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Preface

Salvos Volume 5 will feature side story perspectives which will be partially plot-relevant, but mostly pertain to lore and worldbuilding. The characters will typically be ones you have seen before. I advise against skipping it. There will be interludes which will be fully plot-relevant and should not be skipped.
Also, Volume 5 is being split into three parts due to the length of the volume itself. The three separate parts will be roughly 100,000 words long or more, and they will have different focuses in theme and story. Thank you for reading!




Side Story 10: Haec I

HAEC rushed to the hole as it closed, reaching for his companion as the Greater Demon cackled. She struck at Lucerna until he eventually let go, before looking up.
“Salvos grab my hand!”
The [Imp] faced the [Fiend] as he shouted. She opened her mouth, trying to grab his hand. So close. So, so close. Their fingers touched. Their skin grazed each other— 
And the circle closed.
“No!”
A plume of dust and smoke was left where Salvos had been struggling with the [Djinni]. Haec stood alone in the cavern— the Lair that was Lucerna’s Lamp— alone and afraid. His long black hair with yellow streaks touched the ground as he stared at the circle with wide eyes, once again by himself.
“This… can’t be real, right? I can’t be alone. Not again.”
Haec remembered the other Infant Demons. So many of them. They were all together. He was happy. Then they were slaughtered. Mercilessly. They hadn’t even stood a chance against the large [Demon Larva]. 
And when he thought his world was going to end— that he was going to die alone— Salvos saved him. He was reunited with the only survivor of their group. And she gave him a reason. A purpose. Now, she was gone.
The red-skinned Demon wanted to shrivel up into a ball and wait, hoping that Salvos would suddenly return. That things would return to normal. And he stayed there, waiting— rocking back and forth.
Time passed. He waited.
She didn’t return. Haec looked around the room, taking in the objects littered around. There were toppled cages. Weapons of all kinds were strewn about. He inspected each item, searching for anything that could bring Salvos back.
He didn’t find anything of use. 
He stared at a mace, using [Identification] on it.
[Lightning Mace: Low Grade Weapon: A mace that inflicts additional lightning damage.]
“This is like the Spear of Flames…”
Haec murmured. He swung it around, blue lines crackle at the tip of the weapon. Spinning around, he faced the entrance of the Lair only to see a [Hellhound] standing there. It growled at him and he narrowed his eyes.
“Did you follow her here?”
It responded by swiping at him. He tanked the wild Demon’s attack, countering with a shattering strike with his Lightning Mace. It crumpled, broken from a single hit. It let out a howl as he grunted and struck it one more time. Its body jolted, and a notification resounded in his head.
Defeated [Hellhound - Lvl. 12]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
“Weak.”
He ransacked the Lair once more. He drew a circle on the ground with the blood of the [Hellhound]. The hole that had been there didn’t reappear. 
“Why was I so weak?”
A growling drew his attention back to the entrance once more. More [Hellhounds]. A dozen of them. He shouted, charging at them.
“Stronger.”
He crashed through the pack of wild Demons, taking them down one after another. They clawed at him. They snarled. They tried to rip his head off. He responded in kind, tearing off the head of the highest-leveled [Hellhound] before dealing with the rest.
Defeated [Hellhound - Lvl. 11]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
…
Defeated [Hellhound - Lvl. 16]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Subspecies [Tank Fiend] Level Up!
[Tank Fiend - Lvl. 13] -> [Tank Fiend- Lvl. 14]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Tank Fiend] Level Up!
[Tank Fiend - Lvl. 14] -> [Tank Fiend- Lvl. 15]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
“I was too weak. I couldn’t do anything. I need to grow stronger.”
—-
Haec dragged the giant [Arachne]’s body through the landscape of the Netherworld. All around him were hills— white rocky valleys that were empty. Devoid of life. He tossed aside the broken Lightning Mace, having smashed it in this battle.
How long had it been since Salvos disappeared? 
He felt like it had been as long as he’d known her, yet he knew that couldn’t be the case— not even close. It was just that time spent alone dragged on for far longer than it did with others. 
Intuitively, he knew it hadn’t been equal to even a quarter of the time spent together, but still, he was alone. He felt empty inside, even if the notification that he’d become stronger rang out in his head. 
Subspecies [Tank Fiend] Level Up!
[Tank Fiend - Lvl. 37] -> [Tank Fiend- Lvl. 38]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
He arrived back at Lucerna’s Lair. At some point, it no longer rang out with the name of the Lair. Whether it was because Lucerna was dead, or something else, he didn’t know. He threw the giant [Arachne]’s body to the front of the Lair— amongst the pile set there as a warning. It only worked against some. Others foolishly charged in, only to be crushed by the myriad of traps set up with the tools provided inside of the Lair.
Haec had ransacked the cavern of everything he could find. He’d read the odd objects called books— the ones with weird symbols with meaning inside of them. Words that relayed a message. 
Obey the Demon King’s will, for your work shall be rewarded in His new kingdom.
It sounded ridiculous, to Haec. He didn’t believe any of the words in them. He’d simply copied the ritual circles described inside, but it never worked. A key item was missing: some sort of metal ring, like Lucerna had.
Shaking his head, Haec stepped back into the former Lair and paused. The traps he’d setup had been dismantled. His eyes narrowed and he heard voices echo from the inside.
“So, Lucerna went ahead and got himself killed, huh? Think a wild Demon did him in?”
“I do not think this is the work of a wild Demon. It is too… meticulous.”
Haec peered into the main chamber of the cavern, staring at a pair of Demons inside. No— it wasn’t just a pair. There were two main ones. The first was a tall and green Demon with a tail that had a hooked end. And the second had a pair of wings, gangly and with red skin.
The last— the one Haec had nearly missed— was small. Smaller than Salvos had been, even. She had light blue skin and dark blue hair, along with an oddly curved figure. He used [Identification] on them and pursed his lips.
[Fiend - Lvl. 39]
[Incubus - Lvl. 35]
[Succubus - Lvl. 15]
The last one— the [Succubus]— in particular, seemed awfully familiar for whatever reason. Still, he didn’t approach them. Not if they hadn’t all been wearing those metal rings on their neck. 
What did he do? 
It was clear they were allies of Lucerna. No— it was clear they served the Demon King. After all, Haec had been in the Demon King’s Domain the entire time. The gathered Demons continued their conversation as Haec considered his options.
“If an intelligent one— a survivor— did this, then it’d be best to wait here and spring a trap to capture them, no?”
“Capture is a strong word. I’d say a more apt description would be to… coerce.”
Haec needed the metal rings around their necks if he wanted to find Salvos. And he did have the element of surprise. By the sounds of it, they wanted to attack him too. But even if he had the drop on them, would he even be able to win?
“What do you think, Taburas?”
They turned to the [Succubus], and she shuffled her feet. Haec edged closer to the cave chamber. He eyed the pile of weapons in the corner of the room, beyond the three Demons. If he had access to one of the Low Grade weapons, he’d surely stand a better chance. 
Haec bent low, skirting along the edges of the former Lair and hiding behind the piles of collapsed cages. The Demon they called Taburas spoke meekly, her head lowered.
“I-I think… that we should leave.”
“And why should we do that?”
The gangly red Demon— the [Fiend]—  gave her an amused look. She shook her head.
“Lucerna was a Greater Demon, right? If there was truly a Demon capable of killing him, then it must mean that it was as strong or stronger than he was. We are Lesser Demons. We wouldn’t stand a chance.”
The [Incubus] laughed, swishing his tail from side to side. He used it to pull Taburas closer to him as he sneered.
“Come now. What happened to the fire you had when we first found you? You went ahead and attacked us even though we were nearly twenty levels above you.” 
“I… learned my lesson. Not to fight with those far stronger than me.”
She spoke in a small voice. Haec edged closer. He was halfway there. The [Incubus] snorted, throwing his head back.
“Really. I thought you would’ve—”
And he stared directly at Haec. The [Tank Fiend]’s eyes widened. He made a dash for it as the [Incubus] shouted.
“There—”
The gangly red Demon spun to face Haec as he reached the pile of weapons. Before Haec could grab a short sword, the gangly red Demon flapped his wings and caught him by the wrist. 
“You…”
“[Crushing Blow]!”
Haec struck him across the face, knocking him back into the rock wall. Tabruas stumbled back as the [Incubus] rushed the [Tank Fiend].
“[Piercing Strike]!”
A tail zipped for Haec’s head, but he only braced for it. His skin darkened in color as he raised his arms to deflect the strike.
“[Iron Body].”
The attack still dug into his forearm. It cut deep, but not as deep as it would otherwise. Haec grabbed the [Incubus] by the tail and slammed him hard into the ground. The [Incubus] groaned, only to be kicked back into the gangly red Demon.
They picked themselves up, facing Haec as he picked up a shortsword and a shield. 
“Alright. You had the drop on us. Good job.”
The gangly red Demon spat as flames engulfed his right arm. 
“But now I’m pissed. So, be prepared to die.”
“Wait, Asin. Violence shouldn’t be the first response to everything.”
The [Incubus] stepped forward. He proffered Haec a hand. 
“[Listen to Me]. If you come with us, we’ll offer you protection. This world is a harsh place. Desolation will continue to spiral. What you’ve seen so far is nothing but a prefiguration of what’s to come. When the wild Demons evolve into Greater Demons and Archdemons— you’ll understand just how dangerous things can be.”
Haec eyed the hand with narrowed eyes. Yet, despite his suspicion, he couldn’t help but feel compelled to trust the [Incubus]’ words. It consoled his empty soul, and he was tempted to accept it. To listen to them without question.
The [Incubus] drew closer, smiling.
“[Trust Me]. Our King shall offer you safety. Abandon everything that you know and pledge your— urk!”
Haec slashed him across the chest. He stumbled back, groaning. 
“You bastard!”
“I won’t abandon Salvos.”
Haec’s eyes flickered as he thumped his sword on the shield. 
“I will never abandon her.”
“Well, looks like he made his decision.”
The gangly red Demon, Asin, rolled his eyes. His flames blazed as he bared his teeth. 
“Now we deal with this my way. [Fire Strike]!” 
He leapt forward, wings beating as he swung for Haec’s head. The [Tank Fiend] held his ground and deflected the attack with his shield.
“[Steady Stance].”
Haec knocked Asin back with his shield and turned to the [Incubus], only for a tail to wrap around his legs and trip him over. The [Incubus] was on top of Haec in an instant, punching and kicking.
“You large idiot! I will show you what happens when you mess with—”
The [Incubus] started, only for Haec to stand up with barely any trouble. He threw the [Incubus] off him just in time to parry another attack by Asin. 
“[Fire Strike]— why won’t you die already?”
“Salvos’ flames are stronger.”
Haec spoke simply as he tanked Asin’s attack, kneeing the gangly red Demon in the stomach. Walking forward, Haec loomed over Asin and raised his blade. But before Haec could finish his downed opponent, the [Incubus]’ voice drew his attention.
“Try and take this, [Ice Spear]—”
Spinning around, Haec raised his shield to block the [Incubus]’ Skill. Then he paused as he heard a scream. Taburas leapt onto the [Incubus]’ back with one of the jagged daggers on the table and slit his throat. 
The [Incubus]’ eyes widened as he made a gurgling noise.
“Taburas… you—” 
“You bastards. I swore on that day you captured me that I will kill you.”
She panted, standing over the dying [Incubus]. Haec stared at this, confused. Not sure what to do. But the [Incubus] moved. He whipped his tail up at the [Succubus], stabbing her in the abdomen. 
Taburas tried to block the attack, but it still struck her and drew blood. The [Incubus] picked himself up, eyes bloodshot.
“We spared your life and this is how you repay it? I…”
And his eyes bulged. Haec impaled him through his back, hearing a notification resound in his head. The [Incubus] dropped dead as Haec staggered back. Asin got to his feet, beating his wings and cursing. 
“You won’t get away with this, Taburas. Neither of you. I shall return. And when I do—”
Asin started to fly off, only for Taburas to point at him. 
“[Trust Me], Asin. You won’t be going anywhere.”
The gangly red Demon paused. He tilted his head, in a daze. Only for Haec to toss one of the cages at him and knock him out of the air. He fell, and Haec picked him up.  
“Wait, please spare me.” 
He squirmed in the [Tank Fiend]’s fists. Haec narrowed his eyes. 
“Give me your collar, and I shall let you go.”
“I can’t take it off! It’ll kill me if I try to remove it!”
“Too bad.”
Haec shook his head, reaching for Asin’s neck.  
“Then I shall take it.”
And there was a snap.
Haec stood over the pair of dead Demons, holding onto one of the metal rings he’d been searching for. Multiple notifications resounded in his head, but he ignored them for now.
Subspecies [Tank Fiend] Level Up!
[Tank Fiend - Lvl. 38] -> [Tank Fiend- Lvl. 39]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Tank Fiend] Level Up!
[Tank Fiend - Lvl. 39] -> [Tank Fiend- Lvl. 40]
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
[Evolution Availa— 
“Finally.”
Haec smiled as he put the collar around his neck. He walked up to one of the ritual circles he had drawn on the ground, placing a hand on it. 
“Now, to find Salvos…”
And he paused. He waited for a hole to open up— he waited for something to happen. But the circle remained just that. A circle.
“It won’t work.”
Haec glanced up, seeing Taburas shuffle over to him.
“You’re trying to go to the Mortal Realm, right? It won’t work. You have to be summoned there by someone on the other side.”
“What…?”
He just stared at her. His brows snapped together as he marched up to the [Succubus]. 
“What do you mean by that?”
He loomed over Taburas, and she shrank back.
“I-I… I don’t know! Please don’t hurt me!”
She sputtered, closing her eyes. Haec caught himself. He opened his mouth, slowly giving her some space.
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”
He lowered his head. Taburas nodded.
“And I’m sorry I can’t be much help to you. I only know what Asin and Ultus told me. That the Demon King only lets some of his men go to the Mortal Realm.”
“Why?”
Haec asked, gently this time. 
“I’m not sure, either. S-sorry.”
“Oh.”
The two of them stood in the empty former Lair, neither of them saying much. After a moment of silence, Haec looked up at Taburas— still unable to shake off the feeling that she was familiar to him.
“Why did you turn on them?”
“I didn’t like them. They tortured me. Forced me to follow the Demon King even though I didn’t want to.”
Taburas averted her gaze. She glanced between the dead Demons before looking back up at Haec.
“I— I have to return. But I can’t go back empty handed. Not when Asin and Ultus are dead. They’ll punish me for it. Please, can you come with me?”
Haec frowned. He crossed his bulky arms together.
“You said you dislike the Demon King. Why should I go?”
Taburas drew back, raising her hands in fear.
“If you come with me and ask your question, I’m sure the Demon King can answer your question! Or maybe… maybe he can even help you get to the Mortal Realm if you earn his trust! But please… I have to go back, but I can’t go back with nothing.”
Haec stared at the blue-skinned Demon. She was small. So weak and low-leveled. She reminded him nothing of Salvos. Yet, when he stared at her, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of familiarity. 
Like he knew her somehow. Haec considered her proposal. He remembered the books and what they told him— that the only way to the Mortal Realm was through the Demon King. After some thought, Haec finally made his decision.
“I will go with you. But I will not do so to serve this Demon King. I already have a leader I follow. I am doing this to get back to her.”
“Of course! I don’t care for the Demon King anyway!”
Taburas spoke hurriedly. She hesitated as Haec moved to gather his things. She stood silently for a few moments, before speaking up.
“I’m—” 
“Taburas, I heard.”
Haec nodded as packed up everything of import— everything that he needed. The [Succubus] bit her lower lip.
“Well, what’s your name? You haven’t introduced yourself.”
“Haec. I am Haec.”
“T-thank you, Haec. For helping me.”
He drew back to his feet as he got everything he needed. He walked up to Taburas, patting her on the shoulder.
“I did not do it for you. I did it for myself.”
For the sake of getting back to Salvos, Haec was willing to serve under someone else. Even if it meant working for his enemy. After all, the Demon King was the reason why Lucerna kidnapped him. The Demon King was the reason why Salvos ended up in the Mortal Realm. To get back to her, Haec was willing to do anything just to see his companion again.
“Now, come. Let us go meet this Demon King of yours.”




1.       Begin

The Breastplate of Alexander was lost. Belzu hovered over the fallen city as his monsters gathered beneath him. The sun rose over the horizon as his silhouette played against the sky. A little speck from afar— his figure no different than that of a bug. 
But Belzu was no insect at the feet of a giant. He had proven it. In a short span of time, he’d evolved from a mere Archdemon into a Primeval Demon. Now, he had felled one of the great countries of the Mortal Realm. Now, he held with him one of the greatest artifacts in history. Now, all of Nexeus knew his name.
“Regnorex shall perish by my hands.”
His voice echoed to himself. No one else was left alive in Nightsveil. He wouldn't spare anyone in the city. Each person he killed would garner him experience— more levels to reach even greater heights. And eventually, once he was strong enough, he’d rule all the Netherworld himself. 
“But before Regnorex, I shall have to deal with a smaller, insignificant problem.”
His eyes flickered as the world warped around him. A silver-haired Archdemon came to life before his eyes. She sprang up at him, waving a black scythe. With the snap of his fingers, her head fell off, and his illusion vanished. 
“Hmph. A tiny Archdemon like her won’t be able to stop me. No matter what she does or whatever training she undergoes, I shall recover the Breastplate Alexander from her corpse. Then I’ll truly be unstoppable.”
And his army moved. The ground shook as they stepped in unison— a synchronized march away from the former city of Nightsveil. Towards his next goal. 
Towards victory.
***
I’d been beaten by Belzu far too many times— sent running from him barely surviving thrice now. I had enough.
I was going to do whatever it took to defeat him. To kill him. Even if it meant making a deal with the Devil. I had enlisted Sal— as he wanted me to call him— to train me and teach me a Grand Skill to achieve my goal. And, well, while he did agree to help me, he also enjoyed messing with me.
So, instead of training me right away, he…
“You have exams coming up, young lady. I will not have you failing your classes because of some… guy!”
The Devil was usually a red-skinned man with black goat-like legs and a pair of crooked horns poking out of his head. Right now, however, he looked like a Human— one with multi-colored eyes. Crimson and azure. His skin was tanned, and he walked around without a shirt for whatever reason. 
I scowled.
“It’s not because of some guy. It’s Belzu! And I want to kill him!”
“No buts, young lady.”
He wagged his fingers. I rolled my eyes.
“I didn’t even say ‘but’—”
“I said no buts!”
And that was that. I had to finish my finals first before I could begin my training with the Devil. Which I guess would work since I had a month and a half of break before the next academic term began. So, first, I’d finish up my classes. 
Problem was, I wasn’t able to focus. Not only was I excited to get stronger to defeat Belzu. I also had… other things in mind. Literally. Here I sat in a lecture hall, doing my final examination for Professor Isais’ class, but I was somewhere else too. 
There was a Skill I’d recently gained thanks to the Devil— [Salvo of Vanity]— and it allowed me to create clones of myself. I could perceive and sense things through my clone, to a certain extent. And right now, she was far away with my companion, Saffron Merryster.
Honestly, it felt like everything I saw was through a thick fog. What happened with my clone was being relayed to me, rather than being fully experienced. Saffron, for some reason, had refused to return to Mavos Academy for now. She was skipping her final exams because of what had happened in Nightsveil.
Her family was heading… somewhere? To meet with other Vampires or something. I didn’t know. They didn’t communicate with my clone because my clone couldn’t talk. I did try having my clone write something with fire. 
Apparently, my clone had even worse handwriting than me.
Anyway, as long as Saffron was safe, it didn’t really matter what she did. And if she was ever in danger, I was pretty sure I could teleport to my clone with my new Skill. That was right— I had another new Skill. One which I learned.
[Long Ranged Teleportation]. 
It was a Skill for my second Class. I only had 5 secondary Skill Slots available, and they were all taken. So, I replaced one of my unused secondary Skills with it. [Object Levitation] seemed pretty pointless, considering I had not used it much ever since I got it. Meanwhile, [Long Ranged Teleportation] allowed me to teleport over great distances— hundreds or maybe even thousands of miles in an instant. 
Of course, I couldn’t just teleport to anywhere I wanted. I tested it out, and apparently I could only teleport to places I could see, or I saw in the past hour. Otherwise, it needed to be a place I was connected to. Like my Lair. 
The Devil said that wasn’t all I could do with the Skill, but that was all I had tested out so far. And it was not like it was needed right now. It took up a lot of energy to use, and Saffron wasn’t currently in danger. 
I pushed my clone’s perception to the back of my mind as I finished up my final exams. A week passed as I waited to get back my grades. I spent most of the time just hanging out with my friends in Mavos Academy. Valda, the fifteen-year-old genius, was more than happy to spend time with me. 
She and her friends were amazed when they visited my room, even though it wasn’t actually my room but Saffron’s room. 
“Woah. As expected of the Liberator of the Plaguelands…”
“This is one of the luxury dorm rooms, isn’t it? I hear only the highest of the nobility and the richest [Merchants] can afford this room.” 
I beamed as Valda’s friends, Marie and Jonas, sang praises my way. I conveniently forgot to mention that I was just staying over and sleeping on the couch for free, and that this wasn’t actually my room. Matthew was kind enough to provide us snacks, which I gratefully accepted. 
Valda narrowed her eyes as he bowed and stood off to the side.
“Wait, isn’t that Saffron’s butler?”
I quickly nodded and waved a hand dismissively.
“Yep, he is! Anyway, what do you guys think of my schedule for the next academic term?”
I showed them the list of classes I’d chosen. More space magic classes, with a single enchantment class. They exchanged glances.
“Aren’t you in the School of Aspiring Elites?”
Eve furrowed her brows. I cocked my head.
“I am, yes. Why?”
Jeremiah tilted his head back.
“Well, I don’t mean to tell you how to structure your schedule, Salvos. But I think that you’re taking too few classes at once.” 
“He’s right.”
Valda nodded and crossed her arms.
“With what you’re doing right now, you’ll hit only the bare minimum number of courses required for your graduation. And that’s not considering your dissertation— you may take over two years if this is your planned schedule.”
“Huh.”
I tapped a finger on my chin as she explained.
“But I took the same number of classes last term and no one said a thing.”
She shrugged.
“I was under the impression that you chose to lessen your course load due to enrolling in the middle of the term.” 
Well, no one told me what I did was bad! Well, not bad. Just not ideal. I didn’t want to spend too long in Mavos Academy. It was nice, and I had friends, but I was starting to get bored. I perked up as a realization settled in.
“Wait, so theoretically I can finish all my coursework for Mavos Academy and graduate in a single year?” 
Valda pursed her lips. 
“You could, but it’d be very difficult and it’s not recommended.” 
“But I am Salvos.”
My lips curled up as I amended my schedule. Valda blinked before staring at me. She smiled.
“You are. I’m sure you’ll do just fine.”
With that decided, I rolled up the piece of paper as Jeremiah hesitantly looked over at me.
“By the way, there’s a ball being hosted next week and—”
—--
Unfortunately, as much as I wanted to attend these rich, social events and feel like a Princess. I couldn’t. Because the week soon passed, and it was finally time for my training with the Devil to begin. I got back the last of my grades and returned to my Lair. I passed all my classes, as expected. I even scored a distinction grade for a few of them. 
I held up the report, waving it in the air as I strolled into the cavern.
“Hey, Sal, if you’re done messing around, I’d finally like to learn a Grand Skill—” 
I halted when the familiar notification of entering my Lair didn’t ring out in my head. My Lair seemed untouched. I had my books stacked up in a corner, and my treasures displayed against the side wall. Yet, there was something off about the room. 
For some reason, the dark cave seemed darker than usual. I lit a flame, and it was instantly snuffed out by the smothering damp atmosphere. The flicker of light briefly illuminated the room long enough for me to see the shadows crawling against the walls and reaching for me. I leapt back, readying a Primordial Scythe— 
But before I could react, the shadows grabbed me. 
Everything vanished. My vision faded away as my shouts came out silent. I tried to move, but my body didn’t respond. It was like I was back in that sea of nothingness— back trying to struggle free into existence. However, I couldn’t do anything about it now. 
This feeling lasted for both an eternity and for a single moment before my senses were restored to me. I found myself lying on the floor of… somewhere.
The Devil’s voice echoed around me.
“Alright, good job, Salvos. You did well. You passed your Human, mortal classes. You even did quite well for someone with no formal education, if I had to say so myself. But now, it’s time for my classes to begin. And, trust me, it will not be as easy as writing a boring essay.”
I sat up, baring my teeth.
“Good.”
Salvos (Liberator of the Plaguelands)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 110
Class: [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 52
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] - Lvl. 4
[Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] - Lvl. 6
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 6
[Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] - Lvl. 2
[Title Skill: Recall Skill] - Lvl. 1
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 136 (+25) 
[Strength]: 112 (+25) 
[Endurance]: 125 (+25) 
[Wisdom]: 213 (+25) (+10)
[Agility]: 270 (+25)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 1]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 7
[Haste] - Lvl. 10
[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 1
[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 6
[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 5
[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 15
[Wings of the Netherworld] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x1
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 2]
[Mystical Projection] - Lvl 10
[Long Range Teleportation] - Lvl 5
[Planar Navigation] - Lvl. 5
[Scatter Shift] - Lvl. 5
[Temporal Distortion] - Lvl 20 (Maxed)





  

    2.       Accretion


  


  Gold light glinted and glittered off fractal panes, pulsating like the molten surface of a volcano.  These panels formed a polyhedron room that shimmered and shifted, constantly rotating as the number of flat faces changed. Each spin would turn the room into a different shape. It morphed into a cube. Then a dodecahedron. Then a pyramid. Then an icosidodecahedron.


  And it was in this spinning room, I stood straight as I faced the Devil. Somehow, my balance was unperturbed by the eccentricity of it. I crouched and placed a hand on the glass-like floor. Beyond this lattice that trapped me was a black canvas that stretched infinitely outwards. It was haphazardly painted with speckles of mundane objects like shirts or blankets. However, there were other things floating around that made this abstract world even more absurd.


  Water that was caught in the process of falling and frozen in place— not ice, but water. A tree floated above it, shaking like its branches were caught in the wind. There was no wind. 


  Half of a house hovered against the dark. The base of a fountain was in the midst of shattering, but didn’t shatter. A stalactite hung from a ceiling that wasn’t there. Fragments of objects or places that were ripped out and caught in the pullulating silence of this darkness.


  And above it all— above the polyhedron room I was in— came the source of the light.


  It was like a ring made from thousands of tons of gold, still burning from the heat of the furnace. I followed its edges as it expanded outwards to eternity. A giant, glowing halo. But it wasn’t static; it didn’t just float there. It seemed to spin and swirl into itself. Into a single hole that was somehow darker than its surroundings. As though the gold was being sucked into a vortex of nothingness, and everything else around it was in threat of being swallowed as well. 


  I gaped at this glorious sight. And the Devil chuckled.


  “Yeah… I’d advise you against going out there.”


  “Where am I? What is that?”


  “You’re in one of the many folds between the Nexeus’ planes. It was probably where you’d end up when you tried and failed to create that portal to the Netherworld a month or two ago. Well, your crushed remains, at least.”


  “Huh.”


  I slowly took a step back, making sure I could actually walk on the glass-like surface. It took me a moment to gain my bearings, and when I did, I realized I could no longer sense my clone. It was as he said, this was no longer the Mortal Realm. My connection to my clone was gone. 


  The Devil continued.


  “And that thing up there is what you call a supermassive black hole. But don’t worry, it’s not going to swallow us. It’s trapped, just like everything else out there.”


  “Trapped?”


  “Space and time doesn't work the same way here as it does in the planes of the Nexeus. Don’t get me wrong, it does work, unlike the void beyond. That’s how things can even exist. But it’s… broken.”


  “What about this?”


  I tapped my foot on the floor. It clinked like it was made of some kind of metal. 


  “This is my own pocket dimension. In here, time and space works like normal. I can make it bigger, of course. But that isn’t necessary— I rarely have guests over, you see.”


  He shook his head. The Devil was back to his normal self, no longer pretending to be a Human. With a flicker, I joined him and reverted out of my [Partial Mortality] form. He continued.


  “Anyway, that’s enough about me. It’s time for your training to begin.”


  He sauntered over to me and crossed his arms. I cocked my head.


  “My training? What am I supposed to do in this tiny space?”


  I gestured around— I could probably hop back and forth from one end to another with very little issue. The Devil smiled.


  “Ah, but there are two facets to every lesson. The first is the theoretical, and the second is the practical. Just like a professor standing in front of a lecture hall, I brought you here to edify you, dear daughter.”


  “I’m not your daughter.”


  “Look around. Don’t see with your eyes, but see with your mind. You are not grasping just the scale of this place.” 


  “What do you mean? It’s pretty big, yes, but—”


  I narrowed my eyes as I activated [Planar Navigation]. The Skill normally allowed me to see the world around me through the space it occupied. And, well, I found myself staring at what appeared to be a one-by-one foot of space.


  I blinked.


  “What is…?”


  “Now you see what I’m talking about.”


  The Devil grinned as he spread his arms wide.


  “That is right. This entire world of black you see around you is no larger than your Lair, Salvos. It is tiny. And yet, here you stand. And yet, here we stand. Beneath that monolith of death. An infinite abyss.”


  “But… how?”


  I worked my jaw. He laughed.


  “Isn’t it obvious? Space here is warped, as I said. We are smashed between the planes. Between the Mortal Realm and the Netherworld.” 


  “But how are we even here? Shouldn’t we be instantly crushed too?” 


  “That, my dear daughter, is thanks to space magic. The very same you wish to master.”


  The Devil twirled around and strutted away from me. He placed his hands on his hips before he continued.


  “Now that I have shown you theoretically the kind of power you can attain— that you can grasp. You, yourself, will have to work towards it.” 


  He snapped his fingers, and everything dissolved around me. In the blink of an eye, I found myself standing at the bottom of a steep cliff. I was inundated by a deluge of light. It washed over me, nearly knocking me over with how bright it was compared to the place I was in just before. 


  The cliff that loomed over me oversaw a vast and vibrant landscape. Colorful with splatterings of orange and red and yellow. Tall, crooked pillars of stone rose up like trees, covering this rocky forest with sharp shadows. These rock formations were multi-layered. Strata that formed a gradient from a brighter shade of red above to a darker shade below.


  Canyons and crevices creased the earth like the lines on a leaf’s surface. But there were no leaves here. No trees. It didn’t even look like there’d be any rain for days or months. 


  My brows knitted together into a frown.


  “Where are we now?”


  I looked around, taking in this barren landscape. I was either in a desert at the top of a mountain range, or I was in a deep gouge with tall cliffs and mountains. 


  “This, my little girl, is the Beastmen Plains. Or, at least, the entrance to it.”


  The Devil stepped aside, letting me take in the view. When I was done gawking, he continued.


  “Your first practical is very simple: you need to grow stronger.”


  “I… what?”


  I stared at him, puzzled. But he didn’t care to elaborate.


  “Simply put, you are forbidden from using any of your Subspecies’ Skills here. Instead, you are to level your Class and only your Class.” 


  “Um, why? Aren’t I trying to get a Grand Skill for my Subspecies?” 


  I questioned him further, and he sighed.


  “A Grand Skill cannot be created from nothing, Salvos. It requires peril and danger and experience and knowledge. Your Class is barely even above 50. The first step you need to make before you can attain a Grand Skill is to garner more experience. Only when you have reached your next Class advancement, can you begin the next step of your training.”


  “What? Seriously?”


  I threw my hands in the air. 


  “Come on! Why would my Class matter?”


  “Oh, it matters.”


  His eyes twinkled as he grinned.


  “It matters more than you’d think.”


  “What does that even mean?”


  I asked. Of course, he didn’t answer. 


  “Regardless, I won’t just leave you to do as you liked, here. Before I leave, I shall give you a simple goal. It’s not too complicated. A simple hunting mission.”


  I sighed. 


  “And what is this mission?”


  “Find the Cursed Boulder.”


  The Devil spoke simply, and I paused. I repeated after him.


  “Um, find the Cursed Boulder?”


  “That’s right. I want you to find the Cursed Boulder. It lies somewhere beyond these lands— within the Beastmen Plains. And once you find it, you are to destroy it.”


  “That’s it?”


  I cocked my head. He nodded.


  “That’s it. You may track it down as you please. Ask around— or simply teleport until you find it. But you cannot leave beyond this point.” 


  He drew a line in the sand behind me. 


  “You are only allowed to go further into the Beastmen Plains, not away from it. These are the only stipulations you have.”


  “I see, I see.”


  I nodded along with a hand on my chin.


  “But wait— what happens if I destroy this Cursed Boulder and I still haven’t advanced in my Class yet?”


  “That will not be a problem.”


  The Devil bounced back behind the line and smiled.


  “So, any more questions?”


  I tilted my head back. In the back of my mind, I felt a connection return. My clone hadn’t vanished while our connection was severed. She had been moving entirely on autopilot without me. And she’d been slowly fading away without my supply of mana. However, just like a Primordial Weapon, she would take a while to fully dissipate.


  Not unless she was actively fighting in battle. Even then, I was pretty sure she could sustain herself for enough time without me. 


  I raised my hand. 


  “Actually, am I allowed to continue supplying my clone with—”


  “Good.”


  The Devil clapped, and a portal appeared behind him.


  “Now that I’ve answered all your questions, I’ll be taking my leave now. Ta-ta!”


  He leapt into the portal and vanished. I watched him go, feeling my arm droop to the side. 


  “Huh.”


  I shrugged.


  “He didn’t say no.”


  It wasn’t like my clone used up a lot of energy, anyway. Sure, whenever I initially cast [Salvo of Vanity], it’d eat up a huge chunk of my mana. But once that was done, maintaining my clone would be easy. 


  “Alright, I guess it’s time for me to find that Cursed Boulder, huh?”


  I looked around me— at the innumerous number of possible boulder candidates scattered around. And something clicked in my head.


  “Wait, is the Devil seriously asking me to find a specific rock? How am I supposed to do that?!”


  ***


  “And now, it’s time for me to sit back and watch.”


  Sal sat in his own little pocket dimension as one of the fractal panels flickered to life, showing Salvos on the other side. He smirked, leaning back and watching the little girl pick up and turn over every piece of pebble she saw. 


  He yawned.


  “This is boring. What about him? What is he up to?”


  Snapping his fingers, Sal made another of the glass-like panes glow, and a different scene showed itself right next to the first. Belzu flew with his army towards another city, sending hordes and hordes of monsters forward to crush it without lifting a single finger. 


  These were the two most interesting events that were happening in the Mortal Realm at the moment, but one was subtle, while the other was sending ripples throughout the world. Both were brilliant blips that could potentially shape the future, however only one would last.


  Both were little specks of flames that were going to clash with each other.


  “The question is: which of you will burn brightly and quickly, and which of you will scorch the earth and forever leave your mark?”


  That was something Sal was eager to find out.


  



3. Savior

“Nope!”
I shook my head, disappointed. With a crestfallen sigh, I let go of the pebble and it dropped to the ground with a heavy thud. 
“Just a regular piece of rock. That’s dumb. What about this?”
It was an almost perfectly round gray ball. I was excited, thinking it was finally what I was searching for— 
[Rock - It is a rock.]
But nope. It was just any old rock. Nothing special about it. 
“Ugh.”
I tossed it to the side and sauntered off.
“Salvos.”
A voice came at me from above. I blinked and looked up to see the Devil hovering beneath the sun. He had his arms crossed and his lips were curled into a frown.
“Yes?”
I gave him an inquiring look. He sputtered.
“What in my name are you doing?”
“Um, looking for the Cursed Boulder like you asked me to?”
I answered him. But he just stared at me, eyes twitching. 
“I’ve been watching you turn over every piece of rock you see for the past three days.”
“Yep! That’s what I’ve been doing! Although… three days, huh?”
I tilted my head back. 
“That’s less time than I thought.”
“Anyway—”
Sal cut me off, floating down next to me. I frowned.
“How are you flying without wings—”
“If you really want to get this job done before your school break is over, I suggest you stop picking up every pebble on the ground and start looking around for people.”
“Why would I do that? Aren’t I looking for rocks, not people? Cause rocks aren't people, Devil.”
“You’re not looking for a rock. You’re looking for a boulder. A Cursed Boulder.”
“Yep.”
I nodded.
“A rock.”
“A big rock! The size of that!”
The Devil gestured at a nearby rock. Bigger than the others, but very much still a rock. I crossed my arms.
“I see.”
He glared at me.
“If I have to watch you stare at rocks for the next three days, I will throw you straight to the Endlands for our next lesson.”
“Endlands?”
I looked at the Devil, perplexed. But he just shook his head.
“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I shall take my leave. Go and find someone, Salvos. Before I grow bored of you.”
“Fine!”
I harrumphed and spun around. Without even looking, I knew the Devil was already gone at that point. I glowered as I searched this rocky wasteland. I was at the ‘entrance’ to the Beastmen Plains, or so Sal said. That meant I could find Beasmen around here, right? 
Well, first I had to figure out what Beastmen even were. I didn’t know what they looked like. But judging from their name, I was going to assume they were people who looked like beasts. Maybe like [Beastkin]? But those were Spirits. And—
I glanced up at the blue sky dome above. 
And I was still very much in the Mortal Realm. Definitely not the Spirit Plane. It had a green sky— I think. 
My thoughts were interrupted as a soft growl crept up on me from behind. I turned to face the source of the noise, finding a pair of beady yellow eyes preying on me from between a set of cliffs. I cocked my head.
“Um, can I help you?”
I raised a brow, and a creature emerged from the shadows. It had four legs, like a kind of dog. Except if the dog lacked fur and was incredibly thin. Also, four times as big as a regular dog. Honestly, it could probably eat a whole dog. 
[Gloomcoyote - Lvl. 61]
“[Gloomcoyote]? What kind of a name is that?”
It didn’t respond. Instead, it slowly approached me, circling me. More [Gloomcoyotes] appeared from behind, joining the first to flank me from all sides. 
I tapped a finger on my chin.
“Are you called a [Gloomcoyote] because you’re sad? Why are you sad?”
My eyes widened.
“Did something happen to your family? I know— Belzu killed your family, didn’t he?”
The first [Gloomcoyote] leapt forward, and I easily stepped to the side. 
“It’s a big problem. He’s been killing a lot of people these days.” 
A second and third [Gloomcoyote] tried to pounce at me. They failed. I skipped away with a grin.
“I’d feel bad for you and your family, but…”
I felt a power surge through me. A set of invisible hands reached out, smacking back the first [Gloomcoyote] as it tried for me again. [Mystical Projection] held it in place as it struggled. 
“But, unfortunately, you’re wild.”
With that, I sped forward and sliced its head off. I held up my claws, facing the remaining [Gloomcoyotes]. And I bared my teeth.
“So, I don’t really care.”
They weren’t the only ones to attack me throughout the day. But no matter what monsters came, I disposed of them quite easily. After all, I was far higher-leveled. Also, I had the Breastplate of Alexander on. It was not like any of them could hurt me, even if they were my level.
Defeated [Goomcoyote - Lvl. 61]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
…
Class [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 52] -> [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 53]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
…
Class [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 54] -> [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 55]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
***
Mountaintooth crept alongside the side of a cliff wall, holding in his breath with trembling lips. Despite his rather intimidating name, he was anything but intimidating. After all, he was but a cub— a little lion that walked on two feet without any claws, no more than five years of age. 
Behind him, Amberarm and Sharpbraid followed. It was night, and the three children were lost in the mists that plagued the Bladed Mountains. Every cub of their tribe knew better than to venture deep into such a dangerous area, especially when it was dark. But they had no other choice. Their tribe had been slain. They were forced to flee— to the next village. 
And the fastest way to reach it was by skirting the edges of the Bladed Mountains. At least, here, their attacker wouldn’t pursue them. 
“Keep it down.”
He growled as Amberarm purred in fear. She clutched Sharpbraid by the arm— he was the oldest of the three, with a semblance of a mane growing around his neck. 
“But what if we’re attacked by a [Gloomcoyote]? Or worse— a [Savage Critter]?” 
Amberarm already had claws, unlike Mountaintooth or Sharpbraid. Female cubs mature earlier than male cubs in regards to claws and fangs. And his claws dug deep into Sharpbraid’s arm. He yelped.
“Ouch! That hurt!” 
He stumbled back. 
Honestly, the only thing Mountaintooth had going for him over the other two was his name, as well as his sense for survival. And right now, his senses were telling him that they were in danger. His round ears perked up as something shifted just ahead of him. He made a quick shushing motion to his friends, backing up against the cliff wall. Practically hugging it.
They followed him right as the thing emerged from the shadows. It trudged over the rocky floor, sending small pebbles down crumbling down the steep decline that oversaw the actual Beastmen Plains. It walked on six legs, with pink skin that blended with some of the colorful landscape. Its head was like a flowerbud, tightly shut with only a pair of nostrils— no eyes. And it approached the three cubs.
A [Savage Critter]. Mountaintooth’s eyes grew wide in recognition and fear. It had to be over Level 70— he couldn’t identify it, but it was supposed to be a very high-leveled monster that only the strongest of his tribe could defeat.
Sharpbraid gritted his teeth and glared at Amberarm.
“You just had to open your big mouth, didn’t you?”
“You’re the one who yelped like a kitten—” 
“Quiet. Both of you.”
Mountaintooth snarled. He didn’t want to speak, but he had no choice. His friends wouldn’t shut up, and a [Savage Critter] relied purely on sound. Its head snapped directly towards him, and he tensed. 
His friends froze, unable to say anything. He just wanted to stand there and hope for the best too. However, he knew better than to do that. It would kill them. It knew they were there. 
The [Savage Critter] stalked their way, each foot followed by another. Like a cacophony of thuds with each step. It sniffed the air as it drew closer. It could smell their fear. The perspiration that wetted Mountaintooth’s fur— it perfumed the air, attracting the monster like a butterfly to a flower. 
This is where it ends… Mountaintooth closed his eyes. He couldn’t warn the other tribes. This was the one thing Papa had tasked him to do. But here he was, going to die to some monster. It was so ridiculous. He… he… no.
He wouldn’t give up here. He looked over at his friends as he peeled himself from the cliffside. 
“Run.”
That was all he said. They stared at him as he dashed to the side. The [Savage Critter] jerked up to face him in surprise. It took a moment to register the footsteps, not instantly pouncing in case of a trap. They were savage, not stupid, after all. 
Mountaintooth didn’t really know what he was doing. He didn’t even have a Class yet. He was close— he was Level 8. But no Class. All he had was his one Racial Skill.
[Lesser Intimidation].
“Come here you ugly, deformed dog!” 
He shouted, and his voice echoed through the Bladed Mountains, slicing the blanket of silence and cutting through the thick mist covering the tall, vertical cliffs. 
It caused the monster to pause for a second. A single second. Mountaintooth wasn’t even sure if Amberarm and Sharpbraid listened to him. He just needed to draw the [Savage Critter] away from them. Maybe it would even forget about his friends once it finished eating him.
He slammed his eyes shut, accepting what was to come with open arms. The [Savage Critter] howled and leapt forward as its face opened up— like a terrible flower unfurling to consume him. Mountaintooth waited for his death to arrive. He hoped it would be quick. But it came slowly. So slowly, in fact, that it never arrived.
Blinking, he opened his eyes and stared at the floating [Savage Critter]. It struggled mid-air, held by an invisible arm as it snapped at the air. A figure appeared from the mists. One with silver hair and gleaming golden eyes. 
It had a dark blue coat of fur that somehow only reached to its arms and legs— not the hands or legs or face— with a black mane-thing around its neck. It vanished and appeared right before the [Savage Critter], baring its not-so-sharp teeth.
“Hi. I’m Salvos.”
For whatever reason, this thing— this Salvos— seemed to greet the monster. However, the [Savage Critter] broke free from whatever was holding it and struck for the Salvos.
The Salvos ducked under the attack and frowned.
“That’s rude, you didn’t even tell me your name!”
It struck the [Savage Critter] twice, and the monster died. Mountaintooth couldn’t help but gawk at that. How…? 
[??? - Lvl. ???]
Mountaintooth couldn’t identify either the Salvos or the [Savage Critter], but the gap between them was so large, the former couldn’t even put up a fight. 
He wasn’t sure how to react. But it was clear that the Salvos was not there to harm him— or if it was, it was intelligent enough to speak. So, it was better off for Mountaintooth not to aggravate it. He got to his feet, stumbling and murmuring under his breath.
“I…”
He inhaled deeply, bowing low.
“Thank you, you saved my life—”
“Finally, a person!”
Before he could finish saying his thanks, the Salvos picked him up and spun him around. 
“Wha…?”
“You’re a lifesaver!”
It exclaimed. Mountaintooth blinked.
“But… you’re the one who saved me.”




4. Beastmen

[Lion Beastman - Lvl. 7]
[Lion Beastman - Lvl. 7]
[Lion Beastman - Lvl. 9]
I stared at the three Beastmen standing before me. They were covered in a thick layer of golden fur, wearing brown tunics that were ragged and stained with blood. One of them— the highest-leveled boy— had a semblance of an orange mane growing around his neck. The other two didn’t have it, but I could tell one of them was a male and the other was female.
They gaped at me as I clapped hands together.
“You don’t know how long I’ve been searching for someone in this dumb place! But no. All there are are stupid monsters here! And they’re so dumb! Look at it!”
I glanced back at the dead [Savage Critter] behind me. It was barely above Level 80. Honestly, not too difficult of a fight for me. But since I’d been killing so many monsters— well, killing it gave me another level.
Class [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 55] -> [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 56]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
I had been scouring this odd mountain range for a whole day! And I didn’t find any weird rocks or any people. Not until now, at least. 
The first of the [Lion Beastman]— the one I’d saved— walked up to me and bowed his head again.
“I-I… am grateful that we could be of help to you. And for saving us, I must truly thank you.”
His voice came out in a soft growl. But it wasn’t an aggressive growl. He just had a guttural way of speaking. His two companions quickly bowed with him as my eyes darted over to the side. I spotted something— something odd poking out of the ground. 
The boy continued.
“Is there anything we could do to—”
He started, but I ran off to inspect the object to the side. I peered at it and tapped a clawed finger on its side. [Identification] told me that it was an old piece of rock. I deflated as the boy hesitated.
“Hrr… is something wrong?”
“It’s nothing.”
I sighed as I walked back to the three children. They looked between themselves, puzzled. 
“It’s just not what I’m looking for.”
“I-I… see…”
“Anyway, what’re your names? I’m Salvos!”
“O-oh, I’m Mountaintooth.”
“A-Amberarm.”
“My name is S-Sharpbraid.”
They all spoke in scared voices as I nodded, fixing their names to their faces. I wasn’t even transformed, and they were afraid of me. That was good!
Mountaintooth shifted slightly as I beamed happily to myself.
“I-I… elder Salvos, I—” 
My gaze snapped sharply at him.
“Who’re you calling an elder?”
“Wha— I didn’t mean it like that!”
He yelped and backed up. I crossed my arms as he tried to explain.
“I was trying to be polite, eld— I mean, hrr… I…”
He trailed off. Amberarm quickly stepped in front of him, taking over.
“I must apologize if he offended you. But he means no disrespect— I don’t know what it’s like in your culture, but our culture teaches us to refer to those much older and wiser than us as an ‘elder’.”
I furrowed my brows.
“Well, where I’m from, you just refer to me by my name if you want to be respectful. Putting anything else before or after it is disrespectful!”
I wagged my fingers at them, and the three children nodded quickly.
“Yes, Salvos.”
“Anyway—”
I crossed my arms as they shuffled, averting their gazes. 
“Even so, you can’t refer to me as an elder in your culture.”
“Why not?”
Sharpbraid blinked. I looked at them.
“Well, how old are you guys?”
“Five years old.”
Mountaintooth spoke softly. Amberarm nodded.
“I’m the same age as him.
“And I’m seven. Almost an adult.”
Sharpbraid puffed his chest up. I gestured at them.
“See? You can’t call me an elder because I’m your age! I’m six!”
Or at least, I thought I was. I was probably around that age range. Still, not much older than them. 
Mountaintooth’s jaw dropped.
“What? No way!”
“Seriously?”
“But you’re—” 
Amberarm and Sharpbraid gawked behind him. I raised my chin, looking down at the three children. I was so much better than them— literally ten times better than them. Why couldn’t all six-year-olds be as good as me? Sucks to be them.
“Exactly. I’m pretty awesome!”
They exchanged glances as I basked in my greatness. Then Sharpbraid elbowed the other two. He leaned over and began whispering to them. Amberarm and Mountaintooth looked unconvinced, but Sharpbraid reassured them and turned back to me. 
“What’s wrong?”
I cocked my head. The oldest of the three scratched the back of his mane and approached me.
“We, hrr, were thinking that since you were so high-leveled and strong— would you be able to help us avenge our tribe?” 
“Avenge your tribe?”
My eyes narrowed, and he explained.
“You see, we come from the Swift Hill Warriors— a tribe that used to live a few dozen miles just outside of this mountain range. However, a few weeks ago, rumors of a terrible monster reached our tribe. One that has been terrorizing the other tribes in the Beastmen Plains. As our tribe is full of fighters, we thought we could deal with whatever monster this was without a problem. Unfortunately, last week… it showed up and slaughtered our entire tribe.”
“That’s right.”
Amberarm lowered her gaze.
“We were the only survivors. The eldest of our tribe— Mountainfang, Mountaintooth’s father— faced the beast himself. And even he was not strong enough to defeat it.”
Mountaintooth turned away as she mentioned his dad. I grew bored as Sharpbraid tried to finish.
“That’s right. If we don’t stop this monster, it’ll destroy— where are you going?”
The oldest [Lion Beastman] paused as I wandered to the side, inspecting a piece of pebble from the ground. 
“Huh?”
I glanced up at him.
“Oh, nothing. I’m searching for something, and I can’t find it.”
“What are you searching for?”
Amberarm asked. I waved a hand dismissively.
“A Cursed Boulder or something like that. I was told I could find it around here.” 
I tossed the pebble aside, and she stared at me.
“But that’s… not a boulder.”
“Yep. And?”
I cocked a brow at Amberarm. She hesitated.
“Why are you inspecting a pebble if you’re looking for a boulder? Shouldn’t you be checking… bigger rocks instead of smaller rocks?”
“Because that’s what makes it cursed. You can’t be sure the curse doesn’t turn the boulder into a pebble.”
I shook my head. 
“Children, always so foolish.”
I walked back towards Sharpbraid.
“Anyway, what were you saying?”
He scratched his cheek. 
“R-right. I was asking if you could help us slay this beast terrorizing the plains.”
“Huh. Is it very strong?”
I frowned. He clenched a fist.
“Very strong. Stronger than anything I’ve ever seen.”
“Then nope!”
I spoke happily. Their shoulders sagged. Mountaintooth gritted his teeth.
“I knew we shouldn’t have… Sharpbraid you idiot…”
“Anyway, if that’s it, I’m gonna go now!”
I waved at the three children and was about to teleport off. But before I did, Mountaintooth leapt forward.
“Wait!”
He raised his hand towards me. I spun around.
“Yes?”
“Maybe we can help you.”
I perked up.
“You know where I can find the Cursed Boulder?
“N-no. We are young, so we may not know what it is you’re looking for. But the elders of the other tribes may know— we’re headed to the Furious Whispers Tribe. If you protect us, we may be able to guide you to them, and they could lead you to the Cursed Boulder.”
“Huh.”
He closed his eyes, taking in a deep breath. 
“I-I know that it’s just a possibility. That it may not even help you. However, the possibility is still there. If this is something that’s infamous in either the plains or the Bladed Mountains, then surely the elders of the other tribes would be able to aid you. So, please, help us.”
His companions looked at him, then at me. They eyed me hopefully— pleadingly. Mountaintooth himself didn’t even meet my gaze, instead choosing to bite his lower lip and wait for a response, bracing himself for a rejection. I grinned.
“Makes sense to me. Come on, let’s go!”
“Wha—” 
I grabbed the three children and leapt into the air. They squeaked as I looked around.
“So, where is this tribe?”
—--
They led the way. They showed me the way out of the Bladed Mountains— the place where I’d been— to the Beastmen Plains. And, well, it seemed no different from any other flatlands to me. The grass was green and the mounds rose and fell like crashing waves. 
Unfortunately, I couldn’t just fly over it. Instead, I made a mad dash through the grasslands until I eventually saw the tents jutting out in the distance. 
“Finally!”
It wasn’t a tall city like either Unarith or Viechester. Tarps were strapped up next to each other like houses. They comprised of many different colors— red, magenta, azure, gold— and they filled a small valley with life. I narrowed my eyes as I saw the various Beastmen strolling throughout the fringes of this tribe.
They weren’t all the same, like I expected them to be. There was an eclectic of Species of Beastmen. [Tiger Beastman], [Wolf Beastman], [Bear Beastman]— many more. They all looked like their respective animals, except they were all bipedal and more proportioned to have stubbier arms and less of their animal-like characteristics. 
They saw my approach with the three [Lion Beastman] cubs, and they were quickly stricken by panic. Before they could raise whatever alarm they had— some kind of weird horn— Mountaintooth shouted out.
“Wait, elders of the Furious Whispers Tribe! We come from the Swift Hill Warriors!”
At the mention of his tribe, they immediately dropped their guard. Dozens of Beastmen rushed towards us in a worry as I let go of him. They huddled over the boy, speaking quickly in different kinds of voices. 
“We saw smoke over the horizon, youngling. What happened to your tribe?”
A [Wolf Beastman] barked. Mountaintooth closed his eyes.
“It was… destroyed.”
He gnawed his teeth together, and Amberarm struggled out of my arms. She bowed deeply.
“We need to speak to your eldest.”
A retinue of [Wolf Beastmen] guards led us through the… tribe. I really didn’t know what else to call it. It didn’t have any buildings, only tents. Some were larger than others, but they were all smaller than any old two-story building in a city. As we waded our way through this sea of tents, I heard voices— whisperings— coming from the Beastmen looking at me.
“Who is that?”
“Why is she accompanying those younglings from the Swift Hill Warriors?”
“What is that thing?”
I paused. I glared at the one who called me a thing. He shrank back as I shook an angry fist.
“I am not a thing— I am Salvos, and I am a Demon!”
I expected to hear gasps. See shocked faces. Either that of fear or of anger like I often received from Humans or Kobolds. Either that, or see looks of admiration like from Elves. Maybe even just curiosity, like from Cyclopes.
However, what I got surprised me. Because they just looked confused.
“A Demon? What is that?”
“Wait, I think I’ve heard about it before in a story once. It’s a thing that eats Human babies, right?”
“Hrr, seriously?”
“No, I’ve spoken to a Human before, and they said that Demons actually live among them and drink their blood—” 
I stared at the gossiping faces. The tunic-wearing Beastmen had absolutely no idea what a Demon was. They didn’t mention anything about summoning, or anything about the Netherworld. They were utterly clueless. 
“Um…”
I looked over at the three [Lion Beastmen] with me.
“Hey, Mountaintooth, Amberarm, Sharpbraid. Have any of you heard about Demons before?”
They shook their heads.
“Never, Salvos.”
“This is my first time hearing about a Demon.”
“No.”
“Huh.”
That was an odd feeling. I didn’t know what I thought of it. For now, I just accompanied them to the largest tent in the tribe. The one that stood at the very center. 
...it was still barely larger than a building— at least in terms of width. In height, it wasn’t that tall either. Certainly not the size of an arena for fighting. 
When I arrived there, an [Ape Beastmen] greeted us at the door. He had white hair that covered all parts of his body except for his face and his hands and his legs. He walked with a slight hunch, greeting us with a high-pitched voice.
“Welcome, younglings of the Swift Hill Warriors. I am Tuktox, the eldest of the Furious Whispers tribe. I have heard the news. Come, don't be afraid. We shall ensure you are safe here. And as for your savior—”
He turned towards me with a toothy smile. 
“Let us get you comfortable. We have food to offer you.”
“No thanks, I—”
I paused when I saw the platter they set out for me. There were plates, bowls, baskets, all filled with… a wide array of bugs. Ants, flies, mosquitos, locusts— all the most delicious things in the world. My mouth watered.
“Nevermind. Thank you so much!”
I immediately dug in as the three [Lion Beastman] children were led to a table lain on the ground. They all kneeled down and began to talk, discussing amongst themselves.
“Your tribe was not alone in its destruction, younglings. This destroyer has been methodical and ruthless, leaving dozens of smaller tribes in ashes. Yours was the first major tribe it wiped out.”
A [Wolf Beastmen] grunted.
“We didn’t know it had gotten this far. We heard about it when it washed ashore— it is not the first of its kind— but if we knew it would get here as quickly as it did, we’d have helped your tribe. For our failure, we apologize.”
I grabbed another of the fried bugs and munched on it as they had their conversation in the background.
“It will continue its rampage. Let us gather the other major tribes— a moot to find the greatest warriors. We cannot remain idle any longer. We have to stop it. We have to stop the Cursed Boulder.”
I blinked and dropped my food.
“Um, what?”




5. ---- Boulder

“Wait, so you’re telling me that the monster that destroyed Mountaintooth’s tribe is the Cursed Boulder?”
I stared at the [Ape Beastman]. Tuktox, the eldest of the Furious Whispers Tribe. He reached a long arm over his head to scratch his other cheek. 
“Oo, yes. A [Lizard Beastmen] from our tribe heard about this Cursed Boulder a few weeks back when she was visiting the Poison Bugs Horde. It only recently surfaced from the western ocean. We thought it’d take longer to get here, but it seems we were mistaken.”
He wore a grave look on his face. His face darkened as he continued to scratch his head. Honestly, while his expression was dour, his body language seemed to tell a different tale. Or maybe that was just his tail acting weird. 
It kept bouncing around from side to side. 
Also, he was a Beastmen. I couldn’t use Humans as a standard to measure how he felt. So, I simply nodded.
“Huh.”
“Grr, it destroyed so many lesser tribes. But to think it even reached the Swift Hill Warriors… it must be over Level 100, then.”
One of the Beastmen elders gathered— a [Wolf Beastman]— growled, his fangs poking out from his snout. I cocked my head. I seriously never thought that a piece of rock could gain levels. 
Well, Golems could. But Golems weren’t really just pieces of rock. They were alive, too. They even had a heart. The [Lux Golmi] showed me that. I remembered how it felt— the fear it showed when it believed I would kill it and its companions. 
Golems weren’t mere pebble. They were alive. And if this Cursed Boulder was going around, killing others while leveling, then it surely meant it was alive too, right? 
I furrowed my brows.
“Is it some kind of a Golem?”
“We aren’t sure.”
Tuktox closed his eyes. 
“What do you mean you’re not sure?”
“Truth be told, we’ve never seen a Cursed Boulder before. We have only heard about it from other tribes. It could possibly be a Golem, but it’s not any we’ve seen before. And the magic it casts— I have never heard of a Golem that can utilize space magic.”
Space magic? I was starting to understand why the Devil wanted me to find it and kill it. It was a test of sorts. Although, with the current Skills I had, I wasn’t sure how easy that’d be.
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 2]
[Mystical Projection] - Lvl 10
[Long Range Teleportation] - Lvl 5
[Planar Navigation] - Lvl. 5
[Scatter Shift] - Lvl. 5
[Temporal Distortion] - Lvl 20 (Maxed)
Well, that didn’t mean they were useless. And I could always just claw my way through the Cursed Boulder. 
I glanced over at Mountaintooth and the other two children. 
“What about you? You’ve seen the Cursed Boulder, right? Do you think it’s a Golem?”
Heads turned towards him, and the boy shrank back. 
“W-what? Me…?”
He shifted uncomfortably, trying to muster up any words. Tuktox placed a hand on my shoulder and pulled me back.
“Please, elder Salvos—” 
“It’s just Salvos.”
“Oo, right. Salvos.”
The eldest sighed. 
“Let us not press the youngling with too many questions after all that he’s been through. Please, it will surface bad memories.” 
“Oh, ok.”
I drew back, but Mountaintooth gritted his teeth.
“I-I’m fine!”
He stepped forward. 
“I just didn’t get a good look at the beast. None of us did.”
His shoulders sagged as he turned back to his companions. I studied his expression. 
“What do you mean by that?”
“He means that we couldn’t even see it.” 
Amberarm spoke up next. She shivered and clutched her shoulders, hugging herself.
“It was a blur. No matter where we looked or where it went, everything around it was obscured. Like we couldn’t focus on it.”
“We couldn’t even see its level or use [Identification] on it.”
Sharpbraid nodded from behind her. 
Well, that was odd. I’d never heard of that before. Perhaps it was a [Lux Golmi] using illusion magic? 
My musings were cut off when Mountaintooth spoke.
“Whatever it is, you guys have got to stop it. You have to avenge my father— our tribe.”
He gestured at Amberarm and Sharpbraid. They nodded in agreement, children wearing dark, hate-filled looks on their faces.
“Huh. But isn’t revenge bad or something?”
At least, that was what Daniel told me. Everyone in the room shook their heads.
“No, why would it be?”
They replied at pretty much the same time with a similar variation of that. So, Daniel was wrong. Silly Daniel! Always so silly with his morals and ideals and philosophy! 
“Nice, alright.”
I snapped my fingers, making a decision.
“Well, you don’t need to worry about this Cursed Boulder destroying any more of your tribes. And you’ll get your revenge.” 
I grinned as I started for the tent’s exit. They stared at me, and I glanced back at them.
“Because I’ll be destroying it now.”
—--
I really didn’t know what this Cursed Boulder was. What I did know was that if it was randomly destroying Beastmen tribes for no reason, it was probably wild. Maybe it wasn’t— I’d figure it out  for sure when I found it— but it probably was.
“Wait!”
A voice called out to me as I walked amongst the many multi-colored tents of this tribe. Mountaintooth squeezed through the crowd of Beastmen and ran up to me. He tugged at my jacket, and I looked down at him inquiringly.
“What’s wrong?”
“I-I…”
He panted, gathering his nerves and faced me. I frowned.
“Do you want to get your revenge yourself? Because I could let you try...” 
“What? No!”
Mountaintooth blinked and took a step back. 
“Then what happened?”
“You… you don’t know where the Cursed Boulder went. You don’t even know where it was last seen!”
He exclaimed. I blinked.
“Huh, you’re right. I forgot to ask you guys.”
I crossed my arms, wondering to myself.
“Then where was I even going?”
Shrugging, I turned back to Mountaintooth. 
“Well, you’re here now. So, where is it?”
“It’s to the southwest— about two hundred miles. That’s where my tribe used to be. It… I don't know where it went, but maybe you can track it down from there?”
“Thanks!”
I bowed back at the boy— that was the polite thing to do here for Beastmen, right?— and was about to scurry off. But he clung onto my jacket. I gave him a curious look.
“Did you need something else?”
“Y-yes…”
Mountaintooth took a deep breath and sputtered.
“R-revenge doesn’t work that way!”
“Huh?”
I stared at him, and he repeated himself.
“Revenge doesn't work that way. You can’t just avenge someone on behalf of them. They have to request a kin— someone of the same Species to carry it out for them.”
He closed his eyes as he spoke, fists balled up in frustration. It was clear that he wanted me to kill the Cursed Boulder and be done with it, but there was some sort of tradition here that stipulated this. Another weird mortal thing, probably. 
“T-that’s why I want you to bring me with you. If I’m there— if I even lay a finger on the Cursed Boulder as you kill it, then my tribe shall be avenged. Their deaths will be vindicated. Please, take me with you.”
“You want me to bring you to face this power monster where you could possibly die just to fulfill some revenge pact you have?” 
“Yes!”
I couldn’t help but smack my forehead with the palm of my hands. It was stupid. Mortals were stupid.
“Don’t be an idiot, Mountaintooth!”
Amberarm’s voice cut through the crowd. She ran up to us, followed slowly by Sharpbraid. The duo huddled around Mountaintooth, but he was adamant about it.
“You can’t stop me. I was the son of the eldest. This is my duty to our tribe.”
“It is our duty too.”
Sharpbraid harrumphed. Amberarm nodded.
“Let us go with you too!” 
“You two…”
Mountaintooth trailed off as his companions nodded at him. I watched this play out, rolling my eyes.
“This is all very complicated and dumb.”
I clapped my hands, and they turned to me in surprise. I raised a hand, cutting them off before they could protest.
“Alright, so you just need to request someone to carry out this revenge for you, right?”
“Our kin.”
“Someone of the same Species, then.” 
“That’s right.”
They nodded. I spread my arms wide.
“Then here’s a simple solution.”
My body shifted as their eyes grew round. Passersby— or onlookers, since there were some Beastmen watching this scene from the side— stopped to stare at me in amazement as my body changed. 
[Partial Mortality] let me transform to most sapient mortal Species. And, well, Beastmen were included in that list. I glanced down at my golden arms, covered in a layer of fur. There were gasps— people were gaping at how I suddenly became one of them. A [Lion Beastman]... woman. 
“There. Happy? You can just ask me to kill the Cursed Boulder now and it wouldn’t be a problem.”
Mountaintooth blinked a few times. He glanced over at Amberarm.
“Is this allowed?”
“Who cares if it’s allowed? Just say it!”
“Alright… hrr, elder Salvos—” 
“It’s just Salvos!”
I scowled.
“But I have to call you that because of formalities.”
“Ugh, fine. Hurry it up.”
“Elder Salvos, avenge my tribe. Let the Swift Hill Warriors rest and slay the Cursed Boulder that slaughtered my people.”
He went on his knees and lowered his head to touch the dirt in a bow. I glanced over at Amberarm.
“What do I do now?”
“Just say ‘I will’.”
“Um, I will.”
I spoke, and it seemed like a huge burden disappeared from Mountaintooth’s shoulders. With a deep sigh, he drew back to his feet and smiled.
“Thank you.”
“Ok, now that that’s finished, can I leave now?”
“You can. I— but…”
Mountaintooth hesitated, and I tapped my left foot impatiently on the ground.
“What is it now?”
“How exactly did you do… this?”
He asked, gesturing at my [Lion Beastman] form. I blinked and looked down at myself.
“This? Oh, it’s just a Skill. I’m a Demon— a [Changeling]— so I can transform to other Species. See?” 
I transformed back to myself from [Partial Mortality]. Again, everyone gasped. Mountaintooth flinched at the sudden change. Then his eyes grew wide.
“Woah.”
“Amazing, right?”
“It is. Demons sure are amazing, Can all Demons do that?”
“Only some. Like me.”
I pointed at myself. Mountaintooth stared at me.
“O-oh. Then you’re so amazing, Salvos.”
“I know.”
I smirked. With that, I left the Furious Whispers Tribe behind me. 
I didn’t fly. I wasn’t allowed to fly. Not by the Devil. So, instead, I teleported to the furthest point I could see in the horizon. Which, due to the hilly landscape, wasn’t as far as I’d have liked. And I wasn’t able to teleport again. Even if it was a shorter distance— not across thousands of miles which drained me of a lot of mana— I had a cooldown between each use of [Long Range Teleportation]. Plus, it used up a lot of mana too, anyway. Inefficient compared to using a dozen Short Range Teleports in a row, which was exactly what I did after. 
Once I was far enough away from the tribe, I began to run. I kicked up a trail of dust clouds behind me as I made my way southwest. It took a bit to actually locate my destination. I had to do a bit of searching. But its name— the Swift Hill Warriors— implied one thing, so I made sure to get to the high ground and check atop every mound I saw.
What I found was nothing but a bunch of collapsed tents. Many of them were burned from fallen torches after being crushed and trampled by some kind of traveling disaster. Bodies littered the tribe, and I spent a minute or two investigating. 
“Not a trace of the Cursed Boulder left behind.”
I tapped a finger on my chin. That was odd. I’d have expected something like a moving boulder to leave a deep divot on the dirt. There was none of that. I walked around for a bit until I eventually decided to try using magic to detect it.
[Planar Navigation] overtook my senses, and instantly, I saw a disturbance in the same around me. It was like something had dragged its way through the plane, altering the space around it as it went. I followed this trail to the north, where a forest lay ahead. Trees had been felled, creating a clear path for me to follow. 
And it was there, in a clearing in the middle of the forest, I saw my target.
I narrowed my eyes, trying to discern its shape. I could see specks of gray— little bits of rock flying about in a concentrated tempest. It shrouded over what was at the center, like the dusty wind girdling the eye of a storm. Except, instead of a dull brown gale sweeping around, it was an obfuscated mess of warped space. 
At heart of this odd phenomenon… my vision unfocused. I could only see a splash of colors coming together in jagged lines and dots. It covered whatever it was there like a curtain, if the curtain itself was warped into a rough and crooked shape. I could only see the semblance of a silhouette of a round shape with it. But other than that, I knew not what this was. Even [Identification] didn’t know what it was.
[-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝ Boulder - Lvl.-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝]
“Huh.”




6. Distortion

[-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝ Boulder - Lvl.-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝]
“Huh.”
I stared at the Cursed Boulder. Or the… something Boulder. And I wasn’t actually staring at it, more like looking in its general direction. I couldn’t discern what it was entirely. It was a storm focused on a single spot, blotched and disarrayed by a deformed mixture of vibrant colors.
It seemed to blur and break at its fringes. The only sign that something was behind this phenomenon was the semblance of a stone-like figure within it. It floated in the sky, and sunlight seemed to seep through it, not leaving a single sign of a shadow. 
I crossed my arms, frowning.
“Well, I don’t even know it’s level. Should I… should I fight it?”
This obfuscated tempest raged on before me, tearing up the landscape without any specific target. I spotted small animals flying up alongside uprooted trees and joining the whirlwind before me. But it wasn’t actually a whirlwind. Instead, it was some kind of levitation spell. Space magic. 
“Wait, actually…”
I didn’t know its level. If it was stronger than me— far stronger than me— I would be caught and suffer the same fate those animals did. However, I did have something that could mitigate that.
I pulled out my Bag of Holding and produced a rainbow-colored chestpiece. The Breastplate of Alexander. It glimmered underneath the sunlight, shining with the faint traces of the powerful magic within.
I hefted it over my blue jacket, feeling its effects take over me.
Temporary General Skill [Greater Status Effect Resistance] Obtained!
Temporary General Skill [Superior Aura of Greater Protection] Obtained!
Temporary General Skill [Repudiation Repulse] Obtained!
“Alright. Let’s try this now.”
A barrier overcame my body as I approached the storm. I wanted to test it first. I didn’t want to walk into death. When I got closer, I felt a strong tugging feeling like it was trying to yank me into the air towards it. I stood my ground— I didn’t need any additional help to stay on my feet. 
However, it seemed that walking within distance of its magic alerted it of my presence. The Cursed Boulder, or whatever it actually was, suddenly halted. The storm calmed slightly as it seemed to turn towards me. I cocked my head.
“Um, hello?”
And from the center of the blur, a tree shot out. I leapt out of the way as it crashed into the earth. I frowned. 
“So, is this how you fight? You throw trees at people?” 
I was about to land when the pulling feeling returned. I found myself being thrown into the air for a moment, but a quick teleport got me back on the ground.
“Now, that’s just rude!” 
I straightened as an eerie echo came from whatever it was I was fighting. My own voice came back a garbled mess, like it was both repeated by it and a reflection of what I actually said. It hurled more trees at me, and I simply stood and let the attacks come. It bounced off my [Superior Aura of Greater Protection], thanks to the Breastplate of Alexander. 
I would’ve just flown straight in and clawed this thing in the face, but for whatever reason, it was trying to suck me in. Obviously, I was apprehensive of just striking it right away. I activated [Planar Navigation] to figure out what was going on inside that storm.
The Skill told me that there was a large mass at the center, just as I’d suspected. However, when I tried to make sense of what it was there with the Skill, my senses failed me. What I perceived caught me by surprise. 
It was like I’d been trying to run my fingers over a rosebush, but instead of the petal-soft touch of a flower, I was pricked by something sharp. Odd, jarring presences; thorns that poked out like Human teeth, chomping for my flesh while ants crawled up onto my arm before scattering all over my body. This susurration washed over me like I was thrust into the depths of the ocean as my entire body shivered from the coldness of the water and the darkness of the deep. 
And the feeling did not end there. Because from the shadows, a horror of the ocean revealed itself to me. An abomination. A being of time itself. Twisted and vile, its power fleeting and overwhelming. A thing of many impossible angles and inverted dimensions that I couldn’t even tell what I was looking at, and that even trying to understand it was like sticking needles into my head as it kept shifting and twisting and— 
And yeah, it was not a nice feeling at all.
“What are you?”
I narrowed my eyes. As if the thing heard my question, it decided to reveal itself. The cloak of many colors that distorted it was pulled back, showing the monster I was faced with. 
It wasn’t just a large, spherical piece of rock like I’d been led to believe. The name ‘Boulder’ was very misleading. Sure, it had bits of rocks comprising its form— but they were fractured. Not a whole, monolithic entity. Multiple large boulders were mashed together into a craggy and uneven form, with deep cracks lining the edges where they were connected. The separate rocks didn’t even come into contact with each other. They were held together by a powerful magic that seemed to warp the air around it.
But that was not all. 
There were streaks of an azure-stain blotched over its body. One that melded together with the rocks, like it was splashed over its surface. Like the sky itself had been ripped down and adorned over it like ornaments. Bits of wooden splinters were tossed around it along with the remains of leaves and bushes and dirt. It was odd. That didn’t seem like enough wood to have come from the entire forest. What happened to the rest of… everything?
My questions were answered when a tree was ripped out of the ground and pulled into that vortex of jumbled things. It reached the distortion at the edges before being torn apart, melted, and pulled into the multi-colored aura covering the main body. 
I crossed my arms.
“Ok, so I definitely don’t want to get close to you…”
However, the thing wanted to get closer to me. The multi-colored aura struck down at me, whipping out like some kind of whip made of water. Except, it wasn’t a liquid that struck down. It was the condensed amalgamation of everything it stole converted into pure energy. 
I leapt back as I saw the attack coming. I didn’t want to wait and see if the Breastplate of Alexander was strong enough to withstand it. All I knew was that when it struck the ground, the earth seemed to dissolve in a way I’d never seen before. Particles slowly rose up in distinct, blurred shapes before vanishing entirely.
“How about this?”
I grabbed a nearby rock and flung it straight at the thing. It absorbed it the moment it got closed. I blinked.
“Well, what did I expect?”
I sighed as it swept over the landscape with its multi-colored ‘limbs’. I dodged out of the way from those slow attacks, and it fired trees and debris at me. I didn’t try to avoid those. The Breastplate of Alexander would at least keep me safe from that. 
“Ok, if physical attacks don’t work—”
I spread my arms wide, letting [Mystical Projection] protrude from my body. I used it to grab onto a nearby rock to yank me out of the way from the next incoming attack. Then I sent the invisible arms towards the tempest, hoping to rip it apart bit by bit.
However, the closer my [Mystical Projection] got, the weaker my control over it felt. It was like my invisible arms were slowly growing more numb. Still, I powered through that oddity and grabbed onto the Cursed Boulder’s sides. I began to pull, watching as the cracked gaps between the haphazardly melded rocks widened— 
And the curtain closed around its body, covering it entirely once more. I blinked as my control over [Mystical Projection] dissipated entirely. Like I'd been kicked back and forced out of the spell.
“What was that?”
I stared as the Cursed Boulder was once again shrouded in a distortion that hid its true form. Then it spread out once again, like the wings of a butterfly reaching out to wrap over me from all sides. I teleported out of the way as it consumed everything within a hundred feet from it.
“Seriously?” 
I glanced down at what was left of the forest floor while the tempest grew in size. Everything that had been touched was slowly fading away, and the Cursed Boulder itself was larger than before. The vortex around it was larger than before.
I scowled. I really, really, really just wanted to create a storm of flames to counter it. But would that even work? Not that it mattered, since I wasn’t allowed to use my Subspecies Skills, according to the Devil.
The biggest problem right now was the vortex of colors around it. It cut off everything that tried to touch the Boulder itself. However, I noticed there was a short period of time where I could strike it. Potentially. I activated [Mystical Projection] once more as it came for me. 
I hopped around, avoiding its simple tendril-like strikes, baiting it into cornering me against a tree. When it thought I was caught, it tried to do the same tactic as before. The vortex spread out, and I struck. 
My invisible hands pummeled into the boulder, sending a ripple of large cracks over the already existing lines on its body. It reeled back, obviously hurt as its body began to crumble. I bared my teeth.
“Not so strong now, are you?”
Then the curtains began to close. The window of attack I had shut as it began its own counter. The glowing colors wrapped around me, and I deactivated [Mystical Projection] and glanced up towards the sky. With a deep breath, I used [Long Range Teleport] to bring me out of the reaches of the vortex.
I found myself flying through the air, looking down at the distorted tempest far below me. Now, I’d just have to regain my bearings, and I could repeat the attack to defeat the Cursed Boulder. I grinned, ready to try it again. But just as I was about to move, the distortion— the vortex, the Boulder itself— all vanished.
I blinked, and suddenly it was in front of me. It had teleported straight to my back. Before I could react, it caught me in its storm. A brilliant flash came from my armor, protecting me like a shield as a loud whirring was audible to my ears.
It tried to rip me apart— tear me limb from limb— but the Breastplate of Alexander held its own for a moment. And I saw my chance there. 
Instead of running, I stood my ground. I was being protected, and I would fight back. I activated [Mystical Projection] once more, grabbing for the core of the Boulder. I pulled it apart before it could tear me apart. The rocks— the stone that held that abomination of a thing together fell apart, crumbling as the vortex dissipated.
Around me, chips of stone rained down from the sky as I fell like a falling leaf, gently landing on the grass floor. Chunks of stone and parts of tree trunks fell in large clumps, clustered together and shaking the earth as they crashed.
I laughed to myself as I sprawled on the floor, pumping a fist in the air.
“Take that, stupid!”
Class [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 55] -> [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 56]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
Class [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 56] -> [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 57]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
Class [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 57] -> [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 58]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
Three notifications resounded in my head, the toll of a bell marking the end of this battle. I smiled, glad that I’d finally taken care of that annoying opponent. But I paused.
Something was… wrong. No, it wasn’t just the fact that I only leveled up three times from this. It was the fact that I clearly hadn’t met the requirements to reach my next advancement, as the Devil demanded. And more than that, I’d leveled three times from nothing. 
There was nothing telling me I’d defeated the Cursed Boulder. Nothing that notified me I’d won the battle.
I got to my feet, blinking as suddenly the world around me began to blur. Like a strong gust of wind had swept over the landscape. And from the craters that divided the ground, the broken pieces of the Boulder rose up. Three of them. Each of them forming their own little tempest of distortion and colors.
My jaw dropped.
“Are you serious?”
[-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝ Boulder - Lvl.-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝]
[-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝ Boulder - Lvl.-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝]
[-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝ Boulder - Lvl.-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝]




7. Pebbles

[-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝ Boulder - Lvl.-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝]
[-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝ Boulder - Lvl.-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝]
[-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝ Boulder - Lvl.-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝]
“So, how does that work?”
I stared at the three ‘Cursed Boulders’ hovering before me. Each of them were like a miniature version of the one I’d just fought. They were smaller, yes. And they weren’t composed of all the debris that’d come from the original Cursed Boulder. Remnants, yes. But many of the shattered pieces of rock and pebble and dirt were scattered around, still lying on the ground. It was just the large chunks that’d risen back up. 
And they were ready to fight.
I felt my shoulders slump as the vortex reappeared around them. With only their silhouette, they turned to face me. I crossed my arms and faced the sky.
“So, Sal, am I… done with my task or not? Because I’m supposed to destroy the Cursed Boulders, right? Not three of the Cursed Boulders?”
There was no response. And the three remnants attacked.
I flipped through the air as their distorted and multi-colored tendrils struck out at me. They moved slower than before, far easier to dodge now. Somehow, because they were split apart, they were smaller and weaker. I always thought being tinier meant you’d be faster, but that wasn’t the case here.
One of the remnants  teleported before me, trying to capture me within their storm. The same trick the original did. I knew now that the Breastplate of Alexander could stave off their attacks. So, I took it head on as a pair of invisible arms grabbed the remnant. I pulled myself towards it with [Mystical Projection] as an aura shimmered around me. And with my claws, I smashed into the center stone. 
The strike sent chunks of rock and debris flying everywhere, but it didn’t kill the remnant. Not just yet. The other remnants tried to catch me as I spun around. I dodged their attacks, and while still holding onto the first remnant with [Mystical Projection], I began to crush it with my invisible hands. 
I fell slowly as it began to crumble from the pressure. Just as it collapsed entirely, the other two remnants appeared before me. Another teleportation. This time, in sync. They assailed me with their vortex at the same time, burning straight through the aura around me. I gritted my teeth as I spread my arms wide, gripping both of them at the same time to crush them just like I did with the first.
But I’d be too slow. I already saw the aura failing. I realized that it’d take too long. That I had to teleport out of there. However, just as I was about to use [Long Range Teleportation], I saw a red glow.
The Breastplate of Alexander shifted. It normally glimmered and shone an iridescent wave of colors due to whatever enchantment it had. However, now its color began to grow uniform. Crimson. Like blood. As if it had been bleeding— taking the attacks for me— and now it was entirely stained from its own wounds. 
My eyes narrowed as one of the temporary Skills it granted me echoed in my head. 
[Repudiation Repulse].
I tapped a finger on the breastplate, pouring my mana into it. I closed my eyes and inhaled. 
It exploded.
A wave of force shot out in an instant. It expanded like a disc at first— a ring that quickie expanded, followed by a powerful blast in all directions. It was an explosion of all colors. One that consumed everything around me.
The two remnants of the Cursed Boulder were instantly obliterated. They were blown apart, turned into dust. There was nothing left behind. Everything that had comprised them had… evaporated.
Even the bits of the sky I’d seen was gone. I blinked and stared at the Breastplate of Alexander.
“Huh. That’s a surprise.”
“No!”
A voice shouted. I glanced up to see the Devil floating down towards me. He wore a scowl on his face and crossed his arms when he landed.
“No! No! No! No! No!”
“Um, what’s wrong?”
I cocked my head as he continued shouting. Behind him, I watched the remains of the first remnant begin to form another two remnants. I raised a hand to crush them with [Mystical Projection].
“Wait, wha—”
“You!”
He pointed at me, cutting me off. I nodded.
“Salvos.”
“Yes, Salvos. You. Why did you use the Breastplate of Alexander to destroy them? I told you to destroy the Cursed Boulder with your Class Skills!”  
“I mean, you just said I couldn’t use my Subspecies Skills. You didn’t tell me I couldn’t use it.”
“It was implied—”
He closed his eyes and massaged his temples. I watched him ruminate over this as the two remnants behind him were fully formed. I shrugged.
“Look, you just told me to level up my Class and their Skills. And I did exactly that!”
I doubled checked the new notifications in my head 
Class [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 58] -> [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 59]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
Class [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 59] -> [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 60]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
Yep, I was Level 60 now. So, I did not defy the Devil’s instructions at all. I was doing exactly what I was told to do. Why was he upset?
“Alright.”
He finally spoke in a tired voice. 
“That… breastplate gives you a Skill. One that’s able to absorb attacks and reflect them to your enemies after a critical point. That’s why it completely destroyed everything around it.”
The remnants rose from the ground as he continued.
“However, in doing so, you diminished the number of foes you’d have for the future.”
“What do you mean?”
“This Cursed Boulder— or well, that’s what the Beastmen call them. They are not so much cursed. More… corrupted, yes. But that doesn’t matter for now.”
He snapped his fingers, trapping the pair in what appeared to be a glass box before they could lash out at him. I knew it wasn’t a glass box with one glance at it. But it sure looked like one.
“What I’m saying is that you won’t be able to reach your next Class advancement because of this. These two are the smallest they’ll go.”
He gestured at the remnants. They were pretty much pebbles at this point. No larger than my head. 
“Once they are gone, you’ll have no more levels to gain from them.” 
“Huh.”
That made sense. I just had no idea that they’d only break down so far. I was expecting them to turn into tiny little dust monsters. Although, if that were the case, would I even be able to destroy all of them? In which case, it would be an impossible task. To complete the task, it logically meant that they’d stop breaking into smaller pieces at some point. I tapped a finger on my chin.
“Well, can’t I just reach my next advancement by Level 65?” 
I gave him a hopeful look. He shook his head.
“If you truly wish to achieve that, I advise you to find other ways of defeating them. One that doesn’t rely on pure brawn, and one that doesn’t rely on your artifacts, either.”
The Devil clapped his hands lightly, and the two remnants of the corrupted thing began to fly around— away from me. I reached out to stop them, but Sal stopped me.
“For now, I suggest you let them roam free. Otherwise, you wouldn’t even be able to gain five levels from them. Find some other monsters to hunt in the meantime. Whatever it takes to complete this task.”
I furrowed my brows.
“Wait, so you want me to let them grow big again?” 
“That is correct.” 
He nodded. 
“And they can do that just by…?”
I watched as the remnants gathered dust and small pebbles to reform themselves, very slowly. Gradually. They couldn’t lift trees like the original had been able to. These were tiny, and what they could consume were equally as tiny.
“Yes, they absorb their surroundings to grow their size. Anything and everything can become a part of them.”
I narrowed my eyes, fixing my gaze on the specks of azure on them. Marks of the sky. 
“Anything?”
The Devil’s eyes glinted knowingly.
“Yes.”
With a tap of his hoof, he spun around and created a portal. I tapped a finger on my chin as a thought crossed my mind.
“Where do they even come from, anyway? I’ve never seen or heard of anything like that before.”
He paused before the hole in space. The Devil glanced back at me.
“They come from the Endlands.”
He answered simply.
“Or, at least, what’s left of the Endlands.” 
“Where’s that?” 
I cocked my head. 
“Somewhere far, far away.” 
With that, he placed one of his hooves through the portal as though he was walking through a doorway. Another thought crossed my mind.
“Wait!”
He frowned as he stopped once more.
“What is it now? More questions?”
“No, I just…”
I thought of the Beastmen. The destroyed tribes— the vengeance in Mountaintooth’s eyes.
“If I let these… corrupted pebbles, or whatever they’re called, run free, wouldn’t they kill a lot of people?” 
“They would.”
The Devil tilted his head, facing me curiously.
“Is that a problem?”
I paused. I thought about it for a moment.
“No, there isn’t a problem.”
“Good.”
And the Devil vanished.




8. Height of Hubris

“You actually did it…”
Mountaintooth stared at me with wide eyes. Around me, the other Beastmen of the Furious Whispers Tribe gathered. Their gaze was fixed on the stone I was holding. 
It was like any other pebble. A regular uneven piece of rock that wrinkled the earth. However, there was one thing that distinguished it— one thing that made it different. And that was the streak of blue splashed across its surface.
[Corrupted Skystone - -̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝ ]
“Is that really a piece of the sky on it?”
Amberarm placed a paw on her mouth as she backed up behind the others.
“I think so.”
I shrugged. I had picked it up after my battle with the ‘Cursed Boulder’ once the Devil had left me. It was proof that I did my part and got revenge for Mountaintooth and the Swift Hill Warriors. The boy bowed deeply, prostrating on the ground before me.
“Thank you so much.” 
He didn’t meet my gaze as he spoke. Beside him, Tuktox smiled.
“You have done us a great honor, Salvos. We thank you on behalf of all the tribes. This act of yours will never be forgotten.”
“Never be forgotten?”
I blinked. The eldest ushered me out of the tent. I followed him to a small clearing in between the mass of tents. There, I paused as I saw a totem being built. One of a [Lion Beastman] with silver fur. And beneath it, a name was inscribed.
Salvos, Avenger of the Swift Hill Warriors.
I blinked. 
“Huh.”
“This is but proof of our gratitude.”
Tuktox spoke slowly. I could see the slightest hint of regret on his face, mixed in with the smile he ostensibly wore.
“We wish we’d been there to help you. However, our levels are incomparable to your own. And unlike the Swift Hill Warriors, our tribe does not compose of fighters. If we had joined you, we’d have been nothing more than burdens.”
“It’s fine!”
I was glad they didn’t follow. If they did, I’d have to share my experience with them. And I probably would’ve had to protect them. However— 
I glanced over at the totem. My lips pressed together, forming a thin line. 
“This…”
“It is the least we can do, after what you have done for us.”
Tuktox patted me on the shoulder. I glanced over at the Beastmen working on the totem. Then at the passersby. A [Bear Beastman] paused as her cubs pointed at the totem, whispering to their mother. One of the [Ape Beastmen] hammering away waved at them and gestured at the sign. The [Bear Beastmen] read it and gasped. 
I sighed, turning to Tuktox.
“I mean, you don’t have to do all this.”
“Oo, nonsense. Such is the least we can do for you. Especially after what you’ve done for us— believe me when I say this: it is a boon to all our tribes. ” 
“Of course! I am pretty amazing, yep!”
I nodded eagerly. But I couldn’t help but feel my shoulders sag as a thought crossed my mind. In a sense, I was lying to the Beastmen, wasn’t I? I told them I defeated the Cursed Boulder— and I did, but I also didn’t. Taking credit for something I didn’t do just felt…
“Now, come, rest. You must be tired. And you should prepare yourself for the feast tonight.”
It felt wrong.
—--
Tuktox showed me to a ceremonial tent and provided me with a set of robes to wear for tonight’s feast. I thanked him, and he left. However, before taking his leave, he gave me a look over.
“Oo, of course, when you attend the feast, we hope that you will show up as a [Lion Beastman]. I’m not sure how you performed that trick, and you don’t have to force yourself to do it if you do not wish to. We simply feel that it’d be more appropriate.”
“Sure! And there’ll be bugs at the feast, right?”
“Plenty.”
I smiled and thanked Tuktox. Then he was gone, and I was all by myself in the dimly lit tent. I sat down, crossed my legs, and stared at the dress. It was a beige dress that would go down to my knees. It had beads and other trinkets sewn onto the thread, with splashes of color added into the mix around the neck. 
I didn’t wear it. Not just yet. Instead, I simply sat there. Silent. Quiet. Not making a sound— 
“Ugh!”
I groaned and collapsed to the ground. My back pressed against the straw floor as I sighed.
“Look, it’s not lying. I did destroy the Cursed Boulder! I even brought back proof!”
I held up the Corrupted Skystone against a lamp. 
“It’s not my fault that it multiplies whenever it breaks.”
My eyes flickered towards the tent flaps. I saw Beastmen busying about outside, walking as they talked to each other. Whispering. Their mouths moved, and I heard a name.
Salvos.
They were praising me. They conversed about this great act I’d carried out for their tribe. And for the Swift Hill Warriors. But somewhere out there, the remnants of the Cursed Boulder wandered about. Mere pebbles in comparison to the original, but with the potential to grow equally as big and powerful.
My shoulders slumped.
“Ok, maybe it’s a bit of a lie. But it’s not a big lie, right? It’s kind of the truth.”
I didn’t really know who I was talking to. Maybe I was talking to myself. Or maybe I was talking to the words that oft appeared in my head. The ones that defined me. 
At any moment, I expected it to resound as it usually did. To hear it echo. But it did not. I closed my eyes and hugged my legs.
“It’s the truth, so why am I not getting that Title?”
Avenger of the Swift Hill Warriors.
That was what they were all saying. That was what Tuktox called me. I should’ve been granted a Title for my feat— for defeating the Cursed Boulder and getting revenge on Mountaintooth’s behalf. That was how it normally worked, right?
Yet, I didn’t get anything despite that. No Title was bestowed upon me. And the fact dawned soon enough.
I lied. 
I lied to the Furious Whispers Tribe. They all believe I was something I was not. My reputation amongst them was entirely fabricated. It frustrated me. I was being praised— something that I normally liked— but for all the wrong reasons. 
I didn’t destroy the Cursed Boulder. I didn’t get revenge for the Swift Hill Warriors. Instead, I let the remnants run free to destroy more tribes. What would happen if they found out about this? My reputation here would be in shambles. The lie that predicated what the Beastmen thought of me already annoyed me, and if they found out the truth, it would only exacerbate my annoyance.
Also, Saffron told me about that, didn’t she? Something about upholding my reputation. I didn’t want to be misrepresented. Especially not negatively, but I also found the idea of being misrepresented positively annoying. 
When it was based on facts, I reveled in praise: the fact that I was amazing; the fact that I was Salvos; the fact that I was a Demon; the fact that I was powerful; and the fact that I was a genius.
But this? I hated it. 
This sinking feeling continued to bubble up inside of me, even as I got dressed for the feast. I walked around a large bonfire and munched on an eclectic array of bugs, scowling the entire time. Night fell, and I was still upset. It continued to simmer as I tried to avoid chatting with all the Beastmen that thanked me for my help.
I stayed away from the crowd, eating by myself and gouging on food to make myself feel better. And as I stood up to grab another plate, I saw a small figure waiting for me. 
Mountaintooth shifted slightly as I approached him. 
“Hey.”
I greeted him, not as cheerily as I normally would. The cub lowered his head.
“Hrr, hello.”
“Is there something you need? If it’s my bugs, I’m just about to grab some from Tuktox.”
“O-oh, no I was just—”
He averted his gaze, and I blinked. Did he know the truth? Was he here to confront me about it? But no. Mountaintooth spoke softly.
“I was wondering if you could teach me to be as strong as you.”
I cocked my head. 
“Huh?”
“You saved my life. You defeated the Cursed Boulder. You did all of that in a day. You’re amazing, elder— hrr, I mean, Salvos.” 
He shook his head and took a step forward.
“That’s so amazing. I was the son of the eldest in my tribe, but I am nothing. My name was given to me in hopes that I’d be a strong [Warriors]. An elite fighter of the tribe. That I’d grow up to and earn myself a Subspecies, just like my father.”
I watched as he helplessly gesticulated to himself. Then his expression soured. The cub glanced over at his companions who were off to the side, hiding from the celebration. Even though the atmosphere amongst the Furious Whispers Tribe was jovial, it seemed that the mood didn’t spread to the remaining cubs of the Swift Hill Warriors. 
Mountaintooth closed his eyes.
“I wish to be strong. So that next time this happens, I’ll be able to protect my friends.”
I paused. I thought for a moment about my companions— how often I’d throw myself into danger for them. Then I thought about what would happen if Mountaintooth found out the truth. That I lied.
And I made up my mind.
I walked up to the [Lion Beastman] cub, bending over to meet his gaze. He tried to back up, but I placed both my hands on his shoulder. 
“You can’t be as amazing as me, silly.”
Mountaintooth’s eyes grew wide. He hesitated.
“O-oh…”
“But you can still be amazing.”
I continued, and he blinked.
“What do you mean?”
“I’m saying you can be amazing. Just not like me.”
I straightened, letting go of him. 
“And I can’t be amazing like you, either. It makes sense, right? I am Salvos, and you are Mountaintooth. We’re not the same person. We’re not… rocks. You’re not a pebble on the ground, just like all the others.” 
He continued to stare at me as I looked down at the tiny gray stones carpeting the earth.
“And neither are you a pebble to trample over.”
I whispered to myself. Mountaintooth’s ears quirked.
“Did you say something else?”
“Nope!” 
I beamed and started past him. 
“Anyway, there’s no reason for you to strive to be amazing like me. You can’t. But you can strive to be amazing. You can become amazing. I’m sure of it.”
Mountaintooth looked down at himself— at his paws— in wonder. Then he spun around as I continued on.
“Wait, where are you going?”
“I’m Salvos, Avenger of the Swift Hill Warriors, aren’t I?”
I glanced back at him, grinning.
“I’m off to be amazing!”
I teleported out of the tribe. I sped away from the cluster of tents, waving at Mountaintooth as I went. I ran through the plains— up the valleys and mounds, and sprinting over the occasional flatlands.
I arrived back where I fought the Cursed Boulder, or whatever it was called. There, I activated [Planar Navigation] to track the remnants down. 
They didn’t go far. They spent too much time in each area, consuming the earth, the air, the water, and the sky. The two remnants stayed close together, and they were slightly bigger than before. But not massively larger in size. 
I crossed my arms, greeting them with bare teeth.
“Hello! Sorry, I know you’re eating, but—”
They turned towards me, unleashing their distorted vortex my way. I leapt over the attack and flipped over the air. I spread my arms, attempting to crush them with [Mystical Projection]. However, they receded back, covering themselves once again. Like turtles, hiding in their shells.
I narrowed my eyes. I couldn’t harm them like this. Not unless I charged straight into their distortion. However, that would hurt me. If I didn’t have the Breastplate of Alexander, it would inflict serious injuries to me.
I tried to pry open the multi-colored storm with my invisible limbs, but each time I tugged  it slightly, it returned to shelling over the corrupted stones. However, I realized one thing when trying to rip its defenses apart. I could physically grab it. 
After all, the storm might’ve been a deformed mess of everything it absorbed, but it was still made up of actual materials. I could grab onto it. I could move it. And that gave me an idea.
I dashed forward, heading straight for the first remnant. It didn’t budge. It refused to fight me. But I was indignant. I pointed at it— aiming for the distorted vortex.
[Scatter Shift].
And a bit of the colors covering it vanished. The streaks of blurred objects appeared a dozen feet to the side, wanting to fly back to the remnant. However, I was faster. I leapt in through that hole, slashing out with my claws.
All it took next was a few strikes, and the first remnant fell apart. It was only slightly larger than my head. It didn’t put up much of a fight. 
The second remnant somehow registered what happened. It realized I could penetrate its defenses. So, it lashed out at me in a panic. I simply snapped my fingers, redirecting its attacks with [Scatter Shift]. Then I used [Mystical Projection] to grab the corrupted stone at the center and pulled it towards me. 
I cleaved it in twain, killing both remnants with ease. I waited for a moment— carefully watching the fallen debris of the remnants. They didn’t budge. It was dead.
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Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
Class [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 60] -> [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 61]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
Class [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 61] -> [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 62]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
[Title Available]




9. Law of the Netherworld

I stood amongst debris of corrupted earth and stone and sky. They faintly glimmered in the dark of the night, almost distorted in the same way [Identification]’s results came out with a jumbled mess. I shook my head, instead focusing on the words that resounded in my head. 
The first thing I did was distribute my secondary Stat Points. I’d leveled significantly for my Class since the Devil assigned this task to me. The Cursed Boulder— or corrupted piece of the world or whatever— had granted me a lot of experience for each form I killed. 10 levels in such a short amount of time. That was 20 secondary Skill Points.
I maxed out [Mystical Projection], [Scattery Shift], and [Planar Navigation], before bringing [Long Range Teleportation] to Level 10. With that, I only had a single secondary Skill left unmaxed. And that was [Long Range Teleportation].
Salvos (Liberator of the Plaguelands)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 110
Class: [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 62
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] - Lvl. 4
[Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] - Lvl. 6
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 6
[Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] - Lvl. 2
[Title Skill: Recall Skill] - Lvl. 1
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 136 (+25) 
[Strength]: 112 (+25) 
[Endurance]: 125 (+25) 
[Wisdom]: 213 (+25) (+10)
[Agility]: 270 (+25)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 2]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 7
[Haste] - Lvl. 10
[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 1
[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 6
[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 5
[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 15
[Wings of the Netherworld] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x1
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 1]
[Mystical Projection] - Lvl 15 (Maxed)
[Long Range Teleportation] - Lvl 10
[Planar Navigation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Scatter Shift] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Temporal Distortion] - Lvl 20 (Maxed)
[Titles Available]
Once I was finished with that, I focused on the last bit in my Status. I had earned a Title— or was it Titles, plural? 
Title for Great Feats:
Requirements for two Titles have been met!
You now have five Titles available!
Titles: 
(Unarith’s Fiend) 
You have slain the High Zealot of Unarith and brought chaos and fear into the city! The terror you have caused makes you a Demon in the eyes of the Cult of the Old Gods, bolstering your spirit and your pride! 
+5 to [Vitality] 
+7 to [Strength] 
+3 to [Endurance] 
+3 to [Wisdom] 
+5 to [Agility] 
(Scale Champion)
You have won the Trial of the Scales, bringing victory on behalf of the Risen Dragons! They see you as their champion, the brave warrior who fought for their cause, earning you their praise and gratitude! 
+4 to [Vitality] 
+4 to [Strength]
+4 to [Endurance]
+4 to [Wisdom]
+4 to [Agility] 
(Savior of Falisfield)
You have liberated Nixa’s largest province of Falisfield from a rampaging Greater Demon! You have saved the city of Silvergrove from falling, and avenged all those who have been killed in the destruction! You are a hero in the people’s eyes!
+3 to [Vitality]
+5 to [Strength]
+5 to [Endurance]
+3 to [Wisdom]
+3 to [Agility]
The first three Titles listed were Titles I’d already seen before. Ones I’d gained way back a few years ago. When I first fought Lucerna, and when I fought Zix. It felt like such a long time ago. And it was. Years back. Or just over a year back, for the Kobolds. 
They were, however, no good to me. I knew that. So, I chose to only focus on the two new Titles I was granted.
(Avenger of the Swift Hill Warriors)
You have enacted revenge on behalf of a Beastmen tribe! Your name has earned renown throughout the Beastmen Plains for letting the dead rest after their slaughter! You are an Avenger!
+10 to [Vitality]
+15 to [Strength] 
+10 to [Endurance]
+10 to [Wisdom]
+10 to [Agility]
The first Title, the Avenger of the Swift Hill Warriors, wasn’t bad. It was better than the other Titles I had available. However, it was incomparable to the Title I currently had— Liberator of the Plaguelands. The fact that being an Avenger wasn’t terrible was a nice surprise, but I saw no reason to forsake my current Title for it.
However, the next available Title piqued my interest.
(Defender of the Nexeus)
You have destroyed a corrupted piece of the world! It may only be a single piece, but it is more than many have done in dozens of millennia! In doing so, you’ve taken up the mantle of Dragons in protecting Nexeus from its doom! 
+15 to [Vitality]
+15 to [Strength]
+15 to [Endurance] 
+15 to [Wisdom]
+15 to [Agility]
“Huh, interesting.”
I tapped a finger on my chin. Dragons? So, the Kobolds were right! And this thing I’d fought was related to that.
Not that I really cared, honestly. It was just intriguing. Also, the Title itself wasn’t as good as my current Title. However, it could possibly offer an even better Title Skill. It certainly sounded very unique. Although, all Titles were supposed to be quite rare in the first place, anyway.
But even still, this Title was… different. I could just tell. It had more gravity to it— and it seemed like only the first Title in a line of Titles that would only get better. Now, the question was, did I want a decrease in Stats for the possibility of a better Title Skill?
Before I could make the decision, a voice drew my attention.
“You destroyed the Cursed Boulder.”
I glanced up, and the Devil hovered above me. He had a pair of dark red wings that seemed to glow in the moonlight. They flapped gently as he cast his gaze over me. I nodded.
“Yep! And—” 
“And you haven’t reached your next Class advancement.”
He stared at me in displeasure. I took a step back, hesitating. His voice was deep— disappointed. He was not his usual self at all. Crossing his arms, he landed and tapped a hoof on the ground. 
“You failed.”
The Devil spoke in a flat voice. I opened my mouth to protest— 
And he snapped his fingers. 
—--
Everything around me vanished. I felt like I was falling down into the very depths of the ocean. Tumbling, turning— trying to take it all without fainting. But this feeling did not ease. Instead, it was exacerbated. It was like I was swimming in a sea of darkness; every direction was meaningless, and a deep silence encroached on me from all sides. The only reprieve I saw was the glimmer of light up ahead. I swam to it, hoping that it’d lead me to my salvation. But when I reached it, I found myself caught in a trap. No different from a fish flopping in a trawl.
I opened my eyes, finding my senses returning to me. I was once again in the everchanging fractal box of the Devil. I lay flat on my back, staring up at the supermassive black hole above. I groused and rubbed my head.
“Ugh, why’d you do that? You could’ve at least given me a warning!”
“You failed me, my daughter. I gave you a simple task, and you failed.”
The Devil repeated himself. I rolled my eyes.
“I heard you the first time you said it!”
“It was not a difficult task. All you had to do was wait a few days. A week, at most. But instead, you were impatient. You destroyed the corrupted debris of the Cursed Boulder before it could grow in size. Why?”
His gaze bore into me, and I hesitated. He didn’t seem upset— more so… disappointed. However, I had a perfectly valid explanation and reasoning behind my actions!
“I did it because I said I’d do it. That is all.”
He titled his head, clearly perplexed. I waved a hand off. 
“Anyway, I thought it wasn’t that big of a deal. It’s not like that’s the only monster like that, right? They called it the Cursed Boulder, but that’s not truly what it is, isn’t it? It’s not cursed. It’s corrupted.” 
His eyes narrowed slightly as I continued.
“And if it’s corrupted, that means that even more things can be corrupted too! If you really want me to reach my next advancement fighting them, why not just bring me to the Endlands? You said it yourself, that’s where they come from, right?”
I finished. And the Devil harrumphed. 
“Salvos, do you really think that you can survive even a day in the Endlands?”
His face twisted as I blinked.
“The ‘Cursed Boulder’ was but a mere pebble of what you can find there.” 
He raised a hand and balled it into a fist. 
“Even I would not find it easy to survive its harsh environment. Imagine a corruption— just like the distortion you saw— but spread over a vast amount of land. Where an entire section of the sky would rip itself free to end your life. To shred your very being to its soul. Storms of uncontrolled, pixelated energy. Like the world itself is broken.”
I stared at the expression on Sal’s face. It was one I’d never seen before. 
“Even Lesser Gods can perish there. In fact, many of them have. That is why the Worldwalkers of old abandoned the Nexeus.” 
The Devil shook his head.
“I cannot guarantee that the next corrupted piece of the world will cross the ocean within the next year, decade, or century. Nor can I guarantee that it will be as powerful as the one you saw today. The others that have made it in the past were often ebbed by the monsters of the sea. And perhaps that is a fortune to the mortals in Secely. For if stronger ones make it past the ocean, they’d bring widespread calamity with them.” 
His eyes flickered as I shifted slightly. I met his gaze with some apprehension, and I finally realized what he was feeling. Disappointment.
“Such fortuitous timing for your training— ruined. And for what? All because you made a promise to some mortals? Ridiculous.”
I watched him sigh. For whatever reason, I felt kind of bad because of that. However, I also felt the need to still defend myself. I gestured at him and protested.
“You were the one who said it before— I am an Archdemon of Pride. I cannot just stand around and let my reputation be tarnished!”
The Devil paused. He tapped a finger on his chin, pondering it for a moment.
“Pride in recognition. Of course, it is fitting for you.”
“Exactly!”
I nodded eagerly, glad that he got what I was saying. But that wasn’t enough for him. The Devil turned around, clicking his tongue.
“However, you have forgotten yourself. You have grown too accustomed to living amongst others. And that, perhaps, is my own mistake here.” 
His voice grew softer towards the end. Like he was airing out his own regrets. Then he spun back to face me.
“It is no matter. I told you I would teach you a Grand Skill— which I will. All I will have to do is adjust my lessons. Treat you harsher. But most of all, remind you of what truly matters in your life. Above all else.”
I couldn’t help but feel a prickling feeling crawl up my back as he said that. 
“Um, what exactly do you mean by that?”
I asked, and he smiled. 
“Tell me, daughter. Do you still wish to undergo my lessons? This is your last chance to back away from it.”
The Devil spoke forebodingly. I opened my mouth to respond, but he cut me off.
“You may die.”
And that was enough to make me reconsider my response. Sal peered at me as he tapped a finger on his elbow with folded arms.
“However, it is an important lesson. One that you need to learn. Or rather, relearn. Because you seem to have lost sight of it. The one law that governs the Netherworld. The very same thing every Demon learns at their birth. The only thing that truly matters.” 
He leaned closer to me, whispering.
“Your survival.”
The Devil pulled away from me and gave me a challenge.
“Now, will you stay and learn a Grand Skill, Salvos? Or will you turn tails and flee?”
I bit my lower lip. Then I met his gaze, determined.
“I’ll stay.”
“Good.”
He grinned, and the world disappeared once more.




10. Interlude – Saffron’s Scripture

The night was cold and dark. A small flickering flame gave warmth to a young noble-woman as she trudged her way through the forest. Her feet sank with each step. The ground grew murky as though she’d entered a swamp. She raised one of her legs, seeing the brown staining the bottom of her boots.
“We’re getting close.”
Saffron Merryster spoke as she pressed on. The three figures following her nodded. 
The ball of fire hovered over her hand, expanding slowly to light up the path. They finally made their way out of the dank forest, and a tall castle unveiled itself standing atop a hill. It had high stone walls with crenellations lining its towers; there was a thin layer of moss and vines creeping over the gray bricks of the fortress, typically a sign of age and neglect, but here it meant something else.
“Is this it?”
Behind her, her brother, Feirdun Merryster asked. He was the second oldest of the Merryster siblings— three years younger than Cinne Merryster, and nearly half a decade older than Saffron herself. 
“That’s right, you’ve never been here before, have you?”
The third figure turned to Feirdun, curious. Mons Merryster, the eldest daughter and second child of the Merryster Family, peered at her younger brother. She had short black hair that matched their Mother’s, with a calm and inquisitive personality that was closer to their Father’s. 
“Norweed Keep. Estate of the illustrious Norwood Family. When Saffron was little, I used to bring her to visit every summer. It’s a shame that you and Gannon’s betrothal never went through.” 
A small, almost nostalgic smile crept its way across her face. Saffron shook her head and flicked back her pink hair. 
“Perhaps if you had not taught me how to defy Father by marrying a commoner, I’d be engaged with Gannon today. Anyway, that is not why we’re here.”
“Yes, we’re here to warn them, aren’t we?”
Mons tapped a light finger against her chin. Saffron started towards the castle.
“Come on. Let us not waste anymore time.”
Her two siblings exchanged a glance. 
“I’ve forgotten how serious she often was.” 
“Well, you miss a lot when you’re gone.”
Feirdun replied, rolling his eyes. Mons clicked her tongue but didn’t retort. They followed after Saffron as the fourth figure slowly trailed behind. They reached the entrance of the castle, and Saffron raised her magical flame. A guard appeared atop the wall and shouted.
“Halt! Who goes there!”
Saffron produced a crest and held it next to her fire.
“I am Saffron Merryster of the Merryster Dukedom, and these are my siblings. We are here to speak with senator Gannon Norwood.”
The guard’s eyes flickered— some sort of Skill that helped his vision. 
“We’ll inform— wait…”
His eyes widened as he stared at something past Saffron. 
“What… is that?”
She glanced back at the fourth figure and sighed.
“Oh no.”
Standing there with her arms crossed was Salvos. Or rather, a kind of duplicate of Salvos. One made entirely of gentle gold flames that glowed softly in the night. She’d been accompanying Saffron for the past few weeks and guarding her, so her presence completely slipped the young noble-woman’s mind.
“It’s a monster! Raise the al—”
“Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait!”
Saffron yelled, waving her arms at the guards. Her screams drew their attention enough for them to hesitate, and she quickly spoke out.
“She’s not dangerous! I mean— she won’t harm you as long as you don’t harm her. Isn’t that right, Salvos?” 
She quickly turned to the Salvos clone, expecting a nod of assurance. Her eyes twitched when she saw the clone was already creating a Primordial Bow. 
“That…”
“It’s going to attack us!”
The guards scrambled for the walls’ enchantments. Saffron tensed as the Salvos clone continued drawing her bow. But a cool voice cut through the chaos.
“Let me handle this, sister.”
Mons stepped forward and cleared her throat. 
“[I Believe There’s Been a Misunderstanding].”
The effects of a Skill instantly gripped Saffron. She watched as the guards slowed in their movements. A haggler’s Skill. One unbefitting a noble like her, but one she had anyway.
Its effects were like a mix of mind and sound magic. For whatever reason, her voice was louder and more imposing than anyone else around. The way her words inflected made her more persuasive— or at least, it made them more amenable to hear her out.
“That is not a monster. It is a summon. Our summon. So, there is no need to cause a panic.”
They paused. They exchanged uneasy glances with each other. However, before they could come to a decision, another voice spoke out.
“Hm, yes, I do believe there’s no need to waste my spells.”
A woman dressed in plants walked past the guards and leant on the battlements. She peered down at Saffron, smiling.
“It has been a while, little Saffron, little Mons. It is a pleasure to see you again.”
The young noble-woman blinked.
“Zin Norwood?”
[Druid - Lvl. 134]
—--
Zin Norwood, former matriarch of the Norwood Family, sat before Saffron, Mons, and Feirdun in a room covered in plants. The [Druid] raised a porcelain glass as a tree branch poured some herbal tea for her. 
“So, children of the Merryster Family, what brings you here?”
“You know why we’re here. It’s about the situation in Nixa.”
Saffron replied as she sipped from her own cup of tea.
“Ah, of course. Although, now that Nixa has been burnt to the ground, I’d say that it’s a situation for all of the Human lands to deal with.”
Zin smiled and lowered her glass. Saffron’s lips twisted.
“This isn’t a light matter, lady Zin.”
“Please, little Saffron. I’m not a lady. Just call me aunt Zin.” 
That was right— all the major Vampire families were nobility, except for the Norwood Family. They had been, once, years ago. But they gave up our Ducal privileges for political power when Shedos transitioned to a republic. 
“After all, I am simply the mother of a senator.”
“Where is senator Gannon Norwood, anyway?”
Feirdun asked, glancing around.
“My son is currently at the Capital, attending to matters related to the Primeval Demon— after all, Shedos does not want to be the next to fall.”
Saffron gritted her teeth. It was so ridiculous. The countries of the Human lands should be working together, but instead, here they were, devising plans to protect themselves. The only foolproof plan to ensure that’d happen would be to assail and defeat the Primeval Demon together.
The same thing had been happening with the Vampire Families. It was a folly of everyone involved. They all wanted to save themselves, so they neglected others. But in doing so, they doomed themselves. Because only by working together could they bring down the Primeval Demon.
Zin tilted her head as Saffron balled her hands into tight fists. The [Druid] spoke softly. 
“I see that you’re upset about the turn of events. And I know things are dire right now, but there is always hope. Your father surviving the attack on Nightsveil is proof of that.”
Her words were meant to be reassuring. However, it only made Saffron even more upset. After all, Father wouldn’t be alive right now if not for Salvos. 
Saffron’s eyes flickered to the side. The Salvos clone was stalking a fly as it buzzed its way over the flowers growing on the wall. She snatched it up to bite it, only to deflate when she realized she had no mouth.
“I am thankful that my family managed to escape the destruction of Nixa mostly unscathed. However, I fear that the same fate could befall the other Vampire Families. And that is why I’m here.”
The young noble-woman stood up, speaking as Zin raised a curious brow.
“Father and Cinne are currently visiting the Veridian Family to deliver the same message. To warn you that the Primeval Demon will come after your families, just like it did ours.”
And that made the [Druid] freeze. She stared at Saffron, her expression unchanging, even though the silence was telling. The young noble-woman continued.
“It is targeting your family, just like it targeted ours. We have something it wants—”
“The treasures of Alexander.”
Zin spoke over her. 
“That’s right. I… how did you know that?” 
Saffron paused, and Zin snapped a finger. One of the guards standing by shuffled out of the room. 
“You haven’t told me, little Saffron, little Mons, who exactly is this friend of yours?” 
The [Druid]’s relaxed in her seat as she waited for the guard to return. Mons simply smiled.
“I haven’t had much time to get to know her, either. But Saffron says she’s a friend. I believe her name is… Salver?” 
The Salvos clone’s head snapped up as she raised an arm. She looked like she was trying to protest, but no words came out. Saffron sighed, massaging her temples. 
“Her name is Salvos. She’s the one who helped save Father during Nightsveil’s fall. But this isn’t really her— it’s a Skill she has.”
“Interesting. So, this is the famed Liberator of the Plaguelands. Even for a… projection? A manifestation? I can tell that she’s quite powerful.”
Saffron watched as the Salvos clone lit up, beaming even with no face. 
“She’s not that strong.”
Feirdun crossed his arms, grumbling. Apparently, he had some history with Salvos. He wouldn’t say what it was, but Mother had explained what happened to Saffron. Apparently, when Salvos visited the Merryster manor around half a year ago, she easily defeated Feirdun in battle. 
Zin chuckled, and Mons turned to her with an intrigued look.
“You’ve heard of her, Ms Zin?”
“Come on now, I said to call me aunt Zin. And yes, I have. A student of Mavos Academy’s prestigious School of Aspiring Elites, and one of the three adventurers to destroy the Lich of the Plaguelands.”
“That’s impressive. I’m surprised my dear sister managed to befriend someone so important. But careful, Saffron.”
Mons’ eyes glinted as she faced the young noble-woman.
“Your Lady is showing.” 
Saffron glared back.
“Salvos is a close friend of mine. I met her before she even gained the level of notoriety she has today. I’m not using her for anything.” 
The Salvos clone cocked her head, clearly confused, and Saffron scowled. 
“Whatever, that doesn’t matter right now— Ms Zin, how exactly did you know that the Primeval Demon is going after Alexander’s treasures?”
“Well, beyond simply surmising from the context clues you’ve given me. I’ve also made… my own discoveries.”
Zin spoke as a rapping resounded from the doorway. The Merryster siblings and the Salvos clone glanced over at the sound. The guard returned, dragging with him a heavy sack to Zin’s side. She dismissed him and got to her feet.
Saffron had an inkling of what was inside the sack before Zin even opened it. But she leaned over, anyway, intently watching as the [Druid] used a vine to untie it. A body flopped out— a corpse. Mons blinked, and Feridun stood up with wide eyes.
“It seems that this is a coordinated effort.”
Zin spoke simply. Saffron pursed her lips. 
“This is…”
“An Archdemon. One that had made an attempt on my life a week ago. It was after the Greaves of Alexander.”
The body hadn’t even begun to rot despite being a week old. It was a Demon with bestial qualities. It almost looked like a giant dog, except with six legs instead of just four. 
The young noble-woman turned to Feirdun, tapping a finger on her chin.
“A week ago. That’s when the Primeval Demon destroyed Nightsveil.”
“And an Archdemon too— it had to have been a coordinated effort.” 
Feirdun completed the thought for her. The four Vampires gave each other uneasy looks. They’d thought that the only threat they had to be wary of was the Primeval Demon. That had been a big enough problem on its own. But now, the realization sank in that that wouldn’t be all they had to deal with. 
Other Demons would come for their lives. They’d come for the treasures of Alexander, just as Belzu was doing.
“Regnorex is at the gates.”
Saffron closed her eyes, whispering. Zin shook her head and placed a hand on Saffron’s shoulder. 
“I’m sorry, little Saffron. You’re wrong.” 
She stepped over the corpse of the Archdemon and tied it back into the sack. A guard hauled it away as her brows arched darkly over her face.
“Regnorex is already here.”




11. Don’t Die

The Devil had issued me a challenge. Sure, he said a bunch of things too like how I’d forgotten something or yada yada yada. I didn’t care about most of what he said except for the bit at the end— he thought I’d run away just because he said a few scary things. Well, I was better than that. And I wanted to learn a Grand Skill. So, I accepted this grueling training he offered me. 
He snapped his fingers, and his little reality-lattice vanished around me. I once again found myself immersed in a floating feeling before the ground reappeared beneath my feet. I landed with a wet splat. Not exactly the sound I was expecting to hear when my feet touched the dirt. 
Also, not the kind of coarse earth I’d expected to stand on. It’d have been less jarring if the Devil had just dropped me in the middle of the ocean. As it was now, only the soles of my shoes were uncomfortably soggy, and the rest of my body remained on dry land. I stared at this odd soil— some sort of crimson dirt that sank like mud. 
I placed a clawed hand on the ground, curious, and found that this red soil was warm to touch. Then I glanced around me. I stood at the very bottom of a deep, gaping ravine. Normal ravines were probably about a hundred-or-so feet deep with a ten-foot distance between the cliff walls, but not only was I probably thousands of feet below the surface, the gap of the ravine was also hundreds of feet wide. 
“Where exactly am I?”
I could barely see an inkling of the sky above me. It was a dark blue with a tinge of orange. Night had ended, and dawn had come to take its place with the smearing of a soft, amber-tipped brush. The golden sphere that would probably be peeking its way out of the horizon was nowhere to be seen from the depths I currently stood at.
However, there was something… odd about the sky because I could almost see the translucent image of a glowing orb up above. Which shouldn’t be possible. And there was a bit of a glare too— one that was cast against the azure above in a wrinkling ripple. 
Sal smiled as he studied my puzzled expression.
“Confused, are you? We’re about three miles below the surface— in a large air bubble underneath the sea.” 
“Huh. Is that why the sky looks weird?”
“Hmm, I wouldn’t say that’s why it’s discolored. If we were three miles underwater, I would say that light wouldn’t even pierce this deep. But, you see, there’s no water above us for most of the three miles. The sea ends after only three hundred feet where it breaks into this ravine.” 
“Wait, what’s stopping the water from just… falling?” 
I cocked my head. He chuckled.
“There wasn’t always a ravine here, Salvos. It was carved out over time by a powerful creature, and its residual magic keeps the water from collapsing into its Lair.”
“What powerful creature?”
The Devil smiled at me. 
“Do you want to see?” 
I hesitated.
“Um, sure?”
He gestured for me to follow after him, and I did. I walked behind him as he clopped his way forward with his hooves. 
“I’m surprised you’ve never heard of this place before.” 
“I don’t even know where we are.” 
“They call it the Bloodied Gulf. Partly because of the red soil that mixes like blood when wet, but also because… well… you see, this creature didn’t ‘exist’ until a couple hundred years ago. And prior to its appearance, this place had simply been referred to as the Crimson Beach. An exotic location to visit for nobles. Now, the beach and the gulf are painted in the blood of said nobles.”
I tapped a finger on my chin as the Devil led me around a corner. He ran a hand over the crimson walls as motes of dirt and rocks tumbled down from his clawing black nails.
“They say these creatures were made from a mad [Alchemist]’s potion. Or that it was a dead Species brought back to life by a powerful [Necromancer]. But I know the truth. It had always existed. Just not in this continent.”
He paused before a cavernous entrance. One that was over a hundred feet in diameter. It opened up like a giant mouth with stalactites and stalagmites protruding around it like sharp teeth, and the darkness within staring at me with a hungry look, threatening to swallow me in a single bite.
[A Hunter’s Sense] blared for me not to step a single foot into the cavern, and I was smart enough to listen to it. I just watched the Devil enter from the outside. 
“Tell me, Salvos. Did you ever study history in Mavos Academy?”
“History? Um, nope. But I know a few things, I guess.” 
Most of my knowledge came from Humans and Kobolds. Although even they had a conflicting view of many things that supposedly ‘occurred’.
“Xidra told me that the world is ending, or something. Is that related to this?”
“Ah, in a sense, it does. But it’s not really as relevant as you think. This Apocalypse the Kobolds speak of— this pertains to matters before it. You see, Secely used to be inhabited only by the Cyclopes.”
“Um, I think I’ve heard about that before? Maybe…?”
I wasn’t too sure. It didn’t seem like anything that mattered to me. The Devil nodded.
“Yes. It was back when I was quite young— maybe a century or two years old. Ah, when Worldwalkers were still welcome in the Nexeus. When every continent was dominated only by a single intelligent Species.”
He sighed wistfully, turning to face me. He stood right at the edge of the darkness, his face shrouded by the shadows around him.
“But everything changed— the world began to end, and all the Species of the world fled to the heart of Nexeus, Secely, as their gods left to allay the Apocalypse. Of course, not every Species followed. Most definitely not the monsters that struggled to even think for themselves. They stayed in their own doomed continents, unknowingly waiting for the corruption to take them until it was too late.”
“Ok, and this thing you’re talking about— it was consumed by corruption? The same thing that made the Cursed Boulder all distorted and weird?”
I raised a brow, and the Devil chuckled. 
“You’re almost on the right track. But— no. Many of this Species of creature died when the corruption came. But a few adapted. They learned to escape, leaving their continent behind for Secely… maybe a few ten thousand years after everyone else, but they survived. And while only a dozen arrived at Secely, each one gave birth to dozens of their young each day. They did everything they could so their Species wouldn’t go extinct.”
He gestured for me to come forward, and I hesitantly stepped towards him. A grin spread over his face as he  spoke softly.
“Tell me, Salvos: do you know the kind of tenacity that’s needed to survive through all that? A completely mindless monster battling against the world itself, yet still alive— it is impressive, don’t you think?”
“I guess?”
I was still apprehensive. I didn’t want to enter the cave. I halted just a single step beyond the darkness. But the Devil pulled me in. He snapped a finger, whispering directly into my ear. My eyes grew wide as a notification echoed in my head.
“No. It’s not good enough, Salvos.”
Now entering [Lair: Castle of the Centinels].
He leapt into the air as the ground shook and I lost my balance. The Devil hovered there, looking down at me.
“Prove to me that you’re better than that! Prove to me that you’re better than it!”
He yelled as the rumbling grew louder and more pronounced. I straightened, creating a set of Nebular Armor and Weapons. The Devil’s face grew callous as I glanced up and met his gaze.
“Two rules. First of all, you can’t leave the Bloodied Gulf. And second but more importantly: don’t die.”
“Wait, what am I supposed to do here—” 
I started, but the Devil was gone. My gaze snapped back down towards the darkness as the stalactites hanging from the ceiling rattled and fell from the shaking. I backed up as my wings came to existence, sweeping into the air. 
I wasn’t even sure if I was allowed to use my Subspecies Skills. The Devil hadn’t given me any restrictions other than having to stay in the Bloodied Gulf, so I assumed I was allowed to do just that. Also, I was pretty sure I was going to die here from whatever was coming. And that I needed to get out of here as soon as— 
And from the cave came a deep, consuming darkness. One that swallowed even the shadows from the walls and ate away at the sun’s light through its sheer size alone. It was armored with segments of carapace-like shells that were colored a dirty, staining red. Each section of its body dwarfed any house I’d ever seen, and the creature was made up of very many different sections connected together in an undulating, curling shape. A hundred crooked barb-like limbs carried it forward with a chittering of clicks, clawing away at the ground as it bared thousands of serrated teeth at me.
—possible. 
[Ancient Centinel - Lvl. 162]
I stared at the monster for a moment. I could almost feel the prickling feeling of its mandibles poking into my back, sending the most visceral shiver through my body I’d ever felt. I waved at it, smiling nervously.
“Um, hi, I’m Salvos…?”
And it shrieked. The monster came for me as I turned and began to flee.




12. Bloodied Gulf

[Ancient Centinel - Lvl. 162]
The [Ancient Centinel] came. A giant monster— probably hundreds of feet in length alone— scuttled its way towards me. Each step it took tore up the earth, sending flakes of the red dirt up into the air like a misty fog. 
I spun around and propelled myself as fast as I could with my flaming wings. My body surged with energy as [Haste] took over me. I snapped my gaze up towards the dome of water above, flying as fast as I could to escape the clicking mandibles of the [Ancient Centinel]. 
Before I could even think to teleport, I heard a snap. A terrifying crunch. And for a moment, I thought I was dead. It had already caught up to me— despite my speed and despite my Skills. 
However, an iridescent aura flickered around me. I found the [Ancient Centinel]’s teeth hovering just over my chest as a barrier protected me from instant death. 
The Breastplate of Alexander shone. 
That was right. I’d still been wearing the Mythical Grade Armor. I was washed over with relief for that brief moment. Until a vile green liquid began to secret from between the [Ancient Centinel]’s rows of jagged teeth. 
Acid. Terrible acid that sizzled against the barrier protecting me. I pursed my lips and erupted into flames, burning away the acid before it could touch the barrier. The fire also scorched the inner mouth of the [Ancient Centinel]. However, it barely even reacted to my hottest flames.
I struggled to break free from its terrible toothy grasps as it continued trying to chomp at me. It thrashed around, unwilling to let me have even a single inch of freedom. I focused on the tumbling world around me. Beyond the maw of the monster. I saw specks of the world outside of its mouth. Red stone... crimson dirt... an inkling of the sky—
And I teleported. 
[Long Range Teleport] brought me at least a thousand feet into the air. Not as far as I’d have liked to have teleported. However, this was as far as I could see at that moment, and I didn’t want to spend another second inside of the mouth of the [Ancient Centinel].
I sighed in relief, looking down at the [Ancient Centinel] with a grin. 
“Hah! You can’t—”
I paused. The monster was already speeding its way up towards me. It skittered up the side of the ravine’s walls, moving faster than I ever could in the span of mere moments. I would’ve instantly turned and fled— escaped from this crevice and flew up as high as I could into the air where I was probably safe. But I saw the tiny, shadowed figures crawling out from the cracks on the walls.
More Centinels. They came in all shapes and sizes. Their levels varied, and they covered the walls as they swarmed towards me, following the lead of the [Ancient Centinel]. I stared.
“Are you serious? How many of you are there?!”
Thousands of Centinels bore down at me as their scuttling chased me with a cacophonous echo. The [Ancient Centinel] led the charge. I flew for the line where red and blue clashed— where air carried water in an impossible act. 
I couldn’t teleport— not yet as there was a cooldown for the Skill. All I could rely on was my wings, enhanced by [Haste]. However, the [Ancient Centinel] was catching up. It would catch up. I could see it drawing closer from my peripheries. It was like a looming death that you knew waited at the corner of your eyes— that you dared not turn to fully see as it would finally reach you at that moment. 
Terror. This was what I felt. I wasn’t ever fond of running from my enemies. Not when they could chase me down, and there was nothing I could do to reason with them. 
It was like with the large Demon all over again. But this time, I didn’t stand a chance. Not when it had thousands of other Centinels with it. I couldn’t even turn back to fight it—
Or wait, I could.
I glanced back once, shouting.
“Leave me alone!”
My voice reverberated throughout the ravine. The front row of Centinels halted their ascent for a second, only to be crushed and trampled over as the second and third rows pressed on. The [Ancient Centinel] hesitated for a mere moment, and I clapped my hands together.
“Go, myself! Hold them off!”
[Salvos of Vanity].
Golden flames wrapped around me before peeling away and descending on the Centinels. My clone drew my Nebular Weapons— spinning a Nebular Sickle Grenade and tossing it at the [Ancient Centinel]’s shell. The blast shook the cavern, collapsing rocks and debris at the horde of Centinels.
In spite of that, it barely slowed their approach. My clone continued her barrage of Nebular weapons at the Centinels until the [Ancient Centinel] reached her. She didn’t turn to run, nor did she even try to dodge the attack. 
My clone leapt straight into the mouth of the [Ancient Centinel], growing brighter and wilder. Right as the maw closed around her, she exploded. 
A golden explosion consumed everything beneath me. I heard hundreds of notifications go off at once as the bright light reflected on the surface of the water. Like the sun was piercing through that veil that was the ocean above.
I glanced down once, hoping that the [Ancient Centinel] somehow died from the blast. But I knew from the lack of notifications that it was still alive. It emerged from the smoke, reeling slightly, but more angry than anything else.
“Ugh, you’re annoying!”
I shouted at it as I plunged into the sea. My Nebular Armor sizzled as it touched the water, but otherwise was unperturbed by it. I swam and flew through the sea, thinking that I’d be safe now that I was out of the ravine. Of course not. Of course Centinels could swim.
The [Ancient Centinel] dove up into the ocean as well— a hulking, dark figure that was accompanied by hundreds more of its kind. Smaller, but very much dangerous to the aquatic life. Marine animals and monsters tried to swim away, only to be torn apart as the Centinels crossed their path.
I watched as the sea below me was slowly diluted into a dark scarlet. Then I turned all of my attention into getting out of the water as soon as I could. The [Ancient Centinel] drew closer and closer. It snapped its mandibles silently as I saw a light. The glimmering of the sun against the ocean.
And I burst out, breaking the water’s surface. Right behind me, the [Ancient Centinel] exploded up. I saw it in its full size as it leapt out of the sea like it was propelled by a spring. Its giant undulating body turned and fell back into the ocean, sending a massive ripple of waves out as I found myself hovering amongst the clouds.
My body was drenched, and I was panting heavily as I watched the Centinels color the ocean red under me.
“That was…”
I heaved a heavy breath.
“...terrifying.”
Defeated [Older Centinel – Lvl. 95]! 
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!
…
Defeated [Junior Centinel – Lvl. 54]! 
Little-to-no experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 50 levels below you! 
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 110] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 111] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Class [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 62] -> [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 63]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
—--
My wings flapped gently as I floated above the clouds, staring down at the Bloodied Gulf below. The red that stained the blue slowly drifted out of the mouth of the gulf and into the rest of the ocean. I didn’t descend. Not just yet. I wanted to make sure that the Centinels were all gone.
The [Ancient Centinel] had quickly retreated back into the ravine, but the smaller Centinels swam through the sea, killing everything they could find.
Now, the question was— could I step foot on land as long as I stayed along the coast? 
The Devil told me not to leave the Bloodied Gulf. However, where exactly did the Bloodied Gulf start, and where exactly did it end?
I saw a beach towards the north. A beach of red sand. A bit further past it was a manor standing at the edge of a cliff. I tapped a finger on my chin. 
“I mean, that’s still part of the gulf, right?” 
It was debatable. But technically, the land around the sea was what made the gulf a gulf. So, it should be part of the gulf.
“Look, if Sal didn’t want me to skirt around his rules, he should’ve been more specific. Like, what am I even supposed to do here?”
He wanted me to not die? And he also wanted me to prove that I was better than the Centinels? I didn’t know what that even meant. For now ,I needed to [Rest]. And using magic to fly in the air wasn’t actually very restful. And I wasn’t going to dive straight back into the crevice.
Sure, it was a massive network of gargantuan ravines. The [Ancient Centinel] had been at the very center ravine— the largest of all the cracks. So, if I landed in one of the side cracks— each of which still ran deep and long— I’d be able to avoid the [Ancient Centinel] completely.
But there was still some risk here. What if there were more [Ancient Centinels] hiding amongst the other ravines? I didn’t want to experience that chase all over again! That was why I landed next to the manor instead of diving straight back in.
I didn’t transform to a Human. I didn’t feel like it, and I was pretty sure no one lived here. The manor was held up by dilapidated walls covered in vines, and its gate laid on the ground amongst overgrown grass. 
“Hello! Does anyone live here?”
I called out, walking into the manor. The door creaked as it swung open.
“Nope? Thought not.”
I shook my head, closing the door shut and clicking my claws together. A ball of flame came to existence and lit the path. I stood in a vast hall with a fallen spiral stairway at the center. Two tall paintings flanked the staircase. The left painting showed a regally dressed woman with her face peeled off, and the second was that of a man with a sword. 
It was an almost familiar-looking sword. One with horn-like guards and a silver-tipped blade. For whatever reason, it looked like the man was surrounded by white, puffy clouds in the painting. And the paint didn’t even wear off, despite the clear age showing on the portrait case.
“Huh. He looks cool.”
I leapt up to the second floor and ambled down what would’ve once been a decorated hallway. I walked past collapsed rooms until I stumbled upon a still-intact study room. The desk at the center of the room was enchanted by a waning magic, and atop the table laid a book. It looked old and worn out, with some pages torn and missing, but it was otherwise still in a pretty good condition for something that’d been left there for probably hundreds of years.
I picked it up, curious, carefully flipping over the pages.
The corner of each page was marked by a symbol— an insignia that seemed to be a stylized letter ‘s’ in the middle of a nimbus cloud. 
“These people sure liked their clouds.”
It was a diary, simply put. Apparently this manor had been here for a hundred years before the Centinels arrived. When the Centinels came to Secely, they slaughtered most of the family that’d lived here. The man who wrote this book was one of the few survivors. He titled it: My Revenge.
I cocked my head. That was such a silly name. But it somehow piqued my interest. I had time to kill before I was fully rested, so I made myself comfortable and got ready to read through the pages. However, before I could even sit down, I heard a soft clicking behind me. I snapped around, eyes growing wide.
“Centinels.”




13. Evolved

I waited with bated breath as the clicking noises grew louder. The slow crawling of Centinels drew closer, filling the silence almost like the patter of a light drizzle on a tiled rooftop. I stuffed the diary into my Bag of Holding as flames overcame my claws. 
Click. Click. Click.
It wasn’t like the wild, rambunctious skittering of most Centinels. Each step it made sounded deliberate. Like it was aware that I was here, and it was walking closer to inflict fear upon me.
Did it think I was scared? I wasn’t scared! Not unless it was a Level 150 Centinel, of course!
Enough time had passed since I fled so I could activate [Haste] again now. I leapt out into the hallway, baring my teeth.
“Hurry up and fight me already!”
I shouted, ready to attack whatever Centinel was waiting outside. My feet landed lightly against the wood floor as I took in the darkness beyond. I narrowed my eyes and cast the light from my flames across the room. I saw… nothing.
“Huh.”
I lowered my claws like they were weapons— which… they were. 
“I could’ve sworn—”
And [A Hunter’s Sense] flared up in my head. It warned me of an incoming strike. I flipped back as the ground beneath my feet splintered— torn open by an invisible slash. 
“What…?”
I stared, befuddled. Completely clueless. 
Then I saw the dust part. A click marked a sudden slice, aimed straight for my head. I ducked under the attack, only to move straight into a scythe-like arm. The figure made itself visible as it touched me. It struck for my head as my eyes grew wide— 
And the Breastplate of Alexander flashed. It protected me from the attack, creating a barrier that repelled the scythe-like arm. During that brief moment, I could see the outline of the Centinel. It wasn’t like a normal, regular Centinel. It didn’t even have an undulating body. Its body was less… segmented. It was built more like a bug— with four clearly divided sections to its body, and only a dozen limps. 
Sure, a dozen was more than what most bugs had. But Centinels normally had a hundred limbs. Yet, when I used [Identification] on it during that brief moment, it told me that it was in fact a Centinel.
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 116]
But also… evolved.
I blinked.
“What?”
And it vanished once again. All I could perceive of the Centinel was the rapid clicking as it backed away from me. It took me a moment to gather myself, but the [Evolved Centinel] was already rushing back towards me. 
I knew where it’d come from— from my front— so I braced myself. But right as the clicking footsteps reached me, the sound stopped. I blinked. 
“Where did it—”
And from behind, another scything-limb struck out. The Breastplate of Alexander flashed. I stumbled forward as the [Evolved Centinel] landed with a thud. I lashed back, swinging a [Barrage of Cinders] at where I’d been hit. My claw sheared through the air and smashed open a wall. 
The ceiling came crumbling down as I backed up.
“Ugh, you’re so annoying. Where are you?”
I turned back around, shouting. The air was filled with dust, but the [Evolved Centinel] must’ve realized that I could tell where it was going if it disturbed the flying particles. I saw no shifting. It stood incredibly still, knowing that I couldn’t tell where it was.
I growled.
“Stop it with this game!”
Flames exploded all around me. A blast that took out the entire section of the mansion. Through the smoke and cinder, I could once again hear the skittering of the [Evolved Centinel] Its carapace shielded from the fire as it sped my way. 
A small smile crept over my face as soon as it reached me— its outline defined by my blue fire. 
“Found you.”
[Radiant Slash]!
I struck out right as the [Evolved Centinel] went for my head. The sable flames seemed to suck in all light as it wreathed itself over my sharp claws. I tore through the center oval-like body of the [Evolved Centinel] with ease— its blood instantly splattering all over my claws and evaporating in an instant.
I could’ve sworn I sliced it in half entirely, but as it hopped back, I saw merely a large gaping wound leaking out its goo-like blood. It was still alive. 
“Huh. I thought that would’ve killed you.”
Apparently, despite its speed and its invisibility magic, it was quite durable. However, even if I didn’t kill the [Evolved Centinel] with that attack, it served its purpose. 
“I can see you now.”
My eyes flickered. It had been stained by its own blood. Its invisibility wouldn’t cloak it any longer— 
The [Evolved Centinel] faded into the background. I blinked.
“What?!”
It could make the things it was touching go invisible as well! That was stupid! That was so dumb!
I scowled, even as the rapid clicking came for me once again. More flames wisped off my body, but this time, it wasn’t just a wild blast. [Faux Limbs] created multiple flaming arms facing all directions as I readied myself for the [Evolved Centinel]’s attack.
It went for my leg. I heard the soft screech of its carapace against wood and leapt over the attack. It would’ve been blocked by the Breastplate of Alexander’s enchantments, anyway. But I didn't want to be too reliant on it. Not when its protective magic could dissipate at any moment. 
I grabbed for the [Evolved Centinel] as it skidded past me. However, even with all my arms, I found it just barely pulling away from my fingertips. Its figure escaped into nothingness once more, and I grinned. 
I touched it. 
Even if I couldn’t grab it, I managed to touch it. And that was all that was needed.
I leapt into the air, wings spreading wide and exploding to the sky. I went over the smoke from my previous explosion and stared down. A second, far larger explosion took out the entire mansion and more as [Demon’s Mark] activated. I watched, listening for a notification to resound in my head.
Defeated [Evolved Stealth Centinel – Lvl. 116]! 
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
And that was that.
—--
I remember the day the first of these monsters washed ashore on the Crimson Beach. I was but a boy— no more than ten years of age. My sister and I were playing along the cliffside and we spotted a looming shadow in the middle of the ocean. 
At first we thought it’d been a sea creature. Perhaps a Giant Spiked Crab or a Gragil Opus. We rushed to the edge of the cliff to get the chance to see them surface. However, when we saw the crystalline water of the sea discolor into a bloody red, we knew that we’d see no sea creature there. 
Hundreds— maybe even a thousand— of the terrible monsters made its way to Crimson Beach. I watched them bring ruin to the seaside villas of many great noble families with ease. Their guards were like fodder to this wicked swarm. My family was fortunate enough that our estate was situated where it was so we were not the first to fall to this swarm.
But that didn’t matter— 
I flipped through the pages of the diary as I sat atop a tree. Since I completely destroyed the mansion, I had no place to stay. At least, not a place with proper shelter. Apparently, the beach in the distance used to be covered in beautiful mansions. Now, though, I saw not a trace of what once was. 
Instead, I saw a beach crawling with the occasional Centinel. Lower-leveled Centinels, of course. The only proof that life once existed had been… the manor I blew up.
“Oops.”
Anyway, the diary continued on to talk about what the Centinels did when they first arrived. It was pretty much expected. They slaughtered everyone the author knew— everyone except for him and his sister. It was quite sad. But what I didn’t expect to read about was what he did next.
Apparently, the first half of the book was the musings of an adult about his childhood. Musings he thought to write down as he returned to the Bloodied Gulf after the Centinels have made it their home. 
After he and his sister escaped, he fought to survive in the slums of Shadowpass. A large city in the former Valcyrae Empire— the powerhouse in the southern edge of the Human lands before the southern edge was… well, now there were no countries beyond the Alterian League. Just a lot of ruins. 
He eventually found success as an adventurer— repute which brought his noble name back into notoriety. His job as an adventurer gave him the platinum he needed to fund his sister’s education. But he could never forget or forgive the massacre of his family. Which was why he returned to the Bloodied Gulf.
I turned the page of the book as I waited for my Skills and my enchanted gear to recharge. I wasn’t sure how long the Breastplate of Alexander took to be fully restored— or how that even worked. I just wanted to be safe. Also, I was pretty engrossed in the diary’s contents.
It went on to detail the man’s— and I knew the author was a man— journey back. Most of it was rather banal descriptions of each Centinel he encountered. Something which I didn’t care too much about. Not until he reached the former Crimson Beach and encountered a Centinel that was not like the others.
As a child, I had thought they were all mindless, wicked creatures. That all they knew was wanton destruction. But today, I saw something… different. A Centinel that didn’t simply attack everything it saw. 
It watched me from afar as I slaughtered its kin. It was almost like it was studying my movements— my Skills. It fled without even fighting me. I had never thought I’d see something like that before.
A Centinel that had evolved.
I tapped a clawed finger on my chin as I flipped over to the next page. 
“Is that the same Centinel I saw? No— it can’t be the exact same one. There’s no way it stayed at Level 116 for the past few hundred years, right?”
I wanted to get more features about this evolved Centinel the author encountered. Unfortunately, I found myself staring at the last page of the book.
Tonight, I shall head for the crevices below. I can see the Centinels ebbing away at the earth. Slowly— day by day. The cracks grow wider. The ravines expand. And their numbers grow. 
What had been a mere thousand of their kind now amounts to tens of thousands. They adapt and evolve into more dangerous and intelligent creatures. I cannot stress how much of a danger they are to all of Humankind.
This diary… I shall leave it behind at my manor as a warning to the next fool who comes to this bloodied gulf. Turn back— warn the world of the threat these Centinels pose. Return only with a [Hero]. With the army of all the nations combined. 
I wish I could return. To see my sister again. But my pride won’t let me. I shall not stop until I get my vengeance. 
And, perhaps, if I succeed, then there is no reason for any warning at all. One can only hope...
I closed the book and sighed.
“...well, so much for being a danger to the world, right? Those Centinels totally killed everyone!”
I stuffed the diary into my Bag of Holding as I got to my feet. 
“Also, did he seriously think some random person will just stumble on this diary just because he left it at a desk? Seriously, of course it’d take a few hundred years for someone to find it!”
Well, I wasn’t going to complain. I just felt like whoever wrote the diary had been a bit… dramatic. 
“It was an interesting read, anyways. But I guess it’s about time for me to do as he did and jump straight into the Bloodied Gulf!”
I slapped myself on the cheek and turned to the sea just ahead. My lips contorted as apprehension briefly gripped me. Clearly, the person who wrote this diary died after he dove into the network of ravines below. I didn’t want to die. The last thing I wanted was to die. I really just wanted to teleport to my clone who was somewhere doing something with Saffron right now. 
But the Devil wouldn’t let me. One of the rules he gave me was that I couldn’t leave the Bloodied Gulf. And sure, while I could just hang around up here on dry land the entire time, hiding from Centinels, I had a feeling that wasn’t what he wanted from me.
“Prove that you’re better than it.”
I repeated his words to me. 
“Does ‘it’ refer to the [Ancient Centinel]? Does he want me to kill it? Or just beat it in a fight?”
Whatever he meant, it definitely required me to go back down beneath the ocean and fight some Centinels. 
First, I distributed my Stats. I really needed [Vitality] and [Agility] to survive this, so 2 of my Stat Points went to the former while 3 went to the latter. And as for my Skills, I put all of my 5 Skill Points into [Haste]. Also, all of my secondary Skill Points went into the only available secondary Skill— [Long Ranged Teleportation].
I looked over my Status, readying myself.
Salvos (Liberator of the Plaguelands)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 111
Class: [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 63
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] - Lvl. 4
[Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] - Lvl. 6
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 6
[Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] - Lvl. 2
[Title Skill: Recall Skill] - Lvl. 1
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 138 (+25) 
[Strength]: 112 (+25) 
[Endurance]: 125 (+25) 
[Wisdom]: 213 (+25) (+10)
[Agility]: 273 (+25)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 0]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 7
[Haste] - Lvl. 15
[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 1
[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 6
[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 5
[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 15
[Wings of the Netherworld] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x1
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 0]
[Mystical Projection] - Lvl 15 (Maxed)
[Long Range Teleportation] - Lvl 13
[Planar Navigation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Scatter Shift] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Temporal Distortion] - Lvl 20 (Maxed)
I was about as ready as I could be.
“Alright, time to do this.”




14. Dissected Path

I sank into the water like a rock. The world grew dark as my hearing grew muffled. The Breastplate of Alexander glimmered faintly— its enchantment still active, although it could potentially fade in the future. For now, I trusted that it would keep me safe, even if I wasn’t going to be overly-reliant on it.
Deep below, a complex network of ravines showed itself. It lay beneath the sea. A world of death, populated by a Species of terrible monsters. Centinels. Millions of them, maybe. Definitely hundreds of thousands, at least. 
I wasn’t stupid enough to jump straight back into the centermost ravine. It scarred the seafloor like a gaping wound, and the other ravines around it were like small scratches in comparison. For now, I waded down to one of the smaller cracks— a ten feet wide hole that sank maybe a hundred feet at most. 
I plopped out of the water, lithely landing on solid ground. The dirt squelched beneath my feet. Red mud stained the heels of my shoe. The soft sound attracted some movement. I saw slithering out of the corner of my eye. [Younger Centinels] wriggled out from underneath rocks and from the cracks on the walls. None of them were above Level 40. Most of them were at Level 10. Their length ranged from the size of my fist to the length of my arm. Tiny things.
One of them screeched and scuttled towards me. I flicked a finger, sending a tiny bolt of fire at it. It was instantly killed. The other Centinels went over to its charred corpse and began fighting over the remains. I scoffed.
“Barely any experience. Stupid wild things.”
I stalked down the side of the ravine, letting a ball of flame light the way. I stayed on my guard. I didn’t even let a single [Younger Centinel] reach me. I washed my blue flames across the rock wall, incinerating the little critters before they could swarm me with their numbers. I wasn’t particularly worried that they’d be able to kill me.
I just didn’t want them to ebb away at the Breastplate of Alexander’s enchantments.
The ravine intersected with another, deeper crevice. It was narrower, but it was also dug deeper into the ground. I leaned over the ledge and took in what was below.
“Woah.”
The entire bottom of the second crevice was carpeted in a gleaming purple. Hundreds of oval-like objects were strewn across the rocks. Eggs. I recognized them as Centinel eggs. 
It was a Lair. 
Now entering [Lair: Centinels Camp]!
One of the eggs shifted slightly. It cracked open, and an [Infant Centinel] crawled out. It was even smaller than the [Younger Centinel]. It also looked so squishy, without the hard carapace that all Centinels had. 
“Aw, it actually looks kind of cute.”
I stared at it as it wriggled around. Then I tapped a finger on my lips.
“And tasty—”
Before I could even muse about the delicacy of Centinels, there was a chomp. An undulating figure moved amongst the eggs, like a deep-sea creature swimming in the ocean. It had to be at least a hundred feet long from head to tail. It was, obviously, a Centinel. And it was eating its own children.
[Senior Centinel - Lvl. 122]
“Huh.” 
[Infant Centinels] hatched and died in mere moments as the [Senior Centinel] swam across the lake of its own eggs. The [Infant Centinels] didn’t even have a chance to let out a squeak before they were fed to their progenitor. 
I took a step back, blinking.
“So… does that mean they are tasty?”
Of course, I didn’t get an answer. Instead, I heard a skittering in return. I spun around as a loud clicking echoed behind me and faced a looming figure. 
[Older Centinel - Lvl. 85]
It rose out of the ground at a few dozen feet, lashing out with a whip of acid. I flipped over the attack and conjured a Nebular Scythe. 
“Are we doing this now? Because I've tried eating you [Older Centinels] before, and I’m pretty sure you won’t taste good.” 
I leapt at the [Older Centinel] as it came down at me with its maw. It snapped its jaw wildly as I sliced up with my Nebular Scythe. A grin spread across my face as a heavy thud resounded. The head of the [Older Centinel] dropped, followed slowly by the rest of its body. 
“Was that it?”
Of course, that wasn’t it. More [Older Centinels] crawled out from across the ravine, scuttling and shrieking as they spat large orbs of acid at me. I breathed out a Flaming Breath, evaporating the vile liquid before it even reached me. I tossed my Nebular Scythe back, instead creating a pair of Nebular Sickle Grenades in each hand. I tossed them forward, blasting apart the oncoming Centinels before they even reached me.
The explosion resounded throughout the cavern. It shook the ravine I was standing in, and I pursed my lips.
“That was a bit… too loud.”
I glanced over behind me, waiting— anticipating what was to come. And as expected, a tall shadow ascended from the crevice with the Centinel eggs. The [Senior Centinel] stared at me with its beady black eyes. A hollow gaze. One without any shred of intelligence behind it. Just a wild need to destroy everything it saw. Even its offspring.
It screeched and lashed down at me with its entire body. I backed up as it crushed the earth, sending a pillar of dust into the air. The Nebular Scythe I’d tossed behind was sent flying. I saw it spinning in the air as the [Senior Centinel] drew back. My eyes flickered, and I moved.
[Haste] overtook my body. My speed increased, but even still, the [Senior Centinel] was incredibly fast. I barely reacted as it whipped back up, snapping for my head. I sent a spurt of flame out in the opposite direction to slow my movement, just so its attack would miss.
Then I hopped back up into the air and grabbed my Nebular Scythe. I landed before the [Senior Centinel] as it looped back around to face me.
There were a lot of Skills I could use here to defeat the [Senior Centinel]. It was over 10 Levels above me. It wasn’t going to be an easy fight. And it looked way more durable than the [Evolved Centinel] had been.
But as the [Senior Centinel] charged me once more, I didn’t use [Demon’s Mark]. I didn’t use [Radiant Slash]. I didn’t use [Salvo of Vanity]. I couldn’t afford to use my best Skills against the first proper challenge I met. 
I didn’t transform with [Demonic Essence]. Instead, I fought the [Senior Centinel] with nothing more than [Haste] and the Nebular Scythe]. I whittled away at its shell with a couple of [Barrage of Cinders], but otherwise, I was sparse with the Skills I used.
The [Senior Centinel] was fast. However, due to its size, it wasn’t as nimble or agile as me. It swung its body around, smashing against rock and stone as I narrowly avoided being squished against the ground.
...well, that was an over exaggeration. Even if I didn’t have the Breastplate of Alexander, I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be killed in a single hit. However, it still looked like it’d hurt.
I took my time with this fight. I wasn’t in any rush. I made sure to keep aware of my surroundings with [Planar Navigation], and I didn’t sense any other [Senior Centinel] or high-leveled Centinel approaching. 
Five minutes passed, then ten. It was at that moment I finally broke through the [Senior Centinel]’s shell. However, it wasn’t felled in that instant. It would take another ten minutes before I inflicted enough damage for its movements to be slowed. Then when the half an hour mark came, a notification resounded in my head, accompanying the crashing of the giant corpse.
Defeated [Senior Centinel – Lvl. 122]! 
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Cleared [Lair: Centinels Camp]! 
Experience is awarded for clearing a Lair!
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 111] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 112] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Class [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 63] -> [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 64]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
—--
I leveled twice from that battle. One for my Subspecies, and one for my Class. I didn't use much of my Class in that fight— however, it probably still gave me experience for it since [Planar Navigation] was active the whole time. And that was why it leveled. 
I was getting close to my Class advancement. I just knew it. I was definitely going to get it before I reached Level 70. The thought of it alone made me sway happily as I sat at the bottom of the second crevice, munching on [Infant Centinels]. Unlike their evolved versions, these tasted delicious. 
They would crawl up to me with their tiny shrill squeaks and try to bite my hand off, only for me to pluck them from the ground and stuff them into my mouth. 
I gained no experience for it, unfortunately. 
“You know, I can see why your mother… father… whatever that was to you… ate you. You all taste so nice. Also, you’re wild and dumb.”
The [Infant Centinels] skittered around, trying to kill each other as they hatched, having no regard to the fact that they were related. I felt the egg beneath me shift. I sat up as it cracked open, and an [Infant Centinel] wriggled out with a soft shriek. I picked it up and dangled it by its head. 
“I wonder, why are you all so stupid? What makes you all… wild?”
It nibbled at my fingertips. My Breastplate of Alexander didn’t even activate because it couldn’t hurt me. I cocked my head.
“What does the Devil even want me to prove by being here? All of you look the same. All of you act the same. You’re just a smaller version of the [Ancient Centinel], aren’t you?”
I hurled the [Infant Centinel] against the wall and it went splat. 
“To not die? Because that’s not very hard. I can just hide here for a few months and when he returns, I’ll show him that I’m still alive and well. Fantastic, even!”
I puffed my chest up as [Rest] told me that I fully recovered all my stamina and mana from the fight.
“However, that’s not it. He wants me to prove that I’m better than… the [Ancient Centinel]? Or just the Centinels in general? Does he want me to wipe out all of you from existence? Because that’d be hard!”
If that was my goal here, he’d implied something like that. The only thing I’d gotten from his words was that I had to fight and beat something. Well, I’d beaten the next strongest Centinel here right behind the [Ancient Centinel], didn’t I?
A [Senior Centinel]. 
I probably just had to kill… maybe a few hundred to a thousand more, then I’d close the gap between myself and the [Ancient Centinels] enough to actually stand a chance against them. 
“But if it takes me half an hour to beat a single [Senior Centinel]...”
Well, I’d miss my next academic term in Mavos Academy. And Belzu would run amok and grow a lot stronger by then. So, what am I supposed to do?”
I took off, leaving the second ravine. I landed back at the first ravine and glanced around. I couldn’t see the end of the first ravine. However, I saw slices of smaller or bigger crevices cutting through its path. I approached one of these other gashes on the earth to investigate them, shrugging as I didn’t know what else to do. 
Then I heard a soft click.
And it was then I realized that I forgot to account for something when considering the Centinels. It was a new variable, however it wasn’t really fresh on my mind since I’d experienced a lot of things in just this one day alone. 
I thought all Centinels were the same, just resized. But no— there was a different kind of Centinel. I remembered the diary. The contents towards the end that described something different about the Centinels. Ones that evolved.
Ones similar to the Centinel that I fought. 
I thought of its design. How it was shaped differently from a regular Centinel. And I turned around to face the source of the noise.
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 121]
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 135]
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 113]
“Huh.”




15. Advancing

[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 113]
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 121]
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 135]
Three Centinels stood before me. Each of them were a departure from the ordinary undulating body of a Centinel. They’d evolved. Become different. Become more.
They were distinct from each other, too. The lowest-leveled of them was rather large and bulky with an inflated abdomen and a dozen spindly legs. It was like someone had made a model of a giant spider and accidentally gave it too many limbs. 
The Level 121 [Evolved Centinel] had a hunched body. It seemed to roll forward rather than crawl, and its back and front was literally covered in spikes. Barbs that jutted out in all directions. However, despite their sharp appearance, they seemed to flop around as they carried the Centinel forward. 
The last and highest-leveled Centinel had the typical segmented body-type of a regular Centinel. About the size of a [Junior Centinel]. But the upper half of its body bent upwards, morphing into a grotesque form that lacked legs. The carapace grew thinner as it took on almost a Human-like form. With hands. Actual arms that had opposable thumbs. And a head that resembled that of an armored knight. 
I stared at it. I waved at it uneasily.
“Um, hello?”
It peered at me with an intelligent gaze. I knew that it was studying each small movement I made. It knew that I was trying to communicate with it. I could tell. However, that didn’t mean it could talk, unfortunately.
I heard a muffled click as its mandibles snapped together beneath the carapace covering its mouth. The other two Centinels at its side moved. The first leapt into the air as the second barreled forward with a deep screech. 
I scowled.
“Ugh, are you seriously going to fight me? Can’t we talk?”
Apparently not. I leapt to the side, and the second Centinel crashed into the rock wall behind me. The first Centinel intercepted me mid-air, but I simply flipped around it and kicked it back. However, before I could land, the last Centinel slithered up to me. It wasn’t that fast. I’d say that it moved slower than a [Senior Centinel] at its level would. 
Well, it definitely moved slower than the [Senior Centinel] I’d just fought. However, when it struck out at me, its hands were wreathed in a yellow energy. Magic. Some kind of acid strike. 
I raised my Nebular Scythe, barely parrying the attack as I was knocked back. Behind me, the rolling Centinel lashed out. It was faster than its two companions, and it chomped its terrible maw down at me. The Breastplate of Alexander flashed, protecting me as I growled.
“Stop it! Stop trying to eat me!” 
All three Centinels halted, and my eyes flickered. I was faced with far too many powerful enemies. Each of them seemed to have their own abilities. The highest-leveled Centinel had some sort of magic, the spindly Centinel looked like it would tear me apart if it got to me, and the rolling Centinel was incredibly quick.
I didn’t want to take this fight. 
At least, not all three of them at the same time. I had to get out of here— either separate them and beat them one by one, or escape entirely. First of all however, I had to get the rolling Centinel away from me.
It regained its senses as I tried to fly off into the air. It quickly crawled up the ravine’s walls, hissing and leaping after me. I dodged out of the way, grinning. 
“Hah! You can’t hit me from down there!”
The rolling Centinel picked itself up as the highest-leveled Centinel spread its arms wide. There was a glimmer of yellow light from above me. I blinked, looking up. And a deluge of acid fell on me in raindrop-like shapes. 
I exhaled, unleashing blue fire all around the crevice. It was bright enough that it could probably be seen from all the way at either end of this ravine, and maybe even from the intersecting ravines nearby. 
“Stupid Centinel magic—”
I started, but was cut off as the spindly Centinel crashed into me. I tumbled down, tangled in a brief battle with it as it continued trying to snap its jaw at me. I glanced up for a moment as the thought to use [Long Range Teleport] crossed my mind. 
But I decided against it. Instead, I grabbed onto a nearby ledge with [Mystical Projection] as [Faux Limbs] protruded from my sides. With the flaming arms, I pushed the spindly Centinel off me, and pulled myself back up into the air with the invisible hands. 
I flew back up into the air as the Centinels gathered themselves for another attempt to intercept me. But before they had the chance, I pointed at them. [Temporal Distortion]. The world around the Centinels slowed. They perceived me speeding away from them far faster than they could even react. I sent a final wave of blue flames back at them, blotting out their vision as I finally managed to escape.
—--
“What… was that?”
I panted, leaning against the wall. I managed to escape from the [Evolved Centinels] and hid myself away at an alcove I located with [Planar Navigation]. Sure, I could’ve continued fighting them. Baited them to come at me one after another. Maybe even use up my best Skills to defeat them. 
However, I wouldn’t have been able to handle what came next. I peeked out of the alcove as a rumble washed over the area I was standing. Hundreds of Centinels skittered their way down the bottom of the ravine, heading to where I’d been fighting the [Evolved Centinels].
They weren’t attracted by the sounds of fighting. No— the Bloodied Gulf had an incessant, constant background noise ever since I came here. Fighting, shrieking, and killing. Even now, I could see several Centinels battling with each other for no ostensible reason. 
What they were attracted by had been the bright light I sent to the sky. My brilliant blue fire attracted a lot of attention, especially when I used it at a scale as large as I did earlier. But that rain of acid would’ve done significant damage, and while my Breastplate of Alexander still worked, I didn’t want to waste its protection. 
I sighed.
“Ok, I get that they were [Evolved Centinels]. But why were they all so different from each other?”
They were all… distinct. With their own shapes and abilities. Sure, Centinels weren’t uniform in what they looked like or what they could do. However, they were similar enough that they were pretty much the same. Like different rocks on the ground.
These [Evolved Centinels] were like carvings. As though someone had picked up a set of three pebbles and molded each into unique shapes like a cross, a star, and a circle. 
“Do they relate to Sal’s dumb cryptic assignment?”
I really just wished he would be clear with what my goal here was. I sat there, waiting for the cooldown on the Skills I used in the earlier fights to run its course. Outside, the rumbling abated slightly. 
I could still hear the clicking feet of Centinels as they passed the alcove. But it wasn’t as intense as before. And their footsteps kind of faded into the background noise that was the death zone of the Bloodied Gulf. 
“Now that I think about it, is this place really a Diamond Ranked area?” 
I wondered to myself as another wave of Centinels passed. They had a number of [Senior Centinels] amongst them, too. 
“That [Ancient Centinel] was an Elite Ranked threat. And with all the Diamond Ranked threats lurking around, shouldn’t this be an Elite Ranked area?” 
I had a lot of questions. Unfortunately, I didn’t have access to many answers. Well, if I really wanted to figure out the truth, I had to go find it myself. The only problem was that it was kind of dangerous. Even hiding in the alcove was risky, just less so than wandering around the open ravines.
I was about to step out of the alcove to continue scouring the crevices for whatever I was looking to do when I suddenly had an idea. 
“Actually, I don’t have to go out on my own, do I?”
I snapped a finger, and golden flames formed before me. [Salvo of Vanity] activated— an exhausting Skill. One that used up a lot of mana to create a clone, before using a minor amount of mana and concentration consistently to persist. 
“I’ll continue my [Rest] here. Go scout the area around me, will you?”
My clone nodded and left the alcove. The moment she stepped out, she drew the attention of several lower-leveled Centinels. It didn’t matter to her. She just flew off after burning them to ashes. 
It would be hard for her to remain discreet. However, that didn’t matter. Even if she were attacked by a dozen [Evolved Centinels]. Because she was my clone. So, she didn’t try masking her presence at all, which also meant that she could move as quickly through the network of ravines as possible. 
I had her map out the area, even as she was chased down by a horde of Centinels. I mentally took notes of where everything was around me, keeping everything in relation to where this alcove was. There were quite a few Lairs around the area, which was odd since this wasn’t considered a ‘Dungeon’. Maybe it was because they were all Lairs of the same Species of monster? 
I wasn’t sure.
My clone stumbled into one of the larger ravines as she tried to lose the Centinels chasing after her. However, it seemed she strayed too close to a familiar location. The entire network of ravines trembled as something dug its way out of the shadows. 
The [Ancient Centinel] rose out of a cavern, eyeing my clone with sheer rage. I pursed my lips. 
“Well, I guess it’s time to end it.”
I sent my clone to blow herself up on the [Ancient Centinel] once again. But before she could even get close, something flashed. Her gaze snapped to the side. My eyes grew wide as I saw the same thing she did.
An [Evolved Centinel]. No— it was the same one as before. At Level 135. It unleashed a powerful blast of acid at my clone, snuffing out the golden flames before she could attack the [Ancient Centinel].
And my senses cut out.
“Huh. Well, that was rude.”
I tapped a finger on my chin.
“So, I definitely shouldn’t be flying around like an idiot. That attracts way too much attention.”
However, I was definitely going to employ this tactic with my clone to map out more of the ravine. Not right now, though. I both couldn’t and didn’t want to. 
For now, I let [Rest] restore the rest of my abilities. It took a few more hours until I was at a hundred percent. When I was ready, I got to my feet and grinned.
“Ok so I just have to go here and—”
I exited the alcove, sticking close to the ravine’s walls as I retraced the steps my clone took here. 
“The Lair should be here somewhere…”
I kicked away a [Junior Centinel] and paused right before a crack on the wall. My lips curled up as I stepped inside.
“There it is.”
I walked down a rather long stone hallway that grew narrowed and narrowed until I had to crawl my way through it. Then it opened up into a chamber with a large pit at the bottom. A notification resounded in my head.
Now entering [Lair: Centinels Camp]!
Over a dozen [Senior Centinels]. A small Lair in its own enclosed space. I could fight here without worrying too much about attracting the attention of other Centinels. And what was more was that these Centinels were barely even my level. They were definitely not as strong as the first [Senior Centinel] I fought.
[Senior Centinel - Lvl. 107]
...
[Senior Centinel - Lvl. 113]
I clapped my hands together, activating [Mystical Projection] as the [Senior Centinels] stirred. They turned their gazes towards me and screeched. I just used my invisible arms to pull them towards me, bringing them my way faster. 
“Now, who wants to help me advance my Class?”
I bared my teeth at them. They broke free from [Mystical Projection], of course. But it didn’t matter much, though. After all— 
Cleared [Lair: Centinels Camp]! 
Experience is awarded for clearing a Lair!
Defeated [Senior Centinel – Lvl. 105]! 
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
...
Defeated [Senior Centinel – Lvl. 112]! 
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 112] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 113] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 113] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 114] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Class [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 64] -> [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 65]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
[Advancement Available]
I didn’t need much to get my advancement.




16. The Devil’s Apprentice

Before I began with my advancement, I first had to deal with a few minor things. For example, the remainder of my secondary Skill Points. I had 8 to distribute, and only one Skill for it to go to. I wanted to max out [Long Range Teleportation], but surprisingly, even when it hit Level 15, it was still not yet maxed. 
“Huh. So it has a pretty high cap, then.”
I mused aloud to myself as I sat atop the corpses of the [Senior Centinels]. I probably needed 20 or 30 secondary Skill Points to get to its max. So, there was no reason to expend any more secondary Skill Points on it— for now. I wanted to save the rest for when I advanced my Class.
I quickly spent my Stat Points, mostly on Agility, but some went to Vitality, Wisdom, Strength, and Endurance as well. As for my regular Skill Points, I focused specifically on my strongest combat Skills. [Salvo of Vanity] and [Demon’s Mark]. I brought both of them up to Level 10. As expected, they didn’t cap at that level. They were some of the best Skills I had… for now.
With all that settled, I moved on to my advancement.
Salvos (Liberator of the Plaguelands)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 114
Class: [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 65
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] - Lvl. 4
[Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] - Lvl. 6
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 6
[Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] - Lvl. 2
[Title Skill: Recall Skill] - Lvl. 1
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 139 (+25) 
[Strength]: 115 (+25) 
[Endurance]: 128 (+25) 
[Wisdom]: 216 (+25) (+10)
[Agility]: 278 (+25)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 1]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 10
[Haste] - Lvl. 15
[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 1
[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 6
[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 10
[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 15
[Wings of the Netherworld] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x1
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 2]
[Mystical Projection] - Lvl 15 (Maxed)
[Long Range Teleportation] - Lvl 15
[Planar Navigation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Scatter Shift] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Temporal Distortion] - Lvl 20 (Maxed)
[Advancement Available]
Class Advancement:
Requirements for three Class advancements have been met! 
There were three advancements, which kind of surprised me. Early Class advancements typically offered fewer options since most Classes required you to be a certain level before you can unlock them. While I did receive three options the last time around, too, I also had been quite busy. I’d mostly been in Mavos Academy since then.
I guess I accomplished a lot more than I thought I did while spending most of my time studying. 
“Now, what exactly did I do?”
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus]
A [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] is a [Mage] who has experienced what the world has to offer. Friends, enemies, and everything in between. They have seen and studied the various layers to living in the Nexeus. Now, they no longer seek simply knowledge, but power overwhelming— magic to forever fell their foes.
+10 [Strength]
+10 [Wisdom]
+10 [Agility]
+3 [Vitality]
+3 [Endurance]
“Interesting…”
It was a direct advancement of my current Class line. Not a tangential advancement. It seemed to offer pretty good Stats, all things considered. It promised me power. Something that would be strong enough to bring down my enemies. 
And that piqued my interest.
I wanted to become stronger. I wanted to be able to defeat Belzu in a fight. It gave me exactly what I wanted— or so I thought. 
The truth was, I didn’t actually know what it would do for me. I just knew what it said it would do. And I believe it. It was a roll of the dice as it always was. However, I liked the name of this Class. The reason why I chose [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] was because I liked its name. And [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] sounded even more… well, grand.
I still had two other options to choose from, but I already knew this would be one of my top picks. 
I moved onto the next.
[Space Sentinel]
A [Space Sentinel] is a [Space Mage] who has used their magic to protect the world. They have been taught by Fairies and the Devil himself. They know of the plight of the Nexeus. With their power, they shall fend off the corruption that has ravaged the Endlands. 
+12 [Wisdom]
+8 [Vitality]
+5 [Strength]
+5 [Wisdom]
+5 [Agility]
“Hm.”
I tapped a finger on my chin.
“Did I get this because I killed that Cursed Boulder?”
It certainly seemed like it. Perhaps that was why I had three Class advancement options offered to me— if not for what I did recently, I probably would’ve only met the requirements for one. 
As for the Class itself, I thought it was pretty good. It gave good Stats and its description made me curious to learn more about it. The big problem I had with it was that it didn’t describe me at all.
“And that’s important, isn’t it?”
It was a kind of [Space Mage] Class— and I knew that [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] was a branching evolution of the [Space Mage] Class, so it’d give me what I wanted. But to be a direct evolution of the [Space Mage] Class? Not yet.
And that was the main reason why I was even interested in it. 
“I’ll consider you. But let’s see what the last Class is.”
[Diabolus’ Neophyte]
The [Diabolus’ Neophyte] is a unique Class of [Cultist] that worships the Devil himself. She has the fortune to gain the interest of the Devil himself, and thanks to his generosity, he has taken her as his apprentice. There is no greater honor than to learn from one as wise as the Devil.
+10 [Vitality]
+10 [Strength]
+10 [Endurance]
+10 [Wisdom]
+10 [Agility]
I blinked. 
“Excuse me?”
I focused on the Class again, and its description remained unchanged. There was a moment where I just sat there in the cavern, doing absolutely nothing. Completely baffled.
Then I stood up.
“WHAT THE F—”
***
Somewhere, in an ever-changing space of lattice, the Devil cackled maniacally to himself. He laughed so hard, he doubled over and rolled on the ground for quite a while. 
***
I sat back down, burying my head in my hands. 
“At least it didn’t call me his daughter…”
I muttered to myself. It still took me a few more minutes to get over the ridiculousness of that Class option. When I regained my composure, I actually took a look at the Stat increase the Class gave me. It was suffice to say it was great.
“Plus ten to all my Stats. That is… huh.”
It had my attention. Ignoring the fact that it literally designated me as the Devil’s apprentice… and someone who worshipped him… it gave me a good reason to choose it. 
So, those were the three Classes options I’d been given.
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus]— a direct advancement of my current Class. [Space Sentinel, which was more of a kind of related advancement. And [Diabolus’ Neophyte]... a completely unrelated advancement to my Class. Or maybe it was tangentially related. I didn’t know. It was just kind of dumb.
There were a lot of pros and cons here to consider. I truly thought each of them had its merits. This was a hard choice to make. 
But I guess the first one I’d have to eliminate would be [Space Sentinel]. It was mildly interesting, but that was about it. I wasn’t really willing to give up the chance of a better Class advancement just for a tiny bit of curiosity. If it was a lot of curiosity, sure I’d have done so in an instant.
However, it was only a minute amount of curiosity.
So, that left [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] and [Diabolus’ Neophyte]. Judging them based on their Stats alone, I’d have said that [Diabolus’ Neophyte] was the far better option. If I wanted to become stronger, I should choose it without a second thought. The promise of power from [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] couldn’t compare to what [Diabolus’ Neophyte] quantitatively offered me.
And, in terms of how cool they sounded, I couldn’t lie and say that [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] was better than [Diabolus’ Neophyte]. 
Everything pointed me towards [Diabolus’ Neophyte]. It was clearly the better option. And yet, I found myself gravitating towards [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus]. Or rather, I was being repelled from [Diabolus’ Neophyte].
Having a Class that made me the Devil’s apprentice wasn’t too bad. Especially since he promised he’d help me like he was doing now. I knew it wouldn’t hurt any of my current goals— either defeating Belzu or returning to the Netherworld. However, I just… didn’t like the idea that I was supposed to worship Sal.
I was not some kind of [Cultist]. If there was anyone who should be worshiped here, it was me. If it was someone else, I might’ve considered swallowing my pride just to get the power boost. 
Unfortunately, I’d swallowed my pride because of the Devil before, hadn’t I? I remembered when the Devil first appeared… and I made my decision. I leapt to my feet and raised a fist.
“Hey, Devil! If you’re seeing this— I am not going to become a [Diabolus’ Neophyte]! Do you want to know why?”
I leaned forward conspiratorially, as if I was whispering into his ear even though he wasn’t here.
“It’s because you embarrassed me in front of my friends!”
It was as simple as that. I focused on [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus], and words appeared in my had.
Advancement Complete!
Class [Worldly Mystic of the Nexeus] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus]
Gained 20 Stat Points!
[Strength] +10 
[Wisdom] +10 
[Agility] +10
[Vitality] +3 
[Endurance] +3 
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Slots!
Gained 6 Secondary Skill Points!
Skill [Scatter Shift] becomes [Scattering Displacement]!
Skill [Temporal Distortion] becomes [Warped Time]!
Skill [Cube of Isolation] is now available!
Skill [Dimensional Pocket] is now available!
Skill [Mass Particulate Modification] is now available!
Salvos (Liberator of the Plaguelands)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 114
Class: [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 65
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] - Lvl. 4
[Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] - Lvl. 6
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 6
[Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] - Lvl. 2
[Title Skill: Recall Skill] - Lvl. 1
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 20]
[Vitality]: 142 (+25) 
[Strength]: 125 (+25) 
[Endurance]: 131 (+25) 
[Wisdom]: 226 (+25) (+10)
[Agility]: 288 (+25)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 1]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 10
[Haste] - Lvl. 15
[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 1
[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 6
[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 10
[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 15
[Wings of the Netherworld] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x1
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 8]
[Mystical Projection] - Lvl 15 (Maxed)
[Long Range Teleportation] - Lvl 15
[Planar Navigation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Scattering Displacement] - Lvl. 1
[Warped Time] - Lvl 1
[Unused Secondary Skill Slot] x2
And I passed out. 
—--
I woke up to the soft sound of claws scraping against dirt. My eyes fluttered open, and I sat up. I felt reinvigorated— I had gotten quite a lot of new secondary Skills, and a few of my old secondary Skills were given a boost. I was ready— no, excited— to test out my abilities as a [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus]. 
However, the scraping grew louder, and my gaze snapped over to the side. 
“What is…?”
And I realized what it was I was hearing. It wasn’t scraping— it was crawling.  Something was making its way towards me. Its sharp legs were what was making that scratching noise. I got up, tensing as something emerged from that small entrance to this former Lair.
Red spider-like legs clawed their way out of the darkness. A dozen legs. And they carried a bulky figure of a Centinel. One that could barely fit through the entrance It didn’t even have multiple segmented bodies, but instead only a few separate carapace parts and a single large abdomen.
I recognized it as one of the Centinels that had attacked me beforehand. One of the three [Evolved Centinels] that gave chase to me.
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 113]
I… smiled.
“So, are you going to be my test dummy for my new secondary Skills?”
It answered by leaping forward, lashing out at me.




17. Warped Time

The former Centinel’s Lair was a rather enclosed space— a circular room with a pit at the center. It only had one entrance, and it was a reclused entrance. Before I had fallen unconscious due to my Class advancement, I made sure that there were no Centinels nearby with [Planar Navigation]. 
Now, though, there was one ready to pounce at me.
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 113]
The [Evolved Centinel] soared through the air, closing its spiky legs at me like it was a claw. I flipped over the attack as my wings took form. It tried to give chase, but I flew up to the top of the cave chamber and avoided its attack. 
It wasn’t even that high-leveled, compared to me. And it couldn’t keep up with my speed, not unlike its companions. The most annoying thing about it was how high it could jump. I dipped low as the [Evolved Centinel] flung itself at me once again. 
“So, which of my new secondary Skills should I test out on you first?”
I tried to be courteous and let it choose, but the [Evolved Centinel] only screeched as it landed on the ceiling. 
“Well, for starters, I guess I’ll try out one of my changed Skills.”
The [Evolved Centinel] came crashing down again, and I weaved around it. I twirled to face it right as its feet touched the bottom of the pit. Raising a finger, I tested out the first Skill.
“[Warped Time].”
I watched as the area around the [Evolved Centinel] grew slightly distorted. Just like [Temporal Distortion], time moved at a different speed within a certain space. However, it was shaped more like a bubble now rather than a box. Not only that, I felt like I could make things move slower and faster than the [Temporal Distortion].
“Is that it, though?”
I cocked my head. Surely that couldn’t be the only difference, right? 
And it wasn’t. 
The [Evolved Centinel] curled its body up as it prepared to jump at me once again. I could see it moving at a much slower pace until it finally escaped the bubble. Instinctively, I knew to move the [Warped Time] to follow it. 
I stared as the bubble followed the [Evolved Centinel] up as it barreled through the air towards me. It tracked its movements, slowing it so that I could dodge it with even more ease than before. I blinked.
“Huh. So, I can move it around.”
I narrowed my eyes, moving the [Warped Time] towards me and away from the [Evolved Centinel]. Suddenly, the [Evolved Centinel] picked up the pace to leap at me. Before it could reach me, I immersed myself in the [Warped Time]. I made it so that time moved faster inside the bubble than outside, before gently flapping my wings to move back. The [Warped Time] followed me as I saw everything beyond move at a slower speed than before. 
“This is… a pretty good upgrade.”
I could even change the size of the bubble, although I saw no need to do that right now. I dismissed the Skill as the [Evolved Centinel] landed right next to me. Its claw-like legs snapped at me, and I backed up.
“You’re pretty violent. I wonder how I am going to have to deal with you. Let’s see, maybe I can— [Scattering Displacement]!”
I focused on the [Evolved Centinel], hoping that the Skill would somehow teleport it into the air or something of the like. But it didn’t affect the monster. Of course not.
Instead, it sent the pebbles and boulders lying on the ground behind the [Evolved Centinel] flinging to the air. I scowled. 
“Seriously? Is that it?
Then I paused when I noticed that the rocks continued to float about. They hovered slowly, bouncing around the walls like they were in the ocean. [Planar Navigation] alerted me to the way space bent around the objects— and how their threads all connected to me.
I felt my fingers twitch, and I realized what I could do.
The [Evolved Centinel] charged at me once more, but I flicked a finger. One of the floating stones shot down with incredible speed. It struck the back of the [Evolved Centinel], knocking it down briefly as I grinned.
“Hey. Want to play a game?”
It screeched and got back up. I backed away from it as I began flicking my finger at it.
“Try to dodge the rocks— it’s not going to be easy, though! Rocks are annoying and everywhere in this place!”
I spoke simply as one by one, the floating rocks launched at the [Evolved Centinel]. It was like a hail of rapid-moving projectiles— something that even I’d struggle keeping away from. And they were of all different sizes, some of them larger than even me, while others were as small as a pebble on my fingertips. They came at the [Evolved Centinel] from all directions, battering it before it could reach me.
I was pretty sure that if I tossed a rock at the same speed as they were being propelled, it wouldn’t be as painful as with [Scattering Displacement]. The space magic gripping the rocks definitely enhanced their ability to inflict damage. 
They darted down and discombobulated the [Evolved Centinel] each time it tried to draw closer towards me. I smiled, watching the monster snarl at the floating rocks. It spun around to smash another group of rocks as they winded down towards it, and I yanked them back. I made the rocks avoid the whipping legs of the [Evolved Centinel] before crashing them at its back.
“This is fun, isn’t it? Well, at least for me. I don’t know how much fun it is for you.”
I closed my fingers into my palm and all the floating rocks slammed into the carapace of the [Evolved Centinel]. That actually seemed to hurt it— although, not by a lot. But still, it was hurt by a Skill that was from a Class about 50 levels below it.
Although, since I hurt the [Evolved Centinel], it was now annoyed too. It exploded into the air far faster than it moved before. I watched as it bounced from the floor to the ceiling in mere moments— some kind of Skill that greatly enhanced its speed.
It shot out at me before I could react. The Breastplate of Alexander flashed, protecting me from the attack as I stood my ground. I glared at it.
“Alright, if you want to play rough, I have a few other Skills I’d like to test out.”
I tapped a finger on my chin as the [Evolved Centinel] bounced back, readying for another strike.
“What about… [Mass Particulate Modification]?”
It was a Skill I had gained, but hadn’t added to my Skill Slots. I had three new secondary Skills— [Cube of Isolation], [Dimensional Pocket], and [Mass Particulate Modification]— but only two Skill Slots. I decided that the first one I’d use would be the last in that list.
[Mass Particulate Modification]. I activated the Skill and pointed at the [Evolved Centinel].
“Take this!”
I yelled. 
…
Nothing happened.
The [Evolved Centinel] nearly crashed into me, but a quick Flame Burst with a [Haste] helped me evade it entirely. 
I scowled and tried to use the Skill again.
“Why isn’t it working?”
The [Evolved Centinel] moved even faster now— it blurred and appeared next to me, leaving behind a kind of after-image. I blinked as the Breastplate of Alexander flashed once again. I actually stumbled this time.
“Ugh, you’re being annoying!”
I swiped my claws at it, but the [Evolved Centinel] leapt back out of the way. I frowned when I missed.
“You’re not cooperating! I’m supposed to be testing out my Skills on you! Instead, you’re trying to wear down my Breastplate of Alexander!”
It ricocheted off the walls and struck me once more. I scowled and grabbed it by its legs before it could run away.
“Stop it!”
Black flames wreathed my claws as [Radiant Slash] illuminated the dark cavern. I lashed back at the [Evolved Centinel], expecting it to finish the job. And the attack did do significantly more damage than [Scattering Displacement] did. It even tore off a few legs and smashed open the carapace of the [Evolved Centinel]!
However, it didn’t kill it. I blinked as the [Evolved Centinel] managed to pull itself away from me and limply leap away. It was still alive. It was ready to assail me once more. 
“Why are you…?”
And I realized I’d made a mistake— I was taking the [Evolved Centinel] too lightly. I forgot that it was a creature close to me in levels. Not only that, but it was somehow different— maybe stronger— than a regular Centinel. 
I pursed my lips, feeling a bit annoyed at myself for underestimating it. I shook my head as I stepped forward and created a Nebular Scythe.
“Fine. If you don’t want to help me test out my Skills, then I’ll have to ask you to leave me alone.”
The [Evolved Centinel] didn’t budge. It eyed me with beady eyes, studying my movements. 
“You’re not going to leave me alone?”
I cocked my head, and it answered by snapping at me with its burly mandibles. I parried the attack with my Nebular Scythe as blue flames flared around me. It burned at the Centinel’s broken carapace. At the same time, my other Skills activated. 
“Then, die!”
I scorched the back of the [Evolved Centinel] and sliced its remaining carapace open with my Nebular Scythe. It fought back, of course. It continued bouncing around as I gave chase to it. But it couldn’t keep it up forever— its armor wouldn’t hold.
When the last of its carapace had been pried off, I tore into its body with [Barrage of Cinders]. I grabbed its head and ripped it right off, finishing it off with a satisfied smile.
Defeated [Evolved Spindly Centinel – Lvl. 113]! 
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 65] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 66]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
The notifications resounded in my head as the battle came to a close. I tossed the [Evolved Centinel]s head aside, sighing.
“It didn’t even give me a level up for my Subspecies. What an annoying thing.”
Oh, well. Now that it was dealt with, I finally could test out my remaining secondary Skills. [Cube of Isolation], [Dimensional Pocket], and [Mass Particulate Modification]. 
***
“She didn’t become a [Diabolus’ Neophyte].”
Sal didn’t know how he felt about the decision Salvos made. On one hand, he thought it was foolish— rejecting a powerful Class over such a petty reason? Ridiculous. Utterly ridiculous.
But on the other hand, he found it very much amusing. 
Honestly though, while there were the occasional moments where Sal found himself being entertained in between watching the antics of Salvos and the rebellion of Belzu, he couldn’t help but find himself growing bored from time to time. 
“Something needs to happen to make things more exciting.”
He yawned as on one screen, Salvos began figuring out how [Mass Particulate Modification] worked, and on another screen, Belzu carefully inspected the Sword of Alexander to ascertain all its secrets. Then an idea crossed Sal’s mind.
“A wager.”
He clapped his hands together as a playful smile crept over his face.
“Yes, that would certainly make this more exciting.”
Hopping back onto his feet, a portal opened up before the Devil. He had a few people in mind who he could approach for this wager. The question was— would they be happy to see him?
The answer was quite obvious.
No. No, they would not be happy to see him.




18. Potentials

[Cube of Isolation]. [Dimensional Pocket].  [Mass Particulate Modification].
These were the three remaining secondary Skills I hadn’t tested out yet. I’d already added the last— [Mass Particulate Modification]— into one of my available secondary Skill Slots. I attempted to use it in battle against the [Evolved Centinel]. Unfortunately, it ostensibly did nothing against the creature.
Either I was using the Skill wrong, or it didn’t affect living things. 
I reckoned it was the latter rather than the former. I walked up to the corpse of the [Evolved Centinel] to test it out. Raising a hand, I pointed at it and spoke the Skill’s name.
“[Mass Particulate Modification].” 
My senses were immediately immersed into the [Evolved Centinel]’s broken body. It was like I was holding it in the palm of my hands— but more than that, it felt like it was made out of clay. Like I could mold its shape and change its properties. 
I narrowed my eyes. It wasn’t that I could make it whatever I wanted it to be. I could not do that. Instead, it felt like I could… stretch the body. Or compress it. So, I tried to do exactly just that. I tugged the corpse, feeling like I was pulling it apart. But it didn’t break down any further. Instead, it grew larger.
I watched as the [Evolved Centinel] dwarfed my height entirely until I could stretch it no more. My eyes grew round as I stared at it.
“Huh.”
I could change the size of objects with the Skill!
“Wait, actually—”
I walked up to the enlarged [Evolved Centinel]’s corpse and tried to pick it up. 
“Ugh, heavy…”
Its weight seemed to match its size. And that gave me quite a few ideas. 
“So, if I used [Scattering Displacement] together with [Mass Particulate Modification]... wait, how frequently can I use both Skills?”
As it turned out, I could use both Skills quite often. There wasn’t a cooldown between each Skil’s use— for both [Scattering Displacement] and [Mass Particulate Modification], I could cast the Skills again whenever I wanted if I had enough mana, although the amount of mana used each time depended on what I was doing with the Skills.
It gave me an idea. I activated [Scattering Displacement] to send all the rocks in the room flying. They floated about as I then used [Mass Particulate Modification] on them. I watched as they spun, changing in size, growing larger and heavier into boulders. 
“Then if I just do this—”
I closed my hands into a fist, and the boulders rapidly came crashing together. I grinned, taking a step back.
“That’ll do a lot of damage, I think.” 
Now, it was a good combination of Skills. But what was [Mass Particulate Modification]’s use on its own? 
I could resize objects, but I didn’t see a lot of use on its own. For now, I moved onto my next secondary Skill.
“But between [Cube of Isolation] and [Dimensional Pocket], which should I try first?”
That was the question I had to ask myself. They had very vague names which didn’t let me infer much about what they did. I had to choose at random, then, so I decided on [Dimensional Pocket]. 
“Now, let’s see…”
I tapped a finger on my chin, trying to parse what it could do. So far, my Skills seemed to affect other objects rather than myself or other people. I decided to test the Skill on a rock. I picked up a piece of pebble focused on it, peering into it as the [Dimensional Pocket] took effect.
I blinked as it popped out of existence. I was staring straight into my palms. The rock vanished entirely from existence. It was gone. 
“What…? Where did it go?”
I waved my hands around, trying to bring it back. With a single thought, it reappeared in the palm of my hand. The pebble appeared unharmed— as if it had been in my hand the whole time. 
“How did that—” 
Then it clicked. I understood what it did— it was a Skill that worked just like the Dimensional Storage Unit Daniel had. It was my own personal Bag of Holding that didn’t require a bag. 
I grabbed a few items from my Bag of Holding and kept them away with my [Dimensional Pocket]. They all vanished without so much of a sound. And somewhere in the back of my mind, I knew exactly what I had stored. 
“That is quite useful. That means I can just carry whatever I want with me wherever I go!”
However, was it useful enough for me to use up an entire secondary Skill Slot for it? That left me stumped for a bit. [Cube of Isolation] sounded like it could be useful— if I had to guess what it did, I’d assume it would somehow create a spatial box to trap others within. But if I really wanted to know what it did, I couldn’t just make guesses. I had to replace one of my secondary Skills with it.
And, well, I liked all the secondary Skills I had right now. It was always a risk to pick and choose a new Skill since it’d forever be locked in once the decision was made. Unfortunately, I wasn’t feeling particularly risky right now.
Maybe if I somehow acquired a Dimensional Storage Unit like Daniel had, I’d remove [Dimensional Pocket] as a Skill. For now, I kept what I had and moved on.
The next thing I did was distribute the secondary Skill Points and Stat Points I got from my Class advancement and level ups. I used my Stat Points to bring [Agility] to a nice 300, and invested the rest into my [Wisdom]. As for my secondary Skills, I increased both [Mass Particulate Modification] and [Scattering Displacement] to Level 5, since that would be my most offensive Skill combination with my Class. 
Salvos (Liberator of the Plaguelands)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 114
Class: [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 66
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] - Lvl. 4
[Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] - Lvl. 6
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 6
[Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] - Lvl. 2
[Title Skill: Recall Skill] - Lvl. 1
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 8]
[Vitality]: 142 (+25) 
[Strength]: 125 (+25) 
[Endurance]: 131 (+25) 
[Wisdom]: 234 (+25) (+10)
[Agility]: 300 (+25)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 1]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 10
[Haste] - Lvl. 15
[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 1
[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 6
[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 10
[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 15
[Wings of the Netherworld] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x1
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 2]
[Dimensional Pocket] - Lvl 1
[Mass Particulate Modification] - Lvl 5
[Mystical Projection] - Lvl 15 (Maxed)
[Long Range Teleportation] - Lvl 15
[Planar Navigation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Scattering Displacement] - Lvl. 5
[Warped Time] - Lvl 1
“Alright, I’m ready.”
With that settled, I left the Lair and continued my hunt to get stronger— to defeat more Centinels and get a Grand Skill.
“That reminds me… I’d have thought Sal would at least show up to congratulate me for reaching my Class advancement.”
I cocked my head, curious.
“I wonder why he hasn’t shown up.”
***
A palace floated above a sable sea. Specks of scintillating lights flocked about the castle’s ornate walls, flitting down its gilded hallways, and chattering jovially amongst each other. It was a place far reclused from the rest of the Nexeus— a place that most of the world knew nothing about. Yet, upon entering this space, anyone would instantly know who this palace belonged to. After all, a simple notification would be sure to inform them of it.
Now entering [The Celestial Palace of the Fairy Queen].
It was here that Sal made his first stop for his wager. In the middle of a grand courtroom, where Fairies were laughing and talking in the presence of their Queen, a portal opened up. A red figure  stepped out of the portal, much to the astonishment of the Fairies.
“Halt! You are not allowed here!”
A blue Fairy no larger than Sal’s head flew up to him as her hands glowed with powerful magic. 
“Out of my way, I’m here to speak with Tera.”
The Devil flicked a finger, and the golden Fairy went flying. The surrounding Fairies gasped as blue Fairy crashed into a nearby wall. 
“Honored Rose!”
They shouted in terror. Each of them readied their magic, and a wicked smile spread across Sal’s lips. 
“Hm, thought that would’ve killed her. She’s quite strong for her level, isn’t she? But, alas, I don’t think any of you will survive that.”
He turned his gaze to the other Fairies as their vibrant colors all turned into a paler shade. But before Sal could do anything, a voice cut him off.
“That’s enough.”
A tall figure emerged from behind a curtain. A golden figure that tripled Sal in height with silvery-translucent wings that dwarfed even her person. She eyed him impetuously and crossed all four of her arms across her chest.
“What brings you here, Devil?”
She spat with vitriol in her voice. The Devil just spread his arms wide, grinning.
“Aw, Tera! It’s been so long since we last met! How long has it been? A thousand years? Two thousand years? How’s your little ‘Fairy plane’ project going?”
“I am Teranialiselisandranovaluxical’ah-sham, the Fairy Queen. I ask that you address me by my proper Title, Devil.”
“Oh, you can’t expect me to say that whole thing! Can I just call you Tera, pretty please?”
Her gaze bore into him like daggers. Literally. Sal stumbled back as he created a barrier to dispel her magic before sighing.
“What about calling you Fairy Queen?”
“That is adequate. Now, tell me why you’re here and take your leave.”
“Ugh, you’re always such a party-pooper, you know that right?” 
She stared at him, and he waved a hand off.
“That was a joke. Anyway, wouldn’t you rather speak in private? Right now, we have an audience.”
Sal gestured at the watching Fairies as they cowered behind chairs and tables, listening in on their conversation.
“My subjects know everything that I know. There is no need to keep secrets from them.”
“Well, if you insist. You see, I’m here because I want to make a wager.”
“A wager?”
The first sign of an emotion that was not anger showed on Tera’s face. She tilted her head slightly, and he explained.
“I know you’d rather stay secluded in your little… space here. But there are interesting things happening out there in the rest of the Nexeus right now.”
“I am aware.”
“You are?”
He blinked, genuinely surprised. She nodded.
“Regnorex has begun moving his pieces. His plan will come into fruition soon— the foolish Demon. And the Spirit Lord shall capitalize on that.” 
“I have… absolutely no idea what you’re talking about.”
Sal gave her a blank look. Tera frowned.
“Is this not the subject of your wager?”
“Nope! I was talking about smaller events.” 
He snapped his fingers, creating two images before Tera. A Demon in a cave and a Demon over a ruined city. Behind Sal, a Fairy squeaked when she saw the latter. 
The Devil continued.
“You see these two right here? They are quite special. They have the potential, I believe, to become figures that could shape the future. Something even beyond a generational talent— people like you and me.”
Tera raised a brow.
“That is quite high praise coming from you, Devil.”
“It really is! Anyway, the problem is that having two such individuals in a single lifetime isn’t… well, it’s not impossible, but it certainly isn’t likely!” 
Sal clapped his hands together, beaming.
“So, knowing that, I was thinking of holding a wager— don’t worry, it won’t be between you and me since I know more about both of them than you. I’d be asking others, too! And you’d be betting against them. You’re simply the first person I thought to ask since we’re such good friends.”
Tera leaned forward, ignoring the comment. She peered at both images, her eyes flashing into different shades before a flicker of recognition ran through them. 
“This is… Belzu, isn’t it?”
“You know him?”
“I know of him. And I know the only reason Regnoex hasn’t disposed of that insect is because he believes that Belzu still serves some use for him.” 
“Oh?”
“Don’t play the fool, Devil. You and I both know that Regnorex fears failing against Humankind a second time. With Belzu, he can weaken their defenses before he strikes.” 
“I’ll be real, I’m not that close with Reggie boy.”
He raised a hand to cover his mouth and spoke conspiratorially.
“Between you and me, I don’t think he likes me.”
Tera shook her head, turning to the other screen. She stared at Salvos as her brows snapped together.
“Is she… staring at a rock?”
“I—”
Sal blinked and faced the screen. He watched as Salvos picked up a pebble and focused on it for a moment. Then the Devil scratched the back of his head.
“She’s a bit eccentric…?”
“Hmph.”
Tera made a displeased noise and dismissed the images. She turned around, speaking in clear displeasure.
“You ask me for my opinion, Devil, and I shall give it to you. I believe that neither of them shall come close to even reaching our levels. They both shall perish and be forgotten about in the next ten thousand years— as is the fate of all those who came before them, seeking out greatness.”
With that, the Fairy Queen settled back into her throne.
“Now leave, Devil. Before I lose my patience.”
“Alright, alright. I guess I could ask the Beast what it thinks— if it doesn’t try and kill me. Still, don’t you think that’s a bit harsh? Surely you think they stand a bit of a chance at reaching their potential, right?”
“No.”
She replied simply.
“Do you?”
The Devil’s eyes flickered towards Salvos. He paused for a moment and tapped a finger on his chin.
“Maybe.”
And with that, he took his leave.




19. Cornucopia

The Bloodied Gulf was a complex network of ravines intersecting with larger ravines intersecting with larger ravines. It was a gulf that had been burrowed out beneath a gulf at the southern edge of Secely where the soil was stained a blood red. Centinel’s crawled through every inch of this dark cave-system. Thanks to [Salvo of Vanity], I was able to map out quite a bit of the area around me so that I’d know where I could find the best Centinels to fight for me to level. 
I entered the Lairs of these [Senior Centinels]. Many of them were in the lower Level 100s, which didn’t pose too much of a threat for me. And since I specifically chose with Lair to enter, I always picked the ones that were more secluded from other Centinels so that my fighting wouldn’t attract even more of the monsters towards me. It would mitigate the risk. 
Unfortunately, it didn’t eliminate the risk factor entirely.
I managed to avoid getting into a fight that was too difficult for a few days, but my luck had run out. Because, right now, I was locked in battle with a higher-leveled [Senior Centinel]— Level 130, one of the highest-leveled [Senior Centinel] I’d seen so far. And my battle with it had drawn the attention of an unwanted visitor. An [Evolved Centinel]. One I’d encountered before. It was Level 121 and had spike-like legs covering its entire as it rolled quickly across the ground, tearing it up.
Maybe I would’ve been able to deal with these two just fine on their own. But they weren’t alone. There were other [Older Centinels] and [Younger Centinels] here, too. They didn’t pose much of a risk— more of an annoyance. A hindrance that made it hard to focus on the two main threats here.
They crawled up the walls, giving chase to me with the [Senior Serpentfiend] leading the way. I sent a wave of blue fire at them to keep them back, but the [Evolved Centinel] barreled its way towards me from behind. I flipped over the attack and struck out with my Nebular Scythe. The back bladed edge was caught in the spiky limbs of the [Evolved Centinel]. Before I could pull away, the [Senior Centinel] crashed into my side.
I went soaring through the air as the Breastplate of Alexander flashed. It absorbed the attack, although the impact still knocked me back. I scowled as I tossed the Nebular Scythe, lodging it into the side of the [Senior Centinel]’s armored head.
The carapace broke as the [Senior Centinel] raised its undulating body in pain. It let out an agonizing screech, spraying acid by sheer instinct. Before I could capitalize on this moment of weakness, the [Evolved Centinel] launched a flurry of spikes at me. I blinked, caught off-guard by the sudden attack. Some kind of Skill that allowed it to detach its limbs? Or no— it was firing the very edges of its claws en mass. Rapid blasts that I needed [Haste] to avoid.
I was starting to get very annoyed by the constant pressure from both these Centinels. And that was not to mention all the other weaker Centinels that were present here. I had to deal with them before they drew the attention of even more Centinels into the area— especially if another [Evolved Centinel] showed up.
I’d been reserving my Skills— holding back, so to speak. Keeping them for when it was appropriate, rather than using my best Skills against every Centinel I faced. And this moment seemed like the time and place to use them. I spread my bone-like wings wide as I took off into the air. The Centinels gave chase, but I activated [Warped Time] and moved faster, keeping entirely away from them.
I sent another wave of blue flames, washing over the horde of Centinels as I swooped down, grabbing a [Junior Centinel] that avoided the blast. I picked it up with a grin. 
“Hi! I’m Salvos! Mind blowing up for me?”
It struggled as I tossed it straight at the [Evolved Centinel]. It seemed to glow— its carapace was marked with a shining symbol. The [Evolved Centinel] began to roll away, but I pointed.
“Stay.”
And it halted. [Demon’s Mark] engulfed the [Junior Centinel] in bloodied flames before compressing and exploding into a pillar of crimson. It consumed everything within its perimeters, scorching the other Centinels close by. 
“Alright, that’ll hold it for a minute.”
I flew back down as I began to morph. My body twisted into something else, growing four more arms as I became taller. My face contorted like it was being tugged out and I bore fangs that were far sharper than my claws before I had transformed. I crashed straight into the [Senior Centinel] as [Demonic Essence] took hold of me.
I bared my teeth, tearing into the shelled body of the [Senior Centinel]. It shrieked as I used [Radiant Slash] to slice open its carapace. Then with a flurry of [Barrage of Cinders], I ravaged its soft body with all six of my claws. 
The [Senior Centinel] thrashed about, spraying its acid wildly all over the ground as it tried to throw me off its side. [Faux Limbs] protruded from my back and gripped the side of the [Senior Centinel] so I wouldn’t fall off. 
I continued assailing the [Senior Centinel] as the crimson flames of [Demon’s Mark] dissipated. From the corner of my eye, I saw a blur. Something speeding through the red, headed straight towards me. I pried off more of the [Senior Centinel]’s armor, revealing its fleshy bits. Then I flipped out of the way. 
The [Evolved Centinel]— its body was charred and half of its barbed limbs were missing— barreled straight at the side of the [Senior Centinel]. It knocked the [Senior Centinel] back, shredding open more of the [Senior Centinel]’s skin. 
I watched from above as the [Evolved Centinel] tried to gather itself, only for the [Senior Centinel] to turn an angry gaze at it. The [Evolved Centinel] backed up, clearly uncertain as to what to do, but the [Senior Centinel] didn’t think twice and lashed out at the [Evolved Centinel].
Good, I thought, raising my hand as black flames began wisp off my fingertips, turning into a Nebular Bow and Arrow. That’ll buy me a moment to do this. Most of the regular Centinel’s in the Lair were already dead. The rest were being distracted by an onslaught of [Scattering Displacement]. And now that the two main threats were distracted by each other, I could take a deep breath and enhance my Nebular Arrow into something more. 
First, sable motes wisped off it like a dark mist as it turned into a Nebular Blazing Bolt. Then the mist seemed to solidify into jagged edges— the black metal-like arrow somehow grew a shade darker. Symbols began to outline the Nebular Blazing Bolt, refining it to become far stronger and more controlled.
I aimed the Refined Nebular Blazing Bolt at the [Senior Centinel] as it crashed into the side of the cavern’s wall. The entire Lair shook, and I loosed the arrow. The Refined Nebular Blazing Bolt launched out like a single black beam— one that moved so fast it reached its target the instant I let go of the bowstring.
The Refined Nebular Blazing Bolt tore straight into the weakened side of the [Senior Centinel]. Nothing stopped it from burrowing straight through the flesh and lodging itself deep within the giant monster. Then a beat passed— a moment where nothing happened. Before, finally, the arrow exploded.
It was a compressed blast— one that didn’t consume nearly as much space as my [Demon’s Mark]. In fact, it was quite small. It barely expanded beyond the width of the [Senior Centinel]. But it tore the [Senior Centinel] in half. An entire segment of the [Senior Centinel]’s body was gone as it collapsed in two long pieces.
I grinned, lowering my Nebular Bow. The [Evolved Centinel] paused and stared at its dead companion. Then it turned and hissed at me. I unloaded a salvo of Nebular Arrows at the [Evolved Centinel] as it shot its own projectiles my way. But before its projectiles could reach me, I redirected the rocks floating around with [Scattering Displacement], enlarging them with [Mass Particulate Modification] to intercept the attack. 
The projectiles of the [Evolved Centinel] never reached me, but my own arrows stuck out of its sides, replacing the limbs it had lost. I spread my arms wide as the [Evolved Centinel] hesitated.
“Is that all you got?”
It faced me, then looked towards all the dead Centinels around it. Blue, black, and red fire ebbed away at their corpses, filling the Lair with smoke. Something clicked inside of the [Evolved Centinel]’s head, and it moved.
I watched as the [Evolved Centinel] spun around and began to flee. I narrowed my eyes. 
“Oh, no you don’t!”
With a beat of my wings, I shot forward towards the [Evolved Centinel]. It was hard to catch, but I simply created a regular flaming kusarigama with [The Primordial Spark] and tossed the chains around its side. I caught the [Evolved Centinel] before it could get too far and pulled it my way. 
It flopped over on the ground as I loomed over it. It backed up, shaking, trembling in fear as I raised my six claws. It raised its own limbs too, then I paused. My eyes narrowed.
“Are you… submitting to me?”
I stared at the [Evolved Centinel] as it showed me its underbelly. The weakest part of its carapace. It didn’t even protect itself with its arms. 
I cocked my head.
“Now, what should I do with you?”
I thought about it for a moment as the [Evolved Centinel] quivered. It looked at me with eyes rounder than usual, with a hint of a glint as if it was tearing up at me. It didn’t want to die. It was more intelligent than the other Centinels in that it knew it didn’t want to die.
I shrugged.
“Ah, well, shouldn’t have attacked me in the first place.”
I raised my claws and it shrieked. The [Evolved Centinel] struck back against me, but I ducked under the attack and dug my claws straight into its ‘chest’. I ripped it apart and tossed it aside.
“Not like you would have spared me if I was the one who lost this fight.”
Defeated [Evolved Spiky Centinel – Lvl. 121]! 
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Cleared [Lair: Centinels Camp]! 
Experience is awarded for clearing a Lair!
Defeated [Senior Centinel – Lvl. 107]! 
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
...
Defeated [Senior Centinel – Lvl. 130]! 
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 114] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 115] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
…
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 117] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 118] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 66] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 67]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
…
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 71] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 72]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
With the battle finished, I was inundated with a lot of notifications— notifications of all the levels I’d gained over the past few days. I was close to Level 120 in my Subspecies, and had finally broken past Level 70 with my Class. It was because I’d cleared out multiple Centinel Lairs, at this point. Probably dozens of them. 
It was odd, honestly. I’d have thought it’d be a Dungeon with these many Lairs so closely interspersed together. However, not only were all the Lairs called the same thing— the Centinels Camp— they also all belonged to the same type of monster. Maybe that was why it didn’t qualify as a Dungeon?
I shook my head as I turned away from the corpse of the [Evolved Centinel]. I was tired, and the battle had drained me quite a bit. If more Centinels— especially stronger Centinels— showed up now, I’d be very much vulnerable to them. I was just about to take my leave when I spotted a crack on one of the far walls. This Lair had been rather large compared to the others. It was like a long tunnel. And at the other side of the tunnel, the walls were beginning to crumble due to the damage my [Demon’s Mark] did. And it looked like there was something beyond the wall.
[Planar Navigation] couldn’t reach that far. I had to get closer to get a sense of what was there. I blinked as I sensed… odd objects. Ones that seemed to emanate with power, but also… not really? 
I frowned as I pulled away at more of the wall, revealing what was on the other side. And I saw— 
Now entering [Lair: Centinels Cornucopia]!
Corpses. Human corpses. Hundreds of them. And on them, they still had their weapons and armors. Artifacts that they brought with them to the Bloodied Gulf.
“Huh. Daniel would’ve loved this place.”




20. Changing

Now entering [Lair: Centinels Cornucopia]!
I peered through the hole in the wall— at the rotten remains of hundreds of Humans. But there weren’t just Humans even though they clearly dominated the pile; there were also corpses of fish and marine life… or rather, former life. I was going to assume that, judging from what the Humans wore, they were mostly adventurers.
People who ventured into the Bloodied Gulf for whatever grand quest they sought out. Well, it didn’t work out for them considering that they were dead. And since they were dead, the artifacts probably sucked. Seriously, I bet they were Medium Grade at most!
I picked up a bracelet off an arm and used [Identification] on it.
[Cast Fireball of the August Archmage Alyssa: Former High Grade Weapon - A one-time use bracelet enchanted with the fiery magic of Archmage Alyssa, founder of Mavos Academy. It has already been used, but its residual magic and enchantment can be studied by a keen [Mage].]
“Huh. Nevermind, I guess.”
Apparently, the adventurers who came to the Bloodied Gulf were well-prepared. Most of their artifacts were, unfortunately, inert, but they had powerful magic imbued in them once. The adventurers just weren’t cut out for surviving such a dangerous place. 
I strolled over the corpses, tapping a finger on my chin.
“But why is it a Lair? And why are all the corpses gathered here, anyway?”
I had many questions. I found it odd as I sifted through the bodies. It was odd— I’d have thought that most of them would already have decomposed by now. However, despite their rotting appearance, none of them seemed any closer to turning into skeletal remains than the others. Not only that, but there was also no stench. Corpses normally radiated a distinct smell which Humans hated. I didn’t understand their repulsion to it, but I knew the smell. I recognized the smell.
But I didn’t smell anything like that, here.
Even the bodies of sea creatures had the same blackened texture to their corpses. Like they’d been dried of all the moisture in their body— desiccated and left to forever rot in this chamber. 
I did manage to gather quite a few artifacts that seemed like they’d be useful, and they actually worked too, which was always good. The first was an axe with a glowing crystalline edge; it was remarkably cleaned and polished, despite the mess of a body I took it from.
[The Juggernaut’s Bane: High Grade Weapon - An axe that has been enchanted with powerful spatial magic. When its effects are activated, it can grow up to ten times its size and inflict additional spatial magic damage.]
I wasn’t sure if I’d actually use it in battle, I just knew that it’d be good to study, especially since it was a High Grade artifact imbued with a space magic enchantment. And considering that I now knew basic rune work, maybe I could learn a thing or two for my own Nebular or even Primordial weapons.
There were arrows, too. Bolts that were golden and glowing in the dark room. I picked them off a dead [Archer]’s body, curious as to their effects. They were another set of High Grade artifacts, of course. But surprisingly enough, they weren’t one-time use items.
[Recursion Bolt of Greater Piercing: High Grade Weapon - An arrow that is enchanted to teleport back to the user after use. It is also enchanted with greater piercing.] 
“So, if I do this—”
I nocked one of the arrows into my Nebular Bow.  I only had four of them. I loosed one and it struck against the side wall. With a tug of my finger, I recalled the Recursion Bolt of Greater Piercing back into my bow as I pulled it back once more. The arrow appeared and was instantly fired once more.
“Interesting, so I can rapid fire the arrows, huh?”
I repeated it multiple times, and the arrows were always instantly nocked and ready to be loosed when I recalled them. I grinned as I kept the first two weapons in my [Dimension Pocket].
Those were good— useful, even. Unfortunately, not everything I found was particularly useful. Although, some of them seemed valuable like a Glove of Heat Resistance. I thought they’d give me some sort of Heat Resistance effect, but apparently only the gloves were resistant to heat. Probably something a [Blacksmith] would use. I kept those too, just to give to Daniel when I next saw him.
He’d probably want me to sell it. Maybe I’d trade them for something I really wanted, at most. But I wasn’t going to go through the entire process of selling things since that usually took a while.
There were other valuable items. A few protective artifacts, but none of them could be added on the Breastplate of Alexander. I kept those, though. Not for selling or giving to Daniel, but in case the Breastplate of Alexander broke or something happened to its enchantment.
Other than that, I also got myself a pair of boots and a cloak.
[Speedster’s Boots: Medium Grade Armor - Increases [Agility] by +5 and [Endurance] by +3 when worn.]
It wasn’t the biggest boost, but it was still helpful. And as for the cloak—
[Shrouded Veil: Medium Grade - Makes the user harder to spot when staying hidden.]
That was good. It’d help me hide better if I ever wanted to avoid a fight.
I put on the boots and cloak, grinning as I looked over my new Status. I was much stronger now compared to when I first arrived in the Bloodied Gulf. I’d leveled quite a bit, however I still hadn’t gotten a Grand Skill. I was hoping to get a Grand Skill by Level 125— although, considering I had no direction whatsoever here, I wasn't sure if that was possible.
I continued to explore the Lair, searching for any sign of Centinel life since it was, well, a Lair. And it took me a while to even find the semblance of a Centinel. However, it wasn’t what I expected.
Normal Lairs were typically filled with the vibrant eggs of Centinels. This one didn’t have any of those. Instead, it was also populated with the corpses of Centinels. I found myself turning over the rotting bodies of the dead Centinels— desiccated, no different from the dead bodies of everything else I found here. 
“Weird.”
I tapped a finger on my chin, curious. It wasn’t the largest Lair; it was a circular cave chamber that was about a hundred feet from one end to the other. So, I had explored about everything there was to explore at this point. It had piqued my interest. I wanted to know what made this Lair different. So, I decided to wait.
I sat in the shadows, hidden by my new [Shrouded Veil] and waited for a Centinel— any Centinel, really— to show up in the Centinels Cornucopia. After all, it was a Lair that belonged to them, so surely a Centinel or two would show up at one point, right?
Well, I wasn’t sure how long I waited, but even after quite a bit of time had passed, nothing showed up. I grew bored eventually and passed the time looking through the non-valuable items most of the corpses had on them. I found a few books— diaries and the like— and kept them with [Dimensional Pocket]. Honestly, I was glad I got that Skill because it was very convenient.
I could even use it to change what I was wearing in an instant!
After what felt like forever, something finally decided to show up. I heard the soft clicking of Centinel footsteps approach, and I immediately hid myself. I waited patiently for the figure to draw closer. From the shadows, I spotted a familiar [Evolved Centinel] make its way into the Centinels Cornucopia. 
It was the Level 135 [Evolved Centinel]. It skittered in with its undulating lower body typical of a Centinel, but with an upper body that was more akin to a Human or a Cyclops. It carried in its arms a large sea creature— some kind of giant squid that had spikes poking out of its pores. 
The [Evolved Centinel] tossed the body onto the top of the pile as its carapace drew back. I blinked, watching tendrils emerge from beneath its carapace and reach for the squid. 
Is it… eating the body?
Wait, no— it wasn’t eating the squid. It was… sucking something from it? A glow. An aura. But not any kind of magic I’d ever seen. 
And the [Evolved Centinel]’s form changed. 




21. It Leveled Up

The [Evolved Centinel]’s form changed. Previously, it had been a twisted mix of a Centinel with its slithering and segmented lower body with an anthropomorphic upper body. Now, it began to misshapen even further. Its head grew longer into the shape of an arrow just like that of the squid it had dragged down here. It wasn’t exactly a significant change— quite subtle, to be honest— but it was still a change.
And beyond that… there was something different about the [Evolved Centinel] now. Not in anything physical about it, but in that odd aura it absorbed from the sea creature’s body. It wasn’t mana— I could tell it wasn’t mana. It was something else. I couldn’t see it in the same way I saw the strands of mana weaving through the air to create the foundational fabric of the world. I just saw a flickering and sensed something leaving the desiccated squid carcass.
Then the ethereal tendrils protruding from beneath the [Evolved Centinel]’s shell vanished as its armor closed back up. Its body was once again covered and protected, while a shuddering wave washed over it as it let out a screech. I took a step back, confused.
Huh. I really should’ve taken that opportunity to get the drop on the [Evolved Centinel] but I was too curious about what it was doing to interrupt what it was doing. So, I had watched. And I continued to watch. I observed the [Evolved Centinel] as it skittered around the room, trembling and making soft clicking noises at itself with its mandibles. My head cocked to the side as it seemed to hug itself and shiver.
Then, without warning, it was shrouded over. A ball of black consumed it and the center of the Lair in its entirety. It was like I was staring into an abyss— a deep darkness that seemed to echo with my thoughts as I peered into it. It… was not a hole in the world. I didn't sense any disruptive space magic here, contorting the dimensional fabric in the area. But it was magic. And it was a kind of magic that obscured everything within. Even my [Planar Navigation] Skill struggled to properly track the movements of what was within.
I waited, watching as a beat passed, and then another. Finally, after what felt like half an hour, the sphere of darkness vanished. The [Evolved Centinel] emerged from the shadows as if it had taken a bath in a pool of dark ink. It seemed content. Like it had just tested out a new Skill it obtained and was pleased to see its effects weren’t suboptimal. 
That was interesting. I was pretty sure that somehow, someway, the [Evolved Centinel] had absorbed the Skill of that squid? Or at least, a Skill. 
And that was what had happened to all the corpses in the room.
I wasn’t sure if it was this particular [Evolved Centinel] to have done it to every desiccated corpse in the Lair, but I knew it was responsible for at least some of them. And that made it quite dangerous. 
So, I had to deal with it now before it grew stronger. Especially if it really could absorb Skills like I just observed.
I stepped out of the shadows as flames wreathed my body, creating a matte gray Nebular Armor like a knight. I designed it specifically so that it’d resemble the [Evolved Centinel]’s own carapace. I waved the Juggernaut’s Bane at the [Evolved Centinel] as it recoiled and leapt back, readying itself for an attack.
“Hi! I’m Salvos.”
I greeted it happily in a muffled voice. It just eyed me, confused— perplexed at how I was even here. I gestured at the body. 
“So, I was just wondering— did you absorb a Skill from that giant monster squid? And can you do that with every corpse you find or…?”
It didn’t respond, of course. I shrugged.
“Look, I just want to know if that’s what you’d planned to do with me. I mean, you do remember attacking me, right?”
The [Evolved Centinel] warily circled around me as I mirrored its movements, dragging the Juggernaut’s Bane behind me. Then the [Evolved Centinel] halted. It suddenly paused, and I tilted my head. 
It leaned forward slightly as if it was about to share a secret. I waited, and it spoke in a guttural voice.
“Yes.”
I blinked, surprised to have actually gotten a reply. The words sounded twisted— like crackling of debris falling down a cliff face. It was grating to the ears. And the worst part was that it wasn’t spoken in any language I knew. 
It wasn’t the same language I’d been talking to others in the Nexeus with, and it wasn’t English. It was something else. No— it was barely even a language. It could communicate, yes. But in a very basic manner that amounted to just that.
I took a step back as the [Evolved Centinel] tilted its body. I bit my lower lip.
“You’re different from the other Centinels— not just you, but the other [Evolved Centinels]. You’re not actually wild, are you?”
It just gave me a confused look, and I frowned. Maybe it was wild? I couldn’t quite tell just yet.
“Why did you attack me?”
I lowered my weapons, trying to show that I meant no harm. It didn’t ease up even one little bit.
“Because… kill…”
“Because you just want to kill me?”
I raised a brow, and the [Evolved Centinel] shuddered. It seemed to ponder for a moment, thinking of what to say next. Then it took a step forward, letting out a soft hissing noise.
“Kill… us… you…”
And I finally understood what it meant. 
“Huh. So, you’re upset because I’m killing Centinels?”
It didn’t reply, and I nodded.
“But you kill your own, don’t you?”
“No!”
It yelled, angry— upset that I even accused it of such a thing. I gestured at the other Centinels.
“They do, though. Even if you don’t, the other Centinels kill each other without a thought— they attack me without a thought. They’re wild!”
“Doesn’t… matter!”
It faced me angrily as it held its arms out, pouring magic into a yellow, liquid sphere. I tensed as it shouted.
“Kill… us… so… I… kill… you!”
The [Evolved Centinel] tossed the acidic orb at me, and I leapt out of the way. My wings spread wide as [Haste] helped me move fast and avoid the magical projectile. I pointed at the [Evolved Centinel] as it created a fireball this time. 
“[Warped Time]!”
I trapped it in a bubble of slowed space so that all of its movements would decelerate. I swooped down at it as the Juggernaut’s Bane grew to the size of a small house and slammed the axe into the back of the [Evolved Centinel] from afar. 
It reeled back from the strike, letting its magic dissipate as it skittered away from the [Warped Time].
“Oh, no, you don’t!”
The bubble of slowed space followed it as I gave chase. The [Evolved Centinel] raised its arms, this time casting a different spell. I swung the giant axe at it once more, but all of a sudden the ground beneath me erupted.
I watched as a molten pillar shot up and out of the ground at me. It moved so fast, I couldn’t move out of the way in time. I had to use a [Long Range Teleport] to pull me far off to the side, away from the blast of lava.
I steadied myself, only to see the [Evolved Centinel] suddenly looming over me. It raised its arm as the image of an ice knight appeared behind it. My eyes grew wide, and it sliced down. I wreathed myself in flames to dampen the strike, but it sheared straight through both the blue flames and my Nebular Armor. It only stopped at the Breastplate of Alexander which sparked out and knocked the attack back. 
That Skill reminded me of the kind of attacks Zix— that annoying Kobold Zealot— would employ. Powerful. Just like Zix, the [Evolved Centinel] somehow drew the strength of something else. But that was not a Centinel’s Skill— a stolen Skill from some [Mage] it had… no, he had killed.
That was right— this [Evolved Centinel] wasn’t wild. He could think. He wasn’t just fighting wildly. I wanted to take a moment to pause and consider this fact. Was this what the Devil intended for me to overcome in the Bloodied Gulf?
But the question would remain unanswered as the [Evolved Centinel] grabbed me by both my arms, preventing me from pulling away. He followed up with a headbutt, and I recoiled.
“Kill you! I kill you!”
He repeated himself as the lava rained down all around us. It didn’t scorch him for whatever reason, but I could see the sizzling of my Breastplate of Alexander. I grimaced and flipped around, kicking the [Evolved Centinel] in the head.
It let go of me as I pulled away from him. He stumbled back, screeching at me, but I was already giving myself distance away from him. His chest glowed a moment later, and he was engulfed in a crimson blast.
I escaped from the Lair as the explosion blew it apart in its entirety. I panted, watching and waiting for the notification in my head. It didn’t come. And a shadow emerged from the blast.
The [Evolved Centinel] staggered forward, its carapace cracked and broken to reveal his malformed insides to me. It didn’t look like an ordinary Centinel’s soft skin— instead, it was a mangled mess like it had been scarred from a thousand battles. Many of which had been re-opened from [Demon’s Mark].
I narrowed my eyes.
“Are you still going to insist on fighting? Because I will kill you, you know? Otherwise, we can talk.”
He stumbled forward as he met my gaze.
“No.”
He replied simply. I shrugged.
“Very well, then.”
I raised my claws, readying a [Radiant Slash]. This would not kill him, but it would hurt him quite a bit. He’d still be able to put up a fight even with the combined injuries of both of my strongest Skills. However, the question wasn’t whether he’d win— the question was how long he’d survive after?
The [Evolved Centinel] seemed to realize that as well because instead of taking on a fighting stance, he spun around and began to skitter away. 
“Get back here!”
I called out at him, and he froze. I lashed out with my [Radiant Slash], speeding his way in that second he was unable to react. But before I could make contact with him, he twitched and suddenly everything was dark. 
It took me a second to realize what had happened. The [Evolved Centinel] had caught me in the ball of darkness it had created earlier. My movements slowed— it was like I was swimming through very heavy water. My movements were half the speed of what they should be. I couldn’t see anything. I couldn’t hear anything. I tried to wade my way around my inky surroundings, but I didn’t know which way was which. What was up and what was down? I didn’t know.
So, I struggled in the darkness for a minute. Then two minutes. Until, finally, I broke free. I emerged from the shadows and rolled onto the ground, on guard— prepared for a surprise attack. But when I looked around, I saw nothing.
The darkness disappeared, leaving me alone in the cave chamber. The [Evolved Centinel] fled. He ran away.
“Huh. Coward.”
I shook my head, annoyed that I didn’t get to kill him after all his talk about killing me. Well, at least I got some experience from destroying the Lair— maybe I even leveled up?
Cleared [Lair: Centinels Cornucopia]! 
Experience is awarded for clearing a Lair!
General Skill [Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] has leveled up!
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension - Lvl. 1] -> [Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension - Lvl. 2]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill! 
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 118] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 119] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 72] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 73]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
I blinked as I took in the second notification again.
“Wait— what leveled up, now?”




22. Interlude – Edithe’s Explanation Part One

It had been a month since the fall of Nightsveil. The news of Nixa’s destruction was still fresh in everybody’s minds; countries were reeling from the fact that they could very much be wiped off the face of the world if they were next in the path of the Primeval Demon’s rampage. They were readying themselves— receding back into their borders and mustering up their armies so they wouldn’t be the next ones to fall. 
The coalition army that had once been formed was shattered. It had been the most the nations of Humankind had cooperated with each other since the days of Alexander. They had amassed many great armies led by Elites and filled with Diamonds to fell the Primeval Demon. And each time, against all odds, Belzu had beaten back their best. Even outnumbered and outmatched, he would somehow come out victorious.  
Edithe Dawnrise had been reading up on the reports— the battles that had taken place between the coalition armies and the Primeval Demon. She couldn’t believe what she saw. Some of the greatest generals she’d heard of had been slain in battle against the Primeval Demon. Powerful adventurers— Elites who’d accomplished only what she could imagine— defeated with ease.
Sure, it hadn’t been every single great warrior and tactician in the world coming together to face Belzu, but that was nigh impossible to get. In war, you didn’t send your country’s army straight into the enemy’s borders all at once; that was both foolish and difficult to manage.
With what Edithe was reading, she truly thought that they’d have been able to crush Belzu from the very first coalition army they sent. Just… he somehow won each time. 
It was ridiculous. And now, nations were too afraid to cooperate. The Vaun Qieur Empire was trying to pick up the remains and gather other countries to once again face the Primeval Demon as he barreled up north. Edithe wasn’t sure where he was going, but he’d fortunately been stalled at the Inoria Empire. For whatever reason, he’d been more muted since he crossed the country’s borders. While he was still razing cities to the ground, he wasn’t acting as outwardly as before.
Edithe remembered there being something about Inoria being related to Demons— it was both a rumor and something Daniel mentioned. She never really gave it much thought, but judging from Belzu’s actions now, it probably had some credence to it.
Whatever the case was, this presented an opportunity to prepare for Belzu once he finally navigated through Inoria’s borders. After all, she knew his next destination.
“The Shedos Republic. Or, just Shedos.”
Hadrian shook his head as he spoke. He sat across from Edithe as the sun shone from behind his head, casting a shadow over his face. They were back in Viechester, sitting in a cafe at the city’s center. 
“That is what Dad told me— the Norwood Family guards the Greaves of Alexander. Their estate is located in Shedos, and they are likely the Primeval Demon’s next target.” 
“Are you certain?”
Edithe asked, leaning forward. He nodded.
“The Boots of Alexander is guarded by the Veridian Family, but they are located further up north, so the Primeval Demon will likely target the Norwod Family first before going after the Veridians.”
“And what about the Crown of Alexander?”
“It’s guarded by a family in the Vaun Qieur Empire— but that doesn’t really matter. The Crown of Alexander only works when used together with the other treasures of Alexander. On its own, it is useless. The Primeval Demon will save it for last.”
“I see.”
Edithe massaged her temples as Hadrian finished his explanation. She honestly just wanted a drink right now to forget all her problems— and it was only noon. But she couldn’t just sit around and do nothing, so she’d been discussing the next course of action with Hadrian.
Speaking of, he shifted slightly and glanced over at her.
“So… what do you think?”
“What do I think?”
She blinked, and he averted his gaze slightly. Why was he asking her for her advice? Wasn’t he the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company? But no— she forgot that until recently, while Hadrian had been the leader, he still had the guidance of someone to seek out from. Baris, his father. 
But now, Baris was dead. And Hadrian was lost.
“I’m just not sure what we should do, or if we should even do anything at all, Edithe. I’m… isn’t this completely out of our hands?”
He gestured helplessly behind him. The streets were relatively empty for this time of the day— Viechester was a city that relied heavily on trade, and right now, many [Traders] and [Merchants] were too scared to travel with their wares. There were a few children out watching the occasional street performer, but it was otherwise quite barren compared to the usual sigh.
Hadrian continued.
“That Primeval Demon has brought all of Humankind to its knees— we’re just some company in the Sunmere Republic. This… this isn’t something we can help with, right?”
Edithe stared at Hadrian. She’d known he wasn’t really feeling like himself after everything he’d recently been through, but this was unprecedented. The red-haired woman gritted her teeth and got to her feet.
“I’m honestly not sure, either. This has been a lot to take in. But if I know one thing, it’s that we’re the Valiant Dreamers. We have a duty to do what is right, always.”
She shook her head, proffering Hadrian a hand. Her eyes flickered to the left as a little boy clapped at the finishing act of a stream performance.
“We cannot just let others down. And we’re not alone in this, are we?”
Just as she spoke, four figures appeared down the street. A delegation dressed in ornate clothing, bearing the insignia of a company known all throughout the Human lands. 
The Rising Veterans Company. One of the Three Honorable Companies. The so-called protectors of Humankind. And they instantly set their eyes on the two members of the Valiant Dreamers Company. 
Hadrian shifted and accepted Edithe’s hand.
“Right. Thanks, Edithe.”
—--
“Viechester has changed quite a bit since I’ve last been here. It’s a lot… emptier, now.”
Leopold idly commented as the group strolled down the streets of the city. Edithe glanced over at him as he flicked his long green bangs back. He was one of the members of the delegation from the Rising Veterans Company— the leader of the delegation. A Level 131 [Archer]. Apparently, Hadrian had met him a long time ago.
The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company shook his head
“It is. Everyone is scared— afraid. They fear what could happen to them after what they’ve heard of Nixa.”
“Hmph, perhaps the politicians back in Varoux should learn a bit from the common folk. They are too busy squabbling amongst themselves for Sunmere to effectively take action against this Primeval Demon threat.”
“And that’s why you’re here?”
Edithe turned to Leopold and the three adventurers following him. A woman with brown hair, Claire, nodded.
“Indeed. We were sent by Nikodemus to reach out to your company to cooperate. Other delegations have been sent to other companies not already allied with the Rising Veterans, of course. This will require the combined efforts of more than just the Honorable Companies.”
“I think it’ll require more than just companies.”
The red-haired woman pointed out with a frown. Leopold chuckled.
“That is true, but while countries play their politics, we’ll have no choice but to act. We need the strongest companies on board with us as soon as possible. And the Valiant Dreamers happen to be one of the biggest companies out there. Unless… you’re saying your company does not wish to fight the Primeval Demon?”
Hadrian and Edithe exchanged a glance. They both spoke at the same time with determined voices.
“No.”
But Hadrian hesitated after a moment.
“However, we are still… reeling from recent events. I’m not sure if we’d be as beneficial as you think we’d be.”
Leopold tapped a finger on his chin.
“Reeling? Ah, yes, I’ve heard about what happened to your father. You have my condolences.” 
“Thank you, but that’s not what I was talking about.”
Hadrian’s eyes darted to what was up ahead. Edithe blinked as she looked up. Then she sighed. 
“Seriously? Please not right now.”
Leopold paused as he eyed the figures waiting up ahead, just outside of the headquarters of the Valiant Dreamers Company.
“Who are they?” 
He asked with a questioning gaze. They slowly approached Edithe, Hadrian, and the delegation from the Rising Veterans Company. The red-haired woman scowled as the man leading them took a step forward and introduced himself.
“Greetings, delegation of the Rising Veterans Company. My name is Jake, and we’re the True Valiants Company. Also, former members of the Valiant Dreamers Company after Baris’ betrayal.”
That was the thing— Leopold might’ve thought that there’d be no complications when gathering adventuring companies together to face Belzu. But he didn’t realize that just like countries, companies too had their own politics and issues. Edithe realized this. And she knew things going forward wouldn’t be as simple as taking up arms into battle.




23. Interlude – Edithe’s Explanation Part Two

Jake was a relatively young man— just a few years older than Edithe— who’d once been a part of the Valiant Dreamers Company. He was quite talented for his age, having reached Gold Rank under the age of 30. It was a feat. Genuinely. Edithe thought it was a stellar achievement. She, herself, took pride in having accomplished that very same thing just three and a half years ago, even if she was far above that level at Diamond now.
Perhaps it was said feat that gave Jake the confidence he had to strut up to Leopold without any hesitation and speak as boldly as he did. Still, there was nearly a hundred level difference between them, so maybe it was more foolish than brave. 
Leopold seemed disinterested— slightly confused, at most— but Jake spoke nevertheless.
“Ah, this is the delegation from the Rising Veterans Company, is it not? We’ve been expecting you. It is unfortunate that you ran into these… posers before us.”
“Posers? True Valiants? Explain, Hadrian.”
Claire frowned as she glanced between the two groups of adventurers. Edithe pursed her lips as Hadrian quickly tried to clear things up.
“The True Valiants are… a splinter group from our company. After Baris’ death, some of our members decided to form their own company.”
“That is a vast oversimplification of what happened and you know it.”
Jake crossed his arms and faced Leopold.
“Mr Leopold, I must ask you to listen to our plea— this man and the rest of the ‘Valiant Dreamers’ were aware of the Primeval Demon’s goals and refused to act. They lied to us and betrayed us. Do you truly want the assistance of such backstabbers in your cause?” 
There was a pause. Claire exchanged an uncertain look with Leopold, and Edithe herself moved to speak up. But it seemed Jake had ignited something within Hadrian as the leader of the Valiant Dreamers stepped forward.
“We are not backstabbers. It is true that we lied about some things but we did not do so to mislead, nor did we betray anyone in our company. We didn’t even know that the Primeval Demon was after the Sword of Alexander. In fact— that was exactly what we feared and it came to pass.”
“It was what you feared? So you knew that someone would pursue that weapon, and you did not tell us. Isn’t that exactly what I said? Just because you didn’t know it would be the Primeval Demon doesn’t mean you didn’t know it would happen.”
Hadrian hesitated.
“I—” 
“Enough.”
Leopold cut them both off.
“I do not care about this infighting in your company, Hadrian.”
He gave the blond a disapproving look as he started past the company’s headquarters.
“I’d rather you settle this as soon as possible before the morrow. I am here not to resolve your petty politics— we’re here to gather companies that are willing to put aside their differences and face a common foe. If you cannot settle this, we’ll be leaving Viechester with neither of your companies.”
Leopold left for an inn. He would not stay in the city for long. Jake clicked his tongue and turned as well— Edithe knew that he probably thought Leopold would see things his way. As it was right now, Leopold and the rest of the delegation from the Rising Veterans Company were just annoyed.
They took their leave, departing from the gates of the Valiant Dreamers Company headquarters.
—--
“I can’t believe Jake would do that.”                                                                       
It was not something Edithe expected just three months ago. It hadn’t been long ago that they were together in the battlefield, fighting against a common foe— allies that valued and trusted each other above all else.
Now, the Valiant Dreamers Company was torn. Hadrian tried and failed to give the red-haired woman a reassuring smile.
“We’ll be able to resolve it, Edithe. He’s still… upset. As are the others. But they are dreamers— they will…”
He hesitated. His words convinced no one. Shaking his head, Hadrian headed back to the headquarters of the Valiant Dreamers Company.
“We’ll figure things out later. For now, I’ll have to discuss Leopold’s proposal with the others.”
Edithe watched him go. She could only clench her fist, unable to do anything else as she stood there in the cobbled streets of Viechester. Alone.
There was not much the red-haired woman could do— pursue Jake? She’d tried talking him out of it once before. It didn’t work, then. It wouldn’t work now. Help Hadrian? He seemed like he wanted to be left alone, and there wasn’t much Edithe could do to help other than to brief those not in the headquarters.
There was also Leopold. She could’ve followed him. But after such a long trip to reach Viechester only to be met with a company’s squabbling, Edithe was certain Leopold would not take to her kindly if she tried to approach him now.
Anyway, while Edithe was mulling over what she could do for others, she didn’t stop to consider what she could do for herself. She was only reminded of her own limits when a voice called out to her, breaking her from her thoughts.
“Edithe?”
She turned to face the source of the voice. A man dressed in white robes stood at the street, staring at the red-haired woman. He had graying hair and a wrinkled face, but a kind smile. One that Edithe recognized. No— she more than recognized him. She knew him with great familiarity.
“William?”
A [Priest]. One who had raised Edithe as a little girl. When her Mother was off with work in the slums of Viechester.
“What are you doing here?”
The man smiled.
“It’s been a while since we’ve spoken. I’d have thought you’d be happier to see me.”
She shifted uncomfortably, and he chuckled. Before the red-haired woman could protest, a small voice squeaked from behind her.
“Old man! You’re here!”
Rachel dashed out of the headquarters of the Valiant Dreamers Company, grinning. Edithe blinked.
“Wait, what’s going on?
—--
“So, Sophia asked you to take care of her for today?”
Edithe looked down at the little brown-haired girl as she happily skipped ahead up the stairs of Viechester’s Sanctum of Elements. The temple didn’t look as lavish or luxurious as the red-haired woman remembered, and she wasn’t sure if that was her mind playing tricks on her or if it really was falling into disrepair.
Everything just appeared bleaker these days.
“Yes. Since I have cared for Rachel before, Ms Sophia requested for my aid as she had a mission to carry out.”
That was right. There’d been an uptick in monster activity as of late. Sophia left with Cless to clear a [Dark Wolf] pack that had apparently been terrorizing a few towns to the north of Viechester. It wasn’t the most difficult task for Gold Ranks like them, but Cless had just barely recovered from his injuries, so he was still taking things slowly.
“Well, after all that happened the last time we asked you to look after her…”
Edithe trailed off, thinking of the whole debacle with Stephen. It truly didn’t feel like it happened too long ago, but it had been over two years since then. A lot of time had passed in what felt like a shorter span than it truly was.
“Thank you.”
“It is no trouble.”
William shook his head.
“Rachel is a delight to watch over. Watching her progress— her curiosity that leads her to grow. It truly is astonishing. Have you noticed? She has leveled quite a bit at her age.”
Edithe certainly had been keeping the occasional tab on Rachel. Seeing the brown-haired girl level was something she’d noticed, to a certain extent. But the fact that Rachel was nearly Level 15 and that was something special was lost to Edithe, until William pointed it out.
“A prodigy. Truly.”
A small smile crept over William’s lips as they strode through the halls of the temple. Suddenly, Rachel paused. She turned to the [Priest] and raised her chin.
“That’s right! I’m amazing, aren’t I?”
Edithe stared at Rachel as she grinned triumphantly— a grin that was quite similar to a certain Demon’s. Even the words sounded like something a certain Demon would say. The red-haired woman shook her head.
“Rachel, I’m glad you’re taking after Salvos. But you really shouldn’t be so… uncouth with what you say. People may think you’re a braggart.”
“Psh— but it’s true! Even William said it himself!”
The [Priest] just shrugged, and Edithe shot him a half-glare.
“Well, William shouldn’t be praising you too much. There’s such thing as too much pride, which, unfortunately, Salvos suffers from.”
Rachel gave Edithe a look of astonishment.
“What? How can Salvos be too proud? She’s amazing!”
The brown-haired girl spun around, continuing to walk ahead as she babbled on about the Demon.
“She’s so fast and strong and she always seems to arrive on time… you know, I bet she can beat up that ugly Demon everyone is talking about these days!”
Edithe pursed her lips. That… wasn’t true. Even with Edithe and Daniel present, Salvos herself had admitted she didn’t stand a chance at beating Belzu.
But the red-haired woman didn’t just want to burst the girl’s bubble. So, she tried to put it lightly.
“Salvos is my friend. I trust her with my life. But she isn’t…”
She hesitated, trying to come up with the right words to say. Especially in front of William.
“Salvos isn’t a [Hero].”
The red-haired woman finally settled with that. Rachel nodded, uncaring.
“Yep! She’s not a [Hero]. She’s better than a [Hero]!”
“What’s better than a [Hero]?”
“A Princess adventurer!”
William laughed as Edithe just sighed. Rachel didn’t back down, insisting that it was true as they arrived at the temple’s library.
The [Priest] spoke as he ushered the girl forward.
“I believe you, Rachel. But now it’s time for you to catch up on your studies. I’m sure you can find lots of books about princesses and adventurers in here.”
“’Kay…”
Rachel scurried off to grab a book to read. Edithe massaged her temples as William gave her a pat on the shoulder.
“Let her dream, Edithe. She has someone she looks up to, and there’s no need for you to convince her otherwise.”
“I’m not telling her not to look up to Salvos. Just… that Salvos has flaws, like the rest of us.”
“Like the rest of us, huh?”
William muttered as he took a seat. He offered Edithe a cup of tea, which she gratefully accepted. She’d been drinking too much ale as of late.
“What, do you disagree?”
“I agree with you. But I don’t think telling someone that their idol isn’t who they make them out to be will just strengthen their beliefs even further. It is counterproductive.”
The red-haired woman scowled. She took a sip from the tea and grimaced. Bitter.
“What makes you say that?”
“It is in a person’s nature to inherently disagree with someone who claims you are incorrect, no? Otherwise, you’d be admitting ignorance over a matter you are impassioned about. And as much as we strive to be modest and openminded, we cannot simply mold ourselves to what others claim with certainty, as we’d then be no more than a piece of paper for them to draw on.”
William spoke as he watched Rachel run between the shelves, quickly sifting through the titles in search of a specific book she couldn’t find.
“Everyone has a set of beliefs, and if those beliefs are threatened, so is our individuality. That is why we disagree. And that is why changing minds isn’t merely a matter of talk.”
That made Edithe paused. She thought for a moment about Jake— about Hadrian. About both the Valiant Dreamers and the True Valiants. They had been bickering like children. Neither side gave the other any room to speak.
But… what Jake had been saying was partially right. Fact of the matter was— Baris did have some faults. He wasn’t perfect. No one was.
It was just like Edithe said, everyone was flawed in some regard. But the way the remaining Valiant Dreamers had been dismissing the True Valiants— it was like Baris had done no wrong his entire life. However, he had made mistakes. Even Edithe thought it had been a problem before others found out.
So, why did she have to reject the True Valiants completely?
“Now, what has been troubling you, Edithe? You don’t normally come to me unless you need your help.”
William chuckled and turned to her with a gentle look. That of a father peering at his daughter, ready to comfort her and lend an ears
“I… it’s nothing.”
She finally realized what needed to be done. The True Valiants were not evil. They’d been comrades once, and they could be comrades again. A proper dialogue had to be made. But not just with the True Valiants. Edithe had to speak with the Valiant Dreamers too.
“You’ve already helped me plenty. Thank you, William.”
He smiled.
“It is my pleasure.”
Edithe got to work, leaving the temple.




24. Titan

I was still reeling from it— processing what had happened. I didn’t normally stop to think for more than a second whenever one of my General Skills leveled. Because, after all, General Skills leveled all the time. Sure, they leveled relatively slowly. Sometimes, I wished they’d level faster. But they did level.
At least, most of them did. One of them hadn’t leveled at all despite having been a General Skill of mine since the very beginning; it was something I had with me from the moment of my birth. It never once leveled, so I assumed it couldn’t level. 
Until now.
General Skill [Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] has leveled up!
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension - Lvl. 1] -> [Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension - Lvl. 2]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill! 
“Huh.”
What did it? What exactly pushed [Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] past the edge so that it could level?
Was it because I spoke to the [Evolved Centinel]? Was it because the [Evolved Centinel] spoke in some strange language? 
That was possible. But the real question wasn’t how [Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] leveled— the real question was what could I do now with it? 
I quickly distributed all my Stat and Skill Points— I had plenty since I’d been fighting and leveling a ton— and headed out of the Lair. 
Just before I left, however, I noticed one thing. The corpses in the former Centinels Cornucopia began to rapidly decompose. It was like they were old, eroded stone statues that were collapsing to dust after a bumbling passerby bumped into it.
“Huh, so it was the Lair that were keeping their bodies intact. I wonder why.”
Salvos (Liberator of the Plaguelands)
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—--
“Hello?”
I peered into the egg sac. The wriggling creature broke out of the blue shell after a moment’s struggle. It landed right at my feet with a wet splat and glanced up to meet my gaze. I cocked my head, waiting for a reply.
The [Infant Centinel] hissed and chomped at my feet. I scowled, stepping on it before walking off. It died with a squelch— a notification. And I was off speaking to another group of Centinels. Higher-leveled Centinels. Maybe an [Infant Centinel] couldn’t speak because it was still an infant?
“Hi! Can you speak?”
I asked the [Junior Centinel] as I held it by the tail. It didn’t speak. It just thrashed about, screeching at me. No words. Nothing that even resembled words. Complete, incoherent nonsense.
“Ugh, this was a waste of time.”
I tossed it hard against a rock wall. It went splat. None of the Centinels could speak. Presumably, only the [Evolved Centinel] was capable of articulating his thoughts— even if it was in a very rough and abstract way. 
My wings spread wide as I took off into the air. A horde of Centinels snarled and snapped below me, but I ignored them, flying higher up to a small crack on the ravine’s walls. I’d be moderately safe here. I was still tired from the brief battle with the [Evolved Centinel]. So, I sat down, letting [Rest] course through my body.
As I found myself sitting on the cold floor, I produced the books I had kept away with [Dimensional Pocket]. These had been diaries that belonged to the adventurers who dared venture down to the Bloodied Gulf. Thrilling stories, surely.
But when I sifted through them, I found that a lot of the books were regaling the tales these great [Warriors] or [Mages] had prior to delving into the Bloodied Gulf. It listed their achievements, the powerful friends they’d made, and a bunch of other boring crap that incessantly praised the author.
Seriously! Even I wasn’t that prideful!
Edithe should really have a talk with these people. Oh wait, she couldn’t because they were dead. So, you guys weren’t that great then!
I shook my head, chuckling softly. Despite my amusement, I did acknowledge that it was very much possible for me to end up with the same fate that befell these adventurers. I could die. I understood my mortality. I wasn’t a fool. I didn’t think of myself as an invincible [Hero] of the ages.
They came here to purge the Centinel threat. I was here to survive and killed that annoying [Evolved Centinel]. At least, that was what I thought I was here for. 
I continued to turn the pages of the diaries, not out of intrigue, but simply hoping to find anything that would be useful for me. Information that could help me navigate the Bloodied Gulf. I didn’t find much of the like, unfortunately. The most useful thing I found was a [Mage]’s compendium of the various Centinels. He or she even detailed the various evolutions of [Evolved Centinels] encountered in the Bloodied Gulf.
There were four types of [Evolved Centinel]. Variations existed, but there were four broad forms they took on. The first was what they called a Sage Centinel. An intelligent Centinel that adapted to their opponents with different magical Skills— kind of like the [Evolved Centinel] I’d just fought. 
The second was a Titan Centinel. A typically large Centinel that dwarfed even the size of [Older Centinels], but not quite as large as [Senior Centinels]. I didn’t think I’d seen one of these yet.
There were also the Gracious Centinels. [Evolved Centinels] that were described to be… Human-like in size and fighting prowess. I thought of the first [Evolved Centinel] I fought. That was likely a Gracious Centinel.
And lastly, there were Horror Centinels. These were described to be monstrous— taking all kinds of shapes and sizes, with monster-like abilities. These were the other two [Evolved Centinels] I’d seen. They were said to be the weakest of the [Evolved Centinels] as the least intelligent of them all.
It was interesting. The fact of the matter was, the [Mage] who wrote this compendium had spent enough time down here to encounter enough [Evolved Centinels] to make these claims. But I’d only seen four [Evolved Centinels] so far.
I wondered just how numerous they were. 
There were two more pages in the compendium. Each was less detailed than the next. The first was a brief description of an [Ancient Centinel]. It was nothing I didn’t already know. That it was massive and powerful— above Level 150. 
And the page after that simply had a name. A placeholder. No description. It simply said: the Progenitor. 
I cocked my head, curious. 
“What is this Progenitor?”
I was under the impression that all Centinels could lay eggs and produce offspring. I’d seen it, even. 
“Huh.”
I leaned against the rock wall, interest piqued. There were so many mysteries still left uncovered about the Bloodied Gulf. However, I knew what my goal was. I didn’t care for a Progenitor, even if I was curious. 
I was going to kill that [Evolved Centinel] or Sage Centinel. Whatever he was called, I didn’t like him. And once I was through with him, I’d deal with Belzu.
I closed the books and let them disappear into my [Dimensional Pocket]. Just as I got to my feet, however, the ground shook. Something tingled inside of me— [A Hunter’s Sense] warned me something was coming. 
My eyes grew wide. Was it the [Ancient Centinel]? I was prepared to teleport away from the alcove when a large shadow loomed over the entrance. I blinked. 
“That’s…?”
Dozens of sharp teeth pierced through the walls, tearing away at my hiding spot with ferocious intent. I backed up as flames wreathed around me. I narrowed my eyes, not recognizing the gaping maw that tried to dig its way to me. It didn’t look like the mandibles of an [Older Centinel] or [Senior Centinel]. And it certainly wasn’t an [Ancient Centinel].
The mouth seemed shaped more like that of a beast. One with far fewer teeth than a Centinel, but an elongated jaw that could chomp harder and through tougher materials. I identified the creature, and I got my answer.
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 131]
A… Titan Centinel? A small smile crept over my face as I realized that this was the one [Evolved Centinel] sub-type I hadn’t seen just yet. A fire burned within me. A desire to see how it compared to the other [Evolved Centinels] I’d fought so far. 
But before I could jump straight into battle with the forming Nebular Scythe, another shadow loomed behind the Titan Centinel. A figure just barely larger than the Titan Centinel. And it wasn’t alone. 
I recognized their shapes and forms. Regular Centinels. But not weak ones. [Senior Centinels]. Each of them above Level 120. They accompanied the Titan Centinel as they tried to burrow their way to me.
I blinked.
“That’s a lot of high-leveled Centinels…”
I hesitated. Would I be able to beat all of them? Or better yet— would I be able to defeat them without attracting even more unwanted attention? I didn’t feel confident enough in myself to do that. 
That was the thing. This was the Bloodied Gulf. I thought I was safe in this alcove, but somehow, the Titan Centinel found me. And it led a small horde of [Senior Centinels] after me. I completely forgotten the one rule of a place like this. After all, it was just like the Netherworld. 
Nowhere was safe.
It was always dangerous, no matter where you were. You might’ve thought you’d found a safe haven, but it could be compromised at any moment. Just like right now. 
I found my back pressing against the walls as the massive crab-like claws of the Titan Centinel ripped the entirety of the cliff’s surface off. I now stood on a small ledge, exposed and surrounded by dozens of Centinels that were equal to or above my level.
The Titan Centinel stared down at me. Its body was like that of a giant tree trunk. Its face was that of a deformed flower with spiky thorns poking out the sides of its neck. It opened its terrible mouth— like the unfurling of withering petals— and I took my chance.
I teleported above the Centinels before they could bear down on me, wings spreading wide and taking off into the air. 
“Nice to meet you, but bye!”
I exploded straight for the ocean above. I wasn’t going to wait to see what it’d try to do to me. But the [Senior Centinels] were quick on my tail. They scurried up the cliffside, slowly closing the distance between us even despite my [Haste]. 
I clicked my tongue as I watched them draw closer. The Titan Centinel turned its lumbering figure and let out a cacophonous roar. One that instantly made me turn my attention above me. I watched as Centinels poured out of the cracks in the cliffside above me. They rained down on me, cutting off my escape as they descended like a wave.
I paused, hesitating as I was flanked from both sides. My exit was cut off. I had to fight . Or maybe I could use [Salvo of Vanity] to distract— 
Before I could make a decision, I heard a high-pitched sound. One that suddenly morphed into something more coherent. Slightly cracked, but still understandable to my ears.
“Here!”
A voice shouted. My gaze snapped to the side. For whatever reason, I was drawn to a specific portion of the rock wall. It looked gray just like any other part of the ravine. But something about it was off. And I heard the voice again.
“Quick!”
So I flew straight for it. I sent out a burst of flame in all directions with [The Primordial Spark] as I dove for that spot. As I drew closer, I realized what was wrong. [Planar Navigation] told me exactly what was wrong. There was no rock wall there.
It was empty, even if I saw something there.
I exploded into the other side of the illusion, tumbling to the ground as my blue flames covered my escape. I waited with bated breath for a moment as I heard the Centinels] pass. They drew eerily close to the entrance, but they didn’t think to check it. Not when all they saw was any other part of the rock wall.
I sighed in relief and turned around to thank whoever saved me.
“Thanks—”
Then I paused. A speckle of flame hovered over me. One that glowed softly in the dark. It had no shape other than that of fire. 
[Will O’ Wisp - Lvl. 121]
“Um… hi?”




25. Hidden Haven

[Will O’ Wisp - Lvl. 121]
“Um… hi?”
Before me, a small flame-like orb hovered with a soft glow. It emanated a pulsing light, gently growing in intensity before dimming once more. It was cyclical— like the tender breathing of a child tucked in a cot. 
I peered into the [Will O’ Wisp] as its color continuously changed. A rainbow of light that painted over the wisping fire of its body. I heard it speak earlier, yet it remained silent now. 
“Can’t you speak?”
I waited with bated breath for it to say something, but no words came. Did I imagine it? Was I going crazy? I could’ve sworn I heard it utter actual words to me— something coherent, holding meaning— even if it came in the sound of a high-pitched buzz.
Well, I wasn’t actually sure how my newly-leveled [Universal Language Comprehension] Skill worked. Maybe there was a limit to what it could understand? Or maybe it had to be activated for me to understand the words of monsters and animals? In which case—
“[Universal Language Comprehension]!”
I raised a triumphant arm, waiting for the [Will O’ Wisp]’s voice to materialize any moment. But all I got was the feeling of puzzlement. It just floated before me, confused.
“Wait, so can’t you speak?”
I asked, tapping a finger on my chin. The [Will O’ Wisp] didn’t reply, but another voice emerged from the shadows behind it. From further down this tunnel.
“It speak. A bit. Not much.”
I spun around, raising a claw protectively as a snout protruded from the shadows. A green figure appeared— one with scales covering its body. Kind of like a Kobold, except taller, more slender, and with a far longer tail. The scales seemed to morph into plates around its neck and back, flaking out of its body as bone-like protrusions.
I took a step back and blinked.
“Wha— are you a Kobold?”
The green figure paused. It stared at me as a gurgling left its throat.
“Hrk, no. Kobold? What’s Kobold?”
It— no, she pointed at herself as her yellow eyes gleamed in the darkness.
“Me [Krokodis]. Me understand you. [Basic Language Comprehension]. Me Skill.”
She thumped herself on the chest with a claw-like hand. I cocked my head.
“Huh? Wait— are you a monster?”
I peered at her, but before she could respond, the [Will O’ Wisp] flitted between us. Its color changed as a word echoed in the cavern.
“Leave.”
The [Krokodis] nodded and gestured for me to follow. 
“Illusion fall soon. Escape now.”
“Um, alright.”
I glanced back at where I’d come from. I could hear the skittering of Centinels around the walls just outside of the tunnel. The image of a rock surface still blotted out the entrance, so it’d be a while before the Centinels found this place. It was best to go now.
I followed both the [Will O’ Wisp] and the [Krokodis] as they made their way down the tunnel. The [Will O’ Wisp] flew like a Fairy— it reminded me of a Spirit. Was it a Spirit? I couldn’t quite tell. It wasn’t able to speak eloquently, but some Spirits weren’t able to speak either, like Druma.
Meanwhile, the [Krokodis] crawled on all fours. She’d stood on two legs to briefly talk with me, but she walked with all four of her limbs touching the ground. She certainly wasn’t a Kobold like I initially thought she was.
I followed them as the tunnel grew narrower, winding its way deep below. It branched out to multiple more paths, but both the [Krokodis] and the [Will O’ Wisp] seemed to know where they were going— like it was second nature.
“So, do you guys have names?”
I asked as we continued on for a bit. They both exchanged a confused glance. The [Will O’ Wisp] said nothing, but the [Krokodis] gave me a puzzled look.
“Name?”
“Yep! I’m Salvos! I’m a Demon! The latter is my Species, and the former is my name.”
The [Krokodis] blinked slowly, one eye after the other— not a simultaneous blinking of the eyes. Meanwhile, the [Will O’ Wisp] just continued.
“Um, I take it you don’t have names?”
I hurried after them as they resumed their trek. The [Krokodis] spoke without even facing me.
“Me not know what name is.”
“Do you want me to give you one?”
“Me don’t care.”
She replied, disinterested. I scowled as I watched them go. 
“Well, fine. I’ll give you one then. How about… Willy and Kron? Those are good names, right?”
As expected there was no response from either of them. Which— that was good enough. They didn’t hate the names, at least, and I could refer to them by something that wasn’t just their Species. 
Finally, the tunnel opened up to a large cave chamber. One that was dimly lit with crystals jutting from the fringes of the chamber. And it was teeming with life. I blinked, paused, and gasped as I saw what was inside. 
“Huh.”
Now entering [Lair: Land of the Lost].
It was… a community. An entire sanctuary filled with monsters. I looked around at the lumbering creatures as they milled about. They were all different Species of monsters. Some of them didn’t even look like intelligent ones, like the [Krokodils] or a Goblin or Orc. 
There were giant crab-like monsters. Their shells were mossy and covered in grime. They turned their eyes towards me, suspicious, but not much else. There were long maggot creatures. Half of their bodies were hidden in the ground, and they didn’t even look at me with any suspicion or wariness. Just hostility. 
Yet, they didn’t attack. I waved at them.
“Hi?”
They didn’t reply. I turned around as I slowly took in the room— there were glowing moss growing on the stalactites and stalagmites growing on the ceiling and floor. I continued scanning the room until my eyes rested upon a large boulder that seemed to grow larger.
Wait, no, it wasn’t growing larger. It was just moving closer to me. I backed up warily and froze when I heard a word echo from the boulder.
“Hello.”
I watched as a small head poked out from a hole in the boulder. A green, amphibious head. 
“Um, hello?”
[Gallias Tortoise - Lvl. 115]
“Interesting, you can understand me.”
His head quirked as I peered back at him. His mouth barely moved, letting out a squeak or two. Yet, I understood his words perfectly. [Universal Language Comprehension] Level 2 at work. It translated everything in that brief squeak into something I could understand. After all, he carried meaning with his squeaks, even if he didn’t have such advanced communication abilities.
“Yep! I have a Skill!”
I gave him a thumbs-up, and he turned to Kron. 
“Just like her, then. It seems I can finally speak to someone else in this haven.”
“This haven? What is this place, anyway?”
There really were a lot of monsters here. I saw a bunch of giant rats— each of them about half my height— walking around on two legs as they ate on what looked like the crunchy remains of [Junior Centinels]. 
“It is as I said: a haven. A place of safety, away from the vile horror that are the Centinels. Those gathered here are the survivors. Creatures who have fallen to the depths of this gulf, or who were dragged here by force. There are other reasons, of course. Some descend, following those who lead them, like that Spirit over there.”
He gestured at Willy who was hovering right next to Kron.
“Spirit? Wait, if it’s a Spirit— or he? How’s he here?”
The answer didn’t come from the [Gallias Tortoise], surprisingly enough. My question drew a reaction from Willy himself.
“Master. Dead now. Stuck here.”
“Huh.”
So, he was a summon who accompanied his master to the Bloodied Gulf, and since his master was dead, he was now trapped here. The [Gallias Tortoise] nodded.
“Yes. We are remnants. But we escaped. We survived. And we have formed a home here.”
He cast his gaze around the room as I took in all the different monsters gathered together. I’d never seen such an eclectic gathering of creatures. Even the Rainforest of Monsters wasn’t nearly as diverse as this haven. 
And yet, there were few of each kind of Species. Some numbered more than others, but they were like the maggots which could reproduce asexually without any aid. There were also these twisted starfish— each of them about the size of my head— which had spikes jutting out of their backs by the hundreds, and I was pretty sure they could reproduce without much problem too since there were dozens of them.
“And you guys don’t just… kill each other?”
That wasn’t how it normally worked, right? Dungeons formed because monster Lairs grew too numerous and feuded with each other. They had to compete for resources, or they would prey on each other. 
The [Gallias Tortoise] made a noise— a long squeak. One I recognized as a chuckle.
“We don’t kill each other because we share an understanding. We know that, in here, we are prey. We are outnumbered greatly by Centinels. We only persist because we are together. And together, we seek only one thing— escape. Salvation.”
“That makes a lot of sense.”
After all, monsters weren’t normally mindless. I’d once worked together with Giant Spiders to kill a bunch of Centinels who were trying to destroy their Lair. They showed me gratitude— they didn’t attack me once the Centinels were wiped out.
Generally, monsters had intelligence. They had varying degrees of intelligence, but they weren’t just mindless creatures. Not like the Centinels who were mostly, completely wild. But even that didn’t hold absolutely true, did it?
I thought of the [Evolved Centinels]. Yep. Not all of them are wild.
A susurration drew my attention. I glanced up as the [Gallias Tortoise] raised his head.
“Ah, she must’ve heard of your arrival.”
Kron and Willy stepped back, as if they were making way for someone important. A figure moved through the crowd of monsters, and I gave the [Gallias Tortoise] an inquiring look.
“She? Who’s this?”
“The one who formed this haven.”
There was a clicking. The slow cascading of spiky legs poking the ground as whoever this was made her way towards me. A tingle ran down my spine as I saw the carapace. The red, reflective shell.
“Y-you’re—”
I grew alert and stepped back as she scuttled up to me.
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 141]
A pair of mandibles spread wide as the familiar undulating figure of a Centinel stopped before me. 
“Greetings, Demon.”




26. Trapped? Wait…

“Greetings, Demon.”
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 141]
An undulating, red-shelled creature stopped before me. It had dozens of legs— maybe even up to a hundred— and separate, segmented bodies that were uniformly spread throughout its long form. It was the familiar shape of a Centinel, except with a few minute differences.
The first difference was that its body seemed to twist into the shape of a Human as it reached its head. It even looked feminine— at least, more like a Human female than a Human male. Its… or rather, her spindly legs turned to a pair of red arms that were folded across her chest she cast her gaze over me.
And in regards to her gaze, she had the face of a Centinel with a few Human features such as an oval-shaped head and a mouth covering the typical exposed mandibles of a Centinel. She still had a pair of antennae poking out of her head, with a set of beady black eyes that seemed to reflect nothing but darkness in the hollow, carved-out pupils. 
Her form was almost familiar. She looked eerily similar to the [Evolved Centinel] I’d clashed with twice now. Wait, was she him? No— she couldn’t be. For one thing, she was a she and he was a he!
But was it possible that he could’ve become a she? That was possible, right? I mean, I could transform into a Human and an Elf and a Cyclops, shouldn’t it be possible to become a he if you were a she or a she if you were a he? There had to be some Skill out there that could let you do that. 
Or maybe a potion.
Either way, I couldn’t let my guard down. I tensed, raising my claws. The [Evolved Centinel] slithered forward with just her undulating body, walking around me with deliberate steps. Her head and Human-like body stayed in place.
“So, you are the one the [Will O’ Wisp] risked his life to save.”
My eyes narrowed as the glowing flame flitted in front of the [Evolved Centinel].
“Ally.”
That was all he said. She gave him an inquiring look.
“And aren’t Demons sworn enemies of Spirits?” 
“No.” 
“Intriguing. That is not what I was led to believe.”
The [Evolved Centinel] shook her head in a surprisingly Human gesture… or, mortal gesture? I’d seen other mortals shake their heads before to convey the same meaning. But I wasn’t sure if all mortals did it. I certainly didn’t remember the intelligent monsters of the Rainforest of Monsters shaking their heads for a particular reason. 
She turned to me, and I raised a flaming claw.
“Stay back! I’m warning you!”
The [Gallias Tortoise] stepped forward, speaking hurriedly.
“I assure you, she is not like the other Centinels—”
But I spoke over him.
“Look, I don’t know how you became a she from a he. Or if you were originally a she and became a he? Or if you’re a she who became a he who pretends to be a she so that the others here won’t know that you’re a he…”
I trailed off as everyone paused to stare at me. I cocked my head.
“Um, what was I saying again?”
“We don’t know.”
The [Gallias Tortoise] let out a sigh-like squeak. I furrowed my brows as I tried to work out my logic, but the [Evolved Centinel] stepped forward. 
“I mean you no harm, Demon.”
I blinked as she approached me with both her arms raised. 
“I may look similar to some of my brethren— I am sure you have encountered them here in the Bloodied Gulf— but I assure you, I am different. We are merely kin, nothing more.”
Different? So, she looked the same to the other [Evolved Centinel] I’d fought. Although, she did reassure me that she wasn’t here to fight. And to be fair, she was a higher level than him. Also, the monsters gathered here didn’t look like they were afraid of her. Which meant— 
“Oh, so you’re just a Sage Centinel?”
It finally clicked. 
“Why didn't you just say that, then?”
I pointed at her, and she just stared at me. Slowly, she worked her jaw. 
“I… I have been trying to tell you that, yes.”
“Well, you could’ve told me that faster. I mean— just saying that you’re a Sage Centinel would’ve cleared that up!”
“T-that’s…”
She trailed off as I crossed my arms. 
“You are right, Demon. I apologize. I was simply too eager to introduce myself, I must have forgotten my… manners.”
“You’ve got that right!”
I nodded with alacrity. She finally understood what I was trying to say. Good! Seriously, imagine if we ended up fighting because she caused a misunderstanding? 
She spoke quite eloquently for a Centinel, surprisingly enough. Compared to the other Sage Centinel I’d seen, she was a hundred times more eloquent. She did still have the clicks that marked the end of every sentence which the other Sage Centinel had. 
“I must introduce myself. I am called Centina, and I am the protector of this haven.”
Her upper body lowered in a bow-like gesture— it was awkward, nothing like how noble Humans did it, but I could tell she was trying to emulate them. I waggled my brows.
“Centina? That’s your name?”
“Hm, perhaps it can be referred to as a name. It is simply what I have been referred to by others.” 
Her mouth spread wide as she tried to smile. It was kind of a creepy gesture, coming from a Centinel. Definitely not reassuring like it was meant to be.
“And who called you that? Actually, why are you even protecting this haven? Aren’t you a Centinel or something?”
“But not all Centinels are alike, you see.” 
Centina scuttled around me, ushering me forward. 
“Follow me.”
I glanced over at Willy and Kron. Both of them seemed to have ambled off and were now doing their own thing. The squeaky voice of the [Gallias Tortoise] came from behind me
“Go on. Trust Centina. She is good.”
I raised a brow. The [Evolved Centinel] was almost threateningly wrapped around behind me. She gently brushed by me to edge me forward, but I raised a hand.
“Wait!”
She abruptly paused. The [Gallias Tortoise] looked over at me worriedly. I stood my ground, bringing a hand up as I cast a sharp gaze around the room. 
“I’m not going with you.”
Centina peered at me with curious eyes. Eyes that were almost threatening. The [Gallias Tortoise] tensed, opening his mouth.
“You—”
“I’m not going with you…”
I repeated myself. This time, I spread my arms wide and finished.
“Until I introduce myself. 
“Oh.”
This time, the [Gallias Tortoise] really did sigh. It wasn’t a squeak. It was a full-on, exasperated sigh.
I beamed.
“I’m Salvos!”
—--
“Your name is Centina.” 
“That is correct.”
I followed the [Evolved Centinel] as she led me down a side passageway, scratching a clawed hand on my chin.
“And the [Gallias Tortoise] is named Galt.”
“Indeed. He did not choose his name. Instead, it was given to him, like mine was given to me. After all, he is the only of his kind in this haven, and he is one of the oldest inhabitants.”
“I see— did anyone ever tell the guy who named you that they suck at coming up with names?”
Centina paused. 
“...what do you mean by that?”
“I mean— no offense to you, of course— but whoever came up with your names is bad at doing it.”
“I…”
She stared at me for a moment before turning back around. I followed her as she rolled aside a large boulder, entering a secret room.
“We were not named by any single individual. And not everyone is blessed with names, as you have been. Galt was given his name by one of the [Merfolk] who’d been dragged down here with him. The [Merfolk] gave no name, other than to Galt. He did not even give us his own name.”
“Well, he’s bad at names. He should be more like me! I’m good at coming up with names! Like… Willy and Kron!”
“You named the [Will O’ Wisp] and the [Krokodis]?”
Centina sounded amused. I grinned.
“Sure did! Wait— how did you know that was who I named?”
I gave her a blank stare. She made a clicking noise.
“Couldn’t possibly tell you how. Now, come on in.”
I entered the secret passageway as Centina rolled the boulder back behind us. The room was instantly shrouded in darkness. I couldn’t see anything, but [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] didn’t flare up, so I knew it wasn’t dangerous here.
That didn’t mean I let my guard down. This was still the Bloodied Gulf… right?
“Hey, um, you never told me why I’m supposed to be here.”
“Do not worry. Stand still.”
Her voice echoed in the shadows, and I realized she wasn’t standing next to me any longer. I felt a prickling sensation run up my arms— like that of an ant crawling its way to my fingers, itching for me to just reach out with my claws and flick it off my skin. But I didn’t move. Centina told me not to move. And I was going to listen to her… for now.
“This is simply a standard procedure. I told you, I am the protector of this haven. If you harbor and ill intent towards us, I will expel you back to the ravines teeming with death.”
And with the click that accompanied her final word, the ground beneath me shone with an eerie golden glow. A ritual circle rose up like the reverse of a curtain, girdling around me as symbols formed in the air. It illuminated the rest of the room. I could see the fringes of books, piled up on a makeshift table. There were scribblings on the walls. Old, dried scribblings— some of them written in blood. 
Was this some kind of study room? It looked like some old professor had lived here for decades, making a mess out of it doing his research. 
The runic symbols hovering around me began to orbit me. They circled faster and faster as they pulsed with light. I saw Centina standing just before a bed, her hands held in the air as though she were casting this spell. No— she wasn’t casting it. She was simply activating the runes for it.
Suddenly, powerful magic poured out of the runes as they halted. The mana oozed with death magic. It was palpable— threatening to strangle and choke me where I stood. The symbols shone a blood-red as they flew in front of my face, like they were inspecting me.
I didn’t move. I didn’t say a word. Although, I prepared to teleport out of this magic circle if anything went wrong. But the light emitted from the symbols dimmed. It morphed from a crimson to a gentle azure, before falling back to the ground. 
The magic circle vanished as the room was once again filled with darkness, and I heard Centina make an approving click.
“Good. You are not an enemy of this haven.”
“What was… that?”
I asked, slightly disoriented. I raised a hand, creating a ball of flame to light up the room. I looked up, only to see Centina looming over me.
“That was a spell of Sense Malicious Intent. As the name implies, it would identify any kind of ill will you may harbor against myself or the haven. If you were dangerous, it would have killed you there and then.”
I looked down at my feet, seeing multi-colored bloodstains marking the ground. 
“And I take it that it works?”
Centina just shrugged as she ushered me out of the secret room.
“It works well enough. Everyone who has passed the test has yet to betray this haven.”
“What’s the point of it, anyway?” 
I gave her an inquiring gaze as she rolled the boulder over the entrance of the room. She replied, nonchalant.
“As I told you earlier, this is standard procedure. I would simply like to know if you pose a threat to us. We are but a group of survivors. Those who have willingly or unwillingly ended up at the bottom of the Bloodied Gulf.”
She wore almost a tired look on her face.
“Just like you, we are trapped. And we have no one to rely on but each other. We cannot have those who’d sabotage us join the haven. For even if our goal to escape sounds like a simple one, a single bad actor would ruin any chance of our survival entirely.”
I rubbed a hand on my chin as she finished. My brows snapped together, and I raised a hand.
“Wait, you guys are stuck here?”
I frowned as Centina nodded.
“Yes. We are but prisoners trapped in a world of rock, with the Centinels guarding us from our salvation.”
“I see.”
I scratched the side of my head as I struggled to put the right words together.
“But why? I mean… I can leave anytime I want.”
She blinked.
“...what?”




27. Neat Trick

“So, let me get this straight.”
Centina stared at me as she exasperatedly clapped her hands together. 
“You’re a Demon with wings.” 
“Yes.”
I nodded as she looked at me for confirmation. 
“Which means you can fly.” 
“Yep.”
I beamed. She continued.
“Which means you can fly out of the Bloodied Gulf anytime you want.” 
“That is right!!”
I gave her a thumbs-up. The [Evolved Centinel] closed her eyes and sighed.
“So, why haven’t you left yet?”
“Because I don’t want to, of course!”
I cocked my head, confused at her confusion of this whole situation. For whatever reason, she was confused about my confusion about her confusion about this whole situation. It was very confusing.
“But… why?”
Centina scuttled around me, hands pressed together in frustration.
“You can leave the Bloodied Gulf— no, you have seen the horrors that awaits you down here. You are outmatched, Salvos. Even my level surpasses yours. And I am not even close to being the most dangerous creature here. Yet, you choose to stay?”
“Well, yeah? I mean, how am I supposed to reach your level if I don’t fight?” 
I gave her a half-hearted shrug. I really didn’t get it. What was her point? Apparently, she thought I was doing something weird? 
“You risk your life, Salvos. No— you would’ve lost your life if not for the [Will O’ Wisp]. Others are trapped here. They wish to be as fortunate as you. But you choose to act with reckless abandon rather than with precaution.”
“Look, I came here for a reason… I think. Or rather, I was brought here for a reason. And until I learn a Grand Skill, I’m not leaving the Bloodied Gulf no matter what happens.” 
I crossed my arms, giving Centina a defiant look.
“Besides, I wasn’t even close to dying when Willy saved me. I was just in a bit of trouble. But I’d have gotten out of it unscathed.”
“And what makes you think that?”
“This.”
I tapped the Breastplate of Alexander. She fixed her gaze on the iridescent metal without saying a word. 
“It’s powerful. It has protected me from everything I’ve seen so far, even an [Ancient Centinel].” 
I smiled when I saw Centina’s reaction. First, that of shock. Then that of suspicion. Finally, acceptance and disbelief. After all, why would I lie about it? My corpse would be the proof if I was lying. 
The [Evolved Centinel] shook her head. She opened her mouth like she wanted to argue, but something stopped her— a twinkling in her eyes. A flicker of… something. Hints of emotion were there, but it seemed to be a mix of multiple feelings rather than just one thing.
And that was quite odd, considering she was a Centinel. The only emotion I’d seen from Centinels was from the other Sage Centinel I encountered, and he seemed more angry than anything.
“...very well.”
Centina finally said. 
“I cannot change your mind, nor can I stop you from getting yourself killed without risking my own. Do as you wish, Salvos.”
Um, like that was ever a question? I always did whatever I wanted!
“But know this—”
She spoke abruptly, a warning look in her eyes.
“I have seen the fate of those like you. Those who have ventured to the Bloodied Gulf with great ambitions. Those who have the means to escape, yet choose to stay for the sake of their stubbornness. It does not end well.” 
Centina shook her head. She wore a melancholic face— at least, it seemed like it. It was entirely possible it might’ve meant she was happy rather than sad since she was not a Human and their expressions wouldn’t have the same meaning as hers. 
“Heed my warning, or don’t. It is… your choice.”
She turned around, returning back down the tunnel where the secret room had been. I watched her go for a moment. I heard the sorrow in her voice. I pursed my lips… opened my mouth—
“Hey, before you go, you don’t mind if I use this as a resting place every so often, right? I’m about to head back out, but it’s pretty safe here.”
Centina blinked. She looked at me, trying to muster up a response. Eventually, she sighed.
“Yes. Just don’t risk the safety of this haven with your recklessness.” 
“Alright, thanks!”
I waved at her and skipped down the hallway to the rest of the haven.
—--
The haven was crowded. It was full of monsters— a myriad of Species gathered together. And they were all doing… absolutely nothing.
Despite the light from the bioluminescent moss lining the cavern wall, this place just felt… dark, somehow. There was very little movement, other than from the monsters turning to face me. It just had the ambience of dread and exhaustion, which darkened the haven despite it not actually being dark.
A ball of glowing flame floated over to me, and I greeted Willy.
“Hey, I’m back.”
“Safe?”
He didn’t even say hi.
“Yep, I'm safe. Centina cast that spell-thingy on me and sent me on my way. So, I can do whatever I want now, I guess.”
“Good.” 
He turned and began to fly away. I frowned.
“Hey, where are you going?”
“Eat.”
I followed after Willy as he navigated around a giant mushroom man who was taking a nap. I didn’t know mushrooms could sleep. 
“What do you eat?”
“Centinel.”
He replied simply. I made a face of disgust.
“Gross. You guys should try eating something else. Something nicer.” 
Willy paused and turned to face me. He stared at me for a moment before a single buzzing sound left his wisping flame form.
“...how?”
“Huh. I guess you’re  right. There’s really only Centinels down here.”
He continued flitting over to a corner of the room. I spotted Kron there who was greedily munching on the corpse of a [Junior Centinel]. She had grabbed it from a pit of dead Centinels. Beside her, other monsters were also feasting. They backed away when I approached.
“Hey Kron!”
I called out to her, but she didn’t look up. I tapped her on the shoulder and she finally glanced over at me. She wiped her snout.
“Yes?”
“Hi! I passed the test!”
“Good! You want?”
She burped, uncaring, and held up a large leg. 
“Um, nope.”
I backed away slightly, and she turned to Willy.
“And you?”
“Yes!”
Willy let out a high-pitched buzz in excitement and suddenly his form changed. His flames flared up and a terrible maw protruded from the fire. A single bite was all it took to clean Kron’s hand of the Centinel leg. And the [Will O’ Wisp] relegated back to his normal size.
I backed up. 
“That’s… huh.”
I didn’t know he could do that. That was actually pretty terrifying. He transformed faster than even I could— and he turned back just as quickly. 
“So, um, what do you guys even do around here, anyway?”
I asked as the two of them continued eating away at their meal. I scratched my cheek, taking in the rest of the room. As noted before, there really wasn’t any activity going on. Everyone was just… idle. 
Sure, Galt was over by one of the giant crabs, eating away at the moss that was growing on its shell. And yes, there were a bunch of monsters here eating Centinel corpses too. But other than that, they weren’t… active.
“Do?”
Kron looked up with a mouthful of Centinel. She pointed at Willy, then at herself.
“He hunts. Me follow from far. Me only help. Not strong.”
“Wait, Willy is the one doing the hunting?” 
I raised a surprised brow. Willy grew in size once more and took a chunk off the side of an [Older Centinel]’s side. My eyes narrowed as Kron nodded.
“Yes. He hunt. He strong.”
“But the one with the illusions—”
“Is me.”
Kron thumped her chest, giving me a toothy grin. I blinked,
“Huh. I thought it’d be the other way around. I mean— I see it now. But originally…”
I gave Willy a sidelong glance.
“I thought he was the one with illusions, and you’d be the physically strong one.”
“Me? Strong? No! No! No! No!”
She shook her head vigorously, pointing at herself.
“Me no strong. Me fight Human with pretty woman.”
“Pretty woman?”
I tilted my head, and Kron nodded.
“Me make image. Make woman, pretty.” 
She gestured at her chest, making a circling gesture for whatever reason. 
“Man come. Adventurer. Stupid man. He try take woman. Then me kill.”
“That’s smart.”
I gave her an approving look. She was quite proud of herself. 
“Me thank!”
“How’d you end up here, anyway?” 
I gestured vaguely at the air. 
“You know, down here?” 
Kron actually deflated. 
“Me home attacked. Adventurers angry. Destroy. Chase out of swamp. Then storm come. Water take. Centinel swim. Chase. Me escape here.”
“Oh, that’s sad.”
“Yes. Very sad.”
“So, what about everyone else? Do they go hunting with you guys, or…?”
She waved a hand off dismissively. 
“Level low. Die, them. We, no.”
“But you’re quite low-leveled yourself.”
Kron wasn’t even Level 100. However, I guess having her illusions helped. And since Willy was by her side, she was fine. 
She smiled and nodded at Willy.
“Come join. We hunt. You see?”
“Sure.”
The pair ushered me out of the cave chamber, leading me back the way I came. But they didn’t follow the exact same route. This time, they broke off down one of the branching tunnels to find a different exit. I waved at Galt as I left.
Now leaving [Lair: Land of the Lost].
Finally, we found ourselves pushing aside a boulder to exit the tunnel. We emerged at the floor of one of the ravines. I glanced around, and didn’t see any Centinels around the near vicinity. 
“It’s so empty.”
I remarked, and Kron nodded. 
“Centinel no come here. Over there have more.”
She pointed past me, at the end of the ravine. This was one of the smaller ravines, so it made sense that it was emptier. I followed Willy as he— without much care— flew forward. But I stopped when I realized Kron was  staying back.
“Aren’t you coming?”
“Me? No. Me use illusion. Me help. But me stay far.”
“Well, what if they attack you when you're alone? Isn’t that more dangerous?”
I stared at her, and she slowly vanished. 
“Right, illusions.”
“Yes. Me hide!”
“So, it’s just you and me then, Willy.”
The [Will O’ Wisp] didn’t respond to his name. Probably because he liked it. I was good with names, after all. 
He flew forward, up and up until he had a good view of the next, intersecting ravine. Immediately, he caught sight of a Centinel. A [Junior Centinel]. It screeched and leapt for him as he stayed floating there. My eyes grew wide as I yelled out.
“Watch—”
The [Junior Centinel]’s mandibles touched Willy, and it burst into flames. It dropped with a heavy thud, writhing on the ground as it was turned into a charred mess. 
“Watch… um, the ceiling?”
Not like there was a ceiling, even. There was a huge ocean above us, but it was far above us. 
Willy’s flames flickered and he turned to me. I could almost see a smug look on his face, even though he didn’t have a face. Then he faced the dead [Junior Centinel] and the flames around its body dissipated, only to be replaced by green flames.
But the green flames didn’t eat away at the body. Instead, it seemed to be undoing some of the damage the original flame had inflicted on the corpse. The blackened shell of the [Junior Centinel] was restored to its original shade of red. Although, the [Junior Centinel] remained deceased. Somehow, the green fire undid the superficial damage and only the superficial damage. It was like using a healing potion on a dead body.
“Neat trick.”
I remarked with an intrigued look.
“Thanks.”
“You've got to teach me that.”
“No.”




28. Willy

“Aw, come on!”
I protested as Willy flitted between the rock walls of the ravine. A [Junior Centinel] leapt out of an alcove— a crack in the wall— and snapped for the [Will O’ Wisp]. He simply zipped out of the way. 
The [Junior Centinel] landed with a thud. It got back to its feet, only for an iridescent flame to hover right behind it. Then Willy’s color changed. His wisps morphed into a dark crimson as he grew in size— larger than the [Junior Centinel]. In that single instant, he engulfed it entirely.
I crossed my arms as the [Junior Centinel] was reduced to ashes.
“Well?”
“No.”
Willy repeated his answer. I threw my hands in the air. 
“Why not?”
I really wanted him to teach me how he was doing all these different flames. Especially since they were multi-colored. And they had different effects too! Most of my flames just burned stuff. I could make weapons as well, but even then the weapons usually included burning stuff. 
Meanwhile, Willy’s flames did more than just that. His red flames incinerated everything it touched. His blue flames froze most things it touched. His green flames seemed to heal anything it touched. His yellow flames— well…
An [Older Centinel] burrowed out of the ground, screeching as it sprayed acid at the [Will O’ Wisp]. Some of the acid rained around me, but a simple wave of flames protected me from it. Willy, however, didn’t care about the acid. It evaporated before it even reached him. 
He countered the attack with his own yellow flames. And, well, the yellow fire seemed more liquid-y than fire…y. It splashed across the carapace of the [Older Centinel]’s shell, melting the red away as smoke sizzled up into the air. Fire could sometimes melt things— like ice or metal— but this wasn’t something that should’ve been melting. Yet, the carapace still melted.
The [Older Centinel] collapsed as the yellow flame ate away at its body. Its segmented body fell apart as Willy hurled another globule of yellow flame at it.
“Huh. Your fire can do anything!”
“Yes.”
Somehow, I could hear the pride in his voice. The [Will O’ Wisp] changed colors again, this time sending out several balls of purple flame. These purple flames turned into wisp-like forms of their own, moving around with purpose as they floated to the corpses of the Centinels. 
They seemed to possess the bodies, sinking deep within the carapace as an ethereal glow filled the room. Finally, the corpses flew into the air, hovering back in the direction we came. 
“Woah.” 
I stared at the floating bodies as they flew a dozen feet back into the other ravine. Right as they passed through the intersection where the ravine we were standing in cut across the smaller ravine we came from, they vanished. Like they’d been dropped into the ocean and vanished— ripples ran across the water, but the water remained clear, unblotted by what had been dropped onto its surface.
“Good haul! Good haul!” 
I heard Kron’s voice echoing down to us. So, that was how they gathered Centinels to feed the haven. It was good teamwork. Especially with Willy’s abilities. Speaking of— 
“Why won’t you teach me how to do that with your fire?”
I turned to him, pouting. He flew in a circle around me before pausing. 
“Stranger.”
“Stranger? Oh, right, we did just meet, didn’t we?”
I tapped a finger on my chin.
“Then why did you try to save me earlier if I’m a stranger?”
“Because.” 
“Because?”
“Master.”
Willy spoke in clipped sentences, but I got the gist of it. His master must’ve had a typical adventurer’s creed to save anyone who was in danger, and he had thought I was in danger. 
“But I can handle myself. I wasn’t actually in too much danger. I’d have gotten out of that situation somehow!”
I waved a claw off, but for whatever reason, I felt like Willy was dubious of me. 
“You’ve got to believe me!”
“Ok.”
He flew off, continuing his search for more Centinels. There weren’t too many Centinels here, populating this area of the Bloodied Gulf. If I had to guess, it was because of how this area was used as a hunting ground for the haven. 
I followed Willy as he ventured further and further out, taking out Centinel after Centinel. He didn’t even bother to send the lower-leveled ones back to Kron. I continued after him, arms crossed and protesting.
“It’s not even like you’re that much higher-leveled than me! And you’re handling yourself just fine, see? Plus, I’m a Demon!”
He turned to face me as a Centinel leapt at him from behind. It combusted and died. He stared at me. 
“Spirit.”
“..right.”
I forgot about that. 
“Even still, I’m not any ordinary Demon. I’m a special Demon.” 
This actually seemed to pique Willy’s interest. The ground rumbled as a low Level 100 [Senior Centinel] barreled its way down the ravine towards us, but the [Will O’ Wisp] still spoke to me.
“Special?”
“Hey, guys? Me thinks you loud. Should soft—” 
Kron called out to us from afar, but I continued as I raised a hand. 
“Yep. Watch this.”
I sent a rolling of blue flames at the [Senior Centinel]. A roiling wave that washed the rocky surface of the ravine clean of the lower-leveled Centinels around the area. It didn’t instantly kill the [Senior Centinel], but the fire raged on, turning into a pure white, finally clearing the red stain off the Bloodied Gulf.
The notifications for the kills resounded in my head as I grinned. 
Defeated [Junior Centinel – Lvl. 37]! 
Little-to-no experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
…
Defeated [Senior Centinel – Lvl. 104]! 
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!
“Didn’t even break a sweat.”
“Weak.”
Willy somehow made a snorting noise as he flew up. He sent a pillar of fire up into the air, drawing the attention of more Centinels from the nearby crevices. They came. Hundreds of Centinels. A dozen [Older Centinels]. 
A single [Senior Centinel]. 
It was nearly Level 120. Close to Willy’s level. Above me in level. But the [Will O’ Wisp] didn’t budge. In fact, he continued to send the red inferno up above the crevice— until it was no longer red, but yellow.
The yellow flames rained down on the approaching Centinels, leaving scathing marks on the earth as they melted the flesh of the lower-leveled Centinels. They had come like a tidal wave of red— an avalanche of blood and death. Now, they were reduced to mere writhing forms. Shattered. Like a broken iceberg.
Still, it wasn’t as effective against the [Senior Centinel]. It was slightly hurt by the raining yellow flames— its carapace sizzled as the fire tried to melt its way to its flesh. The [Senior Centinel] reeled and dug beneath the earth, escaping the attack.
I rolled my eyes.
“You let it get away.”
“No.”
Willy was insistent. His body shone with the color of the rainbow as the falling yellow flames turned blue. It pattered the floor of the Bloodied Gulf, turning it into a frozen wasteland and stopping the remaining [Older Centinel] in their tracks. They tried to break free, but a hail of red flames finished them off for good.
As for the [Senior Centinel], it exploded out of the ground only to find its legs clicking against a slippery floor. It couldn’t get a proper grip and tumbled over, crashing against the side of the ravine’s wall. 
The [Will O’ Wisp] flew over it as I watched, curious as to what he’d do. I expected him to barrage it with red or yellow flames— maybe even a different color I hadn’t seen yet. What I didn’t expect was for Willy to dive straight at the [Senior Centinel].
“Um, what?”
I stared at him as his body shifted. He grew slowly and slowly, becoming larger and larger, until he eventually became as large as the [Senior Centinel]’s head. He engulfed its face with his body. The [Senior Centinel] thrashed on the ground, trying to pick itself back up, but found itself slipping on the ice and falling over and over again.
Willy moved further down the [Senior Centinel] as it tried clawing him off it. His flames were physical— the sharp legs of the [Senior Centinel] somehow seemed to scratch the [Will O’ Wisp]. And that was why he moved, burning each of the segmented bodies of the [Senior Centinel] with a greater intensity than even his red flames.
The [Senior Centinel] struggled. It really did. But eventually, it stopped its thrashing as Willy drew back. He left the scorched corpse of the giant Centinel behind and flew my way.
“See?”
I gave him a flat stare.
“Not impressed.” 
“Lie.”
“Nope! Not lying! I’m just better!”
I stuck my tongue out at Willy, and he returned with a meaningless buzzing sound. A voice interrupted our bickering. It was the amplified words of Kron.
“Noisy! Loud! Both you!”
Both Willy and I turned our heads— well, in Willy’s case, he turned his body— to where we came from. I scowled.
“I just think I’m better than Willy here.”
“Wrong!”
“I can do just that— no, wait. I can do even better.” 
“Liar!”
Willy fluttered around me, making his buzzing noise as I rolled my eyes. 
“Unlike you, I’m not actually trapped in this dumb place. I can leave the Bloodied Gulf anytime I want.” 
I raised my chin, beaming. Willy paused. He stayed silent for a moment before he spoke in a softer, less excited voice than earlier. 
“Same.”
I blinked.
“Wait, wha—”
Before I could finish my sentence, Kron’s panicked voice repeated, this time much louder than before. 
“Attention! Attract! Run!” 
The earth shook and I nearly lost my balance .I steadied myself against the rock wall as bits of debris fell from the cliff face. My brows snapped together and I spread my wings wide. I flew up above this small ravine followed by Willy to find the source of the shaking.
It wasn’t a single source, I realized. It came from all around us. A tidal wave of Centinels were attracted to our location. But why? They weren’t that close by. In fact, they were coming from some of the large gorges where the main section of the Bloodied Gulf was located. 
Something was calling them here. A screech. A call. One that rallied a small army of Centinels. 
A shadow crossed the distance between the ravines. A large, looming shadow. It came with a terrible crash— one that reverberated loudly, causing a small tremor. I narrowed my eyes as I stared at the familiar figure. The one that had discovered my hiding spot. 
It was a Centinel with a single rotund body— no segmented parts, except for a head— carried by just under a hundred legs. By its side was two massive claws, each of which could crush even an [Older Centinel] with ease. 
Its face twisted as its elongated head tilted, eyes flickering in recognition at me. I recognized it, too. 
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 131]
A Titan Centinel. And somehow, it once again called the aid of every Centinel in the near area. Willy’s iridescent flames morphed into a pale white as he saw it. Kron’s terrified voice was all I could hear aside from the horrid calls of the giant monster.
“Run! Run! We need run!”
But I didn't budge. Even as the Titan Centinel continued its lumbering approach with its army of Centinels. 
Instead, I looked over my Status, and… smiled.
“Hey, Willy, remember when I said I was fine earlier— that I didn’t need you to save me?” 
I turned to face him as he halted. He had been about to flee, now he waited for what I had to say next. I bared my teeth in delight as my blue flames wreathed around me, anticipating the battle to come. 
“Want me to prove it?”




29. Risk and Reward

[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 131]
“What doing? Run!”
I heard Kron’s voice echo in the back of my head— illusion magic. She was making herself audible to only myself and Willy, but inaudible to the Centinel army approaching us. I simply floated there. 
“Fight?”
Willy asked with a mix of conflicting emotions. I could tell he was nervous— that he thought I was an idiot. I shrugged. 
“Yep.”
The ground shook as the Titan Centinel lumbered its way towards me. I could see the movement of the earth from my vantage point in the air; this was a localized earthquake. Those in the main section of the Bloodied Gulf probably couldn’t feel it, but those around the peripheries like where we were would definitely notice something was amiss. 
Not like there were anything but Centinels out here. And they all heeded the call of the Titan Centinel. They encroached on us from all directions. Soon, we wouldn’t be able to flee without fighting our way through the hordes of monsters.
“Stupid.”
The [Will O’ Wisp] spoke up once more as he flitted up to my side. My eyes flickered, and a scythe appeared in my hand. A Nebular Scythe. I had stored it with [Dimensional Pocket] so I wouldn’t need to keep creating Nebular Weapons whenever I was about to fight.
My breastplate shimmered with all the colors of the rainbow as I descended, bathed in flames.
“I can’t be stupid. I go to one of the best schools in the entire world!” 
Willy watched as the flames around me shifted in color. Just like him, I had a few tricks of my own. One of them involved turning blue fire into a more brilliant gold. 
“I’m a genius, after all.”
And I activated [Salvo of Vanity]. An image of me emerged from the flames, made entirely out of the golden fire. She smiled as she held up a replica of my scythe, although it was not made of Nebular material. It was simply a gold flame— and perhaps that was even better. 
I gave my clone a nod.
“I’ll take the ten thousand on the left, you take the ten thousand on the right.” 
She cocked her head, and I scowled.
“What? No— the Title Centinel is mine.”
I looked over at the huge creature skittering its way, leading the charge. My clone crossed her arms, harrumphing without a sound.
“Well, that’s too bad for you. You’ll just have to settle for those [Senior Centinels] over there.”
There were at least a dozen [Senior Centinels] joining this small army. The rest were mostly [Infant Centinels] or [Junior Centinels], so the larger, higher-leveled ones stood out by sheer size alone.
The others were far less of a threat, although they would be pretty annoying. I sent wave after wave of flames down at them, diminishing their numbers by as much as I could before I dove closer. A blinking spark zipped around me and forged weapons out of fire. Flaming swords, spears, arrows— 
It was a hail of fire. Literally. The salvo tore apart the hordes of Centinels with ease. A flaming sword crashed between a group of [Junior Centinels], exploding and blasting them into bits. Not all of them exploded on impact. A zipping fiery spear pierced through the shells of [Older Centinels] and danced between the battlefield in search of another target. And with the broken bits of shell and rock that littered the battlefield, I commanded with [Scattering Displacement] to quell the lower-leveled tide.
I spotted my clone doing a similar thing on the other side of the battlefield. Although, she wasn’t as efficient as me. Of course not!
The Titan Centinel roared a challenge at me as it swung one of its mighty claws my way. I dove out of the way in time, and it ripped apart the earth like a walking natural disaster. 
In the distance, Willy could only stare as I took on this army alone. 
Well, I was with my clone. But she didn’t really count. 
I shot the [Will O’ Wisp] a smirk as I ran up the claw of the Titan Centinel, landing a few superficial hits with my [Barrage of Cinders] powered Nebular Scythe before flipping and landing on its face. The gray metal shone with a black light as I struck down with a [Radiant Slash].
The Titan Centinel reeled, letting out a screech of pain and anger. I hopped off it, winking as I raised a hand.
“[Demon’s Mark].”
And crimson flames engulfed the Titan Centinel in its entirety. The heat incinerated the Centinels closest to it, and I could even see the ocean high and far above bubbling from the intensity of the flames alone. 
I watched as [Demon’s Mark] burned for a moment longer before dissipating into weak streaks of roiling embers. My first instinct was to beam in victory when I saw that the Titan Centinel was gone. However, amongst the flurry of notifications bombarding my head, I realized one thing— 
None of them informed me of the Titan Centinel’s defeat.
The ground beneath me exploded as the Titan Centinel crawled its way out of the ground. I didn’t even know how it dug down without leaving much of a hole behind. Somehow, a Skill allowed it to escape into the earth and cover its tracks in mere seconds.
It knocked me back, sending me flying across the small ravines and into a cliff wall. The Breastplate of Alexander protected me— its aura shimmered from the hit. I peeled myself out of the small crater.
“You—”
I blinked when I realized the Titan Centinel was nowhere to be found again. 
“Huh?”
This time, however, I was more on guard. Perhaps that was why [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] flared, letting me know that something was about to explode from the cliff behind me.
I teleported out of the way as the Titan Centinel took a massive bite out of the earth. I spun around, unleashing a wave of white flame at its shelled body. But it sank into the ground, disappearing once more. 
How was it doing that?
It had to have some sort of Skill that let it manipulate and navigate through the earth. Was that how it managed to find me earlier? 
While I was locked in this one-on-one battle with the Titan Centinel, I hadn’t realized that I left my clone to deal with the bulk of the Centinel army. And, well, it seemed like the [Senior Centinels] paired with the thousands of other lower-leveled monsters was too much for her to handle.
A golden explosion erupted behind me. More powerful, but far more contained than [Dermon’s Mark]. It took out half of the remaining [Senior Centinels] with that, but left the rest to hound me from behind as I clashed with the Titan Centinel.
“Ugh, are you serious?”
I groaned and activated [Haste], diving between the snapping mandibles of the monsters while the Titan Centinel occasionally burst out of the ground to take a swipe at me. 
The Breastplate of Alexander flashed as I was knocked around by a combination attack from a [Senior Centinel] and the Titan Centinel. I swung once again for the latter, but it disappeared once more.
It was weak. I could tell. The combined damage I’d inflicted on it earlier had left it badly injured. If I could just get to it, I’d be able to take it out without the need of even my strongest Skills.
The problem was that I couldn’t get to it. The [Senior Centinels] and the other lesser Centinels threw themselves at me, stupidly dying one after another whenever the Titan Centinel fled. 
“Come back here!”
I yelled as I chased after the Titan Centinel. I swung with my Nebular Scythe, only to dig up dirt as it phased through the ground once more. I clicked my tongue, annoyed, and struck the earth out of frustration. 
“Come back here!”
Obviously, the Titan Centinel didn’t return. However, something else came in its stead. Behind me, there was a hiss. 
A [Senior Centinel] lashed out at me with snapping mandibles, spraying its acid in a deluge at me. My eyes grew wide as the ground over me shadowed over— 
And a blue light overcame the acid. A flash of flame. Blue flame. But one that froze instead of burned. 
“Stupid!”
“Willy?”
I blinked as the wave of acid was turned to ice in an instant. The [Senior Centinel]’s legs were caught on the ice too, and the [Will O’ Wisp] flew down to me. 
“Hey, wait, why are you still here?”
He fluttered around me as the ice wave cracked and shattered under its own weight. I placed a hand on my chest.
“Aw, do you actually care about me?”
“No!”
Willy sounded indigent. He unleashed red flames at the [Senior Centinel] as it broke free from the ice, keeping it back. I could hear his strained voice, even if it was a soft buzz to someone without [Universal Language Comprehension].
“Prove!”
“Prove?”
In the distance, the Titan Centinel resurfaced from the earth. Willy seemed to turn to face it, speaking insistently.
“Promised— prove.”
I paused. 
“You can speak more than one word at a time?”
He made an angry buzzing sound that held no meaning other than indicating that he was annoyed. I tapped a finger on my chin.
“Ah! You want me to prove that I really can defeat it?” 
The [Senior Centinel] writhed on the ground, dying, only for another [Senior Centinel] to take its place. This time, accompanied by [Older Centinels] too. I gave Willy a thumbs-up.
“Alright! Just distract them for me for a minute. No— less than a minute.”
“Hurry!”
“Yep!”
A single flap of my wings sent me cutting through the air straight for the Titan Centinel]. Without the disturbance from the other Centinels here, I had a lot more freedom to operate. I let the Nebular Scythe vanish back into [Dimensional Pocket], and my body shifted without interruption as I bared my teeth. Three extra pairs of arms grew out from my back as my face protruded out like a skull. My body grew longer, cracking with strength— power that surged through my body.
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 145 (+25) (+10%)
[Strength]: 130 (+25) (+10%)
[Endurance]: 140 (+25) (+3) (+10%)
[Wisdom]: 250 (+25) (+10) (+10%)
[Agility]: 300 (+25) (+5) (+10%)
[Demonic Essence]. And also, [Faux Limbs] in tandem. I grinned, pointing all eight of my arms at the Titan Centinel before it could escape into the earth.
“Stay!”
My voice reverberated throughout the cavern. Then I activated [Warp Time], extending the period the Titan Centinel would stay under the effects of [Intimidation] as well as slowing its movements. 
I crashed against the Titan Centinel’s chest a mere moment later, grabbing onto its shell with all six of my limbs as it finally snapped free from my Skills. It tried to escape, but it brought me with it. Together, we phased through the ground as the dirt parted like muddy water. I began to pry into its carapace with all six of my clawed arms, ripping the Titan Centinel apart.
As we glided through the earth, it was like I could see everything around us. The floor and walls of stone were practically invisible, mere outlines that could reveal intricate layers and levels of tunnels and cave systems throughout the Bloodied Gulf. 
I finally tore my way to the Titan Centinel’s fleshy skin and began biting and clawing it with everything I had. When I was down to its innards, I just had to burn it from the inside and incinerate its organs. 
Finally, we exploded out of the ground, sending rocks and debris into the air. The Titan Centinel tumbled and rolled beside me as I landed with all ten of my limbs, still in my [Demonic Essence] form. I turned to the body, giving it a sidelong glance. It twitched once— and stopped moving. 
Defeated [Evolved Centinel – Lvl. 131]! 
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
The corpse laid there as I basked in my victory. An army of Centinels had been reduced to mere hundreds. The Titan Centinel? Defeated. And there was a flurry of notifications resounding in my head.
Victory was mine. I proved myself, just as I said I would. The remnants of the small Centinel could be dealt with by Willy alone, although I was ready to help her. Without the Titan Centinel, there’d be no more coordination, so there was going to be a lot more Centinels killing each other. 
Yet, Willy flew away from the remaining Centinels and towards me, speaking in a hurried voice. I spread all eight of my arms wide, smiling.
“Hey, did you see that—” 
“Run.”
“Huh?”
I stared at him, puzzled. But he didn’t elaborate, flying off back to Kron. And that was when I felt a stronger tremor run through the ravines. One that was familiar. I glanced back, eyes growing wide.
“Oh.”
It was still far off, but I spotted the enormous goliath that was the [Ancient Centinel], exiting the network of ravines of the Bloodied Gulf, heading towards us. 
“That’s a good idea.”
—--
I followed Willy as we returned where we came from. Kron was no longer in the ravine, but in the little hidden tunnel that led back to the haven. While the [Krokodis] wasn’t anywhere in sight, her illusion had taken over the whole ravine, hiding us from the pursuing Centinel.
I could hear her annoyed voice pestering us to hurry. 
“Death! Death! Me run if you no run.”
We entered the tunnel and rolled the boulder over the entrance. I found the [Krokodis] hiding a little bit further back, and I raised a few placating arms. 
“There’s no need to panic, we’re already—”
And she yelped. Kron backed up, pointing at me and screaming. 
“Who? Who? Where Salvos?!”
I blinked and looked down at myself. At my [Demonic Essence] form.
“Oh, right.”
With Willy’s help, I managed to explain the situation to her and calm her down. Although, it would take a lot more than just that to appease her for what I did.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid! You stupid!”
Kron pointed up above as the ceiling shook. 
“That death! That kill all!”
“I know, I know.” 
I waved a hand off, chuckling.
“If the [Ancient Centinel] was there from the very beginning I wouldn’t have even thought to fight. I’d be the first one out of the Bloodied Gulf like that.” 
I snapped six of my claws simultaneously to enhance what I meant. 
“But it wasn’t. It was just the Titan Centinel and its weak goons. So, I taught it not to mess with me ever again.” 
Kron still looked annoyed.
“Still stupid.”
“Yes!”
Willy agreed with her, flying around me. I scoffed. 
“If you think it’s stupid, why’d you help me?” 
“Because...”
The [Will O’ Wisp] seemed to trail off rather than having an abrupt-cut single-word sentence. His colors changed rapidly and he zipped off.
“Stupid!”
That was all he said as he left Kron and I alone in the tunnel. I smiled, watching him go. 
“I think I made a friend.”
Unfortunately, I wasn’t done being interrogated.
“Why do?”
Kron fixed me with a slightly-annoyed but also slightly-no-longer-caring look. I raised my chin in thought. Why did I do it? Why did I risk my life challenging an army of Centinels, especially if it could attract the attention of even stronger Centinels? 
After all, it was quite a bold move. I used up all of my best Skills just to bring down the Titan Centinel and most of the other lower-leveled Centinels. If the [Ancient Centinel] had somehow caught me before I escaped, I’d have nothing left to face it with. No [Long Range Teleportation], no [Salvo of Vanity]— no nothing.
It seemed ridiculous. As though I’d have a non-answer to Kron’s rightful interrogation. Yet, I responded without hesitation. 
“Isn’t it obvious?”
I looked over my notifications— at the progress I’d made in such a small amount of time compared to the slow progress as of late. And I thought of Willy, who kept insisting he was better than me. Even if I liked him, I wouldn’t let that stand if it wasn’t true. 
My body transformed back out of my [Demonic Essence] form as I patted the confused Kron on the shoulder.
“I need to get stronger. That’s it.”
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 119] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 120] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
…
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 122] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 123] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 73] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 74]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
…
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 77] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 78]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
***
Defeated [Gallias Lobster - Lvl. 141]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
He had to get stronger.
He knew he had to get stronger. It was a risk. Death was a possibility. Very much a possibility. And yet, he fought. Through the depths of the ocean, he swam. Against sea creatures far stronger than him, he struggled. Against all odds, he won.
Defeated [Astrida Starfish - Lvl. 137]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
But why? Why was he doing this?
It was because he’d seen what those land creatures did to his kin. Again and again. Throughout the ages. He’d seen her suffering— from the loss of her children. 
The giant tentacled creature fell, painting the sea a crimson mixed with the black of its ink as he felt himself grow stronger. He bathed in this blood— in his vengeance.
Defeated [Ceph of the Deep - Lvl. 149]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
He wouldn’t stand for it. Perhaps he could’ve acted earlier. But he was complacent. However, the encounter with that winged thing had made him realize he was weak. Too weak. 
Stronger. 
The Sage Centinel grew stronger. 
Grand Skill [A— 
Abundant experience is awarded for learning a Grand Skill— 




30. Interlude – Daniel’s Desire Part One

The Elutra Kingdom. It was a place familiar to Daniel Song. It was the first country he’d stepped foot on when he arrived in this world. Summoned by their [Mages]— grand magic that took a toll on the entire country’s resources to even cast. 
It was almost nostalgic, returning to where he started. He saw the same monsters that had one threatened— that had chased after him when he was too weak and afraid to do anything. Now, they were the ones that fled at his sight. 
He spotted the same cities. He walked along the same cobbled roads. He saw the same faces of those who had once turned to him in adoration. Yet, things were different now. 
Even with these same sights, the atmosphere had completely changed. The Inoria Empire had taken over these cities. A dour mood hung over the former citizens of Elutra. They walked the streets with their heads ducked beneath an overcast sky. So, it was not nostalgic. It was anything but that. 
It was a truly depressing sight. 
“Are we there yet?”
A voice drew Daniel’s attention. He turned around, raising his hood slightly to face his female companion. She… was not the friendly Demon girl he’d gotten to know over the past few years. And she was certainly not Edithe Dawnrise, the hard-headed but kind-hearted [Mage]. Daniel would’ve preferred their company to this woman any day— it wasn’t even a question.
“No, we’re not.” 
He gave a curt response, turning back to the city ahead. 
“So, this isn’t Ertos? I thought we were going to the Capital of Elutra— seriously, why are we wasting our time here?”
Amanda sighed, flicking her brown hair back as she walked up to him. 
“This is taking forever. If you really wanted to get there as soon as possible, you wouldn’t be dilly dallying and stopping by every single city we see. We can just grab a map and sprint straight for Ertos— we’d have arrived there over a week ago.”
“I need to assess the situation.”
Daniel’s lips twisted, annoyed by the former assassin’s incessant pestering. 
“If you don’t want to be here, Amanda, you can just leave.” 
His eyes didn’t depart from what it was following. The guards around the walled city just up ahead stopped a wagon driver— they ransacked his cart as he helplessly watched from the side. Once they got what they wanted, they kicked him and let him through. 
He clicked his tongue as Amanda’s face peered over his shoulder.
“Does that upset you? Does that draw out your inherent sense of justice, oh great [Hero]?” 
She spoke in a mocking voice, and he shrugged her off. Chuckling, Amanda shook her head casually. 
“I’m here because there’s no other place for me to go. I can’t return to the Harrowed Vindicators because, first of all, I have a bounty on my head. And second of all, our headquarters was taken over by a bunch of Demons who’ll kill me and use me as a sacrifice in their blood rituals.” 
“I don’t see how that’s my problem.”
“Have some empathy. You’re the only person out there who’s strong enough to help me out if I’m attacked for betraying the Harrowed Vindicators.”
Daniel glanced back at her as she followed him down the hill, heading for the city.
“And what makes you think I’ll help you if an assassin or a Demon comes for your head?” 
“Well, it’s a [Hero]’s job to save a damsel in distress like me, right?” 
Amanda feigned like she was falling over, and he gave her a flat stare. 
“No.”
She crossed her arms as he turned and continued for the city. 
“Could’ve at least played along. How dull.”
They reached the city’s gates not long after. It was Elis— one of the larger cities not far from the Capital of Ertos. It had only recently been taken over, so the walls were still damaged and many buildings lay collapsed. That wasn’t surprising to Daniel. War extracted its toll. But what he didn’t like was how there didn’t seem to be any attempts to repair the damage done. 
No [Builders] or [Architects] toiling away to return the city to its former state. Everything was left in disrepair.
Daniel kept his head low as he paid the entrance fee to the guards. They snickered amongst each other, clearly charging him an outrageously exorbitant amount. He didn’t protest, instead choosing to ask some questions.
“I’m looking for the Adventurers Guild in this city. Do you know where it’s located?”
“The Adventurers Guild?” 
The guards laughed, just as Daniel expected. 
“Sorry, it was destroyed during the battle for the city. Unfortunate, but you’ll probably want to find work somewhere else. Not like you adventurers are needed around here— us soldiers are strong enough to deal with any monster threats around the city.”
The young man’s eyes flickered. Same answer, huh? The reason why Daniel had wanted to stop at Elis was simple— he wanted to investigate if the Inoria Empire was truly as evil as he was led to believe, and he wanted to ascertain the state of the Adventurers Guild. 
He’d gone to three former major cities of Elutra. Each one had been captured by Inoria, and coincidentally, the Adventurers Guild had been completely wrecked. There was no place for adventurers to find work or spread information amongst each other. Even though the basis of the Adventurers Guild made it a decentralized organization, they’d at least communicate with each other if something truly wrong was happening in a city. 
Not that that could be a problem if there was no Adventurers Guild. That made four, now. Four major former cities of Elutra that had lost their Adventurers Guild during their capture. It was beyond mere coincidence now. With what Daniel knew about Inoria— or at least, the rumors he had been told— he believed that this had been carried out on purpose. 
Demons were in charge of the empire. They had to be. And if that was true, then they were going to bring the return of the Demon King himself. 
Would they sacrifice all of Elutra? Or, perhaps, they’d only sacrifice the prisoners of war. Maybe even a single city. The scope and scale needed to summon the Demon King wasn’t something Daniel understood. He just knew that something had to be done. 
He couldn’t do it by himself. He needed proof. Evidence. To gather help from nations and adventurers. That was why he continued to investigate.
The young man took a single step through the gates of Elis, only to pause when he heard a commotion occurring behind him. 
“Sorry, I don’t have enough gold for the entrance fee.” 
Amanda opened her hands and shrugged as the guards pestered her to make payment for entry. The guard captain crossed his arms.
“No payment, no entry.” 
“Well, I don’t have any money. Now, if only there were a strong, young man nearby who can help me out.” 
She winked at Daniel, and he rolled his eyes. 
“No.”
He turned around and continued on, leaving her outside of the city, speechless. She blinked.
“Hey, wait—” 
Amanda called out to him, but the guard captain stopped her. He grabbed her by the shoulder, sneering. 
“I said no payment, no entry.”
Then he paused as he took in the brown-haired woman. A creepy smile spread across his face.
“Unless, of course, you want to offer some… other method of payment.”
Daniel halted, and Amanda stared at the guard captain. Her eyes narrowed.
“What kind of alternative payment?” 
The guard captain ogled her with his eyes, reaching a hand for her face. 
“Oh, how about you follow me to the guardhouse and find—” 
“That’s enough.”
Daniel grabbed the guard captain by the forearm, tossing a bag of coins at his feet. All of the guards stared. Then one of them barked in outrage. 
“Don't you dare talk to the captain like that!” 
They drew their weapons, surrounding Daniel in an instant. He craned his neck slightly, taking in the levels of his opponents. None of them but the captain were even above Level 70. Although, they did have quite a high average level for a bunch of guards. No— these were veteran soldiers who’d been given guard duty for the sake of intimidation. 
The guard captain glared at the young man. 
“Unhand me this instant, adventurer, and you won’t get in trouble.” 
“I have given you more than enough gold for both our entrance into the city. If that is not enough, then I believe I must protest. However— I really do not want to cause a scene.”
Daniel tightened his grip. The guard captain’s enchanted gloves bent under the pressure, and his eyes widened. He tried to identify Daniel’s level, but his true level was hidden under an obfuscation artifact. And Amanda was showing her second Class.
“T-that’s…”
“I suggest you just take the gold and let us be.” 
Amanda raised an amused brow as the guard captain struggled to escape Daniel’s grip. Finally, he acquiesced. 
“Fine.”
Daniel let go of the man, and he spun around. 
“Let them pass. And pick up this damn gold, you bloody morons.”
He shouted at the other guards as they scrambled to collect the payment off the floor. Meanwhile, Daniel just briskly turned and walked away. Amanda followed after him as he entered an alleyway. The moment they were away from view, he grabbed her by her collar and sputtered.
“What do you think you’re doing? You almost got us both in trouble.”
“Hey, I asked for your help before it came to that. You didn’t butt in then, so things became tense. It’s not my fault it turned out that way.” 
“And what about the entrance fee? Aren’t you some kind of high-grade assassin? What’s that load of crap about not being able to afford the entrance fee?”
He gritted his teeth, and she gave him an innocent smile. 
“I used to be a high-grade assassin. Not anymore. Also, I could’ve been able to pay the entrance fee if someone didn’t take all my gold from me when he kept me as his slave.”
“I didn’t keep you as my slave. You were my prisoner.” 
“Same thing. Either way, I was a helpless young woman who had to obey everything you said.” 
Amanda scoffed, and he drew back. 
“You can handle yourself, but you just wanted to mess with me so I’d get in trouble. If you wanted to, you could’ve snuck in after me without even being detected.”
She tapped a finger on her chin, speaking indifferently.
“I wasn’t opposed to letting that man have his way with me. I didn’t have any gold, and what’s so bad about having a little fun for free stuff?” 
A small grin spread across her face as Daniel scowled. 
“Whatever— the next time you get yourself in a mess, I won’t help you out.”
“Aw…but I enjoyed being saved by you. It was almost like you were an actual [Hero].”
He ignored her, leaving the alleyway and heading down the streets of Elis. Just like in the previous three cities he’d visited, Daniel found the streets being heavily patrolled by Inorian soldiers. Not to maintain peace. It was clearly a show of force. 
They weren’t acting to prevent crime. If they wanted to do that, they’d have been roaming the back alleyways and keeping a lookout for possible looters at the current city’s state. Instead, they marched down the busiest streets, making their presence known while staying far away from where the criminals lurked. 
Good, Daniel thought as he passed by a large patrol of chanting soldiers. He kept his head down just like every other citizen in the city, blending in and maintaining a low profile. Amanda, meanwhile, trailed a few feet behind him, not bothering to even pretend to be scared. She stopped a guard just to have a small chat, and helped a crying young boy find his mom. If she wasn’t doing it to annoy Daniel, he’d have thought she was a good person.
The young man eventually strayed away from the main streets, finding himself in lesser maintained parts of the city. Here, there were broken shops— those that had been destroyed during the battle for Elis, or those that had been looted and abandoned in the ensuing chaos in the changing of power. Smoke rose up all sound Daniel, smearing the orange-stained twilight sky with streaks of gray. 
Men and women huddled around small fires to keep warm as their homes were no longer standing. Daniel really wished he could help them all, but he had another goal. He stopped a raggedy-looking man, and after a short conversation, gave him a piece of platinum and headed to an even more dubious part of the city. 
He nearly thought he lost Amanda when she was swarmed by a bunch of kids for showing off a trick with her knife. However, much to his displeasure, she suddenly appeared next to him as he arrived at his destination.
It was a run-down blacksmith’s shop. The flames of its forges had died out as the doorway was buried under rubble. But behind the sturdy brick walls of the building, in the empty armory that had been raided by the Inoria Empire, Daniel found a handful of shadowed figures milling about. 
One of them spotted his presence and approached him with a gentle smile.
“Welcome to the unofficial Adventurers Guild of Elis. Tell us, strangers, are you friend…?” 
A curved sword appeared by the man’s side as his smile vanished.
“Or are you foe?”
[Rogue - Lvl. 96]




31. Interlude – Daniel’s Desire Part Two

[Rogue - Lvl. 96]
The man stood before Daniel with his sword raised threateningly to his side. He tilted his head slightly, a sort of bloodlust coming across his face along with an open-teeth smile. The other adventurers gathered in the dimly lit room looked up and tensed. They reached for their weapons— 
“Relax. I’m an adventurer.”
Daniel produced a badge he had hidden beneath his cloak. The [Rogue] blinked. He peered at the gleaming diamond-shaped object. Then he sighed.
“Ah, I guess we won’t be having fun tonight. Come on in.”
He sheathed his blade as the adventurers in the room relaxed. They exchanged whispers, pointing and whispering as Daniel entered the brick building. 
“Did you see his badge?” 
“He’s a Diamond Ranked adventurer—”
Amanda followed after the [Hero], whistling.
“Whew, why’s everyone staring? We’re just visiting. No need to cause a big scene or anything.”
“And you should stop talking for once.”
Daniel shot her a glare. After a moment’s thought, she replied casually.
“Hmm, nah.”
He sighed and decided to ignore her once more. Each time he indulged her, she’d just get on his nerves. It was on purpose, too. She was just bored and having fun annoying him. A man who looked like he was in his mid-forties approached Daniel, bowing his head.
“Sorry about Lucas. He’s just suspicious of everyone who enters the guild. Especially if they’re not anyone we recognize.”
He gestured at the [Rogue] who’d gone off to the side, cross-armed and scowling that he didn’t get a fight. Daniel raised a brow.
“Suspicious, why?”
“Our last three locations were shut down by Inorian troops. It was a mess, really. Fortunately, no one died.”
“Inoria is actively shutting down Adventurers Guilds?”
Daniel raised an intrigued brow. 
“Well, unofficial guilds, at least. They’re saying that it’s illegal activity, which— I don’t blame them. It is. However, when they won’t let officials from the Adventurers Guild into the region because it’s a ‘warzone’ then you start to question their intentions.” 
The middle-aged man waved a hand off.
“Anyway, that’s just politics and an older man’s gripes. Tell me, strangers. What are your names? I am Delmon, the former [Bartender] of Elis’ Adventurers Guild.”
“I’m Dan. And this is Amy.”
The young man nodded and gestured at his unwanted companion. She grinned.
“A [Bartender]? Got any good drinks? Don’t worry, Dan here will pay for me.”
“No, I won’t.”
Delmon shook his head, apologetic.
“Alas, we don’t have much here in this unofficial Adventurers Guild. At most, we have some ale. But even then we only limit a single mug per adventurer.”
“Ah, fuck it. I’ll take it.”
Amanda slapped a silver coin on the table. She accepted the mug and scurried off to find a table. Daniel was glad that he had her off his hands for at least a little bit. He turned to Delmon who brushed his hands off.
“So, what are you looking for? Jobs? We have a few posted, but the rewards aren’t that great, unfortunately. However, most of us are taking what we can get. We also have a few other more mercenary… missions available. I know that technically goes against the creed of being an adventurer, but there are… groups who dislike the Inoria Empire that are rich and willing to pay us well.”
Daniel didn’t even need to press him further to understand the implication— rebel groups. Insurrectionists. Loyalists to the Elutra Kingdom. 
“What about adventuring companies? What happened to them?”
“Until the Adventurers Guilds return to Elutra, they’ve all been disbanded by Inoria. Sorry, can't help you there. But if there’s anything specific you’d want, I can help you out.”
Delmon tilted his head, and Daniel closed his eyes.
“No, I’m fine. I’m just looking for information. About Inoria.”
“Information, eh? That’s hard to come by these days. However, some of us do keep ears on the ground.”
The [Bartender] turned his gaze towards a young girl— probably thirteen years old— who sat in the corner of the room. 
“Especially the young’uns. That’s Cindy. She’s a little [Informant]. She can help you out for the right… incentive.” 
Daniel nodded and placed a few silver coins on the table. 
“Thank you, Delmon.” 
“O-oh, you didn’t have to—”
The [Bartender] stared at the coins, wide-eyed, but Daniel was already walking over to Cindy. 
Amanda joined Daniel, already done with her drink. 
“Got what you wanted yet?”
“No, not yet.” 
“Oh, come the fuck on.”
She rolled her eyes.
“How much preparation do you need to carry out before you grow a pair and just do something, already. Seriously, do you take this long to go to the bathroom? Must you check if there’s any spiders hiding beneath the outhouse before you take a piss? Do you knock on the door three times before entering a room that’s empty?”
He halted mid-step. He met Amanda’s bored gaze and opened his mouth, about to reply. Then he took in a deep breath, and strode off with a shrug.
“Maybe if you were a little more prepared, you’d have succeeded in killing me.”
“Oh, that was actually good.” 
She smirked. 
Daniel walked up to Cindy, crossing his arms.
“You Cindy?” 
“Yeah, what about it, ya stinkin’ geezer?” 
The girl wrinkled her nose as she stood up, lowering a mug of ale. Should she be drinking ale? Or better yet— was she even a reliable source of information?”
“You’re an [Informant], aren’t you?” 
“[Gossip] turned [Informant], yeah. Leveled up quite a few times since Elis fell and everyone started asking too many questions. Even got my advancement early.” 
Cindy smiled as she took a sip from her mug. Amanda peered over Daniel’s shoulder, staring. The girl shifted slightly.
“What? Don’t look at me like that. I’m fuckin’ fifteen, asshole.” 
“You’re a sassy little girl, aren’t you?” 
Amanda’s lips curled up as she leaned forward.
“I don’t care that you’re drinking booze. Just hoping that you’d share some with, ah, the grownups.” 
“Stop extorting the informant, Amy.” 
Daniel shoved the former assassin back. Cindy hesitated, taking a step back, but Daniel gave her a reassuring nod.
“I’m just here to collect some information.”
“Geez, you’re coming to an [Informant] for information. How would I have guessed?”
Cindy snorted. Daniel pursed his lips. Maybe he should have let Amanda intimidate the little girl for a little longer.
“Let’s speak outside.”
He gestured for her to follow, but Cindy held out a hand. 
“Wait—”
She held open a hand, cocking an eyebrow.
“First, I need to see some coins.” 
Daniel blinked as she continued.
“This is just to even start talking to me, so, maybe, fifty silver? And depending on what kind of info you want, I could charge you up to five or ten gold later on. It’s—”
He cut her off, placing two platinum coins in her hand. Her eyes grew wide.
“T-that’s…”
“Is that enough for you?”
He folded his arms, and Cindy hurriedly nodded.
“R-right.”
The group headed out of the unofficial Adventurers Guild. Daniel paused right by the doorway, looking back once as he felt a prickling feeling run up his spine. He spotted Lucas, the [Rogue], standing by the makeshift bar, staring straight at him. 
Daniel narrowed his eyes, reaching for his Primordial Longsword. He kept a hand on it even as he left the building. They headed a street away from the blacksmith’s forge as the young man turned to Amanda. 
“Keep an eye on our back. Someone could follow us.”
The former assassin furrowed her brows.
“What makes you say that?”
“Just a hunch.”
“Alright, then.”
Amanda shrugged. She grew slightly more alert— but it was almost imperceptible. As expected of someone of her level. Daniel turned to Cindy as they entered an alleyway.
“I need to know what’s going on around Elutra.”
“That is… very vague. You couldn’t have asked me a vaguer question.”
The girl gave him a flat stare. He shook his head.
“No— I mean, how are the citizens of Elutra being treated by Inoria? Have there been any kidnappings? Forced imprisonments? Have you heard of any concentrated effort to transport a large number of prisoners en masse? Things like that.”
Cindy tapped a finger on her chin. 
“These are rather… odd questions. Why do you need to know?”
“It doesn’t matter. I just need to know if there’s been any such rumors floating around.”
Daniel insisted, but she snapped her fingers.
“Wait, are you investigating that rumor that runaway princess has been spreading around?”
“I…”
“That’s right— the one that the people of Elutra are going to be sacrificed for some cult.” 
There were a lot of things the [Hero] could say here. He could dismiss the notion, but Cindy would just bug him about it. Considering how petty she’d been so far, she could even refuse to answer his questions until he gave a truthful response. Then there was also the chance she’d get offended. 
But if Daniel confirmed it, it would arouse suspicion. Spilling secrets to a [Gossip] or [Informant] or whatever was never a good idea. He opened his mouth.
“That’s—” 
“There’s no use hiding it.”
A voice called out from the back. Amanda, who’d been standing watch, chuckled.
“You’re not very good at keeping secrets, anyway.”
He scowled. 
“Whatever— look, Cindy, can you tell me if those rumors are true or not?”
“Why?” 
The girl cocked her head.
“If it’s true, are you going to do something about it? Are you investigating on behalf of the Vaun Qieur Empire? Or since you’re an adventurer, did the Remembered Order Company send you? I know— you’re a Vampire, aren’t you?” 
She began listing out possibilities— options which Daniel didn’t even think to consider. He remained coy.
“Maybe I am, maybe I’m not. Who says it’s even one or the other? I could be an adventurer and part of a country at the same time.”
“Don’t lie. You’re definitely sent by one of the Vampire Families up north.”
“Just answer the question.”
Good. It was better that she thought he was a Vampire then to know the truth. Cindy scoffed.
“Fine. A girl can’t be curious these days, huh? Well if you really must know, then the answer is no.”
“No?”
Daniel blinked. She nodded, giving him a toothy grin.
“Yep. I haven’t heard anything of the sort. The Inorian troops are treating citizens kind of badly, but… I haven’t heard of any kidnappings or false imprisonments. They have been handing out harsh punishments for lesser crimes, but that could hardly be considered happening on a systemic scale. More like a bunch of guards going on power trips.”
“I… see.”
The [Hero] had feared the worst. He thought that Faith’s fears were actually true. That they could come to pass. It was reasonable, considering what he discovered at the hideout of the Harrowed Vindicators. But hearing this reassured him somewhat.
At least, until Cindy continued.
“Anyway, I don’t think there’s anything of the sort going on. That princess was probably just trying to gather outside support by spreading lies. After all, Ertos wouldn’t be surrendering if they thought they were all going to die.” 
“Right— wait, what?”
Daniel blinked, and she nodded.
“Ertos is surrendering. They’ve sued for peace, and Inoria has accepted their terms. They will officially be signing the treaty tomorrow at dawn.”
The words slowly washed over the young man. He had to take a moment to register what was being said until he finally got it. And it felt… odd. 
Off, even. 
Something didn’t sit right with him. 
“I see. That’s useful to know. Thank you, Cindy.”
He flicked an extra platinum coin at the girl which she stumbled to catch. 
“Woah, woah, wait— what’s this for?”
“Consider it a tip for that last bit of information. Amy, we’re going now.”
Amanda looked back in surprise and followed after the [Hero]. When they were far enough away from Cindy, the former assassin turned to Daniel with a puzzled expression.
“We’re leaving, so soon?”
“Yeah, we’ve got to get to Ertos.” 
“Now? After all your beating around the bush, you finally decide to leave for Ertos now?”
She crossed her arms as they turned a street corner.
“What made you change your mind?”
“Something’s going on in Ertos. I don’t know what, but I had known the King— Credence. He was a stubborn man. He wouldn’t surrender to Inoria even if it meant his people had to suffer for it. And yet, they are surrendering.”
Daniel closed his eyes, coming to a stop. The same prickling feeling from before ran up his spine and he glanced back. He saw no one, and Amanda didn’t seem to notice anything either. 
“This just doesn’t feel right.” 
Shaking his head, the young man let out a sigh.
“Come on, let’s just hurry before anything goes wrong.”
***
“This is my lucky day…”
Cindy skipped out of the alleyway as she held three gleaming platinum coins. Her face was bursting with a smile… until the looming shadowed figure stopped her in her tracks. She blinked, looking up at Lucas as he held a blade out.
“Hello, Cindy.”
He stepped forward, smiling with bloodshot eyes. 
“It seems you have quite the productive conversation. How about you… share some of it with me?” 
The girl backed up, staring at the man in fear— and then laughed.
“I’d play along, Vide, but there are other matters to discuss.” 
The man paused as Cindy’s form changed. She grew taller, becoming more like an adult as her skin was stained crimson. A pair of long, curved horns protruded from her face as violet wings spread out from her back. 
Lucas— no, Vide, pouted.
“Aw, you’re no fun, Occis.” 
He morphed out of his [Mortal Form] too, transforming into a blue-skinned hunched figure with a long tail and sharp claws. 
Occis, the former girl [Informant], stretched her back and patted her partner on the shoulder.
“I made a little discovery. One that Simag would be pleased to hear about.” 
“Oho? And what exactly did you learn, exactly?”
Vide’s head craned unnaturally to the side. Occis proffered a hand to him and he took it. 
“It seems I’ve found our little [Hero], after all. And he’ll be heading straight for Ertos.”
“Seriously? You convinced him to head to that death trap?” 
“I did. All it took was a little bit of talking and he ran off like the [Hero] he was. Now, come .Let us inform Simag and get our reward, shall we?” 
With that, two [Changelings] took off to the sky. Their flying figures drew the attention of a few passersby, but it didn’t matter. Not anymore. 
Not once Ertos fell, and the royal family of Elutra lay dead.




32. Centina

When I returned to the haven, I found myself in a little bit of trouble. Apparently, Centina wasn't’ very happy to find out that I’d not only recklessly endanger everyone here by challenging the Titan Centinel instead of fleeing, but I also recklessly endangered the lives of everyone here by incurring the wrath of the [Ancient Centinel].
“Look, I thought the haven should be safe since it was far enough away deep underground!
I protested. Even still, she was upset. 
“Do you realize that us Centinels can dig through the earth? The only reason why our haven has yet to be discovered is because I can misdirect them. Keep them away from this place.”
She shook her head.
“But my efforts are meaningless if you are chased down here by an army of my kin.”
“I’m sorry…”
I trailed off. I felt a little bad. I did let my pride get the better of me— which, well, made sense since I was an Archdemon of Pride. 
But even if I was prideful, I wasn’t incapable of self-reflection. Willy and Kron had helped me, and Galt was nice and friendly. Centina kind of reminded me of the Headmaster of Mavos Academy or the professors— strict but kind. Someone who was tasked with taking care of others.
The fact that I endangered their lives wasn’t lost on me. I liked these monsters, even if I’d just met them. Especially Willy… even if I was better than him.
“If we are found out by an [Evolved Centinel], I truly will not know what to do. This haven will fall.”
Centina spoke in a low voice as she began to skitter away back to the tunnel she came from. Where her secret room was located. I glanced over at the ‘crowd’ watching me. By that, I meant Willy, Kron, and Galt. The other monsters here were pretty dumb or couldn’t care less; they just wanted to live and this was where they could survive in peace.
“Wait—”
I called out to Centina before she could take her leave. She turned to me, tilting her upper body.
“Why do you do this, anyway?” 
“What do you mean?”
She gave me a puzzled look.
“All this— protect this haven? Save monsters you’ve never even met? Why do you do that? Why do you oppose your own kin?”
“Do I need a reason?”
“I mean, it’d be weird if you didn’t have one and you were just doing it for the fun of it. I guess I can see how it may be more appealing than just killing everything mindlessly, but still, it’s a pretty dangerous hobby.”
I shrugged, hearing a giggle from the side. Willy laughed as Kron cocked her head.
“Me don’t get it.”
Galt hushed them both, and I continued.
“I’m just curious. I’m not going to judge you for it, Centina.”
Sighing, the [Evolved Centinel] scratched her head. 
“After such a long time spent protecting this haven, the first one to question my intentions just so happens to be a Demon.”
I blinked and turned to Galts. 
“Wait, have you never asked Centina why she’s doing all this?”
“Unfortunately, the topic never came up.”
“And you, Willy?”
The Spirit’s flames grew red— he was slightly embarrassed.
“No.”
I looked at Kron. She just stared back at me, confused. I didn’t even bother to ask her the question.
“If you’re that intrigued, then come with me.”
I glanced over at the others as Centina headed down the passageway she’d come from, but they weren’t interested in learning more. They just headed off to [Rest] on their own. Centina’s voice echoed as I followed her.
“It is complicated. But if you must know, I was not always like this.”
She clenched her fist as she spoke, recalling a time long ago. I tapped a finger on my chin.
“What do you mean?”
“I had been just like my kin. I had only known bloodshed and death. To slaughter those who ventured to our world and threatened our lives. I was fueled by rage. By an instinct that brought me to destroy everything except my own kind.”
“But don’t Centinels kill each other all the time?”
I gave her a puzzled look. She smiled.
“Perhaps. But something about me was different. I know not why, but I’d always been confused by the erratic actions of my kin. When they slaughter themselves without any reason. I was special, and I only discovered why when I became an [Evolved Centinel]. That was when I truly understood that I was not like the others.”
I raised a brow, growing more curious as she continued her speech. The way she spoke about things was familiar. It reminded me of someone…
“So, I tried to do something different. I tried to rally all the other Centinels to exact revenge against the world. To organize some kind of army.” 
Centina laughed— a garbled noise that sounded bitter above all else.
“The lesser Centinels obeyed me, of course. They were too foolish to think for themselves. But the stronger ones? Other [Evolved Centinels] like me? They were far harder to convince. And I had to prove my strength to them to win them over to my side.” 
“Huh. Then what happened?” 
I was hooked now. If this was who Centina used to be, what could have possibly changed that made her who she was today? 
“I fought and won, again and again. I grew stronger. Until I decided to approach an [Ancient Centinel].” 
“Hmm, yeah, I can see that’s a bad idea.”
“I didn’t even challenge him to a fight. The moment I approached his Lair, he wreaked destruction— more than I have ever seen before. He killed more of my kin than I had seen slain by the visitors from above. Why? What was the reason for it? I didn’t know. I still don’t know. All I know is that he injured me. He nearly killed me. I escaped only because he didn't differentiate any of us from each other. I walked away, bleeding. Dying. And I would have died. Until I met him.”
Centina reached the end of the tunnel, and I saw the boulder hiding the secret room where she tested me. She rolled it to the side, entering, and I took a step after her. 
“Who is this ‘him’?”
“He is the one who saved me. Who nursed me back to life. A Human man who’d watched the battle from afar. Observed it. And chose to heal me when he had no reason to do so.”
I took in the room— the books that were stacked against the walls. The sleeping bag that had been placed off to the side, right next to the decrepit wooden desk. There were markings, too. Scribblings against the rock. When I saw it initially, I knew it definitely didn’t look like a place set up by Centinel like Centina. 
“And this was where this Human man brought you?”
“Yes.” 
Her voice was low as she stared nostalgically at the table. She ran her hand over it, taking in a deep breath.
“Of course, he kept me restrained. He was doing… some kind of research here. To study us. To learn our purpose. And most of all, to destroy us. Our entire kind. Exterminated.” 
My eyes flickered. Now, that was interesting. A Human man who wanted to kill all the Centinels? Where did I hear something like that before? I remembered the diary I’d found in the manor by the cliffside.
Could it be the same guy?
“He saved me because he didn’t understand why the [Ancient Centinel] had turned on me. In fact, he had been monitoring me. He had seen me raising my army. He needed an answer. Unfortunately, I couldn’t give him one.”
Centina closed her eyes.
“He wanted to kill me there and then out of anger because he thought I was lying. But I convinced him to let me live. That I could help him further his understanding of us Centinels. He relented. Truth be told, I had no intention to help him. I simply wanted a chance to kill him and escape by myself. But I never found the opportunity.”
I walked around the edge of the room, picking up and dusting off the books that had belonged to this Human man. A few of them had emblems— sigils were reminiscent of nimbus cloud with the letter ‘s’ in the center. 
Yep. It’s the same one.
The [Evolved Centinel] continued as I stored a few of the books with [Dimensional Pocket].
“Every day, he’d return and question me. Interrogate me about things he saw, and ask me why they happened. I never had many answers for him beyond the simple fact that it was normal. Why do Centinels kill each other? It was normal. Why do Centinels kill their young? It was normal. Why do Centinels have no sense for survival? It was normal.” 
I nodded in agreement. If someone tried to ask me why everything in the Netherworld was so chaotic, I'd probably give a similar answer. 
“He’d explain how things worked where he came from, hoping to get better answers from me. But it didn’t help. Why? Because everything that happened down here was just normal. There was no explanation for it. And he grew frustrated by my non-answers, but I couldn’t give him any other. I was afraid he’d kill me eventually— before I could escape. But for whatever reason, that didn’t happen. Instead, we grew… closer.”
I blinked as Centina chuckled.
“What do you mean by that?”
“Something blossomed between us, Demon. I know not what it was. Maybe it was because he just wanted someone to talk to. But eventually, he stopped gazing at me with eyes full of hate. It became that of pity— then that of more. Of love.”
“Um, what?”
I just stared at her.
“Love. Love between a Centinel and a Human. Such an odd thing to say, yet it was true. I didn’t know what I was feeling at first. I only understood it after reading through some of the books he had given me. I loved him. And he loved me. My name is proof of it.”
I wanted to make a face of disgust, but it’d be too obvious. I just kept my own personal thoughts to myself. And, well, I thought it was absolutely idiotic.
That it was dumb. 
The more I heard about love, the stupider I thought it was. 
“So, he didn’t kill you because he loved you?” 
“Yes. And eventually, he freed me. And I’d visit him regularly. When he embraced me those times I came without warning, I knew our love was true.”
A smile spread across the Centinel’s face, only to vanish.
“But one day. One foolish day. I didn’t realize, but I was being followed. One of my kin— an [Evolved Centinel] who I rallied in the past me and also survived the [Ancient Centinel]’s wrath followed me down here. She didn’t understand why I’d given up my desires to destroy all of Humankind. And when she saw him— the Human who I loved— she attacked. And perhaps it was because I’d grown weak, but I couldn’t stop her from killing him.”
Some weird green liquid dripped down from Centina’s face. She wiped them away, and I realized they were tears. 
“Because of me, he died. Because I was too weak. Because I was foolish.” 
“I… see.”
She sobbed as I watched from behind. The [Evolved Centinel] cried like a Human maiden with a broken heart, wiping the tears away only for more to pour out. 
I placed a hand on her shoulder.
“And that’s why you’re here?” 
I titled my head. 
“Because you know this is what he would’ve wanted? To save those who were trapped down here?”
Centina blinked away her tears and straightened. She turned to face me, and I lowered my hand. 
“No.”
Her reply surprised me. 
“No?”
“What I want is to leave this place. To show the world above that not all of us Centinels are mindless monsters. That some of us can co-exist with them. And… maybe find love again.”
“Um, then why are you doing this? Why can’t you just do that?”
I crossed my arms, more confused than anything.
“I only save those stranded in the Bloodied Gulf because I, too, am trapped here. Because each time I try to escape, she’d stop me.”
“She? You mean the one who killed the man you loved?”
“Yes.”
Centina’s eyes now burned with hate— with anger. She clenched her claw-like hands, and I could hear the sound of scraping as her nails scratched her carapace on her palms.
“She’s stronger than me. And, somehow, she knows whenever I try to leave this place. She leaves me here, shunned, a pariah of our Species.” 
I frowned, and she sighed.
“I know not why she has not returned here. Just that whenever I resurface, she stops me. She beats me to the brink of death and throws me back to the tunnel I came from. A prisoner.”
“Huh.”
With a deep breath, the [Evolved Centinel] turned around and faced me, walking up to me slowly.
“You ask why I do this, Demon, and the reason is simple. It’s because I wish to survive. But I also wish not to be alone. So, I protect this place. It is a haven. But only because she has not returned since.”
Centina finally finished. Crossing her arms, she looked at me with a prodding gaze. 
“Does that answer your question?” 
“Interesting. I think it does. Although…”
I trailed off, furrowing my brows.
“I do have another question.”
She harrumphed, sounding slightly annoyed. I waved a hand off.
“Don’t worry. I’m not going to make you recount your life story and relive whatever tragedy you’ve experienced again. I just wanted to know one thing.”
“Well, what is it?”
She stared at me impatiently, and I gestured at the books around us. 
“This man you loved… what was his name?”
“His name?”
“Yep.”
For a moment, Centina said nothing. Then she began to chuckle. 
“After such a long story, that is all you ask of me? You are quite odd, Salvos.”
“And you’re finally calling me by my name.” 
I snorted. She smirked.
“If you must know, the man I loved called himself Erhard.”
“Erhard?”
Centina nodded.
“Yes. Erhard Skyshredder.”
My eyes narrowed, and I placed a hand on my chin. Skyshredder? Like Clayton Skyshredder?
“I see.”
“Now, Salvos, if that is all, you may take your leave.”
The [Evolved Centinel] ushered me out of the room, but I raised a hand.
“Wait.”
“What is it this time?”
I just stood there, thinking. Other than the whole love part, the things Centina talked about felt familiar. Her dream was to be accepted. Also, to find love, but that wasn’t important to me.
I thought about myself. I thought about Belzu— about what the Demons were doing. They were wreaking great havoc throughout the Human lands. Because of that, I was reviled. The one thing I wanted more than anything else was to be accepted for being a Demon. Centina wanted the same thing: to be accepted as a Centinel.
And that made me sympathetic to her. 
“Now I can see why you were annoyed by me when I said I could leave anytime I wanted.”
Centina gave me a confused look as I turned around. 
“What are you talking about?”
I held her gaze, grinning.
“I've decided.”
She frowned, but before she could ask the obvious question, I spoke over her.
“I will help you get out of here.”
Her eyes grew wide— wider than how wide I thought a Centinel’s eyes could grow. 
“What…?”
I simply repeated myself.
“I will help you and every other monster in this Land of the Lost escape from the Bloodied Gulf. Is that clear enough for you?”
And this time, Centina was the one to barrage me with questions.




33. Planning an Escape

“I will help you and every other monster in this Land of the Lost escape from the Bloodied Gulf. Is that clear enough for you?”
Centina didn’t get it. She didn’t understand why I decided to help her. I tried to explain my reasoning, but it didn’t go through to her. There was some sort of disconnect. My logic was not something she could comprehend.
“Explain again— why have you decided to help us even though we have just met?”
“Because I want to.” 
I shrugged, much to the confusion of the [Evolved Centinel]. Sighing, I crossed my arms.
“Look, I feel bad for you— I understand what you’re going through. At least, with you and your Species. I don’t really care about that whole romance or love part.” 
My eyes flickered as I glanced down the hallway, back in the direction of the main cave chamber of the haven.
“And I like some of the other monsters here. They’re nice and fun to be around. I’d rather they not die or anything.”
“I… see.”
Centina didn’t seem particularly convinced by both my reasoning and by my conviction. I could tell she didn’t think I’d succeed in helping them escape, and that I’d give up after trying for a little bit. 
“I have been trapped in this cavern for hundreds of years, Salvos. Unable to surface. Unable to even speak to my own kind. If you truly believe you can achieve this feat which I’ve struggled to accomplish in this great timespan, I will not stop you. I simply implore that you do not risk the safety of this haven with whatever you have in mind.”
“Don’t worry! I have plenty of ideas.”
I waved a hand off as I started out of the secret room. 
“I’m a genius, after all!”
—--
The first thing I did was recruit some help. Well, actually, the first thing I did was distribute my Stat and Skill Points.
Salvos (Liberator of the Plaguelands)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 123
Class: [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 78
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 2
[Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] - Lvl. 4
[Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] - Lvl. 6
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 6
[Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] - Lvl. 2
[Title Skill: Recall Skill] - Lvl. 1
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 145 (+25) 
[Strength]: 132 (+25) 
[Endurance]: 143 (+25) (+3)
[Wisdom]: 255 (+25) (+10) 
[Agility]: 310 (+25) (+5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 1]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 10
[Haste] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 8
[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 6
[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 10
[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Wings of the Netherworld] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x1
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 3]
[Dimensional Pocket] - Lvl 5
[Mass Particulate Modification] - Lvl 5
[Mystical Projection] - Lvl 15 (Maxed)
[Long Range Teleportation] - Lvl 20 (Maxed)
[Planar Navigation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Scattering Displacement] - Lvl. 10
[Warped Time] - Lvl 10
I leveled up a bunch and had plenty of Stat and Skill Points to spend. I focused mostly on what would help me with leading the monsters in this haven out of the Bloodied Gulf. Speed, [Warped Time], and other such things that would help them move faster. 
Then I approached Willy. I waved at the [Will O’ Wisp], watching him gorge on a bunch of the Centinel spoils we’d just returned with. 
“Hey. Remember what you said about leaving this place?”
“Truth.”
He turned to me insistently. I nodded.
“Yep, I believe you. But I just want to know— how exactly are you able to do that?” 
“Fly.”
I could almost hear the flaming ball snort. I rolled my eyes.
“Just like that? Aren’t you afraid they’ll catch you before you escape?” 
“Maybe.”
He flitted around me before turning his flaming gaze in the direction of one of the tunnels we came from.
“Exit high. Become small.”
“There’s an exit that leads us higher up? And you can make your body smaller so you’re less discernible?”
I tried to interpret what he meant. The [Will O’ Wisp] brightened— literally.
“Yes.”
“Huh.”
That was interesting. I tapped a finger on my chin as I glanced around the rest of the haven. I spotted Galt over by a stalagmite, lying on the ground and nibbling on the moss growing on the moist stone floor. Behind him, a group of giant crabs were huddled together, pointedly trying to keep away from the writhing, thin maggot-like creatures that were feasting on a pile of Centinel corpses.
There were a lot of large monsters here. It wasn't going to be easy, hiding them from all the Centinels above. Although, maybe we could transport them one by one? At least— I could.
I turned to Willy, curious.
“Say, I know you’re able to make yourself larger and smaller, but are you able to make yourself larger to carry others with you?”
“Easy!”
His tone made it sound like it was the stupidest question in the world. I mean, I did expect him to be able to do at least that much— he was over Level 120, after all. To be more specific, he was Level 125. He’d leveled quite a bit too from the battle against all the Centinels. 
“What about that thing you did with your flames?” 
I gestured at him, then at one of the dead Centinel’s lying on the ground.
“You made them fly. Can you do that with people?” 
Willy hesitated.
“...no.”
“Aw.”
That would have expedited the process quite a bit. I sighed and explained my plan to the [Will O’ Wisp].
“I want to help everyone escape this place— the Bloodied Gulf. And I’ll need your help.”
He faced me, intrigued.
“How?”
“As of right now, I think it’d be best to transport everyone one by one. Discreetly.”
“Interesting.”
Willy thought about it from a moment. Then he glanced over at Kron.
“Help.”
“You want Kron’s help, too?” 
“Faster.” 
“I guess if she helps us with her illusions, it’ll probably make it safer. And it’ll speed up the process.”
I paused. Then I furrowed my brows.
“Hey, why didn’t you think of this before?”
The [Will O’ Wisp] shrank and looked away.
“...d-didn’t think.”
I cocked my head.
“Why not? Is it the same reason why you don’t want to leave?”
He remained silent for what felt like a full minute. Finally, he responded with some guilt in his voice.
“Yes.”
“I see.” 
I waited for him to elaborate, but he said nothing more. I didn’t prod him about it since he was clearly averse to discussing it. 
“Anyway, that’s a good idea. Talk to Kron about this idea— I'll speak with Galt.”
“Galt?”
He asked, perplexed. I smiled.
“We need a test subject, right? And who better than him? He’s big and he’s high-leveled, so he can protect himself if something goes wrong.”
“Smart.”
“Well, of course.”
The [Will O’ Wisp] and I split. He spoke to the [Krokodis], while I tried to recruit the [Gallias Tortoise] to trial the first attempt at breaking the monsters out of the Bloodied Gulf.
“Hey, Galt!”
I called out to him, and he looked up from eating the moss on the walls. 
“Yes, Salvos?”
“I was just wondering— you’re strong, right? I mean, you’re one of the highest-leveled monsters here.”
“I am indeed high-leveled.”
The giant tortoise spoke as he got on all four legs, slowly pivoting to face me directly.
“However, as to whether I am strong is uncertain. Perhaps my level is considerable, but I do not often partake in battles.”
“Wait, then how are you Level 115?” 
“I hail from a place called Gallias Island. It is my home, but it even rivals parts of the Bloodied Gulf in terms of danger— at least, barring the deepest depths.” 
He shook his head, speaking in his squeaky voice. Unlike Centina and Kron who were speaking an actual language, Galt was simply making noises with his mouth. But there was intent and meaning behind the noises, and that was how I understood his intent. I wouldn't have understood his words before I leveled in [Universal Language Comprehension].
“Oh, so you leveled only because you had to survive.” 
I nodded, understanding. Galt, however, didn’t see it that way.
“I survived, and that is how I leveled. I did not survive because I leveled. Those are two different things.” 
“Right.”
“I’d prefer to stay in my comfort zone, Salvos. I can see that you and the [Will O’ Wisp] share similar hearts— that both of you vie for the challenge. But I do not. If, for the rest of my life, I am forced to remain here in this haven because it is the only place that is safe, then I will.”
I peered curiously at the [Gallias Tortoise] as he laid himself back down, finding a comfortable position with that huge shell on his underbelly. 
“I have no quarrels with living a life without excitement as long as I am content.”
“But… but are you really content here?” 
This haven, even if it was the safest place in the Bloodied Gulf, was absolutely dull. There was nothing here. Even the guarantee of survival. After all, Centina’s friend could return whenever for any reason whatsoever.
“What do you mean, Salvos?”
Galt met my gaze, and I elaborated.
“What if you’re given an opportunity to return home? Or maybe not home— some place that’s just… not here. A place that’s safer.” 
It sounded too good to be true. Of course it did. The [Gallias Tortoise], even if he had no language, was intelligent enough to understand that there was a catch. 
“That depends on the risk. Would my survival be guaranteed? Would escape even be reasonably plausible?”
I pursed my lips, turning back to Kron and Willy as their discussion finished. I watched as the [Krokodis] nodded eagerly to the proposal. Then I nodded at Galt.
“It’s reasonably plausible. I have done it myself. The only difference is that I’ll be bringing you which may make it riskier, which is why there’ll be help.” 
“Interesting.” 
The [Gallias Tortoise mulled over it for a moment. He remained in though, and I was starting to think I’d have to find another volunteer. But eventually, he stood back up.
“Do you know how I ended up here in the Bloodied Gulf in the first place, Salvos?” 
“Um, you never told me.”
I shifted back as he chuckled squeakily. 
“I was getting tired of Gallias Island. My kin are not like me. They are aggressive and violent and territorial— not mindless like the Centinels— but if you are not one of our kind and they perceive you as a threat, they will kill you. Even though I was safe, thanks to them, I wasn’t comfortable. I wasn’t happy living in my home. So, I left.”
He closed his eyes, speaking regretfully.
“I departed Gallias Island, knowing that I would have to cross even dangerous waters to get to safety. I took a risk, and unfortunately, things went awry, and I ended up here. Trapped beneath the Bloodied Gulf.” 
I blinked as Galt opened his eyes, holding my gaze with a look of determination.
“But if you told me I could turn back time— do it all again— and asked me if I took the risk once more? Do you know what my answer would be?”
I thought about my regrets— how I was separated from Haec and ended up lost in the Mortal Realm. Would I do it all again? I felt my lips curl up.
“Yes. After all, it is what you wanted, right?”
“Indeed.” 
The [Gallias Tortoise] returned the smile, although with how his mouth was shaped, it was barely even a smile. I clapped my hands together.
“Good, we’ll get you out of here, Galt. I promise.” 
I craned my neck, facing the rest of the room— all the monsters within. 
“All of you. I’ll help you escape.”
I whispered, conviction clear in my voice.
And from behind me, Galt laughed.
“Well, good luck in convincing the [Talonflayers] to listen to your plan.” 
He nodded in the direction of the long, spindly maggots. 
“They’re as dumb as rocks.”
I blinked.
“Seriously?! As dumb as rocks? That’s very, very dumb!”




34. Calm

“Centina.”
The man spoke as held up the glinting object.
The [Evolved Centinel] stared at her captor. Erhard. A Human man who’d come to the Bloodied Gulf— who swore the destruction of all Centinelkind because of their role in his family’s demise. Here he was, chuckling, chatting with one of said Centinels. 
She was conflicted. She… enjoyed it. Even if she was still trapped in the magical box. Her shackles. Despite clearly being a captive, she held feelings for him. Weird feelings. It was not like anything she’d ever felt before. Yet, she felt it. 
The books she’d been given described it as a feeling called…. love. 
But was it really love? Perhaps her feelings were muddled because of her containment. Surely if she were free what she felt would go away. 
These thoughts plagued her, but that didn’t matter for now. Instead, she tilted her head at Erhard.
“What about Centina?”
He repeated himself.
“What?”
“For a name. You said you didn’t have a name, right?”
Erhard smiled as fiddled with something in his hand. The [Evolved Centinel] scowled.
“Was that the best name you could come up with?”
“I think it fits. You take pride in being a Centinel, don’t you? Having it as a part of your name seemed appropriate.”
“Well… if you say so.”
Centina took a moment to savor the name— let it sink in. Then she nodded.
“It is not a bad name.” 
“Of course not.” 
Standing to his feet, Erhard held up an odd circular metal object. It looked like the kind of item a Human would wear for their protection. Centina blinked.
“What’s this?”
“It’s a ring. It doesn’t have any protective enchantments, unfortunately. At least, for you. It’s made to be quite durable.” 
“Why are you giving it to me?” 
She asked, puzzled. He shook his head.
“Just something for you to remember me by. Try it on.”
Centina accepted it, inserting it into one of her claw-like fingers. It fit perfectly. And it looked kind of… nice. She’d never worn anything like this. Or anything, really. After a moment of admiring the ring, she registered what Erhard had said.
“Remember you by? What are you talking about, Erhard?”
The smile never left his face, even as he met her gaze. Even as he explained.
“I’m not going to keep you imprisoned any longer, Centina. I’m setting you free.”
***
Centina abruptly sat up. She stared at where she’d been lying— at the sleeping bag which could barely fit her Human-like half of her body. 
“I fell asleep…”
She muttered to herself. At some point after speaking to Salvos, she’d dozed off. She wasn’t even tired, but she took a short nap. It was probably because she had spoken extensively about Erhard— her heart ached, thinking about him. It had been such a long time, and she’d mostly been able to move on. At least, in the sense that she didn’t live day-to-day thinking about him.
But after that Demon dug up her painful memories, Centina briefly fell into a whirlpool of mental fatigue and melancholy. She curled up in Erhard’s bed and… cried.
Even now, tears trickled down her cheeks which she was quick to wipe off. She didn’t care about her appearance since the monsters of the haven didn’t understand or care for such things. But for the sake of herself, she had to be strong.
Centina got to her feet and shook her head. 
“If Salvos keeps her promise…”
It sounded like salvation. Like paradise, to finally be free after so long. But she knew— Centina knew that it was a long and arduous journey ahead of her. 
“And that’s why I have to be strong.”
***
Everyone had a reason why they wanted to do something. No one lived with no purpose or goal in mind, even if it was just to survive. The moment that drive to live vanished, they would no longer be a person. 
They’d be dead.
That was obvious, obviously. 
And the fact that everyone in the haven was still alive cemented the fact that they wanted to live. That was why I knew I could convince them to follow through with my plan to get them to escape. However, there was a minor problem.
Risk.
It was risky to attempt an escape. This risk went directly against one’s desire to survive, which made it hard to get volunteers. After all, they were safe here. My argument against that was that they weren’t actually safe— there was a looming everyday threat that this haven could be discovered by Centinels at any point in time. 
But, well…
“This haven has existed for hundreds of years and still hasn’t been discovered. It is safe.”
The giant crabs were vehemently against my proposal. I crossed my arms.
“That doesn’t mean it won’t ever be discovered! That’s like saying you have never died before so you won’t ever die. That’s not how it works!”
They exchanged confused looks before shaking their protruding eyes.
“It is safe.”
And that left it at that. The other monsters in the haven made the same argument— even with Willy and Kron’s help, I had a hard time finding anyone else who was willing to volunteer after Galt. Some of them weren’t anywhere near as ‘eloquent’ as the giant crabs, even.
“Come on! We’ll help you find an even better home!”
“Food.”
I poked the [Talonflayers] as they wriggled on the ground. There were dozens of them, each about twice as long as a Human, but only about a foot wide. 
“You'll get good food too!”
“Food.”
“Please?”
“Argrableble.”
I was pretty sure that wasn’t even an attempt to communicate. It was just making weird noises with no meaning. Sighing, I turned to my friends. 
“Seems like no one else wants to leave.”
I shook my head, and Willy flitted up to me.
“Trust.”
I blinked. 
“Right. They don’t trust me. Which is stupid! Why wouldn’t you trust me? I’m me.”
“Prove.”
He replied simply. I narrowed my eyes. 
“They need proof that I’ll ensure they’re safe?”
I cast my gaze around the room. Judging by how most of them glanced over at me, the monsters’ interests were piqued by my offer, but Willy was right, they didn’t think I’d deliver on my promise, not unless I could guarantee they made it out alive.
An idea crossed my mind. I beamed and turned to Galt— my first volunteer. And my friend, too. I opened my hands and shrugged as I strolled up to him, speaking loudly.
“Well, it seems like no one else but you wants to escape. Let’s go, Galt.” 
“Hmm, yes. I suppose it is time we take our leave.”
“Yep! Although, give me a moment.”
I stopped him from exiting down a tunnel. In full view of the other monsters in the haven, I hefted the Breastplate of Alexander off me and onto his neck. 
“What are you doing, Salvos?”
“This is for extra, added protection. It’ll keep you safe. It’s very durable.” 
I watched as the regular-sized breastplate seemed to grow, fitting around the [Gallias Tortoise]’s neck. A shimmer overcame him as his Temporary Skills took effect. 
“This is…?” 
His eyes grew wide. A few of the watching monsters shifted. They could sense the power, too. But I had to demonstrate it. 
“It keeps you safe. So, let’s say someone comes up to you and tries to hit you. Like this—”
I lashed out at him, my claws overcome with [Barrage of Cinders]. He flinched. But the attack bounced off him as my flames washed over the protective aura.
“See? Nothing happens.”
“Incredible…”
Galt was not the only one who was surprised. I could see more than one of the giant crabs reacting. Good. They were definitely changing their minds, at least somewhat. Now came the next step— actually successfully getting the [Gallias Tortoise] out of here.
With a smile on my face, I turned to Willy and Kron.
“Let’s go, guys.” 
More than a few gazes bore into our backs as we left the Land of the Lost. Although no one said anything, I knew that more than a few of them were thinking— believing— that maybe, just maybe, with Kron’s illusions, Willy and my abilities, and the Breastplate of Alexander, they could escape this place once and for all.
—--
We emerged from one of the tunnels that brought us higher up— closer to the ocean above. It was a ledge that led out to one of the cliff walls, about midway up to the very top of the cliff itself. I took a quick look around with [Planar Navigation], finding any and all Centinels that were hiding close by. 
“There’s about a dozen down below, and a handful slowly crawling along the wall just at the exit.”
I frowned, and Kron nodded.
“We wait, yes?”
“Yep. Give them a bit and they’ll pass without a problem.” 
As we waited, I turned to Galt just to see how he was doing. 
“Is everything ok?” 
He had a bit of a worried look on his face.
“I am… fine. It has just been a while since I have been this far away from the haven.” 
“Don’t worry. We’ll get you out. I promise. You remember the plan, right?”
He hesitated.
“You’ll fly me out as Kron covers us with an illusion. Her magic can’t reach as high as the sea, so once we’re out of her range, we’re on our own.” 
“That’s my side of the plan. I’m asking if you remember you job.”
I rolled my eyes. Galt murmured softly.
“Yes. Just stay put. Don’t struggle.”
“Exactly! If you struggle it’ll make flying more difficult. But if you stay put, I can get you out of here in a jiffy!”
I gave him a thumbs-up, and he closed his eyes. 
“I hope that’s true.” 
There was still some apprehension there. I placed a reassuring hand on his shell.
“It’s fine. Just trust me.”
The [Gallias Tortoise] opened his eyes and met my determined gaze. I thought of Mountaintooth and the brief time I spent in the Beastmen Plains. Of my confrontation with Belzu. Of my everything I’d been working towards here in the Mortal Realm. Then I got to my feet.
“I never break my promises.” 
I started forward, gesturing for Galt to follow
“The Centinels have passed. Willy, you’ll stay behind this time. Just watch from afar and make sure nothing bad happens to Kron.” 
In the future, the [Will O’ Wisp] would be flying with me so we could transport as many monsters as possible at the same time. However, with only Galt, I sufficed. 
The [Gallas Tortoise] followed me as a brief shimmer ran over us. Kron’s illusion. It made us invincible… or kind of invisible. It wasn’t the total invisibility that was achievable through [Alchemist] potions. And it was even less effective since it was covering multiple targets. If a perceptive-enough Centinel peers in the same direction we were flying in, it would notice some flaw in the illusion. Maybe even enough to see us completely. 
But that’s not my main concern. 
I spread my wings wide as I hefted Galt from his back. With his side, getting a good grip wasn’t easy. So, I created [Faux Limbs] to help with that. 
We slowly ascended from the ledge in the middle of the cliff face. I flapped my wings slowly, taking my time so Kron’s illusions could keep up. The instant I was exposed to the Bloodied Gulf, the stench of blood and death overwhelmed my nostrils. The cacophonous clickings were audible, even if distant. And there were even some that were close by. 
I looked down to see a small group of Centinels crawling along the bottom of the ravine. They halted, casting their gaze around as if something was amiss. I hesitated. Were we found out this early into the escape?
But no— the ground beneath those Centinels exploded. An [Older Centinel] crawled out of the earth and began to shred them apart. I watched as the undulating figures thrashed about, ascending even further up until we passed the top of the crevice. A single [Junior Centinel] stood there, clicking its mandibles by itself.
Even as we directly crossed through its gaze, it didn’t notice us. I stared at it as we continued flying up. If it made any weird movements, I’d kill it before it could alert any other Centinels.
Only when we were even higher up— halfway to the ocean— did I think of looking away. And that was when I could relax. For a bit. I cast my gaze around, taking in the sight of the Bloodied Gulf. it spanned dozens… maybe even a hundred miles in length. Walls of water rushed down along the edges of the Bloodied Gulf, forming the water dome over the complex network of deep crevices. There was no way a Centinel could chase us now that we were this high up. 
Maybe an [Evolved Centinel] could. But none of the regular Centinels posed a problem. 
“We’ll be leaving Kron’s range soon.”
I turned to Galt who wore a wide-eyed gaze. That of disbelief.
“We’re really leaving the Bloodied Gulf. Just like that.”
I shook my head. 
“We’re not out yet. Brace yourself, alright?”
He nodded as we flew up a little bit further. Then there was a flicker. I activated [Haste] and [Warped Time] as Kron’s illusions vanished. 
And I burst into the air. 
I moved so fast, I crossed the remaining distance into the ocean above before Galt even knew what was going on. It sent a huge ripple through the sea. The Centinels swimming in the water immediately turned to investigate the source of the disturbance. 
What they saw was a Demon swim-flying at high speeds for the surface. The lower-leveled Centinels couldn’t catch up to me. But there were [Older Centinels] and even a single [Senior Centinel] waiting in the water for me. They moved to block my way, but I’d been prepared.
Fiery weapons conjured into existence, sending bubbles through the ocean. They launched out, blasting apart the Centinels and keeping them back. That would’ve drawn more attention, but it didn’t matter. By the time any other Centinel noticed the ripples and the waves, I was already gone.
I took in a deep breath as I hovered high above the Bloodied Gulf, alongside white clouds that lazily crawled through the sky.
Centinels swam down below, as usual, killing any sea creature that swam too close to their territory. I smiled, looking down at Galt as he took in the scene.
“Y-you… actually did it.”
“Of course I did!”
I raised my chin. The [Gallias Tortoise] was stunned. He couldn’t believe his eyes. He slowly cast his gaze around this vibrant picture— one he hadn’t seen in a very long time— before facing me. 
“Thank you, Salvos. I shouldn’t have doubted you, even for a moment.”
I beamed at the praise. Then I shook my head. 
“Well, we’re not done yet.” 
“We’re not?” 
He gave me a puzzled look. 
“Yep. Now’s the hardest part.” 
I let out a sigh as I took off, flying further into the ocean.
“Finding a safe place to drop you off.” 
“Ah, right.”
***
More died. More of his kin was slain. Who did it? 
It happened close to him. He’d been returning from his journey of growth, hoping to show her his growth. But he saw the ripples in the water, followed by the blood. Centinel blood. 
Fueled by rage, the Sage Centinel surfaced to find the culprit, but he was too late. All he saw was the figure flying in the sky. Two figures. One was that of a sea creature. But the other was more familiar. 
His gaze sharpened into a glare as he tracked his enemy. The one that had defeated him. The one that had been responsible for the death of so many of his kin. 
The silver Demon.
He was going to get revenge. He was going to make the silver Demon understand his pain. 




35. Storm

“Is this really fine?” 
I took in the scenery— the view around me. It was a tropical forest, lush and brimming with life. It melded into a beach with sparkling clear waters. I’d flown for a few hours to get here, and this was where I’d say goodbye to Galt. 
The [Gallias Tortoise] stood on the soft sand, staring around with wide eyes. He no longer wore the Breastplate of Alexander— I kept it in my [Dimensional Pocket] since it wasn’t needed here. He turned to me, a grateful expression on his face.
“Thank you, Salvos. I will not forget this debt I owe to you.”
“Don’t worry about it! I like you, Galt. And I made a promise to Centina, too!”
I waved a hand off. He still spoke squeakily, communicating with me despite having no language. But he was intelligent and he had intent, and that was enough for my [Universal Language Comprehension] to translate into words. 
It was a lot more coherent than what I was hearing from the fish flopping on the beach, washed up by the waves.
“Help. Help. Help. Help. Help.”
I snorted and picked it up, tossing it back into the ocean. 
“Thanks. Thanks. Thanks. Than—”
“Well, I’ll be going now, Galt. It was a pleasure meeting you, even if it was only a short amount of time.”
“The same can be said about meeting you.”
I took off, spreading my wings wide and ascending to the sky. The [Gallias Tortoise] watched me go. I smiled and waved at him as I soared back to the Bloodied Gulf.
—--
I flew above the crowds, relaxing, recuperating before I would have to return to the underwater canyons. Then the sky tore open above me. I blinked as a face peered down. 
“Salvos.”
“S-Sal…?” 
I stared at the Devil as he placed a hand on his goatee. 
“Tell me, my daughter, didn’t I give you clear instructions against leaving the Bloodied Gulf?” 
I gulped, remembering his parting words to me. I halted my flight— not like it mattered since the crack in space followed me regardless.
“Um, I kind of forgot…?” 
His piercing gaze bore into me. He didn’t wear an amused face as he usually did. I knew whatever was coming from him next wouldn’t have been good. I quickly protested.
“But— I also thought you meant I couldn’t flee from the Bloodied Gulf! To evade my responsibilities and stuff. I’ve been diligently training to get stronger than that [Evolved Centinel]! I even nearly killed him!”
The Devil crossed his arms, frowning. But he didn’t say anything for a moment. After some thought, he sighed.
“So you did. But he escaped. So, you have proven nothing. And you still broke the rules.”
“R-right…”
I trailed off. If I argued any further, I would’ve made him angrier instead of calming him down. Instead, I scratched my cheek and asked a question.
“Why did you want me to fight him, anyway? He’s just a Centinel, isn’t he?”
Sall shook his head.
“Because he is special, too. Just like you. If he continues in his path, well… let’s say there’ll be an [Ancient Centinel] rampaging through the Human lands in a decade or so.” 
“Huh.”
That sounded like it’d be worse than Belzu. So, was the Devil making me do this to protect Humans? Or, wait, was he giving me a mini-Belzu to face before I fought the real Belzu? 
“Nevertheless, that Sage Centinel— let’s just call him Sagey, alright?”
“I’d rather not.”
“Sagey has beaten you once, and you have beaten him once. As far as I’m concerned, you’re 1 - 1 against each other. It’s time to settle the score, Salvos. And I think I’ll be giving him a slight advantage, so that you’ll learn your lesson.”
A smile spread across Sal’s face. My eyes grew wide. 
“Wait, why?”
“Because, my daughter, you have gone against my rules twice now, all due to a whimsical promise you made to a bunch of mortals. Tell me, will any of this even matter in a hundred years’ time? A thousand? Ten thousand?!” 
He spoke. His wrath was evident. The smile slipped off his face, twisting into something more sinister. 
“Now, I’ll be taking my leave. After I give Sagey some help, I have a meeting with a good ole friend of mine. You may have heard of him— Reggie, my boy. Honestly, he’s come so far. I’m actually quite proud of him. But, be warned, daughter, if you’re not careful, tonight may be the end of you.”
The Devil feigned a sniffle before snapping his fingers. I watched as the portal closed, and I was left alone in the sky.
“Well, that was ominous.”
—--
I returned to the Bloodied Gulf in a slightly more dour mood than before. Nervous, too. I glanced around my back, making sure the Sage Centinel— Sagey or whatever Sal called him— wouldn’t just pop up out of nowhere and attack me.
A few Centinels did spot me on my return, giving chase. I dealt with them easily enough. I didn’t level up, and I probably wouldn’t level up for a while until I killed a lot more Centinels.
Willy and Kron waited for me where I left them. I didn’t see them at first, which sent a prickle up my spine. But they stepped out of the [Krokodis]’ illusion, looking at me anxiously.
“How go?” 
“Safe?”
I stared at the both of them. My lips pursed as I thought about Sal’s warning. 
“Salvos?”
Willy repeated himself. I blinked, then beamed.
“Oh, Galt? Yep, he’s fine. I dropped him off on some beach a few hundred miles in that direction.” 
I pointed back where I came, and he let out a sigh of relief. 
“Good.”
“We go back now, yes?” 
Kron ushered us back towards the Land of the Lost. Willy started after her, but I hesitated. The [Will O’ Wisp] paused, staring at me.
“Issue?”
“N-no. But—”
The Devil didn’t like how I protected and saved these mortals. He would surely target that, right? If I followed them, the Sage Centinel was going to somehow discover the haven when trying to kill me. It wasn’t safe. Not for them.
At least, not tonight. 
I had to deal with the Sage Centinel first. Once I dealt with him, I could return and continue evacuating everyone else. 
I promised them. And I wasn’t going to break that promise. The Devil was wrong about one thing. He said that this wouldn’t matter in a thousand years or more. But that wasn’t true. It would matter. 
His apathy was the reason why the average person had never even heard of him. Only those who dug up records of the past long gone would find tidbits about him. Even then, it was scarce.
If Sal had been less callous, he wouldn’t be forgotten right now. 
My goal ever since my birth was simple: to be recognized. By myself, and by others. And until the day I died, I would strive for it, no matter what. 
So, I resolved myself. 
“You guys go ahead.”
I gestured for kron and Willy to continue. They exchanged confused glances, but I held out a hand. 
“Tell everyone I succeeded, but I will be busy for today. Just today. I’ll return though, so take this as proof of it.” 
I summoned the Breastplate of Alexander with [Dimensional Pocket], handing it to Willy. The [Will O’ Wisp] was utterly confused. He held it up with his flames as it glimmered with the same colors as him.
“Sure?”
“Yep. Go ahead. And you can even show off its strength. Maybe that will convince others to trust us.” 
He bobbed his body in a nod. I turned around, watching for a split second as Kron and Willy vanished back down to the Land of the Lost, then I faced the exit of the tunnel. I took in a deep breath and smiled.
“Alright. Now, where is that Sage Centinel hiding?”
I took off, staying low along the deep cracks. I drew the attention of weaker Centinels, but I know that soon it’d draw out my target. 
Or at least, I thought it would. 
But despite hunting through Centinel Lairs and causing a ruckus with my clones, the Sage Centinel… never showed up.
Defeated [Senior Centinel – Lvl. 102]! 
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels below you!
...
Defeated [Junior Centinel – Lvl. 43]! 
Little-to-no experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 50 levels below you!
—--
“That’s weird…”
It was night now. I sat at the edge of a cliff, staring up into the ocean view above. I couldn’t see the glimmer of the moon— it didn’t pierce through the water, unlike the sun. So, what hung over me was a purely sable dome. And yet the Bloodied Gulf wasn’t completely shadowed over.
There was lichen along the walls— a kind of red moss that shone, illuminating parts of the network of crevices with a dim crimson. I watched as Centinels skittered about below, their shadows passing over these lit areas.
“Maybe Sal lied. Maybe it was just a dumb threat.”
It was entirely possible he could’ve lied to me just for the fun of it. It wasn’t like that was the first time he’d have done something like that. But I didn’t let my guard down. It was still night, and until the sun rose back up into the sky, I wasn’t going to return to the haven.
I stood up, creating a Nebular Sickle Grenade. 
“If I try to cause another small commotion, the Sage Centinel may show up this time around.” 
I lazily tossed it down into the pit below. It detonated, blasting apart dozens of Centinels at once. I yawned, not yet leveling up, but I was finally getting close. 
“Maybe I should just max out [Salvo of Vanity]. That’s my most useful Skill.”
I didn’t have a clone active right now— other than the one with Saffron. But they were dealing with boring stuff. Political stuff. The Vampire was busy writing letters and stuff, meeting with politicians and other people of power. 
Honestly, if I thought about what my clone that was with Saffron was doing too much, I’d start to feel the same thing she did… which was utter boredom. 
“If I max out [Salvo of Vanity], maybe I’ll be able to summon six clones? Or eight if it caps at Level 30.” 
Right now, at Level 10, I could summon four clones. I started out with being able to summon two clones, so I gained an extra clone for every five levels since. 
I’d be able to do so much more with eight clones. It was like how having eight hands was better than just two. Seriously, it was so useful. The only minor downside was that it exhausted a lot of mana— the most out of any of my Skills. 
Still, after a brief [Rest], I was already ready to cast it once again. The commotion I caused didn’t attract too many Centinels, unfortunately. In fact, for whatever reason, the Bloodied Gulf seemed more… sparse of Centinels than usual. 
But before I could cast [Salvo of Vanity], I felt a soft rumbling from beneath my feet. The ground shook as a cacophony of clicks echoed down the Bloodied Gulf. My eyes narrowed. I ducked back into the shadows, readying my Nebular Scythe for a battle. 
Is that him? I wouldn’t be surprised if the Devil had helped the Sage Centinel amass an army of Centinels to come after me. 
But the swarm of Centinels rushed through the ravine, ignoring me completely. I watched as their figures and shadows blitzed straight past me. 
“What’s going on?” 
I frowned. I kept low as I ran along the edges atop the crevice, following the Centinels as they continued on. There were so many of them. Most of them were lower-leveled Centinels— [Younger Centinels] making up the bulk of the force. However, I spotted some [Senior Centinels] among the mix. The proportion, however, was majority [Younger Centinel] and [Junior Centinel], by far.
I had never seen a swarm of Centinels this heavily skewed to the lower levels. 
“Where are they going?”
I peered down at them as this massive swarm slowly came to a halt. It was a familiar spot. They gathered around in a huge mass and began to dig. They sent bits of dirt and rock flying, burrowing beneath the earth by the tens of thousands. No— there were even more of them. An entire sea of Centinels. 
And it clicked. I realized what was going on. I took a step back, eyes growing wide.
“No… Sal… why would you do this?”
They were going for the haven.




36. Cleansing

Centina wasn’t sure whether to believe it. 
According to the [Will O’ Wisp] and [Krokodis], Salvos had successfully brought Galt out of the Bloodied Gulf. It didn’t seem possible. And yet, when Centina inspected the rainbow-colored piece of armor, she couldn’t help but feel convinced by the facts.
Its enchantments made the wearer nigh-invincible. The [Evolved Centinel] struck it with an acid strike, only for it to be completely negated. The [Krokodis] grinned, unharmed as she wore the armor.
“See? Me strong.” 
“Interesting. So, this is the power of a Mythical Grade artifact.” 
It baffled Centina, yet she could tell that the armor had a limit too. And it was getting close to reaching its limits. 
“But, just as any other enchanted tool, it can be worn down after too much use. And it seems Salvos has been overusing it. It is no wonder she is still alive.” 
“Overuse?”
The [Will O’ Wisp] flitted up to Centina. She nodded.
“This Breastplate of Alexander is in dire need of recharging. While it naturally regenerates mana, especially here where the mana density is high, it is still being actively used, and will lose more than it regains.”
“So, me not strong?”
The [Krokodis] deflated. 
“Maybe for a while. But I do not believe this Breastplate of Alexander has enough power left in it to survive five minutes against an… [Ancient Centinel], for example.” 
Centina shook her head. It was still quite significant, but if it were fully-powered, she genuinely believed it would allow even Salvos to take on an [Ancient Centinel] one-on-one and win.
“However, in regards to evacuating others, this should be more than enough.” 
She faced the rest of the haven— the other curious, inspecting monsters. One of the [Storm Crustaceans]— the giant crabs, as Salvos called them— approached Centina. 
“Safe leave?” 
The [Evolved Centinel] understood his words thanks to her own [Advanced Language Comprehension]. She hesitated. 
“It is not entirely safe. But I believe it may be…”
She thought of Salvos. And she hoped she could trust the Demon.
“I believe it may be enough.”
She turned around as the monsters in the haven gathered in their own separate groups, discussing this detail. They couldn’t all communicate with each other, of course. Only Centina herself, the [Will O’ Wisp], and the [Krokodis] could communicate cross-Species. They were the ones who disseminated information.
And all of them said the same thing: they could trust Salvos.
It was optimistic. Hopefully. But Centina thought that maybe, just maybe, things would finally change…
As the thought crossed her mind, the ceiling… shook.
***
I watched in horror as tens of thousands of Centinels gathered around an intersection between crevices, digging into the earth en masse, sending debris into the air as they rapidly sank down. There were so many of them. I had only ever seen such a large mass of them Centinels once, when the [Ancient Centinel] chased after me. Although, that had been an eclectic mix of Centinels.
This mass was composed mostly of [Younger Centinels] and [Junior Centinels]. They weren’t the highest-leveled ones, but they all obeyed a command without much thought. The Sage Centinel’s command.
“Sal, why would you do this?”
I gritted my teeth. It was infuriating— upsetting. He wanted to punish me for breaking the rules he had arbitrarily set? Whether I left or stayed in the Bloodied Gulf made no difference if I returned soon after. It made no sense.
When I asked for his help, I did it because I thought he was going to teach me how to learn a Grand Skill, not because he was going to teach me his principles or morality. I didn’t care for that. I cared about what I wanted and if I knew the Devil was going to pull this trick on me, I never would’ve approached him for help.
I jolted as a screech drew my attention. Another group of four [Senior Centinels] joined the mass of Centinels. I had to do something about this. I didn’t have the Breastplate of Alexander, but I had to stop it. 
“I made a promise. And I will keep my word.” 
I closed my eyes, being wrapped in ribbons of gold flames. The brilliant flakes wisped off and formed figures that looked just like me. Clones that smiled and fought like me. [Salvo of Vanity].
I nodded at all three of my clones as I created a set of Nebular Armor for myself. 
“We have to slow them down— kill them all before they reach the haven.”
My clones smirked confidently and leapt off the cliff, charging straight into battle. I watched as in an instant, an entire wave of reinforcing Centinels were incinerated. The job of my clones was to slow the main bulk of forces as they were lower-leveled. Meanwhile, I assigned myself with a different task— take out the stronger Centinels before they could arrive. 
I cast my gaze to where the [Senior Centinels] had been. They were rapidly encroaching on the main group. I leapt over to them, cutting them off before they could arrive.
[Senior Centinel - Lvl. 103]
[Senior Centinel - Lvl. 101]
…
[Senior Centinel - Lvl. 116]
“Hey. Could you please turn around?”
I asked nicely, but they responded with an incoherent shriek. 
“Alright, I guess not.”
The leader and highest-leveled member of the pack lashed out at me, but I slid under the attack, slashing for its underbelly with my Nebular Scythe. It recoiled in pained while I went for the others. [Barrage of Cinders] drove me forwarding, letting me rip apart these [Senior Centinels] leg by leg. 
They were more durable than a Skeleton in the Plaguelands, even if they were about the same level, but I was far higher-leveled than then, now. I dealt with them with ease. 
The last and highest-leveled [Senior Centinel] let out a blood curdling screech and still came for me despite its injuries. I easily hopped around it, grabbing it by its tail. I flew up into the air, spinning it around and scorching a symbol into its side. Finally letting go, I threw it straight for the masse of Centinels.
“Watch out!” 
I called to my clones. They spotted the flying Centinel— they saw the glowing mark on its body. Then they leapt out of the way. The [Senior Centinel] crashed into the center of the gathered horde. Its body shone—
And thousands of Centinels were engulfed with a crimson blast. 
[Demon’s Mark]. It took out a massive chunk of the Centinel army. Even the ones not caught in the blast burned up from the heat of the explosion. Mostly the lower-leveled ones, but that worked since they were all mostly lower-leveled Centinels.
My mind was barraged by notifications from all the kills my clones and I had quickly accumulated . I looked at my Status, but no levels gained.
Defeated [Senior Centinel – Lvl. 115]! 
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
...
Defeated [Younger Centinel – Lvl. 13]! 
Little-to-no experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 50 levels below you!
I needed to level up twice to get what I wanted— I needed [Salvo of Vanity] to reach Level 15 to summon another clone. Lest I wouldn’t be able to handle this mass of Centinels before they reached the haven. Already, they were hundreds of feet deep in a massive hole that was a at least a hundred feet wide.
What was more, they kept coming. The weight of the Centinels would… 
I shook my head, focusing on what I could do now. 
“We need to keep them back!”
I activated [Mass Particulate Modification] and [Scattering Displacement], filling the hole back with dirt and rocks as the Centinels continued to amass. While I kept those Skills active in the back of my head, I swooped down low, sending a massive breath of flames at those that still remained in the hole. 
As I did that, my clones circled around the crater, using their own flames to keep the oncoming Centinels from drawing too close. I continued my onslaught of fiery breath as the numbers thinned, unable to replenish thanks to my clones. 
But before I could finish off the last of those gathered in the hole, a flicker caught my eye. A dark figure sped its way towards me, jumping past my clones and striking me from the side. I crashed into the crater, blinking as I took in the figure.
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 143]
“You?!”
I stared at him. It was the Sage Centinel— the one who I was supposed to defeat. The one who I fought in the Centinels Cornucopia. His upper torso was just like that of Humans as he previously had been, but his lower half was different. He was less Centinel-like now, with far fewer legs and segmented parts. 
“Die… die… die… suffer… you!” 
He spoke no language, just as before, but his screeching had meaning. I struggled to push him off as a vicious grin spread across his face. I blinked, and suddenly everything vanished.
He let go of me as I was caught in a bubble of darkness. One that I could not see through. I frowned, readying myself for an attack. Just as I anticipated, the Sage Centinel dove straight at me— an invisible force that went for my neck.
I repelled the attack just in time, noticing it with the help of [A Hunter’s Sense]. [Planar Navigation] didn’t work. Not in this ball of darkness. It was a Skill the Sage Centinel had stolen.
I waited for the next prickling feeling and blocked the Sage Centinel’s second attack. Then I repelled the third and the fourth, readying a counter for the fifth. I would time it so that I could catch the Sage Centinel before he fled past me, but the attack never came.
And I sensed something else. My clones were in trouble. One of them had been attacked by… the Sage Centinel.
It had left this ball of shadows, going after my clones while they were busy keeping off the swarm of Centinels. I gritted my teeth and began wading my way out of this inky zone. It was difficult to move in, just like the last time I’d been trapped within it. But thanks to my clones, I knew exactly where to go. 
I burst out of the ball of darkness, diving straight for the Sage Centinel. He gripped one of my clones by the neck as she squirmed and swung for his face. Then she glowed— she’d taken too much damage at this point, and the best course of action was… well, exploding.
The Sage Centinel smirked and tossed her to me as she shone even brighter. My eyes widened as he moved for my other clones. 
“N—”
And a golden blast lit up the Bloodied Gulf. I stared down at the explosion— at the bits of golden flakes left behind in the air— having just barely teleported out of there in time. 
Another strong Skill, wasted. I took in the scene, seeing how only one of my clones was left holding off the horde of Centinels, which was unfortunately not going well. The hole started to fill up once more as above them, my other clone was locked in battle with the Sage Centinel.
She was, unfortunately, losing to him, as he had grown a lot stronger since I last fought him. And while I wanted to help, the more important thing now was to prevent the Centinels from getting any closer to the Land of the Lost. In fact, it was probably better that my clone was distracting the [Evolved Centinel]. He would only get in the way.
I flew back, doing the only thing I could at this point. I had to draw the attention of the Centinels to elsewhere. 
“Come here, you idiots!”
I unleashed a salvo of flaming projectiles at them, but they never stopped heading for their goal. I clenched a fist.
“Fine, if you won’t listen, then—”
[Recall Skill: Zealous Call]. 
And next…
I let out a high-pitched shriek, drawing the attention of every Centinel that was close by. They turned their ire to me as I grinned, ushering them away from the hole in the ground. But just as I started back, a head snapped towards me.
The Sage Centinel faced me, under the effects of [Zealous Call]. 
“Uh oh.”
His eyes blazed red as he shrugged my clone off. Raising a hand, he pointed at me, whispering. Only my clone heard it.
“[Against All Odds, I’ve lived—”
“That’s…”
I stared at the Sage Centinel, ignoring the snarling and snapping Centinels below.
“[Through Bloodshed, I’ve Survived—” 
A Grand Skill.
“[To Cleanse the World of All that is Vile].”
He unleashed it upon me, and all I saw was red.
Salvos (Liberator of the Plaguelands)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 123
Class: [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 78
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 2
[Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] - Lvl. 4
[Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] - Lvl. 6
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 6
[Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] - Lvl. 2
[Title Skill: Recall Skill] - Lvl. 1
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 145 (+25) 
[Strength]: 135 (+25) 
[Endurance]: 145 (+25) (+3)
[Wisdom]: 255 (+25) (+10) 
[Agility]: 310 (+25) (+5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 1]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 10
[Haste] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 10
[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 6
[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 10
[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Wings of the Netherworld] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x1
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 3]
[Dimensional Pocket] - Lvl 5
[Mass Particulate Modification] - Lvl 5
[Mystical Projection] - Lvl 15 (Maxed)
[Long Range Teleportation] - Lvl 20 (Maxed)
[Planar Navigation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Scattering Displacement] - Lvl. 10
[Warped Time] - Lvl 10




37. Protector of the Haven

“Did you feel that?”
Centina hurried out to the central chamber of the Land of the Lost. The monsters gathered looked worriedly about, having felt the ground shake as she did. Her gaze snapped towards the [Will O’ Wisp] who stared only at the ceiling. 
“What’s going on?”
She approached him, and he remained entirely still. He spoke not a word, even as another tremor washed over the earth and knocked a few of the crustacean over. Finally, he turned to the [Krokodis] standing next to him who was still wearing the Breastplate of Alexander.
“Run.”
Both Centina and the [Krokodis] exchanged confused glances, but the earth shook once more, this time, like it had been swept over by a powerful wave during a storm. The stalactites hanging above rattled before breaking off, one by one crashing into the earth. Bits of the ceiling drizzled down as the monsters backed away nervously. 
The [Evolved Centinel] opened her mouth— 
“What is— 
But the ceiling finally broke. And down came a rain of red. 
***
The Sage Centinel’s eyes blazed red as he shrugged my clone off. Raising a hand, he pointed at me, whispering something that sent a chill down my spine.
“[Against All Odds, I’ve lived—”
“That’s…”
A Grand Skill.
What did I expect? What could a Grand Skill entail? 
“[Through Bloodshed, I’ve Survived—” 
I had only seen two examples of a Grand Skill before. The first was when I dueled Zix, back in Unarith. He’d transformed into the shape of a deformed, bloated Dragon. One that I couldn’t hurt. One that withstood all my attacks like it was nothing.
The second time I’d seen a Grand Skill, I managed to escape its effects entirely. The Lich had been so distraught, he wanted to destroy everything he could, including himself. It was thanks to his insanity I could even flee in time. 
“[To Cleanse the World of All that is Vile].”
I couldn’t teleport away. I didn’t have the Breastplate of Alexander. I braced myself for it. For the glow that came from his hands. The Sage Centinel clenched a fist— 
And my clone grabbed him by the arm. Before the Skill could fully activate, she threw herself in between me and the Grand Skill. His eyes widened as he snapped out of [Zealous Call]’s effects, but it was too late. My clone was shining brilliantly. Brighter than the sun. 
I watched as she erupted into a giant golden cross. One that incinerated everything it came into contact with. It scorched the earth, sending a tremor through the nearby crevices, and killing hundreds of Centinels. 
A deluge of notifications inundated my mind. I found myself sighing in relief, glad that I wasn’t completely overwhelmed by a Grand Skill.
“I’m alive…”
The whisper left my mouth. And from the smoke, another voice spoke out.
“No. Not for long.”
I blinked and looked up as the Sage Centinel ascended, his hand still shining red. He was flying. Previously, he had used different Skills to help him keep up with my flight, but he couldn’t actually fly. Now, he hovered there and flew higher and higher. 
“You survived?”
I stared at him— at his ragged and injured body, his side torn open due to [Salvo of Vanity]’s explosion, but still alive. The ocean above the Bloodied Gulf changed colors, turning into a dark crimson. Droplets of this red liquid rained around me, and I felt my skin burning and freezing at the same time. I quickly cleaned it off with a quick blast of blue flames, but the damage had been done.
Some kind of acid? No— it wasn’t. I didn’t see any melted flesh. Instead, the wound inflicted felt familiar. Like it was, fortunately, lessened by something. And as more droplets rained around me, I realized what it was.
General Skill [Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] has leveled up!
[Title Skill: General Curse Resistance - Lvl. 2] -> [Title Skill: General Curse Resistance - Lvl. 3]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill! 
A curse. The Sage Centinel had inflicted a curse over this entire area. It had to have caught at least a quarter of the Bloodied Gulf in the effect. Not the entirety of it, but a significant portion. All under the effects of its Grand Skill.
I looked down as the red rain continued to pour down, washing over the dwindled-but-still-massive swarm of Centinels below. And they were revitalized. Those that had been painted with the red liquid moved with more vigor than before. Some kind of boost. 
Compared to this growth in power, how many of them had been killed? It had to have at least been half their numbers. And yet, it seemed like this red rain attracted quite a significant number of Centinels to join this battle. These ones were higher-leveled, too. The ones that the Sage Centinel hadn’t been able to command, until now. They came for the power, and they followed the mass moving for the hole in the ground.
Well, there was one thing to look at that was on the bright side. It wasn’t exactly a net positive, but I leveled up from that.
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 123] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 124] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
I also leveled a few times from my Class, but that was less important. 
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 78] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 79]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
…
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 84] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 85]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
Salvos (Liberator of the Plaguelands)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 124
Class: [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 85
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 2
[Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] - Lvl. 4
[Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] - Lvl. 6
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 6
[Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] - Lvl. 3
[Title Skill: Recall Skill] - Lvl. 1
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 145 (+25) 
[Strength]: 132 (+25) 
[Endurance]: 143 (+25) (+3)
[Wisdom]: 260 (+25) (+10) 
[Agility]: 310 (+25) (+5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 0]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 10
[Haste] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 8
[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 6
[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 14
[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Wings of the Netherworld] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x1
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 2]
[Dimensional Pocket] - Lvl 5
[Mass Particulate Modification] - Lvl 10 (Maxed)
[Mystical Projection] - Lvl 15 (Maxed)
[Long Range Teleportation] - Lvl 20 (Maxed)
[Planar Navigation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Scattering Displacement] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Warped Time] - Lvl 10
I quickly distributed everything I was given— maxing out [Scattering Displacement] and [Mass Particulate Modification], as well as bringing [Salvo of Vanity] to Level 14. All my Stat Points went into [Wisdom]. I had to end this. Now.
The Sage Centinel came down to face me. His carapace glistened as it hovered right beneath the blood-red ocean, arms spread wide as more of the crimson rain fell, flooding the crevices. His broken body knitted back together as a red aura overcame him— he was somehow healing in this cursed zone. Just like how his Centinel army was strengthened. He laughed a terrible, cackling laugh and spoke in a clearly enunciated voice.
“This is my world! You shall suffer! You shall feel my pain!”
I gritted my teeth, ready to unleash everything I had against him. But just as I was about to move, I heard the ground crack. 
A rumbling ran through the earth, and I switched to my clone’s perception. And through her, I saw the dirt break. A massive cave chamber was revealed beneath the Bloodied Gulf, with terrified and familiar monsters gathered around, staring up with wide eyes. 
The swarm of Centinels fell upon them, their crimson carapace sheening when mixed together with the red rain. Ice-blue flames blasted up at the Centinels, Willy leading the monsters in holding back the swarm. 
I have to help them— the thought crossed my mind as I swooped down. 
But a spray of acid struck me from behind as I was pelted with more of the red rain. My skin sizzled, and my arms grew heavy from the curse. 
“No— I will not let you! Your people will die, just as mine have!” 
The Sage Centinel bellowed. He faced me as I narrowed my eyes. I wreathed myself in flames, nodding.
“Fine.”
Then my body cracked. I grew taller as another set of arms protruded from my sides. My jaw elongated, and dozens of deadly fangs stabbed down from my mouth. I glared at the Sage Centinel with golden eyes, furious as I took only my [Demonic Essence] form. 
“But you’ll regret making me stay.”
I lashed out at him, like a reverse comet soaring through the blood-red sky. Covered in pure white fire. 
Even as we clashed in battle, I thought of Willy and the others in the back of my mind. I had promised I would get them out. And I was going to do it, even if the Devil himself interfered.
***
Centina could only look on in horror as hundreds of her kin fell from the now-exposed sky. The ceiling had caved in, letting this swarm of red fall upon the Land of the Lost. It was her Lair— her territory. Yet, it was now being overrun, the haven no longer safe. 
“No…”
Her mouth moved, uttering that single word. It was all falling apart. This was the end of it all. Centina knew that this was how she died. She snapped her eyes shut, accepting her fate.
“Fight.”
But a voice called out to her. A singular word, spoken by the spark of hope even now. The [Will O’ Wisp]’s words reached the monsters of the haven. He was a tiny ball of flame— no bigger than Centina’s head. And yet, all by himself, he charged headfirst into the swarm of Centinels. 
He sent waves of different-colored flames at them, slowing their approach. 
“Live!”
He spoke louder this time. It drew the attention of even the [Talonflayers]. The maggot-like creatures moved at his command— the meaning clear. 
The [Storm Crustaceans] aided them, all heading to fight off the falling Centinels. After all, they were the strongest here. They would fight.
And the others? The others would flee. The ones who were weaker. The ones who couldn’t fight. 
Centina understood what the [Will O’ Wisp]... Willy, meant. He called for aid from those who were willing, asking the rest to escape from the myriad of tunnel exits around. 
She couldn’t just stand around, accepting their death either. She turned to the [Krokodis] standing next to her.
“Kron, I need you to hand the Breastplate of Alexander to me. You’ll lead the others out… Kron?”
But the [Krokodis] wasn’t quick to respond. She just raised a hand, pointing at the collapsed exits. The tunnels that led out had all fallen, collapsed into themselves from all the shaking. 
Centina clenched a fist. 
“That’s…”
She shook her head. 
“Just give me the Breastplate of Alexander. I’ll hold them off. If I face them alone, the others will be able to help you dig your way back out.”
The [Krokodis] slowly nodded, sort of hesitating for a moment, before finally handing over the Mythical Grade artifact. Centina wore it, feeling power surge over her. She heard the notification of having a set of temporary Skills bestowed upon her, but she brushed it off quickly enough.
“Get the others out. Use your illusions to keep them safe, alright?”
Centina skittered past the other monsters, her body glowing with magic. Willy was starting to grow exhausted from leading the charge when she stepped up next to him. 
“Stay back, Willy.”
“What do?”
He turned to her, flames flickering. And she smiled.
“I’m the protector of this haven. It’s my job to keep you all safe.”
With that, she leapt into the fray, falling into the snapping mandibles of hundreds and hundreds of Centinels all at once.




38. The Fittest

I faced down the floating Sage Centinel as he rippled with power. An ethereal red aura wisped off him like a bloodied mist. He brimmed with an insatiable desire for vengeance— for all the pain and suffering I’d inflicted on his kin.
It was what powered his Grand Skill. Something that would empower himself and his allies while draining and hurting his enemies. I lit my body ablaze, covering myself in fiery armor so the crimson raindrops would not touch me. And there was the aura protecting me too— the Pendant of Greater Protection. However, after all the battle I’d been through to this point, I was almost certain it’d give soon. But it was enough to nullify at least some of the effects of his Grand Skill’s curse.
Although, I still felt sluggish, just from moving around in this zone. The curse permeated the air, a weaker version of the raindrops that fell from the sky. Even in my [Demonic Essence] form, I knew this would be a far harder fight than the first two times we battled.
General Skill [Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] has leveled up!
[Title Skill: General Curse Resistance - Lvl. 3] -> [Title Skill: General Curse Resistance - Lvl. 4]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill! 
My General Skill leveled up again. The Grand Skill really was dangerous.
I raised a hand, twirling my Nebular Scythe around.
“You will regret making me stay.”
That was all I said before I charged the Sage Centinel. He braced himself as I came crashing at him, a black light overcoming my weapon. His eyes widened when he saw the Skill. The powerful attack. 
He dove to the side, trying to dodge it, but I pointed a single finger at him.
“Stop.”
And he did. Moments after, [Radiant Slash] connected and tore open his carapace. His blood sprayed over me as he regained control of his body, backing away. 
I narrowed my eyes as I saw the wound slowly begin to heal, even mere moments after I struck him. I didn’t stop there. I continued an onslaught of attacks, striking him with [Barrage of Cinders]. 
The Sage Centinel let out a deafening shriek before raising both his hands. He swung back at me, faster than I could react. Its claws collided with my armor and protective aura, knocking me back. As I steadied myself mid-air, a deluge of acid shot out— one that poured out like a wave. It would even melt the rock below. I zipped around him as I could and avoided his assailing magic. 
I rushed in once more while he was distracted, only for him to intercept me once more. I barely teleported out of his clawed strike. He was faster than me. Whatever boost he had from his Grand Skill let him surpass even my current speed.
No. I didn't believe it. I wouldn’t allow it. I was faster than him. I had to be.
Activating [Haste] and [Warped Time], I swooped in for the kill and moved to close the distance as quickly as I could.
He made a clicking noise as he raised an orb of acid. He hurled it at me, and it multiplied by dozens. I dove around the mass projectiles, tossing my Nebular Scythe at him as a distraction, but he caught it. He threw it back with pinpoint precision, nearly catching me mid-air, even in my quickened state. I caught it as the weapon nearly impaled me through the chest and quickly stored it into my [Dimensional Pocket]. 
As the Nebular Scythe vanished, I looked up to see the Sage Centinel smiling wickedly and pointing at me. 
“[Vindication of They].” 
“Wha—” 
I blinked as a crimson aura was drawn out of the dead Centinels beneath me. Tens of thousands dead of bodies glowed, emitting power that gathered into a single figure. A roiling outline of an [Ancient Centinel]. It rose up into the air, giving chase after me as I sped away.
What was this? How did I fight something like that? It wasn’t even real. It was some kind of Skill, similar to my [Salvo of Vanity], except it was unable to do anything except give chase. 
I sent a wave of flames at this ethereal creature, but it didn't slow down once. It wouldn’t stop until it reached me, and I didn’t think it was going to give me a hug. 
No— I couldn't let it get close. [A Hunter’s Sense] screamed at me to get away from this apparition. It would shred through my aura of Greater Protection like it was nothing.
The Sage Centinel smiled as he watched me flee. It would catch up to me. I knew it would. And he did, too. That was why he turned away from me, casting his gaze down to the deep hole below. 
Then he descended, even as I frantically tried to fight off this apparition to get to him. He fell upon the haven as I failed to stop him.
***
The Centinels poured out of the hole in the ceiling without stopping. They crawled down the side wall before leaping into the Land of the Lost. This haven which Centina had spent centuries building. She would not let them destroy it.
They were strong. Even for their low levels, they managed to put up a fight against her. Something was boosting them in strength— a kind of glow overcame them from their wet shells. Still, she barred their path, ripping them up, and parting the waves of Centinels like an island in the ocean. 
Beside her, Willy sent multi-colored flames out to aid her. Ice. Fire. Acid. He exhausted himself of his abilities just to allay this horde’s approach. 
“Willy.”
She panted, turning to him. 
“You need to evacuate the others. I can hold them off—”
“No.”
He was insistent. He would not flee, even as the others began to back away. Centina shook her head, glancing back towards the backed-up noncombatants. Kron was trying to lead them out of the collapsed tunnels, but each time they cleared a bit of the debris, the tunnels would collapse once more. The only ones who could feasibly dig their way out were the [Talonflayers], but they were fighting alongside Centina.
She made a clicking sound.
“They need your help. They cannot escape unless someone guides them out.”
Willy hesitated, but remained firm. 
“Can’t help.”
He sent another blast of flames at the ceiling. It burned and burned, raging on and keeping the lower-leveled Centinels back. 
“Can’t dig.”
He was more talkative than ever, which just spoke to how dire this situation was. Centina twisted her lips as she grabbed a [Senior Centinel] and shredded it apart with her claws. It didn’t even stand a chance.
“If we cannot escape, then there is only one thing we have to do.”
She stepped forward, welcoming the storm of Centinels. 
“We just have to win.”
The [Will O’ Wisp] stared at her as she lanced out, spinning and tearing through another wave of Centinels. He blazed in agreement. 
“Yes!”
He followed after her, blasting apart group after group of Centinels. But just as the pair began to push the Centinels back, a figure unlike the others dropped down. It stood out in the swarm of red— a different color from the glinting carapaces. 
Centina frowned. She could tell it was powerful. It radiated strength just from being there. A golden light. She readied herself for this new enemy— 
And blinked when she saw who it was. 
“S-Salvos?” 
The figure glanced up at her. It looked like the Demon— with the same smirk on its face. However, it was made entirely of flame. Golden fire. One that drew the attention of everyone in the room. 
Then it craned its neck, looking at the Centinels around it. With a flick of its claws, it sent a blast of fire and incinerated a large group of them in an instant.
“What is this?” 
Centina didn’t know what she was seeing. It was Salvos, but not really Salvos. It had fire, just like her, but it was… it wasn’t talking. However, it was definitely on their side.
“Clone.”
Willy spoke as he flitted up towards the fake Salvos. Centina blinked.
“Clone?”
“Lifefire. Essence of soul. Salvos.”
She got the gist of what he was saying. It was some kind of copy of Salvos. One she sent down here to help. But that begged the question— why wasn’t she here herself? 
Centina didn’t have time to speculate as the ceiling shook once more, and more Centinels dropped down. The three of them were quick to intercept these Centinels. They were [Senior Centinels]— on the brink of Level 110. But even then they stood no chance. 
“Salvos—”
She called out to the clone. 
“Where are you? What’s going on?” 
The clone gesticulated wildly, but Centina didn’t understand what was being conveyed at all. As she continued waving her hands, an [Older Centinel] leapt down at her, and she threw her head back, annoyed. She blasted it apart before spreading her arms wide. 
“Protect!”
Willy spoke in a hurried voice. He moved forward, guarding the Salvos clone as more Centinels lashed out at her. Centina was perplexed, but she moved to do as she was asked to do. She ripped apart a group of [Senior Centinels] before casting her gaze around the room. Then she saw what was happening.
The rocks and debris all around the chamber began to hover. They floated up alongside the watching monsters, in awe of what was going on. The Salvos clone was going to clear the tunnels. No— not clearing the tunnels.
Centina narrowed her eyes as she saw the rocks grow in size. Some kind of magic to increase their mass and volume. Then the rocks lowered right next to the watching monsters. Kron blinked as it hovered before her.
“What is going on?”
The Salvos clone pointed up, and Centina understood what was going on. She shouted for all in the haven to hear.
“Climb onto the rocks! We will leave the Bloodied Gulf, now! Salvos will get us out of here!”
It sounded insane. The only way out now was up— to the ceiling where the Centinels came from. To go there was suicide. Yet, as established, it was their only option. 
And the mindless monsters and intelligent monsters of the Land of the Lost… took it. They grabbed hold of their last opportunity to live. When it was a choice between life and death, they chose the only one that could potentially save their lives. Even if it meant diving into the unknown.
They wanted to survive. They clambered onto the rocks— every single monster. Centina herself, too. Then alongside Willy, the Salvos clone ascended. The rocks carrying the monsters rose up thanks to this magic, slowly exiting up the tunnel.
The Centinels saw their prey coming at them and were understandably ecstatic. They snarled and snapped and leapt for the rocks. But Willy held them off with his fire. Centina couldn’t do much. She could only watch as they rose out of the hole. To face either liberation, or their deaths.
***
My last clone reached the haven. She was evacuating the monsters now, using [Mass Particulate Modification] and [Scattering Displacement] on rocks to carry them out of the massive pit. I was glad.
They would survive. I was going to keep my promise. That was good.
A feeling of melancholy passed through me as I looked at my pursuer. No matter where I went, this apparition of an [Ancient Centinel] gave chase to me. The vengeance of all the Centinels I’d killed in the past hour. I smile wryly as I grew tired— all my Skills exhausted. [Haste] and [Warped Time] had ended. I had only been able to keep away from it thanks to teleportation.
I really didn’t know what to do. I was going to die here. It would shred through whatever was left of my Greater Protection aura and tear me into pieces before exploding. 
At least, my clone would survive for a while longer. Her mana source was independent from mine, although she would eventually vanish without me to supply her with mana. Just not right away. Hopefully she’d be able to get Centina, Willy, and the others out before that happened. 
Maybe they’d remember me for my sacrifice. Maybe they’d never forget me.
My smile slipped away as the thought crossed my mind. The apparition’s jaw closed in on me, and I made a sharp turn, diving into the ocean. It followed after me as my hearing and vision grew muddled. 
I was going to die.
Again, my lips twitched. I watched as the apparition drew closer.
Me. 
Die.
I was Salvos. And I was going to die here.
Here?
Die?
Me?
That didn’t seem right. That wouldn't be right. I couldn’t accept it. I thought of everything I had ever done. Of everything I hadn’t done. My goals. My dreams. My life.  All that would be left was just specks of my legacy.
And eventually, it would be all but forgotten. 
After all, life was transient. Nothing was ever permanent. Everything, including myself, would all eventually be… gone.
“No!”
My eyes blazed in defiance as I spread all six of my arms wide, accepting the [Vindication of They]. I clashed with the apparition’s head and held it back. The sea rippled from the intensity as I pushed, letting out a scream.
The blood-stained water poured around me, a curse that made me grow stronger.
Somewhere else, Saffron lay in shock as her assassin was utterly incinerated.
Willy stared in shock 
as an entire wave of [Senior Centinels] instantly vanished. 
These notifications flooded my head. And something was drawn out from within me.
[My Flame— 
The Aura of Greater Protection flickered out, and my skin burned. My defiant screaming turned into that of a pained screech. I felt my body twist and contort as my [Demonic Essence] rapidly left my body. Like it was being drained by… something. No— like it was being replaced
General Skills [Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] and [Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] consolidate into General Grand Skill [Racial Skill: D— 
Grand Skill [My Flame— 
Abundant experience is awarded for learning a Grand Skill— 
***
Centina held onto the rock as it continued to float up, finally reaching the top of the hole. The Salvos clone had cleared the area of Centinels, and they only had a little bit further to go until they were at the ocean above. 
Then there was a flash. She raised a hand, covering her face as a ripple ran through the sea. 
“What is…?”
But before she could even take a look at what was going on, an angry voice called out to her.
“Traitor!”
She looked up to see a Sage Centinel descending from the sky. His face was misshapen in rage, and he unleashed a deluge of burning acid at them. Centina’s eyes grew wide as she saw the flood befall her.
It wouldn’t harm her. Not with the Breastplate of Alexander on. But there were others here, too. Kron looked up in horror and watched as the shadow engulfed them. Willy’s flames flickered as he moved to act, but the first to block the attack was the Salvos clone.
She moved the fastest here, blasting apart the deluge with her golden flames. She looked visibly exhausted but still managed to muster a thumbs-up for Centina to see.
Then the Sage Centinel appeared behind her. She wasn’t able to react. In that instant, he beheaded her. The Salvos clone’s body dropped, and he tossed it aside. An explosion shook the earth in the distance as Willy shouted.
“No!”
He moved to attack the Sage Centinel, but heard the other screams. The rocks began to fell as Centina threw herself off it to stand on the red sand of the Bloodied Gulf.
Willy caught the falling rocks with a barrage of purple flames. These wisps engulfed the rocks for a moment before seeping into the cracks like water. Then the rocks glowed and hovered there, slowly flying higher as the [Will O’ Wisp] strained.
“Willy, bring the others away, I will stay here.”
Centina stepped forward, standing before the angry Sage Centinel. His gaze was fixed on her as the red rain poured around him, fueling his anger. However, he wasn’t the only one that was enraged.
A myriad of other voices called out.
“Betrayer!”
“Kinslayer!”
“Sinner!”
Centina glanced up to see five other [Evolved Centinels] waiting down the ravine. They eyed her with spite and fury. 
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 136]
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 126]
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 141]
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 131]
[Evolved Centinel - Lvl. 133]
There were two Titan Centinels amongst them, two Horror Centinels, and a Gracious Centinel. The Gracious Centinel stepped forward.
“You hurt her! You have hurt her!” 
Centina hung her head and closed her eyes. 
“Yes. I have gone against my kin. It is me you want. So, let them go.”
She glanced back at Willy as he sluggishly made his way up, picking up where the Salvos clone left off with his purple flames. 
“No.”
The Sage Centinel spoke, voice growing clearer by the second. 
“All of you have hurt our mother. All of you shall pay. All of you shall suffer.”
He shook his head. 
“Kill them all.”
Centina clenched a fist as the Gracious Centinel lashed out, moving for Willy. The [Will O’ Wisp] was the only one who could evacuate the remnants of the haven. If he died, all hope of escape was lost. She moved to stop the Gracious Centinel, but the other [Evolved Centinels] blocked her path. 
They assailed her with a barrage of Skills. Although the Breastplate of Alexander tanked the attacks, she was held back. The smoke cleared as she could only watch the Gracious Centinel leap up, swinging for the ball of iridescent flame.
Willy flames grew smaller in fear as the Gracious Centinel slashed a scything arm at him— 
And there was an explosion. The ocean above tore open, raining a sea of red down into the Bloodied Gulf. Centina blinked as a blurred figure tore through the Gracious Centinel before it could reach the [Will O’ Wisp].
Heads turned to face this flash of silver. Centina quickly identified it, only to stare in confusion.
[Cambion - Lvl. 125]
“Salvos…?”
The Demon stood just at the edge of the pit, holding the crushed body of the Gracious Centinel on one hand. 
Centina didn’t even know what just happened. The Gracious Centinel was already dead, in a mere instant. Salvos dropped the body into the pit, stepping forward as her body crackled with sparks. 
Red flame. No— yellow flame. Then black. Then silver. 
It wasn’t just the color of the rainbow. Wisps of all color flaked off her body as she stood there, casting a callous gaze to the Sage Centinel. Something about her was different. She almost seemed like her usual self with her pointed ears and Human-like body. Her clothes were gone, yes, but that wasn’t it. 
Her skin was the usual pale-white— except, now that Centina took a careful look at her, her two claw-like hands were now black. It extended up to the very fringe of her forearm, stopping there like some sort of glove. Her horns were longer and curved now. As though she wore a crown around her head. And her eyes— they glimmered golden. The slit-like pupil was gone. Just a sheening gold iris. 
The Sage Centinel glared at her, confused, angry— so much more. He opened his mouth.
“How did you survive my [V—” 
And without a word, Salvos appeared behind him. Her claws tore through his carapace, shattering his middle body. Centina stared in disbelief as the Sage Centinel fell. 
Then finally, the Demon smiled.
"[My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends].” 
She brought her black claw up as it was wreathed in a silver flame.
“I cannot die."




39. Invincible

“I cannot die.”
The voice echoed in the throne room— a tinny voice, like it was said in a suit of armor. In truth, it was simply an artificial copy of the original words that was spoken through the screen. The fissure in space that showed what was happening in another realm. 
The Devil leaned over the moving images, an amused smile spreading across his face.
“Interesting.”
He clapped his hands together and turned to the figure in the room with him.
“This is very interesting. You should watch it too!”
The figure didn’t turn. He wasn’t goaded by Sal. Instead, he preoccupied himself with other matters. 
“Come on, Reggie boy!”
The Devil pouted, but Regnorex simply ignored him. Sighing, Sal turned back to the screen— the fissure in space— and watched as Salvos fought on.
“She attuned herself to the Breastplate of Alexander’s effects and built upon it with her own magic. Even after wearing it for as long as she did, I’m surprised. She can be a rival to even you.”
He chuckled, but Regnorex grunted.
“Hmph. It was thanks to you, she met the requirements for a Divine Essence. And through that, she gained this power of temporary nigh invulnerability.”
The Demon King’s voice was callous— cruel. He focused only on one thing: moving the pieces on the table. Surveying the map of the Mortal Realm. His eyes didn’t once turn to the screen, even as it shone with iridescent colors. 
“It is only due to your intervention she has come this far.”
“Please. My intervention has made a minor impact at most. I simply expedited the process— it would’ve happened eventually, what, with her worldly affinity. A Demon who’s a friend of mortals and Spirits, who saves monsters and people.” 
Sal waved a hand off.
“And two Grand Skills at once? May daughter… you’ve truly exceeded all of my expectations. Maybe she’ll even become a Lesser God by Level 150. Imagine that— weren’t you Level 200 when you ascended, Regnorex?”
His eyes glinted as he watched Salvos moved with speed unrivaled. 
“Now, little flame. Show me what you have. Burn bright, scorch the world, and forever leave your mark.” 
***
General Skills [Racial Skill: Partial Mortality] and [Racial Skill: Demonic Essence] consolidate into General Grand Skill [Racial Skill: Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion]!
Grand Skill [My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]! 
Abundant experience is awarded for learning a Grand Skill! 
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 124] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 125] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 85] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 86]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
…
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 90] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 91]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
I survived. Somehow, I survived. 
[Vindication of They] had nearly killed me. I pushed myself to my limits, and my body changed. My soul burned with power— a [Divine Essence] I had never met before. I no longer had either [Partial Mortality] or [Demonic Essence]. Instead, I stepped forward as myself. Just as I had as an [Imp], with nothing else on me. There were some changes, of course. My horns sat on my head like a crown, and my claws were longer— sharper. 
Wings. That was right. My wings— these weren’t the [Wings of the Netherworld]. They didn’t have the same bone-like structure. They were proper wings. Like that of a bat. Its edges were lined with black marks. An onyx color, the same as my hands and legs. My horns, too. 
Salvos (Liberator of the Plaguelands)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 125
Class: [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 91
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 2
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 6
[Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] - Lvl. 4
[Title Skill: Recall Skill] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 145 (+25) (+100)
[Strength]: 135 (+25) (+100)
[Endurance]: 145 (+25) (+3) (+100)
[Wisdom]: 260 (+25) (+10) (+100)
[Agility]: 310 (+25) (+5) (+100)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 3]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 10
[Haste] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 8
[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 6
[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 14
[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Wings of the Netherworld] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 14]
[Dimensional Pocket] - Lvl 5
[Mass Particulate Modification] - Lvl 10 (Maxed)
[Mystical Projection] - Lvl 15 (Maxed)
[Long Range Teleportation] - Lvl 20 (Maxed)
[Planar Navigation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Scattering Displacement] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Warped Time] - Lvl 10
This temporary newfound strength was thanks to [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion]. I had another Grand Skill, though. It was what saved me from the [Vindication of They]. While [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion] made me stronger, it wouldn’t have saved me from the blast that the [Ancient Centinel] apparition would engulf me with.
No— something else saved me. An aura of flame wrapped around my body. Specks of cinder wisped off me, incinerating anything that came close to touching my skin. They came in all the colors of the rainbow and more. Black, white, silver, gray, brass, violet, cyan— it was truly a sight to behold. More magnificent than the Breastplate of Alexander’s iridescent aura, and Willy’s rainbow-colored flame.
I stared down at the Sage Centinel as he lay crumpled at my feet. He didn’t know what just happened. He was utterly bewildered. I smiled.
“[My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]. I cannot die.”
Or at least, I was pretty sure I couldn’t die. Not right now. Silver flames wisped off my claws as I raised it, looming of the Sage Centinel. Centina and the others stared, baffled at how quickly I had immobilized him. 
“Y-you—” 
He started, but I didn’t let him finish. I interrupted the click of his mandibles and struck him in the stomach once more. Again, his carapace shattered. Again, I tore through his body. He flopped back, clutching at his wounds as they slowly regenerated. 
“I will not—”
I went for his neck, next. His eyes grew round as the attack came swiftly, aiming to sever his head. But before it could connect, the ground beneath me burst open. 
I narrowed my eyes, glancing down at the Horror Centinel as it clung to my feet. The Sage Centinel stumbled away as Willy called out.
“Salvos!”
I met the gaze of the Horror Centinel as it clung on with tendril-like limbs. A small smile crept across my face, and I tilted my head. 
“I wonder… how long can you hold on?”
The Horror Centinel snapped its jaws, gnawing at my leg as my flames protected me from any harm. Its carapace burned just from being close to me— it wriggled in pain, but still it tried to keep me down. I realized why soon after.
The two watching Titan Centinels and the second Horror Centinel closed in on me from all sides. My eyes flickered, watching their sluggish movements with pinpoint precision. I flapped my wings once and ascended even as the first Horror Centinel tried to drag me down.
It clung onto my legs with its tendril-like arms and— its arms snapped. The fire ate through its carapace and melted its flesh. It let out a terrible screech as I soared above the oncoming attacks. 
The three Centinels crashed into each other as the last one lay squirming on the ground. I conjured a ball of golden flames, grinning.
“Catch.”
All but the injured Horror Centinel leapt out of the way. It looked up as it was abandoned by its companions, eyes glinting from the quickly approaching yellow glow. The blast engulfed its body, incinerating it entirely. 
A pillar of smoke erupted into the air as the earth shook. The first Titan Centinel landed right at the edge of the pit to the haven, glancing around in search of me. I wasn’t flying above it anymore. In fact, I was right behind it.
“Hey.”
I tapped a finger on its shoulder. It reacted instantly, spinning around and slashing a bulky claw-like arm for my head. I raised an arm and caught it with ease. The Titan Centinel tried to back up, but I didn’t let go. 
“What’s wrong? Can’t escape?” 
It swung for me with its other claw-like arm. I caught that too, twisting my hands and folding it over my chest. With that swift move, I ripped off the first Titan Centinel’s arms as it stumbled back. 
“You forgot this.”
I tossed the broken limbs at it as it fell to the ground in pain. I glanced up at the other two remaining [Evolved Centinels]. 
“Are you guys going to help your companion?” 
I cocked my heat at them, and they exchanged uneasy glances. Then, after a moment of deliberation, they ran. I rolled my eyes.
“Whatever happened to your kinship? Or, perhaps, you have never cared about your own kind, have you? You simply want something to hate.”
I strolled up to the first Titan Centinel as it desperately tried to back up. Sighing, I brought an arm up. 
“That’s no different from Humans.” 
And my arm changed. It rippled, roiling like my skin was made of water. Then it took on a different shape. A silvery glint. One that looked like the metallic-like carapace of a Centinel, except with a different color. 
My right arm became a scythe. With it, I sliced the first Titan Centinel in half. Centina stared in shock as my hand returned to normal a moment after. Her jaw dropped.
“T-that’s…”
***
How was she doing that? 
Centina could only watch in utter disbelief as Salvos transformed one of her limbs into Centinel parts. No— it wasn’t even just a random Centinel’s arms. It was the scything arm of the Gracious Centinel she’d killed just earlier. And somehow, it morphed back to her claw-like hand without problem
She flexed it as Centina struggled to comprehend what she just saw.
“Feels a bit weird, but I’ll get used to it.”
Salvos spoke simply and glanced over at the two fleeing [Evolved Centinels]. Her lips twisted, and she launched forward, giving chase.
“I will not let you get away!”
She shot past overhead the floating monsters— past Centina who lay on the ground, trying to process this. The Demon zipped her way straight to the Horror Centinel first. It spun around, puffing out a plume of green gas. Some kind of poison. She didn’t bother diving into it. Instead, she extended her arm, shifting it into the tendril.
That’s the first Horror Centinel’s arm. Is she copying the abilities of those she killed? Or— no, that’s not right. In the first place, natural physical attributes weren’t something that could be copied. If Salvos was copying them, she’d have to copy their physique and body.
Centina knew that some Demons and Spirits were capable of this kind of shapeshifting. However, it always modified their entire appearance. Somehow, Salvos was only altering a single limb at the time for her own use. 
She grabbed the remaining Horror Centinel with the tendril-like arm, even from afar. Her gaze snapped to the Titan Centinel, and she bared her teeth.
“[Demon’s Mark].”
A symbol burned itself on the Horror Centinel’s carapace as she tossed it straight at the Titan Centinel. The mark shone brighter and brighter until eventually it erupted into an iridescent inferno. One that twisted its way up in a multitude of colors. Centina’s bulbous eyes reflected the glitter of this rainbow explosion as it blew apart the crimson rain falling from above. She could only stare in awe and terror at how powerful Salvos had become. 
“Amazing…”
Salvos was really keeping her promise. Centina hadn’t put much trust in her, but now she believed. The Demon casually walked away from the blast, her gaze focused only on one thing. 
The last [Evolved Centinel]. The one who caused all of this. 
The Sage Centinel. 
And she was going to kill him. Centina knew Salvos was going to ruthlessly and mercilessly finish him off.
***
How?
How was he losing?
He couldn’t lose.
The Sage Centinel watched as his kin died one after the other. They didn’t even stand a chance against the Demon. His mandibles tightly scraped together as he raised a hand.
“No! No! No! No!”
He shouted, focusing his crimson rain at the Demon. She walked forward, uncaring of the curse, even as it was concentrated around her. 
“Kill you.”
The Sage Centinel had grown strong. He had attained a Grand Skill. One that could make him even more powerful— that could weaken his enemies and boost his allies. Yet, in the face of the Demon, the Grand Skill did nothing. 
Salvos approached him, taking step after step, the footfalls echoing in the unusually quiet Bloodied Gulf. So many Centinels had died today because of this. He had rallied a hundred thousand of his kin, and they were all gone. All because of the Demon.
He clapped his hands together, creating a giant ball of acid.
“I will kill you!”
He repeated himself as the orb grew, dwarfing him in size.
“Then I will destroy everything you cherish. All that you love. So that you will have nothing left— even after death!”
The Sage Centinel tossed the massive acid sphere, and Salvos frowned. She sidestepped it, closing the distance in an instant. She grabbed him by the throat as he backed up in surprise. 
“You are mistaken.”
Her voice was low. She spoke with an apathy he’d never heard before. 
“All that I love is myself. If you kill me, you’d already have taken everything away from me.”
The Demon tilted her head, curiously watching the Sage Centinel struggle. He wasn't going to die here. He was going to kill—
“But that is only if you kill me.”
She ripped his head off, tossing it aside.
“Unfortunately for you, you can’t kill me when you’re dead.”
Those words echoed in his flying head, and everything went dark.




40. Remembrance

Defeated [Dancing Evolved Centinel – Lvl. 126]! 
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
...
Defeated [Vengeful Evolved Centinel – Lvl. 143]! 
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 125] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 126] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 126] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 127] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Thanks to learning a Grand Skill, I’d been on the verge of leveling up just before battling the [Evolved Centinels]. I was pretty sure I’d still have been able to level up if I killed a [Younger Centinel] and gained little-to-no-experience. 
Regardless, I quickly distributed my Stat Points and Skill Points before looking over my Status.
Salvos (Liberator of the Plaguelands)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 127
Class: [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 91
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 2
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 6
[Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] - Lvl. 4
[Title Skill: Recall Skill] - Lvl. 1
[Racial Skill: Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 145 (+25) (+100)
[Strength]: 135 (+25) (+100)
[Endurance]: 145 (+25) (+3) (+100)
[Wisdom]: 265 (+25) (+10) (+100)
[Agility]: 315 (+25) (+5) (+100)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 6]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 10
[Haste] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 10
[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 6
[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 15
[The Primordial Spark] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Wings of the Netherworld] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - A Hunter’s Sense] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Blue Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 14]
[Dimensional Pocket] - Lvl 5
[Mass Particulate Modification] - Lvl 10 (Maxed)
[Mystical Projection] - Lvl 15 (Maxed)
[Long Range Teleportation] - Lvl 20 (Maxed)
[Planar Navigation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Scattering Displacement] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Warped Time] - Lvl 10
“Alright.”
I nodded to myself and turned around. I started away from the dead [Evolved Centinels], slowly making my way to Centina and the others gathered around the pit. Willy floated above, staring down at me as his magic held up a dozen massive boulders carrying the monsters of the haven. They watched me as I came to a stop right before Centina. 
She looked up at me, blinking a few times. I raised an arm, and she flinched. 
“S-Salvos…?”
“Hi! That’s me!”
I proffered her my hand. She eyed it warily for a moment, then she let out a sigh.
“So, you’re still the same person, huh? And here I thought something happened to you.”
“Something did happen to me— I finally learned a Grand Skill! Actually, I learned two Grand Skills.”
I beamed, and she took my hand. 
“And yet, you’re still the same person underneath… urk!”
She recoiled as the flames flaking off me clashed with the aura of the Breastplate of Alexander. I blinked, looking down at myself— at the protective fire covering my body. [My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]. This Grand Skill did multiple things. The first thing it did was completely heal my body. All my previous wounds were gone. It was like I had drunk a Potion of Regeneration.
But the second and more important thing was that it had granted me nigh invulnerability; it repelled any attack sent against me and scorched those who touched me. It let me survive the [Vindication of They]— the combined wrath of all the Centinels I had killed, brought back by Sagey.  
I scratched the back of my head. Centina wasn’t burned since the Superior Aura of Greater Protection of the Breastplate of Alexander kept her safe, but others would surely be hurt if they came into contact with me by accident.
“Um, let me see. How do I deactivate this Skill?”
I tried to focus— to let this fiery aura dissipate. But apparently, I didn’t need to do that, because moments later they vanished on their own. 
“Huh.”
I looked down at my hand, flexing it into a fist. I was still stronger. Only one Grand Skill ended. The other— [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion]— was still active. So, one had a longer duration than the other, it seemed. I wasn’t sure when I’d be able to use my Grand Skill again. I’d probably have to figure that out later.
“Well, anyway, why would you even think I’d be different? I’m Salvos! I’ve always been Salvos and will always be Salvos!”
I turned to Centina, grinning. Then I looked up at Willy and the others— at Kron who seemed to flinch just when I stared in her general vicinity.
“I promised you guys, didn’t I? I’d make sure you all get out of here just fine.”
Centina shook her head, getting up on her own. 
“Yes you did. I am truly grateful for your help. I am truly forever indebted to you, Salvos.”
She bowed deeply, and I raised my chin.
“You better be grateful! I am amazing and you shall forever worship me for what I did!”
I could feel myself grinning from ear-to-ear as Centina thanked me. Then a glint caught my eye. I watched as a ball of iridescent fire floated down to meet me. Willy stopped just before my gaze, and I waited for him to praise me too. 
He spoke accusingly.
“Copy!”
I blinked.
“Copy? I didn’t copy you! You didn’t teach me how to do your rainbow flames, so I learned how to do it on my own, and do it better!”
I crossed my arms, indignant, even as the [Will O’ Wisp] argued back.
“Better, me!”
“Nope! I have more colors than you, so I’m better!”
“Less purpose! More purpose, mine!”
He was speaking quite a lot more than usual. I could sense that he was jealous. I smirked, waving a hand off dismissively.
“Sorry, I don’t speak with anyone who’s lower-leveled than me. I mean, what level were you again? You’re only level 126? Aw, look how far you’ve fallen.”
“Copy—”
The [Will O’ Wisp] flitted around me, angrily hurling one-word insults my way, even as I smugly looked away from him. Centina stepped forward, cutting him off and addressing me. 
“Salvos, I—”
But before she could finish, I felt the ground shake. I looked up— at the cliffs above as a swarm of Centinels approached us. They no longer had the red glow from the Sage Centinel’s Grand Skill. The storm clouds gathered above had dissipated, and the crimson rain had all but stopped pouring.
Nevertheless, that didn’t make these Centinels any less stupid. They were wild and they moved to attack anything they saw. I rolled my eyes.   
“Ugh, what do they even think they’re doing? Go away!”
I pointed at them, unleashing an inferno of silver and gold flames at them. They were entirely incinerated in mere moments. Even the [Senior Centinel] leading them didn’t stand a chance. 
It was [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion] which granted me the use of these powerful flames. I was pretty sure they would revert to ordinary blue flames— or white flames, depending on the intensity behind it— once the Grand Skill ran its course.
I wasn’t sure when that’d happen, but I had an inkling of a feeling that was how it would work. 
“We should go.”
I turned to Centina and Willy as they exchanged glances. I gestured at the red sand around us, making a point.
“We’re still in the Bloodied Gulf. It’s not safe here. I haven’t kept my promise until I ensure that everyone here is out and safe, far from this place.” 
I faced the [Willy O’ Wisp].
“Will you be able to carry the others out by yourself?”
He nodded, making a scoffing noise. 
“Yes.”
“Good. And Centina, you’ll join them too.”
I flicked a finger, using [Scattering Displacement] to raise a small boulder. With [Mass Particulate Modification], I tripled its size so Centina could climb on. 
“Just hold on and protect the others until you’re far enough away from the Bloodied Gulf. If you head northeast for a few hours, maybe you’ll even be able to find Galt. I dropped him off at a nice tropical beach there if you just stick close to the coast.”
She hesitated, clicking her mandibles.
“But what about you?”
“I’ll catch up to you guys soon enough. There are more Centinels coming, and I don’t want any of them to give chase to you, so I’ll distract them.”
“But are you sure—”
The [Evolved Centinel] started, but wasn’t able to finish. The earth… trembled, slowly at first. Then it shook violently. It was like a localized earthquake, except even worse. It caused debris and rocks to fall from the cliffside, and Centina nearly lost her balance once again. 
I caught her, narrowing my eyes as I turned to the source of the shaking. In the distance, a giant Centinel made its way through the Bloodied Gulf. It dwarfed the size of even a [Senior Centinel], its footsteps alone enough to cause this tremor. I gaped.
Centina‘s eyes widened.
“Wait, that’s…?”
“The [Ancient Centinel].”
I spoke as I gritted my teeth. I turned to Willy and Centina.
“Change of plans. We’re all getting out of here as soon as possible.” 
All the fighting must’ve attracted its attention. However, as long as we got far enough away, it would stop giving chase. Or at least, that was what I thought.
The [Ancient Centinel] let out an ear-piercing screech like it usually did, but this time, it was different. I actually understood its words, and it wasn’t just an incoherent war cry.
“CENTINNNNNNNNAAAAAAAAAA!”
It was a name. That of my friend standing next to me. I blinked, turning to her. She hung her head and whispered softly.
“It’s her.”
“Her?”
I cocked my head. Then I understood what she meant.
“You mean—”
“She’s the one who killed the man I loved. She’s the one who killed Erhard.”
I stared at her, aghast.
“Wait… you never said she was an [Ancient Centinel]!”
“I didn’t know.”
Centina balled her hands into fists as the quaking grew more intense. 
“She wasn’t an [Ancient Centinel] the last time I saw her. She said she’d kill me if I ever tried to leave the Bloodied Gulf. I…”
I pursed my lips, glancing between the hesitating [Evolved Centinel] and the approaching [Ancient Centinel]. Finally, Centina closed her eyes.
“Just go.”
She spoke in resignation. 
“The rest of you can live as long as I stay behind. It is me that the [Ancient Centinel] wants.”
I walked up to Centina and grabbed her by the hand. 
“No.”
“What?”
She tried to protest.
“But as long as I’m with—”
“I made a promise. My pride would never let me betray my own words.”
I stepped forward, creating a multi-colored Nebular Bow.
“If you want to pay me back, then praise my name until the day you die. Ensure that your descendants will speak of me and my deeds here forever and ever. But I won’t let you die here.”
“I—” 
She started, but I’d already made my decision. Centina knew there was no use arguing, and Willy was starting to get a little distressed.
“Hurry? Please?”
“Very well.”
Centina acquiesced. She pulled off the Breastplate of Alexander and tossed it to me. 
“Use this, Salvos—”  
I caught it, quickly storing it with [Dimensional Pocket] before producing it once again. It was already fitted on me when it reappeared. That was handy.
“And for what you’ve done for us today, I will truly never forget this.” 
She clambered on to a rock as I smiled.
“Good.”
Then I spread my wings wide. I bared my teeth, facing down the monstrosity barreling its way towards me. The first thing I’d encountered in the Bloodied Gulf. And the one that had nearly killed me just for stepping foot into its home. 
“Hey, remember me?”
I called out as my flames burned brilliantly in the dark.
“Because I didn’t forget you.”
[Ancient Centinel - Lvl. 162] 
And we clashed.




41. Rematch

[Ancient Centinel - Lvl. 162] 
Before me was a threat I’d normally be running from. A walking calamity that would be able to fall an entire nation by itself. It was the guardian of the Bloodied Gulf— a beast that swallowed any light seeping from the sea above with its mere shadow. It wore an armored carapace that was smeared crimson by the blood of all that it had killed. An undulating creature that was hundreds of feet in length with barbed limbs that clawed the very earth beneath it open. 
It opened its mandibles, revealing rows and rows of jagged teeth seething with the vitriolic acid that was its saliva. Such a monster. Such a terrifying disaster. And I— 
I approached it. There was no hesitation here. I had been soundly defeated by it not long ago, forced to flee and escape. But since then, I had grown stronger. I had thrown myself into multiple near-death situations and came out more powerful, earning even a Grand Skill in the process. 
Two Grand Skills. Only one was active. [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion]. It gave me the power and confidence needed to face the [Ancient Centinel]. 
I dove down, drawing its ire alongside thousands and thousands of other Centinels. I loosed iridescent Nebular Blazing Bolts at it— brilliant blasts of all colors erupted on its shell, blowing apart the nearby Centinels. The [Ancient Centinel] barely slowed from the attack. It barreled straight through the fire and ash and rose up to meet me.
However, I wasn’t totally unprepared for my Nebular Blazing Bolts to fail. I was already pulling out my Nebular Scythe from [Dimensional Pocket]; it was the dull-gray colored weapon that was typical of my [Nebular Constructs]. Apparently, the multi-colored flair to my Nebular Weapons only applied to when I created it during the effect of my Grand Skill. So, since I made this Nebular Scythe weeks or months ago, it wasn’t enhanced to be much stronger.
I crashed straight into its lower jaw of the [Ancient Centinel], unleashing a flurry of [Barrage of Cinders]. I ran along to its underbody and continued my onslaught of attacks until it attempted to crush me against the cliffside. 
Fortunately, I teleported out of the way in time. A Short Range Teleport. One that got me out of the way in time.  Unfortunately, the [Ancient Centinel] didn’t care for me. It ignored me like I was a fly and heading for the floating figures in the distance. 
I stared at its target, hearing its screeching voice echo through the Bloodied Gulf.
“Centina! You dare show your face here after your exile? After your betrayal?! You will die!”
“Uh-oh.”
I activated [Haste] and [Warped Time]— their cooldown had already ended, as with most of my Skills apart from [Demon’s Mark]— and moved to intercept it once again. 
***
Centina looked back once. She heard the terribly, garbled screech of the [Ancient Centinel]. Her former ally— one who’d sought the destruction of all other Species with her. Those that had wreaked destruction to their kin. 
Should Centina even have been fleeing? She felt like it was entirely selfish of her. To want to live. To want to find love again. But nevertheless, here she was, clinging onto a magically resized boulder that was glowing purple, floating thanks to Willy’s magic.
They were ascending too slow for her liking. Especially since the [Ancient Centinel] was drawing close now. 
“Can’t we go any faster?”
She called out to the [Will O’ Wisp]. His flames changed to an annoyed red as he spoke in a frustrated voice.
“Try— ing!”
Centina clicked her mandibles, glancing back down as Salvos flew in front of the [Ancient Centinel] and unleashed a storm of silver and golden flames. A wall rose, barring its path. Only for a moment. It tore straight through it, even if its outer shell was singed and burned.
It whipped its tail up, knocking Salvos back as the Breastplate of Alexander flashed. Its aura flickered, and the Demon was sent sailing to the ground. A massive crater was left where she landed.
For a moment, the [Ancient Centinel] was left to assail the floating monsters unimpeded. Centina knew she needed to be distracted— even if not for long. 
“Kron! Your illusions!”
Centina looked up, and the [Krokodis] blinked. Kron hesitated, looking at the encroaching [Ancient Centinel]. Then she stood on unsteady feed, spreading her arms wide.
“[Fool’s Copies]!”
Hundreds of copies of Centina and the monsters of the haven appeared, floating in the area surrounding them. The [Ancient Centinel] didn't even pause as she watched those illusions flicker into existence. She simply dove at the closest image of Centina she saw.
Fortunately for the [Evolved Centinel], it wasn’t the real her. She watched as the massive Centinel wiped out a hundred illusions with a single bite. It was a momentary delay. One that bought them enough time for Salvos to leap out of the rubble and scream.
“Stop!” 
Centina sighed in relief as the [Ancient Centinel] halted, and Salvos crashed into her side. The monsters of the haven continued their ascent, until eventually, they reached the ocean above. Below, Centina could only watch as Salvos was embroiled in a grand battle with the [Ancient Centinel].
And hope that the Demon would survive.
***
“[Radiant Slash]!”
I swung my Nebular Scythe at the underbelly of the [Ancient Centinel]. It was supposed to be the weakest part of its body. The carapace here was at its softest. And I dragged the multi-colored flaming strike as I ran down the undulating creature. 
It tore open a long streak across its stomach until I heard a clink. I felt the Nebular Scythe snap, and I was sent tumbling away from the [Ancient Centinel]. It struck me back with its massive body, still screaming.
“CeNtInaAAaAAaAaaAAAAAAAAAAA!”
But Centina wasn’t here right now. She was already gone— she’d disappeared into the floating sea, and I was the only one left for it to fight. 
“Focus on me, idiot!” 
I called out to it as my left arm morphed into a tendril and grabbed onto one of its limbs. I pulled myself towards it, shifting my right arm into the giant claw of a Titan Centinel. That attack slowed and enraged the [Ancient Centinel]. 
Its entire body began to glow— some kind of crimson aura. Then it blasted out, knocking me back. A pulse of energy that vaporized its own kin. It took me a bit to recover, and when I did, I watched as the [Ancient Centinel] rising higher and higher. From its back, a pair of massive, deformed wings shot out. I stared with wide eyes as it ascended up to the ocean.
“What? It can fly?!”
I gasped. And that wasn’t just it. It could fly fast. With its size and speed, it would reach Centina before me. My effects of [Haste] and [Warped Time] were still active. However, I was at the bottom of the Bloodied Gulf, feet touching the ground. Meanwhile, the head of the [Ancient Centinel] was hundreds of feet off the ground due to the sheer size of its body,.
I cursed. I had no choice. Before the [Ancient Centinel] could dive into the sea, I pointed.
“[Long Ranged Teleport].”
***
Saffron Merryster sighed as she strolled down the gilded hallway.
“It seems that things will be getting more and more chaotic. To think that the Demons would make a move for my life as well.”
That would expedite her plans. She wouldn’t be able to take the cautious approach anymore, since they were clearly aware of her. Shaking her head, she spun around.
“Salvos, I will need to rely on you for—”
And Saffron faced… nothing. She expected to see the fiery clone of Salvos standing behind her, but no one was there. There were only glowing flickering wisps that slowly vanished. 
“Salvos…?”
***
My clone appeared before the [Ancient Centinel], protesting and shaking a fist. I rolled my eyes.
“I’ll find Saffron once this is all over, alright? For now, help me stop it!”
She scowled, but did as she was told. Her flames burned a different color now. She didn’t shine with an iridescent light— instead, she was a mix of gold and silver flames. And the attacks she produced all burned with the same spiraling light.
Her fire slowed the [Ancient Centinel] long enough for me to reach it from behind, creating six more [Faux Limbs], each of them taking the same claws of a Titan Centinel. 
I assailed its sides with [Barrage of Cinder] once again, but this time it seemed to deal even more damage than before. It hurt the [Ancient Centinel] enough to draw its attention. From above, my clone loosed waves of fire, and from below, I attacked it with half a dozen giant claws with fire. 
The [Ancient Centinel]’s body glowed again.
“Pesky Demon! Get out of the way!”
It spun around, knocking myself and my clone back. My clone mostly dodged the attack, but still suffered significant damage from the pulse of red energy, while I took it head on. I expected the Breastplate of Alexander to absorb most of the attack. But it shimmered dimly this time. 
The [Ancient Centinel]’s blast blew apart my [Faux Limbs], scratching my skin and actual arms. I didn’t crash into the earth, managing to steady myself mid-air, but not without taking some damage.
I looked down, staring at the Breastplate of Alexander as its aura began to fade. I could sense the magic inside of it leaving. It was going to run out soon. Once that happened, I’d have nothing left to protect me against the [Ancient Centinel]’s deadly assault. 
The state of my clone prefigured what would happen to me once the Breastplate of Alexander fully failed me. It was no longer even absorbing all of the oncoming attacks. The best course of action now would be to flee. However, I couldn’t do that. The moment I let this [Ancient Centinel] go, it would give chase to Centina and slaughter the monsters of the haven.
So, I straightened. I flanked it from the other side with my clone, smirking.
“Another near-death experience added to the list, then. Now, how many levels am I going to get from you?”
***
Sal watched, grinning like a madman as Salvos engaged with the [Ancient Centinel]. Black and green blood oozed out of her body. Demon’s blood and Centinel blood. Actual shapeshifting— similar to what the Devil himself was capable of.
“You should really watch this, Reggie. You’re missing out on good stuff.”
The Demon King didn’t look up. He was too focused on moving pieces on the table, but he did respond.
“She’s struggling against a mere [Ancient Centinel]. Not even its Progenitor.” 
“Well, yeah? But she’s only Level 125! Well, 127 now. But you know what I mean. Don’t be such a spoilsport.”
The Devil pouted for a moment. Then his eyes flickered back to the fissure in space— the screen that glowed brightly from the inferno of flames Salvos was releasing. 
“Ooo, my daughter is truly the best.”
Sal’s voice, however, was drowned out by the rapping on the doorway. The Demon King looked up, speaking in a commanding voice.
“Enter.”
And the chamber’s massive double doors slowly swung open. Two figures entered the room. Both humanoid-looking Archdemons— one short, barely over four feet tall with light blue skin, and the other was a mass of red muscle, nearly as tall as the Demon King himself, although he kept his head low and bowed. 
Regnorex addressed his subjects as Sal gave them a sidelong glance.
“Taburas. What is it that you want?”
The light blue Demon kneeled before the Demon King.
“Your Majesty, I apologize for our intrusion. However, we have returned from the task you had given us. We have slain all the wild Demons that have encroached on your Domain.”
“Hmph. Very good. You may take your leave now and rest.”
He waved a dismissive hand, but the pair of Demons didn’t leave. Taburas looked up slightly, tilting her head as he frowned.
“Your Majesty, if I may make a request, we are growing weary waiting here in the Netherworld, slaying nothing but our kind. We know you have plans for us, but we also hope that we may join our brothers and sisters in the Mortal Realm to be of further use to you.”
The Demon King shook his head.
“No. You are still weak. The both of you have shown the greatest potential out of any Demon birthed in this cycle of Advent. That is why you must grow in strength here before you are allowed to cross the planes.”
“But—”
Taburas started, and Regnorex spoke with finality in his voice.
“I have spoken.” 
She bowed deeply, apologizing.
“I am sorry for questioning you, Your Majesty.” 
Sal looked over at the pair of Demons— at the light blue Demon and the red Demon— and chuckled.
“Of course they’re weak. I mean, not anyone can be as great as my daughter. Come on, you guys are barely around Level 120 and you still lack Grand Skills.”
He shook his head.
“Meanwhile, Salvos has two Grand Skills. Two!” 
Regnorex made a disgruntled sound, and Taburas narrowed her eyes.
“Excuse me, but who—” 
However, before she could speak, the red Demon stood up. 
“What did you say?” 
Sal smiled, spreading his arms wide..
“I said you’re weak. That my daughter is stronger than the both of you.”
He noticed how the red Demon’s eyes flickered towards the screen, staring at Salvos as she battled the [Ancient Centinel].
“And that’s your daughter?”
“Interested, are you? Well, there’s a fifty-gold watching fee.”
The red Demon shifted back, and Sal chuckled. 
“I’m kidding. I’m kidding. You can watch.”
The Devil turned back to the screen while red Demon watched the fight from behind, clearly distressed. Sal tapped a finger on his chin.
So, is this your boyfriend? Or your brother?
He threw his head back and laughed.
Interesting. But, alas, he’s Reggie’s son, not mine.
They watched as Salvos continued her duel with the [Ancient Centinel], the Breastplate of Alexander fading, and her time running out. 




42. Despair Part One

I attacked the [Ancient Centinel] from both sides. My one remaining clone unleashed a volley of Refined Blazing Bolts at it from above, while I closed the distance and assailed it from up close. My body shifted as my arms changed one again, becoming scythe-like blades that were sharper than even my claws. [Faux Limb] copied and multiplied these limbs, aiding me in slicing open the segmented carapace of the giant monster.
I couldn’t just grow a dozen different arms when the Gracious Centinel who I borrowed this shape from only had two arms. But even if [Faux Limbs] were merely duplicates made out of fire, they were still powerful. Just like my clone made from [Salvo of Vanity]. All of my Skills and magicks were boosted by [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion], and it let me bring pain to the [Ancient Centinel].
It reeled back, letting out an ear-piercing screech as it was slowly overwhelmed.
“Go back to your stupid castle, you wild monster!”
My face morphed into that of my [Demonic Essence] form. A skull-like head of an animal. I bit into its shell, ripping it off and digging deeper into the [Ancient Centinel]’s sides. It thrashed in the air before rapidly descending to crush me against the earth. Meanwhile, my clone stayed a decent distance away and kept up its salvo of Refined Blazing Bolts.
I could take the risk to get up close and fight with the [Ancient Centinel]. My clone could not. Not only was she naturally less durable than me, she also didn’t have the Breastplate of Alexander. Because of that, the [Ancient Centinel]’s attacks would directly hurt her, just as it did before.
She was already injured, and if she died, she’d explode. A powerful explosion that I’d rather save for an opportune attack against the [Ancient Centinel]. 
My clone angrily shook a fist at me, and I scoffed.
“That’s your job! Unlike you, I can’t blow myself up!”
And I wouldn’t do that even if I could. I continued to tear away at the [Ancient Centinel] as it called for its allies’ help. [Older Centinels] and even [Senior Centinels] came to its side, leaping at me to pry me off. I incinerated them with a flick of my scythe-like hands.
“Stupid. Centinel. Armor!”
I swung my arms like a pick, punctuating each word. The shell finally cracked open, and an entire segment of armor fell off. I flew back, my face returning to normal.
“Good, now—” 
I thought of the most powerful fire magic I knew. Anything that would scorch the flesh of the [Ancient Centinel]. A flicker caught my eye, and I glanced up in the direction where the monster haven had escaped. Grinning, my arms shifted, burning away into rainbow-colored flames. 
My arms became little nubs of fire. As they were now, the length of the flames would be the same length as my normal elbow. 
“Willy will be so jealous.” 
I pointed both my now-fiery arms and my [Faux Limbs] at the [Ancient Centinel], unleashing a deluge of vibrant flames. Its flesh was flaked and charred by the fire as it screamed in pain. My clone concentrated its attacks on the exposed spot too, and together we pushed the giant monster back. 
“Come on—”
I gritted my teeth as I watched more of the [Ancient Centinel] burn, hoping that this would be enough to put the nail in the coffin and finish it off.  
***
“Is that really her…?”
Sal glanced over at the source of the voice. The red-skinned Demon watched the screen with round eyes. 
“She’s grown so much stronger since… I’m glad.” 
He sighed, placing a hand on his chest. With a smile, the Devil leaned over him and cocked a brow. 
“She’s really great. Isn’t she? Look at her, taking on that [Ancient Centinel]. However, I do fear that it may not be enough.” 
“Not enough?”
“Yeah. Because, while she may be able to stand up to it with her Grand Skill, you’re not accounting for one crucial detail.” 
The red-skinned Demon frowned. He didn’t get it. Disappointing, Sal thought. Even if this Archdemon was Salvos’ brother or whatever, he didn’t share many of her traits that made her who she was. 
It was probably Regnorex’s fault. The Demon King was a dull man. Unlike Sal, who clearly was the one responsible for Salvos’ amazing upbringing. With a sigh, the Devil gestured at the [Ancient Centinel] on the screen.
“It has a Grand Skill too.”
It took a moment, and the Archdemon’s eyes widened in realization.
“Oh.”
***
I watched as the [Ancient Centinel] twisted and contorted, its body turning into itself as it was burned away by the combined flames of myself and my clone. 
“This is getting tiring. Hey, other me, can you take over for a bit? I want to take a quick break.”
She scowled at me, and I rolled my eyes.
“It was a joke! A joke—”
But before I could finish my sentence, the [Ancient Centinel] dug into the earth. I watched as it tried to escape by burrowing away from me. It left behind a massive hole. It was nearly the size of the kind of ravine I’d find in the central area of the Bloodied Gulf, and I was pretty sure it was digging to escape. 
However, [A Hunter’s Sense] told me that it was recuperating for just a brief moment. That it was going to attack me. I turned to my clone as I flitted up.
“Alright. You stay here and distract it for a bit. I’ll fly away and—”
“[Come and See—”  
My clone was about to protest, but a clicking sound echoed from the pit and interrupted me. I narrowed my eyes, looking down.
“Wait, that’s—” 
“[The Depths of Our Despair].”
“Fuck.”
And I watched as a red aura erupted from the pit. I flew back along with my clone, staring as the world rumbled. I could feel the shaking even from where I floated above the ground. Then amongst the red aura, emerged flickers in reality. 
It was like the parts of the world were reduced to mosaics— odd, obfuscated patterns that shone with a dull crimson. It assailed the rocks and the dirt, sending debris into the air in all directions. But the debris didn’t fall. They floated and morphed and twisted, growing into a blur that I could barely discern. 
“This is like…”
I narrowed my eyes. I recognized this effect. And when the [Ancient Centinel] emerged from the shadows, I understood what this was. 
It had become a literal husk of its former self. Its segmented parts were pried open, dismantled into dozens of different floating sections. Each of them were obscured under the same mosaic-like effect that had overcome the floating debris. Its barbed limbs floated in spiraling patterns, circling around the deformed shells like rings. Together, these former parts of the [Ancient Centinel] made up a curtain of colors and blurred lines that protected something within.
At the center of this mass was a smaller figure. One that looked nearly anthropomorphic. With arms and legs like a Human or an Elf or a Cyclops. A kind of Sage Centinel.
I narrowed my eyes, clenching a fist. 
“Did you know about this, Sal?” 
I called out to the Devil who was most definitely watching this scene.
***
Sal grinned, pointing at the screen.
“She’s talking about me!” 
Then he paused as the red-skinned Archdemon gave him a flat stare.
“Oh, and I had absolutely no idea this was going to happen. Honestly, she should really run away.”
***
The [Ancient Centinel] was… no longer an [Ancient Centinel]. It had become something else. It had corrupted itself.
It was just like the Cursed Boulder. Its body was a storm of warped shapes. Even [Identification] gave me a different result now when I faced it. 
[-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝ Centinel - Lvl. 162]
I stared at this blotched mixture of carapace, teeth, and flesh. A mosaic of red. One that ripped apart the world with its very presence. I turned to my clone.
“So, do you have any ideas?”
She gesticulated wildly, and I nodded in agreement.
“Yep. Yep. I see.” 
When she was finished, I patted her on the shoulder and smiled.
“We should really run for it, shouldn’t we?” 
She hurriedly nodded, and we took off. Once again, I was given chase by the [Ancient Centinel]. Even after I had earned a Grand Skill, it was still stronger than me. Although, should it even be considered an [Ancient Centinel] now? Maybe it was more like… Corrupted Centinel.  
Whatever the case was, I was truly out of cards. All except for… one.
Temporary Skills:
[Greater Status Effect Resistance] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Superior Aura of Greater Protection] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Repudiation Repulse] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
The world collapsed around me as I considered my last resort against this traveling calamity, hoping that it’d work.




43. Despair Part Two

[-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝ Centinel - Lvl. 162]
The world seemed to warp around me as my vision somehow grew muffled. Bits of rock and sand floated into the air, distorted into odd, jagged shapes that obscured their original form. The rose as obfuscated water descended from the sea above, filling the air with these twisted parts of reality.
It was almost reminiscent of the fold between planes where the Devil lived. Except— corrupted. 
I dove through this changed landscape, fleeing the Corrupted Centinel with my clone trailing slowly behind. The mass of broken shells and limbs and wings followed after us as parts of its body shot out, propelled by a great force that closed the distance in an instant. My clone and I zipped around each other, like a pair of spiraling wisps, avoiding these attacks as I pointed at her.
“What are you still doing here? Distract it for me!”
She crossed her arms as she flew around one of the floating corruptions. Another projectile shot out between us, and I nodded, listening to her arguments against that idea.
“I see. You think it’d be stupid if you just went ahead and died in a few seconds, wasting my only advantage before even formulating a proper plan of action. I think you’re right. As expected of myself, you’re a genius!”
However, there was one problem there. I wasn’t sure what I could even do against this Corrupted Centinel. The Bloodied Gulf itself was collapsing and rising, being flipped over and entirely rearranged. Most of my Skills were exhausted. The only idea I had left was to utilize the Breastplate of Alexander’s Temporary Skills. 
Temporary Skills:
[Greater Status Effect Resistance] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Superior Aura of Greater Protection] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Repudiation Repulse] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
I could feel the [Superior Aura of Greater Protection] fading, but I knew the [Greater Status Effect Resistance] would hold up. And then there was [Repudiation Repulse], which had helped me defeat parts of the Cursed Boulder before. 
It accumulated the damage it had taken and unleashed it out onto others. This meant that it had been storing up an unfathomable amount of power for a while now, with all the damage it had taken since I arrived here. I just had to get close and release it all into the center of the Corrupted Centinel— where its smaller body lay.
“Alright. I’ve decided. We’re going to charge straight into it.” 
My clone gave me a judging look, and I rolled my eyes.
“Look, unless you have a better plan, I don’t think anything else will work.”
She acquiesced after a moment’s deliberation. The wall of water that marked the end of the Bloodied Gulf loomed over us as we rapidly approached it. A ripple ran through the ocean, and I glanced back. The Corrupted Centinel was close. Its corruption began to spread to the ocean itself, splitting it in twain. 
The sea unfurled like a shorn curtain, divided and contorted. I nodded at my clone.
“Now, break!”
We flew straight at each other before continuing on, heading in opposite directions. [The Primordial Spark] flared around as I unleashed a deluge of blue and red flames at the Corrupted Centinel. It didn’t reel back— it was protected by the distorted shells floating around it. It concentrated that barrier in my direction, essentially absorbing the flames.
My clone, however, released more precise attacks, aiming straight for the center of the mass. Weapons made of silver-gold flame shot out and swerved their way around the outer mosaics. The entirety of the Corrupted Centinel shifted back as its true body was pierced by the salvo of blades. It looked like a Sage Centinel, but different.
I could hear a warped screech erupt from it as I continued to circle around it, using my fiery arms to scorch its outside. The Corrupted Centinel twisted. Its outer body exploded out, aiming for myself and my clone. 
I dipped down as my clone flew up. Most of its attack was concentrated on her, rather than me. It thought I was the distraction since I’d only been annoying it, while my clone had actually hurt it. Well, that was what I wanted it to think.
As the array of obfuscated shells and spikes crashed down towards me, I suddenly changed course. I sent a burst of flames to redirect my trajectory and began to rapidly ascend. Bits of the outer body of the Corrupted Centinel receded to cover its true body, but I focused on it. 
[Scattering Displacement]. [Mass Particulate Modification].
My grip over the flying layer of [Ancient Centinel] parts was weak. It was just like with the Cursed Boulder. For whatever reason, the corruption distorted my control over space magic in the area. But it was enough of an effect to create a small hole for me to slip through. 
I shrank some of the large shells, while prying them aside. Then before it could close in, I entered the inside of the Corrupted Centinel’s outer body. Immediately, I was afflicted by a strong pressure. One that threatened to tear me apart. My Breastplate of Alexander shone, flickering and fading. I could see parts of the iridescent metal dissolve into particles that slowly vanished. 
And it wasn’t just the Breastplate of Alexander. Unfortunately, its protection magic was failing. My skin ebbed too. I watched as bits of my body flaked off, being replaced with a stinging pain. A ghost feeling taking over for where it used to be.
I grimaced, but I fought through this. My entire body flared up in an eclectic blaze. Different colors that spiraled around my body, protecting me as much as it was meant to hurt the Corrupted Centinel. 
I drew closer to the center of this corrupted mass. More of its outer body receded, moving to intercept me with corrupted projectiles and tendrils of the [Ancient Centinel]’s remains encroached around me. I burned it all away, keeping it back as I reached for the true body.
I wasn’t going to activate [Repudiation Repulse] until I was close enough that I knew it would have an actual effect on the Corrupted Centinel. Also, I wanted the Breastplate of Alexander to absorb as much energy as possible before I released it all back into the world.
My teeth ground together as I burned my way into the heart of the corruption. But just as I was about to reach the true body, I was assailed by a mass of the corrupted carapace. It surrounded me, trying to bury me from all directions. It pulled me back as I struggled to wade my way closer to the small figure at the center.
I met the gaze of the Corrupted Centinel’s true body. It rose an arm, dismissively waving it as I was tossed back. The Breastplate of Alexander dimmed, its light beginning to vanish as it crumpled under the pressure. My body twisted in pain as black blood seeped out of my skin. 
“No!”
I shouted, eyes flickering. My vision changed as I saw myself wrapped up in a distorted red of shells and flesh, quickly flying away from the Corrupted Centinel. My clone rushed in, despite the corruption damaging her very being. Chunks of her body dissipated as she was impaled by multiple flying barbed parts. 
Still, she made her way towards me, flying through this storm until she was nearly within arm’s length. I smiled as I grabbed her hand. She sighed.
And she exploded. 
A blast of gold and silver blew apart a quarter of the Corrupted Centinel’s body. The amalgamation of carapace that had been pulling me back was knocked away, burned by her fire. It was more powerful than even my [Demon’s Mark], now. At its current level, it was the strongest area of effect Skill I had. And combined with [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion], it burned everything it touched. 
Everything that wasn’t the corruption. 
Somehow, the corruption couldn’t be destroyed. It was protected by something. Or maybe warped to the point that it couldn’t be damaged. Whatever the case was, all my clone did was buy me some time. It cleared the area of most of the outer layer of the Corrupted Centinel, but it would recede back into itself soon.
I had to move fast. I was injured and burned by my own clone’s explosion. The Breastplate of Alexander tanked the attack, but its protective barrier was at its very last leg now. I spread my scorched wings wide and coupled it with the [Wings of the Netherworld]. My scalded and partially disintegrated arms turned into tendrils along with [Faux Limbs], shooting out to grab hold of the Corrupted Centinel’s true body. 
It tore apart my [Faux Limbs] as I pulled myself closer. I flew faster with four pairs of wings, and with a burst of flames propelling me from below, I closed the distance before the corruption could regather around me.
My arms changed back into scythes as I stabbed the true body, clinging onto it. I was face-to-face with the Corrupted Centinel. A kind of deformed Sage Centinel that stared at me with near-lifeless eyes. It attempted to pry me off, but my Breastplate of Alexander shimmered one last time. Its arms tore through the barrier, ripping it apart as it tried to hold up with whatever magic it had left inside of it.
The metal collapsed, folding inwards as my skin was torn and ripped. But I just smiled, even through the pain.
“Hey. I’m Salvos.”
“You!”
It screeched back, and I placed a hand on the Breastplate of Alexander. It suddenly shone, brighter than ever. Like a star that suddenly filled the night sky. A nova.
“And you’re dead.”
[Repudiation Repulse].
A ring exploded out. A wave. A ripple in the ocean. That of total obliteration. The corruption wasn’t safe from this pulse of energy as it rapidly expanded out. A blast that inflicted all the damage that it had absorbed over time.
Everything was released at once. The corruption was wiped back and I hoped that it had been enough to destroy the true body itself. 
“Is it… over?”
I asked, panting. But it wasn’t. Of course it wasn’t. A hand reached out from the smoke and grabbed me by the face.
Most of the Corrupted Centinel’s true body had been destroyed. It was now just a mangled mess with a torso, a single arm, and a head. But it still floated there, regenerating slowly as the corruption took back hold of it.
“No.”
Its mandibles clicked as it brought me closer.
“You will forever be a prey in this world.”
I thrashed in its grasps as it bit into me. It shredded the now-inert Breastplate of Alexander, flying up as it tried to rip off my head. Its mandibles closed around me as I held out a hand, summoning something with [Dimensional Pocket].
The Corrupted Centinel blinked as it tore into… paper? It stared at the thick diary I’d produced, temporary staving away the killing blow and confusing it for a moment. Then one of my [Faux Limbs] whipped out and attempted to strangle it.
It ripped apart my [Faux Limb] as my arms changed once again. My left arm morphed into two. The same claw-like arms I had in my [Demonic Essence] form. They were longer and could push back against the Corrupted Centinel’s grip over me. My right arm changed back into a scythe as I sliced open its side, baring my teeth.
“You should’ve stayed silent.”
My head morphed as the Corrupted Centinel ripped off one of my claw-like left arms. I stared down at it with gleaming eyes— a silvery face that made it paused for a moment. 
“How…?”
It met its own gaze, looking up at itself. At a Demon that wore the head of a Centinel. No— its very own head. I clicked my mandibles as I leaned in.
“You will be nothing but a memory in my world.”
And I chomped down on it. I tore its neck off with a single, clean bite. The Corrupted Centinel struggled for a moment, even without a head. Then its body went limp. The corruption around me dispersed. 
I won.
Defeated [-̶̧̛̻͕̹̩̖͕̑̈́̂͗̾͊̓͌̀͗́͝ͅ-̵̖͎͖̤̌̇̿̓̿̌́̆͛͆͘͝-̵̧̣̩͚̗͕̤͙͉̱͕͎͔̟͐̑͊͌ͅ-̶̻͕̲͓͈̼̥̰̘͔͛̍̊̒̉̈́̐̂̋̕͝ Centinel - Lvl. 162]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 30 levels above you!
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 127] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 128] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 128] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 129] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 129] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 130] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
[Title Available]




44. Despair Part Three

“Salvos… she won.”
The red-skinned Demon sighed in relief as the girl on the other side of the screen ripped off the head of the Corrupted Centinel. Sal grinned and leaned back.
“That’s my daughter for you. She’s great, isn’t she? Takes after her old man right here.”
“Your daughter?”
That statement seemed to confuse the Archdemon. He furrowed his brows, turning to face the Devil. 
“I wasn’t aware that she—”
“Who is that, Haec?”
Before he could finish, the other Archdemon interrupted him. Taburas crossed her arms with a scowl.
“Why are you fascinated with her?”
Haec, the red-skinned Demon, drew back. 
“She’s…”
“She’s better than you.”
Sal spoke simply, earning a glare from Taburas.
“Far better, really. It’s not a comparison. Of course he’d be taken by my daughter and not you, little Ms [Succubus].”
“How dare you—”
She started, but a booming voice shook the room.
“That’s enough.”
Regnorex loomed before the two Archdemons. His shadow covered them, and they trembled in his mere presence.
“Leave. All of you.”
Both Haec and Taburas immediately bowed, speaking hastily.
“Yes, my King.”
They took their leave. The red-skinned Demon paused as the doorway swung shut. He glanced back at the screen once more, a longing in his eyes. Before he finally left. 
The Devil just laughed. 
“What a bunch of weaklings. This is the cool kids club. Only those Level 200 and above are allowed here. Am I right, Reggie? Eh? Eh?”
The Demon King folded his arms, giving Sal a warning look.
“Do not test my patience, Devil. I will not tolerate disrespect, even from you.”
“Fine, if you want to be like that, I’ll go as well. Geez, I thought we were pals. Oh well.”
Sal’s eyes flickered towards the screen. Salvos was slowly falling, drifting back to the ground. 
“Well, I guess that’s my cue.” 
With a quick curtsy, he took his leave. The Devil vanished, leaving the Demon King alone in his chamber to continue his plots and schemes. A grand war between the planes was unfolding there. It would result in hundreds of thousands and even millions of deaths.
But Sal could hardly care about it. All he cared about right now was… well, his daughter.
***
“I did iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit.”
I flipped and turned as I slowly fell out of the sky. Like a flitting bug that had lost one of its wings. I’d lost more than one of my wings. My [Wings of the Netherworld] was bent and broken, and one of my two left arms was gone. My skin was ripped in more places than one, with black blood oozing out and trailing behind me as I made my tired descent.
I was so exhausted. I wanted to just pass out there and then. The only thing that kept me awake was the fact that I’d gotten a Title. 
Yes. I’d finally gotten a new Title. I was curious to check out its effects. I dismissed the other additional notifications that popped up in my head— although I did take notice of how close I was getting to Level 100 in my Class.
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 91] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 92]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
…
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 93] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 94]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
“Not right now, though. I want to see my Ti—”
And I paused. I literally paused. I stopped falling through the air, landing in a pair of black and red arms.
I looked up with bleary eyes, staring at a familiar smirking face. It was Sal. The Devil had caught me just before I touched the ground. He landed lightly and spoke in a soft voice.
“Good job, Salv—”
I didn’t let him finish. I sat up, glaring daggers at him. 
“You.”
“Me?”
He cocked his head. My eyes narrowed as my body returned to its normal form. No more scythes, no more [Faux Limbs], and no more [Wings of the Netherworld]. It was just me. And I pointed a clawed finger at the Devil.
“You are—”
I stopped. I stared at my hand. My left arm— the one which had morphed into two arms before one was ripped off— was badly injured. Entire bits of flesh had been ripped off. Which, sure, I was missing my skin in a lot more places than one. But this was beyond just the damage I’d suffered from the corruption and my clone’s explosion.
An entire chunk of flesh from my forearm to my shoulder was gone. I was missing multiple fingers when I hadn't been missing a single finger before. Was this caused by the injuries I sustained when my arm was transformed? 
It seemed like when the Corrupted Centinel tore one of the two transformed arms off, the damage was brought over to my real body in a very noticeable and significant way. Even the lesser injuries I sustained on my right arm when it was the scythe-like limb were transferred as well. My claws were duller, just as the bladed edged had been reduced from repeated use against the hard carapace.
That meant I probably couldn’t just shapeshift into something else to hide the injuries. If I created a pair of tendrils with my left arm, one of my tendrils would be missing. If I tried to create a giant claw with my right arm, it would definitely be weakened too.
I closed my eyes, sighing as I lay back down.
“You’re a jerk, Sal.”
The Devil just chuckled. 
“I had to punish you for breaking the rules, Salvos. There are consequences to every action you take. You should know that, right?”
“There are. But I made my decision knowing that everything would work out just fine. I thought it through. I just didn't realize that you were this much of a jerk.”
I shrugged, facing away from him.
“But you live and you learn, I guess. I now know that you’d try to sabotage me if I ever did anything to help anyone that’s not myself.”
“Come on, my daughter. You do realize that none of this will really matter to you at the end of the day, yes? The lives of all those monsters you saved today are utterly meaningless in not just the context of the Nexeus, but in the grand scheme of the multiverse as well.”
He shook his head, waving it off dismissively. 
“Other than to satiate your pride, it was truly… pointless.”
His words must’ve struck a nerve within me because I found myself grinding my teeth together in annoyance. 
“You’re wrong. That’s not right.” 
I vehemently rejected his ideals.
“What you’re saying is that my actions don’t matter. That no matter what I do, nothing will ever matter. But my actions do matter. I know that they’ll remember me for what I did. Centina. Willy. Kron. Galt..”
I listed names. People that mattered to me; people who I knew would remember me for who I am and what I’ve done.
“Not just them. My friends— Rachel, Valda, Lamarr, Hadrian. And my companions too. Daniel, Edithe, Saffron, and Haec.”
“But what is the point of a memory if you’re dead?”
He posed the question, raising a dubious brow. 
I looked up at the Devil. He challenged me with a gaze that held within it millennia of experience. Knowledge that I could barely comprehend. Things that I wouldn’t understand. 
It was like staring into an endless void. One that entranced me— that drew me to peer further into that darkness. Tempting me to take a step into that incomprehensible world. It was as though it had left me at an impasse, but before I could make a decision, shadowed tendrils grabbed me and dragged me into the darkness, drowning out my senses as I was enveloped in the inky well and washed with small, terrible senses. Like my ears were tormented by the screeching of a serrated knife on a metal brim; like my skin had been riddled with tiny holes of varying sizes, interspersed in an irregular pattern that itched, and clawing it would not lead to relief, but bit by bit, force rotten teeth out of these crawling cavities. 
It was too much for me.
The Devil had been to the edge of the world. He had seen the source of the corruption. He knew where Daniel came from, and he lived in an unfathomable place in space. He’d seen other universes, met with Gods and Worldwalkers. The extent of my lifespan was mere frivol to him— no more than a pebble at his feet. 
“So what if they engrave your name in a statue? It will turn to rubble in a thousand years. So what if they write your name in the history books? The ink will fade away in time. None of that matters, my daughter. Or have you heard of my feats? Do they still speak my name in the streets of mortal cities? Tell me: what is the point of being acknowledged if you’re not even there?”
He asked— he challenged. I couldn’t deny the vastness of everything that encapsulated Sal’s existence. And yet, with his old age, perhaps he forgot what it meant to truly be alive. 
“Being acknowledged means I exist, Sal. It means that I matter.” 
Sal frowned, and I didn’t break from his gaze.
“To live without any acknowledgement— without others knowing about your existence— is no different from being dead.”
I spoke simply, raising a hand. 
“If none of your actions, feats, or accomplishments are known, then did they truly happen? If no one is there to behold your greatness, then are you really great? And if no one knows that you’re alive, are you actually alive?”
I balled my hand into a fist and pushed myself off the Devil. I looked into his eyes that had seen an eternity, and this time, I was the one to challenge him.
“Maybe that’s why no one knows who you are, Sal. Maybe that’s why my name is being spoken by the Elves and the Humans and the Cyclopes and the monsters of this world. While your name is reduced to being a folktale amongst [Cultists].” 
I pointed at him, speaking defiantly and against his beliefs.
“Sal, at this very moment, I am more alive than you. And if you continue to waste away, hidden from the world, things will remain that way. You are nothing more than a walking corpse.”
I finished.
It took a moment for my words to settle in, and the Devil’s gaze darkened. His brows creased, forming an arch that cast a shadow over his face. I wasn’t sure how he’d react to my repudiation of his philosophy, but he didn’t look happy.
Sal opened his mouth— 
And sniffled. 
“My daughter… I can’t believe you’d lecture your old man like this. I didn’t teach you to be a rebel!” 
He feigned tears, turning away from me as I snorted.
“Seriously? This is how you react after I said all that?” 
The Devil laughed and waved a hand off.
“Please. I didn’t expect anything else from you. You’re really such a self-centered idiot, Salvos.”
“I am not a self-centered idiot. I’m a self-centered genius.”
“Maybe. But you’re still a narcissist. And you didn’t even answer my question. What does all this matter if you just die tomorrow? In a thousand years’ time, you’d be forgotten.”
I folded my arms, shifting back slightly. 
“Well, I just have to choose my battles wisely while making sure people know who I am. It’s a delicate balance. It’s not all or nothing.” 
“And you think this was a wise battle?” 
Sal gestured at the remains of the Corrupted Centinel around me. I paused when I took in the landscape— it seemed like the corruption was vanishing, and the parts of the Bloodied Gulf that had been flipped over by the corruption were returning back to normal. Although, the parts that were destroyed from the fight remained unchanged.
“This is something you instigated. I was being smart before all this.”
I bit my lower rip as the Devil’s gaze bore into me.
“...and maybe I got a bit too cocky once I gained my Grand Skills. But still! It’s your fault!”
“Sure, sure. Keep telling yourself that.”
Sal rolled his eyes and stepped forward. Spreading his arms wide, he tilted his head and gave me a mischievous look.
“Anyway, I did as I promised, didn’t I? As I promised, you now have a Grand Skill. No— you have two Grand Skills. I did a pretty excellent job, don’t you think? Your father deserves some, ah, acknowledgement, doesn’t he? After all, as you said, he’s lacking quite a bit in that department.”
I snorted as the Devil tried to tease me. But he was right in this regard. He kept his promise, and I was truly grateful. So, I hugged him and smiled.
“You’re right. Thank you, Dad. For all you’ve done for me.”
***
Sal froze where he stood as Salvos embraced him. He stared down at her, blinking. He was definitely not expecting that. And…
Did my heart just miss a beat?
***
“Wait, wait, wait— I was kidding!”
The Devil pushed me back, and I cocked my head.
“But I’m not kidding.”
“Yes, but, you’re supposed to… I was just…” 
He trailed off. I peered at him— inspecting his worried face.
“Is something wrong, Dad?”
I watched as he backed away from me and covered his face.
“No, no, no, no, no, no. This isn't right. I’m supposed to be the one who’s teasing you.” 
“But I’m not teasing you, Dad.”
For whatever reason, Sal melted into the ground and groaned. I poked him on the side, giving him a puzzled look.
“What’s wrong, Dad? Are you alright, Dad? Dad? Hey, Dad? Daaaaaad?”
He rolled on the ground, making an odd wheezing noise as though he was dying. 
“Someone please kill me…”
I just stared at him as he lay there for a moment. Then suddenly, I felt the ground shake. My eyes flickered, and the Devil was up in an instant. He stood over me, already holding his pitchfork. 
“What’s going on?” 
My iridescent flames came to existence around me as the tremor grew more and more violent. Sal didn’t respond, simply remaining on guard. Then, all around us, the ground burst open. Giant, undulating shapes exploded from the ground, swarming all around us. Red carapaces and shells. Barbed limbs. Wings. And an all-too-familiar enemy. 
Except, dozens more.
[Ancient Centinel - Lvl. 156]
[Ancient Centinel - Lvl. 175]
[Ancient Centinel - Lvl. 161]
[Ancient Centinel - Lvl. 183]
…
My eyes widened at this sight. At the multitude of [Ancient Centinels] that gathered around us. A bead of sweat trickled down my neck as I could only watch them come. They didn’t attack right away, just seemingly gathering around us. 
And it was from the center of this gather, I saw a lean pink figure emerge. It was no bigger than a Human. Smaller, in fact. Like it had the upper body of a Goblin. Its lower body was reminiscent of a [Younger Centinel], and it was coiled around itself like a snake clinging onto a pole. 
It… almost looked like a woman. It even had a mass of spiked hair coming from its head— something Sage Centinels didn’t. I quickly used [Identification] on it, and the results only made me more nervous.
[??? - Lvl. ???]
I couldn’t see its level. 
Sal stepped forward, keeping an arm out so I wouldn’t approach it. He bowed and smiled.
“Greetings, Matriarch Centinel. It has been a while since we’ve last seen each other. My, you’ve leveled quite a bit since the days back in the Endlands, haven’t you?”
It didn’t respond to him. Not immediately. Instead, it just stood before us as the mass of [Ancient Centinels] calmed down. The Devil drew back, still gripping onto his weapon.
“May I ask what the [Progenitor of Secely’s Centinels] wants to do with us? I was under the impression that you were more of a… recluse.”
It brought an arm up, pointing at me, and I tensed. 
“Her.”
It made clicking noises that were somehow more garbled than anything I’d heard from any other Centinel thus far. 
“Her. Kill. Child. Mine.”
“She killed your child? Well, yes. I’m sure she’s killed plenty of your children. Why do you care? They die all the time.”
Sal just shrugged, but it wasn’t placated by that.
“My. Daughter. My. Own. Child.”
It hugged itself, digging its fingers into its own shell. It began to cry, but instead of tears pouring down from its face, [Infant Centinels] fell out by the dozens. They crawled away from her before she crushed them all with a whip of her lower body. 
I grimaced at that— I guess it didn’t care about anything that wasn’t an [Ancient Centinel].
“Kill. Her.”
It pointed at me, and Sal stabbed his pitchfork on the ground.
“Sorry, you may have lost your child, but you have plenty of others. I’m not going to let you have my only daughter.”
The Matriarch Centinel let out a horrific screech as it charged us. The [Ancient Centinels] moved, and I readied for a fight. But Sal just grabbed me by the arm, waving at them and creating a portal.
“Seeya next time!” 
And with that, we were gone. The portal closed as they crashed into nothing. When I opened my eyes, I was back in my Dad’s home.
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