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Preface

This is Book 6, or Salvos Volume 5 Part 2 for the web serial version, of the Salvos series. Do note that there are some chapters with experimental styles depending on the perspective. And this book will have plenty more perspective shifts and interludes than previous books, but they’re all important for the plot. I hope you all enjoy reading!




1. Interlude – Saffron’s Savior Part One

Ever since she was a child, Saffron Merryster had feared only one thing: the idea that the Regnorex, the Demon King of the Netherworld, would make his return during her lifetime. It was a reasonable fear for her. As a Human Vampire, she would likely live far longer than her non-Vampire Human counterparts— a century, at the bare minimum. As long as she didn’t get herself killed through reckless means.
It was something to do with Vampire biology that let them live for nearly a millennium. The oldest Vampire in history was said to have lived through all the Immortal King Alexander’s reign; she had been the one responsible for elevating the status of their kind from pests and plagues to that of nobility, due to her friendship with him. She died of unknown causes shortly after his death to the Demon King, but before her passing, she warned future generations of Vampires to remain vigilant. Beware of the return of the Demons. Beware of their merciless slaughter.
Beware of Regnorex, for he is at the gates.
Unfortunately, over the millennia since, the sensibilities of Human Vampires had eroded. They’d become negligent in their luxury, focusing not on their duties as Vampires— as Demon Slayers and Demons Hunters— but on the politics that would ensure their privileged life remained… well, privileged. 
Saffron hated it. She despised the languor of politicking and scheming. There was no unity in the actions of the Five Greater Vampire Families. They sabotaged each other, colluded against each other, and even brought each other to destruction. Because of that, there were now only Four Greater Vampire Families left.
Even now, when the situation was dire— when an entire country had been razed to ashes by a terrible Primeval Demon— the families refused to cooperate. To work together to tackle this threat. They were far too concerned with protecting their own interests.
Sighing, Saffron collapsed into her bed as she read the magical transmission she received from her father. He had gone to the Veridian Family’s estate to speak with them about the situation with the Primeval Demon. And what he had gotten was… nothing substantive.
It had gone about as well as Saffron’s meeting with the Norwood Family. She’d arrived at the Norwood estate nearly two months ago, now. There were some members of the family who were willing to work with the Merryster Family, but gaining the goodwill of all the members was next to impossible. Even with Zin Norwood’s assistance— the former Matriarch and mother of the current Patriarch, Gannon Norwood— it was hard to rally the support needed for total cooperation between the Four Greater Vampire Families.
The only way it was feasible was to get the heads of each family to work together. Saffron was friends— formerly engaged— with Gannon Norwood, so she was certain she could convince him of her cause. After all, the last time she spoke with him about the Primeval Demon, he was very clearly staunchly pro-action. 
“Unfortunately, since he’s also a senator of Shedos, he’s currently too busy to speak with us.”
Saffron just sprawled herself on her bed, exhausted. Normally, as a noble, she wouldn’t let herself be seen in this state by others, but the only other person in the room was someone she trusted— and also who wouldn’t judge her for her actions.
“This is so annoying.” 
She groaned. The glowing figure standing in the corner cocked her head, and Saffron chuckled.
“To think that the only person I can reliably trust right now is a Demon. It’s almost ironic.”
That was right. The figure accompanying her was a Demon. Or, at least, a kind of a Demon. It was actually a Demon’s clone, made entirely out of golden fire. The clone of Salvos.
She had aided Saffron throughout this whole ordeal with the Primeval Demon, even going as far as to save Saffron’s father and brother during the fall of Nightsveil.
“Although, I sometimes wish you were actually here.”
The Salvos clone waved her arms as Saffron stared at her. She couldn’t speak, so Saffron didn’t know why Salvos herself couldn’t come here. With the vague gestures the Salvos clone made— and the poor attempts at writing with fire— Saffron deduced that Salvos was busy battling Centinels for whatever reason.
“Well, either way, I’m grateful for all that you’ve already done, Salvos.”
Saffron smiled and rolled over in her bed. Night had come long ago, and after a whole day of inconclusive meetings with Zin’s relatives and other members of the Norwood Family, the young noble was about ready to pass out. 
Her eyes fluttered shut as a yawn escaped her lips. There was no need to set up wards or runes here— not only was Norwood Keep enchanted so that even Level 100 assassins and the like would find it difficult to infiltrate the walls, but the Salvos clone was here. Saffron was safe.
So, she simply went to sleep knowing that nothing would happen.
—--
And nothing happened.
The next day, Saffron woke up without trouble whatsoever. She yawned and got to her feet, greeting the Salvos clone before getting dressed and going about her day. Well, before that, she had to explain for the fiftieth time how makeup worked to the clone.
“Please stop staring at me like this is some ancient, eccentric ritual. Unlike you, most women aren’t born with a natural glow to their skin.”
The Salvos clone beamed at the praise, literally blazing and glowing brighter. Saffron rolled her eyes.
“I didn’t mean it like that and you know it.”
Once she was finished, the young noble headed out of her room to a patio in the garden. Her sister, Mons Merryster, was having tea with Zin. They were laughing as they chatted casually— a sight which annoyed Saffron because, sure, there could be a full-scale interplanar war between the Mortal Realm and the Netherworld, but impressions still had to be maintained, right?
Not like Saffron herself wasn’t guilty of it considering she spent thirty minutes doing her makeup in the morning. Sighing, she joined the tea session.
“You look awfully weary, Sister. I suppose you didn’t have a good night’s sleep?” 
Mons raised a brow as a maid poured a cup of tea for Saffron. Then the older Merryster sibling glanced over to the golden figure to the side, a smile slipping onto her face.
“Or perhaps you and your friend were relieving some… stress together, all night?”
Saffron scowled. 
“Salvos and I are simply friends, Mons. Nothing more, so please stop making it weird.”
“Very well, if you insist, dear sister. But know that I’m mostly teasing you to ease the tension.”
“It has simply replaced the tension with an awkward air. Let us please just move on.”
Zin laughed at this interaction between sisters. She was in the middle of creating a lush scene— running a paintbrush over a vibrant canvas of colors. With a smile, she lowered the brush and faced the young noble.
“Good morning, Saffron Merryster. Your sister and I were simply discussing our recent meeting with my younger brother. While Mardyth was quite intrigued by your… passion, over the matter, he didn’t feel the same urgency as you did.” 
Saffron blinked— they had spoken with Mardyth Norwood nearly a week ago. Had he only gotten back to Zin about the discussion now?
“But he is aware of the fall of Nixa, is he not? I do not understand how there can be a lack of urgency on anyone’s part now that an entire nation has fallen.”
Zin shrugged as she placed the sweet treat back onto the table. She dabbed a napkin on her mouth, speaking casually.
“While I disagree with his reasoning, his response makes sense. Nixa was not a great warring state, even if it is a major trading country. The reinforcements provided to it were mostly comprised of soldiers of the Vaun Qieur Empire. Other nations weren’t as generous. The Primeval Demon’s rampage has even stalled now that it has advanced out into Inoria. He takes that as proof enough.”
“How could he be so foolish to believe that when his own sister's life— your life— was nearly taken by an Archdemon just a month ago?”
It was vexing to Saffron. These people all used logic that didn’t hold up at all. It could be dismantled in a mere moment: they didn’t want to admit that they were more interested in preserving their position than fighting for a just cause.
Zin waved a hand, sighing.
“Well, my brother simply claims that there hasn’t been an attempt since. If the situation were really as dire as you made out to be, then there’d be assassins coming for all our lives. As it is now, their lives haven’t yet been upheaved.”
“That’s ridiculous and you know it.”
Saffron snapped. She got to her feet, exasperatedly gesticulating at the Salvos clone and herself.
“We’ve seen what that Primeval Demon can do. It has an ever-growing army that numbers in the hundreds of thousands, and now it has support from Archdemon assassins going after our families. Just because the problem isn’t knocking down our doors, threatening to destroy their homes, doesn’t mean it isn’t urgent. It means it can still be stopped.” 
She panted as she finished, and Zin calmly sipped from a teacup. Mons placed a hand on her sister’s shoulder, calming her down.
“There’s no need to kill the messenger. Zin is simply stating her brother’s side of the argument.”
“His side has no argument.”
Saffron glared at Mons. The older Merryster sibling scoffed. 
“I understand your perspective more than anyone, Sister. But simply dismissing others as unreasonable would not do any good— not when we’re trying to win goodwill.”
“And that’s exactly my issue here. Why must we play teatime and politics when there are far more pressing issues at hand?”
It never made sense to Saffron, and now more than ever, it still didn’t. She slumped into her chair as the Salvos clone cocked her head from behind, clearly confused. 
A moment of silence passed over the group, even though the Salvos clone genuinely looked like she wanted to ask some questions there and then. Finally, Zin shook her head and smiled at Saffron.
“I admire your passion, Saffron Merryster. I truly do.”
Then her lips pressed thinly together.
“But we cannot change the world and how it works, only how we navigate it. I wish as much as you do that the solution will present itself— that our Four Greater Vampire Families will work together to repel this Demon invasion as we had many millennia ago. But clearly, it requires time and effort to produce results.”
Saffron watched as Zin rose from her chair. The former Matriarch of the Norwood Family stood tall, her chin held high, exuding the aura and grace of a true noble. One that commanded power in the room. 
The young noble almost instinctively averted her gaze, although she managed to steel herself and meet Zin’s crimson and hazel eyes. 
“I understand that much, lady Zin. However, even after our countless meetings ever since we came here, we have yet to convert any prominent member of your family to our cause.”
“Perhaps not.”
Zin raised a knowing brow.
“But you only need the support of a single individual from the Norwood Family for that all to change. And I assure you, he will meet with you soon, Saffron Merryster. He is fascinated by you. Especially after you rejected his courting years ago.”
Saffron shuffled her feet before naturally crossing her legs.
“Are you implying that Gannon Norwood will finally be returning here to discuss this matter with us?”
“That is actually what Zin Norwood and I have been discussing before you barged in with your temper.”
The older Merryster sister chuckled, and Saffron scowled. Zin simply stepped out of the patio, gesturing for the pair to follow.
“And as for the fruits of our labor, come— let me show you what our efforts have produced.”
They exited the garden, heading back into the keep. A maid was waiting for them at the entrance. 
“You have visitors, lady Zin.”
She bowed deeply at Zin, and Saffron frowned. 
“Visitors?” 
“Indeed. A delegation. One from a family you have yet to contact with all your resourcefulness, Saffron Merryster.”
Zin Norwood strolled past the maid, leading both sisters down the stone hallway. They walked past various paintings— portraits that depicted botanical gardens and vast rainforests. Each one, the former Matriarch paused to admire. 
She fractionally glanced back at Saffron.
“One of the Four Greater Vampire Families. Another important piece that is needed to defeat this Demon threat.”
The young noble’s eyes widened.
“The Crimsonfang Family?” 
They were the last of the Four Greater Vampire Families— the only one which the Merryster Family had poor relations with. But the Norwoods weren’t close with them either, especially after they had worked with the Veridian Family to ruin the Slydrifts. 
“Why are they here?”
Saffron didn’t understand how such a meeting had been arranged. But Zin just laughed.
“My son is a politician, Saffron Merryster. He has earned the goodwill of more than just the populace of Shedos. Ever since he became head of our family, he has labored hard to restore relations between the Norwoods and Crimsonfangs back to normalcy.”
“And Gannon arranged this?”
“No, I did.”
Zin’s eyes twinkled as they turned down a corridor.
“Roman Crimsonfang is a good friend of my son. He has agreed to hear us out in exchange for—”
But before she could finish, a scream cut her off. A bloodcurdling cry that echoed down the hallway. Saffron’s gaze snapped up, and the Salvos clone tensed. Someone shouted for help as blades clashed in the distance. 
“Assassin attack!” 




2. Interlude – Saffron’s Savior Part Two

“Assassin attack!” 
The sounds of metal clashing against metal reverberated down the hallway. A garbled cry for help reached Saffron Merryster. It took her a moment to register what was going on, and at that point, her sister and Zin Norwood were already turning the corridor alongside an entourage of maids and guards. 
The young noble blinked and faced her friend. The Salvos clone was just standing idly, a bored look on her flaming face— as if she’d rather be somewhere else than here. 
“What are you doing, Salvos? Help them!”
Saffron ran forward, gesturing for her to follow. For whatever reason, it took a moment for the Salvos clone to react. It almost seemed like she was about to teleport away, but after much internal debate, she relented and followed.
The fighting was happening right at the entrance of Norwood Keep. Roman Crimsonfang and his bodyguards had barely stepped into the gates of the castle when they were assailed by a single shadowed figure. 
All the guards— those of both the Norwood and Crimsonfang Families— had been quickly dealt with even before Zin or Mons Merryster arrived at the scene. The only reason why Roman was still alive and standing… or, well, cowering on the ground in fear, was because Feirdun Merryster had been present. 
He managed to hold off the assassin for just long enough before Zin arrived. The Level 134 [Druid] raised a staff, peeling off all the moss from the cobbled walls of the keep, and turning it into a vibrant wave. It washed over the assassin, knocking him back and stopping him from finishing Feirdun off.
“Stop, assassin. You dare threaten my guests in my lands? Leave now and your life may be spared.” 
The former Matriarch of the Norwood Family declared as she slammed her staff on the ground, a crackle running through her body. Saffron came to a stop right before Zin and stood protectively over her sister. Her gaze landed on her other sibling— Feirdun.
He was bleeding and injured, lying curled up on the ground. 
“R-run, Saffron…”
“Brother—”
She started forward, but the Salvos clone stopped her. Zin’s eyes flickered as the deluge of green moss slowed.
“I advise you to stay back, Saffron Merryster. This is no ordinary assassin. I will ensure your brother’s safety, but try not to put yourself in harm’s way.”
Blinking, Saffron turned to the assassin who was wading through the [Druid]’s attack. His robes were being ripped off, revealing dark orange skin with red blotches splashed across his body. A single horn sat on his head as he cast four sable eyes at the young noble. Her eyes widened as she stepped back.
“A… Demon?” 
No— it wasn’t just an ordinary Demon. Saffron quickly used [Identification] on him, and a prickling feeling ran down her spine.
[Arachne - Lvl. 131]
An Archdemon. One that was above even Salvos in level. He was lower-leveled than Zin, but that didn’t matter much— not when Demons were naturally superior to Humans.
He smiled as eight scything legs protruded from his back, stabbing onto the ground so that he was not washed away.
“There’s no point in running, Human. You are my prey, and the rest of you are all already caught in my web.”
Zin blinked as threads appeared at her feet. It whipped her by the legs, smashing her into the ceiling. The [Druid] managed to protect herself, landing on a cushion of flowers and thorns, but her transformation was interrupted. Her deluge desisted, and the [Arachne] stepped forward. 
“Ah, a rather sturdy Human. You’re the first one I’ve met since I’ve gotten here. Tell me— how long do you think you’ll be able to last before you’re eaten like the rest of them?”
His thread yanked her forward, ripping her from the vines holding her back. Zin yelped, but before she reached the [Arachne], the Salvos clone caught her and sliced the thread in twain.
He narrowed his eyes.
“You are… an apparition? No— what are you?”
His [Identification] would’ve shown her for what she was— a flaming clone made by a Skill called [Salvo of Vanity]. Who or what she wasn’t wouldn’t be known by him. Not even her level. 
“No matter. I will deal with you all the same.”
The [Arachne] lashed out as the Salvos clone created a scythe made out of golden fire, parrying his attack. They clashed in battle as Saffron just watched from the side, unable to help. She was a student of Mavos Academy. She was supposed to be trained to be able to hold her own in combat situations such as this. 
And yet, she was frozen, unable to even protect her sister. Mons Merryster grabbed the young noble, breaking her from her stupor. 
“Sister. We need to get out of here, now.”
Saffron returned to reality as the [Arachne] bounced along the walls, chased by the Salvos clone. Vines grew out of the ground, catching him off guard and slowing him as Zin pointed. The Salvos clone slashed at him— 
But he tugged at one of his legs. A flurry of needle-like threads pierced the Salvos clone, forcing her to a halt. The threads shot out past her and headed straight for Zin Norwood. But this time, she was ready. She’d finished her transformation. Her body was now covered in fur— she stood tall, nearly ten feet in height. With a pair of burly clawed arms, she swiped through the threads and tore them apart with ease.
[Onyx Bear - Lvl. 134]
[Identification] no longer showed her as a [Druid]. Instead, she’d become the Species of the monster she’d taken the form of. A bear with obsidian-like fur that jutted out of her body like crystals. She moved faster now, taking over where the Salvos clone left off and pressuring the [Arachne]. 
Saffron looked on as Mons tried to pull her away from the fighting. The Merryster sisters were further down the hallway, neither of them able to do anything to help either the Salvos clone or Zin here. And while they could barely keep up with what was going on, it was obvious that their side was losing.
“We need to help them.”
The young noble spoke, clenching a fist. Mons shook her head. 
“We can’t. If we interrupt—”
A loud cry interrupted her from finishing. 
Zin leapt in front of Roman Crimsonfang, protecting him from a blade of wind that cut straight through the enchanted walls of the keep. She groaned as her transformed body flickered. Before the [Arachne] could follow up with a scything slash, the Salvos clone crashed into him from the side as her wings spread wide. 
“That Archdemon is using the injured as bait to force their guards down.”
It was obvious to Saffron, but Mons wasn’t a combatant and didn’t notice this. The young noble ran forward as the Salvos clone flew the [Arachne] out of the keep, locking into battle with him mid-air. 
“Lady Zin, please let me help you escort my brother and Lord Roman away from the area.”
The man— and he was quite the young man, barely fifteen years of age— shrank back as Zin turned her bestial gaze his way. She nodded and picked him up, speaking in a guttural voice.
“Take them and run.”
Nodding, Saffron scooped up Roman Crimsonfang who was sputtering, confused, and afraid of what was going on before running to her brother.
“What was that thing? Why is it attacking us?!”
“It’s a Demon, Lord Roman. It is here for your life.” 
Even if Saffron was older than him, she deferred to him by his Title. After all, he was the second heir to the Crimsonfang Family. Saffron didn’t know why she even bothered with it— the politics of it annoyed her, but she did it anyway. 
Saffron reached Feirdun shortly before Mons. Both Merryster siblings tended to their brother, helping him to his feet.
“Can you stand?”
The young noble asked, lips pursed. He groused and stood with a groan. They supported him by his arms, helping him stumble away from the fighting along with Roman. 
“I… thank you.”
He rubbed at his head as they ambled forward. The four of them reached the end of the hallway right as the Salvos clone was knocked back. The [Arachne] somehow jumped in the air, propelling rapidly for them.
“Oh, none of you are getting away.”
Saffron glanced back with wide eyes as he closed the distance in an instant. He tore through the vines Zin Norwood conjured up, ripping through the tough thorns as he aimed for his mark. In a moment of foolishness, the young noble thought she could protect Roman from the Archdemon.
“No—”
“[Tempest Blade].”
She raised an arm, only to realize it was her life the [Arachne] was after. He said it, didn’t he? I am his prey… She had thought it was a figure of speech. That he’d been referring to everyone in the room. But he sped straight for Saffron and only Saffron, slicing for her head. 
Her eyes grew wide as his scythe-like arm was overcome with a flicker— some kind of Skill— and tore through her Aura of Greater Protection. The amulet that was protecting her flashed before dimming and winking out. 
“What an annoying artifact.”
It protected her, but Saffron still found herself lying on the ground, dazed and unable to react. The spell she had been casting was long forgotten, and the [Arachne] loomed over her. Maybe she could’ve held off the Archdemon for a moment if she’d remembered to use her magic. Maybe Zin or the Salvos clone would’ve stopped him in time from finishing her off if she hadn’t frozen up. 
Instead, she closed her eyes, accepting her fate as he grinned.
“Goodbye, Saffron Merryster.”
The Salvos clone screamed a silent scream as she burst forward. Still, she wouldn’t make it in time. The blade came down swiftly as Mons cried out.
“Sister!”
Saffron braced for it, accepting her demise. Regnorex was at the gates, and she was one of his first few victims. Humankind’s reign was finally coming to an end, their downfall their own complacency. 
“It’s almost ironic…”
She chuckled. Then she blinked. Wait, I’m still…? Her gaze snapped up as she took in her surroundings, fully expecting to be in some sort of afterlife. But, no. She was still lying in the destroyed hallway, fallen over as her sister and brother rushed over.
“How am I alive?”
Even the Archdemon was still there, standing over the young noble. Except— there was one difference now. A gold and silver figure had caught him mid-swing and saved Saffron’s life. A familiar figure. 
Saffron’s savior.
“...Salvos?”
And yet, that wasn’t right. It was not Salvos herself standing over Saffron but the Salvos clone. The young noble had almost mistaken the fiery figure for Salvos because of how real she seemed now. The golden fire of the Salvos clone, while clearly there, was never really defined beforehand. It had been a roiling flame— one that wisped wildly and roughly took the shape of a person.
The Salvos clone had always been shrouded in a curtain of misty flame. It obfuscated her body, making it quite clear that she was some kind of apparition of sorts. 
But now, her body was solid. Still made out of fire but only flaking the occasional mote or spark. She wore a faux jacket made of silver fire, burning more intensely than the rest of her golden body. Her hair, too, blazed in the same way as the fake clothing and weapons. She exuded a cool heat. She was fake, yet she appeared real.
All eight of the [Arachne]’s eyes widened in surprise and confusion at the Salvos clone as she held him in place, gripping tightly onto his scythe-like leg.
“What… is this? What just happened?”
The Salvos clone was confused too. She glanced back at where she came from— at the trail of multi-colored flames left behind that scorched the earth— and shrugged. 
“How are you doing this? You—”
The Archdemon assassin was utterly befuddled, but the Salvos clone didn’t bother contemplating it for more than a moment. She ripped off one of his legs, and he screamed. He leapt back, sending a flurry of needle-like threads at her, only for the attack to be burned away with ease. He came to a halt as he clutched at his limb bleeding black blood.
“You weren’t this strong just a moment ago. This is ridiculous. What in the Demon King’s name just happened?”
His questions were answered by an explosion of thorns at his feet. They tangled onto him, holding him down as Zin appeared at his back. She slammed him into the wall and turned to Saffron.
“Are you alright?” 
“I-I’m… fine.”
Mons helped Saffron up as the young noble stared at her friend. 
“What happened to Salvos? Why is she…?”
The Salvos clone was still in the middle of inspecting herself in wonder, and Zin nodded approvingly.
“Such a boost in power— it can only be the effects of a Grand Skill.” 
With a soft chuckle, the [Druid] turned to the Archdemon who was caught in even more vines and thorns now.
“It seems your friend has achieved what many only attain at the level of an Elite. Assassin, I suggest you surrender now— you have lost.”
He hissed, tearing his way out of his bindings. 
“You have not won. I will have my prey’s life for I am Aristides the W—”
And the Salvos clone appeared before the [Arachne], grinning wide. Zin sighed.
“I told you.”
He lashed out, only to be caught in a blast of gold and silver flames. His scream echoed throughout Norwood Keep as he was turned into nothing but ash. Saffron’s breath caught in her throat, watching her friend deal with the assassin— the Level 131 Archdemon— like he was nothing.
“...amazing.”




3. Interlude – Saffron’s Savior Part Three

Saffron Merryster stared in disbelief as the Salvos clone disposed of the assassin with little-to-no effort. Just moments earlier, they’d all been struggling to fend him off. After all, he was an Archdemon who was even higher-leveled than Salvos. An [Arachne] that was after Saffron’s life. 
But now, he was mere ashes at the feet of the Salvos clone. She glowed brilliantly as her fiery blast died down, her form no longer the wispy shape of a Human but a more stable body. One that, if not for the gold and silver glow, could be mistaken for a regular person. 
“How?”
Saffron had no idea Salvos had been hiding a trick like this all this time. Zin Norwood, however, shook her head as she morphed back into a regular Human… Vampire.
“That’s a Grand Skill, Saffron Merryster. And judging by the reaction of your friend, she’s just as surprised as you about this change. It seems that whatever she’s doing elsewhere has been quite productive.”
The Salvos clone eagerly nodded as Zin gave her an approving look. Saffron rose to her feet, taking in the scene around her. It had been a small-scale battle between Level 100s, and already, the entirety of the reinforced, enchanted corridor was destroyed. 
Fortunately, the fighting hadn’t spread too far around Norwood Keep, so the damage was mostly isolated to this section of the castle. Saffron turned to her family, relieved that they were safe. Then she turned to the other individual present— Roman Crimsonfang.
He stared wide-eyed around at the destruction, still in utter shock at what happened. 
“Lord Roman, I—”
Saffron offered him a hand, but he brushed it away. He stumbled over to the corpses of his bodyguards and dropped to his knees.
“Francis… Gilbert… everyone…”
She pursed her lips, watching him take in the scene. There were a lot of things she wanted to— she could— say, but instead of speaking, she stood silent as the young man wept over his dead bodyguards.
“It happened so quickly… how—”
“Saffron Merryster.”
Zin spoke over his pained voice in the background. The former Matriarch of the Norwood Family approached the young noble, shaking her head.
“I think it’d be better if you took your leave for now. Tend to your brother. I shall handle this.”
“R-right.”
With that, the Merrysters took their leave. Saffron ushered the Salvos clone to follow her as they brought Feirdun to seek a healer. He wasn’t too badly hurt, fortunately. And a few healing potions would bring him back to full health soon enough.
“I’ll take care of our brother.”
Mons patted Saffron on the shoulder once they arrived at the healers’ quarters. 
“Go report this incident to Father and the others. They’ll want to know what happened here.”
“I will.”
The young noblewoman hesitated. She was worried that another assassin might show up and attack them. But… that [Arachne] had been after her own life, no?
It was not something she had time to think about until now. And as she strolled down the gilded corridor alone, the implication settled in.
The Demons somehow knew that the Merrysters were trying to organize the Four Greater Vampire Families. And because of that, they targeted Saffron. They wanted to nip the problem in the bud— deal with it before it became too problematic.
“It seems that things will be getting more and more chaotic.”
How this had come to pass… the young noble didn’t know. She just knew that something had to be done. They had to act faster, lest they’d fall to their hubris and be torn apart before they could even come together. 
Behind her, the echo of footfalls followed down the gilded hallway. The Salvos clone trailed slowly after the young noblewoman.
“To think that the Demons would make a move for my life as well.”
No longer would she be able to take the cautious approach, playing tea party as she went through the slow crawl of politics. Even if Zin would disagree, Saffron was going to give Roman Crimsonfang and the rest of the Norwood Family an ultimatum. 
“Salvos.”
The sounds of footsteps halted as the young noble spoke to her friend. Shaking her head, she spun around to face the Salvos clone.
“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…?”
The Salvos clone was gone. She had been taken away by a [Long Range Teleportation] spell, whisked away in an instant. And now it was just Saffron left, unguarded, unprotected.
“Oh, this day just keeps getting worse.”
—--
“I thought I’d find you scheming up something here.”
Saffron glanced up from the study table as she heard the doorway creak open. Her sister, Mons Merryster, stood there with her arms folded across her chest. 
“Mons.”
“How are you doing?”
The older Merryster sibling strolled into the room with a smile.
“I am doing just fine. How’s Brother?”
“He has mostly recovered from his injuries, though I worry his pride will take longer to heal.”
“As expected.”
Saffron murmured under her breath. But I’m glad he’s safe, she thought as her sister came to a halt behind her. Saffron had stopped mid-scribbling, having been writing on a rather long piece of parchment before being interrupted.
Mons leaned over Saffron’s shoulder, eyes darting over the piece of paper.
“Well, what plan have you managed to concoct, Sister?”
“A plan… it is not as much of a plan as it is a last resort.”
The older sister frowned.
“A speech?”
“Indeed.”
The young noblewoman rose to her feet and placed the pen and paper down on the table. 
“As you and lady Zin have discussed, Gannon Norwood will soon be arriving back in Norwood Keep. He is likely going to side with us when he does return. And he can mobilize the entirety of the Norwood Family.”
“That is right.”
Mons nodded as Saffron held her gaze. The younger sister paused for a moment before finally speaking in a low voice.
“But… can we wait that long?”
“What do you mean to imply, Sister?”
Saffron gestured vaguely in the direction where they had come from— where the Archdemon had attacked them.
“Our lives are now actively being targeted. We cannot waste any more time. If we were to die— if the Merryster Family were to be wiped out— then all hope of uniting the Four Greater Vampire Families would be lost. The families shall be picked off one by one, and Humankind will truly fall.”
“Don’t you think you’re being a bit too dramatic?”
Mons raised a brow, and Saffron glared.
“How am I being too dramatic? We are the vanguards of Humankind against the Demons. People think that the Spirits will save us— aid us in our battle. But they won’t. The Immortal King Alexander’s pact with the Spirit Lord was never that of an alliance. It was never that of a partnership. They didn’t protect us the first time Regnorex invaded, and they won’t intervene this time.”
The younger Merryster sister closed her eyes and huffed.
“With Humankind as fractured as it currently is, I don’t know if we’ll be able to deal with this threat.”
“Perhaps not…”
Mons shook her head and placed a gentle hand on Saffron’s shoulder.
“But the Vaun Qieur Empire has yet to mobilize the full might of their forces. The Eastern Kingdoms Alliance has pledged to stop the Demon threat. And the Three Honorable Companies— each one rivaling a major nation in might— are rallying adventurers under their banners to challenge the Primeval Demon’s army. Even if we, the vanguard of Humankind, were to fall, that doesn’t mean all hope is lost.”
“I… had no idea that was happening.”
Saffron blinked, and her older sister laughed.
“Did you really think you were the only one who’s taking action? Perhaps we Vampires have grown complacent in our wealth and luxury, but we are not representative of all of Humankind. Of course, I’d rather we not perish due to this. I’m sure you feel the same way, which is why you’re worried.”
For a moment, the young noblewoman remained silent. She shuffled her feet, twirling one of the loose strands of her pink hair uncomfortably. It was true, but it was also hard to admit. Perhaps the reason why she was so brusque about this was less about the impact it would have on Humankind, and more on the impact it would have on her family.
She didn’t want to lose everything and everyone she loved. It was a reasonable worry, of course— Saffron acknowledged it. But her pride as a Lady made it hard for her to simply admit it. As a noble, you always had to pursue the greater good. Acting selfishly was unbecoming of her. 
However, around her sister, she let this facade peel away. 
“You’re right, Mons.”
Sighing, she collapsed back into her chair and massaged her temples.
“I do not wish to see any harm befall you or any of my other siblings. Nor Father, nor Mother. If Salvos hadn’t saved Father that day—”
She hesitated, and Mons nodded in understanding.
“Right. I wouldn’t know what to do either.”
Even if Mons was more independent, they were still family. Father’s death would’ve impacted them both greatly. Saffron glanced over at the empty corner of the room.
“And the worst part is— Salvos…”
Mons blinked. She glanced around, puzzled.
“Where is your friend, anyway?”
“Gone.”
Shrugging, Saffron spoke in a resigned voice.
“Apparently, she had other, better things to do. I don’t fault her. If she’s really grown strong enough to learn a Grand Skill, what she’s doing elsewhere is far more productive than what we’re achieving here. And that’s why I wish to change that.”
“Which you plan on doing through… a speech?”
“Not a speech— a demand.”
Saffron grabbed the piece of paper and showed the rest of it to her sister. 
“We are making a demand to both the rest of the Norwood Family and to the Crimsonfang Family. That they shall cooperate with us in bringing down the Primeval Demon. That they shall lend us their strength in this upcoming battle, to mobilize as soon as possible and prevent the fall of any other nation.”
“That’s a bold demand, Sister. What makes you think the others will listen to us? Without the Breastplate of Alexander, we have lost some standing amongst the other Greater Vampire Families.”
Mons was dubious of Saffron’s proposition, but the young noblewoman had more to it than that. This part was… brash. Foolish, even. 
But Saffron believed it was the right choice to make.
“If they refuse to work with us, then we shall work against them. It is how politics works, no? Always has. So, the Merryster Family will announce the secrets the Four Greater Vampire Families have been holding all this time. The truth that we are Vampires— but more importantly, that we are withholding Mythical Grade artifacts that could repel this Primeval Demon but refuse to take action. Their personal interests will vanish soon enough if they lose their positions in their countries. Maybe then they’ll work with us.”
“That is…”
Mons pursed her lips. 
“Risky.”
Saffron finished her sister’s sentence for her. 
“I am aware of the consequences it could entail. But it is necessary as well.”
“Saffron.”
The older Merryster sibling spoke her sister’s name and gave a worried look.
“I understand your position. I know why you’re doing this—”
“And that’s why you should agree that this is the best course of action, no?”
Saffron snapped, and her older sister paused.  Mons nodded.
“Yes. I agree. That’s why I’m telling you that you have my full support.”
“You… what?”
That threw Saffron through a loop. She was taken aback. She stared at Mons’ gaze, analyzing it. Trying to figure out if there was anything behind it. Then she realized there was nothing there. Just the love and care of a sister.
“Thank you.”
Saffron bowed her head. 
“I truly am—”
But she couldn’t finish. She paused as she heard footsteps echo down the hallway. A small argument had broken out, and someone was marching close to Saffron’s room. The pair of Merryster sisters poked out, seeing the figures walk by a corridor further down. 
Roman Crimsonfang stormed down the hallway, followed by Zin Norwood. She was saying something, but he didn’t listen. With his hands trembling, he spun around and pointed at her.
“This attempt on my life was premeditated. You cannot pretend that it was meant for those Merrysters, else that Archdemon wouldn’t have attacked my retinue. This…”
He gritted his teeth and faced Zin with burning eyes. 
“The Crimsonfang Family shall not offer any aid or support to the Norwood Family or the Merrysters. No matter the request. That is my response to you, lady Zin.”
Saffron stared at this. She turned to her sister, and Mons just shrugged.
“It’s politics, Sister. Things don’t always go as planned.”
“This day can’t get any worse.”




4. Father and Daughter

When I opened my eyes, I stood in a vast void. My feet softly touched the fractal base of the stellated dodecahedron of space that shielded me from the encroaching emptiness of the fold between planes. Objects floated in the darkness, frozen in space, unchanged from the state they’d been in before they were ripped into this place.
A giant golden disk hovered above me, an accretion of matter that sent waves of scintillating light to illumine the empty room. I glanced over at the other figure who was with me.
My dad had teleported us back into his home after the Matriarch Centinel of the Bloodied Gulf challenged us. I couldn’t even see its Subspecies or its level, but judging by how even Sal reacted to it, it had to be far stronger than even an [Ancient Centinel].
Level 200 or more.
I glanced over at the Devil as he let out a chuckle.
“That was scary, wasn’t it? Good thing I got us out of there, otherwise things wouldn’t have been pretty.”
“What was that?”
“Hm?”
He gave me a blank look, and I crossed my arms. 
“That thing— what was that? My [A Hunter’s Sense] blared in my head. I would’ve died in an instant if I fought it.”
“Ah.”
My dad shrugged as the space around me flickered, changing shape into a cuboid.
“She’s the [Progenitor of Secely’s Centinels]. I met her once, a long time ago, back when her Species was driven out of the Endlands. She was quite cute when she was young. Now she’s a bit of a bitch, though, if I’m being honest.”
“And it has just been hiding underground all that time?!”
I gaped at him. 
“And you sent me to the Bloodied Gulf knowing that it could come out at any time and kill me with the flick of its wrist?”
“I mean, you had the Breastplate of Alexander.”
He waved a hand off dismissively as he leapt onto a couch that appeared out of nowhere.
“And the Matriarch Centinel doesn’t really come out unless one of her ‘children’ dies, which I honestly didn’t expect to happen. I fully thought you were going to be killed by that Corrupted Centinel, mind you.”
My lips curled into a frown as I glared at the Devil.
“So you’re saying that you were just going to watch me die to that Corrupted Centinel?”
“Of course.”
He cocked his head, but I continued.
“Your only daughter— you weren’t going to step in and help her if she died in front of your eyes?”
“Uh…”
My dad hesitated, and I thrust a clawed finger at his face.
“You’re a bad dad.”
“What? I mean, come on, Salvos— you’re just kidding about being mad, right? You’ve never even had a parent before, so you can’t possibly say what’s a good or a bad dad!”
“Well, I have one now.”
I gave him a sidelong glance as I turned away from him.
“And I can say he’s pretty bad at being one.”
The Devil deflated. His shoulders went slack. I harrumphed and walked away as he tried to weakly protest.
“I stepped in to save your life from the Matriarch Centinel, didn’t I? That should count for something, right?”
“Nope! I would’ve been long gone if you didn’t show up and start chatting with me. That was your fault, too.”
I didn’t face him, even as he tried circling around me. My dad waved his arms exasperatedly, but I ignored his arguments. Until, finally, he sighed.
“Is there anything I can do to make it up to you, my daughter? Please. Your old man is very sorry for what he did. He’s a bit old and senile, you know?”
I quirked a brow. 
“Hmm, well…”
There were a lot of things I could ask for from the Devil— he was a very high-leveled individual who lived for tens of thousands of years. My eyes lit up as I raised a hand.
“Could you kill Belzu for me?”
Sal blinked. Then he scoffed.
“Of course not! Why would I do that?”
“Aw, come one, please?”
I stared at him with round eyes, but he wouldn’t budge.
“No means no, Salvos. First of all, I like Belzu. He’s not my son, but honestly, I consider him… to be a nephew. Maybe a distant cousin’s son. And I’m not going to kill him just because you ask me to.”
“But I hate him!”
“So, go and kill him yourself.”
The Devil wagged a finger at me.
“If you really dislike someone, you should take it upon yourself to kill them. You can’t just, I don’t know, rely on others to kill them for you. It makes you lazy. And you’re not an Archdemon of Sloth, are you?”
I scowled, averting my gaze.
“…no.”
“Exactly. You’re an Archdemon of Pride. Now puff up your chest and kill your dad’s distant cousin’s son with your own two hands.”
“Ugh, fine.”
I kicked the ground as the room changed once again. It was now the shape of a diamond. I stood there for a moment, grumbling as my dad watched awkwardly from the side. He scratched the back of his head, and my eyes darted up.
“But, Dad, since you’re not going to help me kill Belzu, can you at least do something else for me?”
“If it’s reasonable…”
I leapt at the opportunity and spun to face him.
“Can you bring me to the Netherworld?”
His eyes narrowed, although he didn’t reply just yet. I continued, trying to explain my intentions.
“I’ve just been working to get back for the longest time, but I still can’t, even with [Long Range Teleportation], and since you can travel between the planes without a problem, I was thinking, why don’t you just bring me there for me?”
I clapped my hands together, excited at just the thought.
“I’ve been led around and around and around the Mortal Realm for years, barely making any progress. Each lead I find is always a dead end. Even now with my Class, I still don’t have a definite way back to the Netherworld. Can you help me with this, please?”
Although, my Class advancement was soon. I was quite excited to hit that.
For whatever reason, my dad didn’t seem amused by my request. He made no quip, nor did he laugh at my request like I expected him to. Instead, he prodded me further.
“I’d do this for you, my dearest daughter, but I only have one question: why do you want to return to the Netherworld?”
This time, I was the one to cock my head.
“What do you mean why would I want to return?”
“Well, the Mortal Realm is a lot safer than the Netherworld. With your currently [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion], you can passively transform into any Species without a problem. It’s not like you have much of a reason to worry about there.”
He pointed at my left arm, which was still injured from the battle with the Corrupted Centinel. My flesh was torn, flaked off due to the damage I had taken when the single arm had been transformed into a pair of clawed hands. It would’ve been nice if my body could regenerate whenever I transformed between forms, but there were always residual injuries.
I shuffled to the left, covering my injured arm.
“It’s still dangerous for me. I’m a Demon, and most Humans hate me.”
“But you have friends, don’t you?”
“I do— but most of them think I’m a Human. Only my companions, a couple of Elves, Cyclopes, Kobolds, Spirits, monsters, and Rachel knows that I’m actually… me.”
I weakly gestured at myself. It kind of hurt knowing that most of the people I had met weren’t actually aware that I, Salvos, was not a Human.
“And is that really it? You want to go back to that empty, desolate hellscape because Humans are mostly idiots?”
“Well, that’s not all…”
I trailed off. My eyes closed as I remembered the first person who ever recognized me for who I was. My original companion. A Demon with crimson skin and black and yellow hair.
Opening my eyes, I faced the Devil and answered his question.
“I also want to find Haec. He’s someone important to me. I was separated from him when I was pulled into the Mortal Realm. I know he’s waiting for me, somewhere in the Netherworld.”
I looked down at the palm of my hand, speaking softly.
“I want to make sure that he’s safe.”
My dad stayed silent as I finished. He said nothing; his gaze darkened. His brows arched on his forehead, casting shadows over his face. I wasn’t sure what he was thinking; he was the Devil— an unpredictable trickster who always kept you guessing. But he was also a callous, timeless soul who was apathetic to the lives of others.
I feared that I had made him upset once again. He despised it whenever I did anything that involved others. He wanted me to be as entirely selfish and self-reliant as he was, even if I was not him. I waited with bated breath for the reprimanding that was sure to come, and his mouth opened.
“Aha! I knew it!”
“Um, what?”
I stared at my dad, blinking slowly.
“It was about a boy. Of course it was about a boy. You’re, what, eight years old?”
He gesticulated wildly as he paced back and forth. I responded to him with a tinge of uncertainty in my voice.
“I don’t actually know, honestly. Maybe?”
“Yes, you’re not even ten years old. And here you are, thinking about boys! It’s always a boy! Don’t you know? Boys will use you and throw you away without a second thought.”
“I’m pretty sure this isn’t what you think it is.”
“Look—”
My dad clapped his hands together, coming to a halt.
“I’m just saying, why can’t it be a girl for once? There’s nothing wrong with girls getting together! It’s completely fine! Don’t you think so?”
“I don’t know if I care?”
“The point is: why?”
Sal met my gaze. I could tell he hadn’t really been serious beforehand, but now his expression changed. It was hard to tell— an incredibly minor shift in tone with barely any change to the look he gave me.
“Why go through all these lengths for this Haec?”
“Because I want to.”
I replied simply.
“I already gave you my reasons. It’s the same as before, Dad. I don’t want to repeat this stupid argument with you again.”
His eyes flickered, and he nodded.
“Fine.”
I watched as he drew back, massaging his temples while speaking in an annoyed tone.
“Again, Salvos, I’d love to help you, but it really doesn’t make sense for me to step in. In fact, it makes even less sense in this scenario since you’re very close to achieving your goal. You’re like ninety percent of the way there. You can’t just give up and let someone else take over when you only have ten percent of the way left to go, can you?”
“I mean, it would be convenient…”
I tapped a finger on my chin as the Devil shook his head.
“You’re an Archdemon of Pride, remember? You can’t expect to grow stronger if you keep pushing your responsibilities onto others. Seriously, that’d be very much helpful as an Archdemon of Sloth, but not for you.”
“I just want to make sure he’s fine…”
I pursed my lips, and Sal rolled his eyes.
“I’d do anything for you, my dearest daughter— as long as it’d benefit you. I guess this wouldn’t really hurt you other than making you overly dependent on me… which, I’d actually love. Dote on me more. It’s cute.”
He reached over to pinch my cheeks, but I slapped his hand away.
“Are you really sure you want to do this? There really is no reason for you to rush your way to the Netherworld. Haec is fine. He’s quite high-leveled too. So, you really shouldn’t be worrying this much.”
I was about to give him my affirmation when I paused. I found my left eyebrow raising as I peered at my dad.
“Wait, you met Haec?”
“I did. He works for the Demon King or something. I don’t actually know if he’s fine or not— I barely paid attention. I was too busy watching you.”
“But he’s alive, right? Haec is alive?”
The Devil backed away as I inundated him with these questions. He pushed me back and nodded.
“He is. I told you— he’s with the Demon King. So, unless I was talking to his walking carcass as a [Succubus] used ventriloquism to speak through him, I’m pretty sure he’s alive.”
My eyes widened as my dad finished. I slid to my knees, placing a hand on my chest.
“I’m so glad…”
Haec was alive.
My cheeks squeezed tight as I couldn’t help but smile, beaming from ear to ear.
“He’s really alive.”
I was worried I had left him to die alone in the Netherworld. If he found others to keep him safe— and if he was still alive— I knew I could delay my return for just a little longer. Still smiling, I looked up to my Dad.
“Take me to Centina and the others. I need to make sure they’re safe, then… I’ll kill Belzu.”
I spoke simply, and he furrowed his brows.
“Wait, what happened to returning to the Netherworld?”
“Haec is alive. You said it yourself. I don’t need to worry so much anymore. I’ll get back to him through my own strength, once Belzu is dead. As you said, I’m an Archdemon of Pride, right?”
The Devil studied me. He ran a hand through his goatee before finally shrugging.
“If you insist. I’ll bring you back to your monster friends instead. There’s no need to worry about the Matriarch Centinel. She probably went back to sleep beneath the Bloodied Gulf after we left.”
And with the snap of his fingers, the world flashed. I found myself hurtling through space as his voice echoed around me.
“I’ll see you next time, my beloved daughter.”
When I got my bearings back, I was no longer in his home. I was back in the Mortal Realm, standing amongst monsters.




5. Pink

Centina stood along the shore of a beach, staring out into the coast— over at the red horizon where the sky met the sea. 
A crimson ball descended and left the world in darkness. The color of the ceiling changed. The previously azure dome grew redder and redder before it was finally consumed by a deep purple. It was such an odd scene. So different from the world that Centina knew.
She’d been told— Erhard had told her what the outside world entailed. And she’d seen glimpses of it in the past. But this was the first time she just sat there and basked in it, fully taking in the difference of the outside world. 
Here she was, finally free. No more red sand. No more rock walls. Able to find love once again. 
The [Evolved Centinel] fumbled with a ring, removing it from her finger and placing it gently on the palm of her hand. It had been given to her by her first lover, and it held an insignia on it. A cloud with the letter ‘s’ on it. 
“Thank you, Erhard. For making me who I am.”
Her head lowered as she bowed like he’d taught her. Tears streamed down the [Evolved Centinel]’s cheeks, fists tightening around the ring. She bade farewell to the Human who taught her how to love. To overcome her hatred. 
The soft sounds of feet trudging on sand approached Centina. She glanced back at the [Krokodis] who came to a halt behind her.
“Think she fine?”
Kron asked, eyes fixed on the horizon. Centina blinked away her tears and cast her gaze towards the night sky. It took her a moment to infer who this ‘she’ was. And to be perfectly honest, Centina didn’t know.
“We can only hope…”
Salvos had challenged an [Ancient Centinel] for the sake of those who were trying to leave the Land of the Lost. The haven of monsters she had barely known. All because of a promise. All because of her pride.
Centina found it foolish, but she was grateful, nonetheless. The [Ancient Centinel] Salvos had faced was incredibly strong. She had defeated Centina and Erhard Skyshredder in the past, when she was only a mere [Evolved Centinel]. Now, at her level? 
“But I fear the worst outcome is more than likely to happen.”
Sighing, the [Evolved Centinel] admitted her true feelings on the matter. She didn’t wish it; however, it was more than likely that Salvos was dead. 
Kron deflated. Her snout lowered. She didn’t really try to argue against it herself.
“Oh…”
But someone else didn’t believe it. Willy. The [Will O’ Wisp]. He’d overheard the conversation and was adamantly against the conclusion drawn by the pair. 
“Alive.”
He flitted over to them, flames changing color. Centina looked up at him as he blazed an indignant red.
“Salvos alive.”
“Willy…”
She stared at him, her lips pursed in a way she often saw Erhard react. 
“While I hope for the best too, I can only fear the worst…”
“No.”
The [Will O’ Wisp] refused to accept it. His fire burned brighter, illuminating the night as he flew over the crashing waves. He focused on the horizon as he spoke more than he ever did before.
“Salvos is alive. She has to be. If not…”
Centina closed her eyes. She watched as Willy spoke softly, his voice carried away by the wind with the motes of flames wisping off him. A quietus hung over the group of monsters. 
On the beach, dozens of monsters were gathered. An eclectic bunch that would not otherwise have been with each other if not for all they’d gone through in the Bloodied Gulf together. There was a soft pop in the background— one which drew Kron’s attention— but Centina didn’t look back. Instead, she approached the [Will O’ Wisp].
“I’m sorry, Willy. I wish I could speak with confidence and say that Salvos survived. That she won her bout with an [Ancient Centinel]. Alas, I do not believe that is the case. Their level difference was too large. I cannot fool myself into believing Salvos won.”
The [Evolved Centinel] closed her eyes. Willy’s flames dimmed. And yet, he still protested.
“No. You’re wrong. Salvos lives. She won. Trust me. Trust…”
Centina opened her mouth to say something, then paused as she felt a tapping on her shoulder. Kron was hurriedly gesturing at something on the beach. The [Evolved Centinel] blinked and faced the figure. Then her jaw went slack.
“S-S…?”
Willy continued, not realizing everyone else had their attention turned to something else.
“Trust Salvos. She said she would get us out, and she did. Now, she said she would beat [Ancient Centinel], and she will. Believe in her. You have to.”
He finished, and right as he did, a chipper voice broke in.
“Hey! How are you guys doing?”
The [Will O’ Wisp] froze at the familiar voice. He slowly turned around as a Demon strode along the beach of monsters, waving at everyone there. This friendly Demon came to a stop right before Centina, Willy, and Kron. 
She cocked her head.
“Why are you all just standing there with your mouths open?”
Her eyes narrowed, then she looked over at Willy. The [Will O’ Wisp] said nothing. She crossed her arms.
“Wait, were you really worried about me, Willy?”
He shrank in size, speaking in a small voice.
“N-no…”
“Aw, you were!”
Salvos smiled, and his flames burned a bright pink.
“No! Am not!”
***
Willy turned away from me, hiding his face. Well, he didn’t really have a face. He was made entirely out of fire, but I could see the color of his flames change in embarrassment. It shone a light red. Pink.
Huh. I wondered what its effects were.
“There’s no need to be embarrassed about it.”
I walked up to the [Will O’ Wisp] as he tried to fly off. I caught him and wrapped my arms around his warm, flaming body.
“I was worried about you guys, too.”
He froze. Willy’s fire calmed. Then it returned to a normal color. 
“Worried.”
“But we’re fine now.”
“Fire…?”
He drew away from me, flames flickering at my body. I looked down at myself. I was still covered in wounds. But I knew that wasn’t what he was referring to. Grinning, I snapped a finger, and a small rainbow-colored flame sparked to life.
“My Grand Skill is still active. See?”
I wasn’t sure how long the Grand Skill was supposed to last, but I felt like it would last at least a few more hours. It was quite powerful. I just feared its cooldown would last… a while. 
Willy flitted around me.
“Hmph. Copy.”
“Yep!”
It was true, even if I would joke otherwise. I found the way his fire changed color to be fascinating. 
“But mine is better.”
“No.”
He protested as I laughed. 
“Salvos.”
I turned to the source of the voice. Centina stood behind me alongside the other monsters. Kron, the [Storm Crustaceans], the [Talonflayers]... all of them. 
“What happened to the [Ancient Centinel]?”
Centina gave me a worried look.
“Will she be coming after us? How’d you get here?”
“Oh, I just teleported here. And there’s no need to worry about the [Ancient Centinel]. I took care of it.”
“How? Did you trick her? Did you…?”
The [Evolved Centinel]’s eyes widened, and I nodded knowingly.
“I did.”
“You killed an [Ancient Centinel]...”
Kron blinked, Willy paused, the other monsters stared at me, and I shrugged.
“Yep. I did.” 
“How?”
Centina gaped. I waved a hand dismissively. 
“It was a bit difficult, but I dealt with it.” 
“But she was over thirty levels above you—”
“I know.”
I beamed. 
“I’m pretty amazing, aren’t I?”
Kron nodded eagerly, and Centina just stood there. I spread my eyes wide, gesturing at the monsters around there.
“Now, you’re fine. All of you are free. You can take your leave.”
Most of the monsters exchanged confused glances. It took them a moment, but they finally understood what was happening. The first to go were the [Talonflayers]. They dug down in an instant, disappearing into the sand. The [Storm Crustaceans] returned to the ocean, streaming away slowly along with the other monsters.
I watched them go. I was satisfied— happy that I finally finished my job here. The only ones who remained were Centina, Kron, and Willy. I cocked my head.
“What’s wrong?”
The three of them exchanged glances. Then Centina answered.
“We don’t know where to go.”
I raised a brow.
“Huh?”
Kron shook her head.
“Me know. Me want return to family. But me don’t know where go.”
“Willy?”
I looked over at the [Will O’ Wisp]. He spoke, not really caring either way.
“No master. I can go wherever.”
“I see.”
I tapped a finger on my chin. I glanced over at Centina, and she shook her head.
“I don’t know where to go. I’d like to… explore the world. Find love. There are so many things I want to do. I don’t even know where to begin.”
“What about this?”
I looked at Kron, Centina, and Willy.
“I can help you guys! I can find you places to go! Kron, I can find you your family. Centina, I can find you a place where you’ll be accepted, maybe. And, Willy… want to kill a Primeval Demon with me?”
“Sure.” 
The [Will O’ Wisp] nodded his body. Centina hesitated, then she shrugged.
“I’d appreciate it if you could show me around the world.”
“Kron?”
I turned to the [Krokodis], and she shuffled her feet.
“If find me family, me happy.”
“Alright! I’ll help you guys out!”
I clapped my hands together.
“But…” 
Then my mind flickered. A thought crossed my mind. I took a look at my Status, and I lifted a finger.
“But just wait a moment. I have something… else I need to do for now.”
Salvos (Liberator of the Plaguelands)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 130
Class: [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 94
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]: 150 (+25) (+100)
[Strength]: 135 (+25) (+100)
[Endurance]: 150 (+25) (+3) (+100)
[Wisdom]: 265 (+25) (+10) (+100)
[Agility]: 320 (+25) (+5) (+100)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 15]
[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: 20]
[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
[Titles Available]




6. Sentinel

Title for Great Feats:
Requirements for three Titles have been met!
You now have eight Titles available!
I skimmed through the other Titles I had available. The ones I had yet to choose or discard. They were quite ordinary. Nothing special to look at. They gave minor Stat boosts, which I didn’t quite care about considering my current Title’s Skill and boost.
Titles: 
(Unarith’s Fiend) 
You have slain the High Zealot of Unarith— 
…
(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]
The only one I paused at on the way to my new Titles was the Defender of the Nexeus. It still intrigued me, even now. But I didn’t think its pros outweighed the con of losing [Title Skill: Recall Skill]. It was one of the best Skills I had, currently. 
I wondered if it could work on Grand Skills, too. Probably not. Either way, I moved on and took a look at one of the three new Titles I’d been given.
The first… made my jaw drop.
(Secely’s Sentinel)
You have defended Secely against myriad threats both from the outside and from within! Whether it be a Demon that threatens to kill hundreds of millions or an invasive Species of monster that came from far away, you have dedicated your abilities towards defending the last continent of the Nexeus! But while you may have fended off the corruption of the Endlands once, would you be able to repel it again when it draws nearer…?
+30 to [Vitality]
+30 to [Strength]
+30 to [Endurance] 
+30 to [Wisdom]
+30 to [Agility]
Bonuses:
*You are more resilient to the corruption of the world!
*Your Grand Skills’ cooldown are each reduced by 20%!
“What? …”
My eyes went wide. Centina glanced over at me, raising a brow.
“Is something wrong, Salvos?”
I had been sat on a rock by the beach, kicking my feet over the washing waves until I fully took in the last part of my Title. I quickly waved a hand off at the [Evolved Centinel].
“It’s nothing! Don’t worry about it!”
She frowned but said nothing more.
I steadied myself, once again focusing on the offered Title. It gave me an additional 30 Stat Points to all my Stats, which was already better than the Liberator of the Plaguelands.
Not only that, but it also had additional Bonuses that I’d never seen before. 
Bonuses:
*You are more resilient to the corruption of the world!
*Your Grand Skills’ cooldown are each reduced by 20%!
The first Bonus wasn’t anything amazing. I would say it was far too specific for me to even consider it. I wasn’t going to go around, ending the world’s corruption, right? 
Right?
Well, regardless of whether I did that, I had the Breastplate of Alexander… even if it was broken right now. I could probably get it fixed somewhere. Added to the mix of my Grand Skills— I wasn’t too worried about dying to the corruption. 
Maybe I’d think about it if I decided to venture to the fabled Endlands my dad kept talking about. But, honestly, he was probably overexaggerating its dangers a little bit.
Anyway, what caught my attention was the second Bonus. My Grand Skills’ cooldowns would be reduced by 20%. That was… good. Very good.
I wasn’t even sure when my [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion] would end, but I knew when it did, I’d be waiting for quite a while before I could use it again. A month, maybe. Or a few weeks, at the minimum.
Meanwhile, I was pretty sure I could only use my invincibility Grand Skill once every five days. The wait time for both my Grand Skills would be drastically reduced if I had chosen this Title.
The only problem was [Title Skill: Recall Skill]. Even then, I really considered it. I didn’t think any other Title would be as good as it was. Well, when I decided to take a look at the next first, I realized I was wrong.
(Genocider of Centinels)
You have killed over a million Centinels in an extremely short amount of time, indiscriminately targeting both young and old in your genocide! Having even brought down an [Ancient Centinel] on your own, you are now the bane of Centinelkind. Even the wrath of the Matriarch Centinel herself isn’t enough to put a halt to your senseless massacre.
+50 to [Strength]
+25 to [Vitality]
+25 to [Endurance]
+25 to [Agility]
+5 to [Wisdom]
Bonuses:
*You attract the wrath of Greater Centinels wherever you may go.
*You can command Lesser Centinels through sheer intimidation if there are no other Greater Centinels around.
“Um, what?”
This time, Willy was the one to perk up. He flitted over to me, curious.
“Ok?”
“Yep. I'm fine! Great, actually! It’s just…”
My eyes flickered. I thought about all the possibilities. I could have my own army of small Centinels! I was going to assume that Lesser Centinels meant everything from Level 40 and below— which meant they’d be distractions more than anything.
But if I was up against Belzu, that’d be very useful. 
Actually, rather than making assumptions, I decided to ask Centina what a Lesser Centinel was.
“A Lesser Centinel?”
She blinked.
“Those are Centinels who are below Level 70. Why?”
“Just wondering…”
Wait, actually, since Centina was a Greater Centinel, would she suddenly be mad at me if I chose this Title?
“Does that mean you are a Greater Centinel?”
“I’m an [Evolved Centinel]. I do not fall under either Greater or Lesser Centinel. I’m a Sapient Centinel.”
“Huh. Got it. Thank you!”
It was good that Centina wasn’t going to get mad at me. But I was still on the fence regarding this Title, especially due to its description.
I didn’t just kill the Centinels for no reason. It definitely wasn’t senseless. I was mostly defending myself against them after being forcefully thrust into the Bloodied Gulf by my dad.
So if anyone deserved that Title, it was Sal!
Yet, it also offered a pretty good Stat boost. Once again, even better than the Title I gained from killing the Lich. I was tempted to choose it, but I was averse due to the same reason as before— I’d lose [Title Skill: Recall Skill].
That was one of the most beneficial Skills I currently had in my repertoire. Was it worth removing that Skill? That was the question I had to wrestle with.
I mulled over it as I reached my last Title.
(The Devil’s Daughter)
You are the daughter of the Devil! He is a being that is dozens of millennia old. He has seen the fall of the old world and lived through the beginning of the apocalypse. He has seen continents fall, watching callously as entire Species are driven into extinction. Yet, he has taken you as his student. And under his tutelage, you’ve earned more than just his interest— you’ve also earned his affection.
+10 to [Vitality]
+10 to [Strength]
+10 to [Endurance] 
+10 to [Wisdom]
+10 to [Agility]
Bonuses:
*You get to keep your current Title and all its Bonuses and Skills. 
“Huh?”
“Salvos say something?”
Kron looked up from chomping on a Centinel’s leg. I didn’t know when, but the [Krokodis] had somehow smuggled bits of Centinels with her to feast on because she liked the taste. I sighed.
“I did. But it, um…”
I trailed off. Shrugging, I gestured at a nearby thicket.
“I’m going to go over here to do something now.”
Obviously, I was going to choose this Title. There was no reason not to. I could already tell that my dad would try to tease me about it, but I didn’t see any reason to be embarrassed about it.
In fact, I was pretty sure this Title’s description was far more embarrassing for him than it was for me. After all, it outright said that he was attached to me now, which I was sure he’d try to deny.
He was the Devil— he would claim he was intrigued by my actions and my progress but not attached. Something about being around for a long time and how my existence was mere moments to him.
Now, there really was no consequence to accepting this Title if it meant I could stack it on top of my current Title. But the question remained— did I want to remain as the Liberator of the Plaguelands?
It’d be risky, removing [Recall Skill]. However, as I stood alone amongst the trees and tried to activate the Title Skill and use it on my Grand Skills, I knew it couldn’t work.
The Skill was only useful for Skills I’d lost. And while that was useful to a certain extent… I didn’t think it was worth the loss of potential from rejecting either Secely’s Sentinel or Genocider of Centinels. 
It was a risk, but life was all about risks. What was more, it was one I was willing to take. 
Now, I had to weigh the options I had. I liked both other Titles. I could see their uses— especially to aid me in my battle against Belzu. However, Genocider of Centinels, while quite useful, didn’t offer quite the Stat boost that I wanted. 
And that tipped me over the edge towards Secely’s Sentinel. I could potentially live to regret my decision. Maybe [Recall Skill] would be useful later in a situation where I needed it, but I didn’t have it. But I believed that with the advantages offered by Secely’s Sentinel and possibly even The Devil’s Daughter, it would make up for it entirely. 
With my mind made up, I made the change.
Title Lost!
(Liberator of the Plaguelands) 
[Vitality] +25
[Strength] +25
[Endurance] +25
[Wisdom] +25
[Agility] +25
General Skill [Title Skill: General Curse Resistance] Removed!
General Skill [Title Skill: Recall Skill] Removed!
Title Gained!
(Secely’s Sentinel)
+30 to [Vitality]
+30 to [Strength]
+30 to [Endurance] 
+30 to [Wisdom]
+30 to [Agility]
Bonuses:
*You are more resilient to the corruption of the world!
*Your Grand Skills’ cooldown are each reduced by 20%!
General Skill [Title Skill: Protection of the Sentinel] Obtained!
General Skill [Title Skill: Invoke Wrath] Obtained!
Title Gained!
(The Devil’s Daughter)
+10 to [Vitality]
+10 to [Strength]
+10 to [Endurance] 
+10 to [Wisdom]
+10 to [Agility]
Bonuses:
*You get to keep your current Title and all its Bonuses and Skills. 
General Skill [Title Skill: General Status Effect Resistance] Obtained!
General Skill [Title Skill: The Devil’s Grace] Obtained!




7. A Demon, Two Monsters, and a Spirit Walk into a Town

And with that, I was finally finished with what I needed to do. I had obtained a new Title— two new Titles, actually. The Devil’s Daughter had a bonus that allowed it to be stacked on top of any other Title I had. With it, came a whole 10 Stat Points to all of my Stats in addition to my brand-new Title as Secely’s Sentinel.
I had four new Title Skills, too. [General Status Effect Resistance], [Invoke Wrath], [Protection of the Sentinel], and [The Devil’s Grace]. I was most intrigued by what the last did as the others were quite intuitive. Except maybe [Invoke Wrath]. 
I returned to the beach with the Centinel, the [Krokodis], and the Spirit. Kron had gone to sleep some time ago, and Centina was on the brink of passing out, too. Only Willy was as amazing as me, immune to the need to sleep.
“Hey!”
I called out to them. The [Will O’ Wisp] flitted up and over to me.
“Finished?”
“Yep! Although—”
I did still have my Skill Points to spend. I quickly distributed them, maxing out my Secondary Skills and [Demon’s Mark]. I also brought [Nebular Construct] up to Level 10, although it wasn’t maxed yet. 
“Alright, now I’m actually finished.”
I nodded at Willy, and his flames brightened. 
“Good.”
He flew back towards Kron and Centina. They jerked awake as he zipped around them, yelling loudly in a short, truncated voice.
“Wake. Up. Wake. Up—”
“Me awake. Me awake.”
Kron scrambled to her feet as Centina groused. 
“Are we ready, Salvos?”
“Yep!” 
I clapped my hands together, spreading my wings wide. Both [Wings of the Netherworld] and my regular wings unfurled. 
“Let’s get going!”
The [Evolved Centinel] paused. She exchanged a glance with Willy and Kron. Then she faced me.
“Right. But where are we going to go first? It’ll be difficult to travel around with myself and Kron. Even if Willy, as a Spirit, can follow you without a problem to Human settlements.”
“Huh.”
I cocked my head. 
“I haven’t actually thought about that. That’d be a problem, won’t it?”
Centina sighed.
“Yes. Yes, it will be.”
I narrowed my eyes.
“What are we going to do about it?”
“That’s exactly what I’m asking you.”
—--
I decided to worry about what to do with Centina later. For now, Kron was really antsy about getting home. 
“Me family, not sure. Me swamp there.”
She gestured vaguely towards the horizon, and I pursed my lips.
“Um, I’m going to need a bit more detailed directions than that to figure out where to take you.” 
Right now, I was flying. I had no direction I was going in, really. I was more trying to get a gauge of where we were. I had a map, and I knew the Bloodied Gulf was at the southernmost point of Secely. So, considering where we were in relation to the Bloodied Gulf, I was assuming we were towards the southwest.
Kron had no answers for me— none that she could give. All she told me was that her people had lived in a swamp of sorts. It was muddy, the grass was a dark green, and there were a lot of vines. 
Yep! Like that helped!
Eventually, after flying for a few hours, we returned to civilization. I spotted small towns and villages. Human settlements. They were scarce and far apart— mostly farmland right by a river. I landed far enough away where no one would spot me and turned to Kron and Centina.
“You guys should wait here.”
But the [Krokodis] just shrugged.
“Why?” 
“Because if Humans see you, they’ll attack you. You don’t want that, right? I’m going to go to the local Adventurers Guild and ask if they know anything about your, um, swamp.”
“Is fine. No worry about we. Watch—” 
Kron snapped her fingers, and I blinked. 
“Huh.”
The image of a Human woman wrapped around where Kron had been standing. No longer was a [Krokodis] standing before me. Instead, she was a green-haired girl wearing a frilly dress with a hat made of straw. 
“See?”
It was an illusion. Centina gaped as she watched Kron’s form change. Not an actual transformation, yet it seemed real enough.
“Wait, what about me?”
The [Evolved Centinel] exclaimed. Kron waved a hand in her direction, and her form shifted too. She stared with wide eyes as she took on the body of a middle-aged woman with ginger hair. Kron gave her the appearance of being dressed in rich clothing and plenty of accessories adorning her. 
This sight made Centina gasp. She took herself in, touching her face and cheeks. Then she touched her jewelry, blinking. The objects moved as though she were interacting with them, but she frowned.
“These aren’t real. I can’t feel them, even if I can touch them.”
“Because fake. Me illusion not physical.”
Kron replied simply. I tapped a finger on my chin.
“I see. So that means you’ve got to be careful not to bump into anyone, Centina.”
If only I was able to lend the [Evolved Centinel] my shapeshifting ability. She was quite downtrodden, but regardless, she started towards the town in the distance.
“Alright. Let’s get going!”
I raised my hand. Willy harrumphed, interrupting me before I could take even two steps forward. His flames flickered as he spoke.
“Me?”
I stared at him, then glanced over at Kron. Scratching my cheeks, I cocked my head.
“What about you?”
“Illusion. Me too!”
“But you’re a Spirit.”
I waved a hand over his body.
“You won’t get in trouble for entering a town, unlike Kron and Centina.”
“Not fair!”
He protested. He flitted around me, making unhappy noises.
“You can transform. They have illusions. What about me?”
“You’re Willy!”
“No!”
I sighed, massaging my temples.
“Fine. Kron. Can you give Willy a Human form, too?”
The [Krokodis] nodded. She pointed at Willy, and his flames flickered out. I watched as a boy emerged from his embers. A boy with rainbow-colored hair and mismatched eyes— white in one eye and black in the other. He stood about half my height, and his face lit up.
“I’m…”
Then he blinked. He inspected himself, outraged. 
“Why this?”
“I don’t know.”
I feigned patting him on the head.
“Seems kind of fitting, though.”
He scowled. 
“No! Change!” 
Kron shook her head.
“Better this. Your body small. So, small body too.”
I could tell that her line of reasoning didn’t placate Willy, but he accepted it regardless.
“Fine.”
“Everyone happy?”
I looked at Centina first. She seemed kind of excited. Even if she didn’t want to look like it. Kron was more uncaring than anything. And Willy was still pouting. But they all nodded.
I clapped my hands together.
“Ok! Onto the Adventurers Guild!”
—--
We arrived at the gates soon enough. The town was called Goldwick. After a small chat with the guards, I discovered that it was a small city right at the edge of the Vorith. They were one of the smaller members of the Alterian League— in the other direction of the Rainforest of Monsters.
There wasn’t an entrance fee, surprisingly enough. The guards didn’t even need to see any identification for our entry. Our entrance to the city went smoothly enough. That was— until one of them whistled as Centina walked by. 
“Woah there, beautiful. How long will you be staying in town?”
My gaze snapped back. I didn’t do anything just yet, but according to Edithe, such comments typically led to trouble. I waited as Centina came to a halt, face shadowing over. 
Uh-oh. It seemed like Edithe was going to be right. Centina’s head hung low as the guard approached her.
“You know, I’m good friends with the [Innkeeper] just down the street. I could get you a few free drinks and even a discount for the room if you spare some time for a man like me.”
I moved to step in, but Centina was already raising her head. Her eyes were narrowed, a piercing gaze that stabbed into the guard. She opened her mouth— and she blushed.
“Y-you think I’m beautiful?”
I froze. Um, what? 
I watched as the [Evolved Centinel]— or at least, her Human illusion— shuffled her feet, embarrassed. She covered her face with her orange locks, shying away from the man. He sidled around her, grinning,
“Of course! You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve seen in years!”
“R-really…?”
Her face grew redder than the color of her hair. I glanced over at Willy, looking for his help.
“Should we, um, step in or something?”
“Hmph. Don’t care.”
He was still upset. I looked over at Kron, and she’d already wandered off. She was at a nearby food stall, inspecting the meats they had on display. Meanwhile, the man continued to hit on Centina.
“Come on, gorgeous.”
He brought his arm over her shoulder.
“We could—”
And I moved fast. I grabbed the man by the arm, stopping him from touching her. Centina frowned as I pushed him back.
“Thank you for the offer, but we’ll be going now.”
“Wha…?”
I grabbed Centina by the arm and marched off. She spoke in a hushed voice, annoyed.
“He was nice to me, Salvos! What are you doing?”
“I should be the one asking you that.”
I rolled my eyes as I brought the [Evolved Centinel] back to Willy. His cheeks were still puffed up, and he refused to budge. So, I dragged him further into the town along with Centina, searching for Kron.
“If you had let that guard touch you, your disguise would be over. Seriously. Why’d you just freeze up like that?”
Centina blinked. Then her eyes widened.
“I… didn’t think about that. He was just so sweet. And he complimented me. And he offered us a place to stay. And—”
“And that doesn’t matter once he realizes you’re not Human. Anyway, where is Kron?”
I looked around the town. We were drawing a few stares since we were high-leveled individuals who the townspeople probably couldn’t use [Identification] on. That just meant I had to follow where the attention was directed at. After all, Kron would be attracting attention too wherever she went.
I spotted a commotion in the distance and ran off, leaving Centina and Willy behind. I looked back quickly and spoke to the [Will O’ Wisp]. 
“Take care of Centina. Make sure nothing happens to her.”
I pushed through a small crowd gathered around the market street. People were whispering, gasping as a scuffle broke out.
“That’s my horse, you crazy woman!”
“Me say mine now!”
Kron was walking away from a stable, carrying an entire horse on her back. She was also munching on a large chunk of raw beef in her other hand. The [Farmer] tried to pull her back, but she just dragged him forward.
“You can’t just take my Daisy—”
Another voice shouted from amongst the crowd. A woman stumbled forward, panting, followed by a group of guards.
“There!”
She pointed at Kron, and the [Krokodis] blinked. 
“That’s the lady who stole from my stall!” 
I watched as Kron tensed, readying for a battle. The guards cried out and raised their weapons. Then I stepped in. 
“Wait, wait, wait! Kron, you can’t just take other peoples’ things without their permission!”
She kicked off the [Farmer] and chewed on the meat. 
“Why not?”
I hesitated.
“I… don’t actually know? But Daniel and Edithe says you can’t.” 
“Hey, give me back my horse!”
The [Farmer] got to his feet, and I flicked my wrist at him.
“Here. Have a hundred gold coins.”
The [Farmer]’s jaw dropped as he saw me produce the coins out of thin air. The glittering coins clattered at his feet as I turned to the woman and threw her a handful of platinum coins too.
“Take this and go away. Both of you.”
“Of course! Whatever you say, my lady!”
“Take that stupid horse. I didn’t want it anyway.”
Their tones quickly changed. They took the money and left, and I also tossed a few gold coins to the onlookers and the guards.
“Alright. Everything settled?”
I dusted my hands off. Then I turned to Kron. She continued munching on the meat before she shrugged.
“You…”
I crossed my arms.
“What?”
She just shrugged.
“Me hungry.”
“Whatever. Let’s just go back to—”
I turned around with a sigh, only to freeze when I only saw Willy standing next to a woman I didn’t recognize.
“Are you lost, little boy? Where is your mother?”
“No mother.”
“You don’t have a mother? Oh, you poor thing. Here, I’ll bring you—”
“Wait! Wait! Wait!” 
I ran up to them. I stepped between Willy and the woman, raising my arms.
“His mother is just… um, getting something to eat. There’s no need to worry. Come on, Willy. Let’s go.”
“Oh, ok.”
I sighed when I brought him away from that woman. He was still upset with his arms crossed. I wiped the sweat off my forehead.
“That was close. Now let’s get back to Kron…”
I pivoted around, only to catch myself. 
“Wait, where is Centina?”
I looked around for the [Evolved Centinel], but she was nowhere to be seen. Then I turned to ask Kron for her help, but the [Krokodis] was also gone. I looked over at Willy for help.
“Did you see where they went?”
“Hmph.”
He averted his gaze, not looking at me. I sighed.
“You know, it wasn’t actually a good idea to bring two monsters and a childish Spirit into a town full of Humans.”
“I’m not childish!”




8. A Demon, Two Monsters, and a Spirit Walk into the Adventurers Guild...

“There you are!”
I found the [Evolved Centinel] standing at the edge of an alleyway, looking around confused. I opened my mouth and called out to her as Willy followed slowly behind.
“Centina—”
“Hey there, Missy. Want to come with us and have some fun tonight?”
Wait, why was she being crowded by those guys? I watched as a group of four men surrounded her. They cornered her, and all she did was blush.
“O-oh? Where are we going?”
One of them placed a hand on her shoulder. 
“We’ll be going to— wait, what the…?”
His brows furrowed, and I leapt in just in time. I literally landed on the first man, waving at them.
“Hi! I’m Salvos!”
They stared as their friend collapsed, unconscious. I placed a hand over my mouth.
“Oops, sorry! Did I give your friend a concussion? Well, you should tend to that, alright? Anyway, my friend here is busy. We’ll be going now, bye!”
I grabbed Centina and dashed off. They exchanged glances, completely thrown off. I could tell that they wanted to protest, but it all happened so fast they couldn’t even register what happened.
They only broke out of their stupor when their friend I’d crashed into groaned.
“My head… I think I have a concussion…”
Didn’t I already say that?
I brought Centina back to Willy. I glanced between the two, then back towards the streets of Goldwick. I clasped my hands exasperatedly.
“Look, I just need to find Kron before she does something stupid again, alright? Can the both of you promise me you’ll— wait, where did Centina go again?”
The [Evolved Centinel] was somehow being led into a tavern by a young man. 
“Why are you being hit on again already?!”
She giggled, hands covering her mouth before I yanked her back. I returned just in time to find a rugged man kneeling and smiling at Willy.
“Do you like candy, little boy? I have more at my place…”
The [Will O’ Wisp]’s mouth drooled.
“Candy?”
“No, no, no! That’s a kidnapper!”
I broke the man’s kneecaps, bringing both Willy and Centina to an emptier side street. I crossed my arms and faced them both.
“Please, can you guys just wait here for five minutes?”
Centina looked embarrassed. She shifted slightly before nodding.
“I-I’ll try. It’s just that… I’ve never gotten the attention of so many guys before. Am I really that pretty?”
I grabbed her by the shoulders.
“This is an illusion, Centina. It’s not your real body. The moment those guys discover you’re an [Evolved Centinel], they’ll run away screaming. They’ll hate you.” 
Her eyes widened. She hung her head, and I drew back. 
“You’re right, Salvos. I’m sorry for being troublesome to deal with. It’s just… so much for me to take in.”
She shook her head.
“I shall wait here for you to return with Kron.”
“Thank you.”
I smiled. Then I turned to Willy.
“And will you behave?”
He scowled.
“No.”
I rolled my eyes. I looked away from him, speaking in a disappointed voice.
“And here I thought you weren’t actually a child. But seeing you act so childish… I guess your body really does fit you, huh?”
“What? Am not!”
He sputtered, and I sighed.
“Well, I guess I could get my clone to babysit you.”
“No need!”
My eyes flickered open as he spoke. I raised a brow.
“Oh? Are you sure about that?”
“Can take care of self.”
Willy spoke indignantly. I nodded.
“Well, if you insist.”
I smiled, turning away. With that settled, it was finally time to find Kron.
“Now… where did that [Krokodis] go?”
I scanned the streets of Goldwick, but before I could go searching, a familiar voice drew my attention.
“Something wrong?”
I spun around to see Kron standing behind us, her confusion evident. I blinked.
“When did you get here?”
She shrugged.
“Me here whole time.”
“Huh.”
I didn’t know how I didn’t notice her standing there— as expected of someone with illusion magic. Well, at least I didn’t need to find her. Although…
My eyes narrowed as I looked at her shoulder.
“Why are you still carrying that horse?!”
—--
It took a while, but I eventually herded my friends into Goldwick’s Adventurers Guild. It wasn’t a large guild by any means. One of the smallest ones I’d been to, actually. 
All the better for me, since it was less likely for Kron, Centina, or Willy to get in trouble. We strode in one after the other, although the [Krokodis] struggled to fit through the door. I sighed.
“Kron… can you please just put the horse down?”
“Mine!”
“Leave it outside. We’ll get her later, alright?”
She wanted to protest, but a single glare made her concede.
“...fine.”
I got a table and bought food to placate my three friends before making my way to the receptionist’s desk. A young woman stood there, blinking as I came to a stop right before her.
“Hello there, Miss. How can I help you today?”
“Hi! I’m Salvos!”
I waved at her, and she nodded. Then she paused. She stared at my hand as her eyes widened. Fumbling behind her desk, she spoke in a hurried voice.
“Are you alright, Ms Salvos? Do you need a healing potion?”
“Um, what?”
She produced an array of bottles and offered them to me. 
“You’re covered in cuts— oh my, how are you still alive?”
“Oh, this?”
I looked at my left hand. Then I looked at my right hand. Then I looked at my entire body. I really was still quite badly injured, wasn’t I? 
If I wasn’t still under the effects of my Grand Skill, I’d probably be in a lot of pain. I shrugged.
“Sure. I’m out of healing potions, anyway.”
I bought the whole stock and downed a few healing potions. My wounds mostly healed up. When I was done, I got down to business.
“Alright. I’m looking for information about a certain Species of monster.”
“We’re only a small guild, so we can try to offer what we can.” 
“Have you heard of a [Krokodis]?”
I asked, glancing back at Kron. The receptionist frowned.
“I have heard of that monster. They are very dangerous— considered a Platinum Ranked threat. Are you perhaps a Platinum Ranked adventurer?”
“Actually, I’m Diamond.”
I corrected her, and she paused. Her smile slowly vanished as she rubbed her ear.
“I’m sorry, Ms Salvos—”
“I’m Salvos. Not Ms Salvos.”
I cut her off. She hesitated.
“R-right. But did I hear you right? Did you say you’re a Diamond Ranked adventurer?”
“Yep! I just came from the Bloodied Gulf, actually. Killed an [Ancient Centinel] too.”
“You… what?!”
The receptionist gaped. I waved a hand dismissively.
“It wasn’t that hard. Well, I mean, it was— but I ended up winning, of course. Because I’m Salvos.”
“But an [Ancient Centinel] is an Elite Ranked threat…”
I beamed, wanting to bask in her praise more. But there were other pressing issues, so I continued.
“I’m looking for… a [Krokodis] Lair? Or something. It’s supposed to be around a swamp?”
“A [Krokodis] Lair?”
The receptionist tilted her head.
“Or any place that supposedly had a bunch of [Krokodis] in the past. In a swamp, specifically.”
“Well, there was a notable [Krokodis] infestation in Zunus a few decades ago. But they were wiped out. Although they did try to reform a few times, I'm pretty sure those groups were hunted down too.”
My shoulders went slack. Was that really Kron’s family? If so, that put a damper on our plans. 
“I see, thank you.”
I nodded at the receptionist before returning to the table of monsters. Kron had finished all the food I had ordered, while Centina was shifting from side to side at the looks she was getting. Willy looked up at me.
“How go?”
“It, um, didn’t go so well.”
Kron glanced up, and I sighed.
“Your family, Kron… they’re probably dead.”
I didn’t know how else to say it, so I was blunt. Perhaps it was too straightforward, however there was no other way to place it. The [Krokodis]’ eyes widened.
“Oh.”
She drooped slightly. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting to come next, but I certainly didn’t think she’d just shrug it off.
“Sad.”
“That’s it?”
I cocked my head.
“What do? Me need find new home.”
“I thought you’d be a little more upset.”
“Me family dead. Sad. But need live.”
She spoke simply, and I agreed with her.
“That’s true. But now what do we do?”
I looked over at Centina and Willy, hoping they’d have options for me. But neither had any suggestions.
“I’m not sure if there are too many places we can go to, Salvos.”
Centina fidgeted, playing with a ring in her finger. I looked over at her as she continued.
“Unless we get the aid of someone powerful, there’s nowhere we could go where we are safe. After all, we are not Humans. We need to go somewhere where we could be protected.”
“Right.”
That made sense to me. Even when I first came to the Mortal Realm, I had Daniel and Edithe to guide me around and help me. Otherwise, I’d often get into trouble. I didn’t want Centina or Kron to be attacked if they were found out, and while I could try my best to prevent that from happening, my experiences over the last hour alluded to how things could go horribly wrong.
My eyes narrowed as I caught sight of the symbol on Centina’s ring. It was one I recognized— it had been on the diary I found at the Skyshredder manor. 
Someone powerful, huh?
I snapped my fingers.
“What if I brought you over to Mavos Academy?”
Willy paused. He pointed accusingly at me.
“That’s a stupid idea.”
“Why not?”
“Humans. Many. High-leveled.”
“And that’s exactly what we’re looking for!”
I snorted. Powerful Humans— ones that, if I could convince them, would protect Centina and Kron. Especially if Clayton Skyshredder listened to her story.
“Wait, I’m not certain— what’s Mavos Academy?”
Centina gave us a puzzled look. I clasped my hands together, grinning
“It’s my school! It’s somewhere to the north of here. But don’t worry, I’ll get us there in no time.”
“Stupid!”
Willy crossed his arms. 
“I don’t know, Salvos. This sounds like a dangerous idea.”
Centina agreed with him, although Kron didn't seem to care. 
“Me illusions. Me safe, always.”
“Exactly what Kron said!”
I gestured at the [Krokodis], then at Centina. 
“Don’t worry, Centina. I’ll speak with their Headmaster. He’ll help us out. After all, he’s Erhard’s great great great great… however many great’s… grandson.”
The [Evolved Centinel] sat up abruptly. 
“He is?”
“Also, I’m sure he wouldn’t pass up the chance to learn more about Centinelkind. So, trust me! It’ll all go over just fine.”
“I…”
She shuffled her feet. She was clearly apprehensive of the idea, yet she nodded.
“Very well. We shall head to this Mavos Academy if you desire.”
“Great!”
I spread my arms wide. My wings shot out— although they were covered in flames— and the adventurers surrounding us gasped. I took Centina and Kron by the arms as Willy floated up. The receptionist stared at us as we slowly flew out of the guild.
“Thanks for your help!”
I waved at her, and she looked at me with round eyes.
“She really is a Diamond Ranked adventurer…”
With that, I took off. I flew back in the direction of Mavos Academy, excited to finally be back. I was now Level 130. I had two new Titles. And I was nearing my Class advancement too. I wondered how my friends back in school would react?
“Oh, actually…”
I tilted my head back.
“What is it?”
Centina raised a brow. I pursed my lips.
“I hope I’m not late for school.”
I remembered that the semester was supposed to start in a month or so, and I had no idea how long I’d been in the Bloodied Gulf. 
“Well, it should be fine, right?”




9. Interlude – Edithe’s Elaboration Part One

Edithe Dawnrise rose from her bed as sunlight leaked into her room through the window’s blinds. One look at the clock by her bedside told her that it was noon. She’d overslept. But that was because of how late she’d gone to bed the night before.
Preparations had been made. She’d done everything she could to ensure things would proceed smoothly. Hadrian had thanked her for what she did, and while he had wanted to show up for the arranged meeting occurring later that day, he was barred from showing up. 
Jake had only agreed to speak with Edithe. And while it was just going to be Edithe going against the True Valiants Company, she was confident she’d be able to reach a compromise. The Valiant Dreamers Company had been split into two— after the revelation of company’s hidden purpose, and Baris’ death. 
But with the Primeval Demon threat, and the fate of Humankind at stake, they needed to make amends. Before Leopold left. 
It was three days ago when the delegation of the Rising Veterans Company arrived at Viechester. Their leader, Leopold, had gathered most of the independent adventurers left in the city, along with the smaller companies— those that comprised of a tight-knit group of friends, more than actual members.
He gave the Valiant Dreamers and the True Valiants Companies a day to settle their disagreement before the Rising Veterans’ and their coalition left to meet with the other Honorable Companies. Together, their might would rival even the Vaun Qieur Empire. Maybe even surpass it.
That was why Edithe was doing everything she could to ensure that both the True Valiant and the Valiant Dreamers joined this coalition. 
The red-haired woman left her room with a yawn, heading down to the mostly empty lobby. She nodded at Sophia who was eating her lunch. 
“Afternoon, Edithe.”
“Hello, Sophia. Where’s Cless?”
“He’s out training. Still getting used to being up and about, you know?”
“That’s good.”
Without Rachel to take care of, Sophia was now free to carry out her adventurer duties which was… not much. The city was on high alert, and guards were everywhere. There were no monster threats that hadn’t already been taken care of by the city itself. And it wasn’t like there were many travelers on the road.
Everyone was afraid of the Primeval Demon. Sophia, herself, didn’t feel like she could do much in the grand scheme of things. Edithe felt a similar way— mostly because she experienced how helpless she was in the face of Belzu— but she knew that with everyone’s efforts combined, they could actually do something against him.
“I’ll be going out to meet with Gabriel, now.”
“Gabriel?”
Sophia blinked. Gabriel had been a Diamond Ranked adventurer and a combat [Alchemist]. A powerful member of the Valiant Dreamers Company… until the split.
Her brows creased. 
“He betrayed us… why are you—”
“Everyone was betrayed that night, Sophia.”
Edithe cut her off. 
“There’s no need to point fingers. What matters now is that we work together.”
“...right.”
Sophia bit her lower lip.
“You’re right.”
“Now, let’s hope Gabriel actually listens to what I have to say.”
Steeling herself, Edithe left the company headquarters and searched for the [Alchemist].
—-
Gabriel waited at the meeting point. It was a field right outside of Viechester— one overgrowing with flowers that were left unpicked. Edithe trudged over to him and spoke his name.
“Gabriel.” 
He glanced fractionally at her, looking up from the beige-colored flower he’d been kneeling over and inspecting. Dusting off his knees, he got to his feet and plucked the flower.
“Edithe Dawnrise.”
He greeted her with a smile. 
“It has been a while.”
She wasn’t expecting such a warm welcome from him, especially since he now was part of the True Valiants. 
“I-I, uh, yes.”
“You know, it is still quite odd calling you by your full name. It was only a few years back, you were a newly-minted Gold Ranked adventurer. Certainly not the noble and Diamond Rank you are today.”
He walked up to her, and she shuffled her feet.
“Thank you, Gabriel. I…” 
She pursed her lips. She didn’t expect this kind of a welcome from Gabriel. She expected a lot more animosity and ill will. Instead, he shook his head and smiled.
“Do you know where we are?”
Edithe took in the sight of the field. The overgrowth and the explosion of flora. She vaguely recognized this place.
“If I remember correctly, this is often where you came to gather ingredients for your alchemy.”
“Indeed. It has an abundance of resources. Rich in the lucir flower. Very important in concocting physical enhancing potions. And yet, [Alchemists] don’t often flock here to gather these ingredients. Do you know why that is?”
Gabriel came to a halt right before the red-haired woman. She shook her head, and he chuckled.
“It’s because mixed with the lucir flowers are lakir mushrooms. Those are poisonous fungi, and they infect the vegetation around it with the same toxic properties that are inherent to them. Most low-leveled [Alchemists] are unable to sift out the toxicity, so they simply abandon a place such as this. Leaving it to flourish in their absence.”
“I see.”
Edithe didn’t know how this was pertinent to their meeting, but she let him speak. And when he was done admiring the vegetation in the area, he turned to face her and spoke about the matter at hand.
“Edithe. Why did you wish to speak with me today?”
She answered honestly.
“I believe that the Valiant Dreamers and the True Valiants shouldn’t be fighting amongst each other. Not right now. Not when there’s more pressing matters.”
“The Primeval Demon.”
He spoke her mind for her. She nodded grimly.
“I know what happened with the Iron Champions was Baris’ fault. And I know that he was partially to blame for what happened that night… with the Primeval Demon…”
This was a speech Edithe had rehearsed multiple times. But even with the practice, she found it difficult to truly say. Blaming Baris didn’t feel right to her, and yet the anger of the True Valiants was justified. So, she took in a deep breath and continued.
“But that doesn’t mean what he stood for— what he taught us— was incorrect. That’s why you guys formed the True Valiants, right?”
“Indeed.”
Gabriel agreed, and she nodded.
“That’s why we have to work together. Put aside our bad blood and work with the Three Honorable Companies. Bring down the Primeval Demon. You get it too, don’t you?”  
There was a reason why Edithe had chosen to speak with Gabriel. She knew he was the one who would be most swayed by logic. 
“I—”
She started. But he cut her off.
“However, while I agree with your sentiments, I do not truly believe that Baris was at fault for what happened that night. Nor do I believe he’s to blame for the Iron Champions.”
She paused. It took her a moment to register what he said. Then she blinked. 
“Wait, if you don’t fault Baris for what happened, why did you leave the Valiant Dreamers Company?”
Gabriel sighed, stepping forward. 
“Baris was my friend. He’d been my friend for many decades. But do you want to know the truth, Edithe?”
He asked, and her eyes widened.
“I had wanted to leave the company for decades. The only reason why I’d ever been in the Valiant Dreamers Company was because of him. Because of Baris. All because of a promise. And now that he has passed, I was no longer beholden to my promise, so I left.”
Edithe took a step back. She slowly worked her jaw. 
“But if that’s the case, why did you join the True Valiants?”
“Because just as the lucir flower in this area needs a skilled [Alchemist] to remove the lakir mushroom’s poison in its stem, the True Valiants needs an experienced member to ensure it doesn’t devolve into a group that exists solely to sabotage and make enemies out of the Valiant Dreamers.”
“You mean—”
Her eyes grew round, but he shook his head.
“Do not mistake me. I am not doing this for the sake of the Valiant Dreamers. It is for their own sake— for the True Valiants to succeed, they cannot be forever begrudging to what Baris has done.”
Gabriel placed a hand on her shoulder, smiling.
“Now, for the sake of both our companies, and the rest of Humankind, let us work together and put an end to the Primeval Demon menace.”
He left the field, and she hurriedly followed after him. Her lips curled up as she finally found someone on her side. Not to fight against each other, but to unite as one.
“Let’s do this.”
—-
Together, Edithe and Gabriel spoke with Jake and the rest of the True Valiants. Then they spoke with Hadrian and the Valiant Dreamers. It was hard to convince them to speak with each other, but they only had a day before Leopold left. So, the red-haired woman made it work.
The thing was— there was never any need for the Valiant Dreamers or the True Valiants to cooperate. They just had to work alongside Leopold and the Rising Veterans. That way, there would be no bickering and no arguments.
Many familiar faces showed up for the meeting, and while there were scowls and brief snide comments made against each other, they ended their meeting with a simple mission statement— even if they disliked each other, that didn’t mean they couldn’t face a common threat. 
Edithe clasped her hands, speaking to everyone in the room. And both the Valiant Dreamers and True Valiants came to an agreement.
“We want to stop the Primeval Demon. We can’t argue and squabble amongst ourselves when our lives— and the lives of the ones we love— are at stake. So, please, let us pool our strength together and fight with each other once again.”
With that, it was finally settled.




10. Interlude – Edithe’s Elaboration part Two

“How long will you be gone?”
Rachel stared up at Edithe with misty, round eyes. The red-haired woman pursed her lips. Patting the girl’s head, she spoke in a reassuring tone.
“I promise I’ll be back as soon as we defeat that Primeval Demon.”
“I-I… but…”
The girl sniffed and drew back away from Edithe. Tears streamed down her face as another figure stepped forward. It was Cless. The Gold Ranked [Mage] gave her a melancholic smile. Her eyes widened.
“You too?”
“Thank you, Rachel. For looking after me when I’d been injured.” 
He kneeled to meet her gaze, but she looked away. 
“You can’t all be going, right? You can’t—”
She paused when her gaze landed on Sophia. The one who’d been taking care of her for all this time. The girl gasped.
“Sophia? Y-you…”
Her voice trailed. Wiping away her tears, Rachel pleaded with the young woman.
“Please… don’t go?
It was both a request and a question. A hopeful one. Unfortunately, Sophia could only shake her head.
“I’m sorry.”
Edithe wouldn’t have preferred to watch this scene. Rachel’s eyes grew wide, her pupils dilating. Her shoulders sagged, and the welling up of her tears overwhelmed whatever dam that had been holding the deluge back. She cried— a full-on ugly cry. 
The girl bawled her eyes out as Sophia hugged her. The two held each other for a long moment, while adventurers moved in the distance. They embraced each other at the bottommost steps of the Sanctum of Elements, and a man descended from the marble stairway. 
William, the [Priest] who raised Edithe, nodded morosely at Sophia. He took Rachel away, carrying her over his shoulder. He gently tried to calm her— although it was to no avail. 
Edithe’s lips pursed as she continued to watch. Obviously, she didn’t want to leave the girl alone. But it was far better than bringing her with them. William would take care of Rachel. Edithe trusted him.
He paused atop the staircase, glancing back at the red-haired woman once.
“Take care of yourself, Edithe.”
She blinked. Then she nodded.
“I will.”
And with that, he returned to the temple. Edithe, Sophia, and Cless watched as Rachel disappeared back into the temple, eyes still full of tears, carried by William. 
—-
“Hadrian.”
Edithe nodded at the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company. He’d been waiting out here alongside the other members of their company, gathered just outside of the banclite walls of Viechester. 
“Are we ready?”
Hadrian straightened, and she nodded.
“As ready as we’ll ever be.”
“Good.”
His gaze fixed past her. She followed where he was looking— back towards the city. Their city. It was finally time to depart. And everyone was understandably anxious. Even Hadrian.
“I hope that, when this is all over, I’ll be able to return to this beloved city.”
Edithe shook her head. She held his hand, even as she reprimanded him.
“Don’t say that, Hadrian. You’re the leader of the Valiant Dreamers. If you’re disheartened, the rest of the company will be too. You have to believe that we’ll win. You’ll have to trust that we’ll defeat the Primeval Demon.”
He chuckled, although it wasn’t out of humor. Hadrian smiled at Edithe, bowing his head.
“You’re right. I apologize for that display. Come on, let us get going.”
And they left.  A procession of adventurers streamed away from Viechester, led by Leopold. By the Rising Veterans Company.
It was one of the largest gatherings of unaffiliated adventurers she’d ever seen. They weren’t allied companies or just independents hanging out at a guild. No— they were all kinds of adventurers, their affiliation irrelevant. And together with the rest of the Valiant Dreamers Company, they marched away from Viechester, heading to a faraway location.
Their destination was supposedly the Helbir Plains. They were going to continue their march north, recruiting all the adventurers that they could before finally heading east. To Lurdroth. It was a neutral country that was located right between Shedos and the Helbir Plains. One that engaged mostly in trading and hadn’t been engaged in a war in over two hundred years.
That was where the coalitions of the Three Honorable Companies were going to have their meeting. Where they were going to discuss their next course of action. 
Edithe trudged alongside this cavalcade of adventurers as they crossed through a long strip of flatlands. Clouds gathered above, darkening the sky and douring the mood. 
The Valiant Dreamers Company, once so mighty, had been lessened to the point where they simply blended in with the crowd. Perhaps, in the past, they would’ve stood out. But after the toll taken by the company war and after the True Valiants made their split, they were far less noticeable to others. 
Her eyes flickered to the opposing group. Gabriel, Jake, and the rest of the True Valiants marched ahead of the Valiant Dreamers, at the head of the group. They grouped themselves together with Leopold’s delegation, and rumors began to spread throughout the gathered adventurers.
“Is that the True Valiants Company?”
“I hear it’s the successor of the Valiant Dreamers. After Baris’ death.”
“The Valiant Dreamers? But aren’t they right—” 
The red-haired woman scowled, but she made no comment. The only reason why Valiant Dreamers weren’t also at the fore of the procession was that Edithe, Sophia, and Cless had to bid farewell to Rachel. 
Sophia gritted her teeth as she tightly gripped her bow.
“Didn’t we agree to work together? What are those idiots at the True Valiants doing?”
“They’re not the ones spreading these rumors, Sophia.”
Edithe replied. Sophia growled.
“But they’re doing this on purpose. They’re trying to put us down and elevate their own position. Even at a time like this.”
“That…”
There was nothing Edithe could come up with that could defend Jake’s actions. Even though he listened to Gabriel, he still seemed upset with the Valiant Dreamers. He probably did this on purpose. With a sigh, she just shrugged.
“We don’t want to cause trouble. It’s fine, Sophia.”
“Ugh, I know, but… wait, what’s going on?”
Sophia whispered. Edithe glanced up, watching as Leopold’s group came to a halt suddenly. Shadows zipped by overhead, and heads turned.
Everyone looked towards the sky. Eyes widened, and adventurers pointed as flying figures descended from the clouds. A susurration washed over the gathering as a flying carpet descended, carrying three figures on its back. Even from afar, Edithe could tell who they were.
“Those are… Elites…”
Her breath was caught in her throat. She just stood there, in a stupor, dazedly watching their entrance just like all the other adventurers gathered here. Those standing closest to the Elites— who weren’t in Leopold’s delegation— receded. A large gap separated the masses of low-leveled adventurers from those who were above Level 150, giving them their space as they landed.
“What are you guys doing?”
A voice snapped Edithe back to reality. The one who spoke was a figure who floated above the rest of the Valiant Dreamers, who were also enraptured with the arrival of the Elites. And he was the only one who carried a semblance of the former glory of their company.
Ismail Zuland. The [Beastmaster] flew forward with his Pegasus, gesturing at the Elites. 
“Let us greet our new guests.”
Greet them? Edithe’s first thought was to protest. Those were Elites. Regular adventurers like them should stay back. Regular… adventurers…
The red-haired woman turned away from Ismail, taking herself in. She was a Diamond Rank adventurer. Just like him. She was no ordinary adventurer. And the Valiant Dreamers Company had been compared with even the Honorable Companies in the past. She knew that their standing had fallen, which was why she shouldn’t be walking with her chin down. 
It was just as she said to Hadrian earlier— they needed to bolster their morale. 
“To me!”
Edithe rallied the Valiant Dreamers. Sophia hesitated, and Cless didn’t immediately start forward. Even Celine, Edithe’s brash friend, didn’t make a move. Not until Hadrian stepped beside her.
“What are you standing around for?”
He waved an arm, gesturing for them to follow.
“We are dreamers, but we won’t be lost dreaming. Wake up from your sleep and follow me!”
They exchanged apprehensive glances, but they did as they were told. Edithe and Hadrian led the Valiant Dreamers with pride through the crowds of adventurers to meet with the arriving Elites, even if the red-haired woman’s heart was racing. The flying carpet came to a halt a few feet off the ground, and the Elites disembarked one by one.
The first of them was a large woman. One who stood as tall as any Cyclops and carried a massive battle axe on her back. The ground almost shook as her feet touched the ground, and her bellowing voice could be heard even from the back of the crowd.
“Leopold! Still as scrawny as ever, huh? So these are the adventurers you’ve gathered for us?”
[Warrior - Lvl. 157]
“That’s Lofus. The Broken Berserker of Bharain.”
“She’s said to be able to rip a Wyvern in half with her bare hands.”
“Isn’t she an independent adventurer? What’s she doing here?”
Edithe didn’t need to listen to the crowd’s commentary to know of Lofus. With her spiky red hair, and with a body envied by any [Warrior], her reputation far preceded her. 
The second figure to step off the flying carpet was a man who stood two heads shorter than Lofus. He landed without a sound, almost slinking into his companion’s shadow. Rubbing his ear, he clicked his tongue and spoke in an annoyed voice.
“You’re too loud, Lofus. You’re going to make me go deaf if you keep shouting.”
[Rogue - Lvl. 161]
“Orgaf. Thief of the Golden Scale.”
“He’s the one who stole a dozen Epic Grade artifacts from the Kobold lands and sold them to the Vaun Qieur Empire for tens of thousands of platinum!” 
“He nearly ran their vaults dry, didn’t he? It’s no wonder he ran across the Human lands to join the Rising Veterans Company.”
His gaze snapped towards the woman who said that. She shrank back and quickly apologized.
“I’m sorry— I didn’t mean…”
The third figure didn’t speak, even as he pulled himself down from the flying carpet. Yet, the Spirits that accompanied him— the [Will O’ Wisps] that wisped off his white hair and the [Elementals] that clung to his wrinkled body— made it clear who he was. 
[Summoner - Lvl. 155]
“Is that Alder Ashford? The highest-leveled [Summoner] in the world. The Augur Elder himself?”
“What is he doing here? Wasn’t he part of the Forsaken Company?”
The whispers grew louder as Edithe’s eyes narrowed. 
“Wasn’t he at the Fall of Nightsveil too?”
“Didn’t he flee and leave Bellward the Blademaster to die?”
“Oi, Alder, they’re insulting you again.”
Orgaf crossed his arms, and the whisperings came to a halt. He glanced over at Alder, giving him an expectant look.
“Are you not going to defend yourself?”
Alder said nothing. Lofus sighed as she leant against her war axe.
“Do not bother with him while his pride is shattered, Orgaf. Please, it is better to let him recuperate by himself.”
“I’m just saying— he’s letting his reputation be ruined by a bunch of nameless mooks. Seriously, are we supposed to work together with these guys to bring down that Primeval Demon? Give me a break.”
Orgaf picked his nose and snorted. He glanced over at Leopold, rolling his eyes.
“Weren’t you supposed to bring us reinforcements or something? Who even are these adventurers? I’ve never heard of half these companies in my entire life.”
“I did my duty as ordered by my superior, Nikodemus—”
“Did that idiot seriously tell you to pick up any adventurer you saw? That’s ridiculous. These guys will only slow us down.”
The Thief of the Golden Scale sighed. He scanned the adventurers gathered, pausing momentarily at Ismail before shaking his head.
“Only one person in this entire cavalcade of clowns is even worth bringing along to fight the Primeval Demon. You can leave the rest behind.”
He waved a hand off. This dismissive attitude… annoyed Edithe. 
She watched as he made a shooing motion at all the confused adventurers, including those of the Valiant Dreamers and the True Valiants. Not even Gabriel drew his interest. 
Sophia exchanged an uncertain look with Cless. And she wasn’t the only one who was puzzled. Murmurs rose from the gathered adventurers— even Jake didn’t know what to say— but Orgaf put a halt to it with a clap of his hands.
“What are you guys still doing here? There was a mistake. Go back to your homes, already. You have no reason to be here.”
Edithe couldn’t take it anymore. She stepped forward, carrying with her all the dignity of the Valiant Dreamers Company on her back.
“With all due respect, Sir, I believe there was no mistake.” 
“And who are you?”
He raised a brow. She proffered him a hand, smiling.
“Edithe Dawnrise. The Liberator of the Plaguelands.”
That made Orgaf pause. Edithe knew that it’d throw him for a loop. She planned on it. But she didn’t expect him to recover so quickly.
“Ah, you’re one of the two friends of that Salvos girl who has been making news recently, are you? Well, I wouldn’t quite say you deserve that Title, but I’ll humor you for now. Come on, tell me why there hasn’t been a mistake.”
He didn’t shake her hand. Instead, he chuckled, and she pursed her lips. 
“My company— the Valiant Dreamers— was approached directly by Leopold to aid the Rising Veterans Company in bringing about the destruction of the Primeval Demon that felled Nixa. It is the same reason why every other adventurer here is gathered. To end this Demon threat once and for all.”
“And what makes you think that you won’t be more than mere fodder in the face of that Primeval Demon?”
Orgaf peered into her, a vicious grin spreading across his face.
“What makes you think you won’t just add to his growing army of undead and monsters?”
“I…”
Edithe clenched a fist.
“The Valiant Dreamers are a respected company—”
He cut her off, raising a finger.
“Was a respected company. I heard about what happened. After the company war and after your brief clash with the Primeval Demon… now, you are nothing.”
And that made Edithe snap. 
“We are more than capable of holding our own, and I’m willing to prove it.” 
“You wish to prove it?”
Orgaf narrowed his eyes, and sickles appeared in his hands. Lofus shook her head as she watched him sneer.
“That foolish girl…”
The red-haired woman backed up as the Thief of the Golden Scale raised his pair of golden blades.
“Then come, oh pretender. False Liberator of the Plaguelands. I’d be more than willing to put you in your place. I’m waiting.”
“Edithe, what are you doing?”
Hadrian called out. She glanced back at the man, then she steeled herself. She held tightly onto her staff, raising it.
“Bring it, you petty thief.”
She snarled. It was a deliberate provocation. Maybe even stupid. Gabriel and Ismail tensed, and Hadrian reached for his sword as both Edithe and Orgaf stood across from each other. Everyone waited with bated breath as neither of them made a move just yet. 
Then the [Rogue] flickered. He moved so fast, Edithe couldn’t even react. His sickles sliced up— 
“That’s enough!”
And a voice thundered overhead. Lightning struck down, intercepting Orgaf before he could lash out at Edithe. A figure dressed in gilded robes stopped the Elite’s attack with ease. Edithe blinked as the dust settled, and her eyes grew wide. 
An elderly woman stood before her. One who bore the insignia of the Rising Veterans Company on the back of her robes. She carried with her a staff made entirely out of crystal, wearing a crooked crown on top of her head. 
Edithe tried to use [Identification] on her—
[??? - Lvl. ???]
And it didn’t work.
“T-that… that’s Helena Warshade!”
Edithe froze. Her gaze snapped up at the mention of the name, and both awe and trepidation coursed through her as more voices echoed from behind.
“She’s the leader of the Rising Veterans Company. She’s the Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy— the second highest-leveled [Mage] in the world!”
Helena Warshade didn’t react to the gasps, nor did she once turn away from Orgaf. She spoke simply, her voice booming through flatlands for all to hear.
“Orgaf the Thief of the Golden Scales. I, Helena Warshade, am the one who ordered for this coalition to be formed. I ask that you refrain from threatening or harming any adventurer under my protection. Is that understood?”
Her voice was accompanied by a crackle of lightning. One that lit up the darkened sky. It was a show of force that left Edithe staring. The mana that radiated from that single bolt— it was far more powerful than any of her Skills. 
Orgaf drew back, and his sickles vanished.
“Fine.”
He grunted, turning away.
“Whatever.”
“Good.”



Helena Warshade lowered her staff, and the sky cleared. Dark clouds had covered the sky all day, but now they were all gone with the simple flick of her wrist. Then she addressed the gathered adventurers.



"Now adventurers of the Sunmere Republic! I thank you for heeding my call! My company waits for you at the edge of the Helbir Plains. This journey, while long and arduous, I assure you, is for the greater good! Together, we shall bring down this Demon threat once and for all!"



There were cheers as lightning came crashing down all around the flatlands, yet none struck even close to anyone there. Edithe could only stare at this overwhelming display of power as Helena showed off her magic after putting another Elite in his place.



Another susurration ran through the crowd, and this time, it was one of pure wonder.



“Is that really the power of Helena Warshade?”



“If we’re going to fight alongside her, we may actually stand a chance!”



And as Edithe got to her feet, she hoped... she truly hoped... that it would be enough.







11. Return to Mavos Academy

Clayton Skyshredder stood atop the Tower of Truth. It was a grand building that was located at the center of Mavos Academy— one where the faculty of this small college town resided. Standing there, he had a full view of the entirety of the campus. Its streets were emptier than usual; he didn’t behold the sight of a bustling university full of students.
No— most of the students had returned to their homes. Their classes had been suspended ever since the Primeval Demon crossed the border into Inoria. While it might’ve slowed in its approach, its direction was clear: it was headed to Shedos.
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy was a knowledgeable man. He had a wealth of information behind him— a network that would supply him with anything he needed to know. And he knew why the Primeval Demon was heading to Shedos.
In fact, he understood its plan as soon as it had slain Baris Slydrift. 
It was collecting the Treasures of Alexander. Mythic Grade artifacts that even very few Elites would be able to acquire. Certainly, the Watcher was likely to have at least one or two Mythic Grade weapons in his inventory. But even someone like Clayton would have a hard time getting his hands on something of the sorts.
He was the highest-leveled [Mage] in the world. He could theoretically pursue a Mythic Grade artifact— after all, there were stories and legends of where some were said to be buried or hidden. 
However, Clayton was, more than a fighter on the battlefield, a researcher. A man of academics. He didn’t waste his time searching for some long lost power that could only be wielded by him when he could be actively working to bring that power back into this world for all to use. That was his reasoning in the past.
Now with the Primeval Demon running amok, he wished he had at least one Mythic Grade artifact. He had sent his [Secretary], Marie Schofen, to acquire as many Epic Grade artifacts as possible, but that didn’t mean much when the Primeval Demon had both the Breastplate of Alexander and the Sword of Alexander.
And once it found its way to the Norwood Family in Shedos, it would have another item in the set. The Greaves of Alexander. 
Truly, Clayton wished he could intervene. That by himself, he’d be able to slay the Primeval Demon. But he had doubts that he was capable of that. Even if it had been merely at Level 150, it would’ve been a difficult battle. And now, it was nearing Clayton’s level. Last he heard, it was just above Level 160. And Demons… well, they were feared for a reason.
Perhaps if Humankind’s strongest fighters were to get gather— 
But no. The Watcher was missing once again. And Clayton couldn’t abandon Mavos Academy. He had sworn an oath. With a sigh, he placed a hand on the crystalline window, watching as figures moved in the streets below. Mavos Academy was still busy; life hadn’t completely ground to a halt, even if there were no classes. It was essentially a city. Even if half the students disappeared, the roads would still be populated.
Clayton would ensure no harm befall his school, no matter what. Be it Demon or monster.
***
“Stupid!”
“Hey, I’m not stupid!”
“Not you. Idea stupid!”
“What’s wrong with this idea? We just have to show Clayton Centina’s ring— explain everything that happened. He’ll help us out.”
“Demon bring monster to place full of strong Human? Very stupid.”
I rolled my eyes as Willy continued to protest. He was back to his [Will O’ Wisp] form… or should I say, Kron had let her illusions come to an end once we were high enough up in the sky. I was still carrying her and Centina. Willy himself had no trouble flying, although if I sped up too much he wouldn’t be able to keep up with me.
“Look, do you have any other suggestions, or are you just going to keep calling my idea stupid?”
This question stumped the [Will O’ Wisp], and I shook my head.
“What about you, Kron? And you, Centina?”
None of them had any answers for me. They were mostly clueless as to what to do— both Kron and Centina scarcely or never ever wandered into the Human lands. Willy was a Spirit. While he had a master, he was only summoned or called out when needed. He didn’t have a good lay of the land either.
I considered all options I had, and I was pretty sure this was the best one I had. Centina wanted to explore the Human lands, not lurk around its peripheries, so I needed someone powerful to help her. And that someone was Clayton Skyshredder.
He was the most powerful Human I knew, at least.
“Anyway, if anything goes wrong, I’ll protect you guys. Don’t worry too much about it.”
I still had my Grand Skill active, after all. It was half a day since I killed that [Ancient Centinel], and my [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion] was still going strong. It was going to last me at least a full day.
Salvos (Secely’s Sentinel) (The Devil’s Daughter)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 130
Class: [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 94
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 Status Effect Resistance] - Lvl. 1
[Ttle Skill: Invoke Wrath] - Lvl. 1
[Title Skill: Protection of the Sentinel] - Lvl. 1
[Title Skill: The Devil’s Grace] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
[Racial Skill: Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 150 (+30) (+10) (+100)
[Strength]: 135 (+30) (+10) (+100)
[Endurance]: 150 (+30) (+10) (+3) (+100)
[Wisdom]: 265 (+30) (+10) (+10) (+100)
[Agility]: 320 (+30) (+10) (+5) (+100)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 1]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Haste] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 10



[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 10



[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: 5]
[Dimensional Pocket] - Lvl 10 (Maxed)
[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 20 (Maxed)
After that? Well, I probably was going to be waiting a while before I could use it again. 
“Just a little further.”
I saw smoke billowing into the sky from the horizon. We flew over a desolate landscape— burned buildings and destroyed cities littered the ground. Had this been Nixa? Or was it just another area that had been razed to ashes by Belzu?
I didn’t know. Either way, I continued my flight until eventually we arrived at Shedos.
Mavos Academy lay ahead. A city and a school. I saw its tall towers peaking over the clouds. A majestic sight. Yet, it seemed different from before. It didn’t have the ambiance of a busy school. Instead, it looked more like a guarded fortress. I narrowed my eyes, swooping down and away towards a forest instead.
“Where going?”
Willy asked. I gestured at a cave hidden beneath the trees and the earth. 
“My Lair.”
We landed, and I lowered the pair of monsters to the ground. They took in my Lair. At the treasures I had laid out. The [Will O’ Wisp] paused by the Dreaded Goblet.
“Odd.”
“Hm?”
I cocked my head. Then my eyes narrowed as I sensed an odd energy radiating from the blackened water inside of it. 
“Huh. I never felt that before.”
I wasn’t sure what it was. It reminded me of when I first learned how to sense mana— the invisible strands that permeated the air. Except, it was specific to the Dreaded Goblet.
Centina found her way to the stacks of books I had arranged in the corner of the cave, while Kron made herself comfortable in my makeshift bed. I didn’t need that bed anymore since I no longer needed to sleep. Good riddance.
“Alright.”
I clapped my hands together, drawing their attention.
“I’ll be going to Mavos Academy now.”
They hesitated. Then they slowly put down their things. I tilted my head as I watched Centina scuttle up towards me. Willy just let out an ethereal sigh, while Kron nodded.
“Me magic, ok?”
She raised a hand, activating her illusion magic. I watched, and they were all wrapped up in their Human forms.
“Um, what are you guys doing?”
I gave them an inquisitive glance. Centina stopped taking in her form and met my gaze.
“We’re going to meet with this Clayton Skyshredder, aren’t we?”
She seemed a little bit excited— either that or she was happy to look like a Human again. I frowned. 
“Why would you…? This is a magic academy. They’ll see right through Kron’s illusions!”
Willy’s Human form blinked. He stared at me for a moment. Even Kron wore a puzzled look on her face. I narrowed my eyes, glancing between each of them.
Centina peered at me.
“What is your plan then, Salvos?”
“I’m going to speak with Clayton and bring him out of Mavos Academy, of course. Not to my Lair, either. We’ll arrange a place for you guys to meet!”
“Oh.”
The [Will O’ Wisp] made a sound of understanding. He faced me, nodding approvingly.
“Smart.”
I looked back at Centina who smacked her forehead.
“That… makes sense.”
Even Kron was surprised by it.
“Ohhhh… me get it.”
I really didn’t get what was going on. 
“Wait, what did you think I was going to do?”
Willy shuffled his feet, averting his gaze. Centina pursed her lips, and Kron shrugged.
“Me thought you bring us into Mavos Academy. Me thought use illusion magic to hide us. Me thought you stupid.”
My eyes grew wide. I took a step back.
“Seriously? You guys thought I was going to bring you into Mavos Academy? That’s so stupid!”
“Exactly.”
Willy nodded eagerly. I blinked.
“Huh. So that’s why you thought it was dumb.” 
Then I folded my arms.
“See? My idea isn’t stupid!”




12. Divine

Valda sighed as she sat in the library of Mavos Academy’s Central Square. A textbook lay unopened before her. Her notes were scattered on the desk, a jumbled mess that she couldn’t be bothered to sift through.
“This sucks…”
She murmured. Across from her, Eve, one of her best friends, raised a brow.
“This is unlike you, Valda. Usually, I’d be the one snoozing during one of our study sessions together.”
“What even is the point in studying?”
The fifteen-year-old girl scowled. She was a genius who’d enrolled in Mavos Academy six years younger than most of her freshmen counterparts. Eve, for example, was turning twenty-two this year, while she was turning sixteen. 
And yet, despite being a supposed hard-working genius, Valda was refusing to study. She didn’t budge, barely looking at her friend.
“Our entire semester was canceled. There really is no reason to study for the next five months until our next semester begins. It’s ridiculous. I would’ve graduated next year if not for this.”
“Well, to be fair, there is a Primeval Demon skulking around our borders.”
Eve shrugged. Valda snorted.
“Mavos Academy is the most prestigious magical institution in the world for a reason. It has never fallen, even under siege, throughout all of history. Even during the First Great Kobold Invasion or even when the Demon King himself came to the Mortal Realm.”
“Right, but that’s because of the Immortal King Alexander’s intervention— both times.”
That is true… And yet, Valda found herself shaking her head.
“Still, we don’t know where the Primeval Demon is going. It’s trapped in Inoria right now. Has been for the past month. And if it can’t get past Inoria, then it doesn’t stand much of a chance when the Vaun Qieur Empire mobilizes the full might of its army to put an end to this threat.”
“But haven’t you been hearing the rumors?”
Her friend leaned forward. Eve whispered conspiratorially, glancing over at the door of the study room.
“My aunt— she’s a senator, right? Well, she told me there’s more than just a single Primeval Demon. There have been sightings of other Demons— many of them at over Level 100. Dozens of them. Maybe even hundreds.”
She shuddered as Valda’s eyes narrowed. 
That sounded insane to think about. That there were that many Demons— no, Archdemons— present in the world. And even still…
“The Adventurers Guild approximates that there are ten thousand Diamond Rank adventurers currently registered in the world. That’s not to mention the thousands that are working in the military such as the Swordsguard Forces of the Vaun Qieur Empire. Or the non-combatants. Or those who work in assassin groups or mercenary armies.”
Valda waved a hand off dismissively. Eve rolled her eyes.
“You’re acting as though all the Diamond Ranked individuals in the world are going to collectively work together to stop this threat. Unlike the Demons, we aren’t so organized. And if there are already that many Archdemons present in the Mortal Realm…”
There was a pause. Eve closed her eyes, taking in a deep breath. Even Valda understood the implications.
“Just how many of them are there, hiding away and waiting in the Netherworld? Surely, you understand the gravity of the situation, right?”
The fifteen-year-old girl pursed her lips. She shuffled her feet.
“I know that, it’s just—” 
It was that her school life— the life in Mavos Academy she so looked forward to, that she’d worked towards for her fourteen years— was ruined. And just accepting it upset her.
Worse than that, it would also admit that… admit that…
“Maybe Saffron was right…”
“Did you say something?”
“No…”
Valda sighed again. She rested her chin on the palm of her hand, glancing out of the study room’s window and taking in the rest of the library. Columns of bookshelves rose to the ceiling, creating a forest of books.
“I just wish someone would deal with that Primeval Demon already...”
Footfalls echoed in the hallway just beyond as she massaged her temples. She glanced up as the door swung open, Jeremiah, Marie, and Jonas leaping into the room.
“Valda—” 
“What are you guys doing here?”
She blinked.
“Guess who’s back at Mavos Academy?”
Her eyes lit up as she exchanged a glance with Eve.
“A [Hero] could.”
Salvos is back.
***
I strolled through Mavos Academy, heading for the Tower of Truth at the Central Square. I needed to speak with Clayton Skyshredder about Centina’s situation. To get his help, of course. Unfortunately, I found myself constantly being interrupted on the way there.
“Excuse me— sorry, I’m in a bit of a rush.”
“Hey, is that Salvos?”
“The Diamond Ranked adventurer? I thought she died to that Primeval Demon!”
“Those were just rumors. I saw her on campus after the fall of Nightsveil. She never left Mavos Academy.”
“But wait, her level… how—”
It was nice, of course. Hearing people praise me always placed me in a good mood. Except, not only were they praising me from afar, people were blocking my way to ask questions.
“Salvos! Weren’t you Level 110 just a few months ago? When did you get to Level 130?”
I glanced over at the man who approached me. I didn’t recognize him.
“Um, I got to Level 130… twenty hours ago?”
He stood in my way as I tried to get around him. Even though I made it clearly obvious that I was in a rush, he still barred my path, speaking to me with familiarity.
“Amazing. And to think you reached Level 100 just last year…”
“Thanks. Um, do I know you?”
I cocked my head. The man deflated.
“Wait, you don’t remember me?”
He didn’t look like anyone I knew. And that was because he wasn’t anyone I knew.
“Well, we never spoke so I guess that makes sense. I was in your enchantment class last semester—”
“Sorry, I’m in a rush. Gotta go!”
I dashed around him as he called out.
“Wait—”
But I didn’t care. I didn’t know who he was, so it didn’t really matter to me. I wasn’t going to stop for just anyone. Only for people I knew.
I arrived at Central Square moments later, only to run into someone I actually knew.
“Salvos!”
A familiar voice called out to me. I looked over at Valda as she strutted over, waving. I blinked. She was accompanied by her friends. And this time, I had to stop to chat.
“Valda! And Eve, Jeremiah, Marie, and Jonas, too. How are you guys doing?”
I smiled, hugging them one after the other. Valda stepped back, eyes wide.
“Amazing, Salvos. You’re already at Level 130. How’d you do it? I mean— where have you been?”
“Oh, I’ve just been busy. You know, fighting Centinels.”
“Fighting Centinels?”
They exchanged confused glances. I nodded.
“Yep. At the Bloodied Gulf. I’ve been there for the past few weeks. Or months. Hard to keep track of time down there.”
“You were at the Bloodied Gulf?!”
Eve gasped. They stared at me, a mixture of bewilderment and amazement in their eyes. I beamed, clapping my hands together.
“Anyway, that’s what I was up to. I do hope you guys have been doing well in your classes. I’m a bit late, but I can’t wait to catch up.”
Valda hesitated. She shuffled her feet, scowling.
“About that—”
“What’s wrong?”
I gave her an inquisitive glance. She didn’t meet my gaze. Eve snorted.
“Valda’s upset because there haven’t been any classes for the past month.”
“There hasn’t?”
“No.”
Valda spoke as she crossed her arms.
“They canceled the entire semester. We’ve been given some work to study on our own, but classes will only resume half a year from now.”
“Huh.”
Well, that was good. It meant I wasn’t late for my classes. I didn’t need to catch up in the middle of a semester like when I first enrolled. However, Valda wasn’t enthused about it.
“It’s just so stupid. Why must this happen when I’m in school? Why couldn’t it happen after I graduated.”
Her friends agreed with her. I watched them mutter amongst themselves, upset about this turn of events. I felt a bit bad. I didn’t really get it, but I knew they were unhappy about their current predicament. I couldn’t slink away amidst their chatter, so instead, I stepped forward to reassure them.
“Don’t worry, Valda.”
I placed a hand on the blonde girl’s shoulder. She looked up at me as I smiled.
“I’ll deal with the Primeval Demon. Then everything will be resolved.”
Her eyes went round at that. Eve frowned.
“Wait, but that’s not—” 
“You can do it, Salvos.”
Valda cut her friend off. She met my gaze, exclaiming.
“If anyone can do it, you can!”
I took a step back, nodding.
“Yep! I’ll see you later, alright? I need to speak with Clayton about, um, something important. Bye!”
With that, I took my leave. Valda watched me enter the Tower of Truth.
***
“Do you really believe that, Valda?”
Eve faced the blonde girl, unconvinced. Yet, Valda was adamant.
“Salvos is a [Hero], remember?”
“We think she’s a [Hero]. We have no proof of that, yet.”
“You saw how quickly she leveled— it only makes sense. She killed the Lich, and she ventured into the Bloodied Gulf. And if she’s not a [Hero]...”
Valda’s eyes fixed on the silver-haired woman as she ran through Central Square, finally arriving at the Tower of Truth. 
“Then she’s a guardian. Someone who protects. A… sentinel. Secely’s Sentinel.”
Eve’s eyes flickered.
“That… kind of makes sense to me.”
***
I arrived at the Tower of Truth, leaving the ruckus behind me. This was where the staff of Mavos Academy were gathered, and they were far more professional. They didn’t stop me at each step. Even if I recognized a few of the faces there.
Specifically, Veronica Adash. Former princess of the fallen kingdom of Adash. She was both a student and a teacher in Mavos Academy. And she guided me to Clayton’s office.
“To think that you’d surpass my level in such a short amount of time…”
She shook her head.
“I kind of expected it, but I’m still surprised.”
I raised my chin, grinning.
“Well, I did get some help to get here. But I’m very strong now. Look.”
Rainbow-colored flames coalesced around my fingertips. Veronica frowned.
“I’ve never seen magic like that before. It almost feels… different.”
“Really?”
I inspected the iridescent embers. It felt like it radiated regular magic. Strong magic. But… alright, maybe a bit irregular. It reminded me a bit of the Dreaded Goblet. Huh.
“He’s in here.”
Veronica came to a stop by a double door. I bowed my head at her.
“Thank you.”
“Of course.”
She leaned forward, placing a hand on my shoulder.
“And if you ever wish to pay me back, just let me know when your father is back in town.”
I froze. Then I nodded robotically.
“Um, sure.”
With that, I hurriedly rapped on the door and waited for Clayton’s voice to leak through.
“Enter.”
The Headmaster spoke as if he was right next to me,even though he was inside. Some kind of noise amplification magic. I pushed the double doors open, stepping inside.
“Clayton!”
I greeted him, waving. Then I paused. 
“I mean, um, Headmaster Skyshredder?”
I wasn’t sure how these titles worked. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy turned to face me. He’d been standing by the tinted glass window, overlooking the school.
“Welcome back. It seems you’ve been busy while you’ve been gone.”
“Yep! Killing [Ancient Centinels] and stuff.”
He didn’t seem too impressed by it, although he fractionally raised a single brow. 
“Truly, you know not what risk means, do you?”
He flicked a finger, using magic to pull open a seat for me. I sat down across from him as he settled into his desk.
“Well, I do. I was kind of forced into that situation. But, also, I did have… um, something to help me out so it wasn’t just completely stupid.”
The Breastplate of Alexander saved my life more than once. I wouldn’t have gotten out of the Bloodied Gulf without it.
“Anyway, I have a favor to ask of you, Headmaster. Please, just hear me out, alright?”
Clayton Skyshredder creased his brows. Then he placed his arms on his desk.
“Very well. But first—”
He leaned forward, eyes fixed on me. 
“Tell me, Salvos: why do I sense Divine Essence coming from you?”




13. First Impressions

“Tell me, Salvos: why do I sense Divine Essence coming from you?”
Clayton Skyshredder posed the question to the silver-haired girl. Right now it was soft— difficult to discern. If he hadn’t sensed it as she was making her way to his office, he wouldn’t have thought twice about it.
But make no mistake, this was Divine Essence. The very same he could sense from the Watcher. The very same one he had been pursuing for his whole life but failed to achieve.
Before him was a young woman, roughly twenty years of age. A child. Not in a literal sense, but compared to him, she was nothing more than a child. In such a short amount of time, not only had she reached Level 130, but she somehow attained a Divine Essence.
It was the same power that the Immortal King Alexander was said to have exuded. An aura that commanded respect and authority. His words alone would compel those under him to heed his will. 
It was the same one that the Oracle of Light Melissa had. And the very same one the Quisling Zacharius had before he became a Lich.
So, how? 
How did Salvos learn this power? 
Was she taught by a divine being? Or did she slay an unfathomably powerful creature? Or perhaps, did she study an artifact of great? A Mythical Grade item equivalent to the Treasures of Alexander?
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy took interest in such questions. He was a researcher. He had to know. So, he leaned forward, peering into Salvos. Into the silver-haired girl.
And she shrugged.
“I dunno.”
***
I watched as Clayton nearly fell off his chair at my answer. He coughed, trying to straighten. Then he faced me with a serious look.
“Are you joking right now, Salvos?”
“I mean, I kind of know how I got it? It was given to me through a Skill.”
“A Skill?”
His brows furrowed. Then he stood up, wide-eyed and staring at me.
“A Grand Skill? You learned a Grand Skill before reaching Level 150?”
“Um, yep? Is that a big deal?”
I cocked my head. I was always under the impression that it wasn’t that special. Well, Grand Skills were special and hard to learn. But I didn’t think it was exactly unusual to have it before Level 150. Apparently not.
“A Grand Skill is rarely awarded, even to Elites, Salvos. I only earned my Grand Skill in my Level 150 advancement. And that was because I slew a Greater Wyvern in battle.”
Clayton shook his head. I tapped a finger on my chin.
Huh. That meant Zix was pretty awesome, wasn’t he? And I wanted to duel against him on my own.
To be fair, I did have Daniel’s [Hero] Skills boosting me. But that was still very stupid. I wouldn’t have won if not for the flames around the arena. Wait, what did they call it again? Divine Flames?
I creased my brows, mulling what that meant for a moment as Clayton pressed me further.
“Now, Salvos, what could you have possibly done to earn you a Grand Skill?
“I killed, um, a lot of Centinels. Well, I also had the Breastplate of Alexander on me, and I’ve been studying it…” 
I scratched the back of my head. Clayton massaged his temples. 
“You have the Breastplate of Alexander on you, too…”
“Um, yep. But I didn’t steal it, I promise. Saffron lent it to me.”
“The Merryster child?”
His eyes flickered. Then he leaned back on his chair.
“It’s all starting to make sense, at least.”
“Is it?”
I raised a brow. Clayton drew himself to his feet, running a hand on his desk as he approached.
“The Breastplate of Alexander is a Mythical Grade artifact. It is blessed with divine power. By studying it and extensively using it, it only makes sense that you should have learned how to use its power for a brief moment. A very brief moment. But even now, I still sense it from you.”
He came to a stop before me.
“What is this Grand Skill of yours, Salvos?”
“It’s called [Divine Essence of the—” 
Wait. I caught myself. [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion]. Cambion. A half-mortal, half-Demon. And Daeva Cambion. My Subspecies. 
Clayton furrowed his brows as I tried to work my jaw. 
“[Divine Essence of the…?”
He waited. I quickly waved a hand off.
“Um, I meant to say that it’s… the [Divine Essence of the Mystic of the Nexeus]! That’s right! And it’s what gives me this!”
I showed him my rainbow-colored flames, and he inspected them.
“I see… this divine fire… interesting.”
Divine fire…? Then it clicked. Wait, is this the same kind of fire that the Kobolds had used in their ritual during my duel with Zix? If that was the case, I could probably deal with Zix easily now if we fought again.
That was cool!
“Yep. Anyway, now that I’ve answered your questions, I need your help, Headmaster.”
“I cannot promise anything, Salvos. Even to a student of Mavos Academy. However, I am willing to hear your request.”
He crossed his arms, and I nodded.
“So, there are, um, these monsters… that I met while in the Bloodied Gulf.”
I explained the situation about the haven. About how I helped work with them to escape after they helped me. I also explicitly made sure to bring up Willy. Having a Spirit at his level working alongside the monsters gave the monsters some repute, right?
Well, apparently, Clayton wasn’t too surprised by the idea of a monster haven.
“I have heard of such places. Monsters, unrelated to each other, cooperating in an extremely hostile environment. They have even worked alongside Humans if they share the same enemy. That is how many [Beast Tamers] or [Beast Masters] have formed their bonds. I heard that once there was an Elite [Beast Master] who’d even managed to befriend a [Ceph of the Deep] because both were stranded in the middle of a devastating mana storm.”
“So… does that mean…?”
I gave Clayton a pleading look. He eventually sighed, nodding.
“I shall evaluate the threat of these monsters myself. And if they truly have nowhere else to go, I shall grant them a home in Mavos Academy.”
“Yay!”
I clapped my hands together. Well, it wasn’t like Centina or Kron couldn’t live anywhere they wanted to. They were pretty high-leveled. The only thing was, well, at least Centina didn’t want to live in the wilderness. She wanted to explore the Human lands. Fall in love.
But there was no need to bring all that up to Clayton.
“Alright, I’ll bring you to them.”
I beamed, leading the Headmaster of Mavos Academy out of his school.
***
“Do you think it’s going well?”
Centina looked over at Kron. The [Evolved Centinel] was restless. She was afraid things would go wrong. That it wouldn’t end well. And while she was looking for reassurance, the [Krokodis] was looking for a nap.
“Mm?”
Kron groused, blearily looking up. Centina shook her head.
“Nevermind.”
There was no point talking to the [Krokodis]. All she cared about was if she had food to eat and a place to sleep safely. Centina had learned that much over the years.
Years. Had it really been years since she met Kron? She didn’t know. In fact, she had no sense of what time was until Erhard explained it to her. Thanks to him, she had learned a lot about the world. A lot she never understood before.
She knew it had been a long time since Erhard's death— since she was forcefully entrapped beneath the Bloodied Gulf. However, she was never given a clock. The object that was supposed to be able to tell time. So, she still never understood what time was.
All she knew was how to compare a moment to how long she lived. And while this moment wasn’t very long— it hadn’t been too long since Salvos left— it felt like it had been forever and more. Sighing, she took a seat and closed her eyes.
“Maybe I should just sleep as well…”
She trailed off. But before she could doze off, an ethereal voice woke her up.
“Here!”
Willy flitted over both the [Evolved Centinel] and the [Krokodis]. Centina scrambled to her feet.
“Salvos is back?”
“Bringing Human. Come!”
He quickly ushered them out of the Lair, bringing them a short distance away to a clearing nearby. Centina fidgeted nervously. She didn’t know what to do or say. Willy turned to her, speaking softly.
“Level high. Careful.”
Centina gulped, tensing up. But there was no reason to be afraid, right? Salvos was bringing him here to protect them. 
But who was coming? Was it Clayton Skyshredder? The one who Salvos said was related to Erhard? If so— well, Centina was nervous for more than one reason. And this reason definitely was not fear.
She shifted her many feet, scratching her cheek.
“Hey, Kron, can you maybe use your illusion magic to make me look like a Human? I want to give him a good first impression.”
Kron scowled.
“Me only asked for illusions. Me tired.”
“O-oh, but—”
Before Centina could argue, she heard sharp voices cutting through the trees of the forest. Footsteps on fallen leaves crunched their way over along with a pair of Humans. Well, one of them was Salvos in disguise.
“It’s fine, Clayton. Just try not to scare them. They aren’t used to being around Humans.”
“Do not worry, Salvos. I have interacted with monsters before. During my stay in the Rainforest of Monsters, I’d even saved an Orc commune from an invasion of Wasp Locusts.”
“Good, good.”
The figures reached the end of the thicket, stepping into the clearing. Salvos smiled and shook her head as Centina perked up.
“I just don’t want you to—”
And the man standing next to her— a man with a flowing white beard and majestic robes— paused. His gaze snapped towards Centina. 
“Get back, Salvos! An [Evolved Centinel] followed you out of the Bloodied Gulf!”
“Wait, Centina isn’t—”
A longsword with a crooked guard that curved up like horns appeared in his hand as a dark aura appeared around it. Clayton Skyshredder, an unidentifiable high-leveled Human, lashed out at Centina with a powerful magical strike. The ground tore as Willy and Kron threw themselves out of the way.
“[Darkblade’s Sunder].”
And Salvos appeared before the [Evolved Centinel].
“[Protection of the Sentinel].”
Centina blinked as her body was wreathed in rainbow-colored flames. They formed segmented parts over her body. A kind of… outer carapace, made entirely of Salvos’ fire. The dark blade clashed against this flaming carapace, sending trees behind Centina toppling without even touching them. But it didn’t harm her. The attack dissipated as Clayton frowned.
“What are you doing, Salvos?”
The Demon scratched the back of her head.
“Oops, did I forget to tell you that one of the monsters was an [Evolved Centinel]?”
She laughed, and Clayton drew back. His brows creased as he glanced between Centina, Kron, and Willy.
“To think you can block one of my offensive Skill... but that doesn't matter. This is unprecedented. So, you’re telling me that this Centinel was working alongside a monster, a Spirit, and a Human against its own kind?”
“Her own kind.”
Salvos nodded. 
“Anyway, she’s nice. Please don’t be mean to her.”
Centina lowered her head, her shoulders sagging. That was already not a good first impression. And Clayton was dubious.
“How do I know this is not a trick, Salvos? You could be fooled by this Sage Centinel. They are crafty and dangerous. The most intelligent of the Centinels.”
Wait, he praised Centina. He called her intelligent. That was a good thing, right? Centina looked hopefully at Salvos, and the Demon shook her head.
“Centina is not dangerous! Look, you can trust her— even your great, great, great, great grand-whatever did. Centina, show him your ring!”
“My great, great… what?”
Clayton narrowed his eyes, but Centina quickly pulled out the ring on her finger. She showed it to him, bowing her head.
“This was given to me by the man I loved. His name was Erhard Skyshredder. I was told you were related to him.”
Salvos nodded eagerly. 
“Yep, see? Centina’s trustworthy.”
And Clayton’s eyes grew wide.
“You knew Erhard? But… how? He died hundreds of years ago…”
“Please, Clayton. We’ll explain it all— you can even take a look at his research and his diaries. I saved a few things from the haven.”
Salvos stepped forward, placing a hand on the Headmaster’s shoulders. 
“I shall listen to… whatever story this is. But whether or not I trust this Centinel… is something I shall determine for myself.”
Clayton folded his arms, marching off. 
“Hey, he didn’t kill you, at least. And he agreed to hear this out. Good first impression, right?”
Salvos looked over at Centina. The [Evolved Centinel] pursed her lips, unsure of how to feel. But before she could even reply, the Demon suddenly took a step back.
“Now let’s… why do I suddenly feel very tired?”
She wobbled. The iridescent armor protecting Centina turned to a blue color. Salvos’ eyes closed as if they suddenly grew heavy, and she collapsed to the ground.
“Wha…?”
“Salvos—” 




14. Repair

Falling unconscious sucked.
It wasn’t as bad as falling asleep— that was the worst thing in the world. But having to involuntarily black out while your body went numb was always an odd feeling to experience. When I woke up, I wouldn’t be exhausted or refreshed like when I would sleep. My body would  ache as reality resumed around me.
This time, however, everything hurt even more.
“Ugh… why is my everything in pain?”
I groused, opening my eyes. I wasn’t in my Lair or in my room in Mavos Academy. Instead, I was floating above the clouds, in a transparent box. A room. One that was atop a tall tower. A familiar tower.
This tower belonged to Clayton Skyshredder. It was where I spoke with him when I first arrived at Mavos Academy. It took me a moment to muster up the strength to sit up, and when I did, I groaned.
“Ouch— yep, this is definitely a side effect of my Grand Skill.”
There was no reason for my body to be in this much agony. It was like all the damage I’d taken was finally registering and catching up to me. I took a look at myself— there were no injuries there. I’d already recovered through healing potions and [Rest]. It was a phantom pain. One that permeated my body.
Well, at least I was still in my Human form. I was a bit worried that I’d transformed back to my normal self. But apparently I could now shapeshift between forms with no problem. I could even become a Centinel with Cyclops hands and Elf feet. It was an interesting passive ability to my Grand Skill, if I had to say the least. 
“Salvos?”
An ethereal voice echoed, and a flame flickered to life above me. I looked up at the [Will O’ Wisp].
“Oh, there you are. I was wondering where everybody went.”
“Sleep. You.”
“I didn’t sleep. I passed out. That’s a big difference.”
I scoffed. 
“You. Sleep.”
He giggled, and I rolled my eyes.
“How long was I out?”
“Day.”
“A whole day? Huh. That's pretty long.”
Was that going to happen every single time I used [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion? No— that didn’t feel right. I was pretty sure it only happened because I let the Grand Skill run its course. If I ended it earlier, I probably wouldn’t have needed to pass out. Or, at least, I wouldn’t have passed out for as long as I did.
“Where are Centina and Kron?”
I glanced around the room for the two monsters, but they weren’t here. Willy landed right before my bed.
“Test.”
“Test?”
I frowned, not sure what that meant. It took me a bit of prodding to realize he was talking about the ritual of truth. The very same one I took before I enrolled— and every student applying to Mavos Academy’s School of Aspiring Elites would have to undergo it.
According to Willy, Clayton was carrying out the test on his own, so no one else knew about either Centina or Kron’s presence in the school. Not yet. He’d brought us all into Mavos Academy in secret. That was why we were in his needle-like tower far above the clouds.
The entire building was his private quarters. No one else was allowed inside at the moment.
“Well, I hope the test is going well. I hate tests.”
***
Centina sighed in relief as the questions ceased after an hour. Kron’s questioning had only taken twenty minutes, while hers lasted three times longer. She knew exactly the reason why it went this way.
Clayton Skyshredder disliked her. No— that wasn’t the right descriptor. He didn’t trust her. And if she did anything even slightly brow-raising he’d probably kill her. She wouldn’t be able to put up much of a fight. 
There had to be at least thirty levels separating Centina from the Headmaster of Mavos Academy. And an evolution— or, in Human terms, an advancement— too. Furthermore, Centina’s primary Subspecies was lower-leveled than her secondary Subspecies of an [Evolved Centinel]. 
There was a gulf between her and Clayton. There’d be no use trying to fight back. Not like she wanted it to come to that. He was— despite the animosity that was ever-present between Centinels and… well, everything— helping her.
Even if he didn’t meet Centina’s gaze as she stepped out of the ritual circle, she was grateful. The [Evolved Centinel] shuffled her very many feet and spoke softly.
“So… did I pass?”
“You did. Every word you said was truthful.”
Clayton harrumphed, even though he didn’t quite look pleased about it. Centina knew he didn’t want to continue the conversation— that he just wanted her to leave and follow Kron back to where Salvos and Willy were waiting. But instead of doing that, she spoke.
“Erhard… was a good person.”
His eyes flickered, and she quickly continued.
“I know I already gave you the… details about our relationship—”
Centina was pretty sure Clayton shuddered, even if he didn’t visibly react.
“But he was more than just a man I loved. He taught me many things. He gave me this ring as a sign of trust. And this ritual…”
She trailed off, smiling as she stared at the ritual circle on the ground.
“I may not know magic, but he taught me how to use a basic version of it even still.”
That drew Clayton’s attention. He narrowed his eyes.
“Erhard was the one who introduced the idea of a [Truth Zone]. But he himself never finished creating the spell. Only my great… it was only completed when Celeste Skyshredder enrolled in the School of Aspiring Elites. How…?”
“I’m not sure.”
Centina just shrugged.
“Maybe he finished it during his time in the Bloodied Gulf. He was always so engrossed in his books. In taking notes. Practicing his magic. Researching and learning.”
She chuckled as she fondly remembered the time she’d just watch Erhard waste so much time flipping through pages and pages of books.
“A researcher, then. Just like…”
Clayton pursed his lips. Centina tilted her head, and he sighed.
“That is very interesting to know. I thank you for your time and patience, Centina the [Evolved Centinel]. You have passed the test, so you may return to Salvos now.”
With that, he walked off. Centina watched him go. She wasn’t really an optimist in any sense of the word, but she was hoping that that was a good… sign?
***
“Yay! Congratulations!”
I exclaimed, forcing myself out of the bed. I threw my arms around Centina and Kron, flinching as I touched them.
“That is— ouch— very good! You passed! Clayton will let you stay here now, right?”
I glanced between the pair. Centina nodded.
“For the time being, he’ll give us a place to reside in. Maybe introduce me to a few trusted individuals to gauge how people would react to a friendly Centinel. And if it goes well, they could take advantage of my Skills and abilities as I am slowly introduced to more of the world.”
“I’m glad.”
I smiled, pulling back.
“So you’ll be able to handle yourself, right?”
“Yes. I appreciate all the help you’ve given us, Salvos. Truly, I am in your debt.”
“Don’t worry about it!”
I waved a hand off dismissively. Kron didn’t say much. She was looking around the room, rubbing at her stomach.
“Me hungry. Where food?”
“Here—”
I flicked my wrist, summoning a few Centinel corpses I had kept with [Dimensional Pocket]. She salivated and instantly began to dig in. Willy sputtered in surprise.
“Give some!”
He ravenously competed with Kron, scaring down the dead Centinel in mere moments. I laughed, watching this sight. 
“Now I don’t need to worry about you guys anymore.”
I could finally move on to my next problem. Centina faced me curiously.
“That reminds me, Salvos. What will you do now?”
“Oh, kill Belzu.”
I spoke simply. 
“Although, I do need to check up on Saffron. She was in a bit of trouble the last time my clone saw her.”
I tapped a finger on my chin, considering my options. Centina chuckled.
“I do not know who those people are, but I am sure that your enemies would dread to have to battle you, and your allies would be grateful that you are on their side. Especially with that powerful artifact you have, combined with your Grand Skills?”
She placed a hand on my shoulder. 
“I am sure you will run into very few issues.”
My eyes widened as she finished. I brought a hand up, snapping my fingers.
“That’s right! The Breastplate of Alexander!”
I stumbled back to the bed, pulling it out of my spatial storage and placing its remains on top of the blanket. Centina, Kron, and Willy stared at the broken hunk of metal. It barely even resembled a breastplate anymore, let alone the magnificent artifact it once was.
It wasn’t rippling with power or energy. It didn’t have motes of iridescent light wisping off it like a thin mist. It was just the husk of what it had once been.
“Yep. I think I may need this to defeat Belzu. But, um, it’s broken.”
“Stupid.”
Willy snorted. I crossed my arms.
“It’s fine. I’ll just let Clayton have a look at it. He’s high-leveled, so he can probably fix it, right?”
—--
“I am sorry, Salvos, but I cannot fix this.”
Clayton Skyshredder gave me an apologetic look as he turned away from the broken pieces of the Breastplate of Alexander. My shoulders sagged.
“Aw, seriously? You can’t?”
“Not at my current level. Perhaps if it was still functional, I could’ve made repairs. But this would require a reconstruction of the remains. It is not something I am capable of doing.”
It visibly pained him to admit that. He faced me, shaking his head.
“But I have to ask— what did you do to damage the Breastplate of Alexander to this extent? It is a Mythical Grade artifact… how?”
“Um, I don’t know. I used it a lot, I guess? And it broke against the [Ancient Centinel].”
I scratched the back of my head. His eyes narrowed.
“Even against dozens of [Ancient Centinels], the Breastplate of Alexander, in its full power, should hold for at least a day. The fact that it only lasted a few months with you…”
He sighed.
“Either you are the most reckless individual I have ever met, or it was already depleted before you got your hands on it.”
Well, I didn’t know which could be the case. I just knew that it meant it was going to be a lot harder for me to defeat Belzu when he had the Sword of Alexander and I had nothing. Well, that wasn’t the problem for me. The real problem was… well, I probably should return it to Saffron, right?
“Aww… can’t you at least try?”
I urged Clayton, thinking about how my companion would react when she found out I broke the Breastplate of Alexander.
“I could attempt to reconstruct it, but it would take… a lot of time. A lot of research. Consultation with the greatest [Enchanters] and [Blacksmiths] of the world.”
He looked taken to the idea. But then he lowered his head.
“However, if the Breastplate of Alexander is broken, it means that the Primeval Demon won’t be able to complete his set of the Treasures of Alexander. Perhaps it will be better this way…”
He trailed off, and I pursed my lips.
“Please, Clayton? You don’t have to worry about the Primeval Demon. I’ll deal with him, seriously!”
I just had to placate Saffron’s rage somehow. He hesitated. 
“This is an opportunity…”
Clayton glanced at the Breastplate of Alexander with a sidelong glance. 
“I shall look into it. But I will make no promises. Leave it here, Salvos. I truly hope that you’ll be able to deal with the Primeval Demon as you promised, but I would rather a student of mine not lose her life trying to keep a foolish promise.”
“Don’t worry!”
I waved a hand off.
“I’ll probably… maybe… hopefully, be fine! I’ll just have to find my companions and we’ll beat that stupid wild Demon together!”
Clayton furrowed his brows. He turned away from the Breastplate of Alexander and ran a hand through his beard.
“Your friends— are you referring to the party that accompanied you to the Plaguelands?”
“Daniel and Edithe, yep! Why’s that?”
I cocked my head. 
“I have heard… rumors. About their whereabouts. While this Edithe is currently together with a coalition of adventurers working to bring down the Primeval Demon, the… man, Daniel, hasn’t been seen in a month.”
“Well, I wasn’t seen in over a month too, and I’m fine.”
I opened my hands and shrugged.
“I’m sure he’s fine!”
“No, Salvos. You don’t understand his circumstances.”
Clayton Skyshredder held my gaze, speaking with a low voice.
“He was last seen last month in Ertos, the Capital of Elutra. During the fall of Elutra.”
“...what?”




15. Interlude – Daniel’s Destiny Part One

“It is time.”
Princess Faith of the Elutra Kingdom looked up from the dressing table. Her oldest sister, Destiny, the current ruling queen after their father’s death, waited at the doorway with a pair of servants. 
Is this really happening? Faith had to wonder. Are we really going to do this? 
It was ridiculous. The Inoria Empire had assassinated King Credence— they’d sent a Demon to assassinate Faith herself. Their actions were brazen. It was clear to anyone observing that this attempt at suing for peace was nothing but a facade.
Faith had tried to argue with her sister— that this was clearly a ruse to lower the barrier of the Capital city of Ertos— but it was to no avail. Regardless of whether Elutra surrendered, they’d already lost.
Queen Destiny hoped that by surrendering, there was a glimmer of a chance for Inoria to uphold its promises. And even if they executed everyone in the royal family, they’d spare the citizens and the remaining soldiers. 
With a sigh, Faith drew herself to her feet and faced destiny.
“Let us hope that your faith wasn’t misplaced, Sister.”
***
“There it is.”
Daniel stared at the city in the distance, built right next to a tall mountain that overshadowed it. It was Ertos, the Capital city of Elutra. A dome-like barrier surrounded it as an army encroached on the city. 
He’d rushed here when he’d heard the news. A peace conference was going to be held. An armistice of sorts— except, it would be the total and complete surrender of Elutra. It was an expected outcome of war. Total destruction wasn’t uncommon, but it wasn’t the only outcome either.
Normally, Daniel wouldn’t have raised an eyebrow when he heard such news. The Elutra Kingdom was going to submit to the Inoria Empire. Surrender. While that sounded innocuous at first, he was aware of not just the King’s stance on Inoria, he was aware of one of the princesses as well.
King Credence saw Inoria as an evil empire— one that Elutra should never submit to. While princess Faith believed that all of Elutra was going to be sacrificed for a mass Demon summoning ritual. 
Daniel didn’t believe it, but he knew that Faith truly thought of it as the case. She would never agree to such terms. Something was… wrong.
Amanda whistled, eyeing the Inorian troops.
“Well, that’s quite the gathering, huh? What kind of idiot thinks peace is going to come from this. I mean, clearly, the Inoria Empire intends for war.”
“We can’t let this go down.”
The young man from Earth started forward, without hesitation. But the assassin snorted.
“And how are we going to do that?”
She crossed her arms.
“We’re two Level 100s going up against an army of hundreds of thousand or more. There has to at least be a dozen Level 100s amongst them. Maybe even hundreds since this is their main force. We’d be walking straight to our deaths, Daniel.”
“We just have to stop this peace conference from happening. We can’t let Ertos drop its barrier— I know what kind of a spell it is. It is a grand magic that even a thousand Diamond Ranks would take months to breach.”
It was a spell that was constantly fueled but rarely used except in times of war. Ertos was literally drawing on centuries of stored mana. 
Amanda shook her head, placing a hand on Daniel’s shoulder.
“And then what? Six months from now— or maybe even a year from now— the barrier gives in and the city falls. What’s the point? We should get out of here before we’re found out.”
Her words made sense, even if it grated on him. Normally, Daniel would be amenable to such a suggestion. That was if the stakes were lesser. 
He’d always been the one to run away. To suggest fleeing when a situation started to turn dour. He didn’t want to risk more than he was willing to lose. Maybe that was why he got along with Salvos so well— she took risks, he didn’t. 
And yet, now, faced with an army that would trample over him without a second thought, he didn’t waver. He didn’t run away. 
Daniel Song took a chance for once.
Stepping forward, he drew his blade and faced Amanda.
“I’ve run… for too long. Every time I feel like I’ve changed— every time I feel like I’ve grown and taken a step forward— I always revert to who I once was. A coward. A fool. A loser.”
He tightly gripped the hilt of his sword, arms trembling as he spoke. He was nervous. Of course, he was. Anyone, when faced with an army, would feel fear. But to him, that didn’t matter. Not anymore.
“I’m not going to run again. Not this.”
He spun around and made his way to the city. Amanda, however, didn’t budge. She planted her foot on the ground and spoke with finality in her voice.
“Well, you can go ahead and do that. I’m not going to get myself killed because you’re stupid enough to think you can actually make a difference.”
Daniel paused. He glanced back at her, shaking his head.
“Fine. You can stay here or run away if you want. But I won’t. Even if I have to face them all alone, I’ll do this. Because it’s what’s right.”
With a deep breath, he turned back to face the Inorian army.
“Because I’m a [Hero].”
Amanda just stared at him as he finished his speech. She bit her lower lip, her gaze shadowing over. Her mouth opened, and— 
A voice interrupted her.
“Look, he actually went and said it.”
Daniel’s eyes flickered, and his gaze snapped up. Amanda whirled around, tensing, already with her daggers drawn. A pair of winged creatures floated just beneath the clouds smearing the afternoon sky. No, not creatures. They were Demons. 
“Hey— Vide, this wasn’t part of Simag’s plan.” 
“Sorry, Occis. I can’t resist. They’re just standing there like a bunch of idiots. Simag’s plan will take too long. Why can’t we just kill them now?” 
One of them— the first one to speak— looked like a man. He had blue skin and a hunched back, along with a curved tail that morphed into a needle at the end. His voice was familiar. Very familiar. And so was the other Demon’s voice.
Except, Daniel didn’t have trouble placing hers. He knew who it was in an instant. Even if she wore red skin and had a pair of wings— even if she had curved horns jutting out of her head. It was the same difference between seeing Salvos in her [Mortal Form] after she’d been an [Imp] for months. There was an uncanny resemblance that was quite obvious at first glance. That Demon was— 
“Cindy.”
He growled, and Amanda blinked.
“That’s Cindy? Wait, that makes no sense. She’s supposed to be a little girl. Not… whatever that is.”
“They’re [Changelings].” 
Daniel explained quickly, raising his blade.
“She was only pretending to be an [Informant]. She tricked us— led us here into a trap.”
“Oh, don’t be so full of yourself, Mr [Hero].”
Cindy— no, Occis laughed. 
“I didn’t mean to trick you. I was just doing my job when you showed up and presented a perfect opportunity for me. Don’t worry, I’ll be merciful and give you a quick and painless death.”
[Changeling - Lvl. 115]
“Whatever happened to following Simag’s plan?”
The other [Changeling], Vide, spoke up. Electricity crackled around his body as a sneer spread across his crooked lips.
[Changeling - Lvl. 113]
“It’s fine. Look, we’ll just say we were careless, and the [Hero] caught sight of us. Not like it matters much, anyway. Look— the fun’s about to start.”
What are they talking about? Daniel narrowed his eyes. Then he felt it. Like the release of an immense amount of mana. As if a powerful spell had been cast. Even if he wasn’t a [Mage], he could feel it when uncontrolled magic was cast. 
And it was uncontrolled. The magic that kept up the barrier around Ertos was created by a [Mage] far above the level of those who were utilizing it today. They lowered the barrier, and Daniel felt the ripples of its magic falling.
His eyes grew wide as he faced the Capital city of Elutra. The last city that still stood, belonging to the Elutra Kingdom. Its only protection— the only thing keeping the Inoria Empire at bay— collapsed. 
He was too late.
“No…”
“You really shouldn’t drop your guard around enemies, you know?”
The young man blinked, and Amanda shouted.
“Daniel—”
Occis appeared right next to him, slicing at his head. Amanda barely intercepted the strike in time. She parried her attack with a dagger— and the weapon was knocked out of her hand, sent flying into a tree.
“Oh, the little assassin has chosen her side. And I was planning on letting her go because she was speaking some sense.”
“You fucking moron.” 
Amanda cursed, producing her signature double-bladed dagger. 
“We’re both going to die now because of you.”
“On the contrary…”
Occis smiled as she opened her mouth. The world went entirely, and Daniel tensed. The only thing he could hear was the Demon girl’s voice. Followed by a piercing screech.
“I’m the reason you’re both going to die. [Song of Destruction].”
***
Faith watched as the procession from Inoria slowly made its way through the gates. This was a mistake. Even if those fancily dressed nobles looked like they were here for a party— even if they only brought a handful of guards with them— Faith knew not to be deceived by them. 
A phantom pain echoed in her right arm. Or at least, what was left of it. A Demon assassin— a [Changeling]— had come for her life. She lost everything past her right elbow from that encounter. It had been a terrible night for her.
Any one of these noblemen could be Demons, she thought. She turned to a man standing guard next to her. Garland Monsterthorne. Captain of the Pegasus Knights of Elutra. 
“Why are you here?”
She asked, voice low. 
“The queen has ordered me to ensure your safety. I am here to protect you with my life.”
He answered, bowing dutifully. 
“What about my brothers and sisters? What about Bel?”
Bel. Her youngest, sickly brother. If anyone deserved to survive this encounter, it would be him. Garland shook his head.
“I’ve instructed my men to transport him out of the city as soon as any fighting begins. He will not be present at the conference. As for your other brothers and sisters, they have been assigned their own bodyguards.”
“That’s good.”
Faith sighed in relief. She placed her left hand on her chest, feeling the hammering of her heart. Truth be told, she didn’t want to die. She wanted to live. More than anything. 
But this was their best chance of protecting their citizens. Faith hadn’t been the best princess to her country. In fact, it could be argued she was not even a good princess. That she was too focused on her own gain.
It was her greatest regret. So, if she could possibly save her people with this last and final act of redemption. That she’d be the sacrifice for them to live? She was willing to accept it. As long as her people were safe.
Now, the only question was— when? 
Just when exactly was the Inoria Empire going to attempt their betrayal? When were they going to backstab and murder the royals of Elutra? Was it going to be at the end of the treaty? The middle?
Faith eyed one of the carriages in the center of the procession. It was the emperor of Inoria, along with his wife. They were surrounded by not as many bodyguards as Faith would’ve thought. It was quite a small procession, in fact.
Something was wrong. 
Raising a spyglass, Faith peered into the carriage holding the emperor of Inoria. He was a man named Alexis. He was supposed to be quite a tyrant, from what she’d learn of him. She expected him to be gleefully smiling, awaiting the moment to spring their trap on Elutra.
And yet, he was pale-faced and nervous. He muttered something to his wife, tightly clasping her hand. His eyes closed, and Faith frowned.
“What is he—”
The carriage exploded. 
Faith watched as the emperor of Inoria, his wife, and his bodyguards were all killed in a brilliant explosion. A crimson blast that incinerated the carriage in its entirety. It blasted apart nearby buildings and shook the balcony Faith had been standing on. 
She stared in shock as chaos erupted in the streets below. A familiar man leapt out of the explosion. One with gilded armor and raven-black hair. Faith instantly recognized him as the Archdemon who’d been sent to assassinate her, except wearing the skin of a Human. And Faith realized that her speculation had been wrong. That the Inoria Empire— no, the Demons in charge of the Inoria Empire— weren’t going to waste time with a peace conference.
Their betrayal began now. At the start.
The Archdemon wearing Human skin spread his arms wide, shouting.
“We have been ambushed by the Elutra Kingdom! We have been led into a trap! They’ve assassinated our emperor! This peace treaty shall be called off! Destroy the city! Imprison its people! Do not let a single member of the royal family escape!”




16. Interlude – Daniel’s Destiny Part Two

[Changeling - Lvl. 115]
[Changeling - Lvl. 113]
“[Song of Destruction].”
Occis opened her mouth, a screech starting out— and Daniel Song struck at her, interrupting the Skill. He cut it off before it could activate. She backed away, returning to her ally.
“That was foolish of me.”
“Maybe you shouldn’t have tried using that so close to the enemy, Occis.”
“Don’t worry, Vide. There is only a five-minute cooldown between each use.” 
Daniel faced the pair of Archdemons. Each one far above his level. He was Level 106. He’d been around Level 102 when he left the Plaguelands. It had been over half a year since then, and he’d barely leveled. Pathetic. Why hadn’t he been training to get stronger?
The only time he’d fought was when he’d had no choice. And thanks to being a [Hero], he was fully capable of leveling faster than others. Yet, he didn’t take advantage of it. He wasted away at a tavern for months, and even when he got to work, he took far too long to get anything done. So, he was only Level 106.
Normally, he wouldn’t be too worried facing off against an enemy ten levels above him. But these were Demons. If Salvos was any indication, he wouldn’t stand a chance against them. 
Sure, he had Amanda on his side. And she was technically above their levels at Level 117. But from that brief clash where she protected him from Occis’ attack, it was obvious the Archdemons were stronger than her. 
“We need to run.”
She spoke, gritting her teeth. 
“I have Skills designed for disengagement. If you just distract them for a moment—”
“No.”
He cut her off, stepping forward. 
“We’re not running. We can’t.”
“Oh? Shooting down another good idea, are we? You really are such a fool.”
Occis laughed, and Vide conjured up a trident made of lightning. Daniel eyed them before turning to Amanda.
“Go, Amanda. I’m sorry for bringing you into all this. But I won’t leave. My duty as a [Hero] won’t let me.” 
He placed his sword on his chest, speaking softly right as Vide hurled the lightning trident at them.
“[Will of the Hero].”
An aura of protection briefly wrapped around the two Humans. It protected them from the crackling explosion that shot into the sky, parting the nearby clouds. Then power surged through the young man, just as it did through the assassin.
Amanda’s eyes grew wide as she stared down at herself.
“What is this?”
“It’s enough strength for you to get out of here alive. Now leave!”
He yelled, charging at Occis. His Primordial Longsword clashed with the [Imp]-like Archdemon’s claws. She darted back as Vide flanked Daniel from behind, striking him with his needle-like tail.
Amanda stood to the side, watching the battle ensue. Then she turned around and took her leave.
Daniel closed his eyes, knowing that she was no longer there. And he continued his battle. 
The Archdemons were strong— as expected. Even if he was a [Hero], two Archdemons above his level was too much for him. He activated [Aura of the Sentinel]— his Skill coated his blade, letting him move with a deft swiftness. It cut Occis’s claws as she parried his attacks.
She backed up, hissing.
“And I thought we were going to have a lovely dance. But if you’d rather—”
Daniel swung for her head, and she flew into the air. Vide struck him from the side, creating a lightning sword. They clashed in the air as Occis’s mouth hung unnaturally open. She screamed, and a wave of air crashed into him.
“[The Siren’s Symphony]!”
The [Hero] braced himself, taking the brunt of the attack. It didn’t knock him off his feet. He planted his foot on the ground, holding on as it subsided. Then Vide appeared next to him. The Demon’s lightning weapon flashed. It curved around Daniel before striking him in the chest and sending him flying back.
Dust and debris kicked into the air as Daniel crashed into the earth. With a grunt, he pulled himself back to his feet and out of the crater. He stared up at the pair of Demons, both of them smirking and chuckling. 
“You can’t hope to beat us both by yourself. Your only chance of winning this battle abandoned you. Just give up.”
“No.”
Daniel clenched his fist as a light engulfed his body. Ethereal armor wrapped around his body, shrouding him with a purity that made even the Archdemons hesitate. The light formed ribbons around his blade and coated it so that it was larger than life. He lifted it— the giant longsword— and pointed at them.
“I will not give up. I will stop you.”
[A Hero’s Rage]. 
***
What an absolute idiot. Amanda heard the fighting in the distance. The clashing between a [Hero] and a pair of Archdemons. And all she could do was curse. What an absolute fucking idiot. I offered him a way out, and he rejected it. 
It was so ridiculous. Even if they defeated those two Archdemons, they were already too late to stop the fall of Ertos. It annoyed her. Why was Daniel being such a moron? Sure, he was always an absolute imbecile, but at least he had self-preservation skills
Not anymore, she guessed. It wouldn’t make a difference to her if he lived or died. So why was she annoyed?
Amanda clicked her tongue as the uneasy feeling continued to build up inside of her. She glanced back once, hearing the shrill shriek of one of the Archdemons. She saw lightning zapping up into the air— and she knew Daniel would lose. More than anything, that idea upset her. And she didn't know why.
She stared at where she’d come from. At where the fighting was happening. Sighing, she made her decision.
“What am I doing?”
She muttered as she turned back, heading for the fighting.
“I’m such an absolute idiot.”
***
Daniel swung for Vide as he took off into the sky. Occis appeared behind him, slashing at his back. The Demon girl grunted as her claws struck his armor.
“What is this made out of?” 
She flew back, trying to dodge Daniel’s counterattack. His giant glowing longsword nicked her in the shoulder, and she cursed.
“We can’t fight him at close range, Occis.”
Vide spoke as his body crackled with electricity. 
“We have to bring him down from afar.”
“I noticed that.”
Occis rolled her eyes before dislocating her jaw once more. Daniel’s eyes flickered, and he raised his blade.
“No, you don’t!”
Before she could unleash her screeching sound magic once again, Daniel brought his blade to the earth. It tore the ground open as dark clouds gathered above. Occis blinked.
“What is he—”
And Vide shouted.
“Get back!”
He grabbed her, yanking her away just in time to dodge the golden lightning cracking the sky open and thundering into the earth. He frowned, looking at the dark clouds as more lightning came down.
“That’s not lightning magic. No— what even is that?”
“It’s your retribution!”
Daniel shouted and leapt into the air. Both Archdemons were caught off guard as he closed the distance in an instant. Vide raised a lightning blade to parry the attack, only for Daniel to shear straight through it and dismember his arm.
The Demon let out a guttural cry as he flitted back.
“You fucking asshole!”
“You Demons don’t deserve to say that when you’re out here bringing deaths to hundreds of thousands— no, millions— of innocent lives.”
Occis rolled her eyes as she dodged a lightning bolt falling from the sky.
“When did he get so preachy? I didn’t expect him to be this annoying.” 
“Don’t worry, Occis. I’ll be sure to shut his annoying trap for good.”
Vide raised his remaining hand, creating a lightning lance. A savage grin spread across his face as Daniel readied himself.
“Bring it, Demon.”
“Oh, I will. Take this! [Fury of the Tempest—”
And his eyes grew wide. The Demon slowly fell out of the air, his neck slit open and pouring out black blood. Occis stared as her companion dropped, making gurgled noises.
“What…?”
Daniel didn’t know what happened either. Not until Amanda appeared next to him, her blade coated black in Demon blood. 
“[Savage Step]. [Pinpoint Strike]. [Disengage].”
She smirked, straightening. He faced Amanda, blinking.
“Why did you come back?”
“I only pretended to run.”
Amanda scoffed. 
“I’m an assassin. I attack from the shadows— I don’t do head-on fights, you idiot.”
“Oh. I…”
Daniel’s eyes widened as Amanda flicked the blood off her double-sided dagger. Then he smiled.
“Thank you.”
She averted her gaze, scowling. 
“Thank me later. We still have another Archdemon to deal with.”
Occis floated overhead, still staring in shock as her friend fell to the ground, dead. Her gaze darkened as she easily dodged another lightning strike. She turned to Daniel and Amanda with bloodshot eyes.
“You killed him. How dare you? I’ll make you pay!”
She spread her arms wide as her jaw cracked open. 
“[Song of Destruction].”
A piercing echo reverberated around the area as Daniel reached to cover his ears. It penetrated through his armor, striking his very soul. The grass around him withered away as the trees grew old and decrepit. Amanda collapsed to the ground, clutching at her ears. 
“Fuck— what the fuck is this?”
“We… have to… sto—”
Daniel tried to speak, drawing himself to his feet. But he didn’t have the strength to get up. Whatever this was, it drained him of his energy. It made him want to tear off his ears. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t even breathe. He looked over at Amanda. She was curled up in a ball, mouth open and screaming silently. 
Above them, Occis hovered, continuing her attack. Unmoving.
The [Hero] focused. He tried to commandeer a lightning bolt to strike her. But his armor vanished. His Skill ended as her attacks continued. 
“D-Damn… it…”
He closed his eyes. He thought of all the Skills he had available to him. Nothing he had could stop her. None of his Skills worked from a distance. The only Skills he had that could affect Occis from afar were his [Trader] Skills.
And he remembered how it went down when he used it on Ivan the Deathtouch. It only caused the assassin to pause for a moment and consider what he said. Nothing more. It would just… distract Occis… just like how Daniel had interrupted her Skill just earlier.
He groaned, looking up at the Archdemon. Maybe that was what he needed. This Skill required concentration. It was that obvious. He just needed a distraction. With a sigh, he mustered up all that he had left and shouted at Occis.
“[L-Let’s Make a Deal]!”
For a split second, she paused. She registered his words, stopping her attack. 
“What..?”
Her eyes grew round.
And Amanda reacted. The assassin hurled her double-sided dagger into the air. It curved, barely whizzing by the Archdemon’s head. That cut her off entirely. 
“You fu—” 
Occis cursed, but Daniel was already next to her. He soared through the air, blade glowing as he aimed for the Demon girl’s neck. She raised her claws to block it, but his sword swiftly redirected, slicing off her legs.
“[Crescent Fury].”
Half a dozen slashes lashed out an instant after. He diced the Archdemon into pieces before she could even react. She wore a shocked look on her face as she was cut apart. 
Daniel landed on the ground as her pieces rained around him. A notification— no, multiple notifications rang out in his head. He’d leveled twice from this fight as a [Hero], and once as a [Trader]. 
He chuckled to himself at the thought. Amanda ran up to him as he sheathed his blade.
“We actually fucking did it.” 
She smiled. 
“I thought we were going to die there… fuck.”
He looked over at her, meeting her gaze. 
“Thank you. For coming back for me.”
Amanda froze. She twisted her lips, shifting uncomfortably.
“Whatever. I didn’t really do it for you, anyway.”
“No, I’m truly grateful. I wouldn’t have won if you hadn’t come back.”
She didn’t respond, and Daniel walked up to her. He glanced over at the city of Ertos as smoke billowed up from the inside. Inoria’s army moved for the gates as the barrier was slowly restored, only to dissipate once more. An explosion blasted apart multiple city blocks as crimson flames blasted out into the sky. 
“They’re really doing this…”
Daniel pursed his lips. It was too late. He didn’t make it in time. Ertos was going to fall. But he still had to do something. He had to save those he could. He looked over at Amanda, nodding. 
“Please, can I ask for your help again?”
The assassin sighed.
“Sure. But we’re going to die, you know?”
“We won’t.”
He spoke with determination in his voice, facing the city.
“I promise you, we’ll get out of this alive.”
“Seriously… when did you become such a [Hero]?”
Amanda scoffed, rolling her eyes. She placed a hand on his shoulder and muttered.
“Let’s do this— [Savage Step].”
In a few short moments, they entered the falling city.




17. Interlude – Daniel’s Destiny Part Three

Faith felt the reverberation rumble throughout the city. Explosions blasted out, blowing apart entire city blocks and killing innocent civilians without discrimination. The bubble dome of Ertos reactivated briefly, only for the [Mages] protecting the walls to be slaughtered. Without the defensive barrier active, Inoria’s army could move to the final bastion of the Elutra Kingdom unimpeded.
The walls crumbled, its protective enchantments slowly falling under the onslaught of munition from beyond. Elutra’s soldiers moved to protect their people— to protect the royalty— but it was no use. Those who’d been accompanying the emperor of Inoria were high-leveled. Many of them were over Level 70. Some were even Level 100. 
They’d spread out fast and wide, targeting the nobility of Elutra. Faith stumbled back away from the balcony as an arrow whizzed for her head, barely blocked by Garland Monsterthorne. The [Spellknight Outrider of Storms] and knight-commander of the [Pegasus Knights] cut down the projectile and raised his blade.
“[Pegasus Knights]! Protect the palace! Don’t let any of these bastards get in! [Flaming Tempest]!”
His voice bellowed out as dark clouds gathered overhead. Fire and lightning rained down from above, striking down Inorian [Archers] and [Warriors] before they could make their way up the palatial steps.
Garland turned to Faith, grabbing her by the hand.
“We need to evacuate you and your brothers and sisters. Come!” 
Her eyes grew wide. The princess hesitated.
“But you have to protect our people—”
“I am sorry, princess. We cannot save everyone. And look.”
He gestured out towards the destruction. It was utter chaos out there. But controlled. All headed in one direction.
“They only have one target. The royal family.”
Faith bit her lower lip. Deep inside of her, she wanted to live. It was selfish, but she knew she didn’t want to die. More than anything, she wanted to escape this predicament that she predicted. However, as a princess, she had a duty to her citizens. To her people.”
“Garland, I am ordering you to protect the people of Ertos. Let them come after us. If our deaths can save a few thousand lives, then I believe it is worth it.”
She hung her head as Garland stared at her. He sighed.
“I will not follow that order, princess.”
She blinked.
“What?”
He shook his head, grabbing her by her arm and pulling her with him.
“If you escape, you’ll be able to tell the world of the treachery that was carried out today. You will be able to do more than just protect a handful of innocents. You will be able to bring the perpetrators of this to justice.”
His eyes glinted as he glanced back at her. Faith was helplessly pulled along by the knight-commander while explosions and blasts resounded throughout the city. He spoke with a clear determination in his voice, steadfast in his mission.
“That is why I will do whatever it takes to ensure you and the rest of the royal family escape alive.”
***
In a few quick moments, Daniel found himself standing on the crumbling walls of Ertos. He glanced over at Amanda— the assassin had brought him there in one quick move. He nodded at her, grateful.
“Thanks.”
“Now’s not the time for chit-chat, dumbass. Watch out—”
She stepped before him, blocking an arrow before swiftly throwing a dagger back at the attacker. The [Archer] fell, and she stepped back.
“Give me a moment. [Savage Step] has a ten second cooldown.” 
“Right.”
Daniel looked at the distance they’d crossed in a few moments thanks to Amanda’s Skill. Then he looked towards the palace. Smoke billowed out of the tall spire-like towers in the distance. An explosion blew apart half of the palace’s wings. His lips pursed.
“They’re going for the palace.”
“Obviously. If I were an invading army too, I’d definitely be targeting the head of state.”
Amanda snorted as she flicked more throwing knives at multiple [Warriors] and [Archers] running around them. Daniel shook his head.
“We have to hurry.”
“Then stop standing around and let’s move!”
Amanda pulled him as she leapt off the battlements. [Savage Step] activated, and in an instant, they’d crossed multiple city blocks. But still, they were so far. So far away from the palace.
Please… Daniel hoped. I need to get there in time. 
If only he’d arrived sooner. If only he hadn’t been a coward. 
But no— he had been afraid. Now, he had to deal with the consequences of his own actions. Now, he was going to have to do whatever he could to save anyone he could.
***
Faith stumbled down the broken gilded corridors of the palace as Garland and three other [Pegasus Knights] escorted her. They turned a corner to see a group of palace guards fending off Inorian [Rogues]. She raised her one hand.
“We have to help—”
“This way, princess!”
Garland tugged her in the opposite direction. She watched as the palace guards barely managed to cut down the [Rogues], right before an explosion blew apart that section of the castle. The tremor nearly knocked her off her feet. She steadied herself, panting as she looked up as dust and debris trickled down from the ceiling.
“Where’s Bel? Where’s Destiny? Where are we going?”
“They should be at the throne room. There’s a secret entrance there—” 
Garland began to answer, only for the wall next to them to blast open. He threw himself over the princess, shielding her from the blast. The other [Pegasus Knights] moved to intercept the figure who’d exploded ino. It was a [Warrior].
One who sneered at her with his teeth. He was Level 100. Perhaps Garland could’ve taken him. But they couldn’t waste any time. The other [Pegasus Knights], even if they were only Platinum Rank, held him off. They battled with the snickering [Warrior] as Garland pulled Faith to her feet and ran.
Faith watched as the scene changed. The hallway opened up to a familiar throne room. Scared figures were gathered at the center of the chamber. Destiny stood surrounded by multiple high-leveled bodyguards and her other siblings as they hurried to push the throne itself to the side. 
“Sister!”
Destiny called out as Garland arrived with Faith in tow. Faith looked up, blinking.
“Your maj—”
She paused when her older sister threw her arms around her. 
“I’m so glad you’re fine.”
Smiling, Destiny pulled away and took a step back. She nodded at Garland.
“Thank you for keeping her safe.”
“Your father gave me everything. I couldn’t save his life. I’ll at least try to save his childrens.”
“Hurry up you idiots!”
A voice called out from the throne. Rel— one of Faith’s older brothers— shouted alongside his twin Iance. 
“If you won’t come, we’ll leave without—”
He didn’t finish. A spear shot out, impaling him into the back wall. Iance screamed as his own brother’s blood was smeared on him. Faith spun around, facing the same [Warrior] from before. Except, he was now coated in blood. Black blood.
And his skin was no longer that of a Human. He was— 
[Changeling - Lvl. 103]
“Get back!”
Garland drew his blade, calling out.
“[To Me, My Steed]!”
With a flash of light, his own Pegasus crashed in through the stained glass windows and flanked the Demon. He was joined by the other guards in the room as they clashed in battle. 
“Get out of here! Go!”
Faith stumbled forward, helped by Destiny as they made their way to the escape tunnel. The royal family funneled their way in one after another, in a rush to close the throne. It was enchanted to lock in place, and it was well-built. Quite difficult to break, even for one at Level 100. 
The princess staggered down the steps, her heart racing as she heard the clanging of metal in the background. She took in her siblings and their entourages hurrying down the tunnel. They were in such a rush that they didn’t even wait for either Faith or Destiny. And Faith wanted to make a break for it too, but she noticed one of her siblings was missing.
“Bel. Where’s Bel?”
Her youngest brother. The sickly boy who, unlike Faith and the rest of her family, had never done any wrong. She halted one of the guards from pushing the throne to cover the tunnel, peeking out to see the boy fallen over at the steps leading up to the throne itself. 
Faith rushed out, and Destiny called out.
“Bel!”
“Wait, don’t go—” 
Bel looked up as Faith swooped him to her one arm, carrying him back towards the throne. She took one step forward, only to come to a pause as a familiar horned Demon appeared before her. He stood a full three feet taller than her, even when hunched, and had the skull-like face of an animal. Ge bared his teeth.
“We meet once again, princess.”
[Changeling - Lvl. 114]
Her eyes grew wide as she stared at him. He was the one who’d taken off Faith’s right hand. She froze, unable to even react. He just quirked his head. 
“Aren’t you happy to see me?”
“Stay back, Demon!”
Destiny’s voice cried out. He blinked, looking back as she pointed a ring at him.
“Cast Fireball of the August Archmage Alyssa!” 
A sphere of wild and roiling flames expanded at the tip of the ring before shrinking down into a tiny orb. It shot out, and he leapt out of the way. An explosion blasted out behind him as he wiped at his forehead.
“That was close.” 
Faith dropped to her knees, tightly hugging Bel as their older sister stood protectively over them. Destiny stepped forward, the enchantments from all her offensive artifacts shining. 
“You will not harm my family as long as I stand.”
She declared. Her eyes flickered to Faith and Bel. She helped them up, handing them a pendant. Her only protective artifact. 
This was Destiny. The plump lady who didn’t seem like she’d be fit as a queen. Here she was, sacrificing her life for them. Faith opened her mouth, but Destiny pushed her. 
“Sis—” 
“Run. While you still can.”
That was all she said. The queen of Elutra unleashed her artifacts at the Demon, joining the battle of the throne room. Faith rushed for the tunnel— for the only exit. Then paused as she spotted Hope— one of her sisters— standing there at the entrance to the stairway. She’d pushed the guard out into the open and slammed the entryway shut. 
“No…”
Faith gasped. She lowered Bel to the ground as he stared with wide eyes at the fighting in the distance, trying to move the throne, but it wouldn’t budge. It glowed an ethereal gold as its enchantments activated. They were locked out.
“Sister Destiny!”
Bel shouted. Faith spun around just in time to watch her sister get run through by the [Changeling]. She caught the boy from running towards Destiny as her body dropped to the ground, holding him back as the Demon turned his gaze towards them.
“Oh… how pointless. Even if you escaped, we’d have tracked you down. The Inorian army may be made up of a bunch of fools, but they are useful.”
He chuckled— a garbled sound. He strode forward as in the background, Garland tried to make his way to them. But more Demons appeared. Lower-leveled ones. These were barely Level 70, but they were still there. 
The [Changeling] shook his head.
“You told the world about us, but they didn’t listen. It’s unfortunate you’ll have to suffer the consequence of their ignorance.” 
He raised a claw and struck at Faith. She hugged Bel, shielding him with her body. His claws raked across the Aura of Greater Protection around her, and he clicked his tongue.
“Annoying.”
He struck down with a fiery claw again and again as Faith just curled up, soothing Bel’s whimpering. The boy’s gaze was fixed only on their older sister— at her lifeless fallen corpse. 
“It’s alright…”
She whispered, lying to herself as much as to him.
“Everything will be alright. Everything will be alright…”
Her voice trailed off as the aura flickered, finally failing at the incessant attacks of the [Changeling]. She closed her eyes and accepted her fate as the Demon raised a clawed arm.
“Goodbye, princess—”
“[Hero’s Slash]!”
A voice yelled. The [Changeling] leapt back, screaming as his arm dropped to the ground. Faith froze. She recognized that voice. Her eyes slowly opened as she looked up, staring with round eyes at the familiar man. 
He stood before her with a gray longsword. One that emitted a soft radiance of ember around its edges. Lowering his weapon, he looked down and met Faith’s gaze.
“I’m sorry that I’m late.”
It was Daniel Song. A young man summoned from another world and forced to fight in a conflict he had no reason to participate in. He’d been ripped from his previous life, thrusted into one that was far more brutal and cruel. He nodded at her before taking a wide stance as the [Changeling] snarled.
“You’re finally here, [Hero].”




18. Interlude – Daniel’s Destiny Part Four

Daniel Song stood in a familiar throne room. It was the very same place he’d woken to when he heard the alien words echo in his head for the first time. This was Ertos. The Capital city of Elutra. It happened five years ago, and it had completely changed his life.
His mundane, boring life back on Earth was no more the moment he’d opened his eyes and saw the looming figure of the King standing before him. A princess waited at his side, prim and proper, inspecting him with an analytical yet vying gaze that instantly drew his interest. 
All his problems felt like they’d finally vanished. It was as though he’d been given a second chance in his new life: to right his wrongs; to start anew; and to become the man he’d always wanted to be.
Unfortunately, what he soon learned was that just because his external problems vanished, his internal problems— that which related to himself as a person— still remained. And when new problems arose as they normally would, he wasn’t able to deal with them. 
He ran. 
A [Hero] that fled from his duties. Ridiculous. It was so ridiculous. Daniel realized then as he did now that it was such a ridiculous concept. Yet, that was what he did, Unashamedly, he abandoned the country that needed him the most.
It wasn’t as though he didn’t understand what he was doing when he did it. He knew the consequences of his own action, even if he didn’t fully understand it— if that made sense. To him at the time, it was just an abstract idea; he thought that… or maybe, hoped that… things would work out.
Standing here, amongst the corpses of many familiar faces— Destiny, Rel, and many more— he knew that the consequences were finally here. It was no longer a probability, but reality. 
Daniel’s gaze darkened as he hung his head in a brief moment of shame, before he turned to Faith.
“I am sorry.”
The princess held Bel in her arms. The youngest prince. Tears streamed down his eyes as she drew to her feet, bowing to Daniel. 
“D-Daniel, you—”
“The [Hero] has finally made his triumphant return. It is a pleasure to meet you. I am Simag. An Archdemon of Wrath, at your service.”
A low, groaning voice interrupted her. Daniel narrowed his eyes, turning to the Demon standing at the center of the throne room. 
[Changeling - Lvl. 114]
The Archdemon of Wrath stood as tall— no, taller than Salvos had been as a [Changeling]. He had the same skull-like face, although only a single pair of arms… well, a single arm now that Daniel had lopped one off. He had a pair of crooked horns poking out of his head, and his glowing eyes peered into the [Hero] with disdain despite his tone.
“And neither Occis or Vide were here to inform me of your arrival. So, I take it that they’re dead.”
“You’ll be next if you dare try anything here.”
Daniel stepped forward, raising his Primordial Longsword. 
“And what are you going to do? Look around you— Ertos has already fallen.”
Simag just chuckled. Daniel shook his head and spoke in a warning voice.
“Pull back your troops. Recall this invasion. The people of Elutra have suffered enough.”
“Alas, even if you kill me, you won’t be able to stop this, [Hero]. After all, you’re not Melissa. You’re not Zacharius. And you’re certainly not Alexander.”
The Archdemon circled around Daniel, speaking casually.
“You’re not even a real [Hero]. You’re just… a coward.” 
And something inside of Daniel snapped. He rushed forward, shouting as he swung for Simag’s neck. The Archdemon laughed and easily dodged the attack. He struck Daniel in the stomach before spinning around and kicking the [Hero] back.
“Ack—”
Daniel went flying. Simag sneered.
“Did you think I’d be as weak as Vide or Occis just because I’m at their level? Please. Neither of their Classes are even close to Level 100. Mine, meanwhile—”
The Archdemon snapped a finger as a crimson sphere appeared around his shoulder. It quickly expanded, and he spoke.
“[The Primordial Spark].”
That’s— Daniel’s eyes grew wide. He watched as the explosion shot out towards him. Swinging his blade, he sliced through the brief blast of fire, only to face a dozen burning weapons floating above Simag. 
The weapons launched out one after another as Daniel leapt to the side, cutting them down as they erupted into small fiery explosions. The Archdemon just laughed.
“Come on, now. You can’t keep running. Not unless you want to save them.”
He directed his fire weapons at Faith and Bel. Daniel stared in shock.
“You wouldn’t.”
“They’re my targets anyway. I don’t see any reason why I shouldn’t.”
Simag snapped a finger, and the attacks came for the princess and prince of the Elutra Kingdom. Faith covered her younger brother as Daniel threw himself in front of them, his blades turning into a whirlwind of strikes.
“[A Hundred Quick Strikes]!”
He struck down the salvo of fiery blades before they reached either Faith or Bel. One of the burning swords went for him, and he caught it out of the air. He tossed it aside as it exploded behind him, facing Simag with a determined look.
“I will not let you take another innocent life.”
“Please, can you really say that when you can’t even protect yourself?”
Simag walked forward as he brought a clawed finger up. Daniel watched him come. A sphere of ice appeared in the Demon’s fingertips. It was familiar. A prickling sensation— a chill of recognition— ran down Daniel’s spine. 
The world almost seemed to freeze around him. It was as though the fighting in the background ceased. No more sounds of clashing blades. Daniel backed up as he recognized the words to leave the Archdemon’s mouth.
“[Ray…” 
It was an ice attack. One that was incredibly powerful. That would turn everything in the throne room and beyond into ice. It had been used by the Lich of the Plaguelands. The Remnants of Zacharius the Quisling. 
But how? How was Simag capable of both ice and fire magic at the same time? Was it his Subspecies? Or was his Class really that powerful?
Daniel didn’t know. He just braced himself, nodding at Faith and Bel. 
“Stay behind me.”
“—of Frost]!”
Simag started, only for a figure to appear behind him. The Archdemon spun around, but was too slow to react. Amanda grinned.
“[Charge of a Thousand Blades]!”
She sliced for his throat. Simag leapt back as the blade grazed his neck. Black blood dripped to the ground, and he cursed.
“You—”
“That was for destroying the Harrowed Vindicators.”
Amanda flicked the blood off her double-bladed dagger. 
“Well, I fucking hated them anyway. But they paid me well. So I could do at least that much for them.”
“The rogue assassin. I almost forgot to account for you.”
Even though Simag spoke in a casual, uncaring voice, his facial expression was clear— he was upset. Daniel had learned to discern Demon— or at least, [Changeling]— expressions and their meanings from Salvos. 
“If only Vide and Occis hadn’t strayed from the plan, you’d both have been dealt with by now. Alas, I have to make up for my subordinates’ mistakes.” 
“There is more than just the two of them, Demon!”
Another figure attacked Simag from behind. A man in heavy metal armor. Garland Monsterthorne. The knight-commander of Elutra’s [Pegasus Knights]. He rode on his winged Pegasus, swinging a glowing blade for the Archdemon of Wrath’s head.
Simag barely blocked it with a wall of ice. He started back, surrounded on all sides. By Daniel, by Garland, and by Amanda. The [Hero] stepped forward, raising his gray blade. 
“You have lost this battle. Give up. Please, just put an end to this war.”
The Archdemon’s eyes flickered between the three enemies. His allied Demons— the other [Changelings] who’d been in battle with the Elutran royal guards and [Pegasus Knights]— lay dead at the entrance of the throne room. Amanda had caught them off guard, picking them off one by one from the shadows. 
That had always been Daniel’s plan. From the very start. 
Simag raised his single hand, sighing. 
“You’re right. I lost. I can’t possibly stand a chance against all of you. Not by myself.” 
Then his lips curled up. 
“But if you really want to put an end to this war, you’ll have to make me.”
Daniel narrowed his eyes. 
“Very well.” 
The [Hero] leapt forward, charging for the Archdemon’s head. Simag’s eyes glinted. There was a shimmer from his claws. Faith shouted, trying to stop Daniel.
“Wait—”
“Take this! [Crescent—”
And Simag raised his hand. A ring shone, reality warping around it. 
“Ring of the Forgotten Prison.” 
Daniel felt his entire body being tugged towards the ring. He tried to move away, but his body wouldn’t respond. It was like he was being sucked into a whirlpool, and no matter how much thrashing he did, he couldn’t break free from it.
Faith’s screaming was all he heard for a moment. He thought it was over. Then, a figure appeared next to him. 
“[Savage Step].” 
Amanda placed a hand on his shoulder, whispering once more.
“[Instantaneous Escape]. [Disengage].”
The pair appeared right next to Faith and Bel. Daniel dropped to his knees as his vision returned to normal. The world spun around him, the dizziness too much to handle. But Amanda steadied him. 
“Are you fucking stupid? That was obviously a trap!”
“I…”
He groaned, and Simag clicked his tongue.
“Your Skills truly are annoying, assassin.” 
“I’m not a good fighter. But I am good at killing and running.”
Faith ran up to the [Hero], staring at him with wide eyes.
“Are you alright, Daniel? Are you…?”
“I’m fine.”
He waved a hand off and drew to his feet. He looked up at Simag as the Archdemon shook his head. 
“Well, it matters not that I’ve lost here. The queen is dead. Ertos is ours. Even if a few of you survive, it won’t matter. Not once Belzu is dead…”
Garland again attacked him from behind, but Simag just leapt out of the way, wings spreading wide. He took off, cackling as he flew through the broken ceiling of the throne room. 
“Run all you want, princess. [Hero]. We will find you. You cannot escape.” 
And with that, he was gone. 
Daniel grunted as he straightened. He took a look at Faith and Bel, then at the dead littering around the room. It was a tragedy. More than just that— he heard the explosions from beyond. The screams and shouts of innocents, affected by this unfair assault. 
Even as Garland helped Bel onto the Pegasus. Even as Faith said something to him, he only saw the destruction being loosed onto Ertos. Faith grabbed him by the hand as another blast resounded in the distance. A plume of smoke shot in the air as the palace shook.
“Daniel.”
The princess’s voice was eerily calm, even in this situation. Or… no. It wasn’t calm. It was that of resignation. 
“We have to leave. We need to tell the world what happened here. Of what you saw.”
Her eyes welled up as she spoke. She gritted her teeth together, turning to Garland and the Pegasus. Daniel closed his eyes. He shrugged Faith off, walking away from the throne room.
“No.”
He spoke in a determined voice. Faith blinked.
“But we need your help to—” 
“I’m not running.”
Daniel stared at the marching army of Inoria as they closed in on the city’s gates. He raised his Primordial Longsword, preparing once more for battle. 
“I shall stop this. Somehow. I cannot let others suffer for my own failures.”
It was a hopeless battle. He knew it. The young man from Earth was very well prepared to die trying. But he’d already resolved himself to a decision. So, he continued.
“You can go if you want. But you can’t make me come with you.”
Faith opened her mouth to protest.
“But without you, we’ll be hunted—” 
And a voice cut her off. Daniel felt a strike to the back of his neck as he collapsed to his knees. He looked up to see Amanda standing over him.
“[Precise Blow].”
She snorted as she picked him up.
“Who can you save if you’re dead?”
He tried to speak, but nothing came out. Amanda continued.
“Fucking moron.”
And his vision went dark.




19. Aftermath

The city of Ertos. Located right by Mount Soulcreep. It was the Capital city of the former Elutra Kingdom. I’d never been to the country before, but I’d heard many things about it from Daniel.
For one thing, it was supposed to be quite grand and majestic. The Elutra Kingdom had been considered one of the major powers in the world. It wasn’t on the same level as the Vaun Qieur Empire or the Eastern Kingdom Alliance— although the latter wasn’t really a single entity as it was a coalition— but Elutra had been rather significant in the scale of the Human lands. They even supposedly had two Elite Ranked adventurers at one point. 
The first hadn’t been seen since she left for the Beastmen Plains. And the second… well, he didn’t interfere with war or politics. Some adventurers did, of course. But many, like him, didn’t care for such things. They became adventurers specifically to avoid being involved.
Well, it was too late to change minds now that Elutra was essentially gone. The entirety of the country was now Inorian territory. I floated right above Ertos, looking at the flag of the Inoria Empire flying high above the damaged walls. The palace itself lay half-fallen. Streaks of smoke still scarred the sky above the city. Even though it had been a month since the war ended and Ertos was captured, there hadn’t been much done in the way of repairs.
“This it?”
Willy asked, hovering over my right shoulder. I glanced over at him and shrugged.
“I’m not sure. If I’m reading this map right, I think it should be Ertos?”
I produced the map Clayton had given me, pointing at the red circle drawn at the center. I showed it to the [Will O’ Wisp] and gestured at the city.
“This should be the right place.”
“What do?”
“I guess we’ll take a look around. Start our search from here. Unless… are you a [Tracker] or a [Hunter]?”
I looked at Willy, hopeful. He flitted down with a snort.
“No.”
“Aw.”
Before we arrived at the city’s gates, I gave Willy my Necklace of Lesser Obfuscation. I didn’t need it. Not anymore, since I could just focus and show my Class to others. While my Class was relatively high-leveled, I saw no reason to hide it. It wasn’t even above Level 100 yet. I’d draw attention, of course, but it wasn’t comparable to if I was clearly a wandering Diamond Rank.
Willy’s Class, on the other hand, was above Level 100. It’d draw questions. While I liked getting noticed— and I liked my friends getting noticed— it was not beneficial to us. Not at this moment.
There was a long line at the city’s gates as the guards slowly checked everyone who was entering and leaving. They turned away a lot of people from entering, and judging by what was happening on the other side of the lattice, they didn’t allow people to leave either. When Willy and I reached the front, a relatively high-leveled [Warrior] approached me.
[Warrior - Lvl. 78]
“What business do you have in Ertos, adventurer?”
“We’re just here to take up some jobs.”
I smiled, showing him my former Platinum Rank badge. He shook his head.
“Adventurers aren’t permitted inside of the city without an emergency. Orders from our new emperor.”
“Come on— I have an emergency.”
I leaned closer with a smile. His eyes flickered to the glinting objects in my hand, and I nodded.
“It’s so urgent, I may lose a few gold coins on my way in.”
He pursed his lips before finally grunting. The coins vanished from my hand as he stepped aside.
“Let them through.”
I beamed, walking through the city’s gates as Willy gave me a flat stare. I turned to the Spirit and raised a brow. 
“What?”
“Illegal.”
“It’s not illegal if you have enough money.”
“True.”
“Alright.”
I clapped my hands together as we stood in the streets of Ertos.
“Now, where can we find a [Tracker] or a [Diviner]?”
—--
The Adventurers Guild of Ertos had been, unfortunately, destroyed during the siege of the city. Not like there had been too many adventurers left before the city fell. And those that had remained had left in the first few weeks after the siege ended. I tried to ask around for any adventurers— anyone with the Skills necessary to help me find Daniel— to no avail.
“Come on! Don’t you know any [Hunters]? You’re literally a [Butcher]! How else would you get all this meat?”
I pestered the shopkeep in front of his stall as a few passersby stared at us. He shook his head apologetically. 
“We don’t get our meat from hunting, young Miss. I’m sorry, you’ll have to find someone else to help you.”
My shoulders slumped as I dragged myself away from market street. Willy just snickered, watching my attempts fail. 
“Heh.”
“Maybe you should help me out instead of laughing.”
I rolled my eyes. He zipped around me, speaking casually.
“Can’t.”
“Why not? Aren’t you a Spirit or something? Surely you know a [Priest] or two who’s capable of using divination magic?”
Willy stared at me for a moment before turning away.
“No.”
“Do you mean no you don’t know a [Priest] who can help me, or no you don’t want to help me?”
“No.”
Suffice to say, he was just following me around. It was fun talking to him, at least, but I’d have preferred if he was actually able to help me. 
Not all of the streets of Ertos were damaged from the fighting. It seemed like the area that was most adversely affected had been concentrated in the main street leading up to the palace. The roads were cracked and there was still quite some rubble strewn about over the sidewalks. Gloomy figures walked about their day-to-day lives, moving slowly. Like phantoms with no direction. 
I scanned the sparsely gathered crowd, searching for anyone or anything that could maybe be useful to me. I caught sight of a hooded figure hiding in the cover of an alleyway. A quick use of [Identification] made my eyes widen.
[Archer - Lvl. 81]
An [Archer]— that means she could be a [Tracker], right? I ran up to her, leaving Willy behind in the middle of the street. Even if she wasn’t a [Tracker], she was the highest-leveled [Archer] I’d seen so far in the city. At least, one who wasn’t an Inorian soldier.
She was slinking around in the darkness, about to vanish further into the alleyway before I caught her. The [Archer] leapt back, startled. 
“Wha—”
“Hi!”
I waved at her as she eyed me warily. 
“Are you a [Tracker], by any chance? Or maybe any tracking Skills?”
The [Archer] blinked. She lowered her guard, frowning. 
“T-tracking Skills? I do. But—”
“Oh, that’s good! Can you help me out?”
I reached out to her, but she immediately drew away once again.  
“I apologize, but I am in a hurry right now. I cannot help you.”
“Aw, please?”
She shook her head, spinning around. 
“I cannot. Goodbye.”
I watched her go. Well, that didn’t work out. I sighed, returning to Willy. 
“Hmm, maybe I should just ask around for Daniel…”
I wondered aloud. But that would’ve been stupid. First of all, the chances of running into someone in the streets who actually knew who Daniel was were quite low. Secondly, I knew he wasn’t liked by the Inoria Empire, considering he was the [Hero] who’d been summoned here to defeat them. Asking about him would’ve probably gotten me in trouble.
Didn’t Daniel say he knew a few princesses? I glanced over at the half-destroyed palace in the distance. Maybe I’ll be able to find them there.
With that settled, I started for the palace of Ertos. 
***
What was that about? Willow brushed aside her thoughts about that strange silver-haired woman who approached her in the alleyway. The Level 81 [Augur Markslady] had a job to do, and if she messed up, the entire operation would be jeopardized. So, she couldn’t let herself be distracted.
She clambered onto the rooftop— one which gave her a clear view of the royal palace of Ertos. Soulhome. A once-beautiful structure… one which showed the majesty of the Elutra Kingdom. Both were now shells of their former selves. 
It angered Willow to see her city and her country ruined, brought to its current state. She wished to exact vengeance on the Inoria Empire. But on her own, there wasn’t much she could do. Even with the rest of the resistance, they couldn’t do much. They needed a proper leader to fight back against Inoria. 
That was why she was heading for the palace. Today was the day of the royal family’s execution. Princess Hope and prince Iance were caught trying to flee from an underground tunnel out of Ertos. Unfortunately, the rest of their siblings were killed during the attempted escape. 
Willow knew that that was a lie— that the Inoria Empire would’ve preferred to kill them all then and there. But they needed to make an example. To instill fear and suppress any hopes of rebellion. That was why it was going to be a public execution. 
And that was Inoria’s first mistake. Willow glanced over at the other figures moving alongside the rooftops of Ertos— at the other resistance members moving into position. They were going to free princess Hope and prince Iance before the execution went through.
Now, the second mistake was what was going to happen at the execution. The new emperor of Inoria was going to be present for the execution. Even though he was just a ten-year-old child, he was going to be there to witness it. His parent’s bloodlust was clearly evident in him. 
That was why Willow felt no hesitation about what she’d resolved to do. 
It was a mission with two parts. The first was the rescue, and the second was the assassination. By splitting the focus of the Inorian guards, it increased the chances of their success. There was no guarantee, but she truly believed that they could succeed.
Willow leapt onto the final rooftop overlooking the foyer where the execution would soon be taking place. She nodded at the hooded man already waiting there, speaking his name.
“Zane.”
He was a Level 75 [Shadowmaster Rogue]. He would ensure neither of them was noticed until it was already too late.
“Took you long enough, Willow.”
He snorted. Willow pursed her lips.
“A strange lady distracted me for a moment. But it’s been dealt with.” 
“Are you sure? This is our only chance of success, Willow. If we fail here, we won’t get another chance.”
“I’m certain she was just an adventurer. And even if she was an Inorian soldier in disguise, she wasn’t even Level 100. Gavyn could take her on without a problem.”
The [Augur Markslady] drew her crossbow as she lay down on the tiled roof. Zane shook his head.
“But we won’t be able to take on the dozen other Level 100s patrolling the area if we’re found out.” 
“Well, that’s your job, isn’t it?” 
Her eyes flickered to the wooden platform propped up at the center of the courtyard. A crowd was gathered there— forced by Inorian troops to witness what was going to happen soon. A bell tolled, coming from the only temple in Ertos. That of the Den of Souls. 
“It’s starting soon. Focus.”
Willow loaded an enchanted arrow onto her weapon, eyeing the armed guards walking up to the stand. They brought with them a pair of chained prisoners. Willow recognized them, but their figures were starkly different from what they used to be. The previously beautiful princess Hope was reduced to a haggard, thin mess. Meanwhile, her older brother, Iance, was covered in wounds. It looked like he’d been tortured and starved for days.
They could barely make their way up the steps. A man with a scroll walked onto the stand, bowing at the palace’s balcony that overlooked the foyer. Willow narrowed her eyes— her [Eagle’s Vision] letting her clearly see the new emperor of Inoria standing there with his bodyguards. 
“There he is.”
Willow glanced over at Zane.
“You remember the plan, right? The others should already be in position.”
“Yes.
Zane got to his feet, and Willow grunted.
“Then let us begin.”
She just hoped that everything would proceed as planned.
***
“Look, I’m telling you, we just need to find someone who knows Daniel. They’ll be able to help us find him.”
I argued with Willy as we passed by a large gathering of people— the biggest one I’d seen all day. They flocked to the courtyard right in front of the palace of Ertos, whispering in hushed, worried voices. 
“So why palace?”
Willy asked, flitting around me. I wagged a finger sagely.
“Because Daniel said he was friends with the royal family.” 
“Then why princess?”
The [Will O’ Wisp] was still dubious, but I smiled at him selfishly.
“Because I want to meet a princess.”
“Dumb plan.”
He didn’t like my idea. He flew ahead of me, still facing my direction. 
“No princess.”
“What do you mean there’s no princess in the palace? It’s a palace! It has to have a princess.”
“Dead.” 
Willy replied simply, and I furrowed my brows. 
“Nope.”
“Yes.”
“Nope.”
“Yes.”
“Why would they be dead?”
“Because enemy.” 
I scowled. That made sense, but I didn’t want it to be true. I was really looking forward to meeting Faith again. Or maybe another princess. Anyone would do as long as they were the princess of a country. 
“You don’t know that. For all we know, they could still be alive.”
“Wrong—”
Willy started, and a loud voice echoed throughout the courtyard.
“And now presenting, one of the perpetrators behind the assassination of emperor Rowen Ino! The disgraceful coward who fled her people after starting an unjust war! The former princess Hope!” 
I looked over at the wooden platform in the middle of the courtyard. A woman was brought onto the stand, in tears and in chains. I beamed and gestured at her to Willy as he stared.
“See? I was right.”
Then I tapped a finger on my chin.
“Although… is she an actual princess if she’s a former princess?”




20. Save the Princess

“For their crimes against the people of Elutra, and for their crimes against the glorious Inoria Empire, these criminals shall be sentenced to death!”
The man standing on the wooden platform continued, reading from his scroll as he ordered the execution of princess Hope and prince Iance to begin. Willow glanced over at Zane and nodded.
“Let’s go.”
She aimed her crossbow carefully at the executioner walking up to the stand as her companion vanished into the shadows. In the distance, the rest of the resistance moved. Amongst the crowd. In the alleyways. Into the palace. On the rooftops. 
There were dozens of them. All high-leveled. And their leader, Gavyn, wasted no time. 
At the gates of the palace, a man strode forward, clothed in full hooded robes. The guards moved to stop him, but with a single swing of his sword, the gates smashed open. Dust and debris shot up as he cleaved the earth in half. 
“The palace is under attack! The rebels are targeting the emperor!”
A voice shouted. 
There were gasps— screams. Soldiers moved quickly to the gates of the palace as the executioner paused. He was standing over princess Hope, a great axe in hand. Then he was on the ground, dead. A crossbow bolt in between his head. 
[Rapid Reload]. Willow fired shot after shot, taking down the guards on the stand before they could react. The man with the scroll glanced back and blinked.
“They’re trying to free the princ—”
And a shadow appeared behind him. Zane smiled, whispering before slitting him in the throat. Willow nodded and moved positions. She provided the man with a flurry of covering fire as an explosion blasted up in the distance. One of the resistance [Mages] sent [Grand Fireballs] at the running guards. The blasts distracted them, throwing their movement into chaos. 
Another pair of [Rogues] appeared behind Zane, and they secured princess Hope and prince Iance. It took prince Iance a moment to register what was going on, while princess Hope was quicker to react. She clung onto one of the [Rogues], clearly crying even from afar. 
Zane and the [Rogues] moved to escort them out, but their first hurdle appeared. From amongst the crowd, a heavily armored figure moved. Willow recognized him immediately. Igor Shardsling. He was one of the most prominent generals of Inoria. A Level 110 [Warrior]. He earned the Title General of Bloodlust for his cruelty in the battlefield.
And he moved quickly, barking orders.
“Stop those rebels! [Field of Ardor]! [Rally of the Ravagers]!” 
The entire courtyard shimmered briefly. Zane and the other [Rogues] suddenly slowed in their movements. Sluggish. A red aura flickered around them, trailing behind wherever they went. It clearly marked their positions, even when they vanished into the shadows. The encroaching guards, on the other hand, moved faster. Their eyes were bloodshot— seeking out their targets with a savage look on their faces.
Willow watched as things went awry— as the situation devolved further and further. One of the [Rogues] was shot down by a homing arrow coming from a nearby window. Even if Willow couldn’t see the attacker, she knew only of one [Archer] with that capability who was presently in the city.
It had to have been the Valkyrie Sniper, Jillian. A Level 115 [Archer] and a Diamond Ranked adventurer. Before the war, Willow had looked up to her for her prowess on the battlefield. But once the war broke out, Jillian left her company to join the army. That was when Willow lost all respect for her. 
But even still, Jillian’s accuracy with the longbow couldn’t be rivaled. Her arrows swerved around the courtyard, dancing around innocent civilians before striking their targets. Zane narrowly managed to parry one of the arrows, only for another to shoot out from the fallen arrow. An ethereal one that zipped straight for his head— like a phantom rising from the cut down bolt.
His eyes grew wide as it nearly struck him. He couldn’t react in time. But Willow could. Her crossbow bolt clashed with the arrow, and the two projectiles went flying. Zane stumbled back as she landed lightly behind him, nodding.
“Go! I’ll hold them off!”
“What?”
He glanced up at her, staring for a moment.
“But that’s not part of the—”
“Fuck the plan. We need to get princess Hope and prince Iance out of here no matter what. Even if it means the emperor gets to live.”
Willow had a pivotal involvement in the next step— in aiding Gavyn and the others in carrying out their assassination. But if they couldn’t even get at least one of the royal family out alive, it would have all been pointless. 
“Now go!”
She shouted, and Zane nodded. He hefted princess Hope over his shoulder and turned to the other [Rogue] carrying prince Iance. Just as they were about to leap away, the air flickered. A fissure formed, obscuring the world around them. It was a dome— one made entirely out of wind. 
Zane stepped back, and Willow tensed. They watched as a figure emerged through the barrier enclosed around them.
“[The Prisoner’s Terrarium].”
“Typhest the Wind Lord.” 
An old Baron from the Inoria Empire. And a well-known [Grand Mage]— one who’d served as the headmaster Inoria’s Cedric Academy for over a decade. He was rumored to be Level 125 in both his Classes, but there was an obfuscation effect preventing Willow from using [Identification] on him. 
He smiled at them, waving his staff as parts of the dome opened up, letting in Jillian and Igor Shardsling. They surrounded Willow and the rest of the rescue team. Princess Hope squirmed as she watched their approach. 
“N-no… please—” 
“We will protect you, princess.”
Willow raised her crossbow, but a single flick of the finger from Typhest sent her weapon flying. The old man sighed, shaking his head.
“Do not resist. You have already lost.” 
“We will not surrender to you or your emperor, Wind Lord.”
She spat, drawing a dagger. Typhest just gestured vaguely around her.
“You are trapped in a barrier that a flock of Lesser Wyverns would find difficulty in breaking through. Even a group of [Senior Centinel] would struggle to burrow a hole through this wind dome.”
He spread his arms wide as Jillian and Igor edged forward.
“To someone like you, this dome is nigh impenetrable—” 
And the dome fell. 
In an instant, the solid cage of wind that had been surrounding them was dispelled. Blue flames burned away the air as the sky opened up once more. Willow blinked, taking in the courtyard once more. Typhest’s eyes bulged out of his sockets as he stared at his fallen barrier.
“I-impossible. How—”
And a figure wreathed in blue flames approached them. A young woman with silver hair and a blue jacket. She smiled, looking at princess Hope. Then she frowned, eyeing Willow. 
“Hey, I know you!”
***
“That was one of my greatest Skills. And you destroyed it, just like that. Just how did you do that?”
The old man stared at me, his jaw looking like it was about to fall from his mouth. I glanced over at him. I couldn’t identify him— he had some kind of Pendant of Obfuscation or the like. However, judging by his Skills, I was pretty sure he couldn’t be above Level 130. 
I shrugged.
“I just threw some fire at it.” 
“What?”
He didn’t know how to react. He was entirely speechless. I looked past him, searching for the person I’d come here for. Princess Hope. She was being carried by a dark-skinned man with black hair, standing next to another [Rogue] and the hooded woman I recognized. She just stood there as I waved at her. 
“You’re here too! That’s good. I told you this was a good idea, Willy. Now we can get both her help, and the princess’ help to find Daniel!”
Willy flitted by behind me, still against the idea.
“Stupid.”
“It’s fine. If anything happens I can just teleport away.” 
“Still stupid.”
The [Mage]’s eyes widened as he took in Willy. 
“That’s… a [Will O’ Wisp]. But no— its magic is… is that a Grand Spirit?”
He narrowed his eyes, warily looking at me.
“Are you a [Summoner]? I didn’t know the resistance had one of this level.”
“Resistance?”
I cocked my head. Willy scoffed.
“Them.”
I looked at the hooded woman. They were trying to get the princess— and her brother, I guess— out of here. So that they were a resistance group made sense. 
“Hey! You guys should get out of here! I’ll deal with these guys then catch up to you, alright?”
They exchanged confused glances, uncertain of what to do. A fancily clad Inorian [Warrior]— one of the three who’d been surrounding the princess— stepped forward, raising his greatsword. 
“I know how to deal with these [Summoners], Baron. Worry not. You just have to strike them down before their Spirit attacks you.”
The bowlady standing next to him nodded. 
“I’ll distract the Spirit. Go for it, Igor.” 
“Wait, both of—”
The old man started, but they moved regardless. The [Warrior] charged me as the [Archer] loosed a flurry of glowing projectiles at Willy. 
The [Will O’ Wisp] easily evaded the attacks, even as they came at him from all sides. 
“What do, Salvos?”
“Isn’t that obvious?”
I spoke simply as the [Warrior] reached me. He grinned savagely, swinging for my head.
“I got you now! Take this, [Obliterating Strike]!”
I stepped under his attack, reaching into my [Dimensional Pocket] as his slash tore open the earth without even coming into contact with the ground. The tiled roads went flying into the air. I produced a Nebular Scythe. One that wasn’t gray or black but made of some iridescent metal. Forged from rainbow flames. The same one I had created when I was still under the effects of my Divine Essence. 
It didn’t vanish despite the Grand Skill ending. One of the perks of my [Nebular Constructs]. The [Warrior] spun around, screaming.
“You won’t get—”
“[Radiant Slash].”
And I sliced up with ease. He fell, cut in half in an instant.
***
“She killed him… just like that…”
Willow stood, frozen, unable to process what was happening before her. Igor Shardsling lay on the ground, his armor cut through like it wasn’t even there. It had to have been a High Grade armor. And yet, the silver-haired woman’s attack didn’t even slow when it went through him.
“Huh. I thought his armor would’ve been stronger. I shouldn’t have wasted that Skill…”
“Y-you— how dare you! You’ll pay for that!”
Jillian, the Valkyrie Sniper, screamed. She pulled out a glinting arrow— one that shimmered at the arrowhead, radiating an immense amount of mana. 
“I never thought I’d have to use this. It is the only one I have, but I’ll kill you and your Spirit with it for what you did. The Giant Killer Arrow.”
The Giant Killer Arrow. Willow had heard of it. She’d never seen one herself— of course not. It was rumored to be Epic Grade at the very least. Jillian took aim at the silver-haired woman.
“[Crescendo of—”
And the silver-haired woman appeared behind her. The Valkyrie Sniper whirled around in surprise, only to find her arms detached from her body. 
“W-what…?”
“I’ll be taking this.”
The silver-haired woman grabbed the Giant Killer Arrow, and it vanished. She smiled before swinging for Jillian once more. A blue blaze overcame her scythe. And in the next moment, Jillian was lying dead on the ground. 
“Huh. This is easy. Too easy.”
She murmured as Willow just stared. Now was the opportunity to escape. It was their chance to leave, but Willow, Zane, and the others were all too captured in the moment. They watched on as only Typhest was left.
The Wind Lord stumbled back but caught himself. He took a deep breath and pointed at the silver-haired woman. 
“I see now. You have a Necklace of Greater Obfuscation, don’t you? Or perhaps you’re showing your second Class. But that doesn’t matter. I know your goal.”
His eyes flickered to the prince and princess of Elutra. Willow’s gaze snapped over to them. She raised a hand, finally breaking from her stupor.
“Zane, get them out—” 
But she was too slow. Typhest spun around, unleashing a localized hurricane at them. 
“[Thunderwind Vortex]!” 
His voice bellowed throughout the courtyard. Even audible through all the fighting and explosions. The spinning gale crackled with electricity, sending a flurry of wind blades at Willow and the others.
She braced herself— prepared to be torn to shreds. But a voice cut through the roaring spell.
“[Protection of the Sentinel].”
A blue glow overcame Willow. A kind of flaming armor that didn’t burn. It protected them from Typhest’s attack. He looked on as even the injured prince Iance came out unscathed when his spell ended.
“What… just how? Y-you… are you an Elite? But why are you with the Elutra Kingdom?”
He backed away from the silver-haired woman as she casually strolled up to him. Typhest gritted his teeth and slammed his staff into the earth.
“Try to stop this, you monster! [Lightningwyrm]!”
The silver-haired woman cocked her head. She watched as a serpent made of lightning came into existence around him. It roared a thunder before lancing out at her. 
She simply snapped a finger.
“[The Primordial Spark].”
And a similar serpent— one made of blue fire— was conjured up behind her. She was mimicking his Skill with her own, Willow realized. It completely overwhelmed his Skill, tearing through the lightning and blasting him back. 
Typhest collapsed to his knees, dropping his staff. 
“I-I… can’t win. Someone— guards! Stop her!”
He screamed, looking around for help. Inorian troops closed in on their position, but the Grand Spirit just floated up and sent a wave of flame out, incinerating all those that came close. 
“No.”
The Grand Spirit spoke simply, supporting the silver-haired woman from behind. 
She continued her casual walk as Typhest unleashed spell after spell at her. She blocked them with ease, coming to a halt before him. He trembled as she loomed over him.
“Just… w-what are you?” 
Baring her teeth, she leaned closer and raised her scythe. 
“Me? I’m S— I mean, I’m here to save the princess.”
Willow flinched as she swung down.




21. The Emperor

These guys were weak. Like, very weak. Were they really Level 100? My [Identification] said they were somewhat close to my level— and they even had good equipment on them, too! But I beat them back with ease. The first man and woman didn’t even put up a fight. Meanwhile, the old [Mage] tried his best. He unleashed a flurry of spells at me, but they were all to no avail.
I sauntered up to him, raising my scythe as he stared in fear. 
“Just… w-what are you?” 
I bared my teeth and swung down.
“Me? I’m S— I mean, I’m here to save the princess.”
He flinched. I was prepared to cut through an Aura of Greater Protection, or any other proactive enchantment he had, but all I did was blink as my scythe struck nothing. 
I looked down for the old man; however, he was gone. Blinking a few times, I cast my gaze towards a nearby rooftop. I spotted a woman holding him from the shoulder. Murmurs broke out amongst the resistance as I met her gaze.
“That’s… Lucieve the Tormentor!”
The hooded [Archer] gasped.
My eyes flickered at the name. That sounded like— I focused, eyeing her every movement. [Identification] told me that she was only around Level 120. Yet, I could tell she was stronger than the old man. A smile spread across her face as she dropped him. 
“I’m disappointed, Typhest. The plan was simple. We draw out these resistance rats and exterminate them once and for all. But you failed.”
The old man sputtered as he picked himself up. 
“Lucieve, I apologize but this lady is stronger than she looks—” 
“I don’t care.”
She spoke over him, stepping forward.
“Go and protect the emperor. Maybe you’ll be useful there.”
Typhest nodded, flying off.
“Yes, lady Lucieve.” 
Meanwhile, she just gave me a savage look. I saw the way she bared her teeth at me. I didn’t even need to think twice— I knew what she was in an instant. 
She was a Demon. 
“I’ll deal with this—”
And there was a flicker. Her eyes grew wide. She barely leapt out of the way in time as the Nebular Sickle Grenade flew past her. The blast lit up the sky behind her. She looked back at the silver explosion, still in shock.
“What…?” 
“Hey. I’m Salvos, nice to meet you.”
I appeared behind her, swiping for her head. She flew back as a pair of flaming wings appeared from her back. My attack grazed her arm and drew black blood. 
Lucieve panted as she flew to the sky. She raised her hand, shouting.
“You shall pay for that! [Infernal—” 
But she couldn’t finish. Because, from behind, a figure grabbed her. A golden, glowing figure. [Salvo of Vanity]. My clone. 
“What are you doing? Let go of me!”
She struggled, even as my clone flew higher and higher. I bared my teeth back at her, and something clicked in her eyes. I replied simply as the [Demon’s Mark] on her arm grew brighter. 
“Killing you.”
My clone shone brightly as they ascended far above the city. I snapped my fingers when I was sure they were but a speck in the sky. And the speck expanded into an expansive explosion. A gold and crimson blast. One that spread wide, casting a brilliant glare over the city. 
A notification resounded in my head as I confirmed that she had indeed been a Demon.
Defeated [Asera Changeling - Lvl. 122]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
“Alright. Now that that’s settled.”
I glanced down at Willy who was casually keeping back any Inorian soldiers from getting to either the prince or the princess. The resistance stared up at me, both in reverence and in fear as I descended back to them. 
“You…”
The hooded woman gaped. 
“Why would you—” 
My eyes flickered to the side. I saw more high-leveled individuals appear from the palace. Many Platinum Ranks, and a few Diamond Ranks. 
“This is taking too long. Let’s get out of here.”
I flicked my fingers, breaking large chunks of the earth beneath the resistance members’ feet. They ascended into the air as I waved at Willy to follow. The [Will O’ Wisp] casually floated after me.
“Done?”
“Yep! Although, I don’t know if we’ll ever be allowed into this city ever again.”
I looked at the ruckus we’d caused. It wasn’t… the best idea I'd ever had. But I came here for one reason only, and by saving princess Hope and the hooded [Archer], I got what I wanted. A way to find Daniel. My companion.
[Scattering Displacement] took the resistance to the air as I flew off. But before I could make it too far, a voice called out.
“Wait, please!”
The hooded [Archer] spoke out in a panicked voice, quickly looking over at the palace of Ertos.
“Gavyn. He’s still fighting—”
A small explosion interrupted her. One that came from the tall balcony where the emperor had been. I raised a brow.
“You want me to save your friend?” 
“Please.”
She bowed her head. 
“Sure!”
I summoned two more clones and turned to Willy. 
“Make sure my clones don’t misbehave!” 
The [Will O’ Wisp] just stared at me as my clones grinned at him. He made a sighing sound before I flew off to where the blast had been. The smoke cleared as I landed in a fancy room. A ballroom, of sorts. The ground was littered  debris and bodies. A little boy stood backed up in the corner of the room, surrounded by corpses and a single bodyguard. A man with the same smile Lucieve had. A Demon’s smile.
[Mage - Lvl. 108]
He stood over another man in heavy plate armor— Gavyn, I was assuming— who looked like he was on the precipice of defeat. Heads turned as I entered the room. 
“Hey, are you Gavyn? I’m here to save you!”
“I-I am… who are…?”
Gavyn stared at me. The Demon disguised as a Human raised a brow.
“It seems even more resistance members have shown up, emperor Rowyn. I fear that soon I may be bested in battle.”
He feigned hurt, clearly mocking. 
“Oh, if I flee here and leave you to your assassins, will I be condemned?” 
“You’re just going to leave your emperor behind?”
Gavyn grunted, trying to get to his feet.
“Even though you have won this battle? Just what is wrong with you?”
The Demon tilted his head at the accusation. His gaze landed on me as a chuckle left his mouth.
“But I have yet to win this fight. After all, this Level 94 [Mage] has come to your rescue. Surely her powers will be too much for me to—”
I appeared in front of him, baring my teeth. 
“Shut up. You’re annoying.”
He froze, unable to react. I placed a hand on his chest and unleashed an inferno that consumed him in an instant. He was reduced to ashes, leaving only a silent scream behind. Gavyn looked at me, his jaw dropping.
“How…?”
“Alright.”
I clapped my hands together.
“Can we leave now?” 
It took the resistance leader a moment to gather himself. But before he could get to his feet, the boy— the emperor of Inoria— spoke up.
“You killed Erist. Just like that… he’s dead.”
I shrugged.
“I mean, he was way weaker than his friend, you know?” 
“His friend? You mean Lucieve? You killed her too? But she’s—”
“She wasn’t that strong. Well, I guess she’s stronger than an [Evolved Centinel] at her level. But she’s nearly ten levels below me, and I’m… well, me. I may have gone a bit overboard, but I wanted to kill her quickly.”
I wasted quite a few Skills on her, which was going to be a bit of a problem considering the shouts I heard in the distance. Inorian troops were already closing in on our position. I shook my head and turned to Gavyn.
“Let’s get going already!” 
“But I have to—”
The leader of the resistance struggled as I dragged him off. The boy watched me go, blinking. Then he called out just before I took off into the sky.  
“Wait—”
I paused, glancing back at the emperor of Inoria. He hesitated and closed his eyes.
“Take me with you!”
“What?”
Gavyn stared at him. I narrowed my eyes, considering it as the shouts drew closer.
“Are you sure? Aren’t you an emperor or something?”
The boy shook his head.
“I’m an emperor in name only. I… I can’t stay here. I can’t do anything without my every move being watched. This is for the greater good. You can trust me. Take me as your captive. Please.”
“But why would we—”
Gavyn started, but I spoke over him.
“Alright, I guess. Maybe you can help me find Daniel too.”
I grabbed the boy and hefted him over my shoulder. I returned to the destroyed balcony, eyeing the flying figures approaching us led by the old man from earlier. He raised an arm, pointing at me.
“They have kidnapped emperor Rowyn!”
I sent a flurry of flaming weapons their way, slowing them as I exploded into the sky. 
“I’m not kidnapping him, he asked me to take him. See you guys never!” 
And we were off. Our pursuers couldn’t keep up. Not for long, at least. I found Willy and my clones soon after. With that, it was finally time for me to start asking questions about Daniel.
—--
I sat in a small clearing in a forest a ways away from Ertos. We were still in the former territory of the Elutra Kingdom, but apparently the hooded [Archer]— Willow— led my clones to the hideout of the Elutra Resistance.  
Here it was where we gathered. Me, my clones, a feisty Grand Spirit, a group of victorious rebels, a disgraced prince and princess, and a boy emperor. There was a lot to discuss. First of all, the resistance members had to explain to those in the hideout that I was an ally. Which… I wouldn’t necessarily agree with. 
A black-haired man— the one they called Zane— gesticulated excitedly as he recapped what happened to those who’d been waiting in the hideout.
“She swooped in like a [Hero]. In an instant, she defeated both the General of Bloodlust and the Valkyrie Sniper!”
“What? Seriously?!”
“Is she an Elite?”
“She has to be—” 
Then next was the question about why the emperor was here. Gavyn looked disapproving, even if he called Rowyn a captive. 
“We decided that it was… for whatever reason, better to take the emperor with us rather than ending him and his bloodline there and then.”
His face twisted. Willow nodded, glancing over at me.
“Maybe this was her plan. Maybe we can get the emperor to admit his crimes through a trial. The world will have to support us then, right?”
“There’s no longer any point. I’ve confirmed it myself. Many times. There are Demons amongst the Inorian troops. Even the emperor’s bodyguards had a [Changeling] amongst them. The world won’t list…”
It made sense that Gavyn knew that Erist was a Demon. He did get a notification for the kill too— since he fought against Erist and all. 
Meanwhile, I sat happily with princess Hope. She slowly slurped on a bowl of soup. Her brother lay on the ground in a comatose state, being tended to by a [Healing Mage]. 
“So, do you know Daniel?”
I asked her after a long moment of silence. The princess flinched reflexively from the question. I tilted my head, and she hesitated.
“Daniel… Song? Are you referring to the [Hero] from Earth?”
“Earth A1, yep!”
I smiled. 
“He’s my companion.”
“I… know of him. But I haven’t seen him in many years. I thought he was dead.” 
“Wait, do you mean you don’t know what happened to him? Are you sure you didn’t see him recently? He was present during the fall of Ertos, you know?”
“Was he? I didn’t even… but when Faith said—” 
Princess Hope blinked. Then her eyes glazed over— her gaze grew dark as she shuddered. She brought her knees to her chest, muttering to herself. 
“The fall of… Ertos. My brothers and sisters— I’m…” 
“Um, hello?”
She didn’t respond. I reached over to poke her, but the [Healing Mage] stopped me. 
“I apologize, Miss—”
“Salvos.”
“Oh, uh, and I’m Gene.” 
He scratched the back of his head. Then he gestured at princess Hope as she rocked back and forth.
“But when individuals are in a state of shock, they become… catatonic. It’d be best for you to try speaking with her again later.”
“Aw, alright.”
I got up and glanced around this little encampment. If princess Hope couldn’t help me, my next best bet was going to be Willow. But just as I started towards her as she continued her discussion with Gavyn, I felt a tingling in the back of my mind. My clones were calling me towards them. 
They’d been looking after emperor Rowyn along with Willy. Well, to be more specific, they’d been bothering Willy as the Grand Spirit tried to look after emperor Rowyn. I walked up to them, waving a hand.
“What’s going on?” 
“Help.”
Willy spoke simply. My clones nodded eagerly, and the boy stepped forward. 
“I heard you were searching for a man. Daniel Song. The [Hero] of Elutra.” 
“Yep. That’s right. Why?” 
I tilted my head, and the emperor answered.
“I can help you. I know where he’s at.”
“Huh. I knew it!”




22. Emperor’s Explanation

Daniel Song opened his eyes as the first light of day leaked over the horizon and into the cavern. The sun ascended into the sky, painting the dark blue canvas into a light azure. The young man dragged himself to his feet, dreading the day that was to come. 
He stood at the edge of the cave, looking over the undulating landscape. The hills and valleys that stretched as far as he could see. He turned to his grousing companions, before addressing the brown-haired woman who’d been keeping watch. 
“Were there any problems?” 
“If there were any, I’d have obviously woken you up. So, no.”
Amanda answered casually. But despite her demeanor, Daniel knew she was just as nervous as the rest of them. They’d been hounded for the past month by soldiers, assassins, and Demons from the Inoria Empire.
They couldn’t travel as quickly as they could. If they wanted to, they probably could have left Elutra’s— or, Inoria’s now— borders within two to three days. But their pursuers forced them to slow their movements. To use the terrain to remain hidden from sight. 
Even still, they had gotten into far too many engagements. Ones which had nearly been costly. The only casualty so far, unfortunately, had been Garland Monsterthorne’s Pegasus. Bel and Faith had gotten out of the battles mostly unscathed, but that was only because Daniel demanded Amanda ensure their safety above all else. 
It would have all been for nothing, otherwise. 
Daniel wished he could’ve saved more people from the fall of Ertos. He heard that the rest of the royal family had been ambushed and killed. He heard that over a thousand innocent lives had been lost that day. Maybe even more. 
It upset him. And what upset him the most was that he couldn’t even do anything about it. 
He wanted to stay. He wanted to do whatever he could to save as many people as he could. But Amanda had knocked him out. A single strike to the back of the neck. It caught him off guard, and he fell unconscious. 
By the time he woke up, they were already beyond the gates of the city, flying up to Mount Soulcreep. They were being pursued, and if he left them alone to return to Ertos, he’d be leaving them to die. So, he remained with them, protecting them. 
Daniel couldn’t lie and say he didn’t feel any resentment towards Amanda for what she did. He saw her point, but he still wasn’t happy about it. There had to have been something else that could’ve been done. Something he could’ve realized if he hadn’t been knocked out. 
So, he didn’t indulge in Amanda’s snark remarks. He barely even looked at her as he nodded.
“Good. Then we should get going. We’re reaching the border soon. Shedos will offer you protection. They have a history of animosity with Inoria.” 
The [Hero] turned to Faith and Bel. Garland helped them to their feet as they nodded. 
“Do you really think they’ll believe us?” 
The princess asked hesitantly. Daniel closed his eyes.
“They’ll have to. We have no other choice.”
He started for the cave exit, shaking his head. Amanda just shifted, clearly uncomfortable as he walked past her. 
“We just have to hope for the best…”
***
“He’s somewhere in the Anima Mountain Range.” 
I listened as the boy emperor explained.
“You’re referring to the [Hero] that Elutra summoned, right? Simag is hunting him down. He escaped Ertos before its fall, bringing with him princess Faith and prince Bel.”
“Princess Faith is alive? That’s good!”
I beamed, exchanging a glance with my clones. Rowyn’s gaze darkened, his lips pursed as he continued.
“I do not know if they’ll be alive for long, lady Salvos.”
“Actually, it’s just S—”
I paused. I eyed Rowyn as he sat there, clenching a fist.
“Wait, did you call me lady Salvos?” 
“I apologize, was that rude of me? My father never taught me how to speak with commoners.” 
“No, no, no! That is absolutely fine!”
I clasped my hands together, leaning forward.
“You can call me lady Salvos, if you’d like! In fact, why not take it a step further and call me Princess Salvos?”
He blinked. Then his eyes widened.
“I did not mean to disrespect you, Princess. I wasn’t aware that the Princess of another nation would involve herself with this conflict.”
“Not.”
Willy snorted from the side. Rowyn raised his head.
“Not?”
“Not Princess—”
“Ignore Willy. He’s a [Will O’ Wisp]. That means he’s a stupid Spirit. I am most definitely a Princess, yep.”
“I… see.”
Emperor Rowyn nodded slowly. I waved a hand dismissively and held his gaze.
“Anyway, what were you saying? Why is Daniel in the Anima Mountain Range, again?”
“Because of Simag.”
He spoke grimly as me and my clones drew closer. . 
“As you should know, the Inoria Empire is working with Demons. Or to be exact, we are working under Demons. Your resistance is wrong—”
“Their resistance.”
I corrected him, glancing over at Willow in the distance. She looked over at me, frowning over something. And I turned back to Rowyn. He continued.
“R-right. Their resistance is wrong. Most of Inoria doesn’t know this. We were forced into this war by Demons. We didn’t want this. They did. And Simag is one of their leaders.”
The boy’s gaze shadowed over. 
“He’s an [Asera Changeling], just as Lucieve had been. But he’s not the strongest Archdemon. Not even close. However, he is one of the most cunning. He was the one tasked with taking down Ertos. And, where previous plots failed, his succeeded. At the cost of my… parents’ life.”
I watched as the boy shed a few tears before steeling himself. He straightened and spoke with the majesty of an emperor, even at his age.
“Now, Simag is hunting down both your friend and the last of Elutra’s royal family. I was told they escaped to Mount Soulcreep before continuing through the Anima Mountain Range.” 
I produced my map and scanned the area around Ertos. I placed a finger on a series of markings that resembled mountains. 
“Is this the Anima Mountain Range?” 
“That— and all this over here.”
Rowyn traced a large area around the map with his finger.
“It is quite the large natural land border. Not comparable to the Motharis Mountain Range— especially not in terms of the danger present— but it is substantial, nonetheless. I do not know whether we’ll be able to find your friend in time before Simag gets to them; however, I do know you’ll be able to take him on.”
“Well, of course! I am quite strong, after all.”
I beamed, clapping my hands together. Rowyn agreed.
“You killed Lucieve. She was the one who was responsible for overseeing my… ‘protection.’ To ensure that the Inoria Empire continues to operate smoothly under their thumb. She was far stronger than Simag. But you still have to be careful. He holds many tricks. I am sure he has traps prepared if faced with an enemy stronger than he is.”
“That’s settled, then. We’ll be going to the Anima Mountain Range, Willy.”
I gestured for the [Will O’ Wisp] to get up. He flitted into the air, then paused when he stared past me. He looked over at a pair of figures approaching us. I glanced up at the two Humans— the two members of Elutra’s Resistance. 
Willow and Gavyn. The woman raised her brow, peering at the emperor dubiously.
“I heard what you said. Princess Faith and prince Bel are still alive, and they’re being protected by the [Hero] Daniel, right?”
“Yep. Wait, how’d you hear us?”
I cocked a brow. She gestured at her ears.
“[Enhanced Senses]. It’s a General Skill. Most [Archers] have them. You should really put up wards when speaking about private information.”
“Huh.”
Saffron always did it for me. I had no idea how to cast a spell to block out hearing. Willow crossed her arms, looking at Rowyn then me.
“If you’re going to save princess Faith and prince Bel, then count us in. We will help you with that. You asked for my tracking Skills, didn’t you? I’m sure I can find them if I know their general location, and with a little help.” 
“Sure! I was actually just about to ask for your help.” 
I smiled, glad she volunteered her assistance before I had to request it. However, Gavyn harrumphed, interrupting her.
“But before we do anything just yet, we have one question to ask.”
“Me?”
I pointed at myself. The leader of the resistance shook his head, stepping past me. He loomed over the boy sat by my clones, drawing back in fear. Gavyn’s gaze bore into the emperor of Inoria, speaking in a deep voice.
“Why should we trust you, emperor Rowyn?”




23. Saving the [Hero]

Daniel Song trudged beneath a canopy of green. A dense forest rose along the slope of the mountain, cresting to the very peak together with the [Hero] and his party. Once they were at the very top, they took in the landscape. The terrain ahead shifted. The sea of trees grew sparser, eventually morphing into a world of rock and stone. 
They were getting close. One the forest ended, the mountain range itself would slowly descend. And that was where they’d finally be safe. That was where they’d find themselves at Shedos.
Faith grabbed her little brother’s hand, clasping onto it tightly.
“We’re so close…”
Her voice was like a whisper. Amanda glanced over at them, shrugging. 
“I could expedite the process if you want. A couple hundred [Savage Steps] or so, and we’ll be right there.”
Daniel knew that her Skill worked almost like a teleportation spell. In nearly an instant, she could cross over a hundred feet with only a short ten second cooldown in between. Still, they were miles out and away from the border. 
It was still too risky. Especially if this resulted in them being caught by Simag and his hunters. Daniel shook his head. 
“We’ll lay low. It’s just a little further—”
But he didn't get to finish. He was cut off by a loud barking— no, a howling. It was deafening to the ears. A cacophony of them. It resounded from the very base of the mountain. Daniel’s head snapped to face the creatures hounding up towards them.
A pack of dog-like creatures. Ones that were deformed, each wearing a different kind of body. They had bone-like protrusions and oddly shaped claws and irregular number of limbs. Their came in all kinds of sizes too, with distinct colors that made them stand out from each other.
Daniel didn’t know what he was looking at. He just stared at the creatures as they clambered up the mountain. Garland was the first to react. He drew his blade, eyeing the creatures warily.
“They’re not monsters.”
“They… aren’t?”
Faith blinked. She hugged Bel, and Daniel stepped forward. His eyes narrowed as he looked at the metal rings around their necks. Collars. 
“Demons.” 
The [Hero] whispered. He turned to Amanda, meeting her gaze.
“They’ve found us. Take Faith and…”
His eyes widened. He saw a shadow swooping down, and he leapt in front of the former assassin before the winged creature could swipe at her. Daniel parried a set of claws as sparks flew from his Primordial Longsword. 
The winged creature drew back, letting out a screech. 
[Cockatrice - Lvl. 105]
It looked like a giant rooster. One with a set of massive feathery wings, and claw-like legs that looked like it was made of bone. It stared at Daniel, its eyes burning with a red glow. It opened its beak, unleashing a flurry of flames at him. 
He cut through the fire and turned to his party.
“We need to run— now!” 
More shadows flew above head as the dog-like Demons drew closer. Daniel looked up to see a familiar horned figure flying there. 
Simag. 
“We’ve found you.”
He bared his teeth as dozens of Demons followed after him. All the [Hero] could do was brace himself as he prepared for the worst.
***
“Why should we trust you, emperor Roman?”
I glanced between emperor Roman and the two members of the resistance. Willow was the calmer of the pair. She wore an analytical look— one that studied each minute change in expression on the boy’s face. Meanwhile, the leader of the resistance, Gavyn, was clearly dubious. 
He crossed his arms, harrumphing as he prodded the boy.
“Well?” 
He waited. 
Roman tensed. The boy emperor couldn’t find any words. He worked his mouth, his tongue dry as he licked his lips. Then something flickered in his eyes. I watched as his demeanor changed, and he straightened.
“I understand your suspicions, sir Gavyn.”
“Don’t try cozying up to me, boy.”
The leader of the resistance glared. Willow placed a hand on his shoulder, frowning.
“Gavyn. You said we’d hear him out.”
“I am willing to listen, but I do not care for his pretty words. Speak, boy, and we shall deem whether you are trustworthy.”
The boy emperor nodded, bowing his head slightly. He rose to his feet and spoke in a regal voice befitting his station.
“There is little of me to trust. Not after what my empire has done to your country and its people. But you heard what I said to Princess Salvos, didn’t you?”
I perked up as he gestured at me. I nodded eagerly, repeating what he said.
“Yep! Yep! Emperor Roman said that he has no control over his empire. Demons are running it from within.” 
“So I heard.”
Gavyn narrowed his eyes.
“But that means nothing to me. I still have no reason to trust you. In fact, that makes me trust you even less. After all, the Demons in your empire didn’t come from nowhere, did they? They had to have been summoned into the Mortal Realm. This simply tells me that Inoria had been working with Demons for years… decades, even.”
Roman shifted his feet. His stoic demeanor receded slightly, revealing the boy within. However, he took a moment to poise himself. With a deep breath, he continued.
“That’s… true. I was told that my Father made a deal with an Archdemon long ago. And perhaps that gives you a reason not to trust me. You may think that I am evil for that very reason. And I’m not going to ask you to trust me. Instead, I’ll ask you to trust one thing.”
He held the gazes of both resistance members. 
“That I despise the Demons as much as you do. That from the very bottom of my heart, I wish to eradicate their kind from this world. And I will do whatever it takes to ensure that is the case.”
The boy finished. I cocked a brow. Huh. But Willow seemed quite impressed. She was swayed by his resolve. And she turned to Gavyn.
“I think we can trust him, Gavyn. If it means we can find princess Faith and prince Bel— and the [Hero]— we should give him a chance.”
Gavyn sighed. 
“Fine. But if he betrays us—”
“I won’t. You have my word.”
Rowyn stood, resolute. I raised a hand, butting into the conversation.
“Are we done now? Can we leave?”
Gavyn nodded.
“Very well. We shall make preparations to depart as soon as possible.” 
He spun around and called out to Zane.
“Zane! We need your Skills to track someone down!” 
The [Rogue] hurried over as I tapped a finger on my chin.
“Wait, I thought Willow was the one with tracking Skills?”
“We both have tracking Skills. Together, we’ll be able to help us find princess Faith quicker than alone. We just need to find the general vicinity of where they are…”
Willow spoke, nodding. I glanced over at Rowyn.
“You said they were at Mount Soulcreep, right?” 
“They traveled past it— further to the northeast. Last I heard, they were getting close to the border. If I remember correctly, they were in the Anima Mountain Range passing close to Elios, one of the border cities.”
“I see.” 
I clapped my hands together, interrupting Gavyn from his talk with Zane. 
“Alright, that’s settled!” 
I walked up to Willow and grabbed her by the hand. One of my clones picked up Zane as the man sputtered.
“Wait, what’s going—”
“We’ll be going now. Come on, Willy.”
I ushered the Grand Spirit up. He flitted into the air as my wings spread wide— masked by fire. Gavyn spoke up, clearly puzzled.
“What are you doing, Salvos?”
“Me? I’m going to go rescue the [Hero] and the princess.”
I replied simply, drifting into the air. He furrowed his brows.
“But we aren’t ready. We haven’t done the necessary—”
“Oh, you’re not necessary. Don’t worry.”
I waved a hand off, and he blinked.
“What?”
“I’m saying you guys aren’t needed. Stay here and look after Rowyn, alright? Or you can follow after us later. It’s up to you. But I’m going to go now.” 
“But you’ll need our help—”
“Why would I?”
I cocked my head. He pursed his lips.
“I…”
No response. I shrugged and took off with Willy and my clones. 
“Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll be going now! See you guys later!” 
They watched as I left. I soared to the sky, carrying with me Willow and Zane. I produced my map, locating Elios on it before flying in its direction. 
“Hold on tight! I’m not going to go slow!”
And I was off, flying to the rising sun.
I can’t wait to see Daniel again. I beamed. I wonder how he’s doing.
***
Daniel heard the howling— the barking, the snarling, the growling, and the shrieking. They chased after him as he sprinted through the forest. Up ahead, Amanda ran with Faith and Bel in her arms. Garland was right behind her, barely keeping up with his own enchanted boots.  
It was already evening. They’d been chased all day. From noon to sunset. They couldn’t get to the border because Simag had kept interrupting them— diverting their route.
The [Hero] brought up the rear. Slowest of the lot. He was hounded by shadows. Creatures that moved in the shadows. Quick and brutal. They were Demons, but most of them weren’t Level 100. They were close, apart from Simag and the [Cockatrice]. 
These were— 
A shadow leapt out from the bushes, snapping for Daniel’s head. He spun around and smacked it with the back of his fist. He stomped his foot on its underbelly, keeping it down as he stabbed it through the chest with a glowing blade. [Aura of the Sentinel]. It enhanced his attacks. It let him easily pierce through the creature’s thick skin.
It thrashed about for a moment before going limp. Its black blood oozed on the ground as Daniel drew back.
You have defeated [Rabid Hellwolf - Lvl. 95]! 
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!
Daniel panted, given only a moment’s reprieve to consider this. These were Demons. But not the usual intelligent kinds of Demons. They lacked any thought or basic mental capacity. They moved like savage wild animals, hungrily stalking their prey. 
It was utterly ridiculous. Simag was no longer even trying to disguise the fact that he was a Demon. This move was far too bold— far bolder than anything the Demons had ever tried before. That just showed how desperate they were in trying to kill Daniel, Faith, and Bel.
The [Hero] cut down another [Hellwolf] that leapt at him before making a break for it again. But after taking a single step, he saw a shadow moving overhead. The [Cockatrice] let out a terrible shriek as it unleashed a massive fireball at him. 
His eyes widened as he saw the attack coming. He raised his sword, breathing deeply.
[Will of the Hero]. 
It shielded him from the blast. The [Cockatrice] flapped its wings, ascending once more. But Daniel was getting tired of this chase. He leapt into the air, boosted by his Hero’s Skill and aimed for the monster’s neck. 
“[Hero’s Slash].” 
He beheaded the giant rooster in an instant. It fell to the ground, dead as a notification echoed in his head. He groaned as he landed back on the ground. He wanted to rest. He needed a break. But he saw the shadows moving overhead, and he was back on his feet.
Simag led a pair of [Changelings] straight for Amanda. They zipped through the air and assailed the former assassin from all sides. Garland rushed to her aid, and the two moved to protect Faith and Bel.
Daniel tried to join them, but for every few steps he took, he was intercepted by a [Hellwolf]. He gritted his teeth, cutting them down one by one as he could only watch from afar as Garland was knocked back. His armor was torn open from the combined attacks of the [Changelings]. 
“N-no…”
His voice came as a whisper. An armor shone around him as he propelled himself forward. Amanda stumbled back, cut across the chest by Simag. The Demon with crooked horns smiled with visible teeth, raising a clawed hand. 
Daniel screamed.
“No! I will not let you take another life!”
He exploded past the [Hellwolves]. [A Hero’s Rage]. He landed between Amanda and Simag, already swinging for the Demon’s head. Simag leapt out of the way just in time as his sword cleaved the earth. Lightning struck down from above— a concentrated storm that kept back the [Hellwolves] and the other approaching Demons. 
Even the other [Changelings] were pushed back from the attack. Daniel stood before Amanda, Faith, and Bell, breathing heavily.  
“This ends now, Simag.”
Daniel stepped forward, bringing his blade to the side. A gust of wind blew the leaves off the ground from that motion. The Archdemon grinned.
“You’re right.” 
He pointed at Daniel, a ring on his finger flashing. 
“It ends here. Fireball of the August Archmage Alyssa.” 
A massive sphere appeared, carrying the weight of the sun itself before rapidly condensing into a small orb. It blasted out like a bullet, and Daniel’s eyes widened. If he moved out of the way, Faith, Bel, and maybe even Amanda would be killed.
He gritted his teeth and stood his ground. He took on the explosion head-on. It shook the earth, expanding into a blast of red. One that incinerated everything it touched. But it stopped at Daniel. 
The explosion didn’t blow past him. He stood there, taking the brunt of the attack. The glowing armor from his Skill was partially damaged, but it survived the blast. 
“Was that all you got?” 
He asked, smirking. Simag tilted his head, raising another hand full of rings. 
“As a matter of fact, I collected quite a few more treasures from the dead queen.” 
Daniel stared as the rings all glowed simultaneously. The Demon with crooked horns laughed.
“So, to answer your question, [Hero]: no. That is not all that I have.” 
And a flurry of magic assailed Daniel. He took it all, cutting down fireballs and streaks of lightning. Wind blades and a rain of hail. Chinks appeared all over his armor as the barrage continued. 
Daniel turned back to Amanda as he struck down a large boulder. 
“Get out of here— I’ll hold them off!” 
The former assassin bit her lower lip. She tried to pick herself up but could only groan.
“W-we can’t…”
She pointed past him. Past Simag. The onslaught of magic slowly stopped, and the Demon with crooked horns laughed. The [Hellwolves] surrounded their position. Another [Cockatrice] descended from the sky, accompanied by both Archdemons and Greater Demons. These weren’t even [Changelings], either. They wore no disguise and were keenly intelligent— unlike the [Hellwolves].
The gloves were off. Simag was here to finish the job.
“You’ve lost, [Hero].”
Daniel collapsed to his knees as the last of his armor broke off. He closed his eyes, then spoke defiantly. 
“I… will… never… surrender…”
Simag chuckled.
“Good.” 
He raised a hand as Faith tensed. She covered Bel as Garland and Amanda lay too injured on the ground to move. Daniel brought his sword up, screaming and gathering up the last of his strength. 
The Demon with crooked horns just spoke casually.
“[Ray of Frost].”
And a beam of white shot out. One that froze the landscape. One that tore the ground asunder. It came for Daniel as his life flashed before his eyes. He remembered the Lich— he remembered how futile he was against that overwhelming power. How pathetic it made him feel. 
Yet, he didn’t give up then. He wouldn’t give up now. 
Daniel shouted a challenge, facing the attack without fear. A layer of sleet rapidly approached him as the white beam shot out. For a very brief moment, the world turned cold. Everything had frozen over.
Then it was hot. The world burned. A fire raged around Daniel, melting the ice. The [Ray of Frost] was intercepted by a wall of red and white. A woman clad in flaming armor carried Daniel, smiling down at him.
He blinked, looking up at his savior.
“...Salvos?”
Simag frowned.
“Who are you?”
And she beamed.
“I’m the Princess, and I’m here to save the [Hero].”




24. Vanity

“Who are you?”
Simag stared at the silver-haired girl as she stood amidst an inferno of red and white. His most powerful Skill was deflected— just like that. How was that possible? Who was she? She carried the [Hero] in her arms like she was the [Hero]. And when she spoke, it was utterly casual.
“I’m the Princess, and I’m here to save the [Hero].”
She was carrying Daniel Song, the [Hero] of Elutra, in her arms. He could only look up at her, blinking. In utter disbelief.
“How did you… find me?”
“I had a little bit of help.”
The silver-haired girl gestured up to the sky. A [Will O’ Wisp] hovered there, alongside a pair of golden figures— flaming figures that resembled the girl. They carried with them two Humans. Simag recognized them as members of Elutra’s Resistance.
They called out, trying to get down.
“Princess Faith! Prince Bel!”
But the flaming figures refused to let them down. Only the [Will O’ Wisp] descended next to the silver-haired girl. And Simag’s eyes flickered.
The flames. They’re… from the [Will O’ Wisp]. It was the only thing that made sense to him. There was no way that Level 90 Human [Mage] could’ve halted his [Ray of Frost]. It was his greatest Skill— only a Grand Spirit could’ve done such a thing. And his suspicions were confirmed by those copycat flaming figures. 
It was all the Grand Spirit’s doing.
“A [Summoner]… Princess? Very interesting. But even with a Grand Spirit by your side, you don’t stand a chance. All of you will die here.” 
Simag spread his arms wide, and dozens of Demons moved. Whether they were wild Demons or [Changelings] or regular Demons— there were far too many for a single Grand Spirit to take on. Not only that, he had a trump card. His fingers twitched as one of the rings glowed. 
Two [Changelings] appeared by Simag’s side. They snickered and laughed. Bolus and Procul. Each were close to Simag’s own level. Level 110 and 108. Simag waved a hand dismissively. 
“Kill the girl. The rest of you, distract the [Will O’ Wisp] and those flaming copies.”
The silver-haired girl narrowed her eyes. She lowered Daniel to the ground, shaking her head. 
“Stay here, Daniel. I’ll deal with them real quick. 
“Salvos—”
He sputtered, raising a hand. 
“You can’t…”
Then she smiled at him as the first of the [Hellwolves] moved. Bolus leapt forward with an ice lance as Procul created a lightning bow. 
“I’ll be fine, Daniel. I’m me, remember?” 
“...right.”
The [Hero] didn’t stop her. Simag’s eyes darted back up to the Grand Spirit. The [Will O’ Wisp] was nearly Level 130. It would be tough, but with numbers alone he’d be able to win. He just had to sacrifice a handful of the wild Demons. Not that they mattered much. 
Too many [Changelings] had been killed over the course of this war. The only ones Simag had to be worried about losing were Bolus and Procul. But they could handle themselves.
Their attacks streaked out for the silver-haired girl. It was a clash of frost and lightning. The [Will O’ Wisp] was too slow to react. Even the flaming copies didn’t move. Faith cried out as Daniel stared. Bel didn’t move, sniffling as he hugged his sister. 
Simag chuckled and created a fiery axe. 
“Now, to deal with—” 
And the smoke cleared. It dissipated, revealing the silver-haired girl underneath. She smiled as her flaming armor burned brilliantly. Bolus blinked. Procul stared in shock. Simag just paused.
“...what?”
“Are you done?”
She asked, crossing her arms. The Demon with crooked horns didn’t believe it. 
“How did you…? No— I see it now. That armor was given to you by the [Will O’ Wisp], wasn’t it? But that doesn’t matter.”
He turned to Bolus, passing him the Raging Axe of Flames. 
“Don’t waste any more time. Deal with her now.” 
“Yes, Simag.”
Bolus vanished, appearing behind the silver-haired girl. 
“[Tempest Slash].”
He swung for her head, and Simag sighed. Now he could turn all his attention to what mattered. The [Will O’ Wisp]. He just had to get close… 
And Bolus struck nothing. Simag’s eyes widened as the silver-haired girl easily ducked under the attack. She held Bolus’s gaze, raising a brow. 
“What were you trying to do?” 
A scythe appeared in her hand as she sliced up with ease. Bolus couldn’t even leap back in time. She cleaved him in half with the rainbow-colored weapon. He dropped, dead in an instant. 
“Because it didn’t work.” 
She finished. Simag stepped back. 
“What…? That’s not— that can’t be right.”
His attention finally focused on the silver-haired girl. She laughed as she twirled her scythe. 
“Well then, aren’t you guys going to attack me? Or are you going to come after me one by one?”
***
I was finally here. I finally got to face the Simag Rowyn talked about. We left in the morning, and now it was already sundown. It took us hours of searching, but we arrived just in time. It was thanks to Zane and Willow’s combined tracking Skills that I made it.
Well, supposedly it was because the Demons had left quite the trail behind. They weren’t being inconspicuous at all. Even now, they all showed up in their non-Human forms. Kind of stupid, if I had to say so myself.
And they were weak. The strongest Demon here was Simag himself. He was Level 114. An Archdemon of Weak or something. The other two [Changelings]— well, one [Changeling] now—  weren’t any better. In fact, they were far worse.
There were regular Demons, too. Wild Demons as well. And the highest-leveled amongst them was some weird chicken. A [Cockatrice]. The others ranged from Level 70 to 100. There was a single [Djinn] and a bunch of [Fiends]. Again, nothing that would be problematic for me.
I didn’t even know why I was using [Protection of the Sentinel]. I’d been worried they’d be comprised of stronger fighters, so I came in fully prepared with multiple enhancement Skills already active. 
That hadn’t been necessary.
I raised my rainbow Nebular Scythe and pointed at Simag.
“Well then, aren’t you guys going to attack me? Or are you going to come after me one by one?”
The Archdemon of Stupid’s gaze darkened. He created a Spear of Flames and shouted.
“Kill that girl! All of you! End her now!”
I grinned as the Demons moved. The other [Changeling] let out a guttural cry as he loosed bolts of lightning at me with his bow and arrow. I turned to my clones, gesturing at Daniel and the others.
“Keep them safe. Get them out of here.”
Willy flitted forward, but I stopped him.
“You, too.”
“Help?”
“It’s fine.”
I spoke casually, blocking the onslaught of projectiles. 
“I can deal with this myself.”
“Ok.”
The [Will O’ Wisp] sent both healing and levitation flames at the injured brown-haired woman and the injured man in plate armor. My clone scooped Daniel up as he stared at me. 
“Get them, Salvos.”
I nodded at him, deflecting another bolt of lightning. Then I fixed my gaze on the other [Changeling]. Not Simag. I was going to save him for last. 
I brought a hand to the sky, unleashing a volley of flames. Fireballs shot out, created by [The Primordial Spark], raining down on the small gathering of Demons. It wasn’t a horde. There were a few dozen of them. Nothing comparable to the swarms of Centinels I saw in the Bloodied Gulf.
Streaks of blue and white crashed down from above, blasting apart the wild Demons before they could even draw close. The other [Changeling] leap back as he narrowly avoided a few of the explosions. 
I teleported behind him. 
“Hi!”
He spun around, eyes wide. He swung for me, and I tapped him on the shoulder, once again behind him. 
“You hurt my companion. Now, die.”
And I sheared straight through him with my burning scythe. He fell to the ground as a shadow loomed over me. I looked up to see the [Djinn] raising a giant hand to crush me. Its arm came crashing down, and I caught it. 
“You’re stronger than Lucerna.” 
I flipped the [Djinn] over, leaping onto his chest. 
“But still weak.”
I tore him in half with my claws. The [Fiends] closing in on me paused. They hesitated, and I reacted. I appeared before them, cutting them down one after another. They were defeated before they could even lay a hand on me. 
The wild Demons saw this slaughter. This total and utter massacre. Some of them began to flee. I looked over at the [Cockatrice] as it turned tails and flew off. 
“You’re not going anywhere.” 
I threw my scythe at it, slicing off one of its wings. I appeared in front of the [Cockatrice] and grabbed my scythe. It spewed fire at me. But the flames were weak. I flew through it and slashed off its head. The giant wild Demon dropped slowly to the ground as the gathered Demons ran. 
A flurry of fiery weapons lanced out my way, but I easily blocked them. I caught a Spear of Flames, blinking. I tossed it aside and stared down at Simag. 
His gaze burned with anger. With fury. He watched as all his companions left him. Not just the wild Demons. The [Fiends] ran, too. They were all afraid. They knew they couldn’t win. 
I bared my teeth at him as he stumbled back.
“Just… what is this? How are you doing this? Even a Grand Spirit’s magic can’t push you this far!” 
“You’re wrong, Simag.” 
I stared at the Demon with crooked horns. I tossed aside the Spear of Flames and descended before him. 
“The one who blocked your [Ray of Frost]— the one responsible for these flames— is me.”
“W-what…?” 
He trembled, speaking in an almost familiar gravelly voice. 
“Just what are you?”
“Me?”
I leaned closer, eyes glinting. I held Simag’s gaze and grabbed him with a clawed hand. He stared at it— at the Demon-like hand. Then he realized what was going on. I finished as I met the eyes of the Demon with crooked horns.
“I’m Salv…”
Then I paused.
“Wait, don’t I know y—” 
And Simag moved. He tapped my chest with a ring while I was distracted. I stared at his familiar face, only for a void of darkness to pull me into the ring. By the time I registered what had happened, it was too late.
“Ring of the Forgotten Prison.” 
***
“No!”
Daniel shouted as he watched Salvos disappear. She was sucked into the Epic Grade artifact, unable to react. Unable to escape. He struggled as the flaming figures that looked eerily like Salvos held onto him, still flying higher.
“We have to help her. We have to—”
Simag cackled as he collapsed to his knees.
“She fell for it! She actually fell for it! And here
I thought I was going to die today!”
The [Will O’ Wisp] just stared down at the scene. Daniel glanced between the flaming figures, then the Grand Spirit.
“Why are you guys just watching? We need to do something!”
“No.”
“What?”
He looked at the [Will O’ Wisp] in shock at the rejection. 
“But—”
“Stupid. Mistake. Her fault.”
“That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t do anything!”
Daniel protested. The [Will O’ Wisp] made a sighing sound. He looked over at Daniel, bobbing in Simag’s direction.
“Watch.”
Daniel opened his mouth… then he stopped. He turned to Simag. The Archdemon was laughing, gloating in his victory, and ignoring the fact that Daniel or the [Will O’ Wisp] was there.
But it didn’t matter. They weren’t going to do anything. Salvos said she would deal with this alone, and if Daniel knew anything about her, he knew she’d do whatever it took to stick to her word.
***
I found myself floating in a sea of darkness. It was like I was in my dad’s home, except there were no floating objects frozen in time. There was no supermassive blackhole overhead. Instead, I saw stars. An expansive canvas of space. One that was as beautiful as the night sky.
There was nothing below me, nothing above me. It was just this pretty sight. And I floated in it, lost. My voice echoed as I tapped a finger on my chin.
“Oops. Did I get too cocky?”
Well, it only made sense. I was an Archdemon of Pride, after all. And while my nature sometimes served to my advantage, I knew there were drawbacks, too. This was one of them.
“To be fair, I was distracted. I mean, Simag just looks so familiar…”
I shook the thought out of my mind right now. I had to escape this place. This so-called forgotten prison. First, I tried flying away from this spot, but wherever I moved, the world seemed to move with me, forcing me to stay fixed into this point in the plane.
Then I used [Planar Navigation] to take in my surroundings. Yep. I was definitely trapped in a sort of pocket dimension. I couldn’t sense the forest or the trees or the dead Demons around me like I’d be able to if this was an illusion.
“Alright. So the solution is simple. I just have to— [Long Range Teleport].”
I clapped my hand together, waiting. My body shone. The world warped around me. And… I appeared at the exact same spot. 
“Huh. Well, that didn’t work.”
That sucked. I couldn’t do anything but wait for someone to save me… or at least, I wouldn’t have been able to do anything if this was a week ago. Normally, I’d have been stumped. I’d have waited for my clones to free me.
But many things had changed in the short span of one week. I had two Grand Skills now, although neither was applicable in this situation. 
However, there were other things I learned. I hadn’t advanced in my Class just yet. Maybe if I did, I’d have learned a planar teleportation Skill and would’ve been able to escape from this pocket dimension. Except, well, if I could do that, I’d currently be in the Netherworld searching for Haec.
So what changed? What was different that left me so unconcerned? Well, recently I gained a new Title. Two new Titles, actually. One of them, Secely’s Sentinel, gave me a pretty good Stat boost and Bonus, along with a few useful Skills. But neither would be applicable here.
My other Title, on the other hand, would finally prove itself here. I was The Devil’s Daughter. My dad was a master of space magic. There was no way I’d be trapped by such a cheap trick. After all, I was Salvos, and Sal was my father.
I raised my hand and spoke simply.
“[The Devil’s Grace].”




25. Grace

“[The Devil’s Grace].”
It was my Title Skill. A brand-new Skill I had yet to actually try out. But, somehow, I intuitively knew it was a Skill that would aid me in this situation. And it did.
Something shifted. I couldn’t see it with my own eyes, beyond the fact that a powerful magic— almost familiar— was being cast. It reminded me of when I used [Scattering Displacement] or [Warped Time]... except if I was using both at the exact same time and more. 
[Planar Navigation] told me that the world around me was altering. That there was a change to not just the flow of space but also the flow of time. And no— time wasn’t just speeding up or slowing down. It almost felt like it was going backward.
A magical timefield formed. One that expanded beyond just the forgotten prison and back to the Mortal Realm.
I smiled as the same hole that put me into this pocket dimension opened up. It didn’t so much pull me into it as it reverse dropped me out of the forgotten prison. The Mortal Realm reopened around me, and my body moved back into place.
***
Simag laughed as he caught that silver-haired girl in the Ring of the Forgotten Prison. She was too cocky— too arrogant. And he exploited it. He lured her in and defeated her with his wits. Such was the folly of those born with too much power.
They lacked the guiles and the wiliness necessary to make it far. They typically only had one plan of action: to punch their opponents until they won. 
He was nothing like them. Simag knew what it actually took to win a battle against those stronger than him. His cackling echoed throughout the night as he arched back, looking up. Then he paused.
His eyes widened as he spotted a glowing figure floating overhead. A few glowing figures, in fact. The Grand Spirit and the golden apparitions were still there.
Simag gritted his teeth, reaching into a Bag of Holding. He had to react quickly before the Grand Spirit moved to strike him down. But he had used his only Epic Grade artifact. All he had left were a handful of Medium Grade scrolls and maybe a single High Grade weapon. 
Calm down, he told himself. He needed to assess the situation with a cool mind, lest he made a mistake. His eyes flickered around the battlefield— towards the fleeing wild Demons and [Fiends]. Somehow, he had to rally them back here to deal with the Grand Spirit. 
Well, the [Fiends] wouldn’t be too difficult to control. He just had to use a Horn of the Caller, and they’d see that the main threat was gone. The wild Demons, on the other hand, were a tough task to deal with. Even getting them to track down the [Hero] had taken quite a while. 
Simag produced a tusk-shaped horn from his Bag of Holding, preparing to blow on it. The [Hero] sputtered something at the Grand Spirit, but the Grand Spirit didn’t move. Such foolishness. Once again, their conceit and hubris in their power would be their undoing.
With a smirk, Simag raised the Horn of the Caller—
And he stopped. His body refused to move any further. He couldn’t even lower his arms. What was this? Why wasn’t he able to do anything? 
Simag just stood frozen for what felt like forever before he finally moved again. Except, this time, it wasn’t by his own will.
He lowered the Horn of the Caller, putting it back into the Bag of Holding. A clear reverse of his previous actions— mimicking the exact same movement he carried out to produce the artifact, but backward. Then he slung his Bag of Holding back over his shoulder as he leaned back and laughed again. 
He didn’t feel joy from this. He just stared up into the sky, maniacally laughing in utter terror at his lack of control over his own body. The Grand Spirit and the [Hero] just watched, unaffected by whatever curse or spell this was. The flying [Fiends] fled further. The wild Demons abandoned him. 
None of them came for him. The only thing that moved in reverse was himself, and the grass at his feet. 
Simag raised his hand as he stopped laughing, and the realization dawned on him. His Ring of the Forgotten Prison flashed. He quivered, barely able to move his lips.
“N-no…”
And the same void that consumed the silver-haired girl spat her back out. She grabbed him by the hand— the exact same position she had held before being sucked into the pocket dimension. She didn’t seem to have control over her own actions either. Only minor movements, just like Simag. 
And, well, she wore a savage look on her face.
Then, just like glass shattering, whatever spell had been holding over the both of them ended. Simag paled as he tried to raise the ring once again. 
“Ring of—” 
“Not again.”
She ripped off his arm.
***
“...what is that?”
Daniel Song stared in disbelief as he watched the events of the last minute play in reverse. Salvos reappeared from the Ring of the Forgotten Prison as the grass at her feet seemed to sway backward. She grabbed Simag by the arm while the world around them continued  with this odd dissonance. 
It was like they were moving in their own world. Their own place. Everything outside of what they touched or did was unaffected. They were being restored to their previous state a whole minute ago. 
“That’s… a magical time field.”
Princess Faith whispered. Daniel looked over at her, frowning. 
“A magical time field?”
“It’s just something I’ve heard about. I’ve never seen it myself. Powerful [Archmages] who are supposedly able to speed up or slow down time— or even momentarily pause time in a certain radius. However, I have never heard of a magical time field that could reverse time.”
She shook her head, staring in awe.
“But make no mistake, it is a magical time field.” 
Daniel turned back to Salvos. He wanted to laugh. Was this how strong she’d gotten since he’d last seen her? He had fallen behind. She truly was…
Then, Simag and Salvos clicked back into place. And time around them resumed.
***
“Ring of—” 
“Not again.”
I ripped off Simag’s arm before he could activate his artifact once again. 
I probably couldn’t use [The Devil’s Grace] very often. At the very minimum, it had a one-day cooldown. It was annoying, but once I leveled the Skill more, I could probably get it down to once every hour or so.
Which seemed quite useful. Except while the Skill reversed everything that happened between me and a certain target in the past minute, it didn’t entirely reverse everything that happened. For example, I had momentarily turned my hand into a claw just before being sucked into the Ring of the Forgotten Prison. I only transformed back to a fully Human form before I activated [The Devil’s Grace].
Yet, here I was, with a Human hand— no claw in sight.
It seemed that whatever physical change that occurred to me over the last minute wasn’t reversed. So if I was stabbed through the chest, I likely wouldn’t be able to fix my wounds with this Skill. 
Nevertheless, I was now out of the forgotten prison. And I stood over Simag, tossing his arm to the side. He stumbled away from me, eyes wide. 
“You—”
His eyes sharpened. He glared at me in anger, a glowing spark dancing around him.
“You will not get away with this! You’re with him, aren’t you?” 
“Who?”
I cocked my head, and Simag unleashed a volley of fiery attacks at me. I sighed, walking forward as my [Protection of the Sentinel] repelled his magical barrage. I slowly approached him as he drew back. 
“You traitors— you think you can defy our king, but you won’t succeed. As we speak, Levithus is moving to crush you and your little rebellion.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
I countered his flaming attacks with my salvo. It blasted Simag back. He screamed as he fell back-first to the ground. 
“Oh, you know. You’re just afraid of what would happen to him once Levithus gets there. Trust me, he will die. Belzu’s little show of force will end.”
I paused. My eyes narrowed. 
“You think Belzu is my companion?”
Simag snapped up, unleashing a gust of icy wind at me. I burned it away and walked up to him. I closed my eyes, shaking my head.
“Simag, you really don’t know anything about me, huh? Of course, you don’t. You don’t even know my name. This is your first time meeting me. But this isn’t my first time meeting you.”
I didn’t speed up or close the distance. I just continued my approach as a memory flashed. One of simpler times. When Haec and I were still together.
We crested up the plateau, and after taking a quick look around at the top and seeing no one, I decided we would stay there for a bit. I had only recovered some of my health when I heard a noise. 
“Stay back!”
Simag yelled. His voice was familiar. I knew where I heard it before. I ignored whatever he threw at me. If Clayton Skyshredder couldn’t break through my [Protection of the Sentinel], there was no way a Level 114 Archdemon could. Instead, I continued.
“I know you, Simag. I remember you.”
Peeking over the edge, I looked down at what was a narrow passage between another hill. It was a valley, and down in the valley were moving shapes. Figures, not ones I had ever seen before, were entering this valley. 
I looked at the source of the voice, focusing on a large, gray figure at the front of the group. He wasn’t like any other Demon I had seen before, but I intuitively knew he was one. He only had four limbs— unlike my dozen— and only needed two of them under him to walk. He had a long head, with two crooked horns protruding out of the side.
“Keep on moving! If you break, you will be killed!”
The tone he carried was nothing like I remembered. In my memories, he spoke with an imposing, terrifying weight. One that struck fear into my heart. But now? 
“W-what are you talking about?”
Simag asked, trembling. I just chuckled.
“You were so strong, then. At least, I thought you were.”
From the other side of the valley poured Demons. Wild Demons. Ones that were also new to me, but unlike the mostly uniform group of Demons, these ones were truly distinct. They came in all shapes and sizes, rushing at the Demons that had been traveling down that path. They roared, they howled, they growled, and they made all kinds of noises— none of them making any sense to me despite my Racial Skill. 
I saw the Demon with crooked horns raise his two hanging limbs— his arms.
A ball of flames appeared in front of him. A massive one that shot forward and instantly obliterated half of the coming wild Demons. Then once the explosion had gone away— when the bright light had disappeared and the reverberation through the ground had stopped— I looked up and saw something else appear in his hand. 
It was a long, pointed object. One that was burning with wisps of flame coming off it.
“Slay these Lesser Demons!”
“Now look at you.”
“Y-you won’t— get away… Our King will…” 
I stared down at Simag. He collapsed to his knees. Nothing he threw my way would harm me as long as my protection Skill was active. I bared my teeth at him.
“You’re so weak.”
I spotted a Demon. Even amongst the group of [Demon Larvae] did he stand out because I recognized him. He was the Level 3 Demon I had been with the others.
And I watched as a spear shot through him, pinning him into the hill wall. 
It was the fire spear the Demon with crooked horns had. He had thrown it at the coward Demon, instantly killing him. I stared in shock at this turn of events. Weren’t they on the same side? And I continued to watch as he raised a hand and pointed at the rest of the fleeing group.
“I had warned you! I warned you that you would be killed! Learn this lesson, the rest of you— the survivors. Know that you cannot run from me!” 
“Run, Simag.”
I spoke simply as he turned tails. [Intimidation] broke him. He didn’t even dare to speak. His wings spread out as he took off into the sky. 
Daniel shouted something— princess Faith cried out. Willy observed, unmoving. And I brought a hand to the sky, blue flames coalescing before turning black. A Nebular Spear of Flames.
“But know that you cannot run from me.”
I threw the spear. It shot out, reaching the Archdemon in an instant. I grinned as it tore through him, and I finished.
“Because I am Salvos, and you will remember me for the rest of your life just as I remembered you.”
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26. Catching Up

Daniel Song flinched as he watched the Nebular Spear impale Simag. It ran through the Archdemon, propelling him into the side of the mountain. His corpse was pinned on the rock as a plume of dust and debris shot up. 
Salvos shook her head and strode forward with a sigh.
“No levels. That sucks.”
“Finished?”
The [Will O’ Wisp] asked, flitting back to the ground. Daniel found himself being lowered as the golden flaming figures descended. 
“Yep! My clones can deal with the rest of the Demons.”
Salvos waved a hand dismissively as Daniel was settled to the ground. The young man blinked.
“Your… clones?”
“Well, they’re not exactly clones. They’re made from fire and not made from me. I’d say they’re weaker copycats. Fakers.”
She huffed, and one of the ‘clones’ shook a fist at her. The other clone rolled her eyes and ushered the first clone forward. Together, they took off to deal with the fleeing Demons. The real Salvos beamed.
“They’re useful, though. Very helpful.” 
“I… see.”
Daniel wasn’t sure what to say. He watched the Salvos clones go, unleashing a storm of golden flames in the distance. He turned back to the real Salvos, and finally, he approached her.
“Salvos, I…”
He hesitated. The young man glanced over at princess Faith and prince Bel. They were being tended to by Garland as the man and woman accompanying Salvos huddled over. 
If not for them— if not for Salvos arriving just in time— they’d all be dead right now. Even though Daniel had tried his hardest, he would’ve failed in protecting them. He couldn’t save anyone. Quite the [Hero], he was.
It was probably such a pathetic display. He used to be able to fight alongside Salvos. She probably thought he was so weak right now. He was almost ashamed to even speak with her. He averted his gaze, hanging his head—
And he paused. He felt a pair of arms wrapping around him. Daniel blinked and looked up to see the silver-haired girl laughing. She hugged him with a smile. 
“Hey, Daniel.”
He slowly hugged her back. That was right. It had been a while since he last saw her. He must’ve forgotten what she was like. Even if the way she thought was alien to him, even if she was… well, Salvos, in how she acted, she still truly cared for him 
Salvos cocked her head.
“How have you been doing?”
Daniel returned the smile.
“Not going to lie, I haven’t been doing great. But now that you’re here… I’m sure I’ll do much better.”
***
I wasn’t really sure how long it’d been since I last saw Daniel. But he’d changed a lot since then. He hadn’t leveled much, but I could tell that he managed to grow in other ways. I could tell just from the look he wore on his face.
“Salvos, do you have any healing potions? My friends— they’re hurt.” 
I drew back from him and blinked. 
“Um, sure— Willy!”
I called out to the [Will O’ Wisp]. Willy sighed and flitted over to check on them. Daniel watched as a green fire shot out, slowly landing on those who were injured. 
“What is that?”
“That? That’s Willy. He’s a [Will O’ Wisp].”
“I knew that much. But how did you meet him? Is he Edithe’s summon?”
I shook my head.
“Nope. I haven’t seen Edithe since we split up in Viechester— when I last saw you. I met Willy while in the Bloodied Gulf.”
“You were in the— actually, I shouldn’t even be questioning it.”
Daniel chuckled. He looked over at one of the injured Humans. A woman with brown hair. He sighed in relief as her injuries closed up. The other injured man recovered as well thanks to Willy’s green flames. Willow and Zane helped him up. And behind him was— 
“Princess Faith!”
My eyes widened. I excitedly tugged at Daniel’s shirt, pulling him over to greet the princess.
“Do you remember me? We met one time like a year and a half ago— it’s me, Salvos!”
She looked up at me weakly. Her skin was pale— like she’d been dipped in freezing cold water. But otherwise, she was mostly fine. A thin smile spread across her lips as she nodded.
“I remember you, Salvos. You left quite the impression on me when we met back then. Of course I’d remember you.”
“She remembers me, Daniel! A princess remembers me!”
I was practically bouncing on my toes as I turned to my companion. He scratched the back of his head.
“Uh, yeah…”  
“I apologize for this unsightly scene.”
Faith laughed, almost bitterly. She drew to her feet, helping the boy with her— her brother, probably— up and bowed with him. 
“Thank you for saving us. We would be dead without your aid.”
“Oh, don’t mention it at all. When I heard you guys were in trouble, I came as quickly as I could. With help, of course.”
I gestured at the two resistance members who accompanied me. They flushed, averting their gaze as princess Faith turned to them. She bowed her head at them as well.
“Thank you— to the both of you. I recognize you. You worked for Duke Landry, didn’t you? You were his bodyguards.”
Willow exchanged a glance with Zane. She straightened, nodding stiffly. 
“Y-yes. We gathered whoever we could after Ertos fell to rebel against Inoria. Gavyn Windborne is with us too— he’s our leader.”
“Is that so? I’m glad to hear he’s still alive.”
Faith sighed, smiling. She raised her left hand and patted both the resistance members on the shoulders.
“Good work. You’re fighting the good fight.”
My eyes flickered. I stared at Faith for a moment. Something was amiss. She was…
And I gasped.
“Faith— your right hand! It’s gone!”
The princess blinked. She shifted back, hiding her right arm behind her back. 
“This is…”
“What happened?”
I ran up to her, inspecting the stub where her hand should be. Faith shook her head,
“It’s fine. It happens during war. This is nothing to worry about.”
“No— this isn’t right! Here…”
I reached into my [Dimensional Pocket] and produced a glinting elixir. One that pulsed with magic. Faith’s eyes grew wide. Willow stepped back.
“That’s a…”
“Potion of Regeneration.”
The princess spoke, meeting my gaze. 
“Are you sure you want to give this to me? A Potion of Regeneration is worth…” 
“It’s fine! You’re a princess! You should use it!”
I raised her arm, pouring the Potion of Regeneration until there was only a little bit left in the bottle. It was still enough for recovering maybe a body part or two. 
Faith stared as her hand regrew from the stub. She flexed her newly regenerated hand before turning to me. Her lips quivered. She opened her mouth. 
“I…” 
And tears streamed down her cheeks. I was taken aback.
“Um, what?”
“Adventurer Salvos, I am forever in your debt.”
She bowed once again, deeper than before. Then she turned to Daniel.
“And [Hero] Daniel Song, I owe you more than just my life. You owed nothing to me. Yet, you saved me. You risked your life for us.”
Faith held her brother’s hand tightly. 
“Thank you.”
Daniel hesitated. He scratched his cheeks, not really looking at either the princess or the prince. 
“I… arrived too late. I should’ve come sooner. There is nothing to thank me for. I could’ve done more to prevent what happened at Ertos.”
“But you did what you could, and thanks to that, my brother and I are alive today. So, again, thank you.”
Faith was insistent. I nudged Daniel on the shoulder. 
“Just accept it.”
I smiled at him. 
“Sometimes, you just have to accept it when others praise you,”
Not like there should be any reason for others to not praise me. But Daniel always grew shy and aloof when he was lauded for his actions. He nodded slowly.
“Right. I was just… uh, doing what [Heroes] do.”
I watched as he cringed as he said that. Faith didn’t seem to mind, and her brother even brightened. Willow and Zane just respectfully lowered their heads. The [Warrior] who’d been with Faith and Daniel crossed his arms approvingly. But someone laughed.
“Even you were embarrassed by that.”
A brown-haired woman strode up to us from behind. The injured woman healed by Willy.
“Amanda…”
Daniel shot a glare at her. I raised a brow.
“Who’s this?”
“She’s—”
“I’m his girlfriend. We met at a bar.” 
She smirked, hugging his arm. Daniel flushed, and I blinked.
“Nice! I’m Salvos, it’s nice to meet you.” 
I proffered her a hand. Amanda paused, staring at it. 
“You… aren’t jealous?”
“No. Why would I be?”
I tilted my head. Daniel’s shoulders sagged for whatever reason. Then he shrugged Amanda off him.
“She’s not my girlfriend, Salvos. She’s an assassin who was hired to kill me. We fought, a few things happened, and now we’re working together, and I’m forced to deal with her crap.” 
She drew back from him, harrumphing. I tapped a finger on my chin.
“Huh. Neat.”
I glanced over at the group of Humans. Then I looked up to see my clones returning from dealing with the last of the fleeing Demons. I nodded at Willy and clasped my hands together.
“Alright. Now that all that’s settled, we should go back to the hideout.” 
Faith stepped forward, looking towards the northeast.
“We can’t stay in Elutra, Salvos. We need to leave this country. Inoria is relentless. They won’t stop. They’ll keep sending Demons after us until we’re dead.”
“And we will leave for Shedos.”
I agreed with her.
“We’re just going back to grab the other resistance members first. Then we’ll all go to Shedos together.”
“You’ll… what? How will you do that?”
She blinked. I gestured at Willy.
“Don’t worry, I have help. It’s not too much trouble.”
“...right.”
Faith acquiesced. My wings unfurled from my back as we began to take off.
“Anyway, we don’t have to worry too much about more Demons coming after us. After all, according to Simag, they’re going to be preoccupied, right?”
“Wait, what are you talking about, Salvos?”
Daniel narrowed his eyes. I glanced over at him. 
“The Demons— Simag said that they’re busy dealing with Belzu. So, we will probably be fine.”
There was silence. A long pause. Everyone exchanged glances. Princess Faith pursed her lips. Then Bel— the former prince of Elutra— raised a hand.
“Who’s Belzu?”
***
Belzu could feel his army slowing. Their numbers had been depleted— slowly whittled away as the Primeval Demon made his way through Inoria. He didn’t think it’d have taken this long to arrive at Shedos, but he didn’t think that Regnorex would already be making a move so soon.
Levithus was in the Mortal Realm. A [Hellprince] of the Netherworld. One of Regnorex’s generals. And he was here to put an end to Belzu’s rebellion.
He’d led an ambush that forced Belzu into Inoria. Away from other Human nations— and into the den of Demons. The only reason why Belzu still lived was because of the weapon he held in his hand.
The Sword of Alexander. It had been enough to repel Levithus’ assault. But not without the cost of many of Belzu’s Mindreapers. 
He had to replenish his army somehow. He needed to still grow stronger. His current strength wasn’t nearly enough to dethrone the Demon King.
Belzu’s bulbous eyes flickered. He spotted a city up ahead— a relatively large city. It didn’t have much in the way of defenses, but it was teeming with life. With Humans. Individuals who could be turned into his soldiers. Be it in undeath, or be it through what was left of his Mindreapers. 
And he decided on his next destination. 




27. Interlude – Belzu’s Blessing

Alix opened her eyes as the sounds of chains rattling echoed down the hallway. A sharp voice cut through the shadows, followed by a whip, a yelp, and then silence. Other figures stirred from their cells. Only the fresh faces. The ones who were still frightened of the daily beatings they took.
The guards dragged the bleeding body of a man back into one of the cells before locking it back up. They turned to Alix, and she sighed, rising to her feet.
“I’m coming, I’m coming—”
But they snickered. One of them raised a spell scroll, activating it. Alix’s eyes widened, and the collar around her neck shone. A jolt of electricity ran through her body. Sharp pain caused her to fall on her knees, writhing on the ground. 
“Hurry up, slave. It’s your turn. The people are waiting.” 
The pain faded away as they lowered the scroll. Alix wanted to just rip the collar right off and smash the guards’ heads in, but she knew if she even so much as damaged the metal, its enchantments would take effect, and her head would go flying right off. And each guard had a copy of the spell scroll with them. Even if she took out one and tore it up, it meant nothing. Not unless the original was destroyed.
So, she acquiesced. They handed her her signature sword and a shield as she made her way out of the cell and down the hallway. 
“Fucking bastards…”
She muttered under her breath as they watched her go. Up ahead, she heard the cheers. The clamor and the cacophony of thousands of people. She stepped into the light and found herself standing at the edge of a massive arena.
There were rows and rows of seats that rose into the circular structure that girdled around the woman. A huge audience was here to watch her fight. And up ahead, a monster— a beast that stood nearly ten feet tall waited for her. 
[Three-Headed Bear - Lvl. 81]
It’s nearly my level, Alix thought, taking on a defensive stance. 
That was right. Even though she could be violently killed— even though her head could be brutally ripped off— the audience still cheered.
Past the monster, she stared at a man seated in a balcony. A kind of booth to overlook the arena. This man was well-dressed, surrounded by beautiful women who clamored for him. He smiled, and Alix’s gaze bore into him.
This was Roguehollow. One of the vilest cities in all the Inoria Empire. Where slaves were made into gladiators like her. And that man was Sorel— the lord of the city. The one responsible for her situation.
At one point in time, she’d been a respected adventurer. At one point in time, she’d been cheered on for saving towns and villages all across the Human lands. But now? She was nothing more than mere entertainment at his whim.
The monster roared, and Alix screamed. She charged it without thought— only driven by her rage. 
—-
“Another day, another great show by the terrible Alix, eh?”
A voice called out as Alix lay in her cell, the back of her hand resting on her forehead. She didn’t even look up. She was covered in blood— both hers and the monster’s. They offered her only a dapping of healing potion. Low grade, too. It wouldn’t fix up even half of the wounds she took from the battle.
“Fuck you, Quinn.”
She sat up, shooting a glare at the other gladiator neighboring her cell. He wore a shit-eating grin on his face despite the many scars he himself bore. 
“You don’t know what it’s like to face a monster as strong as you every fucking week. All you have to do is warm up the crowd with your little circus acts.”
“Hey, I’m not the one who decided to be a former Platinum Ranked adventurer. I’m just a little Silver Rank, minding my own business and warming up the crowd for the main event.”
He shrugged casually. Alix scowled, and another voice spoke up.
“The both of you lack faith. You were led down an erroneous path in life, and now you are forced to suffer.”
An older man shook his head. He sat in the middle of his cell, arms crossed as his lips were curled up. Alix narrowed her eyes.
“The fuck are you on about, Bran?”
“There is only one true path to salvation. Surrender your mortal desires, and you too shall find glory everlasting.”
He sounded like he was a [Priest]. Like he was preaching the sanctity of what was right and just. But Alix knew better. She rolled her eyes as Quinn chuckled.
“You’re a literal [Cultist], Bran. You should be the last person lecturing us about what’s morally right.”
Quinn spoke, waving a hand off. Bran sighed, lowering his head until his nose was pressed on the ground.
“Oh, my King, forgive them for they know not what they speak. When he comes, he shall liberate us from this Mortal Realm. He shall grant us a place in his kingdom.”
Alix didn’t bother to indulge Bran’s insane ramblings, but Quinn continued to pour fuel onto the fire. 
“And how exactly are we supposed to dedicate ourselves to your Demon King? Sacrifice a little girl to him like you did?”
“Yes—”
Lying back down, Alix closed her eyes and hoped for the day to be over. She just wanted it all to end, already. Sometimes, she didn’t know why she kept fighting. Perhaps it was only her spite and anger towards her captors that kept her going. 
If only I never went back to Elutra… if only I listened to my team and stayed out of this stupid war— 
She wondered what they were doing. It had been four years since she saw them. Four long years of the worst fighting she’d been forced to go through. If she had her equipment— healing potions, artifacts, and the support of others— it wouldn’t have been so bad. But it was a near-death experience every single time she fought. 
That was on top of the regular beatings she had to endure. 
Alix’s fingers twitched. She reached for her collar. If she tore it off, she’d die. But… but perhaps it was the better alternative— 
And the ground shook. The woman sat up, blinking. She turned to Quinn and Bran— both of whom had stopped their bickering as well. 
“Did you guys feel that?” 
“Of course I could—”
Quinn started but was cut off by another heavy tremor, followed by the distant echo of an explosion. Alix leaned out of her cell, looking down the hallway— seeing shadows quickly rush past the dungeon. Panicked voices could be heard. And the ground shook again.
“What is going on?”
She asked, wide-eyed. The [Cultist] laughed maniacally as he stood up.
“It’s time! Our salvation has arrived!”
Bran spread his arms wide, loudly preaching for all the other gladiators to hear.
“My prayers have been answered! Rejoice, for our King has come to this earth to free us from our shackles! Praise him! Beg him to forgive you for your lack of faith— and maybe he shall spare you as well!”
Alix narrowed her eyes. That wasn’t possible. She didn’t want to believe it. But when she heard the cries from beyond the dungeon, she believed. And she was afraid.
“Demon attack! The Primeval Demon is invading Roguehollow!”
The scrambling continued for what felt like both a minute and an hour. Alix didn’t know how much time passed. Just that, eventually, a fancily dressed man stumbled into the dungeon. Alix recognized him instantly. He was the lord of the city. Sorel.
He began unlocking the cells as he spoke in a hurried voice. 
“All of you— you stupid damn gladiators— hurry up and get moving!”
He yelled, whipping them into action. Quinn, Bran, and the other gladiators funneled out of their cells, completely confused. Alix blinked as she stared at him. He didn’t have his bodyguards present. He was alone and covered in blood. 
He began pacing back and forth before them.
“Alright, alright, good. You guys are strong, right? Yes? And you want your freedom, right? I will grant you all your freedom if you escort me out of the city.”
Alix’s brows snapped together. That didn’t seem right. 
“You haven’t told us what’s going on out there. Why is—”
Another explosion. Another earthquake. Dust dripped off the ceiling as Sorel stumbled back. 
“I don’t have time to explain. Just listen to me or I’ll kill all of you right now.”
He gestured at the spell scroll. It was the original copy. Her eyes widened as he placed a hand on the symbol at the center. 
“Now do as I say!” 
Alix clenched a fist… and sighed. She nodded, picking up her sword and shield. 
“Yes, lord Sorel.”
“Good… good…”
The lord laughed. He kept his finger on the activation symbol, slowly circling around the gladiators. He ushered them forward. 
“Now move!” 
Alix led the group, marching out of the dungeon as the other gladiators followed her. Quinn strolled up to her, whistling.
“You looked like you were going to rip his head off there and then. What stopped you?”
“All it takes is a single thought for him to activate the kill enchantment in our collars. I’m no [Rogue]. I'd rather not test my speed against his reaction time.”
She shook her head. 
“I’ll just steal that scroll from him when he’s off guard. Then we can get out of here and escape whatever this is.”
Her footfalls echoed as she finally exited the dungeon. She stepped into the outside world— into the streets of Roguehollow…
And there she paused. Alix blinked a few times as she saw the utter destruction that had been wrecked into the city. The walls of Roguehollow had fallen. Nothing but rubble and debris circled the perimeter of the city. Buildings had been toppled over. Houses burned. Farmland was razed to the ground.
Bodies— corpses of families— littered the sidewalk. The city’s guards were annihilated without any resistance. Smoke billowed up into the sky, darkening the clouds above and casting an eerie shadow over what had once been a bustling city. 
“What… happened?”
Alix just stared. She couldn’t move. Her body didn’t want to move. Fear gripped her as she saw death and destruction, far worse than anything she’d seen in war. She was only snapped back to reality when she heard the monster shriek. 
Sorel screamed, pointing at the desiccated figures clambering over a nearby pile of rubble. 
“[Crypt Horrors]! Kill them! Kill them! Kill them!”
Alix tensed. She completely ignored the fact that the lord’s guard was down. She readied herself for the undead as they bumbled forward, screeching a terrible war cry. The gladiators clashed with the undead, cutting down the horde together. 
The lord of the city just shouted at them. He whipped them from behind, tears streaming down his face.
“What are you idiots doing? Keep on going! We need to get out of here!”
Alix felt the whip lash against her back as she brought down a group of [Crypt Horrors]. She glanced back at him, then took in the rest of the city. She spotted Mindreapers zipping through the clouds of ash. She watched Gatho Mammoths trample over buildings with ease. And she realized… they were all going to die.
Sorel was using them as a meat shield. To get as far away from the city as possible. He didn’t intend to free any of them. Or for any of them but him to live, for that matter. He whipped Alix once more as she stood there, over the corpse of a [Crypt Lord]. 
And she caught the whip. She didn’t even flinch, even as the lashes drew blood from the palm of her hand. She tilted her head, looking at Sorel.
“What are you…?”
Sorel looked at her, befuddled. She pulled, and the man stumbled her way. Quinn called out to her in a worried voice.
“Alix, don’t be reckless. You were the one who said—” 
“If we’re going to die anyway—”
She started, walking up to the fallen lord. Alix glanced over at Quinn, meeting his gaze briefly.
“We may as well die free.” 
Sorel’s eyes widened as he watched the woman approach him. He leapt back up, holding up the spell scroll dangerously in his hands.
“Get back. I’m warning you!” 
“Do it, lord Sorel. Kill me if you wish. But know that I will not die protecting scum like you.” 
She didn’t move any faster. It was like she was strolling towards Sorel. It made the lord hesitate. She knew that he understood killing her would've ensured he died here. After all, she was the highest-leveled gladiator present. 
“I will do it! I will—”
Sorel started, and she dashed forward. Alix reached the man a moment later, but the scroll was already glowing. Her eyes widened as he flinched. 
Then a light cut through him. Alix came to a halt as a bright glow came down from the sky— like a blade— and cleanly sliced the lord in half. The spell scroll fell to the ground, burned from the energy alone of whatever that attack had been as the ground was tore asunder. 
“W-what…?”
Alix looked toward the sky. Toward the source of that incredible power. She watched as the clouds of ash parted, and a winged figure descended. The fighting stopped as the [Crypt Horrors] and [Crypt Lords] came to a halt, while the gladiators turned their attention to the figure above.
What did Alix expect? She wasn’t sure what she’d been hoping to see. Perhaps an Elite Ranked adventurer with dove-like wings. Or a [Hero] dressed in divine garments, just as Alexander had been. 
Instead, what she saw was a grotesque form. A pair of tiny, buzzing wings. Unnaturally round eyes. Ones that looked straight at every single gladiator present all at once. 
It was a giant insect. It floated above them, studying their expressions as they just stood there in shock and fear. No— it was studying their collars. Their shackles. Their bindings.
Alix couldn’t identify it, but she could feel its power. There was something to it. A presence that forced her to her knees. She dropped her weapons, unable to turn away from this creature.
“Praise be, for he is here!”
Bran brought his arms up, crying tears of joy. He walked forward, unafraid of this creature. The giant insect just peered at him as he continued.
“You all doubted me. You hated me, for I spoke the truth. But I was right all along.”
Alix trembled as she realized what the [Cultist] was saying. 
“T-that thing… is a Demon?”
She spoke in disbelief. Quinn had no witty reply or remark to add. The gladiators just watched as Bran spun around, smiling wide.
“Repent, all you non-believers. For the Demon King Regnorex has returned—”
And there was a flash. The same bright light struck down at him, and he fell to the ground. Headless. 
The Demon landed right next to his corpse, harrumphing. 
“Pesky [Cultist]...”
Alix drew back as the Demon glanced over her way. It pointed at her, and she braced herself for what was to come next. But the Demon spoke simply.
“You. Why do you wear those shackles?”
Its voice was like nail on chalkboard to her. She wanted to claw her ears out but managed to muster up the strength to reply.
“W-we are gladiators.” 
“Gladiators?”
It tilted its head. She nodded stiffly.
“Slaves of the Inoria Empire.”
“Your people force your own kind into servitude? But… why?” 
It asked, almost curiously. Alix wasn’t sure what to say. She just answered like she was explaining the concept of a gladiator to a child.
“O-only in some countries. And we are forced to fight.” 
“To fight?”
“For entertainment.” 
Alix gestured at the coliseum behind the Demon. It fractionally turned its insect-like head before nodding.
“They pay to—” 
“I understand now. That’s enough.”
The Demon faced Alix once again. But its gaze was clearly fixed on all the gladiators present now. An army of Mindreapers descended from the sky as the monsters rampaging through the city encroached on his location.
“I offer you an opportunity, Humans. To all those who are enslaved. I shall break your chains. I shall grant every Human slave their freedom. I shall grant you protection from your own kind. And all I ask for in return is for your strength.”
Was it being serious? Alix forced herself to her feet, even with shaky legs. Even if her knees felt like they wanted to buckle under her bodyweight. She held the Demon’s bulbous gaze.
“W-why are you doing this? Aren’t you a Demon? You just destroyed our city…”
“Perhaps.”
Its eyes flickered. Like it was thinking about something— recalling a memory. 
“But my reasoning is beyond your mortal comprehension. Now give me your answer, Humans. And I, Belzu, the Lord of Lies, and [Hellprince] of the Netherworld, will be the first one to break the chains your own kin placed upon you.”
Was this really freedom? Wasn’t she just trading one form of servitude for another? 
Alix didn’t know. But she was afraid. She was too afraid to say anything else. So, she answered the only thing she dared to answer.
“W-we pledge our allegiance to you, Lord Belzu.” 
And the Demon laughed.
“Good. Now let us save our planes from their destruction.”




28. Back to Shedos

Emperor Rowyn sighed as he sat in a small tent. Or… was he just Rowyn now? He did run from his duties of being Inoria’s emperor. Well, he was supposedly a hostage under the Elutra Resistance. But the fact of the matter was far more complicated than that.
Demons ruled Inoria. They controlled it from the shadows. Like a marionette master; hidden from sight; upholding their facade. No one else knew of it. There were rumors, spread by princess Faith. But Elutra was gone. It was seen as nothing more than a last-ditch effort to gain support.
The rest of the world was far more focused on the Primeval Demon now. That was a real Demon threat— even if it was only a fraction of the scale which would soon follow.
A rebellion was what Lucieve had called it. A weak one. One that would be crushed by a [Hellprince] of the Netherworld. The Lord of Chaos. 
Levithus.
He was one of the Demon King’s generals. Rowyn didn’t know his level— even a [Lesser Appraisal] artifact came up with null results. And such artifacts could identify the General Status of individuals that went up to Level 150. 
It was clear: Levithus was a Primeval Demon as well. One who was deemed strong enough to destroy the one wreaking havoc in the Mortal Realm. 
There were so many facts. So many things he needed to tell the world. That the real threat was hiding right from all of them.
Right now, however, Rowyn couldn’t tell anyone. Gavyn wouldn’t listen to him— the leader of Elutra’s Resistance was upset that the boy was even alive. So, all Rowyn could do was wait for Salvos to return. 
The former emperor glanced out of the tent, sighing.
“But when would she even return?”
He didn’t know. It could take days or weeks. She might not even return. Sure, she was strong. But Simag was crafty. He had cunning to make up for his lack of strength. If he caught her off guard, he could potentially defeat her. And even if she did succeed, who knew who long it would even take for her to find the [Hero]? 
There were too many factors to take into account. The only thing Rowyn knew for sure was that he should not be expecting to see Salvos back anytime soon— 
“Weeeee’re baaaaack!”
A voice echoed throughout the campsite. Rowyn blinked, starting out of his tent. There was a susurration. A gathering. He spotted shadows approaching from above. Salvos and the [Will O’ Wisp] brought with them half a dozen figures alongside the two they’d left with. 
Gavyn’s eyes widened as he pointed at two of the figures. A woman and a boy.
“T-that’s… princess Faith and prince Bel! They’re alive!”
Even Rowyn was at a loss for words. How did they return so quickly? Salvos just beamed, clapping her hands together for everyone to hear.
“Yep! Alright, now that we got that out of the way, let’s get out of here!”
“...what?”
More than one person was utterly puzzled.
***
I explained the situation to the rest of Elutra’s Resistance— well, to Gavyn. Everyone else was busy fussing over Faith, her brother, and Daniel. 
“We need to leave as soon as possible. We’ll be heading to Shedos and reporting everything about the Demons in Inoria to the Headmaster of Mavos Academy and anyone else who would listen to us.”
“That’s a solid plan of action. Especially with someone as esteemed as Clayton Skyshredder to confirm the veracity of our statements. A [Truth Zone] spell would be more than enough to prove us to the rest of the world.”
“Yep! So get packing, and let’s get going!”
I gestured to the leader of Elutra’s Resistance. I expected him to immediately rally his men— to prepare them to leave. But he simply placed a hand on his chin in thought.
“But… I cannot simply abandon my country.”
I cocked my head.
“What do you mean?”
“My people— they are suffering under the tyranny of Inoria. They are being treated as nothing more than dirt under the boots of those Demon-worshiping bastards. Someone has to stay to look after them. We can’t all leave them behind.”
“Huh.”
He was determined. Like nothing would change his mind. And I certainly wasn’t going to try.
“Alright, then. Let’s get going—“
“Wait!”
A voice called out. Willow ran up to him. The [Archer] stared at him in shock.
“What are you talking about, Gavyn? We can’t just leave you behind!”
“I’m sorry, Willow. Without the resistance, our people will have no one to protect them. Someone needs to stay.”
“But you can’t fight them alone.”
She bit her lower lips. He shook his head.
“I’m sorry. It has to be this way…”
Willow closed her eyes. Her lips quivered as she opened her mouth, taking a step toward.
“Gavyn, I’ll…“
But she couldn’t finish. 
“Please do not make rash decisions.”
A calm voice spoke out, drawing both of their attention. Princess Faith strode away from the rest of the resistance, approaching us. After using my Potion of Regeneration, she now had both her hands back— which she clasped together tightly.
“Are you the leader of this resistance?”
Gavyn straightened to attention.
“Y-yes! I am Gavyn Windborne—”
“Son of Duke Landry. Gave up your noble heritage to become an adventurer. And gave up your life as an adventurer to return to Elutra when the war broke out. I know you.”
She smiled, and he blinked.
“I must ask you to accompany me to Shedos.”
“What?”
“You are one of the highest-leveled individuals left in Elutra who is still willing to fight this war. But we have already lost on this front, and now, we must regroup and bring Inoria to justice. I cannot allow a man such as you to die fighting a pointless battle.”
“I must protest, princess—”
Faith shook her head.
“I am not asking you for this as the princess of Elutra. I have failed in my duties, and I cannot, in good faith, command you to do as I say. Rather, I am asking you this as a fellow citizen of Elutra. As someone who wishes for the best of our country. As a friend of your father before he passed.”
“That’s…”
Gavyn pursed his lips. He looked over at Willow as she gave him a pleading look. 
“Please, Gavyn.” 
She whispered, and Faith bowed her head. Finally, he acquiesced.
“Very well. I shall follow you to Shedos. To Mavos Academy. I will give my account of the events of what happened here under a truth spell.” 
Willow let out a sigh of relief, but he raised a hand.
“However, once that is over, I will not wait for the world to act on this matter. If they delay or play their politics, I will not stand around and listen to their petty arguments. I shall make my return as soon as possible to liberate our people from Inoria if the world won’t act in time.”
“That is understandable.”
Faith smiled. She raised her head, taking a step back.
“Thank you for listening to my request.”
I stared at them as they finished. Here we stood in the middle of a haphazardly strewn together encampment. One that was hidden deep within a forest, but still in the middle of enemy territory. And yet, they were wasting time over such a dumb conversation.
“…can we go now?”
I finally piped up. Princess Faith nodded at me.
“My apologies, Salvos. I simply wished to get that sorted. Let us make our departure posthaste.” 
“Finally!”
I threw my hands in the air, glad that was over. But another thing came up. A small figure walked over to us. Slightly apprehensive, but still with the confidence of a true and proper noble.
Emperor Rowyn came to a halt right behind Faith. She glanced back at him, raising a brow.
“You’re…”
Her eyes flickered in recognition. Rowyn bowed deeply at her.
“I am the current reigning emperor of Inoria—”
“Rowyn Ino. I am aware. I was not expecting to meet someone such as yourself here.”
She spoke simply. I groaned internally as another issue seemed to pop up, and the boy hesitated. It took him a moment to gather himself.
“I did not think I would end up amongst Elutra’s Resistance today— as a captive— but many unexpected things occurred, and now I am here.” 
“So I see.”
“But I am not here as an enemy. Rather, I have come here out of my own volition— voluntarily, even— to offer you my own voice when speaking to other nations.”
Rowyn gestured at himself as Faith narrowed her eyes.
“I know you may not trust me, but if the emperor of Inoria himself denounces his empire for its actions. And if I admit the truth to the world about our… alliance with the Demons, then it would dispute any claims that could be made against the veracity of your words.”
He shuffled his feet, clearly uncomfortable. 
“It may be hard to trust—”
“Very well.”
Faith returned his bow. 
“Emperor Rowyn. While I may fault your father for the events that have played out since the start of the war, I do not believe that you are responsible for it. Furthermore, you are offering us great help. I thank you for taking this risk for the greater good.”
Rowyn blinked. He worked his jaw for a moment, unable to find the right words to say. I stepped into the conversation, speaking up for him.
“I’m glad that’s settled. But I’m getting bored. Can we go now?”
“Yes. I apologize for the delay, Salvos.”
Faith smiled at me. She turned to the rest of Elutra’s Resistance. Zane, Willow, Gavyn all stood at attention. 
“We shall be departing for Shedos immediately. For the sake of our country— and for the sake of Humankind. To do what’s right. And if they still will not help us. If the other nations turn a blind eye once more. Then we will have no choice but to fight for it until our country is saved.”
They cheered. I watched as they all moved, getting ready to head to Shedos. Sighing, I turned to face Daniel. He had a slight smile on his face.
“You look happy.”
I pointed out, walking up to him. He nodded.
“I’m glad that things are finally looking like it’ll turn for the better for Elutra. It’s… my fault things turned out this way in the first place, after all.”
“What do you mean it’s your fault? You had no responsibility for what happened.”
I crossed my arms.
“In fact, weren’t you the one who was dragged into this whole mess from your world in the first place? I don’t believe you are obligated to do anything you don’t want to.”
“But I have the capacity to act, Salvos. If I am able to stop something unfolding before me, don’t I have the duty to stop it?”
He raised a hand, looking into the palm of his hand. I shrugged.
“I mean, do you have the capacity to do it? Not just in a physical sense, either. But if you don’t have the drive or desire to do something, that’s a mental inhibition too, right?”
Daniel blinked. 
“That’s—”
“I honestly don’t really care about all that, anyway.”
I waved a hand dismissively. The Human man drew his lips into a thin line. He looked up at Elutra’s Resistance. Then he turned towards Amanda and Willy. Sighing, he shook his head and faced the sky.
“I have the desire, but sometimes, I lose it. I can’t help myself. Every time I feel like I’ve taken a step forward, I take two steps back.”
I tilted my head, facing him.
“Huh.”
I placed a comforting hand on his shoulder as he met my gaze.
“I make mistakes all the time, Daniel. And I’m me! So, don’t worry about making mistakes even though you’re not me. Because it’s something we all do.”
Daniel stared at me. He held my gaze for a moment as I smiled. Then he chuckled. 
“You’re right.”
He straightened, starting forward. 
“I’ve made up my mind, Salvos.”
“You have?”
“We have yet to explain the full situation to Faith and the others. But when we do— when we have everyone gathered and ready to talk— I think it’s time for the world to know about this [Hero].”
I looked at him. I noticed the way he stood taller. The way he spoke with more confidence in his voice. And I… felt my shoulders sag.
“Seriously? That’s going to be so annoying. We’re going to have to explain all that stuff about the Demon King and Belzu, then explain everything about you too? Ugh…”
“I know you couldn’t really care about all this, but please, could you bear with me for a bit longer?”
Daniel offered me his hand. I sighed.
“This is taking too long. I thought it would take a day at most, but…”
I snapped a finger, creating another one of my clones. Daniel started back as I addressed her.
“Go find Saffron. Make sure she’s safe, alright? Tell her I’ll be getting to her soon. I’ve just been caught in an annoying mess.”
I shot a half-glare at Daniel. He scratched his cheeks.
“S-sorry.”
My clone nodded, her wings spreading wide as she took off. I could tell she was excited— happy that she could get to see Saffron again. I felt the same way, but I had to wait a bit longer now. 
I looked over at Elutra’s Resistance as they finally finished. They were all ready. Daniel, Faith, Bel, Amanda, Willy— everyone. I snapped my fingers as the ground beneath their feet rose.
“Alright! Hold on tight, cause we’re going straight to Mavos Academy!”




29. Time for a Talk

“I see....”
The words were soft even in the quiet room. There were two figures. One stood over a desk covered with runes and options, scribbling on a notepad. The other curiously peered over his shoulder. The report was finished, and Clayton Skyshredder lowered the pen.
“So, what was your conclusion?”
Centina asked him, drawing back as he turned around.
“The goal of the research had been to discover what it was about Centinels that made them unique—”
“You mean something that makes me unique, right?”
“...yes.”
Clayton cleared his throat. He gestured at the sample of blood he’d collected from her
“This has been what I postulated— something about their magical makeup has to be the reason why they are so commonplace. I have dissected many…”
“Of my kind, right.”
“Indeed…”
Centina rolled her eyes. He was too stiff. She was fine with it— after all, she’d been treated like a research subject before. But Clayton didn’t ease. He didn’t meet her gaze, even as he reached for the flask of blood.
“I’ve never managed to get my hands on an [Evolved Centinel]’s blood before. They rarely leave the Bloodied Gulf, and adventurers who typically venture down there seek glory, not to further their research. After all, Humankind has learned everything there is to know about the Centinel. From the Matriarch Centinel to the [Ancient Centinel]... or so we think.”
His eyes shimmered. There was a blue glow to it as he appraised her blood. Centina tilted her head, and he continued.
“But with this— with your blood— my preliminary testing indicates that there is indeed something about Centinel…kind, that distinguishes them from regular monsters or even Humans. I sense a kind of magic. Unlike any other. A kind of distortion in your mana flow.”
The [Evolved Centinel] blinked. 
“A distortion?” 
“I am unsure what it is just yet. But there will have to be further research.”
Centina wasn’t sure what he was talking about, but she was interested in it. Even Erhard— his ancestor uncle or whatever— hadn’t pointed this out before. She eagerly nodded as Clayton turned back to face her. Well, not face her. He wasn’t actually looking at her, even as she spoke.
“We should continue more tests.”
“Indeed.”
“Figure out what this oddity is.”
“Yes.”
“And while we’re at it, we should grab lunch.”
“We sh—”
Clayton paused. He caught himself, sputtering out a few coughs. Centina just fluttered her eyes innocently at him. He cleared his throat.
“I believe I have a busy schedule for the rest of the day. I will not be able to make any plans for… lunch.”
“Well, we can always reschedule it for another time.”
Centina waved a hand dismissively. 
“I’m not sure if that’s necessary for a formal—”
He shuffled his feet, backing away from her. But she pressed on.
“Oh, I don’t intend it to be formal. I’d rather something more casual. Just to get to know each other more, you know? It’s been a week, and we’ve barely spoken outside of your tests.”
“This is…”
Clayton found his back against the glass window. They were in his office in the Tower of Truth. It had a good view of Mavos Academy, unlike his own spire which mostly saw clouds beneath. Centina watched as his eyes flickered behind him.
There was a commotion happening at the Central Square. He narrowed his eyes, and Centina paused, taken from the moment.
“What’s going on out there?”
Clayton sighed.
“I feel like I may know who it is…”
***
“Sorry— yep. Just carry on your day. Don’t mind us! We got permission to enter!”
I made a shooing motion to the students of Mavos Academy as they stopped to stare at the group I was leading through the city. They pointed, whispered. They recognized me, of course they knew who I was.
“Isn’t that… Salvos?”
“Why is she covered in blood?”
But it took them a moment to register the people following after me. And even then, only some knew who they were. Mostly the nobles who were also attending.
“Wait, that’s princess Faith!” 
“Are you sure?”
“Yes! And that armor he’s wearing— he’s one of Elutra’s [Pegasus Knights], isn’t he?”
“Alright, alright! That’s enough chit-chat from you guys! If you want to talk about someone, talk more about me.”
I shook a fist at them, and they flushed. I continued on, finally reaching the Tower of Truth. A figure waited for me there. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy. Clayton Skyshredder.
“Hi, Clayton!”
I waved at him. He crossed his arms, taking a look at Faith, Daniel, then the rest of Elutra’s Resistance. 
“What is this?”
“Oh, this is my companion, Daniel. He’s been through a lot to help me… wait, didn’t you already know about him?”
Clayton was the one who told me Daniel was in trouble, right? Willy made a sighing sound behind me. 
“Stupid.”
“What?”
Faith straightened, walking up next to me. She spoke softly, practically whispering into my ear.
“I believe he’s talking about us.”
“Huh.”
Well, that made a lot more sense. I smiled, gesturing at the troupe of resistance members. 
“Well, these guys are, um, people from Elutra? This is princess Faith—”
“I am quite aware of their names and their identities.”
Clayton cut me off, stepping forward. He looked them over with furrowed brows.
“Mavos Academy is a neutral institution. We do not partake in wars, unless we are attacked or aggressed upon.”
“Really?”
I cocked my head. I looked back at the others, giving them a shrug. 
“I guess it can't be helped, then. Let’s go back—”  
Daniel sighed, and Amanda just stared at me. 
“Is she serious?”
But Faith took the lead. She approached Clayton, bowing deeply at him.
“I understand that much, Headmaster Skyshredder. However, this is a matter of import. I plead that you at least hear us out before turning us away.”
He studied the princess as she held that position, unmoving. 
“If this is what I believe it is going to be about, then I apologize. But unless you can provide proof of you claims—” 
“She can.”
A smaller figure stepped forward. Rowyn nodded at Clayton.
“You’re—”
“I am emperor Rowyn Ino of the Inoria Empire. And I can support the claims that princess Faith of the Elutra Kingdom is asserting against my country.” 
Clayton hesitated. His eyes flickered to the blood covering my blue jacket— stains of black and red. Then he ran a hand through his flowing beard.
“These claims… very well, I will hear you out. But I do not believe this is a matter to discuss with only myself. I shall gather the relevant parties. However, I must ask that you do not make a scene until further discussion is had.”
Faith nodded, grateful.
“Thank you, Headmaster Skyshredder.”
I piped up as they finished.
“Oh! Are we getting more important people? I know some as well! Can I bring them?”
Faith pursed her lips. She opened her mouth, but Clayton simply shook his head.
“I trust your judgment, Salvos. If you trust them, you may bring them in as well.” 
I beamed, starting past Willy and the others.
“Willy, look after them, alright? Show them around, and make sure they don’t scare Centina!”
The [Will O’ Wisp] flitted back and forth, as if in thought. Finally, he responded.
“No.”
***
Lamarr, the Warrior King of Traith sat in one of Mavos Academy’s many libraries. He had a pile of history books stacked before him. Research he had been doing in regards to Demonkind. As both a king and one of the Seven Councilmembers of the Eastern Kingdom Alliance, he believed it was his duty to act against this Primeval Demon threat.
Of course, he was aware his level was far below that of making a difference in the battlefield. So, instead, he’d been doing what he could. He’d gather up every single bit of information he could find about the Demon King’s first coming. He’d cross referenced it with the various other times a Demon had rampaged in the Mortal Realm.
There were numerous examples. The most recent one prior to this Primeval Demon was a Greater Demon in Nixa. There… had to be a correlation. 
Lamarr wasn’t sure if this was a prefiguration of what was to come. Many of the lesser kings in the Eastern Kingdom Alliance— and even the senators in Traith— thought this was merely another such example of a Demon rampage. But he feared that this could signal the start of something far worse.
Another Demon invasion of the Mortal Realm. 
Whatever it was, he had to act. He had to make the necessary preparations in case this was really the start of such an interplanar war. He flipped through the history books, hoping to figure out what the old Immortal Empire did to repel the Demon King after Alexander’s death— 
And he heard a susurration. From outside of his private room. He looked up, listening carefully as voices broke through the silence. There was a brief scuffle as someone called out.
“You can’t run in the library—”
“Sorry! I’m in a rush!”
And the door slammed open. Lamarr blinked as a familiar young lady stumbled in. Salvos smiled, waving at him as a panting librarian stumbled in.
“...Salvos?”
“Hey, Lamarr! There’s a super important talk happening soon. Wanna join us?”
“I…”
Lamarr wasn’t sure what to say. The librarian, however, didn’t care for his words. 
“Please, Miss. You cannot just teleport into the library and yell the name of the person you’re searching for.”
“Why not?”
Salvos cocked her head. The librarian tried to work her jaw. Lamarr massaged his temples.
“I apologize for the ruckus caused. I shall see to it that you are reimbursed for your time.”
He ushered the librarian out. Then he turned to Salvos.
“It has been a while, Salvos. I appreciate you going out of the way to see me, but I urge you to employ discretion and a hint of politeness the next time such a situation arises.”
“Sorry, I was in a bit of a rush. Because of, you know, the super important meeting I mentioned.”
“So I heard. And what may I ask what this meeting will be about?”
Depending on what she said, Lamarr might have had to turn her away. He was fond of the young lady, but he was not rich in time. Not right now. Perhaps if it was pertinent to the Primeval Demon, he’d drop everything he was currently doing to follow her.
“Oh, it’s just about the impending Demon King invasion of the Mortal Realm.”
Salvos spoke, and he dropped everything he was currently doing to follow her.
“Lead the way.”
***
“[Sunder Strike]!”
Gallus heaved as he swung his broadsword, slicing the giant ice spike in half. The [Mage] across from him fell to the ground as Gallus drew closer. Finally, the [Mage] raised his hands.
“I yield! I yield!”
“Hmph. You put up a valiant effort.”
With a respectful nod, Gallus drew back. He looked at the [Mage], then at the five other different [Warriors], [Rogues], and [Mages] with him. They were his students. He was mentoring a group of students from the College of Aspirations while classes were not in session. This was the first time they’d ever driven him into using a Skill.
“You’re far too strong, Gallus. Even against all six of us, you didn’t break a sweat.”
One of them spoke, defeatedly.
“And yet, your coordination today as a team was far better than your past five performances. If I weren’t supposed to be harsh on you lot, I’d say you could even qualify to be a part of the Vaun Qieur’s Empire Swordsguard Forces.”
He laughed heartily, placing a hand on his chest. Even without the direct compliment, they beamed and exchanged proud glances. That was right. The Swordsguard Forces were admired throughout the world, not just in Vaun Qieur. While such a comparison might’ve brightened their days, Gallus couldn’t lie and say he himself didn’t feel proud to see such admiration for his group from those around with different backgrounds around the world.
“Alright, you’re dismissed.”
Gallus cleared his throat, and his students slowly funneled out of the sparring arena. And right as they left, a silver-haired woman entered the room followed by the King of Traith.
“Woah, I’ve never been here before.”
“There are many amenities in Mavos Academy that not everybody uses, Salvos. For those at your level however, I would say this training hall is unnecessary.”
“Now those are two faces I haven’t seen in a while.”
Gallus spread his arms wide as he welcomed his former classmates.
“Salvos, King Lamarr. It is a pleasure to see the both of you doing well.”
“Likewise, Sir Gallus.”
“Yep! Glad to see you too, Gallus of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s elite Swordsguard Forces!”
The silver-haired woman beamed. Gallus scratched the back of his head.
“I see you’ve been busy. To think you’d already reach Level 130— I shouldn’t have expected anything less.”
“Aw, of course not! I went to the Bloodied Gulf and killed an [Ancient Centinel]!”
“I… see.”
Gallus couldn’t lie and say that he wasn’t impressed. But just hearing about it was not the same as seeing it. Her words were still registering in his head when Lamarr spoke simply.
“I believe it is best not to skirt around the topic. We can make small talk later.” 
“Oh, fine.”
Salvos sighed. She faced Gallus, clapping her hands together softly.
“Want to talk about stuff with us?”
Gallus just stared at her. Lamarr translated for her.
“Apparently, it is in regards to the Primeval Demon. And I believe that the Vaun Qieur Empire would want to be a part of this.”
About the Primeval Demon? Gallus straightened. He stood like a soldier, nodding without any hesitation.
“Yes.”
***
Valda was strolling out of her dorm building, yawning and stretching her back after a long night of studying, when a hand yanked her to the side. She squeaked, spinning around.
“Salvos?”
“Hey Valda! Saffron says you’re a Vampire, right?”
The silver-haired woman smiled. Valda took a step back, sputtering.
“I-I… what? She told you that?”
“Yep! And Vampires are Demon Slayers, right?”
“Y-yes…?”
Valda just went with the flow. She didn’t know what to question or what to say. Salvos just tugged her along.
“Alright! That means you’re important, so you’re coming with us!”
“Coming with you? Wait, Salvos— what’s going on? Who’s us?”
The girl glanced about nervously, hoping that noone heard about her Vampire heritage. Then she caught sight of the only two people there.
“That’s… Gallus of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s Swordsguard Forces. And the Warrior King of Traith!”
“Greetings, Valda. It is a pleasure to meet you again.”
Lamarr spoke humbly, and Gallus gave her an approving look.
“We are glad to have a Vampire at our side during this time of need.”
She shrank back. Valda wanted to faint. These were very important people. She definitely didn’t belong around them. Why was Salvos…?
“What’s happening? Where are we going?”
The girl hurriedly turned to the silver-haired woman dragging her along.
“Oh, we’re just going to have a chat with Clayton Skyshredder, princess Faith, emperor Rowyn, and a bunch of other important people about important stuff like the Demon King’s invasion of the Mortal Realm. So, not much, really.”
“I see.”
Valda really did faint.
***
And with that, I gathered everyone I wanted in the Tower of Truth. Daniel Song of Earth, Amanda the Silent Serpent, Headmaster Clayton Skyshredder, princess Faith, prince Bel, emperor Rowyn Ino, Lamarr of Traith, Gallus of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s Swordsguard Forces, Valda the genius Vampire, a few officials Clayton had brought along, and many more. 
Oh, Willy was here too. But he was at the side, not really caring about this whole situation regarding Belzu and Regnorex. 
I leaned forward on the meeting table, bringing my hands together as I addressed the room— to clear things up once and for all.
“Now, let’s talk.”




30. Faith’s Formidability

Daniel Song sat in a crowded meeting room with a long gilded table and walls decorated with luxurious paintings. It was finally time for all the issues to be addressed: the Demon threat that had been let to run rampant for so long was to be tackled today. The young man couldn’t help but feel a little nervous. After all, he was finally going to spill his big secret by the end of it all.
There were many influential and powerful people gathered. Individuals of note. There were the obvious— Headmaster Clayton Skyshredder, princess Faith, and emperor Rowyn Ino— but there were also individuals Daniel didn’t recognize. Like the man with a mustache, followed by a dozen knights in shimmering armor. Or the elderly man sitting next to Clayton, wearing regal robes fit for a king.
But at the head of the table was a familiar face. Salvos. A Demon girl who was currently disguised as a Human. She could become a plethora of other creatures. From a Kobold to a Cyclops. And possibly even more. Here she was— in her deceit— leading this discussion on how Humankind was to deal with her own kind. 
It was an irony of sorts; a tragedy of complacency; even laughable. Daniel was the [Hero] here, yet he remained silent. He allowed Salvos to speak. It showed the tremendous growth she’d been through, and how far he’d have to go to catch up with her. At one point, they were equals. Now, she’d far surpassed him. 
“Now, let’s talk.”
Salvos clapped her hands together. Daniel waited with bated breath for the revelation. The truth. The epoch-making news that would shatter everyone’s reality. 
Clayton Skyshredder ran a hand through his beard. Princess Faith steeled herself. Emperor Rowyn closed his eyes. Everyone waited. And Salvos… cocked her head.
“Um, hello? That was your guys’ cue to speak.”
…
“What? Were you expecting me to say something? Because I really don’t know what you guys want from me.”
Daniel sighed. She’s grown so much, yet changed so little. He couldn’t help but smile at that.
***
Faith wanted to cover her face in embarrassment. This was not how she was preparing the meeting to start. She had a speech prepared, and Salvos had already derailed it from the very beginning.
“Thank you everyone for gathering here on such short notice.”
Clayton cleared his throat as Salvos sat back down, shrugging. Fortunately, the Headmaster of Mavos Academy was more than capable of defusing the… awkward situation.
“As Salvos had alluded to, this discussion will not be a short one, and I would like to get to the crux of the issue as soon as possible. Princess Faith, could you please explain the reason why you came to Mavos Academy today?”
Faith nodded and stood to her feet. She addressed the room, carrying whatever leftover dignity she had as a member of the royal family of Elutra. Even though she barely looked it after a month of travel— propriety was necessary in these situations. Especially amongst rich and powerful strangers.
“I am princess Faith El of the Elutra Kingdom. I am sure most of you are currently aware of the situation in my kingdom.”
“The Elutra Kingdom? With all due respect, your country no longer exists. It is now merely a province in the Inoria Empire.”
A man with a bushy mustache scoffed from the side. Faith narrowed her eyes. His words stung, but she recognized him as one of the individuals Clayton had brought into the meeting. He must’ve been important.
Faith would have to conduct herself well. She bowed her head slightly his way.
“I am keenly aware of the perspective outside observers could have of the situation, but I assure you, it is far more complex than that.”
“Complex? There is no nuance to war— a war which your country instigated and lost. Don’t think I am foolish enough to fall for the baseless rumors you keep trying to spread.” 
She blinked, and he leaned forward with creased brows.
“Or did you think we all haven’t already heard your lies about Inoria and its hypothetical Demons?”
It took everything Faith had in her to prevent a retort. She didn’t know him. She shouldn’t disparage him. He could’ve been an influential politician in Shedos for all she knew. 
“I apologize if—” 
“Um, who are you?”
A voice piped up. Salvos peered at the man, a puzzled look on her face. Faith blinked, and Daniel massaged his temples. A brief susurration ran through the room as the man raised a brow. 
“I am Jorden Duron, the Lord of Wimborne. I was called here today by Headmaster Skyshredder for what he dubbed an important meeting. If I had known it was a meeting headed by a disgraced princess of a former nation, I would have sent a representative to state my opinion on the matter. In fact, the only reason I have not left this meeting is due to my respect towards the Headmaster.”
Jorden harrumphed, and Salvos tilted her head to the side.
“Huh. So you’re from Shedos, right?”
“Indeed.”
“Which means you’re not from either Elutra or Inoria.”
“That is correct.”
“That also means you haven’t actually seen what’s going on in either countries, so… why are you talking?” 
The silver-haired adventurer asked, genuinely curious. Faith pursed her lips as more than one individual in the room sputtered. Jorden burst out of his seat, pointing accusingly at her.
“I am the Lord of Wimborne. I do not care if you’re over Level 100. I will not tolerate such disrespect from you—”  
“Yep. Well… you’re a Lord, and she’s a princess. If you wanted others to respect you in the first place, maybe you should’ve shown them the same respect.”
He flushed, face burning with anger.. 
“Headmaster Skyshredder! Are you not going to intervene?”
Clayton took in a deep breath and raised a hand.
“That is enough from the both of you. This argument does not pertain to the matter at hand. I ask that princess Faith continue with her statement.” 
“Thank you, Headmaster.”
Faith was glad that that was over. She faced the room, taking in those gathered as they settled back down after that interruption was dealt with. 
“But I must confess, I cannot fault Lord Jorden for his suspicions. It is only fair that aspersions be cast to the veracity of my words. Especially since I have come here today for the very thing he accuses me of.”
Jorden snickered, and a few faces exchanged confused glances. Clayton kept a straight face, but she could tell he was curious about where she was going with this. A man with red hair— one of the ones sitting next to Salvos— spoke up.
“Princess Faith, I am aware of your country’s predicament. I am truly sorry to hear about the outcome of this war. However, I cannot lie and say I do not agree with some of Lord Jorden Duron’s apprehension about your motivations behind your claims.”
“You’re… Lamarr the Warrior King of Traith?”
It took Faith a moment to place where she knew him from. 
“One of the Seven Councilmembers of the Eastern Kingdom Alliance?”
“I am but a humble man hoping to do what’s right. Something as audacious as a great power like the Inoria Empire employing the use of Demons in war is unheard of. Outrageous, even.”
Salvos scowled as he nodded.
“Come on, Lamarr! You’re supposed to be on our side!”
“I am on the side of the truth.”
“I agree with King Lamarr here, Salvos.” 
A bulky man agreed. Faith didn’t recognize him as she did Lamarr, but she saw the familiar crest he bore. That of Vaun Qieur Empire’s world renowned Swordsguard Forces.
“We are here as representatives of our country. We cannot make any brash decisions, even if we are here on your behalf.”
The former princess blinked. Jorden muttered under his breath with a frown.
“Is that vulgar woman truly the reason why someone of their statuses are here? Ridiculous…”
Faith would have to remember to thank Salvos later. Again. Even though she’d already thanked her many times…
“I apologize, Sir. I do not believe we’ve been introduced.”
She bowed to the bulky man, and he returned a smile.
“You may call me Gallus.”
“Those are understandable worries, King Lamarr, Gallus. And I am certain it is one many of you have here today. After all, as many of you are already aware, my country has fallen to the Inoria Empire. You may believe that I am here to ask for aid in retaking back my nation. Or maybe to seek refuge to protect my surviving family members.”
Her eyes flickered to Bel who was sitting next to her. He looked sickly, especially after the long journey, but he forced himself to attend this meeting. She also thought of Iance and Hope. Neither were in any shape to attend this meeting. Not that Faith would’ve wanted them here. They’d only worsen things. 
The former princess of Elutra shook her head.
“I will tell you right now: I am not here to plead for your help.” 
There was a pause. Willow frowned, and Gavyn’s brows snapped together. They were the only two resistance members present, and they hadn’t been briefed on what Faith wanted to say. They definitely didn’t expect this.
“This is a warning. Not to just those of you here, but to the rest of the Human lands. I was wrong before. In the past. Inoria is not employing Demons under their command. It is the opposite— the Inoria Empire has been taken over by Demons.”
The other shoe dropped. A deluge of questions was unleashed on Faith. She turned, facing questions and accusations from all sides. Jorden was the first to speak.
“More lies! You’re saying that just so you can get revenge on the Inoria Empire!”
Lamarr stared at her dubiously. 
“These are bold claims, princess Faith. I do hope you have proof to back it up.”
“I have witnesses.” 
She replied calmly. 
“Salvos herself can testify on my behalf.” 
“Yep! I saw Demons— lots of Archdemons! They were weak, though. I’d have thought [Changelings] would be stronger than that.”
The silver-haired woman tapped a finger on her chin. Clayton crossed his arms.
“I would not doubt the words of my own students. However, for a matter with as much gravity as this, I do not believe the words of a single adventurer will be able to sway the minds of entire nations.” 
“Then what about the words of a single child?”
Faith smiled wryly, gesturing towards a boy. Not her brother. It was someone else, seated next to her brother. Clayton leant back in his chair, speaking the boy’s name and title simply.
“Emperor Rowyn Ino.”
“Greetings.”
Rowyn stood to his feet. Gallus raised an amused brow.
“Now this just became interesting…”
A girl in the corner of the room— the one Salvos had brought with her— squeaked.
“A-as in… the emperor of the Inoria Empire?”
“Seriously? This cannot be real. Why is the emperor of the Inoria Empire with Elutra’s royal family?”
Jorden gaped. Lamarr leaned forward, intrigued.
“Might you explain what is going on, emperor Ino?” 
“Of course, King Lamarr.”
Rowyn managed to maintain his poise even with all the outward pressure. Faith didn't particularly like Rowyn, even if she didn’t dislike him either. She was grateful for his help, but she blamed him somewhat for how things went in Ertos, and that was about it. No grudge, no amity. 
But she couldn’t lie and say she wasn’t impressed by his current demeanor.
“I can assure all of you, what princess Faith says is the truth. My empire— the Inoria Empire— is now nothing more than a puppet state. Our politics, our government, and our royal family are nothing more than mere playthings to Demonkind. [Changelings] who have disguised themselves as Humans work from the background, running things as they so desire.”
He clenched his fist as he continued.
“My… parents were murdered by these Demons. It was not an assassination attempt carried out by a desperate Elutra as the world has been so led to believe. It was a lie. A justification for retaliatory action during a ceasefire. They were sacrifices, just as the people of Ertos will be.”
“What are you saying, emperor Ino?”
Lamarr placed a hand on his chin. But before the boy could answer, Jorden quickly interrogated him.
“How do we know you’re not an impostor? How do we know you’re not being forced into this? This is insane. How could an emperor betray his own nation?”
Rowyn held his gaze.
“You may test me in a [Truth Zone]. I support everything princess Faith has said today. And I am doing so not to act against my country's interest. Rather, it is because I care for my country, I wish to save it.”
“That—”
Jorden opened his mouth. But Clayton cut him off. 
“That’s enough, Lord Jorden. I do not believe emperor Rowyn will lie about such matters. If we wish to test his word, we can do so later.”
An elderly man sitting next to the Headmaster nodded in agreement.
“This revelation is quite startling, but it only makes sense. After all, the Primeval Demon has been ‘trapped’ in Inoria for far longer than even I’d have imagined. I never believed Inoria’s forces could be so effective, especially when split between two fronts.”
“That is a fair assessment, Thorsten.”
Thorsten? As in Thorsten Siegfrid? Faith knew that name anywhere. He was the [Archbishop] at the very head of the Den of Souls. But what was he doing here? 
He smiled at Clayton.
“So, Inoria has been the Primeval Demon’s base of operations, and it is restoring its forces there. It seems you called me here for a good cause, my old friend.”
If Faith was being entirely honest, she didn’t know much details about this Primeval Demon. Something major had occurred, but it happened when she was trapped in Ertos, cut off from the outside world.
However, from the brief conversation she’d held with Salvos and Daniel just a few hours earlier, she knew what was going to be said next. Rowyn shifted his feet, clearly hesitant.
“That’s… not true.”
“What do you mean, emperor Ino?”
Clayton studied Rowyn’s facial expression. The boy clearly didn’t know where to even begin, and neither did Faith. Otherwise, she’d have already taken over. 
Instead, another man answered for them. Daniel Song.
“Rowyn’s saying that the Primeval Demon is a separate threat. That these Demons in Inoria are working against the Primeval Demon.” 
“Impossible. All of Demonkind falls under a singular banner. The banner of the Demon King, Regnorex.”
Thorsten spoke with a dark gaze. Even the name of the Demon King sent a shiver down Faith’s spine. But Daniel didn't react. He stepped forward, insistent.
“Well, that’s not the case now. The Primeval Demon is merely a rebel. A rogue Demon acting up against the Demon King. But he is not the real threat. He simply foreshadows what is to come.” 
Clayton understood what Daniel was saying. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy spoke grimly.
“A full scale invasion of the Mortal Realm. Not just a rampaging Demon. Not just a group of Demons taking over a single country. But the return of Regnorex himself.”
“Yes.”
The young man hung his head, letting the implication settle in. The room was silent for a moment. Even Faith was absorbing it. She could’ve inferred just as much the entire time, but she’d been too focused on the fate of her kingdom the entire time. Now that Elutra was already lost, she knew the truth. 
But not everyone believed it. Jorden rolled his eyes.
“Now, who is this guy and why should we believe him? What, is he going to say he’s the Emperor Nor Maran? Is he going to claim to be the Watcher himself?”
Daniel paused. He exchanged a glance with Salvos. They spoke without words, and Faith wasn’t sure what to expect from them. She certainly didn’t expect what came next.
“I am Daniel Song.”
Sighing, he got to his feet.
“And I am a [Hero] from Earth.”
“Oh.”
Faith blinked. The third and final shoe dropped, and the room interrupted into chaos.




31. Daniel’s Depth

“I am Daniel Song. And I am a [Hero] from Earth.”
There was a pause. Like a beat was skipped. You could hear a pin drop; the shuffling of feet. Daniel held his breath, waiting for this immortal moment to end. But it droned longer as the sea of people remained still.
Then time resumed. The surface tension broke. The silent crowd exploded into a babbling of voices. An avalanche of questions fell upon the young man from Earth.
He drew back, waving his hand and trying to placate the crowd. Each individual in the room wore different expressions. Faith was aghast. Clayton was in disbelief. Jorden was outraged, pointing at Daniel accusingly.
Salvos just tilted her head. Her confusion was evident.
“Huh. Everyone is upset.”
And they really were. 
“A [Hero]? The return of the Demon King? This is absolutely ridiculous. Did this girl hire a troupe to put on a show for us?”
Jorden sputtered, glancing over at Salvos. Thorsten the [Archbishop] crossed his arms as he nodded in agreement.
“If this is meant to be a practical joke, it is not amusing. There hasn’t been a [Hero] summoning since Zacharius the Quisling.”
“I am not a liar. I am a [Hero]. I come from another world. From a place where there’s no magic. No Demons. No monsters. Where Elves and Dwarves exist only in fantasy or fiction. Where Humans are the only ones who live in cities. From Earth.”
The susurration died down. Clayton ran a hand through his beard. 
“This young man… he’s being serious.”
“But can we believe him?”
Thorsten was dubious. Rightfully so. Daniel didn’t blame anyone for casting any aspersions his way. 
The red-haired man— Lamarr of Traith— peered at the young man.
“You have made a bold claim, Mr Daniel Song. One that I cannot believe any sane man would lie about. But I cannot trust your words alone. Can you prove yourself to us?” 
“Yes.”
Daniel answered simply. He reached over to a necklace around his neck and yanked it off. The obfuscation effect around him vanished. He smiled and spoke to the room.
“You may use [Identification] on me now. That is proof enough, is it not?”
Thorsten’s eyes widened, and Lamarr nodded. There were gasps. Murmurs filled the room. But some of those gathered still didn’t believe him. Particularly, Jorden Duron and the little girl Salvos brought. 
“Lies. You can’t possibly believe this, can you, Headmaster Skyshredder?”
The Lord of Wimborne faced Clayton.
“It’s a trick! He’s using a Skill or artifact! He can’t be a [Hero]!”
The girl spoke indignantly. For some reason, she was even more upset than Jorden. 
But Clayton Skyshredder shook his head. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy placed a hand on his chin in thought.
“I have not heard of an artifact or a Skill that’s capable of disguising one’s Class as a [Hero]. Even a Necklace of Total Obfuscation which can block out [Lesser Appraisal] isn’t capable of such an effect.”
“This can’t be… but there hasn’t been a summoning …”
Jorden tried to work his jaw. But Clayton’s confidence killed any doubts he had left. Gallus stood up, frowning.
“Perhaps this is a sign.”
“I beg your pardon, Sir Gallus?”
Lamarr raised a brow. But Thorsten nodded in agreement, gripping his robes.
“Alexander’s coming to our world was never hailed by a summoning. Not by Humankind. While it was never confirmed— while there are many theories as to how he came here— the most commonly believed idea stated in the Book of the Beginning is that Nexeus itself called him into the world. To save Humankind from destruction.”
Daniel blinked. He hadn’t known that was the case. Granted, he wasn’t very well-versed in theology. Not that there was much theology with the temples in the world. 
Clayton narrowed his eyes, speaking in a low voice.
“An ill omen, then.”
“That is— if this is all true, this young man is the second coming of Alexander. But it does not bode well for our future.”
Thorsten raised a finger. To which, the awkwardness made Daniel decide it was time to speak up.
“I do not believe I am the second coming of Alexander.”
The young man dismissed their speculations with a sigh, but that only brought up more questions. How did he end up in the Nexeus? If not from the world itself, then he had to have been brought over somehow.
“An illegitimate summoning.”
Clayton came to the conclusion on his own. His brows creased as he spoke, and Thorsten sputtered to his right. 
“That is… but [Hero] summonings are costly and dangerous. No lone individual could’ve possibly had the resources necessary to carry one out. It had to have been a powerful but desperate nation—”
He paused. Clayton’s head fractionally turned. The realization soon dawned on everyone else in the room. Daniel took in a deep breath as  his eyes flickered to a frozen figure, standing to his left. The only one who hadn’t spoken even once since he made his reveal. 
Faith El. The former princess of the Elutra Kingdom. 
“Was Elutra the one responsible for this illegitimate [Hero] summoning?”
Clayton interrogated her, his voice calm, but there was something simmering within him. Disappointment? Anger? Perhaps. Daniel didn’t know. Behind Faith, one of the resistance members protested. Willow got to her feet, defending her princess.
“It was not princess Faith’s choice! King Credence made the decree and—”
“It’s fine, Willow.”
Faith raised a hand, giving her a melancholic smile. Jorden, the Lord of Wimborne, stepped forward with his arms crossed.
“Don’t tell me—”
He sneered, speaking condescendingly. 
“Are you going to use the Demons in Inoria as an excuse to justify your illegitimate [Hero] summoning? Because that will not hold up against the Council of Cremont.”
Faith nodded.
“I understand that.”
She faced the room, taking in all the stares. The judgmental looks. The suspicious gazes directed towards her. Then she stopped as she caught sight of Daniel. The young man looked at her with a mixture of pity and indifference. He couldn’t lie and say he felt terrible for the situation he put her in.
After all, she was one of the main reasons why he’d even been in the situation he currently was in. But still, Faith stood straight and spoke.
“There was no legitimacy behind Elutra’s summoning of the [Hero] Daniel Song. I accept any and all crimes of my father. For breaking with the Council of Cremont’s decree at the Fifth Council at Alexandria. And for forcing an innocent life from another world to fight in our foolish war.” 
Faith bowed her head. She bowed deep and low— unbefitting that of a princess. But she was no longer a princess. She’d admit just as much. Daniel narrowed his eyes. Was it a scheme? Was it a ploy? He was uncertain. He bubbled with an eclectic of emotions, watching her be inundated with questions. 
Yet, she continued. She didn’t stop there. Her next words drew Daniel’s attention. More than anything else.
“I never once said this, Daniel Song. More than betraying the trust of other nations because of Elutra’s greed. Never once have I apologized to you. The young man who was forced into the role of a [Hero]. Ripped away from his own world and everything he once knew. I am sorry.”
Daniel blinked. He opened his mouth, but nothing came out. He stood there as Faith addressed the rest of the room once again. The emotions boiling within him… cooled. He placed a hand on his chest, an odd sense of calm washing over him. And deep within, he felt only one thing. He felt at peace. For this moment, he felt nothing but tranquility. 
When he regained his bearings, Faith was still steadily answering the deluge of questions headed her way. 
“Why did Elutra carry out a [Hero] summoning?”
“This is a crime equal to Inoria’s!”
“Both nations need to be punished in their actions during the war—”
Daniel felt the need to step in. He watched as Faith simply accepted the blame thrown her way. He started.
“I believe that she—”
But he couldn’t finish. Another voice spoke over him. Over everyone else in the room. 
“So what?”
Salvos shrugged as heads turned her way. She glanced over at the [Will O’ Wisp] hovering over her shoulder. 
“Does any of this make sense to you too, Willy?” 
“All stupid!”
“See? He thinks it’s dumb. And he’s not very smart.”
“Wrong!”
The young woman chuckled, while the Grand Spirit flitted around her head indignantly. Salvos faced the rest of the room, looking over Clayton, Lamarr, Gallus, Thorsten, Valda, Faith— she held everyone’s gaze with no hesitation or fear in her eyes.
“Alright, Elutra summoned a [Hero]. And so what?”
Clayton shook his head as he explained.
“I understand that, as an adventurer, these issues do not matter to you, Salvos. However, there are consequences for every action. A single unruly [Hero] could bring about great devastation to the Human lands. If this young man had been like Zacharius—”
“Except, Daniel is not Zacharius. He’s nothing like that stupid Lich. We even killed that Lich together, didn’t we? That’s why he’s the Liberator of the Plaguelands!”
Salvos gestured at Daniel with a grin. She spread her arms wide.
“And even if that’s the case, that’s not the issue right now. I don’t know if you guys realize this, but the big problem isn’t what Elutra did years ago. It’s the Primeval Demon that’s currently running amok, and the Demons hiding in Inoria. We want to deal with them first before we should even think about punishing Faith, or about whatever kind of disaster Daniel would cause.”
She paused, tilting her head.
“Not like Daniel would do anything bad, anyway. He’s too nice.” 
Daniel stared at Salvos as she spoke. Her demeanor was cheerful as always. And she focused on what was important. He nodded, speaking in agreement as he looked at Clayton Skyshredder.
“If you wish to keep me in check, then I am not opposed to it. But these matters are not what’s important right now. We don’t know where the Primeval Demon will strike next, and we need to stop the Demons in Inoria from bringing about the return of the Demon King.”
The room fell silent. Even Jorden didn’t argue with that. Thorsten cleared his throat.
“The girl and the Grand Spirit are right.”
The elderly man faced Salvos and Willy. 
“We are being foolish, arguing with one another over these minor issues. This Demon threat is very real. More real than we believed. I trust emperor Rowyn’s words, and we can confirm the veracity of it with a single question in a [Truth Zone] spell afterwards. And more than anything, I trust that a Grand Spirit wouldn’t espouse or agree with these lies.”
He nodded sagely, then he furrowed his brows at the [Will O’ Wisp].
“Although… why do you seem so familiar?”
Willy shrank back.
“D-don’t know…”
Daniel realized something was going on, but Clayton continued.
“Now, we need to discuss a plan of action. Lamarr, Gallus, Thorsten, Jorden— will you bring this news of the Demon King back to your people? But I must ask that you ensure the news does not spread to the public.”
“It is only expected. I shall return to the Eastern Kingdoms and speak to the Seven Councilmembers.”
“I will try to talk to those I know within the Vaun Qieur Empire.”
Lamarr and Gallus agreed. Thorsten even smiled.
“As the [Archbishop] of the Den of Souls, I will speak to my people and to the [Archbishops] of the other sects.”
“Thank you.”
Clayton lowered his head. He looked over at Jorden, waiting. The Lord of Wimborne acquiesced.
“Very well. I suppose this is a matter that Shedos’ senate needs to discuss. I am still skeptical of some of the facts presented today, but it is undeniable that this Demon threat is far more dire than we had initially thought. We need to make preparations. Especially since we do not know where the Primeval Demon will strike next.”
A voice piped up, cutting him off. Salvos raised a hand.
“Oh, I actually know where Belzu is going next.”
“Belzu?”
Clayton frowned. Salvos waved a hand dismissively.
“Belzu— the Primeval Demon. He’s headed for Shedos next. He’s coming after the Norwood Family.” 
“And why would he do that? How do you even know this?”
Jorden harrumphed, but Clayton closed his eyes.
“She is correct.” 
Salvos paused. She looked over at him, perking up.
“You know about the Vampires too, Clayton? And why is Belzu targeting them?”
“Yes. I had been aware of that. Or, rather, I have made inferences based on the facts I know. But I cannot leave my post in Mavos Academy. I have sent warnings to Gannon Norwood himself. He has already agreed to leave Shedos with the Greaves of Alexander so the Primeval Demon will not enter the country.” 
“The Greaves of Alexander? Wait… you mean Alexander’s Treasures? I thought those were a myth.”
Jorden raised a brow. Gallus, too, was puzzled. 
“I have been under the same impression as well.”
Daniel would agree with both of them. He learned of the myth, and he always assumed that was what they were. He didn’t think they were real. 
But Salvos shook her head.
“They are real. I even had the Breastplate of Alexander for a while!” 
“Of course you did…”
The young man massaged his temples. Clayton spoke over him.
“If people know that the Primeval Demon is seeking Alexander’s Treasures, then there will be a panic. We must keep this discreet as well.”
“Very well, but…”
Jorden turned around. He faced Salvos, finally asking the question that might’ve been in many minds.
“How do you know all this? Are you not just an adventurer? You’re aware of the Primeval Demon’s name, you’re aware of the Demons in Inoria, you’re aware of the [Hero], and you’re aware of Alexander’s Treasures. I do not trust you.”
Daniel froze. It was indeed very suspicious. The young man felt a prickle run up his spine— fearing what could potentially happen next. Salvos was a prideful individual. If it was revealed she was a Demon here…
But, no. Salvos just beamed.
“If you really want to know, it’s because Saffron Merryster is my companion, and I briefly fought Belzu on her behalf in Nightsveil. Also, I don’t care for you.”
She replied simply. Jorden sputtered.
“How dare—”
“That’s enough. The meeting shall be adjourned for today. We have gone over all the important matters, unless there are other issues that need to be brought up?” 
No one spoke up. With a nod, Headmaster Skyshredder clapped his hands together and spoke in a clear voice.
“Then you may all take your leave.”
Salvos slumped back into her chair, sighing.
“Finally! It’s over…”
And they slowly left the room.
***
The meeting ended. It was a meeting with various peoples of power from all around the world. Everyone had their own takeaways from the discussion that was had. Not everyone contributed much to it. In fact, Valda would say she didn’t participate at all.
However, she still had her own takeaways. 
“It’s a ruse…”
She told herself as she left the Tower of Truth. There was no way that low-leveled man was a [Hero]. He looked lost half the time someone was speaking. Meanwhile, Salvos had maintained her composure all the while.
Seriously, Salvos even had the Breastplate of Alexander at one point! 
“That’s right. She’s just using that man as a cover. She has to be the real [Hero]...”
Valda was certain of it.
***
Daniel Song milled about the meeting room, even after it ended. There were still conversations to be had. He overheard Salvos speaking with the King of Traith.
“Aw, are you really going? So I won’t see you again anytime soon?”
“This is a matter that must be discussed in person. Unlike Gallus, I cannot simply relay this information to a contact—”
Amanda walked up behind the young man. 
“You actually had the balls to do it, huh? I must admit, I am quite impressed.”
“Not going to insult me today?” 
He faced her with an intrigued look. She shrugged.
“Hey, I can be nice too, sometimes. Also, I can remind you that you’re a fucking moron any other day.”
“Of course.”
He rolled his eyes. He looked away from her, facing another woman in the room. Faith El. She stayed behind to answer any questions and clear up any misunderstandings. Jorden was hammering her with accusatory questions, but she took the brunt of it all with poise.
“Why not speak with her?”
Amanda asked, tilting her head. Daniel paused.
“Pardon?” 
“You clearly want to say something to her. I don’t know what it is, but you’re just sitting here, staring at her like a creep. Why not just go up to her and say what you want to say?”
“That’s…”
Daniel hesitated. He looked down at the palm of his hand. Then he steeled himself as he clenched a fist.
“I… will.”
He got to his feet, starting past Amanda. He approached Faith as Jorden left, finally placated. The former princess drew back when Daniel reached her.
“Daniel…”
“Faith.”
She pursed her lips. The young man greeted her curtly. Neither one spoke immediately after. They waited for the other to say something, but both hesitated. And when they gathered the courage to continue, they interrupted each other.
“I truly meant what I said—”
“I do not blame—”
They paused. Faith shuffled her feet, but Daniel gestured for her to continue.
“You first.”
“Right.”
The former princess took in a deep breath and spoke.
“I truly meant what I said earlier. I know you do not trust me. That you think I am a conniving woman. Perhaps you are right about me. At one point, all I cared about was my self-interest. But I am truly sorry. For all that has been forced upon you.”
She brought a hand to her chest and hung her head.
“I am sorry, Daniel Song. From the very bottom of my heart: I apologize.”
Daniel listened. He felt his chest tighten. Then relax. He nodded at her, speaking simply.
“I do not blame you for what happened. I was summoned by King Credence, not you.” 
Faith blinked as he spoke, vaguely motioning at her. 
“The sins of the father should not fall upon his son. Nor should they fall upon his daughter. If you had to pay retribution for your own actions, I believe you already did. There is no longer any reason for me to hold a grudge against you. That is why…” 
He held her gaze. He saw the regret she buried deep within her and spoke from his heart. With sincerity in his voice.
“I forgive you, Faith.”
Her eyes grew wide. She stood there in silence. Utterly at a loss for words. A moment passed. She said nothing. Then she laughed. A single teardrop streamed down her cheek as she brought her hand to cover her face.
“Thank you, Daniel Song. For your forgiveness, and for saving my life. Whether or not you are a [Hero] no longer matters, for you are truly an admirable person.”
He smiled at that. The moment dragged on as they stood before each other. Almost reminiscent of a memory long ago. When Daniel had thought he was in love— when he still believed in the lies of Elutra. He returned to the present when Faith wiped away her tears and spoke.
“I take it we cannot be friends, even after all this?”
Daniel thought about it for a moment. Faith was a beautiful woman. She was smart, elegant, and kind. He remembered their past. Then he shook his head.
“No.”
He replied with little hesitation.
“We cannot.”
Faith sighed— not bitter. Just a soft sigh.
“Thought so.”
***
Faith couldn’t lie and admit his final parting words hadn’t hurt her a little bit. But she couldn’t dwell on it. She had said her piece, and there were far more pressing issues to deal with. Daniel left as she returned to Willow and Gavyn. Neither of them said a word as she came to a halt.
“It seems I have lost the trust for our country today.”
Those who attended the meeting left with two things weighing on their mind. The first was the knowledge of the Demon King’s inevitable return— that was one of the reasons why Faith had come here. But the second was the fact that Elutra had also betrayed the rest of the Human lands, breaking with the Sixth Council at Alexandria. 
“I know I promised you that we’ll save our country, but… it appears I failed to keep my word.”
The former princess felt her lips tremble. Her gaze darkened, and she continued.
“I tried, but I really didn’t know what to say. I had to win their trust. And when Daniel told them the truth— I-I couldn’t just…”
She trailed off. She didn’t look at either Willow or Gavyn. She’d failed the resistance.
“I am sorry. You shouldn’t place your faith in me. I am not fit to lead you—”
And she paused. She felt a hand touch her shoulder. She looked up as Gavyn nodded her way.
“You did the right thing.”
Willow agreed with him. 
“You had no other choice. The situation was against you. But you got the truth out there.”
“But I…”
And a smaller voice spoke over her. Emperor Rowyn approached Faith from behind, shaking his head.
“You did the right thing. It was the only thing you could do. For the sake of your country, you bore all the blame. That is what a true leader does.” 
The boy gave her a reassuring smile. 
“I know you don’t want to hear a lecture from me. Not from either a child or your enemy. But what you did today was admirable. I truly hope that, at the end of all this, your country can be returned to you from those evil Demons as Inoria will be returned to me.”
“But you’re…”
Faith stared at him. He bowed at her.
“And if the Council of Cremont decrees a crusade against your nation, I swear as the emperor of Inoria I shall ensure my country sides with you.” 
She spun around as Willow spoke up.
“No matter what happens, you are our leader. We trust you.”
Gavyn folded his arms.
“And we shall retake our country no matter what.”
Faith felt her lips curl up. She met their gazes.
“Thank you… all of you…”
When she spoke, a voice echoed in her head. One that made the former princess pause. That made her eyes grow wide. She clenched a fist, myriad emotions passing through her. Finally, she raised her chin and nodded.
“I promise I will not fail you again.”
[Title Available]
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(Fallen Queen of Elutra) 
You have defended your country to the bitter end, and yet you still fight. For— 
***
I strolled alongside Willy as we left the meeting room. He hid behind me, trying to keep out of sight from Thorsten Siegfrid. 
“So… what is that about?”
“N-nothing!”
The [Will O’ Wisp] refused to answer. I chuckled, not pressing it much further. I was just glad. Happy that it was all over.
“I can finally go find Saffron… maybe even tell her what happened today.”
Willy and I turned a corner as I excited, bouncing on my toes.
“I bet she’ll be so excited! She’ll finally have a bunch of powerful people on her side—”
I froze. Willy stared at me, puzzled.
“Something?”
I nodded stiffly. 
“My clone…”
I turned to face the [Will O’ Wisp] with wide eyes.
“Is dead.”




32. Interlude – Saffron’s Struggle Part One

Saffron Merryster closed her eyes.
“All for naught…”
She bemoaned her sorrows as she lay in her bed.
“It was all for naught.”
Roman Crimsonfang had rejected the request for aid. He wouldn’t support either the Norwood or Merryster Families. He’d accused them of attempting to take his life. An assassin that had killed his bodyguards. One that had nearly taken Saffron’s life, too.
It was ridiculous. It was utterly ridiculous. He was their only chance— he was one of the few members of the Crimsonfang Family who was on speaking terms with the Norwoods. Let alone the Merrysters. But now all contact was cut. 
That reaction was far too emotional. Far too brash. Yet, Roman was a boy. Saffron could, to some extent, understand his reasoning. But it still pissed her off.
“That absolutely f— no, I can’t swear. I have to keep my cool.”
She breathed deeply as she forced herself out of her bed. It was morning. The day after the attempt at her life. Salvos was gone— or, rather, the Salvos clone was gone. Which meant that Saffron had no bodyguard. No protection.
If another Demon assassin came for her life…
Saffron had to shake away the thought. 
“I can’t rely on Salvos for everything.”
That was right. While Saffron was grateful for what Salvos had done for her so far, she was still a noble. She still had her pride. A Vampire of the upper class. Someone who should’ve been able to deal with her own problems on her own.
“I’ll figure out a way to resolve this.”
No matter what shrewd tactic she’d have to rely on, she was going to get Roman Crimsonfang to agree to talks. 
—--
“I said I’m leaving today.”
Roman Crimsonfang strode for Norwood Keep’s gates. The hallway leading to the exit was still damaged from yesterday. The fighting between the Salvos clone and the Archdemon had been intense, even if it was enclosed in a small area. 
Workers moved to repair the walls and the gate. Saffron could hear the heavy beating of hammer on nails and wood as she came to a halt behind Roman and Zin Norwood. The former Matriarch of the Norwood Family tried to convince the boy to stay. To change his mind.
“Please, this is a matter beyond just the relations between our families. If you wait for my son to arrive, he’ll be able to explain—”
“That’s enough.”
Roman shook his head, unrelenting.
“I have already made up my mind. My bodyguards… my friends. I should not have come here under your request. If I had known this would happen, I would’ve spat on your letter and sent it back to you.”
“But we did not—”
Zin started, and he waved a hand.
“I will no longer listen to your excuses.”
He marched down the corridor, only to stop when he saw Saffron. The young noble had noticed the argument and moved to act. She blocked his path with her arms crossed. Zin narrowed her eyes.
“Saffron—”
“Wait, Zin. Let me speak with Lord Roman.”
Zin hesitated, but she saw the look in Saffron’s eyes. A red, glinting look. Saffron knew what she was doing. It was risky ploy. However, she was desperate.
There was no other chance, and Roman was acting ridiculous. The only way to combat an unreasonable act is to be unreasonable herself. 
“Greetings, Lord Roman. I heard you have decided to leave after yesterday’s attempt on your life.”
The boy frowned.
“After your assassination attempt failed, I would be foolish to stay in the Norwood Keep any longer. I am leaving, and none of your lies can convince me to stay.”
“Indeed. I am certain you won't change your mind. However, I have come to say farewell. And… good luck.” 
Saffron tilted her head slightly as she spoke. Roman blinked.
“What are you talking about?”
“Without a bodyguard or an entourage, it will not be an easy trip back to your estates. It will already be dangerous traversing with the threat of monsters. However, knowing that you are under the threat of assassins as well?”
His eyes widened as she continued.
“Well… perhaps if you find an adventurer whose level is high enough, you will be able to return unscathed. If fortune favors the bold, surely a Diamond Ranked adventurer would be waiting for you in Strawford.”
“I-I…”
The boy hesitated, and Saffron shrugged.
“Of course, if you remain in Norwood Keep, perhaps Zin Norwood herself can offer you her protection from these assassins. Or maybe your good friend Gannon Norwood would be of help. He is returning in under a week’s time, after all. If there’s anyone you can trust, it can be him. Alas, you will be gone by then.” 
It was intimidation. Saffron didn’t like it, but she had to do what was needed. And if it meant tricking a boy by subtly threatening his life— even if it was a false threat— then she’d do it. 
Roman quivered. He drew back, speaking in a hurried voice.
“I believe I have changed my mind.”
He cleared his throat, spinning around.
“I was not aware that Gannon Norwood would be returning in a few days’ time. I would like to greet him and give him my regards before I am to depart. Even if it means staying with those callous Merrysters.” 
Zin nodded eagerly, jumping on this opportunity. 
“I assure you, Lord Roman, we will offer you our finest bodyguards and keep an eye out on the Merrysters—”
Saffron sighed in relief as she watched Roman walk further back into Norwood Keep. She’d done it. All by herself. She had to play her hand aggressively if she wanted to keep up with the politicking between the Greater Vampire Families. 
“Now, I just have to wait for Gannon to actually get here…”
What was she going to do until then?
—--
Saffron didn’t remain idle. Two days passed, and she spoke to every person of import who was present in Norwood Keep. Individuals from lesser Vampire families were coming to represent their stance in the upcoming meeting. It was a gathering called by the Norwood and Merryster Family. Mostly pertaining to the Norwood Family since Gannon was going to be there. 
He was one of the few individuals who remained sensible throughout everything that had happened in the last few months. That was why Roman had been here. 
The fact that Roman Crimsonfang wasn’t going to leave, and was going to represent his family at this meeting, meant that Saffron now had some sway. She wrote a message to Father on the day of Roman’s decision to remain, telling him about the news. Now, she heard back from him. 
The Veridian Family has agreed to accompany us to the meeting. We will be showing up with their representatives tomorrow. 
That was all that had been written on the communication artifact. Saffron sighed in relief, glad that things were finally beginning to move in the right direction. Now she just had to ensure things sailed smoothly at the meeting itself. 
She went to find her sister to prepare and plan for what was to come. The young noble still had her speech— her ultimatum— but she wasn’t sure if that was necessary anymore. Mons Merryster would be able to aid her in making the right call. 
Saffron found her sister milling about the dining room. The older Merryster sibling was sipping on a cup of tea all on her own.
“Mons, I was searching for you.” 
“I can tell, sister. Come, sit.”
Mons patted the velvet cushion next to her. Saffron fluffed her dress before taking a seat. 
“What is going on?” 
“Hush. Listen.”
“Listen?”
Saffron narrowed her eyes. She heard a voice from the other room. Someone was yelling. It was a male’s voice. It took the young noble a moment, but she recognized the source of the voice.
Mardyth Norwood. Zin’s brother.
“I told you… this meeting is a shameless power grab—”
His words were clipped. Saffron couldn’t make out everything that was said. Eventually, the shouting died down, and a door down the hallway was flung open. Saffron watched as an old figure marched down the hallway. Mardyth stormed off before Zin slowly walked out of the room with a sigh.
She glanced over at the Merryster siblings. The older Merryster sister simply took a sip from her cup of tea, while Saffron struggled to find something to pretend to be doing. Zin rolled her eyes.
“You girls overheard, didn’t you?” 
“Indeed.”
Mons answered simply. Zin sighed.
“I shouldn’t have expected anything less from you two…”
“What happened, lady Zin?”
Saffron stood up, brows furrowing. The former Matriarch of the Norwood Family shrugged.
“My brother is against the meeting. He fears another assassination attempt may be carried out on the day of. He thinks it is a ploy by the Crimsonfangs to ruin both our family’s reputation, while also taking out certain influential targets.”
“What makes him think that? It was a Demon assassin. No Vampire family in their right mind would employ the use of Demons for their own dirty work”
That sounded ridiculous. Mons didn’t seem to believe it either. But Zin shrugged. 
“It is a somewhat sound theory. Roman’s parents are, rightfully so, upset about what happened. They have demanded reparation and Roman’s safe return to them. Otherwise, they will retaliate.”
Saffron’s eyes widened.
“Are they being serious?”
More politics? More crap Saffron would have to wade through? No— calm down. She breathed slowly, regaining her composure.
“Do you think Mardyth’s accusations hold any credibility? If the Crimsonfangs are really the ones behind this—” 
“I do not know.”
Zin shook her head, speaking curtly. 
“I would rather not speculate. However, I shall tell the both of you this one thing: simply be prepared for anything to happen. I will try to look out for you, but I have my own family to watch over. Without your friend—”
“I know.”
Saffron closed her eyes. Salvos wasn’t here. But that didn’t matter. The young noble could handle it on her own.
“It is not Salvos’s mess to clean up.”
“My, sister, you are acting as if this is your job to do alone.”
Mons covered her mouth as she spoke. Saffron shook her head.
“Maybe not. But someone has to do the dirty work. And if everyone is too afraid to step up because of their fear of some kind of repercussion, then I will do it all myself.”
With that, Saffron came to a decision. She would give them all her ultimatum. The political  battle for status, wealth, and soft power didn’t matter when their situation was compromised. When they were all exposed as Vampires.
And, finally, the day of the gathering of Greater Vampire Families arrived. Saffron was going to put an end to the needless squabbling once and for all. All by herself.
***
There was a snap. The clone fluttered into existence as ribbons of golden flames coalesced into the shape of a young woman. Loose gatherings of figures stood in silhouette. The sun dipped over the horizon, and the clone raised her head.
Go find Saffron, the original said. Make sure she’s safe, alright? Tell her I’ll be getting to her soon. I’ve just been caught in an annoying mess.
And the clone obeyed. She luxuriated in the idea of meeting her companion. The lengthy convalescence from their time together would only heighten the vim of their reunion. Her wings spread wide, her body a mere thrall to her excitement, as she departed into the darkening sky. An endless canvas spread out before her. The wheeling stars blazed like smelter pots, illuminating the vast landscape. 
The clone saw many things. Undulating hills. Dense forests. Passing over monsters and animals, driven by languor back to their nests. Black clouds emplaned a deluge upon a town. The torchlight twinkled and fizzled out as figures rushed through the raw mud streets. 
She landed at the fringe where buildings melded into trees. The rain hammered into her back, simmering into a thin mist of white. A passerby collapsed and pointed.
What are you? asked the Human. 
The clone did not answer. She took in the sign. Names were poorly etched onto the wooden board. 
Please don’t kill me, the Human begged stupidly.
The sign pointed in different directions. Lightning flashed in the background, followed by a booming thunder. The clone flew off and left the Human alone. 
She drifted over the dark clouds as the storm continued. The sea appeared up ahead, and a small city rose up at the edge of the tideline. Fishermen dragged their boats where the sea was teething, bringing back their haul as the day came to a close. 
The clone landed amongst them, and they ran screaming. She pulled them back with a Skill, pointing at the peaking buildings behind the city wall.
What do you want? they asked. We have nothing to give you.
She cocked her head, gesturing at the city once more. They exchanged confused glances, and one of them answered.
The city? It’s Eastcliff! At the northern border of Shedos! the Human exclaimed.
The clone nodded at them, grateful, before letting them go. She stood there and watched the shoreline draw closer. The tides grew more animated. The turbulent tempest sent a surf blooming into the beach. The cobbled clouds above dispersed. The sea stilled. A sudden change.
She didn’t take in the pulchritudinous scene. The supremely wondrous weather was but a mere observation in her head. Rather, she gathered her position, using the accrued moments to ascertain the city in relation to her destination. 
Finally, the clone surmised her location: she was lost.




33. Interlude – Saffron’s Struggle Part Two

It was the day of the meeting. A gathering of all Four Greater Vampire Families. Their thralls and other lesser Vampire Families were present as well, but the focus was clearly on the Merrysters, the Crimsonfangs, the Norwoods, and the Veridians. 
“Greetings, Lord Ulli Veridian and lady Anya Veridian. It has been a while since we last spoke. I am glad to see that you were able to come today.”
Saffron Merryster bowed at the couple as they strolled through the gilded hallway of Norwood Keep. Ulli Veridian was the brother of Obert Veridian, the current Patriarch of their family. He returned a smile, offering her pleasantries and nothing more.
“It is a pleasure, Lady Saffron.”
They ambled on. Saffron turned to face the small crowd streaming down the hallway. She was, of course, keeping up appearances. Once the meeting began, if there were any pushbacks towards the collaboration of all the Greater Vampire Families against the Primeval Demon, she would drop her facade. Before that, she’d, of course, have to tell the rest of her family about her plan.
Mons and Feirdun were already aware. The former fully supported her, although the latter was apprehensive. Not that he could even intervene. He was still injured from the battle with the [Arachne] assassin. Now, all that was left for Saffron to do was to inform Father of her scheme. And if the Veridians were already here, that meant he should be arriving soon.
Sure enough, she spotted Crocus Merryster striding through the hallway followed by a retinue of men and women bearing the Merryster sigil.. He wore regal robes befitting the event. Neither Mother nor her other brothers were with him. He was surrounded only by servants and bodyguards.
“Father!”
Saffron exclaimed, running up to the man. His rough face softened as she reached him. A smile spread through his lips. 
“My daughter. I am glad to see that you are still well.” 
“Indeed, Father. Mons is entertaining the guests, but Feirdun is— unfortunately— still healing from his injuries.” 
“The assassin, yes.”
Crocus’ eyes flickered. He shook his head, patting Saffron on her shoulder. 
“Nevertheless, I am proud of you. The three of you. My own meetings with the Veridians didn’t prove productive. While Obert had been willing to talk, he didn’t intend to compromise his advantage over the Norwoods if there wasn’t going to be total cooperation.”
“That is about as expected.”
Saffron massaged her temples, walking alongside her father as they reached the garden. 
“What about Brother? How is he?”
“I had asked Cinne to remain with Zahra and the other children. To protect them and keep them safe. While I don’t believe our family will be targeted now that the Breastplate of Alexander is no longer in our hands… that news of the assassin you had brought up to me… it is best to be on guard.”
Technically, Saffron was still a child in Crocus’ eyes. He had even forbidden her to follow Mons and Feirdun to the Norwood estates. But she wouldn’t listen, and he had no choice but to acquiesce. 
She shook her head as she caught sight of Mons. The older Merryster sibling was seated next to Zin Norwood. They nodded at each other, and Saffron sighed.
“Well, let us hope for the best. But I must warn you, Father, this meeting may not go as smoothly as you think. Mardyth Norwood claims that the Crimsonfangs are scheming. They plan to make a move, and I believe it may lead to bloodshed and death.”
“Are you certain?”
Crocus furrowed his brows. His hands instinctively reached for the blade at his side. Saffron nodded.
“At least, from what I have been told, it is plausible. But I have also made my own schemes. The Crimsonfangs cannot act if all three other Greater Vampire Families are united against them.”
It was a speech. What could simple words do? Well, Saffron was going to find out. 
“Father, I will be giving an ultimatum today.”
“An ultimatum?”
He paused. Saffron sighed, glancing around the gathering. A banquet table was being set up as servants hurried about to bring out the dishes. Alcohol was being served alongside an unlabeled red liquid. Blood— from animals, likely. 
Those didn’t have the same effects as drinking Human blood. They didn’t offer anything for a Vampire’s [Bloodlust]. But they tasted sweet, and that was enough for them to be served today. No one was listening. Still, Saffron set up a quick silencing barrier around her and Crocus.
“We cannot waste any more time. If everyone’s going to squabble over their own personal interests, then I shall remove that obstacle.” 
“You don’t mean—”
Father’s eyes grew wide. Saffron placed a hand on her lips. Even with a silencing spell, she was certain a few individuals could be eavesdropping. Especially if the Crimsonfangs overheard her.
Crocus crossed his arms.
“That is a risky game, Saffron. A bold course of action.”
“I know, but we have no other choice. You can’t stop me, Father. I’ll do what must be done.”
“Stop you?”
He chuckled, smiling at Saffron.
“You have my full support, my daughter. In fact, I am glad I brought him now that I’ve heard this.”
“Him?”
She blinked. And Crocus gestured for a man further back in his retinue. A familiar figure strolled forward, bowing his head towards Saffron.
“Matthew?”
“Indeed, Lady Saffron.”
It was her butler. Her personal caretaker. He was the one who’d been looking after Saffron since she was but a child. 
“But why are you here? Father— Matthew isn’t a fighter. You shouldn’t have brought him along!”
Especially if Mardyth and Zin were right. But Crocus shook his head.
“I did not intend to bring him along. However…”
He gestured at the butler. Matthew lowered his head.
“I apologize, but I had insisted to your father that I be brought along with him on this trip. It has been far too long since I’ve checked up on you, and it is my duty to ensure your safety above all else.”
“But…”
The butler smiled, reassuring Saffron.
“Perhaps you may think of me simply as a butler, Lady Saffron. But I see myself as your protector. And while I may not be equal to a Platinum Ranked adventurer, the same could be said for you, could it not? I am sorry, but this is my own selfish request. To the Lady whom I’ve watched after since she was but a mere girl.”
The young noble flushed. She shuffled her feet slightly, lowering her gaze.
“Very well, Matthew. I suppose your help could be used. However, I ask that you keep an eye out, more than anything, for any suspicious activities. We do not want an incident to occur today.”
“Yes, Lady Saffron.”
Her butler bowed. She ushered Father, Matthew, and their retinue towards the table where Zin  and Mons were seated. She was about to join in on the chatter when a figure caught her eye. A susurration washed over the gathering. 
A familiar man. A man who she’d been engaged with in the past. Gannon Norwood. The unwilling Patriarch of the Norwood Family. One of the top senators of Shedos. He walked alongside Roman Crimsonfang, placating the boy. Probably in regards to the assassination attempt the other day.
Saffron drew to her feet. This was the first time she’d seen Gannon since the auction in Mavos Academy with Salvos— where an Elf attack had nearly taken Ivonne Vigil’s life. The young noble made her way towards him to greet him. He likely just arrived from the Capital of Shedos. She, of course, would like to have a word with him before the gathering officially began.
But as Saffron edged her way there through the crowd, she bumped into one of the servants. A woman carrying a tray of cake and other sweet treats. Saffron must not have been paying attention because she barely noticed her. 
“Oh, I’m so sorry!”
The servant exclaimed. Saffron stumbled back as the woman spun around to face her. 
“What are you doing, Fictus? Stop being an idiot!”
A manservant who’d been accompanying the woman snapped. 
“I didn’t mean to mess up!”
Saffron dusted herself off.
“I am fine. Do not worry.”
She glanced up at the two servants. They were identical to each other. Twins? Although, the man had red hair, and the woman had blue hair. 
“I must apologize, but I am in a rush. Please do not blame yourself for this. It was as much my fault as it was yours.”
The woman smiled.
“Aw, thank you so much. See? There wasn’t a problem, Mentior—”
Saffron just started past them, not thinking twice about the interaction. Not until she reached Gannon. She blinked. Wait— 
“Ah, it is good to see you’re well, Lady Saffron.”
Gannon smiled at her. Roman wasn’t with him any longer— the boy had found a seat all by himself. Saffron narrowed her eyes before turning back to the senator.
“Lord Gannon Norwood. It has been a few months since we last spoke.”
“Please, I keep telling you to just call me Gannon. Or senator Gannon.”
“I’d rather not be reprimanded for impropriety. Not today, when you are meant to be representing your family during this meeting.”
“You’re always so uptight, aren’t you?”
He chuckled. She smiled as well. They’d known each other for quite a while. And even if their arranged marriage had been called off— because of Saffron— he didn’t bear her any ill will. Instead, he cast his gaze around the busy garden.
“Where’s your friend?”
“My friend?”
“You know who I’m talking about. That adventurer who you were quite fond of.”
His lips curled up, teasing. Saffron blinked.
“Salvos?”
“Yes, her. Or have the both of you gone beyond mere friends now?” 
“We are just friends. That’s it. Please do not spread rumors about my relationship with Salvos.”
The young noble scowled. Gannon drew back, placing a hand on his chin.
“I’d have thought she was your type. A fine young lady like her sure piques your interest. And do not worry about me. You should be more afraid of my mother and her gossip.”
“I’ll ask you not to disrespect lady Zin, please. Your mother is a wonderful woman. And no— please stop casting weird aspersions on my friendship with Salvos. It makes me uncomfortable.”
“I assume, then, you wouldn’t mind me trying to court your friend?”
“Good luck. You may as well try courting a rock.”
Saffron snorted. Gannon laughed at that. The pair strode towards the main table that had been set up, only pausing to speak with the various people of import who went to greet the Patriarch of the Norwood Family.
“Hello aunt Sabine. Yes, I am still a senator. No, Saffron and I haven’t been engaged in quite a while. Lord Bast, I am glad to see your family is doing well. And, ah, uncle Mardyth.”
The elderly man glanced up as Gannon called out to him. 
“Hm?”
“It is good to see you’re still in good health. I see you’re here on your own today. Is aunt Emeline not attending? She’s usually inseparable from you.”
“My wife has other, more important matters to attend to.”
Mardyth grunted, hobbling past Gannon. Saffron raised a brow. Emeline had been one of Saffron’s distant cousins who’d married into the Norwood Family. Saffron didn’t realize it, but she hadn’t seen Emeline once since arriving at Norwood Keep.
That’s odd… Saffron glanced back at Mardyth as he headed away from the garden. A pair of figures marched their way past him along with a large retinue of bodyguards. She recognized them immediately. They were Roman’s parents.
“They’re actually here. That’s Garlen and Bonny Crimsonfang. They really came all the way over here from the Eastern Kingdoms, huh?”
They were both around Level 100 each. Not as high-leveled as Crocus, of course. But strong enough to fend for themselves. 
“Where is our son?” 
They reached Gannon and made the demand immediately. Saffron pursed her lips, but Gannon just gave them a calm smile. 
“Greetings, Lord Garlen and Lady Bonny. I can assure you, my mother has taken great care of your son during his stay at Norwood Keep. He has been eagerly awaiting your arrival, but he is just fine.”
Gannon took a step to the side, gesturing at Roman who was seated by his lonesome. The boy had been digging into a slice of cake before pausing. Gannon called out.
“Roman, your parents are here—”
“Roman!”
Bonny shoved past Gannon, running up to the boy. She helped him to his feet and dragged him away from the table.
“We were so worried about you. Are you alright? Are you— Roman?”
The boy wasn’t responsive. Saffron looked at the glazed look in his eyes. She glanced back, remembering the strange servants. The duo who’d been bringing with them an array of treats to the table. She understood what happened immediately, even if it took Roman’s parents a moment to register it.
“Roman?”
Garlen ran up to him. The boy swayed back and forth before dropping to the ground.
“Roman!”
They exclaimed. Gannon’s eyes grew wide. Saffron clenched a fist and shouted for everyone to hear.
“The cakes are poisoned!”
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Poison. Roman Crimsonfang had been poisoned. The boy was a noble. An important member of one of the Four Greater Vampire Families. The Crimsonfangs had a strong influence over many parts of the Eastern Kingdoms— a wide reach covering multiple city states and even larger nations. 
But now, he was poisoned. During the meeting held by the Norwoods, no less. 
“My boy! What did you do to my boy?”
Bonny— Roman’s mother— screamed as she cradled him in her arms. He wasn’t responding. His face was sickly green. The whites in his eyes writhed as his body jolted. Blood sputtered out of his lungs, gargling in his throat. 
“We need a healer! Someone get—”
Saffron stood, frozen for a moment as her mind whirred. She considered the facts. The information. She remembered the two servants. She thought of the way Mardyth had been acting— the accusations he’d thrown at the Crimsonfangs a day before the meeting even began. 
Her eyes narrowed as Garlen— Roman’s father— shouted.
“You bastards poisoned my son!”
He drew a wand from his belt, aiming it dangerously at Gannon Norwood. His bodyguards readied their weapons as the tension bubbled like the froth from Roman’s mouth. At any moment, the boy could die. At any moment, fighting would break out.
Gannon himself was still trying to cool the situation. He was a senator of Shedos— the Patriarch of the Norwood Family. If anything happened between him and the Crimsonfang Family, it would mean war. 
War between the Vampire Families. More unnecessary bloodshed whilst the Primeval Demon rampaged. While Regnorex was at the gates. 
No. Saffron wouldn’t allow it. She moved swiftly— deftly. Her gloved hands reached into her purse. An ornate Bag of Holding designed to be fashionable. And she produced a vial. 
She approached Roman as he lay in his mother’s arms. Bonny wept, focused only on her son. Garlen tried to stop Saffron. 
“What are you doing? Get away—”
“Do you wish to save your son?”
Saffron spoke simply. The man blinked. 
“I-I…”
“We don’t have much time. This poison is fast-acting. We have to stall it until an antidote is provided.”
Behind her, the world seemed to slow. The stand-off was forgotten. All that mattered was the boy’s life. Garlen pursed his lips, stepping to the side.
“Fine.”
Saffron knelt next to the boy. She held up the vial as his mother blinked.
“W-what is that? Will it help him…?”
“It’s Demon’s blood. It should help.”
Bonny’s eyes grew wide as Saffron tipped it over. Thank you, Salvos. Saffron breathed deeply She slowly poured the black liquid into the boy’s mouth. Drop by drop. It mixed with the crimson blood, flowing down his throat. Saffron didn’t stop until the vial was empty. And when it was, she produced another vial of the Demon’s blood.
“It won’t do much. But he’ll level. And it’ll raise his Vitality.”
That was what they needed right now. A way to buy time. This was all Saffron could provide. That, and— 
“Matthew.”
She called her butler to her side. He was behind her in an instant. Undoing her hairpin, she turned to face him.
“Please, could I borrow a bit of your blood?”
“Yes, Lady Saffron.”
She felt bad for doing this. But it was what needed to be done. Even after giving Roman two vials of Demon blood, he was still convulsing. He looked better. At least, he wasn’t still gargling his own blood. And his body was more limp. Although that could be a bad sign.
Saffron identified him, and she saw that the Demon’s blood had brought him up nearly ten levels— as expected, especially considering the source of the blood. But all that would do was delay. Just like what Saffron was doing now.
“I’m sorry.”
She winced as she stabbed Matthew’s palm with the hairpin. Her butler didn’t even blink. His blood dripped slowly onto Roman’s tongue, and a red glow came from the boy’s eyes.
This wasn’t Demon’s blood. It wasn’t Vampire’s blood. It was mortal blood. Human blood. The blood of someone who was nearly five times Roman’s level. His [Bloodlust] would kick in. It would heighten all his senses and abilities. And perhaps it would help him through this.
Saffron took advantage of the Racial Skills of a Vampire. She hoped it would be enough. Roman still had a pulse, and finally, the healer arrived. 
“Excuse me— sorry!”
She stepped back as the healer got to work. Bonny clutched the boy’s arm the entire time. Now, she just had to wait. Garlen lowered his wand, looking at his son in worry. 
“We can only hope now.”
That was all she said. Garlen clicked his tongue.
“Who would do this? How dare… I’ll make them pay.”
He spun around to face Gannon.
“If you really didn’t do this, I demand you find the one responsible. Else there will be trouble.”
“I…”
Saffron faced Gannon. The Patriarch of the Norwood Family shuffled his feet, clearly uncertain. Sighing, Saffron spoke as she walked between the two.
“I may know who was responsible.” 
Her eyes flickered. She faced Zin who was standing and watching. The other woman’s eyes widened, and Saffron shook her head.
“Where is Mardyth Norwood?”
—-
“Unhand me right this instant!”
Mardyth Norwood, Zin’s brother and Gannon’s uncle, was dragged back to the garden by a familiar man. Feirdun Merryster. Saffron’s eyes glinted red as she caught sight of her injured brother.
“I found him sneaking his way out of Norwood Keep. I heard shouts, and I knew something happened.”
Mardyth glared as he shrugged Feirdun off. He faced Gannon.
“What is going on?”
“Is it true, Mardyth? Were you the one responsible for poisoning the feast?”
Gannon approached him. The Patriarch of the Norwood Family crossed his arms. Mardyth blinked, sputtering in indignation.
“Preposterous! What proof do you have of this accusation?”
“Where exactly were you going, lord Mardyth? Because it almost seems like you were planning on fleeing.”
Saffron held the man’s gaze. He narrowed his eyes at her,
“The Merryster girl…”
“And considering that your own wife isn’t present, I suspect that you had already made preparations to evacuate her, haven’t you?”
He shot a glare at Gannon.
“Are you really going to trust this scheming woman over your own uncle? Where is Zin? I have to speak with her. I knew this would happen—”
“You were trying to instill doubt in your own sister’s mind. You tried to make her believe that the Crimsonfang Family would assassinate their own son to provoke a war. That is ridiculous. The only schemer here is you.”
Saffron spoke over him. She knew what he was doing. He was accusing others of the very same things he was doing. But she wasn’t going to let him out of this. 
“And if you want to speak with your sister so much, why not talk to her then?”
Mardyth frowned. He craned his neck, looking behind him. Zin Norwood was returning from the keep. She held under her arm a tome, and her face was pale.
“What…?”
“We checked his room as you suggested, Saffron.”
Her lips were pursed. She held up the tome— blood was staining its outside.
“We found this. It was written by Kolton, the [Cult Leader] of the Netherworld’s Communion. It’s a manual on Demon summoning.”
There were gasps. A susurration washed over the crowd. Even Mons and the rest of the Merrysters were surprised. Gannon stared at his uncle. 
“This means… that assassin who attacked Norwood Keep…”
“That is correct.”
Saffron nodded. She thought it had been odd. How did an Archdemon break through Norwood Keep’s defenses without alerting anyone? The answer was simple— it came from inside.
“You were the one responsible for summoning that [Arachne], weren’t you? It only makes sense. It didn’t target Zin. It didn’t target any of the Norwoods. It came for my life and for Roman’s. You accused the Crimsonfangs of doing exactly what you were planning to do.”
“That is ridiculous! I… I don’t know how that got into my room. It was planted there by the Merryster girl. Zin—”
Mardyth turned to his sister. But Zin didn’t budge. She shifted her feet and sighed. 
“We also found… a corpse.”
This caught Saffron off-guard. 
“What? A corpse?” 
Well, that made sense. There had to be sacrifices to summon an Archdemon. But Saffron expected hundreds of corpses. Servants. But no— it was a single corpse.
“The body of his wife, Emeline, was found hidden in a secret passageway. It seems like she was his sacrifice to summon the [Arachne].”
There was a pause. Zin’s words washed over all those gathered. The Norwoods. The Crimsonfangs. The Veridians. The Merrysters. The lesser Vampire Families. They took it in. And they all exploded in outrage.
The first to speak was Garlen Crimsonfang. His wife was still tending to Roman with the healer, but he and his bodyguards drew their weapons.
“Have you no honor? Betraying our creed? Summoning a Demon? Slaying your own wife? You are a monster who deserves to be put down this instant!”
Crocus Merryster stepped forward as well. 
“As the head of the Merryster Family, I cannot let this injustice slide. Emeline had been a proud Merryster before we entrusted her in your care! And you murdered her for your own gain!”
Even Gannon was upset. He faced his uncle with callous eyes.
“You have committed a grave sin, uncle. And for what?”
But Mardyth wasn’t apologetic. He clenched his fist and spat back at Saffron.
“Why? Because you Merrysters think you can come into my keep and make orders to my people? Isn’t that ridiculous to anyone else?”
He spread his arms wide, facing the crowd.
“What about you? Lord Garlen Crimsonfang? And you, lady Anya Veridian? Do you think it is right that this little brat can give you orders? I can understand my nephew’s foolishness. After all, he is infatuated with her after she ended their engagement. But the rest of you?”
He shook his head.
“Utterly ridiculous. I cannot believe you’d let a Merryster girl do this to you. Have you no pride? Are you lesser families or are you of the Four Greater Vampire Families?”
Saffron furrowed her brows. She watched as his words swept over the crowd. Garlen hesitated. The Veridians exchanged a glance. The silence was oppressive. The young noble knew that they saw merit in what Mardyth said. It was a compelling argument for those gathered here.
And it also served as her tipping point.
“I have had enough of this nonsense!”
Her voice reverberated throughout the garden. She met the gaze of every individual Vampire gathered here, speaking loud and clear for all to hear.
“These games have gone on for too long. What does politics and power matter when we’re all dead on the ground? Must I remind you that there is a Primeval Demon out there, rampaging throughout the Human lands? One that felled the entire country of Nixa? No amount of petty power you hold here matters in the face of that monster. And it is coming after us.” 
She paused. Saffron looked down at her bloodied hairpin and closed her eyes.
“No— it is not coming after us Merrysters. We no longer have what it wants. It is coming after you, Mardyth Norwood. It is coming after you, Garlen Crimsonfang. It is coming after you, Anya Veridian. It is coming for the Treasures of Alexander. It will not stop until it has the entire collection. Worst of all? It is only a prefiguration of what is to come.”
With a deep breath, she opened her glowing red eyes and spoke softly.
“Regnorex is at the gates, and if we continue to squabble amongst ourselves, he shall come.”
Those words— it had become a common saying at this point among Vampire circles. The meaning was lost, yet it was quite clear what it meant. If the Demon King truly returned to the Mortal Realm, there wasn’t any hope left.
There was no [Hero]. No unified Human empire. Saffron feared it, and she believed that everyone present should too. But her words weren’t compelling enough.
“T-that’s more of her lies—”
Mardyth started. And she put an end to it.
“I have not spoken a single lie. There will no longer be any Greater Vampire Families if we refuse to cooperate today. But if you still won’t listen— if you still insist on this self-destructive insistence to cling onto your political power— then I shall take that away from you.”
He raised a brow. He wasn’t the only one puzzled by her words. Saffron placed a hand on her chest.
“I shall tell the truth to the world. The common man shall know of our influence. Of the treasures we are hiding. Perhaps it may lead to an end of our reign. Perhaps we will fall as the Slydrift Family did. But if that is what it takes to ensure the protection of the Treasures of Alexander, then I will do what I must.”
That finally drew their attention. Mardyth sputtered, wide-eyed.
“Are you insane, girl? We don’t even know if Regnorex is making a return! This is just some rampaging Demon! You are threatening to put an end to our ten-thousand-year-long dynasty for this?”
“Yes.”
Saffron thought she’d be alone. Even Zin was caught by surprise by that. The Crimsonfangs and the Veridians started to protest, but Gannon placed a hand on her back.
“I support her.”
“You too, Lord Gannon?”
Garlen narrowed his eyes.
“You wish to throw away your entire family’s wealth and treasures for this?” 
“This is a matter that affects the entire world, lord Garlen. I stand by her, and I’m sure the Merrysters do too.”
Her family— Mons, Crocus, and Feirdun— joined her side. They spoke as one.
“We do.”
Saffron stood tall with the rest of the Merrysters. Zin and a few of the Norwoods followed suit, standing beside her with Gannon. Saffron continued.
“We are Vampires. Demon Slayers. Are we going to just stand idly by as Regnorex threatens to make a return?”
The Crimsonfangs and the Veridians hesitated. But Anya Veridian pushed her family forward by joining the circle.
“We shall not.”
And all that was left was Garlen Crimsonfang. He opened his mouth. 
“I-I…”
Saffron looked at him expectantly. The rest of the Vampires waited for his reply. He opened his mouth— and Mardyth snapped.
“I’ve had enough of this! I should’ve just dealt with her this way from the start!”
Mardyth pulled out a scroll. 
“Grand—”
And Saffron flicked her wrist. Her hairpin went flying, tearing the scroll in half. It cut him along his cheeks and forced him to stumble back. Her eyes shone crimson as she watched him fall.
“H-how did you—” 
“[Bloodlust].”
She licked her lips. Matthew’s blood gave her a small boost in her physical prowess and her instincts. Not as much as Salvos would, but it was enough to keep her on guard. She took a sip from her hairpin, knowing that fighting might’ve come from this.
“To think you cannot even remember our Racial Skill… it seems you’ve truly forgotten what makes us Vampires, Mardyth Norwood.”
The old man just stared at her. At her glowing eyes. Feirdun seized him immediately after, alongside Gannon’s own guards. 
“Take him to the dungeon!”
Gannon ordered. As Mardyth was forced to his feet, Saffron turned her gaze to Garlen Crimsonfang. She cocked her head, peering at him. Her show over. All that mattered was an answer.
“Now, Garlen Crimsonfang, will you work with us?”
And the man… nodded.
“The Crimsonfangs remember our oath. We shall work with the rest of the Greater Vampire Families to defeat the Primeval Demon.”
Saffron smiled. Finally, it was done. No more politics. No more petty arguments. They could finally focus on what they had to do. 
“Good.” 
She spoke simply.
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Saffron Merryster sighed, glad that it was all over. Garlen Crimsonfang agreed to cooperate. He wasn’t the head of his family, but he was quite influential. Alongside Anya Veridian, Gannon Norwood, and Saffron’s own father, Crocus Merryster, that meant all Four Greater Vampire Families were now united.
This was unprecedented. The last time four of the Greater Vampire Families worked together was when there were Five Greater Vampire Families. Now, the last time all the Greater Vampire Families worked together— at a time— was nearly a thousand years ago. 
And it was all thanks to Saffron. Or… maybe not.
Was it her threats? Or did they finally understand the gravity of the situation? Maybe it was Mardyth’s own actions that drove them to her side? 
She didn’t know. She was just glad. Relieved. Happy that it was all over. Regnorex was at the gates, and it was the duty of all the Vampire families in the Human lands to stop his return. They finally agreed on this simple fact. And the young noble couldn’t help but smile.
“Get your hands off me. I can walk on my own—”
Mardyth shrugged off the Norwood guards as they escorted him away from the garden. Garlen glared at the old man when he walked by them. 
“If you were in the Eastern Kingdoms, I’d have you executed.” 
“Well, too bad for you. I hope your little boy dies.”
Mardyth spat. Garlen’s brows snapped together. He drew his blade, and Mardyth stumbled back. Saffron almost thought she was going to see a decapitation before anyone could intervene. But a voice interrupted them.
“He’s alive! Roman’s alive!”
Bonny Crimsonfang, Garlen’s wife, ran up to the man. She had tears in her eyes and a boy in her arms. Garlen’s eyes widened.
“Roman—”
He dropped his weapon, running straight for his son. Saffron shook her head as the Crimsonfangs were happily reunited. She faced Mardyth with a raised a brow.
“Do you really wish to die that badly, lord Mardyth?”
The old man eyed her with disdain as she continued.
“You do realize your actions have consequences, yes? And yet, you have done everything from attempting to assassinate the Crimsonfangs with poison to attempting to take your own sister’s life.”
He opened his mouth— and paused. 
“What did you say?”
“Don’t play dumb now.”
Saffron shook her head, turning to Zin. The former Matriarch of the Norwood Family nodded.
“I thought better of you, Mardyth. But to send [Changelings] after me? To send an [Arachne] after Saffron? To kill your own wife? I cannot defend any of your actions.”
“I…”
He stared at them as the guards dragged him further back. 
“But I didn’t…”
He started, and Saffron waved a hand off. 
“Spare your excuses.” 
And he snapped. He shoved the guards off him, storming up to Saffron. 
“I didn’t send [Changelings] after Zin—”
Feirdun and Crocus were quick to react. They grabbed him, holding their blades threateningly close to his neck. 
“Don’t come any closer.”
“I didn’t do that! What are you talking about? Why would I take my own sister’s life?”
The guards pulled him back as Zin narrowed her eyes. Saffron froze. 
“What?”
She slowly spun around to face Zin. The two women stared at each other, visibly confused. Mons Merryster, Saffron’s sister, stepped forward and spoke.
“Wait, if Mardyth isn’t the one responsible for summoning those Demons…”
The rest was left unsaid. Saffron’s mind raced. She felt her heart hammering in her chest. Her hand trembled as she looked around the garden, remembering the two suspicious servants. Her lips quivered as she opened her mouth. 
“That means—”
And there was a flicker. A gust of wind blew over the garden. A bell tolled as voices shouted. Zin’s gaze snapped up.
“The barrier— someone destroyed the barrier!”
A glinting figure descended from the clouds as everyone drew their weapons. Saffron backed up while Crocus drew forward. His eyes narrowed.
“That’s…”
Saffron stared as the figure. A fiery aura wisped off it like golden mist. And it waved her way. 
“Salvos? Wait, don’t attack! That’s Salvos!” 
The Salvos clone beamed as she slowly drifted down. She pointed at Saffron indignantly, shaking a fist at all those who pointed their weapons up her way. They slowly lowered their blades, blinking. Garlen raised a brow.
“Salvos? As in the Liberator of the Plaguelands?”
Gannon furrowed his brows.
“Why is she… golden?” 
“That’s her clone. There’s nothing to worry about. Really.”
Saffron answered, smiling. She stepped forward, relieved to see her friend was fine. The Salvos clone nodded eagerly as she landed.
“I’m glad that you’re here, Salvos. That you’re alright. With you here, there won’t be—”
The Salvos clone cocked her head as Saffron paused. The young noble tried to work her jaw but dropped to her knees. A trickle of blood ran down her nose as the guards around her fell to the ground. 
Crocus and Zin staggered forward, but neither of them collapsed. The Salvos just blinked, completely confused. Saffron breathed heavily as she stared at the blood dripping onto the palm of her hand. 
“T-this… w-what is going on—”
And the skin on her arm tore, like she’d been cut by many thin threads. The Salvos clone rushed to her side in a panic. Crocus gritted his teeth as even Garlen fell. 
“A kind of [Drain Field]? That means… blood magic.”
He spun around as the Salvos clone protectively hovered over Saffron. Saffron herself struggled for a healing potion, but his voice stopped her.
“Don’t! Healing potions won’t help. It’ll only make things worse.”
“W-what…?”
Saffron blinked slowly, seeing only the Salvos clone’s golden glow. Crocus shook his head as he stood back-to-back with Zin.
“It won’t kill you, but you’ll have to bear through it. This is a high-leveled blood magic ritual. We have to find the source and destroy it.”
“T-that’s—”
Her eyes fluttered as the world spun. She bit her lower lip, drawing her own blood with her fangs. No— her own blood wouldn’t help her. She forced herself to face a fallen man. One of the few collapsed Humans present. Matthew. Her butler. 
Saffron didn’t want to do this, but she had no choice. Her [Bloodlust] was the only thing keeping her awake. Otherwise, she’d be unconscious like her sister and her brother. But as she crawled her way towards Matthew, a casual voice drew her attention. 
“Oh, wow, he really figured it out that quickly, huh? You were right about him, Mentior.”
“A dangerous fellow. However, I would say that is not who we should worry about, Fictus.”
The pair of suspicious servants Saffron bumped into emerged from deeper within the garden, strolling over the unconscious bodies, completely unaffected by the blood magic ritual. They shook their heads in synchronicity as they cast their gaze towards the wary Salvos clone. 
“Right.”
Fictus, the woman with red hair, smiled as she spoke. Her body morphed as she shed her Human skin, her hair falling off her head. A pair of horns curled out of her head as her fingers grew claw-like protrusions. A tail swayed out of her back, and she came to a halt.
Mentior changed too. His blue hair vanished, and a similar set of horns grew on his face, spiraling in the opposite direction of Fictus’s horns. Otherwise, he had a tail and claws almost identical to his companion.
It was like they were twins, except… Demons. The only difference was the color of their skin. Fictus had red skin, while Mentior had blue skin. Saffron used [Identification] on them with the little bit of strength she had left.
[Succubus - Lvl. 125]
[Incubus - Lvl. 125]
Saffron clicked her tongue. That was why they’d barely registered to her until she ran into Fictus. They must’ve had some kind of charming Skill to keep attention off them.
The Salvos clone created a golden scythe as Crocus and Zin started forward. Saffron’s father raised his blade.
“It’s three of us against the two of you. You cannot win.”
“Oh, look, Mentior. The Vampires are confident.”
“Do not make assumptions, Fictus. That apparition could be a Human.”
The pair of Archdemons smiled. They edged closer to each other, raising their hands in unison. 
“Nevertheless, they are—”
“—mistaken.”
Saffron watched as their shoulders touched. They grabbed each other with their claws, digging into their skin. Black blood dripped out and coalesced at the tip of their finger before simmering.
Instantly, a blast of black of energy shot out. The Salvos clone leapt back as golden flaming armor covered her, Crocus, and Zin. They moved out of the way as the beam hit the earth. It burrowed through the ground like a giant blade slicing through flesh.
“Impossible. How are they so powerful?”
Crocus stared at the destruction left behind by their attack. Zin pursed  her lips, hovering in the air with a pair of dove-like wings. 
“That is… combination casting. No— that isn’t right…” 
The [Druid] trailed off. The pair of Demons raised their hands, redirecting the black beam up towards her. Zin was grazed by the attack as it shredded Norwood Keep before eventually dissipating. She clutched at her shoulder— the attack had damaged the golden armor given by the Salvos clone. The fact that it wasn’t even a direct hit and it cracked the armor… Saffron grew worried.
The young noble had to do something. She continued crawling her way towards Matthew as more of her skin tore open. 
The pair of Demons sighed at the same time.
“They dodged it.”
“What a shame.”
The Salvos clone threw her scythe, chains forming at its hilt, becoming a kind of pseudo-kusarigama. They leapt out of the way, one after the other. Crocus intercepted Fictus, slashing at her head. She parried the attack, only for Mentior to land a hard kick to his chest. 
“Father!”
Saffron called out as Crocus crashed into the ground. Zin and the Salvos clone flanked the pair of Demons, taking them one-on-one. Fictus chuckled as she clashed with the [Druid]. 
“This is quite troublesome, Mentior.”
“I agree, Fictus. This apparition is quite troublesome. Especially since the [Blood Prison] doesn’t affect it.”
Mentior backed away from the Salvos clone as Fictus knocked Zin back. The pair of Demons double-teamed the Salvos clone. Saffron cursed internally, unable to help.
Salvos needs help, but Zin and Father aren’t able to fight at full strength… The young noble shook her head, finally reaching Matthew.
“I-I’m sorry, I need to… destroy the source of this blood ritual…”
That was the only way to help. If Zin and Crocus could fight at full strength, they’d be able to stand alongside the Salvos clone. Saffron bit into Matthew’s neck and felt power surge through her. She forced herself to her feet, looking down at her butler’s pale face.
“N-now, where is…”
She stumbled off into the garden as the Salvos clone was sent flying into Norwood Keep. Fictus and Mentior clapped their hands together, creating a tiny dark sphere. They tossed it into the castle, and it rapidly expanded. 
The Salvos clone flew out of the explosion as her flame armor was left in bad shape. Roots and vines rose from the earth, targeting the pair of Demons as Zin pointed their way. They tore through the attack before swapping places and circling around the flying Salvos clone. 
Their blood circled towards each other, forming a ring around the Salvos clone before briefly igniting into black fire. It destroyed her armor as she let out a silent scream. Saffron watched from the corner of her eye, wishing she was able to help. 
She knew she couldn’t do anything. That was… some kind of combination casting she never heard of before. Regular [Mages] had to make proper preparations to sync their magic, and they wouldn’t be able to repeat the feat for a while. That was why combination casting was often used by a group of [Mages] at the start of a battle.
But the pair of Demons were consecutively, repeatedly doing it. They were somehow perfectly in sync, and that made them dangerous. That made their magic far stronger than their ostensible levels.
Crocus was kept back as threads woven from his own blood tangled around him, keeping him tied to the ground as Fictus and Mentior continued hovering in the air, wingless. Zin didn’t dare engage up close, using the natural terrain to her advantage as a [Druid]. So the only one left able to do any real harm was the Salvos clone.
“Annoying. I’m starting to get tired, Mentior.”
“So am I, Fictus. That apparition is a pest. But I spot a more troublesome problem.”
The Salvos clone charged at them, tossing a golden sickle their way. They dipped down as the sickle exploded, their gazes focusing on Saffron at the same time as she stumbled over a bush. 
“I suggest we deal with it.”
“Very well.”
They brought their hands together once again, aiming directly at Saffron. The Salvos clone’s golden eyes flickered as Saffron herself stared at the black blood coalescing at their fingertips. 
“No—”
The dark beam shot out once again, and Saffron closed her eyes. She expected the worst. But a warm figure grabbed her. Her eyes opened as she watched the Salvos clone swoop her up, using her own body to shield the young noble. 
The Salvos clone took the brunt of the attack. She carried Saffron away from the danger as half her body was entirely blown off. 
Saffron staggered to her feet. She glanced back at the Salvos clone as she lay injured on the ground.
“Salvos—“
The Salvos clone gave Saffron a thumbs-up, even with half her body gone. Only for Fictus and Mentior to crush her head.
The world seemed to pause. There was a moment where Saffron could only watch as the Salvos clone dissipated into mere wisps. Her only hope was gone. Now there was just Zin and Crocus left, but both were far off.
And Saffron stood alone with the pair of Demons. Mentior shook his head— his voice breaking her out of her stupor.
“Now, to take care of the annoyance.”
“It’s a shame. I liked her. She saw through our disguises.”
Fictus sighed. They raised their hands, once again pooling their magic together as they aimed at Saffron. 
Mentior snorted.
“That’s only because your charming Skills backfired. I told you that would happen.”
“Hey! It’s not like you had a better plan. A [Blood Prison] is the perfect counter to Vampires.”
There was a glint as Saffron braced herself, expecting the worst. Fictus smirked.
“Oh well, goodbye, little Vampire girl—“
And there was a flash. Saffron’s eyes widened as a fissure briefly opened up between the pair of Demons. A familiar woman came into existence, grabbing both Fictus and Mentior by the arms.
She interrupted their combination casting as Saffron stared. The pair of Demons tried to leap away, but she held on tight.
“Who are—“
“—you?!”
The silver-haired woman smiled. She finally let go of them, and they leapt back. A rainbow-colored scythe appeared in her hands as she greeted them.
“I’m Salvos.”
They blinked, exchanging a glance. They spoke at the same time.
“Wha—“
But a crimson explosion engulfed them before they could continue. Salvos finished as Saffron gaped.
“And you shouldn’t have killed my clone.”  




36. Payment

I was glad. The meeting went well, and I could finally put this whole ordeal behind me. Lamarr said he was going to return to the Eastern Kingdoms, which sadly meant I likely wouldn’t be seeing him around campus now. 
It was a bit sad to see him go, but I probably wasn’t going to be hanging around Mavos Academy for long anyway. I had things I needed to do. Like kill Belzu. That was probably number one in my priority list. Unfortunately, I probably couldn’t beat him without my [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion].
That Grand Skill had a cooldown period of about three weeks. It had only been about a week since I used it against the [Ancient Centinel]. So…
Well, anyway, I didn’t have as long of a cooldown for my other Grand Skill. Not that I was planning to fight Belzu yet. There were other matters I had to attend to. For example, Willy’s past. 
“So…”
I turned to the [Will O’ Wisp] as he froze. He floated alongside me as we left the meeting room. I motioned vaguely back where we came. He knew what I was going to talk about— Thorsten Siegfrid. The [Archbishop] from the Den of Souls.
And he was purposefully using my body to hide from the old man’s view.
“What is that about?”
I asked, cocking my head. Willy replied in an unusually panicked voice.
“N-nothing!”
He was very uptight about it, and I probably shouldn’t have pried any further. Maybe when he was more comfortable, he’d talk more. For now, I just laughed and waved a hand off. I had other things to busy myself with as well.
“I can finally go find Saffron… maybe even tell her what happened today.”
My lips curled up as I reached the end of the corridor. 
“I bet she’ll be so excited! She’ll finally have a bunch of powerful people on her side—”
Willy and I turned the corner. He just fluttered around me as I giggled, trying to focus on my clone’s thoughts. On what she was seeing. It was like accessing a part of my mind that had been briefly cordoned off to do its own thing. 
But all I saw was a brief moment of immense pain. My eyes grew wide as an intense hatred boiled deep within me. The simmering anger bubbled into a moment of relief. 
Then a sharp strike to the head. 
I physically recoiled back as my clone dissipated. Willy stared at me, puzzled as I just stood there.
“Something?”
I nodded stiffly. 
“My clone…”
I turned to face the [Will O’ Wisp] with wide eyes. Her thoughts— her experiences— flooded through my head. Like I was recalling a memory that I’d forgotten until now. A pair of Demons had attacked Saffron. My clone fought them alongside Zin and Crocus before sacrificing herself to save my companion. 
I clenched a fist.
“Is dead.”
“How—”
Willy started to ask, but I didn’t stick around to listen. I raised a hand and focused on my clone’s memories— her surroundings. It was recent enough for me to visualize it perfectly. There were a pair of Demons. A garden. The Norwood Keep lay destroyed. And Saffron was stumbling towards the tree line.
“[Long Range Teleportation].”
I spoke simply as ribbons of light wrapped around me. It pulled me into a fissure in space, and I found myself standing between the two Demons that killed my clone. They had their arms raised, aimed at Saffron. 
“Oh well, goodbye, little Vampire girl—”
They blinked as soon as I appeared. I caught them by the arms, interrupting their spell. 
“Who are—”
“—you?!”
“I’m Salvos.”
They leapt back, escaping my grip. But it didn’t matter to me. I saw the symbol burn itself into the red-skinned Demon’s skin. She narrowed her eyes as I produced my Divine Nebular Scythe. 
“Wha—”
“And you shouldn’t have killed my clone.”  
[Demon’s Mark]. A sphere of roiling crimson flames engulfed them. I smiled as I watched the explosion expand before rapidly contracting. I waited, watching as my flames dissipated.
Saffron staggered over to me, blinking.
“Salvos—”
“Wait.”
I raised my hand. No notification came. The Archdemons were still alive. Saffron paused, turning to face the epicenter of my [Demon’s Mark] blast. The smoke cleared up and unveiled the pair of Demons, still alive.
They held each other by the hand as a black sphere covered them. A kind of barrier. I shook my head.
“Get back, Saffron. I’ll deal with—”
And I lurched forward, coughing up blood. The red-skinned Demon sighed as she strode out of their barrier. 
“Seems like it’s finally taking effect. And here I thought [Blood Prison] wasn’t going to work on her.”
“You worry too much, Fictus. We didn’t spend all that time setting up the ritual for nothing.”
Her partner chuckled as he walked right behind her. She rolled her eyes.
“Don’t pretend you weren’t nervous for even a single second, Mentior.” 
“Perhaps. But that doesn’t mean I was wrong. You’re a nervous wreck.”
My eyes flickered as I looked down at myself. I could see the strands of mana in the air cutting into my skin— directly reaching for my blood. It sliced thin little slits on my flesh. The fresh blood seemed to weigh on me, trying to tie me down. I gritted my teeth as my body moved sluggishly compared to before.
What is…?
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 150 (+30) (+10) (-10%)
[Strength]: 135 (+30) (+10) (-10%)
[Endurance]: 150 (+30) (+10) (+3) (-10%)
[Wisdom]: 265 (+30) (+10) (+13) (-10%)
[Agility]: 320 (+30) (+10) (+5) (-10%)
“A curse?”
It reminded me of the [Sage Centinel]’s Grand Skill. Except… weaker. And while it inflicted damage to me, it was minor. Still, it was a hindrance. I glared up at the pair of Archdemons. 
“What is this?”
They didn’t reply, of course. Instead, Saffron spoke up from behind me. She clutched at her shoulder and looked at the blood on her palms.
“Blood magic. It’s a ritual. I’m trying to find the source—”
“Then go.”
I spoke simply. I faced down Fictus and Mentior as the young Vampire nodded and took off into the trees. They tilted their heads in opposite directions.
“She’s running off, Mentior. Should we do something about it?”
“I believe we have a bigger problem to deal with, Fictus.” 
A pair of wings spread from behind my back as I floated into the air. The Demons followed suit, flying up after me. I bared my teeth at them.
“So, you thought you could just hurt my companion and get away with it, huh?”
They snickered in unison.
“We weren’t just going to hurt her.”
“We were going to kill her.”
My brows snapped together as they exchanged a casual glance. I activated [Haste] as I snarled.
“You’ll pay for that.”
The Archdemons froze. They momentarily stood in shock as I launched their way, swinging my rainbow-colored scythe. Fictus blinked, regaining control of her body a moment sooner than her companion.
She parried the attack, only to be struck by a flaming kick to the back of the head. Mentior assailed me from behind as I spun my scythe. Our clash didn’t last long as vines reached up and grabbed him by his feet. I looked over to the side— Zin Norwood nodded at me, and I grinned. 
“[Radiant Slash].”
He raised a hand and ran his claws over his own forearms. A splash of black blood shot out, creating a barrier that actually managed to repel my attack. I blinked, only for a glint to catch my eye.
I dodged out of the way just in time for a blast of black energy to shoot past me. Fictus flew back to Mentior as he tore his way out of the tangling vines. They floated side by side once again, only for a figure clad in heavy armor to soar towards them.
Crocus Merryster cleaved the clouds in half with a swing from his blade as they darted back, now surrounded by myself, Zin, and Crocus.
“This is getting annoying.”
“I agree. Perhaps we should put an end to it.”
I tensed, watching as Fictus and Mentior once again brought their hands together. They pointed at me with their right and left respectively, and I tried to swerve out of the way.
“Salvos, look out—”
“[Blood Prison Enhancement: Blood Bindings].”
Crocus started, but a flurry of needle-like threads struck me. They were woven out of my blood, wrapping around me as I screamed. I dropped out of the air like a rock in water. The pair of Demons brought their free hands up, creating small black spheres from their own blood.
They tossed it down my way as I was still caught in the web of paralyzing blood. Crocus leapt in front of the attack, slicing the individual spheres out of the air with a Skill. Zin sent a volley of thorns towards the two Archdemons and forced them back. The webs vanished as I forced myself back to my feet. 
“What was that?”
Crocus shook his head as he helped me up. 
“I don’t know. Some kind of snare. They caught me with it too, earlier. But as long as you break their concentration, you should be fine.”
“Huh.”
I watched as Zin was knocked out of the air by the two Archdemons. Their teamwork was annoying. And the magic they cast when they touched hands was always far above their level. 
“We need to separate them. We can’t beat their combination casting.”
Crocus spoke as he started forward. I narrowed my eyes. 
“Combination casting?”
I’d done that before. Once. With Edithe. And I knew it was nothing like this. I didn’t even need to touch her to do it, in fact. It tired me plenty, too. Yet— 
“Why won’t you pesky Vampires—”
“—just die!”
The Archdemons clasped their hands together and fired the same beam of black energy that killed my clone at Zin. The [Druid]’s form changed as she rapidly burrowed out of the way. They devastated the landscape. They tore apart Norwood Keep with their magic. 
I snorted.
“If all we have to do is split them up, then we just have to use numbers to overwhelm them.”
I snapped my fingers, activating [Salvo of Vanity]. Five of my clones appeared by my side, all raring and ready to fight. I dashed past Crocus as he stared.
“Don’t worry! Me and my ‘selves’ have got this!”
They waved at him as we bounced into action. The two Archdemons stared at the destruction they caused, searching for Zin until they caught sight of my clones’ glinting. They cursed in unison as they flew higher and higher.
Fictus and Mentior unleashed the same attack once again. Me and all except for one of my clones managed to dodge out of the way. It obliterated her— although she didn’t explode. I wasn’t going to detonate my clones from this close a range.
One of my clones overtook me, drawing closer to the Archdemons. But she was caught by a black ring that ignited her. She fell as I flew around her. Fictus and Mentior tossed a barrage of spikes, but I easily zipped out of the way. 
Another clone was caught in the blasts, but she didn’t immediately dissipate. The Demons hadn’t been using combination casting for that attack. They were getting tired. Now, it was just two other clones and I left. 
We surrounded Fictus and Mentior, grinning as they had nowhere else left to go. My clones moved ahead of me and slashed for a Demon each. I halted as I saw the glint. I heard the clap. And I drew back.
My clones were caught in the pulse. A black sphere expanded around them. I knew my clones were gone even before the blast receded. Fictus and Mentior came out of the attack unscathed, protected by the same barrier as before.
I charged them as they floated there, striking in a frenzy with [Barrage of Cinders]. Their barrier held up as they exchanged a glance. They smirked, and suddenly there was a flicker. The sphere that had been protecting them vanished.
I swung between the two of them, but they swapped places. I missed my attack, and they brought their hands together, aiming for my head.
“You were too reckless. You lose. [Combined Skill: Blood Bath].”
They spoke at the same time. A black beam shot out at me, engulfing me entirely.
Reckless. Had I been too reckless? Maybe. But that was the point. I needed to tire them out. And I needed to get close to tear them apart.
“[My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends].”
I flew straight through the attack as they stared in shock.
“You’re wrong.”
I sliced off Fictus’ right arm, meeting their gazes. 
“I won.”




37. Given

Fictus panted as another one of the apparitions was evaporated by her [Combined Skill: Blood Nova]. Well, it wasn’t actually her Skill. [Blood Nova] was Mentior’s Skill. But together, they could enhance its effects with [Combined Skill].
It was a rare Skill she’d obtained alongside Mentior. From the moment of their birth, they’d been inseparable. They’d grown up together, fought with each other always by their side, and found the salvation of Regnorex with one another. 
They had been rewarded for it at Level 100. They gained [Combined Skill] together. Regnorex had told them it was incredibly rare. It was a Racial Skill that only Demons or Spirits could get. That mortals would never obtain. The only catch was that it could only be used in unison with another who had the same Skill. And even then, it would take a bit to attune to them.
It meant that Fictus couldn’t combination cast with just anyone. Not that she’d want to. Mentior was her brother. They were born from the same pool of Lifeblood. As much as they bickered, she liked him. As long as they were together, they were unstoppable. That was why Regnorex had entrusted them to deal with the Vampire families.
The [Blood Nova] slowly dissipated as the golden apparitions disintegrated, leaving only the real Human girl before them. Salvos charged them and swung her rainbow-colored scythe. Fictus could sense power emanating from the weapon. It was bad news, and she wasn’t going to let herself be caught by it.
She raised her hand together with Mentior. They spoke at the same time.
“You were too reckless. You lose. [Combined Skill: Blood Bath].”
Fictus winced as her blood seeped out of the tip of her finger. It hurt her. Each spell she cast siphoned away her own life. That was the curse of blood magic. It was incredibly powerful at the cost of the user. That was not to account for the exhaustion that came from combination casting. That was why she needed to end it now.
Her black blood pooled together with Mentior’s, coalescing into mana. A powerful sphere of energy. It blasted out in a beam, striking Salvos before she could even get close.
The [Succubus] sighed in relief, glad that it was over. Even a [Hellprince] would be injured by their combined [Blood Bath] if caught off guard. It was over—
“[My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends].” 
She blinked as Salvos flew straight through the black tide. The silver-haired girl grinned.
“You’re wrong. I won.”
And Fictus blinked. With a single swing, her arm was cleaved right off. It was a numbing pain. One which took her a moment to realize what just happened. She stared at the stump left behind. She didn’t even have time to react— to create a [Blood Armor]. 
Her right arm was gone. Mentior’s eyes grew wide as he snarled.
“Fictus! How dare you—”
He slashed his claw at Salvos. But the silver-haired woman just took the strike. He recoiled as he scraped at a flickering blue fire. Sparks streaked out, like he’d cut something solid. But he didn’t harm the girl.
Salvos spun around, smiling at him as good as new. All her prior injuries were gone. The cuts she’d taken from the [Blood Prison] had vanished. And she grabbed Mentior by the arm before he could fly back.
“I’ll be taking this—”
She sliced his left arm off, and Mentior let out a terrible scream. Fictus gritted her teeth. While the silver-haired girl was distracted, Fictus created a [Blood Ring] and tossed it at her. Salvos paused as the ring engulfed her, igniting into a black fire.
But even as it flared up, it couldn’t burn past the flaming aura around Salvos. Fictus grabbed Mentior, and the pair flew back.
“Just what happened? Why isn’t anything working against her?”
Fictus asked, exasperated. Mentior shook his head and drew out his own blood. He placed his hand on Fictus’s shoulder as she did the same to him. Their limbs began to regrow as they healed each other with blood magic. At the expense of themselves, they were able to restore their limbs. 
“Calm down, Fictus.”
Mentior spoke as he flexed his newly healed arm. He eyed the silver-haired girl. She tossed aside his arm and bared her teeth at them. He shook his head.
“We still have the advantage. Even if we can’t harm her, we can just immobilize her—” 
“Hey, I just cut that off.”
Salvos interrupted him, frowning. 
“I don’t have long. So if you don’t mind me, I’m just going to… rectify that.”
Fictus blinked, and Mentior opened his mouth. Before either could react, there was a flash. Mentior was suddenly flying back towards Salvos. It was like he was moving in reverse. And so was the silver-haired girl.
They plopped back into place— when she had his arm in her hand. She smiled and swung down again. He screamed as his arm was sliced off a second time.
“Mentior!” 
Fictus screamed as her brother was kicked to the side. She swooped down to catch him, but Salvos laughed.
“I’m not done with you, either. [Invoke Wrath].”
The [Succubus] froze. The anger boiling within her bubbled up and exploded into rage. All she saw was red. She turned her attention to the source of her hatred. The silver-haired girl. How was she doing this? 
Why was she suddenly able to beat them? It only angered Fictus even more. She swung at Salvos, her claws burning as she struck the wisps of flames and nothing more. The silver-haired girl just smirked as she slashed back at Fictus.
But the [Succubus] threw herself out of the way just in time. She felt like she was stronger. She moved faster. Empowered by her rage.
Salvos narrowed her eyes.
“Huh. Didn’t know it did that.”
“Fictus! Snap out of it!”
Fictus barely heard Mentior’s scream. He tried calling out to her, but she charged the silver-haired girl once again. Salvos was prepared this time. She took the brunt of the strikes, timing her counters at the exact same time.
The slashes tore through even Fictus’ [Blood Armor]. She recoiled from the pain before a volley of black spheres shot up and exploded on Salvos. Mentior grabbed Fictus by the hand, pulling the [Succubus] back as she snarled.
She nearly swung at her brother, but he grabbed her by the shoulder.
“Fictus— it’s me!”
Fictus paused. Her vision cleared up. The haze over her mind vanished as she took in her surroundings. The pain from her injuries caught up to her as she regained her senses. The minor buff she’d felt was gone. 
“W-what…? What was that? A curse?”
“I believe so. A high-leveled one at that. But that doesn’t matter.”
He glanced back at the clearing smoke. Salvos cocked her head, still unharmed. He gritted his teeth.
“We need to end this now. Come on.”
“Right.”
Fictus nodded, accepting her brother’s hand. The threads of mana between them wove together. Their magic became one as they aimed at Salvos. No more offensive magic. All they needed was to bind her. 
“[Blood Prison Enhancement: Blood Bindings].”
Salvos paused. She saw the needle-like threads tangling around her. They didn’t pierce her skin, but they bound her. They flickered and held her in place as she just floated there, unable to move.
“Huh.”
“How is this? You can’t move, can you? There’s nothing you can do. You’re trapped in place. You were too arrogant, Human!”
Fictus sneered. Mentior shook his head, speaking casually.
“Now we’ll just wait for whatever Skill that is of yours to end, and we’ll have won.”
Salvos shrugged.
“You’re right. I can’t move. This kind of sucks. Maybe even if I had… however, that’ll take a few more weeks…”
Fictus raised a brow. Why is that Human so calm? It made no sense to the [Succubus]. Salvos should’ve been panicking right now, instead of whatever this was— an eerie coolness despite the flames wisping off her.
“You caught me because you worked together. Good job.”
Salvos’s eyes glinted as she let her scythe vanish. 
“But it seems you forgot about one thing.”
Mentior’s eyes widened. Salvos continued.
“I’m not alone.”
***
Saffron looked over the ritual circle. A dozen servants lay in a pit. They’d been flayed. No skin, just flesh. Their corpses fueled this bloody spell.
“I’m sorry we weren’t able to save you…”
She took in a deep breath and raised her hand. A blast of fire, water, and wind shot out. Elemental magic wiped the spell clean off the surface of the earth. The oppressive feeling on her shoulder lifted, and she sighed in relief.
The young noble looked up towards the distant figures in the sky. She spoke softly.
“Now it’s all up to you, Salvos…”
***
Fictus’ gaze snapped down as she felt her [Blood Prison] dissipate. Her jaw dropped.
“No—”
The [Blood Bindings] vanished. She stared down at the Vampire. The pink-haired girl had destroyed their ritual circle. Her existence had slipped Fictus’s mind. 
“That girl…”
“Oh, I’m not just talking about her.”
Salvos chuckled. Fictus paused. Mentior’s gaze snapped to the side. He pushed his sister out of the way. 
“Fictus—”
And from below, a golden figure grabbed onto Mentior’s legs. The apparition. One of them had survived. Not all of them were killed, of course. Fictus was shoved back, unable to do anything but stare as her brother closed his eyes. The apparition glowed, shining brightly before exploding into a brilliant cross.
Fictus went flying back as words resounded in her head.
Title Lost!
(Twins of Despair— 
Her brother was dead. Just like that. The one she’d been born with. They’d survived for so long. As [Infant Demons], they’d fought through hordes of other wild Demons. He’d saved her life on many occasions, just like now. And she’d done the same for him.
But now she failed. What would Regnorex think? No— that didn’t matter. Mentior was gone. She had nothing left to live for. She never imagined a world— a life— without him. Everything that she’d worked up to until this point was meaningless. Her life was nothing. She had no reason to live… except to avenge him.
Her eyes blazed as she saw the silver-haired girl flying her way. She stabbed herself, rippling with power as she cried tears of blood. More words echoed in her head as she screamed.
“I’ll make you pay for that!”
Title Gained!
(Avenger of— 
Grand Skill [My Life, My Blood— 
Abundant experience is awarded for learning a Grand Skill— 
A roiling darkness shot out as her skin peeled off. Her entire essence poured out in a cone that seemed to suck in the light of even the sun. It engulfed Salvos as it blasted up. Fictus laughed maniacally as her Grand Skill shot up.
“Sorry, but I already told you—”
Salvos dove straight through the shadows. Fictus’s eyes bulged as the silver-haired girl burned brilliantly, slashing for her head.
“I’m the one here who’ll make you pay.”
I’m sorry brother… Fictus thought as her vision grew dark. I’ll be joining you— 
And Salvos unleashed a deluge of white flame at the Archdemon’s decapitated corpse.




38. Misplaced Confidence

Defeated [Asmodai Incubus - Level 125]!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Defeated [Sanguine Succubus of Lamael - Level 125]!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 130] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 131] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 94] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 95]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
Salvos (Secely’s Sentinel) (The Devil’s Daughter)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 131
Class: [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 95
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 2
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 7



[Title Skill: General Status Effect Resistance] - Lvl. 1
[Title Skill: Invoke Wrath] - Lvl. 1
[Title Skill: Protection of the Sentinel] - Lvl. 1
[Title Skill: The Devil’s Grace] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
[Racial Skill: Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 150 (+30) (+10) 
[Strength]: 140 (+30) (+10) 
[Endurance]: 150 (+30) (+10) (+3)
[Wisdom]: 265 (+30) (+10) (+13) 
[Agility]: 320 (+30) (+10) (+5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 4]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Haste] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 10



[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 10



[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: 7]
[Dimensional Pocket] - Lvl 10 (Maxed)
[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 20 (Maxed)
“That was that.”
I dusted my hands off as my pale fire dissipated. All that was left of Fictus were her ashes. I’d fortunately leveled up once in both my Class and my Subspecies from this encounter. Although, sadly, I still hadn’t reached my Class advancement.
It would’ve been nice to get an early Class advancement at Level 95. But… even if it gave me the ability to travel between the planes of the Nexeus, it wouldn’t have helped. Not right now. I still had yet to deal with Belzu.
So, I descended. Not unhappy or upset. I quite enjoyed that fight with Fictus and Mentior. They were strong for their levels. It was one of the first times I’d struggled so much against enemies who were 5 levels below me. 
“I wonder what made them so strong…”
I tipped my head back as I landed at the very edge of the garden. The previously unconscious figures strewn about the grass were now waking up. I recognized a few of them. Like Feirdun Merryster. Or the other people my clone met like Roman Crimsonfang and Zin Norwood. 
Saffron Merryster stumbled out of the tree line as I perused the scene. Various heads turned to look at me, eyeing me with suspicion or confusion. They just stared as I leapt forward, hugging my companion.
“Saffron! I’m so glad you’re safe!”
The pink-haired woman paused. She slowly hugged me back, smiling. 
“And it’s good to see you too, Salvos.”
We drew back from each other, and she patted me on the shoulder. 
“The real you. I quite enjoyed the company of your clone, but it isn’t quite the same thing as hearing your voice.” 
“Aw… but my clones are me!”
I grinned as she chuckled. Saffron took a step back, looking me over. She saw the flames wisping off my body— like sparks. It was just my usual blue fire since I didn’t have [Divine Essence] active. But it did its job. Neither Archdemon's magic could harm me. Even when combined.
There were a few points where I’d been worried. Like when I was caught by the [Blood Bindings]. I did have a clone waiting on the ready, and I trusted Saffron to destroy the [Blood Prison]. But the fact that I couldn’t break through the crimson threads had me concerned— especially if Saffron was too slow, or if the Archdemons dealt with my clone.
Then there was that brief power boost Fictus had towards the end of the fight. It was like she’d suddenly grown much stronger. The last of blood magic she struck me with was far stronger than even her combined casting with Mentior. I wasn’t sure if my Grand Skill would’ve held up for a moment. But thankfully it did.
“You really have grown quite a bit since I last saw you.”
Saffron shook her head as she used [Identification] on me. I nodded eagerly, giving her a thumbs-up.
“Yep! I killed an [Ancient Centinel]!”
“...why am I not surprised.”
“It was a very tough battle! It even had its own super powerful Grand Skill!”
She massaged her temples, turning away from me. 
“I’d love to hear about your Centinel-slaying adventures, Salvos. But right now…”
Her lips pursed as she took in the scene. Her father worked alongside Zin, helping those who’d been injured by the [Blood Prison]. 
Saffron sighed.
“Right now, I’ll have to deal with that.”
***
Saffron followed her father, helping him restore peace in the garden. There was a lot of confusion, and they had to move to placate the growing misplaced anger. For a brief moment, the Crimsonfangs believed that this was another premeditated assassination attempt by the Norwoods. But after seeing the damage done to Norwood Keep, they realized the truth.
This attack was done by Demons. Unrelated to any of the Vampire Families. It had been an attempt at a swift, decisive strike to deal with the Four Greater Vampire Families, all at once. If Salvos hadn’t intervened… they’d have succeeded.
And that struck fear into the hearts of many. They realized— finally— that this threat was real. Garlen Crimsonfang shuddered as he sipped from a healing potion Saffron provided him.
“To think a pair of Demons could do this much damage all on their own.”
Are you serious? Saffron bit back the retort. A single Demon felled my country on its own. But the young noble understood that there was a difference between seeing the threat, and just hearing about it. 
“That is why we need to work together. Lest all our families fall.”
She spoke softly, meeting Garlen’s gaze. He closed his eyes.
“I understand now. I’ll ensure that my family cooperates with yours to ensure the defeat of the Primeval Demon. To prevent Regnorex’s return.”
“Thank you, lord Garlen Crimsonfang. It is good to have you on our side. And it is good to hear that your son is safe.”
Saffron was glad at least that was settled. It likely wasn’t going to be the be-all and end-all of things, but she knew it was a step in the right direction. Anya Veridian expressed a similar sentiment— agreeing that this matter was urgent and action had to be taken immediately. 
“I apologize for my family’s inaction during the fall of Nightsveil. It was inexcusable. We should’ve offered you our assistance when we could.”
She bowed to Saffron. The young noble shifted back. It was an uncomfortable topic, but she truly did not blame the Veridians or any of the other Vampire families for staying out of it then. The coalition army seemed like it’d have been more than enough to deal with the Primeval Demon, but they failed.
Saffron shook her head as she spoke.
“That does not matter anymore. What matters now is that our families work together to do whatever is necessary to prevent the Primeval Demon from acquiring another of Alexander’s Treasures.”
“Are we truly certain it is aiming for the Treasures of Alexander?”
Anya asked, pressing her lips into a thin line. Saffron nodded.
“I am certain. I believe that the Primeval Demon is collecting them for Regnorex. Without the Treasures of Alexander, what hope do we have of repelling Regnorex’s return?”
“That is troubling. Perhaps the Norwoods will have to evacuate. Last I heard, the Primeval Demon was at the edge of Inoria, right by Shedos’ border.”
“I had hoped for a way to stall the Primeval Demon here. But…”
Saffron glanced over at the destroyed castle. She sighed.
“It seems our only option now is to flee.”
“Wait, are you leaving again?”
A voice called out, interrupting Saffron’s conversation with Anya. Salvos walked up to them, frowning. 
“But why?”
“That’s…”
Saffron opened her mouth, but caught herself when she saw the way Anya stare at Salvos. The young noble quickly introduced Salvos.
“Apologies for her interruption. This is Salvos. She’s—” 
“I have heard of her. You’re Salvos, the Diamond Ranked adventurer who defeated the Lich, aren’t you?”
Anya raised a brow. Salvos beamed.
“Yep! That’s me!”
“Interesting. Your level is far beyond what I was led to believe. And you were strong enough to defeat both the Archdemons who’d assailed us here.”
“Well, I am amazing, yes.”
Saffron would’ve been more than happy to indulge Salvos’ ego any other time. Right now, though, there were other matters to attend to.
“I’m sorry, Salvos. But we cannot face the Primeval Demon head-on. There is far too much risk. Even with all the resources of our families combined, we cannot muster up a force equal to the one that was defeated at Nightsveil.”
“But wait— I have good news!”
Salvos clasped her hands together. 
“You don’t need to rely on just your families’ resources.”
Saffron exchanged a glance with Anya. Salvos excitedly continued.
“I just came from Mavos Academy. We had a really long talk about this— about the Primeval Demon. The gist of it is that Regnorex and the Primeval Demon aren’t on the same side.”
There was a pause. Saffron’s eyes grew wide as she sputtered.
“What?”
Anya placed a hand on her chin, muttering to herself.
“This… this changes everything. Are you certain?”
“Yep! Belzu, that Primeval Demon, is working on his own. I’ll explain all the details later, but basically, I told Clayton Skyshredder, the Headmaster of Mavos Academy— Saffron, you know him— everything.”
Saffron listened to Salvos drone on. She was certain that Anya knew who Clayton was, but Salvos didn’t know that. And, well, the young noble was glad to see that Salvos had grown and now understood that not everyone understood the same things she did. But Salvos had grown a bit too far into the other direction and was overexplaining things.
“Then we met the King of Traith— Lamarr— he’s part of the Seven Councilmembers of the Eastern Kingdom Alliances…”
“Salvos…”
Saffron interrupted her friend. 
“Can you please get to the point.”
“Oh, um, right.”
Salvos tapped a finger on her chin. The silver-haired woman thought for a moment before smiling as she spread her arms wide.
“Basically, what I’m saying is that a bunch of important people are more than happy to help you guys protect your families! Especially if it means Belzu doesn’t get his hands on the Treasures of Alexander. I’m sure Mavos Academy would take you guys in.”
“I… see.”
Saffron absorbed the implications of it all. 
“It seems you’ve really been busy, Salvos.”
Was it selfish or manipulative of Saffron to be glad she befriended Salvos during moments like these? It was something the young noble often questioned about herself. Perhaps it was her ‘Lady’ showing through— deep down, she might’ve thrived in politics, even though she hated it. 
But she wasn’t going to reject Salvos’s help. Not right now.
“Then let us head to Mavos Academy and speak with Clayton Skyshredder.”
“Yep!”
Salvos pumped a fist into the air. Saffron smiled. Everything could be explained on the way. But for now, what mattered was securing the Greaves of Alexander and ensuring that the Norwood Family was safe.
“Clayton definitely will help us out!”
The silver-haired woman spoke excitedly.
—--
“Absolutely not.”
Saffron stared at Clayton Skyshredder as he spoke. They gathered in his office— Salvos had flown a few of the important Vampires with them to Mavos Academy. Only to be repudiated.
“Mavos Academy shall not harbor the Greaves of Alexander, no matter what.”
There was a sense of finality in his voice. Saffron glanced over at her friend. Salvos deflated.
“Huh. I didn’t expect that.”




39. Triple Confrontation

Faith El, former princess and Fallen Queen of Elutra, strolled into the healing ward. She was accompanied by Gavyn and Willow— members of Elutra’s Resistance. They came to a halt right at the doorway as she continued into one of the private rooms. A [Healing Mage] ushered her in.  
A man lay in a bed atop a shimmering healing circle. He was covered in bandages, his skin tender like they’d been freshly healed but his body unresponsive. Faith glanced over at the [Healing Mage], asking softly.
“How is he?”
“Prince Iance is still in a comatose state. Even after we’d cured all his physical wounds, he still won’t wake up. We’re not sure what it is, but we think it may be a curse of sorts. We’re bringing in a specialist on curses— an [Ailment Wizard]— tomorrow to take a look at him.” 
The [Healing Mage] explained, face dour. Faith closed her eyes.
“I see. Thank you. You may leave now.”
She just stood there, eyeing her unconscious brother as she dismissed the [Healing Mage]. He looked just like Rel— except for the birthmark on his left thumb. That was the main way she distinguished the twins from one another. Otherwise, they were similar in every way. They were always charming, carefree, and kind… to those that adored them. 
Faith understood that they didn’t always have the best qualities in a person. Let alone the best qualities in a prince. But they were her brothers. Her heart hurt knowing that Rel was dead, and Iance was left in this crippled state for the foreseeable future.
She held up his left hand, unfurling the bandage covering his skin. The birthmark was still there. There was a pause as she took it in— as if she hadn’t believed it was really her brother earlier. Then a bitter smile.
“Prince Iance, even if you are in this state, I am still glad that you are alive.”
That was all she said. She came here to say her piece. And she turned, leaving the room. 
Or at least, she was about to leave. Faith came to a halt when she saw a figure standing in the doorway. A familiar woman. One who was wearing recovery robes— who looked like she just crawled out of bed. 
In fact, she probably did. Her room was right next to Iance’s. After all, she was both Faith and Iance’s sister. Another former princess of Elutra.
“Princess Hope.”
Faith greeted her simply. Hope shifted back as if Faith’s words struck her physically. But Faith just smiled as she spoke.
“I had heard that there was an ambush at the end of the escape tunnel. That most of our family and retainers perished there. I’m glad to see that you survived the fall of Ertos.”
This time, Hope physically flinched. Her eyes darted to the side as, for a moment, a recollection of the events in Ertos replayed in her head. And Faith remembered, too.
Faith rushed for the tunnel with Bel in hand— for the only exit in the throne room. Then she paused as she spotted Hope standing there at the entrance to the stairway. She pushed the guard out into the open and, in a single motion, slammed the entryway shut. 
“No…”
Faith gasped. She lowered Bel to the ground as he stared with wide eyes at the fighting in the distance, trying to move the throne, but it wouldn’t budge. It glowed an ethereal gold as its enchantments activated. They were locked out.
“Unfortunately, I can’t help but wonder how exactly you survived while the rest of my family passed there.”
Faith started past her sister, tilting her head back. Hope sputtered, wide-eyed.
“T-that’s—”
“Oh. And here I thought you were too traumatized by the fall of Ertos to speak. Is there something you wish to tell me, princess Hope?”
“I…”
Hope trailed off. Faith observed the way her sister uncomfortably averted her gaze. The little movements that were clearly signs of guilt. Sighing, Faith shook her head.
“I do not even know what to say to you. Today and only today, I shall speak to you as your sister. Not as the Fallen Queen of Elutra. Not as a fellow noble. But as someone who has known you all your life.”
She started towards Hope and held the other woman’s gaze.
“Hope El. You are a despicable woman.”
“But I didn’t—” 
“I have never met a woman as vile as you. You have no compassion in your heart. You have no love. Not even for your siblings. I do not care that you threw me out to die. But your younger brother— Bel— was there. Destiny, your queen, was there. And you left them to die.”
Faith interrupted her sister. She didn’t care for any excuses Hope had to say. It was only thanks to luck and fortune that Faith was alive today. That Bel was alive. She scorned the woman for endangering their youngest brother’s life. 
“And now you dare come here? What makes you think you have any… any… any right to even show your face to me?! Be glad that Bel was not here, Hope. If he was, I’d have burned your face off so he doesn’t have to see this scum of an older sister ever again. Now leave before I lose my temper.”
There was a pause. Faith breathed heavily from the outburst. This was unlike her. She understood that she herself wasn’t free from sin. And perhaps that was what fueled her anger— her own hatred to herself for what she did to Daniel. For her own manipulation and lies.
But even if Faith was a horrible Human being, Hope was still far beyond that. Beyond lost. Beyond insane. Honestly, Faith wouldn't be surprised if Hope was a Demon under that Human skin.
The two sisters stood there in silence as a beat passed. Hope lowered her head. Her lips quivered as her gaze darkened. And, finally, she spoke in a solemn voice.
“I’m sorry…. for what I did— I was wrong.”
Faith froze. She stared at her sister as Hope gesticulated weakly. There was a moment where Faith really didn’t believe what she was hearing. Where everything Faith knew about her sister was instantly shattered.
Then Hope continued.
“But after we left, I can promise you that I never—” 
Slap! Faith struck Hope across the face. The other woman stumbled back as her cheeks stung crimson. She stared at the Fallen Queen of Elutra 
“Sorry doesn’t change anything, Hope. Neither do your excuses. There is no more time for talking.”
Faith shook her head, walking away from the healing ward. She glanced back at her sister one last time before turning away.
“If you are truly sorry for what you did, then prove it with your actions. I have nothing more to say to you.”
With that, Faith left the woman alone. Never once in her life back in Ertos did Faith think she’d ever treat her sister in that manner. But things had changed. Especially in the past few years. Especially now that Elutra had fully fallen under the claws of Demons and the Inoria Empire.
Willow and Gavyn hesitated for a moment before following Faith. They exchanged a glance, but neither said anything. Faith just rubbed at her hand, speaking casually.
“Now, where is emperor Rowyn? There were other matters we had to discuss—”
She paused as she turned the corridor. Her eyes narrowed, catching sight of a familiar silver-haired woman making her way up the spiral stairway. 
“Is that Salvos?”
Faith raised a brow. 
“...who are those nobles with her?”
***
I returned to Mavos Academy. I brought with me a bunch of Vampires from Norwood Keep to speak with Clayton. Obviously, Saffron was going to be accompanying me. But her father was here too. And so were all the so-called important people from their meeting. Like Gannon Norwood, Zin Norwood, Garlen Crimsonfang, and Anya Veridian. 
We arrived at the Tower of Truth, found our way to Clayton’s office, and pitched our idea to him. For Mavos Academy to offer the Vampire families protection, and to safeguard the Greaves of Alexander. His response, as expected, was— 
“Absolutely not. Mavos Academy shall not harbor the Greaves of Alexander, no matter what.”
“Huh. I did not expect that.”
I scratched the back of my head. I glanced over at Saffron, and she stared back at me with a confused look on her face. 
“Salvos, you said he’d help us.”
“I mean, I thought he would. I guess I was wrong.”
Shrugging, I gave her a helpless look. I must’ve misjudged Clayton’s character. He seemed to be pretty all-in on saving the Human lands and defeating the Primeval Demon. I didn’t get why he was suddenly against that now. 
“B-but… we have nowhere else to go. Both the Merryster Family and Norwood Family have lost our main estates. We don’t have a stronghold to retreat to.”
“You have the support of the other Greater Vampire Families, as evinced by their presence here alongside you.”
Clayton gestured at Anya Veridian and Garlen Crimsonfang. They drew back— their apprehension on the idea was evident. Saffron gritted her teeth.
“But why—”
She started. Only for Gannon Norwood to start forward. He bowed at Clayton.
“Headmaster Skyshredder, I am here today not as the senator of Shedos, but as the Lord of the Norwood Family. You are aware of our duty passed to us from our ancestors long ago, are you not? To protect the Greaves of Alexander, as the other Greater Vampire Families were tasked to protect other Treasures of Alexander.”
“I am aware.”
Clayton spoke, crossing his arms. Gannon nodded and continued.
“And you are aware that the Primeval Demon is targeting the Treasures of Alexander. So why can you not aid us in ensuring the protection of the Greaves of Alexander?”
There was a moment where Clayton said nothing. He closed his eyes, sighing. Then he cleared his throat.
“My duty is to Mavos Academy, Lord Norwood. You know that as well as I do, Lord Norwood.”
“But the safety of Mavos Academy—”
“Will also be threatened if the Primeval Demon gathers all of the Treasures of Alexander. I am quite aware of that as well.”
“So why do you refuse to offer us your aid?”
Gannon pursed his lips. Clayton’s eyes cracked open. He held the gaze of everyone in the room. He scanned the expressions of the Vampires— the anger, the hopelessness, the fear— before his sight landed on me. It stayed fixed on me, and I cocked my head.
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy answered simply.
“Because, Lord Norwood, the Primeval Demon will never be able achieve whatever goal it has with the Treasures of Alexander.” 
“...what?”
More than one person spoke in a confused voice. Clayton simply waved his hand over his desk. I sensed a brief distortion in space before there was a thunk. 
“That’s—” 
“The Breastplate of Alexander?”
“Wait, why is it…”
Everyone in the room stared at the broken piece of metal lying in his desk. Saffron spoke in a small voice as she stepped back.
“It’s broken.”
And the room erupted into chaos. Anya Veridian shook her head in disbelief.
“That’s not possible. A Mythic Grade artifact… destroyed.”
Gannon Norwood ran a hand over the broken metal.
“But… what could’ve caused this? It must’ve been an Elite threat, at least.”
Garlen Crimsonfang spun to face Clayton in outrage.
“You! You must’ve done this! How dare you desecrate one of the hallowed Treasures of Alexander?!” 
Clayton, however, held a cool gaze. He replied with his hands behind his back.
“I was not responsible for this damage inflicted on the Breastplate of Alexander.”
“Then if not you, who else could’ve done it?”
Garlen spoke as if he’d cornered Clayton. Most of the Vampires gathered here looked at Clayton expectantly. Most of them. 
The Merrysters, however, cast their gaze towards someone else. Clayton looked in the same direction too. Zin Norwood was the first to pick up the subtle cue and turned away. The other Vampires soon followed, turning to face… well, me.
I scratched the back of my head. 
“Um… oops?”
Saffron walked up to me, placing her hands on my shoulder. She spoke as she looked me dead in the eye.
“Salvos… did you seriously destroy the Breastplate of Alexander… one of the Treasures of Alexander… and one of the necessary pieces for the Crown of Alexander’s full potential to be unleashed?”
I just laughed.
“Hey! It’s like Clayton says. At least now Belzu won’t be able to gather all the Treasures of Alexander together, right?”
Saffron just sighed exasperatedly.
“You know what? Sure.”




40. Hasty Preparation

Saffron Merryster couldn’t help but massage her temples as the discussion came to an end. Clayton Skyhredder refused to offer the Norwoods the protection of Mavos Academy as long as they had the Greaves of Alexander with them. He was willing to house the Merrysters and the Norwoods if they met that stipulation.
But that was never going to happen.
It irritated Saffron. She understood the Headmaster’s rationale, but she couldn’t lie and say she wasn’t upset about it. After all, Mavos Academy had never once fallen in a siege. If the Primeval Demon attacked, it would very likely be repelled… at a cost.
And that was why Clayton refused them. Mavos Academy, while a school and a campus, basically served as its own nation state. It was technically under the jurisdiction of Shedos, however what Mavos Academy did was ultimately decided by Clayton himself. 
It was one of the oldest institutions in the world. Only preceded by the Den of Souls, the Sanctuary of Fauna, and the Sanctum of Elements— but even then, those never had a persisting single physical location like Mavos Academy did.
Mavos Academy had been within the borders of many different countries throughout history. They all came and went, and it stayed for a reason. Perhaps Clayton’s pragmatism— and the pragmatism of the Headmasters before him— was the reason why it was still around today.
“Thank you for hearing us out, Headmaster Skyshredder.”
Saffron bowed before making her way out of the office. Clayton just grunted, and the door slowly closed shut. She turned to the gathered Vampires with a sigh.
“I guess we’ll have to…”
She paused when she saw everyone’s attention was off her. Garlen Crimsonfang, Anya Veridian, and even Gannon Norwood still had their focus on the silver-haired woman. 
Salvos backed up, raising her hands defensively.
“Look, I told you, it broke while I was fighting an [Ancient Centinel]!”
“And how exactly does a Mythic Grade artifact break to a single [Ancient Centinel]?”
Gannon crossed his arm. Salvos opened her hands and shrugged.
“I don’t know? There were like multiple Grand Skills being thrown around?”
“That still shouldn’t be enough to destroy the Breastplate of Alexander.”
“Well, it’s broken, ok? I just used it and fought a few monsters with it!”
She harrumphed, and Saffron bit her lower lip. The argument was growing heated. Too heated. The young noble needed to step in. 
“Perhaps it’s not truly Salvos’ fault, Gannon.”
Saffron spoke up, drawing their attention.
“We don’t know the intricacies behind the Treasures of Alexander ourselves, even though we have been tasked with safeguarding them. Perhaps there is more to it than we were led to believe. Perhaps by leaving it untouched for all this time, its enchantments— its effects and its protection— wore off.”
“That’s true! I think Centina and Clayton surmised something like that!”
Salvos hurriedly agreed. There was a pause. Even Saffron’s father raised an inquisitive brow at that. Saffron narrowed her eyes, mouthing the word in her mind.
“Cen…tina?”
“Oh, um, hey, what are you guys going to do now, anyway?”
Saffron just stared at the silver-haired woman as she quickly tried to change the subject. Having known Salvos for a while, Saffron could infer what that name probably implied— especially with that reaction. Fortunately, Gannon and the others couldn’t. Because if they could, they’d likely be as exasperated as Saffron was right now.
Gannon shook his head, speaking in a low voice.
“Our one goal should be to keep the Greaves of Alexander away from the Primeval Demon. And as a senator of Shedos, I cannot help but have the same worries Headmaster Skyshredder has, but for the country.”
“Are you saying we should flee Shedos?”
Zin Norwood asked with a frown. Gannon pursed his lips.
“If we must…”
His words swept over the group. They began to discuss their course of action as Saffron watched from the side. She didn’t have much input to add. Instead, she faced her friend.
“Salvos.”
“That’s me! Need anything, Saffron?”
The silver-haired woman cocked her head. Saffron rolled her eyes.
“First of all, it’s good to see you haven’t changed one bit, even if you’ve grown much stronger.”
“Well, I am Salvos and I will always be Salvos, so…”
“Right. That’s beside the point.”
“What is the point?”
“If I’m hearing things right, it seems like we’ll be leaving Shedos. I don’t think Clayton even wants us to stay in Mavos Academy for more than a day. The Primeval Demon could get here at any time, so he thinks we’re a danger to the school.”
Saffron reflexively glanced out a nearby window as if she’d see Belzu right there. Of course, all she saw was the clear afternoon sky and the tall towers of the campus city.
“I don’t blame him for it. But I don’t know what’ll happen once we return to Norwood Keep. That’s why I…”
She trailed off. Was she really asking Salvos for another favor again? Was their friendship built around Saffron’s exploitation of her friend’s kindness? The young noble bit her lower lip.
I am not that kind of a person, she told herself. It was a resolution. Her problems were hers to bear with. She wouldn’t force them onto Salvos again.
The silver-haired woman peered closer.
“Is something wrong, Saffron?”
“It’s nothing. I just wanted to thank you for helping us again, Salvos.”
Saffron turned away from her friend, glancing at the discussing Vampires further down the hallway. She closed her eyes.
“And while our reunion was short-lived, I believe we’ll be parting ways again now. I would’ve loved to have spent more time catching up, but it seems the current times don’t allow for such moments of reprieve.”
A sad smile spread across her face as she looked up at Salvos.
“I do hope our next time—“
“What are you talking about?”
Salvos spoke over her. Saffron paused.
“Pardon?”
“I said: what are you talking about? I’m not going to be leaving you alone again.”
The silver-haired woman scoffed.
“You have assassins and Demons actively coming after you, Saffron. Your life is in danger, and no offense, you’re not strong enough to look after yourself.”
Saffron just stared at her. It took the young noble a moment to gather her thoughts.
“I… no offense taken. But don’t you have your own plans? Your own goals? You can’t just follow me around and look after me forever.”
“Nope! I can’t. And I don’t intend to.”
Salvos agreed happily. 
“But for now, I can and I will protect you. And if that idiot Belzu does come after you, I’ll just kill him like I said I would.”
There was a moment where the world seemed to freeze around Saffron. She held the silver-haired woman’s gaze. Her golden eyes shimmered— almost inhuman. But perhaps that was because Saffron knew the Demon beneath the Human skin.
Here was a Demon. Someone who had no reason or care in the world to help Saffron. Yet she did. Because Safrron was her companion. 
Saffron had already known Salvos. For a while now. Yet this never ceased to amaze her. The fact that Demons could be kind. To a Vampire. To their mortal enemy.
But perhaps only Saffron saw it that way. Maybe there were a plethora of other Demons who were even kinder than Salvos in the Netherworld. These thoughts were odd to her.
Saffron almost felt guilty for wishing she could meet another Demon that wasn’t under the Demon King’s rule…. or who wasn’t rampaging around the Mortal Realm in rebellion. After all, she was raised to hate them. But now they intrigued her more than anything.
“You are…”
The young noble was honestly at a loss for words.
“You are certainly a unique individual, Salvos.”
“That’s because I am—“
“And before you say it, I am aware. Which is why I am pointing it out.”
Salvos just chuckled.
“Aw, but it’s less fun that way.”
Saffron couldn’t help but laugh alongside her friend.
“…seriously, you idiot.”
She whispered under her breath. Once this was all over, the young noble would do everything she could to make sure no one took advantage of Salvos or her kindness.
***
With that settled, the other Vampires prepared to return to Norwood Keep. I left Saffron behind with them, searching for Willy since I last left him by himself at the Tower of Truth. I bumped into Faith while scouring the building.
“Hey princess Faith!”
“Hello Salvos. I do appreciate your use of my title, but please, you may just call me Faith.”
“Aw, but why not? It sounds better that way.”
Willow was with her, and she stepped forward.
“Because she is now no longer a princess, Salvos. She is—“
But before Willow could finish, Faith raised a hand to cut her off. I blinked.
“She is…?”
“I am but a member of Elutra’s Resistance. That is all.”
Faith replied simply. 
“Huh. Well, I was looking for Willy. Have you seen him lately?”
“Your [Will O’ Wisp] friend?”
“Yep.”
“Unfortunately, I have not seen him since yesterday’s meeting.”
“Aw, I wonder where he went.”
I felt my shoulders slumped. Faith gestured down a side corridor.
“Perhaps you can ask Clayton’s [Secretary].”
“Marie Schofen? I’ll find her, thank you!”
I waved at the princess and her fellow resistance members as I continued down the corridor. She smiled at me. 
“You are welcome.”
She watched me go. I found Marie’s office soon enough. I rapped lightly on the doorway, entering once prompted.
“Come in.”
“Hello—” 
I stepped one foot into the door, and a bright glow zipped up to me. I backed up as Willy hounded me in an uncharacteristically hurried voice.
“Salvos. Where? Go?”
“Willy! There you are!”
I exclaimed as the [Will O’ Wisp] flitted around me. A woman seated in the other end of the room sighed. I remembered her from when I was originally admitted into the school.
“I see you’re finally back. This Grand Spirit has been searching for you all day yesterday.”
“Marie! I mean… [Secretary] Marie?”
“Greetings, student Salvos.
That was right. She was quite a formal woman. And she was apparently busy working, writing up various documents while Willy had been hiding in her office with her. 
“I am glad you are finally back. Especially after causing quite the fuss yesterday. You have left me rather preoccupied with all the work you’ve just dumped onto my plate.”
“Oh, oops. Sorry?”
I scratched the back of my head. She stood up, shaking her head.
“That is not meant to be an attack on your character. I must offer you my heartfelt gratitude. Headmaster Skyshredder has now returned to his usual self since you’ve brought light to this news about the Demon King and Inoria.”
“Returned to his usual self?”
“It is quite odd. Headmaster Skyshredder has been rather aloof lately, spending more time in solitude in his tower than he previously has. I had been quite worried. But now that things are back to normal, I know that is nothing to be concerned about.”
She adjusted her glasses, nodding at me. I paused as the realization sank in. Willy exchanged a knowing look at me. I gave Marie my best smile.
I’m the reason why Clayton has been holed up. Well, technically, Centina and Kron were the reason. But I was the reason they were even here in the first place.
“Anyway, aren’t you glad that I’m back, Willy? You don’t need to keep hiding from—”
The [Will O’ Wisp] shot a glare at me. He didn’t even have eyes, and I could still feel his gaze stab me like a knife. I backed up and out of the room, followed by Willy. 
“Thanks for your help, Marie!”
The door closed, and I was left with the Grand Spirit in the corridor. I grinned as he drifted closer to me.
“Come on, Willy. There was an emergency. And is it really so bad if he finds out who you are?”
“Stupid. Thorsten. Trouble.”
“Really? He seemed like he was quite nice.”
Willy was indignant.
“Bad. For me.”
“Huh. Well, I’ll keep that in mind.”
I tapped a finger on my chin. I didn’t think it was that big of a deal, but considering Willy’s reaction, it must’ve been something important. I wanted to pry further, but he refused to speak about it. 
So, I just reassured him.
“Well, it’s a good thing we’ll be leaving Mavos Academy.”
“Really?”
“Yep! I’m not too sure where we’re going, but we’re leaving as soon as possible. Isn’t that good news?”
I led him down a stairway, heading out of the Tower of Truth. He followed me, his colors changing to suit his calmer mood. Then he paused. 
“Us?”
“Nope. We’ll be going with Saffron and a bunch of other Vampires.”
He stared at me, coming to a halt. I cocked my head. 
“What?”
“Forget?”
“What do you mean I’m not forgetting something?”
I furrowed my brows as footfalls echo down the hallway behind me. Familiar, bickering voices accompanied the footsteps as I rubbed my chin in thought.
“What could I have forgotten?”
“I told you this before, Amanda, but you can just leave if you’re going to keep complaining about everything I do.”
“But it’s so much more fun to fuck with you, Daniel. Seriously, you’re such a fuck-able person.”
“Wha—”
“See? So easy.”
I raised my chin in thought as the footsteps came to a halt. Willy stared at the figures behind me. I glanced back at Daniel and Amanda, both standing at the end of the hallway. They stared at me, and I waved at them.
“Hey, Daniel! Hey, Amanda!”
Then I went back to mulling over Willy’s words.
“I don’t feel like I’m forgetting anything…”
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“I can’t believe this.”
Daniel Song dragged himself out of the Tower of Truth as he hung his head low. 
“You call me your companion, and you just forgot about me…”
“Fucking idiot.”
Amanda snickered as she watched from the side. I shot her a glare, shutting her up before running up to the Human man. I apologized profusely as he glanced back at me.
“I’m so sorry, Daniel! But it’s not that I forgot about you, you know?”
“You were literally going to leave me behind in Mavos Academy.”
“Well, that’s…”
I trailed off. I looked over at Willy for help, but he gave none. I sighed.
“I didn’t think you’d want to come with us.”
“And why wouldn’t I?”
He stared at me, crossing his arms. I shrugged.
“I thought you had your own things going on. Like don’t you have your own adventures to go to with Amanda?”
I gestured at the assassin. Both Daniel and Amanda retorted at the same time.
“I would rather die than do anything for her.”
“I would rather die than do anything for him.”
“The point is—”
I clapped my hands together, speaking over them.
“If I’d known you wanted to come, I’d have invited you!”
Daniel shifted his feet slightly.
“...you could’ve at least asked me about it.”
“I know. And I'm sorry for that.”
I held his gaze as I spoke. He pursed his lips, and I grabbed him by the hand.
“You’re my companion. I won’t force you. But if you really want to, I want you to come with us.”
Daniel looked me in the eye. He hesitated for a moment. Then he nodded.
“I do.”
“Great!”
I beamed, drawing back. He let out a sigh. I turned to Amanda and Willy. They’d just been spectators for most of the conversation. But I directed the same question to them.
“What about you guys? Wanna come?”
“Yes.”
“Sure, I guess it’s more fun than hanging around here.”
“Alright!”
I clasped my hands together, glad that that was settled.
“Then let’s go find Saffron!”
—--
We met up with Saffron and the other Vampires just outside of Mavos Academy. Some of them had left— for example, Garlen Crimsonfang was notably absent. Saffron said he returned to the destroyed Norwood Keep ahead of time on his own to check up on his son’s condition. Zin accompanied him and would be meeting with us once we arrived back there.
Anya Veridian and most of the Norwoods remained. Crocus Merryster was here too. I nodded at him before running up to Saffron herself.
“I’m back!”
“Salvos—”
Saffron paused when she caught sight of the three individuals waiting behind me. She raised a brow.
“Are they coming with us?”
“Yep! You’ve never met them, but this is Willy. He’s a [Will O’ Wisp]. A Grand Spirit. He’s nice and kind of strong?”
“Very strong.”
Willy corrected me. I rolled my eyes, continuing to the next person.
“This is Amanda. I don’t actually know her that well. She’s an assassin or something? Pretty strong, though.”
“...hey.”
Amanda spoke in an aloof voice. I moved on to the third person.
“And this is Daniel.”
Saffron blinked as I introduced him. She raised her hand, trying to speak.
“Salvos…”
“Despite his appearance, he’s quite strong too! And he’s my companion, just like you.” 
“But Salvos—”
She started again, and I waved a hand dismissively. 
“There’s no need to be nervous! He can hold his own against Belzu too! I’ve seen it!”
“Salvos.”

Saffron spoke clearly this time. I cocked my head, pausing.
“Yes, Saffron?”
“I have met Daniel before. Remember? In fact, I met him before I met you.”
“Huh.”
I tapped a finger on my chin in thought. That was right. I only met Saffron because of Daniel. We accompanied her on an escort mission out of Nixa. Jaakko, Zack, and Helen were there too! I wondered how they were doing…
“That’s good!”
I finally said, grinning. 
“That means you don’t need to reintroduce yourselves.”
“Indeed.”
Saffron nodded as she looked Daniel over. Her eyes narrowed. 
“Although, I am quite surprised he was able to keep up with you… even if there is a bit of a gap between your levels.”
Daniel drew back, lowering his head.
“T-that’s—”
“That’s fine! I’m sure he’ll catch up in no time, right?”
I patted him on the shoulder. Then I turned back to Saffron.
“Anyway, what are we going to be doing now?”
“Return back to Norwood Keep.”
The Vampire woman answered simply. 
“Zin and Gannon will have to gather the rest of their family, then we’ll be heading to the Veridian estates. Anya Veridian says they’ll house us. At least, until we know where exactly the Primeval Demon is currently at. We can plan from there.”
“That’s good!”
I was eager to get into another scuffle with Belzu. Only problem was that I still wasn’t sure if I was strong enough to beat him. Maybe I stood a chance with my Grand Skills— but no, I couldn’t use them right now. I still had a few weeks left for my [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion], and another five or so days for [My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends].
With that, we left Mavos Academy soon after, making our trek back to Norwood Keep.
—--
The castle was in pretty much the same state it had been beforehand. There were no repairs made. It had only been a day since we dealt with the pair of Archdemons to go to Mavos Academy, and I was pretty sure they didn’t intend to fix any of the destruction that had been wreaked. After all, the entirety of the Norwood Family was going to be leaving Shedos.
We were heading west— towards the Helbir Plains. That was where the Veridians had the most influence. They pretty much had a connection to every single city state in the region. And it was populated with thousands of city states. 
There were no ‘full’ nations. It wasn’t like the Eastern Kingdom Alliance which was composed of both city states and countries that spanned multiple cities. Although, the Helbir Plains was united by the Helbir League. It was the biggest alliance in the Human lands, just by the number of states alone. 
Obviously, because most of them were city states, they were naturally more numerous.
…at least, that was what Saffron explained to me after I kept poking her about it.
“Just… wait here, Salvos.”
Saffron sighed as she sauntered off to help Gannon and Zin. I sat with Daniel, Willy, and Amanda in a crumbling— but still standing— room. The assassin rolled her eyes as she looked out the window.
“This place is a dump. Was it really supposed to be some fancy castle?”
“Yep!”
I nodded, gesturing vaguely towards the garden. 
“I got into a big fight with some Demons. They were kind of strong, actually. Level 125 each. But I beat them.”
“Good job. Brag about it more.”
Amanda leant back with a scoff. I grinned.
“I will! They also had this weird combination casting ability! They also had this whole blood magic field set up which made me weaker—”
“But you beat them because you’re an amazing genius fighter, right? Wow, I am so impressed. I am definitely not bored out of my mind right now.”
She snorted, speaking with a flat voice. I stared at her. There was a pause. Daniel shifted back uncomfortably. Willy made a whistling noise for whatever reason.
“Sassy.”
I blinked as the [Will O’ Wisp] spoke over the silence. Then I walked up to Amanda, eyes glittering.
“Really? I can tell you more about it if you really want!”
“What…?”
Amanda turned back and froze. My face was just a few inches away from hers. She backed up, speaking hurriedly.
“I was being sarcas—”
“Alright, so there were two Demons, right? They were Archdemons— very scary. One of them was an [Incubus] and the other was a [Succubus]. As I said earlier, they used blood magic, and that was really troublesome because they could heal each other and—”
I spoke over her, retelling the whole battle with Mentior and Fictus from the moment I teleported into Norwood Keep. She tried to back away from me, but I followed her as I continued the story. Until, finally, after taking way too long to regale what happened in that short fight scee, I finished.
“—then I activated my amazing Grand Skill and defeated them like that!” 
I made a swinging motion to close off the story. Amanda had been cornered to the window, and she was looking towards Daniel for help. The Human man just smirked as he stared at her look of desperation.
“I… see…”
She trailed off once I was done. I chuckled, taking a step back.
“Yep! It was really exciting! I was so amazing there— I’m glad that you asked. Nobody ever likes listening to my stories.”
“I told you, I don’t—”
“You’re such a nice person, Amanda.”
I gave her a thumbs-up. She just stared at me.
“What are you.. I am not a nice person. I am an assassin. Someone who’s hired by rich assholes to kill innocent people for existing. That is literally the furthest thing from a nice person possible.”
“Really? Huh. But are you doing that right now?”
I asked inquisitively. Amanda shook her head, gesturing at Daniel.
“Not since I decided to side with that fucking moron over there.”
“See? So you’re not wild! And that means you’re nice!”
I clapped my hands together with a smile. She sputtered.
“I am not—”
“You are!”
I poked her on the stomach, cutting her off. Her face burned red as she swatted at my hand.
“Don’t poke me!”
She stormed past me, and I stepped to the side. The former assassin spun around to meet my gaze once she was a few feet away from me.
“And stop interrupting me! I am a fucking bastard who spent all her life hurting others for her own gain. There is nothing about me that’s nice. Just because I’m on your side now, doesn’t mean I won’t hesitate to backstab all of you if it’d benefit me.”
Amanda panted as she spoke. She then paused, clearly flustered. Lowering her head, she turned and marched for the room’s exit. She stood at the doorway, facing us one last time.
“Also, stop leaning so close to me. We just met, and there’s a thing called fucking personal space.”
With that, she slammed the door shut. I stared at the closed door. There was a trickle of dust that fell from the ceiling just from the force she exerted. Daniel pursed his lips, remaining silent for a moment.
“She seems nice.”
I finally spoke, breaking the silence. He scratched his cheek.
“I don’t think she likes you, Salvos.”
“Oh, I know.”
I spoke simply. I glanced fractionally back at the two men in the room, tilting my head.
“But that was fun.”
Daniel stared at my back. He exchanged a glance with Willy, and they came to an agreement.
“Salvos… you are terrifying.”




42. Weirdo

Nice? Amanda cursed as she stormed out of the room. She was an assassin. A Harrowed Vindicator. Someone who’d been hired to kill high-value targets all the same, regardless of their background or history. 
How was she nice? That was ridiculous. That girl— Salvos, or whatever her name is— was utterly stupid. Even Daniel recognized that Amanda was nothing more than a cold bastard of an assassin.
It annoyed her. Amanda didn’t know why she was so upset. Her lips twisted as she came to a halt right by the garden of the destroyed castle. 
“Why am I even helping them?”
She sighed as she sat herself on a fallen stone column. Before her, she saw figures moving. The Vampire families were discussing. In talks. And they were preparing to leave for the Helbir Plains. It was going to be a large convoy. It wasn’t just the Norwood Family. The Merrysters were here too, and so were the Veridians.
The Crimsonfangs had notably already taken their leave. They weren’t going to accompany the Norwoods to the Veridian estates. However, they were going to discuss how they could offer their assistance.
It was an odd thing to see, really. Amanda had never thought the Greater Vampire Families would ever cooperate. Or work together to this extent. 
Well, it wasn’t like she was very knowledgeable about their politics. Amanda only had a cursory idea of how the Vampires functioned. She mostly stuck to studying her targets, and the Harrowed Vindicators did not take hits on Vampires.
That was what her mentor had… forced onto her. 
Amanda gritted her teeth as her memories flashed in her head. The shouting. The whips. The harsh training she’d been forced to endure. Why was she remembering them now?
“I am…”
She sighed as she got to her feet. Then she tensed. Footfalls approached her from behind, and she reached for her double-bladed dagger. A pink-haired woman appeared from down the hallway.
“You’re… Saffron Merryster?”
“Indeed. And you were Salvos’ friend?”
The assassin paused. She bit her lower lip.
“I am but an acquaintance who was roped into this mess, nothing more.”
“I see. Well, I appreciate your help regardless.”
Saffron smiled and gestured to the room where Salvos, Daniel, and the [Will O’ Wisp] were waiting.
“Is Salvos still in there? Or has she wandered off, chasing a walking rock or something as ridiculous as that?”
“Yeah, your friend is in there being her weird self.”
Amanda shrugged. Saffron sighed.
“What’d she do?”
The assassin raised a brow. 
“What do you mean by that?”
“She must’ve done something to chase you out. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be out here scowling to yourself.”
“I was just getting antsy, alright? Being in that small room was giving me claustrophobia. Seriously, when are we leaving?”
“At dawn, tomorrow. We’re just making sure all the lesser Vampire families are evacuated as well. It won’t be a long journey, don’t worry. And it’ll be quite easy too. The most dangerous part will only be when we pass the Motharis Mountain Range.”
Saffron spoke as she glanced over to the west. Past Amanda. The assassin blinked.
“Why the fuck would you pass through Motharis with a group of this size?”
“We won’t be passing through it. Our route brings us past it. It is concerning since there have been talks of an influx of monsters migrating out of the mountain range. But with Salvos there, I’m sure we’ll be fine.”
Well, that was fair. Even Amanda wouldn’t be troubled by the monsters that were known to lurked in that Platinum Ranked region. Still, she couldn’t help but find the logistics behind it ridiculous. Not that she was going to argue about it.
It didn’t matter to her if some bratty noble died. That was right— she didn’t care because she wasn’t a nice or even good person.
“Good. I just want to get this shit over with already.”
***
We left the next day. Amanda had been acting aloof ever since I teased her to the point of her getting annoyed about it. Not that I particularly cared. I found it fun, and she was being rude with her sarcastic quips. 
I barely even knew her! I could tolerate Willy’s remarks because I knew he was doing it all in good fun. Amanda, on the other hand, seemed to be quite serious with her words. Or at least, her intentions differed.
Anyway, we left Norwood Keep in a long stream of carriages and wagons. The Norwood Family alone accounted for over a hundred family core members, and their entourages inflated that number to the thousands. There were also a few of the lesser families with us, but the rest were leaving on their own. 
“Those are the Marins.”
Saffron pointed at a caravan towards the side. They had different emblems to the Norwoods, although they had a familiar set of root-like protrusions extending from their symbol.
“They’re a lesser Vampire family that is quite estranged to the Norwoods. They’re technically the Norwood’s thralls, but they act quite autonomously. Especially ever since Gannon became Patriarch.”
She continued listing out the various lesser Vampire families traveling with the convoy today. Although, I didn’t get why they were following. It wasn’t like they were in any danger— the Primeval Demon was mainly after one person. 
Gannon Norwood. 
He had with him the Greaves of Alexander, which he had stored away. Just like Crocus Merryster when I first met him, Gannon wasn’t willing to flaunt his family’s Treasure of Alexander around without due cause.
However, he was at least more flexible in that he agreed to use it if the situation arose. 
And we were bringing it as far away from the Primeval Demon as possible. Of course, that didn’t ensure its safety. At any moment in time, Belzu could just descend from the sky and… well, kill almost everyone here, all on his own. Without my Grand Skills, I didn’t stand much of a chance against him.
I would’ve wanted to get even stronger than I was right now. But I knew that I couldn’t really just rush my way to Level 150. 
I’d probably get myself killed at one point. I didn’t even have the Breastplate of Alexander as a fallback anymore. And there was still much I had to learn. Like, I didn’t even know Titles had Bonus Effects until recently.
If I got to Level 150 now, I’d be far weaker than if I got to Level 150 later. A mixture of experience and feats would’ve given me a better Subspecies and even a new Title or Class advancement. Still, I did want to at least reach Level 100 with my Class soon.
Regardless, we left Norwood Keep at the break of dawn. I flew alongside Willy over the long convoy as they made their way through the landscape below. We had an aerial view of everything that was closeby, which meant that we could see any threat that was coming nearby.
Daniel and Amanda stayed on the ground. Neither of them had any flight abilities. Although, they could probably jump very high if they tried at their levels. 
Neither myself or Willy said much during our flight. I occasionally glanced over at him, trying to bug him about that [Archbishop] from the Den of Souls.
“So… who’s Thorsten, really?”
But, of course, the [Will O’ Wisp] refused to answer.
“No.”
I wasn’t really too interested in knowing. Just idle curiosity. If it seemed like he was getting aggravated by it, I wouldn’t pester him further. 
“What do you think about Amanda?”
I finally asked, changing the subject. Willy flitted alongside me. As a ball of flame, he didn’t really have a face or a head. But I could tell he fractionally turned to face me.
“Think?”
“Yep! She’s a bit weird, right?”
“Assassin. Expected.”
“You’re saying that’s expected of assassins? What do you mean?”
He sighed as we followed the slow pace of the convoy.
“Illegal. Kidnap. Probably.”
“Um… can you talk in full sentences?”
“Assassin kidnap. Train young.”
“Huh.”
I tapped a finger on my chin.
“You’re saying that assassins usually kidnap each other and train them to succeed them, right?”
“Yes.”
“That makes sense.”
Humans were weirdly obsessed with having only their offspring be the ones to be their successors. I didn’t see why you couldn’t just pick up a random child off the street and do just that. Seriously, why did it matter that they were blood-related?
Willy and I continued flying idly by as the convoy exited from a forest. I spotted undulating hills in the distance. It was the familiar shape of the Motharis Mountain Range. I nudged Willy from the side as I pointed it out.
“Hey— I’ve been there once.”
“Ok.”
He spoke, unamused.
“I met a Fairy, you know? Also met Belzu for the first time there.”
That made the [Will O’ Wisp] pause. He stared at me.
“Really?”
“Yep… wait, what is that?”
I narrowed my eyes as I cast my gaze towards the mountains. I saw a wall of dust being kicked into the air. It was a column of brown that rose into the air. It shook the earth. I frowned as I tried to get a closer look. There were giant figures— with long trunks, thick tusks, and massive ears as the [Gatho Mammoths] had. But they were even bigger.
“[Goliath Oliphants]. Stampede. Dangerous. Strong monsters.”
Willy spoke in a low voice. I watched as the convoy below me began to spread out in a panic. I shook my head and pointed past them.
“What about those things chasing them?”
“Chasing?”
He paused. He looked where I was pointing— at the huge winged figures flying overhead of the [Goliath Oliphants]. He stared at it for a moment. 
“[Lesser Wyverns].”
“And I take it they’re more dangerous than the [Goliath Oliphants]?”
“Yes.”
I beamed.
“Good. I was actually hoping to get into another fight. I can’t wait for my Class to level up.”
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Daniel Song stood his ground as he saw the pillar of brown dust billow into the air. It was like a terrible sandstorm was coming their way. One that shook the earth with increasing violence.
Around him, the caravan of nobles and their bodyguards were falling over as their horses whinnied in a panic. Children cried as they lay on the ground as their parents rushed to restore order. Daniel drew his blade, bellowing in a clear voice.
“Everyone find cover!”
He narrowed his eyes as he peered into the heart of the approaching storm.
“Just what is that?”
Amanda appeared next to him, shaking her head.
“That’s a stampede. And it’s heading our way.”
“A stampede? That’s ridiculous. There’s no way a horde of monsters can cause this kind of a disaster just from their numbers alone.”
“But it’s not their numbers. Its their size and their magic.”
She pointed towards the dark dotted figures at the pace of the dust column. He frowned as she spoke simply.
“Those are [Oliphants]. They’re a branching evolution of [Gatho Mammoths]. And they seem to be their Level 100 [Goliath Oliphant] evolution.”
“That’s…”
His eyes widened. Daniel moved immediately. He couldn’t let them get close. Even if he could deal with a handful of giant elephant-like monsters, that didn’t mean he’d be able to do so while protecting the caravan.
He marched forward as Amanda followed behind him. She sighed.
“Are we seriously doing this? Don’t we usually, I don’t know, need a plan of action before jumping into battle?”
“Here’s the plan: we stop them.”
Daniel spoke simply. His body glowed as he activated [A Hero’s Rage]. He was wreathed in glowing armor. His Primordial Longsword grew in length, becoming a massive broadsword. Amanda stared at him.
“That’s… not a plan, you fucking idiot.”
***
“[Lesser Wyverns]. Danger.”
Willy spoke as I flew towards the Motharis Mountain Range. Below me, I saw Daniel and Amanda moving as well, while the rest of the caravan retreated away from the giant stampede.
“Come on, they can’t be that bad, right?”
Even from afar, I could tell that they were pretty big. Each one was about 50 feet long— some of them getting up to nearly 100 feet— but I’d fought many larger monsters before. Like the [Ancient Centinel]. And it wasn’t like size was everything.
Each one of the [Goliath Oliphants] towered on average about 200 feet. They were taller than some castles I’d seen. Bigger than most buildings and city walls. Yet, they were being chased and hunted down by the [Lesser Wyverns].
I watched as three [Lesser Wyverns] swooped down at one of the [Goliath Oliphants], felling it with their claws. Another [Goliath Oliphant] turned to help it, but the rest of the pack left them behind. The two were slaughtered by the flock of [Lesser Wyverns], forgotten by the rest.
The [Lesser Wyverns] continued giving chase. The pack of [Goliath Oliphants] made a trumpeting noise, and from their trunks, shot out more sand and dust into the air, kicking up the sandstorm around them. It was like they were trying to obfuscate the vision of the [Lesser Wyverns].
“Huh.”
I looked at the trajectory of the [Goliath Oliphants]. Even if I interrupted their advance, they would’ve still wreaked havoc to the caravan. I didn’t want that. Willy stared at me.
“Something?”
“Yep. I need your help.”
I created a Nebular Bow as the monsters approached. I turned to the [Will O’ Wisp].
“Can you use your flames to redirect the [Goliath Oliphants]?”
“Wyverns?”
“I can deal with them for now. Go get Daniel’s help too. We need to make sure they don’t stampede through the caravan.”
Willy stared at me.
“That… smart. Thoughtful.”
“I don’t want Saffron to be hurt from this. And I especially don’t want her to be upset at me if her friends die.”
I snorted as I loosed a single Nebular Arrow at the flock of [Lesser Wyverns]. I expected to see one of giant winged monster’s fall from the sky. But instead, there was a flicker. Like a sphere of ice temporarily formed and protected the horde.
I blinked. The ice barrier vanished.
“Huh. That’s…”
This was going to be harder than I thought it’d be. I turned to Willy for help, but he was already flying down to meet Daniel and Amanda.
“Good luck!”
The [Will O’ Wisp] called out. I furrowed my brows.
“Wait, I didn’t know they could do that!”
I fired another arrow. And another. I created a volley of projectiles with [The Primordial Spark]. I launched the salvo of attacks at the flock. But it was all repelled by their ice barrier. I narrowed my eyes.
“Just what is that?”
But my question wasn’t answered. Instead, the [Lesser Wyverns] turned their ire towards me. I created a pair of clones as I readied myself for the battle with the giant winged beasts. There was, altogether, over a hundred of them. And they posed quite a threat, even individually.
[Lesser Wyvern - Lvl 123]
…
[Lesser Wyvern - Lvl 135]
“Well, I’m not scared of you! Come over here!”
I drew their attention, unleashing another barrage of projectiles as they charged me.
***
“What is she doing?”
Saffron Merryster stared into the sky as she watched Salvos unload a volley of flaming projectiles into the sandstorm. She expected the flying Demon to attack the stampede of [Goliath Oliphants], but instead, she unleashed a flurry of flaming projectiles towards the dust cloud.
But Zin Norwood saw something Saffron couldn’t.
“There are [Lesser Wyverns] hidden there. Specifically, [Lesser Frost Wyverns]. A whole flock.”
“Wyverns?! Are you serious?”
Saffron’s eyes grew wide. She produced a spyglass and peered at the direction Zin pointed out. Indeed, there was a giant shadow moving within the dust cloud. One that glimmered with the faintest bit of magic. Salvos navigated around that dark smear, attacking it with a rapid firing of arrows as it drew closer to her.
“But that doesn’t make sense! Why are there… why are there Wyverns here?”
[Goliath Oliphants] were native to the Motharis Mountain Range. They were amongst the biggest threats there, alongside [Obsidian Scaled Drakes]. They weren’t numerous— if Saffron had to guess, that stampede amounted to all the [Goliath Oliphants] that were in Motharis.
But Wyverns weren’t even native to the Human lands. There were the occasional flocks that were caught migrating over the Human lands between the Beastmen Plains and the Kobold lands. However, it wasn’t the right season for it.
It made no sense to Saffron.
She just stared up at Salvos as, finally, the Wyverns emerged from the dust cloud. And it was more than the young noble even imagined.
“T-that’s… a hundred of them! And the [Goliath Oliphants] are still…”
She didn’t finish. Even if Salvos continued to keep the Wyverns preoccupied, the [Goliath Oliphants] alone would cause significant damage. One which wouldn’t be a pretty sight. Saffron wasn’t sure what to do. That was the main threat. And something needed to be done.
“This is going to be a problem.”
Zin pursed her lips. The [Goliath Oliphants] drew closer, the tremor grew stronger, and the fighting above grew more intense. Saffron watched as the various caravans hunkered down, activating protection spells to prepare for the worse. Like they were bracing for an impending natural disaster.
“We need to—”
Saffron turned to Zin. The [Druid] opened her mouth— but before she could say anything, a wall of blue fire fell from the sky. Both women paused.
“What is that?”
***
Daniel leapt atop the canopy of trees, feeling the reverberation of the earth. The branches shook. The quaking grew more intense. He saw the colossal figures drawing closer. They made a bellowing noise with their trunks— far deeper than the trumpeting of any elephant on Earth.
Amanda appeared beside him. She pursed her lips as they monsters were finally close enough to use [Identification] on.
[Goliath Oliphant – Lvl 112]
…
[Goliath Oliphant] – Lvl 119]
“Are you sure about this?”
The assassin asked in a hesitant voice. Even Daniel was worried— these weren’t swarm monsters. Each individual [Goliath Oliphant] equaled to the level of a Ghoul in the Plaguelands, but could probably take on a group of the undead on its own.
“We have no other choice.”
Daniel raised his sword— and paused when he caught sight of a flicker. The air sparked. A massive wall of flames cut down from the clouds above. It even sliced through the dust cloud. Like a giant blade.
It glowed blue, and at first, Daniel thought it’d been Salvos’ flame. But it burned cold. It wasn’t fiery and hot as Salvos’ would be. No, it was different. The air chilled, the landscape froze, and the flames raged on. It scared the [Goliath Oliphants] back, just from the jarring sensation.
“This is…?”
“The Grand Spirit’s magic.”
The wall of flames rose up a hundred feet tall, spreading out nearly ten times its height in length. It separated Daniel from the [Goliath Oliphants]. And while each of the giant monsters doubled the height of the flaming wall, it slowed their approach.
Daniel looked up as the [Will O’ Wisp] descended from the sky. Willy flitted between both Amanda and Daniel as they stared at him.
“No.”
He spoke simply. Daniel blinked.
“No?”
“Fight. No.”
“We’re not supposed to fight it?”
Daniel exchanged a glance with Amanda. She shrugged, as puzzled as he was. But Willy continued in a hurried voice.
“Chase. Protect.”
The Grand Spirit flew as if he was gesturing in the direction of the caravans. Daniel finally understood what he meant. The [Hero] nodded as he lowered his blade.
“Right. Draw its attention away. Good thinking. Come on, Amanda.”
“Fuck’s sake. We can’t make up our mind, can we?”
The assassin rolled her eyes as she followed Daniel. With a single leap, he threw himself over the hundred foot wall of flames. Amanda was right behind him. They ran adjacent to the [Goliath Oliphants] as the stampede began to curve around the wall, looking like they were going to navigate around it.
“They’re still going for the caravan.”
Amanda called out. Daniel waved his bright, glowing sword in the air, calling out to them.
“Hey you ugly, oversized elephants! Over here!”
They ignored him. Amanda scoffed.
“Did you think that would work?”
“No, but this will.”
The [Hero] plucked a tree off the ground and threw it like a javelin at the leading [Goliath Oliphant]. This was a stampede— herd. If there was one thing Daniel knew, it was that they adhered to herd mentality.
The pack followed the leader, and the leader was just struck by a giant tree from a tiny Human man. The main [Goliath Oliphant] turned to Daniel, clearly enraged. He grinned.
“Come on!”
He shouted, swinging his glowing sword once again. This time, the glint and the shouts drew the ire of the [Goliath Oliphants]. They swerved around the wall of flames, charging straight for Daniel. He felt the shaking of the earth. Their rage made incarnate. Dozens of [Goliath Oliphants] came straight for him like a swarm of mindless monsters.
And he paused.
“…uh, what do we do now?”
“Fucking idiot— run!”
Amanda grabbed him, and they vanished with a single use of [Savage Step].
***
Saffron couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief as the [Goliath Oliphants] swerved away from the caravans. Crisis averted. Daniel, Amanda, and Willy were working together to keep those hulking monsters away.
The shaking subsided slightly. But instantly, Saffron turned her attention to something else. Something that was clearer now that the dust cloud was gone.
Salvos continued battling the flock of [Lesser Wyverns] in the sky. And by the looks of it, it was a hard fought battle. One that the Dem— silver-haired woman was struggling with.
“She can’t pierce their barrier…”
Saffron whispered. She didn’t get it. No matter what Salvos threw at the [Lesser Wyverns], they repelled it with ease. A few of the winged creatures tried to swoop in close, but Salvos could deal with them individually. So, they were mostly grouping together as they were protected by their ice barrier.
“What is that? Some kind of combination casting?”
Zin shook her head.
“Combination casting? No. It’s not anything quite as sophisticated. It is simply strength in numbers. If a thousand [Mages] cast the same barrier at the same time, they’d be able to create quite a formidable shield, even if they were low-leveled. The same logic holds here.”
There was a pause. Saffron narrowed her eyes. She took in this bit of information as the fighting continued. It was mostly an even fight— one that was brought to a stand-still as Salvos attacked and the Wyverns simply defended.
But…
“But… if the Wyverns can pool their magic to defend, can’t they—”
“Yes.”
Zin closed her eyes as the Wyverns drew back. She raised her staff, preparing for battle as there was a shimmering from the center of the Wyvern flock. Saffron gaped as the air grew colder, even from afar.
“If the Wyverns can pool their magic to defend, then that means they can pool their magic to attack.”
A blast of ice shot out from the center of the Wyvern flock. Salvos zipped back as it shot straight at her. She was wholly unprepared for it. Saffron shouted as the blast of a hundred [Lesser Wyverns] struck the Demon, taking her out of the air.
“Salvos!”




44. Battlefield

I was growing frustrated— nothing I threw at the Wyverns hit them. It was all blocked by that annoying ice barrier. I flew closer to draw them out, and a few did come, but the moment I took them out, the flock of [Lesser Wyverns] regrouped away from me.
It was annoying. I was genuinely irritated, and maybe that was why I didn’t see it coming.
A Wyvern— the largest of the bunch— let out a terrible shriek. It sounded like a mix between a roar and a screech. I just stared at it, using [Identification] to single out its level.
[Lesser Wyvern - Lvl 146]
It was probably the leader. If I took it out, I could easily disperse with the whole flock. Good thing I’ve fought monsters far higher-leveled before.
Another [Lesser Wyvern] dove in for the kill. I swerved out of the way as it spun back around, opening its maw. There was a glow— a blast of ice. Some kind of… ice breath? A cone of frost shot out, barely missing me as I backed away.
“That’s dangerous…”
I commented idly. It certainly would’ve been strong enough to take out quite a few Humans. Well, these were Diamond Rank threats, right? They were strong. A single one could probably take on a hundred Lucernas on its own. 
And here I was, left to face them all on my own.
“Well, maybe not entirely on my own.”
I grinned as the [Lesser Wyvern] recoiled. A golden figure landed on its back, slashing its hide open with a fiery scythe. That was right— my clones were with me. Plural. Because two more golden figures assailed it, taking it out in a mere moment.
“Good job, me!”
I gave them a thumbs-up. They turned their attention to another charging [Lesser Wyvern]. Again, they sliced it up without much effort. I raised my Nebular Bow and aimed for the highest-leveled [Lesser Wyvern]. 
“What about a Nebular Blazing Bolt?”
Surely that would’ve been enough to pierce through their defenses. The arrow loosed, and the Wyverns regrouped. There was a flash. I stared hopefully as the Nebular Blazing Bolt impacted the icy sphere—
There was a crack. A ripple ran through the air. A fissure formed on the shield for a moment… but repaired soon enough.
“Aw…”
I deflated slightly. On the bright side, at least it looked like it did some damage. I needed something stronger. I considered just sending all my clones on a suicide charge to shatter the barrier, but that would’ve been even more problematic.
As much as I believed in my individual superiority to even the highest-leveled [Lesser Wyvern], I was alone. Willy wasn’t here. Daniel and Amanda were distracting the [Goliath Oliphants] below. And most of all, I had to protect the caravan. 
It was all up to me. If I couldn’t even beat this group of Wyverns, how was I planning on defeating Belzu? I wasn’t strong enough. I needed to get stronger. I regrouped with my clones as the [Lesser Wyverns] gathered in a circle with a glint. 
“Maybe now would be a good time to use this.”
I reached into my [Dimensional Pocket]. It was an arrow— one that was about the size of a ballista bolt. It was massive. And it glimmered with a red sheen.
[The Giant Killer Arrow: Epic Grade - An arrow created by Odmantus the Giant Killer. It can return to the user as long as it remains undamaged. Deals immense piercing damage.]
It sounded perfect for the job. I struggled for a moment to fit it onto my Nebular Bow. But just as I took aim, the glow from the [Lesser Wyvern] flock shone its brightest. I didn’t notice the intense mana building up before, but I did now as a blast of ice shot out at me. 
“Uh oh—”
I braced for it. I couldn’t teleport out of the way in time. At least, not with [Long Range Teleport]. Regular teleports couldn’t have escaped the area of effect. Instead, a shroud of white flames wreathed around me, protecting me as [Aura of the Sentinel] also activated.
It was a double protection. One that could even fend of Clayton’s magic— albeit, with [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion] active— but it was still powerful. And yet, the blast of the [Lesser Wyverns] sent me sailing to the ground, tearing straight through my flames and freezing my armor.
I covered myself with my wings. And they too vanished. My clones burned, fading away without me ordering their detonation. I found myself falling from the air as the intense chill crept over my body. The world tumbled around me as I found myself crashing toward the ground from hundreds of feet in the air. Then, right as I reached the earth, a tendril of roots and leaves rose up, catching me in a soft embrace.
A voice called out to me as my aching body was lowered gently to the ground. 
“Salvos!”
“Ugh… why does my everything hurt…”
I glanced up to see Saffron rushing to my side. The roots that caught me receded as Zin Norwood followed behind the young Vampire woman. 
“Are you alright? I have a healing potion—”
Saffron hurriedly uncorked a vial of red liquid and tipped it into my mouth. I coughed, grousing to my feet.
“Ouch— alright, I feel better now. Funny how those things work.”
She sighed in relief before glancing up. 
“The Wyverns…”
“I don’t know if I can take them all on alone.”
I shook my head, looking towards the sky. I blinked as I saw a fluttering snowflake eddy down from the clouds above. The air was colder now, and snow fell to the ground like we were atop the peak of a mountain. It carpeted the grassy floor. I just stared up at the Wyverns flying high above.
“That’s some powerful magic…”
And my eyes widened as the same glow from before appeared. The same ice breath, used by the entire flock of Wyverns. They aimed down at me— at us. And my eyes widened.
“Uh oh.”
I hopped to my feet, getting ready to teleport away. But I realized a moment later the folly of my plan. The ice blast would’ve covered the caravan. Hundreds of Humans would die. If I didn’t protect Saffron, she would die. 
There was a moment of panic where I wasn’t sure what to do. I instinctively created a trio of clones just so I could work to a plan of action faster. But before I even had to do anything, the same roots that caught me from before shot up. It targeted the flock of Wyverns, splintering into many smaller roots, grabbing the winged beasts out of the air.
Their casting halted. The magic dissipated as the Wyverns drew back. I watched four [Lesser Wyverns] get dragged out of the air, before the barrier once again formed around them.
Zin Norwood smiled as she stood before me.
“We just have to interrupt their spellcasting. Keep them on the defensive. That’s how it works on the battlefield.”
“Huh.”
She offered me a hand, and I accepted it. I saw a flicker— a flurry of spells and arrows shot up straight at the Wyvern flock. The barrier absorbed the attacks, but it kept them from firing back with their ice breath.
“You thought you’d have to handle it all on your own, didn’t you?”
Zin chuckled as I accepted her hand, getting to my feet. I looked around at the magic shooting up. I saw [Mages] of all levels directing their spells above— just to distract the Wyvern flock.
“Sorry, but this is beyond just a mere disaster or a catastrophe. This is a calamity-level threat. A lesser country could be reduced to nothing if a Wyvern migration like this decided to descend on it. I don’t know what sparked this flock of Wyverns to come to the Human lands at this time, but I do know that it’d be foolish even for an Elite to challenge them all alone.”
From the corner of my eye, I saw a blast of red flame shoot above. Willy flew up to the Wyvern flock, spewing his flame like a geyser. Amanda and Daniel appeared to my left, the pair looking exhausted after leading the stampeding [Goliath Oliphants] away from the caravan.
“This isn’t the same situation with the Archdemons. You don’t have to fight them alone.”
Zin smiled at me, finishing. I paused. There was a moment where I just stared at the gathering and planning Humans. Crocus Merryster and Feirdun Merryster were off to the side, hurriedly discussing how the [Warriors] could help the battle. 
Everyone was contributing in some way. Even if it was to just keep the Wyvern flock on the back foot. I shook my head as I looked down at the Giant Killer Arrow. Zin was right— I didn’t need to fight the Wyvern flock alone. I didn’t need to fight Belzu alone, either. Even if he was still higher-leveled than me, I could defeat him.
I just needed my companions and a little bit of help from others.
The Giant Killer Arrow vanished as I kept placed it back in my [Dimensional Pocket]. 
“We don’t have to defeat all the Wyverns, either. We can just chase them off.”
I spoke clearly, turning to face Zin and Saffron. They faced me inquisitively.
“And how do you propose to do that?”
Saffron asked with a raised brow. I raised a hand, pointing at the largest Wyvern. The highest-leveled Wyvern. It was just over a hundred feet long. But from this distance, it looked small— smaller than even my finger.
“We target the leader, of course. It’s the one ordering them around to attack everything like an idiot.”
Zin narrowed her eyes, but she just accepted my words. Saffron, however, was puzzled.
“And how do you know that?”
“Trust me, Saffron.”
I met her gaze, and she blinked. Then she sighed.
“Very well.”
I produced my Divine Nebular Scythe, twirling it around. I glanced between Zin, Daniel, and Amanda.
“Alright. I need your guys’ help. Just distract the flock for me, and I’ll deal with the leader.”
Daniel shook his head— his glowing armor was gone. His [A Hero’s Rage] had run out.
“I’d love to help, Salvos. But I don’t know how Amanda and I can even get up there.”
“Don’t worry. I’ve got that covered.”
I beamed, snapping my fingers. The ground beneath their feet broke off. Daniel blinked, nearly stumbling off it. Amanda grabbed him, cursing.
“What the fuck are you doing—”
A ten foot long piece of the earth rose up, carrying them into the air. Zin stared as they rose into the air. I created my wings once again, flying across the caravan as I called out to the various stranded [Warriors] who were aching to help out.
“Crocus! Anya! Feirdun! Come on! Join my flock!”
The various Vampires took a moment to realize what was happening. And when they did, they immediately agreed. I carried them into the air with a mix of [Mass Particulate Modification] and [Scattering Displacement]. 
A few [Mages] followed them. Or those that could fly. Zin sprouted a pair of feathered wings as she flew alongside me. Dozens of other Humans ascended with me, heading straight for the flock of Wyverns. Willy was keeping them distracted with his flames— the hundred [Lesser Wyverns] hid behind their barrier as he blasted out at them with a mix of his yellow and red fire.
“Hey Willy!”
I called out to the [Will O’ Wisp] as he grew tired. His flaming body was dimming, only to blaze once again when he saw me.
“Help.”
“Just get back! They’ve got this!”
I pointed past him. Willy flew back as a trio of golden figures rushed past him. My clones flew straight into the barrier, detonating all at once. It was a condensed explosion— one that sent a shockwave out that dispersed the nearby clouds.
The barrier shattered. The Wyverns reeled, making a screeching noise as if they were in physical pain. And through the collapsing ice, I emerged.  I stared at the largest Wyvern, spreading my arms wide as Daniel, Amanda, Zin, Anya Veridian, Willy, Crocus Merryster— and many others— joined me. 
“Hi. I’m back for round two.”
I bared my teeth at the large Wyvern. It stared at me. At those accompanying me. Its barrier was broken. And all that was left was one thing.
To fight, up close and personal.
It roared. To Daniel and the others, it probably sounded like a regular monster call. But I heard through the veil. What it meant to convey.
“KILL THEM ALL!”
The Wyvern flock moved. I turned to my companions, friends, and allies.
“Distract them for me!”
I called out, before bursting forward. I dove past the charging Wyverns, weaving through the flock and focusing only on my target.
Behind me, Daniel clung onto his rock, swinging his blade and slicing a Wyvern in half with a single [Hero’s Slash]. Amanda leapt off the back of Wyverns, quickly tearing at their wings and cutting them out of the air. Zin wrapped a group of them in vines and roots. Crocus beheaded one with three quick slashes. Willy countered a blast of frost breath with his own freezing flames, turning a trio of [Lesser Wyverns] into ice.
I saw them fighting. I focused my magic— to keep the rocks afloat so that no one would fall from the air. A Wyvern dove straight at me, but I easily teleported around it. I reached the heart of the swarm, finally meeting my target face-to-face.
The leader of the Wyvern flock loomed over me. It was much larger than I currently was. It let out a frost breath as it bellowed.
“Puny Human!”
I countered with my own blast of flames. The clash of fire and ice resulted in an explosion. One that sent it reeling back. But I didn’t let up. I rushed through the smoke, the frost, and the embers as I swung for the giant winged beast’s head.
“I am the Frost Lord of Sharik! You deserve to be but a mere meal to me and my kin!”
It chomped for me as I barely flew around its closing mouth. The tip of my Divine Nebular Scythe burned, and I unleashed a flurry of [Barrage of Cinders] onto its side. I teleported a ways away back with [Long Ranged Teleportation] as the Wyvern tried to snap me out of the air again. But I wasn’t done with my initial attack.
“Take this—”
I activated [Demon’s Mark]. All it took was a light touched, and I seared the symbol onto its hide. The Wyvern’s eyes grew wide as a crimson explosion engulfed it. I stared, hoping that it was over.
But a blast of frost ate through the explosion. The Frost Lord flapped its tattered wings, eyes glinting as it faced me. It continued to speak— only for my ears. And no one else's.
“The corruption couldn’t defeat me. It tried. It chased me out of my home. But it failed to kill me. What makes you think you can defeat me?”
I narrowed my eyes at the mention of the corruption.
“Huh.”
I had questions. But it didn’t matter. Not now. I created another pair of clones. That was all the clones I could create for the next few hours. My mana reserves were starting to exhaust itself.
I nodded at them, and they spread out around the Frost Lord. We attacked it, one after another. We wore it down together, little bits of cuts all over the giant monster. It bit into one of my clones, and she exploded. The Wyvern screamed in pain as another powerful blast engulfed him.
“I have had enough! I shall end you now!””
It sent a ball of ice at me, and I easily dodged out of the way. I stared at the ice sphere as it exploded into a wave of snow in the distance.
“Is that it? I expected much more than that.”
I shook my head.
“You talk a lot. Seriously, I wish I could just ignore everything you’re saying like everyone else here. Because you really speak too much.”
I gestured vaguely towards Daniel as he struck down another Wyvern in the background. Then I grinned.
“But, honestly, I’m glad you do. I didn’t think a monster could get a Title. But if even a Wyvern can become a Lord, then that means I can become a Princess.”
It stared at me, panting and injured.
“What are you talking about?”
I rolled my eyes at its confusion.
“What I’m saying is that I’ve had enough. Look below you.”
The Wyvern blinked, but before it could react, my clone teleported behind it. She laughed before exploding in an instant. There was a roar of pain as the Frost Lord reeled back. Its skin was burned in many places— I could see the charred flesh beneath its hide.
“Argh! How dare—”
And as it drew back, I cut through the smoke. I zipped straight through the explosion, swinging my Divine Nebular Scythe. The Frost Wyvern stared in shock as I closed the distance quickly— no teleportation. Just [Haste] and a little bit of time distortion. 
“Also, I am not a Human! [Radiant Slash]!”
I spoke only for the Wyvern to hear as I swung for its soft, weakened flesh. I tore straight through its neck, decapitating it with that final swing. It tried to say something— probably more grandiose statements about being the Frost Lord.
But I didn’t care to hear it. Instead, I took in the notifications that popped in my head, gladly accepting that over more of the annoying drivel the Wyvern had to say.
Defeated [Lesser Frost Wyvern of the Tempest - Lvl 146]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 131] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 132] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 95] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 96]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!
Class [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] Level Up!
[Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 96] -> [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus - Lvl. 97]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!




45. Wyverns Dead

Salvos (Secely’s Sentinel) (The Devil’s Daughter)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 132
Class: [Grand Mystic of the Nexeus] - Lvl. 97
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 2
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Lesser Enhanced Wisdom] - Lvl. 7



[Title Skill: General Status Effect Resistance] - Lvl. 1
[Title Skill: Invoke Wrath] - Lvl. 1
[Title Skill: Protection of the Sentinel] - Lvl. 1
[Title Skill: The Devil’s Grace] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
[Racial Skill: Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 150 (+30) (+10) 
[Strength]: 142 (+30) (+10) 
[Endurance]: 150 (+30) (+10) (+3)
[Wisdom]: 268 (+30) (+10) (+13) 
[Agility]: 320 (+30) (+10) (+5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 7]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Haste] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 10



[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 10



[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: 11]
[Dimensional Pocket] - Lvl 10 (Maxed)
[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 20 (Maxed)
I watched as the Frost Lord dropped. Slowly. Like it was lumbering through the air. Its head fell alongside its massive body, separated cleanly by my Divine Nebular Scythe.
It was a [Lesser Wyvern]. Or more specifically, a [Lesser Frost Wyvern of the Tempest]. With a Title, too. And the battle was tough. It reminded me of the kind of fights I’d used to have when I first arrived in the Mortal Realm. A monster that was above my level— that would inflict a significant amount of damage with each hit. But I avoided its attacks. I wore it down with my barrage of Skills. With my speed.
And I brought it down.
All by myself. No, I wasn’t alone. There were others fighting with me. I spun around, and there the battlefield seemed to slow. Where it looked like everyone was moving at a sluggish pace.
Then I realized it was just the effects of my [Warped Time] still in effect. It ended, and I took in the scene. The fighting. The floating bits of rock soaring through the air. I saw a Wyvern crashing into Daniel’s boulder, only for him to leap onto its back and ride it as he swung at the rest of the flock. Amanda, Willy, Crocus— there were so many people here. Each of them strong in their own right.
The Wyverns fell one after another. And while they were still far greater than us in number, they knew they had to regroup. Strategize. Except… their leader was dead.
I’d killed the Frost Lord. 
And they didn’t know what to do then. It was like they were stunned— at a loss of even where they were. Their movements grew erratic. But they still fought. Until the first [Lesser Wyvern] made the decision to flee. Then it was over.
They scattered. Little by little, they spread out. Like flies. They zipped away. Nearly a hundred of the hulking winged creatures flew off, heading back to Motharis. They left in a frenzy. Not organized or even grouped together. 
“Good work, everyone!”
I clapped my hands together as we descended from the sky. Obviously, there were some casualties. Not anyone I knew, so I didn’t really care. But that meant it wasn’t all celebration when we returned.
It was more as though everyone collectively finally let out a sigh of relief. A crisis was averted. And now it was time to tally the damage. Crocus Merryster immediately met up with Gannon Norwood. Saffron helped tend to Zin’s wounds. There were many people injured from the fighting or caught in the crossfire.
Even though we’d been battling hundreds of feet in the air, there were stray projectiles or breath attacks that crashed into the caravans below. Everyone was cleaning up or dealing with the aftermath. Even Daniel went around with Amanda— forcing her— to help.
I approached Saffron, making sure she was alright.
“I’m fine, Salvos. Look, I may not even be half your level, but I’m still relatively high-leveled.”
She rolled her eyes as she reassured me. I smiled.
“That’s good! I’m just glad we were able to drive off those Wyverns!”
Although I was upset I couldn’t bring down more of them on my own. I just needed a few more levels to reach my next Class advancement. This was exciting.
“Indeed.”
Zin Norwood interjected as she got to her feet. The [Druid] smiled at me, placing a hand on my shoulder.
“You did a good job, Salvos. Let’s hope the rest of that Wyvern flock will leave the Human lands. Even a single [Lesser Wyvern] is incredibly dangerous.”
“Yep! But we still beat them easily!”
I flexed an arm, grinning. Zin nodded in agreement.
“That is the power of Humankind.”
She spoke simply. And I froze. I slowly lowered my hand as Saffron pursed her lips, quickly glancing between us.
“Um… what?”
I cocked my head. Zin just continued, not realizing my stiff reaction.
“The power of Humankind. Our unity in the face of adversity. Sometimes, it may take a while for us to band together. But when we do, we are always able to repel any enemies that come our way. The same thing happened with the Kobolds invaded. When the Elves attacked us. When the Centinels came. We’ve always managed to push them back.”
“The power of Humankind… huh?”
That didn’t make sense to me. I mean, weren’t the Centinels all united as well? At least, to a certain extent, they were working together when they fled the Endlands. And what about the Kobolds when they invaded? Or the Elves? 
I didn’t understand this logic. And it kind of made me uncomfortable that she was lumping me in together as a Human. Because I wasn’t. Zin just smiled as I shuffled my feet. Finally, she realized something was amiss, and she peered at me. 
“Is something the matter?”
“No.”
I sighed, turning away.
“It’s nothing.”
—-
The rest of the trip to the Helbir Plains proceeded smoothly. Although there were quite a few panicked messages sent via spell warning the nearby cities about Wyverns and rampaging [Goliath Oliphants]. 
We reached the heart of the Helbir League. The nation that was currently in charge of the alliance. It was a massive city state called Alyras. And it was here where the Veridians were located.
We reached their estate— a large palatial structure atop a hill at the center of the city. Our caravan set up an encampment just outside of the city with only minor issues, since the Veridians notified the king of our arrival.
In fact, the king himself greeted us, along with quite the gathering from the city. He actually bowed to Anya Veridian, even though I was pretty sure that was not how kings were supposed to carry themselves. And he spread his arms wide as he spoke.
“We are happy to host the Norwoods, the Merrysters, and their guests here in our city!”
The king shook his head, turning to the audience gathered. His citizens.
“These families have come together to pledge themselves and their resources to bring down the Primeval Demon plaguing our lands. Treat them well, for they are our honored guests!”
A susurration ran through the crowd. They spoke in hurried whispers as they pointed our way. I narrowed my eyes as I heard their talk and chatter.
“Can they really defeat the Primeval Demon?”
“Maybe they’re here to join forces with the adventurer army?”
“The Primeval Demon stands no chance against them!”
I blinked and turned to Saffron.
“Adventurer army? What are they talking about?” 
“The Three Honorable Companies are gathering the adventurers throughout all of the Human lands. They’re meeting here, in the Helbir Plains, in a few weeks’ time.”
Saffron explained casually.
“Honestly, that’s part of the reason why we decided to come here. Because if the Primeval Demon does give chase to us, it’d have to face the Helbir League and the adventurer alliance before getting to us.”
“Huh.”
I tapped a finger on my chin.
“Do you mean every single adventurer is coming?”
“Most of them.”
Saffron raised a brow.
“Why?”
I beamed, clasping my hands together excitedly.
“That means I can see Edithe soon!”
My third companion. I hadn’t seen her in so long. I couldn’t wait to get to meet her again— see how strong she grew.
Saffron just stared at me.
“...who?”




46. Interlude – Edithe’s Embarrassment

Edithe Dawnrise got up to another day of traveling. The adventurer army  was going to be leaving the Sunmere Republic today. There were literally hundreds of companies gathered here as a part of this coalition. 
They came from the west and the south of the Human lands— Edithe saw even the Alterian Sages here. They were the most prominent adventurer company in Oda. They weren’t large, but they had a very high bar of entry. They only accepted Platinum Ranks and above.
There were also the Silver Archers from Iceglen. The Vanguards of Sorcery from the former country of Nixa. The Hammer Bladesmen from Elutra. And many more.
That was not to mention the Rising Veterans Company was here too. One of the Three Honorable Companies. They led this coalition. Or, more specifically, Helena Warshade led this coalition. She was the second highest-leveled [Mage] in the world— an Archmage of Mavos Academy. 
Edithe honestly couldn’t believe it. She never thought she’d ever meet Helena Warshade in person, let alone work alongside her. The Valiant Dreamers were a part of the so-called Coalition Council as they were one of the larger companies present. And Edithe represented the Valiant Dreamers in that regard.
It was strange. Hadrian was the leader of their company, but he entrusted her to be the representative. Perhaps it was because the True Valiants were given a seat at the Coalition Council too, and Edithe was actually on speaking terms with them.
Regardless, as Edithe sat in the meeting tent and listened to Helena Warshade, she couldn’t help but admire the Archmage.
“We’ll be arriving at the Helbir Plains in a day’s time.”
Helena spoke as she pointed at the map laid out before her.
“There, we’ll be meeting up with both the coalitions of the Forsaken Company and the Remembered Order Company.”
“And is that when we’ll strike the Primeval Demon?”
A bearded man asked. Edithe recognized him as Jordan. The leader of the Vanguard of Sorcery from Nixa. He leaned forward, an eager desire for revenge in his eyes. Helena shook her head.
“No. We’ll need allies. We cannot be hasty. We cannot battle the Primeval Demon alone. We must be prepared.”
It made sense to Edithe. The biggest reason why the Primeval Demon was able to beat back the Human coalition army in Nixa was because of how unprepared they were for this threat. They treated it like it was a ‘mere’ calamity-level threat— but, in reality, it was even worse.
A cataclysm-level threat, perhaps. And if the Demon King was really behind this invasion, it could be an apocalyptic-level threat.
It sent a shudder down Edithe’s spine. She was afraid of what would happen if there was an all-out interplanar war in her lifetime. It was something she heard about in history books but never expected to experience herself.
But not everyone agreed with Helena’s assessment of Belzu’s danger. There was a snort. Heads turned to face the familiar troublemaker at this point. Edithe glared at him— at Orgaf, Thief of the Golden Scale.
He was an Elite [Rogue]. He sat next to Helena— next to the other Elites like Alder Ashford and Lofus. He was Level 161. His level dwarfed Edithe’s. Normally, such a gulf in level would automatically draw her respect. But he had such an unlikable and vile personality that she could only hate the man.
“Seriously? We’re going to waste more time waiting for more weaklings to join us?”
Orgaf rolled his eyes. 
“That’s such a foolish plan, Helena. And you know it.”
The Archmage narrowed her eyes but said nothing. Meanwhile, Edithe couldn’t keep her mouth shut. She’d cooled down significantly in the last few years; however, everything about Orgaf got on her nerves.
“And will you elaborate, or are you just here to be an asshole?”
She asked, crossing her arms. There were a few quiet nods of agreement. Nothing too obvious. But Edithe was sure most of those present were on her side— after all,
“Well, if you insist, I shall continue.”
He sneered at her, speaking boldly for everyone to hear.
“It’s the same mistake we made before. If we continue to let that Primeval Demon run amok, it’ll only get stronger. So what if we bide our time and gather a stronger army? So will it. All this waiting and strategizing is just pure foolishness.”
Edithe blinked. She wasn’t expecting a proper response. He kind of had a point. But she didn’t waver.
“So what do you propose instead? That we charge in foolishly and die now?”
“Maybe you idiots would die. But if we gather a group of Elites and target the Primeval Demon from the start?”
Orgaf shrugged.
“It’d be over in a moment.”
Edithe stared at him. That was never going to work. Not against Belzu’s illusions. Not against his curses. Not when he had an army defending him. She opened her mouth.
“You’re the idiot here if you think—”
“That’s enough.”
Helena interrupted them from arguing any further.
“This discussion is irrelevant for now.”
She gave an exasperated sigh. Edithe pursed her lips— the red-haired woman wished she didn’t say anything now. It must’ve been annoying dealing with their bickering. Like children.
“Before you are dismissed, does anyone have anything else to add?”
The leader of the Rising Veterans Company asked. Edithe drew back with nothing to add. And most of the room remained quiet. No one spoke. Helena Warshade nodded.
“Very well. Then you are dismissed.”
—--
“I fucking hate him.”
Edithe cursed, pacing back and forth. She was back with her company. They were still in their encampment. They were leaving at dawn tomorrow. 
Hadrian tried to placate her.
“It’s fine, Edithe. I don’t think Helena Warshade agrees with him, anyway.”
“But he’s still such an asshole!”
“I know.”
He placed a hand on her shoulder. She paused. She turned to Hadrian, meeting his gaze. He continued.
“Look, if you want, I can be at the meeting the next time around. It’s my fault for pushing my job onto you.”
Edithe stared at Hadrian. There was a hint of melancholy on his face. Some semblance of regret. He averted his eyes.
“I just… sometimes, I’m not even sure what to do. Especially since Jake is there. The True Valiants hate me. They blame me for what happened. And they’re…”
He trailed off. Edithe slowly took him by the hand.
“I can handle it, Hadrian. I’m just venting. But there’s no need to worry. Seriously, we trust you.”
She glanced over at the rest of their company. He chuckled as he raised his head.
“You’re right. I’m probably just overthinking it.”
Edithe couldn’t help but worry about Hadrian. About how he was feeling— especially after Baris’s death. But that didn’t take precedence right now. So, she explained what happened in the rest of the meeting to him. She relayed Helena’s decision to finally leave the Sunmere Republic to the rest of the company. They prepared to leave, packing their things along with the rest of the coalition army.
When morning came, they left, heading for the Helbir Plains. They barely stopped at the border cities to gather new recruits. They left a message behind at the Adventurers Guild before continuing.
And as Edithe marched alongside Hadrian and her company, another company approached the Valiant Dreamers. However, they weren’t there to start trouble. In fact, they were friends. Allies.
Noah. Leader of the Northbury Troops. They actually were from the Helbir Plains. The burly man sauntered up to Edithe and Hadrian, smacking them both on their backs.
“Edithe! Hadrian! It is good to see you here!”
“Noah.”
Hadrian greeted him with a smile.
“I had thought you and your troops had already returned to the Helbir Plains. What were you guys doing still in the Sunmere Republic?”
“We were doing a few jobs here and there.”
Noah waved a hand off dismissively. 
“But then I heard about this whole coalition thing. And why wouldn’t I join it?”
“It’s good that you’re here.”
Edithe nodded. He wasn’t that strong. But she knew he was resourceful. Especially since he was… well, a Vampire. She didn’t mean to be discriminatory to him just because he wasn’t fully Human. But they were known to be Demon Slayers. Everyone knew that.
Noah raised a brow knowingly.
“Oh? And what does that mean?”
“T-that’s—”
She drew back nervously. But he just guffawed.
“I’m kidding. I know what you meant. And trust me, that’s exactly why I’m here. Although I’m sure you can count on that boy Hadrian too if you wanted.”
He grinned at Hadrian, but the leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company just shrugged.
“Unlike you, I was never raised as a Vampire. Good riddance too. That means I don’t have to keep up with their politics.”
“Actually, that’s why I was searching for you.”
Noah leaned in conspiratorially to them. Edithe blinked.
“Did something happen?”
“Yes. Quite a surprising thing. I just got word from one of my thralls— a message spell. Apparently, all Four of the Greater Vampire Families have pledged their word to work together to deal with the Primeval Demon threat.”
Hadrian paused. His eyes widened.
“Are you serious?” 
Edithe frowned.
“Is that that big of a deal?”
She wasn’t familiar with Vampire politics. In fact, she knew very little about Vampires until Hadrian revealed the truth to her. The leader of the Valiant Dreamers nodded.
“It is. The Greater Vampire Families have not been united in a long time.”
“And all it took was a cataclysm-level threat to show up.”
Noah snorted in agreement. Edithe tapped a finger on her chin.
“That’s a good thing, isn’t it?”
“In a sense, yes. But it’s still ridiculous it took this long for them to finally work together. Especially after… you know…”
The burly man spoke, gesturing at Hadrian. Hadrian just sighed.
“What happened to my family before I was born doesn’t matter. What matters now is that we capitalize on this. If we can get Helena to agree to work with them…”
“That’s right. We’d stand a better chance against the Primeval Demon.”
Edithe agreed. Noah glanced between the pair, grinning.
“Well, do I have good news for you! The Vampire families are gathering in Alyras.”
“That’s…”
“In the Helbir Plains!”
Edithe exchanged a glance with Hadrian. They both nodded at each other. They had the same thought.
“That’s perfect. Come on, we need to find Helena.”
The red-haired woman gestured both Noah and Hadrian forward with her. Soon enough, they found the Archmage and leader of the Rising Veterans Company. She led the coalition army at the very front, sitting atop her floating cloud.
It took a little bit of convincing, but after speaking to Leopold— the same man who’d brought the Valiant Dreamers into the adventurer coalition— they got him to call her down to speak with them.
Helena Warshade descended from the sky, an indifferent look on her face.
“I was told you had something important to tell me.”
She scanned the trio, pausing only at Noah. Edithe stepped forward.
“We have news, Archmage Warshade. Of allies in the Helbir Plains. The Four Greater Vampire Families have agreed to work together. And they have gathered at—”
“Alyras.”
Helena spoke over the red-haired woman.
“I am quite aware. I have my own information network, Edithe Dawnrise.”
She kept her tone neutral, but Edithe almost felt like she was being stung by Helena’s words. Of course, Helena would’ve known! The red-haired woman stumbled back, unsure of what to say.
“Oh… that’s—”
“But we have friends within the ranks of the Vampire families.”
Hadrian added. He hesitated for a moment before continuing.
“I am a Vampire, myself. And so is Noah of the Northbury Troops. We can help you link up with them.”
He gestured at Noah, who was nodding in agreement. Helena shook her head.
“I appreciate your help, Valiant Dreamers and Northbury Troops. But I am also aware of your Vampire lineage, and I have already spoken to the king of Alyras via message. We have a meeting with the Vampire families arranged once we arrive.”
Helena spoke bluntly. Even if she expressed gratitude, she looked unimpressed. And while Edithe recognized that as how Helena was most of the time, it still made Edithe feel bad for wasting the Archmage’s time.
“I-I see. That makes sense.”
Edithe bowed her head, wanting to take her leave as quickly as possible. That was embarrassing. 
“Thank you for listening to us, Archmage Warshade.”
“Is there anything else?”
“No. We shall take our leave now.”
The red-haired woman backed up, only to pause when she turned around. A man approached the group— a familiar man. The leader of the True Valiants. Jake. 
He must’ve seen Helena’s cloud descend and took his opportunity to approach them. Hadrian narrowed his eyes as Jake shot back a disgruntled look. 
“Archmage Warshade. I have some matter of import to discuss with you.”
“What is it?”
Helena asked brusquely. Then she glanced over at Edithe and Hadrian.
“And if it is about the Vampire families, I am aware.”
Edithe ducked her head. Jake tilted his head slightly, clearly confused.
“I, uh, have not heard of this news you speak of. But that’s not why I am here.”
“Then speak quickly. Tell me what news you bear.”
Helena didn’t seem intrigued regardless. But Jake continued, still speaking politely as he addressed.
“Actually, Archmage Warshade, while I do have something I need to bring up, it’s not so much news. Rather, I have someone I want you to meet.”
Edithe raised a brow. She saw Jake glance her way. He had a hint of nervousness on his face. 
“Is he someone important?”
Helena asked, face cool but voice clearly intrigued. 
“Yes.”
Jake nodded, stepping to the side.
“We have someone here who can help offer you valuable information. Especially in regard to this Demon threat.”
A man approached the base of the cloud. Helena Warshade actually reacted this time. Edithe’s eyes grew wide as she saw who was approaching. Hadrian sputtered out.
“Y-you’re—”
“Orbur Vale.”
Edithe gaped. 
“One of the former leaders of the Iron Champions Company.” 
The man stepped forward, bowing his head towards Helena, and spoke simply.
“Greetings, Archmage Warshade. May we talk?”
Helena placed a finger on her chin.
“Very well. Let us speak, Orbur Vale.”




47. Get Good

“I am so bored.”
I lay in bed as Willy flitted just above me. We were in the encampment just outside of fAlyras, and even though it had been a full day since we arrived here, we have done absolutely nothing. I kicked my feet in the air, whining to the [Will O’ Wisp].
“I want to see Edithe already!”
Edithe Dawnrise. My companion. The feisty red-haired woman. A [Mage], and a former [Summoner]. She was supposedly a part of the adventurer army currently heading to Alyras. And while I could just wait for her arrival, I was getting impatient.
“Just go?”
Willy asked, perplexed. I shook my head.
“I can’t.”
“Why?”
“Saffron asked me to stay. She said she’s worried that Belzu could be tracking us down by himself. His army hasn’t been seen within Inoria’s borders in over a week. We don’t even know where he is, so it’s dangerous.”
I explained as I sprawled myself in bed. I glanced out of the tent— it was nighttime. Everyone was sleeping. But I didn’t need to sleep. The camp was still as everyone else snoozed like the stupid Humans they were. The only person here who didn’t need to sleep was the one keeping me company.
Willy. And he gave me an inquisitive look.
“Clone?”
He suggested. He spoke in his usual clipped sentence. Especially when the implication was clear enough. I knew what he meant— he wanted me to send one of my clones to find Edithe. I nodded.
“I already sent a clone out. Yesterday, actually. But…”
I trailed off.  The [Will O’ Wisp] flickered.
“But?”
I sighed.
“My clone is…”
***
The dark world rushed around the clone. She moved swiftly over the landscape. As though the ground was gripped with languor, and the placid trees were content with where they stood. The clone looked up and saw the wheeling stars, then down at the rapidly changing map. Her task had been simple.
Go find Edithe, the original said. I can just teleport back and forth if you find her.
The logic made sense. But there was one problem. A minor setback. The clone’s flames dimmed as the realization settled in.
She was— 
***
“—lost.”
I sighed.
“My clone is lost.”
Willy stared at me for a moment. Then he snorted.
“Heh.”
“Come on! It’s not my fault, alright? I bet if I was the one out there searching for Edithe, I wouldn’t be lost.”
“Sure.”
The [Will O’ Wisp] spoke sarcastically. I scowled, crossing my arms.
“And it’s harder when you literally don’t know where you’re going, ok? Saffron just told me the adventurer army was somewhere to the southwest. That’s not a lot of direction to work off of!”
“Get good.”
No matter my protestation, Willy just laughed. We argued as the night continued. I tried to swat at him, but like an annoying fly, he zipped out of the way. Fortunately, since he was here to keep me entertained, the morning finally arrived and I could go bother someone else.
I waited outside a luxurious tent as its flap slowly drew open. A drowsy figure rubber her eyes, taking a single step forward. And I leapt at her.
“Saffron!”
“S-Salvos?!”
Saffron Merryster stumbled back. I placed my hands on her shoulders.
“Are we done waiting yet? Can I go find Edithe myself?”
“What?”
It took Saffron a moment to parse what I was saying. She blinked a few times before shaking her head.
“Look, Salvos, we’ve already had this conversation yesterday. I told you, I can’t stop you from doing what you want to do. Find your friend—”
“Edithe’s not my friend. She’s my companion, just like you.”
“...yes, companion. Whatever. Go find her if you want to. But if the Primeval Demon attacks—”
“You’ll all die and I won’t be there to stop it. I know, I know.”
I rolled my eyes, a bit annoyed. I knew what she was saying was true. In fact, if I hadn’t even been there during the whole ordeal with the [Lesser Wyverns] and [Goliath Oliphants], it was entirely possible Saffron would be dead now.
“It’s just dumb. Why can’t Belzu die already?”
He was the source of a lot of my problems since he appeared. Saffron shrugged.
“That’s what we’re working on, Salvos.”
My shoulders went slack as I drew back. Saffron stared at my clearly worsening mood. She massaged her temples, glancing back into her tent.
“Listen, Salvos, I have to get ready for a meeting later today. But if you’re this bored, why not just explore the city or something?”
“I tried!”
I spoke exasperatedly, gesticulating towards Alyras.
“But it’s literally just like any other city I’ve ever been in. I got bored after taking a look at five streets!”
Seriously, it’d be more fun for me to stare at a rock for hours than just take a look at the same Human settlements over and over again. Saffron shook her head.
“Alyras is very different from the cities you’ve been in before, Salvos. The culture here is entirely different. For one thing, you’d be hard-pressed to find any temple other than the Den of Souls here in the Helbir Plains. Even the architecture draws on a more minimalistic style compared to the ornate or dark designs of—”
“I don’t care. It’s a city. A Human city. Just like any other Human city.”
I spoke over her before, harrumphing. She raised a brow, clearly puzzled.
“Uh… ok?”
I tried to make my displeasure even more clear, but she just moved on. She didn’t pick up on the hints. And while I would’ve loved to vocalize how annoyed I was at remaining in my Human form right now, someone would’ve probably overheard us.
“If you’re bored… how about this?”
Saffron tapped a finger on her chin.
“There’s something for you to look forward to tonight.” 
“Something for me to look forward to?”
I cocked my head. She nodded.
“Yes. There’ll be a feast held in the palace. Most of the important nobles have been invited to it, myself included, and I am allowed to bring guests.”
I narrowed my eyes. A feast? That was just another Human thing! And there was going to be lots of gross food too. I made a face of disgust.
“Why would I want to go to a feast? That sounds dumb!”
It was frustrating. I didn’t like being treated like a Human. I wasn’t a Human, and I certainly wasn’t on the ‘Human side’ of this war between Humans and Demons. I was just on my companions’ side… right?
Well, I also disliked Belzu. So I was against Belzu’s side too. But I definitely wasn’t a part of this so-called great united Humankind these Humans loved to boast about. 
Saffron furrowed her brows, eyeing me curiously. I could tell that she was starting to realize that I was genuinely upset about something. Then she snapped her fingers.
“Actually, I heard that there’s going to be a princess at the feast.”
I immediately piped up as my annoyances seemed to vanish.
“I want to go to the feast!”
***
“Finally.”
Belzu watched the sun rise over the mountains. It was day time, and he saw his destination in sight. The gray mounds of rock slowly morphed into greener trees and pastures. The scenery changed. He’d finally escaped Inoria’s borders.
“Levithus won’t dare to give chase to us here.”
His bulbous eyes darted back, warily eyeing the undulating hills behind him. A trail of monsters followed after the Primeval Demon. There were tens of thousands of them— with thousands of them over Level 70, such as the Mindreapers zipping about above the horde. Yet, their numbers were not as plentiful as they’d once been.
The constant battling and attrition with Regnorex’s foolish followers in Inoria had weakened him. His once hundred-thousand-strong army was weaker than ever. Belzu highly doubted he’d even be able to take another Capital city with what he had now, let alone face another coalition army of Humans. 
No— he needed to move swiftly. He’d been delayed enough. The next Treasure of Alexander awaited him here. In the Shedos Republic.
Truth be told, he couldn’t care too much about the names of the Human countries. He’d learned them simply to further his goal. But now, he needed to know more. He had to learn more. Because of his recent additions to his army— his attempt at regaining some of his lost numbers.
He craned his insect-like head back, facing a tanned figure waiting behind him. It wasn’t a monster. It wasn’t even under the control of the Mindreapers. It stood there, boots quaking just from his gaze.
“Tell me, Human.”
Belzu spoke simply as he slowly walked his way to the Human woman. She’d been a slave, and he’d liberated her. Given her freedom. And she now served under him. Her name— her history— none of it mattered to him.
All that mattered was that she gave him what he wanted.
“Does this country have more of your… kind?”
At first, the Human woman looked confused. She hesitated, trying to work her jaw as she didn’t know what to say. Then another Human spoke up from behind her.
“A-Alix, I believe that… L-Lord Belzu is asking if Shedos has slaves, just as Inoria did.”
“O-oh. T-thank you, Quin.”
The Human woman hurriedly nodded and bowed towards the Primeval Demon.
“No, L-Lord Belzu. The Shedos Republic voted to ban the trading of slaves a hundred years ago, when their republic was in its infancy.”
Belzu’s eyes didn’t narrow. But his pupils grew smaller. The Human woman gulped, backing away warily. But he turned away from her.
“I see.”
That was unfortunate. He could not replenish more of his army. He considered razing down a few more smaller cities, increasing his numbers with the undead that would come about. But would both slow him down when he was already hard-pressed for time, and run the risk of drawing the ire of another Human coalition army down on him.
No. He’d been too slow. He needed to move swiftly. Belzu raised his insect hand, pointing towards the horizon. His mouth didn’t move, but he sent a pulse of mind magic through the Mindreapers. Voiceless words that echoed in the head of all the monsters and even Humans present in his army.
His command. His will.
Onward. To the Greaves of Alexander.




48. Weird Woman

Princess Rana Alyras was the sole daughter of Artik Alyras, the king of Alyras. She was his only heir, and that meant she’d inherit his throne when he passed. He doted on her because of that. He always made sure her every needs and wants were tended to. And while she truly appreciated his affections when she was young, now that she was soon-to-be turning eighteen, she wished he was harsher on her.
A lifetime of luxury had made her soft. She was sheltered, and because of that, she wasn’t sure how to carry herself as a real princess. She’d met with other members of royalty— when they came to visit Alyras. They were nothing like her.
Even now, as Rana prepared for tonight’s feast, she was panicking. She looked in the mirror— at her dress— and bit her lower lip.
“Do you really think this is fine, Sevika?”
She turned to the maid standing next to her. Sevika just sighed.
“I already told you, your highness, you look perfectly fine.”
“But I can’t just be fine, Sevika. I hear that the Veridians will be there! And not just them— but the Merrysters and Norwoods too! They’re three of the Greater Vampire Families! I have to impress them.”
The maid massaged her temples. For other nobles, such a reaction from a mere servant would probably be considered quite rude. But Sevika was practically Rana’s best friend despite their relationship. Sevika spoke exasperatedly.
“You’re wearing the finest garments that all of Alyras has to offer. And you’re a princess. No one is going to judge you by what you wear.”
Rana shook her head, turning away from the maid.
“You just don’t get it, do you? It’s a feast with some of the most important people in the world!”
She started down the hallway as her long silk dress barely hovered over the ground. 
“No one— and I mean no one— at the feast is going to care that I’m a princess.”
***
“I’m going to meet a princess!”
I happily skipped behind Saffron as we hopped off the carriage. There was a large archway leading into the palace, and already dozens of nobles from the Vampire families were pouring in. Saffron Merryster followed after me, dressed in an elegant pink dress that matched her tress.
“Salvos, haven’t you met plenty of princesses before? Why are you this excited to meet another princess?”
“Wha— what are you saying?”
I paused, turning around to face my companion. Behind her, her butler Matthew, Daniel Song, and Amanda followed. Crocus Merryster and the rest of his family had gone ahead of us, traveling with Zin and a few of the Norwoods. Daniel shook his head.
“I don’t know, Salvos. I just thought you’d have gotten over your obsession with princesses by now. Haven’t you met Faith?”
“I did! And she’s the most amazing Human I’ve ever met!”
I nodded eagerly. Both my companions just stared at me. I cocked my head, giving them a confused look. Saffron started past me.
“Whatever. Just try to behave yourself, alright?”
“Will do!”
I raised a hand, following her down the gilded hallway as she led the way. Eventually, we arrived at the feast itself. A grand ballroom. One that was filled with over a thousand guests. And I totally wasn’t going to make a scene while in here.
***
“I’m so nervous…”
The princess shifted as she waited just outside of the feast hall. She breathed slowly, practicing a few meditation techniques her personal tutor had taught her. Sevika nudged her forward.
“Hurry up already. The king is waiting to introduce you to his guests.”
“I got it, I got it. I just have never been to very many parties before, let alone one of this size.”
Rana exhaled, finally steeling herself just enough to take a step forward. Then she paused. 
“Actually, I changed my mind. Give me another—”
But Sevika pushed her out. The princess stumbled through the curtain, wide-eyed before shooting a glare back at her maid. Sevika carried herself with poise as she stepped out after Rana.
“You—”
“King Artik, the princess has arrived at the feast.”
Sevika spoke calmly past Rana. The princess froze. She slowly spun around, face burning as she faced the throne. Artik Alyras rose from his seat, disengaging from his conversation with two well-dressed figures. He smiled as he turned to his daughter.
“There you are, Rana.”
“F-Father! I apologize for my lateness. I ran into a problem with the laces—”
“It is fine. Come, Rana, say hello to lady Anya Veridian and Ulli Veridian. You remember them, right?” 
He ushered the princess forward. Rana stiffly walked up to the two figures. She recognized them from their reputation alone. Anya Veridian, the head of the Veridian Family. And Ulli was both her husband and former butler. Their romance had been scandalous when it was announced, but now, everyone treated Ulli Veridian with the same respect as any other lord.
“Y-yes. It is a pleasure to meet you once again, lady and lord Veridian.”
Was that even the right way to greet them? Rana didn’t know— they were the most powerful nobles in all of the Helbir Plains! Even her father didn’t have as much influence over the countries here as they did!
“Greetings princess Rana.”
Anya smiled as she bowed back at the princess.
“It really has been so long since I last saw you. You were but this height back then.”
She brought her hand up to her waist. Rana bit her lower lip. That wasn’t right. She met lady Anya when she was fifteen years old. But she couldn’t bring herself to correct the head of the Veridian Family.
King Artik smiled as he gestured past the Veridians. Towards a nearby table. 
“Now, Rana, I’m sure you’re hungry as you haven’t had a meal all day much to our [Chef]’s chagrin. You may take a seat, and Sevika will serve you anything that you wish.”
“Thank you, Father.”
Rana barely squeaked out, glad that she was given an out from the conversation. Not like she would’ve even been invited into it. It sounded important. And, well, unfortunately Rana wasn’t very… useful.
“Yes, lady Anya. My sources tell me that the Primeval Demon was recently seen entering Shedos.”
“This is alarming. Hopefully we can meet up with Helena Warshade’s forces before—”
“See, princess Rana? That wasn’t so hard. You held a conversation. Good job.”
Sevika spoke, interrupting the princess’ eavesdropping. Rana blinked, then scowled.
“Oh, hush Sevika. I embarrassed myself because of you.”
“I highly doubt anyone paid attention to you stumbling out from behind the throne, princess Rana. Everyone seems to be preoccupied with their own conversations.”
That was true. Rana scanned the room, taking in the various figures she recognized present. 
“That’s… Lord Crocus Merryster from the Merryster Family!”
She stared at the man walking around in plate armor. He was close to Elite in level. Over Level 130. And while he was a Lord, he was also a decorated soldier of Nixa’s army… when it still existed. That was why he was dressed that way.
“Amazing. I heard he was at the Fall of Nightsveil. And he survived it. He must be higher-leveled than even Zura…”
Zura was Alyras’ highest-leveled general. They were a small nation state, after all. They haven’t had an Elite from the country in the last thousand years. 
“And next to him— that’s Zin and Gannon Norwood!”
Rana recognized the [Druid] and the senator of Shedos immediately. She expected Zin to be dressed in leaves or to be wearing animal fur, but surprisingly, the [Druid] wore a regular dress. 
“They really are here too…”
For a moment, Rana thought about getting up and introducing herself to them. But she immediately thought better of the idea and marched straight to her table. No, I’ll definitely make a fool of myself. Best to limit all social interaction for the night. That is the only way I’ll make a good impression.
“Yes, princess Rana. You were given a guest list, and their names were clearly on it.”
Sevika piped up from behind Rana. The princess rolled her eyes.
“I just thought they wouldn’t actually show up, alright?”
She returned to looking around the large hall with starry-eyes. She saw so many people she heard about. Powerful people. Many of whom she never imagined she’d ever meet.
“That’s Jana Dok, head of one of the most influential lesser Vampire family. They were a thrall to the Slydrifts when they were still around, weren’t they? And that’s Serrin Tash. And that’s Selene Leo. And that’s Alvan Marin— wait, why is he here? I thought his family hated the Norwoods?”
Rana listed out name after name after name. She watched them all as they conversed, busying themselves while interacting with one another. 
“And here I am, all on my own… this is even more embarrassing than I thought it’d be.”
She flushed as she sat at the empty table. Sevika’s face didn’t change as she responded.
“You’re seriously going to be moaning about everything tonight, aren't you?”
“You just don’t understand what it’s like to be in my position, Sevika.”
The princess crossed her arms. The maid nodded.
“Indeed. I do not know what it’s like to be born into the most affluent and powerful family in the country. Your life is truly a travesty.”
“You know what I meant by that!”
“Maybe. Maybe not. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll go and bring you some food.” 
Sevika drew back, excusing herself. Rana blinked and raised a hand.
“Wait, Sevika! Don’t leave me alone—”
But the maid was already gone. And the princess of Alyras found herself truly alone this time, awkwardly sitting at an empty table as the room bustled around her.
“...what do I do?”
Rana muttered, wanting to slump over in embarrassment. But to keep up appearances, she couldn’t. She just hoped no one would pay attention to the lone princess seated by herself— 
“Ahhhhh!”
Fortunately for her, everyone’s attention was diverted elsewhere as a high-pitched shriek erupted from the corner of the room. 
***
I licked my fingers, watching as the plump lady ran away from the buffet table. Her screaming was causing a commotion. A scene in this grand feast. Seriously, what an idiot. Meanwhile, here I was, behaving myself quietly as I munched on the last of my snack.
“What are you doing, Salvos?!”
Saffron, for whatever reason, ran up to me in a panic. I cocked my head, turning to her.
“Me? I’m just eating. See?”
I held up a large mosquito as it dangled in between my fingers. Its wings flapped, trying to get away, but I stuffed it into my mouth. There was a crunch as bit down on the mosquito.
“Mmm, delicious.”
“Salvos, that’s—”
She just stared at me as her eyes bulged out of their sockets. Those who were standing closest to us paled at the sight. A man gagged, stumbling forward, as a woman covered her child’s eyes. I raised a brow.
“This is a feast, right? What’s wrong with having a snack or two?”
“Where did you even get that bug? I could’ve sworn there was an anti-insect zone set up around the feast.”
“I caught it before we entered of course!”
I happily exclaimed. Then I produced a few dead flies in the palm of my hand with [Dimensional Pocket].
“I also have this—”
“Alright, that’s enough.”
Saffron just grabbed me by the hand before I could munch on the rest of my snacks. She dragged me away from the watching crowd, profusely apologizing to the onlookers.
“Sorry! She’s an adventurer! She’s just too used to her weird eating habits!”
Willy followed us, laughing the entire way until we were away from the buffet table. We stood closer to the throne now, and I frowned.
“Hey! I was eating!”
“I don’t know what made you think that was a good idea, but I asked you not to make a scene, Salvos. What’s going on with you? I know you’re smarter than that.”
“Nothing’s wrong with me. Maybe something is wrong with you guys, huh? Ever thought about that?”
I stuck a tongue out at Saffron. She massaged her temples.
“And you’re wearing your blue jacket too…”
The young noble paused. She eyed me carefully before shaking her head.
“I don’t know what’s going on— you’ve been acting strangely for the past few days— but whatever it is, we’ll talk about it later, alright?”
“Fine.”
I harrumphed. Saffron gestured past me, sighing. Willy just laughed behind us.
“Just behave yourself until then, please.”
“Ugh, I will.”
“Thank you.”
Saffron smiled and patted me on the shoulder. Then she turned around and returned to the feast. I spotted a nearby table right by the throne. There was only one person seated there. A young woman. I grumbled, dragging myself there as Willy flitted behind me.
“I was told there was going to be a princess. Where is she anyway?”
I really wanted to befriend her— and maybe ask if she could make me her sister.
***
Rana stared at the weird woman with the blue clothes as she approached the empty table. There was a glowing spark floating above her shoulder, and she said something in an annoyed voice under her breath.
The princess tensed up, unsure of what to do. That woman had eaten a giant mosquito in a single gulp. Even worse— Rana didn’t even recognize her. And she especially didn’t know what to say to her once she sat down.
Sevika… please… save me, the princess begged.
Unfortunately, the weird woman took a seat, and Rana was helpless to do anything but sit there quietly.




49. Lonely Princess

Rana Alyras hung her head in defeat as the weird woman sat down at her table. Sevika wasn’t going to be returning anytime soon— the maid had said she was going to acquire food, but that clearly was a lie. Otherwise, she’d be back by now.
And now, the princess was trapped. She fidgeted in her seat, casting nervous glances at the weird woman. Please don’t talk to me. Please don’t talk to me. Please don’t talk to—
“Hi! I’m Salvos, what’s your name?”
…why?!
***
I faced the other girl who was sitting at the table. She had long black locks that were tied into various different braids. Her skin was tanned— dark like most of the people I’d seen from the Helbir Plains. And Ivonne Vigil. That [Merchant] who held the auction for the Fruits of Y’gdrazil at Mavos Academy.
Obviously, they didn’t look related. I could tell that this girl sitting across from me had a different… everything from Ivonne. So I wasn’t going to stupidly lean forward and ask if she knew Ivonne just from that.
Instead, I happily introduced myself to her.
“Hi! I’m Salvos, what’s your name?”
The girl froze. Her entire body tensed. I watched as she slowly turned to face me, tilting her head.
“A-are you talking to me?”
She asked, and I nodded.
“Yep!” 
I watched as she bit her lower lip. She tried to work her mouth, but nothing came out. I tapped a finger on the table patiently.
“Um, hello? I am talking to you.”
I waved a hand in front of her head. Her face turned crimson red, and behind me, Willy snorted.
“She heard you.”
“Well, why isn’t she replying then?”
I posed the question to the [Will O’ Wisp]. He flitted up in front of my head, speaking simply.
“Because annoying.”
“I’m not annoying!”
I raised a fist. He just laughed as I swatted at him. My face twisted into a scowl. I sat back in the chair while Willy continued to fly around me. Then I noticed the way the girl’s eyes widened. She stared up at the floating piece of flame.
“That’s… a Grand Spirit?!”
***
The princess couldn’t believe her eyes. She’d never seen a Grand Spirit before. There weren’t very many [Summoners] in the Helbir Plains. The Sanctum of Elements and the Sanctuary of Fauna didn’t extend to this part of the Human lands. And while the Den of Souls was prevalent here, they didn’t exactly encourage summoning. Not in the same way the Sanctum of Elements and the Sanctuary of Fauna did.
The Den of Souls still looked at Spirits as hallowed creatures. They were the servants of the Spirit Lord, and thus, they were to be treated with respect and dignity. To be summoned at the beck and call of any individual Human and fight and die for them. 
No— Spirits were summoned in a ritual with numerous [Priests] providing offerings to them in exchange for the completion of a task. It reminded Rana of what she read about [Cultists] and Demon summonings, but she never once voiced her comparisons since she knew the Den of Souls would be gravely affronted at that.
Anyway, all this just meant that there were even fewer Spirits in the Helbir Plains in comparison to other parts of the Human lands. To see a Spirit was already a very rare sight. And to see a Grand Spirit?
Rana’s jaw dropped as she just stared. The [Will O’ Wisp]’s fire blazed.
“I am.”
It took the princess a moment to realize he was answering her question. She lost all sense of her decorum and poise. There were so many questions she wanted to ask him. Like what was his level? Why was he here? Or what even was he a Grand Spirit of? 
But before she could continue, the weird woman— Salvos— interrupted the Grand Spirit.
“Nope. Willy’s lying. He’s a Stupid Spirit.”
Salvos clearly emphasized the second last word. Rana blinked a few times.
“...pardon?” 
But neither the weird woman nor the Grand Spirit paid attention to her confusion. Instead, they bickered. Almost like children.
“Shut up. You stupid.”
“No, you!”
Salvos stuck her tongue out at the [Will O’ Wisp]. He giggled. The princess was at a loss for words. It took her a moment to realize they were just messing with each other. Almost in the same way Sevika would with Rana. And judging by the odd way that the weird woman was dressed, it must’ve meant one thing.
“Are you a [Summoner]? An adventurer?”
“Yep.”
The weird woman nodded eagerly, swatting the [Will O’ Wisp] away. 
“I’m Salvos, Secely’s Sentinel. Liberator of the Plaguelands. Death of the Destroyer. Diamond Ranked adventurer.”
She listed out a long list of Titles. Rana’s eyes went round at that. Titles were a rare thing. And it was even rarer to cycle through so many Titles. Also— 
“Wait, you’re the Liberator of the Plaguelands? As in one of the three adventurers who killed the Lich?”
“That’s me!”
Salvos beamed. The Grand Spirit groaned in the back.
Rana was in complete awe. The princess just sat there in a daze, trying to parse this. She’d heard news of the Lich’s death. Of the three adventurers who traveled deep into the Plaguelands and slain it once and for all. 
A [Warrior]. A [Rogue]. And a [Mage]. 
But wait… Rana furrowed her brows.
“I don’t recall there being a [Summoner] amongst the Liberators of the Plaguelands.”
The silver-haired woman cocked her head, in thought.
“Well, there was Edithe? But she’s not a [Summoner] anymore.”
Rana was certain there was some kind of a misunderstanding here. But it’d have been too awkward to explain, so she just bit her lips and tried to move on.
“I have never met such a high-leveled adventurer before. Or a Grand Spirit. I’m sorry if I was rude, I am usually less flustered—” 
The princess paused mid-lie. She realized that she’d made another blunder. One far worse than anything else she could’ve committed.
“Oh, I haven’t introduced myself…”
“Yep. You haven’t.”
The princess felt her face burning at that. Salvos and Willy both exchanged a glance. Rana hurried to her feet, managing an unrefined bow. 
“My name is Rana Alyras. I am the sole princess of Alyras. I am so sorry for my rudeness.” 
There was a pause. Rana could hear the feast continue around them. The room was bustling, filled with ambient music put on by an orchestra Artik had gotten to entertain the guests. And the awkward silence dragged on for a moment longer.
Rana wanted to cry as she felt Salvos’s gaze bore into her.
I messed up, didn’t I? She hates me now— 
“You’re the princess of Alyras?!”
Salvos finally exclaimed. 
Rana blinked. That wasn’t the reaction she was expecting. She glanced up in bewilderment at the adventurer, speaking hesitantly.
“I… am.”
“Woah! You’re really the princess, aren’t you? Just look at the way you’re dressed!”
Salvos got to her feet, gesturing at Rana’s long silk dress decorated in jewelry. The princess flushed.
“I-is it that bad?”
“It’s amazing! You look so rich and fancy!”
There were many things racing through Rana’s mind. But all she could do was watch as Salvos circled around her excitedly. Then the adventurer turned to her Grand Spirit companion.
“Look at her, Willy! She’s the princess of Alyras! I’m actually talking to the princess of Alyras!”
That felt like something Rana should be saying for meeting Salvos. In fact, it was the same excitement that Rana knew she was feeling underneath her gaping and staring. The only difference was that she was too embarrassed to actually vocalize her thoughts.
The Grand Spirit just laughed at Salvos. 
“Fool.”
“I am not making a fool of myself!”
“Are.”
“Nope!”
They bickered as Rana stood to the side. She felt her face heat up as they continued their argument. Like children. But also like friends. Sevika and Rana openly traded jibes no different than they did. The only difference was that Rana did it in secret.
But Willy and Salvos did it so freely. Without a care in the world. Even if there were dozens of nobles— ladies and lords— giving them judging looks. They continued. And Rana’s lips quivered. She tried to hold it back but couldn’t. 
The princess broke out laughing.
Salvos and Willy paused their argument, turning to face her curiously. Rana tried to cover her face as she continued laughing.
“I’m so sorry. I’m not laughing because it’s— I’m…”
No matter what Rana did, she couldn’t hold herself back. Perhaps it was just the way the pair were acting so freely, it rubbed off on her. And for a moment, she thought they’d have looked at her with disdain for her reaction.
But Salvos laughed too. Before the [Will O’ Wisp] joined. When Sevika left, the table had been empty. Only Rana sat there. Alone, quiet and by herself. But when the maid returned, their table was full of life. Now, the princess had someone to talk to. 
The maid smiled.
***
“Hey, uh, Saffron, was it?”
Saffron Merryster glanced back at the mention of her name. She faced a young man with black hair— one who was just as improperly dressed for this event as Salvos was. Daniel Song. He was accompanied by Amanda who was cross-armed standing behind his right shoulder. 
The young Vampire raised a brow.
“Did you need something, Daniel?”
“I was actually looking for Salvos. I haven’t seen her around since the start of the feast.”
He scratched at his cheek, speaking nervously. 
“You don’t think she’s going around causing trouble, is she?”
Oh, so that was what he wanted to talk about. Saffron sighed as she remembered the incident just earlier. 
“Well, Salvos has already caused trouble.”
“...are you serious?”
Daniel had the same resigned look on Saffron’s face. She nodded.
“And I already spoke with her. But I’m not sure whether she’ll actually listen to me. She’s been acting… weird recently.”
He pursed his lips as he exchanged a glance with the Vampire. They both had the same thought. 
“I think we should go check on her.”
They spoke at the same time. The pair immediately marched through the large hall, followed by the bored Amanda, until they finally got to where Saffron had left Salvos. They came to a halt when they saw Salvos… talking.
She spoke normally at a table as Willy floated beside her. Daniel exhaled in relief, placing a hand on his chest.
“That’s good. She isn’t—”
He looked over at Saffron, but she was still stiff. She stared at the two people Salvos was chatting with. Across from the silver-haired woman was the princess of Alyras. A black-haired woman wearing a glamorous silk robe. And next to her was her father.
King Artik Alyras sat with them, laughing and eating as a maid came to serve them a platter of food. 
Daniel gave Saffron a confused look.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
She just pinched the bridge of her nose.
“Salvos really just befriended the king and princess of Alyras, didn’t she?”
“Oh.”
Daniel shrugged.
“Well, as long as she’s feeling better, right?”
“I guess.”
***
Some time after Rana had warmed up to us, her father joined us in our meal. Their maid— a woman named Sevika— offered me a platter of dishes to choose from, and I picked out the lobster because it was the only thing I could eat without seeming rude. I was less upset now compared with before. I could distract my mind with something.
Princess Rana was fun to talk to. She was a princess just like Faith and Hope, but the way she behaved was completely different. In fact, she told me about the things she learned as princess, and it sounded nothing like what Faith had undergone.
Maybe it was because Rana was the sole daughter. The only princess. So she didn’t have to compete for power. Or maybe it was just because of how Artik was as the king and her father. Either way, I found them fascinating. I was certain we could’ve continued chatting into the night, if not for the one interruption that ground the entire feast to a halt. 
A man dressed in robes rushed his way through the hall. Heads turned, facing his way as he made his way to the king. At first, I didn’t notice him. But then I glanced up because I heard the ruckus caused by his escort— a group of armored guards clanking their way through the party.
“Your majesty. I bring an urgent missive from Shedos.””
The robed man kneeled before the king. Artik rose to his feet, frowning.
“What is it?”
“The Primeval Demon—”
I didn’t let the robed man finish. My head snapped up as I caught sight of a flash. No— not in the hall. I was looking through my clone’s eyes. Smoke. Blood. Death. Destruction. 
And I spoke for everyone to hear.
“Belzu has reached the Helbir Plains.”




50. Clone Convalescence

The clone was lost.
A vast flatland expanded far and wide. The blades of grass were but blurring specks beneath her. Even after a few days of travel, she wasn’t able to accomplish her task. She luxuriated in knowing that the Primeval Demon hadn’t yet been seen beyond the borders of Inoria. But she couldn’t lie and say that languor wasn’t catching up to her.
Despair settled in as the first vestiges of the idea of surrendering and returning to the original crept into the clone’s mind. Perhaps Edithe was never with the adventurer army in the first place. Perhaps this task had been all for naught.
But her doubts vanished when she spotted the convoy. There had to have been tens of thousands of figures moving about. An army.
There, the clone thought. This is my destination… maybe.
***
“Hurry up! Get a move on! We want to be at the Helbir Plains by the morrow!” 
A burly man barked the order as the adventurers rushed about the camp. It was early in the morning, and no one wanted to be up at this time of the day. But they had a schedule to keep. A scrawny man— probably a [Mage]— ran past the burly man with a stack of books in his arms. 
“Excuse me, excuse me—”
“Oi, what are you doing?!”
The [Mage] flinched, stumbling back as the burly man whirled on him. The books clattered on the ground. 
“W-wha…?”
“Go and do something useful, you damn [Mage]! You aren’t helping no one with your books!”
The burly man roared. The [Mage]’s eyes grew wide as he began to sputter.
“B-but my team has already—”
“Excuse me, Sirs. Is there a problem here?”
A booming voice interrupted the both of them. The burly man spun around, frowning. 
“Who the—”
And paused when he caught sight of the looming shadow. A hulking green mass of muscle stood before the burly man. There was a pair of arms folded together disapprovingly as another set of arms held up a stack of wooden planks.
It was a Cyclops. 
“Well?”
The Cyclops asked, furrowing his brow. The burly man hesitated as he looked up at the single eye.
“I… yes. I was just telling this gentleman right here that his efforts would be better used elsewhere.” 
There was a smile. A clear lie. The Cyclops shook his head, addressing the burly man who didn’t even reach his shoulders.
“Tell me, Sir: are you affiliated with the Remembered Order Company?”
“I-I am a part of the Silver Vanguard.” 
“Then if you are not with the Remembered Order Company, I do not believe this independent adventurer here has any obligation to listen to your orders.” 
The Cyclops gestured at the [Mage] who nearly squeaked. The burly man just nodded placatingly.
“Why of course. I was simply offering him some advice. I assure you, there will not be trouble here, Sir.”
“Jaakko.”
“Pardon?”
“You may simply call me Jaakko.”
“R-right.”
The burly man shrank back as the Cyclops replied curtly. Then spinning around, Jaakko spoke for every onlooker to hear.
“Good. Now that that’s resolved, please everyone, proceed about your business.”
—--
“He really went in and got involved, didn’t he?”
Zack sighed, cleaning his glasses as he watched his leader from afar. Beside him, Helen just rolled her eyes. 
“Of course he would. He wouldn’t be our leader if he didn’t have a strong sense of justice.”
“More like a strong sense of being a busy-body.”
“Everything’s resolved without an issue. Why do you always have to complain, Zack?”
“I’m not complaining. I’m just saying, the last time he got himself involved in someone else’s business, we ended up trapped in a [Witch]’s hut for three whole days.”
“It was more like six hours, Zack. Stop over exaggerating things.” 
Helen scowled, and Zack pushed his glasses back onto his face.
“You get what I mean. We’re inviting trouble.”
“And yet—”
The Cyclop’s deep voice spoke over him. 
“We’re doing what’s right.”
Jaakko patted both his teammates with his two free hands. They looked up at him, and Zack sighed.
“I knew you were going to say that.”
He adjusted his glasses as he shook his head. The trio stood there in the middle of the bustling encampment. Jaakko, Helen, and Zack. They were adventurers— independents who were not affiliated with any company. And yet, at the call of one of the Three Honorable Companies, they came.
The Remembered Order Company had swept through the Eastern Kingdoms, gathering any and every adventurer they could. Zack and his team had been dealing with a Manticore threat for the Kingdom of Traith before Jaakko caught wind of this. So they joined the adventurer army. And now, they were on their way to the Helbir Plains to meet up with both the Rising Veterans’ and the Forsaken Company’s own armies.
Zack shrugged.
“Look, I just want to know what you would’ve done if that loud man was actually part of the Remembered Order Company. Because I highly doubt you would’ve backed down, would you?”
“I would not, yes.”
Jaakko agreed simply. Zack knew that was the case. Their team would always get in trouble, no matter where they were. Usually, they’d be able to somehow resolve it— especially with their status. But here?
“There are hundreds of Platinum Ranks other than us here, Jaakko. Maybe even thousands. We won’t get a pass this time around if we cause trouble.”
Zack glanced around the encampment as it slowly emptied out. A few faces glanced their way, curious. It was quite disconcerting, honestly. They were Platinum Ranked now. But they were a Gold Ranked team not long before, and they’d be quite content with their levels and strength then. It was only after they’d met that strange woman, the Savior of Silvergrove and Death of the Destroyer, Salvos, did they begin taking more risks.
She’d inspired them. The way she’d fought in the Silkfall Crevice Dungeon had stunned the team. Made them reevaluate how they saw themselves. What they wanted to become. Since then, they worked harder. Fought stronger monsters. Pushed themselves past their limits— even to the point where some would call them mad.
It paid off. They were now around Level 80. And if they kept this up, they might even reach Level 100 in two or three years’ time. And while being Level 80 was quite an accomplishment for an ordinary individual, in the grand scheme of things, they were just fodder.
A single low-leveled Diamond Rank could easily take on Zack and the rest of his team multiple times over. They couldn’t compete, at all. Especially if the Diamond Ranked had a high-leveled second Class.
Jaakko didn’t budge.
“And yet, someone has to stand for what’s right.”
“You…”
Zack pinched the bridge of his nose. Helen snorted.
“We’re arguing over nothing— as usual. Come on, we should really get a move on. We’re going to be reaching the Helbir Plains soon.”
Jaakko grunted, turning around. Zack eyed Helen as the encampment was finally fully dismantled, and the adventurer army led by the Remembered Order Company made their way through a valley. 
There were tens of thousands of adventurers here, behaving far more organized than adventurers had any right to be. But no one complained. The stakes were clear, and the reason they gathered together was simple. 
Money.
That almost made Zack want to laugh. The Remembered Order Company had struggled rallying the adventurers in the Eastern Kingdoms until they offered a massive recruiting bonus for every company or independent that joined their forces. Such was the motivation behind most adventurers— the silver, gold, or platinum they’d earn.
Zack’s team was different, of course. But they were the outlier, mostly because of Jaakko’s honor and Helen’s kindness. Zack himself had to find himself reining the two so they wouldn’t get into too much trouble and actually prioritized making some money.
However, Zack didn’t see glory or gold in this quest they were setting out on. He only saw death, despair, and doing what was necessary to save the Human lands. The Primeval Demon had to be stopped. If not, then everyone would suffer. There’d be no point in any monetary value Zack had. 
They streamed their way over the landscape as the day dragged on, following alongside a river as a city made itself barely visible in the darkening horizon. It was already evening, so they would likely be stopping there to rest. 
“That’s Westshield.”
Helen pointed out. Her lips curled up into a smile. 
“It means we’re arriving at Shedos’ borders now. We’ll be entering the Helbir Plains soon…”
Zack could tell that she was excited. And he couldn’t lie and say he wasn’t a little bit eager to meet up with the other adventurer armies. After all—
“Think she’ll be with the Rising Veterans?”
He asked, and Helen blinked.
“You mean Salvos?”
“Who else would I be talking about?”
“Maybe?”
She replied uncertainly. He wondered aloud as he walked next to her.
“I’m sure she’d be impressed by how far we’ve come…”
They were now higher-leveled than Salvos was when they last met her. Zack couldn’t lie and say he wasn’t proud of that. But Helen wasn’t.
“You heard the news. She’s the Liberator of the Plaguelands now. She’s probably Elite at this point.”
“Well, of course. I didn’t mean to compare us to that insane woman.”
Zack waved a hand off, speaking much to Helen’s chagrin.
“Salvos is not insane. She’s just a poor girl who was forced into extraordinary circumstances, alright?”
“Sure, sure. That’s just your older-sister-side showing.”
She scowled as Zack chuckled. The pair continued to chat, following Jaakko who didn’t partake much in the conversation. Then they almost ran into the Cyclops when he came to a halt. His single eye narrowed as he stared at the city.
“What’s wrong, Jaakko?”
Helen asked with a raised brow. Their leader leaned forward, speaking softly.
“Is that… smoke?”
Zack blinked. He immediately cast a spell of Enhance Vision. It was like he was looking through a spyglass. And he saw gray streaks blotting out the sky over the city. Then he saw the specks— the figures— assailing it. His breath was caught in his throat.
“Westshield is under attack!”
A voice bellowed for the entire army to hear. It was Mori Gladius. Leader of the Remembered Order Company. He was an Elite. A famed [Spearmaster]. He raised a glinting spear, rallying the adventurers into battle.
“To arms! We face the Primeval Demon today!”
A susurration ran through all those gathered. They weren’t ready. No one was prepared to face the Primeval Demon just yet. They’d thought they’d have reinforcements. That the other Honorable Companies would be with them. That they’d be triple or even quadruple their current number.
It seemed foolish to act now. But they saw the destruction happening before their eyes. Westshield was under siege. They had to move, even if they didn’t want to.
Zack found himself nervously flipping through his spellbooks as they marched straight for Westshield. He wasn’t sure what he’d even be able to contribute in this fight. Would it be a full engagement? A quick battle before pulling back? Maybe they were just going to divert the Primeval Demon’s attention?
There were a multitude of possibilities. But Zack didn’t have a say on the matter. All he could do was trust that Mori Gladius knew what to do. The adventurer army moved straight for the city as its walls crumbled. As an explosion shook the earth. There was a flash— a bright light cut through the smoke and the clouds.
It couldn’t have been long since the attack started, but the city was already falling. Zack spotted monsters of all kinds— from [Gatho Mammoths] and Chimeras to Drakes. There were undead too. And the Mindreapers everyone knew about.
These were just the Platinum Ranked threats. That wasn’t to consider everything else in the army. It sent a chill down Zack’s spine. The closer they got to the fighting, the bigger the pit in his stomach grew. He swallowed and licked his dry lips. He wasn’t the only one who was afraid. Everyone’s nerves worsened as another blast rocked the earth. 
But before they even reached the city, there was a shout. A panicked scream. Zack’s head snapped to the side as spells and arrows were loosed into the air. He spotted a golden flicker— a glowing figure dodging the attacks, flying over the army. 
Mori Gladius yelled at them to stop.
“Do not attack! That is an ally!”
His words calmed the nervous army. Their attacks ceased as the glowing figure hovered in the sky, staring at the destruction in silhouette. Zack almost thought it was familiar. It stayed there for a moment, before glancing down. It stared straight at Zack, and he jerked back.
“Why is it—”
Helen’s eyes grew round. 
“That’s…”
And the glowing figure descended. It landed next to Jaakko, Zack, and Helen. The three adventurers just looked at it for a moment. The Cyclops was the least put-off by its presence, while the [Archer] gasped. Zack was confused— the only one left out of the loop. Finally, after a quick [Identification], Zack realized what he was looking at. 
“You’re… Salvos?”
The glowing figure beamed at them. She spread her arms wide for a hug. Zack wasn’t sure how to react to this flaming apparition of the adventurer he’d met twice before. But he didn’t need to say anything. Because Mori Gladius interrupted them.
The leader of the Remembered Order Company stepped up to the Salvos clone.
“Interesting. I was curious as to who you were a clone of— I have heard of such Skills, although they are incredibly rare. But to think that you are the Liberator of the Plaguelands. Your presence is a boon to us.”
She nodded excitedly. He shook his head, turning to the city under attack. Then he offered her a hand.
“Will you aid us in repelling the Primeval Demon from the city, Salvos?” 
For a moment, she just stared at him. At his proffered hand. Then she snapped her fingers. Five more golden figures appeared behind her. More clones. They gave him a thumbs-up in unison. 
“Good. Then let us fight and save Westshield from its destruction.”
Zack watched as they came to an agreement. An unexpected ally appeared. One who’d aid them in facing the Primeval Demon here and now. It was almost reassuring. The adventurer army seemed to be bolstered by Salvos’ presence. Or, at least, the presence of her six clones. 
And yet, Zack didn’t sigh in relief. He saw the flash once again— like thunder. And he feared that… it wasn’t enough.




51. Clone Combat

“Kill them all.”
Belzu’s order was simple enough. The Lord of Lies wanted to replenish his army— to turn the populace of Westshield into a giant horde of undead before he moved for the Norwoods. And yet, despite the simplicity of the plan, Alix struggled to follow through with the orders. 
She pivoted around, dodging the blast of ice magic that came her way. The guard captain was a [Mage]— Level 71. Relatively high-leveled. But still over 10 levels below her. 
In a single leap, she closed the distance between them. He created an ice barrier, but she tore through it with a [Focused Strike]. A precise thrust of the sword.
The [Mage] stumbled back as she slashed down at him, cutting him across his chest. He fell to the ground as he gasped for air.
Alix stood over him in the middle of the burning city. He flinched as a locket fell from around his neck. Her eyes widened. She saw a picture— a painting. It was the [Mage] standing before her but different. Dressed casually. A father with his daughter. He raised his hands in fear. 
She hesitated.
“I… I’m sorry.”
Her eyes snapped shut. It took her everything she had to even steady her grip on her weapon. She raised her sword as he looked up at her. 
“Why are you doing this? Why do you side with that Demon?”
And she paused. She couldn’t follow through with the finishing blow. There was a blast in the background. The earth trembled. A stampede of monsters destroyed another part of the city’s walls. Alix, the former gladiator and slave, opened her mouth. 
“I can’t—”
But before she could continue, a sheering bright light sliced down from the heavens. It cut even the earth like a giant blade. The [Mage]’s head was lopped off in that instant. His body went limp as Alix recoiled.
She dropped to her knees, hearing the rapid-beating wings descend behind her. A warbled voice spoke to her, sending a terrifying chill down her spine despite the inferno raging around her.
“What are you doing?”
Belzu asked as his presence bore down on her. Alix’s mouth bobbed open stupidly but nothing came out. The Primeval Demon continued.
“I granted you freedom. All I ask of you is to be my sword. But you refuse to slay my enemies.”
Her throat tightened. It felt like a noose was being slowly wrapped around her neck. She didn’t doubt that Belzu would kill her without hesitation if she didn’t give him a satisfactory answer. 
“I-I—”
She couldn’t do it. These were innocent people. They’d done no wrong. Killing slavers and monsters was fine— she could work alongside a Demon to survive if that was all it had entailed. But this was a step further. If she followed through with this, there was no turning back.
Belzu’s bulbous eyes flashed in vindictive rage.
“I have shown you kindness, Human. I have given your worthless life meaning out of pity. Do not test my patience.”
Alix wanted to protest. She wanted to stand in defiance against the Primeval Demon. But all she did was hang her head in defeat.
“I understand, Lord Belzu. I am sorry for my disobedience.”
“Good.”
He made a satisfied sound. Alix’s shoulders slumped in defeat. If she wanted to live, she had no choice but to endure this. To do what she needed to survive. Even if it meant killing innocent lives. She got to her feet, picking up her sword and her shield. And Belzu’s head snapped to the side.
She blinked, watching him fly slowly into the air. There was an explosion in the distance— just outside of the city. She heard the cries of a [Gatho Mammoth]. She saw one of the giant beasts fall. What is…? she wondered.
Belzu clicked his mandibles
“Another Human army.”
He scanned the battlefield from high above. Alix stared at his back in disbelief. No… why? She knew what would happen. The army was here to save Westshield. However, there would only be one outcome.
“Drive them back. Turn them into my minions. Go.”
Belzu ordered her forward. His army of mindless monsters moved. Alix watched, unable to do anything as another army was crushed under the Primeval Demon’s might.
***
Belzu had arrived at the Helbir Plains. Or, rather, he was bordering between Shedos and the Helbir Plains. He’d traveled quickly. Only a few days ago did I hear the rumors that he’d left the Inoria Empire after having stalled there for months.
Now, he was besieging Westshield. The largest border city in Shedos. I didn’t know why he was attacking it, but all I knew was that my clone was there to help. 
I didn’t teleport there myself. I only had one Grand Skill available to use. My [Divine Essence] was still on cooldown. I would’ve only fought Belzu once I was ready— and that meant having both of my Grand Skills.
Still, my clone moved to confront Belzu. Well, six of my clones. At [Salvo of Vanity]’s current level, I could summon six clones at the same time. I wanted to see how well my clones would fare against him— if they were completely and utterly demolished or if they actually stood a chance. It’d let me gauge how well I, myself, would do against Belzu as I was now.
But also, I had another reason to fight. Jaakko was there. And so were Helen and Zack. I recognized them. They were my friends— they’d helped me out when I returned to the Silkfall Crevice on my own. Then they’d helped Daniel and I when we were being hunted by the Harrowed Vindicators. 
They were adventurers. Gold Ranked when I first met them. Now Platinum Ranked. I was very happy to see them. And I was going to make sure they got out of this battle alive.
The adventurer army moved. Tens of thousands of adventurers. They were higher-leveled than the average Human soldier, probably. But still, I highly doubted that they were enough to defeat Belzu and his army.
And the nobles gathered in the room with me agreed. I listened to their discussion, alternating between focusing on my clones and what was going on around me.
“What are they doing? Why are they attacking the Primeval Demon?”
King Artik Alyras paced back and forth as he read the reports his court [Mage] had delivered to him. Rana, his daughter, looked on in worry. 
“What should we do? Should we go help them?”
She asked. Gannon Norwood stepped forward, shaking his head.
“We stay put. I have reached out to Shedos, and they’re mustering whatever armies they can to assist the Remembered Order’s adventurer army. But even if we depart from Alyras now, none of us will arrive in time. All we can do is hope that Mori Gladius has a plan.”
***
“Focus on evacuating the citizens! We need to save as many people as we can!”
Jaakko called out as he threw his kusarigama at a charging Drake. Its chains wrapped around the monster’s scaled neck, and he tugged hard, bringing it to the ground. It fell with a roar before both Zack and Helen unleashed a flurry of magic. The Drake struggled for a moment before going limp. 
A notification resounded throughout Zack’s head as he panted.
“That was an [Obsidian Drake]. They’re a rare Drake evolution that’s not even native to the Motharis Mountain Range. How did the Primeval Demon get those in his monster horde?”
“Stop asking questions and keep casting your magic!”
Helen yelled, loosing another three arrows into the air. The enchanted bolts exploded, bringing down a flock of Vurats from the sky. Zack groaned as he brought up his spellbook. He heard screams— he saw a group of civilians fleeing from the crumbled walls as they were chased by undead. The inscriptions on Zack’s book glowed before the sky flashed.
Lightning thundered down from the dark clouds as a fire rain poured down at a horde of [Crypt Horrors] charging after the civilians. The attack targeted only the [Crypt Horrors], felling them one after another. They were very easy to bring down. Not only were they mostly Silver Ranked threats— with some reaching Gold Ranked— they were also undead. Swarm monsters. So they were weak.
But one larger undead bounded through even the tempest Zack had cast. A [Crypt Lord]— the leader of the small undead horde— charged straight at the [Mage] as the flames splashed off its disfigured body. It leapt straight for Zack, dodging a lightning bolt before swinging for his face. His eyes grew wide.
“[Earth Wall—” 
And Jaakko stepped in its way. The Cyclops caught the [Crypt Lord] with one of his four bulky arms. He slammed it onto the ground, creating a small crater in the earth. Then he swung the sickle of his kusarigama once, twice—
The Cyclops drew back. 
“Are you alright, Zack?”
Zack nodded in relief. 
“Thought I was a goner. That [Crypt Lord] was close to my level. And it went straight for my head.”
His robes were enchanted with protective spells. But he didn’t have any artifacts that granted any kind of protective aura. Those were very rare. And very pricey. 
“Come on. We haven’t even entered the city. Mori and his men are already inside.”
Jaakko ushered the team forward. Zack frowned. He didn’t think it was a good idea for them to push into the burning city. Out here, they were able to help out and stay relatively safe. Flee if need be. But in there?
Zack looked up to see a bright light slicing into the air. He didn’t know what that was. He sensed something from it— not magic. It radiated a power he’d never sensed before. And every fiber of his being screamed at him to flee. 
“We’re safer out here, Jaakko. Going further in is suicide.” 
This was an adventurer army. They weren’t organized like real soldiers. And that meant that there was no real central command. Perhaps that served to their overall detriment. But it meant that the individual teams could make their own decisions. Like right now.
“Mori gave us only one command. That is to save as many lives as we can. If we push on further and encounter the Primeval Demon, we’ll get ourselves killed without saving anyone.”
Zack had to admit, while he always considered himself the voice of reason, he could oftentimes see Jaakko’s point of view. This time, he was vehemently against it. He saw no logic to it. Jaakko stared at Zack. The Cyclops held his gaze with only a single eye. Helen glanced between the two, unsure of what to say. 
Then Jaakko nodded.
“I see. Very well.”
He finally turned away, looking on at the battle occurring at the fringe of the city. Just before the crumbled walls. This was where the bulk of the adventurer army had gathered. They couldn’t push further into Westshield. 
But there were still plenty of civilians fleeing— escaping the burning city. Someone had to protect them. Zack sighed in relief, glad that his leader saw reason. 
“We just have to hold this line so that the monsters don’t break through—”
Just as he started, he stopped. He caught sight of a massive shadow emerging from the flames. From the city. 
“[Gatho Mammoths]!”
Someone shouted in a panic. Zack cursed, watching the stampede charge straight for the line of adventurers. They braced themselves. These monsters weren’t the highest-leveled there was. They averaged around Level 60. Zack was certain his team could take out a herd of them on their own. But the problem was the destruction they’d wreak.
[Gatho Mammoths] were incredibly destructive. They’d tear through the lower-leveled adventurers with ease before they were even brought down. A group of Silver Ranked and Gold Ranked adventurers readied their weapons, shooting spells at the stampeding monsters. But the [Gatho Mammoths] charged on as they created a small earthquake with their magic. Jaakko stepped forward, and Helen breathed.
“We have to stop them—”
She raised her bow. But before anyone could even react, a golden figure zipped past the three adventurers. Zack blinked, watching as a blast of golden flames swept out at the [Gatho Mammoths]. The golden figure circled them, pouring out a constant deluge of fire until the last of the monsters were utterly incinerated.
Zack blinked a few times. Helen smiled, whispering the name of the golden figure.
“Salvos…”
Cheers broke out as the golden figure floated over the dead [Gatho Mammoths], single-handedly halting their charge. 
The golden figure beamed, placing her hands on her hips as the adventurer army began to chant. Zack was glad she was here. She’d be able to help them hold the line. And most of all, she wasn’t alone.
Zack glanced back, catching sight of even more golden figures speeding overhead. One. Two. Three. Four. Five— 
They flew past Zack, Jaakko, and Helen, soaring over the fighting. They rushed past the first clone and entered the city one after another, sending plumes of golden flames in every direction. They were like a flock of birds, moving in unison as they lit up the dark crimson sky with a golden light.
Zack stared in amazement at Salvos— or, rather, the Salvos clones— as they made waves throughout the battlefield.
***
I sent all but one of my clones into the city. The first clone— the one I’d summoned to find Edithe— stayed behind, keeping an eye out on Jaakko, Zack, and Helen while the others began to tear through the monster army. I looked through the eyes of the fastest clone. The one most eager to fight. The sixth clone.
She flew through the destroyed streets of the city, washing the pavement clean of monsters with a wave of golden fire. Drakes, Saeves, Yetis, and undead were turned into nothing but ash. Then I watched as the world spun around my clone. She swerved up into a window and through a destroyed roof, following a plume of smoke into the sky. A group of Mindreapers were zipped up above, and she appeared in between them. 
The sixth clone smirked as she spread her arms wide. [The Primordial Spark] glinted over her head, creating a flurry of weapons that struck the Mindreapers down in mere moments, tearing their ethereal bodies apart.
She looked down at the other clones as they rapidly tore through the city’s streets. They cut down, burned, or blasted all the monsters in their way apart. They made sudden turns. Followed the roads. Quickly changed directions. 
It was a massacre. The sixth clone giggled silently, excited to return to the others. But just as she beat her wings once, there was a flash.
My sixth clone wasn’t even able to react. She didn’t see it in time. I didn’t either. Which didn’t make sense. I was fast, and so was she. It had to have been hidden by an illusion spell. But a giant glowing blade sliced down at the sixth clone, decapitating her in an instant.
Her body exploded, but Belzu cut through the blast. He held the Sword of Alexander, looking down at my four remaining clones in the city.
“So we meet again, Archdemon.”




52. The Champion

The Remembered Order Company was one of the Three Honorable Companies of the Human lands. That meant that they were one of the largest and most powerful companies in the world. On their own, they were greater than any smaller nation in might, and with all the Three Honorable Companies combined, they rivaled even the greatest empire in the Human lands today.
Yet, this army was all that they managed to muster up. Barely even a hundred thousand adventurers heeded the call of the Remembered Order Company. Mori Gladius didn’t believe it at first. He thought more would’ve come to their aid. But no.
It was a startling wake-up call to the leader of the Remembered Order Company. Just a few hundred years ago, they’d been able to amass half a million adventurers at the same time during their war with the Forsaken Company. Half a million. And many of them were far higher-leveled than the soldiers you’d find in an ordinary army.
Throughout the course of that war, the number of adventurers they’d called upon likely numbered in over a million. It was a war that had taken so many lives— pointless deaths. Perhaps that was why so few adventurers listened to the Remembered Order Company now. They had once been a selfish organization that only cared to bolster its own position. This only changed with the previous leadership— Mori’s Master. The previous leader of the Remembered Order Company.
The Watcher. Before the Watcher had become reclusive, he’d been in charge of the Remembered Order Company. He’d made many great reforms that changed the very principles and foundations of their philosophy. And Mori Gladius was proud to have been mentored by the Watcher, taking on the responsibility of upholding these principles of honor and justice for the company.
But it seemed that over a thousand years of having the same reputation meant that it persisted, even if it was no longer true. Mori Gladius could speculate all he wanted, but it changed nothing. The only thing he could do to bring more adventurers to their cause was to offer rewards. Gold, artifacts, power. 
It was tedious, but that was why the adventurers in his army came. He’d sent his second-in-command to gather more adventurers from beyond the Eastern Kingdoms; however, this would be the bulk of their forces.
And here they were, charging straight into the fray. They had no backup. No support. Nothing. Westshield was being razed to the ground by the Primeval Demon, and Mori Gladius was going to do everything in his power to save as many innocent lives as he could.
There was a roar. A Drake charged through the streets of Westshield, chasing a little girl carrying a doll. She screamed as the Drake’s maw drew closer to her.
“Get back!”
Mori yelled as he leapt forward. He thrust his glinting spear, impaling the Drake before it could clamp its maws around the little girl. The Drake fell, and Mor Gladius carried the girl back. 
“Are you alright?”
He set her down next to a group of adventurers from his company. She looked up at him, eyes welling up.
“M-my mama… she was right behind me…”
She managed to start out. Mori Gladius pursed his lips. He turned to one of the adventurers closest to him. Another Elite. Scarlet the Red Rose. A Level 151 [Rogue]. Mori spoke to her as he drew back.
“Protect the girl. I’ll find her mother.”
“But, Sir—”
He didn’t listen. He was running off further into the city in an instant. He left behind his entourage of Diamond Ranked adventurers, pressing further on into the raging fires. A building collapsed next to him, but he didn’t even flinch. His gambeson shone, protecting him from the flames.
Up ahead, he caught sight of a shadowed figure. It looked vaguely like a woman. His eyes widened as he shouted.
“Over here!”
The figure jerked. It turned to face him. And he came to a halt. 
“That’s…”
The [Crypt Horror] leapt at him. Mori Gladius was quick to react. He crushed its head with a backfist— without even using his spear. Then he stared at the desiccated corpse of a woman.
“I… I’m sorry.”
He closed his eyes, bowing to the dead woman. 
“I’ll make sure your daughter is in safe hands.”
That was all he said before he heard a growl. He looked up— at the encroaching [Crypt Lords] and [Crypt Horrors]. The leader of the Remembered Order Company stared at his foes. At enemies not even half his level. They gave him threatening looks. And he balled his hands into a fist.
“I am Mori Gladius. Leader of the Remembered Order Company. The Champion of the Human Lands— a Level 168 [Divine Spearmaster].” 
Motes of light wisped off him like eddying flakes of golden snow. His Divine Essence burned, and he glared at the undead.
“Do you really think you stand a chance against me?”
They didn’t understand his question. And it was their demise. In an instant, Mori Gladius shot out. Like a bolt of lightning. He zapped from one undead to another, decapitating them and slicing off their limbs with poise. He came to a halt, and the mass of undead fell behind him, one after another.
He twirled his spear, straightening to his feet. He eyed the dead undead— they hadn’t even been a challenge. But still, he was upset. Upset because he knew he could wipe out thousands and thousands of them all at once. Yet, he couldn’t. Perhaps if Helena Warshade was here, she’d be able to cast a grand spell capable of wiping out even the entire city. 
But he was more acclimated to fighting single opponents. So all he could do was swing his spear and hope that he moved fast enough. 
“If only the Watcher was here…”
He knew Master would’ve easily ended the Primeval Demon threat, here and now. But the Watcher wasn’t here. Mori Gladius was the one who was here— the one who’d been left in charge of the Remembered Order Company. If he was the only person who could stand up to the Primeval Demon at this moment, then so be it. 
Taking a step forward, he spun around to return to the others. Then he paused as a golden blast wiped a nearby street clean of monsters. He looked up and saw five flaming figures zipping through the air. They flew one after another— like a troupe that was dancing through the sky. 
The Salvos clones silently laughed as they blew apart the monsters filling the city. Their flames lit up the dark crimson sky. Like fireworks. And Mori Gladius sighed in relief.
“Right. I’m not the only one here.”
He almost felt like smiling. A sense of relief washed over him as one of the Salvos clones flew higher and higher. She incinerated a group of Mindreapers, grinning triumphantly as she cast her gaze over the battlefield.
Then there was a flash. A flicker of a bright light. Mori Gladius blinked, recognizing the aura of divinity in an instant. A tingling sensation crept up his skin as he watched the Salvos clone drop slowly before exploding. 
There was another flash— another swing of the Sword of Alexander. It tore through the golden explosion with ease. Mori stared up at the floating figure as it emerged unscathed from the fire. A giant deformed insect. Like a fly, but with crooked arms next to its wings. It stared down at Mori with its bulbous eyes, almost condescending.
The Primeval Demon.
***
I looked up at Belzu from four different locations. Through the eyes of my four clones. Well, I had five clones before he killed one of them with a sneak attack. And I had another clone that was quite far off, looking over Jaakko, Helen, and Zack, making sure they survived this battle.
But even though I wasn’t physically there myself, his presence still struck fear into me. There was a creeping sense of dread crawling all over my skin. It almost felt familiar. Like what I had wielded before but was used against me. It took me a moment to realize what the source of that feeling was. I only realized what it was when the next flash of light came.
Belzu looked down at the clone closest to him. The fourth clone. She’d just incinerated a group of Mindreapers that’d been hovering closer to the ground, and his eyes flickered. His anger was clear. He didn’t even need to speak. The giant blade tore the earth, ripping apart the streets and felling the nearby houses.
It was the Sword of Alexander.
That was right— I sensed the magic that was being emanated from the Mythic Grade artifact. Or, more specifically, I recognized its Divine Essence. I never noticed that odd aura beforehand. But perhaps it was because I had now attuned myself to the Breastplate of Alexander and had my own Divine Essence, I could now discern just what that power was.
My clone barely avoided the attack. She flew into a nearby burning building, trying to hide herself in the flames. But Belzu didn’t remain idle. He pointed at the direction of the fleeing clone, whispering softly.
“[Forlorn Execution].”
I blinked as a crimson energy trailed after my clone, following her wherever she went. She tried to dodge out of the way, but it quickly circled around her. She halted, trapped by the red energy. It took on an ethereal shape— like an armored warrior made out of mist. It raised a giant axe, and my clone blasted it with a cone of golden flames.
The ethereal warrior just swung down. I flinched as she was cut in half. I stumbled back, watching my clone fall— seeing the world tumble around her. I coughed once and covered my mouth.
A voice drew my attention from the side. Saffron placed a hand on my shoulder, a worried look on her face.
“Are you alright, Salvos?”
I stared at her. At the room I was in. Here I was, in the safety of Alyras’ throne room. Yet, when I looked down at the palm of my hand, I saw blood. My blood. And a dizziness nearly made me collapse to the ground.
“I’m fine.”
Shaking my head, I produced a healing potion and downed it. My vision returned to my remaining clones. The three I had left. They stared at the falling clone— at her intact body, with nothing surrounding her. Then I looked through her eyes at the fading world. At the red figure looming over her, as she fell after being cut in half.
Illusions and curses, I reminded myself of Belzu’s magic. This is going to be more dangerous than I thought it’d be.
***
Belzu laughed as he watched the second of the five clones fall out of the air. Even though they were apparitions made of fire— even though they vaguely resembled a Human— he knew who it truly was supposed to be. The pesky Archdemon who’d already gotten in his way twice now.
Or… perhaps it had been three times if he included what she’d done to his Mindreapers back in the Brilsum Ruins.
Either way, he knew it was her. And while she might’ve hidden away in some far off place, it didn’t matter. The clones were connected to her in some way. He’d be able to harm her as long as that was the case. That was the power of curses. 
Perhaps if she disconnected herself from her clones she’d somehow be able to avoid the attacks. But it didn’t matter to Belzu here and now. He raised the Sword of Alexander, eyeing the next closest clone.
The clone dove out of the way as he swung the sword. Even from afar, the slash tore at the earth. Its Divine Essence coalesced like a giant blade of light. The destruction it caused was immense. The air whipped around violently, fanning the flames that rose amidst the burning city.
Belzu didn’t let up. He brought up the Sword of Alexander once again as the Salvos clone burst up from the fire. She pointed at him, unleashing a volley of flaming weapons his way. With a single swing, he tore apart the salvo.
His eyes flickered. Behind him, the other two Salvos clones launched their own attack. A combined blast of golden flame— it shot out at him like a raging inferno, weaving together in a spiral and becoming a single fiery cone. Belzu braced himself… and watched as the illusion was destroyed.
The Salvos clones blinked. They’d missed the real Primeval Demon entirely. They scattered as he hovered just over them, bringing down the fury of the Sword of Alexander their way. Once more, the giant blade of light slashed out. Once more, the clones barely escaped. They spread out, darting across the city as Belzu watched.
He clicked his mandibles together.
“You may hide, Archdemon. But I will find you. I assure you of that.”
***
A giant blade of light tore the sky asunder. It cleaved through the pillar of smoke rising over the city. The ground shook as it ripped apart the earth. I produced my Pendant of Greater Protection, clutching it tightly as my clones fled the scene. Above her, Belzu watched her go.
He didn’t move. His bulbous eyes fixated on them from every angle. My second, third, and fifth  clones escaped in every direction. They could’ve faced him all at once, but I knew that was pointless. They would lose. I had to delay him. Delay him so that the adventurer army— including Jaakko and his team— could leave Westshield. They were already pulling back, albeit rather slowly.
I focused on my first clone for a moment, watching as a woman shouted orders at the army for a retreat. Then Belzu’s head snapped. He faced my third clone as she dipped into the city’s street. His face warped into a smile as he slowly descended.
It looked terrible. Like the wrath of all the bugs I’d eaten was bearing down on me. He came, and my clone ran. She ducked through the city’s streets, wading through the flames and the fumes. Smoke billowed past her, and she used that blanket of opportunity to leap into a nearby building. 
I waited. She hid right by the broken doorway. There was a crackle as the flames all around her ate away at the wood. I took in a deep breath, and my third clone poked a fraction of her head out, peeking into the city street. 
Belzu had been right behind her. But now he was gone. He vanished, no longer there. The third clone wiped at her forehead, sighing without sound. I grinned. We lost him, I thought as she spun around—
And she stared at the bug-eyes of the Primeval Demon. He stood right behind her as she stared. There was a crack— a crask. A wooden beam fell from the ceiling. My third clone screamed silently as she unleashed a [Barrage of Cinders] at Belzu.
He barely moved. It was like he was standing still, making infinitesimally small movements— minor adjustments— to avoid my attacks. Then he raised the Sword of Alexander, and my clone leapt back. She was off sprinting in an instant. She escaped the building as it collapsed onto Belzu. 
She weaved down an alleyway, breaking out into a market street. She ran and ran and ran as the world moved around her. Past a burning food stand, around a shop, into another alley. She sprinted through the alleyway before quickly exiting the other side into a main street. 
A market street.
My clone didn’t slow, although I noticed something was odd. She sprinted past a burning food stand. Around a shop. Into another alley. Then she weaved down the alleyway, breaking out into a market street. Past a food stand. Around a shop. Another alley. Through the alley, into a market street—
And I made my clone stop. She blinked as she took in her surroundings. It was the very same market street. The very same burning food stand. The very same shop. And yet, she was certain she hadn’t been running circles. No, this was something else.
From up above, the clouds of smoke parted. Belzu slowly lowered himself from the sky. The third clone stared with wide eyes as the Primeval Demon loomed over her. He looked far larger than he had before. The Sword of Alexander grew in size like it’d been affected by [Mass Particulate Modification]. 
She turned and ran, but the ground wheeled under her feet. It was like she was running on the spot, unable to move any further away from Belzu as he gradually brought the giant blade up. She looked back up at him as she screamed a silent scream.
No matter what she threw at him, it missed. Flaming swords, spears, and even Nebular Arrows. She couldn’t strike her target— it was like he had an invisible barrier of air around him, gently guiding the projectiles away from him. 
Belzu brought the Sword of Alexander down, laughing maniacally— almost a buzzing sound. The third clone cowered for a brief moment, before accepting her fate. And with that, she was crushed.
—--
My fifth clone glanced up from the belltower as a golden light illuminated the sky. A cross-like explosion that shot up, breaching the clouds above. She looked on, sensing the third clone’s death. It was worrisome. Three of the clones were already dead. Now it was just her and the second clone left. They wouldn’t be able to delay Belzu for long with just the two of them.
At least Belzu was far off. As long as the fifth clone could find a good hiding place— 
“Found you.”
A voice echoed behind her. She whirled around, swinging a flaming scythe at Belzu. He chuckled, somehow dodging the attack. Leaping back, she tossed a Sickle Grenade at the Primeval Demon. The explosion took out the top of the belltower, causing the rest of the building to collapse. 
She eyed the smoke carefully, watching for any subtle movements. It dissipated as Belzu emerged, flying forward. He sneered. 
“There you are.”
What? My fifth clone stared at him, puzzled. And the image vanished. The Primeval Demon was gone. No— he hadn’t even been there in the first place. Another illusion. But now he knew where my fifth clone was. 
She hopped between the city’s rooftops, hurriedly trying to get away. But as she crossed over an alleyway, Belzu emerged from the darkness below. He sliced up with the Sword of Alexander, and my clone dove out of the way.
He slashed and slashed and slashed and slashed. My fifth clone flew up, barely navigating around the flurry of attacks. She conjured a Nebular Bow as she spun around and returned fire with a volley of Nebular Arrows. 
Belzu harrumphed, vanishing as the explosions engulfed him. My clone’s gaze snapped to the side. The Primeval Demon was flying low, keeping to the ground as he held his sword behind his back. He aimed carefully at the clone before swinging. The blade flashed in the sky. But she darted out of the way again.
When she reoriented herself, she stared down at an army of Primeval Demons. A hundred Belzus flew at her. Her eyes widened. They moved in synchronicity— all at once, they brought up the Sword of Alexander. My fifth clone rapidly loosed Nebular Arrow after Nebular Arrow, bringing down these images one after another. But she never found the real Belzu. Because he wasn’t there.
Directly below her, the real Belzu emerged. He grinned a terrible grin and unleashed the power of the Sword of Alexander at my fifth clone. She watched the attack come. Her eyes were wide. She needed to escape. She couldn’t get out of the way— 
And there was a flicker. A fissure in space. My fifth clone barely teleported out of the way. She gasped without a sound, already flying away from Belzu. The Primeval Demon focused his gaze on my clone’s back. She was halfway across the city. He wouldn’t catch her. She’d be able to escape and go back into hiding.
Belzu shook his head, pointing at her.
“Very well then. [Desecration of the Mind].”
A black aura appeared around my clone. She tried to wave it off, but it coalesced around her head. She froze. And there was a dark flash.
—--
I recoiled, stumbling back as my Pendant of Greater Protection flashed. Daniel and Saffron caught me before I could fall. They hovered over me as a few faces in the room turned my way.
“Did something happen, Salvos?”
Rana Alyras asked, peering at me curiously. I sighed as I slumped into a chair. 
“I’m down another clone.”
I spoke and focused on the battle once more.
—--
My second clone was all who was left. She kept moving. She didn’t remain idle. The other clones had been hunted down because they thought they could get away by hiding. But they were found either way. So, she continued to move.
Belzu didn’t know where she was. She’d be safe as long as she didn’t alert him of her location. She let out a silent chuckle, darting into an intersection. That was right, she wouldn’t be caught— 
And she paused. She stared at the horde of monsters led by Mindreapers. They fixed their gaze on her. Then they screeched. My second clone rolled her eyes.
This sucks, she thought before burning them into ashes. But it didn’t matter. They’d found her. And that meant Belzu had, too. There was no longer any point running. Once Belzu caught a glimpse of her, it was over.
His curses and his illusions were too much to overcome. The world grew dark, engulfed by an endless void. She tried to take a step back, but skeleton arms burst out of the shadows and caught her by her legs. Where the ivory fingers touched, her skin seemed to shed— peeling off and revealing her own bones and flesh within. I stared at it. At this illusion. And I saw through it.
My clone was made entirely of flames. That was not real. Even though all my senses screamed at me in terror and pain, my clone calmly took a step forward. She tore through the illusion. The blanket of darkness fell apart, revealing Belzu hovering right before her. 
The second clone stood her ground, producing a rainbow-colored scythe. Belzu didn’t waste any time. He flew straight at her, slashing with the Sword of Alexander for her head. 
“Die.”
She charged back at him, screaming silently. Unafraid of the Primeval Demon. The Divine Nebular Scythe glowed bright black. She swung back at the Sword of Alexander with a [Radiant Slash]. There was a clash of light. Black and white. My second clone was thrown back as a white energy pulsed out. 
Belzu paused. He stared at the rainbow-colored scythe. 
“That is…?”
Shaking his head, he continued as he raised the Sword of Alexander once more.
“So you choose to fight. Tell me: what makes you think you stand a chance?”
The second clone dragged herself back to her feet. She saw through the first clone’s eyes. The adventurer army was finally beginning to pull back. Slowly. So slowly. They’d gotten the last of the survivors of Westshield out. And they moved as they held the army of monsters back.
I couldn’t answer Belzu. Nor did I care to answer his question. Instead, I ordered the second clone to fight. She twirled the Divine Nebular Scythe, smirking. The Primeval Demon just tilted his head.
“So it is for the Human’s sake? Of course. Very well. Then I shall end this now.”
I wanted to protest, but he appeared before my second clone. It was as though he’d just teleported to her. But no— he’d tricked me. He feigned dialogue to close the distance. He was already mid-swing with the Sword of Alexander when I registered what happened. My second clone brought the Divine Nebular Scythe, barely parrying the swing.
She was knocked back a dozen feet from the attack. Belzu harrumphed. 
“Do you really think your weapon can stand up to the Sword of Alexander? Once I am done with you, I shall destroy that worthless Human army.”
He swung at her once again. She parried it a second time, this time managing to keep her feet on the ground. The pavement broke off as she blocked the attack, only for Belzu to swiftly stab at her. She was thrown into the air as the edges of the Divine Nebular Scythe were chipped off. 
The second clone crashed into a nearby building before the weapon landed next to her. She stumbled up, barely picking up the Divine Nebular Scythe. Belzu crept closer to her. Like an insect crawling its way up an arm— each step a gnawing sensation on my skin. The flames of my second clone flickered as she prepared for her last stand.
Belzu’s face twisted sadistically as he brought up the Sword of Alexander once again.
“It appears you have lost—”
He started, only to be interrupted by a flash of lightning. It zapped down at him, crashing into his back. The Primeval Demon was smashed onto the road. Swatted to the ground. He swung back with the Sword of Alexander, but the bolt of lightning zipped out of the way.
That was when I realized it wasn’t a bolt of lightning but a person. Mori Gladius, leader of the Remembered Order Company and Elite adventurer, landed next to my second clone as electricity crackled around him. His spear glimmered as he pointed the tip at Belzu.
The Primeval Demon paused.
“The Champion of the Human Lands.”
***
As a child, Mori Gladius had been given everything he’d ever wanted in life. His parents were a powerful noble family in the Eastern Kingdoms, and they treated him like a prince but without the responsibility. He hadn’t even been the oldest son— the one to inherit the family as their leader. He had no purposes, and as such, he pursued personal power because that was the only thing he didn’t have. 
He trained. Grew stronger. He even became an adventurer just so he could forge his own path. But as a bratty noble, he would always get things his way. He used his influence to join one of the most prestigious companies in the world. One of the Three Honorable Companies. The Remembered Order Company.
And that was when he met the Watcher. Unlike everyone else he’d met up to that point, the Watcher paid no attention to his status. To the Watcher’s eyes, Mori was nothing more than another adventurer. The noble boy was treated as such, and that was how he learned humility.
The Watcher taught him very many things. About right and wrong. About justice and responsibility. Mori learned that there was far more to life than just power and influence. He slowly rose up the ranks of the Remembered Order Company, and in time, he became the Watcher’s successor. 
He learned to uphold the principles his Master taught him. To be the leader of the Remembered Order Company. And more than just that, Mori Gladius became— 
“The Champion of the Human Lands.”
His eyes flickered as the warbled voice echoed from all around him. He stared at the grotesque insect-like figure before him. The Primeval Demon that had been wreaking havoc for so long. A Level 164 [Hellprince]. 
“You know me?”
Mori asked, raising his glinting spear. Behind him, a flaming figure got to its feet. The Salvos clone shook her head, bringing up a scythe that radiated a faint sense of Divine Essence. He nodded approvingly at that.
The Primeval Demon chuckled. Its wings buzzed as it rose a foot off the ground.
“Of course I know you. I am no fool. I have studied the Human lands. I have taken note of all your kind that may be a threat to me. And there are few.”
It began listing Titles.
“The Watcher. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy. The Dark Avenger. The Mistress of the Wind. And lastly…”
Its bulbous eyes fixed on the leader of the Remembered Order Company. The Primeval Demon began to multiply— like a reflection on a shattered mirror. A lattice that reflected his image one after another, spreading out around him.
“You, Mori Gladius, Champion of the Human Lands, and [Divine Spearmaster]. One of the highest-leveled [Warriors] of all of Humankind. You are one of the few Humans who are a threat to me.”
Mori narrowed his eyes. He whirled around as the Salvos clone blinked. He stood back-to-back with the flaming figure, both surrounded by a hundred of the Primeval Demon. A thousand voices spoke in a cacophony.
“That is why you shall die here.”
All at once, the Primeval Demon swung down with the Sword of Alexander. The attack came from all sides. The Salvos clone squeaked without a noise. She braced herself, but Mori Gladius stood without fear. He thrust his spear into the air as Divine Essence coalesced around his weapon. 
“[Lance of Radiance]!”
A golden glow shot up. Like a pillar of light. It parried the Sword of Alexander. The clash drove the Primeval Demon back as the illusion vanished. 
The Salvos clone just stared.
***
Huh.
I didn’t expect that. I thought my second clone was going to die there and then, but she survived the attack. And it was thanks to Mori Gladius. He took on a wide stance, holding his spear with only a single arm. Divine Essence flaked off his body, dissipating as quickly as it came. It didn’t come from his weapon— I could tell the Divine Essence was his alone.
Still, that spear managed to drive back the Sword of Alexander. A weapon that managed to survive a direct hit from a Mythic Grade artifact without breaking. It had to be powerful. I used [Identification] on it, but some kind of obfuscation magic prevented me from appraising it.
Mori noticed my curiosity and shook his head.
“It’s a Bloodforged Lance. My Master commissioned it for me. It was created by the greatest [Forgemaster] of the Dwarf kingdom of Vonus. Made from my very own blood mixed with their precious orichalcum, it is tied to my being. Its power is dependent solely on my own.”
My second clone’s eyes widened. That was amazing. A weapon— or armor— that grew alongside you— it sounded too good to be true. And yet, I knew Mori was telling the truth. 
Belzu panted, steeling himself after being knocked back by Mori. The Primeval Demon was in disbelief.
“How…?” 
“I can’t take him on alone, Liberator of the Plaguelands.”
Mori spoke to me as Belzu eyed us warily. 
“Will you help me?”
I looked at the Human man through my second clone’s eyes. He had dark blue hair that was dirtied from the fighting. Motes of Divine Essence gathered around him as he readied for another clash. I beamed, making my clone flex an arm. 
He smiled in relief.
“Good. Now let’s—”
“[Abomination Fulmination].”
Belzu whispered, cutting off the Human man. He unleashed thousands of horrors at us. They came out of him. At first, like a deluge of black fire. Then came the chittering. The buzzing that roared louder than the raging fire. Thousands of inky, deformed locusts, roaches, and centipedes poured out of the Primeval Demon’s skin.
They came for both Mori Gladius and the clone. She blasted back at them with golden fire, but they phased through the flames. An illusion? 
“Don’t let them touch you!”
Mori shouted, leaping atop a nearby building. The first wave of the horrors reached the clone, and she flew into the air. She glanced over at the [Divine Spearmaster] as he continued.
“These aren’t illusions. They’re curses given form. They’ll drain you of your life. It doesn’t matter if you’re a clone— your real body will be affected.”
That was starting to become a trend, huh? The second clone watched as the horrors pooled up, scrambling for her in a mad frenzy. She swerved sharply around them, only for Belzu to appear before her. He stabbed at her with the Sword of Alexander, and she barely blocked it again with the Divine Nebular Scythe.
The rainbow-colored blade cracked once more as my clone went sailing back. Belzu pressed on, bringing down the Sword of Alexander again.
“Perish.”
“No— [Hallowed Thrust]!”
Mori stabbed with his Bloodforged Lance. Even from afar, its tip extended. It shot out like a bolt of lightning as it went for the sky. Then it curved sharply, moving to intercept the swing of the Sword of Alexander. Belzu grunted as his attack was parried.
“You pesky—” 
And my clone grinned. She quickly swung for him as he was distracted. He narrowly zipped out of the way as the edge of the Divine Nebular Scythe nicked his side. The Primeval Demon pointed at her.
“Die.”
The dark horrors from below rushed up at her, and she weaved out of the way. She winked at him as she flew back. He frowned. Then he caught sight of the glowing symbol where he was cut. 
“This is…?”
[Demon’s Mark]. A crimson ball of flame engulfed him. It consumed even the fire that was eating away at the city. Mori Gladius raised a hand, watching as the magic faded away. Belzu emerged from the fire, a few burn marks scorching his insect-like body.
“Nice trick, but did you think it was enough to defeat me?”
The Primeval Demon’s eyes flashed. But before he could cast another curse or create even more illusions, Mori Gladius’s entire body was wreathed in a golden light.
“[Lightning Step].”
The Human man became a thunderbolt. There was a crackle as he leapt into the air, rapidly striking Belzu before the Primeval Demon could launch a counter attack. My clone joined Mori Gladius, activating [Haste] and [Warped Time]. Even still, she couldn’t match his speed. Together, they attacked Belzu from all sides.
All the Primeval Demon could do was defend himself. His horrors couldn’t even follow after us. He grunted as he was cut from all angles, unable to block some of the attacks. When both my clone and Mori Gladius struck him at the exact same time, Belzu couldn’t take it anymore.
“Enough!”
His words were like a pulse. A curse. It knocked both my clone and the Human man back. The closest flames dissipated as rooftops crumbled. Even the horrors were affected. They vanished as Belzu’s words reached them. 
The Primeval Demon flew to the sky as dark clouds gathered above him. He stared down at both Mori and the clone with his bulbous eyes. 
“I am the Lord of Lies. A [Hellprince] of the Netherworld. A Primeval Demon of Greed. I will not be overwhelmed by either a pathetic mortal or a mere Archdemon.”
Mori Gladius paused as he got to his feet. His eyes flickered.
“What?”
I bit my lower lip. My clone averted her gaze as the Human man looked her way. Belzu didn’t elaborate. Instead, the Primeval Demon continued.
“I will not fall. Not until Regnorex is dead at my heel, his kingdom mine.”
The ground shook. My clone narrowed her eyes, glancing around her. She saw figures moving about. Closer and closer. Even up above, there were shrouded creatures floating around Belzu. But this was not an illusion. They were real.
Belzu’s army converged on us. The Primeval Demon’s body glowed. The sky twisted. The world itself seemed to bend to Belzu’s will. I recognized this. I understood what was going on. I watched as the moon itself vanished. The sky was painted a blood red. And Belzu uttered the first words.
A Grand Skill.
“[The Oozing Lifeblood of the Netherworld. The Advent of Birth. Reject Your Foolish King. Unite. Rebel. Become One with Me and Ascend].”
The world began to shrink. Dark clouds formed above. A black rain pattered the white ground. Belzu’s army changed shape— they took on different forms. Shapes with horns. With wings. Which bled a black blood. Belzu laughed as he grew in size. His body contorted, and his eyes replaced the moon in the sky.
“[The End of Genesis: the Desolation of Hell].”
I blinked. I felt my connection to my clone growing weaker and weaker. And just as Belzu uttered his next words, my link to my second clone fully vanished. 
“Welcome to my world.”
***
Mori Gladius looked around. He saw a desolate landscape. A vast and expansive land of white. A crimson dome fell overhead, with black clouds raining a dark liquid from above. He took a step back, blinking.
Where… is this place?
Just as he asked the question, words popped up in his head, telling him where he was not. 
Now Leaving [Nexeus: Mortal Realm].
Nothing came after. He was outside of the Mortal Realm. He was no longer in the Human lands. He was… somewhere else. The Primeval Demon’s booming laugh shook the land.
“Welcome to my world.”
He glanced up, looking up at the bulbous eyes of the Primeval Demon. Its eyes seemed to meld with the sky— like the sun and the moon, all at once. Mori Gladius tensed, reaching for his spear. And he… wriggled. 
The Champion of the Human Lands paused. He looked down at himself as the laughter continued. He didn’t have any clothes. His Bloodforged Lance wasn’t with him. In fact, he didn’t even have arms. He had a set of nubs that protruded from his body, but that was it. 
And wait— his body!
He looked at himself in alarm. He was… a worm. Or a caterpillar. Or a kind of insect larva. He wasn’t sure what he was, but he looked like a grotesque amalgamation between all three of those. He opened his mouth to question what happened to her, but nothing came out.
Mori Gladius had no mouth. All he had were a few nubs and a pair of antennae. He didn’t believe himself. But when he peered down at a black puddle and saw his own reflection, he knew it was true. He jerked back as something brushed by him. 
Spinning around, he warily faced another slug-like creature. It looked similar to him, except it lacked the same nubs or antennae. It looked like a monster. He would’ve attacked it the moment it touched him, if not for the fact that it was glowing. 
…Salvos? he asked, but again, he couldn’t speak.
The same laughter from before reverberated throughout the entire world, causing another tremor.
“This is no illusion, Champion of the Human Lands. You may try to break out of it, but you will fail. You are trapped. Cursed to be nothing more than an Infant Demon.”
Mori Gladius looked up in disbelief. Then he saw the figures ambling towards him. Demons of all kinds. Lesser Demons. Greater Demons. Archdemons, even. They surrounded both him and the Salvos clone. They had hollow eyes. A wild gaze that seemed ready to tear everything— even each other— apart.
The Salvos clone backed up next to him, bracing for a fight. Mori Gladius readied himself too as the Primeval Demon continued. 
“Make no mistake, you will not survive. Desolation has begun, and you will die.”
And as if that was a signal, the Demons surrounding both of them rushed out. They charged at the two Infant Demons, snarling, tearing each other apart, all hungry for battle. For the first time in his life, Mori Gladius, leader of the Remembered Order Company, and Champion of the Human Lands, didn’t know what to do.
***
Belzu looked down at the sphere in his hand, seeing the two Infant Demons make a break for it. They ran from the other Demons chasing them. They fled, unable to fight back. The Primeval Demon cackled in his victory. He glanced back down at where Mori Gladius and the Salvos clone had been standing. They were both gone.
That was right. He hadn’t been lying. Or maybe he’d lied a little bit.
It was an illusion in a sense. But an illusion so powerful it warped reality— that it became real. That it trapped Belzu’s targets in a world of his own creation. And they were forever cursed to live through the Desolation. Through the hell that was the Netherworld.
Perhaps they could break out of it, given time. And that was why Belzu hadn’t sent them alone. A small portion of his army was sent along with them to the Primeval Demon’s world. And he’d given the monsters bodies of powerful Demons. They would kill both Mori Gladius and the Salvos clone. Eventually.
Perhaps both the Salvos clone and Mori Gladius would retain some of their abilities. But it would only delay the inevitable. There was nothing more for Belzu to do. His biggest threats were trapped, and he was free to continue his razing of the city. And… bolstering his army.
The Primeval Demon looked over beyond the city walls. He saw the adventurer army retreating. And he moved for them.
***
“Retreat! We need to leave now!”
A voice shouted. Zack glanced back at the rest of the adventurer army. They were already pulling back. The army had taken severe losses. Thousands of adventurers were dead. But they’d managed to take out just as many— or even more— monsters than that.
But the horde of monsters just kept coming. They didn’t stop. And it was time to leave. Zack agreed with that, but his teammates weren’t as easy to convince.
“Jaakko, you heard them! Let’s get out of here!”
The Cyclops crushed a Saeve with one of his four arms. The ape-like creature went limp. Jaakko turned back and faced Zack with his one eye.
“We cannot retreat.” 
He spoke simply. Zack gestured exasperatedly at the burning city. 
“There’s not a chance that there’s a single civilian left alive there! Why are we staying?”
“Because…”
Jaakko paused. He looked over at one of the few adventurers who were still fighting close to the city’s walls. Zack followed his gaze and saw Scarlet. The Red Rose. One of the Elites of the Remembered Order Company. She fought alongside another Elite. Tyrian the Brightsbane Archer. They didn’t back up, even when the rest of the company fled. 
“What are they doing?”
Zack asked, utterly befuddled. Helen walked up behind him, pursing her lips.
“Mori Gladius hasn’t returned from the city. They’re waiting for their leader.” 
“What?” 
It took a moment for Zack to process this. That meant they were all waiting for Mori Gladius to return. Zack shook his head.
“Mori Gladius is the Champion of the Human Lands. He can handle himself. And if he can’t, we have no business being out here. Let the Elites handle it.”
Jaakko remained silent. Helen protested.
“But we can’t just leave!”
“We’ll just be in the way.”
Zack spoke, voice level. Still, she wasn’t convinced. She turned to the Cyclops— the leader of their team.
“Jaakko!”
The Cyclops didn’t speak for a moment. It looked like he was in deep thought. He stared at the city as another burning building collapsed. Finally, he sighed.
“Zack’s right.”
“Of course I am.”
Zack snorted, glad his leader was finally seeing some sense. Helen blinked. She opened her mouth to argue, then she looked at her two team members. Her shoulders slumped.
“I… see.”
Jaakko nodded.
“I do not wish to leave the Champion of the Human Lands alone. But our help is not needed here. Let us go—” 
He started, only for a blinding light to cut him off. It tore through the battlefield, slicing through the first ranks of adventurers before they could even react. Dozens of Platinum Ranks and a few Diamond Ranks just vanished, killed by the giant blade of light in an instant.
Jaakko, Helen, and Zack would’ve fallen victim to the attack too if they hadn’t been saved. Zack blinked as he found himself floating, being carried by the Salvos clone that had been protectively hovering over them.
“W-what…?”
The [Mage] stared at the ranks of dead adventurers. Both Scarlet and Tyrian managed to escape in time, too. They were tense, weapons at the ready for whatever it was responsible for that attack. 
The Salvos clone slowly lowered Jaakko, Helen, and Zack to the ground. She hurriedly gestured at them to leave. Zack stumbled to his feet, still in shock. Then he looked at what the Salvos clone was looking at. She stared into the raging flames. At a bloated figure slowly flying out of it.
“No…”
He gasped. That was when he saw it. For the very first time, Zack caught sight of the Primeval Demon. 
It emerged from the flames, followed by its army. Monsters of all kinds. Undead of all Species. Zack was almost certain he saw Humans amongst them too, but he was too transfixed on the Primeval Demon to even realize what he was looking at. 
The Primeval Demon’s presence weighed on him. A creeping sense of dread crawled over the battlefield, smothering any spark of fighting spirit that had previously been there. A sick grin spread across its face as it spoke a simple order for its army.
“Kill them all.”
And Zack screamed. The adventurers fled as the horde of monsters gave chase, led by the Primeval Demon itself.
***
This was it. Mori Gladius had found himself in many dangerous situations throughout his life. As an adventurer, he was no stranger to death. Many of his friends and allies had died throughout his adventures. Throughout his journey to become the Champion of the Human Lands. 
He knew that a time would come when he, himself, would eventually fall in battle. He was prepared for it. But he didn’t expect to go out like this. 
A Greater Demon swung for him as he barely scuttled out of the way, using his little nubs to carry himself as fast as possible. It missed, instead striking a Lesser Demon. The Lesser Demon snarled in anger. It struck back, only to be crushed by the Greater Demon.
Mori Gladius sighed internally in relief, grateful for that brief reprieve— for that delay it had bought him. The Demons continued to give chase as he could only crawl-scurry back. Behind him, the Salvos clone followed. She matched his speed, although it wasn’t very hard to do so.
They were both slug-like creatures that barely had any appendages or limbs. The Primeval Demon’s Grand Skill trapped them in these bodies. It had placed them in this world. In the… Netherworld? Or a recreation of it? 
He didn’t know. It didn’t matter to him. All he knew was that he was going to die in some unknown place with the body of some grotesque creature. It was a shameful death. He couldn’t even fight back. He tried, oh, he did. 
But when he threw himself at these larger creatures, all he did was flop over and fall to the ground, barely even stalling them. So all he could do was run. But he couldn’t run forever. 
A Lesser Demon intercepted him— a kind of [Djinn]. It towered over him, and he swiftly crawled around its legs. The [Djinn] kicked once, sending him flying in the air. The single hit battered his body. He landed on the white ground with a thud, bleeding a black blood that mixed with the rain from above. 
He grimaced.
No… He got back up, immediately taking off running again. Not like this— 
And an Archdemon caught up to him. Its claws raked his back as he recoiled in pain. He wiggled around the Archdemon’s arms as it picked him up. It had a demented head— that of a monster’s skull. And its jaws unhinged, revealing a hundred razor-sharp teeth. It held him over its mouth as he struggled to break free.
I can’t die like this, he thought as he gazed into the bottomless pit of the Archdemon’s maws. It easily kept back the Greater Demons and Lesser Demons. It slowly lowered Mori Gladius down, closing its jaw. 
He shut his eyes, accepting his fate. This is how I go, huh? It was bittersweet. He took solace in knowing that he died protecting Humankind, living up to his Title as the Champion of the Human Lands. But he was going to die in another world. In a reality-warping illusion. As a Demon.
It truly was a tragedy— 
And he heard a thud. A hard smacking sound. Almost wet. He opened his eyes to see the Salvos clone throwing her slug-like body straight into the Archdemon’s mouth. It knocked the Archdemon back, causing it to stagger and drop him. Mori Gladius stared at her, confused. She looked down at him once and nodded.
Why…? he began to ask, and the Archdemon bit down. It was a chomp. One that crushed the Salvos clone instantly. Mori Gladius flinched. Why would you save me? he asked again.
It was over. He was next. All she did was delay his death for a second longer. All she did was— 
And there was a glint. A bright light coalesced deep within the Archdemon. It paused. It fell to the ground in pain. Mori Gladius’ eyes widened. He leapt back, scuttling past the other Demons as the light grew brighter. Before, finally, a powerful explosion ripped apart the landscape. It killed the Archdemon instantly, before blowing apart the nearby Greater Demons and Lesser Demons. 
Mori Gladius himself was caught in the blast. He was sent flying back and slammed into a large rock. He fell over in a daze, vision growing dark. Now is this really it? he wondered as the world vanished.
—--
“You did it.”
A soft voice spoke in the room. Mori Gladius sat up abruptly, nearly knocking over the report that had been laid on his desk. He glanced over at the figure standing by the doorway. A young man, barely twenty years old, stood there with a raised brow.
“I’m surprised. I’d have thought you of all people would have fucked up.”
“Fuck up? What are you—”
Mori Gladius started in anger before catching himself. He straightened and bowed at the young man.
“I’m sorry, Master. But may I ask why exactly did you think I'd fail my mission?” 
“I told you before, Mori. You don’t have to address me so formally.”
The young man just chuckled. He walked over to the desk with a skip in his step. Utterly carefree. He sat down and crossed his legs. 
“I told you, you can just call me Yves.”
Mori stared at the relaxed young man. At Yves Virgil. The leader of the Remembered Order Company. The Watcher. The highest-leveled Human in the entire world. Then Mori shook his head.
“I’m sorry, but I cannot address you that way, Master. That would be disrespectful and rude of me to do so.” 
“Geez, you’re always so uptight, aren’t you? You need to relax more. Although… I guess that stubbornness of yours is why you got that Title.”
Yves smiled. Despite his youthful appearance, he was nearly twice Mori’s age. Mori wasn’t sure how the Watcher looked so young. It was possible that Yves had a second Class as an [Alchemist] and concocted Potions of Youth for himself. 
Mori Gladius never thought to ask. Yves continued.
“Champion of the Human Lands, huh? What a prestigious Title. You’d think you’d have gotten it from besting the Demon King in a duel or fending off a Kobold army all by yourself. And yet, all you did was negotiate with the Elven Matriarch Ios-friel and convince her not to invade the Human lands. You, of all people.”
The Watcher placed his hand on his forehead like he was in disbelief. Mori Gladius pursed his lips.
“Did you think I was going to fail, Master?” 
“Maybe. I can’t say for sure with you, Mori. When I first met you, you were the most brash idiot I had ever accepted into my company. But now?” 
Mori Gladius stood slightly straighter— prouder. And Yves grinned.
“Now? You’ve changed so much. You’ve grown so much stronger. But you’re still a brash idiot.”
“...oh.”
The Champion of the Human Lands deflated. But his Master just waved a hand off.
“That’s not to say you were the exact same person then as you are now. And you’ve shown how much you’ve grown since then. But at the very core, you haven’t changed. Because whether you are good or bad, weak or strong, rich or poor— none of it matters. That is not who you are. The very essence of your soul hasn’t changed.”
Mori Gladius looked up at the Watcher. He stared at his Master, listening carefully. Taking in every word that came out of Yves’ mouth as the young man got to his feet.
“If you had failed, it would’ve been a terrible war. A calamity to the Human lands. But you are Mori Gladius. My successor. I trusted that you wouldn’t fail. And you didn’t. You succeeded. You prevented it.”
Yves patted Mori on the shoulder with a soft smile.
“So… good job. Because it is now up to you to protect Humankind, Mori.”
With those words, the Watcher left the room.
—--
Mori Gladius’ eyes fluttered open. He was no longer in that old office back at his company’s headquarters— that wasn’t even his current office which was far larger and more luxurious than what he had now. It had been a memory from a time long ago. When he’d still been a Diamond Ranked adventurer. 
The Watcher had picked him as the next leader of the Remembered Order Company. At the time, Mori had been perplexed. He didn’t know why his Master didn’t choose any of the other Elites there. But perhaps it was because his Master saw something in him that others couldn’t.
Forcing himself back up, Mori Gladius took in his surroundings. He was still in the crimson world, although the dark rain had stopped falling from the sky. His body was injured— ripped and torn by the Demons before being blasted by a golden explosion.
Here he was, still trapped in the body of an Infant Demon. In a harsh world far from his own. He wasn’t in the Human lands. He was going to die in a foreign place with the broken body of a creature he scorned. 
A moving figure caught his eyes. He looked over at an ambling Archdemon walking over the corpses of the other Demons that had been caught in the blast. This wasn’t the same Archdemon that had tried to eat him. That Archdemon had been incinerated by the golden flames.
No— this was another Archdemon that managed to avoid the blast. It came down now to collect the scraps and leftovers, although there were none… except for Mori Gladius himself. He tried to crawl away, but it slowly walked up to him. It wore a vicious smile on its face as it reached over to him. Like a vulture swooping down to its prey.
Mori Gladius stared at it. At the way it hungered for him. But Demons didn’t eat. This was a monster wearing the skin of an Archdemon, as he was a Human with the form of an Infant Demon. That was why it opened its mouth— that was why it scooped him into its maw.
Then he looked past the Archdemon. Towards the site of the explosion. The golden blast. The Salvos clone had… exploded. He remembered seeing the very same blast erupted throughout the city. Despite being reduced to a mere slug-like creature, the Salvos clone still retained that ability.
He craned his neck, looking at the Archdemon. Then at himself. And he remembered his Master’s words.
That’s right. 
The Archdemon closed its teeth around him as he stared at his impending death.
I am the Watcher’s successor. 
He would face death in the face and laugh. Mere death was nothing to a [Divine Spearmaster]. 
I am the leader of the Remembered Order Company. 
The essence of his soul hadn’t changed, even if he looked like an Infant Demon now. His divinity wisped off him as there was a chomp. A crunch. An intense pain swept through his body. And he laughed.
I am the Champion of the Human lands! 
With that thought, he activated his Grand Skill. 
“[Divine Resurrection]!” 
The Archdemon paused. It stumbled back as something emerged from its stomach. It spat out the body of the Infant Demon, only for the eddying golden flakes to coalesce around the corpse. A bright light shone for a bit before morphing into the vague shape of a Human body. And from that, emerged Mori Gladius. He carried his Bloodforged Lance, blue hair dripping with black blood. 
He smirked as the Archdemon stepped back. He didn’t let it escape. Instead, he thrust forward. He stabbed at the Archdemon even as it fled. His spear lit up the entire crimson sky, painting it gold as he shouted. 
“[I Shall Pierce the Heavens]!”
And his second Grand Skill impaled the Archdemon. It reached the end of the small world, breaching its edges. It moved in a straight line, cracking the sky. The entire world shone gold before everything shattered.
***
Belzu watched as the adventurers tried to flee. His army moved, intercepting them before they could get far. The Humans fought— a futile attempt at surviving. With a single swing of the Sword of Alexander, he’d wipe out dozens of high-leveled adventurers. Only their Elites stood a chance against him. 
His eyes flickered to the side. A red blur rushed at him, striking at his neck with a set of curved daggers. Belzu didn’t even need to dodge. Scarlet the Red Rose missed entirely, striking at an illusion. He swung back at her, and she leapt out of the way. 
“Pathetic.”  
The Primeval Demon spoke simply. A volley of arrows shot out at him, but he cut them from the sky. He fixed his gaze at the other Elite present. Tyrian the Brightsbane Archer. He nocked another arrow onto his bow. But Belzu just whispered.
“Behind you.”
Tyrian whirled around in a panic, loosing the powerful bolt at the image of the Primeval Demon behind him. It tore through the illusion but didn’t actually reach Belzu. After all, Belzu hadn’t moved. The Primeval Demon cackled as he sliced down with the Sword of Alexander.
The giant blade reached Tyrian from afar. He tried to jump back, but he was far slower than Scarlet. He screamed as his right arm was cleanly cut off. 
“Tyrian!”
Scarlet shouted. She dashed for him, and Belzu moved to stop her. However, a blast of golden flame shot him. He glared at the flaming figure above him.
“You only have one final clone left. If you truly wish to save these people, show your real self so I can kill you instead.”
The Salvos clone just stuck her tongue out at him. He replied with a curse.
“[Desecration of the Mind].”
She recoiled and flew off, clutching at her head in pain. It wasn’t enough to kill her on its own, but he knew he was attacking the real Salvos at the same time. And that was all that mattered to him. 
“Suffer, pest.”
He watched as she scurried off, running once again. That was all she did. Belzu turned his attention to the more dangerous opponents present. The two Elites were huddled together. He could take them out with one fell swoop. Most of his Skills were on cooldown, but he still had the Sword of Alexander.
Belzu grinned, creating an illusion to disorient them. The Elites moved around in a panic as it looked like the world was falling around them. The Primeval Demon flew closer, hidden from their view. He raised the Sword of Alexander— 
And paused. He heard a crash. He glanced down at the sphere that he’d been carrying, looking at a giant webbed crack running through it. His eyes bulged.
“Impossible.”
And the sphere that was carrying his world broke. It shattered completely, letting out everything he’d caught within. He watched bodies of monsters fall from it— dropping out of the sky one after another. Then there was a glint. A spear stabbing for his face.
The Primeval Demon zipped back just in time to dodge Mori Gladius’ attack. The leader of the Remembered Order Company landed right next to his fellow Elites, spinning his spear as he took on a battle-ready stance. The adventurer army paused. Even the Salvos clone looked on in awe. Then they erupted to cheers as the Champions of the Human Lands stepped forward.
“Primeval Demon! Your rampage ends here!”
He declared. Belzu just stared in shock.
“My Grand Skill… he broke through it…”
***
It was now or never. Mori Gladius had revealed everything he had. Both his Grand Skills. Everything in his repertoire had been used up. He glanced back at his dwindling army. He barely had half the numbers he’d started with in such a short amount of time— and whether that was due to death or desertion, he wasn’t sure.
But the Primeval Demon wasn’t going to let up. It would not stop until his army and the civilians they were protecting were all dead. After all, the Primeval Demon itself had lost so much from this. Its army of monsters, too, had been reduced. It hovered there, injured. Bleeding and hurt. If not to replenish its numbers, it would press on for the sake of its pride. 
The Primeval Demon raised a hand as its army gathered behind it. Monsters of all shapes and sizes listened to its call. Mindreapers flew alongside it as it cast a scornful gaze at Mori Gladius.
“You grow conceited, Champion of the Human Lands. Your army is broken. You stand no chance against me.” 
Mori Gladius shook his head. That was true. He looked at how haphazardly scattered the adventurers were. They had no organization, unlike a proper military. But still, they were here. They fought on. And that was enough for him. 
He stood taller, shouting for everyone in his army to hear.
“To me, adventurers of the Human lands! Help me bring an end to this plague! It has spread its pestilence for far too long— it has taken far too many lives! We don’t know who will be the next one to suffer by its claws. It could be your friends— your family!” 
The fleeing adventurers paused. They looked at each other, then at the battlefield. They saw the destruction that had been wrought. And they listened. 
“We have proven it time and time again through history. If Humankind bands together, we can achieve anything. A lone Demon cannot and will not bring us to our knees. We will not let it continue!”
He brought his spear up, and a pillar of light shot up. The adventurers stared at him. At the Champion of the Human Lands. There was some hesitation. A moment of doubt. But they heeded his call. They put aside their selfish needs and desires, listening to his valor. 
“Now come! Let us put an end to this today!”
And they cheered. The adventurers charged with him. He ran straight for the Primeval Demon. It rallied its own army, glancing back at the mindless monsters.
“Slaughter them all! I shall gladly add your corpses to my numbers, you foolish mortal!”
The Mindreapers raced forward. The [Gatho Mammoths] stampeded ahead. The Drakes roared as Saeves clung onto their backs. The undead sprinted until their limbs broke. They listened to the Primeval Demon’s command. Only a small section of the monster army stayed back. They hesitated, not charging straight into the fray, although the Primeval Demon didn’t notice it.
Mori Gladius didn’t pay attention to them either. He didn’t even notice their haggard looks. They weren’t monsters or undead, but Humans. All the Champion of the Human Lands saw was his target. The Primeval Demon.
He clashed with the front lines of the monster army. He ripped straight through the undead. The [Gatho Mammoths] were barely even a threat to him. He impaled a Drake before bringing down a group of Saeves. A blast of mind magic struck him, causing him to stumble. Dozens of Mindreapers attacked him all at once.
He glared up at them but didn’t even get a chance to attack as a wave of golden flames incinerated the Mindreapers. The Salvos clone flew alongside him, giving him a thumbs-up. 
Then a flicker of red shot past him. Mori Gladius watched as Scarlet the Red Rose tore apart the front ranks of monsters, screaming at him.
“Go!” 
He nodded as he charged on. A volley of arrows exploded ahead of him, blowing apart a group of Howres. He leapt atop a [Gatho Mammoth], boosting off it as a team of adventurers brought the monster down. He looked up above, spotting the Primeval Demon. As the battlefield raged on around him, he saw a Diamond Ranked adventurer fall from a sundering cut from the Sword of Alexander.
The Primeval Demon caught sight of Mori Gladius too. Through all the fighting. It roared a garbled sound as he shouted.
“I am the Champion of the Human Lands! Your reign of terror ends now!” 
He poured the last vestiges of his Divine Essence into the Bloodforged Lance. No more Skills. No more tricks. Just sheer power alone. The Primeval Demon screamed back as it swung down with the Sword of Alexander.
“I shall not lose to a damn mortal!”
They clashed mid-air. Their blades were locked for what felt like an eternity compounded into a single moment. A wave of energy burst out, knocking back those closest to them. Mori Gladius felt his power fading. He didn’t have much Divine Essence left. 
He grunted as he pushed on. The Primeval Demon stared, watching as the Sword of Alexander was pushed back. 
“No—”
“This is over!” 
Mori Gladius yelled with all his might. There was a glimmer. And then a blast of Divine Essence exploded in all directions. The fighting below stopped as the shockwave pulsed out. The Primeval Demon looked on in shock as the Sword of Alexander itself went flying.
Time seemed to stop. Everyone stared on, unable to parse what just happened. Mori Gladius overwhelmed the Sword of Alexander on his own. Even the Salvos clone wore a look of surprise on her face. The Primeval Demon just uttered one word.
“How?” 
The Champion of the Human Lands grunted, bringing back his Bloodforged Spear. He remembered his Master’s words. The task that had been entrusted to him. This was it. He would not fail here. He thrust forward, aiming for the Primeval Demon’s heart.
“Because I am Humankind’s protector—”
And blood went splattering out. It dripped down from the wounds, mixing together as everyone stared on. There was a gasp. No— gasps. The blood pooled together. Red blood. And… black blood.
Both Demon blood and Human blood dripped down from the golden scales as everyone looked up. They froze at the sight. At their Champion as he was impaled alongside the terrible Primeval Demon. 
Mori Gladius trembled as he looked down at what was protruding from his chest. It tore straight through his heart. A golden thing. A… tail. 
A tail. It was hooked at the edge, with jagged barbs poking out of its side. It connected both Belzu and Mori Gladius. The Primeval Demon looked just as shocked as the Human man. 
A soft laugh broke the silence. 
“Oh, how lucky of me. I have caught two of my prey with a single hook.”
The tail receded. Mori Gladius glanced back at the serpentine figure floating behind him. His eyes widened.
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“Oh.” 
Mori Gladius said as he dropped from the sky. He stared up weakly at the red sky. At his new foe. And a final thought crossed his mind as darkness consumed him for the last time. 
I am sorry, Yves…
***
Belzu coughed out black blood as the tail pulled out from him. He flew back, watching the Champion of the Human Lands drop dead. The owner of the tail tilted his head.
“You’re quite durable for a mere insect, aren’t you?”
“Levithus.”
Belzu spat as he clutched at his wound. It wasn’t enough to kill him. Of course not. He was not a weak mortal who couldn’t survive without his head. Nor did he even have a heart. 
The other Primeval Demon, Levithus, just laughed. 
“Even with our King’s treasures, you are weak.”
He held up the Sword of Alexander. It glimmered in the night sky. The sight of the Mythic Grade artifact broke the Human adventurers out of their stupor. They screamed, turning tails and fleeing. 
“Mori Gladius is dead!”
Another person shouted, louder this time.
“The Champion of the Human Lands has been killed!”
Levithus barely even gave them a glance. His gaze was fixed only on Belzu. The Lord of Lies edged around the other Primeval Demon. Belzu would’ve fled immediately if he could, if Levithus didn’t have the Sword of Alexander in his hands. 
Belzu paused when he caught sight of a glint past the other Primeval Demon. And he decided to speak.
“You are but a slave, Levithus. Even if you kill me today, you will always be weak.” 
“On the contrary, Belzu. I did not come here to slay you on our King’s orders.”
“He is not my king.”
Belzu snarled, but Levithus ignored him. 
“Rather, I asked our King to let me kill you. An insect like you deserves to be exterminated. And I desire the grand honor to put a traitor like you to death.”
Levithus inspected the Sword of Alexander. The weapon flashed as he bared his teeth.
“Then once I am done with you, I shall deal with these puny mortals—”
But a blast of  flames interrupted him. Levithus spun around and caught a golden figure. The Salvos clone struggled as he coiled around her with his body. Her arm transformed into a scythe as she tried to cut her way free.
“And what is this? An ally of yours? No—”
Levithus narrowed his eyes, inspecting the shapeshifting clone.
“How peculiar…”
This was Belzu’s only chance. He pointed.
“[Desecration of the Mind]!”
Levithus recoiled. His eyes narrowed and he swung for Belzu. But the blade cut through only an illusion. 
The real Belzu appeared far away, already flying off into the distance. Levithus roared. 
“Coward!”
His body tightened around the Salvos clone. She let out a silent scream before exploding. The blast barely scathed Levithus. The golden flames whipped around him, billowing smoke into the air. The flames wisped off him as he fixed his gaze at Belzu. He swung the Sword of Alexander down, cutting into the army of the Lord of Lies.
Monsters fell by the dozens. Each swing took out a chunk of Belzu’s army. But they went scattering everywhere. Leviticus spun around, opening his maw and unleashing a torrent of black flames at Belzu’s direction. 
The blast shook the earth. It engulfed everything in its sight. But his targets… vanished. Illusions that had tricked him entirely. The giant serpent paused, floating in the air amidst gold and black fire. He glanced back at the Humans, then at one of the many Belzus in the distance. Both armies fled from him. Both sides were a fraction of their former selves. And Levithus spoke dangerously as flames licked out of his mouth, 
“Run, little insect. Flee with what’s left of your army. But know that your time is running out. Our King is here, and he shall cast his judgment on you.”
***
With that, the battle was over. All six of my clones were dead. Killed by two different Primeval Demons. Hopefully, Jaakko, Zack, and Helen escaped. I tried to buy them whatever time I could by using my last clone to distract Levithus, but… he was far stronger than even Belzu.
I couldn’t even hurt him. At all. So I just hoped that they escaped. 
I sat there, in the throne room of Alyras, far from the battlefield, just exhausted. And in pain. I’d taken a lot more damage than I wanted to when I hadn’t even participated in the fighting myself. Daniel once again asked me if something was wrong, and I finally decided to relay what had happened. 
A babbling of voices broke out. The Vampires and the nobles hurriedly gathered around to discuss the event. They spoke of Mori Gladius’ death. Of the second Primeval Demon’s power. And of Belzu’s defeat. 
I listened, not contributing much other than to clarify any questions. I was too worried. I hoped that my friends survived. And I wondered how I was even going to take on Belzu as I was, let alone Levithus.
For the first time in my life, I felt like I could empathize with Daniel. I just didn’t want to think about my problems for a moment. But then all the discussion in the room came to a halt. Because, for the second time tonight, a messenger rushed into the room. And this time, I perked up at hearing what it was.
“The Rising Veterans Company has arrived.”
The messenger said to the king of Alyras before repeating himself for all to hear,
“The first adventurer army has reached Alyras!” 
There were cheers. Relieved looks. Saffron smiled as she turned to her family, more confident than just a few minutes before. And I found myself getting excited too. Just not for the same reason as everyone else.
I turned to Daniel. My eyes lit up. He gave me a knowing look. And I beamed.
“Edithe is here!”
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