra on her back and pulled her towards the edge of the bed by her ankles until she was in the same position as Morgana next to her. Darren and Cassandra had done this many times already, so neither of them was surprised when Darren’s mighty cock vanished inside Cassandra like a hand in a glove.

      Darren thrust into her as Morgana recovered herself and rolled herself over to grab Cassandra’s milky breasts in either of her hands. She squeezed the large jiggling jugs and ran the pert nipples between her fingers.

      “I’ve been dreaming of feeling these things almost as much as I’d been dreaming of Darren’s cock,” Morgana whispered.

      Cassandra could only moan in reply, and the three of them were locked in lust once again. Darren made love to both women over and over and they worshiped him for it. They explored one another and came to know each other as well as they knew their own bodies.

      They stayed locked in lust for three days and three nights, stopping only to tell Callum to take over for them on the city council for a while.

      Despite Cassandra’s best efforts, their cries echoed throughout the city like shouts of lust, and soon all of them stopped holding back and cried out for all of Limedeep to hear. Soon, rumors of the city’s savior’s endless stamina and boundless fortitude were as famous as his ability to slay demons.
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      “Leave me behind!” Morgana groaned. “I don’t think I can make it.”

      “Stop being a baby.” Cassandra gave Morgana a swat on the rear to get her out of bed. “You think that’s the first time me and Darren went at it for three days straight?”

      “Yes?” Morgana replied. “I’m pretty sure I would have noticed if you locked the warehouse for three days unless you’re trying to say all you did on your little business trip was screw like rabbits all day?”

      “Alright, fine,” Cassandra admitted. “This was my first time going at it for so long as well. Darren sure has a lot of stamina. We’re lucky there are two of us or we wouldn’t be able to move in the slightest. But now we’re done, and it’s time to get moving! Callum’s been holding our votes on the city council while we’ve been busy. Remember, we told him to take over for us? He’s probably terribly overwhelmed right now, and we have left our responsibilities to him for long enough.”

      “I’m surprised the criminal gangs haven’t taken over the city by now," Morgana said as she forced herself to her feet.

      Both women got dressed to find Darren returning from a brief run to the local market, where he’d acquired breakfast for all of them.

      “I would like to see this council,” Darren said. “May I?”

      “Of course!” Cassandra said happily. “You have a seat on it, too. You have the first seat, and it’s your name that is legitimizing us in the eyes of most of the people of the city. We should be asking for permission to join you on the council.”

      “We just didn’t tell you at first because you were busy meditating. And then you were busy celebrating. And after that, you were busy turning our minds to jelly in that bed. Seriously, where did you learn to make love like that?” Morgana asked curiously.

      “I work to master all skills,” Darren said.

      “He’s a natural talent,” Cassandra answered.

      The group of three got dressed and left Cassandra’s warehouse. As soon as they were out on the streets, everyone greeted Darren as though greeting their king.

      “Good day to you, Sir Darren!”

      “I hope this morning finds you well, m’lord.”

      “I’d ask if you’re well-rested, sir, but after all we heard I doubt you’ve had much sleep at all.”

      “My lord, my daughter would make a fine maid. If you need anyone to clean up after you or tend to your tired muscles after a long day of training, just let me know and I’ll send her over. She’s quite the beauty!”

      Darren held up his hand, gesturing for the gathering crowd to part. They did so reluctantly, but when they saw Darren was firm, they moved aside.

      “I’m surprised that worked,” Morgana said. “For a moment there, I thought they were going to push me and Cassandra aside just to tear strips off your clothes to smell and fondle like precious gemstones.”

      “Some people can be at least a little civilized, Morgana,” Cassandra said. “I know you’re used to working with unsavory sorts, but most of the people in the market square are good honest folk. Not the kind you usually deal with.”

      Morgana snorted. “If you’d seen what I’ve seen, you wouldn’t think there’s a single honest man or woman in Limedeep.”

      Cassandra led them to the new council building. It differed from the old one, which still had bloodstains throughout it that made it seem like the previous council members had been torn apart and sprayed all over the walls.

      No one had seen hide or hair from any of the old council, which was what allowed Cassandra to establish this new one using Darren’s fame and Commander Ellen’s reputation as the leader of the city guard to provide legitimacy.

      As long as they were plundering the old city council’s role, Cassandra figured they might plunder their assets as well. So Cassandra started converting one of the city’s most lavish manors, paid for with years of bribes and under-the-table dealings, into the new city council hall.

      The many bedrooms in the manor were being replaced with offices, and the large dining hall would become a line of clerks and rows of seating for citizens of Limedeep to acquire licenses and file for property ownership. Those departments of the city had been practically nonexistent, and the old council didn’t even know who owned what.

      As they approached the building, Callum came rushing out to greet them.

      “Oh no,” Cassandra said. “I don’t like the look of that.”

      “Darren! Cassandra! Morgana!” Callum shouted. “You received Sasha’s emergency summons, right? We’re holding an emergency council meeting right now.”

      “What did you do, Callum?” Morgana asked, with fear in her voice.

      “Not me,” Callum replied. “It appears that Sasha’s fears were not as far-fetched as we expected. There is an archpaladin coming this way, along with his army. They’re on the way to the city as we speak!”
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      “Why were they not seen before now?” Darren demanded as he looked over a map of the area surrounding Limedeep. He was seated at the head of a large table. Callum stood on the far end, setting up an array of miniature figurines on top of the map while Darren demanded answers from Commander Ellen. Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha all stood behind Darren with their arms crossed.

      “The guard does not have a scouting force. We only hear what travelers tell us. We give certain merchants a discount for providing us with information about the outside world,” Commander Ellen explained with her hands in front of her and a scowl on her face.

      “So you rely on rumors and hearsay to defend the city from invaders? Some city guard you are.” Cassandra frowned. “That’s no way to defend a city.”

      Commander Ellen blushed. “It isn’t resource-intensive, and it has worked well enough for us until now.”

      “It worked well because you have never faced a true crisis before!” Sasha slammed her fist against the table. “Now that you are, that strategy of yours shatters like poorly made glass.”

      “You are all new to Limedeep!” Commander Ellen protested. “I am the only one who’s been here for years. What gives you the right to come here and tell me how to run my guard? Besides, we don’t even know if this archpaladin of yours is a true threat. As I have been saying, in all likelihood he will turn around and go back the way he came as soon as he realizes he has no legitimate excuse to seize control of the city. The demons are gone, courtesy of our first councilor and my guards.”

      “And my people too,” Sasha added. “Do not forget that my dozen people killed as many demons as the rest of your men put together.”

      “Enough bickering!” Cassandra said. “And I will remind you, Commander Ellen, that we only have the support of the masses thanks to our first councilor here.” Cassandra nodded at Darren. “Otherwise, do you think you would be sitting on that council seat instead of some powerful merchant or crime lord? Even now, there are groups in the city looking to declare us illegitimate and take our place. But they dare not touch us because they all saw Darren cut through an entire army of demons on his own. They’re reluctant to even speak ill of us when his power and reputation echoes through the city.”

      “The city guard has long wanted to acquire a seat on the council,” Commander Ellen muttered. “We would have managed it eventually, with or without your help. Not that we ever needed the city council’s authority to do anything.”

      “You know as well as we do you owe your new position to Darren.” Morgana took a step forward and poked the Commander in the chest.

      “Fine, I can admit to that. But at least I didn’t have to get on my back for him to get the position!” Commander Ellen spat back.

      “Enough!” Darren said. “Sasha, tell us of the Archpaladin.”

      “His name is Archpaladin Gaimon,” Sasha said. “He comes from Whiteguard, and he’s very powerful.”

      That name rang a bell in Darren’s mind, but he couldn’t quite place where he’d heard of it before. That alone was odd. Ever since he’d become a paladin years ago, he’d had an extraordinary memory. He couldn’t remember the last time he forgot something.

      “He’s also known to be a very aggressive negotiator,” Sasha warned. “The archpaladin also controls a considerable amount of land in Whiteguard, and his devotion to the Order of the Rod is second only to his ambition. He was one of the youngest archpaladins alive. Rumor is he managed to evolve his power through a quest reward instead of a temple ceremony. That’s unheard of, and nobody would have believed it if not for the fact that several other paladins achieved archpaladin at the same time through the same quest.”

      “What was the quest?” Callum asked as he pitted a paladin-like figurine against a large black demon figure.

      “Killing some heretic or something.” Sasha shrugged. “I don’t think they ever made the details clear.”

      “Is there anything we can do?” Darren asked.

      “We have no allies to turn to nor any levy to muster.” Sasha’s face turned sour. “All we can do is sit here and wait for him to come.”

      “We can hasten all the repairs to the city,” Cassandra suggested. “That way we can prove beyond doubt we have dealt with any demon affairs and have Limedeep well in hand. We won’t give the archpaladin the excuse he’s looking for to enter the city.”

      “Then do so,” Darren said. “Repair the city.” Then he turned to Commander Ellen. “I will see your guards. I wish to watch them train.”

      “My city guards are adequately trained, thank you very much,” Commander Ellen protested. But seeing the looks on the rest of the council’s faces, she quickly acquiesced to Darren’s demands.
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      The city guards were not adequately trained, as it turned out. But they were very eager to put on a little demonstration for Darren in the form of showing off their monthly drills.

      Two lines of guards, one with red shields and one with blue shields, clashed atop a fake wall styled to look like a shorter version of the ones around the city. The guards hacked and slashed at each other with blunted spears and swords, but they did so with little more grace than peasants with pitchforks. Their strikes were slow and sloppy, and it was no wonder they couldn’t even fight an imp one on one.

      “Satisfied?” Commander Ellen asked, tapping her foot with impatience.

      Her guards did not share their commander’s thoughts on the demonstration, though. Many of them were thrilled that they would have the opportunity to demonstrate their skills before the savior of the city.

      In some small way, doing so helped them recover some of the pride they’d lost when they realized how powerless they were before a horde of demons.

      “Not yet,” Darren said. “Once more on the walls, then one on one.”

      Commander Ellen sighed, but the guards on the wall wiped their sweaty brows and let out a long cheer. They shook hands and swapped shields as they swapped attacking and defending teams. The red-shielded guards grabbed the nearby ladders and siege towers and held them at the ready for the signal to begin again.

      There was one thing the guards had that Darren didn’t, and that was teamwork. Though they weren’t fighters, if they outnumbered their enemies they knew how to work together to take down a threatening foe.

      Darren hadn’t had much practice fighting with comrades at his side. He’d killed a few imps with Callum’s help, but by and large he’d always fought alone. Perhaps someday he’d be able to change that.

      But while their teamwork was adequate, their one-on-one fighting abilities could be called lackluster at best. The guards held their spears sloppily, going low when they should have gone high and missing vital opportunities to strike down their opponents by dealing a lethal blow that would end the fight. They were slow and hesitant. The few who weren’t averse to taking risks were the younger guards, and they were inexperienced enough that they were more reckless than decisive.

      But all the ones who’d volunteered for the demonstration were enthusiastic and determined. That would be enough for Darren.

      “I am borrowing some of your guards,” Darren said.

      “What? No! Those guards are mine. I paid for their training to defend the walls,” Commander Ellen said.

      “Their training is inadequate,” Darren replied. “I do not need them for their skills. Only their determination.”

      Commander Ellen had a sour look on her face, but she eventually nodded. “Very well. I will allow you to take volunteers for a special training program. But if your program fails to show results within half a year, I will want them returned to normal duty.”

      “Agreed,” Darren said. Darren knew he wouldn’t be much of a teacher if he couldn’t make a group of trainees show measurable improvement with half a year to work with.

      Callum arrived not long after. Darren had called him to assist with training these guards to fight demons the way Darren had trained him.

      A few guards trickled to Darren’s side, volunteering for his special program. One of them introduced himself.

      “I’m Mimmons, Sir! It’s an honor to be working with you on this project of yours,” the guard said. He was young, and his expression spoke of someone who’d joined the guard for the excitement and found it wanting.

      “Good,” Darren said. “Be prepared to train hard under me.”

      And so with Callum’s help, Darren put these men through their paces, running them through the same exercises his mother had made him perform years ago before she gave him his father’s sigil. They were the same exercises Darren had shown Callum before he gave him a sigil.

      They were far from ready for any of the divine sigils Darren had in his inventory, but that didn’t mean Darren couldn’t give them a taste, even if they didn’t know what he had in store for them.

      Darren closed his eyes and concentrated, letting Divine Aura swirl through the air and accumulate around him, thickening in the air, until Darren felt like he was wading through soup under his magical vision. Callum looked around curiously before turning to Darren once the aura grew thick enough for him to figure out what was happening.

      “Focus on this feeling,” Darren said. “This is Divine Aura. Feel it. Know it.”

      Darren demonstrated the source of his power to all of them, knowing they might very well face hostile paladins before the day was finished. They listened with rapt attention. The value of this lesson was clear to all of them.

      “It feels like an early spring morning,” Mimmons said. “Or like my mother’s breakfast loaves.”

      Then Darren started using a skill, and the Divine Aura in the air changed. His movement ability, Leaf in the Storm, Stone in the River, gave the Divine Aura a feeling of chaotic angst. Like every person in the area was in the center of a cauldron, and now someone had stuck a spoon in and started stirring.

      “This is what a skill feels like,” Daren said. “The feeling changes, but the meaning is the same.”

      The guards nodded one by one, intent on inscribing Darren’s lessons into their hearts.

      Darren ran them through a few more simple exercises before giving them a break.

      Or rather, he tried to give them a break. As soon as he was finished with them, a horn echoed out from the top of the wall. The archpaladin’s people were here.
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      “Hail the walls!” a voice echoed out over the city, bolstered in volume by currents of Divine Aura. The archpaladin must have chosen his herald for his ability to be heard.

      Darren bounded to the top of the walls in a few mighty steps. Mimmons followed him up to the top of the walls, panting all the while. The others were slower, but they showed up behind Darren, eventually.

      “Look, Commander Ellen is already outside the gates, along with Paladin Sasha,” Mimmons said.

      He was right. Darren saw both women walking out to meet a single rider. The herald was a paladin sitting on top of a giant white horse, enlarged just as much as its human rider.

      The man was adorned in armor painted white, blue, and gold. His armor glowed in the evening light, but he glowed even brighter under Darren’s magical senses.

      “He’s a paladin,” Mimmons realized as he used the skills Darren had taught him over the last few hours. “Right?”

      “Right,” Darren agreed.

      Sasha and Commander Ellen exchanged a few words of greetings. Darren was likely the only person who could hear what they were saying from the top of the wall.

      “Greetings, from Limedeep,” Commander Ellen said. “To what do we owe the honor of a holy visitor?”

      “It seems like you already have one, useless though she is,” the paladin said in reply. Everyone could hear his voice as he projected it over the walls to the city beyond it.

      Sasha grit her teeth and scowled. “The demon threat has been dealt with. There is no longer a reason to go to Limedeep.”

      “So speaks one heretic,” the herald spat back.

      “I am not a heretic!” Sasha said. “I have never betrayed my vows, nor have I gone against the will of the Seraph!”

      “You’ve betrayed the Order of the Rod. That makes you a heretic.”

      “That isn’t true. Your word is not the word of the seraph!”

      “Many in the Order of the Rod would disagree.” The herald grinned, teeth visible through his visor.

      “A-as I was saying,” Commander Ellen stepped between the two bickering paladins, looking like a frail little girl between two grown adults as both paladins dwarfed her in size. “There are no demons in Limedeep. Thank your archpaladin for his concern, but we have the situation under control.”

      The herald’s eyes locked onto Commander Ellen’s. “Are you certain? Did you know demons can possess a person? It can take over their minds, hollowing them out from the inside and turning them into a puppet that says whatever they want.”

      “I’ve heard rumors of demons being able to do such a thing,” Commander Ellen said slowly. “But I’ve never heard of them being confirmed.”

      “Then let me confirm them for you,” the herald said. “Demons have possessed Paladin Sasha Graystone. I hereby cast her out of candidacy for the Order of the Rod, and excommunicate her from the Golden Temple.”

      The herald’s words struck Sasha like a physical blow, and she staggered backward with a hand over her heart.

      “As for you, Commander, I suggest you open the gates.” The herald tapped his fingers against his horse’s side. His horse stared into Commander Ellen as if daring the woman to try something.

      Commander Ellen’s face went pale. “Maybe one or two of your people can survey the city to see for yourselves. We have things quite well in—”

      Commander Ellen’s dead body dropped to the ground. The sword strike from the herald was so quick and so fast, even Darren could barely follow it. Brilliant blue energy had shot out of his gauntlet-clad hand in the shape of a sword, and suddenly Commander Ellen was skewered straight through the forehead.

      Before Sasha could even draw her sword, the paladin herald whirled on her atop his horse. That huge white horse reared up and tried to kick Sasha with one of its massive hooves, but Sasha jumped aside just in time.

      Sasha reached for her sword at her hip, ready to draw it and defend herself. But she was too slow, the other paladin had his blade out and was swinging it right for her head.

      Blue light flickered around him, letting him move in the blink of an eye through some sort of powerful skill. Sasha knew at that moment she was completely outmatched.

      She tilted her head so a cut that would have taken her head off her shoulders instead merely bashed against her helmet, cutting a deep gash in it and ringing her ears like her head was inside a drum.

      Then the paladin shifted. His figure went hazy, and suddenly he was behind Sasha, bearing down on her with a speed she couldn’t match.

      Sasha’s sword felt heavy in her hands, and she could barely think straight with the ringing in her ears. She struggled to block the blow, but she knew she would be too late. Was this how she was going to die? Falsely named a traitor, excommunicated, and then slain by a fellow paladin? What a humiliating death.

      But then a sword flew down from over the walls, impaling itself between the herald’s blade and Sasha’s hunched form.

      The weapon was massive. The sword the paladin herald was holding was as thick around as one of Sasha’s legs and just as long, but this blade had to be the weight of three men put together.

      Sasha had heard tales of one paladin wielding such a huge sword, but she’d thought they were just exaggerated stories the people of Limedeep were telling about their savior.

      The paladin herald’s blade dug into the sword stuck in the ground, but the paladin found his weapon came to a complete stop when faced with the massive sword. The blade on the ground took a chunk out of the paladin’s sword, barely moving as it laughed at the inferior weapon.

      The paladin herald jumped back in surprise, pulling his weapon free and staring at the notch in his blade with a look of shock in his eyes. Then he looked at the mighty blade before him and reached out for it curiously. His fingers wrapped around the handle and he tried to pull it free, but the weapon didn’t budge.

      An instant later, the weapon’s wielder fell from the sky, jumping off the walls to land like a meteor on the ground right in front of the massive sword. He crunched through the paladin herald’s arm as he fell, snapping it at the wrist with a sickly pop.

      The new man was Darren, and he had an expression fierce enough to bring demons to their knees. He picked up the sword embedded in the ground and swung it over his head.

      

  




New Quest Available!: Slay fallen paladins

      
        	Rewards: Holy sigils, divine armor, divine weapons, divine mounts, and holy skill books from the paladins’ personal item cashes.

        	Optional Quest: Free fallen paladins from Gaimon’s influence, giving them the chance to redeem themselves.

        	Reward: Increased reputation with paladin orders outside the Order of the Rod.

      

      The paladin herald on his horse flipped up the hood of his visor and drank a potion on his hip. A small thimbleful of clear water, exactly like the ones Cassandra had been selling back in Silvercross. The paladin’s wrist thrummed with Divine Aura, slowly healing back into place. But Darren wouldn’t give the paladin time to recover.

      “Another fallen paladin possessed by demons?” the paladin herald said as he looked at Darren, swinging with his sword but only finding empty air where Darren had been moments before.

      “The only demon here is you,” Darren said. Then he swung Melancholy for one of the paladin herald’s legs. Darren’s sword left a deep gash on the armor, drawing blood.

      The horse the paladin was riding reared back, trying to kick Darren in the side with a mighty hoof, but Darren used his movement ability to shift from the Leaf in the Storm stance to Stone in the River, going from an unhittable opponent to an immovable object. Immense strength filled his body.

      Darren caught the horse’s hoof like blocking a punch from a rowdy tavern brawler, then he twisted and pushed, flipping the horse sideways and knocking it on its side.

      The paladin herald riding the horse tumbled from his saddle as his horse sprawled onto the ground. His reactions were quick though, and he held out his hand to shoot one of those blue beams of sword-like light out at Darren.

      

  




Sense Intent: Combat Analysis

      
        	Enemy Paladin Herald has used the ability Sword of Light. This power projects an ethereal sword that cuts like a physical weapon. It only attacks in a thrusting motion.

      

      Darren dodged the attack, sidestepping it easily once he learned the skill only moved forward. He dove for the fallen paladin to finish him off, but the paladin herald shimmered with blue light.

      

  




Sense Intent: Combat Analysis

      
        	Enemy Paladin Herald has used the ability Silver Step. This power allows the user to traverse short distances instantaneously.

      

      The paladin appeared behind Darren’s back with his sword raised, but Darren predicted that was where he would appear. He thrust Melancholy’s blade backward, and when the paladin herald appeared he found the weapon already stuck in his chest.

      The paladin herald gulped in shock and confusion, then collapsed to the ground in a pool of his blood. Darren took the body into his inventory for the holy sigil and any armor and weapons he might have. He also saved Commander Ellen’s body so her guards could give her a proper funeral.

      Sasha mounted the massive white horse, which was just now climbing back to its feet as its head whirled back and forth in search of its vanished rider.

      “They killed Commander Ellen,” Sasha said, brows furrowed and face still full of shock. “They excommunicated me. They’re going to attack the city after all. I almost died...”

      “But you didn’t,” Darren said. He turned to the horizon, where he saw figures riding hard on brilliant white horses. “Back to the city. We must seal the gates.”

      Darren hopped up on the large white horse behind Sasha, wrapping his arms around Sasha’s waist as he urged the horse into the city. Sasha leaned against him, uncertain of the future.

      “I owe you my life,” Sasha muttered.

      “You will repay me later,” Darren said. “For now, make sure you do not throw it away.”

      Darren reentered the city and immediately ordered the guards to seal the gates. Most of them were still staring at the place where Commander Ellen had died with looks of shock on their faces.

      “Close the gates and get to your posts,” Darren said.

      The guards obeyed with anxious haste, their nervousness growing as they saw the cloud of dust Archpaladin Gaimon and his men were throwing into the air as they rode with all speed towards Limedeep.

      Sasha put the horse they captured away somewhere and joined Darren on the walls. “We should take as many people as we can and flee the city. The archpaladin is too strong to fight.”

      Darren considered that. He could take Cassandra, Morgana, and Callum and leave the city. He’d have his friends, and he already had most of their important things in their inventory. Cassandra would be upset to lose her warehouse, but she was a resourceful woman and Darren was certain she would be able to start anew somewhere else.

      But Darren realized he didn’t want to run away. He hadn’t been in Limedeep long, but it was the closest thing to a home he’d ever had since that fateful day as a child when his mother had taken him into Hell. Could he abandon Limedeep now?

      Not without a fight.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When the guards on the walls finally spotted Archpaladin Gaimon’s army, they were suddenly surprised at how small it was.

      “It looks like there are only three hundred riders there.” Mimmons pointed and smiled. “Is that really what we were so scared about?”

      Callum knew better. “Use your senses, those aren’t ordinary soldiers. Every one of them is covered in Divine Aura.”

      “Meaning they’re all holy adepts?” Mimmons asked.

      Callum shook his head. “I’m a holy adept, and they all feel a lot stronger than me. They’re probably paladins.”

      “Mostly paladins,” Sasha corrected. “The Order of the Rod occasionally recruits from other orders. They will have priestesses and clerics as well to provide healing and support magic, which are things that are often weaknesses of an army of people with only paladin sigils.”

      “City of Limedeep!” a powerful male voice boomed. “I am Archpaladin Gaimon, and I have come to save you!”

      And suddenly, Darren remembered where he’d heard that name before. In his mind, he was transported back in time to when he and his mother had left Hell that one time. The time she was ambushed and betrayed, ending the last hope Darren had of a normal childhood.

      One of the paladins had been named Gaimon. And now Darren remembered his voice.

      Darren squinted into the distance and saw one of the men responsible for his mother’s murder. There he was sitting on a brilliant white horse across from Limedeep, more powerful and respected than ever as he sat in golden armor with three hundred of his closest subordinates at his back.

      Darren felt cold fury rising in his chest. He needed to kill this man. He needed to tear him from his horse and splatter that shining armor with his blood, marking it to show the sinful, murderous thing that wore it. He needed to tear answers from the archpaladin’s broken, bleeding body before sending his spirit off so his mother could do the same.

      “My messenger has gone missing,” Archpaladin Gaimon continued, unaware of Darren’s murderous thoughts. “As have the two holy adepts I stationed here to look out for the city of Limedeep. It is apparent to me now that the city has been completely overrun with demons. The Order of the Rod will cleanse it now. To all the devout and loyal worshipers of the Seraph in the city, I bid you close your doors, shut your eyes and cover your ears! These demon-possessed traitors will say anything to drag you to death with them. Trust in me to protect you.”

      That was all the archpaladin had to say. No more talk, no requests for entrance to the city. He was coming into Limedeep regardless of what anyone said or showed him.

      Archpaladin Gaimon dug his heels into his massive white horse and reached for a wooden handle strapped to his side. The handle was as wide around his wrists, but it vanished into the pouch like it was only a hand long.

      When Gaimon pulled though, the handle extended from the bag until he was holding an entire lance. The item on his hip was a dimensional storage item, like Darren’s inventory.

      Archpaladin Gaimon lowered his lance. The tip had a massive golden fist on its end instead of a point, and under Darren’s vision, it positively glowed with power.

      

  




Sense Intent: Item Analysis

      
        	Enemy Archpaladin Gaimon is using the item Siege Lance (Rare)

        	This item uses an alchemical reaction to produce an incredible surge of kinetic power, shattering walls and gates on contact.

      

      “Stop him!” Darren yelled, and the city guards pulled out their crossbows and took aim.

      But ordinary bolts were no match for the armor the archpaladin was wearing, and the bolts glanced off his gleaming golden armor like they were nothing more than pebbles thrown by children.

      The archpaladin headed inexorably for the city walls. Nothing could stop him, and his lance bashed against the locked gates of the city, shattering them in a deafening explosion of power. He cast his lance aside as he continued riding even as cracks ran through Limedeep’s mighty walls and splinters rained from the sky like hail.

      Darren and all the people in the city heard the explosion like a crack of thunder, though only Darren saw its full magical effects. The lance was a single-use magical item, not unlike a healing potion.

      Expending it had destroyed Limedeep’s walls and left the city defenseless. Of everyone, only Darren understood the item's power in its entirety, and he waved his hand to get the guard's attention.

      “Away from the gates!” Darren commanded mere moments before the portions of the wall near the gates started crumbling like a bridge falling into the water below.

      The rest of the paladins followed their leader through the open gates, drawing swords as they spurred their horses onward, ignoring the shattered walls and the guards tumbling from their posts and splattering onto the ground below as the stone walls beneath them gave way and collapsed.

      Darren and the guards who weren’t in immediate danger of being trampled, found themselves in the wrong place. The Order of the Rod had ignored the walls entirely and headed directly into the city.

      Then, the paladins drew their swords, with their cleric and priestess allies close behind. With weapons raised, they started slaughtering the people of Limedeep.

      “Die, foul demon-spawn!” one of the paladins shouted, eyes hazy and red as he hacked an old woman’s head from her shoulders. He ran forward in a daze, trampling children as they scurried out of sight of his battle-charger. “You can’t run from me, imps!”

      The other paladins were much the same, cutting down the people of Limedeep with every burst of magic and swing of a sword. Behind them, the clerics cast spells to heal any stray wounds a paladin might have received from a flying frying pan or a thrown kitchen knife.

      The priestesses used abilities, not unlike Morgana’s, targeting all the fleeing city folk with magic that froze them in place and stopped their frightened retreat dead in their tracks.

      In mere moments, the three hundred warriors from the Order of the Rod had trampled and slaughtered more than a thousand citizens of Limedeep, along with any city guard who tried to get between them and their targets.

      “We must cleanse this city in the name of Archpaladin Gaimon! Kill the imps before they flee into the countryside!” a paladin shouted as he raised his lance. Two children were impaled along the lance’s length, limbs hanging lifelessly as they stared into the distance with shocked terror inscribed across their stricken faces.

      Though they rode in like an angelic army from the heavens, they fought like demons straight from Hell. They slaughtered the people of Limedeep without care or stopping.

      Just below, Darren saw Guardsman Mimmons, who was so young and full of eager admiration, crushed beneath the hooves of a mighty white charger. In moments, all that was left of the ambitious young man was a red stain on the horse’s ankles.

      “What are they doing?” Sasha asked, face full of horror.

      “It’s like a few words from Archpaladin Gaimon was enough to convince them that the people of Limedeep were demons,” Callum said in a hushed whisper.

      Darren frowned. He had spotted something strange in the air around the paladins. Sure enough, there was a skill at work.

      

  




Magical Comprehension: Skill Analysis

      
        	Enemy Archpaladin Gaimon has used the skill Inspiring Words, which makes his orders more inspirational and deceptions more believable. The effect increases the longer targets are exposed to them.

      

      “Gaimon has tricked them,” Darren said. “They see what he wants them to see.”

      “What do we do?” Sasha asked.

      Darren turned to her. “You and Callum must find Cassandra and Morgana. Take them out of the city. Perhaps if Gaimon dies, his skill will be broken.”

      “You want me to run while you stay and fight?” Sasha demanded.

      Darren glanced at the paladins down below. “Those three hundred entered the Order of the Rod. You could not. You are not ready for this fight. Take your people and flee with mine.”

      Sasha’s face flushed red, and her jaw clenched tight. “Are you saying I’m too weak?”

      “For now, yes,” Darren said. “But I will help you if you wish it. For now, go.”

      Darren didn’t wait to see if Sasha listened to him. Callum was already running off to usher Morgana and Cassandra to safety.

      Not all of the three hundred paladins were completely enthralled by Gaimon’s power. Darren could tell now that he knew what to look for, that some of them were perfectly aware of what the others were doing.

      A few had nervous looks on their faces, but most looked towards Gaimon with loyal gazes as they herded the rest of the paladins through the city. Gaimon must have had a few of his most loyal followers fully aware so they could keep the others fighting.

      Darren targeted the largest band of such heartless warriors. He descended the broken steps in great bounding leaps, quickly making his way back down to the city streets below. He positioned himself between a merchant woman these paladins were about to slaughter.

      “Who are you, and why are you out of uniform?” said the leader of the band of Gaimon’s warriors. He was a tall man with bushy mustached whiskers that poked through the faceplate of his helmet. His armor had many symbols of rank plastered upon it, and Darren figured he was one of Gaimon’s most trusted subordinates. “Get back into formation. Didn’t you hear the Archpaladin? There are demons in the city that need slaying.”

      “The only demons I see are you,” Darren said as he leveled Melancholy at them.

      In Darren’s vision, the mustached paladin’s armor glowed. He was preparing a skill, but Darren didn’t intend to give it the chance to land. Behind his visor, the man squinted his eyes, and two twin rays of golden light shot from either pupil.

      

  




Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Enemy Paladin Commander has used the skill Eyes of Judgement, which causes immense pain to anyone caught in their grip.

      

      Darren had experienced the torments of Hell, so a little pain wasn’t enough to put him down. He shrugged it off even while the paladin commander’s other subordinates rushed forward to take advantage of their commander’s debilitating skill.

      One of them came forward with a sword glowing with golden light. The other had a shield that projected the image of a snarling lion’s head. Darren’s ability told him both would be quite dangerous, so he avoided them both with his movement ability.

      As he rolled to the side, he slashed the Achilles tendon of the one with the lion shield and knocked him over so his companion tripped over him, disabling them both for a moment.

      Besides the paladin commander, there was only the cleric and the priestess allying themselves with these wayward paladins. Darren targeted the healer first to prevent the paladin with the cut tendon from regaining his mobility.

      Darren jumped forward, taking off both the cleric’s hands at the wrist even as he reached out to heal his wounded companion’s heel.

      “My hands!” the cleric shouted, looking at his severed stumps. “He cut off my hands! I can’t use my healing skills! Quickly, we have to find another cleric to reattach them!”

      But the group had bigger problems. Darren knew he didn’t want to get hit by one of the priestess’s disabling skills, and he’d sensed her preparing something special just for him. But Darren’s sword was faster than her skill, and Darren flicked Melancholy’s tip out to slice open her pale blue robes before she could so much as utter a word.

      The others were growing alarmed, seeing one of their number die so quickly with two more debilitated in the blink of an eye.

      “You’re... no, you’re not an archpaladin. Who are you!?” the commander demanded.

      “A paladin,” Darren replied. Then he charged forward with Melancholy.

      The paladin commander met Darren’s blade with his own, but he soon found himself outmatched on both speed and strength. Darren was simply too much for him to handle, and Darren put the paladin commander on the defensive with a rapid flurry of blows.

      Someone behind Darren used a skill.

      

  




Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Enemy paladin has used the skill Divine Fist (rare).

        	This ability disturbs the Divine Aura around the person struck, temporarily rendering them unable to use skills. Your magical comprehension skill renders you immune to this ability’s effects.

      

      Darren ignored the barrage of blows behind him and finally managed to get the better of the paladin commander. The commander was resisting with all of his might and enhanced speed from a movement ability, but it just wasn’t enough when Melancholy took chips out of his sword with every exchange. Eventually, the fight proved too much for the paladin commander and his weapon shattered, leaving Melancholy to cut straight through his spine.

      Darren spun around to deal with the paladin who’d been using the Divine Fist skill, and Darren’s sword clipped him in the shoulder. That threw the paladin off balance. A second strike bisected him through the middle.

      The paladin who’d gotten his heel sliced was hobbling away as fast as he could manage, and the cleric had passed out from the blood seeping out of her severed arms. Darren was finishing them both off when he felt a powerful presence looming behind him.

      

  




Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Enemy Archpaladin Gaimon has used the skill Flash Step (Epic).

        	This ability allows for instantaneous movement.

      

      Darren moved Melancholy behind him, ready to skewer the archpaladin when he appeared. But that would have been far too easy.

      

  




Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Enemy Archpaladin Gaimon has used the skill Instantaneous Restoration (Epic)

        	This ability allows for the user to heal themselves to full health once per day, regardless of the extent of their injuries.

      

      Archpaladin Gaimon staggered back as a white light enveloped his body, mending the wound Melancholy made in his chest.

      “How’d you know?” Archpaladin Gaimon did his best to chuckle, but Darren could tell being forced to use his life-saving skill irked him.

      Darren remained silent. The only words Darren needed in a fight were the words he spoke with each swing of his blade and the violence unleashed by his body.

      Darren used his movement ability to close the distance between him and the archpaladin before he could finish healing, but the ability wasn’t dubbed Instantaneous for nothing. In a flash, Archpaladin Gaimon was whole and swinging his sword to meet Darren’s.

      

  




Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Archpaladin Gaimon has used the ability Bestial Might (Rare).

        	This ability grants the user physical power equivalent to the combined power of all the people, creatures, or demons that the user has slain during the last ten hours.

      

      Darren found himself being pushed back, one step at a time. This was the first time he’d met a human who could overpower him, but it was not the first time he had been overpowered. There were plenty of demons down in the depths of Hell who had unmatched physical strength.

      Even utilizing the Stone in the River half of his movement skill, Darren knew he couldn’t hold a grapple against someone with superior strength. So he switched to Leaf in the Storm and slipped aside. Archpaladin Gaimon reached for Darren’s throat with his outstretched hand, only to find empty air.

      

  




Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Archpaladin Gaimon has used the ability Tenfold Slash of Light (Uncommon)

        	This ability generates ten blades of light around one physical blade, which cuts from ten directions simultaneously.

        	Suggested Countermeasures: Utilize the Dragonslayer’s Aegis.

      

      Darren quickly browsed his skill’s list of suggested countermeasures. When it identified his Dragonslayer’s Aegis as being capable of defending him from the archpaladin’s attack, he immediately activated it. A corona of golden light illuminated a brilliant shield around Darren before immediately guttering out as it weathered Archpaladin Gaimon’s storm of magic.

      Cracks ran through the aegis itself. The item was made to deal with dragons, not Archpaladins. It was better at mitigating fire than force. Forcing it to do the latter weakened it dramatically.

      Despite being up against something it was weak against, the blades of fiery red light appearing parallel to the Archpaladin’s real sword vanished one by one as soon as they struck the aegis.

      Darren pulled the aegis back into his inventory right before it shattered completely. That only left one blade left to deal with, the archpaladin’s real sword.

      Darren raised Melancholy at an angle, letting Archpaladin Gaimon’s real blade skitter off its edge and smash into the ground. Now that he was so close, Darren realized that the Archpaladin’s sword was just as big as Melancholy, and despite Darren’s weapon’s incredible power, the Archpaladin’s sword had no chips or cracks running through it from their exchange of blows.

      

  




Sense Intent: Item Analysis

      
        	Archpaladin Gaimon is using the item Sword of the Sun (Epic)

        	This powerful item was created in the Third Heaven and bestowed upon the Order of the Rod by the Seraph themselves.

      

      The Archpaladin’s sword was nearly as powerful as Melancholy, which meant Darren couldn’t hope to chip away at the weapon and slowly disarm his opponent. This battle was starting to turn increasingly in Archpaladin Gaimon’s favor.

      Darren grit his teeth. Against any other opponent, this would have been the time to retreat, but Darren couldn’t bring himself to leave. This was one of the men who’d killed his mother. He represented the answers Darren didn’t know he’d been longing for.

      So Darren fought on. He swept Melancholy through the air and dove beneath a charging white horse some paladin had abandoned. He slipped past it to put some distance between him and Archpaladin Gaimon, then used his Celestial Storm tendrils to wrap around the hilt of a weapon lying on the ground nearby.

      Darren wound all of his tendrils together, which created a strand of light as thick around as Darren’s arms. Something so large would be easily spotted, but Darren hoped the archpaladin would miss it in the chaos.

      Darren whirled at the last moment, just as Archpaladin Gaimon picked up the horse Darren had just dove under and tossed it aside. The horse whinnied in fright as the Archpaladin picked it up like it was made of air and tossed it against a nearby building.

      The sickly sound of the horse’s neck snapping against stone echoed through the air, and Darren used that moment to pull on the sword he’d positioned with his Celestial Storm tendrils.

      Darren whirled with Melancholy in his hands, and soon both his blade and the weapon in his tendril’s grasp were hurtling towards Archpaladin Gaimon.

      

  




Sense Intent: Item Analysis

      
        	Archpaladin Gaimon has used the item Active Defensive Armor (Rare)

        	This item uses disposable projectiles to intercept incoming attacks and disable them.

      

      Six spheres of liquid metal shot out of the archpaladin’s belt and into the air. They swirled around Gaimon like raindrops before smashing against the sword Darren was attacking him with from behind.

      The archpaladin met Melancholy with his own sword and tried to reach for Darren’s arm, but Darren slipped out of reach.

      With Darren’s ploy foiled, all he could do was fight with his sword. He moved his blade as though he meant to slash from above, but feinted and twisted his sword to the left.

      Melancholy slammed into Gaimon’s shoulder but left only a gash in his shining armor to show for the blow. Darren realized he’d need to land dozens of hits like that to overcome the set of armor Gaimon was wearing.

      So he clenched his jaw and put all of his skill and experience to the test.

      Darren came from the left and right, from above and below. His strikes seemed to come from all directions simultaneously. Even though Archpaladin Gaimon was both faster and stronger than Darren, he looked like he was being overwhelmed.

      Darren’s sword was always right where it needed to be. His steps carried him out of reach of Gaimon’s blows, but just close enough to land strikes of his own. Gaimon felt like a recruit sparring with a veteran swordsman.

      “You don’t even look twenty summers old. How could you have such skill?” Gaimon snarled when Darren finally gave him room to breathe.

      Darren did not answer Gaimon’s questions.

      That infuriated the archpaladin all the more. He wasn’t accustomed to not getting his way.

      Their swords clashed once more, with Darren pitting all his skills against the Archpaladin’s superior speed and power. Darren took a step back, losing ground with every blow. But despite fighting in retreat, Darren scored three strikes along the side of Gaimon’s helmet, much to the archpaladin’s annoyance.

      He was doing it! Slowly but surely, he was landing hits.

      It was taking all of Darren’s skill and experience, but he was winning.

      Then Archpaladin Gaimon took a step back. “You think you’re good, do you? I admit I’ve never seen a paladin with quite your level of skill. But skill alone does not mean you can beat me. Watch, and I will show you the powers of an archpaladin!”

      Archpaladin Gaimon closed his eyes for a moment. Darren would have taken advantage of that foolish mistake, but he sensed something terrible stirring in the air.

      Like an egg hatching to reveal a terrible monster, the back of Gaimon’s armor split open. From out of that armor two huge burning wings sprouted from Gaimon’s back.

      They looked like they should have been white dove feathers, but the feathers were stained black with something thick and tar-like. The flames danced along that gooey tar, burning brilliantly scarlet. Darren could feel the heat of that fire on his skin, and there was a visceral revulsion to the flame deep within him.

      The flames coming off of those wings were no ordinary fire. As Darren watched, they shifted and twisted, forming the terrified visages of people in agony. Instead of the crackling of embers and the snapping of coals, Darren heard the howling voices of lost souls cast into the deepest pits of Hell.

      “When one becomes an archpaladin,” Gaimon explained, “you become more than human. You gain a touch of the seraph about you. I am no longer just a man. My soul has begun to transcend the limits of my physical vessel, and now I am partly divine.”

      Darren leveled Melancholy. Man or seraph, Darren would tell the difference with his sword, not words.

      But then Gaimon moved. His feet left the ground, and as he used a new skill, enhanced, Darren realized the archpaladin’s power had reached an entirely new level.

      

  




Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Enemy Archpaladin Gaimon has used the ability Tenfold Slash of Light. (Uncommon)

        	This ability generates ten ephemeral blades of power. It has been enhanced by the Archpaladin’s soul domain emanating from his wings.

      

      Darren realized the sense of pressure he was feeling wasn’t an illusion. The archpaladin was doing something.

      Darren had heard of soul domains before, but he’d only ever experienced their effects from powerful demons. Between his Divine Aura Mastery, Divine Blessing, and Demonslayer skills, Darren had been able to shrug off any demonic soul domain.

      But this wasn’t a demonic soul domain. It has a certain holy gravitas to it. A weight beyond measure that needed at the core of his being, judging his soul and deeming it unworthy. None of Darren’s skills applied to stopping it. Darren would have to bear the force of this power with the strength of his will alone.

      Darren prepared to fight as he steadied his thoughts. Darren activated his Dragonslayer’s Aegis, but he knew it had barely withstood this ability before.

      Now that it was being enhanced there was no way it would protect him. So Darren shifted his stance to the Leaf in the Storm and prepared to dodge as many of the slashes as he could.

      Sure enough, the shield created by the aegis absorbed three beams of light before it shattered. Darren still had armor on him, but it wasn’t anything special and he fully expected the archpaladin’s skill to go right through it. So he dodged four more, taking the final three slashes as best he could on his shoulders and left boot.

      Darren grimaced silently as he endured the blows. The mobility on his left arm would be reduced, but that was better than wounding his sword arm. The sting in his boot would be a bigger problem if it started interfering with his mobility.

      While Darren evaded, Archpaladin Gaimon hovered in the air like a being descended from the heavens, hanging there suspended by his burning wings. They spread out behind him, not flapping or blowing in the breeze, but holding their bearer aloft all the same.

      Archpaladin Gaimon gazed down upon Limedeep as though he was its master and it was past time this city bowed to him. He demanded more than obedience, he demanded worship.

      “Are you prepared to grovel now, rogue?” Archpaladin Gaimon mocked Darren as he hovered in the air. “You should fall to your knees and beg for your life. With my full power, I could kill you at any time.”

      Darren spoke for the first time in their entire fight. “You have tried before. You have failed before. You will fail again.”

      The archpaladin frowned and his eyes flicked through the information being displayed by his sigil. He lost focus for a moment as a quest title appeared before him. Gaimon had dismissed the unfinished bonus quest flashing before his eyes years ago, before he’d become an archpaladin.

      

  




Quest: Kill Ariel Heavengrace

      
        	Bonus objective: Kill Darren Heavengrace. All rewards doubled.

      

      “You...” Gaimon said as his eyes snapped away from the message.

      Then, to his shock and surprise, Darren was gone.
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      If Darren didn’t know how to pick his battles, he would have died many years ago. He had suspected that revealing a bit of information about himself would cause the archpaladin’s sigil to trigger a quest. Doing so had been a bit of a gamble, but with the archpaladin’s unexpected strength, escaping his wrath would have been difficult otherwise.

      Sigils were temperamental things. Though they did their best not to distract their wielders in combat, they still could do so.

      Darren knew from experience that the moment a paladin thought their battle was already won was when this happened most severely. Gaimon had gotten too confident and let his attention slip to the message instead of staying fixed on Darren. The archpaladin could not catch him now.

      As it was, once Darren was out of sight, he slipped on his Cloak of Concealment. From then on, Archpaladin Gaimon might as well have been chasing a ghost.

      The fact that he was abandoning Limedeep irked him almost as much as the fact that he was leaving Archpaladin Gaimon alive. He cursed himself deep in his heart.

      Had he been relaxing too much, enjoying these new friends of his? Should he have been running around completing quest after quest like he had down in Hell? Should he have hidden in the wilderness until he had evolved all of his skills to the legendary rarity?

      Whatever the answer, there was nothing Darren could do now except escape with Callum, Cassandra, Morgana, and Sasha. They would find somewhere new and start again. It wouldn’t be Limedeep, but so long as he had his friends he could find a new home.

      So Darren headed to the meeting place Morgana had suggested before they parted ways. That little treehouse in the wilderness outside of the city. It had stayed hidden from travelers and the Limedeep city guard, so it would stay hidden from Gaimon’s paladins as well. It was already stocked with traveling provisions, courtesy of the Black Raven Guild, and Morgana, Darren, and Callum all knew where it was.

      It should have been the perfect hiding place, so Darren was surprised to find others lurking around it.

      At first, he thought it was Callum and Sasha patrolling the area, but he soon realized there were far too many people there.

      Instead of his loyal women and followers, Darren found guardsmen outside the fortress mingled with members of the Black Raven Guild. At first, Darren was confused.

      The city guard of Limedeep was in disarray after the death of their commander, and even if they weren’t, the city guard of Limedeep was at the throat of the Black Raven Guild. They definitely wouldn’t be working together.

      And yet, here they were. The answer came when Darren realized he wasn’t looking at the city guard of Limedeep. These guards were from the city of Silvercross, the home of Cassandra’s family.

      A bad feeling welled up deep in Darren’s chest. Something was wrong here.

      His suspicions were proven correct when he spotted a familiar figure struggling to ascend the rope ladder. Cassandra’s sleazy brother Edmund.

      “This damnable thing is too wobbly!” Edmund protested as his guards inside the treehouse hauled him up.

      “You can make it, my lord!” one guard shouted from above. “Just hold on and we will pull you up.”

      While the guards struggled with getting Edmund into the treehouse, Darren snuck around the sentries and climbed a nearby tree. He jumped from branch to branch and traveled silently through the air until he was looming outside the window of the treehouse and looking in.

      There, he saw a sight that made his stomach churn. Sasha and Callum were both tied to a pair of chairs in the center of the room. They had bruises on their faces and cracked lips. The surrounding ropes held them tight, and Darren spotted a ring sitting on a nearby table. That was Callum’s sigil.

      Darren reached through the window to take the sigil, then bent his ear to listen. He was tempted to barge in and rescue his two companions, but Morgana and Cassandra were nowhere to be seen, which worried him even more than the fact that Callum and Sasha were being interrogated. He didn’t want to help Callum and Sasha without knowing where his women were.

      Then the sound of a voice from across the room caused the blood in Darren’s veins to freeze over.

      “Where is that madman of yours now?” Edmund demanded as he paced the floor in front of Callum. “Things were going so nicely before Archpaladin Gaimon showed up. Now that you’ve let him get involved in the region, I’ll be at the beck and call of the Order of the Rod instead of the other way around. It used to be that if they wanted to do anything in the region, they had to work through me. But if an Archpaladin is setting up shop nearby, I’ll be the one working for them!”

      “You’re the lowest of the low,” Sasha said. “A bottom-feeding piece of scum searching for even the tiniest opportunity to seize a little power. You’re the reason the Order of the Rod got rid of the nobility of Whiteguard.”

      Edmund slapped her across the face for that. But when he did so, Sasha only clenched her jaw. To her, the blow was as pathetically weak as a strike from a child.

      In contrast, Edmund clutched his fingers like he’d hit a stone. “Hells! That hurt!”

      “She’s a paladin, Lord Edmund,” a man’s voice said.

      Darren recognized him as the one who’d been hanging around Morgana. Simon. Morgana had pointed him out a few times. He was a criminal the city guard was due to round up when things were less hectic. Now that Darren was seeing him here, he realized he should have taken a greater interest in Morgana’s enemies. Had he known this man would come up again, Darren would have hunted him down and killed him himself.

      “I know that, Simon, if that even is your real name,” Edmund grumbled at the assassin leader of the Black Raven Guild. “Where are my interrogation gloves? And fetch me a stick so I don’t damage my hand again. A nice one with a good handle. Whittle it from a branch if you have to.”

      Simon looked at Edmund as though he were looking at a fly that landed in his soup. He wasn’t too happy to be working with the nobleman, but desperate times make for strange bedfellows.

      “Now, now, my new friend,” Simon chuckled, though the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “We should have patience. Remember, our true prizes, my wayward pupil and your younger sister, are already on their way back to the city. But these two have a few secrets about them. Their sigils alone make them valuable, and I bet the woman has a few family members willing to pay for her. Or failing that, a few old rivals.”

      “Cassandra’s servant here definitely didn’t have a sigil on him when I last saw him,” Edmund snorted.

      Darren had heard enough. He slipped out of the tree and landed on the ground among the group of thieves and city guards who’d joined hands in this strange union. They were enemies, and Darren was in no mood for mercy.

      He swept Melancholy through three of them before they had so much as a chance to cry out.

      “We’re under attack—” a fourth tried to cry before Darren shoved one of his Celestial Storm tendrils down her throat, cutting her voice short.

      He finished off the rest of the bandits and city guards while she squirmed like a fish on a hook, then tossed her into the woods where her head bashed against a tree, rendering her either unconscious or dead. Darren didn’t care enough to check.

      He hauled himself up the rope ladder and shot into the treehouse above like a stone launched from a sling. Simon and Edmund both looked his way, along with the pair of Edmund’s guards still in the treehouse.

      “There he is! Grab him!” Edmund shouted, but Darren crossed the room in the blink of an eye.

      One of the people in the small room was a paladin. Despite his shining armor, he had the same sleazy look as the first paladin Darren had killed who’d been working with Edmund.

      The paladin activated a skill, probably the very one that had disabled Sasha.

      

  




Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Enemy paladin has used the skill Aura Dispersal (rare).

        	This ability destabilizes other skills and reduces the innate physical enhancements of becoming a paladin.

        	Your Magical Comprehension skill renders you immune to this effect.

      

      The paladin raised his sword thinking he had the advantage. Because of that, he was slow and sloppy. Darren grabbed both sides of his blade with his hands as it swung through the air and caught it between his palms. Then Darren pivoted on his heels, tore the sword from the paladin’s grip, and planted it in the paladin’s neck in one flowing motion.

      Before the body hit the ground, Darren was already taking care of a rough-looking pair of men who should have been Simon’s subordinates. Darren used his Celestial Storm tendrils to grab one by the ankle and used him to trip the other.

      Then two of Edmund’s guards came forward. The treehouse was too small to wield Melancholy in, but Darren grabbed the wrists of both guards as they reached for the weapons at their sides and dropped both of them through the hole in the floor leading to the ground. Simon’s two goons followed them down the hole.

      Darren thought he heard the snapping of a leg, but he gave the rope ladder a yank, just to make sure nobody would be getting on their feet again.

      Then Darren turned and grabbed Edmund by the neck. He’d spared this little piece of slime once before because he was Cassandra’s brother. And what had that gotten him? Cassandra and Morgana were both gone, probably headed right into Gaimon’s clutches.

      “You’ve caused me trouble one time too many,” Darren said. Then he snapped Edmund’s neck and tossed his broken body out the window.

      Darren had killed Edmund’s guards already. As far as he was concerned, they deserved no more mercy than the man himself. And today Darren was in no mood for mercy.

      Darren had killed Edmund in the blink of an eye. Even Simon, a hardened killer, was shocked at the cold and brutal efficiency with which Darren dispatched a noble of the Blackwind Empire.

      Simon had a dagger in his hand, ready to strike. But he’d seen how that had gone with Edmund’s two guards, and he held himself back.

      “Now hold on...” Simon said. “You’re looking for my wayward apprentice, right? As it happens, I’m looking for her as well...”

      Simon suddenly found himself knocked to the ground. He tried to swing his dagger, but Darren stepped on his wrist and plucked the weapon from his hands. Simon tried to reach for his spare in his boot, but Darren grabbed it first and tossed it aside.

      Then Darren picked Simon up by the collar of his shirt and punched him across the jaw.

      Simon was a lean man, and Darren’s punch sent him sprawling against the far wall, spitting out broken pieces of teeth.

      “Hells!” Simon spat. “I can help you, but not if I’m unconscious!”

      “You hit those two harder.” Darren jerked his head at Callum and Sasha, who were looking at Darren with wide eyes. He’d entered the room mere moments ago, and his appearance had been accompanied by a surge of violence the two of them had never seen from him before against human foes.

      Darren looked back and saw the two of them flinching at his gaze. He was scaring them.

      Those looks of fear stayed his hand more than Simon’s words. For a moment, he’d lost himself there, thinking he was back in Hell.

      Darren hauled Simon to his feet. “Untie them,” Darren ordered the criminal overlord. “Then tell me where Cassandra and Morgana are.”

      “About that...” Simon chuckled nervously.

      Darren’s eyes snapped to him.

      “They never left the city!” Callum said. “Cassandra and Morgana stayed behind to help get a few people out of the city. We were waiting for them here, but they never showed up.”

      “Well, let’s not be so hasty about that!” Simon interrupted as he worked on Sasha’s bound hands. “I’m sure they’re on their way. Nobody in their right mind would stick around for long with a horde of furious Hell-possessed paladins scouring the city clean of life! I know I certainly left in a hurry.”

      “Cassandra would,” Callum said grimly. “She’d stay until she thought she’d saved everyone she could.”

      “And get caught doing it,” Darren said with a grimace.

      Simon’s eyes widened as he realized his usefulness in Darren’s eyes was being reduced with each passing moment. “I know the city like no other. Morgana learned all of its nooks and secret passageways from me. I am certain she’ll be the one helping your friend guide people to safety.”

      “Then you will live,” Darren said. “Lead us to these passages.”
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        * * *

      

      When Sasha and Callum were free, they both looked at Darren with nervous looks in their eyes. Eventually, Callum broke the silence.

      Simon led them down the road. They traveled quickly thanks to the presence of a few of Edmund’s horses, one of which was of the massive white paladin horse variety. Darren took that horse and dug his heels in, riding as far and as hard as he could in the last direction he should go, back towards Limedeep.

      Darren had to admit that keeping Simon around was the right call. Even with a paladin’s senses and his Celestial Storm tendrils searching the outskirts of the city, he never would have guessed that the criminals of Limedeep had dug a series of secret underground tunnels to bypass the city guard’s entrance tax.

      The tunnels extended a considerable distance from the city, past a bluff near the coast to end at a cave just out of sight of the walls. The only reason Darren spotted it now was that there were people still streaming out of it one or two at a time.

      “It’s a narrow tunnel,” Simon explained. “Difficult to get anything sizable through, but wide enough for people to walk through in pairs. Unfortunately, it’s barely wide enough for two people to pass each other, especially if one of those two people is someone of your prodigious dimensions.”

      “I’ll stay here,” Callum volunteered. “When there’s a break in the people coming out, I’ll head in.”

      “Me as well,” Sasha said. “Those two women are doing what I should have been doing myself instead of turning tail to run. I have to help them.”

      Darren nodded to them both. He turned to Callum. “We will meet up again where we first met. Do not risk yourselves.”

      “Don’t worry, Darren,” Callum laughed. “Once is all the chances I’ll give you to rescue me. I plan to take care of myself, though if you end up getting captured, I can’t promise I won’t come in trying to save you.”

      Callum clasped Darren’s hand in his own and they parted ways, with Darren taking Simon to another secret entrance. This one was much smaller, just barely large enough for Darren to crawl through on all fours. It was nothing more than a tunnel heading under the walls.

      It would have been easily spotted by the city guard if they’d been more diligent about clearing the tall grasses and bushes surrounding the walls, but as it was, Simon and Darren slipped back into the city.

      Darren put on his cloak of concealment and followed behind Simon as he led Darren to the other end of the tunnel.

      Sure enough, he found Cassandra and Morgana standing before a dark building, ushering a frightened group of the city’s refugees out of Limedeep.

      “Don’t worry, the paladins are only attacking people out on the streets,” Cassandra said to ease their frightened voices. “Just stay here until we can make our way through.”

      “That might not be true,” one of the people Cassandra was trying to comfort said. “I watched a paladin smash through a wall and tear a family from their home. He sensed Demonic Aura inside.”

      “The imps left a trail through the city from the items and traps they left behind,” Morgana said grimly. “If you were unfortunate enough to play host to a demonic guest, I wouldn’t be surprised if a paladin sensed some Demonic Aura coming from wherever they were staying.”

      Given how riddled with demons the city had been, many people were in just such a situation. Most of Limedeep’s residents had only just moved back into their own homes after days of hiding out with friends and family while the demons were dealt with.

      “Cassandra, Morgana,” Darren said as he pulled down the hood to his cloak. “You should have left. Come, we’re going.”

      “Look, it’s the savior of the city!” someone said.

      “Are you here to save us again?”

      “Thank the heavens! They have seen our plight and sent the savior to us once again!”

      Darren grimaced. He had only come here for Cassandra and Morgana. He couldn’t save the rest of these people.

      “Darren!” Cassandra’s long dress trailed behind her as she ran up to him and jumped to wrap her arms around him. She planted a kiss on his cheek, overjoyed to see him.

      Darren held her close and returned her affection. Morgana greeted him more platonically with a wave and a bright smile.

      “We need your help, Darren,” Cassandra said. “Many of these people won’t leave without their things. They can’t restart their lives without their tools and wealth or they’ll end up as beggars unable to ply their trades or earn their keep. Can you store their things in your inventory so we can transport them out of the city?”

      “I can,” Darren answered. “But if I do, you and Morgana must leave with me as well. The city is lost. We must go.”

      “But—” Cassandra protested, but Darren placed his fingers over her mouth, cutting her short.

      “You have saved many. Let that be enough,” Darren said. Then he turned to the surrounding crowd with mixed looks on their faces. Some bore expressions of understanding. Others seemed indignant.

      “You’re fleeing?” one merchant asked. “But you’re the hero of the city! Shouldn’t you stand your ground and bravely defend us or something?”

      “You’d best mind your tongue,” Morgana spat. “After all, he’ll be the one holding on to that chest of gold you refuse to flee without. You’re running as well, and even a thousand of you couldn’t do as much for the city in a lifetime as Darren has done in a few days.”

      The merchant scoffed, but his face went pale when Morgana mentioned who’d be holding on to his gold. He bit off whatever he was going to say. “Apologies. I’ll... be sure to compensate you handsomely for transporting my goods out of Limedeep during this time of crisis.”

      Just then, Simon ducked into the building. “It looks like more refugees are streaming into the city as fast as they’re leaving through the tunnel. They’ll never be out of here at this rate.”

      “You!” Morgana hissed as she spotted Simon. “Don’t think I forgot about that bottle of poisoned wine!”

      Simon chuckled. “Oh, that? Just a little parting graduation gift. You handled it well enough, which I admit annoyed me for a while. That trick has never failed me before.”

      “I have half a mind to stick a sword in your guts...” Morgana grumbled. “Keep out of my sight.”

      Simon needed no second warnings. He headed somewhere out on the roof, and Darren was certain he was about to slip away. Darren could have stopped him from escaping, but doing so would have meant letting Cassandra out of his arms.

      “There’s one more building I promised to take care of,” Cassandra said. “Let me keep my promise, then I promise I’ll leave with you. Morgana as well.”

      “We’ll go together,” Darren said. “Lead the way.”
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      Darren tucked Morgana and Cassandra within his cloak as they walked, so their presence would be shielded as well. Though they traveled through a busy street and spotted paladins scouring the city on white horses several times, none of them gave the group of three a second glance.

      “How are we going to get these people out of here once we’ve found them?” Morgana asked in a hushed voice.

      “Don’t you know some secret criminal underground tunnel or something?” Cassandra asked hopefully.

      “There are a few cellars that are linked in this region of the city. If Darren snaps the doors we’ll be able to make half the trip underground, but we’ll still have to cross a few streets. Even traveling light, there are a couple of places where we might get caught.”

      Darren followed Morgana’s pointed hand to a nearby door, and they broke open several buildings. All of them were already abandoned. They’d belonged to the Black Raven Guild before, and most of their membership had scattered to the winds as soon as Simon’s plan to take over the city by allying himself with Gaimon ended up making them the enemies of the whole city.

      They traveled underground without incident until they came across a band of terrified people huddled in a nearby building.

      “Cassandra! Thank the seraph!” a woman said. “We thought you’d given up on us. Thank you for coming to me and my family. My organization will not forget this! Considering the number of imp hides we’ve purchased and sold over the last year, there’s no way the paladins wouldn’t sense the Demonic Aura on us. We can’t stay here.”

      “Hush,” Cassandra said. “Let’s just focus on getting you and yours safely out of Limedeep before a paladin passes close enough to check.”

      The woman turned out to be one of the people to whom Cassandra had been selling all the imp hides Darren had been hunting.

      She wasn’t the richest merchant to ply such a trade, but she had a big family all invested in aspects of turning the parts of lesser demons into valuable goods.

      All told, there were over fifty members of the clan, including the woman’s children and their own families and grandchildren. But their family matriarch quickly rounded them all up and got them moving.

      “Where are your things?” Darren said. “We will travel fast. I will carry them.”

      The family had been prepared to leave their inventory behind and just take the coin they could carry, but Darren took it all into his inventory and they left with all haste.

      They traveled to the first of the Black Raven Guild safe houses and headed underground through the city until they were nearly at the place where they could make it out of Limedeep.

      That was when they finally ran into trouble. Darren sensed a paladin, and his ability detected a vision skill looking them over.

      

  




Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Enemy paladin has used the ability Demonic Presence Revelation (Uncommon)

        	This ability causes all things imbued with Demonic Aura to catch fire and burn.

        	Your Magical Comprehension ability renders you immune to the burning aspect of this skill, but not the revelation aspect.

      

      As Darren watched, the clothes of most of the people in the group caught fire.

      “I told you to throw away anything made out of demon hide!” the matriarch of this little clan said in a hushed and terrified whisper. “Quickly! Discard it!”

      Wallets, vests, and several leather undergarments were tossed onto the ground by their unfortunate wearers. A few men clutched singed crotches, and one woman was rubbing her burned breasts.

      Darren pulled the discarded garments into his inventory to hide them. But he was too late. As they burned, they lit up like a flare under his vision, revealing the existence of Demonic Aura to anyone in this region of the city.

      

  




Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Enemy Paladin has used the skill Spirit Messenger (common)

        	This ability creates a bird or other small animal capable of carrying messages.

      

      Darren cursed under his breath. Then he tore off his cloak of concealment. Before Morgana or Cassandra could ask what he was doing, he grabbed them both and shoved the robe over the both of them.

      “Remember your promise. You get to the safe house and leave. Callum and Sasha are waiting on the other side. We will meet where we first met,” Darren told them both.

      “Darren, no!” Cassandra protested, panic in her voice.

      Darren shook his head. “Go.”

      “You’re not sacrificing yourself for us, are you?” Morgana asked in a hushed voice. “Because I won’t accept that.”

      “I have a plan,” Darren said. “Leave. We will meet again soon.”

      Morgana pulled Cassandra away and quickly started ushering the group of demon hide traders to safety. Darren knew if he could just keep the paladins off of him for a while longer, they would be safe.

      So Darren jumped onto a nearby roof and ran just out of sight of them before pulling the smoldering clothes out of his inventory. He let them burn, sending their signal throughout the city. With any luck, the paladins were still scanning for the signal they were putting out and would hone in on his current position instead of his previous one.

      Darren stood on the roof with Melancholy in his hands. One by one, paladins started showing up in groups of three or four. Their horses carried them with great speed, and Darren could see little golden messengers floating through the air, carrying their burdens from one paladin to the next.

      Soon, there were a dozen paladins gathered around the foot of the building Darren stood on. Then there were fifty. Judging by the pounding of hooves against the cobblestones, there would soon be a hundred or more.

      “Who are you?” one paladin asked. “Where are the demons?”

      One paladin, less confused by Archpaladin Gaimon’s mind-altering skill, pointed at Darren. “The archpaladin told us of that one! He’s a traitor to the paladin order!”

      “An oathbreaker!” the first paladin growled. “We will deal with him.”

      The paladins around the building jumped off their horses and pulled swords, maces, spears, and hammers from their sides. The priestesses and clerics supporting them watched from the rear as the paladins started climbing the building Darren stood on.

      Darren let them come. He had carefully positioned himself at the peak of a tall roof. Any attackers would have to climb one at a time towards him. Darren had gotten the measure of most of these paladins, and he would favor himself against any one of them fighting one against one.

      He would only be overwhelmed if he allowed them to swarm around him, so he didn’t plan to let that happen.

      

  




Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Enemy Priestess has used the ability Lethargy (common)

        	This ability manipulates Divine Aura, reducing the effectiveness of movement skills.

        	Your Magical Comprehension skill renders you immune to this skill.

        	Enemy Paladin has used the skill Smite (common)

        	This ability conjures a hammer of glowing light that crashes into the target.

        	Enemy paladin has used the skill Lightshatter (rare)

        	This ability eliminates the physical effects of light-based skills.

        	Your Celestial Storm skill has been rendered unusable for the next thirty seconds.

      

      One ability after another came after Darren. He shrugged off or dodged most of them, but a few were unavoidable. The one that disabled his Celestial Storm skill was especially annoying, as he’d been using most of his tendrils to knock paladins off the steeply sloped roof.

      Unable to use his tendrils from his Celestial Storm skill, Darren pulled a few broken swords and pieces of armor from his inventory and dumped them down the roof, smashing into a few heads and reducing the first wave of enemy paladins from a half dozen to two.

      That was few enough that Darren could dispatch them both quickly. With Melancholy in hand and the advantage of the high ground, Darren cut through the first with a feint and slash to the hip. Darren dealt with the second by planting a boot in his face and kicking him off the roof.

      Six more groups of paladins streamed up the rooftop, and six more groups were swiftly fended off. By Darren’s count, he’d mortally wounded ten paladins in a few seconds.

      But that didn’t amount to much, especially with so many clerics and priestesses waiting nearby. Darren cut a paladin’s head clean off and kicked him to the ground, only for the severed head to be caught by a cleric and reattached to the headless corpse moments later. He was still out of the fight, but Darren simply couldn’t defeat his enemies fast enough.

      Eventually, someone decided that rather than climb the building and fight Darren where he had the advantage, they’d be better off simply bringing the building down beneath him.

      

  




Sense Intent: Skill Analysis

      
        	Enemy paladin has used the ability Earthshatter (rare)

        	This ability cracks earthen structures and sends shock waves traveling through stone.

        	Enemy paladin has used the ability Scour the Earth (rare)

        	This ability creates holy fire, which burns the soul of anything it touches.

      

      The roof collapsed beneath Darren’s heels, and Darren twisted at the last moment to land on top of a priestess’s head. He launched himself off her forehead and jumped over to the saddle of a horse before springing clear of the rubble, crashing down behind him. The building shattered in an explosion of stone and dust, leaving nothing but destroyed wreckage.

      “Don’t let him get away!” a paladin shouted after Darren.

      “Flank him! I’ll ride ahead and cut him off!”

      “He’s immune to my slowing and disabling skills! I can’t stop him!”

      Soon Darren was sprinting through Limedeep on foot with two hundred paladins hot on his tail. They chased after him with fury in their eyes and weapons raised over their heads.

      Darren judged that by now, Morgana, Cassandra, and those survivors she rescued would be well on their way to safety. It was time for him to make his retreat and head for the walls.

      Darren ran as fast as Leaf in the Storm would carry him, and quickly made his way to a distant wall.

      But then he felt a powerful presence appear nearby. Archpaladin Gaimon had finally shown himself.

      He shot down from the sky like a falling comet, trailing lines of burning flame as he descended. He came to a stop right in front of Darren, blocking his escape.

      Darren turned to the right, but the Archpaladin moved to block him. Those few moments were all the other paladins needed to box Darren in. Soon, he was surrounded with no hope of escape.

      “We’ve got the oathbreaker surrounded, sir!” one paladin shouted to Archpaladin Gaimon. “Watch out, he has several powerful and unusual skills no one here has even heard of before!”

      “At ease, all of you. I can take it from here.” Gaimon grinned as he circled Darren.

      Darren met the archpaladin’s gaze, keeping Melancholy’s point leveled between them while eyeing the crowd around them out of the corners of his eyes.

      “You have me now,” Darren said. “Ask your questions, and I will answer.”

      Gaimon’s smile widened. “You’re finally talking to me. I don’t suppose this is one last attempt to buy time for your fleeing friends? Don’t worry, I know all about that little tunnel leading out of the city. You spot a surprising number of things others cannot once you learn to fly. I’ve already sent a group of my soldiers to intercept them on the other side of the tunnel. They’ll be prisoners soon enough.”

      He knew about Cassandra and Morgana’s escape tunnel. Darren’s heart dropped in his chest. Darren would have to escape far quicker than he was prepared for if he wanted to save his women and friends from the people coming for them.

      Darren grit his teeth. He was fairly certain he could escape Gaimon’s clutches, but he’d need at least three days and a bit of luck. Right now, there was no way he could slip away.

      “Let them go,” Darren began, “and I will surrender to you.”

      Gaimon laughed. “What do I need your surrender for? You are quite thoroughly trapped.”

      Darren lifted Melancholy and reversed the blade, pointing its razor-sharp point towards himself.

      “You need to take my life for your quest. But you won’t be able to if I take it first.”

      Gaimon scowled. “How clever of you. You are every bit your parent’s son, Darren Heavengrace. I will swear an oath to the seraph to let your friends go free if you will stand down and allow yourself to be taken prisoner.”

      “And then you will kill me?”

      “Not quite so soon. You see, I’ve done a lot of research over these last couple of days. It turns out you’ve been a busy man, saving Limedeep from a horde of demons and all. You’re the savior of the city. Not many people will believe Limedeep was taken over by demons, no matter what I say. Especially if I let those survivors of yours flee and tell their side of the story. If I wish to save my good name, I must have undeniable proof.”

      Archpaladin Gaimon reached into his pocket and withdrew a blood-red stone on a long iron chain. He tossed it on the ground at Darren’s feet, and it rolled to a stop by Darren’s boot.

      Darren reached down and picked it up.

      

  




Sense Intent: Item Analysis: This is a Demonic Ascension Charm

      
        	This item transforms a wielder of a holy sigil into a demon with their equivalent level of power over three days. All divine skills will be converted to demonic skills.

        	Your Divine Blessing ability renders you immune to this effect.

      

      “Before you die, I’ll show you off to all the city. I’ll expose the demon in you and let all of Limedeep see that their savior was a demon in disguise all along!” Gaimon laughed. “Then whenever someone asks me why I took my men into Limedeep, all I’ll need to do is point to you.”

      “Three days,” Darren muttered to himself. “If I wear this and cooperate, will you let my people go?”

      “You have my word, sworn on the seraph themselves.” Gaimon smiled. “Let the heavens strike me dead should I break this vow.”

      “Then we are agreed,” Darren said. “I will be your prisoner for three days.”

      Darren placed the Demonic Ascension Charm around his neck and pulled Melancholy into his inventory. Then the paladins swarmed him and placed a set of long manacles around his arms, wrists, and neck.

      Darren closed his eyes, looking only at a single notification given to him by his sigil before they tore it off his neck. The moment it was gone, Darren let himself fall into a familiar state of blissful meditative peace.

      

  




Limitless Evolution: Evolve Darren Heavengrace

      
        	You have triggered your Limitless Evolution skill on Darren Heavengrace.

        	‘A moment of selfless sacrifice’ requirement has been met. Darren Heavengrace may now be upgraded from Paladin to Archpaladin.

        	Begin process?

        	Darren Heavengrace is now being upgraded to Archpaladin...
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      Two and a half days passed. The remaining citizens of Limedeep left their homes with fear written all over their faces. The paladins had the city under martial law, and mercenaries under the employ of the Order of the Rod were streaming in to bolster the small number of paladins with a large number of foot soldiers.

      “Hard to believe this place was ravaged by demons,” one mercenary said to another as they approached the gates to Limedeep.

      “Good thing the Order of the Rod showed up to reclaim the place for humanity.”

      “Would have been better to let them all get dragged to Hell. Limedeep’s always been a den of pirates and thieves. The lot of them deserved death.”

      “Woah, mate, don’t be speaking like that in front of the locals!” one of the mercenary’s companions chuckled. “Especially not any of their fine lady folk.”

      “Ha, I’ve heard most of the women who survived have turned themselves into whores to feed themselves. Maybe one of them will let me take my hatred of Limedeep out on them?”

      “Only you would rather berate a woman than screw her.” The mercenaries all shared a laugh.

      Behind them, a group of cloaked figures huddled and whispered.

      “Alright, everyone, do you remember the plan?” Cassandra asked her companions. She hoped they did. Devising it had taken hundreds of usages of her divination skill. She still wasn’t satisfied with it, but their current plan had a higher chance of success than anything else they’d come up with.

      Callum nodded right behind her, along with Sasha and Morgana soon after.

      “We’ll head into the city under the guise of pilgrims wishing to pay homage to the archpaladin and witness this hero-turned-demon for ourselves. The guards at the gate will eat it up,” Morgana explained. “Then we’ll go to one of those towers, cut Darren down, throw his magic cloak over him, and ferry him out of the city by barge.”

      “If it all goes that smoothly, I’ll be impressed,” Sasha said. “I’ve never had a combat plan last longer than first contact with the enemy.”

      “Then we’ll just have to improvise,” Callum said. “Darren’s taught me a trick or two.”

      They arrived at the gate and gave their excuse for passing through it, which the guards accepted without protest.

      “Don’t you bug the archpaladin. He’s a busy man!” the mercenary guarding the city gates said.

      “We won’t!” Cassandra assured him. “We’re just humble pilgrims looking to pay our respects and witness the lies and tricks of these demons who invaded Limedeep for yourselves.”

      “Well then you’re in luck, the archpaladin ordered the demon strung up on a pair of chains over the entire city. He’s tied between the northern and southern tower hovering over everyone.” The guard pointed over his shoulder, where a tiny human figure could be seen suspended between a pair of massive chains attached to either arm.

      The chains were pulled taut, and the man hung by his wrists over the city. Men and women pointed and gawked at him. Most of the new pilgrims were invited to the city by the archpaladin himself.

      “Thank you,” Cassandra grumbled with less sincerity than she would have preferred.

      They entered the city and were greeted by vendors and food stalls selling old eggs and fruit that were just rotting. The vendors were all some of the new pilgrims who’d just entered the city. The residents of Limedeep who’d lived through the paladins’ cleansing were staying far away from the main streets of the city.

      “What is this?” Cassandra demanded, as she inspected the inferior goods. “No one could eat these things. Are you trying to poison your customers?”

      “Ah, these are for throwing!” the vendor explained.

      “Throwing?”

      “At the demon, of course! Grab some eggs, some rotten fruit, some old fish. Whatever it is you want. Pick it up and throw it at the demon!” The vendor laughed and pointed at Darren, suspended above the city on chains.

      “He’s not a demon!” A girl jumped out from her mother’s skirts. Cassandra recognized her as one girl who’d woven a crown of flowers for Darren at the festival held in his honor. “He saved the city! He protected us from the demons! If anyone’s a demon, it’s these new paladins who’ve shown up and chained him to the walls! He’s—”

      The girl’s mother hastily hushed her daughter, but she didn’t do it quickly enough. A pair of paladins appeared from the shadows.

      “It looks like your daughter’s been influenced by the lingering demonic energy in the air, we’ll take her off your hands and cleanse her for you,” one paladin said.

      “No!” the woman cried in protest. “No cleansing! I’ll take her to the shrine myself.”

      “The shrine maiden, unfortunately, died in the demonic invasion,” the paladin said. “You’ll have to wait for a priest to show up. The archpaladin is preparing to consecrate a new temple here as soon as we are finished constructing a new barracks for the Order of the Rod.”

      “We have some holy balm at home, I will anoint my daughter myself.”

      “I’m beginning to think the demons have gotten to you as well, miss. We’ll have to take you in too. And we’ll be searching your home later for any signs of demonic influence.”

      Callum stepped forward, prepared to step in.

      But before he could do anything more than shout, Morgana placed a hand over his mouth. “Do nothing stupid, Callum. We’re here for Darren. You making a mess of things now wouldn’t help Darren, now would it?”

      Callum grumbled, but he knew Morgana was right. So he held back his temper as the woman and her daughter were hauled away.

      Sasha didn’t even notice the whole exchange. She was squinting up into the sky at Darren.

      “What do you see, Sasha?” Cassandra asked.

      “So much aura swirling around him...” Sasha shook her head in wonder. “Divine and Demonic both gathering like that? I think it has something to do with that pendant they’re forcing him to wear.”

      Cassandra looked up. Her senses for aura were not as developed as Sasha’s, but with a paladin guiding her and the immense amount of power floating in the air around Darren, even she could sense that something was wrong.

      “Heavens above,” Cassandra muttered. “What have they done to you, Darren?”

      After a moment of staring, Cassandra realized she would look strange to the people around her. So she quickly dabbed her eyes with her long trailing sleeves and plastered a smile on her face.

      “Well then, we’d best be on our way,” Cassandra said. She turned her nose up at the street vendor selling rotten goods, along with all of her friends doing the same. Soon, they were headed towards the northern walls. “Morgana, Sasha, this is where we part ways. We will wait for Darren by the southern walls.”

      “Me and Sasha will cut the chain by the northern walls,” Morgana replied. “You’d best be ready to go as soon as Darren’s swinging in your direction. We’ll catch up with you as fast as we can.”
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      Morgana and Sasha made their way up the northern tower. Sasha was still a paladin, even if she’d been excommunicated.

      So she could slip in among the others now, especially that there were more than Gaimon’s core group of worshipful followers in the city. With more paladins here, Sasha could disguise herself among the newcomers.

      Sasha threw a salute to a few of her fellow paladins, who returned it with a nod. Only a few of them were in the Order of the Rod, but all were higher ranked than Sasha had been.

      “You, paladin. You are missing your rank and affiliation pins on your armor. What order do you belong to?” a paladin from the Order of the Rod demanded. “And what is she doing here? This is for people of the paladin rank or equivalent in their class only. What is a holy adept doing here?”

      He jerked his chin towards Morgana’s sigil tucked into her hair.

      “I’m from the Order of the Rose, hoping for acceptance into the Order of the Rod, if the archpaladin gives his recommendation. As for this one? She’s... a prospective priestess.” Sasha explained, thinking quickly on her feet. “She just needs the sponsorship of an order and we can arrange the materials for a priestess ascension ritual. The Order of the Staff put her under me to gain experience.”

      “I see.” The paladin clucked his tongue. “Well, make sure she doesn’t get in the way.”

      The paladin left them, and Sasha waited for the stomping of armored boots to recede into the distance.

      “That was a close one,” Morgana whispered. “Thanks for covering for me.”

      The two women headed up to the top of the tower and eventually found where the chains connected to the tower. Limedeep had used these two towers for executions in the past, and there was a winch at the ready in this tower keeping the chains taut.

      “People are going to notice as soon as we loosen this thing,” Morgana warned. “That means we’d better be ready to flee immediately.”

      “Just hop on my shoulders and I’ll get us out of here,” Sasha said. “At least until we get deep enough into the city that we’ll be using your skills to evade pursuit.”

      The two women worked at the winch, letting out slack. On the other side of the city, Callum and Cassandra would reel theirs in. Slowly but surely, Darren was being pulled across the city through the air.

      Because he had so many eyes on him, someone was bound to notice. They worked as quickly as time and the winches allowed.

      “You’re going too fast!” Morgana said as she watched Darren through the window and guided Sasha’s turning of the winch. “Darren’s about to hit the ground!”

      “I’m not moving too fast. The other two are going too slow!” Sasha protested. “We stay here too long and we’ll all be screwed. Somebody important has to have seen what we’re doing by now.”

      As if Sasha’s words were a prophecy, someone pounded on the door to the chamber mere moments later.

      “Uhh... busy!” Sasha shouted.

      “We’re lowering the prisoner,” Morgana shouted. “Archpaladin’s orders!”

      “I just checked with Archpaladin Gaimon’s second. Nobody’s seen him at all today, let alone gotten any orders from him! Open this door!”

      Instead of opening the door, Morgana grabbed a nearby chair and tore a leg off. She wedged the broken chair behind the door and shoved the broken leg through the loop of the handle to bar the door shut before scrambling for more furniture to bolster her impromptu blockade.

      “And that’s the last of the chain,” Sasha said. “Let’s get out of here!”

      Morgana climbed on Sasha’s shoulders, and Sasha tied a rope off to the winch before jumping out of the window. Sasha and Morgana descended the tower with all haste before bounding away. A few paladins inside the tower saw Sasha and Morgana trying to make their escape and started running to intercept them.

      “I’ve got them. Go!” Morgana said, pointing a hand at both pursuers. “A bit of sleepiness for you, and some weakness for you.”

      Their pursuers collapsed on their feet, staggering as though someone had strapped a horse to their backs.

      Morgana laughed and pumped her fist in victory.

      “You got them?” Sasha asked, panting as she flew over the cobblestones as quickly as a horse at a gallop. She was using her movement skill to run without stopping or slowing. It had been one of the ones she was most proud of before she was excommunicated.

      “I got them good!” Morgana said. “But don’t worry about that, my fine steed. Run for me!”

      “Tempted to throw you off now,” Sasha snorted between panting breaths.

      Morgana patted Sasha’s head. “Mush!”

      Morgana directed Sasha through a series of back alleys. Between that and her two abilities to slow their pursuers, the pair of women quickly lost the paladins tailing them.

      They slipped into a nearby cellar and jumped between a few underground passageways. “We change clothes here,” Morgana said. “Get that armor off you.”

      Sasha grimaced as she pulled her paladin armor off and accepted a flowing cloaked dress Morgana had in her size. “I hate to discard my armor. It’s expensive, and it doesn’t look like we’ll be coming back to Limedeep once Darren’s safe.”

      “Here.” Morgana tossed Sasha a bag. “It isn’t a huge dimensional storage space, but the last paladin who used it had their armor in it, so I assume it’s big enough.”

      “Dimensional storage bags are incredibly expensive. Did you get this from Darren?”

      “Not quite,” Morgana said as she peered into the bag. “I stole it off that cocky arse of a paladin you were talking to back in the tower.”

      “You pickpocketed a paladin? That’s... impressive. Foolish, but impressive.”

      Morgana snorted. “And you think rescuing a prisoner from an Archpaladin is better?”

      Sasha admitted Morgana had her beat there, and when the two women were redressed, they left the underground hiding place to reappear on the streets like a pair of women dressed for a day out on the town. They left and started walking to the southern tower as hastily as they could.

      Callum and Cassandra had gotten Darren into the southern tower during the last few minutes. The two of them were no doubt struggling to cut the iron manacles around his wrists. Callum had brought a saw meant for just that purpose, but those things were still heavy chains and would take some hacking.

      “There they are!” Callum and Cassandra dragged Darren’s massive body into a wagon lined with hay barrels and tossed him in with the piles of grass.

      “Go, Cassandra!” Callum shouted as he jumped off the wagon, just as a couple of paladins from the southern tower ran out to greet him.

      “Looks like we’ve got to rescue Callum now,” Morgana said as she used both her skills to disable two of Callum’s attackers.

      Sasha might have taken off her armor, but her sword was the first thing within reach in that bag Morgana had stolen. She drew it in one fluid motion and dashed forward with all the speed of her movement ability.

      Sasha was a better defender than an attacker, so while she couldn’t dispatch the two paladins charging at Callum, she could block their advance.

      Sasha’s sword clashed with that of an attacking paladin, and her intervention bought Callum enough time to pull the white dagger off his hip and lengthen it into a spear.

      White light enveloped the tip of Callum’s spear as he used his skill, and Sasha kept the enemy paladin’s attention while they fought.

      But the man they were fighting had the symbol of the Order of the Rod on his chest. He had both skills and experience that won out over Sasha, to say nothing of Callum, who was only a holy adept.

      “Hold on!” Sasha said. “We just have to buy Cassandra time!”

      Fighting this paladin would be tough. Sasha didn’t think she was up to the task, truth be told, especially if those two Morgana hit with her weakening spells climbed back to their feet. But they could do it.

      They could buy Cassandra enough time to get Darren on a boat and get him out of Limedeep. That would be enough, even if they all died in the process.

      And then a voice shattered all her hopes.

      “Well... look who’s come back to Limedeep,” Archpaladin Gaimon chuckled. “And here I made a promise not to have you hunted down. Looks like I get to take care of you and still keep my word.”
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      Cassandra fled with all haste, with Darren in the wagon behind her. The long iron chains attached to the manacles around either of his wrists still trailed behind them. The iron was too thick to cut through easily, so it dragged along the ground as Cassandra hurriedly hauled it in and buried them in the hay sitting to either of Darren's sides.

      "Come on, Darren, please wake up…" Cassandra begged. She didn't know what Gaimon and his goons had done to her strong and handsome paladin, but he wasn't responding to anything.

      With no other options, Cassandra tugged on the reins of her horse to get the wagon moving. At the same time, she hauled in the long chains and buried them in the hay, disguising Darren's resting form in her wagon.

      She whirled around a corner, letting the horse guide her as she leaned backward, prying at the metal on the cuffs around Darren's wrist with a knife. Beads of sweat trailed down her cheeks. Her friends were fighting to buy her time, and she knew she had to make every moment count.

      "Are we going to make it out of this one?"

      Cassandra's power took its time answering her, and for a moment, she feared that its answer was going to be no. Her faith in their current plan came from the scattered words Wind's Whisper had divined for her.

      …Yes…

      Her power answered, and Cassandra's heart steadied a little. As soon as she could use the skill again, she'd ask it if they were going to make it out of this in one piece.

      She was making progress on the chains, and the horses were getting close to the docks. Cassandra would need to float Darren out to a nearby boat, which would be difficult with so much iron around his wrists. She needed to work faster.

      Cassandra cast a glance over her shoulder to where she'd parted ways with her companions. Surely they would come running this way any moment, having escaped from the Order of the Rod unharmed through some clever trick or a last-moment surge in power.

      Her heart leaped in her chest when she saw three figures crest the hill leading to the docks that she'd just passed over herself. She was about to shout and wave when she got a better look at them.

      The three figures were each clad in shining silver and gold armor. Those were the Order of the Rod's colors. Those weren't her friends. Those were paladins coming to finish her off.

      Cassandra ducked back into her seat, hiding behind the bales of hay stacked behind her. She couldn't hide herself in time, though. The paladins must have had some identification skill, or otherwise known they were looking for a woman carrying a wagon filled with hay.

      Cassandra risked a look behind her only to find the three paladins running towards her. Two of them headed in her direction with supernatural speed, powered by the might of movement skills or special items.

      She didn't have much time now.

      Cassandra jerked on the reins to get her horse to run as quick as it could. Then she reached over with her knife and cut the loops of rope binding it to the cart.

      The horse took off down the docks while Cassandra's wagon plowed into the water with a tremendous splash that sent hay all over.

      Shin-deep in the water, Cassandra worked at the little raft concealed beneath the hay and pulled it loose from the cart. Darren was already on top of it, though the weight of the heavy iron chains on his arms had the raft nearly underwater. Cassandra was just barely able to keep his head up as she paddled along behind Darren.

      The paladins ran up to the spot where she'd cut her horse free and sent her cart into the water. With all the speed she could muster, she pushed both herself and Darren beneath the docs. There was just enough space beneath them at low tide that Cassandra could keep their heads above water, and the splashing waves covered any sounds her paddling made.

      "Where did they go? They're not in the wagon."

      "We have to find them, or Gaimon will be furious."

      The paladins looked for Cassandra and Darren with furious determination, not realizing the pair they were looking for was sitting in the water right beneath their feet.

      The moment she had the nod from her skill, she'd start creeping her way towards one of the supply boats docked nearby. Cassandra had saved the captain's family in Limedeep, and in return, he'd been willing to help Cassandra and her friends get Darren out of the city.

      "Will Darren be safe if I go now?" Cassandra whispered to herself.

      ...Yes...

      That was a better answer than she'd gotten the last three times she checked, so Cassandra decided it was now or never. She made a break for it, paddling as fast as she could in the murky water of the bay as she pushed Darren's raft along.

      "My clairvoyance skill tells me she's somewhere over here..." a woman's voice called out from the docks.

      "Anyone have something more specific? A tracking skill, maybe?" another paladin replied.

      Suddenly, a bright blue light shone down on the water around Cassandra. She turned to find the brilliant glow emanating from the irises of a paladin on the docks. The paladin pointed his hand right at her, eyes piercing the wooden boards of the docks as though they weren't there. Cassandra caught his eyes through a tiny gap in the boards, and she knew he was staring right at her.

      Cassandra's heart jumped in fright, and it pounded in her chest as loud as a drum.

      "I'm not here; you don't see me..." Cassandra muttered as she sank herself beneath the water. "Please tell me they don't see me..."

      ...No...

      "There they are! Grab her!" the paladin who spotted her shouted.

      Cassandra burst into action. She had her staff strapped to the underside of Darren's raft, and she reached for it underwater. She tore it off now, paddling as fast as she could.

      But as fast as she could wasn't particularly fast, especially while pushing Darren's raft. She might as well have been a crippled mouse trying to escape a cat.

      The paladins commandeered a nearby rowboat and set oars to the water, quickly outpacing the rate at which Cassandra was swimming away from them.

      "Give yourself up, and the Order of the Rod will show mercy!" a paladin shouted. His offer of mercy didn't seem so believable when he had an arrow nocked and drawn.

      "Okay, I'm surrendering!" Cassandra said as she pulled her staff around underwater, charging Gossamer Strands all the while.

      "Push the raft towards us!" the paladin said, surprised that Cassandra was actually giving herself up.

      Cassandra did as they asked, waiting for all the power she could accumulate in the head of her staff. The item Darren had given her was far better than what she'd used in the past. The Divine Aura she was gathering reached an order of magnitude greater than anything she could manage without it.

      When she finally felt herself losing control over her skill, she pulled her staff above the water line. She sprayed the paladins down with webs in inky white power, tying them down to the sides of her boat.

      The paladin with the bow let his arrow fly only to have it trapped in the web as well.

      "What is this stuff! Get us loose!" he shouted in desperation.

      The paladins scrambled to cut themselves free, and in doing so, they rocked their boat back and forth. Cassandra decided to lend them a helping hand. She grabbed onto the side of the vessel and started rocking it back and forth.

      The paladins were all massive men and women. Between that, their armor, and their huge swords, the tiny rowboat was already low in the water. A little nudge from Cassandra was all it took to get water spilling over the sides.

      "We're taking on water!"

      "She's tipping the boat! Get her!"

      "I can't reach you!"

      Cassandra twisted the rowboat with all her might, tugging it over and pulling herself out of the water until the sea started pouring into the small craft.

      "We're sinking!"

      Cassandra pulled and pulled, and eventually, the whole boat toppled.

      They were weighed down by their heavy armor and immobilized by Cassandra's skill, the paladins could only flounder in the water as they desperately tried to stay afloat and failed.

      One of them grabbed onto Cassandra's leg as he fell beneath the waves, and Cassandra kicked him with her free foot. Try as she might, Cassandra couldn't get him to let go. Worse, his armor started dragging Cassandra down with him. She twisted around with her staff still in her hand. With an expression of grim and desperate determination, Cassandra jammed the butt of her staff on the paladin's face, wincing as she struck the first blow. She jabbed at his face with the butt of her staff over and over until the water at her ankles was stained red.

      Eventually, the paladin let go, and Cassandra swam back to the surface.

      She grabbed Darren's raft and hauled it behind her before flipping the boat right-wise. Then Cassandra dragged Darren aboard, which wasn't too hard considering the rowboat was sitting no more than a hair above the waterline with how flooded it was. Once he was aboard, Cassandra bailed out the water with a bucket and rowed for all she was worth.

      "Alright, I just need to make it to the boat..." Cassandra muttered to herself. "Just keep rowing, Cas."

      She felt her skill ready to use again and activated it. Unfortunately, several rows of ships were moored in the nearby harbor, and Cassandra needed to figure out how to weave through them while avoiding being seen.

      "Which direction has the highest probability of getting Darren and me to safety?" Cassandra asked her power.

      ...None...

      Did that mean they would make it out of this no matter what?

      Just as Cassandra's hopes were starting to rise, the ships docked around her started moving. A lantern shone down over the side, illuminating Cassandra and Darren in the water.

      "There she is!"

      Ropes came down all around her, and several of the ships started moving to block her escape. Within moments, Cassandra was boxed in by four massive ships surrounding her tiny rowboat. Her enemies were all around her, and there was no way out.

      Most of the people on the boats were more mercenaries brought in by the Order of the Rod to keep order. These were experienced sailors with a few paladins and members of other orders mixed in. Cassandra started charging her staff again, but in her head, she knew it was no use. She wasn't Darren. She couldn't fight off an army single-handed.

      So she tipped her boat again. Maybe she could sink both her and Darren down deep enough to swim for cover. She knew from their bedroom activities that Darren could hold his breath for ages if he needed to. She could only hope he was equally skilled while unconscious.

      Water flooded in over the sides of the ship, and Cassandra took one last breath of air from beneath the boat before grabbing onto Darren's limp body and diving underwater.

      The chains pulled the two of them down, and just when Cassandra was starting to think they might get away, she felt something tug on her like an invisible leash.

      She froze in the water, suddenly bound in place. By the time she felt herself being hauled up, something else hit her that made the will to fight seep out of her like blood from opened veins. Her eyes closed of their own accord, and she used the last of her strength to wrap herself around Darren's chest, sinking her frightened body into his strong arms while their captors pulled them to the surface.
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      Before Cassandra woke up, she could tell she was in trouble. Light flared behind her closed eyelids, and she knew without looking that she was on her back staring up at the sun. Someone was shaking her shoulder, and Cassandra bent her ear to listen.

      "Cassandra!" Morgana said as she prodded Cassandra. "Are you alive? You're breathing, but you're not moving. What did they do to you?"

      Cassandra forced her eyes open and was met with a bright glare. She struggled to sit upright and succeeded mostly thanks to Morgana's help. The other woman ran her fingers through Cassandra's hair, combing it out of her eyes a mere instant before Cassandra would have made the same motion herself.

      "I think I was hit by some sort of stunning skill," Cassandra groaned. Her head throbbed like someone was beating on the inside of her skull with a hammer. She must have gotten a concussion while she was unconscious. If only she'd saved one of those healing potions.

      "That's what Sasha guessed." Morgana straightened Cassandra's clothes and pulled her back to a group of people huddled on the ground in the middle of the street.

      "Did we get away?"

      "No." Morgana turned Cassandra's head towards the people looming over them. They were men in paladin armor, a few of them dripping wet and glowering at Cassandra angrily.

      "That blasted whore nearly drowned us!" One dripping paladin lunged forward to kick Cassandra in the side, but Callum stepped between Cassandra and her, taking the kick on his ribs with a wince.

      "Callum!" Cassandra coughed, sputtering out one last lungful of water.

      Sasha grabbed Callum's bent-over body and hauled him back over to the group before pulling both Cassandra and Morgana back as well.

      "Stay behind me," Morgana warned Cassandra. "There are a few of them there who aren't too happy with you."

      "What's happening?" Cassandra asked.

      "So good of you to ask," a familiar man called out. Cassandra looked up to see Archpaladin Gaimon standing before them with a glass of wine in one hand and a strange charm in his other. "Since your friend here hasn't seemed too eager to turn into a demon, we're going to have to use you. Luckily I've got a spare one of these."

      Gaimon tossed the charm to Cassandra, who caught it. It was a medallion with a horned demon inscribed on the front. It felt hot in her hands, and just touching it sent shivers up her spine, as though her soul trembled at the evil power within it.

      Cassandra sensed the Demonic Aura lurking within the charm. She felt it gnawing at her skin like tiny insects trying to burrow within her. She should have been terrified, but some steady force deep within her belly pulsed in retaliation to the demonic influence. It sent slow thrums of power through her body to push back against the demonic influence trying to invade her.

      "That charm will turn all of you into demons," Gaimon said like he was merely talking about the weather. "At which point everyone in Limedeep will know their hero was a demon in their midst after all."

      "Curse you, Gaimon! The only demon here is you!" Sasha shouted.

      "Silence, traitor!" A paladin stepped forward at Sasha's shouting, furious at her words.

      Sasha stared Gaimon in the eyes, unwilling to look away. Gaimon stalked towards her at a steady stroll with a scowl on his face.

      "I-if you want to hurt them, you'll have to go through me!" Callum said as he climbed to his feet.

      "Callum, don't!" Cassandra cried, but Callum would have none of it. He stood unsteadily before Gaimon, looking for all the world like he was ready to fight the Archpaladin fist-to-fist.

      Gaimon swatted him aside with a wave of his hand.

      “You know, I’ve been in a rather poor mood all week,” Gaimon said. “Perhaps I’ve been a bit more aggressive in bringing Limedeep under my sway than I should have. I can’t help it though. My son died recently. He was a worthless good-for-nothing, but at least he managed to make it to Paladin. He might have been useful to me, but alas…” Gaimon shook his head. “His life was cut short. And from the message he got out before he died, your friend up there was the cause.”

      Callum bounced against the stone cobblestones, spitting out a mouth full of broken teeth as he gasped for breath.

      "Callum..." Morgana grabbed him by the arm, pulling him out of sight before Gaimon could do anything worse to him.

      Cassandra gulped in nervous fright as Gaimon continued.

      “I wonder how he will react to losing all of you? Has he trained to harden his heart as I have? Or will he crumble to pieces? I can hardly wait to see.” Gaimon chuckled.

      Cassandra looked up at the sky. Darren was hanging in the sky, suspended on his chains with nothing to show for their rescue. They'd failed. She'd failed. Her friends had trusted her, and now they were all going to die together.

      "Is there any way out of this one?" Cassandra muttered under her breath. Her power answered.

      ...Darren...

      It spoke only that one word, and Cassandra looked up towards Darren. For a moment, she thought he moved. She rubbed her eyes.

      His arm twitched, pulling on those massive chains.

      A moment later, the city collapsed.
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      Darren felt consciousness return to him in slow, steady waves. A distant memory filled his mind. Moments ago, he’d been standing in a grassy meadow, speaking with his mother.

      At first, he thought it was a forgotten memory from his childhood, but Darren had been in his adult body. Maybe it was a forgotten dream, born of his deep meditation.

      Whatever happened, Darren felt strength fill his body.

      
        	Darren Heavengrace has evolved from Paladin to Archpaladin.

        	You now have four additional skill slots.

        	All physical aspects of your body have been further enhanced.

        	You have increased mental and spiritual powers, increasing your resistance to mental and spiritual attacks.

        	You now have access to a Soul Domain, expressed through your Archpaladin Wings.

      

      Darren took a long slow breath, and the air that filled his lungs carried scents and textures that would have been beyond perception mere days ago.

      He tasted blood in the air, cold and filled with iron. He smelled ashes drifting on the wind from burnt and ruined homes. The sickly sulphur stink of demons lingered on the breeze.

      Darren felt Cassandra’s warm body pressed against him, along with lingering dripping wetness like cool ocean water. He felt her familiar form hanging off of him, but by the time he emerged from his meditation, she was gone.

      When Darren's fully conscious mind returned to him again, he tried to reach out with his hands only to find them bound in place. He couldn't move his arms.

      Darren shook his head, blinking away drowsiness as he recovered himself.

      There were chains around his wrists. Darren looked to his right and his left. Manacles bound him, pulled tight enough to tear an ordinary man's arms from their sockets. He was dangling in the air above the city of Limedeep, swinging on the gentle breeze.

      Gaimon's paladins chained him between the western tower and the tower looming over the docks like an ornament put on display. Archpaladin Gaimon's Demonic Ascension Charm was still around his neck, trying futilely to convert Darren into a demon.

      But it had no chance of defeating Darren's skills. This charm couldn't hold a candle to all the forces of Hell, and Darren had stayed in Hell for long enough to train himself to fight off demonic influences even when deep in meditation.

      Darren reached out with his mind. The motion came effortlessly to him. He crushed the Demonic Ascension Charm out of existence, purifying its very essence until all taint had been cleansed from it. Darren tucked it into his Inventory, where he found his sigil waiting for him. Gaimon and his men had taken it from him after his surrender, but it had returned to Darren's side by now.

      He pulled it from his Inventory back to its usual place around his neck. Then he opened his eyes and saw the world anew.

      Looking now, he felt like he had been reborn. As an archpaladin, he could see the world in ways he could never have hoped to grasp as an ordinary mortal.

      Before, he could perceive dense clusters of Divine and Demonic Aura. But now, he could see it all. The world around him seemed alive with energy, inundated with the powers of Heaven and Hell like supernatural currents billowing on the wind.

      Darren turned his gaze to the city beneath him. There he found Cassandra, Morgana, Callum, Sasha, and many of the people who'd they'd helped mere days ago. Darren's eyes were sharper after his transformation and he could catch glimpses of tears in the corners of their eyes and frightened looks in their quivering lips.

      Cassandra was trying to comfort the others, despite being just as worried as the rest of them. Morgana was putting on a brave front, and Sasha was looking for a weapon. Callum tried to confront one of the paladins around them only to get sent sprawling to the ground with a casual backhand from Gaimon himself. A few broken teeth skittered against the cobblestones. The faint sound echoed up to Darren's ears as though he'd been standing next to them.

      Darren felt his temper flare. What were they doing here? Did Gaimon not swear to let them go in exchange for his surrender?

      By the looks of things, it was clear that Gaimon planned to kill them all. And the paladins of the Order of the Rod were happy to obey him.

      At that moment, Darren knew there were some people as bad as demons.

      Darren felt cold certainty swell in his heart, and he knew what he had to do.

      He took a deep breath and began to pull. The chains around either of his wrists strained, pulled even tighter than they were before.

      Darren pulled with strength no mortal man could muster.

      His shoulders strained. His biceps flexed. His muscles grew taut as he pulled on the towers his chains were attached to. Bit by bit, the buildings swayed, creaking and cracking at their bases.

      At first, his actions went unnoticed. But the sound of shattering stone soon echoed through the city, and both towers started tilting like trees uprooted in a storm.

      "The city is crumbling. What's happening?" one mercenary shouted in terror.

      "Earthquake?" another replied.

      "No... it's him!"

      "That's impossible!"

      The guard towers staffed by the Order of the Rod stood like symbols of the order's conquest of the city. Once the pride of the city guard, they were now represented the city's occupation. Now, those towers were cracking and crumbling.

      They toppled to the ground simultaneously, pulled from their bases to come crashing down onto the burned and desecrated portions of the city. Their fall shattered the broken husks of homes and businesses that had once housed happy souls before the paladins set demons loose on Limedeep as an excuse to come in and conquer it.

      Darren landed on the ground with a heavy thud, shattering the earth in a circle all around him.

      The paladins surrounding their prisoners all turned their swords from the circle of helpless prisoners to point their weapons at Darren.

      But Darren did not even see them in his eyes. His attention was all on Gaimon.

      "You are without honor, Gaimon," Darren declared. "You said you would let these people go free. You lied."

      "Oh, I did let them go free," Gaimon chuckled. "It's not my fault they came running back to rescue you."

      Darren merely gave him a hard look in reply.

      "Darren, you're awake!" Cassandra said, wiping her eyes and letting a smile shine on her face. "Don't worry about us, Darren! Just get yourself out of here!"

      "Best listen to your mewling woman, Heavengrace. You must have been hiding some sort of strength enhancement skill? I don't think that will be enough to save you from me. Just know that while you're running, I'll be putting these demons-to-be down."

      Gaimon gestured to another Demonic Ascension Charm, which sat amid the cluster of humans. The Demonic Aura from the charm flowed through the air to them, warping their flesh. The lingering effects of Darren's touch on Morgana and Cassandra rendered them immune to the demonic energy. Still, the others were already showing sights of demonification, starting with reddened skin and growing horns on the tops of their heads.

      While Gaimon spoke, his paladins fanned out, cutting off all of Darren's paths of escape. Then Gaimon himself grinned, holding his arms out and inviting Daren to attack him. Darren stalked slowly towards him and the prisoners behind him.

      "It looks like you're too stubborn to put on a show and transform into a demon for me. But I suppose I'll be able to do something with your corpse once you're dead," Gaimon continued. "I'll dress you up a little and mount you on pikes between your two lady friends here in front of the city gates."

      Darren ignored Gaimon completely, having eyes only for Cassandra kneeling on the ground with a face full of worry and hope all mixed into one.

      "Stay back!" one of the paladins by Gaimon's side said, drawing his blade and positioning it between Darren and the prisoners.

      Darren swatted him aside like a charging bull might swat aside a yelping pup. The man's sword shattered, and his armor caved in, left with a print in the shape of the back of Darren's hand. He flew backward and slammed into a building on the other side of the street. Blood leaked from his nose, ears, mouth, and eyes, streaming down in narrow rivers as he stared back at Darren with an expression frozen in lifeless shock.

      Darren paid him no notice. Nor did he care for Gaimon, looming over his other shoulder. Instead, he knelt in the dirt beside Cassandra and cupped her chin in his hand, just as he'd done that first time they'd met.

      "It will be okay. I promise," Darren whispered. He turned his gaze to Morgana and Sasha standing nearby. "I will finish this."

      "Brave words for a dead man," Gaimon snorted. "Now—"

      His breath was abruptly cut short by a flash of motion too quick for the mortal eye to perceive. An instant before, Darren was kneeling in the dirt. But in the blink of an eye, he'd drawn Melancholy and moved behind Gaimon. If the enemy archpaladin had been a moment slower, Darren would have taken his head then and there.

      As it was, Gaimon barely managed to slip aside and draw his own sword.

      "You've gotten faster." Gaimon nodded appreciatively. "I'm impressed. Were you holding back before? Or did you make some promise to one of the more powerful seraphim?"

      Darren ignored his question. "Though you deserve worse, death will have to do."

      Then the two of them crossed blades again. Their fight was like a thunderstorm rocking the city. Cobblestones from the streets around them shot from their perches on the ground and were thrown through nearby windows. Sasha jumped to her feet and stood between Cassandra, Morgana, and Callum, taking the flying debris on her back with a grunt.

      A strange look flashed across Gaimon's face as he matched swords with Darren. Darren pressed forward, and Gaimon found himself being pushed back again.

      As Darren switched from Leaf in the Storm to Stone in the River, he became like an immovable object that even Gaimon, with his archpaladin strength, couldn't hope to budge.

      Gaimon's footing slipped again, and he snarled, twisting on his heel to activate his Tenfold Slash.

      But Darren was ready. His Celestial Storm tendrils spun out behind him, thicker and stronger than ever. What had previously been nothing more than strands the width of a finger were now thick cords, each rippling with enough power to knock a man aside.

      Darren's tendrils reached up and wrapped around each of the slashes, and the two forces met. Darren's tendrils proved to be more than a match for the tears of light, and his powers squeezed Gaimon's out of existence.

      "So that power has been enhanced as well..." Gaimon muttered. "Just what did you promise your benefactor? Could it be they..."

      "Die," Darren said. A burst of Divine energy shot out of Darren's body, spreading through the air like a physical wave.

      This sort of attack was the thing that Gaimon shouldn't have to worry about. He was, after all, a paladin. He used Divine Aura and should have nothing to worry about. But the pulse of purifying energy struck Gaimon like a physical blow. It was as though Darren's power was judging him, and it found him impure.

      Instantly, the ability Gaimon had been preparing was dispersed and destabilized. That moment of weakness was all it took for Darren to smash Gaimon's sword wide and slam his free hand onto Gaimon's helmet.

      Darren took the archpaladin's head in hand and slammed it into the smooth limestone walls of a nearby building. Gaimon winced as his helmet cracked, exposing his bare head just in time for Darren to pound the back of his head into the wall a second time.

      The stone cracked, and the earth shook. Then, the wall burst apart, crumbling into chunks of rubble as big as a man. Darren picked Gaimon up again and slammed the paladin down, bashing him against the broken stone fragments.

      Gaimon wrapped his hands around Darren's wrist, struggling to break free and failing. His cries were becoming increasingly broken, and the blows to his skull had him dazed and confused.

      Darren slammed him into the ground once more before he tossed Gaimon into the dirt, rolling him through the streets like a sack of garbage.

      Darren had many questions for a man like Gaimon. Still, Darren was not foolish enough to let a foe like this one live a moment longer than necessary. Gaimon rolled across the broken cobblestones, and Darren lunged at him with Melancholy, intent on putting the archpaladin down for good.

      But the belt at the archpaladin's waist flashed with brilliant light. Divine Aura surrounded Gaimon, restoring his wounds with incredible speed. Bits of blood and shattered skull fragments flew from the stones off to Darren's right and soared through the air, restoring themselves to their place on the back of Gaimon's head. Even his helmet returned to him, the crack in it mending.

      

  




Sense Intent: Item Analysis

      
        	Archpaladin Gaimon has used the item Belt of Nirvanic Rebirth (Mythic).

        	This item restores the user to full health. It creates an impenetrable barrier of Divine Aura to defend the user until the healing is complete.

        	One-time consumable.

      

      "Damn you," Gaimon cursed as he climbed to his feet. "That isn't the sort of item any human can make! You have no idea the trouble I went through to obtain it."

      But Darren didn't give him the chance to recover. As soon as the barrier dropped, Darren struck with all the fury and ferocity he'd fought with before. Darren reformed his Celestial Storm tendrils, which had just recovered from dispersing the Tenfold Slash of Light skill Gaimon used earlier. All his tendrils latched onto Gaimon, yanking him to the ground. At the same time, Darren twisted Melancholy around and jammed it into Gaimon's side.

      But Gaimon slipped away before Darren could strike a truly deadly blow. He glowered at Darren, realizing something was genuinely wrong.

      Gaimon darted behind two of his paladins from the Order of the Rod. "Guard me!"

      The paladins jumped in front of their leader while Gaimon quickly drank a bottle of healing potion, but they couldn't buy him more than an instant.

      Darren swept Melancholy in a wide arc, slicing through both of them in one cut. The two paladins toppled to the ground in four pieces, both severed at the spine. Without wasting a moment, Darren lunged for Gaimon once again, who dropped his half-drunk potion bottle and raised his sword to meet Darren's.

      "Enough!" Gaimon howled. "It's time to end this!"

      The world went still, and the clouds overhead darkened. Fire blossomed on Gaimon's back, sprouting into a pair of burning wings. They fanned out behind the archpaladin, and the echoing screams of tortured souls licked in the depths of Hell howled in terrified agony.

      The world seemed to flinch back from the heavenly power on display as Gaimon bared his wings in this city for the second time.

      "Remember what happened last time?" Gaimon taunted Darren as he pulled out a second bottle of healing potion and drained it over the wound in his side.

      Darren didn't answer with words. Instead, he slowed his breathing, letting one moment tick into the next as he reached deep within himself.

      There was something buried within him. It had always been there, but Darren hadn't sensed it until his transformation. At first Darren didn't know what it was, but watching Gaimon, he thought he finally understood. That thing deep within him was his very soul, and his archpaladin wings were that soul, stretching out of his body to touch the world.

      And so, just as Gaimon had, Darren reached out to touch the world.

      To specks of silver light appeared on his back, like quicksilver flowing from his body. It pooled in thick, inky globules before spilling out behind him. The wings taking shape were the color of a naked blade. Brilliant silver light reflected off them as though the moon was trapped inside them.

      They took shape like twin mirrors, and each of those mirrors held the flickering image of Gaimon's many wrongs. One was of him as a child, pushing another boy down a well. Another was of him as a young man dumping a naked and dazed woman in an alley before walking away. A third showed him betraying Darren's mother.

      "You have been judged," Darren said, not sure where the words were coming from. "And you have been found wanting."

      Divine Aura surged from both Darren and Gaimon. The two met with their swords, and as they neared each other, their souls tangled and warred against one another. Moments passed as the two archpaladins were locked in a battle for their souls.

      "Impossible! No seraph in all the heavens could sneak an archpaladin ritual in for you! How?" Gaimon demanded in a fury. But even as he glowered, his face betrayed his fear.

      Suddenly, Gaimon's wings went out like he'd been dipped in water. The flames on his back were extinguished, and the voices emanating from them went silent.

      Gaimon's very will and being had been crushed beneath Darren's strength and conviction. Those brilliant burning wings were reduced to two withered husks. Burned and blackened skeletons shot from Gaimon's back, dripping with inky tar.

      Gaimon stared at Darren with hollow eyes as though he'd aged a thousand years in a brief moment. His lip trembled in pale and delirious fright like he'd seen horrors in Darren's soul beyond any words he could muster.

      Then Darren brought Melancholy down on Gaimon’s head, cleaving him in two. The man fell to the ground, slain by Darren’s sword.

      As he died, his body twisted and trembled. Melancholy ate away at his flesh, much like it would eat away at a demon. In seconds, his human flesh had melted off like wax in the sun, revealing demonic horns and inhuman features.

      “Impossible! Archpaladin Gaimon was… a demon?”

      With his death, the effects of Gaimon’s skill lifted from those of some of the paladins under his sway, and members of the Order of the Rod from other branches looked down at Gaimon’s demonic corpse in horror.

      “What is this, why does he look like that?”
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      “Darren? What happened?” Cassandra asked as she climbed to her feet.

      Darren stood still, looking down on Gaimon as his silver wings hung behind him, motionless, but still suspending Darren just above the ground.

      “As Gaimon’s wings revealed the terrors of Hell, mine reveal the truth of one’s soul,” Darren answered.

      “Then he wasn’t really…”

      Darren held up his hand to cut her off, and Cassandra clamped her mouth shut as she realized what he had in mind.

      Darren turned to the paladins.

      “You have been deceived. I have freed you.”

      The paladins stared up at Darren, trembling on weak knees. They didn’t know whether to fight or worship him. But one thing was certain, he’d killed Archpaladin Gaimon, so the rest of them didn’t stand a chance.

      Eventually, one of the remaining paladins stepped forward. Darren recognized him as one of Archpaladin Gaimon’s highest-ranked subordinates.

      “Archpaladin Darren, it appears our commander was... affected by demonic influences. Perhaps some of those demonic influences were transferred to us. We will take our orders and evacuate Limedeep immediately. Rest assured, we will perform a full cleansing on ourselves back at the Order of the Rod’s headquarters!”

      “The Order of the Rod must go. I will slay any I see after the sun sets,” Darren declared. “Others may stay if they wish to learn the truth.”

      Murmurs ran through the group of paladins, and those present quickly split into two groups, the Order of the Rod and the paladins of lesser orders. The priestesses and clerics stepped aside. While some were involved with the Order of the Rod, most had their organizations and they were just as bewildered as the non-Rod paladins.

      Gaimon’s subordinate gulped as Darren shot him with a steely-eyed gaze. He knew very well that Darren could execute him right then and there. Darren probably wanted to execute him, and the only thing holding him back was the eyes of the paladins from the other orders that he was trying to win over.

      So Gaimon’s subordinate bit back any cutting remarks or accusations he’d been about to unleash at Darren’s expense, and merely bowed his head.

      “Then the Order of the Rod and its associates will leave at once. The mercenaries will be disappointed they won’t be getting paid from here on out, seeing as how you’re cutting our oversight of the city short. Limedeep’s city guard no longer has the manpower to keep order. But that’s a problem for you to solve. Goodbye, Archpaladin Darren Heavengrace.”

      Then he and the other Order of the Rod paladins left with all haste. As soon as they were gone, people started asking many questions from Darren, but he waved them all off.

      “Meet me at home,” Darren told his friends. He bent over Gaimon, scanning for a small pouch at his waist. He snatched it up and quickly pulled it into his Inventory, flapped his archpaladin wings and soared over Limedeep.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Darren did when he was free of the crowd was rummage through Gaimon's bag of holding. Darren had seen it on his person, and if Gaimon was anything like Darren he would keep everything important to him in there.

      The items were of some passing interest to Darren. There were a number of fine sets of armor, along with swords and shields aplenty. Some of them were impressive even compared to Darren's collection, and he didn't hesitate to move them over to his Inventory. The bag itself would make a good present for Cassandra.

      But none of those were enough to capture Darren's interest for more than a fleeting moment. None of those things had set Darren's blood boiling the moment he remembered where he'd heard Gaimon. This man was one of the people responsible for his mother's betrayal and murder.

      Why?

      Surely, there had to be a clue in here somewhere. Darren just had to find it.

      Gaimon and his friends had taken everything from Darren. For what purpose?

      Darren searched and searched, eventually coming across a chest full of letters. He tore through them at incredible speed. Most of the letters were filled with artistic depictions of past lovers. Others had secrets of state hidden within them. A few more contained plans to assassinate key members of the Blackwind Empire to expand Whiteguard's influence into there.

      All useless. These were all things from when Gaimon was an archpaladin. He needed to find something that predated his transformation.

      Darren searched deeper, like rummaging around in the bottom of a bag. There had to be something here, otherwise Darren's only lead would be a corpse sitting in the streets. He needed a message, a token, a set of orders maybe.

      Eventually, he found something. It was just a tuft of cloth, and Darren nearly passed it by. But as his fingers grazed the tender white surface, he realized how familiar it felt to him.

      He pulled it from the bag, scrunching his brows as he tried to figure out where it was from. The memory came from his childhood, clutching his mother's gown. Nearly everything she'd worn had been made from this sturdy but soft silken fabric.

      The ragged and torn strip of cloth was hardly the evidence Darren was looking for. After all, his mother couldn't have been the only woman to wear dresses made from this fabric. A few of the patterns matched what Darren remembered her wearing on that day they were attacked, but it was so long ago...

      Then Darren flipped over the piece of cloth and saw the words inscribed upon it.

      
        
        Ariel Heavengrace.

        Last seen in the Eastern Blackwind Empire.

        Poisoned and traveling with a young boy.

        Kill at all costs — By the order of Prime Saint Kalaziel, of the Second Heaven.

        

      

      Kalaziel.

      At last, Darren had a name.

      Suddenly, Darren realized why Gaimon had kept this strip of cloth. It had been something to track her with, should she ever emerge from Hell again. Except the poison had killed her down there, and their efforts had been for nothing. Instead of tracking down Darren's mother, Darren would use this little strip of cloth to track down the ones who killed her.
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        * * *

      

      Satisfied with his one clue, Darren left to rejoin his comrades.

      The group reconvened in Cassandra’s warehouse. Someone had knocked the door down at some point, probably for an inspection. They’d rifled through all the things they’d left behind and left the inside of the warehouse a broken ruin.

      Darren was busy picking up the pieces when Cassandra, Morgana, Callum, and Sasha arrived.

      “I can’t believe they stole our bedsheets!” Cassandra huffed. “Those things were so soft...”

      “We’ll get new ones, Cassandra,” Morgana said. “After a few washes, they’ll be just as soft. And believe me, after we break them in with Darren, they’ll need a couple of washes.”

      “Ahem!” Callum coughed. “There are others here, Morgana.”

      “Oh please, Callum.” Morgana waved her hand. “Sasha’s a soldier, of sorts. She doesn’t mind. And we all know you live vicariously through Darren’s accomplishments anyhow.”

      “I don’t live vicariously through Darren!” Callum protested. “I just respect him as my teacher and my trusted friend.”

      “Yeah right, you’re always going off about how Darren could cut a tree down with one swing of his sword, or how defeating a hundred demons would be nothing to Darren, or how you wish you could swing your spear like Darren thrusts his sword. Honestly, if you didn’t prefer men, I’d think you’d be living vicariously through Darren sleeping with us. Instead, I know it’s the other way around.”

      “I do not prefer men!” Callum huffed. “When have I ever given that impression?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with preferring men, Callum.” Cassandra teased. “You grew up in a brothel, after all. There were plenty of young men there. I’m sure they influenced your development.”

      “Yes, I grew up in a brothel. But that has nothing to do with my preferences or who I choose to admire!”

      “So, who do you pretend to be, me or Cassandra?” Morgana asked. “When you’re doing your whole vicarious thing.”

      “Okay, now I know the two of you are just messing with me.” Callum crossed his arms.

      Everyone shared a laugh, and soon Callum’s sour face turned back into a smile. Everyone gathered around a table and they finished cleaning up. With Sasha to help lift things, they didn’t have to rely on Darren to get the walls back in place. Soon, the place was looking just as they left it.

      “I don’t know,” Cassandra said. “The place looks smaller than I remember.”

      “It’s the same,” Darren said.

      “Maybe. But I think we could use a little more elbow room. There’s a lot of property for sale in the city, what with half its population getting slaughtered as demons. I think it’s time to expand the Silver Sword Company’s physical assets. What do you say, chief investor?”

      Darren shrugged. “Get a big bedroom. A nice sparring ring too.”

      “All on the list.” Cassandra smiled.

      “The city could certainly use an injection of funds,” Sasha said. “The coffers were nearly empty last time I saw them. Not that the old council ever did much to fill them.”

      “I am rather worried about what that paladin said before he left about the mercenaries,” Cassandra admitted. “If we’re even still on the city council now that Commander Ellen is dead, we’re going to have a real problem on our hands. Those mercenaries are the only thing keeping order in the city right now. But once they stop getting paid, we might have trouble getting rid of them. With the Order of the Rod gone, they practically have the run of the city. What if they decide they want to stick around?”

      “Have Darren chase them out?” Sasha suggested. “They’d run if he showed them his shining wings and flew after them.”

      “I can’t be everywhere.” Darren shook his head. “I can’t guard the walls. Or police the streets. We need the city guard.”

      “And right now there aren’t enough left of them to even watch the walls, let alone keep order during a reconstruction effort,” Morgana sighed. “The city gangs and guilds are lying low while the mercenaries are patrolling, but as soon as they’re gone I don’t doubt that the Black Raven Guild and those like it will try to take over the city for themselves. I know Simon’s still out there. He vanished back when we were leading those people to safety.”

      “Then we will need the mercenaries to stay,” Darren said. “We keep them here and keep them working.”

      “That’s going to cost a lot of coins.” Callum drummed his hand against the table.

      “Bronze coins?” Darren asked. “Might be tough. I will need to kill a lot of imps.”

      “No,” Cassandra sighed. “A huge pile of silver, or a chest of gold.”

      Darren smiled. Silver and gold? He had plenty of that.

      “Fine.” Darren pulled out Rarek’s chest of treasure. Darren had plenty of silver and gold coins in his inventory from his years in Hell. Demons loved shiny metals even more than humans did, and Darren had collected them since they were a required ingredient for many item upgrades with his Limitless Evolution skill.

      The table almost cracked down the center with the immense weight of the chest of precious metals.

      Cassandra’s jaw dropped at the sight of all the money before her, and one of Morgana’s hands darted forward before she stopped herself from reaching out to grab a fistful of coins through sheer force of will. Even Callum and Sasha seemed mesmerized.

      “That’s Rarek’s chest,” Callum said. “I remember taking it, but it didn’t have nearly this much gold in it before.”

      Darren shrugged, not understanding the odd looks his friends were giving him. “It’s just gold. You can’t eat it.”

      “No, but you can certainly buy a lot of things you can eat,” Sasha said as she looked between Darren and the pile of wealth.

      “But they’re not bronze.” Darren frowned. “People only buy food with bronze coins.”

      Cassandra blinked at him. “Wait, Darren, did we never explain how money works to you?”

      Darren stared back at her blankly, and a smile blossomed on Cassandra’s face.

      “Let me grab a pen and paper. I’m going to tally this up,” Cassandra said. “I think Limedeep just met the biggest investor it’s ever had.”

    

  







            Thanks for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you enjoyed Paladin of the Sword by me, Marvin Knight!

      The story isn’t over yet. I’m hoping to tell Darren’s story in a trilogy, so there will be at least two more books! (Potentially more if the story takes longer to tell than I’m planning, but my goal is to have the story at a decent stopping place by then.)

      

  




So how do you know when the next books are out?

      
        
        Step One:

      

      

      Hop in my Discord server!

      https://discord.gg/zGMJuhyq7Q

      
        
        Step Two:

      

      

      Join my mailing list!

      https://tinyletter.com/MarvinWhiteknight

      
        
        Step Three:

      

      

      Follow my Patreon (You don’t have to pay anything to get the public announcements.)

      https://www.Patreon.com/MarvinKnight

    

  







            Also by Marvin Knight

          

        

      

    

    
      Did you enjoy this novel?

      
        	Check out Zeal of the Mind and Flesh, by Marvin Whiteknight. He’s… uh… my identical twin who I’ve never mentioned until now.

        	It’s a gamelit harem novel just like this one. The protagonist, Theo finds himself brought to a world full of elves.

        	There, he becomes a cultivator and and starts the Hearthwood Clan and builds a wonderful harem of loving elves and has plenty of kids while he’s at it.

      

      



  




Zeal of the Mind and Flesh, book one of the Spellheart Series!

      
        
        Get it here!: https://amzn.to/3u3ug0A

        (Or click the cover image after this.)

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Zeal of the mind and flesh cover]
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