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1. Family Trip (Start of Volume 5 Part 5)

The city lay waiting in the distance. An undulating field of hills and valleys surrounded it, ravaged from weeks of fighting until just two days ago. I’d been gone from Alyras for quite a while, and when I returned, I hadn’t been able to luxuriate in the peaceful confines of the city due to the state of chaos it was in.
I barely even had time to say hi to any of my companions before I was fighting for my life— against Demon after Demon, facing Grand Skill after Grand Skill, and Treasure of Alexander after Treasure of Alexander. I was lucky I had my own Grand Skills and my own Treasure of Alexander, otherwise I probably wouldn’t have stood a chance against them.
And after a protracted battle, we finally came out victorious and defeated most of the Archdemons assailing Alyras. Many people died. Some of whom I knew. I mourned their losses as I was somewhat close with them. But even still, I was elated. After all, I was Level 144 now. I was one step closer to reaching my next evolution. It had been so long, and I was finally on the precipice of taking the next step.
It wasn’t just me who grew stronger, either. Both Edithe and Daniel reached Level 120 from this— the former literally just at Level 120, while the latter was at Level 125 somehow. Apparently Daniel leveled up even after the battle was over, when one of the Demons that ran away died. Still, I was pleased. I managed to keep my promise to the both of them. I told them I’d help get them both to Level 120, and while I technically wasn’t the one responsible for bringing those Archdemons to Alyras, I was ready to take full credit for it. I mean, I did save their lives, didn’t I?
Either way, it was all resolved mostly fine. And that meant that—
"It’s finally time."
It was something I’d wanted to do for a while, but couldn’t due to a litany of reasons. Now though? Now was the perfect chance for it. I glanced back at the three figures waiting behind me. They backed away shyly, trying to hide behind the hill. But they knew just as well as I did that I wouldn’t let them get away. It was happening today.
A [Will O’ Wisp] flitted by my head and snorted.
"Idiot."
The decision was announced in the morning. It came only two days after the siege of Alyras was lifted. Laux Lionfist, one of the triumvirate leaders of the Forsaken Company, was the one to make the announcement.
"With the conclusion of the Conference of Alyras, all parties have unanimously agreed to form a coalition to put an end to this Demon threat once and for all!"
Of course, there was a lot more nuance to that statement than what he said, but he was met with applause as he stepped off the podium. It was a good decision, after all. The only right decision after those seven Archdemons plagued the Conference of Alyras for so long. To think that the best of Humankind would be so unprepared to face only a handful of Demons…
Laux Lionfist had been more wary of the Demon threat than most other parties, but even he didn’t anticipate this. It clearly emphasized just how much of a threat the Demons posed to Humankind. After all, when all of the Human lands were united under the Immortal King Alexander himself— the highest-leveled [Hero] to ever be summoned— they barely managed to fend off the Demon King’s invasion. And it was at a great cost too, with Alexander sacrificing his life to save all of Humankind.
It was always blatantly clear to any observant watcher that the odds were against the currently splintered Human lands. But so many factions had been against forming a coalition, trying to push on the task of exterminating these Demons to the Vaun Qieur Empire or the Three Honorable Companies or the Greater Vampire Families. Only now did they change their minds.
That was the difference between knowing something and understanding it. After the siege of Alyras, everyone now clearly understood just the threat the Demons posed. And that was why it was a unanimous decision to form the coalition they were so against forming.
Laux Lionfist also knew there was some politics behind it. Some bribes or threats made behind closed doors. But it didn’t matter. The decision was made and announced, and he stayed behind in the city square to answer any questions and clear up any concerns that might be had.
It was a tiring job. It was honestly his least favorite part of being in his position. He much preferred being in a life-or-death position, punching his enemies as they punched him till he was an inch from death. He didn’t really have to think too much about what he did, instead letting his instincts take over and drive his actions.
Here, he had to wear a politician’s mouth. Think through every word he said— ensure he couldn’t be misinterpreted, and keep the populace calm. If he misspoke once, the rumor mill would take over and he would have to spend the next few days or weeks trying to clear it up. He was far more focused here as he addressed the concerned people of Alyras
But even his steel-like concentration on the crowd before him broke when he saw the figures moving through the streets of the city. He raised his head, ignoring the questions as he stared at the silver-haired girl and the three creatures following behind her. The crowd turned with him, and a susurration slowly spread throughout the city.
"Is that… a baby Wyvern?"
***

"Excuse me! Sorry! Please don’t stare— they’re shy!"
This was a terrible idea. Willy knew it was a stupid idea. But all he could do was watch as Salvos led the three baby Wyverns into Alyras.
It was bad enough that he was a Grand Spirit. His presence drew a lot of attention. Coupled with Salvos being a famous Diamond Ranked adventurer who gained even more recognition after her efforts during the siege of Alyras. They were already quite a spectacle to behold.
Now with three baby Wyverns tagging along, everyone was asking questions.
"That’s Salvos! Liberator of the Plaguelands! Why… does she have those baby Wyverns with her?"
This attention was too much for Novis, Bellum, and Oriur. The three of them were still young. Not even a month old. And while they did have some exposure to people with the Beastmen just a few days ago, it was incomparable to the bustling life of a city.
Novis and Bellum stuck close to Salvos, too scared to wander around with all the eyes fixed on them. They didn’t even raise their heads as Salvos gestured at the street just ahead of them.
"This is the city square. You can see the palace of Alyras just ahead here— I am pretty sure they hold large gatherings here for important things. Like right now! Look. There’s something happening over there!"
Sure enough, there was a crowd of hundreds just up ahead, although whatever important thing they had been doing was interrupted by Salvos’ presence. Willy sighed as he shrank back, making himself as small as possible— which was unfortunately not as small as he’d like— to avoid the stares and the attention.
Salvos didn’t care for it. She continued forward as Novis and Bellum clung to her legs, quite literally being carried by her with each step she took.
"And this is market street. They sell lots of disgusting— I mean delicious food here."
She had not a care in the world. And because Willy was too embarrassed from all the staring, neither one noticed Oriur slipping away. The third of the baby Wyvern siblings— and the shyest of them all— was most interested in the Human city. Willy and Salvos only noticed he was wandering around and exploring when they heard the scream.
"Monster! Someone call the guards!"
Willy and Salvos snapped their gazes to the side. They watched as Oriur snatched up a roasted pig from the front of a nearby stall. The lady at the counter was sprawled on the ground with silver coins scattered and clinking all around her. She pointed with shaking fingers at the baby Wyvern as he scampered back to Salvos.
"There’s a Wyvern in the city! We’re under attack!"
"No— Oriur! You can’t just take that!"
Salvos exclaimed as the lady continued her shouting, drawing even more attention to the scene. The silver-haired girl picked up the baby Wyvern and tugged the burnt pig carcass from his mouth. She tried to return the half-eaten food back to the lady.
"Sorry about him. He doesn’t know you can’t just take things from people yet… well, actually, you can. As long as no one stops you, you can take whatever you want. But you know what I mean, right?"
The lady just looked up at Salvos with wide eyes.
"Are those… yours?"
"They’re, um… Novis, Bellum, and Oriur."
"You named those Wyverns?"
Salvos nodded.
"Yep. I guess I kind of adopted them because their mom died?"
The lady got to her feet, now glaring at Salvos.
"You adopted those Wyverns… after what they did to Catark?!"
She pointed accusingly at the silver-haired girl. Salvos blinked as the watching crowd began to whisper amongst themselves. They turned to each other, casting sidelong glances back towards her.
"That’s true. Why does she have those Wyverns with her?"
"My family died in Catark to those damn Wyverns!"
"They’re monsters! They shouldn’t be allowed in the city!"
Their voices grew more and more outraged as Salvos stood there, caught off guard by the sudden anger directed towards her. She spun around, confused. But Willy knew things would quickly spiral downwards if left unchecked. He moved to defuse the situation, but was too slow.
A burly man stepped forward from the crowd and spoke in a booming voice.
"Now, now, what’s this ruckus going on?"
"Laux Lionfist! Our city is under attack by those monsters!"
The lady stumbled past Salvos, pointing at the trembling baby Wyverns. Salvos blinked as she saw the scared looks on Novis, Bellum, and Oriur.
"Stop scaring them!"
Salvos stepped forward, raising a fist. But the lady ignored her. However, the burly man— Laux Lionfist— cleared his throat.
"Monsters? I’m sorry madam, but I do not see any monsters here."
"What?"
The lady stared up at him in shock. Laux Lionfist nodded.
"All I see is a young woman taking care of her pets."
"Pets?!"
Both Salvos and the lady sputtered. But he waved a hand off, interrupting the both of them.
"Now I understand you are troubled and upset because of what happened to your stall, so I shall ensure you are fully reimbursed and more."
The lady tried to work her jaw.
"But… but…"
And Laux Lionfist clapped his hands together and made a shooing motion at the crowd.
"Let’s not make a fuss, everyone. I’m sure we’re all tired after the events of the last few weeks. Let’s go back about our day, shall we?"
For a moment, the gathered crowd hesitated. Eventually, they began to disperse one after another, not wanting to get involved with the large and clearly important man. Willy held Salvos back— she was still upset that he called the three baby Wyverns pets. But the [Will O’ Wisp] managed to convince her that Laux Lionfist only said that to help her. Which was true. Although she was still upset about it.
"They’re not pets…"
"Calm…"
Willy said the word like it was supposed to be a spell. Laux Lionfist did as he promised, handing over a handful of gold coins to the lady as she sulked back into her broken stall. He shook his head and laughed.
"Well, that was quite the scene, wasn’t it? Honestly, I had no idea you were a [Beast Tamer] in your second Class."
"Um, actually—"
She raised a hand to correct the man, but Willy stopped her. Salvos looked between Willy and the baby Wyverns for a moment before mouthing an ‘oh’ and lowering her hand.
"Nevermind. Thanks for the help."
Salvos smiled at Laux Lionfist. He nodded back at her.
"It is my pleasure, Liberator of the Plaguelands."
"You know me?"
She cocked her head at him.
"I do. Everyone knows you. Especially after that stunt you pulled with your clones."
He shook his head and proffered her a hand.
"In any case, I am Laux Lionfist, one of the triumvirate leaders of the Forsaken Company."
Salvos returned with a blank stare.
"Who?"
He paused. He narrowed his eyes at her, scrutinizing her look of confusion.
"You’re serious, aren’t you?"
"Yep. Never heard of you in my life. Although… you look a bit familiar."
Laux Lionfist guffawed at that. He threw his head back as he laughed boisterously before patting her on the shoulder.
"It doesn’t matter. Honestly, I’d prefer that you didn't know who I was. I don’t have to deal with formalities that way."
"Same. Pretending to be who I’m not is annoying."
Salvos nodded in agreement, although Willy knew she was referring to something else entirely. Laux Lionfist ushered Salvos forward as Willy and the baby Wyverns trailed after.
"You’re an interesting person, aren’t you? I can see why Orgaf has taken quite the interest in you."
"You know Orgaf?"
"Let’s just say we’re co-workers."
The burly man winked at her. He brought her away from the city square, towards a more secluded street before coming to a halt.
"But before we stray too far from the topic of honesty, I must confess, while I did come here to both offer you a hand and to get to know you better, I do have ulterior motives."
Salvos stopped behind him, raising a brow.
"Ulterior motives?"
Willy froze, unsure of whether this was a good or bad thing. He was almost certain that he should intervene, but Laux Lionfist was above Level 150. And the burly man probably wasn’t going to try anything too bad, right?
Well, the [Will O’ Wisp] got an answer soon after as Laux Lionfist nodded and gestured at Salvos.
"Those artifacts you’re wearing… I believe that we are going to be needing them back."
Salvos looked down at the boots and greaves she was wearing, before raising her head at the crown on her forehead. Laux Lionfist pointed at each of the Treasures of Alexander, and she blinked.
"Huh."




2. Fair and Square

Willy froze. Both figuratively and literally. His normally-green flames paled into a deathly white. A cold wind swept over his wispy body, but the fire refused to dance. Not right now. Even the three baby Wyverns— Novis, Bellum, and Oriur— could sense the tension in the air.
"Huh."
Salvos had no other response. Laux Lionfist loomed over her. An Elite Ranked adventurer. One of the triumvirate leaders of the Forsaken Company. He had demanded she returned the Treasures of Alexander she wore on her. And if Willy knew Salvos, which he did, he knew she would not just give it over, especially not the Crown of Alexander.
"I, um…"
The silver-haired girl hesitated. Then she pointed past the burly man.
"Wait, what’s that?"
Willy actually looked where she pointed only to see an empty street. He sighed and turned back around. Salvos ran. Of course she did. But as she took a single step forward Laux Lionfist reached out with his long arms and caught her with ease.
"Let go of me!"
Salvos yelled. But the burly man pinched the bridge of his nose.
"I cannot do that, Salvos. Not until you hand over the Treasures of Alexander to me."
"I’m not giving it to you! It’s mine! I found these artifacts fair and square!"
Willy wanted to intervene. Especially since Salvos’ shouting coupled with the towering Human was scaring the baby Wyverns. However, to him, this scene was comedy gold. Just the sight of Salvos struggling like a child in Laux Lionfist’s right hand made the [Will O’ Wisp] burst out laughing.
She pouted as the large Human held her up to meet his gaze.
"I deserve it! Didn’t you see what I did to beat up those Demons?"
Salvos crossed her arms, and Laux Lionfist sighed.
"I did hear about what you did in Alyras. How you slayed three of the Archdemons on your own— albeit using your Grand Skills and the Treasures of Alexander to your advantage against the already-weakened foes."
"What? What do you mean they were weakened? I beat them by myself with no one’s help when they were at full strength! In fact, I’d say they were stronger than ever!"
She continued to protest, swinging her legs like a child throwing a tantrum. Willy continued to cackle as Laux Lionfist clearly looked like he was regretting his decision to even approach her in the first place. Salvos continued whining.
"I’m not giving anything to you! Nuh-uh! Absolutely not! They’re safer with me than they are with you guys! How many times have you nearly lost them to Demons? Too many times, see?"
The burly man shook his head, evidently exasperated but otherwise trying to keep his cool.
"Look, Salvos, I’d be more than happy to let you keep the Treasures of Alexander on you. For both your sanity and mine. But, unfortunately, I cannot do that in good faith."
"Why not?"
She whined. He fixed her with a look.
"Because of what you did to the Breastplate of Alexander."
And Salvos froze. She gulped as Willy laughed even harder. The silver-haired girl was sweating, averting her gaze from the large Human.
"Um… the whowhatwherenow?"
"We heard about what happened to the Breastplate of Alexander when it was in your hands. That a Mythical Grade Armor— that one of the greatest protective artifacts created in history— broke after you used it for no more than a few months."
Salvos was completely stiff now. She knew Laux Lionfist was right. So did Willy. Anyone with a semblance of common sense knew it would be ridiculous to someone as reckless as her wander around with priceless artifacts like the Treasures of Alexander that couldn’t be replaced.
Laux Lionfist continued.
"I understand it seems unfair to you. But for the safety and security of the Human lands, I ask that you kindly hand over the Treasures of Alexander to me."
"I, um… t-that’s…"
She hesitated, mumbling something Willy could barely even hear. What Laux Lionfist said made sense, even to Salvos’ own logic and line of reasoning. Unfortunately, it didn’t make sense to a group of three baby Wyverns overhearing the conversation.
They didn’t hear what Laux Lionfist said, per se. They were, after all, monsters, incapable of understanding language. All they saw was a Human being aggressive towards their mother. So, they acted.
The three of them lashed out at once. They leapt for Laux Lionfist’s face, attacking with their claws and their teeth. He jerked back, swatting them away out of surprise and instinct. They fell back to the ground as Salvos’ eyes grew wide.
"You—"
"I didn’t—"
And the silver-haired girl glared up at him. She moved fast. The Boots of Alexander glimmered as she kicked up. She knocked his arm aside with her shin. The Greaves of Alexander flashed on contact, and Laux Lionfist grunted. He staggered back as she spun around mid-air, aiming for his head with a second kick.
The Elite Ranked adventurer blinked. He saw the way she used the Treasures of Alexander one after another. The next hit would’ve been bad. Even Willy knew that. The [Will O’ Wisp] moved to stop the silver-haired girl, but he would be too slow.
The kick landed. There was a flash. The brick ground smashed open as Willy flinched. For a moment, the Grand Spirit thought it was a clean hit. Then the dust cleared up, and Laux Lionfist lowered his arms.
The burly man had somehow blocked the attack in time, covering his face with his arms. Salvos leapt back, protectively hovering over the three baby Wyverns as Laux Lionfist lowered his arms.
"Don’t you dare hurt them."
She snarled at him. He nodded.
"I apologize for that."
He cleared his throat as he adjusted his shirt.
"I didn’t mean to harm them. Are they alright?"
Salvos glanced down at the baby Wyverns. She ran a hand over their smooth bodies before sighing in relief.
"They are, thankfully."
Novis, Bellum, and Oriur hugged her as they let out a soft cry. Laux Lionfist smiled and stepped back.
"That’s good."
He started walking away, much to Willy’s surprise. The [Will O’ Wisp] didn’t think that he was going to leave so easily, but he passed Salvos by without pressing her any further.
"I shall be taking my leave now. Honestly, I didn’t even want to have this talk. I am not as good at speaking as I am at fighting. I knew I would’ve messed this up somehow."
Salvos didn’t respond. Her attention was fixed only on the baby Wyverns. Willy spoke softly.
"Sorry."
And Laux Lionfist returned with a small nod of acknowledgement. Right as the burly man reached the end of the street, he paused and craned his neck fractionally.
"Do be aware that I won’t be the only one pressing you for the Treasures of Alexander. I am sure that Helena Warshade herself would be approaching you about this issue soon."
Salvos just harrumphed.
"I’m not giving anything to her."
"I know you won’t. And perhaps you are right that the Treasures of Alexander would truly be safer in your hands. Alas…"
Laux Lionfist trailed off as he walked away. Willy flitted over Salvos as she reassured Novis, Bellum, and Oriur that everything would be fine. When they calmed down eventually, she got up and smiled at them.
"Come on, let's find Daniel and Edithe."
Salvos said as she picked up the baby Wyverns and carried them towards the palace of Alyras. Willy followed, knowing that the day of trouble wasn’t going to come to an end anytime soon.
***

Helena Warshade sat in the dark room, illuminated only by a single magical image. It was a scrying spell. One that was focused on a silver-haired girl strutting through the city. The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy ignored the fact that Salvos was carrying three oversized lizards. The leader of the Rising Veterans Company didn’t pay attention to the following Grand Spirit.
Instead, she narrowed her eyes as she eyed Salvos’ every moment.
"Are you friend?"
She asked, leaning back.
"Or are you foe?"
It was a simple question. One that only Helena Warshade was asking. After all, no one would question whether a Diamond Ranked adventurer who had a reputation of killing Demons was an ally or an enemy. But the Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy knew things that most people didn’t know.
For one thing, she knew that Salvos had lied about the death of the Primeval Demon. And for another— a far more important thing— Helena Warshade knew that Salvos wasn’t even a… Human.
So Helena Warshade speculated. She observed. And no matter what, she was going to get her answer from the silver-haired girl.




3. Heartbeat

Amanda paused right by the doorway. She could hear the muffled voices from the other side— she could feel the excitement leaking out from the hall. There was a large gathering there. A party of sorts.
To most people, now wasn’t the time to be celebrating. It was a time to grieve. A time to act. It made no sense to be holding a celebration now, so soon after so many lives were lost during the siege of Alyras. But there was a cause to celebrate— there was a reason why this party was being held.
It was the reason why the room was quite literally vibrating in excitement. Both common folk and people of import came here for one reason and one reason alone. To meet a man. But not just any man. Not a king or an emperor. In fact, kings and emperors congregated here to see this man.
His name was Daniel Song. A [Hero] from another world. The first [Hero] to step foot in the Nexeus— in the Human lands— in over a millennia. It had been two thousand years since the last [Hero] was summoned. Well, actually, that wasn’t true. A few hundred years ago, a [Hero] summoning was carried out to repel the Centinel invasion of the Human lands.
Unfortunately, he died in his first battle against the Centinels. A mere [Junior Centinel] got to him. The average person didn’t know of him or this tale. Those who were well-versed in the subject knew him as Steven the Failure.
But before him, there hadn’t been an attempted [Hero] summoning in so, so long. Especially when compared to how relatively commonplace they were thousands of years ago. And it was all because of Zacharius the Quisling.
The infamous [Hero] summoning that resulted in the destruction of dozens of small kingdoms and nearly brought about the fall of the largest empire at the time. One that resulted in the creation of the Diamond Rank zone known as the Plaguelands today. A [Hero] that betrayed his summoners, all because of his forbidden romance with a foul [Necromancer] that seduced him.
Such a story— such a cautionary tale— was the reason why some folks came here today.
"Excuse me."
A tinny voice spoke as Amanda blinked. She stepped aside as a woman wearing a knight’s helmet pushed the single side door open. Kaitlin Darkhelm, the Commander of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s Swordsguard Forces, was clearly here on business. And Amanda could sense the aura being exuded— it was one of skepticism and doubt. Not on the veracity of Daniel’s claims as a [Hero], rather on the adverse effects he could bring about to the Human lands.
But most others gathering here were more optimistic. In the brief glimpse into the large hall, Amanda could see the hopeful faces. It only made sense. With the looming Demon threat, the sudden appearance of a [Hero] seemed like a miracle. A blessing bestowed upon all of the Humankind. Surely this Daniel Song would be the one to put a halt to Regnorex for sure, right?
Amanda didn’t believe that. She sighed, shaking her head as she strolled into the decorated hall after Kaitlin Darkhelm. She forced herself forward. She fought back against the apprehension seizing her back.
The former assassin was used to attending events similar to these. She’d killed plenty of high value targets in parties before. Yet, for some reason, she was extremely nervous today.
She looked down at herself— at the dress she wore. It was a black silk dress that went down to her ankles, with its collar hanging low to reveal her shoulders. Her sleeves were short with a gray pleated edge of frills that stuck out in a glamorous way.
Her appearance didn’t typically matter much to her. Not unless it was pertinent to whatever task she had been given by the higher ups in the Harrowed Vindicators. But she dressed nicely today. And it was for the exact same reason she was nervous.
It had been two days since the siege of Alyras. She hadn’t seen Daniel Song at all during that time. He’d been swept away and interrogated by kings and queens and other important people— meetings held in private. And during that time away from him, Amanda had a lot of time to herself.
See, she didn’t really know too many people here in Alyras. She was barely acquainted with Daniel’s friends, and everyone else was basically a stranger to her. So she had a lot of time to herself. A lot of time to think. A lot of time to make a realization.
The susurration in the room was drowned out by the beating of her heart. Amanda looked around the room, seeing shadowed faces. She felt completely alone, even when surrounded by so many people. Standing there by herself when everyone had a partner to converse with made her regret her decision to even enter the hall. She wanted to leave. Where even is that idiot Daniel? she wondered with a scowl.
"Quite the gathering we have here today, huh?"
Amanda blinked, broken out of her thoughts. She looked up at a familiar pink-haired woman. A young noble. A Vampire.
"You’re…?"
The former assassin knew the Vampire’s name, but it escaped her at this moment. The young noble just sighed.
"Saffron Merryster. We spoke briefly just over a month ago."
"Right."
Amanda pursed her lips. The former assassin shifted back as Saffron stepped forward and offered a glass.
"Care for a drink?"
"I’m good."
A curt reply. Amanda didn’t really know what else to say. She wasn’t close with this Saffron, even though they were both vaguely related to each other through Daniel and Salvos’ friendship. Saffron just shrugged and took a sip from one of the glasses.
The pair stood next to each other, looking around the room as the crowd continued to eagerly await Daniel’s appearance. Amanda could feel the awkwardness in the silence between the two, but she couldn’t be bothered breaking it. Eventually, Saffron finally spoke.
"This is quite surprising, if I’m being honest."
"What is?"
Amanda asked, still not facing Saffron.
"The fact that Salvos’ friend turned out to be a [Hero]."
"Oh."
The former assassin didn’t really react. But the young noble raised a brow.
"You don’t seem all too surprised by this. Were you already aware of his Class, then?"
"..."
"I’ll take that as a yes."
Saffron scoffed. She waved down a servant and handed her drinks away before facing Amanda.
"I’ll be honest, if someone had actually turned out to be a [Hero], I would’ve expected it to be Salvos. I don’t think anyone expected her friend to be one instead."
And Amanda’s brows snapped together.
"What do you mean by that?"
"I’m just saying, if you went back in time to when I first ever met Salvos and Daniel and told me one of them turned out to be a [Hero], the idea of Daniel being the [Hero] wouldn’t have even crossed my mind."
Saffron spoke casually. And it irked Amanda. She glared at Saffron, crossing her arms.
"And why would that be the case?"
"Well, I simply believe that of the two, Salvos is the more competent fighter. She does hold more achievements than him, after all. And her rise has been sensational. In a few years, she has become one of the most talked about adventurers in our generation."
That was certainly true. Amanda could acknowledge that. But the former assassin was still irate.
"Perhaps so, but do not forget that half of Salvos’ achievements would not be possible if not for Daniel’s help. He is one of the Liberators of the Plaguelands, just like her. He was there at Silvergrove with her. Her rise is just as much his as it is hers."
Saffron tilted her head back and rubbed her chin.
"That’s…"
But Amanda didn’t let the young noble continue. Her annoyance continued to build before spilling out in a deluge of words.
"And furthermore—"
Amanda hastily spoke over Saffron.
"Sure, he may be a bit of a coward at times. Or annoyingly stubborn. Or an idiot who doesn’t know how to care for himself. But despite all that, he always tries his best to do what’s right. He embodies all the traits of a [Hero], not that whimsical, naive, annoying girl that fucked right off before those Demons invaded Alyras."
The former assassin only realized she was panting when she was finished. Saffron stared at her as a few heads turned their way. They were staring quite clearly at her outburst. Amanda flushed and bit her lower lip.
"I…"
Saffron cleared her throat.
"I apologize. I didn’t really mean any offense to your friend. Perhaps I am biased because I am more familiar with Salvos than Daniel, and I have been following her growth for a long while. But I should’ve been more considerate with what I said."
Amanda lowered her head. She spoke softly— barely a whisper.
"...it’s fine."
The former assassin placed a hand on her chest. Her heart pounded like a smith’s hammer. Normally, she was much better at controlling her emotions. But there was a reason why she lashed out. It was the very same thing she’d realized over the last two days.
And it was why she jolted up as she heard a sharp voice call out.
"There he is!"
Everyone turned their heads, facing the gilded main entrance of the hall. The crowd hushed quickly as Amanda raised her head. She looked past the many faces blocking her way and stared straight at a young man stepping into the room.
"The [Hero] of Earth A1."
Daniel Song. And the man Amanda had fallen in love with.
It was stupid, really. So immature. But she knew it was true. She knew how she felt— her heart fluttered as she watched him smile. She blushed as he nodded at the noblewomen fawning over him from the side.
Here he was. The man everyone was just vying to meet. Finally, after two days, he was making a public appearance and going to answer everyone’s questions once and for all. Amanda watched as he made his way up onto a stage, accompanied by king Artik of Alyras and princess Rana of Alyras.
The crowd whispered, some still skeptical, while others already believed in him.
"Is that really him?"
"My [Identification] isn’t working on him. Is he really a [Hero]?"
"He’s a [Hero], alright. [Lesser Appraisal] never lies."
"Do you think he’ll be the one to put a stop to those Demons?"
"Well, it could still be a trick—"
Nevertheless, they spoke about him. They speculated harder now, seeing him in the flesh as the [Hero] he was. And they waited in anticipation for him to speak. To address all that was being said about him. Daniel took center stage with king Artik as princess Rana took a seat at a nearby table.
The young man cast his gaze over the room, stopping only to meet Amanda’s gaze. He smiled, and the former assassin instinctively flinched— even though she had no reason to— before steeling herself. She knew he was simply acknowledging her presence. There was no way he was happy to see her… right?
He was just there to give a speech. To dispel any doubts about his status as a [Hero]. To explain why he was even here in the Nexeus. Daniel Song took a deep breath as everyone in the room leaned forward, ready to hear what he had to say.
"I—"
Daniel started. And the heavy double doors at the entrance flew open once again. A loud voice drew the attention of everyone in the room. Amanda frowned, and Daniel blinked.
"Hello? Daniel? Are you in here? I’ve been searching everywhere for you!"
A silver-haired girl called out as she kicked the doors open. She carried three pink creatures— each about four feet tall— in front of her like they were just a stack of books as she looked around the room. A pair of guards stumbled after her, clearly trying to stop her, as a [Will O’ Wisp] trailed after her.
Salvos paused as she came face-to-face with the large gathering. They stared at her, and she cocked her head.
"Um, hello? Am I, um… interrupting?"
Daniel just sighed, and Willy snorted. Saffron smacked her forehead. The three of them muttered.
"Idiot."




4. Cardinal

"Idiot."
Rana Alyras, princess of Alyras, couldn’t help but agree with the susurration from Salvos’ friends. Of course, the princess wasn’t in any position to mutter such indecent comments. It was uncouth— unbefitting her station. But she couldn’t lie and say the remark didn’t cross her mind as a thought.
She leaned back on her seat, massaging her temples as Saffron pulled Salvos aside while Daniel Song, the [Hero] himself, hastily apologized to the crowd. Fortunately, most of those gathered here at this point were somewhat aware of Salvos, the Liberator of the Plaguelands, and her antics. They just brushed it off, chuckling amongst each other.
"She really has quite the sense of timing, doesn’t she?"
"It’s hard to believe that that’s one of our best adventurers…"
"Well, that’s to be expected. Most people at that level have a screw loose or too."
"Hey, that’s good and all, but why was she carrying those baby Wyverns?"
Rana was glad at least someone asked the question. The princess was wondering about that too. Salvos had with her three pink-ish blobs— although some were more pink than the others, The silver-haired adventurer carried them in a pile like she was a maid hefting around a basket of laundry… except they were baby Wyverns. She took a seat as a [Will O’ Wisp] accompanied her, holding them down as they wiggled in her arms.
"Of all the things…"
The princess couldn’t help but smirk despite her exasperated expression. She only turned her attention away from Salvos when Daniel finally began his speech.
"My name is Daniel Song, and as you all already know by now, I am a [Hero]..."
It wasn’t the most cogent start to a heroic speech, but it wasn’t meant to be one. It was more meant to address all the questions that had been lingering over the last few days. After all, many people were dubious of his claims— even if the veracity of his Class had been confirmed by Helena Warshade herself. But even amongst those who believed him, there were plenty of outspoken critics. After all, they had a very valid question: where had the [Hero] been all this time?
Well, Daniel was here to answer just that.
Rana listened as Daniel spoke of his journey thus far. He gave a summation of everything he’d been through since he first woke up in this world. He talked of the Elutra Kingdom. A woman in the audience lowered her head as he told the world of the illegal summoning they had performed to bring him into the Nexeus, Then he spoke of his exploits— of the things he’d accomplished.
"I know it seems like I wasn’t there. Perhaps to you I may seem like a coward. That I shirked my duties as a [Hero] by fleeing Elutra. That I could’ve put a halt to this madness with those Demons long before it even began. But the truth is, I could’ve also ended up like Steven the Failure. I could’ve made no difference whatsoever. That is why now I’m here to right my wrongs."
The [Hero] took a deep breath as a rise ran through the crowd but briefly. Rana herself leaned forward, anticipating what he had to say next. He closed his eyes.
"With… the blessing of the Council of Cremont…"
He looked up and nodded at the [Archbishops] Thorsten Sigefried and Ulric Magnus sitting at an ornate seat to the side. The latter was the head of the Sanctum of Elements, and he had arrived only yesterday, not for the Conference of Alyras, but solely for Daniel Song. And it was clear they had a talk before this speech.
Daniel continued with some apprehension in his voice.
"I shall be joining this coalition army formed against this Demon invasion on behalf of the Sanctum of Elements, the Den of Souls, and the Sanctuary of Fauna. Following suit with my predecessors, I shall now be taking charge of the Council of Cremont as their Cardinal during this time of crisis."
He looked like he wanted to sigh as he finished. Rana blinked. The crowd paused. For a moment, there was only silence. Then that silence broke as a deluge of questions flooded the room.
Rana herself had to move out of the way to avoid the mass of people that was making their way to Danielm trying to hound him with questions. She just watched as the [Hero] tried to deflect the interrogation to Thorsten Siegfrid and Ulric Magnus to get away from the crowd.
"The [Archbishops] really ceded their power to him…"
The princess didn’t expect it. And clearly no one else did. A man strode up next to her as he remarked.
"Interesting. How very interesting."
Peris Dolonia, the Crown Prince of Dolonia and Rana’s fiance, sipped from a wineglass before offering it to Rana. The princess twisted her lips.
"I am fine, thank you."
He shook his head and finished his drink. When he was done he raised his head and continued.
"If I am following this story right, this Daniel Song was brought to the Nexeus through a [Hero] summoning. One not instigated by Humankind as a whole. One that the Council of Cremont was unaware of— that none of the [Archbishops] knew about. Instead, an illegal summoning by a rogue nation that no longer exists."
Rana frowned, looking away from the commotion ahead as Daniel hid behind the [Archbishops]. Peris sighed.
"Yet, despite his cowardice— despite hiding away while Humankind has needed him for the past few years— he is awarded with power and wealth. He has been made Cardinal of the Council of Cremont as the Immortal King Alexander had been."
The princess crossed her arms.
"They’re simply prioritizing the safety of the Human lands. I know this is something you cannot understand, but unlike you they’re willing to do whatever it takes to put a halt to this Demon invasion rather than wasting time playing politics."
Peris tapped a finger on his lower lip.
"Perhaps…"
Then he spun around and scoffed.
"Or perhaps they are simply trying to re-legitimize their waning position in recent times. But nevertheless, I shall play the role that has been forcibly imposed onto me, for the sake of my country and the Helbir Plains. For I know the punishment of not adhering to these rules, and it is quite a cruel one."
With that, he took his leave and left the ballroom. Rana just watched him go.




5. Treasure Gift

It took a while for Daniel to escape the horde hounding him with questions. He deflected all of the interrogation because he really didn’t have many answers. He directed their questions to the [Archbishops]— to the [Priests] from the Council of Cremont. Still, not all of the questions flung his way were related to him being anointed as the Cardinal of the Sanctum of Elements, the Den of Souls, and the Sanctuary of Fauna.
As expected, some people were still dubious of the fact that he was a [Hero]. To deal with those people, he simply grabbed the nearest Elite Ranked adventurer he could find and used them as a shield for those questions. Scarlet blinked, looking up from the buffet as Daniel patted her on the shoulder.
"She can answer all your questions— she was there when Helena Warshade questioned me two days ago! Thanks, Scarlet!"
"I… what?"
The Red Rose glanced between the [Hero] and the small crowd that broke off after the [Hero]. She opened her mouth to protest, but the young man was faster than the [Rogue]. He quickly circled around her as his distraction worked, much to the chagrin of the young Elite.
He scurried away, pushing his way through the party heads turned and exclaimed. He only paused when he bumped into a pair of women he recognized. Amanda and Saffron. The former assassin and the young noble were standing next to each other. Daniel had no idea they were friends, but he didn’t question it.
"Daniel—"
Amanda started, but he quickly spoke over her and faced Saffron.
"Where’s Salvos?"
The pink-haired girl gestured towards the back of the room.
"I placed her all the way back there so she wouldn’t cause too much trouble. She’s busy trying to feed those baby Wyverns anyway…"
"Thanks."
He smiled at Saffron before breaking off to get to his friend. A hand grabbed him from behind, stopping him. He blinked and looked at Amanda.
"Did you need something, Amanda?"
He raised a brow at her. She lowered her head, not meeting his gaze. She looked like she wanted to say something, but unsure of what she even wanted to say at the same time.
"Daniel… I—"
The former assassin opened her mouth. Then she paused. She saw the way Daniel was glancing over to the side— towards Salvos. Amanda slowly closed her mouth and let go of his arm.
"Amanda?"
Daniel turned back to her. She shook her head.
"It’s nothing…"
The [Hero] was pretty sure that was a lie. But he could see a few members of the crowd breaking off in pursuit of him, and he really didn’t want to stick around for them to catch him. Once he got to Salvos, she’d repel them by virtue of being Salvos.
So he just shrugged and hurried off. Eventually, he managed to escape to Salvos’ table.
"Daniel! You didn’t tell me you were giving a speech!"
The silver-haired girl waved at him as he made his approach. Her cheery and carefree attitude starkly juxtaposed with the tension in the room. Daniel welcomed it. He thoroughly relished in her conviviality after the last two days of constant interrogation. But on one hand, the young man couldn’t help but sigh as he slumped himself over a cushioned chair. After all, it was clear she didn’t understand the gravity of the situation… or at least, didn’t care for it.
"It was a good speech! I liked it when you said the thing which made everyone gasp!"
She gave him a thumbs-up. Daniel shook his head as he sat there.
"Thanks, but I hated giving it."
"Why would you hate your speech?"
She cocked her head at him. He waved a hand off.
"Because it wasn’t really my decision. They kinda forced me to become their Cardinal."
He shrugged as Salvos stared at him. Her confusion was evident. The [Hero] himself was more annoyed by it than anything. And even Salvos could see that.
"Why didn’t you just say no?"
The silver-haired girl suggested casually. Daniel massaged his temples.
"Well… I couldn’t really say no?"
"Why not?"
She pestered him. And a voice from the side replied before Daniel could.
"Because."
Daniel looked up at the [Will O’ Wisp] floating off to the side, hovering over the three baby Wyverns as they scared down a whole roast pig from the buffet. Willy, the normally sarcastic Grand Spirit, was entirely serious with his single-word non-answer. But it was true— and Daniel just nodded.
"Willy’s right. It’s just… because."
"What?"
Salvos blinked, utterly confused. Daniel smiled at her.
"It’s fine, Salvos, really. It’s a bit annoying, but otherwise it’s the right thing to do."
He was grateful that she cared enough to worry over him. But he didn’t want to change anything, even if he was a little irate. She just stared at him for a moment.
"Huh."
She studied his face as he reached for a glass of red wine. He didn’t know why there was even wine on the table since Salvos didn’t drink. Unless she was letting the baby Wyverns drink the alcohol— in which case, Daniel wouldn’t really be surprised. He glanced over at the three baby Wyverns as they whined and fought over the food.
Salvos clapped her hands together.
"Oh, have you met them yet?"
She proudly gestured at the baby Wyverns. Daniel nodded.
"I met them briefly, but they were a bit… antsy back then."
"Well, they’re better with Humans now! Come here, guys!"
Salvos called over the three baby Wyverns. They looked up from their food and exchanged a glance. They hesitated when they saw Daniel sitting next to their mother. But they answered the call and scampered over to her.
"Say hi to them, Daniel."
She beamed as the young man mumbled an awkward greeting.
"Uh… hey, Novis, Bellum, and…"
"Oriur."
"Right, Oriur."
He pursed his lips. The baby Wyverns made a sound. A soft growl. But not an aggressive one. It almost sounded like they were saying ‘hello’. Although, Daniel was probably imagining it. He cleared his throat and leaned forward to Salvos.
"So… how long are you going to keep mothering them?"
He asked in a whispered voice. Daniel was pretty sure they couldn’t understand him anyway, but this was just to be safe. Salvos crossed her arms.
"I am not their mother!"
She spoke emphatically, and Daniel shrank back.
"Alright— alright. Don’t need to yell."
He rubbed his ears before sighing.
"But what I mean is are you really going to be looking after these baby Wyverns forever?"
"That’s…"
Salvos looked at Daniel for a moment, registering his words. Then she drew back, clearly offended.
"Of course not! I’m just going to be looking after them until they grow up!"
"You know that it’ll take them years to fully grow up, right?"
He gave her a flat stare. Salvos paused.
"Wait, really?"
She sounded genuinely surprised. The young man from Earth pinched the bridge of his nose, and Willy snorted.
"Idiot."
"Salvos… please don’t tell me you genuinely didn’t know that."
Daniel pleaded with her. Salvos sputtered.
"But look at them! They’re all already over Level 10! They’ll reach Level 40 anytime soon!"
She waved at the baby Wyverns as they looked on, confused. Daniel nodded.
"They are Level 10, yes, but that doesn’t mean they’ll be adults at Level 40. They’ll just be very high-leveled babies."
"That… that makes no sense!"
"No, it makes complete sense. Do you seriously think that our level determines our age?"
Daniel crossed his arms. Salvos bit her lower lip. She shifted in her seat for a moment. Then she murmured.
"But I evolved from an infant at Level 10…"
Daniel watched as she mulled over this fact for a while. He cleared his throat.
"Anyway, I didn’t really come here to tell you that."
She raised her head as he reached for a weapon at his belt.
"I came here to return this to you."
Her eyes went wide.
"That’s…"
He raised the Sword of Alexander, and Salvos frowned. She narrowed her eyes as the glint from the Mythical Grade Weapon drew more than a few onlookers.
They gasped and whispered, their gaze fixed only on the iridescent blade. Honestly, Daniel wasn’t sure why they were in such awe of the weapons Salvos was, after all, wearing the rest of the— unbroken— set of the Treasures of Alexander. Although it seemed like he was the only one who noticed it. No one else did. A passive effect of the Mythical Grade artifacts.
Salvos pointed at herself.
"Wait, why are you giving the Sword of Alexander to me?"
"I’m just giving it back to who it rightfully belongs to."
He smiled at her. Daniel was grateful that she lent it to him when she did. He wouldn’t have been able to fend off that Level 150 [Fiend] if not for the Sword of Alexander itself. Especially with the boost it gave him thanks to him being a [Hero]. But at the end of the day, it was better in Salvos’ hands.
The silver-haired girl raised a hand as he proffered the Sword of Alexander to her— before pushing it back to him.
"It’s fine— keep it."
She grinned at Daniel as he blinked. The [Hero] opened his mouth.
"What?"
"I said: keep it."
She backed up as the young man from Earth stared at her, puzzled.
"It’s yours, Daniel."
Mine? he thought, befuddled. That wasn’t right.
"But you were the one who—"
The young man started, but Salvos raised a hand to cut him off.
"The only reason why I got the Sword of Alexander in the first place was to give it to you."
"You… what?"
"Yep."
Salvos nodded as she got to her feet. She patted the young man on the shoulders.
"You’re my companion. And, also, you’re the best possible fit for the Sword of Alexander itself. I mean, you did attune yourself to it, didn’t you?"
"I… did."
He replied sheepishly. Salvos nodded.
"It’s fine, Daniel."
Daniel stared at her. This was Salvos. A young and carefree girl. Someone who often didn’t put much thought into her actions. Someone who was beholden to herself over all else. But also— someone who was incredibly caring when it mattered. He slowly lowered the Sword of Alexander as his lips curled up.
"Thank you."
Daniel bowed his head at the silver-haired girl as she chuckled. She settled back into her seat, waving a hand off.
"Now, where’s Edithe, anyway? She still hasn’t been properly introduced to Novis, Bellum, and Oriur yet!"
The young man raised his head and scratched his cheek with a finger.
"I’m not sure. I’d have assumed she’d be here since all the big adventurer companies were invited. She’s probably busy, I guess."
"Huh."
Salvos furrowed her brows. She got to her feet as the baby Wyverns perked up.
"Well, let’s go find—"
She froze as a tinny voice spoke up.
"Salvos the Sentinel of Secely. And Daniel Song [Hero] from Earth."
Kaitlin Darkhelmn stepped forward as Daniel turned to face her. He didn’t know what she was doing here, but it was clear she meant business since she was accompanied by a pair of knights. She cleared her throat and gestured at both him and the silver-haired girl.
"The both of you are in possession of all four pieces of the Treasures of Alexander. I would kindly like to ask you to hand them over to the Vaun Qieur Empire’s Swordsguard Forces for safekeeping."
"...what?"
Daniel blinked. Salvos stood in alert. The [Hero] turned to his loyal companion. His longtime ally. His friend.
"What do we do, Salvos?"
Her eyes flickered and she answered.
"Here’s what we do—"
Daniel waited for her to continue, but she didn’t say anything. Instead, Salvos spun around, grabbed the baby Wyverns, and made a break for it. When the young man turned around, she was already down the hall waving at him.
"You can hold her off! I believe in you!"
"Salvos…"
The [Hero] sighed. Willy scoffed.
"Good luck."
And the [Will O’ Wisp] trailed after her.
***

It probably was going to be fine. It definitely wasn’t going to end with fighting. Not right now. Not especially since it seemed that Kaitlin Darkhelm wasn’t acting on behalf of Helena Warshade or the Elite Ranked adventurers. She was clearly representing the Vaun Qieur Empire in that regard. And if anything happened, the Council of Cremont would protect Daniel.
So I ran off with Novis, Bellum, and Oriur before they could catch me. I only slowed when I was away from the palace, heading out of the city. I looked down at the three baby Wyverns as they whined in my arms. And I pursed my lips.
Daniel was right. I couldn’t protect them forever. Nor could I baby them for long. There was a massive war looming. I was getting close to my Level 150 evolution. And I needed to go to the Netherworld to find Haec. I really didn’t know what to do with the baby Wyverns.
"Ok?"
Willy asked as he flitted after me. The baby Wyverns exchanged a glance quizzically as I nodded.
"I’m fine."
For now, I would keep to my word and look after them. I would figure things out… maybe.




6. The Start

A crowd of adventurers stood around the base of the hill in silence. They wore black, their heads hung low, and their mood dour. Edithe Dawnrise was one of the adventurers standing amongst the crowd. She remained silent, listening as a familiar man gave a speech.
"Today, we are gathered here not to celebrate our victory, but to mourn those we have lost. To remember those who died fighting for a greater cause."
Hadrian spoke in a low voice. The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company wore the saddest expression of them all, yet he still remained strong. Edithe cast her gaze over the gathering. She recognized every single face that was present here. After all, they were all part of the same adventuring company. Some cried. Others gritted their teeth, holding back their tears. Others screamed in anger— at the unfairness of it all. And it was all for those who weren’t here.
Those who had fallen during the siege of Alyras. Their absence pained Edithe. But more than anything, what hurt the redhead the most was the overbearing numbness she felt.
At one point in time, the Valiant Dreamers Company was a massive company that spanned throughout the Human lands. It was the premier adventuring group in the Sunmere Republic. Back then, adventurers regularly came from the Helbir Plains and the Alterian League to join them. Some even traveled to the Sunmere Republic from as far as the Eastern Kingdoms to be a part of the Valiant Dreamers Company.
Then the company war happened. There were so many deaths. So many lives lost. All because of the Iron Champions— or, rather, because of the Demons that had taken over them. Sabotage and espionage. Large sprawling battlefields where thousands died.
But even when the company war ended, the pain inflicted to the Valiant Dreamers didn’t stop. First with Belzu and the death of Baris. Then with the split— when the True Valiants broke away from the Valiant Dreamers to form their company. Finally, now with the siege of Alyras too.
And with each life loss, Edithe couldn’t help but feel more numb to the pain. To the aching that had once hurt her to the bone. It was frustrating to her. She wanted to be more upset over it, but she couldn’t. As much as she tried to cry, she didn’t have any tears left to shed. Her eyes were dry, and all she felt was an immense sense of guilt in her heart.
"...and may their souls forever rest, dreaming of peace."
Hadrian finished as Edithe closed her eyes. There was a moment of silence. Then slowly, gradually, the crowd began to dissipate. They had paid their respects to the lives lost, and now they would return back to camp. After all, it was a time of war. A time to battle. Not a time to grieve.
There weren’t dark overcast skies. Nor was there a pattering of rain and thunder falling from the crying heavens. No— it was day. The sun was high in the blue canvas overhead. In the distance, armies moved. Thousands of soldiers packed up camp and marched away from the city of Alyras.
Delegations from around the world were returning to their home countries to amass their forces needed to crush the Inoria Empire and the Demons controlling the country. To stop the invasion of the Mortal Realm.
The Valiant Dreamers weren’t going to sally forth. Not just yet. They were going to be moving with the greater adventurer alliance between Three Honorable Companies. So they returned to their encampment. Most of them, at least.
Hadrian stayed standing over the graves of the fallen. Edithe watched him. He refused to leave. He didn’t budge, even when she came up to him.
"Let’s go, Hadrian."
The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company didn’t move. He didn’t raise his head. She looked at him, waiting, and he finally turned his head and spoke.
"I need to get stronger, Edithe. To protect them. For their sake."
He faced the rest of his company as they streamed over the plains back to the encampment. His voice was soft yet determined.
Edithe saw the pain in his eyes. Saw the way his lips trembled. She bit her own lips before reaching out. She grabbed his hand and met his gaze.
"We will get stronger, Hadrian. Together."
The man looked back at her. And she took a step back, gesturing towards the rest of the company with a nod of her head.
"All of us."
Hadrian’s eyes grew wide. Then they fluttered shut as he lowered his head. She ran a hand over the side of his cheeks, leaning forward. Their foreheads touched, and they embraced each other. For a moment, neither said anything.
Then at the same time, they leaned forward. The edge of their lips touched. They held onto each other— their love supporting one another so neither would fall or crumble under the pressure that had been placed on their shoulders. They drew back as their gazes held.
"Hadrian…"
"Edithe…"
They stared at each other. Their rock. Their shield. Their sword. And then Edithe caught a flicker of silver from the side.
"Um, hi?"
Salvos stared at both Hadrian and Edithe as they stood intimately next to each other. The pair flushed and took a step back as the silver-haired girl blinked. She carried with her three pink creatures. The baby Wyverns she’d been looking after. And for a moment, none of them reacted.
Then it was like they had just registered what they saw. The baby Wyverns’ faces contorted in disgust as Salvos stepped back.
"Ew! Don’t look!"
She quickly covered the baby Wyverns’ faces as she turned away.
"Gross! Why are you guys doing that?"
"Salvos…"
Edithe just sighed as she broke away from Hadrian. She shook her head and faced the silver-haired girl.
"How long have you been standing there, Salvos?"
"For… like, the last five minutes!"
Salvos exclaimed as she hid the baby Wyverns from the redhead.
"I thought you guys were busy so I didn’t say anything! I didn’t think you’d do that!"
"There’s nothing wrong with ‘that’, Salvos. It’s just a sign of affection."
The redhead rolled her eyes. Salvos crossed her arms.
"A weird sign of affection! You’re both weird!"
Edithe massaged her temples as Hadrian just chuckled. He waved at Salvos with a soft smile.
"Good to see you’re doing fine as well, Salvos."
"I was doing great."
The silver-haired girl scoffed.
"Until I saw that."
"Same."
An ethereal voice said in agreement. Edithe blinked and looked up as a ball of green flames descended from the sky. A [Will O’ Wisp]. Willy. Edithe remembered him. It was thanks to him, they managed to bring down that [Jinn] during the siege of Alyras.
"Greetings, esteemed Spirit."
Edithe bowed her head slightly. Hadrian blinked and awkwardly followed suit.
"I am glad to see you are doing well."
She smiled up at Willy, but he awkwardly shifted back.
"Y-yes…"
He replied hesitantly. For some reason, he looked quite uncomfortable. Perhaps it was because of that brief argument they got into during the battle. Edithe just remembered tensions being high because of the adrenaline rush of being in multiple life-and-death scenarios in rapid succession. Still, she didn’t get why he looked nervous.
Was he upset at her for what she said back then? She didn’t remember saying anything offensive, but she sometimes had to watch what she said when she was mad.
"Anyway—"
Salvos interjected before Edithe could prod Willy about it.
"So, Edithe, you haven’t properly met them, right? Say hi to Novis, Bellum, and Oriur!"
The silver-haired girl grinned as she held up the baby Wyverns. The three pink creatures made a face of disgust as they faced the redhead. But Salvos used Novis’ hand to wave at Edithe.
"Uh, hey…"
Edithe waved back awkwardly. She wasn’t really sure how she was supposed to treat the baby Wyverns. In the first place— could they even understand her? She highly doubted it. After all, all they did was growl and whimper.
"Was this why you came to find me, Salvos?"
The redhead raised a brow at her friend. Salvos nodded.
"Yep! They’ve been so excited to finally meet you properly this time! They feel bad for lashing out at you last time. Right, guys?"
The silver-haired girl looked down at Novis, Bellun, and Oriur. They squeaked a weak response. Even though Edithe didn’t speak Wyvern, she was pretty sure they weren’t too enthused to meet her. In fact, if the redhead had to guess, it was Salvos’ decision to bring them here.
"Are you sure it’s fine for these Wyverns to be… around Humans?"
Edithe asked as she leaned forward, taking a closer look at the three pink creatures. They drew back nervously, and she wondered if maybe it was time to bring them to a [Beast Tamer] of sorts.
But Salvos didn’t even consider that. The silver-haired girl just grinned.
"Of course! I mean, why would it be a problem if they spend some time around Humans?"
"Well, because they’re, uh… monsters?"
Edithe scratched the back of her head. Salvos took a step back, affronted.
"Don’t you dare call them that!"
She cradled the three baby Wyverns protectively.
"They’re babies, not monsters!"
Edithe just sighed.
"Still, they’re Wyverns. They’re not really… native to the Human lands."
"Edithe is right, Salvos."
Hadrian spoke up in agreement with the redhead.
"Even [Beastmasters] would often have trouble controlling their… pets when they reach a high-enough-level. And these are Wyverns. They are apex monsters. As long as they continue to grow in size, they’re likely to grow in level. When that happens, you don’t want anything bad happening to them, don’t you, Salvos?"
The silver-haired girl backed up as she clung onto the baby Wyverns. Novis, Bellum, and Oriur were confused, just hanging in her arms like dolls. Salvos opened her mouth.
"I…"
She hesitated. Salvos clearly knew Edithe and Hadrian were right. But the silver-haired girl didn’t want to accept it. And that was fair. This was probably the first time she’d felt this sense of attachment to anyone or anything. Not companionship, but more of a caring role over the baby Wyverns.
Edithe shook her head.
"It’s something to just think about for now. We can deal with it later—"
The redhead started, and Salvos suddenly snapped her head to the side. She looked towards the southeast with narrowed eyes. Edithe blinked.
"Salvos? Salvos? Did something—"
And then the redhead sensed it too. She stumbled back as she felt the pulse of energy. The rupture in space. It was a familiar feeling to Edithe. She recognized it because she was a [Summoner]. She’d seen such portals through the planes plenty of times before. But this feeling— it was more overwhelming than anything she’d sensed before.
Even compared to the time Belzu summoned that [Hellabomination]... and this was from something so far away. So distant.
A commotion broke out in the nearby encampment as a few high-leveled [Mages] and [Summoners] came rushing out. Alder the Augur Elder stepped out of his tent with wide eyes as he looked in the same direction Salvos was facing.
Hadrian glanced between Edithe and Salvos in confusion. He didn’t understand what was going on.
"Hey, what’s happening? Are you both ok?"
He asked worriedly. Neither Salvos nor Edithe answered. Instead, it was Willy who spoke simply.
"The ritual has finally begun."
The Grand Spirit’s voice echoed in Edithe’s ears. And, soon, those very same words would ripple throughout Alyras and the Human lands.
After all, time was running out. The Demons were finally beginning their invasion in full force. The ritual was starting, and Humankind would have to a halt to it before it finished.
Edithe just hoped that they’d stop it in time.




7. Interlude - Spill

"Why do we have to be the ones to investigate it?"
An annoying voice groaned. Darwyn craned his neck back, facing the source of the whining. As usual, it was Jared. That young lad was going to be the death of Darwyn. Always complaining— never wanting to put in any work to get things done.
That was the problem with kids these days. Sure, Darwyn himself was not much older. He was in his mid thirties, but unlike Jared who was wasting away in his prime years, Darwyn had put in the work early on. Now, the senior soldier was equal in strength to a Platinum Rank adventurer. As a Level 77 [Warrior], he was very much considered one of the best fighter in his brigade. Even stronger than the captain who was only in his low Level 70s.
Meanwhile, Jared was still equivalent to a Silver Ranked adventurer even at twenty years old. Ridiculous.
"Shut it, kid. Quit complaining or I’ll force you to investigate this fist upside your ass."
Darwyn snapped as Jared just sighed. The group of soldiers laughed, continuing trudging along down the road.
"That’s enough, Darwyn. You’re scaring the kid."
Castor patted Darwyn on the back with a soft chuckle. Jared flushed as his platoonmates continued to take jabs at him.
"I’m just saying— can’t we get adventurers or something to check it out? This doesn’t seem like a job for us, don’t you think?"
"Too bad. We ain’t got any high-leveled adventurers left in the city after those idiots from the Remembered Order Company snagged ‘em off. We gotta deal with it ourselves."
Darwyn scoffed at Jared’s idea.
"That’s annoying…"
Jared sighed. Truth be told, Darwyn himself could somewhat sympathize with the young man’s complaints. After all, this whole investigation seemed pointless. A bunch of [Farmers] saw a flash of red light in the night sky, and now they were sending a thousand soldiers to check it out. That hardly seemed necessary. A single platoon was more than enough to find out what was going on.
But the higher-ups ordered it. Perhaps it was because they thought these flashing red lights were a sign of an incursion from the Inoria Empire. They had been quite quiet lately. They used to frequently kick up quite the fuss along their border with Wisha. But since Wisha was a member of the Eastern Kingdom Alliance, the Inoria Empire never actually took direct military action against them. And that wasn’t going to change now.
It really was probably just going to be a [Mage] practicing some light spell. Nothing more.
"Doesn’t matter if it’s annoying. We go where we’re ordered to go, simple as that."
Darwyn spoke simply as he marched forward, turning away from the young man. A sea of metal helmets streamed down the little gravel pathway. Armored figures each adorning the crest of the Wisha Kingdom. The westernmost nation in the Eastern Kingdoms Alliance.
It’s probably just a waste of time… Darwyn thought as he took a step forward, metal boots blinking against the gravel ground. Still, even if it was an annoyance, he just had to grit his teeth and deal with it. That was how life worked.
—--
"Alright, we’re here. Now where’s the trouble?"
Darwyn placed his hands on his hips as the brigade of soldiers overlooked the sprawling farmlands. A small town lay waiting in the center. It looked like it could fit maybe… a thousand people? Slightly more? At most.
This was the source of the complaints. Now what was there to investigate? Darwyn didn’t know. He didn’t care. He found it more frustrating that there wasn’t actually any obvious threats looming over the town. But as usual, Jared felt the need to pipe up.
"That’s odd…"
"What are you yapping about this time, kid?"
Castor rolled his eyes. Darwyn glanced over at the two of them as they fussed over the village.
"I don’t… see anyone working the fields. It’s midday— shouldn’t there be a bunch of [Farmers] out at work right now?"
Jared narrowed his eyes. Darwyn shook his head.
"Are you daft? These [Farmers] probably have Skills at work. No [Farmer] below Level 40 needs to spend all day out in the fields."
"City kids."
Castor grinned. Darwyn snorted, and Jared flushed. But still— the older man had to admit that something about this whole situation seemed off. However, if he had to choose between mocking Jared or admitting Jared was right, Darwyn would always do the former.
A susurration broke out up front where captain Helmut stood with a spyglass directed towards the town. He said something to his second-in-command, before an order spread throughout the brigade.
"Stay on guard! We march into town!"
"I told you guys… something is wrong."
Jared muttered. But neither Castor nor Darwyn acknowledged him for that. They trudged along and eventually reached the village.
—--
"It’s a ghost town. Where did everybody go?"
Jared’s voice was the only audible sound in the silent and empty town. Even with a thousand soldiers gathered here, there was barely a clink of the metallic boots or armor from their fidgeting. Everyone was on guard.
The entire town had been deserted.
"Hush, kid. You talk too much."
Darwyn shushed the annoying boy. Jared Drew back meekly.
"S-sorry. I’m just a little nervous."
"You’re always nervous. Now shut it."
Castor scoffed. Darwyn scanned his surroundings as he furrowed his brows. He bent over and touched the dirt where a footprint was left behind.
"Bare feet. No sandals."
He muttered. Captain Helmut’s voice drew the soldiers’ attention a second after.
"Platoons 1 to 12, search the town. Scour every nook and cranny of this damn place until you figure out what happened. Platoons 13 to 24, fan out over the fields. Darwyn! You’re in charge of that lot."
"Yes, captain!"
Darwyn and the others saluted the man before taking off.
—-
"It makes no sense…"
Darwyn gritted his teeth. He couldn’t help but agree with Jared’s assessment. Something was clearly amiss.
"No tracks. No trails. Nothing. The villagers didn’t leave their town. Something happened to them while they were inside the village."
Jared shivered as Darwyn finished. The young man clutched his shoulders as his metal armor trembled.
"I told you— something is wrong! This… this…"
"Just shut your trap already, boy."
Castor snarled, but Darwyn didn’t react or say anything. The older man was a veteran. He was rarely ever scared or afraid of anything. But this— this sent a prickle down his spine. He bit his lower lip as he continued forward, wading through the rice fields with his muddy boots.
He looked around at the other soldiers traversing the paddy fields. There were hundreds of them fanning out over the farmlands— if anything happened, they’d all come rushing to his side. But still he was on edge. Darwyn didn’t exactly have a Skill like [Danger Sense]. Maybe he would if he had gone down the path of a [Rogue]. But he had common sense. And common sense was telling him to get out of this damn place before whatever happened to the [Farmers] and villagers happened to him as well.
He jolted back when a sharp voice called out to him.
"Darwyn! Over here!"
He nearly staggered back onto Jared. The boy caught him, and Darwyn quickly shrugged him off.
"What’s going on?"
They rushed over to the source of the shouting. A dozen soldiers were gathered around a small crater. A figure lay slumped over there. Darwyn frown.
"What is this? A body?"
"Yes, sir. But it’s…"
The men shifted back as Darwyn’s eyes widened. Jared stumbled back and puked. Even Castor couldn’t help but grimace.
A desiccated husk of a corpse lay there. A Human man, face twisted in pain. Contorted in a way like he was letting out a silent scream. Even though his body was dried up to barely resemble a person, the pain in his eyes was still clearly evident.
"What do you think did this?"
One of the soldiers asked. Darwyn tried to work his jaw. He looked towards the uneasy soldiers before turning back to the corpse.
"I…"
He hesitated. He didn’t know. Of course not. But he couldn’t just admit it to them. That would ruin morale. He shook his head.
"All we know is this must’ve happened a while ago. We just need to figure out what did this—"
And a scream cut him off before he could finish. A high-pitched screech of pain. The sound of someone dying. Like they were being eaten alive. Darwyn raised his head and faced the source of the scream. He saw a platoon of soldiers running through the paddy fields. One of them tripped on something before vanishing under the water over the wet ground.
Darwyn rushed forward— everyone rushed towards the running platoon’s side. But before they could get there, the last of the soldiers were yanked into the water. Their bodies were completely gone. The water surface was still. It didn’t even look like there had been people there just moments earlier.
"What just happened?"
Jared asked breathlessly. Castor took a step back with his trembling boots.
"This is—"
And he screamed. Darwyn spun around, drawing his sword as Castor was yanked by a pair of little hands into the water. For a moment, there was a thrashing on the surface. Jared lunged forward to pull Castor out. But there was a final splash of water— and nothing.
Castor was gone.
"It’s something in the water!"
Darwyn yelled as he backed away from the muddy ground. He pulled Jared up to his feet and spun around.
"We—"
He started, but another soldier was immediately pulled into the water. Darwyn turned around as soldier after soldier vanished with a cut scream. The veteran [Warrior] clicked his tongue.
"Regroup back at the village! Go!"
He screamed and made a break for it. Dozens of soldiers vanished by the minute. Darwyn could’ve ran ahead of them, but he stayed behind so that as many of them could escape as possible.
"Movie—"
He started, when the water beneath his feet splashed out. A little green hand grabbed at his ankles. He looked down to see a scaled face. A pair of glistening red eyes. A monstrous smile. A reflection in the water. One which he couldn’t identify because it wasn’t actually there.
"You— get off of me!"
He kicked down hard. And the thing actually recoiled and vanished. Darwyn stumbled forward until he was away from the rice paddies. Away from the water. He stood on proper ground as what was left of Platoons 13 to 24 gathered together at the edge of the village. Too many of them were lost and left behind. But that didn’t matter.
"Find captain Helmut! We need to tell him about what happened there!"
Darwyn pushed past the soldiers as he headed to the center of the village. He turned a corner and paused. He looked down as he saw a glint coming from the floor. A sword lay at his feet. A body collapsed next to it. The crest of the Wisha Kingdom on his chest.
"That’s… Seth from Platoon 4…"
Jared sputtered. Darwyn himself barely noticed that. Instead he saw the desiccated corpse. The dried body. It hadn’t been more than two hours since the platoons split up. A body couldn’t dry up this fast.
And that was when the screams began to break out from inside the village. Darwyn snapped his head up and dashed forward.
"Captain Helmut! Captain—"
Darwyn yelled out as he sprinted down the streets to the village center. And that was where he saw the fighting. Bodies lay collapsed all around him. Each of them desiccated. Drained of blood and water. Their skin flaking and dry.
"Darwyn!"
Helmut’s gruff voice cut through the chaos and fighting. The captain stabbed out with his spear and impaled a little green creature. It almost looked like a [Goblin] mixed with a fish. Except, somehow, far more ugly too. Darwyn rushed forward with wide eyes.
"What is that?"
His question was answered a second later as Helmut pulled his spear back and black blood sprayed all over the floor.
"Demons— they’re everywhere. I don’t know how, but they were somehow hiding in the water. We need to get out of here."
"Demons? What are Demons—"
Darwyn started, but a shriek interrupted him. He turned around and looked towards the edge of the village. Dozens of the little green creatures flopped out of the rice fields. They looked up with their deformed fish-like heads and smiled with terrible impish grins. They made sounds that sounded like laughter, before rushing forward and clawing apart a platoon of soldiers in an instant.
[Kappa - Lvl. 59]
[Kappa - Lvl. 63]
[Kappa - Lvl. 57]
…
Jared screamed as he backed away, raising his shield in terror.
"There’s so many of them!"
One of the [Kappa]’s leapt forward, tearing through half a dozen soldiers before landing before the boy. His eyes widened in fear as the [Kappa] pointed at him. The blood from the corpses behind the Demon lanced out like a spear and would’ve impaled him if Darwyn didn’t jump in the way.
"[Sunder Slash]!"
The Level 77 [Warrior] cut down the blood-spear with ease. The [Kappa] blinked in confusion, and he rushed forward.
"[Tank Charge]!"
The Demon swiped out with its claws but he simply tackled it to the ground. It was only Level 61. He should’ve been able to kill it with ease. But somehow it managed to fight back. It held up against him despite their level difference. After a moment’s struggle, he eventually put it down, but then he turned to the other [Kappas], and he watched them slaughter the soldiers.
"Why are they so strong? They shouldn’t be this strong!"
Captain Helmut shouted over him as the soldiers began to flee.
"Retreat!"
The remaining platoons rushed out of the city. Back where they came from. Darwyn scowled and followed suit, dragging Jared along so he wouldn’t get left behind.
But right as they reached the road leading away from the village, they came to a halt. A giant figure barred their path. One that was just like the [Kappas] leaping out of the water, but far larger. At least ten foot in height.
[Soucouyant Kappa - Lvl. 121]
"What…?"
Darwyn’s jaw dropped at the sight of the creature. Captain Helmut yelled as he backed up.
"Back away! Back—"
And he paused. The man froze as the [Soucouyant Kappa] pointed at him. His entire body tensed up as Darwyn narrowed his eyes.
"What’s going on?"
And captain Helmut’s body twisted. It contorted and grew bloated. Darwyn recoiled, knowing what came next before the body exploded into a puddle of blood. There were gasps. But the Archdemon didn’t stop there. It pointed at a platoon of soldiers, and all of them grew bloated before bursting as well.
Darwyn backed up, then he heard the giggling. He turned around and saw the swarm of [Kappas] coming at him from behind. He looked back towards the giant [Kappa] and knew it was over. The [Soucouyant Kappa] slowly brought its finger over him.
"This is it…"
He muttered.
And then there was a flash. A streak of golden light shot through the sky and blasted apart the [Soucouyant Kappa]. In an instant, the Archdemon exploded.
Jared blinked as Darwyn looked up. A figure descended from the sky, unleashing arrows down at the [Kappas] encroaching on the soldiers. A flurry of explosions swept over the monsters, wiping them out in an instant.
Darwyn watched as the figure landed. A man with dark blue hair holding a glistening bow. THe veteran soldiers recognized him immediately.
"Y-you’re… Tyrian the Brightsbane Archer! From the Remembered Order Company!"
"I am. And are you the one in charge of this brigade?"
Tyrian asked as he lowered his bow. Behind him, from the road ahead, Darwyn could hear the rumbling of footfalls. Like an army was approaching.
"I… am now."
Darwyn said as he glanced over at where captain Helmut had been.
"What’s going on?"
He asked. Tyrian didn’t give an immediate reply. Instead he cast his gaze over the dead Demons and murmured.
"Seems like we’re starting earlier than we thought we would."
The Elite Ranked adventurer shook his head and turned around. And behind him, an army revealed itself. Tens of thousands of adventurers marched down the road, heeding his command.
"Adventurers! Sweep the area! Ensure that no Demon escapes! Wipe them out till the very last!"
They roared a reply as Darwyn blinked. He stared on in confusion, and the army of adventurers poured into the village, hunting down the screaming Demons. Their laughter turned from gleeful to that of fear.
"What’s going on? Why is this happening?"
Darwyn asked again. This time. Tyrian turned to him and answered.
"The ritual has begun."
"What?"
Darwyn stared on, confused. And Jared vocalized that confusion.
"What does that mean?"
Tyrian sighed.
"I’m not sure. But from what I was told, it seems that… the planes are merging. Throughout the Inoria Empire, the land is turning white. The sky is turning red. Demons are pouring out and spilling into neighboring lands."
Darwyn dropped his sword, finally understanding what was going on.
"Oh."
The Elite Ranked adventurer started forward as he finished.
"If the ritual is not stopped, soon the Netherworld and the Mortal Realm will become one."




8. Keep it

"This... this can’t be real, right?"
Alder the Augur Elder leaned back in his chair as he rubbed his temples. Helena Warshade shook her head as she produced a slip of paper.
"Unfortunately, it is true. I consulted with Veronica Adash, a specialist in [Space Magic] to confirm my suspicions. And I even sent an inquiry to Mavos Academy’s Department of Spatial Magic. I received this missive from Professor Isais, one of their lead researchers, in return."
The Great Tempest Archmage handed the report to Alder. He accepted it, eyes glazing over as he read what it said. He got to his feet and sputtered.
"This is ridiculous. There’s no way this will succeed. Are those Demons mad?"
"They wish to bring the Netherworld to the Mortal Realm. And they may very well succeed. I am in no way a [Cultist], but I wouldn’t exactly call them mad."
Orgaf snorted from the corner of the room. Helena Warshade, Alder Ashford, Thorsten Siegfrid, Ulric Magnus, and Daniel Song turned towards him. Kaitlin Darkhelm, Laux Lionfist, Scarlet Vermillion, and Peris Dolonia weren’t present. They had their own duties to attend to. Salvos was, in fact, here too— but she was too preoccupied playing with the three baby Wyverns she’d brought with her to pay attention to what was going on.
The Archmage’s eyes flickered briefly to the silver-haired girl. A myriad of questions crossed through Helena’s mind. But she had to hide her suspicion. She quickly composed herself and focused on the issue at hand.
"These Demons are mad because they won’t succeed. No such thing in the history of the Nexeus has ever happened before. Their ritual will fail. They cannot force our planes to merge."
Organ shrugged.
"Just because something hasn’t happened yet doesn’t mean it will never happen."
"Whether or not their ritual will succeed is irrelevant."
Helena Warshade spoke over the both of them. She stepped forward as everyone turned to face her.
"Even if the ritual fails without our intervention, it shall still bring forth a deluge of Demons from the Netherworld into the Human lands. Already, there are reports from the neighboring states to the Inoria Empire of entire towns and cities being wiped out by hordes of mindless Demons seeking only destruction."
Apparently that drew Salvos’ attention. The silver-haired girl looked up with furrowed brows.
"Wild Demons."
She whispered, and only Helena heard it. The Archmage frowned, taking a mental note of it but otherwise didn’t bring it up.
"And that is not to mention the possible spatial-dimensional fallout from a failed ritual. It could be cataclysmic. It could forever scar the Human lands if space collapses on itself. The best course of action is to prevent the ritual from happening entirely."
"R-right…"
Alder nodded as Orgaf rolled his eyes.
"What’s the plan, then? Sally forth with our slow armies and reach the Inoria Empire after a week or two of marching? Because, if you ask me, that seems pretty inefficient."
"It would’ve been better if we could perfectly coordinate our attacks on the Inoria Empire. But it seems that that will not be possible now."
Thorsten Siegfried tapped a finger on his chin as he spoke thoughtfully. Orgaf grinned, leaning back.
"Oh? Is the Den of Souls going to send their [Crusaders] out to battle for once?"
The [Rogue]’s eyes flickered over to Daniel who was standing off to the side.
"Or are you just going to hide behind that [Hero] and make him do all your dirty work for you, pretending you’re actually helping our cause?"
The [Archbishop] from the Den of Souls hesitated, but Ulric Magnus sputtered.
"How dare you insult a member of the Council of Cremont!"
"Enough."
Helena Warshade’s voice thundered over the room.
"We will not spend another moment pointlessly arguing with each other."
She turned to Orgaf who just clicked his tongue.
"Orgaf. You are correct. We cannot waste any more time waiting for these Demons to continue making their moves. Laux Lionfist was aware of this, hence why he selected a special team of Diamond Ranked adventurers to head to Inoria first to further investigate this ritual. Scarlet Vermillion herself is already preparing her army to leave as soon as possible too."
"What about Kaitlin Darkhelm and Peris Dolonia?"
Daniel asked with a raised brow. Helena shook her head.
"What they do is none of my concern. They will have to answer to their own bureaucracy. And if they do not wish to act immediately, then it would be their fault if the world ends."
The Archmage looked over towards both Ulric Magnus and Thorsten Siegfried.
"The same goes for you, [Archbishops]."
The former looked upset by that comment, while the latter just flushed. With that settled, Helena focused on the next issue at hand.
"Now, Salvos."
"Huh?"
The silver-haired girl perked up when the Archmage said her name.
"Yes?"
She cocked her head as all heads in the room turned towards her. Helena Warshade narrowed her eyes. The leader of the Rising Veterans Company took a moment to study the silver-haired girl’s expression. Salvos looked so innocent— her confusion could easily be mistaken for naivety. But deep down, she was hiding a vile secret. And the Archmage would discover what it was… eventually.
Stepping forward, Helena Warshade pointed at the glistening artifacts that Salvos wore on her self.
"Salvos. Diamond Ranked adventurer. Sentinel of Secely. Liberator of the Plaguelands. Death of the Destroyer. You possess on your person three of the greatest treasures in all of the Human lands. Three Mythical Grade artifacts that— if in the right hands— could be used to turn the tide of battle against this impending Demon invasion. And if in the wrong hands, could result in the downfall of Humankind as a whole."
The silver-haired girl backed up uneasily, clearly knowing where this conversation was heading.
"Um… that’s…"
She looked ready to protest. But Helena just closed her eyes.
"I will not ask you to hand over the Treasures of Alexander. I have heard from Laux Lionfist and Kaitlin Darkhelm what happened both times you have been asked to give up those Mythical Grade artifacts. I will rather not cause any infighting. Not right now."
"Huh. That’s a relief."
Salvos blinked. However, the Archmage wasn’t finished.
"But while I will not ask you to hand over the Treasures of Alexander, I will ask that you do everything in your power to ensure the Mythical Grade artifacts are safe. To ensure that they are not stolen and employed by the Demons."
"Welll…"
The silver-haired girl pursed her lips. Helena frowned, and Salvos scratched the back of her head.
"I can’t promise that. But I can say I have a very safe place where I can stash away the Treasures of Alexander! Trust me— it’ll be fine!"
Salvos waved a hand dismissively. For some reason, that didn’t reassure Helena Warshade. Still, she couldn’t dwell on it for too long. She couldn’t let her suspicions of Salvos detract from stopping this planar merger. Perhaps the silver-haired girl wasn’t a Human, but she was an ally right now in dealing with the Demon threat. There was no point in interrogating her.
The Archmage turned away from Salvos, even if she kept an eye on the silver-haired girl. Her main focus was on the other discussions to be had. Discussions on strategy— on planning.
But only one thing was clear: they needed to act now. And act now, they did.
***

"Look after them for a bit, alright?"
"Already doing."
Willy snorted. We stood at the very same ornate room where the meeting had been held. It was completely empty apart from a long table in the middle and a balcony door to the side. Everyone had left to go about with their own business except for Willy and I.
I nodded at the [Will O’ Wisp] gratefully before turning back to the baby Wyverns.
"I’ll be going now, ok?"
They whined at me.
"Do you really have to go?"
They asked all at once. I patted them on the head with a smile.
"I will be back soon. I just need to settle some business real quick, alright?"
Novis, Bellum, and Oriur deflated, but they didn’t argue. I smiled at them. They were so well-behaved now. That was good. I turned away from them and pushed open the balcony. I looked out and saw a sea of faces marching both inside the city’s walls and beyond. Armies of soldiers and adventurers were sallying forth, heading to the Inoria Empire to finally put an end to the Demon King’s ritual.
I had to help out too, of course. But right now, that wasn’t my task. I spread my wings wide, wreathing them in blue flames as I took a step forward.
"Seeya in a bit!"
I waved back at the baby Wyverns as they cried out before leaping forward. I took off into the air, soaring higher towards the sky until I was above even the clouds. The city disappeared behind me, and I looked down at the Mythical Grade artifacts I had on me.
It was finally time for me to keep to my end of the bargain and hand them over to Belzu. I knew where he was hiding, and I had promised to give him all the Treasures of Alexander in exchange for the Sword of Alexander. It seemed like a simple enough transaction to make.
But first— I thought to myself as I raised my head casually towards the sky. How do I get rid of this scrying spell Helena has on me?
That… now, that was not going to be easy.




9. Lightning

Helena Warshade stared into the screen flashing before her. The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy watched the silver-haired girl flying over the clouds. Salvos hummed to herself— the melody audible through the scrying spell.
"Where are you going?"
The question was simple. Helena Warshade had been observing Salvos and knew that the silver-haired girl was going to supposedly store the Treasures of Alexander at a secret safe location. While the Archmage wasn’t interested in stealing back the Mythical Grade artifacts, she very much wasn’t going to fully trust Salvos to keep them safe. Not just because the silver-haired girl wasn’t fully Human— but also because Salvos was quite clearly not the most reliable of individuals.
Regardless, Helena watched on unbeknownst to the silver-haired girl. After all, she was an Archmage. Her spells were too advanced for that naive girl to notice.
***
Helena Warshade was watching me. Or, at least, I was pretty sure it was her. I had felt an odd tingling sensation trailing after me for quite a while now, and I finally realized it was a scrying spell after six-or-so hours. It was probably due to a mixture of [Wisdom of the Old Gods] and [A Hunter’s Sense] taking effect— maybe even my spatial magic coming to play too.
Either way, I had known I was being scried on for quite a bit now. I just hadn’t known who’d been doing it… until a day ago. When there was a rip in space. When every competent [Space Mage] and [Summoner] in the Human lands sensed the planes shifting. An emergency meeting had been called as soon as everyone confirmed what it was— that the Netherworld and the Mortal Realm were forcefully being merged. And the center of the merger? The Inoria Empire.
It was clear now what the Demons were planning. The ritual wasn’t designed to summon Demons over to the Mortal Realm just like any other summoning ritual. Rather, it was summoning over… the entirety of the Netherworld? Honestly, I was pretty sure I already knew about this beforehand. Like, I was almost entirely certain that Belzu had told me about this before. Maybe he did— maybe he didn’t.
I didn’t actually care enough to remember what Belzu told me about the Demon King. After all, I wasn’t one of Regnorex’s minions. I was just going to return to the Netherworld to grab Haec and leave. Simple as that.
Sure, I wanted to deal with Levithus and this whole situation about a Demon invasion for the sake of my companions. But it wasn’t because I actually care about what happened to the Mortal Realm. It was because I knew that Daniel, Edithe, Saffron, and… maybe Willy would get involved in this whole mess, so I’d have to help them somehow. Which was why I made a deal with Belzu.
It was a simple agreement— he’d work with me to defeat Levithus, and I’d spare his life. Also, I’d give him three of the Treasures of Alexander he was looking for, while he’d steal the Sword of Alexander from Levithus for me. He upheld his end of the deal now it was time to uphold mine.
I carried the Crown of Alexander, the Greaves of Alexander, and the Boots of Alexander with me. I had hoped I could figure out how to tap into their full potential, but sadly, I couldn’t. So they were mostly worthless. Maybe the Boots of Alexander would be most useful— but just moving faster than I already was wasn’t something I was too interested in.
So I was completely fine with giving it all away for the Sword of Alexander. Especially now since Daniel had managed to attune himself to the Mythical Grade artifact. He managed to achieve its full power— the power that could only be unlocked with the full set of the Treasures of Alexander.
I was impressed. More than that, I was certain he could put it to better use than I could. It also helped that I got it for him in the first place— so he could protect himself and my other companions when I was gone. He was a [Hero], after all.
Anyway, that was all besides the point. I was flying to Belzu— to hand over the other Treasures of Alexander to him. But I was being scried on. And I was pretty sure it was Helena Warshade who was the one doing the scrying on me.
I noticed the way she looked my way during the emergency meeting. The way her suspicious gaze darted towards me more often than not. She’d peer at me curiously, rapidly casting spells which she thought I wouldn’t notice to figure out whether I was telling the truth or not. I tried my best to abstain from joining the discussion when I realized that. I didn’t want to be trapped by her. I had a feeling that she might have found out something about me. Whether it was that I was a Demon or that I was working with Belzu… I didn’t know.
None of that mattered much, of course, as long as she didn’t catch me outside of my mortal form or talking to Belzu. So what that meant was I somehow had to escape the prying magical gaze of the Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy, leader of the Rising Veterans Company, Elite Ranked adventurer, and the second highest-leveled [Mage] in the world.
That… wasn’t going to be too hard, right? I mean, she wasn’t a [Scrying Mage] or a [Diviner]. So this was going to be easy!
I sighed as I continued sailing over the cloudy sky. I was already far away from Alyras and I could still sense the scrying spell hanging over me. I thought that once I got a far-enough-away radius, I’d have lost her. Sadly, I was mistaken.
And it wasn’t something that could be obfuscated by visual obstructions either. I dove straight into a large cluster of clouds, and while it was white and foggy and I couldn’t see where I was going, when I came out the other side, the scrying spell was still directly on me.
Huh, this is going to be tough. I faced the pale blue sky as I rubbed my chin, flying with my back towards the ground. I know— I snapped my fingers as an idea crossed my mind. Instantly, half a dozen clones appeared at my side. I grinned at her and they nodded back at me.
"I’ll see you guys in a bit!"
They flew off in every direction. One descended into a thicket of trees, another went straight into a thunderstorm, a mountain, a river… and more. They spread out far and wide as I continued heading in a straight line with a smile. For a moment, I could sense the scrying spell losing focus on me. But it refocused, staying fixed on my being.
I could tell that there was some confusion on the other side. This scrying spell— it wasn’t tracking my physical presence. It was somehow locked into my essence. And since my clones were an extension of me and had my essence, the scrying spell almost mixed us up.
Good, I thought with a grin. So it’s not actually anything to do with my location, huh?
I looked up and faced directly into the scrying spell. I stared at the person on the other side of the magic and smirked.
"Bye!"
I brought a hand up and cast a single spell.
[Greater Teleportation].
And I winked out of existence.
***

"What?"
Helena Warshade got to her feet, wide-eyed. Somehow, the scrying spell lost track of the silver-haired girl. But that wasn’t right. The Archmage tried to lock onto Salvos’ essence— but nothing.
Only the clones showed up. Helena Warshade furrowed her brows as all she saw were trees. The open sky. A thunderstorm. A mountain range. But not Salvos. Somehow, the silver-haired girl disappeared from existence. Only the five clones remained.
"That’s…"
Wait… five?
And Helena Warshade realized what happened. She gritted her teeth as she began starting forward, calling her nimbus cloud to her.
"I see."
That was all she said.
***

I high-fived my clone as she laughed silently.
"We did it!"
I had sent all my clones out dispersing in different directions far and wide, but sent one of them close by to hide herself inside my [Fragmented Pocket Dimension]. Then I teleported to her, and Helena Warshade couldn’t track either of us.
All she’d find were my other five clones. And they were heading off in random directions. To random places that didn’t actually matter. I looked around the forest clearing where my clone had landed. It was dense enough that you couldn’t really make out anything beneath the canopy from above. I wasn’t going to fly the rest of the way— not if that somehow gave Helena Warshade a chance to find me again.
I took a step forward as the [Fragmented Pocket Dimension] moved after me.
"Come on, the destination is nearby."
I spoke simply to my clone as I took off running. She followed after me, and we eventually reached there by foot.
—--
It took a while. Longer than it would take by flying. Also, because I wasn’t trying to attract any attention. But we finally arrived at the meetup location. It was the place where I’d raised Novis, Bellum, and Oriur. A valley between two large hills… that was now covered in rubble after I caused a small landslide. I looked around, searching for Belzu, and he flickered into existence out of thin air.
"You’re late."
The Primeval Demon spoke in a rumbling voice. I looked up at the giant insect. He dwarfed me in height, and he stared down at me with two bulbous eyes. Suspicious. Like he was ready to crush me if I made any sudden movements.
[Hellprince - Lvl. 167]
"You leveled up since I last saw you. I take it you’ve been busy?"
"Why were you late?"
He spoke over me, uncaring of my small talk. I shrugged.
"I was being followed by Helena Warshade. I lost her, though. Probably."
I waved a hand dismissively, but the Primeval Demon frowned. He only reacted to the Archmage’s name.
"If this is a trap—"
He started, and I scoffed.
"It’s not a trap, alright? I got what you wanted."
I removed the Crown of Alexander from my head and swiveled it with my index finger. He paused. Belzu leaned closer, inspecting the Mythical Grade artifact. My clone tensed, ready for anything he might try to do. Her attention was fixed on him.
But I wasn’t worried. I had the Boots of Alexander on me so I could just dash off quickly. Fortunately, the Primeval Demon didn’t dare to try anything so stupid.
"It’s real."
He whispered, and I nodded.
"Yep! I have the Boots and Greaves of Alexander too!"
I clicked my legs together as his eyes snapped down to them. They made themselves visible to him, and he slowly nodded.
"I see. So you have not betrayed me."
"Of course not!"
I smiled at him.
"I always keep my promises. Just like how I promised I’ll kill you! But don’t worry— I’ll do that once we both take care of Levithus."
"..."
Belzu didn’t visibly react. He still looked incredibly wary of me. I rolled my eyes and stepped forward, holding out the Crown of Alexander. He reached out to take it as I spoke casually.
"Look, you can have it—"
And my eyes flickered. I sensed the spatial walls of the [Fragmented Pocket Dimension] breaking above me. I saw a flash of light. I leapt back, carried by the Boots of Alexander as my clone could only flinch. A blast of lightning struck where I stood, bursting out and engulfing Belzu in his entirety.
He screamed in pain as the electricity continued to crackle. His body burning quickly until he collapsed. A loud voice bellowed above me.
"TRAITOR!"
From the sky, Helena Warshade herself descended as she stood atop her nimbus cloud. She had her crystal staff raised and aimed towards me. I blinked a few times, looking between the Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy and the burning corpse of Belzu.
"Huh. I guess I didn’t actually lose her."
I scratched the back of my head.
"Oops."
"DIE!"
And she sent another lightning bolt down at me.




10. And the Thunder

Helena Warshade stood atop her nimbus cloud as it raced across the sky. She realized quickly what Salvos’ scheme was. The silver-haired girl had sent out six clones as a distraction before vanishing— but with the Archmage’s scrying spell, she only found five of them dispersed far and wide. It was clearly a ruse.
And thanks to Helena Warshade’s [Passive - Photographic Memory], she knew the direction where Salvos’ sixth clone went. All the Archmage had to do was head on over there and follow a trail, and she’d find where the silver-haired girl was hiding.  
There were many things that went through Helena Warshade’s mind as she made her trip. But she did her best to sort out the irrational speculations with the actual viable options. The fact that Salvos was actively trying to avoid the scrying spell wasn’t a sign of the silver-haired girl being evil— anyone who was being scried on would try to avoid it. 
But that didn’t mean Salvos was blameless. It was innocent until proven guilty, and whatever Salvos was trying to hide might be proof otherwise. The Archmage had considered many possibilities. Perhaps Salvos was simply a Vampire. Or maybe Salvos was a shapeshifting [Goblin] or [Orc]— Helena had once heard of an [Orc] that became a [Druid] and disguised itself as a Human before. The Archmage even considered the fact that Salvos was a Dragon. The mythical Gods of the Kobolds.
It seemed outlandish, but that would explain Salvos’ Class and those odd scales that occasionally appeared over her skin. However, never once in Helena Warshade’s wildest dreams did she imagine what was actually going on. 
Her eyes grew wide as she watched the silver-haired girl hand over the Crown of Alexander to… a Primeval Demon. The Demon responsible for destroying Nixa. 
Belzu.
Everything finally clicked in Helena Warshade’s head. The reason why Salvos had disappeared immediately after Belzu’s fake death. The lies that the silver-haired girl espoused. And the normally calm and composed Archmage… lashed out.
“TRAITOR!”
***
I looked on as Helena Warshade, the Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy, the leader of the Rising Veterans Company, the second highest-leveled [Mage] in the world, and an Elite Ranked adventurer unleashed a crimson blast of lightning at me.
“DIE!”
The first attack had struck Belzu. It was meant for me, but I dodged out of the way thanks to the Boots of Alexander boosting me. But this second spell was stronger. It was faster. Even with my heightened speed, I barely managed to avoid the second lightning bolt. It ripped apart the earth, sending rubble and debris flying into the air. 
I landed next to my clone as she created a scythe made of golden flame.
“You…”
Helena Warshade’s eyes were burning with fire and fury. The sky rapidly darkened as black clouds poured forth overhead like the rising tide at twilight. The crackle of thunder echoed, only enhanced by the acoustic environment of the valley. 
She brought her staff down as she bellowed.
“How dare you collaborate with those damn Demons!”
“Wait, I can explain—”
I started, but a volley of lightning bolts came streaking down. My clone and I split up. I leapt into the air as my wings spread wide, and my clone kept low to the ground. I donned the Crown of Alexander, avoiding the lightning storm. Dozens of lightning bolts crashed around me every second. A powerful gale pushed back against my wings, but I managed to press on.
“Helena! It’s not what you think it is!”
I tried to protest. But the Archmage refused to listen. 
“I knew you were not Human. I knew you weren’t being entirely truthful. I knew that you could’ve been a threat. ”
I paused, brows snapping together.
“How did you…?”
She spoke over me, shaking her head.
“But this? You are a traitor, Salvos. Not just to Humankind itself, but to all of the Mortal Realm.” 
Her staff glimmered. I bit my lower lip. What do I do? The question bore down on me. I had to think fast. She… knew that I was a Demon? No— she knew I wasn’t a Human. There was still a chance I could scavenge this situation, now that Belzu was dead. I mean… or I could just kill her.
But that would be, well, a harder task than talking to her.
A lightning bolt arced after me, and I kicked it away with the Greaves of Alexander. The magical attack struck the ground and scarred the earth. I wiped the sweat off my forehead as I saw the devastation from the single blast. My Pendant of Greater Protection would only save me from about a dozen of those. That was not to mention Helena’s stronger spells.
“[Burst Hurricane].”
The light at the tip of her staff flashed. I gritted my teeth and kicked off the air with the Boots of Alexander’s help. The air around where I’d been rapidly contracted, sucked into a mini-typhoon. Then it rapidly expanded and burst out into an explosion of wind. Wind blades shot out in every direction as a pulse of visible wind shot out like a giant ring. 
I braced myself as some stray wind blades struck me, clashing against my Aura of Greater Protection. I flew around the others, only to pause just as I escaped from the radius of the blast. Helena Warshade waited for me at the exit, pointing down with her staff glistening at the tip.
“Uh-oh…”
I raised the Greaves of Alexander for protection, but right as the spell shot out, my clone crashed into the Archmage’s back. The streak of lightning missed me, shooting out into the sky and parting the clouds. An inkling of the blue sky above leaked down before the black clouds shrouded over it once again.
Helena Warshade recoiled as my clone swung up with a golden scythe. My clone unleashed a [Barrage of Cinders] combined with a flourish of [Draconic Fury], each hit striking a crackle of electricity surrounding the Archmage’s body. Some kind of armor made of lightning. The final hit tore through the magical defenses wreathing Helena Warshade. 
My clone grinned as I blinked. She brought a hand to her chest, and I raised an arm.
“Wait—” .
But my clone didn’t listen. She detonated. A gold and silver explosion engulfed the Archmage before blooming into a giant cross— like the markings of a grave. I hovered there, looking on as the blast dissipated. Then I sighed.
Helena Warshade emerged from the explosion, still standing on her nimbus cloud unharmed.
“[Eye of the Storm].” 
She was covered by visible winds. Translucent clouds shielded her body. Like she was the center of a storm. It was a powerful barrier spell. I had seen it at work against the Wyverns. I closed my eyes.
“I knew that wouldn’t work. Now Helena’s just going to get even more mad at me…”
A dozen spell circles formed behind the Archmage. Glyphs with an intricate pattern etched into it. Giant spikes of ice poked out before propelling forward towards me. I clicked my tongue, creating my own flaming spikes in return. Our magic clashed in the air between us as I called out.
“Listen to me! The reason I was trying to—”
But Helena Warshade clapped her arms together. A sonic boom shot out towards me in a wave, cutting me off and sending me flying back. The Aura of Greater Protection covering me flickered. I looked up just in time for a giant sphere of acid to come crashing towards me. 
I kicked to the left with the Boots of Alexander and activated [Haste]. With a burst of flames, I narrowly avoided the attack. But that wasn’t just it. This was an Archmage of Mavos Academy. She had a deluge of spells in her repertoire. Whether it was earth magic, fire magic, water magic, space magic, or more. I couldn’t keep running from this forever.
“Helena!”
I shouted, and she didn’t listen. There was only one other solution if this kept up. A very simple way to get out of this— I had to run.
But the problem was I couldn’t just run away. I couldn’t return to Alyras no matter what. If I just talked to her now— 
And I froze as I heard the chant.
“[The Calm has Come and Gone.]”
It was a Grand Skill. I looked up as the dark clouds swirled above the Archmage’s head, peeling away from the blue sky. But the sky wasn’t blue. It was pitch black. My breath caught in my throat as I saw the mana threads coalescing around her.
“[The Storm has Simmered for so Long.]”
I landed at the ravaged hilltop and stared with wide eyes as Helena Warshade pointed at me.
“I think I’m just going to run…”
And I was going to. Then I saw the figure appear behind Helena Warshade. 
“[Now it is Time for you to—”
“The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy. Killing you you shall provide me with a bountiful of experience.”
Belzu laughed as he pointed at Helena Warshade. She spun around, but it was too late.
“[Forlorn Execution].”
A figure of crimson energy took shape, raising an ax and swung down at her. My eyes widened as blood splattered out.




11. Mana Tempest

“[Forlorn Execution].”
Helena Warshade’s eyes widened. She saw the crimson aura wisping off the Primeval Demon. He’d flickered into existence behind her for a mere moment before vanished. In his place, an executioner stood. A red skeleton wreathed in a black robe. It held up a giant axe, grinning with its skull-like face as a cackle left its mouth.
The Archmage drew back, but it followed. The spell was fixed to her… essence? No— it was something else. She gritted her teeth as the executioner reached her. It swung down with the axe— the attack cutting straight through her barrier.
“Curse magic.”
She gritted her teeth, seeing it shear through all her barrier spells. The only thing that slowed its approach was the protective necklace she wore. A Necklace of an Advanced Aura of Greater Protection. It would protect her from any attack— blood magic and curse magic included. 
For a moment, the aura held up. But then there was a flash. The edge of the axe tip broke through and struck the Archmage on her shoulder. She bit back a scream of pain and glared at the Primeval Demon as the spell dissipated.
“Illusion magic and curse magic. You will be annoying to deal with.”
The Archmage uncorked a healing potion and poured it over the wound on her shoulder. The red liquid splashed over the bleeding cut— but it refused to heal. Helena Warshade clicked her tongue.
“Very annoying to deal with.”
“Oh, but you are mistaken, Archmage. You will be the one who dies today.”
The insect-like Demon laughed as his mandibles clicked together. The Archmage pointed at him, and a dozen bolts of lightning converged on where he floated. There was a blast of electricity. Helena waited, but even as the smoke cleared and nothing remained of the Primeval Demon, she knew it wasn’t over.
“[Abomination Fulmination].”
She looked up towards the black clouds, and a thousand horrors emerged from the rubble. Ethereal creatures that took all shapes and forms. Monsters with hundreds of eyes. Creatures that protruded with spikes like broken teeth poking out of the sand. Their bodies formed odd angles— angles that Helena Warshade could barely comprehend. Their figures blurred in a misshapen manner. Like she’d been staring at them for so long her vision began to distort. 
The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy unleashed her own storm of lightning back down at the deluge of terrors. The explosions ripped apart them by the hundreds as she rapidly began raining down a volley of spells into the valley.
“Arcana Expulsion. Hail of Ice. Grand Fireball—”
***
I watched on as the injured Archmage retaliated against the invisible Primeval Demon. I had no idea where Belzu was even hiding. Occasionally, I spotted the giant insect flying through the air, but Helena Warshade would blast him away to reveal it was nothing more than an illusion.
I backed away quickly to distance me from the fighting. I landed in the air thanks to the Boots of Alexander, where I stood and looked on as the clash of magic reverberated ahead of me. It was a battle that was out of my league. Two combatants who were beyond my level. Both of them could easily have taken on the [Ancient Centinel] that nearly killed me back in the Bloodied Gulf. They probably could’ve taken on half a dozen— or a dozen each!
Although… I guess that was expected of swarm monsters. They tended to be weaker for their level. And considering how many [Ancient Centinels] I’d saw when the Matriach Centinel of the Bloodied Gulf confronted my dad.
In any case, this was a grand battle between some of the strongest beings in the Human lands. Helena Warshade against Belzu. And the thing was… the thing I noticed was that the Archmge was…  
She was losing.  
It was clear that she was losing. And that was odd to me, because with my Grand Skill I was able to stand up to Belzu when I was nearly 10 levels lower. Perhaps it was because Helena Warshade herself had yet to use her Grand Skill. Maybe it could turn the tide of battle. But for some odd reason, she was abstaining from using it right now. 
Instead, she cleared the horrors unleashed by Belzu from the battlefield with a volley of magic. She floated there, panting as all was still for a moment. Then she heard an inaudible voice. I watched on as a black aura converged around the Archmage.
I recognized the Skill, even if I didn’t hear Belzu’s voice. He had used it against me before. It was called [Desecration of the Mind], and it ripped straight through my Aura of Greater Protection, nearly killing me in one hit. But fortunately, whatever magical artifact Helena Warshade had defending her was stronger than even an Aura of Greater Protection. Probably an Epic Grade artifact of sorts.
It held up against the [Desecration of the Mind]. And, yet, it had discombobulated Helena Warshade for a single crucial moment. Long enough for Belzu to reappear behind her with a smug grin on his face.
“Perish.”
He spoke, and his words held power. It was a curse. It pierced through all protections. It knocked Helena Warshade back. Her nimbus cloud dissipated for a single second. The nearby trees shed their leaves. Even I, from a distance, could feel the pulse of curse magic that radiated from his voice. 
I clutched my ears as blood bled from my nose. My body shivered violently, but after a moment, I managed to catch myself. I looked up as the Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy fell through her nimbus cloud and tumbled hundreds of feet to the ground. It took a moment, but the nimbus cloud dipped down to catch her. However, before it got close, the clouds parted up above as Belzu vanished again.
I looked up with wide as a [Hellabomination] descended from the sky. The giant white creature I recognized from my last battle with Belzu. It looked exactly the same, with the same giant bone-like wings and the hollow, deathless eyes that struck fear into anything it cast its gaze towards. 
It was an illusion. I knew it had to have been an illusion. There was no way Belzu had managed to summon the [Hellabomination] again— let alone control it. But it felt real. And Helena Warshade herself saw the same thing I did.
The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy unleash a thousand lightning bolts at the false [Hellabomination]. All at once, the magic struck out and seared the giant Demon. It recoiled in pain, the screeching so real to my ears. I was certain that anyone who was within a ten mile radius could hear the terrible shriek— unless the illusion didn’t reach that far.
Nevertheless, the fake [Hellabomination] landed. Its two feet touched the ground, tearing through the earth. Helena Warshade landed on her nimbus cloud as it flew away from the giant Demon. She got to her feet, grinding her teeth in clear frustration.
She raised her staff as she yelled.
“This is enough!”
I backed away, seeing the swirling clouds again.
“Uh-oh.”
And she began her chant once more.
“[The Calm has Come and Gone. The Storm has Simmered for so Long. Now it is Time for you to Weather the Pinnacle of Magic]!”
The clouds quickly covered her. The mass of black water vapor dwarfing even the size of the [Hellabomination]. The giant Demon took a step forward to Helena Warshade, before the clouds rapidly expanded and consumed her surroundings. I watched as the darkness reached out for me, but I knew it was bad news. I rapidly flew away from it, using [Warped Time] to move faster and faster. 
It almost reached me. The clouds continued to expand, and I feared it would’ve touched me with its dark tendrils. But it halted when I escaped from the forest. When I reached the rolling fields. A giant haze formed ahead of me. I looked on in awe at the dark fog that consumed miles and miles of land.
For a moment, nothing happened, and I thought my fear was for naught. Then I heard Helena Warshade’s booming voice.
“[Mana Tempest]!”
She thundered out. And all at once, the entire storm cloud flashed. A giant bolt of lightning exploded to the sky, branching out like a web of electricity. I covered my eyes because of how bright it was. But just like any ordinary lightning bolt, it dissipated quickly after.
When I lowered my hand, everything had been laid to waste. The entire forest was gone. The valley— the hills. It had all been reduced to ashes. I blinked.
“Huh.”
***
It was Helena Warshade’s last resort. It was her Grand Skill— a grand magic of cataclysmic proportions. She prided herself in its ability to bring an entire city to ashes. Unfortunately, she wasn’t immune to it. 
She hadn’t wanted to be caught in the center of the grand magic. If she could, she would’ve concentrated its effects on her enemies. But she didn’t know where her enemies were, did she? 
Belzu, that Primeval Demon, had been hiding somewhere, using his curses and illusions to assail her from all directions. But wherever he was, he had to be close by. So the Archmage did the only thing she could do at the moment. She destroyed everything in close vicinity around her. 
Everything within a five mile radius had been ravaged into nothing. Even she was affected by the magic. She’d burned herself in her own attack. She could only limit how much it affected her. Sure, she was blasted by a weakened version of her Grand Skill, but it was still incredibly powerful. It would have killed her if not for her protective artifacts and protective spells saving her.
She lay there in the desolation, hearing the notifications ring out in her head. There were plenty. Many animals and monsters were caught in the blast. Although— less than she thought there’d be for an ecosystem of this size.
Only a single notification mattered to the Archmage. One which made her sigh in relief as she watched the giant insect-like body of a Demon evaporate into dust.
Defeated [Hellprince of the Desolation - Lvl 167]—
“Nice try.”
Belzu’s deep voice interrupted Helena Warshade’s musings. She looked up in shock as the Primeval Demon descended from the clouds above her. 
“How…?”
She asked, aghast. The Archmage tried to get back to her feet, but collapsed. Her body was severely burned and injured.
“You are not the only one with a Grand Skill, Human.”
Belzu chuckled as she gritted her teeth. She weakly tried to raise her staff, and the Primeval Demon loomed over her, his bulbous eyes flashing with magic.
“Now, goodbye—”
He started, but a flash of rainbow energy struck out.
“Temporary Skill: [Divine Wave]!”
It cut a line directly between both Helena Warshade and Belzu. The Primeval Demon flitted back with narrowed eyes. He looked up towards a silver-haired girl as she landed with a clink.
“Salvos…?”
“Salvos.”
Both the Primeval Demon and the Archmage spoke the name at the same time. Salvos herself didn’t respond. Instead, she pointed at the both of them and yelled.
“No more fighting!”
She turned to Belzu.
“Don’t you dare kill her.”
“And why should I not?”
He cocked his head back at her. This was Helena Warshade’s chance. She could escape. Run away. But as she tried to edge back and covertly cast a spell, Salvos snapped her gaze to the Archmage.
“Don’t you dare run away either, Helena.”
The silver-haired girl crossed her arms.
“This is your best chance of leaving here alive. Please, just listen to me.”
The Archmage hesitated. Then she weighed her options. She was at the end of her ropes, up against a Primeval Demon and a nigh-Elite Ranked adventurer with the Treasures of Alexander. Helena either had to take her chances fighting against both of them despite her injuries, or… listen to what Salvos had to say.
The silver-haired girl proffered a hand forward.
“Let’s talk about this. We can all work together. The three of us.”
She gestured towards Belzu, herself, and the Archmage. Helena Warshade paused. And she really took her time to consider her options. Finally, she sighed and made her decision. 
“Alright. What do you have to say?”
The Archmage really hoped it would be something good.




12. Awkward Confrontation

We were going to talk. Helena Warshade and Belzu both— begrudgingly— agreed to speak this matter through, rather than killing each other over it. If they tried to fight, I would make sure nobody won by killing them both!
Well… they were both stronger than me as I was right now, so I probably couldn’t even kill either of them. Even if I had my Divine Essence, I probably wouldn’t be able to take either of them out on my own. I saw their battle. The magic they’d hurled at each other. Without their Grand Skills, they could still individually kill the me who was flying alongside them away from the destroyed landscape.
Still, I wasn’t completely helpless. I had three Mythical Grade artifacts on me, and both of them looked tired after their scuffle with one another. They’d most definitely exhausted some of their best Skills in their previous fight. While I, myself, was still relatively fresh for battle. Maybe I couldn’t take them down on my own, but I could turn the tides if necessary if they started fighting again.
So they acquiesced and flew along. We only stopped when we were far enough away from the previous ravaged battlefield and landed at the foot of the Motharis Mountain Range. I snapped my finger as the space around us rippled. Fractal panels formed around us, creating a box that not only obfuscated our persons but disconnected us from the Mortal Realm entirely. 
[Fragmented Pocket Dimension]. This was the full power of that Skill. From the outside, you would see nothing where we stood. It looked as it was before we arrived here. And from the inside, when we looked out, the world was a spinning blur. It was as if we were on a raft in the ocean, lost in the waves. 
I clapped my hands together, and a golden figure appeared next to me. One of my clones teleported over with [Greater Teleportation] before nodding at me.I grinned and faced both Belzu and Helena Warshade.
“Alright, let’s talk.”
Neither the Archmage nor the Primeval Demon looked at each other. They clearly were uncomfortable with this, refusing to acknowledge each other's existence. While Helena Warshade was more apprehensive, Belzu was the first to speak. He clicked his mandibles together and narrowed his bulbous eyes at me.
“What game are you playing, Salvos?”
“Nothing. I’m not playing a game.”
I replied simply. He stepped forward, looming over me dangerously. I just crossed my arms at him as he spoke in a low voice.
“Then explain why you stopped me from killing this damned Human.”
He pointed at Helena Warshade. The Archmage did not stand there quietly and let his threats go unanswered. She raised her staff as her eyes glinted, pointing at the Primeval Demon.
“You were lucky this time around, Demon. This was your only chance of defeating me. I will not fall for your tricks and illusions the next time around.”
“There will not be a next time.”
Belzu turned to her as he grew in size. I clicked my tongue and stomped my left foot on the ground. The metallic clang from Boots of Alexander against the rocky ground drew both of their attentions.
“That’s enough! We’ve had enough fighting for one day!”
I pointed at them. The Primeval Demon’s form shrank back— quite literally. His illusion vanished as he returned back to his normal size and he harrumphed. Helena Warshade turned to me with a scowl on her face.
“And what do you have to gain from this? Just whose side are you on? You’re not Human. Is that why you’re working with this Demon? To undermine Humankind?”
“Wait—”
I blinked as she made the accusation. I looked at Helena Warshade with wide eyes. 
“How do you know that?”
Next to her, Belzu slowly leaned forward. His annoyance had shifted to genuine interested. His mouth curled upwards as he listened in, peering at me. 
The Archmage answered simply.
“Did you think I didn’t notice your slip-up, Salvos? I have known you weren’t a Human since a month ago— when you spoke to us of the corruption and the apocalypse. I didn’t act on it because you appeared to have Humankind’s best interest in mind. Now… now I know otherwise.” 
She looked ready to battle once again, even after we’d agreed we wouldn’t fight. I really shouldn’t have given her that healing potion, huh? Although, if I didn’t, it was entirely possible she would’ve succumbed to her wounds. Now, she was somewhat healed— still wounded and hurt, especially from the Primeval Demon’s curses which didn’t fade quickly. 
I backed up as Helena Warshade narrowed her eyes.
“Wait, I… slipped up? What? That’s—”
I caught myself. This was bad. If Helena Warshade knew the truth… but the thing was she didn’t accuse me of being a Demon. No— she said I wasn’t a Human. 
I tapped a finger on my chin. 
“If you know I’m not Human, Helena, do you actually know what I am?”
I asked thoughtfully. The Archmage frowned.
“I do not, no. But does that even matter?”
“It does! Because I’m not your enemy. I am only working with Belzu to help you Humans. Isn’t that right, Belzu?”
I turned the Primeval Demon to back me up. He cocked his head at me, looking like he was enjoying my attempts at wriggling out of this situation.
“Am I?”
I rolled my eyes. 
“Come on, we made a deal, remember? I spared your life if you helped me kill Levithus! How is that not helping the Humans?”
“Perhaps, perhaps not.”
Belzu replied in a coy voice. I groaned. Helena Warshade raised a brow at me.
“And how does that prove anything, Salvos?”
The Archmage glared at me, and my clone positioned herself so she’d be between us in case anything happened. 
“All you have done is admit that you are working with the Demon responsible for killing millions of innocent people and burning Nixa to the ground.”
“That is true.”
I nodded in agreement. I raised a hand as she opened her mouth, cutting her off.
“But that doesn’t mean we cannot work together, right? I mean— what’s the best way to defeat a Primeval Demon than to use another Primeval Demon?”
“And why would this Belzu agree to work with you?”
“Because he isn’t friends with the Demon King. He hates Regnorex, doesn’t he? He does, right?” 
I looked over at Belzu, but before the Primeval Demon could answer, I waved a hand off and spoke over him.
“He definitely does.”
I wasn’t going to let him sabotage me for his own entertainment again. I faced Helena Warshade and smiled. 
“In any case, I am doing this to help put a stop to the Demon King’s ritual. You can cast whatever truth spells you want and test me. I am not lying about that.”
I stepped forward, placing a hand on my chest. I snapped my own finger, whispering under my breath. The air grew still, and Belzu raised his head suspiciously. Helena Warshade noticed too and asked.
“What was that?”
“[Truth Divination]. One of my Skills. It lets you feel what I feel. You’d know if I was lying if I said anything that was untrue. Just feel it in your heart.”
I placed a hand on my chest, and she looked down at herself. The Archmage didn’t say a word as I repeated myself to her.
“I am not your enemy. Not right now. And I hope I never will be.”
That seemed to annoy Belzu somewhat, but I didn’t care. Helena Warshade stared down at the palm of her hand for a moment, in thoughtful consideration. Then she raised her head.
“Perhaps you aren’t. Perhaps you really believe that working with this Primeval Demon— that sparing its life— will be beneficial to Humankind. But why should we work with a Demon? Why shouldn’t we exterminate it right here?”
Belzu’s eyes flickered to the Archmage. He didn’t visibly react, however I could tell he was already planning a way to either fight or escape with his life. 
Helena Warshade continued.
“If you really want to prove yourself innocent, Salvos, help me bring this Demon to justice. For all the lives it had taken and unfairly stole.”
She held my gaze. The Archmage didn’t look away. She didn’t even face Belzu who could’ve unleashed his curses at her during any moment. Instead, she waited for my response.
I knew she was feeling what I felt, and inside of me, there was a bubbling of emotions simmering and ready to erupt. I took a deep breath, steeling myself— considering what to say. Every second that passed, I knew she was doubting me even more. I knew that if I didn’t say something soon, she might just decide to try her hand at fighting both Belzu and I again, right now. And this time, she was very much prepared to lose her life.
I didn’t want that to happen. This presented a chance. An opportunity. Perhaps no matter what I said, Helena Warshade would attack us both anyway. Still, I responded truthfully. I gave the honest answer that popped into my mind. It was risky.
But I took the chance, anyway.
“The reason is simple: it’s because I am a Demon too.”
I said, and the Archmage’s eyes grew wide.




13. Empath

Helena Warshade’s mind reeled. It was starting to become an annoyingly common occurrence today, but the normally calm and collected Archmage’s demeanor broke. Her mouth didn’t bob open like a confused fish, nor did she stutter in utter shock, however there was a moment where her eyes went round and she didn’t believe what she was hearing.
“The reason is simple: it’s because I am a Demon too.”
Salvos spoke simply. The effects of [Truth Divination] were still there— the Archmage felt every emotion the silver-haired girl did as the words rolled off her tongue. There was no hint of a lie. Helena felt it in her heart.
This was the undeniable truth. This was who Salvos really was. This was what Salvos had been hiding the whole time.
That she was a Demon.
Helena Warshade had speculated— she had wondered what Salvos truly was. After all, the silver-haired girl wasn’t a Human. There had been a myriad of possibilities to choose from. The Archmage had considered everything from a Vampire to a Spirit to a Dragon, but the only thing she didn’t consider was the fact that Salvos was a Demon.
It made no sense. The Archmage had briefly entertained that idea briefly before quickly dismissing it. First of all, no [Changeling] transformation was that perfect. Salvos’ Human form was more akin to a [Druid] carrying out their shamanic shapeshifting, rather than a [Changeling] wearing the skin and face of a Human. When Salvos bled, she bled red blood. Human blood. Not the black blood of Demons.
But even if there was a chance that Demons could perfectly shapeshift into a Human form, that didn’t explain Salvos’ other actions. The silver-haired girl had built a reputation for killing Demons. First in Silvergrove, then near Warrington. Again after that in the Inoria Empire— Faith, the Fallen Queen of Elutra, had said that Salvos had slain dozens of high-leveled Demons there.
So it was clear Salvos was a kind of Demon Slayer. That was why Helena Warshade had surmised that the most favorable possibility was that Salvos was a Vampire— perhaps a survivor from the Slydrift Family after their downfall a hundred years ago. Either that, or Helena thought the silver-haired girl was a Spirit with a vendetta against Demons. A shapeshifting [Fairy] or a [Kitsune] of sorts.
But it was none of that. Salvos was a Demon. An Archdemon. One who’d been disguising herself as a Human this whole time. One who’d infiltrated the top of Humankind’s ranks with her deceit.
That finally registered in Helena’s mind. She raised her staff as she started.
“You—”
“Wait, calm down Helena!”
Salvos raised a hand as the crystal staff glinted. Next to them, Belzu just chuckled and watched on with an amused look on his face. The Archmage gritted her teeth.
“You’re a Demon. You tricked us this whole time.”
“I didn’t want to trick you guys! But you Humans hate Demons for no reason! Just look at what you’re doing right now!”
The silver-haired girl… Demon… pointed back at Helena Warshade. That statement made the Archmage pause for just a single moment. 
“That’s…”
“You know I don’t want you to be my enemy. You can feel it. Don’t do something we’ll all regret.”
Helena bit her lower lip as Salvos warned the Archmage. Meanwhile, Belzu leaned back casually with a smile.
“Whatever happens, I doubt I’d be regretting anything today.”
Neither women acknowledged the Primeval Demon’s remarks. Instead, Salvos sighed and shook her head.
“Look, I am a Demon, yes. And I am disguising myself as a Human right now. But if I could, I’d much rather wear my own skin. I’d much rather just be myself. However, I can’t. Every time I’ve revealed myself to someone, they get mad at me. They attack me. Even my companions and my closest friends.”
The silver-haired girl looked morose, Helena Warshade felt her melancholy— it hurt Salvos that she’d always have to fight for who she was. The Archmage lowered her staff slowly as her vision blurred for just a single instant.
For a moment, the Archmage recalled a memory from a long time ago. The memory of a little girl, ostracized by her peers for her dedication to her spellcraft. It wasn’t the same thing. Of course not. Yet, and perhaps it was due to [Truth Divination], Helena Warshade felt herself sympathizing with the literal Archdemon.
“Now imagine if I revealed the truth to a hundred people— no, a thousand people? What happens, then?”
Salvos spoke, closing her eyes. The Demon girl lowered her head as she asked her question. It was entirely rhetorical. She knew the answer to that question. As did Belzu and Helena Warshade. The Primeval Demon simply snorted, but the Archmage felt a pang of guilt.
After a moment of hesitation— a moment of silence where not a single word was said— Helena asked the question hanging in her head.
“Who else knows about this?”
Salvos blinked, looking up. She glanced towards the Archmage. There was still some hostility there. But not as much as before. 
“...Daniel knows this.”
“The [Hero]?”
Helena raised a brow. Belzu paused, and Salvos nodded.
“Yep. So does Edithe and Saffron and Willy. Orgaf knows this too.”
“Even Orgaf?”
The Archmage frowned. If Orgaf knew about Salvos being a Demon, then he’d be the first one to have killed her. After all, while Orgaf was a rather belligerent individual, he always had what was best for Humankind in mind.
“It’s all Belzu’s fault. He’s the reason why Orgaf found out I’m a Demon.”
Salvos harrumphed. The Primeval Demon simply shrugged.
“I see.”
Helena nodded slowly. She took her time to process this rather than jumping to conclusions. The Archmage had cooled enough that she wasn’t going to make any brash, drastic action anymore. 
She returned to her normal calculated self. Some would call her aloof, but she knew that it was best to not let her emotions drive her judgment. If it did, she never would’ve gotten this far as an Archmage otherwise.
“So what is your plan then, Salvos?”
The Archmage inquired as she finally dropped all hostilities. 
“Why do you propose we should work with this Primeval Demon?”
“I mean, I already said as much, right? To beat a Primeval Demon, we should use a Primeval Demon.”
The silver-haired Demon answered simply. 
“I am not simply a tool for you to exploit, Archdemon.”
Belzu snapped back. Salvos waved a hand off dismissively.
“Don’t worry! You’re using us too!”
She said it as if it made the situation any better. Salvos stepped back as her clone nodded in agreement.
“We all have a common enemy. We want to stop this ritual from happening. We want to stop the Mortal Realm and the Netherworld from merging. It’s stupid and dumb and it’s not something any of us wants to happen.”
“I agree.”
Belzu nodded, albeit begrudgingly.
“Regnorex is a fool. His plan will lead to nothing but destruction and death for Demonkind. For his slaves that follow his reckless pursuit of mortality.”
Helena narrowed her eyes. Reckless pursuit of mortality? She wasn’t sure what that meant, although she didn’t press it much. Instead, she turned to Salvos. 
“Perhaps such an arrangement would be beneficial for us all, Salvos. A necessary alliance. But that begs the question: what happens after?”
Salvos scratched the back of her head.
“I, um, didn’t really think that through.” 
Both Belzu and Helena Warshade stared at the Demon girl. Salvos laughed.
“Well, we’ll figure it out later. For now, we have a common goal. We can work together, no? Just for a little bit.”
The Archmage stared at Salvos. Helena Warshade knew that the silver-haired girl was a Demon, and yet, for some reason, the Archmage trusted the Archdemon. Perhaps it was [Truth Divination]... but no. 
Helena Warshade would’ve sensed if this was some sort of mind magic spell that influenced her thoughts. It was simply trust. Because the Archmage knew what it was like to be ostracized. She knew what it was like to have the world against her. A single chance— a single opportunity— changed her life. She never should have gotten accepted to Mavos Academy, but the Headmaster at the time— Clayton’s predecessor— gave her a chance. And thanks to that, she was who she was today.
“Very well.”
The Archmage nodded. 
“This is risky, but it seems like this is the best course of action. Even if you have not thought things through.”
Belzu just clicked his mandibles together.
“Do I have any other choice?”
“Nope! You don’t!”
Salvos cheerfully replied. Helena Warshade just murmured to herself.
“Demons and Humans working together. Never in my wildest dreams have I ever considered such a thing to be possible.”
The silver-haired girl stepped forward and patted the Archmage reassuringly on the shoulder.
“Don’t worry! We’ll kick the Demon King’s ass all the way back to the Netherworld!”
“I hope so.”
The Archmage replied with a small smile. Salvos grinned back. Then she paused, tapping a finger on her chin. She glanced over at Belzu and asked hesitantly.
“By the way, should we tell the others about him?”
That made Helena Warshade hesitate. She looked towards the Primeval Demon as Belzu waited expectantly.
“That… now that I do not know.”




14. Interlude – Death and Dealing

“You’re back. Any sign of her?”
“No. Alder the Augur Elder sent us and the rest of the search team back. He said he’ll continue searching for her alone.”
“Damn. What could have possibly happened?”
“I don’t know, but it had to be bad if she was forced to detonate her Grand Skill.”
“Seriously? Archmage Warshade used her Grand Skill?”
“She did. I couldn’t believe my eyes. The desolation… it would’ve wiped out any city off the face of the map!”
“And to think she’s missing now…”
Saffron glanced back, eavesdropping on only a small part of the conversation. She wasn’t really privy to their discussion— the young noble had heard the news. Or, rather, the rumors. Just about six hours ago, Helena Warshade, the Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy, took off from the palace of Alyras in a hurry. No more than an hour later, every high-leveled [Mage] in the city and the nearby regions sensed a ripple in the mana threads in the air. 
Like a powerful pulse had caused a shockwave which interrupted the normal flow of mana. Saffron herself didn’t sense it because she wasn’t an arcane specialist, but she’d heard of such events before. Mana storms, for example, would cause such a ripple effect, and depending on its scale, any [Mage] within a hundred miles from it would be able to sense the natural disaster as it occured. Another such example would be the beginning of the Demon’s ritual to merge the planes— although that was at a far larger scale.
In any case, the fact that Helena Warshade mysteriously vanished after casting her Grand Skill sounded some alarm bells within the city of Alyras. It had only been a few hours, but rumors were being spread. People were speculating that she’d ventured out to deal with Ira— the last surviving Archdemon from the seven that besieged the city. And the fact that she was missing only made them assume the worst had happened.
It was concerning. Quite clearly, there was some cause to panic. But Saffron Merryster kept calm. First of all, she wasn’t quite informed on the whole situation. She knew better than to react brashly when it came to matters she wasn’t up to date on. 
Secondly, even if something happened to Helena Warshade, there was nothing the young noble could do about it. Saffron might have been a Vampire— born to one of the Four Greater Vampire Families— but she was nothing compared to an Elite Ranked Archmage. If it was something was enough of a threat to defeat the Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy and the leader of the Rising Veterans Company, then it wasn’t something Saffron could deal with alone. 
That didn’t mean she couldn’t do anything. It just meant it required a lot more collaboration than relying on her own abilities. 
Anyway, there was one last reason why Saffron didn’t stop and inquire more from the returning search team. She had her own matters to attend to. It wasn’t a world-ending threat, but it was important to her.
She turned the corner, reaching the end of the hallway and pausing before a room. Saffron Merryster rapped lightly on the doorway. She cleared her throat.
“Lord Gannon?”
The door opened in response. A young man strode out, adjusting his attire. His hair was disheveled and his eyes were drooping. But he quickly tidied himself up when he saw Saffron.
“Did you need something, Lady Saffron?”
He looked at her curiously. She nodded and smiled kindly.
“May I come in?”
—--
“Sorry if my room’s a bit of a mess. These last few weeks have been… hectic, to say the least.”
Gannon Norwood scratched the back of his head as he let the young noblewoman in. Saffron found herself seated at the end of a rather ornate table. Documents were scattered over the rest of the table, leaving only a small section of free space for her to sip from a cup of tea.
She only took a single sip before looking up to meet the Lord’s gaze. 
He was Gannon Norwood. The Patriarch of the Norwood Family— one of the Four Greater Vampire Families. He’d been mostly preoccupied for the past few weeks. Especially when he was one of the few targets of the Archdemons. He had been looking after the Greaves of Alexander, after all.
He was granted a brief reprieve during all that chaos when Helena Warshade and the other Elite Ranked adventurers borrowed the Greaves of Alexander from him. But… then tragedy struck. One which still hurt Saffron, even to this day.
The young Vampire closed her eyes and asked.
“How are you fairing?”
It was a simple question. But one that weighed heavily on both of them. Gannon paused as he pulled out his seat. There was a moment of hesitation before he pulled back his seat. 
“I am…”
He trailed off. Saffron saw the way his face darkened. The way his brow arched and cast a shadow over his eyes. The young noble hesitated. She didn’t want to say it, but she had to. It was something she promised.
“I know it must be hard on you, Gannon.”
Saffron dropped his Title. Right now, she wasn’t speaking to him as a noblewoman. She was speaking to him as a friend. 
“Saffron…”
He shook his head, but Saffron continued.
“Zin was… a wonderful woman—”
“Saffron, please.”
Gannon gritted his teeth. Saffron paused. She knew it was a bit too soon. Especially since the Lord hadn’t even had time to process his grief. He hadn’t had time to mourn with everything he needed to do.
It hadn’t even been only a week since Zin died. Zin Norwood, the former Matriarch of the Norwood Family… and Gannon’s mother.  She’d been killed during the siege of Alyras. The [Druid] had put up a valiant effort— fought against an Archdemon that wielded the Boots of Alexander. And, unfortunately, Zin perished.
Even with a missing head, the [Druid] fought on. Even when she was already at death’s door, she did everything she could to defeat Avaritia. And when it was all over, there was nothing Saffron could do to save Zin.
Gannon massaged his temples as he leaned back on his chair.
“I… should’ve been there for her. With her. But I didn’t know…”
The young noblewoman took a deep breath. She wasn’t good with these situations— she was never good at offering emotional support. Gannon knew that. They’d both been close friends since so long ago. And he’d know that she’d only be blunt.
“I know you’re still hurting, Gannon. But I need to tell you this. Your mother—”
Saffron bit her lower lip. Gannon raised his head, blinking. 
“My mother?”
The young noblewoman sighed.
“I was there when she died. She had a message for you. She wanted me to pass something on to you.”
“She did?”
“Yes.”
Gannon stared at Saffron as she hesitated. But she continued.
“Zin… didn’t have a lot she could say. But she told me to tell you… not to mourn for her. To be proud of her.”
“Proud of her? I don’t get what you’re saying, Saffron.”
The Lord frowned. Saffron shook her head.
“She said she… had finally carried out her duties. Not as a Matriarch— not as a politician. But as a Vampire. As a Demon Slayer. Knowing that she was dying for the cause she was born for… she felt fulfilled. She was happy.”
“What?”
It really was harder to say than Saffron thought it would be. Gannon was completely taken aback by her, but this was the message Zin had entrusted to the young noblewoman. Saffron would see it through. 
“And Zin believes you’ll take up her mantle. That you, too, will become the Demon Slayer you were always meant to be. That she believes in you, and she knows you’ll be the greatest Patriarch of the Norwood Family in the history of the Greater Vampire Families.”
“That’s…”
Gannon’s eyes went round. The man trailed off. He sat there, processing what Saffron had said. Honestly, it felt so awkward for the young noblewoman to be in this position. But she made a promise to Zin, and she kept it. 
The Patriarch of the Norwood Family nodded slowly. He looked down and chuckled with a pained smile.
“I see. She really expected too much of me, even in death, huh?”
He shook his head as Saffron just sat there, unsure of what to say. Finally, Gannon stood up and bowed at Saffron.
“Thank you, Lady Saffron, for telling me this. Truly. I needed to hear this.”
When he looked up, he was smiling. Saffron wasn’t sure whether to smile in return. She just nodded back at him.
“Lady Zin had taken great care of me when I was young. When I used to visit, and we’d play as children. The least I could do is return the favor now.”
“She was truly a wonderful woman. A true Vampire, through and through.”
Gannon agreed. Saffron got to her feet, letting out an inaudible sigh of relief. She was glad this was over. And while she was pleased to see Gannon’s reception to Zin’s message, the young noblewoman wanted to excuse herself as soon as possible. After all, she, herself, hadn’t yet gotten over Zin’s death. It weighed on her, and she had managed to stop herself from choking up as she delivered the message.
“I believe I’ll take my leave—”
Saffron started, but a commotion from outside interrupted her. She exchanged a glance with Gannon, and he looked just as perplexed as her. Gannon pushed open the door, and she poked her head out. 
She saw the same search team from earlier rushing down the hallway. She heard their excited voices as they called out.
“Helena Warshade is back! She’s returned with Salvos—”
“Salvos…? Did something happen?”
Saffron furrowed her brows. She rushed forward as Gannon followed. For a moment, the young noblewoman feared the worst. She feared that Helena Warshade might’ve discovered Salvos’ true identity. But that couldn’t be right, right?
Even Salvos wouldn’t be that careless.
But as Saffron turned the corner, she came to a halt. Her train of thought interrupted as she caught sight of the crowd. Helena Warshade stood at the center, accompanied by Salvos and…
Saffron blinked. 
“Wait, who… is that?”




15. The Resurrection

Daniel Song had been worried. He’d heard the news— Helena Warshade had vanished. He’d wanted to leave Alyras with the search team. He was, after all, a [Hero]. Unfortunately, his hands had been tied. 
“I apologize, [Hero] Daniel Song, and I assure you that this frustrates you as much as it frustrates me, but we cannot permit you to face a potential threat that even Archmage Warshade could not handle.”
Ulric Magnus spoke in a calm voice as he tried to placate the young man. Daniel hesitated. He eyed the [Archbishop] before shaking his head.
“Isn’t that all the more reason for me to act? If there’s something like that out there—”
The [Hero] started. But a second voice spoke out. Thorsten Siegfrid stepped forward and cut Daniel off.
“If there is something like that out there, [Hero] Daniel Song, then it is all the more reason you shouldn’t venture out to face it.”
“Why not?”
Daniel gritted his teeth. He looked between the two [Archbishops] standing before him. They’d trapped him in this room— in this large, lavish hall with silk tapestries hanging from the walls and glistening jewels decorating the furniture. Even the couch was laced with diamonds. It looked anything like a prison cell, but the [Hero] had been locked in here like he was a prisoner. 
A pair of guards stood at the exit. They wore heavy plate armor, and their faces were covered by a dark great helm. They were like statues… or robots. Daniel had seen them escorting both Thorsten Siegfrid and Ulric Magnus around for the past few days, but he couldn’t ever use [Identification] on them. Although, he was quite certain they were at least Level 100 each.
Nevertheless, if he had to fight his way out, he would. The only problem was that Thorsten Siegfrid decided to finally make a logical argument. 
“Unfortunately, [Hero] Daniel Song, you are not yet at the level where you can face an opponent capable of defeating Archmage Warshade. You will die a pointless death.”
“That’s…”
Daniel bit his lower lip. The [Archbishop] from the Den of Souls patted him on the shoulder.
“Please, do not be so brash. I understand that as a [Hero], it is only natural to want to help at any given occasion. But until we find out what happened to Helena Warshade, it is better for you not to act.”
That’s true, Daniel agreed only in his head. Ulric Magnus chimed in with a chuckle.
“[Archbishop] Siegfried is right, [Hero] Daniel Song. We do not want another Steven the Failure in our hands, do we?”
That callous laugh from the gaudy man made Daniel’s brows snap together. Ulric Magnus… annoyed the young man from Earth. Everything about the [Archbishop] from the Sanctum of Elements seemed so fabricated. So fake. Like a con artist putting on a facade to lure their prey into a false sense of security. 
It irked Daniel so much so that he made a decision there and then— and it was to do the exact opposite of what Ulric Magnus said. Which meant leaving to find Helena Warshade here and now.
“Excuse me, but I will be going now.”
The [Hero] spoke briskly as he started past the two [Archbishops]. Ulric Magnus froze as Thorsten Siegfried sighed. They tried to stop him. 
“Please reconsider, [Hero] Daniel—”
“You can’t just leave—”
But before Daniel even reached the doorway, he heard the commotion from outside. He narrowed his eyes as Thorsten blinked. Ulric was too preoccupied trying to stop the [Hero] from leaving, he didn’t hear the noise. It was Thorsten then who pushed the door open with a frown.
“What’s going on?”
The [Archbishop] asked curiously. There was a clamor of voices in response. Footfalls echoed down the hallway as Thorsten poked his head out. Daniel shoved his way past Ulric and frowned.
“What’s happening, Thorsten?”
“It’s…”
Thorsten Siegfrid opened his mouth, and the answer came a moment later from an outside voice.
“It’s Helena Warshade! She’s back! And she’s brought him with her!”
Daniel’s frowned.
“Who?”
“Him!”
The young man from Earth paused. He heard the name. Then his jaw dropped.
“What?!” 
***
Was it really him? Scarlet Vermillion heard the news, just like everyone else. She'd been working with Laux Lionfist to organize the adventurer alliance— making preparations to depart as soon as possible. Then Helena Warshade went missing. The rumors quickly spread over the course of a few hours, eventually reaching the Rising Veterans Company and all its associate companies. They erupted into a panic.
Their leader, the Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy, Helena Warshade herself, had vanished after casting her Grand Skill. It was worrying to anyone who knew even a semblance of what Helena’s Grand Skill was capable of. She would never use it without due cause, and the fact that she’d completely vanished right after only sowed even more chaos into the ranks of the adventurers. 
Thankfully, with Laux Lionfist’s help, Scarlet was able to restore some semblance of order to the hundreds of thousands of gathered adventurers. Truth be told, the young Elite found this job incredibly stressful. She’d been thrust into this position without any preparation. She was still new to being an Elite Ranked adventurer, and now she was forced into leading one of the biggest adventuring companies in the entire world.
It wasn’t easy. She was glad that the much more experienced Laux Lionfist was there to guide her along the way. However, sometimes she wished she didn’t have to deal with this. She wished that… Mori Gladius didn’t die. 
It didn’t seem possible to her. He was Mori Gladius— Champion of the Human Land. A Level 168 [Divine Spearmaster]. The second highest-leveled [Warrior] in the world. He was unkillable. He had died before, and he always came back. 
But this time… it was real. Scarlet had seen it with her own eyes. She’d cried every night for weeks after it happened. It was something unbefitting her station. Yet, she didn’t care if she was caught. She needed to grieve.
Mori Gladius was her mentor. He had chosen her to be his successor, five years ago. She didn’t know why— he said he saw something in her. She’d only been a middling Platinum Rank back then. But his faith in her— his belief that she had something special— had driven her beyond what she thought she could possibly accomplish, and in five short years, she reached the ranks of Elites. An achievement less than a hundred individuals in the Human lands could boast. 
Still, she knew she’d have been nothing if not for Mori. Scarlet knew she would never be able to live up to her predecessor. He was forever gone, and she was going to be but a mere fraction of what he was as the new leader of the Remembered Order Company. 
Scarlet had asked Tyrian to help bear the leadership mantle with her. He agreed, but only temporarily. The Brightsbane Archer was, sadly, not the leader-type himself, either. But he was willing to bear Scarlet’s burden with her for now. 
It was really quite ridiculous. If not for those around her— Mori, Laux, Tyrian, and a multitude of others— Scarlet wouldn’t really be much of anything. Yet, so many people were relying on her. It was both frustrating and tiring. So, when she heard the news, she was the first one to return to Alyras. 
She was a [Rogue]. She reached the walls of the city in mere moments after receiving the missive. She sprinted down the halls of the palace as her heart raced with her, pounding like a smith’s hammer in her chest. 
Is it really…? Scarlet didn’t believe it. But she wanted to believe it. Helena Warshade had returned. The Red Rose was glad to hear that news. However, there was more to it than that. 
Please… the young Elite begged. Please be true…
Scarlet whirled around a corner and came face-to-face with a sea of faces bursting out of a large hall. She slowed in an instant, reducing her pace to but a brisk walk. Her gaze swept over the bustling crowd, ignoring their whispers of excitement.
“It’s really—”
“Helena is…”
“How did she—”
Scarlet pushed past the large gathering as she made her way to the front. 
“Excuse me! I’m sorry! I have to—”
She needed to see it to believe it. Eventually, the Red Rose reached an opening in the crowd. She stumbled out and looked up, seeing Helena Warshade standing at the center. 
“Archmage—”
Scarlet started, before cutting herself off. A soft gasp left her lips as her mouth hung open. Her eyes quivered, then welled up, and she inhaled sharply. 
“It really is him…”
Her vision blurred for a moment, and she closed her eyes. When she opened them once more, everything was crystal clear. Yet, she didn’t see Helena Warshade or Salvos or Daniel Song or the hundred other people in the large hall. She only saw one man. The man who taught her everything she knew. The only person in the world she revered.
“Mori Gladius…”
Scarlet whispered his name. Standing there, having triumphantly returned with Helena Warshade, was the Champion of the Human Lands himself. 
The Red Rose wiped the tears off her face as she whispered.
“You’re really alive.”
[Warrior - Lvl. 167]




16. Deceit

There he was. The Champion of the Human Lands. The leader of the Remembered Order Company. A [Divine Spearmaster], Elite Ranked adventurer, and the second highest-leveled [Warrior] in the world. 
Mori Gladius.
The crowd gushed over his return— their panic over Helena Warshade’s disappearance forgotten. 
“He’s back!”
They said with glee. 
“He will save us all!”
They cheered, hopefully. 
Scarlet the Red Rose pushed her way to the front of the crowd. She cried tears of joy when she saw her mentor— her leader. The [Priests] and [Bishops] from the Council of Cremont gaped at this miracle. Even the [Crusaders] accompanying the two [Archbishops] looked aghast beneath their visor. 
It was certainly due cause for celebration. In fact, I was pretty sure that people were more excited over the return of Mori Gladius than they were for the reveal of there being a [Hero].
Poor, Daniel, I thought as I shook my head. His big moment has been overshadowed so quickly…
But there was a problem here. A problem with this whole celebratory moment. While everyone was happy and excited, Helena Warshade and I were antsy. Nervous. I shifted back, fidgeting as I looked towards Mori Gladius.
The problem was— this wasn’t actually Mori Gladius. This wasn’t the Champion of the Human Lands. Sure, he might’ve looked like him, but he was actually…
Belzu. The Primeval Demon who burned all of Nixa to the ground. The one who was partially responsible for killing Mori Gladius himself. As a master illusionist, Belzu had decided to… concoct an illusion. This illusion.
It was insane. Even I thought it was insane! And most people would say that I was insane!
Helena Warshade clearly disapproved of this. I did too! It was too risky— but Belzu had somehow, after a few hours of arguing, convinced us to let this happen. It… actually made some sense. His argument was predicated entirely on his usefulness. While he was a master of deceit, he could only do so much while working from the shadows.
—--
“Absolutely not. I will never let this vile Demon desecrate the honor of the Champion of the Human Lands.”
Helena Warshade stood her ground. She was clearly upset— hostile. But unlike before, she didn’t look like she was ready to kill Belzu at any moment. Well, maybe that was because she was too tired to do anything against him. 
“Honor… such a Human thing. It is neither based on practicality nor a need for survival. I see now reason why I should acknowledge such a foolish concept.”
Belzu scoffed, shaking his head. Helena crossed her brows and turned to me.
“I understand working against a common foe, but this Primeval Demon is still our enemy, Salvos. Do you really believe his lies here? Do you think he is doing this with our best interest in mind?”
I backed up, her gaze looming over me. I agreed with her— I really did. This was probably a ploy for Belzu to somehow betray us in the future… probably. But still, as insane as it sounded, he wouldn’t have suggested this without a reason, right?
“I mean…”
I scratched my cheek as I turned to Belzu.
“What even makes you think this is a good idea?”
The Primeval Demon shook his head.
“Do you not realize that we are on the precipice of defeat? That if the grand ritual has already begun, there is not much time left to stop it? You seek to enlist my help to put a halt to this madness, but you shan’t allow me to take the battlefield against this existential threat to your world?” 
“Can’t you just… I don’t know, use your illusions from the sidelines or something?” 
“My magic works best when incorporated in the battlefield with an army by my side. And even besides that, there is much I cannot do alone. Not against Levithus and his minions. But if you wish to lose this war over something so trivial, go ahead. I will gladly watch the end of Humankind from the sidelines if you wish for it.”
I hesitated. I glanced back at Helena Warshade who still looked disapproving. I knew that Belzu had some ulterior motive, probably. Yet, I… somewhat agreed with Belz here. I had seen him fight with and without an army— his magic worked best when it was aided by others. But Helena was still unhappy about this, so there had to be a middle ground, right?
“Why not just pretend to be some other Human? Why must you disguise yourself as Mori Gladius?”
“I have seen his power. I know how he fights. And our levels are similar. I would be able to mimic him better than I would be able to mimic any other Human with my illusions.”
“Alright, then what about… I don’t know, creating your own Human form?”
I suggested with a shrug. Belzu just gave me a blank stare. He didn’t even bother gracing it with an answer— which ultimately answered that. I sighed. 
—--
And after some more back and forth between Helena Warshade and Belzu, the Archmage unhappily acquiesced. The Primeval Demon followed us back to Alyras, although he hid himself beyond the walls of the city. Instead, he created an illusion that he could scry. One that wore the body of Mori Gladius. Which resulted in… this. 
The crowd gushed around Belzu’s illusion of Mori Gladius as he remained silent. Scarlet Vermillion stepped forward, asking in a trembling voice. 
“Archmage Warshade— what happened? They said you’d vanished… then now…”
The young Elite bit her lower lip. She took in a deep breath, regaining her composure. She shook her head and spoke in a calmer voice.
“How did you find him?”
For a moment, the normally cool Archmage of Mavos Academy closed her eyes. Helena Warshade’s lips twisted, and she didn’t say a word. Then she regained her composure
“I do not know. You’ll have to ask him yourself. Apparently… he does not remember a thing.”
“What?”
Scarlet blinked. Her mouth hung open. A susurration swept across the room. The Red Rose blinked as Helena started away from the crowd, not answering any other questions. 
I watched the scene unfold, pursing my lips. Mori just stood there, not saying a word. His eyes were glazed over. He hardly looked at anyone in the room. It almost seemed like he wasn’t paying attention to anything or anyone— but I knew it was simply because Belzu was slowly taking in the scene.
Scarlet the Red Rose staggered back as she looked over to the apparition before her.
“Mori, that’s not true, right? You still have your memories, don’t you?”
He raised his head, looking her in the eyes for a moment. Then he tilted his head and spoke softly.
“Do I know you?”
The whisperings died down. There was a cough. The room grew silent. Scarlet’s eyes slowly widened. Her mouth bobbed open, mouthing a silent ‘oh’. She just stared at him without moving. He tilted his head again, and finally, I moved.
“Sorry! We’ll be right back!”
I grabbed Mori Gladius by the shoulder and took off after Helena Warshade.




17. Return of Regrets

She breathed in the fire— a burning sulfuric scent that inflamed her lungs. A fiery display unfurled before her. A city engulfed in flames. Charred corpses littered the ashen streets as she rasped. 
Thousands were dying. So many innocent lives lost under the clamor of the rampaging beasts. She wanted to save them— she wished she could do something. But when she looked up, she knew she was helpless. 
When she saw those bulbous eyes— those black pearls that reflected neither remorse nor guilt— she fell to her knees. There was nothing she could do. Because she knew she was just a slave.
Alix knew that she was just a pawn in Belzu’s plans.
—--
And Alix jolted up in a bed of sweat. The former slave looked down at herself, placing a hand o nher chest. She could feel the pounding of her heart— she still heard the screams and smelled the flames. But she was just… sitting in an ordinary room.
Well, it wasn’t exactly an ordinary room. It looked innocent enough. There was a bedside table with a glass of water, a desk pressed against the wall stuffed with blank pieces of paper, and a door just across from the bed. However, something was off. Yes, there were no windows to let natural light in, and yes, the room was dimly lit. That wasn’t just it.
The truth was… Alix was being held here against her will. 
Once again, the former slave was kept as a captive. The first time, it was partially her fault for being foolish enough to join in the war between the Elutra Kingdom and the Inoria Empire. She was an adventurer— she didn’t need to try and pretend to be a soldier. All that gave her was years as a slave gladiator after all her friends were killed. 
The second time, there was nothing to blame on her part. It was purely bad timing. Or, rather, unfortunate circumstances. The fact that Alix was even given a chance to live instead of dying was the only silver lining in that horrible ordeal. But sometimes she couldn’t help but wish she didn’t accept the deal.
A Primeval Demon had descended from the sky. He had slaughtered an entire city— wasted it and laid it in ashes. Then he offered Alix and the surviving gladiators a choice: either die to him or become his slave.
Back then, Alix chose what she thought was best. But the crimes she committed… the things she had done in the name of her own survival… it haunted her. It had stricken her with immense guilt. One that tore away at her from the inside for so long. 
It finally culminated to make her decision… which resulted in this current captivity.
Alix had sought out the Conference of Alyras for two reasons. The first was to admit her fault in the crimes committed across the Human lands. That was why she had been detained. She had aided Belzu— a Primeval Demon responsible for killing millions— in destroying dozens of towns and cities. It was her price to pay for her sins, and she had readily accepted her punishment of partial imprisonment. 
But also, there was a reason why she wasn’t immediately executed on the spot, and it was because of the second reason why Alix was here. The former slave had come to redeem herself— to tell the truth. The fact that Belzu was still alive.
She’d been far from the Motharis Mountain Range by the time she heard the news. She was given refuge in a city right at the fringe of the Helbir Plains. A town cryer shouted it from the rooftop. And she remembered the exact words that had been said.
“Three days ago, at the edge of twilight, Orgaf theThief of the Golden Scale and a band of adventurers slew Belzu the Primeval Demon in the Motharis Mountain Range!”
It had been shouted from the rooftops. Cried out in the streets. But Alix knew… she knew that couldn’t be possible. Because Belzu had set her free at noon of that day. He had given her and the other slaves in his captivity the blessing of his illusions. An invisibility that hid her from the Demons that he had summoned. And the spell— the illusion— only vanished at midnight.
That was when Alix realized that Belzu once again had the world tricked. 
It was an illusion, not an Invisibility spell. It was something that Belzu himself had to maintain— something that he had to upkeep himself. Alix wasn’t a [Mage], but she knew this as a fact. That was why [Illusionists] were hard to come by beyond performers and the like. They required an abundance of mana to maintain their spells, which made them only effective in the battlefield for short periods of time.
Belzu was the only anomaly Alix knew of. And it couldn’t have just been because he was a Demon. She had scarcely ever heard of Demons or even Spirits that employed illusions. It was simply something Belzu had somehow acquired as his own power.
Regardless, Alix knew he was still alive. And after some contemplation, she had set off to the Conference of Alyras. But when she arrived, all she found was chaos. Three Archdemons had infiltrated the city’s bounds and stolen the Boots of Alexander. They had killed hundreds in that first attack. 
And in the middle of it all, Alix had found Kaitlin Darkhelm. The Commander of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s Swordsguard Forces.
Alix was taken in for questioning for the next few weeks. Kaitlin Darklhem was, understandably, dubious. It only made sense. Alix had no actual proof. But with the vast resources of the Vaun Qieur Empire, Kaitlin Darkhlem had managed to finally confirm the veracity of Alix’s words by tracking down the other escaped slaves who’d been under Belzu’s command.
Sorry for ratting you out, Quinn, Alix thought as she shook her head. But it was for the greater good. 
Anyway, everything was settled now. After confirming that Alix wasn’t crazy, Kaitlin Darkhelm allowed the Helena Warshade herself to speak with the former slave. Alix had been intimidated by the Archmage’s presence— especially since she knew that Helena Warshade would have truth detection spells cast during the conversation. 
But Alix spoke the truth and only the truth. Then Helena Warshade left. And Alix had mostly been left alone ever since. The former slave got to her feet as she crawled out of her bed. She quickly washed up and put on a change of clothes. Then she pushed the door open and stepped out into the gilded hallway.
Alix wasn’t in true captivity, of course. But there were a pair of guards waiting outside her room, ready to stop her from wandering around unattended. Honestly, she felt more like a political prisoner than anything. Which wasn’t a bad thing, per se. She had a lot more freedom than an actual prisoner. 
Still, she wasn’t free to do whatever she wanted.
“Halt, where are you going?”
One of the guards raised a hand, stopping her from exiting the room. Alix rolled her eyes and scoffed.
“I’m going to get lunch, Dem. Same thing I did yesterday.”
“It’s evening, Alix. Hardly the time for lunch.”
“Well, I’m going to get dinner, then.”
Alix shrugged and stepped forward. 
“You’re just going to follow me anyway, so let’s just get a move on—”
She started as the guards sighed. But before Alix could make towards the dining hall, she heard a pair of voices echo from down the corridor. The guards stopped her and pulled her to the side as she blinked.
“—and once again, I’m genuinely sorry to hear about your condition.” 
“It’s fine… king Artik, was it?”
“Please, there’s no need for pleasantries. You can drop the titles with me, Mori Gladius.”
Mori Gladius? Alix blinked. Did she hear that right? Dem stood in front of her, one hand tightly grabbed her arm as he kept her from escaping. She poked his side and whispered in a hushed voice as the pair of figures appeared down the hallway.
“Did he say Mori Gladius? I thought he was dead— I saw him die!”
The memory was still fresh in Alix’s mind. She’d seen the Champion of the Human Lands himself dueling and defeating Belzu in battle. Mori Gladius would have won, but a second Primeval Demon intervened. And the hope of Humankind died that day.
But there had been stories— tales of Mori Gladius dying in battle, only to return the next day. However, she had never heard of him taking over a month to return. Yet, when she saw the pair of figures passing by, she knew she couldn’t be mistaken.
Dem replied simply.
“He did die. But he returned just yesterday. Helena Warshade herself found him— she brought him back.”
“Oh.”
Alix blinked a few times as she gaped for a moment.
“I do appreciate this private tour you’re giving me, Artik. Perhaps it may even help refresh my memory…”
“I am happy to help.”
King Artik Alyras himself was leading Mori Gladius around the palace. After a moment of staring, Alix’s brows furrowed. She noticed something… odd.
“Wasn’t he Level 168?”
Alix was almost entirely certain that Mori Gladius was Level 168. In fact, he had just hit Level 168 a few months back, and it was quite talked about since he had finally broken his tie in levels as a [Warrior] with the Eastern Tiger.
But now, when Alix used [Identification] on Mori, it said he was only Level 167. Mori’s eyes flickered her way as she asked her question. Dem shook his head.
“He was. But he somehow lost a level when he came back. He lost his memories too.”
“How…?”
“I don’t know. Maybe it’s a side effect of his Grand Skill? I know some Skills have repercussions. Although, nothing as extreme as losing a level. Why are you asking me this, anyway? It’s not like any of this matters to you.”
Dem answered exasperatedly. Alix scoffed but didn’t argue.
“Right, right.”
However, Mori Gladius paused. Artik blinked as the Champion of the Human Lands turned to face Alix’s guards.
“Pardon me, but may I know what is going on here?”
Artik hurried behind Mori as Alix blinked.
“Oh, she’s a captive of the Vaun Qieur Empire. I’m really not sure why, but Commander Kaitlin Darkhelm of the Swordsguard Forces had requested that we do not interfere. Apparently it’s about something important.”
The Champion of the Human Lands narrowed his eyes.
“I see.”  
That was all he said in response. He took a step forward as the guards glanced uneasily at each other. Dem looked like he wanted to stop Mori. But, again, it was Mori Gladius. The Champion of the Human Lands. What could they do?
They just backed away as Mori Gladius took a moment to study Alix. She shrank back hesitantly. For some odd reason, a shiver ran down her spine as she held his gaze. Her skin crawled and a prickling feeling nudged at her, telling her that this man was dangerous. But he was Mori Gladius! Why was she acting like this?
She bowed her head slightly and muttered a greeting.
“It is an honor to meet you, Champion of the Human Lands.”
Mori Gladius tilted his head. For a moment, he said nothing. Then he drew back and chuckled. 
“Good to see you’re doing well, Alix.” 
Then he turned back to king Artik.
“What were you, ah, saying?”
“Right, if you’ll follow me—”
The king of Alyras led Mori Gladius away as Alix just stood there with wide eyes. Somehow, the Champion of the Human Lands, someone she had never met before, had known her name. Her mind raced with what this could mean. Was it possible the Champion of the Human Lands had mind reading powers? Was it possible he had heard about her?
But no— none of that made sense. He was a [Warrior]. He had lost his memories. Slowly, a familiar creeping feeling encroached on the former slave. Like she was being seen by the watchful eyes of a slavemaster keeping her in check.
And she realized what it was.
“That’s—” 
Alix tried to open her mouth.
Then she caught herself. She felt the same terrible gaze piercing into her soul— but this time, it was a real physical feeling. She would’ve doubled over in pain there and then, however she caught herself. Alix coughed once and bent over as her guards turned to her in surprise.
They said something to her, but it didn’t register in her mind. All she felt was… the residual feeling. That numbing pain. It was clearly a warning. A threat. 
Alix looked down the hallway, but ‘Mori Gladius’ was walking away, not facing her. Yet, somehow, she felt like his eyes were fixed on her. And she slowly turned her gaze to the floor as a single question crossed her mind.
Belzu… how did you get here?
She really wished she could say it aloud. To scream and call him out— reveal that it was a Primeval Demon wearing the body of a Human. But… once again, she was completely helpless. 




18. Familiarizing

“Now, this here is the treasure room.”
“The treasure room?”
“Well, it’s more of an armory. One for High and Epic Grade artifacts. I know that High Grade artifacts don’t seem too special to you. But you must remember, Alyras is a small country in the grand scale of things. The fact that we even have Epic Grade artifacts at our disposal— albeit not a lot— is quite impressive compared to our rivals.”
“I… see.”
Mori Gladius narrowed his eyes and glanced towards the vault door. King Artik Alyras tilted his head.
“Would you like to take a look at the inside?”
For a moment, the Champion of the Human Lands didn’t respond. The expression on his face didn’t change. Yet, his interest was clearly piqued. He stiffly nodded.
“Perhaps I could take a quick look—”
“There you are!”
I shouted from across the corridor. Artik blinked as my voice reverberated down the hallway. I dashed down the tufted carpet and came to a halt just before Mori. The Champion of the Human Lands turned to me with the same calm expression as before. 
“Did you need something, Salvos?”
“Do I need something? What do you mean by, ‘do I need something?’, huh?”
I took a step back, affronted. I pointed at him, tapping a finger on his chest.
“You’re not supposed to be wandering around the palace without supervision!”
Artik stared at me as I lectured Mori Gladius like the second highest-leveled [Warrior] in the Human lands was some kid who’d been caught sneaking out after curfew. The king of Alyras opened his mouth.
“Please, Salvos, Mori was just—”
“Nope! I don’t care!”
I grabbed Mori Gladius by the shoulder and tugged him away. I waved at king Artik as I dragged the Champion of the Human Lands down the corridor.
“Thanks, but we’ll be going now!”
“I… see.”
The king of Alyras just stood there, blinking. Utterly befuddled.
—--
When I was far enough away from Artik, I turned to Mori Gladius and glared at him.
“What are you doing?”
I hissed. He just faced me innocently. That blank look he wore never changed— not once since he arrived in Alyras. He stared at me with eyes that were glazed over like he wasn’t all quite there yet and tilted his head.
“What do you mean?”
“You know exactly what I mean— you’re not supposed to… you can’t just…”
I trailed off. He didn’t say anything. He just looked at me, perplexed. But I knew under that facade, he was fully aware of what he was doing. I gritted my teeth and snapped my fingers. 
Mori Gladius blinked. He looked around as the world grew just a shade darker. It was like if we were standing out in an open field during a sunny day and a cloud passed over for just a moment. It was my [Fragmented Pocket Dimension]. Or, rather, it was a partial casting of the spell. 
I wasn’t exactly in another space entirely— I simply made it to ensure that our following conversation was going to be muted. At least, from the outside listening in. I pointed accusingly at Mori… or, rather, the fake Mori. 
“You can’t just wander around without supervision! Helena Warshade is going to kill me if she finds out about this!” 
“Why shouldn’t I explore the premises? Is it wrong to want to familiarize myself with Human culture?”
When Mori Gladius spoke, his voice was deeper now. Contorted. Like a mixture of both Human and Demon. After all, this was just an illusion. Mori Gladius was dead, and it was Belzu wearing his… figurative skin. 
I furrowed my brows.
“You don’t even care about Humans! Don’t pretend you’re interested in any of that— you were planning on something, weren’t you?”
“Whatever do you mean?”
He fluttered his eyes at me, and I harrumphed.
“You’re planning on playing a trick! Or sabotaging us! Or… I don’t know, stealing something!”
That elicited a chuckle from the Primeval Demon— well, the apparition he had before me. He shook his head as his laughter died down.
“I will not stoop to as low as petty thievery. Not from Humans, and not for the weak artifacts this city has to offer. No— if I were to take from these fools, it would be off their cold, dead hands.”
“You’re not killing anyone. We made a deal.”
I crossed my arms at him. Honestly, I was starting to regret my decision to let him come with us to Alyras. But he just shrugged.
“If you really must know, I simply wished to learn more of what these Humans had to offer in combat. After all, how could I lead a people I know nothing about? How can I command a battlefield with no understanding of their tactics, their strategy, their strengths, or their weaknesses?” 
That made me pause. Belzu was right, here. He was disguising himself as Mori Gladius for a reason. He was more useful the more he knew about the resources we had at our disposal. Still, there was another reason why I was supposed to keep a watchful eye on him. 
Caution.
“What if your illusion broke, huh?”
I pressed the Primeval Demon. He answered simply.
“My illusions cannot be broken. Not by someone beneath Level 150.”
“What do you mean? Edithe said she saw through your illusions before! She was, like, barely Level 100 when that happened!”
“That was before my Class advancement, Salvos. It was just after I had reached my Level 150 evolution. Now? Now my illusions are nigh impenetrable.”
“Are you sure?”
I narrowed my eyes at him. He nodded and turned to face the end of the hallway.
“Indeed. In fact, your friend will be arriving shortly. I could prove it to you if you wish.”
“My friend…? Wait, do you mean Edithe?”
I blinked. I quickly scanned the area with my spatial sense, and sure enough, Edithe Dawnrise was about to turn the corner. She wasn’t alone. Hadrian, Willy, and three baby Wyverns were accompanying her. 
My jaw dropped as I spun around, immediately dropping the partial pocket space. I heard the footsteps at once, and I saw their figures down the hallway. Edithe waved at me as I stared at her for a moment.
“Salvos—”
“Mama!”
Three smaller figures bounded forward, interrupting the redhead. Novis, Bellum, and Oriur arrived at my side in an instant. They clung onto my feet as I stared at the baby Wyverns.
“Oh, um, hey guys. Haven’t seen you in a while. It’s been… a day?”
I forgot how long it had been. But to the baby Wyverns, it had been forever since they last saw me. They hugged me tightly as I sighed. I slowly peeled them off one by one as Edithe, Hadrian, and Willy came to a halt. 
The redhead faced Mori Gladius, bowing her head.
“I apologize for the ruckus, Champion Mori Gladius. My friends and I were looking for Salvos— we didn’t mean to interrupt.”
And I tensed. She’s going to see through his illusions!
“B— Mori!”
I turned to him in a panic. But the apparition of Mori Gladius just smiled politely at the redhead.
“Greetings, Edithe Dawnrise. It is a pleasure to meet you.”
“You know me?”
Edithe pointed at herself, taken aback. I watched with wide eyes as Belzu didn’t shy away from the former [Summoner].
“Indeed. Your friend, Salvos, was just telling me about you. She’s said many great things. I’m honored to have you fighting by my side.”
“That’s… uh, thanks.”
The redhead flushed as Mori just smiled. Hadrian began to introduce himself as well as I looked on in disbelief.
“Huh.”
Somehow, Edithe wasn’t able to see through Belzu’s illusions. Not like she did before. It didn’t even look like she noticed something was amiss. I stared as Willy flitted next to me. The [Will O’ Wisp] faced Mori Gladius for a moment.
“Interesting.”
Willy remarked. Edithe and Hadrian didn’t pick up on his tone of voice, but I froze. I turned to the [Will O’ Wisp] with wide eyes. Slowly, I placed a finger over my mouth. He just snorted and swooped down over Novis, Bellum, and Oriur, bathing them in his flames. They floated into the air, confused as Willy ushered them back down the corridor.
“Go.”
“What? But mama—”
The baby Wyverns whined. However, he ignored their protests. Instead, he spoke over Edithe and Hadrian.
“Salvos busy.”
Both Hadrian and Edithe paused. They glanced at each other, then at the [Will O’ Wisp]. I quickly agreed.
“Yep— we were actually about to leave and find Helena Warshade, so…”
I grabbed Belzu by the shoulder and began escorting him down the other side of the hallway. Edithe scratched the back of her head.
“Right, we’re sorry for interrupting, again.”
Edithe turned to me.
“But before you go, Salvos. I just wanted to let you know that the adventurer coalition will be heading out for the Inoria Empire tomorrow.” 
“Wait, didn’t you guys leave yesterday?”
“Laux Lionfist led a regiment out of Alyras, yes. But half of our army still remains, waiting for Scarlet Vermillion and Helena Warshade.”
“Right.”
I scratched my cheeks. I turned to Mori Gladius and nodded.
“That’s what we’re about to discuss. We’ll be going now!”
With that, I took my leave. Once we were out of earshot again, I sighed and turned to Belzu.
“You…”
I didn’t say anything else. I let the implication sink in. I wasn’t going to say anything too overt, but Belzu just smirked at me through his apparition of Mori Gladius.
“I told you she wouldn’t see through my illusions.”
“That’s—”
I blinked and looked around with my spatial sense. Fortunately, no one was around and I didn’t sense anything amiss. I glared at Belzu.
“Why are you saying that out loud? Do you want to be found out or something?”
“Please, I don’t need your petty space magic to muffle our conversations. My illusions alone can hide any conversation we hold.”
“And are you disguising our conversation right now?”
I gave him a flat stare. His lips curled up playfully— mischievously. 
“No.”
“Ugh…”
I groaned. This really was a bad idea. 
“Whatever, let’s find Helena Warshade.”
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A crimson glare rose from the horizon as the group crested atop the hill. Morning dew sat fresh on the blades of grass beneath their feet. The inkling signs of dawn prefigured the rising sun, yet the sun wasn’t even close to touching the pale blue sky. 
Orgaf cast his gaze over the bright landscape. He saw the thin crimson pillar rising from the earth— so familiar. Yet, so different. With that, he turned back to those accompanying him.
“We’re here.”
There was a snort in response. Lofus the Broken Berserker of Bherein leaned against her war axe as she rolled her eyes.
[Warrior - Lvl. 158]
“What clued you in on that? The fact that the map says we’ve arrived, or that gigantic ritual unfolding before us.”
She spoke in a sardonic voice. Orgaf frowned as he eyed her, but he didn’t respond. A second voice drew his attention. A middle-aged man dressed in a bright blue robe with a long pointed hat. It was Domenic the Archsorcerer.
[Mage - Lvl. 143]
“What you’re seeing here, Ms Lofus, is not the grand ritual itself. Quite the contrary, it is simply a byproduct of this attempt to merge the planes.”
He rubbed the stubble on his chin as he finished. Another disgruntled voice spoke up.
“What’s the difference, then?”
Marwin the Silver Swordsman growled. He had his arms folded across his chest— well, his arm. Singular. He apparently lost the other one a month ago or so. Orgaf didn’t really know or care how that happened. The Thief of the Golden Scale just knew that Salvos was somehow involved— which probably meant that Marwin deserved it.
[Warrior - Lvl. 142]
“You can’t just say all that without explaining shit.”
The Silver Swordsman continued. Domenic furrowed his brows, but he wasn’t affronted. He raised a finger, adjusting his glasses as if to elaborate. But a soft voice cut him off.
[Archer - Lvl. 146]
“In simple terms, stopping the ritual here will not prevent the merger of the planes as a whole.”
Alice the Shadow Consort raised her head fractionally. She stood to the side, wearing a cloak made of shadows. She had no visible weapon on her— no bow, no arrows. Domenic nodded, clearing his throat.
“Yes, that is indeed correct, Ms Alice. Although, I would say it is more akin to patching up a single crack on a glass window when the house itself is crumbling all around us.”
“Then why the fuck are we here?”
Lofus grunted, clearly annoyed. Orgaf couldn’t blame her. She looked slightly tired. Sure, she was an Elite Ranked adventurer. The only other one present here, besides Orgaf. The rest were Diamond Ranked— high Diamond. Close to Elite in level. But she was a [Warrior]. Not fit for fast travel. Not especially while sneaking around enemy defenses.
They’d spent the last day traveling across the Human lands to get here. To arrive at the Inoria Empire. But not just at the fringe of the country where the front lines were. They were relatively deep inside of the Inoria Empire for a reason. 
It was a simple mission. One that could only be carried out by a group of high-leveled individuals. As Alice the Shadow Consort and Domenic the Archsorcerer had said, this wasn’t the source of the Demon’s ritual to bring the Netherworld to the Mortal Realm. It was a ritual— but not the ritual.
Apparently, in addition to the main ritual that encompassed most of the Inoria Empire and the Elutra Kingdom, there were thirteen other… sub-rituals. Smaller rituals that empowered and hastened the spread of what they now called the ‘Hellification’ of the Mortal Realm. So, rather than this process spreading out from a single point— the center of the grand ritual— it would be hastened from expanding from these thirteen other points as well.
Here was one of said points. Orgaf turned away from the bickering as he faced the academy up ahead. It was like a small city— more comparable to a town in size, really. However, it was anything but a town. The academy was ornate. Regal. Like it was a palace of sorts with tall spires decorated with frivolous designs to glamorize the buildings in it. Even the palace of Alyras didn’t look quite as lavish as this academy. 
Orgaf shook his head and turned back to this team of Elites and Diamond Ranks. 
“—it was Archmage Warshade’s directive that infiltrated the enemy lines to put a halt to the ritual!”
“We’re at Cedric Academy! This isn’t enemy lines— and didn’t you say we weren’t even putting a halt to the ritual, anyway?”
“That’s enough.”
Orgaf spoke over them, cutting off their argument. The Thief of the Golden Scale spoke, and they listened. Well, all except for Lofus. The Berserker just harrumphed. 
Still, he was the most senior of them all. He had the most battle experience. He had even ventured into the Kobold lands alone before, something only a handful of other Humans could boast of. Most of all, Orgaf was the highest-level of the group. That made him their leader. So they listened to him.
“We’re not going to be putting an end to this war overnight. Cedric Academy just so happens to be one of the least fortified of the thirteen sub-rituals across Inoria. Our job is to just put a stop to it when they’re not prepared. Got it?”
Marwin scowled, and Domenic nodded. Alice didn’t quite react. Lofus started forward, punching a fist into an open palm as she cracked her neck.
“Whatever. As long as I get to break some shit.”
Adventurers. Orgaf snorted. All they cared about was for themselves. That was why they were adventurers. Sure, Orgaf could admit that he was occasionally just like them— so selfish and self-serving. But he understood when things mattered, unlike plenty of others. He always tried to find that little overlap where what he did was beneficial for himself and beneficial for others.
Orgaf pointed towards the center of Cedric Academy— where the red pillar of light was shooting up and painting the sky red. At the tallest tower of the school.
“There. That’s the source of it. Let’s go.”
He leapt forward as Lofus and the Diamond Ranked adventurers followed after him. He landed at the base of the hill, looking down at the line where the grass was replaced by a pure white stone. Up ahead, the entire landscape was replaced by this marble-like earth for miles. 
It’s already spread quite far. But not as far as he feared. That meant that as long as this ritual was stopped as soon as possible, the damage to the Mortal Realm could potentially be reversed— as said by Helena Warshade.
Orgaf dashed ahead of the group, reaching the edge of Cedric Academy long before the others. As he got closer, he heard a soft chittering. Like as if a thousand birds were chirping mixed with a thousand tormented souls shrieking in agony. Again, a familiar sound to him. If he hadn’t already seen something similar to this before, he would’ve been more on-guard.
But he knew it was just the sound of the ritual— of the hole being torn between the planes. He slinked into the shadows, quickly navigating through the archways and empty halls of the academy without a sound. 
He only slowed when he realized that… there was no one there. No guards. No students. No soldiers. Nothing. 
After briefly scouting the outer parts of Cedric Academy, Orgaf emerged from the shadows and returned to the group. Lofus, Alice, Domenic, and Marwin were waiting right outside of the academy’s premises. Domenic was busy inspecting the earth— collecting samples of Netherworld rock to study for later.
“I wonder if there’s anything special about these…”
“What did you find?”
Lofus asked as Orgaf shook his head. He gestured to the academy.
“It’s empty.”
“What?”
She blinked in response. Marwin frowned.
“Seriously? Surely they aren’t stupid enough to leave this place defenseless, right? Right…?”
Domenic rubbed his chin thoughtfully.
“It seems that they must’ve evacuated the premises, knowing that the summoned Demons would serve as a natural safeguard to protect the ritual.”
“That’s not possible.”
Orgaf replied simply. 
“Why not? Why wouldn’t the Demons give their lives to defend their ritual?”
Domenic blinked, and the Thief of the Golden Scales closed his eyes. It was a simple question— but one with the wrong assumptions in the first place. Orgaf, too, in the past believed that all Demons were simply followers of the Demon King. But at that battle against Belzu in the Motharis Mountain Range, he learned that that wasn’t true.
First, that there were these wild Demons wandering the Netherworld. Like monsters. Mindless, soulless. Then again he learned of the truth of Demon society when he learned of Salvos’ secret and Belzu’s own motivations.
Orgaf shook his head.
“It’s just not.”
“That’s—”
Domenic tried to protest, but Alice spoke over him.  
“And the ritual site?”
She faced Orgaf expectantly. He glanced back towards the tall building at the center of the academy.
“My [Danger Sense] tells me it’s a bad idea to go in alone.”
“I see.”
Alice furrowed her brows. Lofus shrugged as she stepped forward.
“Well, if there’s nothing else, then let’s just go and—”
She started, but Orgaf’s eyes widened. His [Danger Sense] rang first— like an alarm bell in his head. Then he felt the vibration of the earth. The ground shook  as Lofus leapt back just in time to avoid an explosion.
Rocks erupted into the air like water from a geyser. A giant undulating creature emerged from the pure white rock floor. Orgaf drew his daggers, readying himself as he saw the worm-like creature looming over them, a hundred feet tall.
But before he could react, the ground next to it burst open as well. And behind it. And all around it. Dozens of these giant creatures emerged from the ground, surrounding the party.
[Ouroboros - Lvl. 135] 
[Ouroboros - Lvl. 93] 
[Ouroboros - Lvl. 87]
[Ouroboros - Lvl. 96]  
…
Orgaf took in this view as he whispered.
“Wild Demons.”
And the Demons attacked all at once.
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[Ouroboros - Lvl. 135] 
[Ouroboros - Lvl. 93] 
[Ouroboros - Lvl. 87]
[Ouroboros - Lvl. 96]  
…
Orgaf looked up at the surrounding Demons. They emerged from the white earth with their long, undulating bodies. They were like giant worms— except when they opened their mouth, they revealed rows and rows of razor-sharp teeth. The tallest of them all rose up to a hundred feet, and Orgaf knew that it was only half of its full length, the rest hidden underground.
“Wild Demons.”
He whispered. Domenic raised a wand as Lofus grinned savagely. Marwin braced himself, drawing one of his silver blades. Alice raised her arms, the cloak of shadow billowing behind her. 
They were high-leveled adventurers. High Diamond and Elites. They weren’t going to stop and gawk at the Demons that were about to attack them— they were always ready for an ambush, after all. The head [Ouroboros] lashed down as Orgaf’s daggers appeared in both his hands. He would’ve struck it down in an instant, but Alice the Shadow Consort moved faster.
The cloak of shadows wreathing her shifted. The darkness momentarily lost its form, coalescing around her right palm. Then a solid object began to form— a curved weapon. A bow made of darkness. 
She raised her right arm, aiming for the [Ouroboros]. Without even bringing back her left hand, a dark bolt shot out and struck the Demon in the face. It shrieked in pain, recoiling as its minions charged forward. 
Dozens of the smaller Archdemons swarmed the group of adventurers. One of them came crashing down at Lofus, but the Broken Berserker of Bherein just smirked and raised her war axes. In a single swing, she cleaved the giant worm-like Demon in half.
“Come on! Is that all you Demons got?!”
She bellowed as she charged straight into the swarm of Demons.
Orgaf himself was already ahead of her. He slinked back into the shadows, vanishing for a moment before reappearing between a group of five of the worm-like Demons. They spun around, sensing him even as he leapt out without a sound. But they were too slow to do anything else.
In an instant, the five [Ouroboros] collapsed, sliced into dozens of pieces. Orgaf landed lithely over their falling corpses as he flicked the black blood off his blade. These Demons were weak. Low-leveled, compared to the Elites. Even the Diamond Ranked adventurers didn’t struggle against them. 
Domenic pointed at a cluster of [Ouroboros] as the ground shimmered. A pair of giant glyphs formed both below and over the Demons. They looked up in confusion as the glyphs crackled with electricity. Then all at once, the glyphs crushed them. The Archsorcerer adjusted his glasses as their blood splattered all over the white floor.
Marwin tore through the oncoming Demons with ease. The Silver Swordsman fought with two swords— no, three blades. He swapped between the weapons swiftly. Even with one hand, he was still a master swordsman. Like a whirlwind of blades. The [Ouroboros] charging him were dealt with ease. 
And even the highest-leveled [Ouroboros]— the leader of the group— was no match for any of the Humans. Alice kept it back as a salvo of black bolts launched out of her shadow bow. Blasts that rapidly fired out with no nocking of the arrow.
Finally, the Shadow Consort  raised her left hand as a bright darkness coalesced around her palm. An arrow made of shadows took shape, brimming with power. She nocked it into her shadow bow as she pointed at the Level 135 Demon. It hissed at her, and she let the arrow loose. 
The shadow arrow propelled forward, faster and faster, somehow only accelerating as it drew closer to the [Ouroboros]. The Demon tried to recede back— to escape. But the shadow arrow curved. It arced down after the giant worm-like creature. And all at once, the shadow arrow impaled the Demon.
The attack ran down the Demon’s long and undulating body, splattering its blood out from the burrow it had tried to escape down into. Alice simply dismissed her shadow bow— the darkness returning back into the cloak that wreathed her body.
Orgaf stepped away from the last of the fallen [Ouroboros]. His daggers vanished from his hands, reappearing in their sheathes on his back. Marwin and Domenic lowered their weapons as Lofus strutted back with her war axe hefted over her shoulder. She clicked her tongue, kicking aside the corpse of an [Ouroboros].
“Pretty weak. I thought I'd have more fun.”
She remarked in an annoyed voice. Domenic adjusted his robes as he cleared his throat.
“I do have to admit, these Demons were rather lackluster. I expected there to be stronger guards protecting the ritual site.”
“These weren’t guards.”
Orgaf answered simply. Domenic blinked.
“I beg your pardon?”
“These are Demons. Wild Demons. They weren’t here to guard the ritual. They were just pulled through by the ritual by pure chance. They attacked us just because they saw us as threats, not to defend anything.”
“I don’t quite understand. Are you saying they weren’t stationed here under the orders of the Demon King?”
The Archsorcerer frowned. This time, Marwin didn’t argue with the man. Rather, the Silver Swordsman echoed these sentiments.
“That makes no sense. This—”
But Orgaf cut them both off. 
“Look, I don’t care to explain this to you. These Demons out here are no different from monsters. The real guards will be inside, near the ritual site itself. Don’t let our guards down just yet.”
He stepped forward, entering Cedric Academy. Domenic and Marwin exchanged a confused look. They spoke at the same time.
“But… aren’t all Demons under the Demon King?”
“Orgaf seems to be implying that’s not the case.”
Alice answered simply as she followed after Orgaf. Domenic opened his mouth.
“But that—”
“Who gives a fuck. Let’s just go pummel whatever’s inside this damn academy.” 
Lofus walked past them, snorting. Domenic and Marwin stared as the rest of their group continued on. Finally, with a shrug, they both followed.
Orgaf led the way, tracing after the path he had already explored while in the shadows. He was careful not to set off any traps. But there really was nothing left for him. The hallways were empty. The open courtyards between buildings were deserted. There was no sign of life whatsoever
Alice paused before one of the empty classrooms. She peered in through the windows with furrowed brows. 
“How odd.”
“What is it, Alice?”
Orgaf craned his neck back slightly. The Shadow Consort narrowed her eyes.
“The students— their belongings have been left behind. They were either quickly evacuated, or…”
She trailed off, letting the implication settle in. Orgaf frowned before shaking his head.
“There’s no use mulling over that.”
He spoke simply as he pressed on. Finally, the group reached the center of the academy. Where the source of the ritual was being held. Despite his very rough understanding of magic, Orgaf could feel the oppressive magic flowing through the air, and he knew it was bad.
He stepped up to a large set of double doors. One which had a sign etched onto its surface.
The Tower of the Wind Lord.
Orgaf furrowed his brows before reaching for the door’s handles. But Lofus stepped past him and kicked the double doors wide open. The [Rogue] blinked as she barged right in without a care in the world.
“Enough wasting time.”
She raised her war axe as she marched right in.
“Whoever’s inside already knows we’re here from our previous fight. There’s no point in being stealthy any longer.”
“Right.”
Orgaf nodded before following after her. Alice, Domenic, and Marwin were a step behind them. The Diamond Ranked adventurers were nervous. They could sense it too— they could feel it in the air. Something was amiss. It wasn’t just the scent of brimstone that was throwing them off. It wasn’t just Orgaf’s [Danger Sense] ringing alarm bells— warning him that this wasn’t a good idea.
Still, they pressed on. Their footfalls echoed as they walked through the empty hallways. Until, finally, they reached a large hall. One that was glinting with a crimson light. A glowing red pillar rose from a spell circle that spanned a dozen feet wide at the center of the auditorium. 
It was the ritual they’d been searching for. Or, rather, one of the sub-rituals that was expediting the merger of the planes. 
And a single man kneeled before it in a trance. Like he was either in hallowed reverence of this ritual, or watching on in terror as it played out.
“Who is that?”
Domenic blinked. Alice created her shadow bow once again.
“Uncertain. But he is above Level 100. Remain cautious.”
Orgaf frowned and vanished into the shadows again, quickly approaching the man before Lofus could just march up on him. But the man didn’t react. He continued to kneel there, even as the Thief of the Golden Scale re-materialized from the shadows behind him.
“...they promised.”
The man murmured. Orgaf raised a dagger to the back of his neck, and he didn’t respond. 
“You. I have heard about you.”
Again, no response. But the Elite Ranked adventurer continued as Lofus reached him.
“You’re Typhest the Wind Lord. Headmaster of Cedric Academy.”
That prompted a reaction from the man. Typhest raised his head, looking up with glazed eyes.
“Head…master?”
Orgaf hesitated. He glanced back to Lofus and spoke warningly.
“This could be a trap.”
“Maybe. But I’ll be ready for anything that comes out.”
The Berserker smirked. Orgaf clicked his tongue and called out to the others.
“Alice, Marwin— secure the area. Domenic, find a way to put a stop to the ritual.”
“Right.”
The three of them replied at once as Lofus walked past Orgaf. The Thief of the Golden Scales stepped aside as she reached Typhest and picked up the man.
“Oi, what’s going on here? Don’t tell me you’re the only one guarding this ritual site. There’s gotta be a trap somewhere, right? Just spring it already. Those Demons can’t be that dumb.”
The Wind Lord’s head lolled back.
“Demons…?”
He blinked a few times. Then his eyes widened. The man jerked forward, grabbing Lofus by the shoulders in a sudden burst of movement that even took Orgaf by surprise. Lofus flinched, but all Typhest did was speak madly.
“I… couldn’t do anything! It’s not my fault! He said they wouldn’t touch them!. He lied to me! It’s not—” 
Lofus yanked him off her and dropped him to the ground. He groaned as he fell, before creasing her brows at him.
“Calm down, will you?  If you keep squirming about, I’ll just crush you.”
“Wait, Lofus.”
Orgaf stopped her from raising her war axe. He quickly glanced over at Domenic who was standing over the ritual circle with a wand raised.
“How much longer, Domenic?”
“Just give me a minute. Deconstructing this ritual circle is more difficult than I thought.”
Domenic frowned as he waved his wand in the air, manipulating the stands of mana weaving over the crimson pillar. Orgaf shook his head and turned back to Typhest.
“What are you talking about, Typhest? What did you do? Who made you do it?”
The Wind Lord simply curled up into a trembling ball as he hugged himself. He tried to work his mouth, but nothing substantive came out.
“He… he… he lied to me…”
Orgaf pursed his lips. This wasn’t going anywhere. He picked Typhest up and hefted the man over his shoulder.
“We’re bringing him back with us.”
“What? You can’t be serious— he’s our enemy!”
Lofus protested. Orgaf nodded simply.
“And we’ll bring him back with us for further questioning. He’s a witness and he’ll be useful for information about the Demons’ plans.”
“He won’t be useful for shit. Look at him!”
The Berserker pointed at Typhest as he continued to murmur madly to himself. Orgaf sighed.
“Look, Lofus—”
But Orgaf couldn’t finish. He was instantly interrupted by a crack, followed by a whimper. He spun around as his [Danger Sense] heightened, and he saw Alice backing away with her bow raised.
“Marwin!”
The Shadow Consort called out. But the only response was a thud. Orgaf’s daggers instantly appeared in his hands as he saw the bloodied body crumple to the ground. Marwin didn’t move, lying on the ground as a lean red figure stepped over him. A Demon with blood-colored skin. One that looked so Human, yet so monstrous. 
Orgaf tensed as Lofus’s eyes widened. 
“That’s—” 
And the red-skinned Demon smiled.
“Greetings, Orgaf. Thief of the Golden Scale. It is a pleasure to meet you once again.”
Orgaf stared at the Demon. He looked so familiar, yet Orgaf didn’t quite recognize him. It was only when he continued, did the Thief of the Golden Scale finally understand what was going on.
“I am Ira. And this land will be your grave.”
[Hellprince - Lvl. 157]




21. Interlude – Cloaks and Daggers Part Three

[Hellprince - Lvl. 157]
Orgaf’s eyes grew wide as he stared at the Primeval Demon standing before him. The Thief of the Golden Scales had thought that red skin looked familiar. But the lean body, the Human-like face, and the sadistic smile? It was almost like staring at a red-skinned Human with horns. One that stood at just over six foot tall. 
“I am Ira. And this land will be your grave.”
But when the [Hellprince] introduced himself, everything clicked for Orgaf. Recognition filled the [Rogue]’s eyes. Orgaf remembered this Demon— he remembered Ira. 
It wasn’t so long ago. Just over a week, at the very most. The [Hellprince] had been a [Cambion] back then. Ira had looked like a hulking beast. A Demon that stood taller than the trees. A wall of flesh that somehow refused to crumble, even when faced with Helena Warshade’s barrage of spells. 
But that had been thanks to the power of a Grand Skill. Somehow, Ira had been able to regenerate and counter any attack sent his way. Orgaf was certain he’d be able to defeat Ira if not for that. 
Now, though? Now Orgaf wasn’t so certain. The [Rogue]’s eyes flickered to the collapsed body of Marwin the Silver Swordsman. It happened so quickly. There had barely been even a struggle. And while Marwin wasn’t an Elite Ranked adventurer yet, he was still chosen for this mission because of his combat prowess. Before he was even known as the Silver Swordsman, he had the Title of the Master Duelist because of his unorthodox fighting style and how well he fared against single opponents.
And he was dealt with, just like that.
Orgaf tensed, still carrying Typhest the Wind Lord. But the moment Typhest saw Ira, he began to thrash, screaming.
“No— no! Get away! Get us out of here!”
“We’re not going anywhere until the ritual is destroyed.”
Orgaf spoke simply as Lofus raised a brow. She strutted forward carelessly, stopping as she reached Alice. The [Archer] was backing up with her shadow bow aimed at the Demon’s head. 
The Berserker shook her head.
“Oh? A [Hellprince], huh? I was under the impression that there was only one here in the Mortal Realm. What was his name again? Levitation? I always wanted to give him a go, but I guess I’ll settle with you.”
“Lord Levithus is overseeing our King’s will. He has no time to deal with mere pests like you.”
“I think you’ll find that I am more than just a little pest, Demon.”
Lofus grinned savagely back at him. She raised her war axe as Orgaf hesitated. The Thief of the Golden Scale glanced between Ira and the ritual circle. Domenic was still trying to dismantle it, but he was distracted by Ira’s presence.
“Domenic—”
Orgaf started as he lowered Typhest to the floor. The Archsorcerer nodded.
“R-right.”
Domenic adjusted his glasses before putting all his focus in what he was tasked with doing. Orgaf stepped forward, standing between Lofus and Alice. 
“Lofus, be careful. This guy is dangerous. Even Helena Warshade couldn’t take him down, and he seems to be stronger now.”
Orgaf warned the Berserker. But Lofus just chuckled.
“I can tell he’s strong. That’s why I’m excited. It gets my blood boiling, knowing that I can finally have a challenge here.”
“A challenge?”
Ira cocked his head. He stepped back, hiding his arms behind his back. 
“I’m sorry, but I highly doubt you will be a challenge for me.”
His lips curled up as Lofus narrowed her eyes. Alice eyed the Berserker, biting her lower lip. She knew what was going on. As did Orgaf. The [Rogue] called out.
“Lofus, don’t—” 
“Not when you hardly even put up a fight against that weakling, Avaritia.”
Ira finished with a smile. Lofus lost her grin. Her brows snapped together, and for a moment, nothing happened. Orgaf hoped for a single second that she wouldn’t buy into Ira’s goading. But just as the thought crossed his mind, she moved.
The Broken Berserker of Bherein flew across the hall in a single jump. Orgaf clicked his tongue, watching her scream. Her war cry reverberated in the auditorium, overwhelming even the chittering of the ritual. 
“[Mountainbreaker Blow]!”
She bellowed, swinging her war axe down for Ira. The red-skinned Demon simply raised his head as the axe grew in size. The earth shook— the impact sent a shockwave that nearly knocked Orgaf off his feet. A pillar of dust flew into the air as Alice braced herself. Domenic stumbled, his concentration breaking for a second. 
Lofus chuckled as she stood over Ira, her weapon lodged into his chest. The Primeval Demon was bent back, bleeding with wide-eyes. He gasped, clutching at his chest as the Berserker pulled back with a grin.
“Really? Was that it? That was easy.”
She raised her war axe as it shrank back down into a normal size. Ira rasped on the ground, writhing in a pool of his black blood, glaring up at the Berserker.
“Y-y-you…”
Then he smiled. 
“Just kidding.”
Orgaf’s eyes flickered. 
“Lofus, get back!”
The [Rogue] dashed forward, reaching Lofus in an instant. She was still blinking when the black blood pooling around Ira spiked out. Orgaf yanked her out of the way in time as Ira got to his feet. The bleeding Demon laughed as the spike of black blood receded back into his body, and his wound began to close. 
“That was a good one. It kind of tickled.”
Ira bared his teeth as Lofus stared in shock.
“How… did you do that?”
“Funny, you Humans always ask that question, but you don’t see us Demons questioning how your potions work.”
He stepped forward as Alice unleashed a flurry of shadow bolts at him. 
“Get back!”
The Shadow Consort called out. But Ira continued forward, uncaring. Blood poured out from his shoulder, quickly coalescing to form a shield to block the arrows before dissipating. Orgaf narrowed his eyes.
“Blood magic. He’s regenerating with blood magic.”
It had been something Helena Warshade speculated about after the siege of Alyras was lifted. And blood magic was one of the two conclusions she came to— the other being black magic. 
Orgaf frowned.
“But that regeneration ability… it had been his Grand Skill. How is he doing it now?”
“That doesn’t matter— I’m gonna kill him!”
Lofus gritted her teeth as she charged once again. Orgaf bit his lower lip, but joined her. Domenic wasn’t finished. They had to fight this Primeval Demon together. The [Nightcrawler Shadower] disappeared into his companion’s shadow before reappearing right as she reached Ira. 
The Primeval Demon blinked as both Elite Ranked adventurers swung for him— Orgaf from below, and Lofus from above. His blood formed a solid sphere around him, protecting him from the onslaught of attacks. Orgaf’s daggers jammed to the side of the sphere, and when he tried to pull it out, the weapons refused to budge.
A hand shot out from inside the sphere, grabbing Orgaf by the neck before he could escape. Ira smiled as he stepped out of his barrier. The black blood launched back, sending Lofus flying into a nearby pillar. 
The Primeval Demon shook his head as Orgaf flailed against him.
“You are correct, Orgaf. That had, indeed, been part of my Grand Skill’s power. But, you see, the thing about learning a Grand Skill prior to your evolution is that when you finally evolve, it resets. And not just that…”
Orgaf’s daggers reappeared in his hands as he slashed from Ira’s neck. The [Hellprince] recoiled, blood spurting out from the wound for a second. Then it healed as the black blood reached out like deformed hands, binding the [Rogue] by the arms.
Ira sneered.
“It only gets stronger.”
The Primeval Demon thrust forward with his fingers, impaling Orgaf in the chest. The Elite Ranked adventurer’s eyes grew wide. He felt the sharp pain run through his body as Lofus cried out.
The Berserker charged as a crimson aura wreathed around her. She rammed into Ira’s side, and the Primeval Demon dropped Orgaf.
“[Melody of Fury]!”
Lofus swung wildly with her war axe. It was an onslaught of attacks that was fueled by anger. Ira screamed in pain as his body was torn apart. But that wasn’t all. Lofus stepped back, raising her axe high as she screamed.
“[I Shall Break the World with My Hands]!”
It was her Grand Skill. One that enhanced her strength, her speed, and her anger even further. At this enraged state, she could bring down even an entire mountain. 
“Now die!”
Lofus swung down with all her strength as Ira’s eyes grew wide. His blood formed a thick wall between him and the Berserker, but her attack pulverized it. She smashed through his barrier and shattered his body with a single swing, sending his broken body flying out of the hall and tumbling across the academy in a trail of destruction. 
Even despite his pain, Orgaf looked up from where he lay at awe of the power. Alice quickly ran up to his side as she uncorked a vial and poured its contents into his chest. The Thief of the Golden Scale felt the pain subsiding— his wounds beginning to heal despite its severity. 
“Careful.”
“T-that’s a… Potion of Regeneration?”
He tried to get up, but groaned as he clutched at his chest. Alice stopped him.
“Don’t move. Even a Potion of Regeneration can’t save you if you don’t let your wounds heal..”
“It’s taking too long.”
He grunted. But Alice glanced over at the collapsed wall where Ira had been sent flying as the dust settled.
“A result of his blood magic, perhaps. But you can’t force yourself too much.”
“R-right.”
Orgaf relaxed for a moment. Lofus stood before the destruction she caused, her axe dragging behind her as she eyed the rubble ahead. 
“Domenic!”
She called out, glancing back at the Archsorcerer.
“Are you finished?”
“Give me a second!”
Domenic yelled back as the ritual circle dimmed. The pillar of red light flickered as the chittering died down. Lofus shook her head. 
“That Primeval Demon is still alive. I don’t think anything can kill him. Hurry up, we need to go.”
“Right, I’m almost finished!”
The Archsorcerer called back as a glyph appeared beneath the ritual circle. Its white light began to take over the red pillar as he muttered something to himself. Then, all at once, the pillar vanished. The room dimmed as the ritual circled was dispelled.
Lofus blinked a few times as Domenic stumbled back. Alice and Orgaf looked up, and the Archsorcerer gaped. His mouth hung open as he laughed.
“It’s over—” 
He started. And an axe made of black blood came flying back into the room. 
It happened so fast. And perhaps it was because Orgaf was injured, but he didn’t even see it. One moment, Domenic and Lofus were still standing. The next moment, the Berserker was lying on the ground with an army cleaved off, and the Archsorcerer was pulverized against a wall.
“Lofus! Domenic!”
Orgaf called out as he tried to get to his feet. But Alice stopped him. The [Archer] eyed the red-skinned Demon strutting back into the room, all his injuries gone.
“I told you, didn’t I? My Grand Skill has only become stronger.”
Ira shook his head as he raised a hand, calling the axe made of his blood back to him. Alice cursed as she conjured a dark arrow and fired it his way. He simply parried it, sending it flying back to her.
The Shadow Consort grabbed Orgaf and jumped out of the way.
“Anything you throw at me, I will throw it back harder. You can try whatever you want. But you will not be able to kill me.”
Ira smirked as he casually walked forward. He glanced over at Domenic’s corpse before shaking his head.
“It is a little bit annoying that you stopped the sub-ritual here. But… honestly, it doesn’t matter. It’s not like there was anyone left to protect it. Not after I slaughtered all the students and teachers to help me reach this evolution.”
“You did what?”
Alice’s eyes grew wide. 
“Indeed. I only left that fool alive because I knew he’d be a good distraction.”
Ira gestured towards Typhest who was cowering in fear behind a pillar, like he was trying to hide from the Demon’s gaze.
“But now— it’s time to end this.
Alice tensed as she backed up. Orgaf got to his feet next to her, still clutching at his chest.
“Fuck you, Ira.”
He raised both his daggers. He wished he had his Grand Skills available here, but unfortunately, unlike Lofus’ Grand Skill that took a week to cooldown, his ones took two weeks and three weeks to cooldown, respectively. 
“I see you still have some fighting spirit.”
Ira sneered. He raised his blood axe as he bared his teeth once again.
“Good—”
And Lofus punched him in the face, sending him flying once again. Alice and Orgaf blinked, looking at the Berserker as she staggered forward. 
“Lofus? You’re—”

“There’s no time. Get out of here!”
Lofus spoke over them as she winced, reaching for her war axe at her feet.
“Warn the others. Warn them that there is another [Hellprince] in the Mortal Realm. Tell them that Levithus is not alone. I’ll hold Ira off.”
“What?”
Alice’s eyes grew wide. She continued, pursing her lips.
“What about you?”
Lofus shook her head, gesturing at her missing arm. No— it wasn’t just her arm that was gone. Her entire left shoulder was missing, and there was a chunk of her neck and lower cheek gone too.
“I am dying. Even a Potion of Regeneration cannot save me now.”
“But—”
Alice started, but Orgaf tugged her arm. 
“Let’s go, Alice.”
He pulled her back as she hesitated for a moment. But Ira emerged from the rubble, walking silently towards Lofus. He picked up his own blood axe, an annoyed look on his face. Lofus just laughed.
“Where’d all that bravado go? Come on, Demon! Dance with me!”
She charged forward as Alice closed her eyes. The Shadow Consort nodded slowly.
“Right.”
And the two of them vanished into the shadows. The Shadow Consort was able to meld into the darkness just like Orgaf. They quickly headed away from Cedric Academy as the landscape shook. There was no more ritual, yet there was a red light rising from the horizon. The light of dawn.
And soon after, as the sun fully peeked out of the skyline, the shaking stopped. The fighting was over. Orgaf and Alice knew that Lofus was finally dead. 
They escaped the shadows eventually, continuing on foot. They moved rather slowly because Orgaf was still injured and they wanted to avoid being found out by Ira. Alice glanced back once, but Orgaf shook his head. 
“Their loss will not be in vain. Let’s go.”
“Right.”




22. The Long March

It was finally time. 
After so many delays, so many problems, it actually happened. I was starting to think that Humankind didn’t care that their lands were in danger. Now, finally, the adventurer coalition departed from the city of Alyras. A force of hundreds of thousands that was headed straight for the Inoria Empire. 
Well, it wasn’t the only force, of course. Apparently, Laux Lionfist had left Alyras a few days before us with his own group of a hundred thousand adventurers along with the main bulk of the Helbir League’s forces led by Peris Dolonia. There were also other armies converging on the Inoria Empire. 
A mishmash of armies from the Eastern Kingdoms Alliance was already on its way to the Demon-infested country. Lamarr the Warrior King of Traith— and one of my friends from Mavos Academy— had supposedly been here at the Conference of Alyras. But he departed quickly to mobilize his forces once it had concluded, so I didn’t get to meet him, unfortunately.
Kaitlin Darkhelm and the Swordsguard Forces had also left the city just a day ago to rendezvous with the Vaun Qieur Empire’s army… or one of their armies. The empire was so large that they were sending multiple forces of hundreds of thousands into Inoria. 
Then there were other groups. Like the Sunmere Republic’s forces. After the death of Prime Minister Madowe during the siege of Alyras, they had become one of the main supporters of this war. While their armies weren’t as numerous or as large as the Vaun Qieur Empire’s armies, especially since they were a republic less prone to warring, they were still a formidable force on their own. 
There was also the Council of Cremont, the Alterian League, the Oflen Confederacy, and dozens of smaller countries lending whatever standing army they could to the cause. Even a thousand Cyclopes from the Cyclopes city of Ajih had volunteered themselves to this cause. Altogether, there were supposedly millions of soldiers and adventurers headed for the Inoria Empire right now, with plenty more to join in the future. 
Honestly, anyone with a stake in anything regarding the Mortal Realm should have intervened. But it was mostly the Humans involved. After all, it wasn’t like the Elves or Kobolds or even Beastmen were aware about this. Oh, the Dwarves too. 
Still, it was a merger of planes. The entire Mortal Realm was going to be affected. The Humans probably should have informed them. But there wasn’t much communication between the various Species’ inhabiting Secely. Perhaps the Humans could’ve tried… but getting multiple Species to work together would probably be far harder than trying to get a few countries to cooperate.
At the end of the day, it was just the fate of the Mortal Realm at stake. And I did care about the Mortal Realm— mostly because my companions lived here. My friends too, but I wouldn’t be as distraught if something happened to them as opposed to something happening to my companions. I mean, if Hadrian died, I’d be sad, but if Daniel died, I’d… I didn’t really know what I would do.
Even just the thought of it upsetted me. My brows creased as a frown cut across my lips. 
“Hmph. It will never happen…”
I muttered to myself. I made a deal with him, after all. A contract. I promised I would find him a way back to his world. To Earth. 
“Is something wrong, Salvos?”
A voice asked. I looked up to see Saffron Merryster staring at me with a raised brow. She wasn’t alone. Amanda was walking beside her— the assassin looking to be in a foul mood, as per usual.
“Does something look wrong?”
I replied, and Saffron nodded. The Vampire girl gestured at me— at where I was sitting. 
“Well, other than your sighing and your mumbling, I’d have expected you to be flying above the army rather than… sitting at the back of this food cart.”
I looked down at myself. I had my legs up, huddled close to my body, and hands on my chin as I sat at the very edge of the back of a wagon stuffed with boxes of disgusting Human food. Rations, they called it. Because they needed to eat. I didn’t need to eat, but— 
“Isn’t it obvious? Because I’m hungry.”
I crossed my arms at Saffron. She blinked, opening her mouth.
“But I thought you—”
And I snatched a large bug out of the air, stuffing it into my mouth. There was a crunch. 
“Oh.”
Saffron realized what I meant. Amanda made a face of disgust and turned around.
“If you need me, Saffron, I’ll be anywhere but here.”
“What made her so mad?”
I furrowed my brows at the former assassin as she walked away. Saffron just shrugged.
“Don’t mind her, she’s just annoyed that my sister and a bunch of other girls keep hogging Daniel’s attention away from her.”
“Huh?”
I blinked. The young Vampire just sighed. 
“It’s nothing.” 
I leaned back on the wagon as Saffron hopped up and joined me. She looked down at the dirt road bumping beneath the wheels. The cart seemed like it wasn’t really moving at an impressive speed— it certainly didn’t feel that way— but when I looked at our surroundings, it almost felt like we were traveling multiple times faster than we should be traveling. 
“Impressive, isn’t it?”
Saffron grinned at me. I turned to her, a confused look on my face.
“What do you mean?”
“All of this. We’ve been traveling for a full day at full speed, yet we aren’t even slowing. It’s quite the feat, no?”
“I guess? I mean, I can still fly much faster than this. But we are moving pretty quickly.”
I shrugged at her. Saffron nodded, explaining.
“It’s multiple army-wide Skills acting in conjunction. Like your [Haste], but extended across the entire army.” 
“Wait, how does that work? Is there really a [Mage] here that strong?”
I blinked. She shook her head. Raising a finger, she spoke in a lecturing tone.
“Not a [Mage]. It’s a part of a Title Skill. There are quite a few people here with leadership Titles for battle. Honestly, I never expected to see so many of them pooling their efforts together all at once. I think it’s laudable.”
“I… see?”
I didn’t actually see what she was saying. It was a lot of words— a lot of things I didn’t actually care too much about. I looked up as the clouds seemed to pass somewhat quickly.
“Well, how long will it take for us to reach the frontlines?”
I wondered aloud. Saffron tapped a finger on her chin.
“I believe it would take us about a week. Laux Lionfist and his forces should be arriving about tomorrow, but they are much higher-leveled, so they are faster.”
I looked back down with a frown. 
“That’s so long… hm.”
I glanced behind me. I knew that ‘Mori Gladius’ was somewhere at the front, being accompanied by Helena Warshade. Although, the real Belzu was off somewhere else, trailing after the army. I sat up, hopping off the wagon as Saffron eyed me.
“What are you doing, Salvos?”
The young noble asked. I grinned at her.
“I have an idea.”
She blinked a few times. Then she massaged her temples.
“Oh no.”
"Wait, what do you mean by 'oh no'? It's a good idea! I swear!"




23. The Plan is Simple

“Graaaah!”
“Grrrrrr.”
“Gnah—”
Edithe covered her ears as she heard the whining. But the baby Wyvenrs wouldn’t stop. Even when Ismail Zuland tried to placate them. He was a [Beastmaster]. The best Edithe knew. Yet, nothing he did could calm the Novis, Bellum, and Oriur.
“Ugh, why are we on babysitting duty, anyway?”
The redhead groaned as she sat back on the wagon. Ismail glared at her. His Pegasus snorted behind him.
“I’m the one babysitting them. You are just sitting there and whining like they are.”
“Oh, uh, sorry.”
She shrank back as the [Beastmaster] went back to tending to the baby Wyverns. It was a rather large wagon they were gathered in. It was almost like a transportation cart for horses and the like, except it was repurposed for Ismail’s Pegasus to stay. Unfortunately, he and his trusty flying steed found themselves sharing a room with Novis, Bellum, and Oriur since the three of them couldn’t just walk the entire way to the Inoria Empire. 
And that led to this situation. Edithe lay back against the cart where she sat as the three whining baby Wyverns continued to cry, unhappy that Salvos wasn’t here. Ismail Zuland tried his best to cheer them up, but it didn’t matter. A [Will O’ Wisp] followed after the cart, giggling in amusement at the scene.
“Willy, can you help us?”
Edithe turned to the Grand Spirit. He just stared at her, speaking in a blunt voice.
“No.”
She rolled her eyes in response. The redhead glanced over at the baby Wyverns as Ismail picked one up, only for it… him? Her? She couldn’t really tell. But the baby Wyvern the Ismail picked up spat at him.
“Why are they even going with us, anyway?” 
Edithe asked. Willy answered.
“Because.”
“Because?”
“Salvos.”
“That’s… true.”
She scratched the back of her head. He snorted in response. Then she shook her head.
“I get Salvos is their mother. But don’t you think that it’s dangerous to bring these babies into a warzone?”
It was a genuine concern. A valid question that most normal people would ask themselves before bringing their children to the battlefield. But Salvos wasn’t a normal person. She was… well, as she’d put it: she was Salvos.
Which meant that such things rarely ever crossed her mind. And it was up to Edithe and the other adult Humans around the silver-haired girl to ensure that she was somewhat responsible. Well, in Salvos’ mind she was being responsible. But in any sensible person’s mind, she clearly wasn’t.
“I just wish Salvos were here so I can talk to her about it…”
Edithe trailed off. Unbeknownst to the redhead, the three baby Wyverns were saying the exact same thing. Except— in a language that she couldn’t understand. Willy’s flames flickered as he looked up.
“She’s here.”
He spoke simply. The redhead blinked.
“What?”
She glanced up just in time to see a blue glint descending from the sky. Salvos landed right before the wagon as Edithe blinked. The three baby Wyverns cheered, wrangling themselves away from the disgruntled Ismail Zuland. They rushed over to the silver-haired girl as Edithe got to her feet as well.
“Salvos—”
Edithe started. But Salvos quickly spoke over her.
“Hey, Edithe! Did you see Daniel around here? I’m looking for him.”
“Daniel? He should be, uh, over there with the forces from the Council of Cremont.”
The redhead pointed, and the silver-haired girl nodded. 
“I see. Thanks!”
Salvos turned to go. But the baby Wyverns whined, calling out to her. They hopped up and down excitedly, glad to see that their mother was there. She glanced back quickly and waved.
“Hey guys! Hope you’re doing well! Edithe and Willy are taking good care of you, right? That’s good— I gotta run now, bye!” 
And the silver-haired girl took off. Edithe blinked, staring on as Salvos flew towards where Daniel was. The baby Wyverns looked on in shock too. Then they deflated.
Willy sighed.
“Idiot.”
***
“I am quite surprised that you decided to pick [Trader] as your second Class.”
Mons Merryster smiled as she followed after the [Hero]. Daniel Song glanced back at the woman. He nodded slowly, offering her a polite smile.
“Well, as I explained to you earlier, it’s not something I really put a lot of thought into. I guess I just wanted something that didn’t have anything to do with fighting?”
Daniel shook his head. It was quite obvious that she was interested in him because he was a [Hero]. There had already been a swarm of other girls who had tried to take advantage of the young man from Earth— but he was already used to it. He had experience in this before, especially back when he had first been summoned. So, he rejected these women with ease.
Mons was different. He couldn’t be so blunt. He was trying his best to turn her down as kindly as he could. But he couldn’t figure out how to put it into words. Especially since this was Saffron’s sister. Still, he had to try his best to reject her.
“I do apologize though, lady Merryster—”
Daniel started. Mons waved a hand off dismissively.
“Please, Mrs Merryster is fine. I am no noble. I gave up that heritage of mine ages ago when I met my husband.”
“Right, Mrs— wait, what?”
He blinked a few times. That couldn’t be right. He was almost entirely certain she had been… but that— 
Mons raised a brow at the [Hero].
“Is something the matter?”
“I…”
Daniel flushed at the realization. He had been misconstruing her… well, intentions. And that made him shift back uncomfortably. He wasn’t sure how to respond or even react, but fortunately, he didn’t need to say a word.
“Daniel!”
A voice cried out as he looked up. Mons glanced up in confusion as well, sputtering.
“What—”
“Sorry for interrupting!”
Salvos landed between the young man and the veteran [Trader]. Mons stepped back, nodding at the silver-haired girl.
“You’re… Saffron’s friend, aren’t you?”
“Yep! Can I borrow Daniel for a second?”
“...sure?”
Daniel stared on as Salvos and Mons quickly conversed, before the veteran [Trader] excused herself in confusion. The young man watched as Mons left, whispering to himself.
“Fuck, that was embarrassing.”
He was just glad he didn’t accuse her of anything she wasn’t actually doing. But before he could luxuriate in his relief, Salvos interrupted him. The silver-haired girl grinned, turning to the young man.
“Daniel!”
“Salvos?”
He eyed her, slightly grateful she helped abate that embarrassing situation, but also flummoxed.
“Do you need something? What happened?”
“Oh, it’s nothing too urgent.”
Salvos smiled as she sidled close to Daniel. She patted him on the shoulder a few times. 
“I was just checking up on you, my companion!”
“Right…”
For some reason, the young man didn’t trust her tone of voice. He leaned back, trying to give himself some distance from her.
“And?”
He pressed her. Salvia tapped a finger innocently on her chin.
“Well… I was just wondering— do you still have the Sword of Alexander on you?”
“I do.”
Daniel gestured towards the blade sheathed at his side. Salvos eyed it, a finger still on her lips.
“Can I take a look at it? Just to see if it’s still in tip-top shape, you know?”
“That’s… uh, sure?”
The young man wasn’t really sure what angle she was going for. But he’d rather indulge the silver-haired girl than try to understand what she was going for. Especially when she was being purposefully reticent like right now.
He unsheathed the Sword of Alexander and handed it over to her. Salvos’ eyes grew wide as she held onto the Mythical Grade artifact. The iridescent glimmer of the blade reflected in her eyes as she admired it. 
“Huh.”
“It seems perfectly fine to me.”
Daniel drew closer to inspect it. The silver-haired girl swiveled around away from him, nodding.
“Yep. It seems perfectly fine to me. Just like how I found it.”
“So there is nothing wrong with it?”
He scratched his cheeks. She nodded.
“Nope!”
Her answer was simple yet cheerful. The smile on her face didn’t waver, even as she turned back to Daniel. He reached forward, sighing in relief.
“That’s good—”
And he frowned as his hand passed through the air. Salvos had taken a step back, holding the Sword of Alexander just far enough away from his reach. 
“Salvos?”
“Yep?”
She cocked her head at him. He hesitated.
“Everything’s fine, right?”
“Yep! Everything is perfect!”
Salvos nodded enthusiastically in response. Daniel was still uncertain.
“No chinks in the blade? The Sword of Alexander still works, right?”
“It does! I can feel its power coursing through me!”
“...”
“...”
Neither one said a thing, even though they held each other's gaze. The [Hero] bit his lower lip.
“Is that all you needed?”
He asked, uncertain. She met his gaze, nodding once again.
“Yep!”
Still, Daniel felt something was off. There was a moment where he did nothing. Then he stepped forward, reaching for the Sword of Alexander.
“I’ll be taking this b—”  
“AlsoI’mborrowingthisforabitbye!”
All at once, Salvos jumped back and flew away. Daniel froze mid-step. He didn’t move, even when Mons Merryster returned, confused about what happened. She looked at Daniel, utterly befuddled.
“What just—”
“I don’t know.”
He sighed. Then he shrugged.
“Salvos happened.”
***
“Now I just have one more thing I need…”
I flew away from the marching army as they crossed through the forest at impossible speeds… well, they were slow compared to me. But even I could acknowledge that they were moving fast for such a large group.
Anyway, I didn’t care. I landed a ways away from the army, making sure that no one was following me and doing whatever I could to hide my trail. When I knew I was completely alone, I called out to the person I was searching for.
“Belzu.”
And from the darkness, the Primeval Demon emerged. He looked at me with his bulbous eyes, clearly annoyed.
“Salvos. You’re not supposed to be here. Do you wish to ruin my cover?”
“Hey— you’re the one who wants to do that!”
I pointed accusingly at him. He shook his head.
“That is what you wish to believe. For now, I would prefer to remain in my disguise.”
“For now.” 
I crossed my arms. He didn’t comment on that. Instead, Belzu clicked his mandibles together at me.
“Why are you here?”
“I want the Boots of Alexander.”
I spoke simply, cutting to the chase. He stared at me, affronted.
“We had a deal—”
He started. And I cut him off.
“Yep! We did! But I just want to borrow the Boots of Alexander for a bit. I will return it to you soon.”
Belzu eyed me suspiciously. 
“You—”
I rolled my eyes.  
“If I wasn’t going to keep to my promise to you, I wouldn’t have given you the Boots of Alexander in the first place. I’d have attacked you together with Helena Warshade. But I didn’t. So, just hand it over.”
I raised ah and expectantly. The Primeval Demon hesitated. Finally, he acquiesced.
“Hmph. Very well.”
He produced the Boots of Alexander, tossing it at my feet. I picked it up, grinning.
“Thanks!”
“What is it that you are planning?”
The Primeval Demon asked, now more curious than anything. I raised a finger.
“Well, I just thought about it, but honestly I don’t think we’re doing enough to deal with this whole grand ritual thing.”
“Humankind is incompetent as always. So what?”
Belzu harrumphed. I smiled, raising a hand as if I was grabbing something out of the air. The world began to twist as I laughed.
“So, I’ll help them be a little bit less incompetent!”
With that, the world around me vanished. For just a moment, I saw nothing but a bright flash of light. Then when I opened my eyes, I was standing in my Lair by myself. Belzu was nowhere around me. All I saw were scattered books and artifacts I didn’t use. 
I stepped out of the little hovel, shaking my head as I saw a tall spire in the distance. Mavos Academy. The magical school city. My lips curled up as I wondered aloud.
“Now, then, how can I get you to join the fight, Clayton Skyshredder?”




24. Insane Challenge

There it was. 
Mavos Academy. The most prestigious magic academy in all of the Human lands. It was the only school that produced as many Level 70 individuals as they did through their harsh academic curriculum and training regimen. 
They also had a second school— which was apparently unordinary. The School of Aspiring Elites. It was designed specifically to train those who’d already reached Level 100. To help them navigate through the long and arduous path to their next Class advancement, and provide the resources they needed to nurture their second Class. After all, since it was far easier to level your second Class, that meant if you leveled it too quickly, the advancements offered would be a lot more… basic.
Anyway, that was what Clayton Skyshredder had told me when I first enrolled in Mavos Academy.  All in all, this was what made Mavos Academy special. These reasons were why they stood leagues above Cedric Academy, Hawal’s College, the University of Telfour, and all the other magical schools all throughout the Human lands. And last but not least, they also had the highest-leveled [Mage] of all Humankind as their headmaster.
Clayton Skyshredder was strong. I’d heard rumors that Helena Warshade might be stronger, but personally, I doubted that. Sure, she had a strong Grand Skill— that had been dangerous. I hadn’t been expecting the radius and the raw power of that blast of lightning she used against Belzu. But I remembered when I first met the Headmaster of Mavos Academy. He had been ready to blast me with his Grand Skill there and then. The aura emanated from that… it frightened me, even now.
That was why I was here. To recruit him into the war. After all, last I heard, he had still remained adamant against joining the fray for whatever reason. And…
I twirled the Sword of Alexander behind me as I started towards the school in the distance.
I’m going to do whatever it takes to get him to join the fight.
***
It was all over the news. Everyone was talking about it. All of Humankind had banded together at a scale that hadn’t been seen in thousands of years. It amazed Valda, just hearing about it.
“To think the Vaun Qieur Empire and the Eastern Kingdom Alliance would be fighting on the same side…”
“They say that the Demon King is making his return!”
“Seriously?”
“How are we going to stop that? If Regnorex returns… it’s going to be cataclysmic!”
“Actually, I heard that it’s even worse than that— they’re trying to bring the Netherworld into the Mortal Realm.”
“What?”
“That’s preposterous! The planes aren’t something that can just be merged like that! And if that happens, the results would be apocalyptic!”
The susurration hushed for a moment as the realization of what could happen sank in. Valda raised her head, involuntarily eaves-dropping to the commotion. The young prodigy wasn’t one who often partook in gossip. After all, she was accustomed to others gossiping about her as one of the youngest students currently enrolled in Mavos Academy.
But this wasn’t just frivolous talk. It was something that genuinely worried her. Sighing. she turned to Jonas— her only friend that was still living on campus. Marie, Eve, Jeremiah, and the others had all been sent back to their homes months ago.
“What do you think about this whole ordeal?”
“Hm?”
Jonas blinked, lowering the book he was reading. The pair sat at a bench in an open courtyard— right by one of the many rainforests around the school. Valda rolled her eyes.
“Don’t you think that we should be doing something about this? If the world is coming to an end… we’ll be affected too, won’t we?”
“I don’t see how we can do anything about it.”
He shrugged as he raised his book again. Valda clicked her tongue, slightly annoyed. 
“We can’t just do nothing. If the planes do get merged, we’ll die. Either by the clashing of space crushing and ripping us apart, or the hordes of Demons that’ll pour in from the other side!”
Jonas shut his book, shaking his head. 
“Look, Valda, we’re just students. Let those in charge handle it. We’re not strong enough to effect any substantive change, alright?”
She harrumphed as she leaned on the palm of her hand.
“I just think that Headmaster Skyshredder should at least try to do something about it, you know?”
“It’ll be fine. I hear that Mori Gladius is back now— also, there’s that [Hero] too. What’s his name again?”
Jonas tapped a finger on his chin as he got to his feet. Valda scoffed, following after him.
“Daniel Song? Please, he’s no [Hero]. Salvos is superior to him in every way. He’s probably just a decoy to hide the fact that Salvos is the real [Hero].”
“Are you sure about that?”
“I’m positive.”
The girl nodded, hands on her hips. Her friend scratched his cheeks.
“I don’t know— I heard that Daniel was even entrusted the Sword of Alexander. And that he helped lift the siege of Alyras by tapping into its powers.”
“That’s…”
Valda trailed off. She tried to find some justification for it. There had to be one, right? She shook her head adamantly.
“I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation.”
“Like what?”
“Uh… another decoy?”
She suggested meekly. Jonas gave her a flat stare. Valda shrank back.
“Look, I just think—”
The girl started, but someone bumped into her from behind. She blinked, looking up as a group of students rushed forward, whispering amongst themselves. Valda frowned.
“Hey, watch where you’re going!”
“Sorry!”
They quickly apologized before hurrying on. 
“I can’t miss this.” 
“Seriously, who do you think is going to win?”
Valda narrowed her eyes as they continued. She turned to Jonas and asked.
“What is going on?”
“Beats me. Want to check it out?”
“Maybe…”
The pair nodded at each other before following after the crowd. And there was a crowd. It was quite the commotion. A large gathering of both students and just regular people who lived in the magical city were standing at the courtyard just before the Tower of Truth. 
Valda and Jonas went around the side, getting a better angle of what was going on. The child prodigy was curious about who was supposedly getting into a fight, but other than that, she found it quite immature. Watching fights for entertainment was such an unrefined display from everyone involved. 
At least, that was what she thought until she saw who was standing ahead of the crowd.
“That’s— Salvos!”
Valda’s eyes bulged from their sockets. 
There was Salvos, arms crossed over her chest, head raised, and a smirk on her face. The silver-haired woman stared up the Tower of Truth as she waited expectantly.
“Wait, why is she here?”
Valda turned towards Jonas. Her friend didn’t respond. His gaze was fixed on the weapon sheathed on Salvos’s back.
“Is that… the Sword of Alexander?”
“What?”
The girl blinked, snapping her gaze to the sheathed sword. Somehow, even through the leather sheath, she could see the glistening reflection of the Sword of Alexander’s blade from where she stood.
“That means I’m right…”
Valda gasped. Jonas blinked a few times. He glanced between Salvos and Valda before slowly nodding.
“You might just be right. But what is she doing?”
“I… am not sure…”
She trailed off. They both stared on as Salvos paced before the Tower of Truth. The crowd watched on, whispering amongst each other in a hushed voice. Valda opened her mouth.
“I should ask—”
The girl started, but all of a sudden, the double doors of the Tower of Truth swung open. Headmaster Clayton Skyshredder himself emerged from the tall building and cast his gaze over the crowd. His brows furrowed as he met Salvos’s gaze. 
“What is the meaning of this?”
He demanded. Salvos stepped forward, unsheathing the Sword of Alexander and pointing it at him.
“Clayton Skyshredder!”
Her voice boomed, echoing in the courtyard. Valda watched with bated breath as the Headmaster of Mavos Academy frowned.
“What do you want, Sentinel of Secely?”
Clayton Skyshredder asked as he crossed his arms at her. Salvos grinned and took on a wide stance. Her following words sent a ripple over the crowd. It made Valda stumble back in shock with wide eyes. It took the girl a moment to register it, but it was said clearly and loudly for all to hear. 
“I challenge you to a duel!”




25. Quick Duel

“I challenge you to a duel!”
Salvos’s words echoed in the vast courtyard. The susurration that gripped the crowd instantly vanished. The brimming excitement slowly faded away. A few heads turned to each other. Students, teachers, and the myriad of folks living in Mavos Academy exchanged confused glances. Valda’s jaw dropped. Jonas blinked a few times. 
It took a full second for the crowd to process what was said. And when they realized that Salvos was being entirely serious, they all had the same question in mind.
“What is she doing?!”
Valda stepped forward, wide-eyed. She glanced towards Jonas, before returning her gaze back to the silver-haired woman standing at the first steps leading up to the Tower of Truth. Headmaster Clayton Skyshredder stared down at her from an elevated position— at least fifty steps up above. And it seemed like he had the same question in mind.
“What is the meaning of this, Salvos? If this is meant to be another one of your practical jokes, then I suggest you should put a stop to it this instant.”
“Oh, it isn’t a practical joke.”
Salvos smirked, starting up the stairs. Clayton’s brows snapped together. Valda gasped, inhaling sharply. She turned to her friend.
“Jonas— we need to stop her!”
“But that’s…”
Jonas bit his lower lip. Valda saw the look on his face. And she knew what he wanted to say. 
But that’s crazy— we’re just kids! Deep in her heart, the young prodigy knew that her friend was right. But she felt the need to act regardless. 
Clayton didn’t move, even as Salvos continued to slowly approach him. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy simply bore his gaze into her with his arms crossed.
“And why, pray tell, do you wish to challenge me to a duel?”
Salvos shrugged simply as she came to a halt at the top of the stairs. She was now standing face-to-face with the elderly man. Holding his gaze, she spoke simply for all to hear.
“Because out there— beyond the safe confines of Mavos Academy— the entirety of the Human lands is banding together to put a halt to the Demon King’s invasion of the Mortal Realm. And while the fate of all Humankind is at stake, you’re still sitting here doing absolutely nothing.”
She gestured vaguely in the direction of the Inoria Empire. Valda paused. The watching crowd hesitated. Once again, they all shared the same thought: Salvos is right.
Everyone wished that Headmaster Clayton Skyshredder would participate in the impending battle. After all, he was the highest-leveled [Mage] in all of the Human Lands. He was said to be on the fringe of Level 170. Only the Watcher himself was higher-leveled than the man. And the Watcher was a once in a millennia talent who was the first Human to reach Level 180 in over a thousand years.
Salvos unsheathed the Sword of Alexander, grinning as she bared her teeth to the Headmaster of Mavos Academy.
“So, I challenge you. And if I win, let me become the Headmaster of Mavos Academy. Then you can stop being a coward hiding behind your Title and finally go out there to fight with everyone else.” 
It was a bold challenge. One which seemed asinine, even to Valda. There was no way that Salvos was going to win this fight. She wasn’t even Level 150 yet. Of course, Valda believed that the silver-haired woman was at least on par with a newly-fledged Elite Ranked adventurer thanks to her [Hero] Skills. But Clayton Skyshredder was at the very pinnacle of the Elites, 
Yet, when the young girl saw the confidence in Salvos’s eyes— when she saw the glimmer in not just the Sword of Alexander, but the boots that the silver-haired girl wore— Valda somehow believed.
“I suggest everyone get back.”
Salvos took on a battle-ready stance. She raised the Sword of Alexander and clinked the iridescent boots on her feet together. The crowd shifted back as Clayton Skyshredder closed his eyes.
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy spoke simply— in a warning tone.
“You do not wish to do this, Salvos.”
“But I do.”
She eyed him dangerously. She was entirely serious. And Valda felt a bit of trepidation at what could happen next. Jonas tugged her arm, pulling her back to give space for the battle that was to come. 
“I see.”
Clayton Skyshredder sighed. He crossed his arms as Salvos edged around him. The silver-haired girl was waiting for him to do something— say anything. To confirm that he agreed to her terms. There was a tense moment of silence as the audience watched with bated breath. Valda could only hear the pounding of her heart in her chest.
Is this really going to happen? the young girl asked herself. The crowd had given both Salvos and Clayton a wide berth out of fear of the battle that was to come. But it wasn’t enough. 
A battle between two individuals at their levels would’ve surely decimated a large chunk of Mavos Academy. Perhaps the only reason why they didn’t disperse was out of disbelief. The very same one Valda held.
This can’t be happening. This— 
“Very well, then.”
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy acquiesced, standing at parade rest. He nodded at Salvos with an expectant look.
“You may give it your best shot.”
The silver-haired girl narrowed her eyes. For a moment, she held her ground. Like she was waiting for Clayton Skyshredder to do something. She glanced back towards the bystanders.
“What about them?”
“No harm will befall the people of Mavos Academy, Salvos. I assure you of it.”
“That’s… fine, I guess.”
She shrugged. And as soon as that brief exchange ended, she vanished. Valda blinked. Salvos was gone. Only Clayton Skyshredder remained standing before the Tower of Truth. The crowd broke into murmurs. 
“What just happened? Where did she go?”
“Is she dead?”
“That can’t be… I didn’t even see anything!”
“But she clearly got pulverized into dust, right?”
Valda ignored their whispers. She leaned forward, her brows furrowed. Jonas tapped her on the shoulder.
“Valda—”
“Wait, I see her.”
“You do?”
The young prodigy strained her eyes. It was difficult to see. But Valda did see Salvos. Just brief, quick glimpses of the silver-haired girl. 
“There.”
Valda raised a hand, pointing past Clayton Skyshredder.
“She’s moving so fast, I can barely keep up with her.”
“What? That’s not possible…”
Jonas gaped. But more and more people in the crowd saw it. Salvos was just a blur. Invisible to the naked eye of those who were too low-leveled to notice. She sped around Clayton, moving rapidly in circles to confuse the Headmaster of Mavos Academy.
But Clayton Skyshredder didn’t react. He stood there with his hands behind his back, waiting for the silver-haired girl to strike. Salvos frowned, realizing that he wasn’t going to do anything. Finally, she leapt forward, swinging down with the glistening blade.
“Take this—”

The Sword of Alexander flashed with all the colors of the rainbow at once. Valda covered her eyes, bracing for the shockwave that was to come next. But the ground didn’t ripple. The earth didn’t shatter.
Salvos blinked as her swing was stopped right before Clayton Skyshredder’s eyes. He met her gaze as a semi sphere of golden energy enveloped him. A barrier that crackled with electricity, holding up against the Sword of Alexander’s might. 
No— it did beyond just that. It absorbed the energy from the Sword of Alexander. The ground didn’t break. There was no impact or dispersion of energy. Somehow, Clayton Skyshredder’s barrier completely stopped the attack.
Salvos leapt back, narrowing her eyes as the barrier seemingly dissipated.
“What is that?”
“[Concave Aura Reflector]. A barrier that absorbs all non-magical attacks and converts it to mana. While the Sword of Alexander exudes Divine Essence, it does not use mana.”
He explained simply as the silver-haired girl stared.
“Huh.”
“Seriously?”
Valda watched in disbelief. Jonas nodded, placing a hand on his chin.
“I’ve heard of that before. Headmaster Skyshredder is supposedly the only man alive who currently has that Skill.”
Salvos smirked as she raised the blade once again. 
“Oh yeah? Well how about this—”
She vanished, appearing next to Clayton Skyshredder. She swung her blade up, but the same barrier as before appeared. Again, the attack was stopped. But the silver-haired girl didn’t let up there this time. She disappeared once more, reappearing only behind the man. A second strike— blocked once more by the [Concave Aura Reflector].
Salvos assailed him from all sides, moving so quickly that it was all just a blur in Valda’s eyes. But her attacks were fruitless against Clayton’s barrier. 
So what is Salvos doing? Valda asked herself. The silver-haired girl already knew that this wouldn’t work. So why— 
And when Salvos reappeared the last time, the Sword of Alexander was wreathed in flames. Black fire. One that brimmed with an intense aura. Created from mana. 
She grinned as Clayton’s eyes flickered. 
“Divine Radiant—”
But before she could follow through with the swing, he shook his head.
“That is enough.”
Valda froze. The entire crowd stopped before. Salvos herself flinched for a moment, still mid-swing as she was gripped in a moment of fear. Clayton Skyshredder took a step forward as the barrier of golden energy shifted, and he raised a hand. A crimson sword appeared in his hand as the golden energy wreathed around the blade.
And Salvos began to move once again. She finally broke free from whatever brief curse effect that was, only for the Headmaster of Mavos Academy to swing up with his own sword at the Sword of Alexander. 
The golden light clashed with the black and iridescent light. For an instant, the flash engulfed Valda’s vision. A shockwave rippled out as the ground cracked. Valda closed her eyes, staggering back until the shaking stopped. And when she opened her eyes, she heard a clang. 
The Sword of Alexander went flying, clattering on the ground a dozen feet away from Valda. The young girl’s eyes went wide as she stumbled back. 
“W-what…?”
She stared at the iridescent blade, realizing how close she could’ve been to death. Jonas grabbed her and pulled her even further back from the fighting. 
Meanwhile, Salvos was stumbling away from Clayton Skyshredder. The silver-haired girl tried to move for the Sword of Alexander, but something stopped her. A blue chain caught her by the legs, impeding her movements. She stared down at the magical manacles tying her down, only to look back up as a crimson blade was thrust at her face.
She flinched, but the sword stopped just a single inch from her eyes.
“Have you had enough, Sentinel of Secely?”
Clayton Skyshredder spoke with his sword raised as he stood just before Salvos. She cast a sidelong glance to the Sword of Alexander, but the man raised his other hand, and the Mythical Grade artifact came flying to him. He pointed both swords at the silver-haired girl, continuing.
“Or do you wish for this to be a duel to the death?”
Salvos stared with wide eyes for a moment. Valda held her breath, looking on as her hero was cornered. Is this it? the young girl wondered.
Slowly, the silver-haired girl raised her hands as if she were giving up.
“I… don’t.”
She laughed, and Clayton narrowed his eyes. There was a glimmer coming from his sleeves. He looked down to see a red sigil burned into the back of his right hand. Salvos nodded at the Headmaster of Mavos Academy.
“[—Mark]! Try and dodge that!”
And she vanished. This time, she truly disappeared into a flash of warped space. She reappeared next to Valda as the symbol at Clayton’s hand only grew brighter. Then she raised her arms, and the space surrounding the Tower of Truth grew darker— like it was encased in a different dimension.
“[Fragmented Pocket Dimension]. I win.”
Salvos whispered. Valda gaped. 
“No way…”
The light grew brighter and brighter as Clayton Skyshredder looked up at the barrier of space forming around him to stop him from escaping. Perhaps it was to protect the audience as well for what was to come. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy just waved his right hand dismissively.
“[Dispel Magic].”
And all at once, the box of fractal space and the symbol burned into his right hand vanished. All the magical lamp posts lining the courtyard around the Tower of Truth flickered out. Valda blinked as her Ring of Lesser Protection lost its magic for just a moment. 
Then the magic returned. The lights turned back on. All the enchantment artifacts in the area that had momentarily gone out were filled with mana once again. 
Salvos blinked, looking at Clayton Skyshredder as he walked forward, completely unharmed. Untouched, even. She stared at him as he came to a halt, looming over the silver-haired girl. Valda shrank back, even as the Headmaster of Mavos Academy asked a simple question in a calm voice.
“Do you yield now, Salvos?”
“That’s…”
Salvos sighed. She looked at the Sword of Alexander in Clayton’s right hand, then at the crimson blade in his left hand. Her shoulders sagged in resignation as Valda continued to watch on in awe.
“So this is the strength of the highest-leveled [Mage] in the world…”
Valda mumbled. And Salvos raised her hands, nodding.
“I give up.”




26. The Vow

“This sucks…”
I groaned as I massaged my shoulders. My body still ached, even after the duel. I had lost to Clayton Skyshredder despite using the Sword of Alexander and the Boots of Alexander to help me. And if losing in front of hundreds of onlookers wasn’t bad enough, the Headmaster of Mavos Academy promptly dragged me into his tower after the battle was finished.
I trailed after him as he led me down a long hallway. He glanced back as he reached a door at the end, before shaking his head.
“You have only yourself to blame, Salvos. Your return to Mavos Academy was unexpected, and so was your challenge, but the outcome is the only logical conclusion.”
He spoke as he grabbed the door and pulled it open. Inside was a small box room. One that I’d been in before. It would lead up to the top of the tower— one that reached far above the clouds. He stepped in, gesturing at me to follow after.
“I just didn’t think you’d be so strong! I mean— sure, you’re only the highest-leveled [Mage] in the Human lands. But still…”
I crossed my arms, harrumphing. He really was strong. However, I thought I had a chance against him. After all, I had fought plenty of people above my level before, so I thought this would go the same way. As it turned out, Clayton was stronger than even Belzu. 
He waited for me at the other side of the doorway, and I followed him into the room. The door slammed shut. Clayton pressed his hand against some runes, injecting it with mana. The spell activated a moment after, before we began to rapidly ascend to the top floor.
“What are we doing, anyway? If you’re not going to help out, I have to get going, you know? Unlike you, I have a war to get to.”
I spoke as I glanced out the glass panels of this lift, looking down as the rest of Mavos Academy rapidly grew smaller beneath us. Clouds eventually blotted my view, and Clayton Skyshredder answered my question.
“While I am not enthused with the disrespectful manner you have elected to visit the academy, I am glad you did. For I have something to show you.”
“Something to show me?”
I raised a brow. The room came to a sudden stop as we reached the top of the tower. I blinked, and the door swung open. He stepped out, and I was right behind him.
“What are you—”
I paused as I turned the corner. A woman stood just before us. A middle-aged lady with light orange hair wearing a long elegant dress. She was decorated in jewelry, and she looked rather familiar. 
She looked happy. Almost too happy. She wore a cheerful smile on her face, even when she politely bowed her head at us.
“Welcome back, Headmaster Skyshredder. And it is good to see you again, Salvos.”
“Good to see me again? Sorry, do I know you?”
I leaned forward, narrowing my eyes. I really did think she looked familiar. But I couldn’t quite place who she was. Clayton Skyshredder cleared his throat and walked past me.
“Centina, did you prepare it?”
“I have, Headmaster Skyshredder.”
The woman raised her head, still smiling at the man. My jaw dropped.
“Wait, Centina?!”
I stared at her. She turned to me and nodded. 
“Yes, Salvos. Are you surprised?”
“Huh.”
If I wasn’t mistaken, the last time I saw Centina, she was… a Centinel. An [Evolved Centinel] to be exact. Unless, somehow, she had evolved into a Human. Or maybe it’s an illusion. Kron was here too, after all.
That made more sense to me. I raised a hand, prodding Centina’s sides— ruffling her clothes. I took a step back and touched her arm. I raised it, and it felt like I was actually touching Human flesh. 
The smoothness of her skin— the coldness of the touch. It felt real. 
“Kron’s illusion magic must have really improved since I last saw her, huh?”
I continued poking Centina in awe. The woman coughed, pulling back her arm. She covered her mouth and shook her head.
“Actually, Salvos, this is not an illusion. This is real.”
“What?”
I froze. I slowly craned my neck to look up at Centina. She just nodded cheerfully. 
“Everything you see is real. I am currently a Human.”
“But… how? That’s not possible, right?”
I looked past her, turning to Clayton Skyshredder. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy was waiting for me, but when he saw I wouldn’t budge until I got an answer, he sighed. 
“It is thanks to a Potion of Transformation. I commissioned a bulk order from one of the highest-leveled [Alchemists] in the world. It works all the same as a [Druid]’s transformation, albeit temporarily.”
“He did. And I am truly grateful to you for it, Headmaster.”
Centina was by his side in an instant. Clayton quickly shrugged her off, shaking his head.
“Now if you will follow me, Salvos.”
“Right, right.”
I massaged my temples. I watched as Centina walked next to the Headmaster, still smiling as she stared intently at his face. He just looked straight ahead as he brought me down the hallway. I passed a room with a cracked doorway and stopped.
I frowned, looking in. A figure lay strewn across a couch, belly up, food lain across the bloated stomach. Kron raised her head, turning to me with a smile.
“Salvos!”
“Hey Kron! I’m glad to see that you’re still a [Krokodis]. How are you doing? ”
I pushed the door open and waved at her. The alligator-like monster smiled at me with a toothy grin. She looked almost like a Kobold, except with far rougher features. Her tail wagged behind her as she replied to me.
“Me eating! How you?”
She gestured at the food on her stomach. I nodded, pointing at myself.
“I’m still Salvos!”
“Good!”
Kron smiled at me as she munched on a chicken leg. I stepped away from the door, starting to close it.
“It was nice catching up with you, but I gotta go now! Clayton needs me for something.”
“And me continue eat!”
Kron waved at me with the chicken leg as the door closed shut. I stepped away from the doorway, and turned to see both Clayton and Centina waiting at the end of the hallway. 
“Salvos.”
He called for me. I hurried after him. 
“I’m coming, I’m coming…”
***
“That was… something.”
Jonas remarked as he sat down next to Valda. The young prodigy didn’t look up at her friend. Instead, she had her hands on her knees as she stared at the ground. 
“I can’t believe Salvos lost…”
The pair were sitting in the courtyard just before the Tower of Truth. Most of the crowd had scattered after the battle concluded, but there were still plenty of students lingering around. Especially after Clayton forced Salvos to follow him to his tower. They wanted to know what was going to happen with Salvos— whether she’d be punished for her challenge or let free.
“I mean, it only makes sense, doesn’t it? Headmaster Skyshredder is the highest-leveled [Mage] after all.”
Jonas shrugged, leaning back on the bench. Valda shook her head vehemently.
“But Salvos is a [Hero]!”
“Is she though?”
The boy gave Valda a flat stare. She crossed her arms, nodding.
“I know that Salvos is a [Hero]. But even if you don’t believe me, that doesn’t matter. She had the Treasures of Alexander on her. Those are Mythical Grade artifacts! She should have at least been able to put up a fight!” 
The young prodigy hesitated. Lowering her head, she remembered how the fight went. The way it was resolved. And she tightly gripped the seams of her skirt. 
“But Salvos was defeated so easily. Headmaster Skyshredder didn’t even break a sweat…”
“That is true.”
Jonas agreed, placing a hand on his chin. He glanced up towards the Headmaster’s tower— the tall building that reached above even the clouds. 
“I didn’t expect Headmaster Skyshredder to be that strong. Honestly, he was just leagues above Salvos. And [Dispel Magic]— is there even a limit to that Skill? Can he just dispel any spell that’s cast against him? I’ve never heard of it before.”
Valda furrowed her brows, looking back up.
“I have heard about it before. I think I read it in a book once— that Melissa the Oracle of Light used [Dispel Magic] to stop the summoning ritual of a powerful Demon.”
“Seriously? That’s way too powerful. I can’t believe it.”
Jonas gasped. Valda paused. Her eyes narrowed as she looked towards the tallest tower of Mavos Academy. 
“…I can’t believe it either.”
She abruptly got to her feet, starting forward. Jonas blinked and gave chase.
“Wait, where are you going, Valda?”
“Don’t you think that it’s weird that Headmaster Skyshredder, despite being that strong, is just sitting around in Mavos Academy while the rest of the Human lands are going to war?”
Valda glanced back at Jonas. He pursed his lips.
“It is a little weird. But we all knew that, didn’t we? I mean— I always thought it was odd.”
“It’s not just odd, Jonas. It’s dangerous. It’s harmful. To everyone in the world. To our friends and our family. They could die because he didn’t help save them.”
She shook her head before turning to face her friend. 
“Salvos couldn’t even stand up to Headmaster Skyshredder. And she’s Salvos— maybe you don’t believe she’s a [Hero], but she’s the one who killed that Primeval Demon that razed Nixa to the ground!”
“Actually, she’s only one of the—”
Jonas started. The young prodigy just rolled her eyes in response.
“You get the point, don’t you? I’m saying that Headmaster Skyshredder could’ve dealt with that Primeval Demon before it ended up killing millions of lives.” 
“...right.”
Still, the boy remained unconvinced. He shook his head as he gestured vaguely towards the Tower of Truth.
“But if Headmaster Skyshredder breaks his vow, he’ll lose his Title, won’t he? He’s supposed to be the protector of Mavos Academy. He cannot participate in any wars or conflicts that are unrelated to the safety of the school.”
“The entirety of the Mortal Realm is being threatened right now, Jonas. And Mavos Academy is part of the Mortal Realm.”
This time, it was Valda to give her friend a flat stare. She crossed her arms as she spoke.
“I’m not saying that Headmaster Skyshredder should have done it all alone. But I’m saying he could’ve done something then, just like he can do something now.”
Valda continued, turning away from her friend. He still looked apprehensive to the idea. But he was following after her as she marched across the courtyard.
“Aren’t there like dozens of other Elites participating in the war? Even Archmage Warshade is going to be there. What can Headmaster Skyshredder even do that others can’t, anyway? ”
“[Dispel Magic].”
The young prodigy snorted.
“There is a grand ritual happening in the Inoria Empire that needs some stopping, isn’t there? Even if his [Dispel Magic] cannot stop the whole thing, it would surely help with slowing it.”
Jonas paused. He stared at Valda’s back for a moment. She stopped, waiting for him. He stood there in deep thought for a second, before finally nodding.
“I think you’re right, Valda. But what are we even going to do about it?”
He gave his friend a helpless look. He gestured towards the tallest tower of Mavos Academy.
“We’re just a couple of kids. Headmaster Skyshredder isn’t going to be changing his mind just because two students said so.”
“He won’t if it’s just two students. But who says it’s just going to be the both of us?”
Valda grinned back at Jonas. He blinked. His confusion was evident. His friend sighed and stepped aside, gesturing towards a group of other students gathered at the courtyard. Finally, the implication settled in. His eyes went round in comprehension.
“Oh…”




27. Heroic Behavior

After getting distracted three more times, Clayton Skyshredder finally got me into the room he wanted to bring me into. It was an ordinary room. There was nothing too special about it— other than the fact that it was one of the few rooms without a window up here. Well, there was also that weird armorstand draped in a white cloth waiting at the center of the room, but other than that, there wasn’t really anything of note.
“Huh. So what did you want to show me, Clayton?”
“Please address me appropriately, Salvos.” 
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy spoke in a reprimanding tone. I rolled my eyes as I turned to the elderly man, before speaking in an overexaggerated manner.
“What did you want to show me, Headmaster Clayton Skyshredder of Mavos Academy and Mr highest-leveled [Mage] in the Human lands?”
Clayton narrowed his eyes, but otherwise didn’t press the issue any further. He turned expectantly to Centina, who nodded in response.
“Yes, Headmaster.”
She stepped up to the armorstand and peeled off the cloth covering it. There was a glimmer. A flash of iridescent light. I blinked, eyes growing wide. 
“That’s—”
“The Breastplate of Alexander.”
Clayton spoke over me, walking over to the Mythical Grade artifact. He tapped the metal three times. Clink! Clink! Clink! It was almost as good as new. The Breastplate of Alexander was nothing like it had been when I left it with him. It shimmered with the colors of the rainbow— its polished surface as reflective as a mirror.
“Woah.”
I gaped at it for a moment. Clayton stepped back, standing in parade rest as he let me inspect the repaired artifact.
“Did you really fix all this up? It was broken when I gave it to you— it was in multiple pieces! That’s amazing!”
I was genuinely impressed. I had thought the Breastplate of Alexander was left beyond fixing after my battle with the [Ancient Centinel]. When I gave it to Clayton Skyshredder, I did it on a whim, not really expecting anything from it. This exceeded everything I thought was even possible.
Centina beamed in agreement. As if she was the one responsible for putting the Mythical Grade artifact back together.
“It is very impressive, indeed. Headmaster Skyshredder has spent most of his free time in his already-busy schedule researching for a way to repair the Breastplate of Alexander which you gave him. He even consulted some of the greatest Dwarf [Smiths] from the east—” 
“Centina…”
Clayton stared at the [Evolved Centinel]-turned-Human. But Centina didn’t listen.
“And through his hard work, he managed to put it all back together, albeit with some flaws…”
“Centina.”
“But it is truly quite the feat, considering he even leveled—”  
“Centina!”
Clayton cut her off, raising his voice. His stare turned into a glare, and Centina finally noticed it. She shrank back as she scratched the back of her head.
“Oh, oops.”
I cocked my head at them.
“Huh? What was that?”
The Headmaster sighed.
“It is nothing.”
He reached for the Breastplate of Alexander and removed it from the armorstand. I watched as the man held the glimmering chest piece up in the air, before shaking his head.
“But as Centina said, it is not fully repaired yet, Salvos. While it may look like there are no chinks in the armor, there are still some flaws to it.”
“What do you mean?”
I lifted a curious brow. He handed me the Mythical Grade artifact, gesturing me to try it on. 
“Wear it.”
I hesitated.
“Are you, um, sure you want me to do that? The last time I used it, I broke it in a few months, remember?”
“I highly doubt you will be using it anytime soon, Salvos. Nor will anyone be using it anytime soon.”
Clayton Skyshredder replied simply. I didn’t understand what he was saying, so I decided to just do as I was told and put on the Breastplate of Alexander to see what he was talking about. 
“Here goes…”
I hefted the armor over my blue jacket, waiting for something to happen. I wasn’t sure if it was going to break or shatter or immediately fall apart. I looked down at myself, ready for the worst. The Breastplate of Alexander shimmered as it usually did. It fitted right over my body as it was designed. And then— nothing. 
Nothing happened. 
I twirled around, puzzled. When nothing continued to happen, I turned to Clayton accusingly.
“Was something supposed to happen?”
“Yes.”
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy nodded. He ran a hand over his flowing beard as he met my gaze.
“Something was supposed to happen. And that is the problem.”
“What? I don’t get it— oh…”
It finally clicked in my head. I looked back down at myself— at the Breastplate of Alexander. It was a Mythical Grade Armor. One of the strongest defensive artifacts that supposedly existed. Its protective enchantments were supposed to be nigh impenetrable. 
And it did nothing. It didn’t offer me any inkling of an Aura of Protection. It didn’t give me a boost to my [Vitality]. There was no additional resistance against anything. 
I had used the Breastplate of Alexander before. I was the reason why it was broken, after all. And I knew what it was capable of. I knew that it granted me three Temporary Skills, just like all the other Treasures of Alexander. However, for whatever reason, the repaired Breastplate of Alexander gave me nothing.
I looked back up towards Clayton who just crossed his arms at me.
“It seems you’ve finally realized the problem.”
“I do.”
I nodded in agreement.
“It’s still broken.”
***
“Please don’t do this, Valda.”
“I told you it’s the only way, Jonas.”
“But it’s embarrassing. You can’t just ask students to—”
Valda ignored her friend’s protests, strutting up to the group of students waiting right outside of the Tower of Truth. They had been there when Salvos challenged Clayton Skyshredder to a duel. Four boys and two girls. They were older than the young prodigy, of course— about five or six years older, by the looks of it. And they were still gushing over the fight.
“And did you see the way Salvos—”
“Yeah, but Headmaster Skyshredder didn’t even—”
“Excuse me!”
The group of students paused. They turned to see Valda standing there, hands behind her back, facing them with a smile. One of the boys scratched his cheeks.
“Uh, do we know you—”
“Did you guys see the duel between Headmaster Skyshredder and Salvos the Sentinel of Secely?”
Valda asked, practically speaking over the boy. He turned to his friends with a grin before nodding.
“We did— it was so cool! I was personally rooting for—”
“That means you know the reason why Salvos was fighting, right?”
The group of students blinked as Valda interrupted them again. They exchanged a hesitant glance with each other, and the first boy shrugged.
“About getting Headmaster Skyshredder to join the war? Yeah, we sorta got the gist of it.”
“Do you support her, then?”
Valda pressed the group. They shifted back uncomfortably. 
“Support her?”
“Her cause! Do you support Salvos’s cause?”
“Well, I guess we do? I don’t think anyone wants to see the world end…”
They voiced murmurs of agreement. Jonas watched on, pressing his lips into a thin line since he knew what came next.
“Great.”
Valda clapped her hands together. She raised a slip of paper to the group, still smiling.
“What do you think of enlisting for the war effort?”
And the group paused. They stared at Valda.
“Excuse me? What exactly do you mean by enlist?”
One of the girls asked with a tilted her. Waving the piece of paper, Valda explained simply.
“Obviously, I mean to join the war! We’re all equal to any Gold Ranked adventurer, after all. I mean, you’re Level 45 and he’s Level 52! There are tens of thousands of Gold Ranked adventurers taking part in the war effort— hundreds of thousands, even. And there are millions more soldiers who aren’t even Level 40 marching to the Inoria Empire as we speak!”
Valda gestured emphatically towards the southeast— in the vague direction of where the Inoria Empire was located. She shook her head, shoving the sign-up slip into the middle of the group.
“If you truly believe in Salvos’s cause, then you would join the war. It is as you said, the fate of the world is at stake.”
She held their gazes. They looked at the young girl— the prodigy who was accepted in Mavos Academy. The gravity of the situation sunk in. The implications settled into their minds. 
And they immediately uncomfortably backed away from her.
“Uh, sorry, we’re a little busy at the moment.”
“We’ll think about it and get back to you!”
“Let’s go, guys.”
The group of students scampered off as Valda was left standing there, blinking. The young girl didn’t move. Her hand was still outstretched, holding the piece of paper that blew with the wind. Jonas sighed as he walked up to his friend.
“I told you, Valda, a petition to get Clayton to join the war would be better than this. No one is going to sign up to join a war on their own volition.”
“But a petition wouldn’t get anything done.”
Valda snorted. She turned to her friend, crossing her arms.
“Everyone in Mavos Academy is already in support of the war. But that doesn’t mean that Headmaster Skyshredder has done anything about it. The only way we can actually get him to go to the Inoria Empire is if enough of us head out to the battlefield and fight.”
Jonas raised a dubious brow.
“And why is that?”
“Because then he’ll have no choice but to fight with us. He’s obligated to protect Mavos Academy and all its students, after all. Otherwise, he’ll lose his Title as Headmaster of Mavos Academy.”
Valda explained simply. Jonas nodded slowly.
“Right. Well, I still don’t think it’ll work. You’re not going to recruit anyone in Mavos Academy to join a war.”
She snickered.
“We’ll see about that.”
—--
“They all said no…”
Valda slumped over a wall as Jonas snickered at her.
“Of course they did. No one wants to lose their life in a war, Valda.”
“But… why? I don’t get it. Don’t they understand they will die anyway if the planes continue to merge?”
“They just think someone else will deal with it for them.”
The teenage boy shrugged. Valda pursed her lips. She cast her gaze over the courtyard. The evening crowd had gathered, now. Students, teachers, and citizens of Mavos Academy were rushing about for their dinner or other activities. There were more people to recruit than before, but the likelihood of getting anyone to sign up was as low as before.
Valda looked down at herself, feeling worthless. Like there was nothing she could do. And it was an unusual feeling for her. The young prodigy was accustomed to getting everything she wanted. Perhaps she would’ve given up there and then. However, something drove her— forced her to get back up.
“I’m not going to give up.”
She whispered. The young girl raised her head, casting her gaze up above the clouds. 
“Salvos wouldn’t give up. Because She is a [Hero]. A true [Hero]. I know she’s up there, doing everything she can to convince Headmaster Skyshredder to join the war.”
***
“Do it, Centina!”
I urged the [Evolved Centinel]-turned-Human, bracing myself. The Sword of Alexander shimmered in her hands, but she didn’t swing it just yet.
“But—” 
She started. And I spoke over her, tightly clinging onto the Mythical Grade Armor covering my chest.
“This is for the sake of research! Just swing it at me! The Breastplate of Alexander must hold!”
“What if it breaks? Can’t we test it under safe circumstances?”
Centina hesitated. I shook my head.
“Just do it—” 
And Clayton just picked me up with a sigh. 
“That’s enough, Salvos.”
“Aw…”
***

Valda rose to her feet. Jonas rolled his eyes at his friend.
“Are you serious, Valda? We’re going to do this again?”
“Yes.”
She spoke adamantly, meeting his gaze.
“And we’re going to do it right.”
“Valda—”
Jonas wanted to argue. He opened his mouth, but stopped when Valda began to march away. He gritted his teeth and hurried after her. She ignored him. The young girl didn’t care whether he’d help her or not. She was going to do this— 
And she bumped into a young boy before she could get any further. The boy— younger than she was— fell over with a yelp. Her eyes grew wide and she immediately began to apologize.
“Oh, I’m so sorry—”
“I’m fine, thank you.”
He waved her off and got to his feet. Valda blinked, recognizing him as he dusted himself off. 
“You’re…”
She trailed off. The boy smiled politely at her, proffering a hand.
“I apologize, I know it was rude of me, but I overheard what you were saying.” 
Valda absentmindedly accepted the handshake as Jonas stared with wide eyes. The boy stepped back, bowing lightly as he introduced himself.
“I am Rowyn Ino, former emperor of the Inoria Empire. And I’d like to offer you my help.”




28. True Hero

“Just one swing, please?”
I begged. Clayton Skyshredder sighed. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy was adamantly against it. And it didn’t make sense!
“Didn’t you say you’re a researcher? Come on, Clayton! This is an experiment!”
“For the last time, Salvos, I am asking you to address me by my title.”
He massaged his temples. I harrumphed.
“Nope! I’m not going to call you by your title until you let me take one swing at the Breastplate of Alexander!”
I tried to cross my arms, but the Sword of Alexander got in the way. So I just held the Mythical Grade Weapon behind my back as I made a scowling face. I side-eyed Centina who was holding the Breastplate of Alexander, having removed it from my person at Clayton’s order.
“I can’t believe you’d do this. Traitor.”
“Sorry, Salvos. But what Headmaster Skyshredder says goes.”
The [Evolved Centinel]-turned-Human gave me an apologetic look— but she wasn’t apologetic enough to even return the Mythical Grade Armor to me. Clayton shook his head in response.
“This is not an experiment, Salvos. We know what will happen if you use the Sword of Alexander against the breastplate at its current state. The metal will shatter.”
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy explained simply. I stared at him dubiously.
“How do you know that?”
“Because the enchantments that make the Breastplate of Alexander a Mythical Grade artifact  will not activate. And without the enchantments, this metal is just metal. Even if it is blood forged from orichalcum, the most it can withstand is an attack from a High Grade Weapon.”
“If the enchantments don’t work, that means you didn’t repair it! You just fixed the metal!”
I pointed at Clayton accusingly. He strutted forward, taking the Breastplate of Alexander off Centina’s hands. He waved a hand over it, and I saw a complex network of mana strands begin to unfurl before my eyes. 
“But I did. For you see, I have woven all the enchantments back in place when I pieced the breastplate together. It was a delicate process— one which required the counsel of some of the greatest [Enchanters] I know. Maintaining the integrity of such advanced spellcraft when tinkering with the base of the Crux Symbol  is no easy task, and it took me months of labor to achieve this.”
It almost looked like Clayton was speaking with pride of his accomplishments. I couldn’t really believe it— I had never seen this look on his face before. His lips curled up under his long beard. I could see the way his eyes softened when glancing back down to the Mythical Grade Armor. 
Then his gaze darkened. His brows arched darkly over his eyes as he spoke in a dour voice.
“Yet, it still refuses to activate. Despite my best efforts, it still remains inert.”
“Huh.”
I glanced between the two people standing before me. Clayton wore a defeated look on his face, and Centina tried to comfort him as she patted his shoulder. I snapped my fingers, speaking excitedly.
“That’s why we should test it out!”
Centina and Clayton looked up at me. The orange-haired woman gave me a flat stare.
“Salvos…”
“It makes sense! Look— maybe the Breastplate of Alexander just needs a jumpstart, right? Besides, its best enchantments only activate when it is worn by someone. So just let me wear it, and you take a small swing at it with the Sword of Alexander!”
I nodded eagerly, reaching for the Mythical Grade Armor. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy raised the breastplate out of my reaching distance, and I pouted.
“That is not safe, Salvos. You risk both endangering your life and damaging the Breastplate of Alexander even further. Your recklessness is what broke it in the first place. I will not have you destroying it a second time.”
“Aw…”
I slumped my shoulders. It didn’t look like Clayton was going to budge on this issue. So I backed away in resignation.
“Fine. But I don’t see the point in showing me the Breastplate of Alexander if it’s not even fixed yet and you won’t let me test it out.”
I sheathed the Sword of Alexander behind my back before crossing my arms. Clayton handed the Breastplate of Alexander back to Centina and turned to face me.
“I wanted to ask you some questions about how you broke it. See if it can give me any clues on how to find the root of the problem.”
“Didn’t I already tell you what happened? I fought with an [Ancient Centinel] after fighting a bunch of Centinels for days.”
I shrugged.
“There isn’t much else to the story.”
“I find it hard to believe that the Breastplate of Alexander would be broken after a single encounter with an [Ancient Centinel]. These are swarm monsters you speak of, Salvos. Perhaps they may be the most numerous in all of Secely, but the fact still remains. It shouldn’t be possible.”
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy studied me with a scrutinizing look. As if he didn’t trust me. But I told him the truth. There was nothing else I could say. I did spend some time playing around with the Breastplate of Alexander to figure out how it worked, but I didn’t think I stole its Divine Essence or whatever when I got my Grand Skill… or did I?
I narrowed my eyes, in thought.
“Maybe Divine Essence has something to do with it…”
I murmured to myself. Clayton peered at me, curious as to what I was blabbering about. I paused. My eyes widened as I remembered something.
“Oh, I have a thing that can maybe help.”
“A thing?”
Clayton lifted a brow. I reached for my [Fragmented Pocket Dimension], producing a book in my right hand. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy frowned. I smiled at him.
“This is—”
And I was promptly cut off by the door swinging open. I blinked, and Kron waltzed in. Centina glared exasperatedly at the [Krokodis].
“Kron, how many times do we have to tell you not to interrupt us when we’re doing something important?”
“Me sorry, but something happening!”
Kron gestured behind her. Clayton and Centina exchanged a glance. They followed after the [Krokodis], entering a round chamber with a glass sphere hovering at the center. I was a step behind then, staying in the room for a second longer to gaze at the Breastplate of Alexander.
When I joined the three of them, they were huddled around the sphere, locked in a serious discussion. Clayton Skyshredder in particular didn’t look happy. He stared down at the scrying orb with his lips pursed.
“That’s…”
“Valda?”
I blinked as I saw the girl standing on the other side of the screen. I glanced over at Clayton whose brows were scrunched together like he knew what was going on. She was speaking before a large crowd, gesticulating wildly for them to hear. I frowned, turning back to the scrying orb.
“What is she doing?”
I wondered aloud.
***
It shouldn’t work. It was ridiculous. Dumb. Foolish.
There were a lot of things Jonas could’ve called it. He tried everything he could do to deter Valda, but she wouldn’t listen. And that worried him. Because the plan really was stupid. It made no sense. But most of all— he was worried about the girl.
Still, Jonas could only watch as his friend clambered up the broken steps of the Tower of Truth before facing the courtyard from an elevated position. There were hundreds of people gathered around, minding their own business. The evening crowd. Some were eating, others were laughing and chatting. They wouldn’t have even noticed the young girl standing where she was if she didn’t shout for everyone to hear.
“People of Mavos Academy! Gather around and listen to me!”
Heads turned— her voice echoed throughout the courtyard, drawing the attention of hundreds. A few dozen people stopped what they were doing to properly listen to what the girl was saying.
“It won’t work…”
Jonas whispered. 
“Please don’t work…”
He closed his eyes, unable to do anything more but hope. He listened as the girl continued, using either magic or some artifact to amplify her voice even louder. 
“I am Valda! I’m sure some of you may have heard of me. But I am the youngest student of Mavos Academy! They called me a child genius. A gifted prodigy. After all, what kind of girl would reach Level 60 at my age?
She gestured at herself, speaking emphatically. Jonas shrank back, biting his lower lip. Don’t say it like that. It sounds like you’re bragging, idiot. 
And sure enough, there were a few groans coming from the crowd. A few of the passersby continued on their way, annoyed that they stopped for this. But Valda wasn’t finished. She shook her head, continuing.
“While that may sound like I am bragging, I am not. After all, the truth is, I am just a student like any other. I am a Human, just like all of you. We are all just… people. Individuals who cannot accomplish much on our own. But together, there is much we can do. If we work as one, then we can become something more.”
A few other folks— students, teachers, and others alike— paused what they were doing, growing interested in what she was saying. Valda’s voice rose as a small crowd began to form before the Tower of Truth, and she gestured beyond the campus towards the southeast.
“There are only a few individuals out there who have risen to greatness on their own. Who can effect great changes all throughout this world. And, more than ever, we need these individuals right now.”
Valda swept her gaze over her growing crowd. They knew where she was going with this, so they flocked over to listen. 
“There is a war going on out there. Not just any war. Not a simple conflict between countries. It is a war for our survival. For the survival of all Humankind. If we lose this war, the entire Mortal Realm could be destroyed. These people— these great individuals— can do something about it. They can help prevent the world from ending. However, instead of working together with the rest of us, they hide away in safety, making up excuses, refusing to help.”
She didn’t mention any names. But it was quite clear who she was talking about. A susurration washed over the crowd as they whispered and a few of them even pointed back across from the Tower of Truth towards the tallest tower in Mavos Academy. Where Headmaster Clayton Skyshredder’s office was located. 
“Just today, Salvos. The Sentinel of Secely. The Liberator of the Plaguelands. The true summoned [Hero] from Earth—” 
The crowd paused. Jonas smacked his forehead. A few voices piped up.
“Wait, Salvos is a [Hero]?”
“I thought the [Hero] was that other guy—”
“Valda…”
Jonas stared at his friend. But she continued, uncaring. 
“And despite all that, when Salvos challenged Headmaster Skyshredder to a duel, she was defeated with ease.”
Valda sighed, lowering her head. She paused for a moment, letting her words sink in. Then she raised her head and gestured towards the crowd.
“I’m sure most of you watched that duel. And that outcome only makes sense. Headmaster Skyshredder is the highest-leveled [Mage] in the world. He is even stronger than anyone else alive right now, barring the Watcher. And just like the Watcher, what does he do? When there is an apocalypse-level threat looming over the Human lands, where are they? What are they doing?”
“That is true. I haven’t heard any news about the Watcher in decades!”
“When was the last time Headmaster Skyshredder even left Mavos Academy?”
“Mori Gladius died to those damn Demons, and where were they? They did nothing to save him!”
“I mean— Mori Gladius survived, but you have a point…”
Jonas watched as the crowd began to voice their agreements with the young girl. And it was no small gathering. Hundreds of people had now joined in at this point. They saw the commotion. They stopped what they were doing. And they listened in as Valda continued to make her speech.
“That’s right. It doesn’t matter if it’s the Watcher of Headmaster Skyshredder. None of the greatest champions of our era are fighting. When both our highest-leveled [Warrior] and our highest-leveled [Mage] are hiding from their responsibilities, then there is only one thing left to do.”
Her eyes flickered. Jonas knew what came next was going to withdraw some of the support the girl had gotten. And she knew that too. But still, Valda went through with it.
“We have to join the fight ourselves.”
And the crowd froze. All their ardor instantly vanished. They shifted back— exchanging worried and confused glances. 
“What?”
“Are you asking us to join the war?”
“We’re just students!”
They protested. Of course they protested. Jonas expected as much. Valda knew this would happen, too. That was why she wasn’t alone. 
A small figure strutted up next to the girl. Smaller than Valda, even. A young boy, about three years her junior, stood on the elevated steps and faced the crowd.
“Valda is right.”
The young boy said. And the crowd paused. They looked at the newcomer, recognizing who it was.
“That’s—”
“Rowyn Ino! The former emperor of the Inoria Empire!”
“I thought he was kept under Headmaster Skyshredder’s protection. What is he doing out here?” 
Rowyn Ino cast his gaze over the crowd, standing tall, despite being shorter than even Valda. It was simply his aura. The way he carried himself— Jonas was impressed. But that was expected from an emperor, no matter how short his reign was.
“I implore you— all of you— please listen to Valda. She’s right. Something has to be done about the Demons infesting the Inoria Empire. All of you have heard the news. But you didn’t see what happened. You weren’t there to witness the horrors and atrocities committed. You don’t know what those Demons have planned…”
The young boy gritted his teeth. He hung his head low, taking in a deep breath. 
“They wish to bring the same destruction they brought over Elutra and Inoria over the rest of the Human lands. Your friends, your family, and anyone you know and love— they will all suffer a fate worse than death.”
The crowd listened as the former emperor continued his speech. Those who looked like they were going to disperse after Valda finished decided to remain, giving Rowyn a chance. Even more passersby joined, entranced by this appeal.
“You’re afraid of what could happen to you in the war. You guys are students. I get it. I understand how all of you feel. I am afraid, too. We are all afraid”
Rowyn gestured at himself, then Valda. And a brief murmur ran over the gathered crowd. They saw it— a young girl and an even younger boy were doing whatever they could to stand up against the Demons. One of them was a literal child, and the other barely qualified as a teenager. And while they were both small, together they cast a shadow that enveloped the entire gathering.
The former emperor finished.
“But if we don’t do this, all of us are going to die. And if I’m going to die anyway? I’m not just going to wait for it to come. I did that once. That accomplished nothing. All it led to was more suffering.”
He closed his eyes, bowing his head. Valda glanced over at the boy, pursing her lips. Rowyn said nothing for a moment. He stood in silence. And she grabbed him by the hand, stepping forward.
“Whether or not you wish to join us, we won’t force you. But we will be going to join the war on behalf of Mavos Academy. Those who want to follow, follow. Those who don’t, don’t. It is up to you.”
Valda spoke as she walked down the steps, holding Rowyn in hand. She paused when she reached Jonas. She met her friend’s gaze. 
“The same goes for you, Jonas.”
Jonas bit his lower lip.
“I…”
And he trailed off. Jonas had nothing to say. He hesitated, standing at a loss of what to do with the crowd. They were too afraid to act. But they saw the bravery of the young boy and girl. And they felt ashamed. They stood in silence, holding still for a minute. Until, finally, someone stepped forward.  
A tall blond man, handsome and charming, walked after Valda and Rowyn. He slicked his hair back, giving the crowd a helpless shrug.
“Well, I guess it cannot be helped.”
“That’s… Nolan the Mighty Warrior!”
A blue-haired woman gasped. Jonas recognized him as well. Nolan was a student of the School of Aspiring Elites— a Diamond Ranked adventurer who was more well-known for his tendencies to fool around with women than his actual adventuring feats. The blue-haired woman covered her mouth as Nolan followed after Valda and Rowyn.
“What is he doing?”
“If these two children are going to fight, then I will too. Honestly, I should’ve done something sooner. But alas, what can you do about it?”
He gave the woman a charming yet apologetic smile. He stopped before Valda, nodding.
“Where do I sign up to join you?”
“Oh, uh, here.”
Valda fumbled for the slip of paper she had paraded around the courtyard all day. It was crumpled and slightly torn, but Nolan neatly scribbled his name onto it without a problem. He stepped back, standing next to Rowyn.
And the blue-haired woman from earlier started forward.
“If Nolan is joining, then so will I!”
“No, I will!”
“Wait for me, Nolan my love!”
A second and third woman immediately tried to cut in front. A few guys hesitated, seeing more and more women join Nolan’s side. 
“Oh, Nolan, you are such a brave man…”
They fawned over him. And a group of young men watched this unfurl. When they saw the way the women crowded around the Mighty Warrior, they immediately stepped up. 
“We’re joining them too!”
They cried out. Valda blinked as a crowd of young men and women flocked to her side, quickly filling up the sign-up sheet with names. She tried to organize them, but at this point, the floodgates had been opened. Half of the crowd had broken off from just watching, queuing up to form the army of Mavos Academy.
Valda couldn’t handle these many people— she had never been in charge of such a large group before. Rowyn took over, and she stepped back with a sigh. 
“It worked…”
She muttered. Then she blinked as a figure appeared next to her. Jonas stood there, nodding at his friend.
“Valda… I’m sorry.”
He bowed low as his voice trembled. Clenching a fist, Jonas spoke without meeting the girl’s gaze. 
“I should’ve supported you from the very start. But I—”
“It’s fine, Jonas.”
She cut him off. Valda patted him on the shoulder, helping him look up. She met her friend’s gaze with a smile.
“You didn’t do anything wrong.”
Jonas blinked a few times. Then he felt his eyes welling up. He held back a sniffle and stood up straight.
“I will join you, Valda! I will fight by your side!”
Valda smiled back at him. 
“Thank you.”
***
And the scene continued to play out in the scrying orb. Over a hundred students and teachers of Mavos Academy already stood gathered around Valda, forming this little coalition of troops that would soon head out for the Inoria Empire. Those who were neither students nor faculty joined in as well. Whether they be hired guards, or they were simply folks who had moved into the campus to live in safety without any governmental interference. 
There were so many people signing up to join the war. Perhaps soon it would reach the thousands. I just watched on, staring proudly at Valda. I only broke away from the scene when I heard a voice.
“Me didn’t know Salvos was [Hero]!”
Kron piped up excitedly next to me. I cocked my head back at the [Krokodis].
“But I’m not a [Hero]? I’m Salvos.”
“Me confused.”
She scratched the back of her head. I glanced away from Kron, looking back towards Clayton Skyshredder. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy stared into the scrying orb with an austere gaze. 
“What are you going to do now?”
I asked, leaning forward. I peered into him, and his eyes flickered to meet my gaze. The elderly man shook his head, finally breaking away from the scrying orb. 
“If the people of Mavos Academy sallies forth into battle, then I will have no choice but to join them. It is my duty as their Headmaster to ensure their safety no matter what.”
He spoke as he started off, walking to the exit of the room. Centina hurried after him, and I placed a hand on my chin.
“Huh. Well that’s cool. I guess I didn’t waste my time coming here after all.”
Clayton Skyshredder paused right before the door, a hand on the doorknob. He craned his head back, eyeing me suspiciously. I fluttered my eyelashes innocently at him as his gaze bore into me.
“Was this a part of your scheme all along, Salvos? Was the duel simply a ruse to rally support and force my hand?”
He asked, eyeing me like a hawk. Every move I made— every subtle facial expression change— he saw it all. Upon hearing his question, I shifted back, hiding my hands behind my back. My lips curled up into a smile, and I held Clayton’s gaze.
Then I shook my head.
“Nope! This wasn’t part of my plan at all!”
“I see. Very well.”
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy nodded to himself, finally exiting the room. And then it was settled.  
Mavos Academy was going to join the war.




29. Interlude – The Inoria Empire Part One

Heavy leather boots sunk into the mud. Thump, thump, thump. The haggard figures trudged along the winding gravel road, moving in a forced march. It wasn’t that they were tired, per se. They certainly weren’t exhausted. Most of them were relatively physically fit— in fact, many of them could even lift boulders over their heads like it was nothing. 
The real problem was that it was laborious. They weren’t used to moving in such an organized manner. They were adventurers. Not soldiers. They didn’t work in such large groups, nor did they need to maintain tight formations. Even in large adventuring companies, there was a certain level of lax related to how they operated. The hierarchy was far less stringent, with most adventurers simply heeding their party leader.
Zack had never been a part of an adventuring company, either. He had only ever worked as an independent adventurer. In fact, he had mostly gone solo until he met his team. His party. Helen and Jaakko. Both of whom became adventurers for vastly different reasons.
Helen needed to support her younger sister’s education, and adventuring paid the bills. Meanwhile, Jaakko wanted to explore the Human lands. Simple reasonings, really. The same could be said for Zack who just wanted to learn more about magic without being able to afford— and not caring to get— a formal education.
Sure, Mavos Academy was great and all, but the things they learned were far from anything practical. That was why many of their graduates moved on to more administrative or research-oriented roles, rather than participating in any combat situation. It was also why so many of them stalled after reaching Level 70. 
Zack was just over Level 90, now. He was closing in to his next Class advancement. So was Helen and Jaakko. His team was practically on par with a low Diamond Ranked adventurer. Which was why they were charged with this battalion of adventurers.
Well, specifically, Jaakko was placed in charge. 
The Cyclops led them towards their destination. A valley that passed right into a river. 
“And why are we going there again?”
A voice piped up. Zack glanced back at the person who spoke up. She was a brown-haired woman who looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties. She groaned, walking sluggishly and lagging behind the rest of the group. 
Her name was Shayla. She was a Gold Ranked adventurer. Everyone in this battalion was at least a Gold Ranked adventurer. But she was the newest Gold Ranked adventurer out of all— and the least professional of them. 
“If you bothered to pay attention at all, you’d know what we’re doing here.”
Zack rolled his eyes. Helen glared at him.
“Zack.”
He shrugged. His teammate took over, turning to Shayla and explaining.
“There’s supposedly a garrison used for training new recruits of the Inoria Empire there. We’re to subjugate it and get them to surrender without incurring too many casualties.”
It was on Laux Lionfist’s orders. He’d sent this force of about a hundred higher-leveled adventurers off after they’d taken Helmfirth. One of the outermost cities of the Inoria Empire. Zack had been nervous when they’d arrived at the city. He expected there to be a drawn out siege that lasted at least a day, even with the sheer force of both the adventurer army led by Laux Lionfist and the Helbir League’s army led by Peris Dolonia.
However, it was entirely resolved without drawing a single drop of blood. It seemed that morale in the Inoria Empire was really low, and since Helmfirth was still in the outskirts of the country, they had yet to be affected by the grand ritual taking place, but had heard enough of the horrors from the refugees fleeing the Demon invasion, so they immediately surrendered, even against the orders from higher-up.
Because, to them, it didn’t matter what their superiors said. While the sky above was still blue, and the ground wasn’t made of white rock, they could see what was happening in the rest of the country. Up ahead, just beyond that valley, Zack could see a crimson sky, and he knew that was when things got serious. The coalition army of adventurers and the Helbir League had yet to encounter any Demons— or even get into a fight, for that matter— but that was going to change soon. 
Shayla gestured vaguely back where they came from.
“Couldn’t they have just sent a bunch of actual soldiers instead of sending us? Seriously— what’s the point? I thought we came here to fight Demons, not people.”
“We came here to liberate the Inoria Empire and repel this Demon invasion.”
Jaakko’s voice came out from up front. Shayla and the nearby adventurers turned to face the Cyclops whose gaze was fixed forward. 
“We will only fight if necessary. The garrison only holds up to two thousand soldiers, most of them equal to a Silver Ranked adventurer. They will not be able to fight back, and as adventurers rather than an enemy nation, they will be more amenable to surrendering to our terms.”
It was a simple explanation. One which Shayla would’ve already known if she hadn’t ignored Laux Lionfist’s briefing. But she refused to accept it, instead crossing her arms and turning away from Jaakko.
“Right, so that’s why we have listen to the Cyclops of all people. Got it.”
There were a few murmurs— almost of agreement. The Human adventurers were not happy that a Cyclops was placed in charge of them. And they clearly made their disgruntlement known.
Zack’s brows snapped together at this disrespect. He whirled around, pointing at Shayla.
“You—”
“It’s not worth it, Zack.”
Helen stopped him, pulling him back. Zack clicked his tongue. His teammate shook her head.
“Come on, we just have to get our job over with. Let’s not squabble amongst ourselves.”
“Fine.”
Zack acquiesced— unhappy, of course. Helen was clearly bothered by it, too. But the [Archer] placed logic above all else. Meanwhile, Jaakko didn’t care. Not ostensibly, at least. And it made sense. The Cyclops was used to this level of discrimination, even if he was a well-respected high-leveled adventurer.
“We’re arriving there soon.”
Jaakko spoke as he narrowed his single eye. Zack raised a brow, turning to the valley. He didn’t see it. Not from this distance. But Helen leaned forward and nodded.
“Seems unguarded. I don’t think they’re even aware that Helmfirth has been taken.”
As an [Archer], she had a variety of Skills and General Skills that aided her vision. Zack wouldn’t be surprised if she could snipe down any patrolling guards in the garrison from this distance at her current level.
But she didn’t do that. There was no reason for it. They were hoping to resolve it peacefully, after all.
“Sean. Scout out the area for us.”
Helen called out to the back. A [Rogue] stepped forward. Level 72. He nodded, without saying much else before vanishing. 
Zack exchanged a glance with Helen. He looked back towards the small battalion of adventurers.
“You know, what happens if the garrison refuses our terms of surrender?”
While he was quite pleased to see Helmfirth fall without any deaths, he was relatively skeptical that this plan would consistently carry over. Especially once they were further into the Inoria Empire. Helen shrugged as the battalion continued to march on.
“Just got to give them a show of force, I guess. They should concede once they hear there’s an army of hundreds of thousands headed their way.”
“And what if they don’t?”
Zack wondered aloud. 
“Do we just incapacitate them or do we kill them? Because— fighting to incapacitate others is hard.”
“It is.”
Jaakko spoke over the [Mage]. The Cyclops glanced back once. He met Zack’s gaze, before turning back around.
“If it is necessary, we’ll fight to kill. I would rather not lose any of our men.”
Shayla narrowed her eyes from behind. She snorted.
“Of course a Cyclops wouldn’t care about killing Humans…”
But Zack and Helen slowly nodded. 
“Right.”
—--
Soon enough, the battalion reached the very fringe of the valley. The garrison was there— clearly a place ill-equipped to fend off an invasion. It was stationed here to train troops, after all. Zack crossed his arms as the adventurers looked on at the walls lined with guards. [Archers] waited with their bows raised, already aiming for the adventurer battalion. 
“Well, this is just great. They know we’re here.”
Shayla harrumphed as she drew back, alert. Zack instantly raised a tome, ready to conjure a barrier if necessary. A dozen other [Mages] stepped forward, keeping prepared for anything. Zack grunted. 
“Where is Sean? He should’ve warned us about this.”
“He hasn’t returned.”
Helen pursed her lips as she nocked an arrow into her own bow. She glanced up at the soldiers who had yet to fire, but were still on guard. Jaakko stepped forward, uncaring that he might come under fire. He raised his kusarigama— glimmering from its enchantments— and pointed at the garrison.
“We are the United Coalition of the Human Lands, and we are here to ask you to surrender. Helmfirth has already ceded to us. There is no point in fighting and wasting your lives here.”
The [Archers] standing at the walls exchanged an uneasy glance. Zack narrowed his eyes. They’re nervous, he observed. Helen seemed to notice the same thing. 
But after a moment, they instantly resolved themselves. They held their ground and aimed directly at Jaakko. 
“We refuse! Loose!”
One of the lead [Archers] shouted. Instantly, dozens of arrows came flying down at Jaakko. Zack’s eyes flickered. He raised his spellbook, ready to cast a barrier to protect his leader. But the Cyclops hurled his kusarigama in the air. It flew in an arc— swerving around, knocking the projectiles out of the air with ease.
Only a single arrow shot past the kusarigama. A Skill used by the lead [Archer]. Perhaps coupled with an artifact too. It curved straight for the Cyclops, the arrowhead glinting as it reached him. And Jaakko just raised a hand and knocked it aside. 
“This is your last chance.”
Jaakko’s voice boomed as he walked forward. The [Archers] on the walls backed up in fear.
“If you refuse again, we will be forced to make you surrender.”
The lead [Archer] gaped at Jaakko, sweat dripping down the side of his head. He hesitated for a second. Then he shook his head, reaching for another arrow with a trembling hand. 
“W-w-we can’t surrender… we have no choice.”
He closed his eyes as he nocked another arrow. Zack frowned. Jakko raised his single brow.
“What do you mean?”
The [Archers] aimed for Jaakko once again. The leader of the group shook his head.
“If we surrender, we’ll be—”
“They’ll be punished appropriately.”
A voice interrupted them. A figure emerged from the battlements. A gray-skinned man who dragged something behind him. Zack blinked.
“That’s… a Demon.”
The adventurer battalion instantly tensed. The soldiers backed away from the Demon in fear. And the Demon smiled.
“Sorry, I don’t really like coming out either. This sun you Humans have is a little too bright for me. But I just wanted to return something you dropped.”
“What?”
Jaakko stared. And the Demon just tossed what he was holding down the wall. A bloodied body landed with a thud amongst the adventurers. A figure Zack instantly recognized. Helen and another adventurer ran forward, exclaiming.
“Sean!”
They stopped as they stared at the mangled mess. Helen shook her head, closing her eyes.
“He’s dead.”
The Demon just chuckled.
“Of course he is. Look at him. You don’t need to be a healer to understand that. Anyway, I’m going back inside now.”
He waved as he turned around to leave. Then he paused before the lead [Archer].
“Oh, and while we’re in the middle of negotiations, I have a proposition for you, Edward.”
The Demon gestured toward the adventurer battalion. Toward Jaakko who was gritting his teeth and tightly clutching the chains of his kusarigama. 
“Either die to them, or die to me.”
The Demon laughed. 
“I don’t care, either way.” 
For a moment, there was no response. The Demon just vanished back into the garrison. Zack looked down at the corpse of Sean, feeling both anger and apprehension. I didn’t get to identify the Demon’s level. He cursed, annoyed that he was too caught up in his shock.
Then Edward— the lead [Archer]— screamed. 
“Fire!”
And a salvo of arrows rained down on the adventurer battalion, marking the start of the battle.




30. Interlude – The Inoria Empire Part Two

A volley of arrows rained down amongst the adventurers. Some of them glimmered— enchanted projectiles that were designed to explode or pierce through metal. Others were guided by a Skill. Or simply a result of their skill as archers.
Zack highly doubted it was the latter. Most of the [Archers] were low-leveled. Silver Ranked equivalent. Many of them probably weren’t even above Level 25. So the [Mage] didn’t particularly care about them.
There was, however, a single low Platinum Ranked soldier amongst the forces. The lead [Archer]— Edward— loosed bolt after bolt in rapid succession. He was probably one of the ones in charge of this garrison until that Demon arrived. And he was relatively strong. All alone, he unleashed a storm of arrows down into the adventurer battalion.
Unfortunately for him, Zack was there. The [Mage] stepped forward, raising his spellbook.
“[Partial Earthen Dome].”
And bits of rock rose from the ground, rapidly intercepting the arrows, They shot into the air in the vague shape of a sphere around the adventurer battalion. The [Archers] paused as Zack spun around.
“Helen.”
Zack turned to his teammate. She nodded.
“Right.”
And Helen dashed forward. The [Archer] loosed bolt after bolt into the battlements, each arrow taking down three or four soldiers at once. An explosion rocked the walls, and she took her chance, sliding out of the orbit of the floating rocks.
She aimed for Edward as he fired his own flurry of arrows back at her. Helen shot them down in rapid succession, one after the other. The two [Archers] were locked in a duel. Arrow after arrow clashed into each other. But she was winning. She calmly unloaded on him as he frantically pushed back. 
Then a pair of chains interrupted the duel. Edward blinked.
“What—”
And Jaakko tugged. The chains of his kusarigama yanked Edward out of the battlements. The lead [Archer] yelped as he struck the ground hard, head snapping back from the impact. Zack pointed, ready for the man to move— to get up.
But Edward lay there, unconscious. Shaking his head, Zack turned to the rest of the enemy [Archers]. They were quickly being taken out by the adventurer battalions. Even Shayla was contributing, using a variety of throwing daggers to knock them off the walls. 
“Your captain is down! Just give up! We’ll spare you and deal with that Demon!”
Zack shouted as another section of the wall crumbled. The [Archers] exchanged a glance. For a moment, they hesitated. Then finally, they threw down their arms.
“We surrender!”
They dropped to their knees as Jaakko gave Zack an approving nod. Helen smiled at him too.
“Good job.”
“Thanks. But we still need to find that Demon.”
He cast his gaze over the garrison. He saw figures moving behind the walls. Soldiers that were rushing into formation, still ready to fight.
“And not everyone surrendered just yet.”
“Indeed.”
Jaakko harrumphed as he walked forward. He turned to the rest of the adventurers. 
“Secure the area. Then find the Demon. Once we kill him, the rest of them will surrender.”
The adventurers moved. There wasn’t a proper formation employed. They mostly stuck to their own teams, taking the garrison while barely working together. They weren’t soldiers, after all. Adventurers rarely ever functioned in a large group unless it was some sort of Dungeon raid. And this was exactly the same tactics they were using.
No one was going to build teamwork with each other over the course of a single battle. So it was best to let them mainly cooperate with their own teams they were already acclimated to working with. Jaakko, Zack, and Helen quickly moved through the battlements and magically bound the surrendered [Archers]. They followed the rest of their battalion soon after.
“Do you know where that Demon went?”
Zack asked Helen as he sent a volley of Fireballs into the barracks. Dozens of soldiers went flying as he created a pair of bolas made from mana and tossed them at another group. Helen spun around, firing a whirlwind of arrows in all directions, precisely landing on target each time.
“His tracks lead to the center of the garrison. Over there.”
She pointed at a large round building just up ahead. Its entrance was barred by ranks of soldiers. Zack narrowed his eyes. Those soldiers are… Gold Ranked. He shook his head. They should still be easy work for a team of Platinum Ranked adventurers.
But the courtyard filled with even more soldiers. Hundreds of them. The bulk of the garrison. Zack cursed, backing up. But Jaakko just charged straight forward.
“To me, adventurers!!”
The Cyclops bellowed. The adventurers refocused their attack, assailing the soldiers surrounding the courtyard from all sides. Jaakko spearheaded a group that bounded straight for where the Demon was hiding. Shayla and a dozen other adventurers followed, with Zack and Helen by his side.
“We need to be careful— that Demon is strong.”
Zack said as they reached the Gold Ranked soldiers. He raised his spellbook, conjuring a fiery serpent-like creature that shot forward. It crashed, exploding into a flash of brilliant light and knocking the soldiers back.
Helen scoffed as she loosed a barrage of exploding arrows.
“Yeah, I think we all know that.”
Jaakko leapt straight into the fray, swinging his kusarigama around like a cyclone of blades. The last rank of soldiers blocking the entrance fell, and the Cyclops nodded to his team.
“Come on.”
He ushered Zack and Helen forward. Shayla and a few other adventurers followed as the rest continued fighting outside. The heavy double doors swung close behind them as they entered a large hall.
A Demon sat at the very center of the large chamber, resting his chin on the palm of his hands. He perked up when he saw the group of adventurers streaming into the room. 
“Oh? You guys managed to get this far? You’re stronger than I thought.”
He got to his feet, dusting himself off. Jaakko marched straight forward as Zack, Helen, Shayla, and the other adventurers spread out, circling around the Demon. 
“We have you cornered, Demon. We will not give you a chance to surrender.”
Jaakko spoke as the chains of his kusarigama dragged behind him. The Demon just smirked. 
“But you see, you should be the one surrendering. After all—”
He took on a wide stance as black flames exploded at his back. Laughing, the Demon unleashed a volley of black flames out in all directions.
“You don’t stand a chance against me!”
[Fiend - Lvl. 98] 
“Shit—”
Zack swore as he raised his spellbook, creating an air barrier around him and Helen. A few other barriers popped up around the room, but their protection was utterly eviscerated by this Demon’s attack. Adventurers were knocked back— their enchanted armor breaking as bones were shattered. 
Shayla herself slammed hard into a wall, bleeding as black flames burned her shoulders. Zack backed up, and Helen snapped to him.
“Zack.”
“Shit, right—”
He rushed for the wounded adventurers, uncorking healing potions as he doused them with water to extinguish the flames. Meanwhile, Helen, Jaakko, and another Platinum Ranked adventurer— Avery— rushed the Demon from all sides.
The Demon threw black fireballs at Jaakko, but the Cyclops somehow moved with a mix of elegance and roughness, deflecting the salvo of spells. Helen nocked a glimmery arrow and fired it at the [Fiend].
The bolt exploded, knocking the Demon off balance as Avery reached him. The man slashed down with a broadsword, cutting the Demon’s back. And the Demon hissed in pain before returning with a flaming uppercut. Avery went flying, only for Jaakko to take over.
The Cyclops traded blows with the Demon as Helen supported him from behind. Jaakko was fairing well— very well. But he was losing. And Zack could see that. The [Mage] quickly poured the last healing potion of Shayla as she grunted, getting back up.
“Ugh, fuck…”
She groaned, then blinked as Zack raised his spellbook once more. He pointed at the Demon.
“How about this— [Mud Touch].”
The Demon backed away from Jaakko… only for the ground at his feet to sink. That made him stumble for just a moment, before the Cyclops got to him. Jaakko raked his kusarigama across the [Fiend]’s chest once— then twice and thrice in an instant.
Six slashes. All in the single blur of a moment. The Demon yelled out in pain as Shayla stared on, wide-eyed.
“Seriously? He’s taking on that Demon alone?”
“He’s not alone.”
Zack shook his head, and an arrow landed on the Demon’s shoulder. Helen smirked as the arrow ignited, and Zack pointed with a finger.
“Jaakko is with us.”
And a bolt of lightning shot out, striking the Demon as he burst into flames. A guttural cry escaped his lips as he collapsed straight into Jaakko’s sickle end. The [Fiend] writhed in pain, impaled by the kusarigama, defeated by the group of Platinum Ranked adventurers.
He lay there, gasping for air as Jaakko drew back and flicked the blood off his weapons.
“You have lost, Demon.”
“I… have.”
The [Fiend] closed his eyes, facing the ceiling. Zack, Helen, and the remaining adventurers joined the Cyclops in surrounding the Demon.
“But you have made a grave mistake…”
The Demon shook his head as he winced in pain. Zack frowned.
“What are you talking about?”
“You think you’ve won— that you’ve beaten me, that easily. But I am not a combat specialist. Far from it, in fact.”
Smiling, the [Fiend] looked back towards the adventurers. He cackled, coughing in pain between each laugh as he spread his arms wide.
“I am the equivalent of what you Humans would call a [Beast Tamer], and killing me has only opened the gates to your demise.”
“I think we should just kill him now.”
Shayla shook her head, raising a dagger. Jaakko rubbed his chin, in thought. But before anyone could say anything else, the heavy double doors swung open. An adventurer came running in, shouting. 
“Jaakko! We have a problem!”
“What is it?”
The Cyclops narrowed his single eye. Zack spun around, blinking. The sounds of fighting seemed to have stopped. At least, Zack didn’t hear any clashing of metal. But instead, he heard something soft echoing in the background. A… howling. 
Then he heard more of it. Howls that echoed one after another. A cacophony of doom. They all heard it. Not just the adventurers, but the soldiers too. The Inorian troops dropped their weapons, trembling as they resigned themselves to their fate.
“We’re going to die…”
“What do we do?”
“There’s nothing we can—”
Zack heard their terror. He saw the way they gave up on the spot. And he knew what it meant. The adventurer who barged in the room shook his head.
“Demons. Dozens of them. Hundreds, even. Maybe more. And they’re all coming here.”
“But… how?”
Helen asked, jaw agape. And a weak voice answered.  
“I was the only thing keeping them back. Now— now you’ll see why your only fate is… death.”
The [Fiend] gasped one last time before going limp. He lay there in a puddle of his own blood, succumbing to his injuries. Zack, Helen, and Jaakko ignored the corpse, rushing outside to the walls and surveying the situation.
Zack pursed his lips when he saw the moving figures. Four-legged beasts that prowled along the grass. Tall bear-like Demons that lumbered down the gravel road. There were even giant spiders that leapt around either side of the valley, stalking their way to the garrison.
“This is… we’re surrounded.”
“We noticed.”
Helen remarked flatly as Demons encroached on them from all sides. Jaakko shook his head, turning back to face a group of stunned adventurer [Mages]. He gestured at the broken walls.
“I want these walls repaired right this instant.”
They blinked, breaking from their stupor.
“R-right.”
The Cyclops marched forward to the kneeling Inorian soldiers. Zack gave chase, calling out to his leader.
“Jaakko—”
“Send a message spell to Laux Lionfist. Tell him we’ve managed to subjugate the barracks, but we’ve fallen from an enemy ambush. Ask for aid, immediately.”
“Got it.”
Zack nodded as Jaakko faced the Inorian troops. He loomed over Edward and ripped off the [Archer]’s bindings. 
“Get up if you want to live.”
Edward stared at the Cyclops. The Inorian [Archer] glanced around, befuddled.
“What are you doing? What—”
And then he paused as Jaakko shoved a bow at his face. The Cyclops held the Human man’s gaze, nodding.
“We fight.”
That was all Jaakko said before turning back around. Edward looked down at the bow for a moment, before Helena patted him on the shoulder.
“Come on. I have some arrows to share. We’re going to need to work together if we want to get out of this alive.”
She ushered him to follow. A few other Inorian soldiers exchanged confused glances. Edward hesitated for a second, before turning to his troops.
“What are you lot waiting for? Move!”




31. Shadows Unveiled

It took a week. But they had finally arrived. 
Even with all the combined movement Skills of all the leadership Titles in the army, it took a while to reach their destination. Still, a week was quite literally ten times faster than Daniel expected it would take for them to arrive.
He looked up, casting his gaze towards the crimson sky. He felt an odd sense of oppressive heat bearing down on him. Even though the sun was setting, it was hot. There was an intensity that came from straight above. From the red dome— tainted with the color of blood from a grand ritual that sacrificed millions of lives.
“This is the Inoria Empire?”
Daniel asked as he turned to his companions. Well, they weren’t his companions— not in the same way Salvos would describe a companion. Rather, they were his… escorts? Bodyguards, even. 
There were many things he could call them. But they were known as the Hand of the Den of Souls. [Crusaders] who were often sent out to do the dirty work for the Council of Cremont. While they ultimately only adhered to the Den of Souls, most of their duties related to matters that impacted all of the three religious sects in the Human lands.
One of the [Crusaders] nodded back at Daniel. Her name was Kacey. She was Level 121. Meaning— she was lower-leveled than him. As were the other two [Crusaders] flanking her sides. He was a Level 125 [Hero] who wielded the Sword of Alexander. He didn’t quite understand why he needed bodyguards.
Honestly, they felt a lot more like they were there to watch over him rather than to guard him. Without either Thorsten Sigefried or Ulric Magnus here— the [Archbishops] refused to step into the frontlines— there had to be someone there to keep Daniel in check.
And Kacey it was.
“Indeed.”
She replied in a tinny voice. Her metal visor was still down so Daniel couldn’t see the expression on her face, but she always kept the same serious tone.
“According to our approximations, one-tenth of the Inoria Empire has already been turned to a barren wasteland. Tyrian the Brightsbane Archer and his forces have already secured and eradicated one of the sub-ritual sites in the northeast.”
Kacey produced a map of the Inoria Empire. There were thirteen points marked across the country. Half of them intersected into the former Elutra Kingdom’s territories too. It created the clear shape of an upside-down star, with one of the marked points crossed out. She pointed at the two marked points closest to them.
“Laux Lionfist’s troops have split with the Helbir League’s army to disable these sub-ritual sites. They have met a lot of resistance on their way there, mostly from hordes of monster-like Demons, although there have been some retaliation from Inorian soldiers as well.”
“Why would Inoria’s soldiers even fight back against us?”
Daniel raised a perplexed brow. 
“Aren’t they at threat of those Demons too? You’d think they’d help us instead of fighting us.”
“According to reports, they are being coerced to repel our ‘invasion’ and ignore the Demon invasion. I believe that is an elaborate way of saying they are being threatened by the Demons to fight back or die.” 
Kacey explained simply. She shook her head after a moment, sounding annoyed. The first sign of any emotion from her.
“Honestly, I find their cowardice to be ridiculous. I would rather die than work alongside a Demon.”
Daniel scratched the back of his head, remembering that Salvos was in the coalition army. I wonder what Kacey would do if she finds that out? the idle thought crossed his mind. Of course, he didn’t say any of that.
“...right. And what about the Eastern Kingdoms? Or the Vaun Qieur Empire?”
“Their forces have just arrived within the borders of the Inoria Empire. Like us, they are on their way to their own sub-ritual sites.”
“And which site are we headed to?”
Daniel asked as he leaned over to look at the map. Kacey pointed to a point in the southwest.
“Here.”
And the young man from Earth paused. His eyes grew wide when he saw the marked site. A city laid there— at one of the thirteen points of the upside down star. He stared at it, whispering.
“That’s—”
***
“Ertos.”
Faith El, the Fallen Queen of Elutra, rubbed her temples as she stared at the map. At the point in the reverse thirteen-pointed star they were headed to. She recognized the topography of it. Of course she would. After all, it was—
“My home city. The Capital city of Elutra. It has been turned to one of the sub-ritual sites…”
She closed her eyes and leant back. A burly man stared at her from behind. Gavyn, the leader of Elutra’s Resistance, gritted his teeth. Faith opened her eyes and met his gaze.
“I’m sorry, Gavyn. I know I promised you that we would save them. But I’ve failed you. I’ve failed them. Our country. Our people… I couldn’t save them.” 
The Fallen Queen of Elutra spoke somberly— bitterly. She was upset at the world for not acting soon enough. If they had united back when she first tried to warn them years ago… but no. It just meant she didn’t try hard enough.
Faith wanted Gavyn to slap her. She wanted to be punished for her failures then as a Princess, and now as a Queen. Her lips began to tremble as she continued to speak.
“I made you abandon our city. Our people. It is my fault this happened. I really am a failure of a monarch, aren’t I?”
She knew this wasn’t a talk befitting her. However, the realization of it all bore down on her. The Fallen Queen of Elutra said nothing more, simply luxuriating in her own failures. Then a hand came to rest on her shoulder. Blinking, Faith looked up to see Gavyn standing over her. 
He was not alone, either. Zane and Willow— two other members of Elutra’s Resistance— stood next to him. They nodded at her. At the Fallen Queen of Elutra.
“You are not a failure. You are our Queen. You have given us hope when hope was lost. Without you, we wouldn’t even have a chance to fight back.”
“You…”
Faith just stared at them. At her supporters. Even if they had only known her for a few months, they had always given her their undying support. Gavyn spoke reassuringly.
“We’ll liberate the city. We will destroy this grand ritual. And we will save our home.”
The Queen paused. Then her lips curled up. Smiling, she turned around and continued marching forward.
“Right.”
***
Getting to Ertos wasn’t as easy as it seemed. While it might seem like a simple trek, there were a lot of obstacles along the way. First of all, the earth here had been terraformed into a smooth white rock, which made marching annoyingly difficult. Secondly, there was the oppressive heat from the red sky. 
If this was the natural landscape of the Netherworld, Edithe could finally understand why Demons were so strong. Being born into this— having to constantly fight for survival. It was intense.
But these were minor grievances at most. The real problem that drastically slowed their march, grinding it to a halt, was the constant attacks.
“Look out!”
Edithe yelled as she raised her staff, pointing atop a nearby rocky hill. A pack of tall bear-like creatures bounded down towards the army. There were dozens of them— incomparable to the army of a hundred thousand. But still, they came forward without apprehension. 
After all, they were Demons. [Hellbeasts]. Each of them were as tall as the tallest Cyclopes. They roared a terrible war cry, only for a rank of them to be instantly blown to bits.
Edithe lowered her staff as a group of adventurers and soldiers charged forward. They clashed with the [Hellbeasts], loosing arrows and magical projectiles from a distance. It was a short battle. The Demons were outnumbered, outleveled, and completely outmatched. Shaking her head, the redhead murmured.  
“These wild Demons won’t stop coming…”
She sighed. It was more cumbersome than anything. The army was barely taking any casualties. But having to constantly repel these attacks drained them. Edithe turned to the man accompanying her.
Hadrian looked just as exhausted as she was. The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company was worn down from the constant fighting, especially when stronger Demons showed up and assailed the army.
Edithe looked at him with a weary face.
“I think we need a break, Hadrian. We can’t keep up this pace forever.”
He pursed his lips. The man glanced back at the adventurers and soldiers streaming away from the dead Demons. They were tired. All of them were. After a week of non-stop travel, no amount of potions or Skills would prevent exhaustion from settling in. 
Hadrian shook his head.
“While I wish it would be up for us to decide, we’ll have to speak with the higher-ups. Maybe Helena Warshade would listen. But Mori Gladius has been…”
“Right.”
Edithe understood what he was saying. She noticed it, too. The Champion of the Human Lands was a very different person than she expected him to be. Perhaps it might’ve been due to his supposed amnesia— whatever condition he was going through was apparently brand new. 
But he was… well, passionate about repelling this Demon invasion. On one hand, that could be lauded. On the other, it almost felt like he was treating the army as nothing more than slaves.
“We can talk with them together. We really can’t keep going on like this.”
Edithe turned to her leader. He nodded slowly. Still slightly apprehensive, but reassured knowing that she’d be there with him.
“You’re right, Edithe. We should—”
Hadrian started, but paused. His eyes flickered, and Edithe spun around. The two of them looked up towards a nearby hill as a creature shot out into the sky. A winged beast that moved at incredibly high speeds. A Demon. A Subspecies was familiar to Edithe.
“That’s—”
Her eyes grew wide as Hadrian took on a defensive stance. The nearby adventurers and soldiers backed up in fear as the wild Demon roared. 
[Savage Agarat - Lvl. 130]
“Everyone get back!”
Edithe yelled as panic broke out. Just the sight of the high-leveled Archdemon alone shattered the ranks and formations of the front of the army. The redhead cursed, raising her staff as the Demon shrieked.
It flew up higher and higher, rising towards the bloodied sky. Edithe was just about to unleash a volley of spells at the wild Demon, when it suddenly jolted to a halt. Its wings stopped beating. Its entire body tensed and convulsed.
Then the [Savage Agarat] fell from the sky. It came crashing down, landing right ahead of the army with a heavy thud. Edithe stared at this scene, perplexed. She couldn’t comprehend what she just saw. She stepped forward, raising her staff warily. Just in case this was some kind of a trick.
“Edithe, be careful…”
Hadrian warned her as he drew his blade, inching ahead of the redhead. She paused, furrowing her brows as she inspected the Demon.
“It’s dead.”
She observed. Then she shook her head. 
“It was already injured before it got here. It simply succumbed to its wounds.”
Edithe drew back from the bloodied corpse. The [Savage Agarat] had been wounded from all sides by what seemed to be a flurry of pinpoint strikes. She wondered what could’ve done this. Was it another Demon? A Human? A monster?
She didn’t know. But when she saw the shadows moving right at the corpse’s feet, she backe away in alarm.
“Hadrian—”
Edithe called out, and the man nodded as he raised his blade.
“That’s—”
They both paused as the shadows shrank away, revealing a figure hiding within. No— a pair of figures. Edithe blinked, recognizing one of them immediately.  
“You’re— Orgaf?”
She stared at the Thief of the Golden Scales. He had a bleeding woman slung around his shoulders. He was wounded, too. Exhausted and on the brink of collapse. He met Edithe’s gaze and grunted.
“Bring me to Helena Warshade. Now.”




32. Legions

Daniel entered the tent and came to a halt. He stared at the small crowd gathered inside— most of them were familiar faces. Important people. High-leveled individuals. Helena Warshade, Scarlet Vermillion, Mori Gladius were to name a few.
Edithe was there too. Daniel nodded at her and glanced around.
“What’s going on?”
“Orgaf is back.”
She replied simply. The young man from Earth raised a brow.
“Orgaf was gone?”
“Apparently, he was sent on some super secret mission. And… well, things didn’t turn out so well for him. I’m not really sure of the details, myself.”
“Right.”
Daniel crossed his arms with a frown. The tent flap flew open, and heads turned. Kacey entered the room, coming to a halt right next to the [Hero]. He blinked. 
“What are you doing here?”
“I am here on behalf of the Council of Cremont.”
She spoke in her usual calm voice. Daniel paused.
“But aren’t I here on behalf of the Council of Cremont?”
“Indeed.”
“And…?”
“Multiple representatives are not uncommon in an important meeting.”
Kacey replied in her usual tinny voice. Even in this setting, the [Crusader] never once removed her helmet. Daniel shrugged. 
“I guess…”
He knew she was probably here because the [Archbishops] didn’t fully trust Daniel just yet. And they had every right to be distrustful. After all, the [Hero] was more or less coerced to join them. 
“Where is the Thief of the Golden Scale? I was under the impression he is supposed to be here.”
Kacey asked as she scanned the room. Daniel shrugged.
“I don’t know.”
“And what about the Shadow Consort?”
“I don’t know who that is.”
The young man sighed. He stood there in between Edithe and Kacey as they waited for Orgaf to show up. Once again, the tent flap flew open. All heads in the room faced the newcomer. And Daniel blinked.
“Amanda? Wait, why would they let you in here?”
“Why shouldn’t I be here?”
The former assassin snorted. She strolled in casually, then paused as she eyed both Edithe and Kacey standing next to the [Hero]. The [Crusader] didn’t react, but Edithe massaged her temples.
“Oh.”
The redhead knew what was coming next, even if Daniel didn’t. Amanda crossed her arms and harrumphed.
“I can see why you didn’t want me to be here.”
“What?”
Daniel blinked. But Amanda simply marched to the other side of the room and sat there. She was sulking. Evidently so. The young man just stared.
“Uh, was it something I said?”
“Daniel…”
Edithe sighed. He gave her a confused look.
“What?”
“It’s nothing. You’ll figure it out eventually.”
Daniel scratched the back of his head, still bewildered. But he just shrugged it off. They continued to wait as Orgaf still had yet to show up. Five minutes passed. Then ten. Finally, Daniel opened his mouth.
“Where is—”
And for the third time since Daniel got here, the tend flap flew open. He looked up, expecting to see Orgaf standing at the other side. But much to his surprised, it was… someone else. 
“I’m baaaaaaaaaaack!”
Salvos casually strutted into the tent. She waved at the room as she continued walking as if no one was staring at her judgingly.
“Hey, Daniel. Edithe. Mori. Helena. Amanda—”
Then she paused. Salvos finally noticed the way everyone was looking at her. She cocked her head.
“Huh.”
The Demon pointed at herself curiously.
“Am I interrupting something?”
She asked. Daniel just rolled his eyes. Edithe planted the palm of her hand onto her forehead. Helena Warshade just glared at the silver-haired girl. But the one who answered came from just outside the tent as the flap opened one last time.
“No, no you aren’t.”
Orgaf walked in, followed by a woman dressed in shadows. He gestured for Salvos to take a seat, before addressing the room.
“Alright. Here’s what happened.”
***
“...so what you’re saying is that Archdemon— Ira— is no longer an Archdemon, but is now a Primeval Demon.” 
Helena Warshade rubbed her chin as she finished listening to Orgaf speak. I glanced between the two Elites. They wore dour looks on their faces. It wasn’t just them. Everyone present seemed caught in a grim trance.
I wished Willy were here. He’d be able to lighten the mood. 
Orgaf shook his head. 
“And what’s more— Ira is now a [Hellprince] too. So we’re once again back dealing with two [Hellprinces] in the Human lands.”
My eyes flickered as he spoke. I glanced over at Helena Warshade who simply closed her eyes. Mori Gladius leaned forward, nodding. 
“I see. I think I understand the situation now.”
All heads turned to face the Champion of the Human Lands. Mori got to his feet, facing the room.
“While my memories are still foggy, I vaguely remember fighting… one of these [Hellprinces]. Is that correct?”
Scarlet nodded.
“I was there— I saw what happened. You bravely fought off that wretched [Hellprince] Belzu, only to be ambushed by a second [Hellprince] as you were about to deal the finishing blow.”
Mori Gladius paused. He stiffly nodded in agreement.
“Right. And I believe that this only reaffirms my conclusion.”
“And that is?”
Helena asked, cracking a single eye open. Mori shook his head.
“We will have to be more aggressive in our counterattack. Right now, with Lofus’s sacrifice, we have brought down one of the second sub-rituals. But there are still eleven more out there. And that is not to mention the main grand ritual happening at the heart of the Inoria Empire.”
He gestured vaguely towards the northeast. The Champion of the Human Lands started forward as Scarlet followed.
“That is why we should continue to march. The sooner we destroy the sub-ritual at Ertos, the sooner we put a stop to this madness.”
“Right!”
Scarlet agreed. There were murmurs of agreement from all around the room. Only Helena Warshade didn’t look too enthused by Mori’s words. And I could kind of guess why. 
The discussion seemed like it was over. It looked like everything was settled. That was when I finally decided to speak up, getting to my feet. I clapped my hands together and drew everyone’s attention before they could leave.
“I agree! We need to put a stop to this grand ritual sooner than later.”
Mori turned to face me inquisitively. Daniel blinked. Edithe just raised a brow curiously. Helena Warshade frowned— clearly suspicious. I took a step back, spreading my arms wide.
“Which is why I got Clayton Skyshredder himself to join the war! Yay! Everyone cheer!”
They didn’t cheer. Instead, the entire room paused. They stared at me in disbelief. Mori Gladius opened his mouth, before closing it again. Helena got to her feet, wide-eyed.
“You… what? But how? Even I—”
She cut herself off. I beamed, hiding my hands behind my back. When I raised my hands, I was holding up the Sword of Alexander. 
“Here you go, Daniel.”
I handed the iridescent blade to the [Hero]. He blinked at me, accepting the Mythical Grade Weapon. He narrowed his eyes, eyeing me with the same suspicion everyone else in the room bore. 
“Salvos… what did you do?”
I just smiled back at him.
“Nothing!”
And I was telling the truth. 
***
“There it is.”
Daniel eyed the city in the distance. Their destination. After another day of forced marching, they had finally arrived. 
“Ertos.”
He whispered the name of the city. This was the place he was most familiar with in this world. He woke up right there, in Ertos. Every morning, he would see the sun rise behind Mount Soulcreep. He would see a flock of [Pegasus Knights] take off in their training.
He remembered feeling like he was on top of the world. Beautiful women vied for him. Everyone turned to him for his guidance. And while the same could be said for his situation right now, Daniel didn’t feel the same way he did before.
Instead, he felt the pressure. The very real responsibility that came with being a [Hero].
“We’ve finally returned. And it’s time to right my wrongs once and for all.”
He drew the Sword of Alexander and started forward. Behind him, an army of adventurers and soldiers had amassed. He stood at the very front— the head of the forces gathered before Ertos. 
“We just have to retake the city and put a stop to the sub-ritual.”
Kacey spoke simply next to him. The [Crusader] had a halberd in hand. Her visor was down, as per usual. She eyed the abandoned buildings.
“Eradicating the stray groups of Demons wandering the streets should be a relatively easy task. Our biggest worry is if—” 
She started, then paused. Daniel glanced towards her, noticing her demeanor change. He narrowed his eyes at her.
“What’s wrong?”
Then he noticed it too. He felt the earth shaking. The young man from Earth heard the thunderous marching. He looked up, seeing the gates of the city open. A sea of figures poured out of the city. They moved in an orderly fashion. More organized than even the most well-trained armies.
Daniel saw the pink creatures. Demons with stubby legs and snout-like noses. They looked like pigs that stood on two feet adorned in armor, ready for war just as the coalition army was. 
The [Hero]’s eyes grew wide. He backed up, and the adventurers behind him trembled as the ground shook.
“What are those things?”
“There’s not way they’re Demons… right?”
“What do we do?”
And as the Human army was locked in place out of fear and shock, the Demons moved. They marched at the exact same time, their voices bellowing out, audible even from miles away.
“WE ARE LEGION. WE ARE READY. WE SERVE OUR KING.”
There were tens of thousands of them. Maybe even more. And they charged forward, echoing a wary cry.
“WE ARE LEGION, AND YOU WILL DIE!”
All the Human army could do was brace themselves for the battle to come.




33. Battle for Ertos

“WE ARE LEGION FOR WE ARE MANY.”
The earth trembled at the shaking of their voice. The Demons numbered in the tens of thousands. Not quite as large as the Human army that waited outside the city of Ertos. However, they were certainly far more organized.
The [Lesser Legions] marched forward in unison. I could hear the hushed clamor of their marching. Each step they took boomed out as a single thunderous noise— they were entirely in synchronization. I had never seen anything quite like it before.
In comparison, the adventurer army just outside of the city was an unorganized mess. From my vantage point where I floated, I could see the stark contrast. The adventurers weren’t lined up in rank and file. No, they mostly stuck to their companies or their teams. They gathered around like they were the afternoon crowd on market street. Like they weren’t even sure why they were there.
When faced with this opposing army, they drew back. The adventurers hadn’t been prepared to face an army. Based on everything they had encountered so far, they were expecting to fight off a horde of monster-like Demons. Now that was something they were more accustomed to as adventurers.
But this was an organized army of Demons. The [Lesser Legions] moved like they were better trained than even the best armies of the Mortal Realm. And that struck some fear into the adventurers. Hesitation and apprehension seized them. 
And a loud voice echoed throughout the adventurer army. A single voice that somehow boomed louder than the marching Demons.
“Adventurers!”
Daniel Song, my companion, and a [Hero] or whatever, stepped forward. He drew the Sword of Alexander, raising the iridescent blade high as the adventurer army turned to face him.
“Why are you afraid? We don’t need to be scared of these Demons. We came here expecting a fight, didn’t we? We came here to save our families and protect our friends. So we don’t have to be afraid.”
He shook his head as the Mythical Grade Weapon began to shine with white light. An iridescent aura wisped off him— like ghostly strands of rainbow light. 
“We just have to—”
He swung the Mythical Grade Weapon forward as my eyes grew wide. 
“—fight! [Heroic Champion’s Slash]!”
And a white beam of concentrated Divine Essence shot out, melded with Daniel’s own aura. A powerful blast that swept over the battlefield. It crossed the distance to Ertos in a flash. Thousands of [Lesser Legions] lay dead in an instant. Torn apart as if they had been caught in a massive explosion. 
Their ranks shattered. Broke open from the attack. Daniel drew back, huffing as the army gaped at Daniel’s power combined with the Sword of Alexander. An unlocked essence that was only accessible to him as of right now— until the Breastplate of Alexander was fixed. And at this sight, then the adventurers roared and charged forward, heeding the battle call of their [Hero]. 
I blinked, looking on at the destruction Daniel had unleashed. I was impressed. I had heard about what Daniel did during the siege of Alyras— how he managed to fend off one of the Level 150 Demons by himself with the help of the Sword of Alexander. I knew that it gave him quite the power boost, but seeing it with my own eyes was different from just hearing it.
“Huh. Maybe I don’t need to worry too much about him anymore.”
I smiled, glad to see his growth. Beneath me, the armies began to clash. The Humans with their overwhelming numbers and Skills colliding with [Lesser Legions]. There were [Greater Legions] thrown along the mix of Demons too, but that didn’t change the fact that they stood no chance.
I continued to survey the fighting until I noticed spells flying from the walls of the city. Powerful magic that was beyond that of even an ordinary Archdemon. There were other Demons in the city. They were here to guard the sub-ritual.
I glanced over to the crimson pillar that collided with the sky, continuing to terraform the Mortal Realm into the familiar world I had grown up in. I shook my head and began to descend.
***
“Damn, that’s a lot more Humans than Forti said would show up.”
Infi remarked as he created a giant ice spike, raising it over his head. He hurled it into the army of Humans ahead. The projectile explodes out, shooting clusters of ice in all directions, taking out dozens of adventurers all at once. He snorted and hurled a second and third spell.
But a group of robed Humans rushed into the opening. They raised staffs, wands, and books, creating a dome of earth. And the barrier halted Infi’s spell. The Archdemon of Pride snorted. He drew back, turning to the cursing figure behind him.
“What do you think, Debil? Should we just leave?”
Debil glanced back at him as she raised a fiery spike. She threw it into the Human army and shook her head.
“That fucking asshole sent us here to die, didn’t he? Just because we left him behind when that [Hellabomination] showed up and almost got him during a patrol.”
Both of them were [Fiends]. Archdemons who had crossed Level 100. They had been born nearly twenty Advents ago— they had been alive for so, so long. But that also meant that they were slower to level than most of Regnorex’s army. 
They both considered themselves to be cautious, so even now, they were still in their low-100s in level. However, being cautious was the only way they could survive serving under their King. After all, Regnorex adhered to the right of might more than not— more than ninety percent of newly-recruited Demons from every cycle of Advent died before the next cycle of Advent began. And even the ones that survived that long were still likely to die at any point in time.
The Netherworld was already a harsh enough landscape even before having to heed Regnorex’s will. Unlike most of the other zealots following their King, Debil and Infi only joined Regnorex out of necessity. The only alternative was death, after all.
“I really think we should just leave, Debil.”
Infi shook his head as he faced the other [Fiend]. She paused, carrying a ball of flames with a frown.
“We’ll just be hunted and killed. What’s the point? At least here we’ll have a chance of fighting back and surviving.”
“We’re in the Mortal Realm now, aren’t we?”
He gestured at the world around them. Glancing back, he eyed the ritual site. He couldn’t see either Forti or most of the other Archdemons in view. He shrugged.
“Forti and the others probably left us here to die with these dumb Legions. Come on, there’s no way Regnorex can find us if we just take off and hide, right?”
“And what about the Humans?”
Debil asked, crossing her arms. 
“They’ll kill us if they see us roaming around their world, you know?”
“They’re just Humans. We’ll just kill them first.”
Infi snickered. Debil blinked. She created a ball of black fire and tossed it into the Human army, incinerating dozens of low-leveled adventurers at once.
“Oh, you’re right.”
She smirked back at him as she took a step forward. Infi sighed in relief. He was glad she was finally seeing reason— he didn’t survive this long just to die to a bunch of Humans. If he was going to die, he’d rather die to his own kind than these mortals.
Debil nodded understandingly.
“Maybe we really should just leave—”
She started, only for an iridescent scythe to slice straight through her neck. Debil crumpled to the ground, lifeless. She didn’t even squeak. She didn’t react. She was dead before she even knew it.
Infi’s eyes grew wide. It took him a full moment to realize what happened. Debil— his one true companion— was dead. She had been with him ever since they were born. The two of them came from the same pool of Lifeblood. They were practically the same in all ways. His jaw dropped. He would have stayed standing there in utter disbelief if he didn’t see the flicker of the rainbow blade swinging his way.
The [Fiend] leapt back as the attack just barely missed him. He grunted, looking up at the assailant. A silver-haired girl wielding an iridescent scythe. She smirked at him as she stood atop the battlements. 
“Hi! I’m Salvos!” 
“You… you killed Debil, you bastard—” 
Infi dashed forward, creating a spear made out of ice. He swung once— twice. She easily sidestepped the attacks, grinning back at the [Fiend]. He gritted his teeth and stabbed at her—
She swung down with her scythe, shattering the Spear of Ice. Infi’s eyes grew wide, and he backed up. Salvos just shook her head.
“I just told you, I’m Salvos. You should call me by my name.”
The silver-haired girl crossed her arms at him. He gritted his teeth. 
“I will make you pay for that!”
Infi charged forward, casting aside all his fear. He wasn’t afraid of death. Not anymore. Not without Debil. He created a glinting blade made out of ice as Salvos readied herself for his attack.  
But before he drew too close, there was a flash of lightning. The booming of thunder. Infi bellowed out a war cry— and those words echoed in his mind as everything went black.
***
Defeated [Fiery Fiend of Asmodai - Lvl. 118]!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!
Defeated [Icy Fiend of Lucifiera - Lvl. 118]!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
I blinked as I watched the second [Fiend] evaporate into dust. A blast of lightning had struck him before I could finish him off. A powerful spell that could’ve only come from one person. I glanced up and exclaimed.
“Helena! You’re here!”
The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy stood atop her nimbus cloud floating over the clash of armies. She gave me a sidelong glance, and I tilted my head at her.
“What is it?”
Helena Warshade shook her head and gestured to the other sections of the walls where spells were being hurled down from.
“We take out the walls first. Then next, we destroy the ritual.”
She flew off to the other side of the walls, sending her lightning blasts down at the various Demons hiding on the battlements. I shrugged.
“That’s what I was going to do anyway, but ok.”
I dashed further down the city’s walls, using my spatial sense to find my next target.
***
“So they are here.”
Forti closed his eyes, strumming his fingers against the armrests as he sat listening to the battle playing out. A [Greater Legion] knelt before him, speaking calmly.
“Indeed. And we are being slaughtered.”
“So it seems.”
Forti got to his feet and shook his head. He waved a hand dismissively, turning back to the site of the sub-ritual. He placed his hands behind his back in parade rest as he whispered.
“Then it’s time to release it.” 




34. On the Ground

The Human forces pushed on closer and closer to the city of Ertos. Whether it was Faith El, the Fallen Queen of Elutra, charging ahead, spearheading Elutra’s Resistance in an attempt to retake the walls. Or whether it was Daniel Song who stood at the frontlines of the army, cutting down dozens of [Lesser Legions] with each swing of the Sword of Alexander.
Everyone played a part here. Edithe Dawnrise stood amongst a group of [Mages], using her Skills to aid their magic and increase their power. Orgaf lurked in the shadows, targeting the higher-leveled Demons using his speed to rapidly traverse the fighting. Mori Gladius and Scarlet Vermillion stood at the heart of the army, giving commands, and offering aid from afar. 
And Amanda— 
“Fuck you.”
Amanda cursed as she tore through the ranks of the [Lesser Legions]. These Demons were weak. Most of them were below Level 40. Lesser Demons. Sure, they were individually stronger than a Silver Ranked adventurer of the same level. They were still Demons, after all. But they were outnumbered at least four-to-one.
Furthermore, there were hardly any high-leveled Demons amongst the Demon army. Amanda danced through their lines, cutting through dozens of them until she ran into a giant wall of pink flesh. She narrowed her eyes when she saw the creature. It stood as tall as a small house— at least ten feet in height, and nearly half as wide. A bloated beast.
She stepped back as it loomed over her.
“A [Greater Legion]?”
“Human, your killing of my people will stop here.”
The Demon bellowed as it raised a giant fist. She narrowed her eyes, identifying its level as it swung down at her.
“Now, die—”
“Fuck you too!”
Amanda ripped straight through the [Greater Legion]. It collapsed behind her, and the ground shook. It had been Level 68. A Greater Demon. But still— weak compared to her.
The former assassin was nearly twice its level. She might not have been the highest-leveled Human present in the adventurer army, but she certainly wasn’t a pushover. Shaking her head, she kicked the dead Demon for good measure.
“Fuck all of you…”
Amanda murmured. She wasn’t in a good mood today. Well, she hadn’t been in a good mood at all for the past few days. Even here, in the middle of a battlefield, her mind was elsewhere. Preoccupied with thoughts of a certain [Hero].
Her face burned red just thinking about it. She was jealous. The tempest brewing in her heart was definitely that of envy. With every Demon she cut down, her mind flashed with images of Daniel hanging around with other women. Whether it be Edithe, Mons Merryster, that [Crusader], or the hordes of other women flocking to him. 
But most of all, Amanda saw Daniel standing next to a silver-haired girl. Salvos. The Liberator of the Plaguelands. And the only girl he seemed to even be interested in. It hurt Amanda, knowing that Daniel showed interest only towards that one girl. 
Amanda’s heart ached, knowing that she could never be with Daniel. But she knew she only had herself to blame for that. After all, when her first interaction with him was an assassination attempt at his life, it was going to be very hard to suddenly become lovers.
But even worse still was the fact that Daniel clearly liked Salvos, but she showed no interest in him. Anyone with half a brain could tell that it was an unrequited crush. It hurt Amanda more than anything. It could’ve been her, but it wasn’t. She could treat him so much better.
Or can I? Amanda asked herself, guilt eating up her insides knowing that she tried— and failed— to seduce him once before. 
She stood there in the middle of the battlefield in a daze. A [Lesser Legion] crept up on her, ready to strike the former assassin while her back was turned. Amanda only noticed it at the very last moment. She spun around, raising her dagger—
And the [Lesser Legion] was blasted apart by a streak of elemental magic. 
Amanda blinked, lowering her weapon. Saffron started forward, accompanied by dozens of armed bodyguards surrounding her from all sides. They spread out and cut down the nearby [Lesser Legions] before they could even draw close to her.
Saffron casually strutted up to the former assassin with a smile.
“Seems you were distracted. Are you really still upset about Daniel?”
“What? How do you—”
Amanda bit her lower lip, cutting herself off. Saffron shrugged as she raised a finger and sent a blast of flames and ice down into another group of [Lesser Legions]. 
“I mean, it is quite obvious.”
“Shut up. It’s none of your business.”
The former assassin scowled as she marched ahead. But Saffron simply followed. The two women continued carving their way through the battlefield as the army of Demons was slowly pushed back.
“Why don’t you just confess to him already?
Saffron asked casually as she sent elemental spells sailing in all directions. She could handle the [Lesser Legions] just fine, but when a [Greater Legion] showed up, her bodyguards piled on the Greater Demon, protecting her and bringing it down through sheer numbers alone. 
Amanda just blinked.
“Con…fess?”
She asked, utterly confused. Saffron nodded.
“You so obviously like him. Everyone with half a brain can see that. Just shoot your shot. I don’t see why you’re being so coy with it.”
“I’m not being coy.”
Amanda clicked her tongue as she sliced another [Greater Legion] in half with the flick of her wrist.
“I am simply being realistic. Someone like me can never be together with a [Hero]. That is all.”
Saffron raised a brow.
“That’s—”
The young noble started, but Amanda’s eyes flickered. She saw it coming, even as Saffron spoke unknowingly with her guard down. The former assassin dashed forward as she whispered.
“[Savage Step].”
Saffron blinked, only to be yanked into the air. The young noble sputtered as Amanda carried her up into the sky.
“What are you—” 
And a terrible explosion rocked the ground where she stood. A blast of lighting ripped the earth open, leaving nothing but a crater behind. Saffron stared at the explosion, then turned to the source of the attack.
An Archdemon stood on the walls of Ertos, conjuring up another lightningbolt. But before it could unleash the spell, a silver-haired girl attacked it from behind, cutting the Demon down. 
Amanda just snorted as she landed, Saffron still in her arms.
“You’re welcome.”
The former assassin quipped. Saffron stared at her savior. For a moment, she said nothing. And that made Amanda uncomfortable. But eventually, the young noble shook her head.
“You’re not a bad person, you know that, right?”
Amanda paused. She slowly lowered Saffron down and shook her head.
“You don’t know what I’ve done.” 
With that, she dashed off, culling the hordes of Legions once more.
***
“Where are you guys hiding? Come on! I’m right here!”
I yelled as I spread my wings wide, standing at the tallest tower of the city’s walls. I had already killed a dozen Archdemons at this point. All of them were over Level 100. At first, I had hunted them down, using my spatial sense to find them. 
But then I realized that if I just stood here and shouted as loud as I could, they would come to me. Most of them were in the low Level 100s, and they thought that I was a Human. I just had to show the level of my second Class, then they’d come rushing at me, thinking I was easy pickings. But unfortunately for them— 
A wind blade shot up at me from one of the other towers. I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe, simply parrying the attack. I grinned as I faced the wide-eyed [Fiend].
“Tricked you.”
The [Fiend] tried to make a break for it, but I was next to him in an instant. [Greater Teleportation] carried me there. He tried to create a wind barrier, and I sheared through the protection spell with ease. He collapsed with a thud, his black blood pooling at my feet. Another notification rang in my head. 
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 113] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 114]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
He was Level 115, so not too weak. He even gave me a level in my Class. But still, killing him barely awarded me with any experience for my Subspecies. 
I shook my head and sighed.
“At this rate, I may as well just help kill those Legions if I wanted to level up faster.”
I was already getting less experience for fighting Archdemons, after all. So perhaps killing a hundred [Lesser Legions] would be more efficient for leveling than killing a single Archdemon. 
I wasn’t entirely sure, of course. I might be completely wrong. Maybe killing a single Level 110 Archdemon was equivalent to killing ten thousand Level 20 Lesser Demons. At that point, it would be far more efficient to just hunt down Archdemons. I would never know unless I decided to somehow test it out. Even then, I wasn’t sure how I’d be able to carry out a test.
So it probably didn’t matter. I crossed my arms, yelling again, trying to draw more Archdemons out. It worked two more times. Another pair of weak Archdemons showed up, but I didn’t level up in my Class since I barely used any space magic.
Then I was left there, shouting as no other Archdemons attempted to take me down. I harrumphed and glanced around after nearly half an hour of nothing happening. Then I caught a glimpse of a familiar cloud drifting towards me. 
Helena Warshade descended on my position, nodding.
“The walls are cleared, Salvos. There is no Archdemon left.”
“Huh.”
I glanced back towards the clashing armies ahead. The number of Legions had dwindled down to half of their original numbers in such a short amount of time. Meanwhile, it looked like the Human army hadn’t even lost a tenth of their forces. Well, that was expected from the level difference between the highest-leveled Humans and the highest-leveled Demons.
And it didn’t help that Helena and I efficiently took down their strongest fighters. Perhaps if we hadn’t wiped out all their Archdemons, the battlefield would be looking to be a little worse for wear for the Humans.
“Are we going to take down the ritual site now?”
I asked, turning back to Helena Warshade. The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy nodded.
“Indeed. But we cannot be careless. These Demons may have other traps or tricks lying in wait for us. I doubt that this is all the defense they have mustered. Especially after what Orgaf has said.”
She spoke warningly as she turned her attention to the crimson pillar extending to the sky. I swept my gaze over the barren city. There were corpses littering the streets of Ertos— civilians who died, having been sacrificed to carry out a single part of the grand ritual. I wondered if there were any Demons hiding in the empty houses, just waiting to pop out and ambush me from behind.
I couldn’t be too complacent. If Ira were here, I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to defeat him, unless I had help from my Grand Skills. That was if he were here.
I highly doubted that he was. Nodding, I spread my wings wide and flew into the air. I stopped next to Helena.
“Alright, let’s—”
I paused as the palace of Ertos exploded. My eyes darted to the city’s center, watching as something emerged from the crimson pillar reaching out to the sky. A dark, giant figure that stepped out with multiple limbs. That knocked down houses, sending earthquakes out across the city with a single step.
Helena Warshade’s eyes grew wide as she watched this Demon pull itself out from the Netherworld. A creature with eight glowing eyes and eight massive legs. I slowly blinked.
“Huh. I guess we found out what tricks they’ve been hiding in wait for us, right?””
[Archarachne - Lvl. 165]
The wild Demon let out a shriek as it charged forward at us.




35. Wildmaster Fiend

A giant hulking mass of chitin and bone emerged from the site of the ritual. It tore through the side of the palace, its eight legs scything out like massive blade blades. Its eyes glimmered crimson— brighter than even the red pillar of light reaching for the sky behind it.
It was a hundred feet tall, but at least five times as wide. It had four main segmented sections of its body. The largest of the bulbous parts was at its rear, where bone-like spikes jutted out and curved around the rest of it like a second armor. 
I stared at this creature with wide eyes. 
[Archarachne - Lvl. 165]
It let out a terrifying screech. It swept a single leg forward, knocking down houses and buildings in a swooping, mindless attack. 
“What are we going to do about that?”
I asked, turning to Helena Warshade. The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy narrowed her eyes. Surely she’d know what to do, right? She was even higher-leveled than that wild Primeval Demon! Except—
The [Archarachne] wasn’t alone. I blinked as black blood poured out of the wild Primeval Demon’s back. Or, at least, I thought it was blood. Large black droplets of liquid spilled into the ground, splashing over the streets. Then the blood began to move, crawling all over Ertos and spreading out.
It took me a moment to realize that I wasn’t staring at blood. That blood couldn’t move— unless it was being manipulated by blood magic. But I was certain that wasn’t blood magic. Instead, it was a huge cluster of black Demon spiders. 
They had been clinging onto the [Archarachne]’s back, following it through the portal. There were thousands of them. They weren’t small, but they weren’t large either. Each was about half the size of an average Human man. They charged forward, clicking their mandibles— causing a cacophonous chittering that reverberated throughout the city.
[Aranea - Lvl. 15]
[Aranea - Lvl. 21]
[Aranea - Lvl. 19]
…
“Huh.”
I blinked a few times, watching them wash over the streets of Ertos. They weren’t too high-leveled. But through sheer volume alone, and with the [Archarachne] accompanying them, this was a major threat to the Human army. They could kill thousands of soldiers and adventurers before they were even brought down. And that was not to mention the fact that the Legion army was still alive.
Helena Warshade pursed her lips.
“If I had my Grand Skill, I could wipe out all these Demons off the face of the world in an instant.”
Her eyes flickered to me. She repeated herself. 
“If I had my Grand Skill.”
I shrugged.
“Hey, don’t blame me. That was not my fault, alright?”
The Archmage didn’t argue. Instead, she raised her staff and unleashed a storm of lightning at the approaching deluge of Demons. 
“We have to stop them before they reach the army. We will lose too many unnecessary lives if that happens.”
“Right.”
I joined her, sending a wave of blue flames to the [Archarachne]. But the attack practically bounced off the wild Primeval Demon’s carapace. I bit my lower lip and backed up. 
“This… isn’t going to be easy.”
“Then get your friend to help us. He is the reason why I can’t use my Grand Skill just yet.”
Helena Warshade cursed as she ascended into the sky, sending a salvo of spells down to cull the [Aranea]’s numbers. I hesitated. I glanced back, searching for ‘Mori Gladius’ amongst the Human army. 
“Where is that stupid—”
Then I paused. I heard a faint voice shouting through the ruckus of the battlefield. It sounded like it was coming from the mass of wild Demons. But that couldn’t be right— they were wild Demons. They couldn’t speak!
And I was right. The voice didn’t come from them. Instead, I saw a figure flying behind the [Archarachne]. A man who hovered with his arms raised, his cloak billowing in the wind behind him as he yelled.
“That’s right! Destroy the Humans! Kill them all! Obey my command!”
He was a Demon. He looked a bit like an ordinary [Fiend], although he had a natural pair of wings growing from his back. He had gray skin, and two stubby little horns poking out of his head. He laughed as he continued to shout orders at the [Archarachne].
“Why isn’t it attacking him?”
I narrowed my eyes. Wild Demons were… well, wild. I didn’t see why they were simply ignoring that [Fiend]. Even if the [Archarachne] wanted to kill us Humans, I fully expected it to have killed him first since he was in their way. 
But the wild Demons continued to heed his command. I hesitated. I turned back to face Mori— he probably wouldn’t be able to help us here. Not in any substantive way. Even if he could fight to his full potential— and by he, I meant Belzu— the truth was he could not take down this [Archarachne] easily.
The most he could do was slow its approach with his curses or distract it with his illusions. However, if my hunch was right, then— 
“Maybe…”
I shook my head and flew forward, ignoring the fake Mori Gladius, and heading straight for the [Archarachne]. Helena blinked as she caught a glimpse of me flying past her. 
“Salvos? Salvos! Where are you—”
The Archmage called after me, but I ignored her. I swooped around the wild Primeval Demon, sending a blast of blue flames at the horde of [Araneas]. They burned by the hundreds, and the city’s streets caught aflame. I dove under a reckless swing by the [Archarachne], but its attention was hardly on me. 
Most of its focus was entirely on reaching the Human army. Even with Helena Warshade challenging it, the wild Primeval Demon only had one goal. And that was why I charged straight for the [Fiend].
He was somehow controlling the wild Demons. Like a [Beastmaster] of sorts. Except he hadn’t entirely tamed them. He simply could influence their thoughts. And drawing the Demon’s attention away from the army wasn’t going to be easy if that was the case.
I flew to a halt right before the [Fiend] as he inclined his neck to face me. We flew across from each other— the Archdemon tilting his head curiously.
[Fiend - Lvl. 137]
“Oh, you somehow survived the [Archarachne]’s attacks. I’m impressed.”
He snickered as he crossed his arms. I eyed him with a frown.
“How are you controlling it?”
“What could you possibly mean?”
He asked me with a mocking smile. I waved a hand dismissively.
“You know what I mean— that wild Demon… it ignored you. It’s hardly even paying attention to us. You’re controlling it so it would destroy the Human army.”
“And so what if I am?”
“Just answer the question.”
I glared at him as he continued to give coy responses. Finally, when he realized I wasn’t entertaining him, he just sighed.
“You Humans are so close-minded. Do you really believe everything in this world is constrained by your own understanding of Skills and Classes?”
“Actually, I don’t—” 
“Mind magic. All you need to do is touch into their essence with some mind magic. I cannot tell it what to do, but for a mindless beast, I can easily influence some of its thoughts. For example, I can make it prioritize killing you Humans over killing me. And by the time it is finished, I will be out of here, alive.”
The [Fiend] just laughed as he gestured towards the [Archarachne]. I glanced back at the wild Primeval Demon as Helena Warshade barely slowed it down. I shook my head and faced the Archdemon.
“I think you’re mistaken. You’re not going to be leaving this place alive because I’ll be killing you right here.”
“Oh?”
He raised a brow at me. Then he gestured at himself with a savage grin.
“A Human like you wishes to challenge me? Me? Forti? An Archdemon of Sloth? Please, do you really believe our level-difference really matters?”
He chuckled, covering his mouth as if to hide his smile. 
“Please, I am—”
And I appeared next to him, slashing down with my Divine Nebular Scythe. Forti barely backed away just in time, but the attack still landed. I dragged my blade across his chest as he screamed in pain. He hovered across from me, clutching at the wound as his eyes went wide.
“H-how…?” 
He started, but I didn’t bother to let him recuperate. I charged him once more, swinging wildly as I aimed for his head. He ducked back and dodged the [Barrage of Cinders]. He circled back around me, only to be knocked back by a hard kick. I grinned at him, holding my scythe to the side. 
“What were you saying?”
Forti gritted his teeth. He stared at me as he continued to fly back. Then he raised a finger and pointed.
“How dare you! I will make you bleed! [Perception Disarray]!”
I blinked as my gaze seemed to split into two. Like I had been cut in half vertically. 
“What?”
I looked around, and my vision continued to split. The world had been broken into two halves— then into four quarters. I furrowed my brows as my vision continued to break into smaller and smaller pieces, like it was shattered glass. And when Forti spoke, his voice came out as an echo from all directions.
“You think—”
“...think—”
“You think that—”
“Do you think that you can harm me—”
I spun around, unable to pin down where the Archdemon had went. I gritted my teeth as I saw a flicker of his figure coming from all directions. He cackled.
“Do you think you can harm me and get away with it, Human?”
He swung at me with his clawed hand from all directions. I couldn’t discern where he was really coming from. I could barely even tell where I was. I braced myself— 
And caught his forearm. Forti gaped at me as I smirked back at him.
“Nice try.”
“What…?”
He tried to pull back right as I swung up with my scythe, tearing through his forearm. He yelped in pain, and I just huffed.
“I don’t need to see to dodge your attacks.”
After all, I could detect everything that happened around me with my spatial senses. Forti growled as he clutched his bleeding arm. I shrugged, tossing his ripped off arm back at him. 
“Also, you’re mistaken—”
“I haven’t lost just yet, Human!”
Forti started, raising his remaining hand and pointing at me. I shrugged at him. 
“You keep calling me that, but I am not a Human.” 
“What are you talking—”
And right as his ripped off arm fell past him, I snapped my fingers.  
“[Demon’s Mark].”  
With that, a blast of crimson flame engulfed him. The Archdemon screamed in agony— a guttural cry that was slowly drowned out by the raging flames. My vision began to return to normal, repiecing itself as a set of notifications resounded in my head.
Defeated [Wildmaster Fiend - Lvl. 137]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 144] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 145] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
“Huh. Five more levels.”
I murmured to myself. I had almost thought that I would get another chance at an early evolution— but it seemed that that wasn’t going to happen this time. Well, even if I had been offered a chance to evolve right now, I probably wasn’t going to take it. As my dad had told me, it was probably better to wait rather than evolving early since the options would be far more limited.
Still, I was getting rather antsy just thinking about it. But that just meant I had to fight stronger opponents. And—
I heard a terrible screech echo from the side. I turned to face the [Archarachne] as it finally snapped free from Forti’s command. I twirled my scythe behind my back and grinned.
“One small step at a time…”
I whispered, before charging back towards the wild Primeval Demon.




36. Archarachne

Daniel Song raised his head. 
Even amidst the sounds of battle, he heard the screeching. A loud, distorted chittering that came from the city up ahead. He didn’t know what was going on in Ertos. He could see flashes of lightning coming from the other side. Powerful magic that came only from one source. The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy.
Helena Warshade.
And whatever she was fighting refused to falter. That worried Daniel somewhat. But he focused on what was before him. The army of Legions had been whittled to a third of their size at this point, and their numbers continued to dwindle. He cut them down by the dozens. His iridescent blade flashed with each swing, slicing apart Demons where its tip couldn’t even reach. 
He wasn’t as much injured as he was exhausted. Culling such a vast number of Demons was a lot more tiring than it was dangerous to the [Hero]. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t dangerous. He cut through a group of [Greater Legions], only to stumble back as a blade struck him from behind. His Aura of Greater Protection shimmered— then dissipated. 
Daniel spun around, gritting his teeth. It was recklessness that led to the barrier shattering. A [Greater Legion] stood behind him and raised a large axe. The weapon blurred— the workings of a Skill. It struck him in the shoulder, but didn’t dig deep. He swung up, and the Demon fell in twain. 
All around him were Demons. Whether they were [Lesser Legions] or [Greater Legions]. It didn’t matter. Daniel had pushed his way deep into the enemy lines, and he was starting to pay for it. He was alone, with no allies fighting by his side. Fortunately, his [Vitality], his protective equipment, and his defensive Passive Skills was enough to protect him… thus far. 
He spun around in a circle, slashing through a group of Demons leaping at him, creating a clearing in the Legion army. He panted as he ground his heels on the white floor and came to a stop. But the Demons just kept coming. A [Lesser Legion] charged at him, and he raised the Sword of Alexander.
“Fireball.”
But a blast of flames engulfed the Demon. Daniel blinked, lowering the blade. His eyes grew wide when he saw the figure approaching him.
“I didn’t think you’d need to use such a Mythical weapon to bring down such weak enemies.”
“Faith…?”
He stared at her. At Faith El the Fallen Queen of Elutra. She wasn’t alone. A retinue of individuals accompanied her. Members of Elutra’s Resistance. They spread out, exterminating all the nearby Demons as she nodded at the [Hero].
“Hello, Daniel Song.”
“What are you doing here, Faith?”
Daniel narrowed his eyes at her. She just smiled at him.
“It looked like you needed some help. So we came to give you our aid.”
“I… see.”
He watched as Gavyn and the rest of Elutra’s Resistance continued tearing through the ranks of Demons. The [Hero] shook his head.
“But what are you specifically doing here? You can’t fight. Not against an army. You should be staying back behind rather than risking your life.”
“I can fight. I was trained as a [Duelist]. Sure, I am not a high-leveled one at that. But see this?”
Faith raised a crystalline object, showing it to the young man from Earth. 
“It’s a Fireball Wand. A Medium Grade Weapon. It can cast a [Lesser Fireball] spell every minute. And this—”
She raised her left hand. A ring glinted, sending a wave of frost out in a cone. It froze a dozen [Lesser Legions] in an instant.
“A Ring of Frost Repulse. I have enough artifacts to let me hold my own here. And I am not alone. So I will be fine.”
Faith gave Daniel a reassuring look. He hesitated. He looked at her level— she was about the same level as the average [Lesser Legion]. It was only thanks to the abundance of artifacts she had and the bodyguards accompanying her that she was able to fight here.  
He opened his mouth.
“You shouldn’t—”
“Daniel.”
The Fallen Queen of Elutra interrupted him. She held his gaze. For a moment, amidst the fighting— the death and the destruction— neither said anything. He saw the resolve in her eyes. She wore a determined look on her face. 
“This is my city. I have failed it more than once before. Please, allow me to fight for it.”
“I…”
Daniel trailed off. And a loud explosion interrupted both of them. He spun around, raising the Sword of Alexander warily. Faith blinked, looking towards Ertos. The city’s walls blew open as a giant figure emerged from the other side. 
A massive spider crawled out from the rubble and dust. Its eight eyes glowed even behind the veil of smoke draping over it. It was a Demon. A Primeval Demon. One that was the size of a castle. 
And it wasn’t alone.
Thousands of spiders crawled after it, each the size of a person. They poured out from the streets of Ertos. Lesser Demons. Daniel clicked his tongue as he stood protectively over Faith.
“Get back—”
He expected this outpouring of Demons to aid the Legion army. That this was some trap— some sort of reinforcements that had been waiting for the Human army to draw close. But the Primeval Demon opened its mandibles, where crimson energy coalesced into a sphere.  
And a beam of red light shot forward. It moved its head, sweeping the beam across the battlefield. Daniel’s eyes grew wide, and he realized— 
It was attacking everything.
***
“Huh.”
I stared on as the [Archarachne] unleashed a crimson blast through the ranks of Legion. It brought down hundreds of the Lesser Demons, before the attack reached the Human army. A handful of Humans were completely obliterated, before Helena Warshade swooped forward, raising her staff. She created a barrier, blocking the beam from reaching the rest of the army.
“Well, that isn’t good.”
It seemed that me killing that Demon— Forti— only made the wild Primeval Demon act out in a frenzy. The [Archarachne] was attacking everything. It lashed out in a frenzy. Its attack wiped out a good chunk of Legions, and killed quite a few Humans as well. 
My plan backfired, so it was time to rectify it. I flew forward as I produced a large projectile from thin air. It wasn’t made from fire. It was an Epic Grade Weapon which I had actually stolen while I was here in this city. I created a fiery bow and pointed at the Primeval Demon’s back.
“Take this— the Giant Killer Arrow!”
The attack struck the [Archarachne]’s back. It bounced off the chitin, and the wild Primeval Demon turned its gaze towards me. It hissed, leaping into the air. I blinked, watching as flew towards me. 
“What…?”
I nimbly soared through the air, reaching me just mere moments after it left the ground. The wild Primeval Demon struck down with its eight legs and knocked me out of the air. I crashed through three buildings, finally landing in the middle of a junction. I groaned, picking myself up from the crater, only to blink as the [Archarachne] appeared next to me.
“It’s fast—”
I ducked under a swing from its scythe-like legs. But then its mandibles closed around me. I quickly swapped my fiery bow with my Divine Nebular Scythe, using the weapon to block the maw of the wild Primeval Demon. 
I held its mandibles back as I gritted my teeth. But the [Archarachne] was far stronger than me, It pushed me back as I grimaced. And then I saw a red glow coming from inside its mouth. My eyes grew wide.
“Oh.” 
A crimson sphere formed, just about to explode. I braced myself— 
And a shadow appeared from behind my back. A dark figure slashed up at the wild Primeval Demon’s head, knocking it to the side. The blast of crimson energy missed me and engulfed a nearby building as I blinked. I stared at the person who saved me.
“Orgaf?”
The Thief of the Golden Scales glanced back at me, smirking.
“Need a hand, Salvos?” 




37. Wild Primeval Demon’s Skills

“Orgaf?”
I blinked at the man. The Elite Ranked adventurer drew back, flicking his daggers in his hands as he faced down the [Archarachne]. The wild Primeval Demon hissed and turned to him. It swiped down with its scythe-like legs as we both leapt out of the way. 
“Need a hand, Salvos?”
Orgaf smirked at me, and I rolled my eyes.
“I have plenty of hands.”
I activated [Faux Limbs] as six arms made from blue flame protruded from my back. They created bows and arrows, with the Giant Killer Arrow appearing back in my real hand. 
“See?”
Orgaf shook his head as I fired a salvo of projectiles at the [Archarachne]. The assault struck the Demon’s chitin, barely scraping through the hard surface. Orgaf crashed into its back and unleashed an onslaught of attacks. But the wild Primeval Demon shook him off.
It leapt back, and he went flying. The [Archarachne] swung for him mid-air, but I swooped up and caught him. I carried him out of the way as we circled around the giant spider overhead.
“Do you have a Grand Skill? I don’t think we can take it down like this.”
“Not right now. Neither of mine will be ready for another week at the least.”
He turned to me as we dove down, avoiding another flurry of scything strikes from the wild Primeval Demon. Orgaf turned to me.
“And you?”
“I have only one Grand Skill available, but it won’t help here. It’s fine— this [Archarachne] not as strong as the [Hellabomination]. We can beat it without Grand Skills… hopefully.”
I lowered Orgaf to the ground as we flew away from the wild Primeval Demon. It leapt after us, bounding over great distances in mere moments. But a blast of lightning intercepted it. It recoiled as Helena Warshade descended from the sky on her nimbus cloud.
“What did you do, Salvos?”
The Archmage growled at me. I shrugged back at her. 
“I killed the Demon controlling the [Archarachne].”
“And now it’s somehow stronger than ever.”
Helena glared down at me. I nodded, before gesturing towards the wild Primeval Demon. It loomed over us— its eight eyes glowing as it breathed a crimson mist. It didn’t unleash another red beam out. The Skill was probably on cooldown. But its gaze was entirely fixed on the three of us.
“But we can distract it now, see?”
I smiled at the Archmage. She stared at me for a moment, blinking. She nodded slowly as she turned back to face the [Archarachne]. 
“Right.”
She whispered, and the wild Primeval Demon let out a shriek. It jumped high into the air as we braced ourselves. Helena Warshade called out. 
“Keep it in the city!”
The [Archarachne] began to fall through the sky like a comet. My eyes flickered as I saw a thin thread emerge from its back. The wild Primeval Demon began to rapidly weave together something behind its back. The threads formed a long shape. It wasn’t creating a web. A web wouldn’t have done anything against us. No— it was forming a massive spear. 
My eyes grew wide as I realized what that was. Helena Warshade and Orgaf did too. The latter disappeared back into the shadows while the former zipped away. I simply sent a wave of white flames up at the wild Primeval Demon as it drew closer.
Then I vanished. I teleported out of the way as it slammed its spear down into the middle of Ertos. 
***
“What are these things? Where did they come from?”
Amanda yelled as she backed up next to Saffron. The young noble Vampire unleashed a volley of spells into the mass of black creatures. Spiders. Each of them as long as she was tall. They swarmed over the battlefield. They looked just like monsters. Yet—
“They’re Lesser Demons! Just keep them back and they can’t hurt you!”
Saffron shouted back as she sent a wave of frost forward. Amanda rolled her eyes as she leapt in and out of the black mass like a whip, culling the Demons one after another. 
“I know they’re Demons! But why are they killing their own, then?”
Her eyes flickered as she saw the swarming [Aranea] crawl over the corpses of the Legions. A [Greater Legion] stood amongst the wave of spider-Demons, only to be overwhelmed and killed by their numbers.
Amanda shook her head.
“It makes no sense! Demons shouldn’t—”
She started, then paused when she saw a shadow blot out the red sky. Amanda looked up, and her eyes widened. A giant spider hovered in the air— the leader of the [Aranea]. An [Archarachne]. A Primeval Demon. It reached its zenith as it created a spear made of threads, only to come crashing straight down.
“What the fuck—”  
She started, only for the Primeval Demon to impact the ground. A terrible shockwave swept over the landscape. An earthquake broke out as Saffron fell back, only to be caught by Amanda. A pillar of dust exploded into the air, dwarfing even the sub-ritual up ahead.
***
“We need to do something about that Primeval Demon.”
Scarlet pursed her lips as she looked at the dust cloud settle. She watched the giant spider emerge from the rubble without a scratch, ready to wreck even more havoc. 
“If Helena Warshade cannot take it down on her own, then we have to help her.”
The Red Rose spun around to face her leader. Mori Gladius stood there, his eyes narrowed. She continued as she gestured towards the fighting in the distance.
“We need to send back the army! If that Demon gets close—” 
“No.”
Mori interrupted her. He turned to his men as they exchanged a glance. The Champion of the Human Lands addressed the adventurers, raising his spear towards the city of Ertos.
“We press forward.”
“What?”
Scarlet couldn’t help but stare at him in shock. The army began to move once again, encroaching on the city as they cut through the remnants of the Legions and the swarm of [Aranea].
“But Mori—”
The Red Rose started. But the Champion of the Human Lands shook his head.
“We have a duty to put a stop to this ritual. We cannot pull back simply because our lives are under threat by a dangerous enemy. This is for the greater good.”
Scarlet blinked. She watched as Mori Gladius walked forward, pushing further into the lines of Demons. The adventurer army marched around him, heading for Ertos. And the Red Rose finally saw the way he moved. The way he fought.
He didn’t lead the charge. He wasn’t in the front lines as he normally was, valiantly fighting to protect his men. He wasn’t acting like an adventurer who cared most about saving who cannot save themselves. He almost seemed… cold.
For the first time ever, Scarlet didn’t recognize her leader. The man leading the Remembered Order Company looked like a stranger to her. An unfamiliar face. And she didn’t know why she felt that way.
***
“Willy, we need to help her.”
Edithe turned to the [Will O’ Wisp], gritting her teeth. The two of them had stayed a bit further back amongst the ranks of adventurers. They aided the [Mages] of the army. Their combined spellcasting offered a great boon for the ranks of spellcasters that held back. 
But now, Edithe wanted to break formation. She saw Salvos, Orgaf, and Helena Warshade locked in combat with a Primeval Demon. A wild Demon. One that was attacking everything and anything it could with no qualms of what it destroyed. 
“No.”
The Grand Spirit replied simply. Edithe blinked.
“But Salvos is in danger. If you help me, we can bring down that Primeval Demon together. Just like we did in Alyras!”
The redhead protested. Willy didn’t give an immediate reply. He turned as she watched.
“But them.”
The [Will O’ Wisp] flitted towards a trio of baby Wyverns hiding behind the lines of [Mages]. Edithe froze. She nodded stiffly, understanding what Willy meant. 
“Right.”
But still, she strode ahead, her face resolved.
“I’m still going. Salvos needs my help. She—”
Edithe started, only to be interrupted by a flash of crimson light. She spun around and looked on in shock as a glyph engulfed the city.
“What…?” 
***
I wiped the sweat off my brows as I stared at the crater created by the [Archarachne]. A giant hole that was teeming with webs that coated the stone ground. I stared down at the wild Primeval Demon as it emerged from the center of the pit. 
The [Archarachne] hissed, still quickly glancing around the city. It was scanning the rubble for us. And from its shadows, Orgaf emerged. The Elite [Rogue] wasn’t alone. He was accompanied by hundreds of shadows. Clones. Copies. They assailed the Demon’s underbelly, causing it to reel back in pain.
But as it tried to counterattack, Helena Warshade appeared overhead and sent a concentrated storm of lightning blasts at its back. The [Archarachne] recoiled, attacked from both sides. It tried to leap away— to escape its assailants.
And I was there. I cut it off, swinging down my scythe with a black glow.
“[Radiant Slash]!”
The [Archarachne] shrieked in pain. My Skill tore through its chitin, sending it stumbling back into the attacks of Helena and Orgaf. We continued our assault on the wild Primeval Demon as we flanked it from all sides. It had no way to escape. It didn’t even know who to attack. It unleashed its red beam at us, but it missed, striking only the ground.
I grinned as I floated back, avoiding a swing from the giant spider-Demon’s legs. I whispered to myself.
“I need to deal the finishing blow—”
And was promptly interrupted as the wild Primeval Demon let out a screech. There was a flash of light. A pulse of energy that knocked me back. Orgaf and Helena Warshade were caught in the blast too. 
They drew back, relatively unharmed for the ostensible attack. I raised my head, frowning when I saw another glint. I looked down, watching as a glyph expanded from the feet of the [Archarachne]. Then a dome began to form overhead. One that encased the entire city.
I stared in shock as I looked down, hearing the clicking of mandibles from the wild Primeval Demon. Finally, I realized what was happening.
“This is… a Grand Skill?”
And the [Archarachne] rose, its wounds vanishing. The landscape began to morph. I watched as crimson threads connected between either ends of the dome in a haphazard manner, creating a large expansive web.
I looked around the city of Ertos, and that was when I realized we were trapped. 
“Huh.”
I had nothing else to say. And right as the words left my mouth, I looked up. [A Hunter’s Sense] warned me. The [Archarachne] had suddenly appeared standing on the threads closest to me— its speed incomprehensible. I blinked as it raised its scythe-like legs. 
It swung down before I could even react.




38. Web of Death

“What in the world is that?”
Daniel Song blinked as he saw the dome befall the city of Ertos. He’d seen the fighting— he had wanted to join in. Salvos, Helena Warshade, and Orgaf had been fighting the [Archarachne] together. It was a wild Primeval Demon. Even if there were two Elite Ranked adventurers there, the young man knew just how dangerous such a creature could be. After all, he had seen it firsthand in the Motharis Mountain Range. In a battle against a [Hellabomination]. 
But the [Hero] couldn’t intervene. He had a duty, now. He couldn’t just abandon the army when they were being swarmed by thousands of [Aranea] while still fending off the last of the Legions. So he hadn’t charged straight into the city. And for a moment, he had thought it was the right move.
Salvos and the Elite Ranked adventurers began to overwhelm the wild Primeval Demon. It couldn’t do anything in response. It had been flanked from all sides— assailed incessantly without any counterattack. Daniel would’ve breathed a sigh in relief. He thought that Salvos had it.
And that was when the glyphs appeared. It consumed the city. A pair of parallel facing magical circles. One rose to the sky, while the other descended into the ground. And together, it formed a dome. Ertos was encased in this bubble. Inside, Daniel could see lines forming. An intricate pattern reminiscent of a spider’s web, created by threads made of burning crimson magic. 
He stared in horror as Salvos, Helena Warshade, and Orgaf were trapped in this dome, surrounded by the deadly threads from all sides. Faith El stepped forward, looking on with wide eyes as her city was blocked from the outside world.
“Ertos is…”
She trailed off. Then she blinked. 
“Wait—” 
Slowly, the Fallen Queen of Elutra raised her head. She looked on as Daniel blinked. He followed her gaze, puzzled as to what she was staring at. His gaze swept above the dome, and he saw nothing. He didn’t understand.
“Faith, what’s going on?”
He asked. And Faith just shook her head, pointing at the very peak of the sphere.
“Look.”
“I don’t see anything.”
Daniel frowned. He thought she was imagining it. But then he heard the gasps. He saw others pointing in the same direction too. Whether it was Gavyn, Amanda, or even Kacey. A susurration washed over the Human army, grinding their progress to a halt. Daniel pursed his lips. He looked up once more—
And he saw it. Finally, the [Hero] realized what was wrong. Well, it wasn’t really wrong. It was more… right? He wasn’t sure how to process it. He just knew what had happened.
The crimson pillar that had been protruding from the ground and touching the sky had been cut in half. And it was all because of the [Archarachne]. The dome it created had somehow completely stopped the sub-ritual. No longer was the sky glowing a dark crimson, and neither did the white earth spread any further. 
What had already become didn’t change— its effects ostensibly permanent. Daniel still walked forward on the Netherworld’s earth, but he knew that it would no longer leak into the Mortal Realm… at least from this specific location. 
He shook his head, starting forward. Daniel was glad to see that the sub-ritual had been halted. They had accomplished their goal here. But this wasn’t a time to celebrate just yet. He peered into the sphere with pursed lips. And he saw within a web of death.
“Salvos…”
***
The [Archarachne] swung down at me with its scythe-like leg. I barely reacted in time, raising my Divine Nebular Scythe. Still, the impact sent me back flying in between the giant crimson threads. I tumbled through the air and crashed into the web— and recoiled in pain.
“Ouch—”
It stung. Touching the crimson threads weaving throughout the dome was like being struck by lightning or burned by fire. It really hurt. And it wasn’t just a little bit of pain. I was pretty sure if anyone under Level 70 touched it, they would have instantly disintegrated.  
I flew up and away from the thread, only to narrowly avoid another just above me. These threads were large. Each was as thick as a tree trunk. But these threads were everywhere. It was like I was caught in a spider’s web.
“This is dangerous…”
I murmured. And right as the words left my mouth, the [Archarachne] appeared behind me once more. It was standing on its threads like it had always been there. It hissed and struck out with both its scythe-like legs. A fast flurry of attacks that I wasn’t prepared for yet again.
But this time, I reacted. I activated [Warped Time] the moment I saw it. The world around me slowed as I dove out of the way. Its attack completely missed me as I glanced back.
And I saw the [Archarachne] gliding after me. It moved through the webs like it was skating on ice. It’s so fast— 
Even with [Warped Time], the wild Primeval Demon caught up to me with ease. I ducked underneath another slash and tried to get away. But the [Archarachne] gave chase. It continued swinging at me with its sharp legs. 
I tried to escape. I tried to lose it amidst its own web. But that was my mistake. The [Archarachne] suddenly yanked its eight legs together, and the threads began to weave around me. I blinked as a crimson wall blocked my path. I spun around, watching as the wild Primeval Demon sped closer. 
I gritted my teeth, trapped. And that was when I decided to fly straight back at the approaching [Archarachne].
“If you want me so bad, how about this— [Salvo of Vanity]!”
I raised a hand, and three clones winked into existence. They burned brilliantly— their gold flames shining brightly and filling the enclosed dome with their scintillating light. The wild Primeval Demon drew back in confusion, surprised by the sudden presence of three other combatants.
My clones zipped around the [Archarachne] as it swiped up at them. It missed the first two, and then struck the third. The attack dug deep into the clone as she reeled back in pain— and then she smirked. She began to glow as I teleported past the wild Primeval Demon, appearing next to my other two clones.
And behind me, a powerful explosion blasted up. A golden cross ripped through the web. I shook my head as I watched the crimson threads burn away from my clone’s detonation. But the [Archarachne] emerged from the smoke, its carapace slightly charred, but otherwise unharmed.
“Of course not…”
I knew I didn’t kill it. But I was hopeful, anyway. Nevertheless, I slowed it down. And there were no nearby threads for it to ride. So I descended back down into the city of Ertos, landing on the white rock roads before escaping into a nearby building. 
As long as the wild Primeval Demon couldn’t see me, it didn’t matter how fast it could move throughout its web. I didn’t know where Helena Warshade or Orgaf were, but I didn’t hear any fighting either, so they were probably safe. I sent my clones away from me to spread out and kept an eye up.
I watched as the [Archarachne] crept through its web— this entire dome was its home. It prowled throughout the city of Ertos from every angle, hunting for its prey. For us. 
And we hid in the shadows, trying to find a way to strike back. But the wild Primeval Demon was always ready for us.
***
“Why. Won’t. You. Just. Crack. Open!”
Edithe yelled as she flung spell after spell against the dome’s surface. But her magic simply bounced off like it was nothing. She stepped back, cursing profusely. Then she spun around and turned to face Daniel.
“Can’t the Sword of Alexander break through?”
She asked, and the [Hero] shook his head. He thrust forward with the iridescent blade, but it just stopped at the edge of the sphere.
“I tried, Edithe. Nothing works. Nothing can break through.”
“Something has to be able to work, right?”
The redhead spun around, scanning the battlefield. It had been a while since this dome had appeared. Most of the remaining Legions were already dead. All that was left were the defeated and fleeing [Aranea] which were being killed and exterminated before they could escape so they couldn’t lay eggs and reproduce in the Mortal Realm.
Edithe knew that Demons didn’t actually reproduce. Not in the same way Humans did. But she would rather not waste time arguing over that. All she cared about right now was getting Salvos out of that death trap. 
“We need to gather every [Mage] we can. If we combine our spells, we should be able to break into the other side!”
“That will not work.”
A shadow appeared behind both Edithe and Daniel. They immediately tensed, only to relax when they saw a familiar woman. The woman that had been accompanying Orgaf on his return. Edithe blinked.
“You're… Alice, right?”
“I am indeed Alice the Shadow Consort. And unfortunately, you cannot do anything about this barrier. Even if you have an army at your side.”
Alice replied simply as she started forward. She placed a hand on the dome, shaking her head. Daniel frowned.
“Why not? Why isn’t it possible?”
“Because it is the work of a Grand Skill. And the only thing that can shatter this Grand Skill is an equal or superior Grand Skill.”
She spoke simply, before turning back. Her gaze landed on a single figure standing amongst the army. Edithe and Daniel turned, following her gaze. They looked at the lone man. The one who was lauded as the Champion of the Human Lands. The revived leader of the Remembered Order Company. 
Mori Gladius. 
Alice pointed at him and closed her eyes.
“Only he can save them now.”
She whispered. Edithe blinked as she stared at the Champion of the Human Lands— at the second highest-leveled [Warrior] of Humankind. And as explosions and blasts flashed within the barrier as Salvos, Helena Warshade, and Orgaf were forced to engage with a wild Primeval Demon, a single thought crossed the redhead’s mind.
Why isn’t he doing anything to help us? 




39. Unable to Use Grand Skill

The clone drifted and wandered and snuck her way throughout the vast tumultuous landscape of monolithic edifices and paved pathways. She hid in this complex labyrinth from the predator. A perilous position. The intricate design of crimson threads overhead undermined any camouflage the city provided. 
And that was how the [Archarachne] found her. It appeared hanging above the clone. Its eight red eyes flashed, and its mandibles clicked open. The clone looked up and gritted her teeth. She unleashed a plume of golden flames upward, blasting the wild Primeval Demon’s back. 
For a moment, a sphere of golden flames engulfed the spider-Demon. The explosion shone like a scintillating star in the sky. Then the moment ended, and a crimson beam of magic sheared through that golden veil. 
The clone leapt out of the way of the attack. The red blast consumed all nearby buildings. A terrible shockwave ripped through the earth. She flew into the air, spreading her wings wide.
And the [Archarachne] appeared next to her, its scythe-like limb already raised. It swung down as the clone’s eyes grew wide—
***
I looked up as a golden blast rocked the city of Ertos. A flaming cross marked the sky, shearing a clearing in the red web of death overhead. I clicked my tongue.
“Another clone’s dead.”   
That was the fourth dead clone. I shook my head. It was starting to get annoying. I raised a hand, casting [Salvo of Vanity] once again. Another pair of clones appeared next to me, and I sent them out.
“Find Orgaf or Helena Warshade. We need to work together to get out of here alive.”
They nodded at me before leaping away. I watched them go as I continued scouring the area for either Elite Ranked adventurers. I hadn’t seen either of them since the [Archarachne] activated its Grand Skill. And now, the wild Primeval Demon was prowling all over its domain, hunting for us like we were some insignificant insect.
I glanced up at where the explosion from my last clone’s death had burned away at the web above. The golden flames had consumed a large chunk of the interlacing threads, leaving behind nothing there. But the [Archarachne] hovered over the empty space, bringing its legs together like it was weaving the air. Slowly, the torn section of the web began to reform. 
I shook my head. This was starting to get really annoying. We couldn’t inflict any permanent damage to this web of death. Each time I sheared through the threads, the giant spider-like Demon would simply repair the damages. There was no way to escape. The only solution was to fight. But here, inside the confines of its Grand Skill, we might as well be resigning ourselves to our deaths if we fought it one-on-one.
That was why I was searching for my allies. I continued scouring the streets of Ertos, until I heard the boom. The flash of lightning followed by the crackle of thunder. My eyes grew wide as I glanced up.
“Helena…?”
The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy unleashed a hurricane on the [Archarachne]. Black clouds obfuscated a section of the web as dozens of lightning bolts ripped through the insides of the storm. I quickly spread my wings wide, flying up to come to the aid of Helena Warshade.
I soared around the web, moving quickly and even teleporting over a large distance to reach her as soon as I could. But as quickly as the storm commenced, it dissipated. I spotted the Archmage zipping down on her cloud, chased by the wild Primeval Demon. 
Each step the [Archarachne] took, it reshaped the design of the web all throughout the sphere. I blinked, watching as the threads around me moved and shifted. I weaved around the network of crimson threads as I created a flaming blow.
I loosed the Giant Killer Arrow at the wild Primeval Demon. The Epic Grade artifact burrowed straight through all threads in between myself and the target. The [Archarachne] loomed over Helena Warshade, slamming its legs against her barriers as she braced herself. And that was when my arrow struck.
The [Archarachne] reeled back as the Giant Killer Arrow dug deep into an already-broken section of its shell. The wild Primeval Demon spun around just in time to see me swoop past it. I sent a blast of flames at its eyes as I flew down to the Archmage.
“Helena!” 
I swooped down towards her, but I didn’t grab her. She blinked at me, and I pointed.
“[Haste]. Let’s go!”
She looked down at herself for a moment as my Skill enhanced both our speeds. Then I flew out of the way, descending back into the city of Ertos. The Archmage quickly followed, and I created another clone. The wild Primeval Demon tried to give chase as my clone held it off for a total of a minute before exploding in the sky.
By the time the [Archarachne] was finished with my clone, we were already back down in the city. I sighed in relief as the Archmage landed behind me.
“This is annoying…”
I muttered. Helena Warshade’s gaze remained fixed towards the sky, wary of what the wild Primeval Demon was doing.
“We need to organize a plan to defeat that thing. This place is a death trap for us. Look.”
I raised a brow, turning to where the Archmage was pointing. And I saw it. The [Archarachne] had taken quite a bit of damage from Helena, my clone, and myself from the last encounter. But its shattered chitin began to regenerate. The black blood leaking from its body vanished as its wounds closed up. I frowned.
“Huh.”
Then I shook my head. 
“We can’t take it down with just the two of us. We need Orgaf’s help if we want to stand a chance. And even then, it’s very risky.” 
“Well, I’m flattered to hear that you need my help.”
A voice came from the side, and I spun to face a figure emerging from the shadows. He was accompanied by both my clones who were grinning proudly at me. I started forward, exclaiming.
“Orgaf!”
The Thief of the Golden Scales nodded at me. He had his daggers held out to the side. He glanced up once towards the wild Primeval Demon. It was fixing the hole in its web before finally sweeping its dangerous gaze over the city.
Orgaf furrowed his brows.
“But I don’t think we can defeat this Primeval Demon. Even if we work together. Without our Grand Skills, we are very much at its mercy.”
“Right.” 
I hesitated. Helena Warshade closed her eyes.
“Yet, our only other option is to roll over and die.”
I looked between both the Elite Ranked adventurers.
“So we just fight? Shouldn’t we come up with a plan or something?”
Helena raised her staff.
“It is better that we attack it on our own terms, then let it hunt us down one by one. Do you not agree, Salvos?”
She eyed me with a sidelong glance. I blinked. For a moment, I stood there silently. Then my lips curled up. Baring my teeth, I summoned my Divine Nebular Scythe once again and answered.
“Of course. I much prefer this method over running around.”
Orgaf sighed, massaging his temples. 
“This is not going to end well. But… fuck it.”
He raised his blades as I pointed towards the sky. Helena and I unleashed a barrage of lightning and fire at the wild Primeval Demon from behind as my clone picked up Orgaf and flew forward, while the other followed behind. 
We charged at the [Archarachne] as it let out a shriek, challenging us once again.
***
“I cannot do that.”
Mori Gladius replied simply. Daniel bit his lower lip.
“We need a Grand Skill— you’re the only one here who has that power with us. Please, you need to save Salvos. Helena Warshade. Even Orgaf!”
The [Hero] explained, yet the Champion of the Human Lands refused to budge. Mori shook his head and lowered his gaze.
“I am certain they do not need my help. Worry not, for they will be able to escape this prison in time.” 
“But what if they need our help? We can’t just stand idly by if we can do something, right?”
Edithe stepped in, pressing Mori with even more questions. But he just spoke in the same cool voice he did earlier.
“Because my Grand Skill is valuable. It is an asset that can be used later on in the war. Wasting it now when it is not necessary would only be detrimental in the long run.”
It was a pragmatic answer. But one that Daniel refused to accept. He blinked.
“Wasting…?”
Then he gritted his teeth. He didn’t expect this from the Champion of the Human Lands. Edithe was clearly taken aback too. But both of them knew that arguing here was pointless. Daniel spun around and eyed the woman standing to the side.
“Scarlet— you’re an Elite Ranked adventurer, right?”
The Red Rose blinked and backed up quickly.
“I-I am!”
She squeaked. Daniel walked up to her and grabbed her by the hand.
“If Mori can’t do this, then you need to help us. It’s not just Salvos in there. We can’t just take a chance of their lives.”
Scarlet averted her gaze, speaking apprehensively.
“I want to help… but I don’t have a Grand Skill.” 
“What?”
Daniel stared at her. And she raised her hands defensively.
“I’ve tried to get one, but it’s difficult, you know? It’s not something you just get at every Class advancement like a [Hero] would.”
“That’s…”
He pursed his lips. Edithe looked towards Daniel, asking softly.
“What do we do, Daniel?”
“That’s…”
Then his eyes widened. 
“Wait, maybe I can—” 
***
“Attack it from all sides!”
I yelled out at my clones as they flew forward. These were my last pair of clones, conjured up with [Salvo of Vanity]. The rest had been killed by the [Archarachne] as it glided around its web and swung its scythe-like legs wildly. And it slowly healed from any attack we blasted it with. This was a tough battle. 
But this wasn’t a one-sided beatdown. We were putting up a good fight against the wild Primeval Demon. Orgaf clung onto the [Archarachne]’s back, ripping its shell open with his blades. I kept close too as I attacked the spider-like Demon from its underbelly, so we would be inflicting damage from both sides. 
It tried to shake us off, but my clones distracted it as they flew around like flies. Meanwhile Helena Warshade zipped around at a distance and unleashed a flurry of spells to support us. The wild Primeval Demon screeched as it began to bleed profusely, the attacks compounding faster than it could heal.
I tore through a large chunk of its underbelly with [Draconic Fury], grinning as my Divine Nebular Scythe lodged deep inside the Demon.
“How about that?”
And that was when it decided it had enough. It leapt back, hurdling through a dense gathering of crimson threads. Orgaf and I quickly jumped off before we would be cut apart from the web. The [Archarachne] just phased through it— its own Grand Skill seemingly harmless to its body. Like it was just water or mist.
I caught the Elite [Rogue] in the air before he could tumble down, before flying up to my clones and Helena Warshade.
“Is it trying to run?”
I asked, narrowing my eyes. The Archmage’s eyes widened.
“No…”
She half-replied, and I blinked. I looked towards where she was looking and stared as the web began to unfurl. The entire intricate network of threads folded back away from all around us. At first, I had thought the [Archarachne]’s Grand Skill had finally come to an end. I almost believed that the battle was over.
Then I saw the dome overhead— I realized the fact that we were still trapped. And the web stopped receding. The wild Primeval Demon stood on its web, its eyes glinting as it faced us. We stared at it as it clicked its mandibles together.
My shoulders slumped.  
“Uh-oh.”
And all at once, thousands of threads shot forward, weaving through the air back towards us. Helena Warshade tensed, raising her staff.
“We need to get back!”
Orgaf nodded and leapt down onto her cloud. But he paused as he turned to me. I hadn’t moved just yet.
“Salvos, what are you doing?”
“We can’t run anymore.”
I glanced back at him as he stared up at me. He narrowed his eyes.
“What are you—” 
But I continued, speaking over him.
“This is our only chance. The [Archarachne] is hurt. If we run, we lose. So we continue this fight.”
“But we can’t survive—”
Orgaf started once more, and I shot forward. I charged straight towards the wild Primeval Demon as its crimson threads wove through the air heading for me. I grinned and whispered.
“[My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]!” 
And the assailing crimson threads… bounced off me. 




40. Types of Skills

“Will this work, Daniel?”
Edithe asked, her lips pursed. The [Hero] paused. He turned to face her and gave her a reassuring look. 
“It has to.”
He spoke in an ethereal voice. The redhead couldn’t see his face. But she assumed he had a reassuring look on, just by his words alone. He wore a helmet with its visor down— one crafted from his own white aura. 
Daniel stepped forward, clad in this armor. Non-magical. Gifted to him by his own Essence. By a Skill. A [Hero]’s Skill.
“[A Hero’s Rage].”
He whispered. Edithe watched as the blade was coated in the same white aura, before expanding into a giant broadsword. Stepping forward, Daniel came to a halt just before the dome.
Edithe had once heard that a [Hero]’s Skill was quite similar to a Grand Skill. That it was, in fact, very much comparable. But she didn’t know whether it was exaggeration or hyperbole to demonstrate just how great a [Hero] was. After all, there hadn’t actually been any proper analytic comparisons made between a [Hero]’s Skill and a Grand Skill.
[Hero]’s were incredibly rare. And they tended to be rather aloof, too. As much as the Immortal King Alexander and Melissa the Oracle of Light were praised, anyone with a shred of knowledge regarding history was well-aware that both of them had been very much odd— even antisocial—  individuals. 
Still, at this moment, the redhead cast aside all her doubts. She took off her mask of skepticism and wore the face of belief. She believed that Daniel would be able to rip through the barrier. She hoped that it was enough.
Daniel Song raised the Sword of Alexander high as he yelled, swinging down once. She braced herself. There was a flash of light. A pulse of shimmering energy shot out, nearly knocking Edithe back. But she held her ground, and the shockwave dissipated.
Lowering her hand, Edithe looked up to see the [Hero] draw back. Daniel eyed the barrier where he struck. He blinked, and she saw it too.
There was a crack on the surface of the dome. A tiny crack. But a crack nonetheless.
Daniel glanced back at her, and she nodded.
“Do it again.”
She said as he swung once more.
***
“What is she doing?”
Helena Warshade glanced back once as she dove down with her nimbus cloud. Orgaf stood at her back. He was looking up towards where the silver-haired girl was flying. She refused to escape, even as both her remaining clones joined them.
“I don’t know what she’s doing. She’s going to get herself killed.”
Orgaf pursed his lips. He wore a worried look on his face. He almost paid no attention to where they were going. Fortunately, Helena did. Her eyes flickered as she made a sharp turn. The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy commanded her nimbus cloud to swerve to the left as crimson threads cut off her path.
“Do not fall off.”
She warned the Elite [Rogue] as she dodged around the rapidly oncoming crimson web. It was a death zone. Avoiding it all would have been impossible— but somehow, she went through it unscathed. 
The Archmage realized that the threads weren’t focused on her. Nor did it come close to either of the Salvos clones. Instead, they flew back up towards the [Archarachne]. Like to defend the Primeval Demon. And altogether, they converged on a single target.
“Salvos…”
Orgaf whispered as he stared at the silver-haired girl. It was the full force of a Primeval Demon’s Grand Skill. Even Helena didn’t think she could survive such fury. And she was higher-leveled than the [Archarachne]. But still, Salvos took the brunt of it all.
The crimson threads wove into the girl. All at once, they crashed into Salvos from all sides. Helena Warshade couldn’t see the silver-haired girl amongst the mass of threads weaving in and out like the threads were trying to sew her open.
Helena Warshade lowered her head as Orgaf looked on with hope in his eyes. She had never seen the Elite [Rogue] act like this. He was typically incredibly brusque, uncaring, and even ostensibly disdainful of others.
But here he was, whispering Salvos’ name, hoping that she escaped from the threads. Helena shook her head.
“She’s dead, Orgaf. We need to focus on how to deal with that [Archarachne] now.”
“She isn’t dead.”
Orgaf replied simply. He raised a hand, whispering.
“Watch.”
“Orgaf—”
Helena started. And paused as there was a flash of light. A blue glow emerged from the coiling threads. There was a crackling of flames— blue sparks wisped outwards as the Archmage could only watch.
Salvos exploded out, surviving the full might of the [Archarachne]’s Grand Skill. The silver-haired girl flew forward, unimpeded by the threads, only focused on her target.
Ribbons of blue flame crackled around her body. Like sparks. A fiery barrier that repelled the crimson threads like they were air. Like they were not even there.
“How did she…?”
The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy could only gape in surprise. In shock and awe. She was left at a total loss for words. She turned to Orgaf, and he just grinned back at her. 
“Told you.”
He shrugged. 
“Don’t ask me how she does it, but she does.”
***
“[My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends].”
It was one of my two Grand Skills, and the only one I currently had available. My Divine Essence was currently on cooldown, so I couldn’t use it right now. If I had both my Grand Skills, I was more than certain that I could easily overwhelm this wild Primeval Demon through sheer brute force. 
I dove straight through its crimson threads— the web no longer impeding my movements. It just barreled straight for the [Archarachne] as it hovered there, weaving its web together as the entire design continuously shifted. 
“I got you now!”
I yelled right as I reached the wild Primeval Demon. I swung forward with my Divine Nebular Scythe— 
And the blade cut through nothing but crimson threads. I blinked, looking up as the [Archarachne] swiftly and easily avoided my attack. It glided through its web with ease, circling around me before whipping down with its sharp legs.
I parried the first swing with my Divine Nebular Scythe, but for the second swing, I simply raised my left hand. The attack halted right before me, as I expected— my invulnerability still holding up. Then a ring appeared in my finger, produced from my [Fragmented Pocket Dimension].
The tip of the ring flashed. A light that seemed to suck in everything around it pulled, tugging at the [Archarachne]. 
Ring of the Forgotten Prison. I bared my teeth at the wild Primeval Demon as I tried to trap it in the Epic Grade artifact. For a single second, its entire form rippled like it was about to be yanked in.
Then the [Archarachne] pulled itself back. It leapt away from me, escaping the trap as it glided on its web to quickly give itself some distance. I blinked, lowering the ring.
“Huh.”
And right as the words left my mouth, the wild Primeval Demon was next to me again. It swung down with its scythe-like legs, but I took the hit. I was sent flying back as my blue flames sparked around me, protecting me from the attack. 
“If that didn’t work, and I can’t hit it, what am I supposed to do?”
I wondered aloud. My Grand Skill wasn’t going to last forever. It probably wasn’t even going to last half an hour. The moment it ended, I was dead. I couldn’t defeat this [Archarachne]— not when trapped in its web of death. 
And that wasn’t just it, either. Even now, it was rapidly healing from the damage it had incurred. I closed my eyes as the [Archarachne] caught up to my falling body and swung at me again, knocking me in the opposite direction. It continued to knock me around as I rubbed my chin in thought.
“I need to kill it fast. But I can’t get a hit on it, and I can’t trap it. What should I do?”
I caught myself as I was about to fly into the wild Primeval Demon’s swing again. I dove under the attack, swinging up with my Divine Nebular Scythe. But I missed the [Archarachne], and it easily hopped all around its nest. 
“Its threads. If I destroy its threads, it won’t be able to avoid my attacks. How do I do that?”
I asked, and the world answered.
“Salvos!”
Orgaf’s voice called out. I glanced down to see Helena Warshade ascending with the [Rogue]  He stood on her nimbus cloud, hurling his daggers up into the air as she sent a bolt of lightning up. The attacks glanced off the wild Primeval Demon as it turned to look down at them.
And that was when I had an idea. 
“Destroy the threads!”
I yelled out.
“What?”
He stared at me blankly. I shook my head, flying straight at the wild Primeval Demon.
“Just do it!” 
Orgaf and Helena Warshade exchanged a confused glance, but my clones promptly followed my command. They flew up past the two Elite Ranked adventurers, heading straight for the [Archarachne]. 
The wild Primeval Demon easily knocked me back as Orgaf’s daggers appeared back in his hands. He nodded at Helena, and together, they began to focus their attacks on the crimson threads, cutting down a large section of the web.
The [Archarachne] lost its footing as pieces of threads fell off, leaving nothing but open space for it to stand on. It quickly began weaving more threads to fix its web, but in that brief moment of distraction, my clones flew up next to it. Both of them bared their teeths as they clutched their chests.
“Boom.”
I spoke for them. And they exploded. Their combined blast burned straight through a significant portion of the web, leaving nothing behind. I was caught in the explosion, although it didn’t affect me. And fortunately, both Helena and Orgaf were out of range of the blast.
I looked on as the [Archarachne] fell from the sky with no threads and no web to stand on. Its carapace was burned and partially broken, although it was already regenerating. I grinned. 
“Now’s my chance!”
And I charged straight at the wild Primeval Demon. It looked up at me— it realized it was vulnerable. That I was a thread. It raised its legs, trying to weave even more web— 
“No you don’t!”
I shouted. And the wild Primeval Demon froze. It fell as its body stiffly curled up into itself, unable to defend from my attack. Finally, I crashed into its underbelly, assailing it with a [Barrage of Cinders] with my Divine Nebular Scythe.
“Take this!”
The [Archarachne] screeched as it regained control of its body. It tried to get away, but I continued flying forward, pushing it as I dove straight through the web. The wild Primeval Demon hissed, striking me with its eight scythe-like legs, but I didn’t move. I continued burrowing through the chitin until I began to see the first vestiges of black blood pouring out. 
I raised the Divine Nebular Scythe once again, ignoring the desperate attacks to throw me off. I could already see the broken chitin repairing. I needed something strong— decisive. Something that could finish the wild Primeval Demon off. 
We continued falling from the sky, tumbling towards the edge of the dome as I considered my options. I had a vast array of Skills I could choose from. But so many of them weren’t useful or available here. [Manifestation of the Old Gods] couldn’t help here, and while [Radiant Slash] was out of cooldown, it wasn’t enough. Maybe if I still had [Recall Skill], I’d be able to combine both .
I needed something stronger. I needed something that I could use to finish off the injured Primeval Demon right here and now. I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe again— 
And I got an idea.
***
“Just… a little bit… more…”
Daniel huffed as he swung at the dome again and again. He was exhausted. He had put everything he could into breaking through. But even as the cracks continued to creep their way throughout the dome, it didn’t break. It refused to shatter.
Meanwhile, the white aura covering the Sword of Alexander was beginning to fade. Exhaustion was settling in. He was tired. But still, he pushed himself. He swung again, and more cracks appeared on the dome’s surface.
“Daniel…”
Edithe watched him as he continued to pick away at the barrier. The [Hero] wondered why he was pushing himself so hard. His [A Hero’s Rage] should have ended— it usually ended by now. But somehow, he forced it to persist, exhausting his own essence as he tried to break through.
Why was he doing this? Why was he pushing himself to the brink of passing out? It was simple. He was doing it for her. He was doing it for— 
And Daniel blinked.
“Salvos…?”
He saw the silver-haired girl tumbling through the dome with the [Archarachne]. They came crashing down, falling straight towards the crack. The [Hero] stared for a moment, before a hand grabbed him from behind. Edithe yanked him to the side, and the two of them managed to roll out of the way in time. 
Salvos and the wild Primeval Demon broke straight through the cracked dome, crashing into the ground. The silver-haired girl was mid-swing— her Divine Nebular Scythe wreathed in an iridescent aura. She ran across the giant spider-like Demon’s body, raking her weapon behind her as she screamed.
The [Archarachne] struggled as its body dragged across the white earth, frantically swinging back at her. But its attacks bounced of the silver-haired girl. Salvos forced herself forward, reaching the very top of the wild Primeval Demon’s body. The Divine Nebular Scythe halted— like it was lodged on something. And Salvos leapt up.
With a flourish, she sliced straight through the [Archarachne]’s head, and its entire body split into two. Daniel and Edithe stared as the silver-haired girl landed back on the ground, while the black blood of the Demon’s corpse rained around her. 
Salvos whispered with a smirk.
“Divine Radiant Slash!”
The wild Primeval Demon’s body collapsed in two halves, the black blood pooling at the bottom of the crater. It was clearly dead. The dome— the sphere that encased Ertos— began to collapse as its intricate system of webs within dissipated. 
Salvos stood back up and hefted her scythe over her shoulder as the last of the black rain fell around her. Iridescent flames wisped off her body like sparks as she raised her head.
And she blinked, looking at Daniel and Edithe. They both gaped at her. At how she defeated the Primeval Demon.
“Oh, hey guys—”
Salvos started. And the iridescent flames turned blue. She tensed up and collapsed on the ground, writhing in pain.
“Ooooooouuuuch. I shouldn’t have done that.”




41. Feats of Divinity

Defeated [Aranea - Lvl. 29]—
Defeated [Aranea - Lvl. 22]—
… 
Defeated [Archarachne - Lvl. 165]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
General Skill [Wisdom of the Old Gods] Level up!
[Wisdom of the Old Gods - Lvl 1] -> [Wisdom of the Old Gods - Lvl. 2]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
General Skill [Wisdom of the Old Gods] Level up!
[Wisdom of the Old Gods - Lvl 2] -> [Wisdom of the Old Gods - Lvl. 3]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
Bonus Stat is awarded for the following feats:



Drawing into your Divine Essence with the [Wisdom of the Old Gods]!



+20 [Wisdom]



Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 145] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 146] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 146] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 147] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 114] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 115]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 115] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 116]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
“Ouuuuch— huh, I leveled up a bunch of times. But still: ouuuuuch!”
I lay there, groaning in pain. My entire body ached. It was the worst pain I had ever felt— well, actually, that wasn’t true. I had felt worse pain before. Like when I used [Manifestation of the Old Gods] for the first time.
I couldn’t move for a whole day back then!
The pain I felt right now was quite similar. I raised my head, looking towards Daniel and Edithe. My companions were huddled over me with worried looks on their faces. I tried to give them the best reassuring smile I could, only to wince.
“I’m fine— ouch.”
Edithe sighed, walking over to me. She helped me up and carried me on her shoulder as she sighed. 
“Don’t force yourself, Salvos. You did a good job. I’m amazed you were able to defeat that Primeval Demon by yourself.”
“Well, I didn’t do it alone. I had Helena Warshade and Orgaf with me! But yep, I did great, didn’t I?”
I tried to laugh. And I did. But it hurt, so I grimaced in-between every other breath. I looked back towards Ertos as Edithe brought me to a [Healing Mage]. The dome encapsulating the perimeter of the city was gone— the [Archarachne]’s Grand Skill ended the moment it died.
The entire sphere collapsed, and the web untangled itself. The crimson threads faded away into specks of red dust, taken by the wind. The horde of [Aranea] accompanying it was dead. And so was the [Wildmaster Fiend] manipulating them and the army of Legions surrounding the city.
We had won. Ertos had been taken back. I glanced towards the adventurer army. Mori Gladius, Faith El, and Crocus Merryster led them into the city. They marched past the broken, crumbling walls of Ertos as Helena Warshade and Orgaf waited on the other side.
Even with the [Archarachne]’s Grand Skill coming to an end, the sub-ritual didn’t return. It had been interrupted when the wild Primeval Demon created its domain, cutting off the giant pillar of light that reached for the sky. And the pillar was still gone. There was no rift in space I could see with my eyes, nor were there any abrasions in this plane I could detect with my spatial senses.
The ground was still made of the familiar white rock that pervaded the Netherworld. However, when I looked up, I could see the blood-red sky slowly fading away.
“You really did a good job.”
Daniel walked up next to me, helping me from the other side. I flinched from the touch at first, but welcomed his assistance. The [Hero] gave me a nod.
“I was worried for you. I was afraid you wouldn’t be able to do it without our help. I shouldn’t have doubted you or your Grand Skills.”
I smiled back in return.
“It was only one of my Grand Skills that helped. The other is still on cooldown.” 
“Wait, how’d you conjure up your Divine Essence, then?”
Daniel blinked. Edithe peered at me curiously as well. I explained. 
“Well, I guess all that training with [Manifestation of the Old Gods] has finally paid off. I can use my Divine Essence even without a Skill now, even if it’s…”
I gestured at myself. Edithe and Daniel exchanged a glance. They spoke at the same time.
“Right.”
I shook my head as I finished.
“Anyway, I knew [Radiant Slash] wasn’t enough to defeat the [Archarachne]. So I infused my Divine Essence into the attack just for a little bit to deal the final blow.” 
I was also pretty sure that maybe [Wisdom of the Old Gods] had something to do with it. Previously, I thought that the General Skill only gave me a boost to my [Wisdom], but now I realized it better attuned me with my own divinity. If I had to guess, it was the reason why I had even been able to use [Manifestation of the Old Gods] in the first place. And now, I pushed it beyond its limits, even going as far as to level it up twice, to use Divine Radiant Slash to win the fight.
While I was glad it worked out in the end, I wasn’t going to grow reliant on this ability. It was more of a last-ditch effort than anything due to the severe repercussions that came from using it. Honestly, it would just be better to wait for my [Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion] Grand Skill to recover rather than risking my life with this maneuver. It worked out this time, but in the future, if I somehow failed, I’d be dead. 
“Just rest for now.”
“You’ll probably be out of commission for the next few hours.”
Daniel and Edithe had said as they brought me to a [Healing Mage]. I tried to protest.
“Wait, can’t you guys just give me a healing potion? What am I supposed to do here?”
The [Healing Mage] cleared his throat as he looked over me.
“Unfortunately, Ms Salvos—”
“My name is Salvos.”
I glared at him. The [Healing Mage] nodded.
“Right— Salvos, a healing potion will only worsen your condition. The problem isn’t the physical damage you’ve taken. In fact, it almost seems like your wounds are already healing. A result of a healing Skill?”
He raised a brow at me, and I nodded.
“I have [Rest] and [Weaker Regeneration].”
“Right, right. And added on top of that is a natural heightened recovery rate thanks to your [Vitality] at your level, then most of your injuries should be gone by the end of the hour. But the problem is the damage you’ve incurred is to your soul itself. It is the equivalent of suffering from mana poisoning, but with your essence.”
“Huh…”
I blinked a few times. Edithe and Daniel nodded, walking out of the tent.
“You heard the man!”
“See you later, Salvos!”
I watched them go.
“Wait, what am I supposed to do until I’m fully recovered?”
I asked, but they were already gone. The [Healing Mage] shrugged.
“Sleep?”
He suggested. And I glared at him.
“Absolutely not!”
—--
In the end, I decided to have a nice hearty meal while being treated by the healers. They had fetched me rations and someone even found a fancy dish that had been stored away in a Dimensional Storage Box. I rejected it all. They were disgusting.
Instead, I chomped down on the raw remains of an [Aranea] as the other wounded folks in the large tent stared at me with wide eyes.
“Delicious. Nothing like eating your enemies after beating them!”
I also decided to distribute all the Stat Points and Secondary Skill Points I had gained from leveling up. Unfortunately, I couldn’t distribute my primary Skill Points since all my Skills were already maxed out. 
But I was getting close to Level 150. I just had to level up three more times, and that was it. I could finally become a Primeval Demon!
I was incredibly excited for the options that would be made available. Although… I wondered if there would even be that many options in the first place. I remembered hitting Level 100 for the first time— after that duel with that cheater Zix. I had only been given three options to choose from. 
Three.
It wasn’t a lot. And I had a feeling that this time, I wasn’t suddenly going to get four evolutionary options. 
Well, whatever it was, I hoped it would be good. 
I ended up expending most of my Stat Points on [Vitality], [Strength], and [Endurance]. And as for my Secondary Skills, I split most of my focus on [Draconic Fury], [Passive - Weaker Regeneration], and [Passive - Master of Material Manipulation].
By the time I was done eating and dealing with my Status, I had mostly recovered. So I got up and left the large tent, sweeping my gaze over the ruins of Ertos.
“Alright, now to see what’s going on out there.”
Salvos (Secely’s Sentinel) (The Devil’s Daughter)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 147
Class: [Draconic Apprentice] - Lvl. 116
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Corruption Resistance] - Lvl. 1
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 2
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Wisdom of the Old Gods] - Lvl. 3



[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]: 190 (+30) (+10) 
[Strength]: 190 (+30) (+10) 
[Endurance]: 190 (+30) (+10) (+3)
[Wisdom]: 320 (+30) (+10) (+30) 
[Agility]: 360 (+30) (+10) (+5)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 12]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Haste] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 25 (Maxed)



[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 25 (Maxed)



[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)



[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 25 (Maxed)



[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: 2]
[Draconic Fury] - Lvl. 15
[Fragmented Pocket Dimension] - Lvl. 10
[Full Phase] - Lvl. 5
[Greater Teleportation] - Lvl. 5
[Manifestation of the Old Gods] - Lvl. 5
[Truth Divination] - Lvl. 5
[Warped Time] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Dragon Scales] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Master of Material Manipulation] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - Weaker Regeneration] - Lvl.5




42. Cause for Celebration

Faith El, the Fallen Queen of Elutra, and former disgraced princess stood before the walls of Ertos. It had been a day since the city had been taken back from the hands of the Demons. The sub-ritual had been subverted— its magic halted from spreading across the Mortal Realm.
It was a victory. All-around, it was considered to be a cause for a grand celebration. But Faith wasn’t in a celebratory mood. 
She didn’t quite feel like there was even a reason to feel joyous. For her, this occasion only drew a woeful melancholy from deep within her heart. After all, she had failed.
Faith swept her gaze over the rest of the city. She saw the ruined streets and the fallen houses. When they’d first arrived, there had been desiccated bodies piled up in every street corner— sacrifices made to carry out this ritual. 
The walls of Ertos— once so tall and full of majesty— now lay crumbled at her feet. It could repel armies from even the greatest nations in the world. Faith’s father had once told her that the Capital City of Elutra was impregnable from any invasions. Now, it was reduced to dust and rubble.
The Fallen Queen of Elutra sighed. 
“A fallen nation for a fallen queen. Truly, I have been given a Title befitting my status…”
She closed her eyes, remembering what the city of Ertos had once been. In its full glory. The place where she had been born and raised. Faith looked back towards the decrepit palace, worn down from all the fighting it had been through.
A single teardrop slid down her pale cheeks as she recalled all that had been lost. Her father, King Credence. Her brothers and sisters— Destiny, Con… all of her siblings. Only four of them were left. She looked down at the palm of her hand.
Her right hand. At one point, it had been gone too. Chomped off by a savage Archdemon. But with the help of Salvos, it had been grown back. It wasn’t exactly like her original hand. It was a result of using a Potion of Regeneration— however, only in minute amounts, which produced a slightly disproportionate size, as well as a weaker right hand than her left hand. 
Sometimes, she wished she refused this offer. The scar from losing her right hand acted as a reminder to what she had done and failed to accomplish. But at the time, she was acting out of necessity. Faith couldn’t serve as the leader of Elutra’s Resistance with only one hand.
But now, with her city liberated, she raised a dagger and contemplated righting this wrong. She held the blade against her wrist, a healing potion at the ready to stop any bleeding. Faith inhaled deeply and lifted the dagger.
“I—”
She whispered to herself. And a hand landed on her shoulder. Faith blinked, whirling around. She stared at a man standing behind her. 
A black-haired figure who eyed the dagger in her hand warily. He narrowed his eyes at her. 
“Faith.”
“Daniel?”
She blinked at the [Hero]. He gestured towards the dagger in her hand and asked.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m… doing what’s right.”
The Fallen Queen of Elutra shook her head. She shrugged Daniel’s hand off her and turned to face the red night sky. 
“Leave me. This is something I have to do alone.”
But Daniel didn’t let her. He grabbed her by the hand and yanked the dagger away.
“Stop it.”
He spoke firmly as he tossed the dagger aside. Faith tried to push him away.
“Don’t stop me, Daniel.”
She gritted her teeth at him. 
“I deserve this. After all I have done— after what I have done to you. Don’t you think this is what I deserve?”
The young man from Earth hesitated. Faith could still see some of the scorn in his eyes, even after so long. The way she had treated him— the way she had used him. She still regretted it to this day. 
But Daniel shook his head. 
“No.”
“What?”
Faith blinked. She tried to struggle— to break free from his grip.
“But I tricked you! I abandoned my people when they needed me the most. I am a failure of a princess. A failure of a Queen. I need to be punished for my sins.”
Daniel sighed as she failed to escape. He looked at her, meeting her gaze.
“Faith.”
The Queen paused. She saw the way he looked at her. The mix of sympathy and sorrow. He closed his eyes.
“You know, when I first woke up in this world, I thought I was in paradise. I thought I was in heaven. I thought this was my dream come true— after all, back in my world, I was… a failure.”
“A failure?”
Faith stared at him, utterly puzzled. Daniel chuckled bitterly.
“Well, I wouldn’t say failure is the right word. But I felt like a failure. I never thought I would amount to anything. And when the only girl who loved me died, I felt like I had nothing left. I considered ending it all, multiple times. That I didn’t even deserve to live.”
He looked up— towards the teething stars. The scintillating dots in the night sky were slightly obscured by a red mist that remained overhead. The [Hero] took a deep breath.
“Then I woke up here. And there was a beautiful princess who loved me. There were thousands of people who chanted my name, relying on me. For once in my life, I felt like I was wanted. That I wasn’t a complete failure. That I could actually do something that had meaning.”
Daniel’s lips curled up. He smiled, but Faith only felt guilt. Her heart ached in her chest as he continued.
“As it later turned out, it was all built on a mountain of lies. And I ran away. Once again, I just wanted to escape from my problems. I just wanted to escape from it all.”
Faith hung her head low, the guilt eating her up from the inside. But Daniel helped her raise her head.
“However, despite what happened, I believe you still helped me.”
“What?”
She stared at him, blinking. He gave her a determined look.
“I believe that I wouldn’t have climbed out of that dark place where I was trapped if not for coming into this world. If I hadn’t met you— if you hadn’t shown me what it was like to feel like I am worth something.” 
“But that’s…”
Amanda trailed off. But Daniel cut her off.
“And you weren’t the only one who failed the people of Ertos. They relied on me to save them. They trusted me because I was a [Hero]. But I failed them too.”
He bowed his head deeply as Faith just stared at him.
“So let me bear some of the responsibility too.”
The Fallen Queen of Elutra could only look on as the [Hero] of Earth stood before her, tightly gripping her hand. She opened her mouth— she wanted to protest. But nothing came out from her mouth. All she found were tears falling from her eyes.
“T-that’s…”
She broke down into tears, unable to finish her sentence. Faith cried as Daniel comforted her. The former princess could only cry as she whispered.
“Thank you. Thank you—” 
***
Unbeknownst to both the [Hero] and the Queen, a figure hid in the shadows, watching this scene. She clenched her jaw as she slinked away, quite clearly irritated. Amanda cursed under her breath as she turned a street corner— 
And paused when she saw a pink-haired woman standing at the end of the junction. Saffron Merryster crossed her arms as Amanda growled.
“What are you doing here?”
“I should be asking you the same question.”
The young noble rolled her eyes. Amanda frowned.
“That’s none of your business.”
The former assassin started forward. Saffron just sighed.
“You know, the longer you refuse to admit it, the worse it will become, right?”
That made Amanda pause. She glanced back at Saffron, shaking her head.
“I don’t have to admit anything.”
“Sure you don’t.”
Saffron snorted, but Amanda just harrumphed and walked away.
***
The next day, Faith woke up to Willow bursting into her tent. The Fallen Queen of Elutra blinked, staring in confusion as the white-haired woman sputtered.
“It’s… Elutra isn’t—”
“Calm down, Willow. What are you saying? What are you talking about? What happened to Elutra?”
Willow paused, breathing slowly. She cleared her throat and gestured at a slip of paper in hand.
“Elutra hasn’t fallen just yet, my Queen.”
“What do you mean by that?”
Faith furrowed her brows. Willow drew back, reading the report in hand.
“Our scouts returned from twenty miles north of Ertos. They discovered a refugee camp there. About ten thousand people from the city had evacuated before the ritual took place.”
“What?”
The Fallen Queen of Elutra stared in shock at the white-haired woman. Willow nodded eagerly.
“Not only that— we heard back from Laux Lionfist and his forces. Not only did they retake another sub-ritual site, they also found two Elutran cities along the way that were largely left unaffected. And I have a feeling the same could be said for a lot of the cities out there. 
“I…”
Faith was left at a loss for words. She read the report, looking over every line again and again. She felt like she was dreaming. It wasn’t… a cause for celebration. Most of Elutra had still been ravaged by not just the war with the Inoria Empire, but what came after too with the Demons.
However, it was a silver lining. Faith could still make up for her mistakes. There was still so much she had to do. Nodding to herself, the Fallen Queen of Elutra got to her feet.
“I understand. Bring me to the survivors of Ertos. Now.”
“Yes, my Queen. I’ll fetch a horse.”
Willow bowed deeply and quickly excused herself. 




43. Pyrrhic Victory

It was a week of resounding victories for the United Coalition of the Human Lands. All throughout the Inoria Empire, large-scale battles had taken place in retaliation of the Demon invasion of the Mortal Realm. They hadn’t been easy. Each battle had been hard-fought. But ultimately, it was a massively successful pushback against the grand ritual that had seemed like the beginning of the end of Humankind.
Originally, there had been thirteen sub-ritual locations that exacerbated the grand ritual— that sped up the process of merging the Netherworld with the Mortal Realm. Now, there were only six left. In the span of under four weeks since the declaration of war was made at the conclusion of the Conference of Alyras, seven of the sub-ritual locations had been destroyed in one way or another.
The first had been sabotaged by a covert operation carried out by a group of Elite and Diamond Ranked adventurers. It had been led by Orgaf the Thief of the Golden Scales. And while the mission itself was successful on paper, it wasn’t wholly celebrated as one. After all, Lofus the Broken Berserker of Bherein, an Elite Ranked adventurer, died during the operation due to the sudden appearance of a Primeval Demon. 
Then there was the siege of Licen by both Laux Lionfist and Peris Dolonia. Their armies had been one of the first to cross the borders of the Inoria Empire. Together, they quickly made progress into enemy territory, taking over multiple towns and cities without spilling a single drop of blood. They only met their first true resistance when they reached the site of the sub-ritual at Licen. The Inorian army resisted their takeover, forced to fight by a group of high-leveled Demons within the city. Fortunately, with Peris Dolonia’s Skills, he managed to draw out said Demons and liberate Licen before too many lives were lost.
After that, there had been the retaking of Ertos by the forces of Mori Gladius, Helena Warshade, and Daniel Song. It had been a bloody battle— one of the bloodiest in the entire war. Their army incurred grave losses, despite the presence of some of the most powerful individuals in the Human Lands. After all, they had faced an opposing Demon army as well as a wild Primeval Demon at the same time. It was a long, protracted battle that eventually resulted in victory after many losses.
At the same time, Kaitlin Darkhlem and the Swordsguard Forces of the Vaun Qieur Empire carried out a quick and vicious attack on Fort Nosus where another sub-ritual had been held and retook Shadowscar’s Pass. It was a decisive victory. The Swordsguard Forces had hardly suffered any losses, and they had slain hundreds of Demons with ease. 
Shortly after that, the Eastern Kingdom Alliance and Remembered Order Company capitalized on the retaking of Shadowscar’s Pass to reach the site of the fifth sub-ritual. It was Windwraith the Dungeon City. And its inhabitants had been entirely sacrificed to the sub-ritual at the very heart of the Dungeon. Tyrian the Brightsbane Archer led a group of his adventurers down into the Dungeon, avoiding the outpouring of both Demons and monsters, before finally sabotaging the sub-ritual.
And this week, smaller armies from the Alterian League, the Sunmere Republic, and allied Cyclopes from Ajih took on the southern border of the Inoria Empire. Where the Elutra Kingdom had once been. They breezed through the region of Arbington before finally taking the city of Norwich where another sub-ritual was located without spilling a single drop of blood. 
Then Peris Dolonia with the Helbir League— after splitting with Laux Lionfist and his troops— captured the northernmost city of the Inoria Empire. Lunaris. It was apparently another hard-fought battle which concluded after a day of battle. While the Crown Prince of Dolonia was unhappy about all the losses they suffered, a victory was a victory.
But the same couldn’t be said for what happened next. The next bit of news was heard by everyone from the United Coalition Army of the Human Lands. The news of defeat at the city of Wilford.
“Give it up.”
The voice was cruel and callous. A burning tone that somehow blazed hotter than the flames of the city. Laux Lionfist stumbled back, dropping to one knee, his right arm bleeding and broken. He looked up as the crimson figure strutted through the rubble of what had once been tall and glorious walls. 
Ira tilted his head as he came to a halt. Behind him, a horde of wild Demons tore through the remains of what had once been an army of adventurers. A hundred thousand dead, just like that. Tens of thousands were fleeing. Laux Lionfist had only stayed behind to hold the Primeval Demon off. Ira spoke with an acerbic tone.
“You puny mortals do not stand a chance against our King. Your world is ours to take. So give it up.”
“Never.”
Laux Lionfist forced himself to his feet. He met the Primeval Demon’s gaze. 
“We have driven you Demons back from the Mortal Realm once before. We will do it again.”
Ira sighed. A [Hellwolf] crept up behind him. Laux Lionfist saw the way the Demon was ready to pounce. He braced himself— 
But the wild Demon leapt at Ira’s back. The Primeval Demon just raised a hand, flicking it back and killing it in an instant. Another group of [Hellwolves] howled, before charging around him. A few tried their chances at Ira, but the rest streamed after the running adventurers.
Laux Lionfist shook his head. He raised his one arm and glared at Ira.
“I will fight until I draw my last breath if I must.”
“Then show it to me.”
Ira grinned. He spread his arms wide, waiting expectantly.
“Prove it. Prove your resolve. Unleash your Grand Skill upon me!”
He yelled as he cackled wildly. Laux Lionfist gritted his teeth. The Elite Ranked adventurer remembered the report Helena Warshade had given him on Ira. Supposedly, Ira was able to reflect any Skill unleashed against him. And that was before Ira had become a Primeval Demon.
But would a Grand Skill be enough to break through whatever defense Ira had? Laux Lionfist didn’t know. But he hoped it would. He took on a wide stance as he took a step forward.
“Very well, Demon.”
Ira just bared his teeth savagely in return. Laux Lionfist’s muscles rippled as his eyes flickered.
“[My Body, My Blood—”
He started. And a blast of iridescent energy struck Ira. The Primeval Demon flew back with a loud yelp as the beam of rainbow energy continued to rake him across the ruins of the city. Laux Lionfist blinked, only to suddenly find himself flying, picked up by a cloud. 
Looking up, the Elite Ranked adventurer spoke in shock.
“Helena…?”
And he paused. It wasn’t Helena Warshade who was carrying him. He didn’t see the Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy standing there atop the white nimbus cloud. Instead, a wizened man stood atop a golden nimbus cloud with a sword raised and aimed at Ira.
“Headmaster Clayton Skyshredder?!”
Laux Lionfist exclaimed. Clayton just shook his head as his cloud circled over the ruins of Wilford. A crimson pillar tore through the city’s center as thousands of Demons continued to pour out in an unending wave. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy lowered his blade.
“This battle is lost. There is no changing that fact. We need to regroup with the other armies before attempting to destroy this sub-ritual once more.”
“R-right. But what are you—”
Before Laux Lionfist could finish, Ira leapt out of a crater and laughed wildly.
“Who knew that Clayton Skyshredder himself would finally leave his little hide-y hole! Come, Headmaster, I will fight you—”
Clayton Skyshredder interrupted him by sending another blast of iridescent energy his way. The Primeval Demon screamed in pain as the cloud zipped off, leaving the city behind. 
“Hopefully the damage will not spread too far before we return.”
Beneath them, some twenty or thirty thousand adventurers continued fleeing. Laux Lionfist blinked, still staring at Clayton. Then he nodded slowly.
“Right. We must make haste.”
Any question could be saved for later. For now, it was best to focus on what could currently be done. The two Elites descended, rallying the remainder of the adventurer army to regroup far from the sub-ritual site.
Meanwhile, Ira watched them go. The Primeval Demon dusted himself off as blood trickled down his shoulder.
“The Headmaster of Mavos Academy joins the war, huh?”
He shook his head. 
“This changes everything. Levithus must know of this.”
And he turned away.
***
After we had taken over the city of Ertos, we didn’t stay around for long, leaving to tackle yet another sub-ritual site. We did stay for a bit longer than we wanted because of Faith’s insistence, which eventually led to the Fallen Queen of Elutra taking her forces and leaving our army.
After finding some refugees hidden in Mount Soulcreep, she had decided she would continue liberating more of the Elutra Kingdom and regroup with the other forces from the Alterian League and the Sunmere Republic. It was her duty or something. I somewhat understood it, since I felt the same way with my companions.
“So where are we going now?”
I asked Daniel as I flew upside down beside him. He sat atop a horse awkwardly riding at the front of the army. He glanced up at me and shook his head.
“Weren’t you listening at all during the meeting?”
“What meeting?”
I blinked at him. He sighed.
“We’re going to meet up with Laux Lionfist’s forces towards the northwest. Then we will join Peris Dolonia’s army too before pressing further into the Inoria Empire.”
“Aren’t we going to target more of those sub-ritual sites?”
“We’re leaving those for the other armies to deal with. So far, we haven’t had too much trouble with destroying the sub-rituals. We may as well work efficiently and split responsibilities. We’ll target the true source of the Grand Ritual, while the rest of the coalition will bring down the remaining six sub-ritual.”
Daniel paused. He raised his head.
“Well, five after Laux Lionfist and his troops take back Wilford.”
“What is Wilford?”
I asked, peering at him. He just gave me a flat stare.
“I’m not going to answer that.”
“Aw.”
We continued riding for a few more minutes as I just flitted around like I was some kind of [Will O’ Wisp]. Truth be told, I was only bothering Daniel so I could escape the real [Will O’ Wisp]. Willy was harping after me for a lot of things. Three things in particular.
And I was trying to avoid responsibility. So I just glanced up at the sky, bored and bothering Daniel. 
“Are we there yet?”
“Not for another day, probably. When we last heard from Laux Lionfist, his forces were facing quite a bit of resistance from Wilford. But I’m sure once he’s dealt with the sub-ritual, they’ll need to rest up and wait for us in the city.”
“And why do you think he’ll succeed?”
I asked casually.
“Couldn’t he have, y’know, failed?”
“I mean, it’s possible, but—”
Daniel started. Then he caught himself. He stared straight ahead as our army came to a halt right at the top of a hill. I looked up— or down, depending on how you looked at it— to see a vast desolate landscape. White rocks that spread far and wide, with no city or anything of the like in sight.
Crimson skies scarred the world ahead, only growing and spreading the Netherworld’s curse into the Mortal Realm. I saw wild Demons wandering the rocky plains. Entire forests burned to ash. And far beyond that was a crimson pillar, shooting to the sky. Still a day’s travel away. Where the vague outline of Wilford could be see in the distance.
Daniel scratched his cheeks.
“Uh, nevermind. Maybe you’re right.”
And I furrowed my brows, in thought.
“Huh.” 




44. Netherfication

We arrived in the northwestern region of the Inoria Empire. Far from the territories of the Elutra Kingdom. Here, we were close to bordering Shedos. Where Mavos Academy had been. There was a city here— a place called Wilford. Apparently, it was where another one of the sub-rituals was taking place.
But Laux Lionfist and his army of over a hundred thousand adventurers had arrived before us. Their goal had been to sabotage the eighth sub-ritual location. To slow the Netherfication of the Mortal Realm. However, it was quite clear that he had failed.
I cast my gaze over the landscape. We were still relatively far off from Wildford. The army was being worked by less movement Skills than before, so we were about a day’s travel at the very least from arriving. Yet, this entire area had already been transformed into the familiar white world of the Netherworld.
The sky was stained a blood-red, and the floor was made of a pure white rock. An entire forest of trees had dried up with no soil to draw water from. Their dying leaves fell to the ground as our army marched over the vast white expanse, slowed by the oppressive heat from the crimson glow above.
“This isn’t right…”
Daniel narrowed his eyes. He turned to the trio of [Crusaders] accompanying him. He faced the foremost one.
“Kacey, get Helena Warshade here—”
He started. But a voice interrupted him.
“I am here.”
Helena Warshade descended next to him, standing atop her white nimbus cloud. Behind her, Mori Gladius was also standing on the magical ride. I perked up, and my wings dissipated as I landed. 
“This is going to be a big deal, isn’t it?”
“We need to figure out what happened to Laux Lionfist.”
Daniel said as he nodded at me. I sighed, taking a step back.
“That’s cool and all, but I’ve gotta go. I have kids to take care of! Bye!”
He rolled his eyes, watching me run off.
I left the important people to have their discussion. It wasn’t like I would contribute much to it. Daniel, Helena, and Mori were kind enough to let me off, but I received a sidelong glare from Kacey and the other [Crusaders]. 
Well, it wasn’t like I cared about what they thought about me. They were just random Humans. And it wasn’t like they even knew the true me anyway. So I didn’t care what they thought of the Human Salvos, because I wasn’t a Human at the end of the day.
I searched the army as their marching speed slowed under the conditions of the Netherworld. I was used to it, but it seemed that Humans struggled to traverse through it. I continued until I eventually found Edithe.
The redhead was with Hadrian. They were walking alongside each other as their company of adventurers followed behind them. I bounced up to them.
“Hey Edithe, hey Hadrian!”
“Salvos— do you know what happened?”
Edithe asked as she gestured around us. Hadrian furrowed his brows. The leader of the Valiant Dreamers Company gave me a worried look.
“Did Laux Lionfist fail? Did the adventurer coalition really get destroyed?”
“I dunno. Daniel and the others are trying to figure it out right now. I’m just here to escape any responsibility.”
I beamed at them. Edithe snorted.
“Of course you are.”
“Do you know where Willy and the baby Wyverns are?”
I cocked my head at her. She scratched her cheeks. Hadrian shook his head, gesturing at one of the caravans at the back of the company.
“They’re giving Ismail a hard time.”
“They are?”
I blinked. I narrowed my eyes and watched as the caravan burst open. A pair of baby Wyverns went scampering out as a dark-skinned man chased after them, cursing. His Pegasus whinnied, flying up after him. Another baby Wyvern stepped out, followed by a [Will O’ Wisp]. They watched the chaos ensue together as I approached them from behind.
“What are Novis and Bellum doing?”
I asked, and Willy spun around. Oriur was a moment slower. He gasped and leapt onto my feet, crying. 
“Mama!”
“It’s ok, Oriur. I’m here now. What’s going on?”
“What’s going on?”
Willy repeated after me. The [Will O’ Wisp]’s flames burned red as he flitted my way.
“You.”
“I’m going on?”
“Idiot! You leave them!”
He continued as he glanced back to Novis and Bellum. They were running between horses and hiding beneath carts. Ismail and his Pegasus tried to trap them, but they somehow always escaped. I blinked back at Willy.
“What do you mean? I was just, um, talking with Daniel about stuff. Important stuff. Y’know, the kind of stuff that would bore them?”
I gave him an apprehensive shrug. But Willy didn’t buy it. Even though he was a ball of flames, I could tell he was glaring at me.
“Avoiding them.”
He spoke simply. I pursed my lips.
“Who’s avoiding what? I’m avoiding Helena Warshade? Of course I am!”
I exclaimed, giving him a weak smile. He adamantly continued.
“You. Avoiding Novis, Bellum, and Oriur.”
“Whaaaat? I would never—”
I started. Then I felt something at my leg. I looked down to see Oriur tugging my blue jacket. He gave me a pair of round eyes and asked.
“Where been, Mama?”
And I hesitated. I slowly picked him up as he clung onto my arm. Novis and Bellum dashed away from Ismail before pausing. The two of them finally caught sight of me. They stood there, frozen. And Ismail caught them.
“Finally—”
He started. But they squirmed out of his arms. Immediately, the two baby Wyverns started bawling as they sprinted for me. Ismail groaned as he dropped to his knees. I caught Novis and Bellum as they crashed into me.
“Mama!”
The three baby Wyverns cried together. And I bit my lower lip. They hugged me tightly, refusing to let go. It was the same every single time. If I left the three baby Wyverns for just a moment, they would get unbelievably sad. 
I looked over at Willy who gave me a judgmental stare. I sighed.
“I know, I know. I shouldn’t have avoided them.”
I patted the baby Wyverns slowly. They were too busy crying to even notice anything I said. I looked up at the [Will O’ Wisp] and shook my head.
“I understand that. But… I can’t look after them all the time, Willy.”
I pouted. Willy buzzed around me, annoyed.
“Must.”
“It’s just not possible. I have things I want to do. I have things I need to do. And I will have to…”
I glanced over at Ismail who was scowling, walking back to his caravan with his Pegasus. I looked back to see the rest of the Valiant Dreamers watching with sidelong glances. Even Edithe looked mildly amused, and her friend, Celine, was laughing about what just happened with Ismail and the baby Wyverns.
They probably could overhear me, so I didn’t say anything too specific. I kept it vague.
“I have to leave, eventually. I need to go home. Find my first companion. I can’t bring Novis, Bellum, or Oriur with me there… it’s too dangerous.”
I gave Willy an apologetic look. But he just sighed.
“That just means you have to take care of them now.”
The [Will O’ Wisp] spoke in a full sentence. I glanced down at the baby Wyverns. They met my gaze, confused. They didn’t know what Willy and I were discussing. They could tell it was something important. They gave me a concerned look, and I shook my head.
“It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.”
I soothed them before putting them back on the ground. They smiled at each other as I turned back to Willy. 
“I want to, Willy. But, like, I need a break sometimes, y’know?”
If Willy had eyes, he’d be rolling them right now. He flew down to the baby Wyverns, flying before them.
“If you didn’t want this responsibility, you shouldn’t have taken them under your wing. You need to understand they are living beings, Salvos. You cannot just give up on a whim.”
“Right…”
I bowed my head low. For a moment, neither of us said anything. Novis, Bellum, and Oriur just stared at us quizzically. I wasn’t sure what else to say, and I knew Willy would reprimand me for any excuse I made. I opened my mouth.
“I’ll try—”
I started, but paused as I heard a shouting. I glanced back as a group of riders ran down the army.
“We’re changing destinations! Everyone, we are not going to Wilford! We’ll be going to Inor now!”
I blinked. I looked towards Willy, confused.
“Isn’t that the Inoria Empire’s northernmost city or something?”
“Who knows?”
Willy said in response. 
“Why are we changing locations now?”
It would take us longer to get to Lunaris But for whatever reason, we were going there now. I wondered what went wrong. Hopefully nothing too bad, right?
—--
And the army moved. We reoriented our path, circumventing Wilford entirely. We traveled through the very peripheries of the Netherfication. I watched on as the white landscape continued to spread. 
Our progress was slowed because of all the wild Demons in the path. I would’ve helped out, but I decided to stay with Willy and the baby Wyverns. Novis, Bellum, and Oriur kept pestering me to play with them, and I did. I didn’t want to make Willy angry. I knew if I left them alone again, the [Will O’ Wisp] would give me an earful.
So we just continued on. Daniel at the front with Mori Gladius and Helena Warshade. They were on guard of something. Edithe and a few other higher-leveled members of the army also joined the head, making it clear that they were worried. 
Eventually, after another day and a half, we arrived at Lunaris




45. Regroup

We arrived at Lunaris soon enough. It was the northernmost city of the Inoria Empire. Peris Dolonia, the Crown Prince of Dolonia, had captured this place five days before we arrived. It had been the location of one of the sub-rituals, so the earth was made of a white rock, and the sky had the vestiges of a crimson paint mixed with the blue.
I could scarcely see the sun overhead amidst the oppressive red. It peeked through, crawling over the sky like a bead of sweat slowly making its way down my back. Without the ritual here, the sky would eventually return to normal. It just hadn’t reverted back yet.
We saw an encampment right outside of the city. The tents flew the banners of various countries. City states, to be specific. A coalition that had already existed before the United Coalition of the Human Lands had been formed. The armies of the Helbir League.
Their soldiers looked ragged and worn down. As if they had just been through a hard-fought battle. It looked as though they had been pitched here for at least a week. And their numbers weren’t exactly as large as I had thought they’d be.
I expected an army well into a hundred thousand. Maybe even two hundred or three hundred thousand soldiers. But there had to be just under a hundred thousand here. They must’ve suffered quite a few losses to capture Lunaris.
But pitched right next to the first encampment was a smaller encampment. And it made the losses Peris Dolonia and his forces suffered look pathetic in comparison. 
There was only a single banner being hung from the tents there. The banner of Mavos Academy. I recognized it immediately, but I saw the people gathered around in the encampment. And I realized— those weren’t students.
They were adventurers.
These were Laux Lionfist’s forces, and they had been reduced to a tenth of what they had originally been. 
“Huh. What happened here?”
I wondered aloud. Edithe walked up next to me, shaking her head.
“Apparently Laux Lionfist and his forces suffered a major defeat at Wilford. That’s why we’re here. To regroup and take Wilford with our combined forces.”
“I see.”
I narrowed my eyes. I looked around at our army. I watched them begin to set up camp around us. A voice cut through the ruckus, calling out for both Edithe and I.
“Edithe, Salvos!”
Daniel walked up to us, accompanied by his trio of [Crusaders]. They were like his bodyguards, accompanying him wherever he went. Or… his prison guards. Whichever was more apt. 
“We’re heading out to meet Peris and Laux Lionfist. You coming?”
“Let me just find Hadrian and I’ll be with you guys!”
Edithe nodded, walking off to find her company leader. I hesitated. I glanced at the redhead, then towards Daniel. The young man gave me a confused look. Finally, I spoke.
“I can’t go.”
I shook my head. 
“I have to look after…”
I gestured towards the baby Wyverns. They were playing right behind me, wrestling with each other. Little bundles of energy. I was concerned about them. But also— I could feel the heavy gaze of Willy bearing down on my back, and I didn’t want to set him off at me again.
So I bowed apologetically.
“Sorry!”
Daniel rolled his eyes.
“You only use them as an excuse when it’s convenient for you.”
“I am not!”
I protested. But he just shook his head. 
“It’s fine. Headmaster Skyshredder of Mavos Academy is here too, and after that stunt you pulled, he might not be happy to see you anyway.”
“Whaaat? Nooo. Clayton loves me!”
I fluttered my eyes innocently at Daniel. He started away as Edithe came back with Hadrian.
“I’ll just brief you on the details later. Make sure she doesn’t get into too much trouble, Willy.”
And they left. I watched them go. Sighing, I slumped over on the ground, lying down. I looked up towards the fading red sky, and I wondered what to do. 
It was difficult. I had far too many responsibilities now. It was not easy trying to find the right balance between everything I had to do. If only I had more of me…
“Wait, actually—”
I sat up, narrowing my eyes. I glanced over at Novis, Bellum, and Oriur. Novis and Bellum paused what they were doing, noticing that I was staring. Oriur was a moment slower, tripping and falling before looking up at me. They watched me curiously, and I rubbed my chin.
“What about this?”
I snapped my fingers. There was a flicker of golden flame. A figure emerged next to me, created from the fire. She looked exactly like me. Except… golden. 
It was [Salvo of Vanity]. My clone smiled as she stepped forward. She bent down, holding her arms wide to hug the trio of baby Wyverns. 
“There you go— she’ll take care of you! She’s me, so it’s fine, right?”
I clapped my hands together happily. Willy just sighed next to me. I glanced at him.
“What? This is a genius idea!”
“No it isn’t.”
The [Will O’ Wisp] retorted. I scowled, turning to face the baby Wyverns. I watched as they stared up at my clone. For a moment, they didn’t react. My clone just held her arms open, smiling.
Then Novis and Bellum cried out, running past the clone.
“Mama!”
They made a mad dash towards me and threw themselves at my feet. I paused. I looked back at Oriur as he just gave my clone a confused look. Then he followed after Novis and Bellum and hugged my leg as well. My clone’s shoulders sagged. 
“Told you.”
Willy snorted. I glanced back at him, before rolling my eyes. 
“They know it’s my clone. They just want to be with me since I’m here right now.”
I looked down at Novis, Bellum, and Oriur as they stared at me with round eyes. A smile slipped onto my face. 
“You guys are so cute.”
I spoke as I patted them all at the same time, using [Faux Limbs]. I turned to my pouting clone and waved a hand off.
“Since you’re here anyway, you can go help Daniel or whatever with what they’re doing. Here, let me write you a note…”
My clone pouted even harder as I passed her a note. She then dragged her feet behind her as she slowly made her way to the encampment ahead. 
***
“A Primeval Demon, huh?”
Amanda listened, keeping her head low as the room murmured in worry. A Primeval Demon had defended Wilford and defeated Laux Lionfist’s force in battle. It was the same Primeval Demon that had killed Lofus— that had bested Orgaf in battle. 
The former assassin scanned the room. There were a plethora of important people gathered. Orgaf himself was present with his lips pursed, and Helena Warshade had her teeth gritted. The conversation continued, with Clayton Skyshredder himself taking the lead role. 
“So we are aware that the Demon invasion is not lacking in Primeval Demons. There could be more showing up in the future as well. And each one is powerful— far stronger than we anticipated.”
“That’s not just it, either.”
Helena spoke up. She glanced over at Daniel Song who nodded. The [Hero] stepped forward, and Amanda lowered her head even more.
“We encountered a Primeval Demon in Ertos, too. A wild Primeval Demon.”
“What’s a wild Primeval Demon?”
Peris Dolonia asked, frowning. Daniel shook his head.
“I’ll explain it later. But there is a distinction between Primeval Demons like Ira, Belzu, or Levithus and the [Archarachne] or the [Hellabomination] we’ve encountered so far.”
“I wouldn’t exactly use those examples, but Daniel Song is right.”
Mori Gladius nodded in agreement. Peris glanced over at the Champion of the Human Lands, eyes narrowed. Daniel spoke, drawing all eyes in the room.
“Point is it is highly likely that the Demon King is getting desperate if he is sending all these Primeval Demons over. We have already sabotaged seven of the sub-rituals. All that’s needed now is to put a halt to the rest of them. Then there is nothing they can do to follow-through with their grand ritual.”
Amanda watched as he gestured at the map laid out on the desk. He pointed at the remaining five sub-rituals, moving the various pieces meant to represent the Human armies all throughout the Inoria Empire. 
“We just have to tread more carefully now. Assess each sub-ritual site so we do not rush in recklessly unprepared. If necessary, we regroup and retake these sites later. We do not want to suffer a major loss again like today.”
When did you become such a [Hero]? The former assassin wanted to scoff. But it looked like Daniel was in his element here. It annoyed Amanda somewhat. She was used to seeing Daniel be… well, for a lack of a better term, she was used to seeing him be incompetent. 
There were murmurs of agreement throughout the room. Scarlet Vermillion nodded as she tapped a finger on her chin.
“That is true. The Demon King can’t have that many Primeval Demons lying in wait, right? We can work on this tactically and win.”
Amanda herself thought that was a good idea. It made sense to her. But someone disagreed.
“Or perhaps not.”
Clayton Skyshredder spoke simply, his arms crossed. Helena turned to him, deferring. 
“Why not, Headmaster?”
He ran a hand through his flowing beard.
“During the Demon King’s last invasion of the Mortal Realm ten thousand years ago, it was said that the Immortal King Alexander slayed 50 Primeval Demons in battle. And not just that, but there were over a hundred other Primeval Demons seen throughout the ten years of war.”
Daniel blinked. He opened his mouth, gaping.
“Seriously?”
“We don’t even have a hundred Elites…”
Scarlet paled. Amanda herself felt her heart sink. But Orgaf stepped up, shaking his head.
“Our problem isn’t that we cannot take down a Primeval Demon. It’s that we do not know how to pick our battles. These Primeval Demons are smart and cunning. They must’ve been sent here into the Mortal Realm for a reason. They know when to fight and when to retreat. Meanwhile, we are mindlessly barreling ahead to stop this grand ritual. It is only expected that we face these defeats.”
Mori glanced over at the Thief of the Golden Scales.
“What are you suggesting, Orgaf?”
The Elite [Rogue] simply scoffed.
“It is wasteful for us to send an army down to Wilford to deal with Ira. That will only result in significant losses which I am sure we would rather not lose. I’d say we send a team of Elite Ranked adventurers to hunt down and deal with Ira.”
Amanda thought that made sense. But Daniel folded his arms across his chest. 
“Isn’t that what happened the last time around? When Lofus perished at Ira’s hands?”
“We were wholly unprepared for a Primeval Demon back then. Now we know better.”
Orgaf shrugged simply. Daniel looked like he wanted to argue, but Clayton Skyshredder spoke out, interrupting the [Hero].
“It is a risk. But for now, I believe it would be prudent for all of us to capture Wilford together. It is unlikely that Ira himself would remain guarding the city when he knows we will return with a force greater than ever.”
“That is true…”
Helena Warshade nodded. She glanced back towards the exit of the tent.
“Then it is best for us to make haste and prepare to leave now.”
“Agreed.”
Daniel spoke up as the rest of the room voiced their agreements. It was odd to Amanda, seeing the young man like this. He was really different from the man she knew. She closed her eyes and felt her racing heart as the room began to clear out.
Maybe Saffron was right. Maybe Amanda was really— 
“What’s this?”
Amanda blinked, hearing the shuffling pause. She looked up as a golden figure stood at the exit of the tent. Edithe took a step forward, frowning at the Salvos clone.
“Salvos? What’s going on?”
The Salvos clone handed Edithe a note. The redhead blinked as she read it. Daniel peered over her shoulder.
“What’s it about?”
Edithe showed it to him as she sighed.
“I can’t read this at all…”
“Oh.”




46. Contingencies

The combined army of adventurers, soldiers, and students left Lunaris soon enough. I watched the city disappear behind us. It wasn’t left empty or abandoned. Inorian soldiers and citizens remained, although they didn’t fly the flag of the Inoria Empire anymore. These were the ones who survived and relented to Peris Dolonia and his forces.
Many more were kept imprisoned as prisoners of war. And the Helbir League left a retinue of men to guard over those prisoners. Helena’s army hadn’t had time to set up camp yet, so the entirety of the forces had just continued marching on. There were also Laux Lionfist’s troops. Half of them were still wounded and injured, so he left them behind, instead joining Helena with only the able-bodied of his numbers.
Clayton Skyshredder and his students of Mavos Academy trailed after. They weren’t soldiers or adventurers, so they were tired just from traveling here. I thought I’d recognize their numbers, but for some reason, I didn’t see Valda or Nolan or anyone else I knew from the school. These mostly looked like staff members, in fact. But I didn’t even see Veronica Adash here, either.
I found it quite odd. I wondered where Clayton pulled these people from. 
I watched the army go. I didn’t follow along. Daniel and Edithe stayed behind for a moment longer. They stared at me.
“Wait, Salvos, you’re not coming with us?”
The redhead was aghast. I bowed my head apologetically. 
“Sorry! I don’t want to endanger them, y’know?”
I gestured at the baby Wyverns. Novis, Bellum, and Oriur looked up at me, blinking. Daniel frowned.
“We’re going to need your help, Salvos. Why aren’t you joining us this time around? The last few battles haven’t been a problem.”
“Well— I mean, Helena said it wasn’t going to be too dangerous, right? So you guys will be fine!”
I nodded eagerly at them. But Daniel just crossed his arms.
“That doesn’t answer the question, though.”
“Yeah, Salvos. Novis, Bellum, and Oriur were fine in Ertos, weren’t they?
Edithe peered at me curiously. I felt my shoulders sag. The baby Wyverns didn’t understand the conversation, but they noticed my body language. They drew closer, giving me a hug. I felt my heart melt as they tried to reassure me, and I shook my head.
“I was being neglectful before. I can’t just leave them alone like this until they’re able to handle themselves. I’m sorry, guys.”
I turned back to Daniel and Edithe, bowing low. They exchanged a glance. I raised my head and quickly spoke.
“My clones will join you! So don’t worry! If anything, I can just teleport to help!”
I looked at them worriedly. I wasn’t sure whether they were happy with just that. It really was difficult— managing so many responsibilities at once. But they gave me reassuring looks, to my surprise.
Daniel smiled.
“Well, I’m glad to see you’ve matured quite a lot, Salvos.”
Edithe nodded in agreement.
“It’s fine, just take your time. Your clones would help us plenty, anyway. Also—”
She glanced past me and shrugged.
“Willy will be there to help us, so you don’t have to worry.”
The redhead continued, and I froze.
“Wait, what?”
I blinked. I stared as Willy flitted past me. The [Will O’ Wisp] hovered next to Edithe and looked towards me. I stared at him. 
“You’re doing too, Willy?” 
“Yes.”
He replied casually. I tried to work my jaw. My eyes bulged as I pointed at him.
“You’re leaving me with the baby Wyverns alone?”
“Yes.”
Willy snorted. He flitted off after Edithe and Daniel as the pair of Humans waved at me. The [Will O’ Wisp] spoke in a sneering tone.
“Good luck, Salvos.”
“Wait, that’s—”
I started, but he was already gone. I watched the three of my companions go. They left with the various armies, heading for Wilford. And at my feet, I felt a poking.
Oriur cocked his head curiously at me, asking.
“Where uncle?”
Novis and Bellum nodded in agreement, and I sighed.
“Oh no.” 
***
Willy didn’t really need a break from taking care of the baby Wyverns. He was content with caring for them as long as needed, since he had nothing else better to do. The reason why he decided to leave Salvos alone was to simply educate her.
He had to show her that she had responsibilities. Willy wasn’t going to be around forever, so Salvos had to show she could handle herself when needed. Also, the Grand Spirit was starting to grow attached to Edithe. He didn’t mind being around the redhead as much as before.
So Willy flitted along, following the army as they traveled for two days to reach the edges of Wilford. The city itself was surrounded by plains from all directions. It had no natural barrier, so getting a lay of the land was rather easy.
Willy flew up as the armies converged around the city, flanking it from all sides. He studied the landscape. He scanned the area. And he realized something.
This place was entirely overrun by wild Demons. 
It was chaos. A vast battlefield sprawling with all kinds of Demons, killing each other senselessly. They poured out of the crimson pillar by the hundreds, ready to battle each other despite their confusion at where they were. 
Willy saw through the portal. At the other side. Into the Netherworld. 
A vast amount of land was being pulled over. An area the size of a country was locked into this sub-ritual. He saw fighting even at the other side of the Netherworld. With even larger Demons than the ones that had crossed into the Mortal Realm. And perhaps if this sub-ritual was allowed to continue, those hulking creatures would even pour out into the Mortal Realm.
It wasn’t something they could allow. While Willy himself didn’t care much, he was here now. So he descended and joined Edithe’s side. The redhead nodded at him. 
“Are you ready, Willy?”
“Yes.”
The city itself was littered with corpses. Adventurer from Laux Lionfist’s troops that had died a few days prior to their arrival. Perhaps that meant that their plan wouldn’t be as effective, but Willy and Edithe had already agreed beforehand on this.
The former [Summoner] raised a staff at the [Will O’ Wisp].
“[Patron of the Skills].”
And a deluge of notifications invaded his mind. He felt power coursing through him as he flew up.
Temporary Skill [A Guardian’s Blessing] Obtained!
Temporary Skill [The Indomitable Valkyrie] Obtained!
Temporary Skill [Vindication of They] Obtained!
He oversaw the landscape. And somehow, he saw little threads of essences permeating the battlefield. This power he felt— he saw— was weaker than at the siege of Alyras. Despite there being far more deaths, he could tell it was significantly weaker.
Edithe could too. But it didn’t matter. They stood at the forefront of the army as Daniel Song and the others watched. Willy flew higher and higher as Edithe herself pooled her magic into him. And together, at the same time, they unleashed their power.
“[Vindication of They].”
It wasn’t like the siege of Alyras. It was weaker, but also empowered by combination casting. Together, Edithe and Willy ripped through the battlefield, killing thousands and thousands of Demons before the battle even started.
Then like it was some kind of signal, the armies charged forward. From all around Wilford, the Human forces attacked the city, ready to bring it down.
Willy returned to Edithe, panting. The redhead nodded at him.
“Good job.”
“Thanks.”
He spoke simply. Willy had become the spell itself and ravaged through the battlefield. Being a [Will O’ Wisp], he saw and felt everything his flames came into contact with. And that was partly the reason why they decided to do this. So he could scout ahead. 
Edithe eyed him curiously.
“Any signs of Ira?”
“None.”
Willy had searched, but she found no proof of a red Primeval Demon lurking around. Edithe scratched her chin in thought.
“I wonder… where could Ira have gone.” 
***
Ira wasn’t hiding in Wilford. After Clayton Skyshredder showed up, the [Hellprince] had no reason to stick around if he wanted to live. He gave up the sub-ritual site, returning to Levithus to report. 
“It seems that we have miscalculated. Clayton Skyshredder himself will be taking the battlefield. The sub-rituals are falling faster than we thought they would.”
Levithus glanced back. The giant serpent had his gaze locked on the main grand ritual. A crimson pillar unlike the others. One that consumed all of the Capital city of the Inoria Empire. Now, his gaze bore down onto Ira.
“We must delay the Humans further. The grand ritual cannot be interrupted, even if the sub-rituals are halted. You know what to do, Ira.”
“The contingencies?”
Ira raised his head, blinking.
“I was under the impression that it would be risky.”
“It matters not. We must do everything we can to ensure our King’s vision is complete.”
Levithus answered, voice booming. Ira nodded and bowed deeply once again.
“Yes, Lord Levithus.”
With that, he spun around and took his leave. 




47. Amiss

Edithe Dawnrise watched as the armies converged on the city. Wilford was overflowing with wild Demons. Creatures that had already been locked in battle with themselves. It wasn’t a rare sight— to see these wild Demons killing each other. The redhead had seen similar things before.
For example, during the battle with Belzu. There had been an outpouring of wild Demons fleeing the [Hellabomination]. It was a stampede— a horde of all kinds of Lesser Demons to Archdemons. But even amidst the chaos, they fought amongst each other. They couldn’t help but pounce on any chance they got when one of them was vulnerable.
It was a scene of pure savagery. Edithe looked on as a group of [Hellhounds] fled the front ranks of adventurers, only to be intercepted by a [Hellhorror]. The giant six-legged creature was like a wolf mixed with a bear. It tore apart the Lesser Demons in glee, only for a flurry of [Fireballs] to strike it down.
“Is all of the Netherworld really like this?”
Edithe couldn’t help but wonder aloud. Was this the kind of landscape Salvos grew up in? If so— that explained so many things about the Demon girl.
“What did you think it was like?”
A voice asked, and the redhead turned around. She blinked as a regal figure made his way to her. She recognized him immediately, accompanied by a group of escorts. 
Mori Gladius the Champion of the Human Lands walked up to Edithe. Scarlet the Red Rose and a retinue of Platinum and Diamond Ranked adventurers followed him. He came to a halt right before the cliffside.
Edithe blinked a few times before shaking her head.
“Well, I never really thought too much about it. But I was under the impression that it was… less chaotic?”
“Oh?”
Mori raised a brow. Scarlet nodded next to him. The Red Rose spoke as she swept her gaze over the battlefield.
“I thought that all Demons fell under the banners of the Demon King. I had no idea that these ‘wild Demons’ existed. They’re like monsters— no, Centinels.”
Certainly, Edithe could see the comparison. The way the wild Demons fought was without any rhyme or reasoning. She looked on as an [Arachne] barreled into a group of soldiers, killing dozens before being cut down itself. 
“They’re mindless. And, honestly, I can kind of see why this Demon King wishes to leave the Netherworld. If you have to live through this every single day of your life, you’d want to escape it too.”
Edithe spoke, shaking her head. But Mori Gladius frowned.
“Perhaps it seems to be a harsh environment. However, that may be the reason why Demons of the same level are stronger than Humans. And that is why…”
“That is why…?”
The redhead glanced back at the man curiously. She stared at him as he trailed off. Her eyes narrowed as she continued to peer into him. He was Mori Gladius. The Champion of the Human Lands. A [Divine Spearmaster]. 
But right now, he looked… amiss.
“You’re…”
She opened her mouth. But Mori Gladius just shrugged and started forward.
“That is why they have to be stopped. We cannot allow these Demons to turn our world into their wastelands. Let us go, Scarlet.”
Scarlet nodded and followed after him. Edithe watched as the retinue of adventurers joined the battle. Mori Gladius and his adventurers tore through the ranks of wild Demons as the redhead waited up above.
It was really odd. Edithe felt something was wrong, but now, that feeling had gone away. She wondered what that was for a moment, before looking up as a ball of fire descended.
“You’re back, Willy.”
“Am.”
He flitted next to her as she just continued to stare at Mori Gladius from behind. Edithe pursed her lips.
“Do you… do you feel like there’s something wrong with Mori?”
“Yes.”
“You do?”
She blinked at the [Will O’ Wisp]’s response. He just hovered there, and she frowned.
“What is it that you see?”
He didn’t say anything. Edithe tilted her head at him.
“Willy?”
“Nothing.”
The Grand Spirit flew forward as she just stared. 
“Wait, Willy—”
She called out after him, and he flew down into the battlefield. Edithe gave chase, but he refused to answer. 
***

Peris Dolonia, the Crown Prince of Dolonia, cut down a [Savage Agarat] before it could reach his troops. He glanced back, watching as his ranks of soldiers moved in a rigid formation, refusing to break. 
He nodded approvingly at them. They didn’t fight like the adventurers, moving with loose formation that was full of vulnerabilities. The Helbir League fought battles intelligently. Each member of a regiment had a specific task, and their Classes were specialized with carrying out said tasks. And there were Captains— Commanders and Generals— all of which with Title Skils that better aided the soldiers.
And altogether, they were doing everything they could to minimize their losses. So Peris watched as his army crawled behind the rest of the adventurers. He looked on as Clayton Skyshredder flew high, trailed after by a retinue of [Mages] riding on staffs or wings, hurling powerful spells at the Demons. 
By the time Peris and his forces caught up, only a few stray Demons were remaining. He strolled forward as he cut down a group of [Hellbeasts]. He only paused when he saw a familiar figure riding throughout the battlefield with an escort.
Rana Alyras, the princess of Alyras, came to a halt next to him. He raised a brow as she glared.
“My beloved, what are you doing here?”
“What are you doing, Peris? You aren’t helping them. Your forces are crawling behind everybody else!”
He gestured simply back at his army.
“We are simply sticking to our formation. We are soldiers. We do not fight foolishly like the adventurers. We follow our training, regardless of the situation.”
She frowned at him.
“Don’t give me that. You’re just trying to avoid as much fighting as possible. You’re a coward!”
“After the losses we suffered at Lunaris? You are indeed correct, my dear. But it is not cowardice, but simply a loyalty to my people first and foremost.”
Peris shook his head. He glanced back to the army and spoke simply.
“Look at them. Look at your people. Do they seem like they want to be here?”
“What?”
Rana blinked. She glanced towards the first rank of soldiers. They wore a uniform set of armor with helmets that partially obscured their faces. But even she could see the way they gritted their teeth. The exhaustion they’d been overcome with. Especially when faced with an enemy that did not seem to falter.
“We have already given much to this cause. We have joined a battle which we are not responsible for causing. That is enough from you, princess.”
Peris shook his head as he walked back towards his men. She stared at him, blinking as he continued.
“Go back to your father. You are not fit to be in the battlefield. You will only endanger your own life.”
“I…”
She tried to argue, but nothing came out.




48. Reactivation

Demons. Scourges. Monsters from the underworld. It was an outdated term, but one which the Den of Souls still used. After all, the Nexeus was a world with three layers of planes. The Spirit Plane sat at the very top of the hierarchy— a utopia ruled by the Spirit Lord himself. There was no war, no famine, no strife, no grief. It was the world Human society aspired to be, but couldn’t achieve.
So the Mortal Realm lay in the middle. A place with war, but strived for peace. An imperfect world that hoped to become something more. And beneath it was the Netherworld. Or, as Kacey knew it, the underworld. 
The Den of Souls thought of the Netherworld as a place of chaos. A world with only war, only famine, only strife, and only grief. Even the other sects called this line of thinking outdated. But Kacey adhered to her beliefs her whole life, and finally, she saw it play out before her.
She saw the chaos festering before her eyes. Innumerable Demons that clashed mindlessly with each other like they were nothing but savage beasts. And they were savage beasts. The [Crusader] cut them down as she grunted.
Kacey hacked away at the Demons, yelling and screaming as their black blood coated her armor. She tore through their insides, but they had no innards. All that spilled out were splatterings of the ink-like liquid. 
“Die, you Demons!”
She shouted madly as she charged through the streets of Wilford. The [Crusader] was at the front of the charging army, having cut her way this far. The walls of the city had already collapsed from when Laux Lionfist invaded it, so there was not much in her path other than the myriad of wild Demons that she had culled. 
Kacey charged ahead down a street, heading straight for the sub-ritual site. She took a step forward, reaching a junction, only to be cut off. She stumbled back as a hard strike knocked her from the side. The [Crusader] went flying, landing a dozen feet away. Looking up, she saw a lumbering creature standing before her. It was…
[Hellterror - Lvl. 121]
A creature made of dozens of tendrils and eyeballs. A kind of Archdemon she had never seen before. She gritted her teeth and raised her longsword. 
It hissed. The monster flew up, unleashing a flurry of tendrils her way. She struck down the attacks and swung up.
“[Purification of They]!”
There was a flash of golden light. A powerful slash that lit up the red sky. It struck the Demon— an attack that engulfed the [Hellterror] entirely. Kacey grinned, waiting for the notification to come at any moment.
But there wasn’t one.
She blinked as the tendrils tore through the golden light, whipping down at her. The attack struck her hard, shattering her full plate armor. Kacey yelped in pain as she backed away from the [Hellterror. But it was fast.
It didn’t look nearly as slow as it looked. It was at her flank in an instant, and she barely spun around in time to raise a gauntleted arm.
“[Shield of Honor]!”
A golden barrier overcame her. Shaped like a shield. There was a loud clang as the [Hellterror]’s tendrils lashed out, like it was hitting metal. Kacey felt the impact knocking her back. She staggered, but caught herself. 
But the Archdemon was relentless. It continued to pry at her shield, trying to tear through it as a bead of sweat crawled down her neck. Her eyes widened in horror as the [Hellterror] slowly broke apart her Skill.
“N-no…”
She gasped. And a blast of iridescent light consumed the Demon. It vanished with a screech, obliterated in an instant.
Kacey blinked. She looked up as a cloud descended before her. An elderly man with a long and flowing beard.
“Are you alright, [Crusader]?”
Clayton Skyshredder the Headmaster of Mavos Academy asked as he looked down at her. Kacey got to her feet as she stared at him, trying to work her jaw.
“Y-yes. I was just caught off-guard.”
He shook her head as the cloud carried him higher.
“Do not stray too far alone. It would be a shame to lose someone as high-leveled as you.”
With that, he shot off into the distance, flying straight for the sub-ritual site as a group of [Mages] flew after him. Their powerful magic ripped throughout the battlefield, taking out Demon after Demon with ease.
Kacey just watched on, only turning away when she heard footfalls approaching her from behind. Daniel Song came to a halt, accompanied by a duo of [Crusaders]. 
“Kacey, are you alright?”
The [Hero] asked, and she shook her head. She gestured towards Clayton Skyshredder who was flying ahead of them.
“Was that… Divine Essence?”
Daniel hesitated. He looked between the Headmaster and the [Crusader] before shrugging.
“I don’t know for sure, but I think it was.”
“How is he doing that?”
Kacey asked as she got to her feet. For a moment, the [Hero] didn’t respond. Then he shrugged.
“I have no idea. I’m just glad Clayton’s here with us now. Come on, we’re getting close.”
The [Hero] ushered her forward. And they continued pressing towards the sub-ritual site. 
***
“[Dark Backstab].”
Orgaf sheared straight through the [Savage Agarat] before vanishing back into the shadows. A volley of dark arrows shot over him, and he trailed after it, leaping out right as the projectiles hit the [Hellterror]. The Archdemon screeched in pain, only to be sliced in half from a vertical swing from the Elite [Rogue]. 
“And you say you work better alone. I don’t see it.”
A voice spoke softly amidst the fighting, and Orgaf glanced back as he landed. His daggers vanished from his hands as he saw the woman lower her dawk bow. Alice the Shadow Consort calmly walked towards him, stepping over the dead Demons.
The pair had already reached the sub-ritual before everyone else. It had been a race, and as expected, the Thief of the Golden Scales was first… with only Alice trailing behind.
“If you weren’t dragging me down, I’d have arrived here ages ago.”
Orgaf snorted as he stepped forward to the massive ritual circle. Just like in Cedric Academy, he stood before the crimson pillar with Alice. But Lofus, Marwin, and Domenic weren’t here this time. It was just the two of them. And they didn’t let their guard down.
They both warily scanned their surroundings, ready for a surprise attack. Just in case Ira decided to show up again. But even as they waited, nothing came. Finally, Alice whispered as she let her dark bow dissipate. 
“There really is no one guarding this place.”
“There isn’t. Ira must have fled.”
Orgaf narrowed his eyes. The pair waited. Alice glanced about.
“Don’t you think this is a bit too simple?”
“It is.”
“Why would Ira give up this sub-ritual site so easily? He didn’t even leave anyone behind to guard it. There’s only these… wild Demons. And they’re here by chance.”
She peered through the ritual circle, staring into the vast expanse of the Netherworld. It was an aerial view— like looking down a large map. But even from up here, both Orgaf and Alice could see the colossal figures. Primeval Demons that were so numerous below.
The Shadow Consort pursed her lips.
“This sub-ritual alone is bringing over such a vast area of land from the Netherworld. Even without the rest of the grand ritual, the entire country of Inoria would’ve been consumed by this. It seems the Demons really intend to turn the Mortal Realm into their home…”
“Isn’t that obvious? What other reason would they have for this grand ritual?”
Orgaf rolled his eyes. But Alice just whispered.
“It doesn’t make any sense. I would’ve thought the Demons were trying to flee the Netherworld. Otherwise, terraforming the Human lands has no other purpose.”
The Thief of the Golden Scales wanted to retort. He wanted to ask why a purpose was even needed. But he remembered Salvos. The fact that she was a Demon. Yet, she wasn’t just a mindless beast. And he bit his tongue.
“That’s…”
He trailed off. And a figure descended from the skies. Clayton Skyshredder landed before Orgaf and Alice, followed by Helena Warshade and a retinue of high-leveled [Mages]. They descended from the skies, surrounding the sub-ritual site from all sides. 
“Good work, Orgaf, Alice.”
Clayton spoke in a booming voice. He walked up to the crimson pillar and gestured towards it.
“Dismantle this immediately. We do not want those Primeval Demons to cross over to the Mortal Realm. But be careful of traps. We do not know if Ira has left behind any failsafes before leaving.”
“Yes, Headmaster.”
A group of [Mages] rushed forward, beginning to unfurl the ritual. The crimson pillar began to dissipate. Orgaf saw the mana threads weave out of existence as more and more adventurers and soldiers arrived. Mori Gladius, Daniel Song, Edithe Dawnrise— they quickly reached the center of Wilford, wiping out any stray wild Demon on the way.
They waited for something else to happen. For something to go wrong. But the last vestiges of the sub-ritual vanished. The crimson glow in the sky faded, and the dark clouds drifted away. Daniel blinked.
“That’s it?”
“It is over.”
Clayton Skyshredder nodded. He turned back to face the rest of the army.
“Wilford is freed—”
He started, then his brows snapped together. Helena Warshade spun around, glancing up with wide eyes. 
“Do you sense that?”
She asked, and Clayton nodded. He looked towards the northeast with narrowed eyes.
“I do.”
“What do you guys sense? What’s going on?”
Daniel asked, confused. Orgaf glanced around in confusion as well. But the [Mages] were all reacting. They were all pointing in the same direction as a susurration swept over them. Headmaster Clayton Skyshredder pointed towards the horizon, and Orgaf could’ve sworn he saw the faintest hints of a red glow.
“Another sub-ritual has been activated. No— it was reactivated.”
Clayton’s words made Orgaf freeze. Daniel’s eyes grew wide. Laux Lionfist frowned, and Mori Gladius’s eyes flickered. The rest of the non-[Mages] looked at each other in a panic as they gasped in shock.
But Clayton wasn’t finished. He hesitated.
“It’s coming from…”
“Lunaris.”
Mori Gladius spoke over the Headmaster of Mavos Academy. The Champion of the Human Land leapt atop the rubbles of a collapsed temple and shook his head.
“I see it. It’s coming from Lunaris.”
“What…?”
Orgaf stared in shock.
***
And I raised my head, blinking. I saw the crimson light. The column of red that shot towards the sky. It came from the city as screams of terror erupted in the distance. Novis, Bellum, and Oriur paused what they were doing— chasing each other— to stare in awe as the sky was ripped open.
“What’s that, Mama?”
Novis asked as he tugged at my hand. I looked around at the encampment as chaos broke out. As all the injured adventurers rushed around in a hurry, readying for battle. 
“That’s, um…”
I scratched my cheeks as I saw an outpouring of winged creatures emerge from the crimson pillar. I saw the Human civilians and soldiers scattering and fleeing from this horde of Demons. Finally, I shrugged.
“I have no idea what’s going on.”




49. Risk

It was a last resort. 
Ira knew that this was risky. But as commanded by Levithus, he did it anyway. While they were both Primeval Demons, there was a clear hierarchy. Ira, himself, was a newly-ascended [Hellprince] of the Netherworld. He had only just been a Duke of the Netherworld not too long ago— his evolution recent.
He couldn’t disobey Levithus, even if he wanted to. Even if he thought this plan had too high a chance of going awry. Still, Ira was sent to the Mortal Realm for a reason. He was loyal to the Demon King above all else. That was why he was sent to oversee the other six Dukes and Duchesses, even if they didn’t know it. Because Regnorex trusted him. 
Ira would obey the Demon King’s will no matter what. The others weren’t truly loyal. Given the opportunity, even Gula would betray Regnorex if she believed she could get away with it. Meanwhile, Ira himself would listen to his orders no matter what. And right now, his orders were to obey Levithus.
So the Primeval Demon of Wrath returned to Lunaris. Even if he was apprehensive, he landed at the sub-ritual site. At the deactivated circle that lay at the center of the city. He arrived there swiftly and quietly. No one even noticed him standing at the town square. He swept his gaze over his surroundings, taking in all the Humans walking about.
The city had just been through a big battle where a hundred thousand Inorian soldiers were killed. The remaining twenty thousand troops surrendered, letting Peris Dolonia and his forces reach the ritual circle and disable it just a few days ago. Half of them weren’t taken in as prisoners because the Helbir League didn’t have the resources to keep that many prisoners while sallying forth. So the ones that remained stayed guarding the city’s remaining populace— which was already a dwindled sum compared to what it had been before. 
After all, they were the ones who had been sacrificed for the ritual to take place. Not all of them, of course. There had been plenty of other sacrifices brought in from Elutra— offerings that had been transported across hundreds of miles to be killed here. But apparently it hadn’t been enough, so a chunk of the citizens of Lunaris had to be sacrificed too. Then there was the onslaught of wild Demons— although, not too many since the city still had a surviving populace to protect the sub-ritual site. The wild Demons were only abundant in numbers in sites that were completely deserted or defenseless. 
That was the thing. These sub-rituals might have seemed haphazardly set up to bring the Netherworld to the Mortal Realm as expeditiously as possible, but that wasn’t true. In fact, these sub-rituals weren’t even intended to be pieces necessary to come together and complete the full grand ritual. 
They were distractions. Decoys. Meant to slow the Humans from encroaching on the true grand ritual at the capital of Inoria. 
At Inor. Where Levithus awaited. Where Regnorex would make his triumphant return.
So the sub-rituals were strategically chosen. They had been carefully constructed so as to summon a specific portion of the Netherworld that was previously scouted out. That was why the sub-ritual at Lunaris bore so few wild Demons, while the sub-ritual at Wilford brought forth thousands of Archdemons. 
But without the same amount of time and resources at his disposal as the [Changelings] who had previously prepared these sub-ritual sites, Ira couldn’t be strategic with his summoning. All he could do was hope.
Ira raised a hand, and the blood-stained streets rippled. All at once, thousands of blood needles shot out into the sky. He looked up, hearing the screams of innocent civilians— as the populace of Lunaris was senselessly slaughtered. He didn’t discriminate. Anyone within a thousand feet from him was torn apart by the dark rain.
“Stop, you fiend!”
A voice called out. A group of soldiers charged their way to Ira. They repelled the projectiles that fell upon them, and his eyes flickered.  
“No, I don’t think I will.”
He pointed at them, clawing at his own wrist. Black blood drew out— his own Demon’s blood. It poured in a stream and formed weapons around him. The soldiers paused, but it was too late. Ira brought his hand forward, launching the salvo out. They screamed as they were shredded to bits by the onslaught of blood-weapons. 
Shaking his head, Ira stepped back. He tugged at his fingers, and the blood rain stopped. That was enough for now. He gripped at their essences in death, pulling it towards him. An invisible aura coalesced around the palm of his hand as he smiled. Then he slammed it into the ritual circle.
And life was breathed back into the inert drawings on the ground. It was just like what Belzu did in the Motharis Mountain Range— that traitor had stolen this technique from Regnorex in secret. He’d altered it so that it wouldn’t affect the planes, however there was still the same fatal flaw. And he paid for it, of course. It was too reckless, and chance failed that traitor.
Ira hoped that the same fate wouldn’t befall himself. It was a game of chance. Without the time and preparations necessary, the Primeval Demon of Wrath couldn’t hope to pick and choose what location in the Netherworld he’d bring over. Instead, it was completely determined by luck. 
There was a very slim chance that Ira would accidentally summon… something he’d rather not summon. So odds were on his side. But it was a non-zero chance. And if, somehow, Ira brought over a multitude of wild Primeval Demons, he had no chance of escaping from the city alive.
So he hoped. He filled the land with magic, and the sky opened up once more. A rift formed, before slowly morphing into the shame of a massive crimson column. One that extended from the ritual circle to above the clouds. He looked down, peering into the Netherworld as the gate opened up, and the world around him began to shift.
And he saw the lumbering figures. A swarm of them. More than he could count. Wild Demons. And they poured out into the Mortal Realm. 
“It seems fate has favored the bold today.”
Ira smiled, spreading his arms wide. They spread out around him, filling the streets of the city. Lesser Demons, Greater Demons, and even Archdemons. They were unleashed into the Mortal Realm— a mindless horde composed of all kinds of Demons. They chased the fleeing Humans as the Primeval Demon laughed
“Now go! Lay waste to the Mortal Realm! Kill them all!”
***
Zack heard the shouts and screams. He didn’t want to get up to investigate. He was tired. He was hurt. Even now, he was still injured. The wounds he’d suffered near Helmfirth wore him down. 
It was over two weeks ago at this point. And most of the injuries he’d sustained then had been healed by potions and the like. But he had been stranded for nearly a week straight, holding off an endless horde of Demons that had encroached on the garrison. It wasn’t just him, either.
Jaakko, Helen, and dozens of other adventurers accompanied him there. They were supposed to capture a strategic outpost near a valley, only to be caught in a trap. An ambush. And unfortunately they were only saved when Peris Dolonia and his forces came for them. Even though they were adventurers, Laux Lionfist hadn’t been the one to rescue them. Unfortunately, the adventurer army had already left Helmfirth by the time they got word that Jaakko and the retinue of adventurers were stranded. 
Zack had known the reason why this happened. It was purely because of discrimination. Perhaps it wasn’t Laux Lionfist himself at fault, but the rest of the adventurer army had sent Jaakko off on that mission to get rid of him because he was a Cyclops. It wasn’t something Zack was shocked by at this point.
Their team was accustomed to being treated like pariahs just because they were led by a non-Human. In fact, even though the Helbir League had been the one to rescue the adventurers at the garrison, Jaakko and his team hadn’t been allowed to participate in the battle of Lunaris. Which was both a blessing and a curse since apparently Peris Dolonia’s forces had suffered grave losses. 
Still, it annoyed Zack, really. But right now, he couldn’t even complain about that because of all the screaming. With a groan, he got up to his feet and walked up to the edge of the tent. 
“Just what in the world is going on out there?”
He rubbed his ears. He poked his head out, and paused. His eyes grew wide as he saw the chaos. The crimson pillar. The flock of winged Demons that took the sky. He stared at it all in shock.
“Zack!”
Helen scrambled down the rows of tents, coming to a halt next to him. She held up her bow and loosed projectile after projectile into the sky. 
“Something’s happening— the sub-ritual just reactivated. I don’t know how!”
“What?”
Zack stared at his teammate as she cursed, running out of arrows. The [Mage] spun around, facing the crimson pillar tearing through the sky. 
“I didn’t even sense that. How…?”
He bit his lower lips. He started back into his tent.
“Give me a second. I’ll get my—”
He started, but there was a screech. A terrible shriek from above. He blinked, looking up as Helen gaped. A shadow descended on her. A dark figure crashed through the sky like a reverse comet, falling straight at the [Archer].
She reached for her dagger, but the Demon was faster. It knocked her bow away and slashed her across the chest. Helen screamed, collapsing to the floor. 
“Helen!”
Zack yelled as he raised a hand. He gritted his teeth, pointing at the winged Demon. 
“Take this— [Glacial Lance]!”
A giant spike of ice formed at his fingertips. It looked ornate. Like a gilded weapon. It shot out, striking the Demon from behind. It recoiled, and Zack lowered his hand. He blinked as nothing happened to it.
It bared its teeth at him.
[Savage Agarat - Lvl. 131]
He blinked.
“Oh no.”
And the Demon lashed out his way. It swiped forward with one of its claws as she flinched— only to look back up when he heard a heavy thud. The [Mage] stared as a silver-haired girl descended from the sky.
“Zack! Helen! Are you guys alright?”
She exclaimed. Zack looked at the girl, his mouth slowly moving. 
“Y-you’re…”
But she looked past him. Instead, she rushed to Helen’s side with a worried look. The [Archer] lay on the ground, bleeding, curled up in pain. 
“Here, take this.”
The silver-haired girl spoke as she quickly poured a healing potion into Helen’s wounds. Slowly, Helen sat up, her injuries being healed. She wasn’t fully recovered just yet, but she was going to survive. She stared at her savior, wide-eyed in shock.
“S-Salvos…?”
And Salvos beamed in response.
“Yep! That’s me! I’m here to help! All of me!”
“All of you?”
Helen groaned, still in pain, but also confused. And in response, Salvos raised a hand.
Zack looked up, pausing. The crimson sky lit up— the black clouds dissipated as a bright light filled the red and black. Flashes of gold. Zack saw it. He caught glimpses of the source of the light. Five flaming figures. Each spread far and wide throughout the battlefield. They zipped through the sky, burning down swathes of flying Demons. They razed the earth, incinerating hordes of stampeding Demons.  
This sight— all Zack could do was whisper.
“That’s…” 
Salvos grinned. 
“My clones. The ones I can summon right now, at least. The others are helping at Wilford. We’re here to save the day—”
She pulled an iridescent scythe from thin air and took a step forward. 
“And level up.”
With that, she spread her wings wide and soared to the sky. All Zack could do was watch her go.




50. Staying Put

My clones swept across the battlefield. Well, it wasn’t so much a battlefield as it was a massacre. The Humans of Lunaris had been unprepared for this. I doubt anyone expected this would happen. All of a sudden, the sub-ritual had been reactivated. The portal that connected the Mortal Realm with the Netherworld— no, the gate which merged the Mortal Realm with the Netherworld.
It summoned a swarm of wild Demons. Thousands of them. They poured out en masse. Whether it was Lesser Demons, Greater Demons, or Archdemons. They came, they saw, and they murdered any Human in sight. 
Fact was, the Humans that had remained in Lunaris hadn’t been in battle-ready conditions. Most of them were injured soldiers or adventurers, weary from all the previous battles they’d been through. There were others who’d been tasked to look over the prisoners of war. But there were hardly enough of them to put up a fight against the overwhelming number of Demons here. 
That was why I summoned all my clones at once. All that I could now, at least. In total, I could normally have ten clones simultaneously wandering around, but I had already created five clones earlier to aid my companions in Wilford, and as far as I could tell, they were still alive. So five was all I could manage now.
I could command my faraway clones, telling them to teleport back to me. But using [Greater Teleportation] five times wasn’t possible. I needed ten minutes between each cast, and it was too costly. Perhaps one clone could’ve teleported all of them together at once… but I didn’t even know if it would work with multiple clones as opposed to people, and I was saving my [Greater Teleportation] for something else anyway. In any case, even with only five clones, there was much they could do. 
They unleashed blasts of golden flames into the sky, incinerating hundreds of wild Demons at a time. They tore rained flaming weapons down into the earth, blowing apart even more wild Demons before they could reach the encampments. I watched them as they formed a protective perimeter around Lunaris. They prevented the spread of Demons, and I twirled my Divine Nebular Scythe behind my back.
“Time to level up.”
I whispered as a pair of bone-like wings spread behind me. At the same time, they were quickly coated by a layer of blue flames before anyone could notice the abnormality. I glanced back at Zack and Helen. The two adventurers stood behind me, staring.
“Regroup with the other adventurers. Don’t try to take on this swarm alone. You guys have to work together.”
Zack blinked, clearly puzzled by my plan of action. Helen paused for a split second too, but quickly shook her head. She stepped forward.
“We need to find Jaakko!”
My eyes flickered. The Cyclops wasn’t with them. He was their leader, and they were worried for him. But—
“He’s fine.”
I spoke simply, gesturing past them towards the edge of the encampment. 
“Jaakko is over there, rallying a group of other adventurers.”
“What?”
Helen stared at me. Zack frowned. He asked.
“How do you know that?” 
“It doesn’t matter. Just go find him. I will deal with these Demons.”
They were both confused. They didn’t know how I could find Jaakko without even looking. Truth was, I was looking. Just not in a way they could see. It was the same reason why I knew they were in danger. A Skill of mine. One that had proved to be useful time and time again.
I had [Manifestation of the Old Gods] active, and it let me see everything. 
I had a perfect lay of the battlefield. I knew what was going on here. It could potentially see as far as hundreds of miles away, but I limited the scope of my vision now to just the area around Lunaris due to potential backlash from overexerting myself. And even still, in its weakened state, it was very effective.
I saw the way Zack fidgeted. I noticed the way Helen looked at me. In awe. With slight worry. But with gratitude at the end of the day. She bowed at me, speaking softly.
“Thank you. For protecting us.”
I could tell she was truly grateful to me. This wasn’t the first time I saved her, after all. But she misunderstood. I wasn’t doing this to protect her. Well— I was trying to protect her. I liked her, Zack, and Jaakko. But, ultimately, my goal boiled down to something much more selfish. 
I just wanted to reach my next evolution as soon as possible.
It was my Level 150 evolution. I hadn’t evolved in so long. Sure, I had Class advancements. And they were pretty good Class advancements too. But they were incomparable to any evolution I got. The feeling of becoming something more. Knowing that I was transforming further into my true self. That I was growing more Salvos— that I was growing more into me.
This was something I understood since my very first level up. And it stayed true, even now. As a Demon, my essence was created from those black pools of lifeblood that formed during Advent. And I felt like my essence became more distinct the more I leveled.
So I was excited. I exploded into the sky, leaving Zack and Helen behind. Even when I was looking up, I could see them turning and  joining my clones. I could already hear the notifications resounding in my head as the golden me’s tore through the ranks of wild Demons. I grinned, flying straight into a flock of winged creatures. [Vampyr Bats]. Each one was around Level 40, but there were hundreds of them. I didn’t care. I pointed, sending a cone of white flames into their numbers. They hissed and screamed and were blown apart with ease.
Defeated [Vampyr Bat—
Little-to-no experience is awarded for
But they weren’t my targets. They were weak. They didn’t contribute to me leveling up by much. So I quickly burned the last of them and scanned my surroundings. 
There, I thought. I saw a [Savage Agarat] flying down towards a group of fleeing civilians. I dove ahead, charging straight for the Archdemon. I moved as fast as I could as it snapped its terrible jaws— 
And I blinked as it was cut down from the sky. The civilians looked up, cheering as a golden figure flew past them. She waved, grinning as I blinked. And a notification resounded.
Defeated [Savage Agarat - Lvl. 131]!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!
I watched my first clone fly by, waving at the Humans. She had killed the [Savage Agarat] with a quick flurry of [Barrage of Cinders], and they were celebrating her. I scowled, pointing at her.
“Hey! That was mine!”
She glanced at me, blinking. Then she stuck out a tongue my way. 
“How dare you make fun of me! I’ll show you who’s the better me!”
Even if I still got the experience from it, I was upset that I wasn’t the one who actually got the kill myself. I enjoyed the thrill of battle. The feeling of defeating an enemy never got old. And, unfortunately, I couldn’t see through my clones’ eyes right now. With [Manifestation of the Old Gods] active, it would’ve been too overwhelming for my senses.
I narrowed my eyes. I spotted another Archdemon— a [Hellterror]— flying out of Lunaris from the other side of the city. It easily bore through the city’s walls, bringing them down behind it as a pillar of dust and debris shot to the sky. I smirked. My first clone definitely didn’t notice this. She didn’t have [Manifestation of the Old Gods] like me. 
I sped my way over there, laughing at my first clone.
“Seeya later!”
She raised an angry fist at me, trying to keep up, but I had a head start. I smirked and looked forward. I saw the [Hellterror]’s tendrils shooting into the skies, killing other Demons with no remorse. Then I blinked as it was ripped apart before me. 
My eyes grew wide as my second clone hovered there with six arms, grinning triumphantly.
“Not you too! That was mine!”
I scowled. She just cocked her head at me, confused. But my first clone laughed, pointing at me mockingly. I glared at her before spinning around. 
“There has to be a powerful Demon around here somewhere.”
But all around me, I watched as my clones got there first. They dealt with any Archdemon before I even had the chance to get close. I zipped around like a fly by a windowpane, confused and lost even with [Manifestation of the Old Gods] active.
It almost felt like a waste of Divine Essence. Once it was fully expended and over, I was going to hurt. I knew that, but I still used this Skill now. After all, it was necessary if I wanted to keep an eye on…
And I paused. I caught a glimpse of three figures crying out. They were running down a hill, about five miles away from the city. And they were running towards the fighting. My brows snapped together. Instantly, I was there with [Greater Teleportation].
“I thought I told you three to stay put!”
I crossed my arms at the three figures. Novis, Bellum, and Oriur froze, looking up at me as I appeared in front of them so suddenly. It took them a moment to process what just happened, then all at once, they threw themselves my way.
“Mama!”
“Don’t!” 
I caught them with space magic. They blinked at me, levitating in the air as I glared. I slowly lowered them to the ground without even touching them while they swung their arms and legs in the air.
“This is serious, guys. I said you guys couldn’t follow me. You can die.”
The three baby Wyverns exchanged a confused glance. Novis pointed my way.
“Mama protect us.”
“I can’t protect you and fight off a horde of wild Demons at the same time, Novis.”
“But Mama strong!”
Bellum protested. I rolled my eyes.
“I am strong. But I can’t do everything. Please, can you listen to me? Just wait far away from the city for an hour. If anything happens, I will be right by your side at once. But I need to deal with this.”
I gestured back towards Lunaris. The ritual roared in the distance. The sky was now a dark red that somehow glowed. The outpouring of Demons didn’t slow, but my clones had distracted them enough. The Humans had regrouped and formed a defensive perimeter around the encampment so they weren’t as unprepared to fend off this attack as they’d previously been.
Oriur pointed at me. I blinked. Then I looked on as he slowly pointed towards the golden figures flying around in the distance.
“Mama clones fight. Mama stay.”
I paused. I stared at him with round eyes.
“Oriur… how did you…? I thought you couldn’t tell that my clones were—”
I caught myself.
“Wait, is this the first time you said something other than ‘Mama’?”
I wasn’t entirely sure. But in that moment of my surprise, I noticed the way the baby Wyverns looked at me. Their round eyes. Their worry. I hesitated. I glanced back at my fighting clones. I heard the notifications that came from their kills. I wasn’t even needed there at Lunaris. So, slowly, I nodded. 
“I guess I can just wait here with you guys—”
I started. Then I blinked as I saw a flicker. A black projectile shot up, spearing straight through one of my clones as my eyes grew wide. The baby Wyverns recoiled in shock. Oriur backed up, hiding behind Novis and Bellum. And I spun around, watching the golden explosion of my clone’s death. 
“That’s…?”
And from the flames emerged a crimson figure. A figure sneering as he caught the weapon made from blood. Demon’s blood. His own blood. 
It was Ira. The Primeval Demon of Wrath. The one who’d bested Orgaf in battle. The one who survived a duel with Helena Warshade. He stood there, grinning as he twirling his blood-spear. 
[Hellprince - Lvl. 157]




51. Unknown Danger

“Are you being serious right now? These sub-rituals can be reactivated?”
Orgaf cursed as he walked up to the Headmaster of Mavos Academy. Clayton Skyshredder stood in conference with Helena Warshade and a dozen other high-leveled [Mages]. He turned to face the Elite Ranked [Rogue].
“We are currently unsure if this is an anomalous situation, or if every single one of these sub-ritual sites can be reactivated. But it is highly like that this is something that can be done with all deactivated locations.”
“Fuck.”
The Thief of the Golden Scales cursed. He spun around, nearly swinging into Daniel. The [Hero] blinked as he backed up.
“Woah, are you alright?”
“I am not alright. Where’s that damn Prince? Why didn’t he destroy the ritual circle at Lunaris? I need to give that absolute fucking idiot a piece of my mind.”
Orgaf scanned the crowd, but he couldn’t find Peris Dolonia anywhere. Helena Warshade shook her head, stopping the Elite [Rogue].
“While scrubbing the ritual circle itself can delay the reactivation of the spell, it will not slow it for long. The ritual circle is but a framework. The actual mechanism that forces these mergers is the magic woven into the earth, carefully crafted to carry out a single purpose. And these are high-leveled rituals. We’d need a Diamond Rank-equivalent [Mage] at the very least to disassemble the sub-ritual completely so it cannot be activated again.”
“We’d need to send a team of [Mages] to the old sub-ritual sites. Ensure that this cannot happen again.”
A [Mage] wearing a blue cloak standing next to Clayton spoke, nodding in agreement. But another voice cut them off.
“That doesn’t matter right now.”
Daniel Song looked between the [Mages]. They turned to him. The same blue-cloaked [Mage] from earlier frowned.
“What is the problem, then?”
The [Hero] opened his mouth, but Orgaf was the one to speak.
“The problem is that Lunaris is now pouring with Demons once again. We need to return back immediately before those we left behind are slaughtered.”
The Thief of the Golden Scales held Clayton’s gaze. Daniel pursed his lips, a worried look on his face.
“That’s right… Salvos is…”
He trailed off. Clayton nodded as he ran a hand through his beard.
“You are indeed correct. We should make preparations to head back to Lunaris immediately.”
“Make preparations?”
Orgaf narrowed his eyes. He knew what it implied, but still he asked the question. Helena Warshade turned to the Thief of the Golden Scales, answering.
“We don’t know what awaits us at Lunaris. It is best that we return together. As an army.”
She gestured to all the figures milling around them, waiting for what was to come next. Orgaf furrowed his brows.
“That would take too long. If us Elites go now, we might be able to arrive in time to save thousands of lives.”
“But it’s better if we stick together. Rushing in one by one will only get us killed. We already made that mistake before, we aren’t making it again.”
The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy spoke simply. Orgaf blinked. Then his gaze darkened. He knew what Helena was referring to. The Thief of the Golden Scales clenched a fist, remembering Lofus, Marwin, and Domenic.
“And you, Headmaster Skyshredder? Will you not return to save a student of your academy?”
Orgaf’s gaze peered into the Headmaster of Mavos Academy. Clayton Skyshredder closed his eyes.
“It is my duty to protect my students and faculty above all. My faculty are gathered here with me, so I must stay with them. And, unfortunately, Salvos is no longer a student of Mavos Academy.”
“What?”
“She submitted a notice to my office just a few weeks ago. She is dropping out of the School of Aspiring Elites. I cannot save her even if I wanted to.”
The elderly man bowed his head. Orgaf stared at him— at the highest-leveled [Mage] in all of the Human lands acting so cowardly.
Shaking his head, he spun around and started off.
“If you’re too scared to do something about it right now, then I can go alone. I’m an adventurer. An Elite. I’m not afraid of the unknown.”
Clayton’s eyes flickered, but he said nothing more. The Elite Ranked [Rogue] walked away from the congregation of [Mages], clicking his tongue. It annoyed him. He was upset that the highest-leveled Humans in the world were so cowardly. He was about to sprint off, but a voice called out after him.
“I’m coming with you.”
Orgaf blinked at the words. He glanced back, seeing Daniel stepping forward. The [Hero] nodded reassuringly.
“Bring me with you. I can help.”
The Thief of the Golden Scales paused. He eyed Daniel up and down. While the young man was a [Hero], he was also only Diamond Ranked in level. He wouldn’t be the best partner to bring along. 
In fact, something inside of Orgaf compelled him to brush Daniel off, saying that the young man would only slow the Elite down.
But Orgaf caught himself. Instead, he nodded slowly and proffered a hand.
“Good. Just don’t let go. If you slip off, I’m not coming back for you.”
“I won’t.”
Daniel gave the Elite a reassuring look. In the past, Orgaf knew he would’ve repudiated Daniel for even suggesting his assistance. But something has changed since then. The Thief of the Golden Scales had changed.
The two were just about to head off, but Orgaf was interrupted once again.
“I shall come too.”
It was a gruff voice. An unexpected voice. Laux Lionfist walked up to both Daniel and Orgaf. The burly man cracked his neck.
“My adventurers are back there. I left them behind to recover after my failure here. I cannot fail them again.”
“I’m glad to see at least one other Elite have the guts to do something.”
Orgaf smirked in response. With that, the trio took off. The Thief of the Golden Scales leapt through the sky, carrying Daniel and Laux Lionfist with him. They made their way towards Lunaris, leaping over the sea of adventurers and soldiers.
***
“That’s—”
Edithe Dawnrise looked up, watching as Orgaf flew abovehead with two other figures clinging onto him. The redhead pursed her lips.
“He’s heading to Lunaris. We need to go help him, Willy.”
She turned to the [Will O’ Wisp]. Then she paused. His flames were pale white. A color she’d never seen before other than when he’d merged with her [Vindication of They]. 
“Willy?”
“We must hurry, Edithe Dawnrise.”
The Grand Spirit spoke in a proper sentence. He flitted away from her, leading her to a familiar former assassin.
“Come.”
And Edithe nodded.

***
[Hellprince - Lvl. 157]
There he was. In the distance, a dark crimson figure that stood out, even when standing before the red pillar that rose to the sky. He carried a black spear. One crafted from his own blood. Demon’s blood. A weapon that beckoned to him with a life of its own.
He was Ira. A Primeval Demon. A [Hellprince] who was 10 levels above me. He floated there, standing atop a carpet made of Human blood. It carried him in the air as his gaze flickered. He spun around and threw his blood-spear.
It shot forward, intercepting a golden figure before it could reach him. My clone barely swerved out of the way in time, avoiding her death. I frowned as the blood-spear flew back into the Primeval Demon’s hand.
Even from afar, I could see his every movement. He wasn’t that fast. I didn’t think he was faster than me, even with our level difference. But his attacks were quick, and he’d killed one of my clones by catching her off-guard.
I looked on as my clone engaged the Primeval Demon in combat. She zipped around Ira, unleashing golden flames his way. But he didn’t bother blocking her attacks. Instead, his black blood formed a partial sphere around him, protecting him where the clone attacked. And the moment her cone of flames halted, the black blood whipped out like a tendril, knocking my clone back, sending her crashing into the earth.
“Novis, Bellum, Oriur.”
I turned to the baby Wyverns. They blinked up at me. The three of them were confused. But they clearly wanted me to stay by their sides. I bit my lower lip. 
“I have to go.”
“Mama?”
They said at the same time. I felt my heart sink in my chest. An immense guilt took over me. But I glanced back. I saw another golden explosion. Ira had killed another of my clone, and he didn’t even bat an eye as my remaining three clones engaged him.
He would kill them all, then slaughter Jaakko, Helen, Zack, and the other adventurers in the encampment. I couldn’t allow that. I needed to stop him. Especially now, if I joined my clones, I had the best chance of defeating the Primeval Demon. 
So I looked away from the baby Wyverns. I patted each of their heads as I turned. And my wings took me as I waved at them.
“I’m sorry. Please wait here. I’ll be back soon!”
“Mama!”
They cried out, trying to chase after me. But I flew off to face Ira in battle.




52. Difference Between Primeval and Arch

I heard the cries of the baby Wyverns behind me. But still, I ignored them. They couldn’t join me. And I couldn’t just sit around protecting them. They had to listen to me— to stay put as I dealt with this threat.
Ira was here. He was locked in battle with three of my clones. I could see their clash up ahead. The golden flames flashed, only to be interrupted by a pool of black liquid. The fragments of a blood sphere that rippled and darted around the Primeval Demon and protected him. They couldn’t even touch him, despite working together. 
And that was why I needed to help them. 
We stood the best chance of defeating him if I was there too. If he won, he would end up slaughtering the adventurers. He would massacre the surviving soldiers camped just outside of Lunaris. I didn’t really care if most of them died, but there were some I still cared about like Jaakko, Zack, and Helen. 
More than that, I did want to pass up this opportunity to gain more levels. I’d already gained a significant amount of experience from killing a bunch of lower-leveled Demons with my clones. Killing Ira would give me more experience as well considering he was 10 levels above me. So I had all the reason in the world to face the Primeval Demon here and now.
The only thing that briefly held me back were the three baby Wyverns. Novis, Bellum, and Oriur. I didn’t need to glance back at them to see what they were doing. Already, I could see them running my way— giving chase as I left them behind. But I flicked a finger, and they came to a halt.
It was as if they’d run straight into a glass window that was as sturdy as a wall. [Fragmented Pocket Dimension]. A partial casting of that Skill. Unfortunately, I couldn’t concentrate and form my full pocket space here in the Mortal Realm and fight at the same time. I kept them trapped there so they couldn’t give chase, but it wouldn’t completely protect them since the spatial walls were relatively fragile.
I’d considered trapping the three baby Wyverns in the Ring of the Forgotten Prison too. But the thing was— I didn’t know if they could survive in that space. It wasn’t the most conducive environment for… anyone, really. Even as a Level 147 Archdemon with a special Class at Level 116, I still found my movements being partially impeded while in there. It felt slightly nauseating— a bit confusing, too. 
If not for my spatial senses, I’d probably be left completely lost whenever I enter the Ring of the Forgotten Prison. I didn’t want something bad to happen to the baby Wyverns, so I wasn’t going to take the risk of keeping them there. 
So I kept an eye on them, even as I reached the walls of Lunaris. Ira hovered there as his blood-spear impaled one of my clones. I recoiled, backing away from the golden explosion. 
“Just two clones left…”
I murmured and looked towards the Primeval Demon. I called my remaining clones, and they flew to my side. They joined me as I twirled my Divine Nebular Spear.
“You’re Ira?”
I called out to the [Hellprince]. He stood atop a sheet of solid blood. It hovered, carrying him higher to meet my gaze. Slowly, he nodded.
“Indeed I am. And I take it you must be Salvos. The Liberator of the Plaguelands. Or do you have a new Title now?”
He tapped a finger on his chin, and I beamed.
“That’s me!”
“I am glad I can finally meet you in person, and not through your… apparitions.”
He dismissively waved a hand towards my clones. But I shook my head.
“You’re a lot smaller than I remembered. When I last saw you, you were this big [Cambion]. Now you’re a small [Hellprince]. Belzu didn’t really change this much when he became a [Hellprince].”
“Belzu is but an insect buzzing before our King, so he will always be an insect.”
Ira spread his arms wide as his blood poured from his back, creating spikes that hovered mid-air.
“But me? I achieved this form through perseveringly serving our King! And I shall make you perish for him!”
My eyes flickered, and a salvo of blood-projectiles came my way. My two remaining clones scattered as I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe, knocking the onslaught of spikes. I called out to my clones as they circled around the Primeval Demon.
“If you’re going to die, die on him!”
They nodded in agreement, avoiding the attack. They unleashed their golden flames at Ira, but his protective sphere deflected their magic. When their flames dissipated, the black blood lashed out like whips, narrowly missing my clones. And that was when I took my chance.
I knew that Ira couldn’t be touched as long as the sphere of black blood protected him. That was why my clones struggled so much. However, I also noticed that whenever they tried to attack him, there would always be a brief moment where his defenses would go down— when he launched a counterattack. I saw this all even when I was with the baby Wyverns, using [Manifestation of the Old Gods].
So I took my opportunity. I activated [Haste] and [Warped Time] before speeding forward. The black blood receded quickly, moving to protect him. But I was faster. I reached Ira, grinning as I swung down with my Divine Nebular Scythe. And he raised his blood-spear, easily parrying my slash. 
I recoiled, flying back with a grunt. I crashed into the earth, creating a massive crater where I lay. I picked myself back up with a groan.
“He’s strong…”
Speed wasn’t his specialty, but it was clearly that magic and physical prowess was where he excelled best. That was why he just stood there rather than trying to keep up with me or my clones. 
Ira laughed as he looked down at me, ignoring my clones’ attacks helplessly bouncing off his blood barrier.
“You may be fast, but what is the point of speed if you are both weak and fragile?”
He flicked his wrist, and his blood-spear shot out again. It caught one of my clones off-guard. She flew directly into it before exploding. I felt the ground shaking from the blast, watching as the weapon returned to the Primeval Demon’s hand.
“Even for apparitions, they are hopelessly easy to kill. Did you really think you could defeat me like this?”
“Yes I—”
I burst into the sky, raising my Divine Nebular Scythe as blue fire trailed after its blade. Ira smirked as he watched me draw closer. And at the very last moment, I teleported behind him. 
“—can!”  
I swung down, the first strike in a [Barrage of Cinders]. But my attack was stopped. I felt the impact being dulled like it had hit a hard liquid. I looked down, seeing the black blood already protecting Ira. I clicked my tongue and zipped around him in a circle. 
He didn’t move. His eyes simply darted after me, watching my every movement. I moved as fast as I could around the Primeval Demon as his black blood followed me. I swung down again— and teleported.  
It was a short-range teleportation. Something I could do in rapid succession. And I appeared at the other side of the blood barrier. A second attack. A continuation of [Barrage of CInders]. But once more, his defenses moved fast enough to protect him.
I didn’t waste any time. I pulled back and repeated this maneuver again and again and again. Each time, I was inches from reaching him. My attacks nearly connected, but somehow, his defenses were always a little bit faster than me. I gritted my teeth as my teleportation [Barrage of Cinders] failed. I was just about to retreat, when I noticed a ripple run through the blood barrier.
My eyes grew wide as, all at once, the sphere spiked out in all directions. I barely blocked the attack with my Divine Nebular Scythe. I winced as bits of the black blood broke off, splattering against my skin. It wasn’t just like regular blood. Somehow, it stung. Like I was being pelted by small rocks. My lips twisted— then I grinned.
“Now!”
Ira blinked as my clone teleported to his side in that brief moment where his blood barrier was gone. His eyes grew wide, and she swung at him with a flaming golden scythe. But he thrust forward with his blood-spear, roaring.
“That didn’t work the first time!”
His attack tore through my clone’s weapon. She blinked as he stabbed her— and she sneered. Ira stabbed her through the torse, and her form began to waver. Ira stared, the realization settling in as she clutched onto his blood-spear. 
“Boom.”
I pointed. His blood barrier rushed back, receding to protect him. But it was too late. My clone exploded, engulfing the Primeval Demon entirely as he screamed. 





53. Wrath

“Keep the Demons back!”
Jaakko shouted as he hurled his kusarigama into the sky. With a tug of its chains, he yanked down a [Vampyr Bat] and stomped it beneath his feet. He looked up, panting. The hordes of Demons didn’t stop. The crimson pillar tearing through the sky continuously poured out these creatures of the Netherworld. 
The Cyclops was getting tired. His injuries were flaring up. But still, he was motivated. He rallied the adventurers and soldiers around him, forming a perimeter to protect the refugees from Lunaris. After all, why should he falter now? He was getting close to Level 100. Soon, he would reach his next Class advancement. That only emboldened him to fight on.
“Jaakko!”
A pair of voices cried out amidst the fighting. The Cyclops kicked a [Hellhound] back and blinked. He turned to face his two teammates as they ran towards him.
“Zack, Helen.”
He harrumphed, nodding at them.
“I’m glad to see the both of you are alive.”
“We were in trouble, but Salvos saved us.”
Helena spoke as she cut down a [Hellbeast] with her short sword. She came to a halt next to the Cyclops as Zack backed up behind the two of them for cover.
“She really has a knack for timing.”
The [Mage] sighed. Jaakko shook his head. 
“It is good that she saved you, however we need to focus on surviving. Zack, I need you to support those [Barrier Mages]— 
The Cyclops started. Then his single eye blinked as he looked up. There was a powerful flash of golden light. An overwhelming blast in the distance that shook the earth. He stumbled back, and as did Zack and Helen. The trio looked in the distance as the flames vanished, leaving behind a giant column of smoke.
“That’s…”
Zack pursed his lips. Jaakko nodded simply.
“Salvos.” 
Helen looked up. Her eyes flickered as she spoke.
“She is fighting someone. I can’t tell if she’s winning. It must be a powerful enemy if all her clones have died to it.”
The Cyclops grunted.
“And that’s why we need to carry out our part. Come on.”
With that, the other two adventurers nodded and got to work. They continued fighting off the hordes of wild Demons as a high-leveled battle continued to rage on ahead.
***
I looked on as the golden flames dissipated. My clone’s fire vanished, leaving behind nothing but a gray curtain that extended to the sky. The smoke slowly vanished, and I saw the shadow of a figure beneath the veil. 
Ira floated there, panting and bleeding. His entire right arm had been ripped off, and his shoulder was bleeding, pouring with blood. The right side of his face was burned and scarred. His body was injured too, but less so than his face. He slowly descended from the sky, having survived the explosion.
I expected as much. I didn’t hear any notification resound in my head. And this was a Primeval Demon. He had to be strong. A single explosion from my clone wouldn’t have been enough to finish him off.
That was why I was already there, flying towards him.
His head snapped up, eyes growing wide as I swung down with my Divine Nebular Scythe. He was no longer holding onto his blood-spear. The arm that held it had been burned off. This was my only opportunity to finish him off. My weapon flickered as a black flame burned at its edge. I aimed straight for his neck.
“Die— [Radiant Slash]!”
I screamed as I swung down at him. His eyes bulged from their sockets. I had him this time. I was certain it was over. The blade drew closer. The scythe was just about to reach his neck. But at the very last moment, blood exploded from his burned skin. Black blood. Demon’s blood. It spurted out like a giant hand, catching my scythe. 
I blinked as the [Radiant Slash] was stopped entirely in its tracks. Ira glared up at me as he raised his remaining arm and struck out.
“Nice try—”
It was a simple punch, but it hit hard. I couldn’t move out of the way in time, my weapon caught by the giant blood-hand. The single attack broke through my Aura of Greater Protection, shattering the invisible barrier and sending me flying.
The Primeval Demon shook his head as I crashed into the earth. He looked down at himself, then at his missing arm. He scowled.
“That will take a while to regenerate.”
He ran his remaining hand over his body, and I looked up. I watched as his burned skin rippled, recovering in mere moments before my very eyes. It was like he was pouring a healing potion over himself. I watched as the wounds stitched up, and my eyes narrowed.
“I remember hearing— well, seeing through my clones— that you had regeneration abilities. But that is quite slow, isn’t it?”
I got to my feet, dusting myself off. Ira raised a brow at me and snorted. 
“My blood magic works faster than your Human potions. Belittle it as you may, you will still die here.”
He pointed at me, and a deluge of blood-projectiles shot down my way. I leapt into the air, zipping away from the attacks. They trailed after me, but I quickly lost them, redirecting the attacks to the ground. 
Meanwhile, Ira just floated in the same spot, running his hands over his body as his wounds slowly healed. I frowned. I remembered hearing something about Ira’s rapid regeneration being a part of his Grand Skill. If so, that meant he wasn’t using his Grand Skill just yet. 
I considered activating my Grand Skill right now to try and take him down. If I struck him with a good blast of Divine Essence, he might not be able to use his own Grand Skill in time to recover. Or maybe he couldn’t use his Grand Skill at all yet. How long had it been since he fought Orgaf? It was possible Ira had a super long cooldown period, after all.
I shook my head. It was too much of a risk. If I used my Grand Skill, then the Primeval Demon used his, it would only become a battle of attrition. And I didn’t think I was going to win that fight. I didn’t want to goad him into using his Grand Skill. Killing him as he was right now was my best chance of winning this fight.
I flew straight up into the sky as the blood-projectiles exploded beneath me. I swerved back, heading straight for Ira as he stopped healing his wounds. He raised his left hand, pointing a finger at me.
“[Blood Bath].”
My eyes flickered. I recognized this attack. I’d fought two [Changelings] who’d used this as a Combined Skill before during that Greater Vampire Families meeting. A black beam shot out from Ira’s fingertips as I gritted my teeth.
I teleported to the side at the very last moment, zipping away from the Primeval Demon. He aimed at me, and the beam followed. I watched as the attack completely ravaged the landscape around us, exploding and destroying a chunk of the city. I flew off as Ira laughed.
“You have no clones to play your tricks with now, Human.”
I could feel the intensity of the attack even from a distance. If he caught me once with one of his proper Skills, I was pretty much dead. The black beam dissipated. I watched as he unleashed another volley of blood-projectiles my way. I quickly circled around the Primeval Demon, trying to avoid his onslaught of blood magic. And while I was preoccupied, he began to mend his right arm.
I saw the way his blood rippled in the stump on his right shoulder. Strands of black blood formed like… they were being sewn back together? No— like they were veins taking shape. It was a slow process. At least, compared to using a Potion of Regeneration. But still, if this kept up, he’d soon be fully healed from all the damage he’d taken. I couldn’t allow that.
I quickly flicked a wrist, and my Divine Nebular Scythe vanished. Instead, a massive arrow replaced the weapon. The Giant Killer Arrow. I created a bow made from fire as I dipped down, avoiding the blood-projectiles passing overhead.
“Just because I don’t have my clones doesn’t mean I can’t hurt you!”
I yelled as I loosed the Epic Grade Weapon at the [Hellprince]. He raised his head, blinking. He smirked, continuing to regenerate his right arm uncaringly. The blood barrier surrounding him shifted, moving to protect him as usual.
“Do you really think that would—”
And the Giant Killer Arrow tore straight through the sphere. Ira’s eyes grew wide as the large projectile went straight for his head. He ducked, barely dodging the attack in time. He spun around, watching it vanish.
“What was that?”
“The Giant Killer Arrow. It deals a lot of piercing damage, apparently.”
I smirked as I twirled it in my hand. A volley of blood-projectiles rushed me from behind, and I easily flitted out of the way. I nocked the Giant Killer Arrow onto my flaming bow once again as I aimed at the Primeval Demon.
“You can’t hit me, Ira. You’re hurt. You’re too slow.”
I loosed the Giant Killer Arrow at him. He cursed bringing his left hand up as he created another blood-spear. He parried the large arrow, but it quickly vanished, reappearing already-nocked on my bow. Ira pointed at me, sending another salvo of blood-projectiles, and I simply sped away.
I circled around the Primeval Demon as he spun around, his gaze barely keeping up with me. I fired the Giant Killer Arrow again and again, tearing through his blood barrier as he narrowly deflected or avoided the attacks. In return, he sent blood-projectiles my way. But I always dodged his magic with ease. 
He gritted his teeth as he ascended, the blood platform carrying him higher and higher. I followed the Primeval Demon, grinning at him. 
“Give up? I’m not going to let you escape.”
I pulled back the Giant Killer Arrow as he panted. He fixed a glare at me, before shaking his head. 
“No. I am not escaping. I will kill you here, Human. But I realized— you are right.”
“Huh?”
I cocked my head at him. He shook his head, raising his blood-spear. He pointed at me.
“It is as you said. I cannot touch you. Not in this state. Perhaps if I fully recovered I could. But even if that is the case, I can still harm…”
Slowly, he shifted the blood-spear so it was pointing past me. I blinked, not even turning around. I could already see what he was aiming at. After all, part of my gaze had been focused on these three figures the entire time, even in combat.
“Them.”
The baby Wyverns. Novis, Bellum, and Oriur. The three of them were still banging against the invisible wall of my partial [Fragmented Pocket Dimension]. Unbeknownst to them, they were in grave danger. They were still just trying to get to me. I gaped, staring at Ira in shock.
“How did you…?”
The Primeval Demon just scoffed.
“Did you really think you’re the only one who has any battlesense? I have been observing you since the very beginning, Salvos. Since I got here.”
He rocked back, raising the blood-spear like a javelin. I moved to stop him.
“I won’t—”
I started, but a tendril of black blood lashed out, knocking me back. And Ira hurled the blood-spear forward. It shot out, speeding through the plains. It exploded out of Lunaris, moving at the same incredible speed that could even intercept my clones.
I was half-way tumbling to the ground when I vanished, taken by [Greater Teleportation. Ira just sneered, using this brief reprieve to continue healing his right arm.
***
“Mama! Mama! Mama!”
Oriur looked on as his brother and sister continued trying to break through the invisible barrier mama had put up. But they failed. Of course they would. Unfortunately, Novis and Bellum weren’t thinking. The two were too anxious from being separated from their mama. Not only that, they were worried.
All of them were. Despite the fact that they were still baby Wyverns, they understood what was going on. They knew the severity of the situation they were in. They might not speak the same language as the Humans, but they could sense the tension in every room they were in. And for the last few weeks, they’d observed their mama throw herself into precarious situation after precarious situation.
So they were concerned for her. They didn’t want anything bad to befall their mama. If they could, they would protect her. But right now, they were too weak. All of them were. Even if Novis and Bellum tried their hardest to level and grow, they couldn’t reach mama’s level anytime soon. That was why Oriur focused less on becoming stronger, but more on learning. Understanding things— even if he sometimes had an odd way of studying, such as suckling on a rock to understand it better.
Still, he was smarter than he looked. He was more intelligent than he acted. And, right now, Oriur deduced that it was not the time to pester mama anymore. He’d seen the last of mama’s clones exploding in the distance, which meant mama was in a lot of trouble. He walked up to Novis and Bellum, pulling the two back.
They glanced at him, confused and angry.
“Why pull?”
Bellum snapped. Novis narrowed his eyes too.
“Mama there— mama in danger!”
“No.”
Oriur shook his head as he stopped them from pushing past him. He crossed his stubby wing-arms together in a Human-like gesture.
“Mama needs us safe. Mama cannot fight if protect us.”
He gestured back towards the city in the distance. Novis growled.
“Can help.”
“Can’t.”
Oriur snorted. Bellum shook her head, agreeing with Novis.
“Mama in danger. Uncle Willy not here. Need our help!” 
“If Mama need help, don’t need our help. Only get in her way.”
Oriur might’ve been the youngest of the three, but he was putting his foot down here. He tried to push Novis and Bellum back, but they easily shoved past him. He fell to the ground, blinking and looking up. Novis and Bellum walked towards the invisible barrier created by mama again, trying to break through once more.
“Mama! Mama! Mama!”
They started again. And there was a flicker in the distance. Oriur’s eyes grew wide as he got to his feet. He barely even registered what it was. All he knew was that he could barely speak before it arrived. 
“That’s—” 
The barrier shattered. Oriur could hear the crash of broken glass. A blood-black object had smashed straight through the protection, shooting straight for Novis and Bellum. The two baby Wyverns couldn’t react in time. They looked on as the blood-spear came for their heads as if the world was moving in slow motion.
Oriur closed his eyes. He flinched, waiting for the screams of his brother and sister. His heart jumped in fear. But even as he waited, he heard nothing of the sort. Instead, he heard a cry.
“Mama!”
He opened his eyes, looking up as mama stood before them. An aura of flame coated her, and the blood-spear was caught in-place in her hands. Novis and Bellum clung to her feet, and Oriur exclaimed, relief washing over him as he ran her way.
“Mama—”
But he paused right as he reached her. His eyes grew wide as he saw mama’s face. He looked on as the wisping fire grew in intensity. The edges of the flame sharpened. It shifted in color as she took a step forward. First, the blue flames became red. Then green, purple, yellow…
An iridescent flame radiated from her. There was a wet splat. Red blood dripped from her chest as Oriur looked up. The blood-spear had partially dug into mama’s chest. Not too deep, but she was still bleeding. She pulled the blood-spear off, before looking down at the baby Wyverns reassuringly. 
“Don’t worry, mama is here.”
She smiled at them, and Oriur blinked. Novis and Bellum froze. They stared up at Salvos as she smiled. Then her eyes burned in fury. She spun around, crushing the blood-spear in her hands. Wings made from rainbow-colored flames beat from her back as she rose into the air. Her gaze fixed only on a crimson figure far ahead in the city. 
“How dare you try to threaten my… BABIES!”
And Salvos exploded forward with a burst of iridescent flames. Divine flames. She charged straight for Ira, screaming in a rage. 
“[Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion]— I WILL KILL YOU!” 




54. Bloody Battle

“Hurry up! We’re losing sight of them!”
Edithe called out, tightly holding Willy close to her chest. In the distance, she saw the shadowed figures moving further and further away as they leapt through the glades of the forest. Amanda glanced back at the redhead, cursing. 
“Are you fucking serious? How am I supposed to keep up with that asshole? He’s an Elite Ranked adventurer! I’m just a fucking Diamond Ranked assassin…”
“It doesn’t matter. We need to keep up. We have to get there in time.”
The [Summoner]-turned-[Mage] spoke as she gritted her teeth. Edithe was sure Salvos would be fine. After all, Salvos was Salvos. It would be the end of the world if something terrible were to befall that mischievous but kind Demon. 
Nevertheless, Edithe was concerned. She was worried about those who’d been left behind in Lunaris. The injured adventurers and soldiers who’d been recuperating. And it wasn’t just them. There were others she cared about. Three other figures, to be specific.
The baby Wyverns. 
While the redhead wasn’t a [Beast Tamer] or the like, she’d spent the last few weeks looking after Novis, Bellum, and Oriur. Edithe couldn’t understand what they said, nor were they too fond of her, but she’d grown quite attached to them over the short amount of time they’d bonded. With only Salvos there, a single slip-up in the face of a horde of outpouring wild Demons could result in the three baby Wyverns’ demise.
And Edithe wasn’t the only one who was fearful of this outcome. She looked down at Willy. The [Will O’ Wisp] burned with cold blue flames. It was the first time she’d seen him like this. He hadn’t said much since they heard the news of what happened in Lunaris. Instead, he’d just remained silent, clearly afraid of what could happen. Perhaps even regretful that left the baby Wyverns in the first place.
“Are you alright, Willy?”
Edithe asked as Amanda panted, unable to keep up with Orgaf who was leaving them in the dust. The Grand Spirit didn’t respond. For a moment, he remained silent. And when he spoke, he ignored the redhead’s question completely.
“There.”
He inclined his body up. Edithe blinked. She looked towards the sky, eyes narrowing. In the distance, she saw the crimson glow. The massive pillar that extended to the sky. Her lips pursed. Her grip on her staff tightened. Nodding, she looked back down reassuringly at the [Will O’ Wisp].
“They’ll be fine… Salvos is there, so they’ll be fine…”
***
“[Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion]— I WILL KILL YOU!” 
I screamed atop my lungs as I propelled forward, charging straight for the collapsed walls of Lunaris. Iridescent flames burned around me. My Divine Essence. My rage. It left a trail of destruction at my wake. A rainbow-colored streak of flames that burned anything I passed beneath me. 
The earth erupted into flames. The white rock ground of the Netherworld burned from the sheer heat of my Grand Skill. The hordes of mindless wild Demons that knew nothing but destruction fled in fear, trying to avoid the spreading flames. But even from a distance, they burned. Their bodies combusted from the blaze that radiated from my fury.
And that rage— the anger which drove me— it was all directed only to a single figure. A crimson man stood atop a platform of black blood. A Primeval Demon. A [Hellprince]. 
Ira.
He smirked, watching me fly his way with bloodshot eyes. He had fully regenerated his right arm. He stretched it uncaringly before creating a blood-spear from his wrists. 
I cared not for his casual demeanor. I was mad. My heart ached. My chest bled, but the crimson blood rapidly evaporated and my flames seared the wound closed. I was injured and tired. But I ignored it all. I let out a blood curdling cry as I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe over my head, reaching the Primeval Demon.
“[Draconic Fury]!”
A crimson glow overcame the iridescent blade of the scythe. I slashed for Ira’s head as he chuckled. His blood formed a sphere around him.
“Nice try, but did you think this would work—”
And his eyes grew wide as my attack sheared straight through his blood barrier like it was nothing. He recoiled, raising his blood-spear to parry my attack.
“Shit—”
For a moment, he stood his ground. He clutched onto his blood-spear, holding up against the force of my [Draconic Fury]. The crimson flakes of vapor from my Skill melded over the rainbow-colored Divine Essence. The iridescent aura shimmered red as my scream echoed into a roar. The image of a creature’s face flashed around me. Like a Wyvern’s maw, but larger— more ferocious. 
The image of a Dragon.
Ira himself stared with wide-eyed fear, only for the jaws of the Dragon to clamp around him. The blood-spear cracked, but didn’t shatter. And he cried out in pain, sent flying back from the force of the attack. 
He crashed into the earth. A pillar of rubble and dust exploded into the air. But I wasn’t done. I was going to make him pay for what he did. He threatened the baby Wyverns… he threatened my babies. 
I remembered the scared looks on their faces. I could almost feel the same fear they felt through [Manifestation of the Old Gods]. And my blood boiled.
He was not going to get away with this. 
He was going to die now.
***
She was faster. So much faster. And not just that— she was stronger too. 
Before, Ira had completely outclassed her in terms of strength. He could still keep up with her speed, even if she was clearly the quicker fighter. But now, the Primeval Demon wasn’t even able to match Salvos in any way. 
He picked himself up amidst the large crater. The dust settled around him, and he groaned. 
“What the fuck was that?” 
He asked as he raised his blood-spear, dusting himself off. Frowning, he looked up to where he had clashed. He remembered the brief moment where he saw a face. A monster he couldn’t comprehend. One that instilled a primal fear into his very being. 
“Was that the Beast—”
Ira started. Then he blinked, his eyes flickering to the side. He spun around just in time to see the silver-haired girl next to him. She didn’t say a word. She barely made a sound. The only reason he was able to react was because of the glittering flames wisping off her. 
Her scythe was already raised and swinging for his head. Cursing, he barely side-stepped the attack in time. The tip of her scythe narrowly missed him as he hopped to the left. He could feel its heat like it was brushing against his skin. The blade bounced off the ground with a clink, and for a moment, nothing happened.
Then a streak of iridescent flames shot out. The fire ripped apart the earth, shredding the white rock as Ira gritted his teeth. Fast and strong, but— He grinned, stepping behind Salvos. He twirled his blood-spear and aimed for her head. If you cannot control your fury, then there is no point in your anger!  
He thrust his blood-spear for the back of her head. She was turning her head. Too slowly. No matter how fast one was, they couldn’t defend themselves if they weren’t prepared. Ira laughed as his attack reached her— 
And froze as it came to a sudden halt. He stared as an iridescent flaming had protruded from the silver-haired girl’s back. It caught the blood-spear just before it could reach the back of her head, even before she fully finished turning to face him. 
“[Faux Limbs].”
She whispered as the second arm grew from her shoulder. Then another pair of fiery hands emerged from her torso. Salvos faced Ira, letting go of the blood-spear. 
He leapt back, gritting his teeth. He raised his left hand and dug into his neck. Black blood poured out, forming two extra sets of arms at his side. 
“You’re not the only one who can do these tricks, Human.”
Ira bared his teeth at her. Salvos cocked her head. Her gaze darkened, even as her iridescent flames burned sharply around her. Like they weren’t even made of fire. 
“Tricks?”
Slowly, she lowered her head. Her brows arched darkly over her forehead, and her eyes glinted like a pair of raging candles. 
“This is not a game. You die now.”
Salvos leapt at him, and he braced himself. He raised his blood spear, readying all six of his arms. His blood pooled at his feet, shooting up in spikes. But the silver-haired girl didn’t falter.
“[Barrage of Cinders]!” 
She tore through the blood-spikes with ease, landing atop the puddle of Demon’s blood. Ira blinked as he saw smoke sizzle from her feet. The black liquid quickly evaporated just from being around her. She sprinted towards him like a blur, and he cursed.
“[Greater Blood Rush].”
He felt the blood pumping through his body. Ira suddenly moved faster as well. He didn’t feel like he was more nimble on his feet, nor did his perception of things around him change. Instead, he manipulated the blood in his body. He could move himself like he was a puppet, forcing himself to exceed his own abilities for a minute. 
This should be enough to deal with her.
Salvos reached him the next instant, still lashing out with the flurry of flaming slashes with [Barrage of Cinders]. Ira matched her six arms with his own as he cackled.
“What do you think, Human? Your Divine Essence may give you this temporary boost of strength, but mine is—”
He paused, blinking as Salvos sheared through two of his blood-arms with her scythe while he was speaking. In that moment where they both struck out at each other as with a torrent of attacks, she’d already tore off half his extra limbs. Ira’s entire body ached— he felt the pain as if those arms were his own.
Instantly, the Primeval Demon tried to disengage. 
“You are…”
And he trailed off. He couldn’t speak even if he wanted to. Ira remained unmoving, mid-jump, frozen for what felt like an eternity. And when he moved again, it was against his free will. 
Salvos moved too. However, she didn’t take advantage of this moment of vulnerability. Instead, she seemed to glide backwards, reversing her swinging motions. The Primeval Demon watched this in confusion, only to realize he was doing the exact same thing.
He looked on helplessly as he returned to where he was standing in front of Salvos. His blood-arms didn’t regenerate. They were still hacked off and lying on the ground like a puddle. He waited, wondering when this curse would end. 
And then it did.
All of a sudden, Ira felt like he had control of his body again. However, he was already in motion. He was mid-attack, swinging from Salvos with his six arms. Except— this time, he didn’t have six arms any longer. He only had four arms. 
And Salvos swung down with her scythe, easily cutting through his other two blood-arms. Ira shrieked, leaping back once again. It was like they’d repeated the same motions as before, but now he had even less arms than before to fight back. Now, he was left with his two real arms to face the silver-haired girl. 
“What was that ability—” 
He opened his mouth, but Salvos burst forward with a blast of flames. She swung at him with a final strike from her [Barrage of Cinders]. He parried it with his blood-spear, clenching his jaw as the crack in the blood-spear grew. 
This time, Salvos wasn’t empowered by whatever that crimson attack had been. So Ira stood his ground, pushing back against the silver-haired girl. He almost felt like he could knock her back this time around, but she was aware of that. She didn’t stand still in front of him, instead skidding around him, using her scythe as a pivot as she reached him from the side. 
He gaped as the flaming arms at her back shifted, taking on a sharper shape. 
“Are those… scythe-arms?”
He heard his answer in a moment as the blades dug deep into his right army. Where it had been ripped off the first time around from the golden clone’s blast. His eyes bulged in pain as she slashed straight through his elbow. His forearm came flying off as he lost grip of his spear. Then there was a crack. 
The Divine Nebular Scythe shattered the blood-spear, slicing straight for him before he could move away. He shouted in agony as the weapon dug deep into his chest, cutting straight through his blood barrier. He stumbled back, dropping to his knees. And Salvos tossed his torn arm back at him. She leapt back as it glowed,
“Goodbye. [Demon’s Mark].”
“You—” 
Ira started. Then he paused. His eyes flickered away from the glowing arm at his side as he was bent double on his knees. He stared at her for a moment, processing what she said.
“Demon’s… what?”
And a powerful explosion engulfed his entire being.
***
I watched as the blast of crimson flames engulfed Ira. At first, the explosion glowed a dark red. Then the iridescent light from my Divine Essence poured forth, filling the fire with an incandescent light. It shone brightly like the moon in the night sky. 
A grand blaze that shimmered like a rainbow. I waited for the notification to arrive. I had attacked Ira with everything I had from the moment he threatened my babies. I wasn’t going to play with him. I wasn’t going to take my chances. I wanted to incinerate him completely. Until he was nothing but ash.
But the notification never came. I narrowed my eyes as the flames dissipated, and I heard a soft chance. 
“[Blood Of My Enemies, The Eternal Sinner’s Duty—”
A figure emerged from the crater. A shadow that hid amongst the smoke. He had been nothing but a burnt chest. Half the remains of a head. And yet, here he was, floating towards me. His body regrowing in an instant. Faster than even a Potion of Regeneration could heal my wounds. 
His neck snapped into place as his body rippled. A single arm grew back, and he pointed a finger at me from beneath the curtain of smoke.
“[Empower Me To Rebuke Their Fury.]”
And a beam of Demon’s blood shot out. But it wasn’t just the normal black blood. It shimmered an iridescent color. A glow that encapsulated all the colors of the rainbow. A spectrum of light that shot towards me, carrying the might of my Divine Essence my way.
I clicked my tongue, teleporting out of the way as the beam struck the city behind me. The ground shook, and the sky shone as an explosion that dwarfed my [Demon’s Mark] ripped through the white ground. I flickered back into existence, facing the regenerating Ira.
He sneered at me as the last of his limbs grew back, eyes blazing in a calm anger.
“Did you really think you could defeat a Primeval Demon of Wrath with your rage? Please. What a foolish joke.”
And I wasn’t sure how I was going to kill him now.




55. Mindless Beast

“Run.”
Oriur urged his two siblings forward. It took a while to convince Bellum and Novis to listen to him, but finally, they’d acquiesced after seeing their mama’s rage. The three baby Wyverns moved between the trees, heading deeper and deeper into the forest. 
They only halted when they heard the explosion. The blast that shook the earth, knocking them off balance. Oriur fell with a squeak as Novis and Bellum caught themselves. The two older siblings glanced back, facing the city. In the distance, there was a powerful explosion. A rainbow-colored blast that rose above the canopy of trees.
Novis and Bellum stared, hesitating. They looked like they wanted to run back— to help their mama. But Oriur scrambled to his feet and caught them.
“Please. No.”
The two other baby Wyverns hesitated. They exchanged a glance, and Oriur held their gaze.
“For Mama.”
Novis blinked. Bellum deflated. Slowly, they both nodded. The three of them continued, much to Oriur’s relief. And then they paused as the ground rumbled once more, an even larger explosion lighting up the crimson sky.
***
I stared at the Primeval Demon of Wrath. At Ira— a newly-anointed [Hellprince] of the Netherworld. Here he was, standing before me, having survived taking the brunt of one of my most powerful Skills. 
It wasn’t like he emerged from the explosion unscathed. In fact, it was quite the opposite. He had come out of the iridescent-crimson blast nearly entirely obliterated. Half his face had been blown off. All but his chest and torso remained. And yet, somehow, he came back. 
I watched his limbs regrow like they had always been there. His black blood wove out of the missing chunks of his flesh— strings that merged to return the Primeval Demon to  full form. I had heard about this power. I had seen this power through my clones’ eyes. 
But I knew it was more powerful than ever now. So that was why I was prepared. He pointed at me, grinning as he unleashed a glimmering blast my way. I dove to the side, watching as the beam of colors struck the city behind me. A terrible explosion erupted. Like a mimicry of my [Demon’s Mark]. Except even stronger. 
I gritted my teeth as the blast dissipated behind me. The earth beneath me rumbled for a full minute as I held the Primeval Demon’s gaze. Ira smirked as he spoke, ascending to meet me in the air.
“Did you really think you could defeat a Primeval Demon of Wrath with your rage? Please. What a foolish joke.”
I didn’t respond. I knew of this Grand Skill. I had done everything I could to kill him before he had a chance to activate this ability. No playing around. No experimenting or tests. I did everything I could, but I failed. 
And he could tell I knew this. He didn’t unleash a deluge of counterattacks my way all at once. Even after what I’d put him through, he was completely calm. Black wings made from his own blood protruded from his back, carrying him up to meet me in the air.
“I’m impressed. I really didn’t think you’d put up this much of a fight. Resorting to my Grand Skill is… rather annoying. But I underestimated you. I thought you were a mere mortal, when it turns out— you are a Demon.”
“I am Salvos.”
I replied as I held his gaze. 
“That’s all that matters.”
“Is that all that matters? No Demon with any self-worth would come to the aid of mortals. Do you not have any pride? Any sense of shame going against your own kind for the betterment of these others?”
Ira scoffed, waving a hand off. He glanced dismissively towards the Human adventurers in the distance. They were far off, still fighting back against the swarm of wild Demons pouring from the sub-ritual. He looked at them like they were nothing but insects.
I shook my head.
“Maybe most of them are others. But some of them are my companions. And others are my friends.”
“And the Wyverns? Pets? Friends? Minions?”
He tilted his head at me. I answered without missing a beat.
“My children.”
“I see.”
Ira closed his eyes. He held his arms behind his back, unmoving. I waited for what he was going to do next. This was my chance to attack him, but I knew it would’ve been pointless. Instead, I was trying to figure out a plan to overcome his Grand Skill. Unfortunately, all my mind drew were blanks. 
When the Primeval Demon opened his eyes, he was grinning. He raised a hand out, and I blinked. He held up a giant club made from his own blood. It was massive— the size of his person. Yet, he hefted it around with ease. 
“It seems that you are far too lost, then. I will have no guilt killing you here and now, for you will not be able to properly serve our King.”
And he shot forward. Ira sped my way, laughing maniacally as I braced myself for his attack. My [Faux Limbs] shifted, becoming the long tendrils of a Horror Centinel, before shooting out Ira’s way. He bared his teeth wide, taking the brunt of it all with no care in the world. My tendrils impaled him all throughout his body, keeping him back from me. 
But he didn’t flinch. He didn’t even falter. Instead, he ripped off the tendrils with a sneer before spreading his arms wide.
“Is that really all you’ve got for me? I will show you how it’s really done, traitor!”
I looked on as the black blood from the various holes in his body spilled out. The dark liquid took form, becoming tendrils of their own as they lashed out at me. I clicked my tongue, diving straight down. I easily avoided his attacks and reached him with my scythe raised.
He smirked, ready for the impending slash. And I stopped myself for just a second. 
Don’t attack him, I told myself. I had already known how his Grand Skill sort of worked thanks to Orgaf, Helena Warshade, and my clones. It didn’t matter what I tried, he’d reflect it towards me.
I caught myself and immediately backed up. Ira cocked his head at me as the tendrils spun after me.
“What’s wrong? Too afraid to attack? Didn’t you wish to kill me for threatening those mortal pests you call children?”
I cut down the tendrils as I circled around him. Again and again. I moved faster and faster each time, until I was certain Ira couldn’t keep up with my speed. However, the Primeval Demon didn’t even raise his head. He didn’t care that he couldn’t keep up with me in any capacity. After all, I couldn’t hurt him in any capacity either.
“If you keep circling around me, you won’t be able to kill me like you said you would. Unless you’re hoping I’d die of old age? In which case, I’ll tell you Demons don’t die of old age. Not that you would know. You’re only a Demon in name, nothing more.”
I didn’t respond to his taunting. I just wondered if there was anything I could do to finish him off in one hit. His head hadn’t been completely blown off from the [Demon’s Mark], so perhaps that was the problem. 
I just have to aim for his neck. I swooped down, my scythe shimmering with an iridescent aura.
Ira grinned as he turned to face me. Too slowly. I was already next to him by the time he could react— not that he was in any hurry to respond. He raised his club, and I sheared straight through his neck.
“You. Will. Burn!”
I shouted as I spun back to face him, mouth unhinging as my cheeks shifted partially into that of a Kobold’s. A cone of iridescent flames swallowed Ira, and there was no notification. 
Instead, I recoiled as a black scythe cut through the burning rainbow veil. I dipped down, watching as Ira flitted out from the blast of fire. He was already cracking his neck, his head fully regrown. He stretched his jaw for a second— before unleashing a flame breath back my way too.
I cursed as I swerved around the attack. He cackled, watching me flee. He raised his club, pointing it my way as black weapons formed around him by the dozens. They shot out one after another at me as I continued flying back. I zipped through the city, avoiding the trailing projectiles. They crashed into the earth, rupturing the white ground and tearing apart the ravaged houses.
Ira flew after me, his blood-wings beating fast behind him. But he couldn’t catch up to me. Not with my Grand Skill active. He called out, creating a blood-spear at the end of his club as he pointed at me.
“Stop running, you cowardly Demon! If you don’t kill me soon, I’ll get to your little babies and make sure you watch as I slaughter them!”
I didn’t need to glance back thanks to the [Manifestation of the Old Gods]. I could see that the baby Wyverns were fine, hiding away in the forest far from Lunaris. But the Primeval Demon was looking for them. He scanned the hilltop they’d been at as he frowned.
I took that opportunity to strike. I immediately whirled around, charging for Ira as he was distracted. His eyes flickered. He turned towards me, still sneering. 
“Oh? Trying to catch me off-guard again, are we? That didn’t work the first time.”
He came to a halt instead of trying to dodge out of the way. I drew closer to him, faster than he cared to react. He thought whatever I tried wasn’t going to work. But right as I reached him, I sharply changed directions. I dipped to the side, swinging by the tip of his club. Ira blinked as I snatched the blood-spear out of the air.
“What are you—” 
He started, but I swerved back towards him. I raised the blood-spear and stabbed him through the chest. His eyes grew wide.
“How about that?”
I had a theory. Well, a hypothesis. One which I was testing out now. The Primeval Demon of Wrath was able to reflect any attack I threw his way. However, what about his own attacks? 
I pulled the spear back as Ira reeled. He hacked out his blood, trying to work his jaw.
“Y-y-you…”
For a moment, I thought that had been enough. Then his lips twisted. The Primeval Demon of Wrath sneered wide. 
“Did you think that would work?”
I blinked, watching as the hole in his chest began to regenerate. I tried to fly back, but a hand protruded from Ira’s wound. A giant hand that caught the blood-spear before I could fly off. I tried to let go of the weapon to fly away, and he swung the heavy club at me.
I yelped in pain as I was struck out of the air. Swatted down like a fly. I crashed straight to the ground. I caught myself with my wings before I hit the earth. I hastily redirected my course, swooping back up as I searched for Ira in the crimson sky.
He was already flying off into the distance, heading away from the city. He raised a hand as he pooled together a sphere of black blood at the tip of his club. He aimed for the forest where Novis, Bellum, and Oriur had been.
“I will find your children, Salvos. Even if I have to destroy the entire forest.”
My brows snapped together. I saw the way the beam crackled, about to unleash into the distance. Through [Manifestation of the Old Gods], I saw Novis, Bellum, and Oriur running in the forest. I didn’t know if they could get far enough away in time. I couldn’t save them. [Greater Teleportation] couldn’t work just yet. 
I had to stop Ira. Before it was too late. I raised a hand, shouting at the top of my lungs.
“Stop! [Invoke Wrath]!”
My words echoed as Ira suddenly froze. The building blood at the tip of his club paused. He didn’t react for a second. Then his eyes burned with fury. His gaze snapped my way as he roared, unleashing his attack at me. 
I saw the beam of flicker. Its black light glinted, shooting my way. I dove to the side as I narrowly escaped the blast. The attack exploded, ripping apart a small hill. And right as I moved out of the way, I blinked.
I looked up, barely bracing myself for Ira’s swinging club. He struck down as I blocked the hit with my Divine Nebular Scythe. There was a flash as our weapons clashed. A pulse that rippled in the air. I held up against the strike for an instant— then I was sent flying back.
I tumbled to the ground, crashing hard as I groaned. I raised my head as my entire body ached. I had clashed with Ira before. Just earlier, I took on the full force of his club without any protection. But this time, even though I’d blocked it, it had hurt a lot more.
I stood up, left arm hanging limply from my shoulder. I stared at Ira as he huffed, gaze boring into me in his anger. I saw the way his muscles rippled— like the blood in his body was roiling beneath his skin. He looked bigger. Shoulders broader. And he didn’t speak, overcome with nothing but his rage.
“Did I just make him stronger…?”
I asked, staring. And Ira charged me like a mindless beast with a terrible roar. 




56. Hellprince

Ira screamed. His eyes lit up in a rage. His entire crimson body rippled as his black blood shifted beneath his flesh. I watched on as he charged me, roaring incoherently. All sense of himself lost entirely.
“RAAAEEEIEEEE!”
I didn’t understand what he was saying. Neither did he. I simply braced myself, raising my Divine Nebular Scythe, but my left arm hurt. It was broken— shattered from the previous hit. It hung limply from my side, nothing but a hindrance in combat. I conjured up a set of [Faux Limbs] from my shoulders to steady my weapon. And as Ira drew closer, I moved.
He crashed into the crater like a speeding comet. But even despite his sudden power boost, I was faster than him. I leapt to the side as he swung down with his giant blood-club, and the ground ripped open. The earth split. A gulf formed beneath his feet. I circled around him, slashing at his back with a [Barrage of Cinders].
“Take this—”
I yelled as I unleashed my onslaught. A flurry of fiery fury. Ira spun around, his mindless gaze uncaring. He didn’t bother blocking it. There was no barrier of blood forming a sphere around him, nor was there any attempt made at parrying even a single strike. Instead, I cut into him as he swung back with a heavy punch.
I sliced him across his chest, ducking under the hit. I quickly backed up as I aimed for his arms. The Divine Nebular Scythe easily sheared through his crimson skin, and his right arm went flying. I fully expected him to reflect the attack somehow— for a scythe of blood to lash out at me. Instead, Ira just barreled forward as his arm regrew, then shifted. 
I blinked. I looked on with wide eyes as his right arm bulged and stretched. Its shape twisted before lashing out, whipping at me even from afar. I swung up with my Divine Nebular Scythe and cut through his skin. Again, I had slashed through his arm. But the wounds just regenerated as his arm retracted back to him.
The Primeval Demon of Wrath lunged at me as I backed away. He was an unstoppable force. Nothing I did could slow him down. And he was faster now, so he could keep pace with me. I gritted my teeth, flying up towards the sky as he narrowly missed me. He smashed the ground open and looked up.
He crouched as his furious gaze fixed onto me. I narrowed my eyes, unsure what he was doing as I headed back towards the city. The flesh on his legs rippled, and he heaved. Then all at once, he threw himself into the air after me with a cry of fury. My eyes grew wide.
I watched as his legs exploded beneath him. A splattering of black blood that propelled him like a catapult. For a moment, he was nothing but a torso with arms as he quickly closed in on me. But his legs quickly regrew, and he reached me. 
Even with my Grand Skill, I couldn’t get out of the way in time. He caught me mid-air, grappling me in the sky. I tried to shake him off as we tumbled down, but he just shrieked and headbutted me. I recoiled as I tried to break free.
“Get off me!”
I shoved him with my [Faux Limbs] and pressed my real fist against his chest. He hissed wildly, and my fingers glinted. 
“If I can’t kill you, I’ll lock you away! Ring of the Forgotten—”
I started as Ira roared. And he bit down. 
My eyes grew wide. His jaw had unhinged wide. Like the mouth of a [Savage Agarat]. He tore it open before clamping his teeth around my wrists. And in that single motion, the light vanished. And I screamed in pain as he tore my right hand off.
“You—”
I opened my mouth, sending a cone of flames his way as he was knocked back by the iridescent blast. I tried to fly away, but at some point, the Primeval Demon of Wrath must have damaged my wings. One of my wings was broken, and the other could barely keep me in the air. I clenched my jaw as my [Faux Limbs] shifted through the power of my Divine Essence, taking the shape of wings instead.
“How is he so strong? How am I supposed to…”
I drifted down from the sky, landing at the edge of the fallen walls of Lunaris. My left arm hung broken at my side, and my right hand had been completely ripped off. I panted in exhaustion, looking up towards Ira. 
The explosion of rainbow-colored flames had burned him greatly. His left chest had been entirely incinerated, and parts of his right arm were missing. At least, for a moment. Once again, his healing factor took over and he was fine in an instant.
“There really is no other way to beat him other than completely incinerating him, huh?”
I murmured as I straightened. A pair of [Faux Limbs] raised my Divine Nebular Scythe, and I stood my ground. Ira beat his blood-wings once, destroying them and using them to throw himself my way at a speed I couldn’t dodge.
That was why I didn’t budge. I met him, blasting him with my divine flames as his body burned. He tore through it, even as his entire right side was burned off. Ira reached me, swinging down with his blood-club. 
I swung up with my own weapon to parry the attack. But I didn’t just block it. I used the hook of my scythe to redirect the hit, and it struck the white rock ground next to me. Sparks flew out as I glided my blade up the side of his blood-club, slashing for the Primeval Demon’s head. 
Ira just stepped forward, letting go of his weapon. Even as his head was lopped off, his missing arm regrew. He lashed out with a flurry of blows as his neck regenerated. I was faster than him, even still. I could avoid most of his attacks, landing far more of my own. And he didn’t care about protecting himself. I cut apart his sides. I tore off his legs. I sliced his arms and hands and head and dealt enough damage to kill anyone else a hundred times over.
But still, the Primeval Demon of Wrath kept coming. Empowered by his Grand Skill, and blinded in his rage. Even if I was faster than him, I couldn’t avoid his attacks forever. His sluggish yet powerful blows struck me. A kick to the ribs— one that forced me to cough out blood. A punch to the face that nearly sent my neck snapping back.
I slashed him in half, only for him to tear through my own [Faux Limbs]. My Divine Nebular Scythe dropped to the ground as I backed up. But he grabbed me by my shoulders and headbutted me. I heard a crack coming from my skull. I gasped out.  
“Y-you’re not…”
Ira yanked me closer, striking my stomach with a knee. I felt more bones breaking. I struggled in his grip. I raised my right arm, and it transformed into the scything arms of an [Evolved Centinel]. I swung up for Ira’s neck, but barely scraped his throat. 
“...t-the only one—” 
A single droplet of black blood spilled onto my face as he grabbed my arm and ripped it off. I screamed in pain. The Primeval Demon of Wrath raised his own arm as it shifted, taking the form of a scythe of his own, made from his blood. He swung down as a savage grin spread across his face. I gritted my teeth.
“Who can regenerate!”
And the blood-scythe shattered against my neck. Even in his rage, Ira paused. The Primeval Demon of Wrath blinked, and I kicked him off me. I landed on my feet as I felt a soothing sensation wash over my body. My neck snapped back into place. My broken bones mended together, and I regained control of my left arm.
I stretched my neck as I raised a fist, grinning. My right arm slowly regrew as the flesh rippled out, a warm feeling that was a tinge bit odd. I stared down at myself, all my injuries healed as crackling iridescent flames. 
“[My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends].”
I held the Primeval Demon of Wrath’s gaze. He huffed, still overtaken by anger. There wasn’t shock on his face, just confusion. I flexed my right arm, pulling my Divine Nebular Scythe towards me with my [Master of Material Manipulation].
“My second Grand Skill. I cannot die. Not right now. Not to you. So I’ll burn you until you’re nothing but ashes if I have to.”
I spoke simply, before charging at him. He roared and barreled my way in response.
***

He was Ira. A Primeval Demon of Wrath. A [Hellprince]. Normally carried by a confident yet composed demeanor. And yet, at this moment, he was none of that. At this moment, he was nothing more than a mindless beast. 
Nothing more than a wild Demon.
It made no sense. His entire essence made him but a master of his fury. It was something he could control. A piece of him that empowered him more than even his respect for his King. Yet, he had been completely overtaken by his own rage. 
He was fully cognizant of this. He could see his every action, knowing that it was made in his fury. But he couldn’t help it. He was so immersed into his hatred for that silver-haired girl that he wanted to destroy her. 
Her very being enraged him. It wasn’t one thing in particular— it was everything about her. The fact that she was a Demon, yet disguised herself as a Human. The fact that she was no mortal, but aided them as if they were one of her own. The fact that she dared oppose his King’s will…
Ira couldn’t think of a single thing other than to destroy.
And he grew stronger with each passing second. He could hear the notifications resounding in his head, even as his limbs were torn apart by Salvos. A grating sound that made him only want to kill her even more
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Ira ducked under a scythe swing from the silver-haired girl, swinging at her neck with an enlarged fist. He attacked her with everything he had. His full power— all of his strength. Yet, his punch was stopped. There was a flicker of fire. A flash of iridescent light. And he found his entire arm exploding outwards as Salvos turned to him, unscathed.
“ARRRGH!”
The Primeval Demon of Wrath screamed. A blood curdling cry. But it was not just one of anger. It was one of pain. A shout of suffering. He had always felt every single bit of damage inflicted upon him, even if he could regenerate it. 
It was why he never enjoyed using his Grand Skill. It was why he still strove to avoid attacks if he had no other choice. Because it hurt. It hurt so much. Everything hurt. 
Normally, it only fueled his anger. The pain— the suffering— all of it would invigorate his anger even further. But now? He wanted none of that. He just wanted the hurt to stop. 
He wanted to regain control of his senses. He wished he could abate his fury and counter the silver-haired girl’s attacks. But she blasted him with fire. She sliced apart his limbs again and again. He hopelessly tried to crush her head, only for his hands to give in under the protective flames around her body. He shrieked, only to be torn apart by a barrage of flaming strikes.
It hurt so much. It hurt. It hurt. It really hurt. He didn’t like the pain. He never liked the pain. He just wanted… he just wanted the suffering to stop. 
The Primeval Demon of Wrath wasn’t sure what curse Salvos had put onto him. He knew it made him stronger. He had received a +10% to all his Stats. But it made him lose control of his anger. It made him even more furious than he had ever been before.
And for the first time in his life, Ira didn’t want to be wrathful anymore.
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***
I tore through Ira’s head, abruptly cutting off his scream. He didn’t slump forward, nor did he drop to his knees. I didn’t expect him to. Instead, he came at me with an onslaught of powerful blows. I simply took the brunt of the attack, baring my teeth. 
“I told you, you can’t kill me. But—”
I sidestepped the strikes and slashed up. His arms went flying, amputated in a single motion. I followed up with a kick to his stomach, sending him crashing into a nearby pile of rubble. Dust and dirt exploded into the air.
“I can kill you!”
My second Grand Skill was going to come to an end soon. I had been fighting for a while, my cooldown for most of my Skills had already passed. Still, Ira wasn’t showing any signs of slowing down anytime soon. If I could, I’d have just locked him up in the Ring of the Forgotten Prison, but I’d lost it after he bit my hand off. I considered sending him teleporting to be crushed between the planes of Nexeus, but it would take a while. And I couldn’t get him to stand still for that long.
So I dashed forward, blasting him with rainbow-colored flames as he tried to pick himself up. Ira reeled back, crying out as he raised his arms. His flesh melted off, but he lumbered forward, still trying to get to me. The flames dissipated after a moment, and he blinked.
I was gone. I was no longer flying straight at him. The Primeval Demon of Wrath narrowed his eyes, glancing around. 
“HRRGGG—”
And I swooped him up from behind. Ira roared as I carried him into the air, struggling to get me off his back. I flew high and up as the city of Lunaris vanished beneath us.  
“If you’re going to keep regenerating, then I will just beat you—”  
I raised a clawed hand as the Primeval Demon finally managed to break free from my grip. He spun around, lashing out with a swing. But I just swung back at him as I reached for a power deep within me.
“Divine Draconic Fury!”
An iridescent image of a claw struck out, knocking Ira back with a powerful strike. His left shoulder was obliterated in that single hit as he flew further into the sky. I gave chase, not letting up just yet. 
“—until you stop moving…”  
I zipped up next to him before he could fly too far. This time, I readied my Divine Nebular Scythe. Once more, I unleashed my essence at him, combining it with my burning flames. A more familiar attack. Ira grunted, only for his voice to be cut off.
“Divine Radiant Slash!”
I sliced him vertically, but the aura surrounding my scythe completely engulfed him. The attack incinerated half of the Primeval Demon’s head as well as a large chunk of his chest. His body spun and turned, knocked high towards the sky. I sped after him, eyes narrowing.
His body was already regenerating. It had been a second, but I could see bits of his left cheek already regrowing. I gritted my teeth and pointed at him.
“[Greater Teleportation]!”
But I didn’t teleport myself to him. Instead, five figures popped up at his side, already prepared for this. My five clones at Wilford vanished from that city, appearing next to Ira. They caught him, tearing at his body as he let out a guttural cry from his deformed jaw. 
“...or die trying!”
I reached him a moment later as I nodded at my five clones. They shone a silver and gold light. A scintillating glow that grew brighter and brighter. Ira thrashed in the air, realizing what was to come even in his rage. He howled in a fury, tearing off his own arm just to break free from the clones.
I frowned as his arm regenerated rapidly and lashed out at me. I raised a hand, catching the crimson fist as I smiled. I didn’t even budge as his eyes grew wide.
“So much for a Primeval Demon of Wrath, huh? Unlike you, I don’t need to serve a king to be proud of who or what I am. I am Salvos, and you—”
I pooled the last of my magic into the palm of my hand. His fist shone. A glittering iridescent light. One that was burned into his skin. He tried to pull his hand back, but I didn’t let him.
“—are dead.”
Ira screamed as my clones flashed. As he knew what was coming next. I laughed, uncaring even if I hovered before him, high in the sky. 
“Divine Demon’s Mark!”
And all at once, my five clones, my Divine Demon’s Mark— it all exploded.
***
“Gnah?”
Oriur came to a halt. Novis and Bellum looked towards the sky, wide-eyed. The three baby Wyverns halted in the middle of the forest. The overcast from the canopy of trees was dispelled, replaced by a bright light. 
The crimson dome overhead was painted an eclectic of colors. Whether it was red, white, blue, yellow— even white and black. All the colors of the rainbow and more. It was an explosion. A blast that shone brighter than the sun. One that covered the entire sky.
Novis, Bellum, and Oriur exchanged a glance. They all had a single thought. 
“Mama!” 
They cried out all at once.
***
“What in the world is that?”
Zack stared, wide-eyed at the explosion that took the sky. He was a [Mage]. He had a fundamental understanding of the laws governing magic— he could sense the power and fury that came from that magical blast. And he also saw something else. Something he couldn’t quite comprehend mixed into the mana. 
It was so foreign. So terrifying. He gaped together with Jaakko, Helen, and the other adventurers in the encampment. It was so powerful. A blast that would’ve nearly wiped out half of Lunaris in an instant. 
Zack should have been afraid. He was afraid. But even still, when he looked at it, and couldn’t help but think that it was… so majestic. So calming. And he didn’t know why he felt that way.
***
The explosion covered the sky, blanketing even the clouds. Its light shone brighter than the ritual merging the Mortal Realm with the Netherworld. It lit up the crimson sky, coloring it into a rainbow. For just a moment. 
Then the light vanished. The blast faded away. My clones were gone, leaving only me flying in the sky. My wings beat slowly behind me as I panted. I raised my head, staring at the ash being blown with the wind. I asked only one question.
“Is it… over?”
I waited for the answer. I tried to scan my surroundings with [Manifestation of the Old Gods], but the Skill had already ended. I could only use my eyes, and I saw nothing. Still, I didn’t have my hopes up. I waited. I didn’t hold my breath. 
And finally, I got my answer. A resounding voice in my head.
Defeated [Bloodied Asmodai Hellprince (Duke of the Netherworld) - Lvl. 158]
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
“It’s over.”
My eyes widened. And my wings stopped beating at my back. The iridescent flames wisping off my body dissipated. They no longer crackled, forming a protective aura of invulnerability. Slowly, I began to fall. At a gradual speed.
“I won… I finally killed him…”
All it took was completely obliterating him from the face of the earth. I almost wanted to cry, just from how relieved I was. This might not have been the toughest opponent I faced yet, but he was certainly the most frustrating. No matter what I threw his way, he would just regenerate from it and reflect it back my way. 
But now, he was gone. And I could luxuriate in the deluge of notifications resounding in my head as I descended to the ground.
General Skill [Wisdom of the Old Gods] Level up!
[Wisdom of the Old Gods - Lvl 3] -> [Wisdom of the Old Gods - Lvl. 4]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
General Skill [Wisdom of the Old Gods] Level up!
[Wisdom of the Old Gods - Lvl 4] -> [Wisdom of the Old Gods - Lvl. 5]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
General Skill [Title Skill: Invoke Wrath] Level up!
[Title Skill: Invoke Wrath - Lvl 1] -> [Title Skill: Invoke Wrath - Lvl. 2]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
I wondered for a moment why [Wisdom of the Old Gods] leveled up. I considered that it might’ve had a part to play in using those Divine Skills. And since it was just like after the battle against the [Archarachne], then that was the only explanation I could accept. 
Either way, I happily accepted the additional experience as I drifted closer to the earth, hearing the next salvo of notifications.
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 147] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 148] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 148] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 149] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] Level Up! 
[Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 149] -> [Daeva Cambion – Lvl. 150] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 116] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 117]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 117] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 118]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
Salvos (Secely’s Sentinel) (The Devil’s Daughter)
Species: [Archdemon of Pride] 
Subspecies: [Daeva Cambion] - Lvl. 150
Class: [Draconic Apprentice] - Lvl. 118
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Corruption Resistance] - Lvl. 1
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 2
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Wisdom of the Old Gods] - Lvl. 5



[Title Skill: General Status Effect Resistance] - Lvl. 1
[Ttle Skill: Invoke Wrath] - Lvl. 2
[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: 15]
[Vitality]: 190 (+30) (+10) (+100)
[Strength]: 190 (+30) (+10) (+100) 
[Endurance]: 190 (+30) (+10) (+3) (+100)
[Wisdom]: 320 (+30) (+10) (+50) (+100) 
[Agility]: 360 (+30) (+10) (+5) (+100)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 21]
[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Haste] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 25 (Maxed)



[Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 25 (Maxed)



[Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)



[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 25 (Maxed)



[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: 6]
[Draconic Fury] - Lvl. 15
[Fragmented Pocket Dimension] - Lvl. 10
[Full Phase] - Lvl. 5
[Greater Teleportation] - Lvl. 5
[Manifestation of the Old Gods] - Lvl. 5
[Truth Divination] - Lvl. 5
[Warped Time] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Dragon Scales] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Master of Material Manipulation] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - Weaker Regeneration] - Lvl.5
[Evolution Available]
I jerked back at the last notification. I stared at the sky as the iridescent light reflecting from the sky vanished. I only had one thing to say.
“Yay.”
I managed to barely muster out, and my back hit the ground. 




57. Sub-Ritual Subverted

Finally!
It had been so long. I had waited for this moment for such a long time. After what felt like forever, I was going to evolve.
The last time I had undergone an evolution was after I killed the Lich of the Plaguelands. I had been waiting for this moment for ages. Before my Level 100 evolution, I would evolve rather regularly. It had only been a few months between killing Stephen and killing Lucerna. But it was to be expected that this was the longest evolution yet since the gap was the greatest too. Well, longest evolution except for maybe when I first became an [Imp].
I honestly didn’t know how much time I spent in the Netherworld with Haec. I could throw out a few guesses— make some estimates based on what I remembered. But that was pointless. The Netherworld didn’t have a sun, nor did it have a moon. There was no day-night cycle, and we Demons didn’t age either. So none of it mattered. 
All I knew was that it was a long time. We spent every passing moment together. No matter what we did, we’d do it together. And then we evolved. And then we separated.
I had decided upon arriving at the Mortal Realm that I would find a way back to him. That I would do whatever it took to get back to him. That was the promise I had made to myself. He was my companion. My first companion.
Haec was there from the very beginning. He was there with the others. He survived, and as did I. Even if I had made so many more companions since I last saw him, he was still important to me. Because he was Haec. No one else could be Haec but him. Just like how I was Salvos— only me.
I closed my eyes, hearing the words resound in my head.
[Evolution Available]
I was happy. I was pleased with myself. Now that I was Level 150, I could finally evolve. And just maybe, I would finally have the power to get back to him just fine once this war was over. I was going to do everything I could to hasten its end. Even if I had to find Levithus myself and kill him. 
I shook my head, focusing on the task at hand. 
“I wonder what Subspecies options there will be?”
I wondered aloud to myself. I was tempted to just explore my options there and then, but I knew I would pass out. Also, I might revert out of my Human form— probably not, honestly. But that was a worry I had. 
However, what was more worrying was the danger at hand. I opened my eyes, facing the crimson pillar in the distance. The renewed sub-ritual in Lunaris was still raging on, pouring forth an innumerable number of Demons into the Mortal Realm.
My second Grand Skill ended. The period of invincibility gone. If I was attacked by a strong enough Archdemon while I was unconscious for long enough, I probably wouldn’t be able to survive. Even though I still had my first Grand Skill— my Divine Essence— active.
I was strong, not unkillable as I was right now. I raised my head and sighed. 
“I still have to deal with those Demons…”
Last I saw, Jaakko, Helen, Zack, and the other adventurers and soldiers gathered outside of Lunaris were still in grave danger. It wasn’t just that there was the occasional Level 100 Archdemon emerging from the sub-ritual, it was also that they were trying to protect the injured and the remaining refugees of the city.
I had to help them. They couldn’t handle these Demons alone. But there was a problem.
“I… am too tired.”
I lay sprawled there, refusing to get up. It wasn’t like when I used [Manifestation of the Old Gods] without my Grand Skill active. My body didn’t ache, nor did I want to throw up. I was just exhausted. That battle with Ira took everything I had left. Perhaps it was those flurry of divine attacks— my modified Skills that drew from my Divine Essence— but I was so tired, I could just pass out right now.
I probably could have just lain there for the next six hours, but a loud thudding noise attracted my attention. Blinking, I looked up to see a hulking creature landing before me. A Demon that stood over ten feet in height— a wall of flesh and bones. It had a pair of tusk-like horns that protruded from its skull-like face, and tendrils that writhed out next to its arms.
Its body shifted, and its golden eyes glimmered. I stared with wide eyes as it hissed at me.
[Changeling - Lvl. 145]
“That’s—”
My eyes grew wide. I tried to get to my feet, but it lashed out with its tendril. The tip of the tentacle-like protrusion morphed, becoming a claw as I braced myself. 
And a blast of iridescent energy shot out past me. A voice screamed out— one that I recognized well and clear.
“[Heroic Champion’s Slash]!”

The wild [Changeling] shrieked in pain as it was blasted through the rubbles of the walls of Lunaris. I glanced back at Daniel who leapt down from the sky, rolling forward.
“Salvos!”
“Daniel?” 
I blinked at him as he came to a halt next to me. I stared at him, utterly befuddled. 
“How did you get here?”
“I—”
“I brought him here.”
Another familiar voice snorted. I spun around, narrowing my eyes as I took in the cloaked man standing next to me. Orgaf, the Thief of the Golden Scales, had somehow snuck up on me before I even realized it.
“Wait, Orgaf— when did you…?”
“Five seconds before the [Hero] blasted that damn Archdemon from afar. I was already hiding in your shadows, ready to kill it with a [Dark Backstab].”
He crossed his arms, grunting. He looked almost jealous of Daniel, and I smiled. 
“Thanks, you guys. But I probably could have handled myself.”
“It is a dangerous Demon. Even I would struggle taking it in battle at full strength.”
A gruff voice spoke. I blinked, spinning around once again. Laux Lionfist walked past me, heading towards where the wild [Changeling] had been.
“It’s still alive. I will finish it off then head to the encampment to rally the forces there.”
“Got it.”
Orgaf nodded in response to the burly man. I watched Laux Lionfist leap forward, crashing into the [Changeling] as it picked itself up from the rubble. The wild Archdemon was already hurt quite badly from Daniel’s attack, but it still put up a good fight. I looked on as the Elite Ranked [Warrior] clashed in combat with it for a moment, before shaking my head.
“You guys arrived a little bit too late.”
I glanced towards Daniel and Orgaf. They both exchanged a confused look, and I laughed. 
“You haven’t realized it yet, haven’t you?”
“Realized… what, Salvos?”
Daniel blinked, and Orgaf scoffed.
“Oh, I have taken notice of it. I just have yet to comment on it yet.”
“You have absolutely no idea what she’s talking about, do you?”
The [Hero] spoke flatly as I beamed from ear to ear. Neither of them had realized it. I was just waiting for their reactions, practically brimming in excitement.
They both shifted uncomfortably, realizing I was waiting for them to say something. Daniel cleared his throat.
“Salvos, I’m—” 
He started, but another voice interrupted him. A distant echo from afar. An ethereal sound.
“Salvos!”
I paused as ball of blue fire zipped towards me. I stared at Willy as he came to a halt, flitting around in a panic. I smiled at him.
“Hey, Willy. Don’t worry, I’m fine—”
“Where are Novis, Bellum, and Oriur?”
He spoke over me, speaking in a full sentence. For a moment, I stood there, smile still plastered on my face. 
“Huh.”
Then I just laughed once again, not really caring about his lack of concern about my being. He was worried about my babies. And that was all that mattered. I was concerned about them too. So I gave him a reassuring look.
“They’re somewhere over in that forest there, last I saw them. They’re fine, Willy. But we can go to them now if you want.”
The [Will O’ Wisp] simply sighed in relief, flames returning to a normal green as a pair of figures landed just behind him. Amanda nearly collapsed on the ground, panting in exhaustion.
“This… is… the last time… I do you a favor…”
“Thank you, Amanda.”
Edithe smiled as she bowed her head at the former assassin sprawled on the floor. She stepped forward, looking towards me with a smile.
“Edithe! Did you notice anything?”
I called out, waving at her. The redhead walked towards me with a look of relief on her face.
“Salvos, I’m glad you’re—”
And she paused. Her eyes grew wide. Daniel and Orgaf looked towards her with sidelong glances, realizing that she noticed it immediately. They waited for what she had to say as she stared at me in shock.  
“You’re… Level 150.”
Edithe spoke slowly. The two Human men froze. Daniel’s jaw dropped, and Orgaf uncrossed his arms. Amanda blinked, looking up from where she lay. Laux Lionfist halted mid-step, dragging the dead [Changeling] behind him. Even Willy stopped flying away, turning to face me when he heard what the redhead said.
I just grinned in response.
“Yep!” 
I could feel their gazes boring into me. I could almost sense their [Identification] being used on me. And they all saw the same thing.
“That’s…”
Daniel was at a loss for words. Laux Lionfist smirked, nodding to himself.
“What a feat—” 
“So fast—”
Amanda gasped, and Orgaf just harrumphed.
“I knew she’d get it soon.”
Edithe just walked towards me, looking me up and down. She looked at me like I wasn’t real, and I poked her side. Flinching, she stared at me for a moment. Then she nodded mechanically.
“You’re an Elite Ranked adventurer now, Salvos.”
“I am.”
I agreed with her. Because it was a fact. It was the truth. I was now Level 150. The redhead almost looked at me differently. Everyone present— even if they were my companions, my friends, or just plain strangers— stared at me in a different light. But even though I was stronger now— even though I was soon going to be evolving— one thing still stayed the same.
“And I am still Salvos.”
I smiled, and Edithe blinked. Then she laughed.
“You are, Salvos. You are.”
—--
Willy and I left to find the baby Wyverns while everyone else moved to stop the sub-ritual. Daniel gave his usual heroic speech as Amanda watched from the side, while Orgaf slipped away on his own to slaughter the Demons. Laux Lionfist rallied the adventurers and soldiers, while Edithe used her magic to support the assault into Lunaris. 
It took a bit, but together, they managed to repel the hordes of wild Demons and put a stop to the sub-ritual. I wasn’t sure who did it— if it was Edithe or some random [Mage] from the gathered forces— but the crimson pillar dissipated as Willy, the baby Wyverns, and I watched from the side.
I hugged Novis, Bellum, and Oriur tightly as the [Will O’ Wisp] eyed me curiously.
“Close.”
“Why wouldn’t I be close? They’re my babies, after all.”
“...what?”
Willy stared at me, at a loss of words for once. But I didn’t elaborate. I just felt happy knowing the baby Wyverns were safe. They cuddled against me, crying as they usually did, but I didn’t find myself getting annoyed by them or panicking over them. Instead, I soothed them calmly, until they went to sleep. 
I even carried them with me as Willy and I returned to the encampment just outside of Lunaris once the battle was over. Laux Lionfist, Daniel, and the soldiers and adventurers were gathered there, resting and recuperating, tending to the wounded.
Amanda was off who knew where, and Edithe took over watch of the baby Wyverns with Willy for me. I had no idea what shadow Orgaf was hiding in, but he was around here somewhere. I found a private room amongst the encampment and created a [Fragments Pocket Dimension] around the room so that no one could interrupt me. 
Edithe had said she’d make sure no one barged in during the process, and I trusted her, but I also wanted to add some extra precautions. Finally, I collapsed onto a bed and closed my eyes as I smiled.
“Now, to choose my evolution.”




58. Hellprincess

The screen flickered as the silver-haired girl collapsed into the mattress, instantly passing out. A crimson figure shifted on a couch and blinked. Sal raised his head groggily as he wiped the drool of his face.
“Huh? What? Is it finally happening?”
He kicked off the couch, and it vanished with a flash. The Devil stretched, letting out a tired yawn. He groaned as he rubbed his eyes.
“That took way too long. It was so boring. Seriously, I stopped paying attention when she refused to kill Belzu…”
Sal trailed off. Then his eyes focused. His gaze fixed onto Salvos as he smiled. He leaned closer, tapping a finger on his chin.
“Now, my daughter, let us see whether you shall reach apotheosis.”
***
[Evolution Available]
I focused on the words for a second, before immediately passing out. Darkness overtook me. I succumbed into an inky void. It was a place just like that infinite sea of nothingness that held me in the moments before I was born. 
I wasn’t sure if this was an actual place, or just the depths of my mind. I felt at peace here. Here, I was me. The real me. I looked at myself and saw a little slug, then blinked and saw an [Imp]. A four-armed beast. A six-armed terror. And, finally, a [Daeva Cambion], claws, wings, crowned horns, and all. 
Me.
An eerie sense of calm overtook me, nearly making me forget my excitement. But then a set of words flashed in my mind, and that odd sensation was forgotten, replaced by an extreme catharsis.
Subpecies Evolution:



[Archdemon Demon of Pride] -> [Primeval Demon of Pride]



Requirements for two Subspecies evolutions have been met!



Two Subspecies evolutions? I wondered with a frown. That wasn’t very many evolutions. I had expected… like, four at least. Maybe even three, just like with my last two evolutions. But I was only given two evolution options.



That irked me a little bit. But my irritation didn’t last long. In fact, it entirely vanished when I noticed what my first Subspecies evolution was. My eyes grew wide and my heart jumped in my chest as the words resounded in my head, seemingly echoing all around me in the eternal darkness.



Subspecies Evolution:
[Asura Hellprincess of Advent]
An [Asura Hellprincess of the Advent] stands atop the pinnacle of all Demonkind. She rules the Netherworld with her vast power, revered and feared by her peers. Even Primeval Demons tremble in the face of her glory. She bows before no one— an extreme anomaly amongst the masses birthed from Advent. A survivor that rose to become a ruler of all, whether it be Spirits, Demons, or even mortals.
+50 [Vitality]
+40 [Wisdom]
+30 [Strength]
+30 [Endurance]
+30 [Agility]
Bonuses:
*You receive +10% to all Stats when surrounded by your minions.
*You can create your own Domain.
My eyes grew wide. My lips quivered. My hands shook. Any feeling of annoyance I previously felt was gone. I was held in stasis, floating in nothingness. Perhaps even trapped in my own mind. But right now, I could practically jump up and scream in excitement.
“I am finally going to be a princess!”
I squealed as I beamed from ear-to-ear. I threw my hands in the air, buzzing excitedly at that single point in space. I couldn’t move away from where I was floating, but I could flail my arms around at the thought of becoming a princess.
It was just a fun little dream I had after learning about princesses— I was never really serious about becoming a princess, even when I was playing with Rachel. But now it could be a reality if I became a [Hellprincess]. I… I… I… had no words.
I could even have my own Domain. I had a Lair right now, but it was pretty small, and it was just for me. All I could do was teleport there and back, with a minor boost in Stats as long as I was inside of the Lair. Now, if I had an entire Domain I’d be able to teleport over a vast swathe of land, and I’d get a boost in Stats over a larger area too. It wouldn’t be nearly as limited as a Lair!
Also, also, also— I could have another boost in Stats as long as I was surrounded by my companions. It was everything I could have wanted.
I was just about to accept this evolution and become an [Asura Hellprincess of Advent] before I caught myself. I slapped myself with both my hands, taking in a deep breath.
“Nope— not just yet.”
I still had a second evolution option. I was getting way ahead of myself. Taking in a deep breath… I couldn’t actually breathe here, but I tried to steel myself. Slowly, I looked down at myself.
“What else can I become? Show me how I can become something more!”
I spoke, and the next set of notifications resounded in my head.
[Fallen Deva Aeshma Cambion]
A [Fallen Deva Aeshma Cambion] is a [Cambion] that has strayed from the essence of her nature into the path of rage and vengeance. Now a Primeval Demon of Wrath, she is empowered by her anger. Whether it be because her allies have been endangered, or it be because she herself has been affronted, it is her pursuit of destroying her enemies for their sins that drives her. While she may have fallen from her initial path, she has now ascended into becoming something even greater than she already was. 
+60 [Strength]
+60 [Wisdom]
+30 [Vitality]
+20 [Endurance]
+10 [Agility]
Bonus: 50% of [Agility] is permanently removed and added to [Strength]
Species Change: [Primeval Demon of Pride] -> [Primeval Demon of Wrath]!
“What… is this?”
I blinked a few times, taken completely aback. It was like I was struck with extreme whiplash. As if Edithe was slapping me across the face just because I was a Demon again. I stared at my second evolutionary option, at a loss for words.
“Become a Primeval Demon of Wrath? That’s ridiculous! I’m Salvos! I’m a Demon of Pride! I am proud to be me—”
I started, but paused. My words caught in my mouth, rebuked by memories. Ira’s words echoed in my head. I remembered the Primeval Demon of Wrath’s accusation when he discovered my true identity. 
“Do you not have any pride?”
He had asked the simple question to me just a few hours ago, and I replied confidently. I was always confident in my identity, but for whatever reason, right now, doubt was starting to settle in.
“I’m…”
I closed my eyes. And even more questions invaded my mind. The mocking voice of Belzu. The enraged voice of Avaritia. 
“Are you actually ashamed to be a Demon?”
“You are no Demon.”
I gritted my teeth in response. These words echoed, refusing to vanish even as I tried to ignore them. I whispered quietly to myself.
“I am a Demon. I am proud to be—”
But before I could finish, the second evolutionary option flashed in my mind.
[Fallen Deva Aeshma Cambion]
And I paused. I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t finish what I was saying. I just slowly took this in. Doubt crept in as the neverending darkness around me seemed to only encroach on my being— I couldn’t help but ask myself a single question.
Was I really not proud to be a Demon because I was hiding my identity?
It made no sense to me. That wasn’t right. I would be suicidal if I revealed who I was to all these Humans who wanted to kill me! 
I refused to listen to these intrusive thoughts. They were but judgments cast upon me by these other Demons I had bested in battle. They couldn’t defeat me in a fight, so they tried to win by sowing doubt into my being. But I wasn’t going to give in.
I shook my head, focusing instead on the first evolution I had been offered.
[Asura Hellprincess of Advent]
“I am a [Hellprincess], and I am proud—”
I raised a clawed hand as if I was reaching for it. But I hesitated. Something stopped me. I tried to focus on this option, but my vision seemed to blur. I clenched my jaw and slowly lowered my hand. I wanted to become an [Asura Hellprincess of Advent]...
But it just didn’t feel right.
My clawed hands balled into fists, and I raised my head. I faced the sea of nothingness above, speaking to no one but myself.
“I don’t care if it feels wrong! I want to be a princess! That’s all that matters! That’s how I—”  
“You are an untamed creature, obedient only to your fickle desires.”
Belzu’s voice spoke behind me, making me spin around in surprise. It sounded like he had been right here. I almost thought I was trapped in his illusions for a moment. I glanced back, but saw no one in this void. 
“Wha…?”
“You are far too lost.”
Ira’s words struck into my heart. The endless darkness trembled, growing palpable. Nothingness threatened to swallow me as I shook in fear.
“I am not lost! I am Salvos— I am…”
I trailed off. The void loomed over me. I felt my body growing numb. The words I spoke didn’t echo, lost in the nonexistence of the world I was in. I raised a clawed hand and shouted.
“Stay back!”
I sent a blast of my strongest flames out into the nothingness. It shone a bright white light in this infinite sea, banishing the darkness for a moment. But I heard a terrible cackling. And the shadows seeped towards me, eating away at the white fire and creeping towards my clawed hand. 
“You’re— wild.”
Avaritia spoke with the voice of the Demon King. And I recoiled as the dark tendrils snuffed out my flames and grabbed me by arms. I struggled to break free, but I couldn’t move. The darkness held me in place. This void intruded into my very being.
I flailed my arms again, this time, not in excitement, but in fear and terror. I tried to turn my head— I tried to kick out. Nothing worked. This time, I was not just being pinned in place. I was being crushed. 
I tried to burn my way out. But my strongest flames failed to even ignite in this void. I squirmed and screamed.
“I am not wild! I am not ashamed to be a Demon! I am— I am…” 
I tried to speak, but it was like I really couldn’t breathe now. No words left my mouth. I was trapped forever in this stasis. The only thing I could do was move my eyes. I could only relax my hands as my white flames faltered, turning blue, then red, before the last of the fading sparks were entirely extinguished.
Slowly, I closed my eyes. I wanted to evolve to break free, but couldn’t. It just didn’t feel right. This infinite void consumed me, too strong for me to overcome. Even my most powerful flames failed to light up this darkness. But… that wasn’t my strongest flame, wasn’t it?
And iridescent flames wisped off my clawed hands. My eyes snapped open as I exhaled, breathing even in this sea of nonexistence. I raised my head and tore through the dark tendrils holding me in place. 
I brought my clawed hand out, unleashing a deluge of my Divine Flames. The darkness shone with the colors of the rainbow and more. White, blue, green, black, gold, silver— all kinds of flames ate away at the encroaching nothingness. I lit up this sable sea as I took ahold of my being and dispelled the voices assailing me from all sides at once.
“I am Salvos! I do not care what you say about me— I know who I am and I know what I have done!”
The sea of darkness evaporated away by the fiery light. This world of nothingness was filled with vibrant colors as my words echoed in this inferno. 
“I am proud to be a Demon. But I am also proud of becoming something more.”
And I lowered my hand as a new set of words flashed in my head. I closed my eyes, taking it in.
Requirements for a third Subspecies evolution have been met!



[Angelic Devil Princess]
The [Angelic Devil Princess] is a unique being who has ascended beyond her nature. Mentored by the Devil himself and taught by Spirits, through her experiences living amongst mortals, she has learned what it is like to become something more. She has fought the corruption itself and adopted monsters as children. She is a guardian. A destroyer. A savior. A trickster. Even the Old Gods have granted her their favor, even if her own kind vilifies her, accusing her of defying her nature. But she still takes pride in who she is, and now, she has apotheosized into a Lesser God.  
+50 [Vitality]
+50 [Strength]
+50 [Endurance]
+50 [Wisdom]
+50 [Agility]
Secondary Species Unlocked: [Lesser God]
I opened my eyes, a smile slipping onto my face. In that instant, I knew what I was going to choose. 
Evolution Complete!
[Archdemon of Pride] -> [Primeval Demon of Pride]
You have ascended to a [Lesser God]
Subspecies [Daeva Cambion] -> [Angelic Devil Princess]
Gained 50 Stat Points! 
[Vitality] +50



[Strength] +50



[Endurance] +50



[Wisdom] +50



[Agility] +50



Gained 5 Skill Slots!



Gained 15 Skill Points!



General Skill [Racial Skill: True Divinity] Obtained! 



General Grand Skill [Racial Skill: Divine Essence of the Daeva Cambion - Lvl. 1] becomes [Racial Skill: Divine Essence of the Angelic Devil Princess - Lvl. 1]!
Skill [Demon’s Mark - Lvl. 20] becomes [Divine Demon’s Mark - Lvl. 20]!



Skill [Haste - Lvl. 20] becomes [Divine Haste - Lvl. 20]!



Skill [Nebular Construct - Lvl. 25] becomes [Divine Nebular Construct - Lvl. 25]!



Skill [Radiant Slash - Lvl. 15] becomes [Divine Radiant Slash - Lvl. 15]!



Skill [Wings of the Netherworld - Lvl. 10] becomes [Angel’s Wings - Lvl. 1]!



Skill [Passive - A Hunter’s Sense - Lvl. 10] becomes [Angelic Premonition - Lvl. 1]!



Skill [The Primordial Spark] and [Passive - Blue Flames] consolidates and becomes [The Holy Flames]!
Skill [Sacred Hellfire] is now available!
Skill [The Call of Armageddon] is now available!
Grand Skill [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] can now be leveled!







59. Lesser God

“Salvos is taking a while…”
Edithe muttered as she glanced towards the tent. It had been nearly a full day since the silver-haired girl vanished inside, and it was starting to get worrying. The redhead knew that a Class advancement took a while— and that evolutions probably took just as long, or even longer. However, this was too unusual. It was too much of an anomaly.
“What could possibly be happening in there?”
She shifted uncomfortably, trying to calm herself. Edithe considered poking her head into the tent to check if everything was fine, but eventually decided otherwise. 
“I said I’d keep watch. I can’t keep watch if I’m busy bothering her…”
Whatever was happening inside was none of the redhead’s business. Besides, if the baby Wyverns weren’t panicking over their missing ‘mama’— well, they were still antsy, but Willy was carefully watching over them, and they were far calmer than they usually were. Fact was, if they could keep their cool even though Salvos had been gone for a full day, then Edithe could too.
She raised her head and glanced towards the crimson dome above. The sky was still a dark red, even if it was fading and returning to its normal blue shade. Edithe saw the twinkling dots speckling overhead, peeking through the dark clouds gathering in the overcast sky, and she commented idly.
“The stars are back…”
Lightning crackled, and thunder boomed. The redhead pursed her lips as she watched a storm draw closer.
“I really hope it doesn’t start raining.”
***
“It seems they successfully halted the reactivated sub-ritual. That is relieving.”
Clayton Skyshredder remarked as he saw the city in the distance. He stood atop a golden nimbus cloud, flying at the head of a force of nearly half a million soldiers and adventurers. They marched slowly. At the pace they were going, it was likely they were only going to arrive at Lunaris by midnight.
His eyes sharpened. His gaze focused on the dark red sky above. He saw the stars. He saw the gathering clouds. He sensed the powerful magic radiating from the area. And he spoke simply.
“Do you see that, Archmage?”
He glanced back, facing a robed woman flying beside him. She rode on her own cloud as well— a white cloud that moved slower than his. Helena Warshade, the Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy, leader of the Rising Veterans Company, and Elite Ranked adventurer looked at him, deferring.
“I do, Headmaster Skyshredder. Do you think it is caused by the merger?”
“If it were related to the grand ritual, it would have engulfed all of the Inoria Empire in its fury. This is… localized. A natural occurrence, perhaps.”
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy ran a hand through his flowing beard. He watched the crackling golden electricity rip through the sky. But the lightning never crashed into the ground. It stayed overhead, tearing the clouds open as he closed his eyes.
Helena Warshade mused next to him.
“But a natural one hasn’t happened in decades, Headmaster. Why now? What is the significance of this?”
He shook his head as he opened his eyes.
“Perhaps there is no significance. Perhaps it is happening now simply because one hasn’t happened in so long. I do not know. However, what I know, Archmage, is that we must move to dispel it before the destruction begins.”
She blinked for a moment, glancing at him. Then she slowly nodded. 
“Yes, Headmaster.”
And the two highest-leveled [Mages] in the world shot forward, leaving their armies behind for Lunaris. As they flew on, the clouds above parted. The lightning stopped. But no rain fell from the sky. 
Instead, it was the stars themselves that fell from the heavens above.
***
Daniel jolted up to the sound of an explosion. He blinked for a second, trying to gauge his surroundings. Then he remembered he was in the middle of a war. He threw himself out of his bed and drew the Sword of Alexander.
He dashed out of the tent and glanced around. But the encampment was thrown into chaos. He heard screams in the distance as another explosion echoed out. Soldiers, adventurers, and civilians ran in all directions, gathering their things as they fled from Lunaris. 
Somewhere, far away, the [Hero] could hear Laux Lionfist’s booming voice as he tried to maintain order. Daniel gritted his teeth.
“What is going on? What is—”
He started, but then caught a familiar figure running amongst the crowd. He sprinted forward and grabbed her by the hand.
“Amanda. What’s happening? Who’s attacking us?”
The former assassin blinked and stared at him. Another explosion resounded in the distance as she raised a hand towards the sky.
“We’re not being attacked, you idiot. It’s—”
And a golden beam of light crashed from the sky. It exploded the tent Daniel had been in, and he reeled. He gaped as nothing was left there but a crater— the tent entirely obliterated.
“What…? Was that a comet?”
He tried work his jaw. Slowly, he raised his head, and saw dozens of shooting stars falling across the sky. But they didn’t just dissipate. The golden streaks of light swerved out of the heavens, falling around Lunaris with explosive landings. 
Amanda shook her head as she sighed.
“It’s a mana storm, Daniel. We’re caught in a fucking mana storm.”
***
Orgaf had heard about mana storms before. It was when the stars themselves fell from the sky— peeling away from the sable dome overhead to blast the earth with their wrath. Some said mana storms occurred when a star had shone its last light, falling to a glorious death that matched that grandeur. 
Others said that mana storms were simply caused when a region had burned too much mana— that the evaporated magic would return to the skies, only to come crashing back down to fill the world with mana once again. 
Whatever it was, the Thief of the Golden Scale just knew that mana storms were dangerous. While they varied in intensity, they were no different to a natural disaster. Some could fell nations, while others would only ravage a countryside.
Orgaf himself had even lived through a mana storm— when he was beyond the Plaguelands, sneaking through the Kobold lands. Back then, he was too busy laughing at seeing those pesky giant lizards being ripped apart by the falling stars, so he didn’t quite register the true majesty and might of a mana storm. But now, he basked in all its glory.
The Thief of the Golden looked up towards the scintillating sky and watched as the stars themselves showered the earth. He didn’t do anything else. He didn’t try to help Helena Warshade or Clayton Skyshredder as they rushed to dispel the mana storm.
He just stood there in awe, waiting for what was to come next.
***
“Stay down!”
Willy called out as he created a wall of blue flames over the three baby Wyverns. They cried out, cowering on the quaking ground.
“Gnah!”
Novis, Bellum, and Oriur braced themselves. A falling star crashed from the sky, striking the barrier. Willy winced. His flames flickered. But his barrier held up. He wasn’t going to let anything bad befall them. Not after he had abandoned the three baby Wyverns, failing his duty.
He hovered protectively over them, keeping an eye up as a pair of Human [Mages] flew up towards the sky. The two began casting some magic, and Willy saw a giant glinting glyph cover the sky.
The dark clouds overhead crackled with electricity as Clayton Skyshredder and Helena Warshade continued crafting their spell. Meanwhile, Willy took his chance.
“Now— follow!”
He guided the three baby Wyverns away from the encampment. The Grand Spirit thought it would have been harder to convince them to leave Salvos behind. But, somehow, they were more understanding now. They moved as a group, weaving their way through the chaos as the onslaught of falling stars faltered.
Whatever the two [Mages] were doing was working. Willy slowed, and the baby Wyverns stuck close to him. They watched as a group as the mana storm’s magic faded away— like it was being sealed off by the spell circle overhead.
“Over?”
Novis asked, raising his head to face the [Will O’ Wisp]. The chaos died down. The panic subsided. The fleeing adventurers and soldiers came to a halt. They all let out a collective sigh in relief, before cheering for Clayton Skyshredder and Helena Warshade.
But Willy didn’t cheer. He just stared up at the sky, unmoving. Oriur looked at him apprehensively.
“Something wrong?”
The youngest baby Wyvern asked. The Grand Spirit didn’t reply. He felt… off. An odd sensation filled his being. He couldn’t place what it was. But somehow, his gaze landed upon a single tent that survived the destruction.
The tent where Salvos had been.
Willy peered at the tent, feeling a sense of reverence. He tried to figure out what it was. He had felt this before. He had been in a similar presence before. Just… this was weaker. Far less overwhelming. But he knew what it was after a moment. And when the realization sank in, the tent exploded.
A pillar of black-gold flames shot through the sky, forcing Clayton Skyshredder and Helena Warshade to scatter. A shimmering figure shot up amongst the flames. The glyph in the sky shattered, and the dark storm clouds cleared. 
Instinctively, Willy bowed his body. Even as the baby Wyverns exclaimed.
“Mama!”
Salvos floated in the sky, just before the pillar of black-gold flames. Iridescent sparks crackled off her— the familiar use of her Grand Skills. But, somehow, the fire burned sharper. Somehow, its heat was far more intense.
Willy couldn’t explain why he felt this. He just knew that… 
It was like he was in the presence of the Spirit Lord.
The Grand Spirit caught after a moment, focusing his gaze on the silver-haired girl. Her entire body glittered with the colors of the rainbow— her skin paler, overcome with a light sheen. And that was when Willy noticed the wings on her back. 
Pure white wings. Feathered wings. And there were six of them.
Willy didn’t understand it. He couldn’t understand how she wore those. But what he saw as true. 
Those were the wings of an [Angel]. 
And it wasn’t just the [Will O’ Wisp] who was looking at her in a complete loss for words. Clayton Skyshredder, Helena Warshade, Daniel Song, Edithe Dawnrise, Laux Lionfist— everyone in the encampment stared up at Salvos as she hovered there, raising her Divine Nebular Scythe. Her voice boomed out and shook the earth itself.
“People of the Mortal Realm— cast your gaze upon me! See my power, know my name, and tell me what you see!” 
***
Orgaf smirked as he stared at the silver-haired girl. He couldn’t help but cackle wildly to himself.
“I knew it. I knew she was special—”
***
Laux Lionfist crossed his arms, clearly impressed. He gave Salvos an approving nod.
“Truly a feat that will go down in history…”
***
Daniel Song, the [Hero] of Earth A1, stared at Salvos. At his companion. At his first real friend. He saw the angelic wings, and he looked at her wisping divine flames. He shook his head.
“To think I tried to kill you when we first met. I should be glad you spared my life, Salvos.”
***
Edithe Dawnrise smiled as she looked on at what her friend had become. Even in her wildest dreams, she never imagined this. 
“You really are amazing, Salvos.”
***
Saffron Merryster cast her gaze towards the city of Lunaris. She saw the rainbow-colored flames. She recognized it— and she even used a spyglass to confirm it. But she still refused to believe what she saw.
“How…?”
***
Everyone looked on in disbelief or shock. Even Helena Warshade couldn’t help but blink at this sight. But others, such as the Headmaster of Mavos Academy himself, didn’t so much as express his incredulity as he rejected reality.
“Impossible.”
***
Meanwhile, Amanda just blinked.
“What the fuck.”
***
Everyone looked her way with wide eyes. They saw the flashes of light. They watched the gold and silver figures flashing into existence. Clones of the girl that burned with a divine radiance.  
Willy’s flames shrank as he saw Salvos. The real her. Or… who she had become. Apart from those wings, she looked like a Human. It wasn’t like she was declaring herself to be a Demon in front of the Mortal Realm. 
No— it was something else that caught the [Will O’ Wisp] by surprise. That was why he just stared even as she continued speaking proudly.
“I am Salvos! Secely’s Sentinel! And I promise you all—”
At once, all ten of her clones shot out, flying at impossibly fast speeds across the Inoria Empire. He watched them leave a trail of gold and silver behind as she finished.
“The war ends now!”
[Lesser God - Lvl. 150]
***
“Amazing.”
The Devil slowly clapped as he watched the scene Salvos caused with her ascension. He couldn’t be prouder for his daughter. He was grinning from ear-to-ear, ready to rub his victory in Reggie’s stupid dumb face. 
But first, just to make sure— He focused the screen on the silver-haired girl’s face. Sal whispered quietly to himself.
“[God’s Eye].”
His eyes flickered. He peered into his daughter even through the screen. And he smiled at what he saw.
“Truly, I can’t wait for you to surpass your old man, my daughter…”
Salvos (Secely’s Sentinel) (The Devil’s Daughter)
Species: [Primeval Demon of Pride] 
Secondary Species: [Lesser God]
Subspecies: [Angelic Devil Princess] - Lvl. 150
Class: [Draconic Apprentice] - Lvl. 118
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 8
[Corruption Resistance] - Lvl. 1
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: True Divinity] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 2
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Wisdom of the Old Gods] - Lvl. 5



[Title Skill: General Status Effect Resistance] - Lvl. 1
[Ttle Skill: Invoke Wrath] - Lvl. 2
[Title Skill: Protection of the Sentinel] - Lvl. 1
[Title Skill: The Devil’s Grace] - Lvl. 1 
[Racial Skill: Divine Essence of the Angelic Devil Princess] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 250 (+30) (+10) (+100)
[Strength]: 250 (+30) (+10) (+100) 
[Endurance]: 250 (+30) (+10) (+3) (+100)
[Wisdom]: 380 (+30) (+10) (+50) (+100) 
[Agility]: 435 (+30) (+10) (+5) (+100)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 36]
[Angel’s Wings] - Lvl. 1



[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Divine Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Divine Haste] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 25 (Maxed)



[Divine Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 25 (Maxed)



[Divine Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)



[Sacred Hellfire] - Lvl. 1



[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 25 (Maxed)



[The Call of Armageddon] - Lvl. 1



[The Holy Flames] - Lvl. 1



[Passive - Angelic Premonition] - Lvl. 1



[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] - Lvl. 1
[Unused Skill Slot] x4
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 1]
[Draconic Fury] - Lvl. 15
[Fragmented Pocket Dimension] - Lvl. 10
[Full Phase] - Lvl. 5
[Greater Teleportation] - Lvl. 10 
[Manifestation of the Old Gods] - Lvl. 5
[Warped Time] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Dragon Scales] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Master of Material Manipulation] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - Weaker Regeneration] - Lvl.5




60. Final Piece

Faith El stumbled back as the [Hellhound] swiped its claws at her. Her Aura of Greater Protection flashed— the barrier of light protected her from the wild Demon’s attack. The Fallen Queen of Elutra scrambled for her rapier. The ornate weapon knocked to the ground from a previous blow, and now she was left with nothing to defend herself with against the snarling creature. 
The [Hellhound] growled and leapt at her. She clicked her tongue, and a ring on her finger flashed.
Ring of Short Ranged Teleportation. Faith vanished, appearing just next to the rapier as the wild Demon turned to face her. It slowly circled around her as she gritted her teeth. It wasn’t high-leveled. It was only a Level 38 [Hellhound].
But Faith wasn’t a fighter. She was a [Duelist Mage]. A Level 45 [Duelist Mage], sure. She was higher-leveled than this Lesser Demon— however, being a [Duelist] meant she wasn’t quite suited for the battlefield since all her Skills related to taking on a single opponent, and duels didn’t quite last that long, so she couldn’t engage in combat for protracted fights like right now. 
The Fallen Queen of Elutra swept her gaze over her surroundings. She was in the middle of a large encampment for refugees and injured soldiers, but all around her, there was only fighting. A large group of wild Demons had assailed this unexpecting camp when the main bulk of their forces had sallied forth to Luton’s Canyon. 
The former Elutran Dungeon— turned into a vast prison for the Inoria Empire— was one of the remaining five sub-ritual sites that needed to be liberated. Gavyn, Zane, and most of Elutra’s Resistance had joined the Sunmere Republic, the Alterian League, and a small force of high-leveled Cyclopes from Ajih to liberate the sub-ritual. And, somehow, the moment they left, thousands of wild Demons swarmed the encampment.
Faith looked around and saw a massacre. A mindless slaughter. They were getting overwhelmed. None of the Fallen Queen’s bodyguards were here with her. Willow had stayed behind, but Faith hadn’t seen the [Archer] in the last half an hour. 
“But I can’t fall here. Not to a mere Lesser Demon.”
Clenching a fist, Faith raised her rapier at the [Hellhound]. The Demon charged her again, and she sidestepped the attack. Most of her artifacts had been used at this point. All she could do now was rely on her few remaining Skills.
“[Precise Thrust]!”
She stabbed forward, striking the Lesser Demon’s neck. It yelped, rolling back as it turned to face her. But she was already on it in a moment.
“And— [Fatal Blow]!”
The Fallen Queen of Elutra impaled the [Hellhound] through the mouth with a burst of golden aura. It whimpered and fell limp as she drew back.
“I-I did it…”
Faith gasped out, before steeling herself. She shook her head and got back to her feet.
“No— this isn’t over.”
She saw the fighting all around her. Wild Demons poured in between the tents, targeting the weak and injured, which forced the only capable fighters to engage. This attack… it was too organized.
Wild Demons didn’t behave this way. At least, from what Faith had seen so far. She remembered the [Archarachne] and its swarm of [Aranea] in Ertos— how those wild Demons attacked everything and anything. Then Faith remembered fleeing Ertos. She recalled how Simag had commanded wild Demons to hunt her down.
And she knew what was going on.
“Someone is controlling them…”
She whispered, and a voice replied.
“Oh, so you noticed.”
The Fallen Queen of Elutra raised her head, caught off-guard by the sudden voice. She looked up as a shadow descended upon her. A winged figure floated a dozen feet in the air over the encampment.
[Fiend - Lvl. 105]
An Archdemon cast his gaze down on Faith. He had a pair of tusks protruding from his mouth, and bat-like wings beating at his back. He crossed four arms across his chest and sneered at her.
“I have been waiting for one of you foolish Humans to discern what is going on. These wild Demons are under my control!”
He cackled wildly as Faith pursed her lips. He could have killed her at any moment— he was over 70 levels above her, but he just floated there, mocking the former princess.
“The moment those little forces of soldiers left, I unleashed the hordes of the Netherworld upon your measly encampment! Once they realize what has happened, they will be forced to abandon their mission and come rushing back to your aid.” 
The [Fiend] spread his arms wide, grinning savagely. Faith’s eyes grew wide.
“What…? Are you saying—”
She realized his plan. And his eyes flickered as he nodded.
“Yes.”
He uncrossed his arms and flew up. He laughed triumphantly as he left the Fallen Queen of Elutra behind with a taunting look on his face.
“This will happen again and again and again each time you—”
He started, only for a streak of gold-silver light to crash into him. The Archdemon exploded into black blood, and a burning figure came to a halt. Faith blinked. 
“What?”
She stared at the familiar figure floating above the sky. For a moment, Faith tried to work her jaw, processing what just happened. Then her eyes narrowed. 
“Is that… Salvos?”
The Salvos clone took notice of the former princess and flew down as another blazing figure shot past her. A second clone flew ahead, heading for Luton’s Canyon as the first clone landed just before Faith. 
The Fallen Queen of Elutra just stared at the first Salvos clone. Her mind reeled. A storm of emotions— confusion and relief— washed over her. But most of all, she felt… suspicious. Dubious that this was real. It might have been an illusion— or even a fake.
Because Faith saw the dove-like wings. It was a foreign thing to see. It was made from flame, like the rest of the clone’s body, yet it seemed so naturally fit onto her blazing figure. And there were six of them emerging from her back. Her face, too. Somehow, even if this was a clone, Salvos seemed… different. Wizened. More ethereal. Like a perfect sculpture, cursed to enchant any beholder. 
“Is that really you, Salvos?”
The former princess asked, mouth hanging agape. And the clone smiled as sparks flickered out of her body in a protective aura.
“It’s me.”
A simple response. But one that took Faith by surprise over all else. The Fallen Queen of Elutra’s eyes bulged.
“Wait, you can talk—”
But the Salvos clone took to the skies, sweeping across the encampment as flaming projectiles blinked into existence around her. Faith watched the scintillating light shine and form weapons of all kinds. 
These weren’t made from either gold or silver flames like the clone’s being. For whatever reason, they burned a translucent gray. Their forms flickered with jagged motions. Almost like they were distorting rather than wisping like ordinary roiling fire. And it seemed mostly solid.
“[The Holy Flames].”
The hail of fiery projectiles shot through the encampment, targeting the wild Demons as the Salvos clone called out in a soft yet clear voice. 
“Will end this!”
***

“What in the world is that?”
Revis Umontos, the Seer of the Cosmos, watched as the gold and silver figure zipped towards Luton’s Canyon. He had ordered his forces to return back to the encampment as soon as he got word that it was being ambushed. Most of the Human forces had tried to debate over it, but his band of Cyclopes were already on their way towards the camp with a few Human soldiers from the Elutra Kingdom when he received news that the attack was being lifted.
Moments later, he saw the apparition soar by them. Revis was considered an ‘Elite’ by Human standards. He was Level 165, and most of the men and women under him were above Level 100 as well. They had offered their aid to the Human lands when they caught wind of this crisis. 
He would have rallied even more troops to fend off this terrible grand ritual, but it would have taken too long. So here he was, with the greatest men and women in all of Ajih. But even they were amazed by what they saw. 
The gold and silver figure flew straight into Luton’s Canyon, uncaring of the army of Demons guarding the prison Dungeon. 
“What is that?”
“Is she insane? She will get herself killed!”
“No— it is not a she, nor is it insane. It is an apparition!”
A susurration washed over the watching Cyclopes. Revis himself narrowed his eyes. He sensed something more to this figure. 
[Vision Divination]. He cast the Skill, and he saw the figure like he was next to it. It was as if he was now flying next to this apparition as it unleashed a salvo of fiery attacks down into the prison Dungeon. 
“But even for an apparition, this is too reckless.”
Even if Revis was confident in his strength, he wouldn’t have charged straight into the fray. Not by himself, and not with a clone conjuration Skill. After all, he didn’t know what waited down there in that canyon. And neither the apparition. She swooped down, laughing a high-pitched sound, only to pause when a blast of white light shot upwards. 
A group of Archdemons huddled below atop the prison Dungeon, hands joined as they unleashed a golden ray at the apparition.
“Combination casting. Light magic. As I said, too reckless.” 
Revis shook his head. In an instant, the apparition was obliterated. What could have been a useful ally in battle destroyed before much could have been achieved. He waited for is [Vision Divination] to fade, but nothing happened. 
He paused, narrowing his single eye. He watched as the apparition emerged from the radiant attack, completely unharmed. Instead, an aura of crackling fire wreathed around it. One that completely protected it from the blast of attack— that made the apparition invincible.
The apparition smiled, and Revis finally recognized what he sensed.
Divine Essence. Even through an apparition, he sensed an abundance of it. One which rivaled even the divinity of the Servant Sage of Secely.
“But… how?”
He saw it all with his single eye. The apparition unleashed another volley of projectiles down into Luton’s Canyon, but the group of Archdemons created a powerful barrier. Its attack easily halted. And it sighed.
The apparition rose to the sky as it clapped its hands together. A sphere of black flames coalesced at her chest. Like a dark void that consumed everything it touched. But it burned. It grew in size until the apparition couldn’t hold it any longer.
Revis frowned, watching the apparition release the growing sphere into the air. The sphere ascended above the clouds as it grew to the size of a small building. And the apparition whispered.
“[The Call of Armageddon].”
All at once, the sphere burst open. Streaks of black flames fell from the heavens like burning black comets, crashing into Luton’s Canyon as if the stars themselves were falling from the sky. He watched the barrier flicker under the barrage of explosions, before falling as the attack didn’t stop.
This onslaught continued as the black sphere slowly shrank in size, ripping apart the canyon, and destroying the Dungeon prison. The gathered Demons tried to flee— wild Demons and slave Demons alike. But they were caught by the falling black flame.
Revis Umontos, the Seer of the Cosmos, just slowly pursed his lips as he watched this scene unfold. 
***
“Why can’t we help at the front lines?”
Valda scowled as she crossed her arms as she watched the army converging on the ruins of Craydon. A crimson pillar rose to the sky as hordes of wild Demons poured out. Banners from all across the Human lands hung high— a coalition of smaller countries that banded together and reached the Inoria Empire at the very last moment.
The recruits of Mavos Academy had joined this army under the orders of Headmaster Clayton Skyshredder. And they were told to… do nothing. 
They weren’t allowed to fight. And that annoyed Valda. 
“Why are we even here if we’re not allowed to join the battle?”
Jonas shrugged next to her. He gestured at the small encampment set up around them.
“We’re supposed to guard the back in case anything happens to our supplies, you know? It’s an important job.”
“But that’s—”
Valda tried to protest, only for a flash of light overhead to draw her attention. She looked up with wide eyes as three flaming figures shot across the sky, flying straight for Craydon’s sub-ritual. The young girl’s eyes widened as she exchanged a glance with Jonas.
The two exclaimed at the same time. 
“Salvos!”
***
All across the Inoria Empire, my clones lent their help to the fighting armies. They soared across the sky, going to where they were needed, and empowered by my two Grand Skills, they helped turn the tide of battle. 
Lamarr the King of Traith had been fighting a losing battle at Fort Ironhaven. His coalition from the Eastern Kingdom Alliance had reached the site of the sub-ritual, only to be repelled by a wild Primeval Demon emerging from the Netherworld with a horde of wild Demons. 
Even with a pair of Elite Ranked soldiers there— they wore emblazoned banners that clearly indicated they were from two different countries in the Eastern Kingdoms— they could barely halt the [Cerberus of Hell] from fully emerging from the portal. The giant wolf’s three heads loomed out of the crimson pillar, while the rest of its body was still trapped at the other side in the Netherworld. 
A jungle of vines and thorns kept it in place, even as it snapped its vicious teeth and unleashed fire at the army. Lamarr flinched, but my clone landed before him in time.
“You’re— Salvos?”
He blinked. And I watched as my clone nodded. She spoke in an ethereal voice— just like a [Will O’ Wisp] would.
“Hi! Here help!”
And she shot through the air, passing by one of the Elites as he blinked. 
“[Sacred Hellfire].”
My clone pointed at the massive dog-like beast, and it erupted into flame. A fire that burned gold at its core, but a dark crimson at the edges. A kind of gradient that turned utterly black at the flaking flames. 
The [Cerberus of Hell] writhed in pain as the [Sacred Hellfire] rapidly spread throughout its body. It thrashed around, no longer trying to crawl out, but instead it pawed itself, snuffing out a bit of fire, only for the flames to quickly regrow and double in size. It howled as the fire Elite I had passed lowered his staff.
“Now, Hekhi!”
He screamed at the second Elite as the jungled receded just slightly, giving the wild Primeval Demon enough room to wriggle its being closer to the Mortal Realm. The second Elite— Hekhi— charged forward and leapt into the air, raising a hammer that grew ten times in size, until it was like he was holding a small building.
Hekhi swung down as he bellowed, and the sound of a bell tolled in the distance.
“[Furious Judgment of the Soul]!”
There was a flash of light. A powerful shockwave rippled across the battlefield. My clone narrowed her eyes as the wild Primeval Demon’s body flickered. For a moment, the [Cerberus of Hell] went limp, and its figure blurred.
It was almost like I could see an ethereal form of the giant dog splitting away from its real body. The wild Primeval Demon slipped through the portal, falling back into the Netherworld. And then the two bodies— the real body and the false body— rejoined as it snapped its three heads up.
Hekhi yelled out at the Elite with a staff.
“Close it, Ze-jai!”
Ze-jai dashed forward and began chanting quickly. The [Cerberus of Hell] began running through the air to get back through the portal, still burning from the [Sacred Hellfire]. It opened its three maws as fire, lightning, and ice wisped from each of its mouths. My clone readied herself to block the attack, but the sub-ritual dissipated.
“That was close.”
I murmured to myself. It was a good thing my clone arrived there in time. After all, if that wild Primeval Demon had got out, it would have been bad for pretty much everyone. I was pretty sure it had been just as dangerous— if not even more dangerous— than the [Hellabomination] I fought in the Motharis Mountain Range.
But not every battlefield needed the help of my clones. The remaining two sub-ritual sites had been completely eradicated from the face of the earth before a single one of my clones even got close.
Kaitlin Darkhelm, the Captain of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s Swordsguard Forces, stood over the captured city of Fallholt, the sub-ritual there having been dispelled hours before. She watched a pair of my clones fly by, not saying a word, but not keeping her gaze away from them either. 
I could tell she sensed it— my Divine Essence. But she didn’t gape nor gawk at their sight like the rest of the watching soldiers.
More of my clones arrived at the slave city of Ayrith. But they arrived just too late as the crimson pillar in the distance vanished. A coalition of both one half of adventurers from the Remembered Order Company led by Tyrian the Brightsbane Archer as well as one half of adventurers from the Forsaken Company. 
Alder Ashford, the Augur Elder, was there with his Grand Spirits. He stood alongside two distinct figures at the head of the Forsaken Company. One of them was an elderly woman with a monocle, dressed in regal robes of mismatched colors. The other was a younger man who had a single crooked dagger sheathed at his side.
I saw the armbands they wore— I recognized them as similar to what Laux Lionfist had. And I realized they were the other two triumvirate leaders of the Forsaken Company. They just eyed my clones as they continued flying over the Inoria Empire.
With that, I nodded to myself. My gaze focused back to where I was as I whispered.
“The last of the sub-ritual sites have been destroyed.”
I smiled to myself. Then I turned to Clayton Skyshredder standing behind me with his arms crossed. I cocked my head innocently.
“Now, um, what did you want to talk to me about again?”
He sighed.
***
“All thirteen sites have been destroyed.”
Levithus closed his eyes as he sensed the final sub-points in the grand ritual flicker out of existence. They were merely distractions. He never cared about them— he didn’t care about those he sacrificed to guard those diversions. All except for one.
“So Ira is dead.”
It was an unfortunate thing. After Ira had evolved into a [Hellprince], Levithus expected to get more use from the Primeval Demon of Wrath. But plans went awry. The Humans would be coming for the grand ritual itself soon. 
Far sooner than anticipated. 
“Every piece has played its part. And now… it is time for me to play mine.”
Levithus spoke into the darkness as he moved to make the final preparations to complete his King’s will. 




61. Final Preparation

Clayton Skyshredder didn’t quite understand it.
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy had lived a long life. By Human standards, at least. He was aware that Elves could live nearly twice as long as Humans, while some Cyclopes could live up to five times as long as Humans. Not many— it was odd, but only some did live to such a wizened age.
Meanwhile, Dwarves actually had a shorter lifespan than Humans. In the time of Clayton’s tenure as Mavos Academy’s headmaster, he had visited the Dwarf Kingdom of Vonus three times. Each time he was there, he had met a different Elder Forgemasters of Vagrath— a role that was supposed to be held for a lifetime.
Still, Clayton himself knew he was old. He was closing in to a hundred years, and he might have lived fifty more before he passed on. But in his lifetime, he had never quite seen such a phenomena like this.
He eyed the silver-haired girl as she shifted in her seat, under the watchful eye of a dozen high-leveled [Mages]. Everyone in this room was at least Level 130. There were even a few other Elite [Mages] here like Helena Warshade or Thaddeus Reimar who teleported over as soon as he heard about this news. 
And they all saw the same thing.
[Lesser God - Lvl. 150]
“How…?”
A [Mage] asked in utter disbelief. Another shook her head adamantly.
“This is an illusion— a trick.”
“But why would she trick us?”
“I don’t know. But it just doesn’t make any sense! It’s just not possible!”
“And why isn’t it possible?”
Thaddeus Reimar eyed them with his arms crossed. He wore a messy robe— like dirty rags except with streaks of paint haphazardly splashed over his clothing— and smirked.
“You all told me it was not possible. I said it was— I dedicated my life pursuing this, and I was right.”
He was a Level 158 [Archmagus of the Arcane]. They called him the Mystic Theorist. A researcher above all else, just like Clayton Skyshredder. Although… he often had far wilder theories, and placed even less credence on actually training for battle than the Headmaster of Mavos Academy. 
“To become a Lesser God at Level 150… this is a feat that is entirely unheard of in the history of the Human lands.”
Clayton Skyshredder spoke as he started forward, coming to a halt right before the silver-haired girl. She cocked her head at him as he continued.
“Even the Immortal King Alexander rose to Godhood at Level 195. And Melissa the Oracle of Light only underwent apotheosis at Level 203 before she vanished into the Spirit Plane.”
He came to a halt right before Salvos. He towered over her as she scratched her cheek uneasily. He had been impressed by her in the past. Her rapid rise amongst the ranks of adventurers had been quite noteworthy. He had been paying attention to her since she slayed that Greater Demon in Silvergrove, and he knew she was going to accomplish great things.
Even when she returned from the Bloodied Gulf with a Divine Essence, he was surprised, but otherwise accepted it as an achievable feat. After all, Mori Gladius himself had attained his own [Partial Divinity] at Level 145 when he advanced his Class into a [Divine Spearmster]— achieving a Divine Essence faster than even the Watcher. Still, despite the fact that Salvos had attained it before the greatest of modern Humankind, the Headmaster of Mavos Academy did not react in shock or awe, but accepted it as fact.
Clayton even took the liberty to study her Divine Essence in the brief time he had known her. He had stolen some of her Divine Essence, even replicating an inferior form of it with [Copy Magic]. It wasn’t his magic— even if he tried, he couldn’t produce Divine Essence just yet. But he could draw from a source of inferior Divine Essence that was not his own, just as if he were to wield an artifact enchanted with divinity such as the Treasures of Alexander.
And paired with repairing the Breastplate of Alexander, he had finally reached Level 170 in his Class. After a decade trapped at Level 169, he was now officially the second highest-leveled Human in the world. 
So he was not unused to the anomaly that was Salvos. But this? This wasn’t a mere anomaly. It was pure insanity. 
“I want you to give an explanation, Salvos. Now.”
Clayton Skyshredder spoke as he glared at the silver-haired girl. She gave him an innocent smile.
“Um, I’m not sure what you mean, Mr Skyshredder. I mean— Headmaster Skyshredder.”
She fluttered her eyes at him. He clenched his jaw. 
“Salvos, Savior of Silvergrove, Death of the Destroyer, Liberator of the Plaguelands, and Secely’s Sentinel, I want you to understand that this is not a joking matter anymore. I want you to take this topic seriously. A Lesser God hasn’t been seen in the Mortal Realm in over a thousand years.”
“Huh. I didn’t know it was that big of a deal.”
Salvos spoke casually, and Thaddeus Reimar guffawed in the background. Clayton glared back at his fellow researcher. But the Mystic Theorist continued chuckling as he wiped the tears from his eyes.
“Sorry, sorry. I just find it funny that the Lesser God herself doesn’t even know the gravity of the situation. She doesn’t even realize that she can probably defeat you in a fight now, Clay.”
“And that is my fear.”
Clayton crossed his arms as he spoke in a dour voice. The [Mages] in the room exchanged worried glances. Helena Warshade, above all of them, wore the most concerned expression on her face. An unusual look for the normally stoic Great Tempest Archmage. 
But Salvos just raised her hands placatingly.
“C’mon, Clayton! You can still beat me in a fight— probably! Most likely, actually! Remember how our duel went when I had two pieces of the Treasures of Alexander? And I haven’t seen your Grand Skill yet, but I remember when you almost killed me with it! Good times, right?”
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy just narrowed his eyes. He leant closer, until his face was just an inch away from hers. She backed up as far as she could against her chair, still smiling innocuously.
“What are you, Salvos?”
“What do you mean by that? I am Salvos!”
She replied cheerfully as ever. But Clayton Skyshredder had his hunches. Especially with everything he knew— and the wings she bore— he only had one conclusion.
“Are you a Spirit?”
He asked, gaze bearing down on her. Salvos blinked, the facade she wore on her face vanished for a single moment, before she scratched her cheek.
“Um, no comment.”
He frowned, and she gave him an uneasy smile. After a moment, she finally pushed the chair back and got to her feet. Clayton drew away from her as she placed her hands on her hips.
“Look— do any of these questions really matter? How did I become a Lesser God? Am I a Spirit? Who knows! But there is one thing I can tell you, and you can test me with your [Zone of Truth] or whatever if you want.”
Salvos scanned the room, meeting the gaze of all the [Mages] gathered. She paused for a moment on Helena Warshade. In response the Archmage just gritted her teeth. Then the moment passed, and Salvos’s gaze landed on Clayton himself.
And she finished.
“I am on your side. That’s all that matters, right?” 
Her words sent a susurration sweeping over the room. The gathered [Mages] whispered at each other— some of them still suspicious, while others like Thaddeus were more accepting. Helena Warshade simply looked unsure of herself, much to Clayton’s surprise.
He knew he would have to speak with her at another time. But for now, he also knew he couldn't argue with Salvos here. After all, the Headmaster of Mavos Academy knew she was telling the truth— he could see it in her eyes. He had seen so many lies told so plainly in his life that he could tell a lie from a truth with a single look. 
And Salvos saw that he believed her. So she continued, clapping her hands together. 
“Now, let’s not waste any more time on this. Let’s just go to the Capital of Inoria already and put an end to this war!”
He deliberated on whether it was the right choice to drop this topic for now. Perhaps he could’ve used a truth spell on her, but he decided against it. He already knew what the results were. And even more than that, he understood she was right. There was no point in wasting time on this when there were more pressing matters on hand.
At last, the Headmaster of Mavos Academy acquiesced. 
“Very well. I shall take your word on this, Salvos. But—” 
He raised his head, and she blinked.
“We’re not going to Inor just yet. We shall begin the siege of the city next week.”
And Salvos just stared at him blankly.
“Huh. That’s dumb.”
***
I thought it was stupid. But Clayton Skyshredder explained to me that the coalition armies needed to prepare and rest before they could finally besiege Inor and put an end to the grand ritual.
They were going to scout the area, of course. And according to that messy [Mage]’s estimations— Thaddeus or whatever— the merger was going to take at least another month before it could fully bring over whatever section of the Netherworld the Demon King was trying to permanently force into the Mortal Realm.
So there was plenty of time. I was a bit surprised it would take so long for the merger to be completed. But according to Clayton, grand rituals often took months— if not years— to complete.
He said that he wouldn’t have been surprised if the Elutra Kingdom’s grand ritual to summon Daniel took them a full year to complete.
A year to bring over Daniel. 
That… seemed totally worth it! Daniel was my companion, and I would spend as much time as needed if I had to carry out some ritual to see him. 
Anyway, the first thing was for all the coalition armies to gather and organize their troops and make all their final preparations. Right now, they were all acting pretty independently from each other. And not all of them could gather here.
Many of the armies were exhausted— having spent weeks fighting battles that normally lasted months. Only the ones that could still keep fighting, like Kaitlin Darkhlem’s Swordsguard Forces, or the Forsaken Company, or that retinue of Cyclopes that came from Ajih. 
It wasn’t like we needed a super large army of millions to take Inor, anyway. While approximately two million soldiers and adventurers had taken the battlefield all across the Inoria Empire, there certainly weren’t going to be a million Demons waiting for us there. So we were going to be sieging the city with an army of half a million.
All our forces had agreed to gather just far enough away from the Capital City of the Inoria Empire where Netherfication hadn’t taken place yet. Ours were the first to arrive, but the rest would soon be arriving.
And we set up an encampment while waiting. Nothing too complex— something that could be dismantled in a day. But the mood now compared to what it was at the start of the war was vastly different. At the start of the war, everyone was tense. No one made casual conversation because of the gravity of the situation.
But now— now that it seemed like the war was all but won, there was an ambience of… both joviality and melancholy. It was both somber and cheerful at the same time. It was evening now, and I stood outside a tent right by a large fire at the center of the encampment.
Willy and the baby Wyverns were resting in that tent. I had bid them goodnight, but I wasn’t going to be sleeping with them. After all, I didn’t enjoy sleeping. Also, Daniel and Edithe asked me to relax and chat with them at the bonfire tonight. 
So I waited for them to arrive. They weren’t here just yet, but the sun was only starting to set. They were probably busy doing their own things, like I had been doing my own. I continued waiting, snacking on a few insects that buzzed by me. And as the sun itself fell across the horizon, someone finally arrived.
But that someone wasn’t who I expected. I glanced up to see Amanda the Silent Serpent standing before me. 




62. Lonely

Amanda stared at the silver-haired girl standing there by the large bonfire. The former assassin gritted her teeth. She couldn’t understand it. It didn’t make any sense to her. 
It was just unfair. 
Everything was unfair. Amanda saw Salvos, and couldn’t help but be jealous. It wasn’t just the fact that when the former assassin used [Identification], she saw that the silver-haired girl was a Lesser God. No— if that was it, Amanda would just be impressed,
Instead, it was the change Salvos had undergone. Amanda had always thought that the silver-haired girl looked unnatural. There was always something that just seemed too… perfect. 
It only ever slightly irked Amanda when she saw it in the past. She simply disliked how someone could look that fake, yet somehow still appear truly beautiful. Yes, beautiful. Even though Amanda was a woman herself, she couldn’t deny this. She was well aware that Salvos was considered quite attractive.
But now, after whatever happened two days ago, Salvos looked different. The changes were subtle, yet distinct. Her silver hair had a light sheen to it— a soft luster that seemed ethereal. Her divine-touched skin seemed to glisten against the flaming backdrop. Like she were a phantasm. As if she were an apparition of sorts.
It was like staring at the masterwork of the greatest artisan in all of the Human lands. A porcelain doll that had been crafted over decades. An ice sculpture that captured the very essence of the word beauty. She raised her head fractionally, fluttering her eyes as she turned to face Amanda.
That was when the former assassin realized she had been staring for too long. That was when Amanda realized she had subconsciously approached the silver-haired woman while lost in thought.
“Yes?”
Salvos asked, cocking her head. Amanda gritted her teeth. 
Why am I here? the former assassin asked herself. And she knew it was because she thought it was unfair. It was so incredibly unfair. 
But what was unfair? The fact that Salvos was so enchanting to look at— that her appearance was so dazzling that everyone who wanted to take a passing glance at her couldn’t even if they wanted to. Because it was like staring up at something so precious, they were afraid their gaze alone could crack it.
No. Amanda knew that wasn’t why she was jealous. The reason she was upset was very simple. It was because—
“Hey, Amanda. Have you seen Daniel around? He said he’d be here with Edithe soon.”
Salvos spoke simply, smiling innocently as ever. Amanda clicked her tongue at the mention of that name. 
“Don’t say that name to me.”
The former assassin averted her gaze. She could feel her sense of jealousy rising. The feeling of knowing that it was all pointless— that her feelings didn’t matter because the man she loved was interested in this vixen too overwhelming.
Amanda wanted to leave there and then, but Salvos just blinked.
“Whose name? Daniel’s? Or Edithe’s? Or wait— do you mean your name? I think Amanda is a nice name, though.”
And that made the brown-haired woman snap.
“You know exactly who I’m talking about!”
“Um, I actually don’t—”
Salvos started, and Amanda cursed.
“I’m talking about Daniel, you fucking idiot.”
“Huh.”
For a moment, the silver-haired girl just raised her head with a frown. Amanda shook her head as she thought of Daniel. She recalled the ways he stared at Salvos— the admiration and more he always held in his wistful gaze.
“I just don’t get it. What does he see in you? What does he…”
The former assassin trailed off. She lowered her head as the flames from the large bonfire cast a shadow over her face. The sun was falling over the horizon now— the last vestiges of the orange circle soon to vanish, leaving nothing but a dark sky overhead, and the dim crimson glow in the far distance of the Netherworld, barely visible, but evidently there.
Amanda knew what Daniel saw in Salvos. The silver-haired girl was truly beautiful. Not only that— but Salvos was incredible. Her feats and achievements… it only made sense Daniel would develop a crush on her. But it still pissed the former assassin off.
So she stood there in silence as Salvos started forward. The silver-haired girl herself lowered her gaze. Was Salvos confused? Empathetic? Or maybe she was even feeling pitiful for the brown-haired woman?
Probably. Even Amanda found her brief display to be utterly pathetic. If Saffron were here, she’d just laugh at the former assassin, telling her she was in love. But there was nothing Amanda could do about how she felt. Whether it was love or a stupid pit of self-pity. 
“I… just leave me alone.”
Amanda averted her gaze in annoyance as she noticed the silver-haired girl starting forward. But Salvos finally came to a halt and raised a hand. The former assassin gritted her teeth.
“I said—”
She started, and Salvos grabbed her by the shoulders. The silver-haired drew closer, glaring straight into Amanda’s eyes. 
“Take that back.”
“W-what…?”
Amanda tried to work her jaw, utterly confused. But Salvos’s grip grew tighter. 
“I said: take that back. I am not an idiot. So don’t call me that.”
“That’s—”
But before the former assassin could protest, she paused. Her eyes widened as she stared into the silver-haired girl’s gaze. Suddenly, Salvos was no longer an ethereal beauty. The perfect features twisted, and her golden eyes burned like scintillating stars. She loomed over Amanda, her cloying figure now like a towering monster. 
Amanda found her knees trembling. Her legs nearly buckled beneath her as her hands shook. She choked as bands of fear tightened in her throat, before finally gasping out.
“Fine! I take it back! I take it back! You’re not an idiot!”
For a moment, Amanda wasn’t sure if that was enough. But Salvos blinked. Then she stepped back, smiling happily.
“That’s good! I’m not an idiot— I am a genius! Make sure you remember that, alright?”
The silver-haired girl wagged a finger as she nodded. Amanda paused. She just stared at Salvos, mind uncomprehending. The former assassin didn’t understand what just happened. 
“H-how did you just…?”
It was like a flip had been switched. In an instant, Salvos was now just standing there innocently, pretending as if nothing happened. Amanda stared for a moment, before the silver-haired shook her head.
“Anyway, what were you talking about? What do you mean by ‘what does Daniel see in me’? He’s my companion! He sees me as Salvos, of course!”
Salvos exclaimed, pointing at herself with a grin. Amanda took a moment to recover from the whiplash, before finally steeling herself. She shook her head.
“That’s not what I’m talking about, you id—”
Salvos cocked her head, and the former assassin quickly caught herself.
“I mean, that’s not what I’m talking about, you… genius?”
Amanda waited to see the silver-haired girl’s reaction. Salvos beamed in response, and the former assassin sighed in relief.
“Look, I’m talking about how Daniel sees you. How he… feels about you. I just… am jealous, alright? Am I not allowed to feel this way?”
“What are you jealous about?”
Salvos asked, fluttering her eyes, clearly not understanding the implications. Amanda gritted her teeth as the bonfire in the distance crackled. She raised her head, seeing the crowd of shadowed figures gather around. They were so distant— they bore faces she never saw. The rest of the world seemed to fade away as Amanda closed her eyes.
“I… I can’t tell you that.”
“Why not?”
It was a foolish question. But the silver-haired girl asked anyway. Amanda felt her heart jump in her chest. Her face flushed, burning crimson. She felt the heat from the bonfire pressed against her cheeks as she backed up.
“It’s just not something I can talk about, alright?”
“You can tell me— I won’t tell anybody!”
Salvos prodded her further. Amanda’s lips quivered. Still, she adamantly refused. But the silver-haired girl was insistent.
“If it’s about Daniel, I want to know! He’s my companion! I care about him!”
“You can’t…”
“Did he do something wrong? If he did, just tell me! I’ll smack him over the head for you!”
“It’s not that—”
“Then what is it? I need to know, Amanda. Daniel is important to me. I—”  
And finally, that was too much. Amanda crumbled under the silver-haired girl’s pestering questions. The former assassin just blurted it out.
“Fine! I love him, alright?”
Salvos paused. She blinked a few times. Then she blinked a few more times. But Amanda wasn’t finished. 
“I love him— but he doesn’t love me back. Instead, he loves you.” 
“You… love him?”
The silver-haired girl narrowed her eyes, before pointing at herself.
“Wait, he loves me?”
“Of course he does. It’s obvious to anyone who sees how he treats you— he has a crush on you, Salvos.”
Amanda spoke through clenched teeth. The former assassin didn’t want to admit it. Nor did she like saying it. But she had to. Because Salvos was far too persistent. 
Although, that didn’t mean Amanda had to say anything. So perhaps it was because she actually wanted to say it, as much as it hurt. It was something she still needed to get out.
Salvos just frowned.
“That’s…”
She rubbed her chin for a moment. Then she crossed her arms.
“No he doesn’t. He’s just my companion.”
“You can believe whatever you want. But if you’re going to hear this from me and ignore his feelings, then you’re just selfish. I know how he feels— I have seen the way he looks at you. It is the exact same way I look at him.”
Amanda scowled as she spoke. It really hurt, but somehow, it was cathartic. She had been bottling up her feelings for far too long. And now, she was finally letting her thoughts flow freely. 
Salvos opened her mouth to protest, but paused. She peered into Amanda.
“Wait… you love him?”
And the former assassin blushed furiously in response.
“Yeah— you got a problem with that?”
“No, it’s just that…”
Salvos trailed off. For a moment, she stood there, thinking over her words as Amanda glanced around anxiously. The former assassin saw that no one was nearby— that no one could have overheard the conversation. And she sighed in relief.
Slowly, she raised her head as the silver-haired girl spoke in thought.
“Honestly, I don’t understand how love works. Edithe tried explaining it to me before. Oh, also Saffron did too. But it never made any sense to me. It just sounded… confusing and a little bit annoying.”
Salvos continued tapping her chin as she wondered aloud. Amanda scoffed.
“It is annoying. Very annoying. Especially when you know the man you love doesn’t love you back. That’s why I’m jealous, Salvos. That’s why I’m…”
Amanda trailed off. She was breathing heavily. She balled her hands into fists and held Salvos’s gaze.
“Salvos. I want you to speak with Daniel. Figure out your feelings for him. I can’t let you just lead him around like this forever. He loves you, and I don’t want you to hurt him any longer.”
“That’s…”
The silver-haired girl opened her mouth. Amanda wasn’t sure if her request was selfish. But it made Salvos think. And that was enough for the former assassin. 
“Amanda.”
Salvos finally said as she raised her head. 
“I’m still not sure how love works. But can you explain to me— why do you love Daniel?”
“W-why do I love him?”
Amanda was taken aback. She shifted her feet defensively as she flushed.
“What kind of a question is that? How am I supposed to explain love?”
“I’m not sure either. That’s why I want you to try and explain it to me.”
Salvos spoke simply. The former assassin chewed on her lower lip. There were a lot of things Amanda wanted to say. She had to say it. And she did. She obliged Salvos’s request, speaking in a daze.
“Daniel is… someone who saved me.”
The brown-haired woman closed her eyes as she searched her feelings.
“I was an assassin. I grew up all my life only knowing one thing— how to kill for money. Even when I was a child, I did things you cannot imagine just to survive. So I was always alone. I had no one in my life. No friends. No family. No one ever cared for me, nor did I care for them. And I was content with it being that way.”
She recounted her past. She recalled that grim reality she had been through. How she had to kill so many people just to escape slavery and even prostitution. 
“I leveled. I grew stronger. People began to respect me, and I got an offer I couldn’t refuse. So I joined the Harrowed Vindicators. I filled my pockets with gold, and left a trail of corpses behind me. I showed no concern for anyone’s life but my own. And that led me to accepting a job— a mission to kill a [Hero].”
“Daniel.”
Salvos spoke knowingly. Amanda laughed bitterly.
“That is both my biggest regret and the best thing I’ve ever done. That fool— Daniel defeated me, but he spared me. At first, it was for his own sake. But when I wasn’t needed anymore, he still didn’t kill me. He showed me kindness when no one else would even look my way. He accepted me for who I was, even though he knew I tried to kill him. He saved me, Salvos.”
The former assassin felt her heart aching. Her chest hurt. She looked down at the palm of her hand, then slowly hugged herself tightly.
“No one has ever treated me that way. No one has ever… done anything like that for me. He made me feel things I have never felt before. That’s why I love him. He’s the first person I have ever fallen for. That’s why I don’t want you to hurt him anymore.”
Salvos just watched as Amanda stood there, speaking softly. The silver-haired girl’s eyes grew wide. She took in this scene, nodding slowly.
“I understand, Amanda.”
She started forward, and Amanda winced. The former assassin thought she was going to be grabbed violently again, but Salvos just patted her reassuringly on the shoulder and smiled.
“I will speak to Daniel.”
“Y-you will?”
Amanda stared in disbelief. But Salvos just nodded.
“I will. But can I say something first?”
“W-what is it?”
The former assassin was still in shock. And she was nervous— she didn’t know what Salvos meant by her response. After all, there were a myriad of things the silver-haired girl could say to Daniel.
If Salvos loved Daniel too… Amanda tried to dismiss the thought. It hurt too much to think about. 
But the silver-haired girl just spoke softly, holding Amanda’s gaze.
“You say you love Daniel. And maybe you do. I still don’t quite understand how love works. But to me, it sounds like you’re just lonely.”
“What?”
This time, Amanda wasn’t even sure how to react. The brown-haired woman just stood there, processing those words. But Salvos wasn’t done. 
The silver-haired girl chuckled.
“I was lonely once. I had that feeling too! Then I met Haec— my first companion! He treated me like no one did before! He made me feel things I never felt before!
Amanda narrowed her eyes. At first, she was affronted by Salvos’s accusation. But when the former assassin found her wit’s, she only had one reply.
“Doesn’t that mean you love him?”
But Salvos cheerfully beamed.
“Nope! Because I don’t just feel that way towards Haec. I feel that way towards Daniel. Towards Edithe. Towards Saffron. Towards Willy. Towards my children. And… maybe towards my Dad?”
She strummed her finger on her chin in thought, then shrugged.
“Honestly, I’m not so sure about that last part. But that’s how I feel towards all my companions. I was lonely, and thanks to them, now I’m not. Maybe I do love them— just not in the same way you’re talking about. That is why I’ll protect them. Because they matter to me.”
Amanda gritted her teeth. She glared at Salvos, pointing accusingly.
“How would you know that? How would you know what my love feels like?”
But Salvos just shook her head.
“Didn’t you say you never had friends before? Weren’t you the one who said you’ve never fallen in love before? You said you love him because of how he treated you— because no one else has treated you that way. So if someone else comes along and treats you the same way, would you fall in love with them too?”
“T-that’s—”
Amanda tried to argue back. But Salvos just pressed on, uncaring. 
“Amanda, what do you even know about Daniel?”
“What?”
The silver-haired girl spoke confidently. Even as Amanda stumbled back. Even as the former assassin felt her heart ache with each word.
“Do you know anything about him? What’s his favorite food? What’s his favorite drink? Does he like to read? Did you know he has a diary? What does he want? What are his dreams? Why does he fight?”
“How would I know any—” 
Amanda opened her mouth, but Salvos was relentless. The former assassin didn’t realize it, but her vision began to blur. She couldn’t answer any of these questions even if she wanted to. And it hurt her. 
“Do you know the name of his first girlfriend? Do you know what kind of life he lived back on Earth?”
I— Amanda answered in her head. She knew the answer, but she still couldn’t speak it.
“Do you know anything about him? Do you truly love him?” 
I-I don’t… It pained the former assassin to even think about it. There was no way she could say— 
“Or do you just love the way he treats you?”
“I don’t know!”
Amanda finally lashed out. She spoke sharply, stepping forward as Salvos backed up. The former assassin didn’t care if she was beheaded for snapping right now. Her heart was in turmoil, and she just wanted to cry.
Tears streamed down her cheeks as she angrily held the silver-haired girl’s gaze.
“I do not know the answer to any of these questions. I don’t even know if I love him, alright? Why are you asking me all this?”
And Salvos blinked. She watched as the brown-haired woman sobbed, taking in shallow breaths.
“Huh.”
Amanda just didn’t understand— what was the point of all this? She was hurt. Not because of jealousy. Not because of envy. But because of the thought that her feelings weren’t true. 
“Are you… accusing my love of being fake?”
The former assassin spoke slowly. Almost dangerously. Like it was a threat. But Salvos replied without any hesitation.
“I just think you should figure it out, that’s all. Because maybe you truly love Daniel, or maybe you don’t. But if you’re just lonely, what will happen if you meet another man or woman just like Daniel? Will you just leave him? Stay with him? What if this other person is better than him in every way?”
“I—”
Amanda started, but Salvos turned around, waving a hand dismissively.
“That wasn’t an actual question. You can think it over yourself. I’ll speak with Daniel as I said I would. But I want you to think this through. Because, just like you, I don’t want you to hurt my companion.” 
And Salvos left Amanda standing there, mouth agape. Nothing left to say.
***
I left Amanda behind, closing my eyes. [Truth Divination] still active. I felt her feelings when she spoke her words. I knew what she thought when she refused to say anything. There was an uncertainty there. Yet, an intense adoration. I compared her feelings to my own. 
And I opened my eyes.
“Alright, now where’s Daniel?”




63. Love

“What’s going on over there?”
Scarlet the Red Rose came to a halt as the question was asked. She turned around, looking at the source of the voice. Then she turned to face the large bonfire in the distance. There were hundreds of figures huddled around the fire, with even more adventurers and soldiers slowly trickling in. Their shadows milled about, some talking, others laughing, but there was a quietus held over them, muffling their voices so that they would always speak in a hushed whisper. Even the large flame, despite its size, burned weakly, without the raging roar of a fire meant to ignite the spirit of the night. 
“It’s a party, I guess. But you don’t need to worry about that, Titus. You just arrived, and Mori is—”
She started, but Titus spoke over her and stepped forward.
“A party? I do believe that that is not a party. It is too… somber.”
He stood there, facing the crowd with his white eyes. The reflection of the still fire visible in his irises, yet he didn’t see it. Not in his hollow gaze. He walked forward, shaking his head. 
“A party should be jovial— is aura soothing. It should relieve the souls that mingle amidst its atmosphere, not remind them of their downtrodden day. This is no party, Scarlet. This is a funeral. They are lamenting those that will die in the coming siege. It is not right. And I will make things right.”
“That’s—”   
She tried to protest, but she couldn’t stop him. Of course not. He marched ahead, his lute in hand and eyes closed, heading for the bonfire. Scarlet sighed. That was Titus the Thrilling Bard for you— he would do whatever he wanted whenever he felt like it. Even if he was a member of the Remembered Order Company, he wasn’t beholden to them in any way. 
In fact, he had taken so long to join the battle despite being called for over six months ago because he had been busy wandering the Alterian League, listening to stories and telling tales that would weave wonder into the heart and mind. Or at least, so were his words. 
Scarlet sighed as Titus left her standing there, unable to fulfill her job.
“I’m going to have to tell Mori about this…”
***
“...do you not understand, Daniel Song? [Archbishop] Siegfrid will not approve of this! It is an affront to not just the Den of Souls, but to the rest of the—”
“Yeah, yeah, I don’t care.”
Daniel Song ignored Kacey’s words, even as she hounded after him. The [Crusader] was upset. She had also seen Salvos’ ascension into a Lesser God. Everyone had seen it. It had been glorious. It had been magnificent. There were so many words that the young man from Earth would use to describe it.
However, he would never describe it the same way she did. 
Fake. That was what she said. She had asked him, as the Cardinal of the Council of Cremont, to denounce Salvos’s apotheosis. 
She was the reason why he’d taken so long to join Salvos and Edithe at the bonfire for food and drinks. All the [Crusaders] and representatives from the three sects present in the encampment were incredibly upset. But he listened to their complaints and told them to fuck off.
Well, he didn’t actually say that. But he really felt like it. After all, how dare they insult his friend like that. How dare they ask him to demean and attack the very woman who taught him how to escape his self-loathing.
So Daniel ignored Kacey. The [Crusader] shouted at him in frustration, saying something about how accepting Salvos as a Lesser God would forever tarnish the reputation of the three sects. But he didn’t care.
He just left her behind, and she eventually gave up.  
“I am so late…”
The [Hero] reached the bonfire at the center of the encampment soon enough. He swept his gaze around, and a few heads turned to face him. Soldiers and adventurers alike lit up when they saw Daniel. They pointed and whispered, but they didn’t approach him.
It wasn’t something he was unused to, having had this exact same experience when he was first summoned into the Elutra Kingdom. But he still found it uncomfortable when his every action was watched and monitored by those around him. 
He walked ahead, ignoring the glances as he searched for his two friends. He circled around the large fire and came to a halt as he spotted a redhead in the distance. Edithe Dawnrise sat amongst members of the Valiant Dreamers Company, drinking and eating as they chatted quietly with themselves. 
Raising a hand, the young man called out.
“Edi—”
But a soft voice interrupted him.
“Daniel.”
The [Hero] blinked and glanced back. He saw a silver-haired girl standing behind him, hands behind her back. His eyes grew wide, and he stared at her. 
“S-Salvos?”
For a moment— for whatever reason— his heart jumped in her chest. He took in his friend’s appearance, and she looked different. He had already noticed the difference after her apotheosis— the sheening beauty she radiated, elegant and enchanting— but for whatever reason, he found himself flushing at her appearance today.
Salvos didn’t dress any differently than she normally would. She wore the same blue jacket he had given her. A gift he had handed over when he finally told her the truth he had been hiding for so long. Her hair was tied up into a ponytail, practically luminescent— reflecting the fire’s light. A kind smile spread across her face, and Daniel caught himself from staring. He quickly averted his gaze as she spoke.
“I was just looking for you, Daniel.”
Stepping forward, Salvos grabbed him by the hand and pulled him off to the side. The young man from Earth blinked as she led him away from the gathering. 
“W-wait, where are we going?”
“I need to speak with you.”
She replied simply as she glanced back at him. He found his heart pounding in his chest— racing with him as he followed the silver-haired girl. He glanced back, looking at where Edithe had been. 
“What about Edithe?”
He opened his mouth to protest, but she shook her head and waved a hand off dismissively. 
“It’s fine, Daniel. We’ll join her later.
“But—”
Daniel started, only to see the look in her face. Salvos gave him a reassuring nod and continued bringing him away from the encampment. 
“Let’s talk, alright?”
“I… alright.”
Finally, he acquiesced.
***
“I can’t believe it’s all finally coming to an end…”
Edithe muttered as she stared up at the starry sky above. A dark dome hung overhead, illuminated only by the glinting dots speckling the black-blue canvas, the moon nowhere visible in sight. 
A figure sidled up next to her, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. She glanced to the side and stared at Hadrian. The leader of the Valiant Dreamers sat next to her with the rest of their company as he gave her a smile. 
“You looked lost in thought. I felt like bringing you back to reality.”
She chuckled and leaned her head on his shoulder. 
“I was just thinking about how it’s been so long since we’ve had any reprieve. We haven’t had time to rest at all since the company war began. And we’ve lost so much… Paige… Baris… so many lives…”
Edithe trailed off, raising an arm to the sky. She stared at the back of her hand and remembered the events that sparked the company war. Even now, those few weeks were burned into her mind. She closed her eyes as she whispered.
“But finally, it’s all going to be over. We can rest and grieve now.”
“We can.”
Hadrian spoke, running a hand through her blood-red hair. He tightly clutched onto her, and she felt his warm embrace. The pair stayed this way, luxuriating in the moment. 
The large bonfire crackled in the distance. Edithe could hear the soft susurration of the gathering— the hushed whispering of chatter like she’d hear in a temple. Even the Valiant Dreamers weren’t acting as rambunctiously as they normally would. 
They talked, yes. They laughed, of course. Celine, Edithe’s normally loud friend, was softer than she normally was. It was almost a solemn moment. No one refused to act boisterously as an adventurer normally would. They were held in this solemnity— at least, until they heard the music.
Edithe blinked her eyes open and raised her head as she heard the stringing of a lute— the soft voice singing in the distance. She looked up, and Hadrian turned towards the approaching figure. A man stood there, tilting his floppy hat for a moment as the music stopped. He swept into a bow and spoke in a charming voice.
“If it is no trouble, I would love to join you here by the fire.”
The redhead blinked.
“Who are you?”
But before he could respond, Celine’s eyes grew wide. 
“You’re— Titus the Thrilling Bard! I have heard about you! You’re an Elite Ranked adventurer from the Remembered Order Company!”
“It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, young maiden.”
Titus nodded her way, and she flushed. But an azure-haired girl elbowed Celine, glaring. The Thrilling Bard just took a seat before them and smiled.
“I apologize, but I have overheard a bit of your tale, and I couldn’t help but be intrigued by it. May I know more about your story?”
Edithe exchanged a glance with Hadrian. A few of the Valiant Dreamers looked uneasily at the stranger. One of them— Sophia— stepped forward with a frown.
“It’s not a story! Go bother someone—”
“Sophia, it’s fine—”
But she was dragged back by her friend. Cless just pulled her out of the way before she could snap at the [Bard]. Titus leaned back as he placed his lute on the ground.
“If it is not a tale you wish to tell, then I shan’t force you to talk. It is but a humble request from an interested traveler such as I.”
Hadrian nodded at Edithe, and she pursed her lips.
“It’s… not really a story of glory and adventure. I doubt you’d like to listen to it— it’s not the kind of story a [Bard] tells at a tavern, you know?”
The redhead remembered all that she had lost. She remembered all that she had been through. The deaths she had witnessed. The lives she failed to save. It was all forever burned into her mind— not really something to display.
But Titus just stared at her with a glint in his eyes.
“Ah, but I am not hearing it to spin a story for travelers to behold. For one such as I, who have heard stories far and wide, there is nothing I have listened to for the vanity of being heard.”
He strung the strings of his lute, speaking in a melody, but without breaking into song. Edithe blinked, and her memories were given life. She saw apparitions, visible only to her eyes— born from the flames, weaving memories before her very eyes.
Edithe stared as she saw the last moments of Baris. The deceased leader of the Valiant Dreamers— Hadrian’s father. He looked just as she remembered. The bravery he wore on his face, knowing that there was only a single outcome, yet for the sake of the company, he sacrificed himself by facing a Primeval Demon.
Hadrian must’ve seen it too. He teared up, watching with wide eyes as Titus played a single string on his lute once more.
“I have been an audience to both glory and tragedy— all these stories that I have been told, they are merely tales I will regale. They are memories I will remember and retell ‘til my bones lie bare on the soil. Not for a crowd or the loud ovation and adoration of an audience.”
That note attracted more attention than just that of the Valiant Dreamers Company. A few heads turned to face the Thrilling Bard, and Edithe’s eyes flickered. Everywhere she looked, there was a flash of memories. She saw Paige standing there— the young [Warrior] so eager to welcome the redhead when she was still a brand-new [Summoner] who joined the company.
It was almost like Edithe was quite literally reliving the moment. She heard Paige’s voice as it was back then, feeling the same nervousness that was quickly soothed by her then-senior. It reminded the redhead of everything she lost, but more importantly, everything she had to cherish. 
Titus smiled as he took his finger off the strings of his lute.
“But I wish to hear your tales as a witness. Because it is my duty to bear.”
“What… was that?”
Hadrian asked, breaking free from his stupor. The visions around Edithe vanished, and she realized she was gasping— crying. She looked towards the Thrilling Bard, and he just replied simply.
“[A Heartfelt Minute]. I did not get to see what you saw, but I can see the emotions in your eyes. I know this is something you wish to tell, and it is a story I wish to hear. So, please, may I hear it?”
Titus bowed his head, and Edithe’s lips quivered. Hadrian slowly turned to her, looking uncertain— as if he wanted her support. She closed her eyes and nodded in response. 
“I… fine. We’ll tell you everything.”
And Titus smiled. 
“Thank you.”
***
“Where are we going, Salvos?”
Daniel asked as he followed the silver-haired girl out of the encampment. She glanced back once, tilting her head fractionally as the smile never left her face. 
“We’re going to talk, of course!”
She replied simply— as if that explained everything. But the young man from Earth was as perplexed as before. He passed a line of tents, following Salovs as she led him around the war tent. He looked through the flaps and saw Scarlet there. The Red Rose was speaking quietly to Mori Gladius with her lips pursed.
But Salvos didn’t stop. She continued on, dragging Daniel behind her. Even as they left the encampment. He just followed, watching her from behind. He saw her silver hair swaying. Her soft locks limned by the moonlight. He looked on as she paved the way ahead, unable to break his gaze away from her, only capable of walking after her like he normally did. 
This was a familiar feeling to him. The young man from Earth— the [Hero Of Demon And Man]— was used to this. He was aimless and lost before he met Salvos. A coward who couldn’t fight for himself; a fool who often failed to muster up the courage when he had to do what was right. 
Perhaps it was fate, or maybe it was destiny, but it was only when he met the silver-haired girl, did he finally succeed in overcoming his fear. Sure, that led to the two of them fighting— which he so hilariously lost. But after that, it was always the same. 
Daniel walked a step behind her. Never beside, never in front. He was always trailing after the silver-haired girl. Because it was she who guided him. She was the one who showed him the way, and he could never overtake her. He couldn’t stop her, nor could he ever hope to walk next to her. To him, it just never felt— 
“Daniel.”
Salvos spoke, interrupting his thoughts. The young man blinked and looked around. His eyes grew wide as he realized he was already outside of the encampment. The pair stood alone at a nearby hilltop, overlooking the expansive rows of tents. There was a bonfire raging at the center of it all, with a larger crowd gathered than before. He narrowed his eyes, but the silver-haired girl’s voice drew his attention.
“Can I ask you an honest question?”
She peered into him, and he raised a brow. Daniel looked down, seeing that she was still holding onto his hand. He nodded slowly.
“Uh… sure. But why did you bring me all the way out here?”
He shifted his feet nervously. He didn’t know why, but he could still feel his heart pounding in his chest. Salvos just shook her head.
“I brought you out here to ask you a question. May I ask it? But you must promise me you’ll answer honestly.”
The young man blinked. He felt his heart rate skyrocketing for whatever reason. He breathed quickly, taking in short shallow breaths as what felt like a tight band of fear choked around his neck. 
“I promise.”
He nodded slowly, and Salvos smiled kindly.
“Thank you.”
She let go of him and took a step back. He saw her every movement as she hid her hands behind her back. Raising her head, Salvos smiled kindly and held his gaze.
“Do you love me?”
And the world froze. Daniel’s eyes grew wide. The stars vanished from the sky as a veil of darkness blanketed over him. He could no longer feel the hammering of his heart, no longer could he hear the short gasps he took as he stumbled back. He tried to work his jaw, but everything malfunctioned.
Nothing worked. His hands trembled, and his knees threatened to buckle beneath him. The [Hero] tried to work up the courage to give a response, but his mind failed him. His brain couldn’t come up with anything to say at all. Daniel… wanted to run. He wanted to turn tails and escape. He didn’t want to be in this situation. It was too much for him— too overwhelming. 
He took a step back, and Salvos cocked her head.
“Is everything alright, Daniel?”
And that stopped him in his tracks. Suddenly, the world returned around the young man. The numb feeling in his hands vanished, and he could feel his heart beating in his chest again. He looked up, legs sturdy beneath him, jaw clenched as he met Salvos’s gaze. It was like her words alone restored his courage. Her concerned look somehow gave him strength to steel himself. 
Daniel Song raised his head and took in a deep breath. Salvos waited, and he refused to let her wait any longer. He opened his mouth, answering from his heart. 
“I do.”
***
Titus listened. The Thrilling Bard heard the tales of the Valiant Dreamers Company. He hung onto every last word because it mattered. Every bit of detail was important. He had to remember it all. So that when he regaled it, he got the story right, and that everything was told as how it was.
“I knew a girl named Paige who—”
“My father was a brave man—”
“I loved him— he was my teammate but…”
“I tried so hard to protect them…”
It wasn’t just the story of a company. It was a story of the individuals in the company. Titus the Thrilling Bard saw their memories with them. He knew it was all true. The bard strung his lute, and a soft melody played. A calming song. 
[Soothe The Soul]. [Remember The Fallen]. [Past Sight]. [Truth Divination]. He was a [Bard], and he worked multiple Skills in tandem. But he never forced anyone to speak. He let them talk only if they wanted. 
It wasn’t mind magic, nor was it a curse. It was soul magic. He reached into their essence and understood their very being. It was the power of [Bards]. The strength of Spirits. The terror of Demons. 
But even as he sat there, watching the stories unfold before his very eyes, he knew this wasn’t the only tale that was being woven this night. His eyes flickered for a second— a very brief moment. And he sensed it. 
[Truth Divination]. But not from him. It came from a nearby hill, its effects almost overwhelming, even compared to the Thrilling Bard’s own. His curiosity was piqued, however his attention never strayed from the stories he heard. 
He watched as the redhead woman broke into tears, and the leader of the company comforted her. Titus looked on, sweeping his gaze over the Valiant Dreamers. They cried. They drank. They mourned. They grieved. Some of them got mad. Others just couldn’t bear it and stormed off. But they returned.
And it wasn’t just them.
There were onlookers— watchers. Adventurers and soldiers alike who’d lost so much. Not necessarily over the course of the war. They were all veterans in the battlefield some way or another, and they had seen plenty of death, whether it be comrades they knew, or enemies they killed. It didn’t matter. Everyone understood how the Valiant Dreamers were feeling. Some more than most, too.
Titus saw a group of adventurers standing to the side. A man led them at the front, crying his heart out. They mourned, but not out of empathy, rather it was because they experienced these memories as well. Perhaps there was history there, but the Thrilling Bard didn’t question it.
He just listened. He just played his music. And the adventurers spoke. They cried and drank their sorrows away. But when they had enough to drink— when their faces were flushed red with tears and alcohol— they remembered something else. 
It wasn’t just what they had lost, but what they had treasured. They spoke of the good times. They remembered when they had fought and quarreled amongst each other. And they laughed. They cheered. The [Bard] changed his tune, and the fire bonfire danced, its flames growing larger.
The mood shifted. The somber atmosphere from before gradually fading away. It didn’t completely vanish. There was still a sense of melancholy that beheld the gathering. But they celebrated too. That it was finally coming to an end. That they could live on to remember their fallen comrades. 
And then they danced. Hadrian took Edithe by the hand, leading her to the dancing fire. They laughed and cried at the same time as they embraced each other, and even leaned in for a passionate kiss. Celine danced intimately with Nora, and Sophia danced with Cless— although with less passion than the others. 
A small smile slipped onto the Thrilling Bard’s face as he watched the atmosphere change. The grieving was not forgotten, but their spirits had risen. Titus continued strumming his lute, playing impossible music as the night went on, filled with the memories of all that had been lost. 
***
Daniel’s heart was hammering in his chest. He could feel his entire body shake as he waited for Salvos’s response. The silver-haired girl just tapped on her chin, having heard his answer. 
“S-Salvos—”
He started, but she just nodded.
“Huh. I see.”
For a moment, she didn’t say anything further. Then Salvos spun around and raised her head to the stars. 
“Daniel, do you remember telling me about that girlfriend you had back on Earth?”
The young man paused. His heart ached as he closed his eyes, remembering the life he had before that terrible day. The accident which took the life of the one girl he loved. He nodded slowly.
“Emily.”
“That’s her.”
Salvos didn’t face him. She just stared at the scintillating stars as he lowered his gaze. Daniel stared into the palm of his hand, smiling bitterly. He remembered Emily— he recalled her laughing face, even now. 
“I remember telling you about her. It was just after I revealed the truth about where I was from, wasn’t it? When I gave you that blue jacket.”
“Yep!”
The silver-haired girl nodded, still looking away from the [Hero].
“You said you loved her— this Emily.”
“I did. And I still do.”
Daniel knew it didn’t make sense. He was in another world now. And Emily was long dead before he was summoned to the Nexeus. But his feelings remained the same. Perhaps because she was his first love, or maybe it was just because she was the first person to show him affection— he didn’t know. 
He just knew that his feelings then were true. 
Salvos lowered her head, removing her hands from behind her back. She spoke softly, her voice almost lost as a susurration grew louder, coming from the encampment. But both the young man and the silver-haired girl ignored the music, focusing only on each other.
“Do you love me like you love this Emily, Daniel?”
“I… I think I do, Salvos.”
Daniel pressed his lips into a thin line uncertainly. He couldn’t give her a definitive answer here. But he could say one thing. 
“I would give you everything if I must. That is how much I love you.”
Salvos didn’t respond instantly. She just turned around, facing Daniel with round eyes. His heart jumped when he saw her— when he heard her question.
“Is that what love is?”
She asked, stepping forward. Daniel averted his gaze slightly.
“That’s right— love is giving a piece of yourself to someone else. To become one, together, whether it be for better or worse. No matter the circumstance. It may be a simplistic— even childish— view of love, but that’s what I believe.”
He spoke, not meeting the silver-haired girl’s gaze. She drew closer, placing a hand in her chest. Daniel felt his breathing quicken as she whispered softly.
“I see now.”
The young man from Earth didn’t know what came next. He wasn’t sure what was going to happen. He knew Salvos had something more to say, but he didn’t want to expect anything. But she took another step towards him, and he forced himself to look.
He stared straight into the golden eyes of the silver-haired girl. He saw the way she was approaching him. And his heart began to beat wildly in his chest— not just a hammering away, but practically exploding. She leaned closer as Daniel slammed his eyes shut.
Is she going to k— 
“I love you, Daniel.”
And Daniel’s eyes snapped open. He felt her warm touch— her arms wrapped around his shoulder. But he didn’t feel her lips on his mouth. Salvos hadn’t kissed him.
She hugged him.
“But not in the same way you love me.”
And the silver-haired girl drew back. Daniel’s mouth hung open. His entire body went numb. He tried to speak, but barely anything came out.
“I…”
Salvos brought her arms out as he watched. She raised his hands, clutching them tightly. Daniel just stared, not feeling anything, still frozen— broken. She lowered her gaze, a morose smile on her face. 
“The truth is—”
She closed her eyes and sighed.
“I love myself too much to give myself to another person.”
And that nearly broke Daniel from his stupor. His eyes grew wide as he looked at the silver-haired girl in shock. 
“That’s…”
But she ust continued.
“Maybe I’m just not ready yet. Maybe I will never be. But I do love you, Daniel. Just like I love all my companions.”
Daniel looked at Salvos. At the Savior of Silvergrove. The Death of the Destroyer. The Liberator of the Plaguelands. The Sentinel of Secely. The Lesser God. The Demon. The silver-haired girl he so loved.
He saw the way she cast her gaze to herself. She let go of him once again, bringing her own hands to her chest.  
“But as much as I love you guys… I love myself more.”
The young man opened his mouth. His lips quivered as he tried to work his voice. His hands trembled. He stared at his shaking palms. 
And he burst out laughing.
“I… I… I knew you’d say that, Salvos. That’s just like you…”
Salvos eyed him, and she knew just like he did that it wasn’t a genuine laugh. It was a bitter laugh. But the bitterness was not directed towards her. Rather, it was towards himself. 
A sad laugh.
Daniel’s vision blurred as tears streamed down his cheeks. He shook his head, wiping them away as he murmured to himself.
“I don’t even think Emily loved me back…”
But Salvos stepped forward, grabbing him by the shoulders.
“Don’t say that, Daniel! There is so much about you to love! So much about you that should be loved even more!” 
She spoke with sincerity. It wasn’t pity or kindness. Daniel knew she genuinely meant it from the heart. However, he still couldn’t bring himself to meet her gaze. Instead, he stared at the ground as he continued to cry.
Salvos bit her lower lip and brought hand down to his chin. She raised his head, making him look at her as she continued.
“I really believe that. You are my companion. You helped me when everyone in the Mortal Realm shunned me. You are a [Hero]— someone so many people look up to. You will find love one day, Daniel. But I think before all that… you need to love yourself first.”
“What…?”
Daniel blinked, and the tears faded away. Salvos just shook her head, speaking insistently.
“You said it yourself, love is giving a piece of yourself to another. But you want to give everything to me. And I cannot accept it. Not for my sake, and not for yours.”
The silver-haired girl finally broke away from the young man again, but this time, she stepped to the side, standing in his shadow. Her gaze darkened as she glanced towards the encampment, her face partially lit up by the growing bonfire. 
“We made a contract, Daniel. Do you remember it?” 
The young man from Earth nodded.
“You said you’d help me find a way back to my world, and in exchange, I’ll have to forever keep you in my memories.”
She smiled and glanced back towards him. The Primeval Demon raised a hand, proffering it his way.
“But I’d like to make an amendment to it— a change on your part.”
“I…”
Daniel had wanted to argue, but then he saw the look in her eyes. He saw the soft gaze she peered into him with. And he acquiesced.
“What is it, Salvos?
“I want you to always love yourself, Daniel. To remember to love yourself before all else. So that when you return to Earth, you can find someone there to love you.” 
The young man blinked. He stared at Salvos— at the silver-haired girl. Her gaze pierced into him, and he paused. He lowered his head, staring at himself now. He placed a hand on his chest and felt his breathing with his hand. 
His vision darkened as his eyes fluttered shut. He looked only at himself, before finally opening his mouth.
“I will do that, Salvos. I promise.”
Daniel opened his eyes, and Salvos smiled. She took a step back, sighing in relief.
“Thank you, Daniel. I’m sure you will find love again one day.”
He shook his head, mustering up a resolved look.
“I should be the one thanking you, Salvos.”
She just beamed. And he glanced towards the encampment— towards the bonfire, now filled with life. 
“Let’s go back. It seems we missed a lot while we were gone.”
Salvos nodded, starting down the hill.
“Yep! I’m sure Edithe is getting worried about us. Come on!”
She ushered him forward. Daniel started after her, then paused. He watched her walk ahead of him for a moment, then he closed his eyes. 
“Daniel? What are you doing?”
She called out, glancing back at him. And the young man took in a deep breath.
“I’m on my way!”
He dashed after her, slowing only when he was by her side. 
“Did something happen?”
She cocked her head at him, but he just continued past her.
“Come on, now you’re the one who needs to hurry up!”
“Wha— hey! Not fair!”
Salvos gave chase to him as he started sprinting towards the encampment with a smile on his face. Laughing. And this time, it was a genuine laugh.
***
Scarlet arrived at the party as the bonfire began to fade away. The music was now mellow. Slow, just like the dancing. Most of the crowd had already dispersed. She saw adventurers and soldiers alike retiring for the night. A few of them, like that redhead from the Valiant Dreamers and her leader, were getting into the same tents as each other. 
It wasn’t too unusual of a sight, but that still made the Red Rose quick a brow. She swept her gaze over the remaining figures here. Titus the Thrilling Bard was strumming his lute, playing music that he shouldn’t be able to create with that instrument. The [Hero] sat with a bowl of soup, staring down into the clear liquid by himself, evidently in deep thought.
Salvos danced slowly next to the bonfire. She moved with a fiery partner— one who could match her movements. A clone of herself. 
Scarlet shook her head and turned to the man standing behind her. 
“This is what Titus has been doing, I guess.”
Mori Gladius just nodded slowly, not giving a visible reaction.
“I see.”
The Red Rose stood next to him in silence, their figures overlaid against the large fire. For a moment, neither said anything. Then Scarlet shuffled her feet and glanced over at Mori.
“Can we… can we dance together?”
He tilted his head at her, almost like he was uncomprehending. The Champion of the Human Lands raised his head, thinking it over for a second. Finally, he nodded.
“Very well, Scarlet.”
And her heart leapt in her chest. He took her by the hand, leading her to the bonfire. They joined the dancing figures— couples who held each other intimately. Lovingly. 
Mori Gladius held her close, and Scarlet felt at ease. She felt warm in his arms, getting everything she had ever wanted. She had dreamt of a moment like this for so long. Now, she was finally getting it. 
And as the music finally came to a close— as the dancing stopped and Scarlet faced Mori’s affectionate gaze— she knew… the Red Rose knew… that this wasn’t the man she loved.
This wasn’t Mori Gladius.




64. The Finale

Mori Gladius was dead.
He had been dead ever since the battle of Westshield. Scarlet knew it— she had seen it with her own eyes. The Champion of the Human Lands had clashed with Belzu. He had defeated the Primeval Demon in single combat, and it would’ve all been over there. But a third party emerged. 
Levithus had killed Mori Gladius in one fell swoop. All it took was a single attack. But it was one that no one saw coming. Not even Belzu. Scarlet was certain it had been a Skill, from Levithus. She wasn’t sure whether it was an obfuscation Skill to hide his presence, or a Skill that let him attack his enemies with such deadly precision. It didn’t matter.
Mori Gladius died that day, and the man claiming to be him was a faker.
Scarlet was sure of it. He couldn’t be real. The Champion of the Human Lands would never have accepted a dance with the Red Rose. He was strictly abstinent from any worldly pleasures— even love. 
She didn’t understand it, but she remembered what happened when she first confessed to him. And she had seen it time and time again after. It wasn’t just a set of principles he adhered to. He was religiously ascetic. It was in his very nature, and she always assumed it was a requirement for his Class or Title. 
Either way, it wasn’t something that could just be forgotten, even as a result of amnesia. So Scarlet was certain she was right in her assessment. This was not Mori Gladius. She had been too overwhelmed by joy seeing him alive again to notice all the clues. But it was all there, laid out to her from the very beginning.
Mori never needed to sacrifice a level to resurrect. And even if that was the case, his resurrection was almost always instantaneous. He might not have divulged all the details of his Grand Skill to Scarlet, but she knew it wouldn’t have taken months before he finally returned.
Still, even if she knew this, who would believe her?
For the last week, Scarlet had mulled over this fact. She didn’t have definitive proof that this man wasn’t Mori Gladius— that he wasn’t the man she loved. Sure, she could explain her reasoning, but at the end of the day, it was all just a hunch. A feeling. And she might very well be wrong.
But more importantly, it was finally time to put an end to this senseless war with the Demons. If she exposed him now, there would be more unnecessary infighting. There was going to be a lot of time wasted to figure out if this was truly Mori Gladius. It would be a needless distraction to the goal at hand. 
They were going to lay siege to Inor tomorrow. It was the Capital of the Inoria Empire, and Scarlet knew it was going to be the hardest battle yet. Levithus was going to be there. It was the site of the true grand ritual. And even if this Mori Gladius was a faker, he was actually helpful. He was still strong. He could be very useful there.
So Scarlet decided against speaking out for now. Yes, she knew this wasn’t Mori Gladius. But she would keep her mouth shut until the battle was over, then she would expose him. 
The Red Rose resolved herself as the day of the battle came, and it was finally time to end things once and for all.
***
This was it. 
I flew high in the sky, my [Angel’s Wings] beating behind me. I swept my gaze over the landscape. An army of hundreds and hundreds of thousands were gathered below me. Half a million Humans. Maybe even a little more than that. And they were all ready to march for the Capital of the Inoria Empire.
While their numbers might not seem like much in the grand scheme of things, this force was hastily gathered to deal with this grand ritual. In such a short amount of time, they sallied forth, unhindered by exhaustion or loss. There were other armies that could join us, however they would take too long to get here, and according to Clayton, the grand ritual would use up the last of its magic in a month’s time. 
So we had to act quickly. And it wasn’t like the gathered armies were weak. It was the opposite, actually. This was the mightiest force the Human lands could muster. Every adventurer and soldier gathered here was far higher-leveled than their average counterpart. It wasn’t just them, either.
There were Elites from all across the world gathered here. There was Kaitlin Darkhelm, Commander of the Vaun Qieur Empire’s Swordsguard Forces. She was accompanied by the rest of the Swordsguard Forces. There were supposed to be about a thousand of them, each over Level 100, but their numbers had quite clearly fallen over the course of the war.
I spotted Gallus amongst the ranks of soldiers there. I tried waving at him, but he didn’t notice me. I tried searching for Alex Cromerth too, then I remembered he was dead.
There were also the [Mages] of Mavos Academy. They were mostly high Diamond Ranked in level, none of them beneath Level 130. And there were only a few dozen of them. Clayton Skyshredder led them, standing atop his usual nimbus cloud. He had his sword held before him, its blade stabbed into the floor of the cloud. Standing next to him was Thaddeus Reimar and Jola Wilf, both of whom were Elite Ranked themselves.
Helena Warshade wasn’t with them. The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy was with her company, joining the other adventurers on the ground. The Three Honorable Companies of the Human lands had joined forces to form a massive coalition of adventurers. Laux Lionfist, Alder Ashford, Scarlet Vermillion, and ‘Mori Gladius’ were there too.
Supposedly, there were a bunch of other Elites too. For example, Tyrian the Brightsbane Archer was apparently somewhere amongst the masses. The other two triumvirate leaders of the Forsaken Company were present as well, along with Titus the Thrilling Bard. Orgaf the Thief of the Golden Scales wasn’t anywhere to be seen, but I knew he was there.
Edithe stood with her company at the front, holding Hadrian by the hand as they readied themselves for the battle that was to come. Jaakko, Helen, and Zack must’ve been there too, although I couldn’t find them.
Daniel Song stood with a group of [Crusaders] behind him. He turned to Kacey, but she stepped aside. Instead, a man dressed in ornate armor stepped forward. An Elite Ranked [Crusader]. He nodded at the [Hero], but didn’t get a response.
Amanda wasn’t at this side, interestingly enough. Instead, I found her standing with Saffron and the Vampires. They were together with an eclectic group of other forces— Peris Dolonia and the Helbir League; the Sunmere Republic and a small regiment from the Alterian League; a coalition of the Eastern Kingdoms; and even a group of Cyclopes were there. 
Those were the last of the forces. I nodded approvingly at them. There had to be at least two dozen Elites gathered here today. About a quarter of all the Elites in all of the Human lands. It really was an impressive sight to have them come together for a single purpose. But they understood the gravity of this situation. This merger wasn’t something that could be ignored any longer. 
The entire world shook as they marched forward, streaming away from the encampment, leaving behind only a small force to guard their supplies. I descended towards the very fringe of the rows of tents and met a burning figure waiting there.
One of my clones stood next to Willy and the baby Wyverns. I nodded at Novis, Bellum, and Oriur as they ran up to me for a hug.
“Mama! Stay safe!”
“I will.”
I smiled back at them, returning their warm embrace. I closed my eyes and whispered softly.
“I love you three, alright? Make sure you behave.”
They blinked. The three baby Wyverns exchanged a glance, then nodded excitedly.
“Will behave!”
I stepped back, nodding at Willy.
“They really take after you.”
“No, you.”
He snorted. I smiled at him. 
“Take care of them, Willy. And you too, me.”
I gave my clone a warning look. She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms.
“Will.”
She spoke, which still surprised me. I didn’t expect my clones to be able to speak, but thanks to my evolution, they were now capable of some speech. 
“I’m going now!”
I waved at the five of them as I started flying after the marching army. Novis, Bellum, and Oriur waved back at me, tearing up, but not giving chase incessantly like they normally did.
“Bye Mama!”
Willy and my clone slowly ushered them back, and I watched them go. They vanished back into the encampment as I cast my gaze forward. I blinked as I noticed a shadow speeding beneath me.
“Oh, there you are Orgaf.”
The [Nightcrawler Shadower] emerged from the darkness trailing after me. Half his head poked out, and he gave me a nod.
“I knew you’d be saying one final goodbye to them. But I thought I’d check where you were going when you flew off by yourself.”
“Huh. Did you think I was going to run away or something?” 
I crossed my arms at him, but Orgaf scoffed.
“You killed Ira, Salvos. I trust you are on our side fully— I have trusted you for a long time. Not to mention that that’s an impressive feat in itself. Even Helena Warshade failed to defeat him.”
“It’s just because I had my Grand Skills!”
I waved a hand off dismissively. But the Thief of the Golden Scales was insistent. 
“You are a Lesser God now. I have always known you were strong, but you have surpassed all my expectations of you. I do not care that you are a Demon, I want to see how far you’ll go.”
“That’s… nice of you, Oraf.”
I found myself smiling back at the Elite [Rogue]. He was finally accepting me for who I was. Sure, he had known I was a Demon for a while, but it almost felt like he was just brushing that fact off. Now, he wasn’t. Now he acknowledged it without discrimination. 
For a moment, I wondered if I could consider him as a companion. But I shook my head, deciding I would figure it out later.
“Thank you. But first, let’s focus on putting a stop to this grand ritual, alright?”
“Very well. I will still keep a close eye on you during the battle.”
He nodded in response before sinking back into his shadows. I watched as Orgaf sped forward, zipping away from me back to the armies. I probably could’ve kept up with him as I was now with [Haste], but I didn’t try to give chase.
Instead, I flew at my own pace, watching the army march ahead, entering the white plains. They reached the crimson skies, and their movements slowed. But they never turned back. They kept pressing forward. They only had one destination in mind. 
In the distance, a crimson pillar shot to the sky, striking the dome overhead. It was a massive red beam that dwarfed the size of all the sub-rituals combined. It enveloped a quarter of the city. Most of Inor had crumbled away, replaced with white mountains and black pools. 
I narrowed my eyes, seeing the familiar landscape of the Netherworld, so distinctly lain into the Mortal Realm. And that was when I saw all the little figures gathered about the rocky surface. I recognized their familiar pink bodies. Their pig-like snouts. [Legions]. A hundred thousand of them. 
And they weren’t alone. There were Greater Demons and Archdemons of all kinds hovering over the [Legions]. Ten thousand of them at the very least. They were clearly prepared for battle— they were evidently here to defend the grand ritual site. An army of Demons to match ours.
But they were far smaller in size. Barely a fifth of our own coalition army. I looked down towards the marching Humans, and I could see their spirits being lifted from the realization that this was going to be a one-sided battle.
However, their expressions quickly changed when shadows emerged from the crimson pillar. I blinked, frowning as a massive horde of wild Demons joined the waiting army at Inor. [Hellhounds] and their evolved counterparts bounded forward en masse, and [Vampyr Bats] swarmed up in a massive black flock. But amidst those low-leveled winged Demons were larger figures. Ones that had the wingspan of a small house, and rows of serrated teeth in their maw. 
[Vampyr Chiroptera - Lvl. 130] 
[Vampyr Chiroptera - Lvl. 121] 
…
There were [Changelings] and [Hellbeasts] and all kinds of high-leveled Demons mixed into this horde. But even these Archdemons weren’t enough to deter the Human army. They saw the [Savage Agarats] flying out of the crimson pillar, and marched without fear. 
But then a large shadow appeared at the other side of the grand ritual. I blinked, and the army slowed for the first time as a hulking figure pulled itself up into the Mortal Realm. It was a winged beast that spanned a hundred feet long, with wings twice as long as its body. It had the mouth of an alligator, and dozens of tendrils dangling beneath its body. It looked like a [Savage Agarat], except ten times larger.  
It flew amongst them as my eyes grew wide.
“That’s…”
[Chthonic Agaros - Lvl. 165] 
“A wild Primeval Demon.”
I bit my lower lip. I glanced down at the Human army, and they wavered. But Daniel Song shouted something as Mori Gladius whispered a Skill, which restored their morale. Now emboldened, they were moving faster than ever… until— 
I heard the high-pitched shriek. I recognized the first of the long limbs protruding from the portal. Legs as tall as a building. Chitin that was as dark as night. Bulbous segmented bodies, and eight eyes that glowed in the dark. 
I watched as a horde of Demon spiders poured out of its back. Thousands of [Aranea] at once. And it wasn’t alone. 
[Archarachne - Lvl 169]
[Archarachne - Lvl. 166]
A pair of [Archarachnes] joined the [Chthonic Agaros]. They stood obediently, waiting like watchful guard dogs. Helena herself came to a halt, staring at those wild Primeval Demons. 
Now, the entire army had stopped. Not necessarily out of fear, but because the various Human leaders had ordered so. They warily watched, waiting for whatever else there was waiting for them in Inor. 
And a final figure emerged from the grand ritual. I blinked as a pair of giant bone-like wings protruded from the crimson pillar. A four-armed beast ascended to the sky. Its pure black body was illuminated by the glowing red sky. It looked forward, its skull-like face focused on the Human army, like a hungry dog. 
This time, I was the one to come to a halt.
[Hellabomination - Lvl. 175]
“Huh.”
I stared at the army of [Legions]. I swept my gaze over the flying Archdemons, looking past the horde of wild Demons. My gaze landed on the pair of [Archarachnes] standing beside the [Hellabomination] as the [Chthonic Agaros] hovered overhead. 
“That is a lot of Primeval Demons.”
And I realized this battle was going to be a lot harder than I initially thought.




65. First into Battle

They were here.
Levithus raised his head, turning away from the crimson pillar. His long undulating body swished behind him as he approached the edge of the city. Most of Inor had already been consumed by the grand ritual. Every single one of the city’s citizens lay dead, mere husks used to power the merger. The palace had fallen long ago, and the landscape had mostly changed, bringing plateaus and mountains over from the Netherworld to this desecrated land.
An army of [Legions] stood in waiting. A hundred thousand of them. Mostly fodder. And there were ten thousand [Fiends] and [Changelings] accompanying them, with thousands of Archdemons flying overhead. 
This mass of Demons— was but a small fraction of the Demon King’s army. Levithus knew that if the true might of Regnorex’s forces marched into the Mortal Realm, there would be nothing any Human, Kobold, or Elf could do to stop the merger.
But there was one component missing. The grand ritual, as it was right now, was still incomplete. Levithus shook his head, chuckling. He stared at an engraving on the ground at his tail. Symbols were etched into the white earth. A preparation for the Human army that had come.
The plan might have been expedited, but this was always part of the plan. And the Primeval Demon smiled as he knew that it was soon time for Regnorex to make his entrance to the Mortal Realm.
***
[Chthonic Agaros - Lvl. 165] 
[Archarachne - Lvl 169]
[Archarachne - Lvl. 166]
[Hellabomination - Lvl. 175]
Four Primeval Demons. There were four Primeval Demons here in Inor. Wild Demons. Creatures akin to monsters— even more savage than Centinels. Each of them were at least a hundred feet tall. The [Archarachnes] were the smallest by far, only a hundred feet tall each, but the widest of them all with legs that spanned longer than its body.
The [Chthonic Agaros] was longer in body length, but didn’t have the same wingspan as those giant spiders. It flew in the air with relatively small wings, about half the length of its own body, but somehow it managed to stay hovering there. It was quite literally ten times the size of a regular [Savage Agarat].
But the largest of them all by far was the [Hellabomination]. It stood there, towering over the [Archarachnes] at its feet. Even when hunched, its head reached the height of the flying [Chthonic Agaros]. It had to be at least five hundred feet tall, with arms that stretched nearly the length of its body, and a pair of bone-like wings that spread out behind it like two long tails. 
It almost seemed impossible for those wings to carry the wild Primeval Demon, but I knew from experience, with my [Wings of the Netherworld], that it was very easily possible.
The Human army slowed as they saw this sight. A susurration swept over them— their apprehension evident. They had thought this would be an easy battle. That it would be no different from taking the sub-ritual sites. But they were wrong.
It was going to be the toughest battle yet.
Clayton Skyshredder himself ground to a halt as he took in the [Hellabomination]. It was five whole levels above him— if he really was Level 170 as he said. Helena Warshade, Laux Lionfist, and the rest of the Elite adventurers exchanged an uneasy glance. Everyone was uncertain.
Even ‘Mori Gladius’— or, Belzu— seemed caught off-guard by this. He clearly wasn’t expecting to be faced with an army of wild Demons when he came here. I wondered what he thought was going to be waiting for us. Perhaps he had thought it would be an army of the Demon King’s forces.
And, sure, there were some [Legions] and [Fiends] gathered here. But it was an army that was hardly as formidable as those wild Demons gathered ahead. Also, it wasn’t like there were any other Primeval Demons there except for Levithus… I hoped. 
But what was even worse was the fact that these wild Demons— even the wild Primeval Demons— seemed so obedient, standing patiently like guard-dogs over the grand ritual site. They were clearly being controlled by the Archdemons flying around the army of [Legions]. 
This… was a problem. 
The one big advantage we often had when taking over the sub-ritual sites was how disorganized the wild Demons being released out of the portal were. The [Archarachne] at Ertos had unleashed so many [Aranea] that had attacked the [Legions] from behind. And in Lunaris and Wilford, the wild Demons were indiscriminately attacking each other as they attacked us.
So this was going to be even more dangerous than the sub-ritual sites by a vast margin. I glanced down at the Human army. I saw the way they hesitated. Their leaders were in conference, discussing whether they should return with a larger and stronger force to deal with the Demons.
But the Demons didn’t move. They remained stationary, simply waiting for us to attack. I narrowed my eyes for a moment, wondering what their plan was. I closed my eyes and whispered.
“[Manifestation of the Old Gods].”
And my vision of everything expanded. Thanks to [Passive - True Divinity], I could now use my Divine Skills without forcing myself to draw from my Divine Essence. It wasn’t like my Grand Skill which gave me a temporary boost to all my Stats, but I could use my divinity without any consequence. 
Just like Mori Gladius. Although, he had [Partial Divinity] or something.
I saw everything with [Manifestation of the Old Gods]. My senses went beyond just what I could see before me. My hearing grew more discerning. I didn’t just hear the clamor and chatter of the Human army, I could make out the individual voices and conversations down below.
“What do we do?”
“We’re all going to die—”
“How are we supposed to take down those Primeval Demons!”
It wasn’t just the common soldier or adventurer who was worried. I overheard Clayton Skyshredder briefly discussing turning back with Helena Warshade via a [Message] spell.
Daniel pursed his lips, and Edithe tightly held onto Hadrian’s hand. The Vampires— Demon Slayers— didn’t look so keen on doing any slaying today. I looked past them. Beyond just the gathering of Humans.
My gaze swept over the hordes of Demons, peering into the heart of the grand ritual itself. A massive figure waited right before the crimson pillar. A long serpentine creature. Levithus himself.  
I saw the Primeval Demon standing there, right before a vast inert ritual circle. He was sneering— his gaze fixed onto the approaching Human army. I frowned, seeing the way he just peered at us. I didn’t know what he was planning, but I saw the sigils beneath him. The symbols that clearly were waiting to be activated. He had something planned, and we couldn’t just back down now.
My vision swept back past the wild Primeval Demons, over the army of [Legions, through the murmuring Humans, then back to me. I saw myself floating over the coalition of Humankind. Six wings at my back. [Angel’s Wings]. 
I was a Lesser God. Someone who had ascended before an audience of a hundred thousand. And my divinity had been witnessed all across the Inoria Empire when my clones took to the skies. 
Even if I wasn’t a [Hero], nor was I the Champion of the Human Lands, and neither was I the highest-leveled [Mage], I still saw the way the Human army looked at me. There was some reverence there. After all, most of them had heard my name at this point.
I was Salvos. They might have heard of me after Silvergrove, or they might have heard of me after the Plaguelands. Maybe they heard of me after I left the Bloodied Gulf, or after I defeated Belzu in the Motharis Mountain Range. They might have even only heard of me when I ascended.
But they had heard of me. And I knew that many of them looked up to me literally and figuratively. Whatever Levithus was planning— I couldn’t let it happen. We couldn’t just retreat when we had already come so far. There was no more waiting.
This war ended today. 
And I was going to do everything I could to ensure that happened. Even if it meant being the first one to charge into battle. So I flew ahead
Beneath me, heads turned. Faces raised to watch as I shot forward, propelled by my six wings. Clayton Skyshredder narrowed his eyes as I zipped ahead of the army, uncaring that I was alone. He looked almost suspicious of what I was doing. And so did Helena Warshade. 
I was pretty sure they thought I was switching sides now. But others were more taken by surprise. My companions, specifically, stared wide-eyed as I fellow ahead.
“Salvos!”
Daniel called out. Edithe glanced around in a panic.
“We need to help her—” 
“What is she doing?”
Saffron furrowed her brows. But I soared on. The army of Demons saw me approaching. The Archdemons flying ahead moved to intercept me. [Fiends] down below began to hurl spells my way. The [Hellabomination] moved. The [Archarachnes] shrieked. The [Chthonic Agaros] flew forward.
And as the barrage of magic flew at me, I laughed and raised a hand.
“[My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]. [Divine Essence of the Angelic Devil Princess]. [Salvo of Vanity]. And— [The Call of Armageddon].”
I grinned, unleashing a salvo of Skills in a single moment. And as my clones winked into existence around me, I clashed with the army of Demons all by myselves, explosions filling the sky. 




66. The Battle Begins

Zack had nearly shit his pants when he saw those Primeval Demons emerging from the grand ritual. He had seen monsters far larger than them, yes. There were Diamond Ranked threats that could span a hundred feet long— some even hundreds of feet tall. But when he had seen them, he was only a Gold Ranked adventurer. So the same fear that gripped him when he saw those threats back then returned now.
After all, he had only just become a Diamond Ranked adventurer now. He had fought off those hordes of Demons in Lunaris, somehow killing multiple Demons around his level or above his level. Because of that he had advanced to Level 100 with Helen and Jakko— his team had been ecstatic about what they had accomplished. They almost felt like they were starting to catch up to Salvos.
And then they watched her ascension. They witnessed firsthand her apotheosis. It had been jaw-dropping— mind-boggling. For a moment, Zack had thought what he saw was fake. Nothing but an illusion.
Then he remembered this was Salvos, and he accepted it for what it was.
Ever since he first met her, she had always defied all expectations he had of her, then exceeded it twofold. Whether it was in the Silkfall’s Crevice Dungeon, or when he heard of what she had accomplished in the Plaguelands. Even like right now, she was flying straight for the army of Demons. 
It was utterly insane. By her standards, it was insane. By any standards, it was downright suicidal— pure lunacy that would have gotten anyone killed. But Salvos wasn’t just anyone. 
The army of Demons spotted her too. Hundreds of Archdemons and Greater Demons pointed at her, unleashing a volley of spells her way. Burning projectiles and freezing streaks of frost tore through the sky. The salvo exploded on the silver-haired girl, a brilliant blast that filled the sky, and Helen’s eyes widened.
“Salvos!”
The [Archer] screamed. But Jaakko shook his head. The Cyclops raised a hand and pointed.
“Look, she’s still alive.”
Both Helen and Zack blinked. They looked on as Salvos emerged from the blast unscathed. She flew straight through the cloud of smoke, heading on with no fear. An iridescent aura of flames wisped around her, a savage grin plastered across her face. She raised a hand, and a burning black sphere coalesced in her hands. 
“How…?”
Zack asked, uncomprehending. She shouldn’t have escaped those attacks without even a scratch— how did she do that? But the [Mage] shook his head, knowing he shouldn’t be asking this question anymore at this point. It was obvious— she was Salvos. Someone who was truly special. Unique, even throughout history. A Lesser God. He stared at her with reverence for a moment, before Helen’s words snapped him out of his stupor.
“They can’t hurt her, but that doesn’t mean we should be standing around here doing nothing.” 
Helen started forward, even as Salvos barged headfirst into another flurry of attacks. Zack stared at the [Archer], and Jaakko nodded.
“We have come this far. There is no turning back now. Let us go, join her in battle.”
“W-wait—”
Zack protested. He glanced around, gesturing at the frozen army, refusing to move.
“There’s just three of us! We can’t possibly… possibly…”
His voice trailed off. Zack paused as he saw the coalition of the Three Honorable Companies moving. The sea of adventurers shifted. Not everyone started forward all at once as Helen and Jaakko did. But entire teams and companies were rallying under Salvos’ charge.
“Well… that is something…” 
Zack watched this. Then he heard a voice bellow in the distance. Laux Lionfist himself, one of the triumvirate leaders of the Forsaken Company, charged forward as he raised a fist.
“Fosaken Company! To me! We will put an end to this war today!”
And from there, it was nothing but a cascade of battle cries as the coalition army assembled to aid the silver-haired girl.
***
All throughout the Human army, figures moved. Their leaders gave some awe-inspiring speech— either that, or they simply uttered a wary cry and followed after me. Helena Warshade took to the skies, sending explosive spells back towards the Archdemons taking the skies. 
Daniel Song swung out with the Sword of Alexander. A [Heroic Champion’s Slash] that cut through the sky, streaking straight for the lumbering [Hellabomination]. The wild Primeval Demon reeled for a moment, and a salvo of projectiles— arrows and spells— came from the Human army a moment later, joining the attack of the highest-leveled creature on the battlefield.
Orgaf disappeared into the shadows, giving chase after me. Clayton Skyshredder flew up, pointing at the pair of [Archarachnes] as they opened their mouths, and a crimson energy coalesced between their mandibles as they aimed at the Human army. 
“[Dispel Magic].”
In an instant, the crimson beams vanished. The two wild Primeval Demons glanced at each other, clearly confused. More magicks and various kinds of projectiles struck out— enough to make them recoil. It took a moment, but the entire coalition army had broken free from whatever fear or terror gripped them earlier. They were still disorganized, not fully recovered and ready just yet. But they were rallying after me. And that was what mattered.
I still soared ahead, not slowing, even as I heard Edithe’s voice calling for me to come back. I saw everything thanks to [Manifestation of the Old Gods]. I saw the way Mori Gladius moved with the Remembered Order Company, Scarlet the Red Rose at his side. I saw the way Kaitlin Darkhlem raised her blade, and the Swordsguard Forces sallied forth. I saw all this, but I didn’t pay too much attention beyond that. 
Instead, I focused on what was ahead of me. Not the barrage of spells blasting around me. None of that came close to harming me. After all, I was invulnerable in my current state. I had activated two Grand Skills and created six clones all at once. I was radiating Divine Essence, my Stats increased, able to match enemies far higher-leveled than me. My clones zipped down, splitting up as they drew the attention of the army of Demons and the horde of wild Demons below.
They were protected by an aura of invincibility as well, so they couldn’t be hurt. They conjured weapons with [The Holy Flames], unleashing a barrage of attacks back down into the earth. And as they did that, I raised the burning black sphere to the sky. 
I smiled as [The Call of Armageddon] took over. The dark ball of fire rose up into the glowing crimson sky. When it reached its nadir, hovering over where the clouds should be but weren’t, it expanded. It blanked over the dome overhead, creating the artificial sense of an overcast day, before raining down streaks of black fire.
These dark flames crashed down like comets, targeting the Demons surrounding Inor. They never once even fell close to the charging Human army. And that was because I had directed my Skill towards the Demons. Perhaps if a Human drew too close to another Demon, the black flames would wipe them both out.
But [The Call of Armageddon] wouldn’t last that long. It was only a distraction.
I watched as the dark hails of fire rained down on the [Hellabomination], along with a barrage of spells from Human army. I eyed it as it screeched, trying to shake off all the attacks it was bombarded with. It was the highest-leveled creature here. Everyone was trying to take it down. And so was I.
I zipped down, producing my Divine Nebular Scythe, ready to unleash a flurry of strikes at it. But a blurring figure intercepted me. A giant maw nearly caught me out of the air, snapping at where I was as I deftly swooped out of the way.  
The [Chthonic Agaros] hovered where I’d been flying. It had closed its jaws on where I had been to tear me apart. I stared at it with a frown, and its figure blurred again. It was fast. This was some sort of Skill, but it was next to me a moment later. It swung down with a claw, scraping at my iridescent aura of invincibility.
It knocked me back as I growled.
“Get out of my way!”
I screamed, blasting it with [The Holy Flames]. The fire burned a translucent gray— its form flickering and fading out of existence as it shot out in a cone. It was almost like the fire itself was corrupted. But it was also… different.
The flames rocked the giant Primeval Demon of a [Savage Agarat] back, and I gritted my teeth. I was going to have to deal with it first. I readied a [Divine Radiant Slash] as the [Chthonic Agaros] hissed at me, but a shadow shot up.
A figure flew straight at it, shooting up from the earth like a reverse comet. Orgaf the Thief of the Golden Scales crashed into the underbelly of the beast. He dug deep into the wild Primeval Demon with his daggers and nodded at me.
“Go, Salvos!”
He yelled as he created a dozen shadow clones, attacking the [Chthonic Agaros] from all sides. I stared for a moment, then I grinned. 
“Thanks, Orgaf!”
I swooped past him, charging for the [Hellabomination]. It flared its wings out, its burning eyes angrily facing the Human army. Its four arms were raised, blocking the volley of magical attacks as it took a step forward. And I descended before it with a burning scythe.
“[Divine Radiant Slash].”
I swung down as my blade wisped with a black fire at first, but radiated a glow of all the colors in a rainbow. Then the glow was overcome by a red aura— not a fiery aura, but one that was an essence of pure power. 
“And— [Draconic Fury]!”
It was a combination of both Skills. [Draconic Fury] was a very volatile ability that could enhance an attack, or be a powerful force on its own. But with [Divine Radiant Slash], it became something more. 
The [Hellabonination] screeched, knocked back into the earth as my Divine Nebular Scythe seared into its bone-like flesh. There was a moment where it simply recoiled on the ground in pain, and my weapon dug further into its skin, drawing its black blood. Then the ground ripped open a second later as the wild Primeval Demon convulsed. It was as if the earth had been shredded by a Dragon’s claw.
I flew back, baring my teeth at the [Hellabomination] as it bled from multiple scratch marks across its body. Black flames continued crashing into it from above, keeping it prone. Finally, I pointed at the hulking Demon where it lay.
“[Sacred Hellfire].”
And a golden flame erupted out, eating away at the wild Primeval Demon’s flesh. It writhed there, screaming a horrible shriek. I nearly recoiled from the blaring sound— mostly because of [Manifestation of the Old Gods] enhancing all my senses. But like how I had learned to tune out my sight when I didn’t need it, I could tune out sound too. 
I shook my head and called my clones. Three of them broke off from darting around the [Archarachnes] and sweeping over the hordes of wild Demon to join my side. I nodded at them as they zipped straight down, their flames wisping wildly, ready to detonate.
The [Hellabomination] thrashed on the ground, trying to snuff out the golden flames eating away at its skin. But the fire only grew each time it was put out. I grinned as my clones drew closer, then suddenly all of us paused. 
The smile slipped off my face. For whatever reason, something felt amiss. My spine tingled, and my skin crawled with the prickling feeling of crawling ants. A pit opened in my stomach as my clones hesitated. At first, I thought this was [Intimidation] or some other similar effect.
Then I realized it was something else. I realized it was [Angelic Premonition], blaring a terrible warning in my head.
My clones immediately tried to fly back, but they were too slow. The [Hellabomination] suddenly stopped writhing in pain, and the golden flames washed over its body, peeling off like it was shedding skin.
“What?”
The wild Primeval Demon was overcome with a blue glow as it jolted up, swinging fast at my clones. My eyes grew wide as it unleashed fast— almost instantaneous attacks— that knocked all three of my clones out of the sky. I tried to parse what just happened, but it was behind me in an instant.
It screeched as it clapped its hands around me, and I braced myself. There was a flash. A pulse of energy my wisping iridescent aura flickered. The crushing blow was barely repelled by the aura of invulnerability around me. I gritted my teeth and swung forward with my Divine Nebular Scythe at its clawed hands.
“[Barrage of Cinders]!”
But before the flames could even coalesce, the [Hellabomination] moved. It darted around me, easily dodging the flurry of blows. Even though it was a hulking beast— the largest creature by far— it moved so nimbly. I narrowed my eyes and pointed. 
“Burn!”
A plume of rainbow-colored flames shot out, but the wild Primeval Demon easily circled around me. It evaded everything I could throw at it— even projectiles that seemed to be on target. Not even the raining black flames could strike it. The [Hellabomination] was always just out of reach from my attack. 
I frowned as a clone picked herself up and shot into the air, charging straight for it.
“If you’re not going to stand still…”
My flames dissipated. I lowered my hand. I watched as the [Hellabomination] came to a halt before me, still beating its bone-like wings at its back.
“Then I will make you stand still!”
[Intimidation] echoed out with my voice. It was concentrated solely on the wild Primeval Demon. It froze as I flew back, nodding at my clone.
“Take it out!”
She smirked, clutching at her chest. Her body deformed right as she was about to reach the unmoving [Hellabomination]. But the blue aura around the wild Primeval Demon flickered. 
And it moved.
Even while it was still frozen in shock from my [Intimidation]. Even when my clone was right about to grab it and explode herself while activating [Divine Demon’s Mark]. The [Hellabomination] was taken by its fiery blue aura, deftly being swooped out of the way. 
I blinked, and my clone stared as the wild Primeval Demon landed on the ground, finally regaining movement of its body. A gold and silver light glinted before me as the realization finally settled in.   
“Huh. So is that the [Hellabomination]’s Grand S—”
I started, and my clone exploded right next to me. 




67. Recklessness

My clone’s explosion ripped through the sky as the falling black flames began to dissipate.
The gold and silver flames overwhelmed me, knocking back. I tried to teleport away in time, but I was a fraction of a second too slow. The spell wasn’t cast in time. I felt the divine flames of my own clone tear through even my aura of invulnerability— my own essence overwhelmed, just for a moment. A small cut formed on my cheek before [Greater Teleportation] took over.
I appeared a thousand feet back, panting and taking a look at myself. Thanks to [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends], I hadn’t taken any damage other than when a little bit of my clone’s own Divine Essence seeped through my aura of protection and left a small cut on my face. Otherwise, I was completely unhurt.
But enough time had passed that [The Call of Armageddon] had finally come to an end. The black sphere hovering above the city of Inor faded away, and the last of the fiery comets crashed into the army of [Legions]. I ignored the deluge of notifications I got, instead clicking my tongue.
It was just annoying. That was my best chance to have dealt significant damage to army of Demons, and the time had finally passed. I had used all my greatest Skills right off the bat, but it wasn’t enough— not even to kill a single Primeval Demon. 
I glanced back, staring at the [Hellabomination] as it picked itself up from the ground. It was wreathed in a wisping blue aura. It wasn’t like a fiery figure overlaying its body, unlike my own aura. Rather, it was more akin to a glow. A blue tint that enhanced the wild Primeval Demon’s speed tenfold. 
No— it did more than just increase its speed. It was a Grand Skill. It made the [Hellabomination] impossible to hit. It was like the blue glow was moving the wild Primeval Demon out of the way just in time whenever an attack came close to connecting.
It was the reason why Elites didn’t simply charge into battle, activating their Grand Skills right away. Perhaps this was a minor mistake I made, considering that one of my Grand Skills was coming to an end now too. I saw the flicker of my iridescent aura. I knew this wasn’t going to last much longer. I narrowed my eyes, then turned to watch as the wild Primeval Demon raised its head to face me.
I saw a glint approaching it from behind. A pair of my clones rushed its way, scythe raised at the unknowing [Hellabomination]. They swung down as they moved to flank it, but the wild Primeval Demon beat its wings once. It flew over them and rapidly ascended to the sky. It zipped up, swerving around my clones and reached me in mere moments.
My eyes grew wide, and I braced myself. It raised its four arms, unleashing a flurry of flaming attacks my way. It wasn’t just a single strike— it was eight at once. I crashed into the earth as my flaming aura crackled. Again, I was mostly left unaffected beyond being knocked back.
But the wild Primeval Demon wasn’t done. It flew straight down after me, continuing its attacks. My eyes grew wide as I realized what this Skill was. 
“This is… [Barrage of Cinders]?”
I blinked, then the [Hellabomination] moved. It dodged out of the way as my clones tried to attack it from behind. The wild Primeval Demon swerved back to the sky, and they sent a volley of projectiles at it. But it moved so nimbly. It was so agile, despite its size. It was five hundred feet tall— when hunched! 
But it was far faster than anything I could possibly comprehend. I picked myself up from the crater and gritted my teeth. I watched as three of my clones gave chase to the wild Primeval Demon. Their gold and silver forms left flaming trails in the sky. 
The [Hellabomination] deftly evaded their attacks. Whether it was a direct slash or a blast of flames or a salvo of fiery weapons. Nothing could hit it. Raising a hand, I created a Divine Nebular Bow and produced my Giant Killer Arrow. I nocked the Epic Grade artifact, waiting as one of my clones passed behind the wild Primeval Demon.
Then I loosed the Giant Killer Arrow. The [Hellabomination]’s form flickered. Right as the Giant Killer Arrow was about to reach it, it moved out of the way. And the arrow vanished at the very same time. I smirked, watching as the Giant Killer Arrow appeared in my clone’s own flaming bow as she flew right next to the wild Primeval Demon. And she fired the arrow its way too.
But the [Hellabomination] saw it coming. The blue aura shifted once again, only for the Giant Killer Arrow to disappear back into another of my clones’ bows. The wild Primeval Demon spun around, confused. It watched as my clones fired the Giant Killer Arrow again and again, only for the attack to come to a halt at the very last second. 
There was nothing that could be done. The [Hellabomination]’s form blurred. It was reacting to the onslaught of feigned attacks, unable to counter attack in time Its Grand Skill couldn’t discern what was going to be an actual attack and what was a fake out. That was simply because they were all real— I simply reacted when it reacted, so it was forced to blur in place.
And I took that opportunity to strike. I swooped up, flying straight for the wild Primeval Demon. I tried to intercept it as it dodged out of the way of the disappearing Giant Killer Arrow. I swung out with a [Barrage of Cinders] as one of my clones flew close. But the [Hellabomination] easily circled around me. I grinned, expecting that.
“How about this— [The Devil’s Grace]!”
The wild Primeval Demon paused. The world around us continued moving— my three clones chuckled and brought their hands up to their chests as their bodies deformed. And that was when the [Hellabomination] began to move back to where it had once been. 
I couldn’t move either. My body was locked in place, but it didn’t matter. I knew that as time was being reversed, the wild Primeval Demon and I were pretty much immovable and invincible. But the moment the [Hellabomination] locked back into where it had once been hovering and I regained control of my fingers— 
“Boom.”
I whispered as my clones exploded. All at once, the brilliant gold and silver blasts engulfed us. All three explosions resounded at once, a split-second before even [The Devil’s Grace] came to an end.
I was caught in my own blast. My clones erupted into giant crosses with a vertical golden beam and silver horizontal beam. Their fury burned straight through my Grand Skill. The iridescent flames around me crackled as I flew out, clutching at my right shoulder.
[My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] barely held out long enough for me to escape. I was lightly burned on my right arm, but otherwise survived just fine. The aura of invulnerability faded away as I sighed in relief. I glanced back to where the [Hellabomination] had been with pursed lips.
“It’s still alive…”
And from the explosion, a looming figure emerged. The wild Primeval Demon let out a terrible shriek, still covered in the blue glow. It was burning— it was significantly hurt by the explosion. But it was still alive. And it swung down at me with immense speed as the last sparks of my Grand Skill flaked away.
I braced myself, only for a blast of iridescent flames to intercept the wild Primeval Demon. The [Hellabomination] hurriedly backed away, flying high in the sky as it stared at the approaching figure. I blinked and looked up.
“C-Clayton?”
I stared at the Headmaster of Mavos Academy as he zipped my way, still standing on his nimbus cloud. He had his crimson sword raised, aiming at the wild Primeval Demon. 
“[Summon Conjured Essence: Storm of Sparrows].”
“What…?”
My eyes widened as suddenly a swarm of chittering birds shot out from his blade. Each had an otherworldly glow— a thousand translucent figures. They charged at the wild Primeval Demon as Clayton swooped over next to me, raising a hand.
“You were too reckless.”
His eyes flickered towards the [Hellabomination], momentarily distracted as it moved to avoid the swarming attack. It wasn’t akin to a Spirit summoning— Clayton had sent what was a spell that created nearly life-like creatures that targeted only the wild Primeval Demon. 
I opened my mouth to protest as he raised a hand.
“I—”
I started, but he spoke over me as the world around us twisted.
“Greater Teleportation.”
It wasn’t a Skill. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy cast the spell, without using the power of a Skill. I blinked, and moments later, we were back at the front of the charging army of Humans. I sat atop his cloud as I glanced around. Beneath me, the Human army had slowed. In fact, I was pretty sure they had ground to a halt. 
I narrowed my eyes, then watched as a second nimbus cloud flew our way. Helena Warshade herself stood there, with Orgaf in tow. He was cursing at her— I could hear his protesting voice as he asked to be let back to finish off the [Chthonic Agaros]. 
“Fuck you— I almost had it!”
“That’s enough, Orgaf.”
Clayton Skyshredder shook his head. He eyed the wild Primeval Demons in the distance— the gathering of Demons around Inor. He stroked his beard as he spoke in a lecturing voice.
“Perhaps you should not have been so hasty to drop out of Mavos Academy, Salvos. There is still much for you to learn. Even as a Lesser God, you cannot do everything alone.”
“I wasn’t alone— I was with my clones and Orgaf!”
I scowled and glanced over at the [Hellabomination]. It screeched, opening its mouth, and a plume of blue flames exploded out, destroying the flock of ethereal magical birds. Clayton sighed.
“While I admire your bravery, and I understand your actions were done so to boost morale, I believe you should have waited longer before charging into battle and using both of your Grand Skills at once.”
“Um, why not?”
I stared at the Headmaster of Mavos Academy as he held my gaze. Shaking his head, he turned to face the [Hellabomination] in the distance. 
“Your actions were premature. We were simply restrategizing— we wish to end this battle as soon as possible, just as you do. But we weren’t simply going to charge straight into what could very well be a trap. Now we have assessed enough. Now we know it is time to fight.”
I still didn’t get it. I just looked at Clayton Skyshredder, entirely perplexed. But then I heard the chanting in the distance. My gaze flickered over to Helena Warshade who was whispering softly to herself. The army of Demons drew forward, unleashing their magic back at us from a distance. 
But [Mages] cast their spells and put up their barriers. We weathered the attack as the Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy continued to quickly speak to herself. Orgaf had stopped protesting, listening to Helena’s chanting.
“[The Calm has Come and Gone. The Storm has Simmered for so Long. Now it is Time for you to Weather the Pinnacle of Magic]...”
And dark clouds shrouded over the wild Primeval Demons. A storm swirled around the entire city. Clayton Skyshredder continued, even I looked on in awe at the gathering of mana around Helena. 
“This is a war, Salvos. Maybe one day you will ascend to the likes of the Immortal King Alexander. But as of right now, we shall fight together.”
There was a flash. A powerful blast erupted as I covered my eyes. The entire world shook— the earth rumbled as an explosion of a million lightning bolts ripped across all of Inor. Helena Washade spoke softly as she finished, lowering her head.
“[Mana Tempest].”
And I watched on as the capital city of the Inoria Empire was engulfed in a single giant lightning blast.
“Huh.”




68. Grand Skill Battle

Levithus paused as he saw the storm clouds gathering overhead. Looking up, the Primeval Demon saw a swirling nebula of darkness— one that shaded the crimson sky with magic and power. His scales shifted. He felt a light pattering falling against him. Like invisible raindrops. 
He narrowed his eyes as he stared down at himself.
“This is… mana?”
He was being showered in mana that fell from above. The Primeval Demon nodded slowly, watching as a dark mist shrouded over him. The entire city of Inor— the vast Capital City of the Inoria Empire itself— was blanketed by this darkness. He chuckled.
“I see now. But it is merely a foolish attempt.”
Levithus' body flickered as he turned around. A crimson light formed around him like a dome, before gradually expanding outwards. He closed his eyes as the first lightning bolt formed in this Grand Skill, and he chuckled.
“Pathetic.”
All at once, a million lightning bolts thundered out. 
***
“This is… Helena Warshade’s infamous Grand Skill…”
Edithe Dawnrise whispered, watching the blast of lightning strike out. This was a glorious sight. The redhead had heard about the terrible Grand Skill of the Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy. It was infamous for its overwhelming power. It had a reputation— one that was well-known all throughout the Human lands.
It was an attack that could decimate an entire city. It was why Helena Warshade was more feared than Clayton Skyshredder, even if he was the highest-leveled [Mage] of Humankind. The blast continued to crackle out, emanating sheer power.
It wasn’t a single massive lightning bolt, of course. It was millions at once, crackling in the distance, filling the storm clouds with their light. Edithe heard the chittering. She saw the lightning converging, taking on a single shape. It created what seemed like a monolithic streak of lightning that exploded. The entire storm was blasted with this bright light. 
Hadrian flinched, and Edithe covered her eyes. The entire Human army gaped as the flash of light filled the battlefield. It shone brighter than the sun— a few flying [Mages] erected barriers just to shield the army from this blinding sheen. 
“A-amazing…”
“So this is the power of the Great Tempest Archmage…”
“That’s our leader!”
A few proud voices joined the awed gasps. Adventurers from the Rising Veterans Company. Their gaze landed on Helena Warshade as she stood atop her nimbus cloud, cloak beating with the whipping winds. 
The earth rumbled. A powerful earthquake broke out a few moments after the explosion. Like there was delay between the bright light and the tremor that followed. The redhead pursed her lips as she glanced over at the rest of her company.
Celine looked up, and Sophia tried to peer through the smoke. Cless raised a spyglass as Hadrian’s eyes grew wide. 
The black cloud slowly faded away, revealing shadows at the other side. What was left of the city of Inor had been laid to waste. But the crimson pillar that rose to the sky remained. The grand ritual was unaffected by the blast— of course it was. That wasn’t what shocked Hadrian.
Rather, it was the mass of figures that was left behind that made the leader of the Valiant Dreamers stare in horror. The entire landscape had been ravaged. Tens of thousands of Demons had been killed in that blast. But half of the army of [Legions] had survived the blast, and so did a third of the horde of wild Demons. 
Hadrian saw this and dropped to his knees.
“It… wasn’t enough.”
A susurration swept through the Human army. They exchanged worried glances as four more lumbering figures emerged from the explosion. The wild Primeval Demons had survived. All of them had escaped from Helena’s Grand Skill unscathed.
A single crimson barrier had protected them. A dome that expanded, shielding half the army of Demons as well as the wild Demons. The number of Archdemons had been reduced to a few thousand, but they survived, grinning and smirking amongst each other. An [Archarachne] stood at the front as its eight glowing eyes peered into the Human army. 
The barrier— the translucent crimson dome— began to dissipate. Edithe’s eyes flickered. She recognized it from the battle of Ertos. A Grand Skill. One that created a domain that was nigh impenetrable. 
The redhead was certain that it could’ve been pierced by a Grand Skill of equal or greater power, but Helena Warshade’s own Grand Skill failed to break through. Perhaps it was due to the fact that the blast of lightning had been spread out over a great distance. If it had been concentrated against the dome, it would have shattered the [Archarachne]’s barrier.
Glancing back, Edithe saw the rest of the Valiant Dreamers staring at this sight in terror. They thought that it all had been for naught. She could hear from their frightened whispers that they didn’t know how they were going to defeat their enemy.
But the redhead shook her head and faced her leader.
“No— it was just enough.”
Hadrian blinked. He furrowed his brows. 
“What do you mean, Edithe?”
Her gaze drifted towards the burnt and crisp bodies of the dead Demons— the ones that had been caught in the blast. Thousands of Archdemons had been amongst them. And each one of them had their purpose. But they were caught outside of the barrier and killed.
Which only meant one thing.
“Watch.”
Edithe spoke simply, pointing towards the foremost [Archarachne]. It emerged from its fallen barrier as Hadrian blinked. He stared, following her as it turned to face the Human army. The leader of the Valiant Dreamers opened his mouth.
“I don’t—”
And a scything arm struck the [Archarachne] from behind. The wild Primeval Demon shrieked in pain as it turned to face the second [Archarachne]. Hadrian blinked.
“What…? Why are they—”
The second [Archarachne] let out a screech as it swung out in all directions with its scything claws. It tore through the horde of wild Demons beneath it as an army of [Aranea] poured from its back. 
“Why are they turning against each other?”
Hadrian asked as the first [Archarchne] backed away from the raging wild Primeval Demon. But it was the [Chthonic Agaros] to go on a rampage next. It opened its mouth and swooped down, chomping for the [Hellabomination]. It missed, only to be countered from the side by a flaming barrage.
The wild Primeval Demons began to fight amongst each other. And tens of thousands of wild Demons broke out, attacking the army of [Legions]. Edithe’s eyes flickered to Helena Warshade as she spoke. 
“This was their plan the whole time.”
The redhead shook her head. 
“Maybe Archmage Warshade couldn’t wipe out this army all on her own— of course not, she’s only a single Elite. But she can turn them against each other.”
“That’s…”
Hadrian trailed off. She stared at the army of Demons as their formation broke out into chaos. They fought against each other— a chaotic mess. Clayton Skyshredder flew forward as he raised his crimson sword.
“Now onward!”
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy’s voice bellowed out. The army of Humans looked on at the infighting Demons, emboldened. And they roared a battle cry that shook the entire landscape as they charged forward.
Edithe nodded at Hadrian. The pair locked arms as they followed, heading into battle against the army of Demons.
***
“Huh.”
I sat atop Clayton’s cloud, watching this scene play out. The wild Primeval Demons were locked in a brawl— two on two. Well, it was more like two versus one versus one. But still, they were fighting amongst each other. And it was all because Helena had killed half of their handlers.
“I should’ve thought of that.”
“You should have. But it is no matter. Other than your first Grand Skill, your other Skills will recover in time. You will be able to rejoin the battle in full capacity soon enough.”
Clayton spoke, shaking his head. I got to my feet and stretched my arms. Beneath us, the Human army rallied, unleashing their magic into the distance. A few Archdemons and [Legions] launched their own salvo back at us, but it was incomparable now that their numbers had dwindled to less than half of what was before.
I flexed an arm as an iridescent aura wisped off me.
“I can help now! C’mon, Clayton! Look at all my Divine Essence! I’m ready to fight!” 
“Perhaps you feel ready. But do you believe you are prepared for that?”
He asked, and I blinked. I looked where he was pointing with a frown. The [Hellabomination] let out a thundering roar as it grabbed the [Chthonic Agaros] out of the sky. The [Chthonic Agaros] struggled, its tendrils shooting down at the other wild Primeval Demon, but its attacks missed. And the [Hellabomination] tossed it our way.
My eyes grew wide as I saw the [Chthonic Agaros] soaring through the sky. The giant winged creature sailed through the air towards the Human army. Clayton Skyshredder pursed his lips and steered his nimbus cloud out of the way of its massive body.
A thousand soldiers moved to get out of the way, some creating barriers, only to be crushed as the wild Primeval Demon crashed into them. I blinked and raised my Divine Nebular Scythe. 
“We have to—”
I started, but the Headmaster of Mavos Academy had his gaze fixed to the front.
“Eyes ahead. Long-Ranged Group Teleportation.”
He spoke quickly as I glanced ahead. And right as the space around us shifted, my eyes grew wide. I saw the [Hellabomination] swinging down at us with all four of its arms. Then everything vanished. Clayton and I reappeared a thousand feet in the sky, staring down at the wild Primeval Demon’s back.
Its attack had crashed down into the group of adventurers, sending their limp and lifeless bodies into the sky like broken ragdolls. The [Hellabomination] opened its mouth, unleashing a plume of blue fire all around it. 
There were screams and shouts. Magic blasted back its way, but it took to the sky, its Grand Skill still active. I stared as it ravaged the Human army, destroying barriers and breaking through the formations. 
“Huh.”
Clayton Skyshredder pursed his lips. 
“If you wish to engage, Salvos, assist me in drawing the [Hellabomination] away from the army.”
I turned to him and nodded.
“Right.”
My wings spread wide behind me as I leapt off the cloud. Nodding, I raised an iridescent bow and aimed at the [Hellabomination].
“Let’s do this.”
***
Orgaf watched as both Salvos and Clayton Skyshredder flew after the [Hellabomination]. They unleashed powerful spells its way, drawing its attention. It turned and shrieked at them as their battle took to the skies.
The Thief of the Golden Scales wanted to join in, but couldn’t. He wasn’t capable of flight, and his greatest advantage— his speed— was rendered null. Instead, he turned to another wild Primeval Demon rampaging throughout the Human army. 
The [Chthonic Agaros] whipped out with hundreds of tendrils, grabbing soldiers and adventurers alike and crushing them in its grip. It let out a screech as spells blasted off its scale-like skin. And it spun around, clearing a large berth around it with its tendrils.
He eyed it— he saw the damage he had already inflicted into its being. Even after that brief scuffle with the [Hellabomination] and Orgaf, the [Chthonic Agaros] was still ready to take on the entire Human army. It was struck by a blaze of fireballs, only to open its mouth and eat the spells. 
Orgaf shook his head and stepped forward.
“Time for round two, then?”
He smirked, before disappearing into the shadows. 




69. Grand Battle

Scarlet’s eyes grew wide as she watched the [Chthonic Agaros] rip its way through the United Coalition army. She cursed, seeing its tendrils shoot down and rip through barriers and pierce hundreds of soldiers at once. The Red Rose gritted her teeth and moved forward. 
“I’ve got to stop it—”
She sprinted ahead, producing her daggers as she watched the wild Primeval Demon continued shredding through hundreds at once. She was about to leap through the air when a figure moved ahead of her.
The Elite Ranked [Rogue] paused, staring as a familiar man strode forward with his ornate spear. Mori Gladius— or, rather, the fake Mori Gladius— walked ahead of the Red Rose, much to her surprise. Scarlet watched as he raised his spear, whispering under his breath.
What is he doing? She was suspicious for a moment, worried about what he might do. But then her eyes grew wide as a flash rippled throughout the nearby soldiers. The [Chthonic Agaros] struck down with a dozen tendrils, targeting a group of soldiers, but a bright light repelled its attacks.
Scarlet blinked. The soldiers glanced down at themselves with wide eyes, and Mori Gladius walked past them. 
“I suggest you run.”
He spoke simply, raising his spear. The [Chthonic Agaros] let out a screech as he stared it down. It swooped down his way, but he threw his weapon. The Bloodforged Lance streaked up through the air and struck the wild Primeval Demon’s underbelly. 
It recoiled as its entire body flashed with an iridescent glow. Scarlet looked on, seeing her leader hold back the [Chthonic Agaros] as the closest soldiers and adventurers fled. The wild Primeval Demon let out a shriek, only to be bombarded by spells from afar. 
For a moment, the Red Rose forgot this was a faker. She ran to her leader’s side and nodded at him as the wild Primeval Demon flitted into the air. 
“What shall we do, Mori?”
She asked, ready to heed his every word. But as the [Chthonic Agaros] let out its shrill screech, hundreds of [Savage Agarats] gathered overhead. The Archdemons circled around their Primeval evolution, protecting it from the onslaught of spells and projectiles flying its way. 
The Champion of the Human Lands raised his head. And turned around.
“Let us leave it to the other Elites.”
Scarlet paused.
“What?”
She stared at him as he started away from the [Chthonic Agaros]. Then she heard a shout. Scarlet looked up just in time to see a man charging forward with a giant hammer. He leapt into the air, swinging down at the wild Primeval Demon as his weapon flashed.
The [Chthonic Agaros] recoiled, sent crashing into the earth. Scarlet blinked. A voice called out.
“That’s Hekhi the Blacksmith Warrior of Soros! He’s one of the Eastern Kingdoms Alliance’s Elites! ”
The Red Rose watched as he continued hammering away at the wild Primeval Demon’s chest. It struck back with an onslaught of tendrils, and he reeled. But just before its attack could reach him, a figure appeared from his shadows. 
Orgaf the Thief of the Golden Scales sliced apart the protruding tendrils, spinning around with his two daggers raised. He unleashed a flurry of shadows strikes, and Scarlet gritted her teeth.
“Now’s our chance to take that Primeval Demon down now!”
She turned to the fake Mori Gladius. But he just faced the crimson pillar in the distance. The grand ritual itself. He strode forward, shaking his head. 
“They will deal with it. Let us focus on putting a halt to what matters.”
Scarlet just stared at him as he quickly abandoned the [Chthonic Agaros], his attention past even the fighting [Archarachnes] ahead. He raised his spear as tens of thousands of adventurers rallied to him.
“Remembered Order Company! To me!”
Tyrian the Brightsbane Archer lowered his bow, looking away from the speeding [Hellabomination]. He nodded and bounded after his leader. The massive army of adventurers swarmed past the [Chthonic Agaros], heading straight for the army of Demons ahead. Those at the front glimmered with a golden aura, empowered as their footsteps moved faster and faster. A leadership Skill, of sorts. Probably one of Mori’s Title Skills.
They charged into battle. And they did it all because they followed one man— Mori Gladius. Even though he was a faker. Even though he wasn’t really the Champion of the Human Lands.
Scarlet clicked her tongue, watching this scene play out. She glanced back to see Orgaf, Hekhi, and a soldiers from the Helbir League and Eastern Kingdoms engage in combat with the [Chthonic Agaros]. She looked past that to see Salvos and Clayton Skyshredder battling the [Hellabomination] in the sky.
Finally, the Red Rose shook her head. She was the only one who could keep an eye on Mori. She was the only one who knew he was a fake. So she couldn’t keep her eyes off him. Scarlet made her decision, following after him into battle.
***
Orgaf tore his way through the swarm of tendrils that shot up towards him. He laughed, spinning around as he sliced apart the mass of protrusions. The [Chthonic Agaros] couldn’t do anything to harm him. It struggled, trying to fly up, only for Hekhi to hammer it back down. 
The swarm of [Savage Agarats] zipped around the wild Primeval Demon, but they were kept at bay by the army of Humans surrounding them. They swooped down, crushing entire squads of soldiers. But a hail of shadow projectiles blasted them back. A black of flame and ice kept the flock in the air, reeling. 
Alice the Shadow Consort, Edithe Dawnrise, and the Valiant Dreamers Company surrounded the [Chthonic Agaros]. They loosed spells and arrows at the [Savage Agarats] that heeded the wild Primeval Demon’s call, keeping them back.
Orgaf grinned, realizing the [Chthonic Agaros] was pinned. He sliced through another set of tendrils before vanishing into the shadows. He zipped around the forest of appendages, moving in a nigh untouchable form, before appearing by its massive maw. He swiped up with his two daggers as he whispered.
“[Killing Blow].”
The wild Primeval Demon shrieked as his tiny daggers dug through its neck. It bled a black blood, flying back as a giant cut appeared in its flesh. He would’ve followed up with another strike— with a [Dark Backstab] or the like, but it swatted him down with its wings.
The Thief of the Golden Scales caught himself as he landed lightly on his feet. He clutched at his shoulder. It was bleeding and bruised. But he took a quick swig from a healing potion as Hekhi continued pounding away at the wild Primeval Demon. 
“If that bastard steals my—”
Orgaf started. But suddenly the [Chthonic Agaros] violently convulsed. It threw Hekhi off itself as its tendrils shot out in all directions. The Thief of the Golden Scales watched as the wild Primeval Demon’s body rippled. It was like its midsection was opening up, spilling out its innards. Black blood poured forth, but instead of organs, more tendrils exploded in a deluge. 
Hekhi crashed into the ground, raising his hammer as the falling tendrils threatened to crush him. The nearby adventurers tried to burn or slice through the outpouring of tendrils, but it was endless. It wasn’t that the [Chthonic Agaros] was regenerating. It just kept producing more and more tendrils that moved like a wall of flesh. 
The Thief of the Golden Scales frowned, seeing this growing mass threaten to consume everything around it.
“This is… a Grand Skill?”
It had to be. The wild Primeval Demon was growing by the second, and it didn’t seem to be stopping. If left unchecked, it would’ve only continued to grow like some kind of twisted tumor. 
“Valiant Dreamers— retreat!”
Orgaf heard Hadrian bellowing in the distance. He saw Edithe raising her staff and conjuring a white aura.
“[Vindication of They]!”
The essence of the death adventurers and soldiers coalesced into what seemed like an ethereal giant winged bird. It shot out at the [Chthonic Agaros], exploding all at once. A powerful blast. A respectable Skill, considering her level. 
But Orgaf knew it wasn’t nearly enough. After all, she was up against a Grand Skill. And he watched right as the explosion was overwhelmed by the growing Primeval Demon. Its scale-like skin continued to unfurl, turning into this mass of empurple appendages. 
It had to be stopped. Edithe and the rest of the Valiant Dreamers fled as the Thief of the Golden Scales stepped forward. He watched as Hekhi was battered, overwhelmed by the wild Primeval Demon’s Grand Skills. 
Orgaf shook his head and raised a dagger. There was only one way to slow down this proliferating monster. And that was to tear through it faster than it could grow. 
So the Thief of the Golden Scales stepped forward. 
“A Grand Skill to defeat a Grand Skill.”
He whispered, raising his dagger. And shadows moved around him. They shifted— spinning around him like a cyclone of blades. Orgaf spoke as he charged forward.
“[The World Shall Bleed By My Blade].”
And he dove straight into the proliferating mass of tendrils. The [Chthonic Agaros] reeled, letting out a terrible shriek as the Elite Ranked [Rogue] tore through its flesh. He laughed maniacally as he pressed on, uncaring about the growing Primeval Demon.
It reeled and screamed and tried to keep him back. But the world around him was nothing but moving shadows. He slashed around him at such incredibly fast speeds, his blade became a mere blur. Only the shadows that trailed behind the swings were left.
Orgaf shot forward with a cackle. He didn’t back down. And he couldn’t be touched by the [Chthonic Agaros]. Even as it called for its [Savage Agarat] minions to guard it. Even as its sea of appendages swarmed his way. Anything that came close to the Thief of the Golden Scales was shredded into bits and pieces.
He charged straight for the Primeval Demon’s maw. It opened its mouth, and even more tendrils shot out from its insides. But Orgaf leapt into the air. He tore his way straight into its open mandibles. 
The [Chthonic Agaros] screeched as he ripped apart the appendages protruding from its mouth. He crashed into its inside, tearing everything he came into contact with into pieces. A storm of neverending blades that sliced apart this neverending deluge of tendrils. 
He continued running through it, spilling its black blood everywhere, until eventually he shot out from the other side, through the [Chthonic Agaros]’s tail. 
It wheezed behind him. The tsunami of tendrils rapidly receding as the Primeval Demon fell from the sky. Orgaf glanced back, seeing its lifeless body fall to the ground as the gathering of [Savage Agarats] regained their senses.
A flurry of notifications echoed in Orgaf’s head. The sound of victory— and of level-ups. 
He grinned as his Grand Skill came to an end, and he landed atop the corpse of the wild [Chthonic Agaros].
***
I glanced back, seeing the first of the wild Primeval Demon falling dead. Orgaf had dove straight through the [Chthonic Agaros], shredding it from the inside out. He exploded from the other side, and it collapsed. I nodded approvingly before turning my focus back to the enemy before me.
The [Hellabomination]. It floated high above the clouds, an ethereal blue glow wreathed around its body. Clayton Skyshredder flew next to me, his sword raised as he eyed the wild Primeval Demon.
No matter what either of us did, we couldn’t touch it. But still, we had to take it down. I whispered as I twirled my Divine Nebular Scythe behind me, counting the wild Primeval Demons left on the field.
“One down. Three to go.”
***
“One down. Three to go.”
Levithus spoke as he saw the [Chthonic Agaros] collapse lifeless. He saw the defense of Inor failing— the Humans tearing through the army of Demons. Mori Gladius led the charge through the hordes of wild Demons as the [Archarachnes] continued their bout with each other.
And Levithus just smiled.
“Good.”




70. Terrarium

“Take this— [Barrage of Cinders]!”
I yelled as I swiped up at the [Hellabomination]. I unleashed an onslaught of fiery attacks. My Divine Nebular Scythe blurred, and the wild Primeval Demon moved. I pressed on, giving chase as I activated [Haste]. But no matter what, I couldn’t land a hit on my target.
The [Hellabomination] was too fast. It soared through the sky, zipping up, then swerving down with sudden movements as I failed to catch it. Gritting my teeth, I pointed at the wild Primeval Demon, sending a volley of flaming projectiles its way. It just evaded each attack with ease. 
“You…”
I glared down at the wild Primeval Demon as it turned to face me. It opened its mouth, and I saw blue flames coalescing in between its teeth. My eyes grew wide, but right before its fiery blast came, an iridescent beam shot out at it from behind. The [Hellabomination] clamped its mouth shut as it swooped aside, dodging the attack.
“You missed!”
I yelled, facing Clayton Skyshredder as he lowered his crimson blade. Beneath us, a massive battle raged one— armies were clashing as wild Demons ran rampant. I wanted to help my companions, but I knew that dealing with the [Hellabomination] came first. 
However, nothing Clayton and I could do would harm the Primeval Demon. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy furrowed his brows at me.
“You are as well aware as I am that this [Hellabomination]’s Grand Skill allows it to evade any oncoming attacks. Killing it as it is is impossible. Our job is to distract it long enough until its Grand Skill fades.”
“But what if its Grand Skill lasts a day?”
I folded my arms at Clayton. And the [Hellabomination] unleashed its flaming breath. I blinked and beat all six of my wings at once, propelling me out of the way. Clayton just popped out of existence for a few moments, before reappearing next to me.
His teleportation abilities were fast.
“We have no other choice. Unless you have some other proposition.”
Clayton pointed, and five golden glyphs appeared above his head. Otherworldly chains shot out, glowing green and shooting out for the [Hellabomination]. But the wild Primeval Demon just dodged it like everything else. It dove down straight for us, narrowly navigating through the approaching chains. And my clones appeared at its side. 
They struck out with fiery attacks, flanking it from the front and back. But there was a flash of blue light. The [Hellabomination] didn’t visibly react to them, yet it somehow moved out of the way, letting my clones clash into each other. I clicked my tongue as Clayton shook his head.
“Surprise attacks will not work, Salvos. Even if the [Hellabomination] does not see the attack coming, its Grand Skill will pull it out of the way in time.”
“What do we do, then?”
I watched as the wild Primeval Demon swatted my clones back. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy eyed the hulking creature.
“As I said, we distract it until its Grand Skill ends.”
He flew up as he raised a hand. A frosty spear began to form in his fingertips before lancing out. It elegantly cut through the air, dancing towards the [Hellabomination]. The wild Primeval Demon moved out of the way, only for the winding projectile to give chase. It was a kind of homing spell— one that moved with pinpoint accuracy, growing in speed each time it missed.
I frowned, watching Clayton Skyshredder engage the wild Primeval Demon with my clones. His plan… didn’t make sense to me. I found it to be ridiculous. This [Hellabomination] was such a massive target. We had to be able to hit it somehow!
But I looked on as another volley of spells from the Headmaster of Mavos Academy missed. I watched as one of my clones was struck out of the air and exploded. But before her blast could engulf the wild Primeval Demon, it deftly flew out of the way. 
I pursed my lips, but still refused to believe that Clayton was right. After all, I had already hurt the [Hellabomination] once through [The Devil’s Grace]. I had to be able to do it again. 
“It appears you are having a bit of trouble.”
A voice said behind me, and I blinked. I spun around, staring at a floating figure behind me. My eyes grew wide.
“You’re… a bird?”
A giant hawk hovered text to me, flapping his wings as he eyed the [Hellabomination] in the distance. He had the body of a four-legged animal— like a lion and a tiger combined— but with the front talons of a bird. He had feathers mixed with fur, and his wings spread twice the length of his body. I cocked my head with a confused look.
“Um, thank you? But I don’t know if there’s much you can do, Mr Bird.”
“I am flattered that you think I am a true animal of nature. Alas, I can only imitate the greatness of a Griffin.” 
He replied simply with a chuckle. I narrowed my eyes.
“Wait, you’re a… [Druid]?”
“The highest-leveled in the Human lands indeed. I am Ze-jai, The One With Nature. It is a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance, Salvos.”
He spoke as he craned his neck my way. My eyes grew wide. I remembered him— I had seen him fight before, through the eyes of my clones. He had been the reason a [Cerberus of Hell] hadn’t broken through to the Mortal Realm. And he was quite impressive, too. 
[Druid - Lvl. 167]
“Huh. Can you help us?”
I asked, casting my gaze back to the [Hellabomination]. Clayton Skyshredder created a golden shield. A semi-sphere of sorts. One that I recognized from my duel with him. His [Concave Aura Reflector]. The wild Primeval Demon swung down at him, but its claws didn’t penetrate the glass-like surface. 
Instead, the barrier crackled with electricity from the strike. The [Hellabomination] instantly recoiled and dove out of the way, fleeing from flashes of lightning that shot out of the barrier. My clone tried to intercept it, only for a new pair of flaming arms to emerge from the wild Primeval Demon’s side. It grabbed my clone and ripped her apart, tossing her away before she could explode. 
I turned back to Ze-jai who simply nodded.
“It will not be easy. This Primeval Demon is nearly ten levels above me. And its Grand Skill is truly remarkable. But I do have a suggestion that could trap it in place.”
“What is it?”
I frowned. The [Druid] shook his head.
“I witnessed your battle just earlier. Before the [Hellabomination] activated its Grand Skill. You managed to pin it down for a moment. You cursed it, forcing it to remain still. Is that correct?”
“Um, yep? I used [Intimidation]... I guess it’s curse magic?”
I tapped a finger on my chin, and Ze-jai nodded. He spread his beak wide in what seemed to be a smile.
“Perfect. Curse magic should work on this Primeval Demon. Even if it can evade physical attacks, mind magic, curse magic, soul magic, and other such spells should affect it just fine.”
“Huh. I didn’t even think of that.”
I blinked a few times. It made sense. [Divine Demon’s Mark] probably worked tooBut I pursed my lips.
“My [Intimidation] isn’t ready yet. And neither is [The D—]”
I paused and caught myself.
“Neither is my time reversal Skill. And it will take a while before either is ready again.”
Those were Skills that didn’t recover quickly. Even my [Divine Radiant Slash] was soon ready to be used again. Ze-jai sighed.
“That is unfortunate. Do you not have any other curse-like Skills?” 
“There is [Invoke Wrath], but I am pretty sure that’ll get me killed.”
I shrugged back at the [Druid]. He shook his head.
“My plan won’t work unless I can get the [Hellabomination] to stay still for a single moment. Right now, it is too fast for me to catch.”
His eyes flickered, and I frowned. I eyed the Headmaster of Mavos Academy as he zipped back towards us, still standing atop his cloud. The [Hellabomination] roared, unleashing a flaming breath that missed him as he swerved down.
And I remembered my fight with Clayton in Mavos Academy. I snapped my fingers, and Ze-jai raised a brow.
“Wait— if you just need to catch it… I think Clayton has a Skill that works just like [Intimidation]!”
“Does he?”
“Yep! I’ll go talk to him! You do your thing, alright?”
I flew up as the [Druid] nodded.
“Very well. I shall not draw too close. I know I will only get myself killed if that [Hellabomination] even gets a single one of its hands on me.”
I chuckled, waving at Ze-jai.
“Same— but I’m not afraid. I know I’ll be fine, regardless.”
He peered at me curiously.
“Your confidence in your own survival is astounding. I wish you good luck, Secely’s Sentinel.”
With that, I flew away from him. I created two more clones. They winked into existence, charging straight for the wild Primeval Demon to distract it. They laughed as I reached Clayton Skyshredder who slowed to face me.
“Clayton! Ze-jai has a plan!”
“The One With Nature has joined us in battle? I am honored by his presence.”
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy nodded, but I just waved a hand dismissively.
“Now’s not the time for that! We need you to stop the [Hellabomination] with [Intimidation]!”
Clayton furrowed his brows. He glanced between the wild Primeval Demon and my clones as they were once again swatted around like nothing but flies. He crossed his arms.
“My Skill is not [Intimidation]. Rather, it is [Inflict Fear]. But if that is what you wish, I shall do so. I am certain The One With Nature knows what he is doing.”
I watched as the Headmaster of Mavos Academy raised his sown, aiming it at the [Hellabomination]. I braced myself, and his voice boomed out.
“Halt, Demon.”
I almost instinctively froze when I heard Clayton’s words. But I calmed myself, knowing that only the [Hellabomination] was the target of the Skill. I immediately called my clones back to me. They flew away as the wild Primeval Demon stopped mid-air. 
It slowly drifted down, without its wings moving. I glanced back at the giant hawk… at the Griffin… at the [Druid]... at Ze-jai. He raised one of his talons, forming a circle and carefully overlaying it on the [Hellabomination]. Nothing happened for a single moment. Then he whispered. 
“[Let The Seed Of Sanctuary Bloom Within You].”
A Grand Skill? My brows snapped together. All at once, trees and roots emerged from the [Hellabomination]’s chest. It screeched out as a forest formed around the wild Primeval Demon. It formed a cage— like a terrarium of sorts, encapsulating a massive biome of vegetation.
It was the very same Skill that had been keeping the [Cerberus of Hell] in place. Ze-jai flew over to Clayton and I, nodding. 
“It is not an offensive Skill. It is normally used to protect, but I can easily repurpose its abilities to trap targets instead. Be warned that it will not hold the [Hellabomination] forever. I suggest you take your chance to defeat it now.”
I stared at the [Hellabomination], locked in place. It roared and unleashed a plume of fire that incinerated the vines and the wood. But the vegetation regrew instantaneously. It was being suffocated inside of Ze-jai’s Grand Skill, although it was trying to claw its way out.
“Huh. Maybe I can use [Divine D—”
I started, but Clayton spoke over me. 
“This is our only chance. We will destroy it now.”
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy drifted forward with his cloud, raising his crimson sword. He pointed at the [Hellabomination] as my eyes grew wide. I recognized the sensation— the prickling sense of fear overwhelming me.
This was Clayton’s Grand Skill.
“[Disassemble. Deconstruct. Dismantle.]”
Is that his chant? I eyed him as the wild Primeval Demon tore apart a large chunk of the foliage keeping it in place. Ze-jai flew back as he shook his head.
“I do not believe I wish to be near for what comes next.”
“[Dissection. Deletion.]”
Clayton continued his chant. I blinked, then followed the [Druid]. A black aura coalesced at the tip of Clayton Skyshredder’s blade. A dark void that reflected no light. It just grew larger and larger until finally, a thin beam shot out. 
“[Definitive Disintegration].” 
My eyes grew wide as the beam reached the [Hellabomination] in an instant. It was like the Grand Skill hadn’t even needed to travel. It touched the wild Primeval Demon where it was trapped, piercing through the growing forest with ease.
I stared as the [Hellabomination] convulsed for a moment. The trees, the branches, the vines, and the rest of the foliage rapidly dissipated, turning to dust. The wild Primeval Demon opened its mouth, only for the blue aura surrounding its body to quite literally disintegrate.
The Grand Skill didn’t just affect the [Hellabomination] or the trees. Its aura turned black, like it was withering away. The wild Primeval Demon joined the blue glow around its body next. It rapidly decayed and vanished, crumbling into nothingness.
“Huh. That is… something.”
I stared on, hearing the notification echo in my head. I didn’t know what I expected from Clayton’s Grand Skill, but that was—
“As expected of the highest-leveled [Mage] in the Human lands.”
Ze-jai spoke approvingly, watching as the Headmaster of Mavos Academy lowered his sword. I eyed the [Druid] curiously.
“You knew Clayton could do that?” 
“Of course. One would expect no less from his status. And that is only one of his three Grand Skills, anyway. So there isn’t much to be surprised by.”
“Three?”
My jaw dropped. Seriously? Clayton was capable of this the entire time? I thought I stood a chance against him now, but that— I wondered if my own Grand Skill could even hold up against him. 
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy descended next to me, shaking his head. 
“Now is not the time for chatter. There is still a battle to be fought. Let us go.”
Ze-jai and I exchanged a glance. We watched as Clayton flew off before finally joining him.
***
“So the [Hellabomination] was the second to fall. An unexpected occurrence.”
Levithus lowered his head, facing the runes on the ground. They glowed brighter and brighter as he smirked. 
“Yet… more beneficial in the end.”




71. The Plan

“They… they did it!”
Daniel’s eyes grew wide as he stared up into the sky. The [Hellabomination]’s corpse fell from the sky for a moment. But not for long as its body turned to flakes of dust. Clayton’s Grand Skill had struck it, boring a hole straight through its chest. And from there, the wild Primeval Demon’s body was entirely disintegrated.
Nothing of it remained. Not even ash. The [Hero] stared on, standing still even amidst the clash of battle. There was a moment where the fighting seemed to stop. The world froze around him. He wasn’t the only one gaping at the sight of the falling [Hellabomination]. 
Heads turned. Eyes shot up. The United Coalition of the Human Lands watched as Clayton Skyshredder, Ze-jai, and Salvos overwhelmed the [Hellabomination], defeating it in battle. The second Primeval Demon had finally fallen, and they cheered. 
A clamor of triumphant shouts roared out as Daniel felt his lips curling up. He looked on as Salvos descended victoriously with the highest-leveled [Mage] and highest-leveled [Druid] in the Human lands. She waved down below as the greatest armies of Humankind rallied beneath her. And a terrible screech drew the young man’s attention.
He spun around just in time to see a crimson glow. The [Archarachnes] were locked in combat. One of them— the one that was still being controlled by the Demons— had the other pinned to the ground. The wild [Archarachne] head was pressed into the earth as it clicked its mandibles, a red aura coalescing around its mouth. 
All at once, the wild [Archarachne] unleashed the beam of crimson energy out. But the other [Archarachne] diverted its attacks towards the Human army. Daniel’s eyes grew wide as he saw the blast streaking his way. It ripped across thousands of soldiers and adventurers, shearing through magical barriers like they were nothing.
Daniel wasn’t even sure if he could stop its attack with a [Hero]’s Skill. He backed away, pursing his lips. But if the attack was allowed to continue, it would kill thousands more. So he stepped forward. The [Hero] faced down the wild [Archarachne]’s Skill, raising the Sword of Alexander.
He couldn’t back down. Not in the face of this Primeval Demon. He raised his sword as the crimson beam tore his way— 
And a figure leapt before him. 
A man dressed in a knight’s armor brought a large shield down as he threw himself before the crimson beam. It was a large tower shield. One that was even larger than a person. It absorbed the attack as the man raised a spear towards Daniel.
“What are you doing? Kacey said you were a fool, but this is outright suicidal!”
Blinking, Daniel saw the man standing before him. He was Thraust Steelwall. A Level 158 [Crusader]. 
His tower shield glinted as a blue barrier overcame it. Thrust stood there like an immovable rock as the crimson beam was absorbed into the barrier. And finally, the attack faded away. The wild [Archarachne] pushed the other [Archarachne] off it and leapt to the side.
Daniel just stared at as Thraust lowered his shield, shaking his head.
“That was a foolish maneuver. If you had gotten yourself killed, you would have done more damage to the army than letting a few thousand die. Do you not understand that morale is just as important to victory as numbers?”
“That’s…”
The young man from Earth gritted his teeth. He looked on as the Elite [Crusader] raised his spear. Thraust thrust his spear forward, and it was overcome by a crimson glow. The spear shot out like a ballista bolt and struck the wild [Archarachne]’s side.
It hissed as its carapace exploded, spilling out black blood. It turned its attention towards the [Crusader] as Daniel watched Thraust charged forward. The [Hero] stood there as the Elite [Crusader] rallied the nearby soldiers and adventurers, glancing back at Daniel once.
“I suggest you take a backseat, [Hero]. Lest you will get yourself and many more killed.”
Daniel didn’t reply. He just looked on as Thraust led the charge. And the wild [Archarachne] loomed over them. It raised its mandibles as the world around the Elite [Crusader] and the soldiers rippled.
“Shit—” 
The young man’s eyes grew wide as he watched a crimson dome encapsulate them. He tried to move, but he was too slow. The wild [Archarachne] had trapped Thraust and thousands of others in its Grand Skill.
And there was no way for Daniel to break them out.
***
Scarlet’s eyes flickered as she saw the crimson dome fall over the other side of the front lines. There were thousands that had been caught in the wild [Archarachne]’s Grand Skill. A domain that only could be pierced by an equal or superior Grand Skill.
The Red Rose stared in shock for a moment, but no one else around her stopped to look. Thousands of adventurers streamed around her, charging straight ahead, following in Mori’s footsteps. 
The Champion of the Human Lands didn’t falter. He pressed on, spearheading an assault that dug deep into the army of Demons. They ignored the wild Demons completely, instead making their way towards the site of the grand ritual.
Scarlet narrowed her eyes as she stared into Mori’s back. He was a faker. She knew he wasn’t the real Champion of the Human Lands. But still, she felt the need to ask for his aid. After all, he was the only one who could break a Grand Skill— he was the only one here who had the power to shatter that dome.
So she ran up to him, and grabbed him by the arm.
“Mori! You have to help them!”
She exclaimed, but he just eyed her with a frown. Mori looked past her, towards where the crimson dome was located. He shook his head and shrugged her off.
“Headmaster Skyshredder will deal with it. Our main goal should be to put a halt to the grand ritual. That is why we are here. There is no point in this battle if we fail to stop the merger.”
“But that’s—”
Scarlet opened her mouth, only for a horrible shriek to interrupt her. She glanced up to see the other [Archarachne]— the one still in control by the Demons—  landing near the Remembered Order Company. It unleashed a crimson beam down to the adventurers and swiped one of its scythe-like legs down into a mass of soldiers.
Mori raised his spear, and there was a flash of light. The crimson beam redirected through the air, almost like it was being sucked into his weapon. A volley of arrows struck the Primeval Demon from the side before it could continue ripping into the army of adventurers.
Tyrian the Brightsbane Archer led a group of Diamonds and assailed the [Archarachne] as Mori shook his head.
“This is our main priority, Scarlet. We need to stop the grand ritual before it is too late.”
Scarlet tried to protest, but he was off in an instant. Mori Gladius continued on, ignoring any Demons that weren’t in his path, heading straight for the ruined city of Inor. The Red Rose bit her lower lip as she stood there, indecision gripping her every movement.
She wasn’t sure whether to give chas to Mori or to aid Tyrian or to aid the soldiers trapped by the crimson dome. And before she could make a decision, she heard a scream.
Her gaze snapped to the side as she saw Tyrian floating in the air, caught by what seemed to be strings. An Archdemon hovered over him, cackling as he struggled to break free from the bindings. But there was a flicker. A scything limb sliced through the air, striking the Brightsbane Archer across his chest.
He yelped in pain as Scarlet’s eyes grew wide.
“Tyrian!”
The Red Rose was with him in an instant. She leapt through the air, slicing down the Archdemon before it could fly away. She landed next to Tyrian as the [Archarachne] towered over him. Scarlet struck out with her dagger, keeping it back before grabbing his body and leaping behind the front lines.
“S-Scarlet…”
Tyrian gasped as he looked up at her. She fumbled for a Bag of Holding at her side, producing an Elixir of Healing.
“It’s not as potent as a Potion of Regeneration, but you’ll be fine—”
She started, but Tyrian stopped her. He shook his head and smiled weakly.
“S-save it for yourself. I-I cannot…”
The Brightsbane Archer trailed off. And Scarlet blinked. She waited for his response, but none came. Her eyes went round. She grabbed him by the shoulders.
“Tyrian?”
But he was dead. An Elite Ranked adventurer, gone, just like that. Scarlet couldn’t comprehend it for a moment. But then her gaze was drawn towards a man at the front lines, tearing through the Demon army without care for what happened to those behind him.
Mori Gladius. Or, rather, the faker. 
She gritted her teeth and raised her daggers. Rage and anger overcame her entire being as her vision was filled with only red.
“This is…”
She started. And paused. A prickling feeling ran down her spine as her hair stood on end. The Red Rose froze. She blinked as an unsettling sensation gurgled in her stomach. Everyone in the battlefield slowed, including the Demons.
They all glanced towards the site of the grand ritual. And the Red Rose frowned.
“What is going on?”
And she got her answer as the crimson pillar vanished. The red sky faded away. ANd the ground shone a dark black. 
***
All across the battlefield, figures slowed. Whether it was Clayton Skyshredder himself or Helena Warshade. Even Salvos was taken aback by the sudden disappearance of the grand ritual. She glanced up, having failed to break through the crimson dome created by the wild [Archarachne]. Levithus simply swept his gaze through the battlefield with a scrying spell, seeing all the shocked Human reactions.
He watched as Tyrian the Brightsbane Archer fell in battle. He looked on as Thraust Steelwall impaled the wild [Archarachne] even while being shredded apart by the crimson threads. Elite Ranked Humans and Primeval Demons fell all the same. Soldiers and adventurers. Wild Demons and Archdemons.
None of it mattered to him. He saw their deaths— he had seen the [Hellabomination] disintegrate. He had looked on as the [Chthonic Agaros] was ripped apart.
He even had watched as Ira died. He had seen the sub-rituals fall, meagerly defended and lost. Hundreds of thousands of Humans had died across the thirteen sub-ritual locations. And an equal amount of wild Demons and Archdemons had fallen too. 
But that had all been according to the plan. All the deaths— all the fading mana— it had all dissipated back into the sub-rituals. Because the sub-rituals were not just a summoning site, but a gathering site as well.
Ira was never meant to live or survive. He had known that from the moment he had crossed over to the Mortal Realm. Perhaps the other Dukes and Duchesses didn’t know it, but Ira understood this fact very well. 
Every single one of the Demons that had been summoned thus far was merely a sacrifice. And this included Levithus himself.
He smiled as he raised his head, whispering softly.
“The life of a single Level 100 is worth the life of ten thousand Level 10s. And the life of a single Elite is worth more than ten times that.”
Levithus’ eyes flickered as he watched Thraust fall along with the wild [Archarachne]. The crimson dome dissipated, but it didn’t matter. The grand ritual faded away. And the true ritual took its place. The entire battlefield shone as the red glow in the sky vanished.
A dark aura overcame the earth, drawing from the dead Humans and Demons gathered here. It wasn’t just from them either. All across the Inoria Empire and the Elutra Kingdom, the sub-rituals shone with the black luminescent light. And they drew from all the dead throughout the last month of fighting, powering this final ritual circle.
“Even if we had sacrificed ten million lives, it never would have been enough. Not to merge the entirety of the planes, and not to achieve my King’s goal.”
Levithus whispered. It would have been too inefficient to slay all those weak Humans to bring over Regnorex’s domain. Not that that had ever been the intention.
Instead, they had slain ten million Humans, and used them as sacrifices to summon an army of Demons. And using the Demons as fodder, they were able to double the amount of magic harvested from the battle through killing hundreds of thousands of high-leveled Humans as well. 
Now, it was the equivalent of sacrificing twenty-million lives. But not to merge the planes. The goal was only ever one thing— to bring the Demon King and his greatest soldiers across to the Mortal Realm.
Levithus grinned wide as he saw the first visage of a black spire breaking through the earth. There was no crimson column. No merger. It was a summoning ritual. And the ground reflected it. It was like a glass window to the Netherworld. To the Demon King’s castle.
And Regnorex stood there at the other side. The towering crimson figure waited with his arms crossed, a line of Primeval Demons kneeling behind him. Only a single figure remained standing. An Archdemon at his right side. The Demon King smiled and spoke through the portal with a warped voice.
“Good work, Levithus.”
Levithus could only bow in response, watching as the Demon King’s castle slowly broke its way into the Mortal Realm. 
“Praise be my King. I live to serve.”
And, finally, the true ritual began.




72. The True Ritual

Levithus laid back, watching contentedly as the true ritual began. It wasn’t a grand ritual to merge planes. It wasn’t an attempt at bringing over the Netherworld to the Mortal Realm. It was a summoning ritual.
A grand summoning ritual.
It would bring over the most powerful legion of the Demon King. A hundred Primeval Demons. A thousand of the greatest Archdemons. And Regnorex himself.
The plan was never to merge the planes. Indeed, the end goal was always to bring over the Demon King’s Domain to the Mortal Realm. But such a grand ritual required far more sacrifice. To bring over millions of Demons— to bring over millions more over the course of decades— it would require a sacrifice far greater than even the largest Human nations.
It would require the sacrifice of all of the Human lands.
Levithus looked on as his efforts had finally bore fruit. Today, he would finally be relieved of his duty. There was no greater honor for him than to pave the way for his KIng. So he was satisfied. He simply watched as the first black spire of Regnorex’s palace broke through into the Mortal Realm, and the kingdom of the Netherworld finally breached into the Mortal Realm.
***
Scarlet felt the earth shaking. The very ground beneath her feet shimmered. A black light came from a massive ritual circle encapsulating the city of Inor and the region around it. The Red Rose didn’t know what was going on. She just stood there at a complete loss for words as the rumbling continued.
Even the Demon army was thrown into disarray by this sudden shift throughout the battlefield. The flying Archdemons looked on in shock as the ground rippled. An image weaved itself onto the earth. It looked like the surface of a lake, but Scarlet didn’t fall through to the other side.
Instead, it was a window that peered into the other side— into the Netherworld.
Her eyes grew wide as she saw what was waiting at the other side. This was not a portal. This was not a gateway. And this certainly was not a crimson pillar that was reforming the very surface of the Mortal Realm. This was a summoning ritual.
It was no different than the summoning ritual she’d see being performed in the temples that brought Spirits over to the Mortal Realm. Except this summoning ritual was bringing over an entire dark palace.
A castle that stood at the edge of a white hill. It broke through, the very tip of its sable spires peeking into the Mortal Realm as Scarlet saw the reflection of milling figures at the other side. The Demons— the [Legions] and the [Fiends] and the [Changelings] and the [Djinns]— they all saw it too.
They gasped, a susurration washing over their ranks. Some dropped to their knees as others exclaimed and cheered. 
“That is—”
“Our King!”
“He is here!” 
And Scarlet froze. She saw the figure standing at the fore of the gathered Demons at the other side. It was an absolutely baffling sight. There were a hundred Primeval Demons there, standing in a line, each radiating absolute authority and power.
Just from a single glance, the Red Rose was certain she couldn’t even defeat a single one of them on her own in battle. Their strength was overwhelming— palpable even through the fabric of space. But it wasn’t them she feared.
Scarlet saw the way they reverently faced the foremost figure. The crimson Demon that drew her gaze, even as she tried to look away. Its presence was enchanting. Alluring. But also… completely overpowering.
It was like she’d been thrust into the middle of a mana storm. She could hardly breathe. She felt her knees buckling beneath her feet. She wanted to kneel before this very presence alone. The Primeval Demons deferred to this crimson figure, and she knew who it was.
It was Regnorex the Demon King.
He was here. He had finally arrived. Scarlet couldn’t comprehend his majesty and might. She tried to force herself to look away from him but failed. The only reason she managed to break free from the fear and reverence gripping her was because of the loud shriek.
Not everything in the battlefield had been entranced by the image shining on the ground. The [Archarachne] let out a terrible shriek, its handler having been cut down by Scarlet no more than a minute ago. Now it swept its terrible gaze over the army of Humans and Demons around it. A swarm of [Aranea] poured from its back as it opened its mandibles.
A crimson beam of energy shot out as it wiped out both Demons Humans alike. Soldiers, adventurers, [Legions], and [Fiends] screamed as they were obliterated by the blast. Scarlet clicked her tongue, having broken out of her stupid.
Her gaze snapped to the side as she called out for the Champion of the Human Lands. 
“Mori—”
She started. And paused. The Red Rose blinked as she glanced around the battlefield. The fighting resumed, but the figure she was searching for wasn’t there anymore. 
Mori Gladius was gone. 
***
“Regnorex is at the gates.”
Saffron whispered as she saw the figure standing at the other side of the image. She recognized it, and her breath caught in her throat. She saw the pair of protruding curved horns. Long and slender with a sharp edge. A Demon that stood tall— at least twenty feet in height. 
He was a wall of crimson flesh, rippling with muscles. He wore a dark regalia woven from his black aura, and a long tail made of plated bones swayed at his back. He raised his head, crimson eyes glinting as Saffron’s heart jumped in her chest. 
“No— he has already breached the gates.”
The young noble spoke in a defeated voice. It was over. Regnorex was here. There was no Alexander. There was no Melissa. Even with Salvos the Lesser God, Daniel the [Hero], and Clayton Skyshredder all gathered around, Humankind was doomed. None of them were above Level 200. The Watcher was rumored to be over Level 180, but that wasn’t enough either.
They wouldn’t be able to put a stop to the Demon King if he stepped foot into the Mortal Realm. A Level 180 Human up against a Level 200 Demon was no different from a Silver Ranked adventurer trying to fend off a Gold Ranked Demon. And Regnorex had to have been at least as high-leveled as Alexander, who was said to be Level 206 in his Second Class.
It had been thousands of years since then, so it was more than likely the Demon King was a higher level now. So Saffron knew that it was over. 
All their efforts were for naught.
The end times had begun. 
She closed her eyes as the Demon King’s palace continued to bore through the earth into the Mortal Realm. Saffron accepted that it was over. The grand ritual had always been a ruse. Humankind had been led into a trap, and their greatest fighters were going to be the sacrifices that brought about the return of their greatest enemy.
“All is lost…”
Saffron accepted defeat for a moment. Just a moment. Then she saw the figure zipping through the sky. For a split-second, the young Vampire thought it was Salvos, rushing to save the day again.
But her eyes widened when she realized it was a nimbus cloud flying through the sky. She saw Clayton Skyshredder— the highest-leveled [Mage] in all of the Human lands— flying straight for the center of the ritual circle.
And Saffron blinked.
“What is he doing?”
***
I saw the world shifting. I saw the earth rippling, and I narrowed my eyes as the image formed on the ground. But before I could even take a good look at what was going on, my [Manifestation of the Old Gods] rapidly faded away. The Skill came to an end as I blinked.
“Huh.”
It was almost disorienting. One moment, I could perceive everything I wanted. But the next moment, my field of view was limited only to what was before my very eyes. I opened my mouth as I stared at my claws.
“This is—”
And there was a pop. I recoiled, spinning around as I faced the crimson dome next to me. It had been the Grand Skill of the wild [Archarachne]. I had been trying to break through to the other side before the world itself had suddenly shifted, and I got distracted.
But now, it suddenly broke all by itself. I watched as the [Arcarachne]’s domain dissipated, and the crimson webs within untangled to reveal the fallen wild Primeval Demon. The Human [Crusader] lay atop it, both of them eerily still. I frowned.
“They killed each other.”
That was unexpected. But there were other things that required my attention. I shook my head and turned away from that sight just in time to see Clayton Skyshredder flying past me. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy was rapidly making his way to the center of the summoning ritual.
I narrowed my eyes, watching as he came to a halt high in the sky. I gave chase after him as dozens of Archdemons tried to stop him. I sent a salvo of flaming projectiles their way, cutting them down. Finally, I reached Clayton as he raised his red blade to face the sky. 
“Clayton! What are you doing?”
The Headmaster’s eyes flickered. He turned to face me as he saw me flying right next to him. He hesitated for a moment, before glancing back down to the center of Inor. His eyes shimmered, and I knew he was using a spell to see. 
I couldn’t see what he saw because my own senses-enhancement Skill had just ended. Everything below looked like blobs with how high we were in the sky. I just saw the blurry image of a castle smudged into the ground. 
Clayton shook his head as he finally spoke.
“Salvos, I will entrust you with a difficult task.”
“Huh?”
I peered into him quizzically, but he just pointed past me. His blade was aimed at a small section of rubble and ruins in the middle of the fallen city of Inor. I narrowed my eyes, barely making out a long undulating figure waiting there. 
“You need to put a stop to Levithus. He cannot complete this summoning ritual. If Regnorex crosses into the Mortal Realm, all will be lost. This is our last chance to prevent all our deaths.”
“Regnorex? The Demon King is here?”
I paused. I hadn’t even noticed that. I was too distracted by [Manifestation of the Old Gods] ending, and the [Archarachne]’s Grand Skill bursting. Clayton Skyshredder just raised his sword once again, holding it up to his chest.
“I will do what I can to delay it, but you need to defeat Levithus and destroy this ritual. Before it is too late.”
“That’s—”
I tried to protest, glancing down. Levithus was Level 171, according to Daniel. I had only a single Grand Skill left to fight with, and that [Hellprince] very likely had a Grand Skill of his own. Not only that, but I saw the hundreds— thousands, even— of Archdemons blocking my way.
Wild Archdemons and minions of the Demon King alike. They filled the skies, locked in battle with Humans and each other. A single [Archarachne] was still alive too, and it was leaping around wildly throughout the battlefield. If its attention was drawn to me when I was trying to make my way to Levithus, I surely would die. 
I hesitated, but Clayton didn’t care for my apprehension. He just chanted as the sky glowed, and a massive magic circle formed overhead.
“[Soul Of The World. Lifeblood Of My Strength.]”
That’s— I blinked. Ze-jai had said that Clayton had three Grand Skills. I didn’t expect the second Grand Skill to be activated so soon.
And it clicked to me. Clayton was being serious when he said that this was our last chance. He was not holding back. The normally cool and collected Headmaster of Mavos Academy was going all out now, so I had to.
Nodding, I gave him a thumbs-up.
“I will stop Levithus!”
Clayton’s eyes just darted my way as he continued his chant. 
“[End The Rebirth, And Deplete This Land So That There Is No More Splendor.]”
I flew down, and the ritual circle in the sky flickered. The runes moved and shifted, turning into itself and inverting in color. It overlapped with the entire city of Inor— where the light from the Demon’s summoning ritual shone the brightest. 
I zipped straight into the thousands of warring figures beneath me as Clayton Skyshredder bellowed and stabbed his sword into the magic circle in the sky.
“[Bring About The Magic Death Of The World.]”
A dome fell atop the fallen Capital city of the Inoria Empire as his voice echoed all around me.
“[ANTIMAGIC FIELD]!”
And I crashed into the flying horde of Archdemons.




73. Antimagic

Levithus had fulfilled his role. All that was left now was for him to wait for the Humans to arrive. He was fully aware he was going to perish here— the land beneath his tail was going to be his grave. But he gladly accepted it. His death would only fuel the grand summoning ritual.
His King was finally here. Regnorex stood at the other side of the ritual circle in the Netherworld. It was like he was in a parallel dimension. The Demon King stood like a reflection in a puddle relative to Levithus. A small army of the greatest Demons in all of the Netherworld waited and kneeled. 
It was an army that could crush the entirety of the Human lands in one fell swoop. If they crossed over now, this grand Human army encroaching on the ritual would be quickly crushed. But the truth was, they couldn’t cross into the Mortal Realm just yet. 
The tall ceiling above Regnorex faded, and the first vestiges of the domed roof of the dark palace materialized in the Mortal Realm. It rose out of the ground slowly. Like a tree sprouting from its seed. It was mostly powered by all the past deaths— the gathered mana from the sub-rituals, as well as clashing of armies right outside of the fallen city of Inor. 
But that magic alone wasn’t going to be enough to transport Regnorex or his army across the planes. That was why more was needed. More deaths. More sacrifices. There was a reason why there was a battle raging just ahead of Levithus. 
Slaying the wild Demons summoned alone was just going to recycle the mana used to bring them over— a dead Level 150 Primeval Demon was only going to be able to bring over another Level 150 Primeval Demon. But a dead Level 150 Primeval Demon after killing thousands of Human soldiers was maybe going to bring over a Level 180 Primeval Demon, or maybe it was going to bring over thousands of Archdemons. 
So the first legions of Demons brought over was going to be fodder. But there needed to be a source of additional fuel, if not it was all moot. There had to be a reason for the Human armies to converge posthaste. And all that required was moving the final step to the first step. The merger of planes was always the goal, however it couldn’t be accomplished so easily. By forcing an early merger, the Human armies would have no choice but to act quickly to stop it.
And that was not all— by muddying the Mortal Realm with smudges of the Netherworld, even the highest-leveled Human [Mages] were going to be too distracted to notice that the grand ritual worked as a collection point to store mana too. Perhaps if they investigated closely… but they couldn’t. Time was of the essence, and the Humans fell right into the Demon King’s trap. 
His kingdom had come. Soon, all of Demonkind would be reborn into their new home. Levithus simply luxuriated in his success, knowing that what came next was his own martyrdom.
And perhaps that was his greatest folly. 
Levithus saw the flicker of light. He looked up, blinking as a giant spell circle fell upon half the city of Inor. It was expansive, and it formed a dome, but it didn’t span the entire width of the battlefield as the grand ritual did. It was tiny in comparison. However, it did its job.
The spell circle flashed, and the world around Levithus turned gray. It was like everything had been drained of color. His vision was reduced to a grayscale lens. He spun around, wide-eyed.
“What is this—”
The Primeval Demon wondered aloud, and the answer came shortly.
“[Antimagic Field]!”
Levithus blinked. He heard the voice of Clayton Skyshredder himself echoing in the distance. And everything slowly clicked. The Primeval Demon glanced down, and he saw the image at his tail distort. 
The visage of his King blurred. Regnorex opened his mouth, but Levithus didn’t understand what was being said. 
“No…”
The emerging spires crossing through the portal nearly ground to a halt. It was still moving, but far more sluggishly now. Levithus saw this— he watched as the summoning ritual was reduced to a snail’s pace. And anger boiled within him. 
This Grand Skill— this [Antimagic Field]— from Clayton Skyshredder wasn’t enough to completely halt the grand summoning ritual. But it could slow Regnorex’s entrance to the Netherworld. That fact alone enraged Levithus.
He raised his snake-like head and faced the source of this vile magic. Clayton Skyshredder floated thousands of feet above the fallen city of Inor, a mere speck in the sky. But Levithus saw the Human [Mage] there.
And Levithus screamed in anger.
“HOW DARE YOU DESECRATE HIS MAJESTY’S RETURN!”
The hulking Primeval Demon shot into the sky. He flew without wings, his undulating figure swaying like a serpent’s body. He drew closer and closer to Clayton Skyshredder. Levithus approached his target as he opened his mouth and unleashed his rage.
Black flames coalesced in his maw before spewing out like dozens of giant fireballs all at once. The attack should have reached Clayton moments later. Levithus himself should have reached Clayton moments later.
But despite that— despite the tremendous speed of the spells, and the fiery wake left behind by the Primeval Demon’s tail— Levithus never drew closer to Clayton Skyshredder. It didn’t make sense. Leviticus was always approaching his target, but never reaching it.
He roared in fury, snapping his jaws like a wild Demon. 
“How?”
He asked himself as Clayton’s condescending gaze bore down into him. Levithus huffed in anger, bellowing out.
“Why can’t I reach you—”
And Levithus caught himself. The question stopped him. The Primeval Demon hovered there, before looking back down at where he was. He hadn’t even moved an inch from where he had been. His tail hadn’t even lifted off the ground.
His eyes narrowed as he swept his gaze over his surroundings, finally comprehending.
“Belzu.”
Levithus snarled, and an insect flitted out of the nearby rubble. Belzu floated out, sneering at the giant serpent.
“Greetings, Levithus.”
***
I watched as the spell circle fell upon Inor. It spun and glimmered, shining with inverted colors. It was both white and black and gray at the same time. The entire field encapsulated by the Grand Skill was overcast, removed of color. It was like the entire fallen city had been drained of magic. 
I swept my gaze over the ruins of what had once been the Capital city of the Inoria Empire. With the initial grand ritual for the merger, the city had already been in shambles. But a few buildings still stood, even amidst the rubble. Part of the walls remained. The streets were still recognizable, and overall, it looked like a city.
However, now, after the battle began— after Helena Warshade’s Grand Skill— the city was reduced to nothing but rubble. Everywhere I looked, I saw piles of dust and debris, forming mounds that stood tall like small hills. There was only the vague outlines of buildings where they had once stood— the barest of their foundations remained, but the rest had been blown away.
I spotted Levithus in the distance. His large undulating figure was visible even from high above, and it helped that he was in the center of the dome. He looked like he was facing something, but I wasn’t entirely certain what. I just knew that he was my target. 
I needed to stop him.
So I swooped down. Even as a sea of winged Demons barred my path to the [Hellprince]. Wild Demons and Archdemons filled the skies, locked in combat with each other, and exchanging a volley of spells with the flying Human [Mages] in the distance. 
They saw my approach. I sped down, and a few glanced up to face me. A [Savage Agarat] hissed, diving my way.
[Savage Agarat - Lvl. 141]
But I sheared straight through it with my Divine Nebular Scythe. The sharp edge of my weapon burned with a brilliant blaze. The wild Demon hissed and fell apart— shredded into flakes of ash. 
I killed it in a single strike. I remembered when I struggled even to beat one. But now, they were so easy to deal with.
I sent a cone of iridescent flames around me as I continued flying down, keeping the hordes of Demons back. They burned, and I heard the deluge of notifications in my head. I would’ve continued unimpeded towards Levithus. I soared further down, seeing my target.
But a blurred figure shot up towards me. 
“Wha—”
I barely raised my Divine Nebular Scythe in time to block the attack. A scything limb struck me, knocking me out of the air. I was sent crashing into the distance. I managed to land on my feet, but I glanced up and saw the shadow rapidly approaching.
I leapt to the side, and a giant eight-legged creature crashed into the earth. The [Archarachne]— the last of the Primeval Demons— towered over me. We were just outside the bounds of the [Antimagic Field], but for whatever reason, its wrath was drawn towards me. 
I narrowed my eyes. I was almost certain I had seen it breaking free from being controlled— I had seen it rampaging wildly as its spawns of [Aranea] poured out by the thousands. But now it was eerily calm once again, and it was not going to let me through.
I gritted my teeth as it let out a shriek before slicing down at me once again.
***
“So the Lord of Lies has returned.”
Levithus spoke simply as he circled around the giant insect. He saw Belzu, but he wasn’t wary. Not of the other [Hellprince]. Belzu, himself, was eerily calm. And that was why Levithus too didn’t seem to fear a surprise attack.
“I am aware this is but an illusion you have concocted. There is no reason for you to show yourself to me. Dispel with these useless tricks. Try as you might, you will not be able to defeat me.”
It was a warning. Levithus bared his teeth dangerously, but the false apparition of Belzu hovered there calmly. 
“This is no illusion, Hound of the Demon King. And I will not kill you. I am no fool— I know that doing so will only fuel this ritual even further.
Belzu gestured towards the distorted image playing on the ground. Regnorex was barely visible now— the rest of his army was but a smudge in the background. This [Antimagic Field] was grating. However, Levithus looked down and saw the ritual slowly continuing.
He felt his magic flowing through him. And he understood that Clayton Skyshredder’s Grand Skill couldn’t suppress all magic in the field. No— the Headmaster of Mavos Academy was far too focused on stopping the grand summoning ritual.
“Very well, then.”
Levithus harrumphed and started forward. Belzu waited where he flew as the serpentine Primeval Demon rippled with black flames. 
“All you are doing is delaying the inevitable. His kingdom shall come, and we shall find the promised land no matter what.”
Levithus' scales shone a dark color— a flare in this gray world. 
“I will kill you, Belzu. If your life’s purpose is to stand in my King’s way, then I shall ensure you fulfill it till the very end.”
And once Belzu was taken care of, Levithus would deal with Clayton Skyshredder. After all, Levithus was the Hound of the Demon King. He was a [Forsaken Hellprince]. Cast aside by his minions, and saved only by Regnorex.
There was nothing Levithus wouldn’t do for his King.
With that, the two Primeval Demons clashed in battle as the war raged on outside of the [Antimagic Field]. 




74. Puppetmaster

[Archarachne - Lvl. 170]
I saw the [Archarachne] looming over me. I was pretty sure it was Level 169 when I first saw it, but it must’ve leveled up throughout the battle. Its eight eyes were fixed onto me. It wore a calm rage on its face. It looked incredibly eerie. It was almost like it was devoid of emotion— like a drone or a puppet following orders.
It was odd to me. I looked at the wild Primeval Demon, and I hesitated for a moment. I remembered when I still had [Manifestation of the Old Gods] active. I could see everything on the battlefield. And even if I wasn’t paying full attention, I was pretty sure I saw Scarlet slaying the Archdemon responsible for controlling it. So I didn’t know why the [Archarachne] picked me out to attack me when I had been flying in the air. 
And when I looked at its face, I knew this was different. Its gaze bore down at me with an indifference that it never had when it was under the control of Levithus and his troops. Normally, they would still hold the same savage emotions that wild Demons felt, just tamed. But I knew this was something else. This distracted me long enough for the [Archarachne] to catch me off-guard.
It sliced down with its scythe-like legs, and I only reacted thanks to [Angelic Premonition]. I raised my scythe in time to parry the first two strikes, but the third knocked me back. I was sent tumbling for a moment, before catching myself. I looked up and gritted my teeth.
“I don’t have time for this!”
I pointed at the wild Primeval Demon, unleashing a blast of iridescent flames. It hissed in return, only to leap back, refusing to engage with me. I blinked. I watched the [Archarachne] stick close to the periphery of the [Antimagic Field].
“It’s guarding Levithus…”
I narrowed my eyes. That somehow didn’t feel right, though. I watched as the wild Primeval Demon eyed me from a distance. I shook my head and spread my wings wide.
“I need to stop the ritual!”
I zipped up and moved to circle around the [Archarachne]. It let out a shriek, leaping into the air as a crimson thread shot out of its behind. The needle-like threat moved fast. It exploded into a giant web, and I dove down, barely avoiding being caught in this attack.
The wild Primeval Demon reached me a moment after, but I was prepared for it. I swung up for its underbelly, narrowly avoiding its scything legs. 
“[Divine Radiant Slash]!”
It screeched in pain as I tore through the soft carapace. My divine Nebular Scythe clung onto the [Archarachne] as I bared my teeth, but it opened its mandibles and let out a crimson beam. I quickly yanked my weapon back and flew to the side. The wild Primeval Demon’s blast of magic kept it afloat as I barely escaped. 
I flew back with a grin, ready to dive down to Levithus.
“Alright—”
I started, but a flock of winged creatures flew over me. I looked up just in time to see their approach. 
[Vampyr Chiroptera - Lvl. 130] 
[Vampyr Chiroptera - Lvl. 123]
[Vampyr Chiroptera - Lvl. 142]
…
“Get away from me!”
I cursed as I swung out with a [Barrage of Cinders], tearing through these wild Archdemons with ease. They flitted around me like giant bats, hissing and trying to stop my descent. They hissed, and I saw the look in their eyes. It wasn’t anything like the [Archarachne]’s eerie expression.
They were wild, but they were tamed. And I tried to fend them off, even though they were so numerous. They swarmed around me as I clicked my tongue. I sheared through a pair of these [Vampyr Chiroptera], only to see a red glint in the distance.
I paused. My eyes grew wide as the [Archarachne]’s crimson beam shot out my way. I activated [Divine Haste] and flew up as the attack engulfed half of the wild Archdemon flock. I thought the wild Primeval Demon would concentrate its efforts on me, but I realized that it was attacking everything.
I watched as the crimson beam swept throughout the sky, taking down Archdemons and Humans alike. It hissed as its spell ended, and red threads shot out. Dozens of them. These threads impaled the nearby Demons, especially targeting those that drew too close to the [Antimagic Field].     
I didn’t get it. The [Archarachne] was attacking anything and everything it could. It was acting like it was wild, but somehow was intelligent enough to guard a specific territory. It was strange.  
However, I couldn’t dwell on it. I easily moved around the threads as an idea popped into my head. If it was so focused on anything that drew close to the fallen city fo Inor, I just had to bring it to where it had numerous targets to distract it.
I sped down to the wild Primeval Demon as it let out a shrill cry. I blasted it with iridescent flames, covering it in fire for an instant before swerving towards the fighting in the distance. I saw the clash of armies. I could see my clones fighting alongside my companions, ensuring they were safe since I no longer had [Manifestation of the Old Gods] to watch over them. Helena Warshade, Orgaf, Laux Lionfist, and a myriad of other adventurers fought up front in the front lines against the Demon army.
And I glanced back as the [Archarachne] briefly gave chase, trailing after me as I swooped through the [Antimagic Field]. The wild Primeval Demon let out an enraged screech before bounding after me like a rabid dog. 
I smirked, but I passed over Levithus instead. I continued on until I was at the other side of the city, right by where the front lines were. I broke out of the [Antimagic Field] as the [Archarachne] caught up to me, and I laughed.
“Have fun!”
And I ducked down, coming to a sudden halt. The [Archarachne] flew straight past me, crashing right into a group of Human soldiers. It picked itself up and glared up my way. But I just waved at it as it paused.
A figure loomed over the [Archarachne]. It stared up as a woman stood atop a cloud, her gaze boring down at it. Helena Warshade had her arms crossed as she eyed the wild Primeval Demon. It stared at her, then looked down towards another pair of figures approaching it.
Kaitlin Darkhlem and a large Cyclops sauntered up to the [Archarachne]. The three Elites surrounded it, and it screeched. This time, I could sense a hint of terror coming from it.
“Alright, onto Levithus.”
I murmured as I shot forward.
***
Levithus the Hound of the Demon King clashed with Belzu the Lord of Lies. The two Primeval Demons were locked in battle. Or rather, it was Levithus who engaged in battle, while Belzu simply fled.
It was all an illusion. Levithus knew that, even as he whipped down with his long tail. He swatted the giant insect to the ground, crushing Belzu on the white rock of the Netherworld. For a moment, Belzu lay there, twitching. But the next moment, the image was gone.
“I will find you eventually, traitor!”
Snarling, Levithus spun around and unleashed a pulse of black flames that shot out in a ring. It burned everything around him. The nearby debris caught aflame, and tall walls of dark fire rose up in a fury. 
He burned everything he could, but he couldn’t find Belzu. He heard an echo of words around him as he slowed to a halt.
“You will never find me, mindless hound.”
Belzu cackled, and a figure emerged from the black flames. Levithus swung out with his tail, but there was a flash of iridescent light. He frowned as he saw Mori Gladius there, parrying the strike with a glowing blade.
The Champion of the Human Lands leapt back, landing on his knees. He stood there, wearing the full set of the Treasures of Alexander. He had the Greaves of Alexander, the Boots of Alexander, the Sword of Alexander, the Crown of Alexander, and the Breastplate of Alexander.
Levithus blinked, caught by surprise for a second. Then he shook his head as he raised a clawed hand.
“Did you think I would fall for that illusion, insect?”
A sword made of black flames shot out, zipping straight for the illusion of Mori Gladius. But right as the projectile was about to land, he leapt into the air and cut the fiery blade in half with his Sword of Alexander.
Levithus frowned. That wasn’t right. It was just another illusion. He was sure of it. But Mori dashed forward, and the Hound of the Demon King grunted.
“Begone.”
The serpent swung out once again with his tail, and Mori Gladius parried the attack again. There was another flash of light, and Levithus recoiled
“What…?”
He drew back, avoiding a slash from Mori. Levithus looked down at his tail— its scales shredded and bleeding. He narrowed his eyes as the Champion of the Human Lands spun to face him.
“This is… Divine Essence. Real Divine Essence.”
Levithus didn’t understand it. He felt the burn. He sensed the aura. He couldn’t be mistaken. It couldn’t be replicated, not even in an illusion. This was real. He growled and opened his mouth as Mori Gladius took a step forward.
“Ridiculous!”
The Primeval Demon unleashed a blast of black flames that engulfed the false Champion of the Human Lands. It was a breath of the darkest flames. An attack that should have consumed the illusion entirely. But there was a flash of iridescent light. A wave of rainbow-colored aura shot out, overwhelming the black flames.
Levithus drew back, gritting his teeth as he watched Mori Gladius charge straight at him. The false Human leapt in the air and swung down with the Sword of Alexander as the massive serpent hissed. 
“[Darkflame Armor].”
There was a clash of light. The strike of Divine Essence was reflected from Levithus. His scales lit ablaze with a black fire. It engulfed him entirely as he glanced up at the fake Mori Gladius.
“And— [Hounding Hellfire].”
Raising a clawed hand, Levithus unleashed a flurry of black fireballs. It shot around Mori Gladius, instead streaking into the distance, moving gradually rather than with any hurry, almost like they were living things, until finally crashing down behind a mountain of debris. Explosion after explosion blasted out all at once, and that was when the illusion shattered.
Mori Gladius vanished, his figure falling apart like broken glass. The landscape around Levithus shifted, and Belzu appeared flying up from the scene of the explosions. Levithus grinned as Belzu pointed back at the serpent.
“[Abomination Fulmination]!”
A thousand ethereal horrors— roaches, locusts, and other bugs— exploded forward, swarming after Levithus. But he simply spoke as the onslaught of curses was repelled by his [Darkflame Armor].
“I told you, you are merely delaying what will come. You will die, Belzu.”
Levithus created a flaming spear in his clawed hands as the other Primeval Demon tried to zip out of the way. Was it an illusion? Was it another fake? If that was the case, Levithus was just going to destroy everything around him. 
The spear blazed with unbridled fury. Flames that wisped wildly, and made the giant bug’s eyes grow wider than it already was. Belzu gaped as Levithus raised this spear, aiming it at the ground.
“Burn—”
He started, only for a glint of iridescent light to draw his attention from the side. Levithus spun around as a blast of rainbow-colored flames shot out towards him, knocking him back and eating away at his black fire.  
“This is… Divine Essence?”
Levithus flew out of the way as he saw a six-winged figure land right next to the other Primeval Demon. Both Primeval Demons stared at the figure that just arrived as she grinned, hefting an iridescent scythe onto her shoulder.
“Heya, Belzu. Need a hand?” 
“So you insisted on coming, Salvos.”
Belzu spoke, shaking his head. Levithus just frowned, eyeing the silver-haired girl.
“You’re… a Lesser God.”
Salvos beamed as she pointed his way.
“Yep! And I’m going to kill you— [The Holy Flames]!”
And a salvo of fiery weapons shot out as Levithus’ eyes grew wide. 




75. Avoid Death

Belzu eyed the silver-haired girl as she stood next to him. He had known she was coming— he had tried to stop her, having tricked the [Archarachne] with his illusions and curses into battling her. But she managed to circumvent it somehow. 
It was both a minor annoyance and a boon to Belzu. She had, in a sense, saved him, even if he thought he could have escaped his predicament. After all, Levithus had been just about to blow up the entire region just to kill the Lord of Lies.
Now that she was here, Belzu  stood a better chance against Levithus. There was actually a chance of defeating the Level 171 [Hellprince]. But that was the problem. Belzu didn’t actually want to do that.
He watched as Salvos unleashed a volley of gray flames at the large serpent. 
“[The Holy Flames]!”
Levithus snarled and drew back, flying and twisting his way out of the onslaught of attacks. A few of the flaming projectiles struck him. He was wreathed in a coat of black flames that mimicked scales. It protected him, even as the impact of the projectiles knocked him back.
“That’s annoying— how about this?”
Salvos clicked her tongue and pointed at Levithus.
“[Sacred—”
“Wait.”
Belzu spoke, quickly cutting her off. She blinked as Levithus disappeared behind a curtain of black flames. Shaking his head, the Lord of Lies swept his gaze over the fiery battlefield.
“We cannot kill Levithus. If we kill him here, we will lose.”
And that took Salvos aback. She blinked a few times, trying to work her jaw.
“Wha— what are you talking about? We’re supposed to stop him! How are we supposed to do that if we can’t kill him?”
Belzu sighed. He drew forward as he weaved his spindly hands in the air, and the world shifted around both himself and the silver-haired girl. Salvos stumbled as everything changed. The landscape tilted. The black flames peeled back. And Levithus roared in the distance. He charged up as he swung the fiery black spear he carried.
But it was all an illusion.
Salvos stared, watching the Hound of the Demon King strike the air.
“Huh.”
Belzu pointed at Levithus, his fingers flashing with curses. 
“All killing Levithus will achieve is expediting the summoning ritual. Even Clayton Skyshredder’s Grand Skill cannot slow it for long. Look at your feet.”
She glanced down and saw the distorted image beneath her. Dark shadows milled about in a palatial chamber. Neither Belzu nor Salvos could see their faces, but their figures were there. An army waited in the Netherworld, and when they crossed, it would be the end of the Mortal Realm in its entirety.
“It is as your Vampire friends would say: Regnorex is at the gates. Or more accurately, we are at Regnorex’s gates. Stopping this summoning ritual is our last chance, but each death will only empower it. If we fail here, there will be no more second chances.”
“That’s…”
Salvos trailed off. She glanced back towards Levithus, watching him duel a trio of apparitions of Mori Gladius. He roared and swung down with his fiery spear. The earth exploded. A blast of black flames engulfed the images— the blast rapidly approaching her and Belzu.
She reached out and grabbed the Lord of Lies by the shoulder.
“[Greater Teleportation].”
The two of them teleported out of there. They appeared high in the air, overlooking Levithus from above. He stood at ground zero of the explosion, entirely unscathed by his own blast. Salvos shook her head.
“I don’t know how long Clayton’s Grand Skill will last. And it can only slow the summoning ritual. If we don’t defeat Levithus, it’s all pointless. We’ll lose, anyway.”
“That is… true.”
Belzu looked on as Levithus created another pair of flaming spears. He hurled them into the distance, destroying everything around him. Explosions of black flames engulfed the ruins of Inor as he raged, scouring for his enemies.
Salvos just glanced back towards the warring armies in the distance.
“You’re saying that every death here fuels the summoning ritual, right?”
“This ritual works no different than an ordinary summoning ritual, converting the magic of the dead into a source of power to open a portal between the planes. It simply has a larger collection point that spans the entirety of the Inoria Empire.”
“Right.”
Salvos nodded as Belzu explained. She grinned, eyeing Levithus as his gaze snapped up. He finally took notice of the two of them. The serpent charged into the air as she snapped her fingers, creating a pair of clones.
They clashed with Levithus in the air as she turned back to Belzu with glinting eyes.
“So if the problem is that we can’t kill Levithus here, that means we can kill him elsewhere, right?”
Belzu frowned. For a moment, he didn’t know what she was insinuating. But the smirk on her face along with the fighting clones clued Belzu enough to infer what she meant. 
“Ah.”
There was a flash of gold and silver light. One of the Salvos clones exploded, and Levithus screamed. His black armor was torn off for a moment as he was engulfed in the death blast. But he tore through the flames in anger and crashed into the remaining clone.
Belzu closed his eyes.
“You do understand that if I use that I will be isolating us from the outside world. We will have to face Levithus alone. No one will save us if we fail.”
“I get that.”
Salvos nodded, before there was another blast of gold and silver flames. She raised her Divine Nebular Scythe, spreading her six wings wide.
“But I’m still asking you to do it. It’s as you said— this is our last chance. Let’s not waste it.”
“Very well.”
Belzu agreed as he flew up. He brought his hands to the sky as Levithus let out a terrible cry. He slithered through the air, speeding up for the Lord of Lies, only for Salvos to intercept him. She clashed with him in battle, calling out to Belzu.
“Now, Belzu!”
And the Lord of Lies whispered.
“[The Oozing Lifeblood of the Netherworld. The Advent of Birth. Reject Your Foolish King. Unite. Rebel. Become One with Me, and Ascend].”
The silver-haired girl unleashed an onslaught of fiery attacks at Levithus. But as he lashed back with his tail, Belzu finished his chant. His eyes grew wide, and the world shrank. A cold darkness swept over the battlefield.
A Grand Skill that reshaped the world.
“[The End of Genesis: the Desolation of Hell].”
***
I drew back as I saw the permeating black mist reach me. Levithus roared, whipping out with his tail, which I narrowly avoided. And his serpentine figure was engulfed by the shadows.
I flew in darkness for a second, seeing nothing but shadows coalesce around me. It was like I was shrouded in sable clouds— a sea of darkness reminiscent to the moments prior to my birth. I frowned and raised my hand.
“[The Holy Flames].”
All at once, a blast of gray flames shot out of my palm. They radiated an iridescent aura, filling this dark world with light. And like a flash of lightning during a storm, I saw it. The world around me— the vicious hellscape that was the Netherworld.
I flew out of the black clouds, seeing dark raindrops fall from the sky. I swept my gaze around the undulating white landscape, seeing the valleys and hills fill with lakes of Demon blood. A red dome fell overhead, and a single bulbous eye hung high like a massive moon. And that was how I knew I wasn’t truly in the Netherworld.
Instead, this was Belzu’s own little pocket space. An illusion so overwhelmingly powerful, it became a reality. I searched this place for the Lord of Lies, and I heard a soft buzzing. I looked up, and saw the bulbous moon shrinking.
It became a little speck in the crimson sky before descending before me. The speck grew larger and larger, and I saw it wasn’t a speck at all. It was Belzu. 
He flew down next to me as I waved my Divine Nebular Scythe at him.
“And here I thought you abandoned Levithus and I here for a second.”
“That would be a foolish decision. Levithus would simply kill you, then break free.”
Belzu glanced down, and I blinked.
“Where is Levithus anyway?”
I asked as I glanced down. I tried searching for the giant serpent, but he was nowhere to be found. Belzu pointed past me— down at the bottom of a valley flooding with black blood. A writhing figure floated there, thrashing around.
I flitted down with Belzu, landing next to the small figure. I stared at it as I blinked.
“This is…?”
[Demon Larva - Lvl. 171]
A gray Infant Demon writhed there in the pool of dark liquid. It stared at Belzu and I with hate-filled eyes as I cocked my head. The Lord of Lies spoke simply.
“It is as you suspect— this is Levithus.”
“Huh.”
I paused for a moment. Levithus just struggled in the dark pool— a cute little Infant Demon. He looked so harmless. I was pretty sure he couldn’t harm anyone now at his current state. So I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe and smiled. 
“Alright, let’s kill him!”
Belzu chuckled, watching as I sauntered forward casually.
“No hesitation. It seems the Humans have not influenced you as much as I thought.”
I rolled my eyes as I loomed over Levithus. The Infant Demon glared at me, and I waved a hand dismissively.
“Why should I hesitate to kill him? He’s been trying to kill my companions and I all this time.”
I swung down with my Divine Nebular Scythe as Levithus flinched.
“Also, I’ve killed plenty of Infant Demons before— back when I was one myself. I don’t see how this makes any diff… oof!”
I stumbled back as a hard object struck me across my chest. I staggered, blinking only to see Levithus had tackled me. He had easily dodged my Divine Nebular Scythe and leapt at my chest. I backed away as I stared at him, menacingly glaring at Belzu and I as he landed on the ground.
“Huh.”
“Hmph. It seems killing him will be harder than I thought.”
Belzu raised a spindly hand, and Levithus leapt forward once again.
***
He was the Hound of the Demon King. It sounded like a derogatory Title— Levithus knew that the less loyal servants of Regnorex used it as an insult. But Levithus readily accepted this Title for himself.
Before that, he had been the Lord of Chaos. A burgeoning Primeval Demon. Not a Primeval Demon yet. He had still been an Archdemon, but he knew he would soon evolve to a [Hellprince]. 
Until he was betrayed by his own minions.
It was ridiculous. He had given them everything. He remembered their names. They had been together since their very births. Proditor, Vanidicus, Nugator, Ambitio, Sussio. They had survived the Desolation again and again. They had avoided capture by the Demon King. They had escaped the wrath of the Beast.
They had risen together, but Levithus himself rose the fastest. He had dreamt of overthrowing Regnorex— he had worked to create a rebellion that would upheave the status quo of the Netherworld. But before he could do any of that, his minions had backstabbed him.
They turned him over to Regnorex. And Regnorex… saved him.
Levithus had thought it was all over. But he still remembered the words echoing in the throne room back then.
“Disloyal scum!”
Regnorex had slain all five of those traitors who betrayed Levithus. The Demon King had instead given Levithus another chance.
“Serve me.”
It was both a command and a request. Levithus should have died, but he was spared. 
“Dedicate your life to me, and you shall be the first to enter my kingdom.”
Levithus wasn’t sure what would happen if he said not. But rejecting the offer never even crossed his mind. He accepted it. He was spared, and that was why Levithus would do anything he could to fulfill his King’s will.
Now, he was the Hound of the Demon King. He was still the Lord of Chaos, but he had been granted a second Title which he willingly accepted. It was a rare occurrence supposedly— to have two Titles. But it just marked his loyalty to Regnorex.
So it didn’t matter whether he was at death’s door. It didn’t matter if he had to sacrifice himself for Regnorex’s ambitions. Levithus just glared up at both Salvos and Belzu, attacking them even as he struggled to call upon his Skills.
He moved with the body of an Infant Demon. He avoided their attacks, countering with strikes that knocked them both back. He was going to kill them for his King. He had to.
[Betrayed. Forsaken. Saved. Reborn.]
Levithus let out a silent cry as he leapt up at Salvos, only to be swatted to the side by her scythe. He crashed into a rock wall, bleeding from his weak flesh. His body burned with pain, but he picked himself up again as his body cracked.
[I Shed My Scales And Become His Sword].
And with that, Levithus changed into something more.
***
“He is really sturdy!”
I yelled as I sliced at Levithus, knocking him against a rock wall. But even though he was an Infant Demon, he was still Level 171. My Divine Nebular Scythe hardly cut into his skin. A trickle of black blood pooled where he lay as Belzu pointed.
“[Forlorn Execution].”
I didn’t see the attack. It was a curse, but I just saw Levithus recoil. Somehow, the Infant Demon still forced itself back up. I gritted my teeth and stepped forward.
“I’m ending this now—”
I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe as black flames wisped off the blade’s edge. It was accompanied by an iridescent aura, and I began to swung down.
“[Divine Radiant S…”
But I caught myself. For a moment, I thought I was caught in an illusion. I froze as Belzu stared.
“What are you doing, Salvos?”
However, it was no illusion. It was a vision— one that came from [Angelic Premonition]. It wasn’t just a warning that something dangerous was coming. I saw it. I saw my death coming if I followed through with the swing.
And I leapt back.
“We have to move—”
I started as I flew back. But Levithus twisted. His body exploded open as Belzu raised his head in confusion. Black flames exploded in all directions. My warning came too late. I saw a blurred figure  rip straight into the giant insect. A wolf-like head chomped straight through Belzu as my eyes grew wide.
[Cereberus - Lvl. 181]
Levithus landed on top of Belzu’s corpse. His figure completely changed. He was like a [Hellhound]— slightly larger, but no longer the massive figure he once was— except with three heads. He spat it Belzu’s insect-like face as he glared up at me before letting out a howl.
“Huh. Did he just gain 10 levels?”
I stared for a moment, and Levithus sprinted up towards me with a burst of black flames.  




76. Hound of the Demon King

This was it. It was Levithus’ one and only Grand Skill. He had leveled up 10 times in an instant— he had changed Subspecies entirely. The truth was, before Levithus became a [Hellprince], he had been a [Changeling].
And while he had lost most of his transformation abilities when he evolved, he still had a single Skill that could let him become something more. He had gained a Grand Skill that let him transform into any Primeval Demon 10 levels above him.
But if that was just it, it would have been an utterly pathetic Grand Skill. It wouldn’t have been a Grand Skill befitting a [Hellprince] like him. No— it did something more. 
Levithus luxuriated in knowing that this was beyond just an increase in Stats. Because he had not only taken the form of a [Cerberus], he had also briefly become one, inhabiting all its Skills and abilities as his. 
In an instant, he had gained half a dozen new Skills.
Temporary Skill [Deathly Hound] Gained!
Temporary Skill [Hallowed Howl] Gained!
Temporary Skill [Instantaneous Disengage] Gained!
Temporary Skill [Splitting Strikes] Gained!
Temporary Skill [Passive - Permanent Haste] Gained!
Temporary Skill [Passive - Rapid Regeneration] Gained!
Temporary Grand Skill—   
And Levithus knew that he had won.
***
[Cerberus - Lvl. 181]
“Huh. Did he just gain 10 levels?”
I stared at Levithus. He had transformed into a [Cerberus]— a three-headed [Hellhound]. He wasn’t particularly massive like the [Cerberus of Hell] I had encountered with my clone not too long ago. That wild Primeval Demon had been as big as the [Hellabomination]!
But even though there was a size differential, I was pretty sure Levithus was stronger. After all, he had just ripped Belzu’s head off in a single second. I had barely even registered what just happened. 
The Hound of the Demon King stepped forward as he spat out Belzu’s insect-like head. I blinked for a moment, then Levithus let out a howl. He sprinted forward as I backed away, beating my wings and flying into the air.
“Stay back!”
I yelled with [Intimidation], and Levithus slowed for just a moment. I pointed at him in that brief pause and whispered.
“[Sacred Hellfire]!”
Instantly, the transformed [Cerberus] erupted into black flames. He yelped as it skidded to a stop, and I ascended rapidly above the hills and the valleys. I looked down at Levithus as he writhed a thousand feet below me, trying to claw off the golden flames.
“He’s fast.”
I murmured. And a voice came in reply.
“Indeed he is.”
I glanced back to see Belzu floated next to me, his tiny little wings buzzing quickly as he hovered in the air. I narrowed my eyes at him.
“Was that an illusion? Or did you actually die?”
“It was as much of an illusion as it was reality.”
“What does that even mean?”
I asked with a frown, but Belzu shook his head. He raised a spindly hand and pointed at Levithus. The [Cerberus] was yelping in pain, making the same sounds a dog would make, not speaking in any intelligible sense.
And Belzu just whispered.
“[Desecration of the Mind].”
Levithus recoiled. His body flashed with a crimson light briefly. Belzu assailed him with a mix of mind magic and curses from afar. Levithus went limp as my [Sacred Hellfire] continued to eat away at his first layers of flesh.
But he wasn’t dead. No notification rang in my mind, even as I waited. So I raised a hand, creating a salvo of [The Holy Flames]. Weapons made out of gray fire. Belzu glanced back at me, and I unleashed the volley of projectiles as I spoke slowly.
“We have to keep him down—”
I started, but Levithus leapt back to his feet. He raised all three of his heads and looked up as he unhinged his jaw. He howled, and the world around him exploded.
“Uh-oh.”
I blinked. I watched as a powerful shockwave erupted from the [Cerberus]. It was deafening. It dispelled [The Holy Flames]. It even dispelled my [Sacred Hellfire]. It ravaged the landscape around him. The nearby white hills and the entire valley was blown apart from the invisible blast. 
I saw the rippling air burst up towards me, and flew back. Belzu just froze, only to fade away as an illusion. I didn’t wait to see where he had gone. I flew as far as I could until I was miles away, and the shockwave was weak. It dissipated into the air as I stared into the far distance.
The entire landscape had been scarred open. Like a canyon had formed in mere moments by the sheer force of the attack. I wiped the sweat off my brow.
“That was dangerous. It’s a good thing I… I…”
And I trailed off. My eyes grew wide as I saw a figure rapidly darting through the torn landscape of the faux Netherworld. Levithus sprinted full-speed ahead through Belzu’s little dimensional pocket as I gaped.
The [Cereberus] was fast. He was already fast as a [Hellprince], but his speed now was incomprehensible. He was a blur that left craters with each jump he made, crossing great distances in moments. I sent another volley of flaming projectiles at him, but he easily evaded the attacks and leapt into the air.
He shot up like a slingshot, propelled by the sheer force of his four legs. And in an instant, he had reached me. I narrowly dove to the side and avoided his clawed swipes. 
“That was close!”
I pointed at him, and sent a blast of iridescent flames at his back as he fell through the sky. Levithus snapped his gaze up and unleashed a breath of black flames in response. The two blasts of fire clashed in the air, and the explosion knocked me back.
I gritted my teeth as I tried to fly higher, and a figure appeared beside me. 
“Belzu!”
I called out to the Lord of Lies. He just stared down at Levithus, and the world shifted. The ground broke open, swallowing the [Cerberus] as he let out a yelp. The earth threatened to crush him as I shook my head.
“That’s not enough to beat Levithus. He’s too fast and strong right now. I need the Boots of Alexander to—”
“The Treasures of Alexander are not in this world.”
Belzu spoke over me. He craned his neck to the side without turning his body, and he faced me with his head turned 180 degrees. 
“I have stored them safely back in the confines of the real world.”
“What? Why would you do that?”
I blinked, and the Lord of Lies sighed.
“Because if we perish here with the Treasures of Alexander, then Levithus will get his hands on three Mythical Grade artifacts. And if he escapes from this world, he will be more dangerous than ever. We just have to hope that he won’t be able to break free if that happens.”
“That’s…”
I stared at Belzu. He genuinely thought we could die here. That meant only one thing— Belzu had used up his second Grand Skill. His last Grand Skill. He had evaded death, and he couldn’t pull that same trick again.
Both of us were at our wit’s end. We didn’t stand a chance against Levithus. And I wasn’t even sure if I could beat him with the Boots of Alexander or the Greaves of Alexander. The Crown of Alexander did nothing, the Breastplate of Alexander was broken, and the Sword of Alexander was with Daniel.
I pursed my lips.
“I am not going to die here.”
I watched as the ground cracked open. Giant claw marks shredded apart the landscape, tearing apart hundreds of feet of land. I watched as the earth was shredded to bits, and Belzu grunted.
“I cannot keep him down.”
The Lord of Lies manipulated his world— he traced his hands in the air like he was weaving together a picture. He was crafting this world in an image he desired. The broken hills and shattered mountains smashed together with Levithus in between the rocks. 
But the [Cerberus] just growled and tore through this tempest of stone  as he continued leaping off the eddying debris to reach Belzu and I. Levithus moved fast, but he wasn’t infallible. He was struck by a few stray pieces of flying stone chunks, and that showed me I just had to time him right.
“Keep him distracted!”
I called out to Belzu as I beat my wings once, and shot straight down for Levithus. I activated [Divine Haste] once again— it had no cooldown as long as I ended the Skill quickly enough before using up the entirety of its magic. And I focused on the figure of the [Cerberus] as Levithus tore through the falling rocks.
“First— [Warped Time]!”
And the world around Levithus slowed. For some reason, Belzu himself grimaced at that. But I wasn’t done. I sent a blast of iridescent flames down at the [Cerberus], and he countered once again with his own breath of black flames.
I had expected that. The explosion briefly blotted out my vision. I knew that Levithus couldn’t see through the dust and smoke. But I had planned that. I closed my eyes, taking in my surroundings with my spatial senses instead.
The world around me was rapidly condensed. And it was confusing to me for a moment. But I quickly gathered myself, ignoring that this was a pocket space, and dove to the side to intercept Levithus. I focused, not on the world around me, but on a certain Skill I had.
[Angelic Premonition]. It worked similarly to [A Hunter’s Sense], giving me minor warnings when I was in danger or about to run into a trap. But occasionally it gave me something more— visions a few seconds into the future. And I tapped into it. For just a single moment, I saw everything that would play out in the next five seconds.
So I cried out.
“[Barrage of Cinders]!”
I unleashed a flurry of strikes as I flew by Levithus. He easily dodged out of the way, and countered with a snarling bite. But I was already ahead of him. I had disengaged and raised my Divine Nebular Scythe as I grinned.
“And— [Draconic Fury]!”
I struck out at the [Cerberus] before he could react. I tore through the slowed space I had trapped him in, and dug deeply into his side from a distance. I didn’t even need to get close. Thanks to [Draconic Fury], I could swing from a distance, and the image of a Dragon’s claw would strike my target.
Levithus reeled as the crimson aura melded with my rainbow-colored flames and burned his side. That was when my vision of [Angelic Premonition] ended, so I decided to capitalize on that opening I created. In that moment where he was distracted, I closed the gap between us and reached out with a [Faux Limb].
“Now [Divine Demon’s—”
But before I could activate my Skill, Levithus drew back. His body flashed a black aura, and he suddenly flew out of the way. He soared away from me— far from my reach. I blinked a few times as my [Divine Demon’s Mark] faded away.
“That’s…?”
I recognized that Skill. Very briefly, it was as if Levithus himself was taken over by the [Hellabomination]’s Grand Skill. But it ended soon enough, rather than act like a continuous barrier protecting him from harm.
The [Cerberus] growled as he landed on a falling hill, and Belzu’s eyes widened.
“Salvos!”
He called out, but I just blinked.
“What?”
I glanced up, only to see that Belzu was gone. I stared in confusion for a second, then I sensed it. An overwhelming power that came from Levithus. He howled as black flames wisped off his body— angered by the damage he had taken. The whirling world stopped moving now that Belzu was gone, and it was like time had frozen in this fake reality.
The torrent of rocks halted as my eyes went round. The black flames formed behind him to create the image of a massive looming [Cerberus of Hell]. His three maws moved, and he whispered slowly, his voice resounding one after another, creating an echo.
I opened my mouth as I heard what was being said.
“[Temporary Grand Skill: I Shall Devour The World].”
“[Full Phase]—”  

I started in a panic, but a moment later, the phantasm of the [Cerberus of Hell] exploded, engulfing this false reality.




77. Verge of Death

It was a Grand Skill. A temporary Grand Skill. Levithus knew he wouldn’t have any other chance after using it. He hadn’t even known if it would work. After all, his real Grand Skill— the ability to transform into other Primeval Demons— wasn’t infallible.
While he had transformed into a [Cerberus] to counter Belzu’s little pocket world, Levithus couldn’t have just become any Primeval Demon in the world and gained access to its Grand Skill. No, there were limits to his transformation. He could only inhabit the body of Primeval Demons he had slain in the past, and he could only copy the Skills he had seen from it. 
So if he had killed an [Archarachne] without fighting against its Grand Skill, he might have been able to transform into an [Archarachne], but he couldn’t have employed its Grand Skill. That was the reason why he had only gained half a dozen Skills from the [Cerberus]. 
And he had to hope it was enough to break through. Levithus watched as the image of a [Cerberus of Hell] appeared behind him. One formed from black fire. It let out a terrible howl before the black flames exploded out, consuming everything.
It ripped apart the earth, and it shattered mountains. The whirling tempest of stone was blown apart in an instant as the fiery figure around him shot up towards the sky. It broke apart into three flaming spheres— each hundreds of feet in diameter. They each formed the head of a [Cerberus] before they deformed.
And all at once, they struck the sky as a crimson crack tore through the red dome.
***
Belzu had seen the Grand Skill coming. He sensed the overwhelming mana radiating from Levithus, and made his decision. The Lord of Lies had been ready to die in his own reality. He had been prepared to do everything he could to fend off the [Hellprince]-turned-[Cerberus].
But when he saw Levithus cast the Grand Skill, Belzu knew there was no point staying there any longer. The Grand Skill would have shredded apart that false world. And Belzu fled.
There was no point dying there. He emerged back in the real world— back in the Mortal Realm. A small sphere— a crystalline orb— lay on the ground, resting against some rubble. His body deformed as it twisted out of that orb, until he was fully out of his reality. 
Colored drained from his vision. Everything around him was in shades of gray, which confused the Lord of Lies for a moment. But he recalled he was still in Clayton Skyshredder’s [Antimagic Field] moments after and dismissed his confusion.
Belzu looked down at the reflective surface of the orb, and he saw a crack forming in its surface. The Lord of Lies backed up quickly, only to see space distort around the orb. His eyes grew wide as a silver-haired girl pulled herself from the false world.
Salvos stumbled forward as her figure took shape, returning to normal. Well, mostly normal. Belzu’s eyes narrowed as he saw her charred skin. The entire left side of her body was burning— smoldering and sizzling. She groaned and quickly produced a healing potion. She splashed it over herself as the worst of her injuries faded away.
“Ouch— everything hurts.”
She nearly collapsed next to Belzu as she shook her head. Salvos lay there, her Divine Nebular Scythe gone. The feathers on her wings had been burned off, leaving behind what seemed like bone-like protrusions beneath. 
Belzu looked past her as she continued downing both mana and stamina potions now. 
“Get up. There is no rest for us.”
“Hm?”
Salvos raised her head, and she saw it too. Her gaze followed Belzu’s and landed on the crystal orb sitting right by a pile of debris. The glass surface was breaking open, and a black light shone within. Belzu could feel the immense mana radiating from it. He backed up warily as Salvos got to her feet.
“Uh-oh…”
She murmured. And the orb shattered.
All at once, a powerful pulse of magic shot out. It knocked both Salvos and Belzu back. The pair braces themselves, managing to keep themselves standing. But what came next was a lot more dangerous than just a shockwave.
A deluge of black flames poured out as Belzu clicked his mandibles together. The Lord of Lies took to the skies as an unending sea of fire insinuated the real world. It spread out quickly— like a tsunami that burned everything it touched. It reached even beyond the ruined city of Inorr, expanding to the battlefield beyond.
The raging black flames drew the attention of Demons and Humans alike from a distance. But Belzu waved a hand and painted an illusion over the area. From outsiders peering in, they’d see a raging Levithus unleashing a storm of black flames against both Mori Gladius and Salvos.
Thanks to [Passive - Enhanced Superior Senses], Belzu could hear the cheers in the distance. The illusion served its purpose. It emboldened the Human army— it restored their morale as they made one final big push to shatter the remaining wild Demons and the army of Demons.
They saw their Champion of the Human Lands fighting. They saw their Lesser God in battle. And they let out a deafening war cry that sent even the wild Demons fleeing.
Belzu shook his head and turned his attention back to what was happening below him. He was doing what needed to be done with his illusions, but now he had to focus on the threat at hand. He watched as space twisted at the center of the blast of black flames.
The world distorted around the broken orb. Levithus slowly crawled his way out of the rift, before everything returned to normal. He was still a [Cerberus]. His true Grand Skill hadn’t come to an end yet. He turned his three heads around, searching for both Belzu and Salvos.
The Lord of Lies wondered how he was going to defeat this opponent. But Salvos didn’t wait to figure out a plan. She appeared next to him, blinking into existence with a teleportation spell. She raised a scythe-like limb created from [Faux Limbs], and black flames wisped off its sharp edge.
“[Divine Radiant Slash]!”
Salvos yelled as she struck into the back of the [Cerberus]. Levithus saw her coming. He spun around, and black flames wisped off his body, forming an armor. He barely reacted in time as she partially sheared through the dark coat and through his already-burnt flesh. He growled and snapped up at her with his three heads, but Salvos was already flying out of the way.  
“[Divine Demon’s Mark]!”
She pointed at him. And a crimson mark shone on his exposed skin. Levithus glanced down for a moment, caught off-guard. He yelped as a crimson explosion engulfed him.
A powerful blast erupted out as Belzu watched from the side. Salvos was knocked back by her own blast, limply flying back. She groaned as she opened up her previous wounds and stared at the sight.
“How… is he still alive?”
She barely mustered out. Belzu and Salvos floated a few dozen feet in the air, but far from the explosion. They were right by the source of the summoning ritual, and they stared into the center of the blast, watching as the [Cerberus] stepped out of the explosion. Half his flaming armor had been destroyed. He had a slight limp in his step. But he was still walking. Levithus continued to approach both of them.
“I am almost completely out of Skills. Can you do anything about this?”
Salvos just gritted her teeth, turning to the Lord of Lies. Belzu pointed and whispered.
“[Forlorn Execution].”
A crimson ring circled around the [Cereberus] and rapidly shrank like it was crushing him. It caused Levithus to stagger for a moment. But he continued walking forward. His wounds slowly healed— at a rate slower than a healing potion, but still obvious nonetheless.
Belzu shook his head.
“I have exhausted most of my Skills as well. I do not know if we can defeat Levithus alone.”
Both Salvos and Belzu stared at the approaching [Cerberus]. In response, Levithus growled.
“You cannot defeat me for as long as I serve my King!”
He bounded forward, snarling. His body blurred. 
“[Deathly Hound—” 
Belzu watched as Levithus moved so fast, he became three different figures. The three [Cerberus] flanked both Salvos and Belzu from all sides as they braced themselves. Levithus was so fast, even Salvos couldn’t react.
But there was a flash of red. A crimson figure shot forward, moving quickly and intercepting Levithus right before he reached them. There was the clash of metal. Iridescent sparks flew out. Salvos blinked. Levithus leapt back warily.
Belzu stared. 
The figure carried a pair of daggers, but blocked the attack with glowing greaves. She wore boots that shimmered with an iridescent aura. Her red hair flowed freely behind her as she stood before Levitihus. The [Creberus] growled, eyeing her with burning eyes. 
Salvos opened her mouth.
“You’re—”
She started, then paused. Her eyes focused on both the Greaves of Alexander and the Boots of Alexander at her feet. Belzu’s eyes went round as he said the red-haired woman’s name.
“Scarlet the Red Rose.”
And the Elite Ranked [Rogue]’s eyes flickered to Belzu— to the Primeval Demon disguising himself as Mori Gladius. Salvos just blinked.
“Huh.”




78. The Rose has Thorns

Saffron saw the explosion. A blast of black flames that came from the center of the ruins of Inor. The city was now nothing but mounds of rubble and debris— having been blown apart by both the grand ritual and by the fighting. The grand summoning ritual did not help, but at that point, the Capital city of the Inoria Empire was already unrecognizable.
But even still, that blast of black flames drew the attention of everyone in the battlefield. It wasn’t just Saffron who was briefly distracted, turning to see the source of the explosion. Helena Warshade, Peris Dolonia, Laux Lionfist, Daniel Song, Edithe Dawnrise— the entire Human army raised their heads as the rumbling shook the battlefield. And they all saw the same thing.
An undulating figure that stretched nearly a hundred feet. As long as a Wyvern, and more terrifying than any Demon Saffron had ever seen. It was Levithus. A Primeval Demon; a [Hellprince]. He exploded up in the tempest of fire as Salvos the Sentinel of Secely and Mori Gladius the Champion of the Human Lands clashed with him in battle.
It was a sight to behold. Even a few of the Demon soldiers turned to stare at their leader fighting. But not all of them. Especially not the wild Demons. The [Archarachne] hissed as it raised its scythe-like blade at Helena. The Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy was uncharacteristically distracted by what she saw. And that made her vulnerable.
The [Archarachne] swung down at her, only for a figure clad in a knight’s arm to block the attack. Kaitlin Darkhelm repelled the slash with her shield as she yelled out.
“Now!”
And a large man leapt out. His four arms were hefted over a great axe. His one eye fixed only on the [Archarachne]’s neck. The wild Primeval Demon tried to stumble back, but it was too slow. Too tired and too hurt. Revis Umontos, the Seer of the Cosmos, cleaved the [Archarachne]’s head straight off.
The last of the wild Primeval Demons collapsed, sending a small tremor that nearly knocked Saffron off her feet. A hand caught her, and she glanced back. 
“Careful.”
Crocus Merryster— Saffron’s father— helped her to her feet. She turned back to face him as she blinked. He just stared forward, watching Salvos and Mori fight.
“Your friend is really impressive, isn’t she?”
He spoke as she shook his head. Saffron paused, even the fighting continued on. She heard the cheers. She watched as the United Coalition Army of the Human Lands pushed on. But she just saw the look on her father’s face.
“It was not too long ago we were roughly the same level. Now look at her.”
Crocus stepped forward as he reached for a crimson vial at his side. Saffron’s eyes grew wide. Reaching out, she tried to stop him. 
“Father—”
She started. But he stepped forward and downed the red liquid. And he was consumed by a red aura. His muscles rippled as he smashed the glass bottle against the rock ground.
“Vampires!”
He yelled as his voice echoed around him. All the nearby Vampires turned to face him. It didn’t matter which family they belonged to— whether they were a part of the Greater Vampire Families or not. Gannon Norwood, Anya Veridian, Bolton Crimsonfang— each and every head of the various families nodded at each other.
They followed suit. They downed their own respective bottles of red liquid as Saffron just watched with wide eyes. It wasn’t just them, either. A few of their most loyal followers— their highest-leveled bodyguards— uncorked vials of their own and gulped it all down.
“That’s… blood.”
Saffron whispered. Crocus himself nodded as he turned back to his daughter. His eyes unfocused, and he spoke slowly. Like he was barely in control of his own thoughts.
“This is blood— blood of our fallen comrades.”
He took in a deep breath, steeling himself.
“The blood of our greatest warriors who have perished over the course of this war. It will help us remember what we are fighting for… even when we give in… to our innate bloodlust.”
Crocus Merryster stepped back as he reeled. Saffron reached for him.
“Father…”
But he shrugged her off. He forced himself forward as the crimson aura wisped wildly off him. He raised his head and roared.
“It is time for us to show our grit as the Demon Slayers we are said to be!”
And with that, he charged into battle with the greatest fighters of the Vampire families. They tore through the remaining ranks of Demons as they encroached on the grand summoning ritual. This was it. The final push. Saffron looked on, seeing the might of the Vampires in action. As they slew Demons above their levels.
She was so entranced by what she saw, she didn’t even notice that with each death, the grand summoning ritual just grew stronger.
***
Scarlet the Red Rose swept her gaze around the rubble. Before her stood a [Cerberus] that was nearly 30 levels above her. A Primeval Demon that snarled even as it stepped forward with a limp. It was clearly the most dangerous creature here. The most able one, too. But for whatever reason, her focus was at the two figures behind her.
No— Scarlet wasn’t staring at Salvos. Even though the silver-haired girl was a Lesser God, the Red Rose looked past her to the giant insect. He was shaped vaguely like a fly, except with the upper torso of a Human, and spindly arms that drooped to his side. He stared down at Scarlet with his bulbous eyes, and she frowned.
“I recognize you.”
She whispered. Scarlet would never forget him. He was a [Hellprince]. A Primeval Demon. He was the one who appeared all those years ago from the Motharis Mountain Range. But more importantly than that, she recognized from Westshield.
He was Belzu, and he was the one responsible for Mori’s death. 
“So it was all an illusion. All this time, it was fake. And you were the one responsible for it.”
Scarlet spoke as the [Cerberus] circled dangerously around her. But it didn’t pounce. It just watched as the Red Rose turned to face Belzu.
“You killed Mori Gladius. But you weren’t satisfied with that. You took his identity after his death. You pretended to be him, just so you could manipulate us from the inside.”
She faced him, and he hesitated. Belzu looked past her, seeing the smirking [Cerberus]. Its wounds were gradually healing. It seemed content to let this scene play out. And Salvos just eyed its three grinning faces.
“Um, I think we have other things to worry about…”
Scarlet shook her head as raised a dagger. Staring down at the crimson blade, she spoke softly.
“I thought he had returned. I really believed he had escaped death once again. But I was wrong. I was so… so… stupid.”
Belzu didn’t respond. He just clicked his mandibles together. He hovered there, his wings rapidly buzzing as he stared at the Red Rose. If he had something to say, he wasn’t going to say it. He just waited for Scarlet to continue.
And she would have continued. There were so many things she wanted to say. Her head was spinning. Her world was broken. She was disillusioned. Out of every possible person in the world who could have been responsible for this deception, it had to be Belzu. 
She gritted her teeth as she opened her mouth.
“You—”
But she was cut off as a rumbling shook the world. Salvos and Belzu glanced back, watching as the grand summoning ritual flashed. A black spire rose out in its entirety as the gray world flickered. 
Belzu blinked, and Salvos gaped.
“The [Antimagic Field]... it’s faltering!”
The silver-haired girl gritted her teeth as she spoke. Belzu spun around and looked past Scarlet, staring at the wary [Cerberus]. 
“This is ridiculous. There is no point in having this confrontation. It was not I who killed your beloved Mori Gladius. And if we waste any more time, the summoning ritual will be complete. Clayton’s Grand Skill will come to an end. Either give us the Treasures of Alexander, or get out of the way.” 
He raised a spindly hand as Scarlet blinked. She looked down at herself. An iridescent aura wisped off her— the only color in this flickering gray world. The Treasures of Alexander still shone brightly. She wore both the Boots of Alexander and the Greaves of Alexander. They had been lying around carelessly tossed aside, so she equipped them.
But now she knew it had been in Belzu’s possession. He demanded them back, but she wouldn’t give it to him. She pressed her lips into a thin line as the ground cracked. There was a lull— a moment of silence where nothing happened. Belzu and Scarlet faced each other, neither one moving. And, finally, the [Cerberus] pounced forward.
It took its chance. It saw the way Scarlet was facing off with Belzu, so it charged forward. It swiped its claws straight for the insect’s head, faster than he could react. Salvos raised a hand and cried out as Belzu flinched.
“Belzu—”
But instead of the splattering of black blood, there was the clash of metal. The flash of iridescent light. Scarlet Vermillion stood before Belzu, blocking the attack aimed for his head. She had her legs raised. The claws of the [Cerberus] grazed against the metallic surface of the Greaves of Alexander.
And she kicked the wolf-like Demon back. It yelped as it hopped away from her.
“I understand that.”
Scarlet spoke, glancing back at the [Cerberus]. She stared at Salvos and Belzu. She looked at the way they eyed each other— they were fighting together against a common enemy. So it was obvious who was the bad guy here.
The Red Rose turned to face the [Cerberus] as she continued.
“I am no fool. I understand that you are not the current enemy, I understand that this [Cerberus] is who we have to take down right now— that otherwise, this grand summoning ritual will be complete, and all our efforts will be in vain.”
The [Cerberus] growled as it eyed the Red Rose. It sprinted around her, leaping from side to side before darting straight her way. Scarlet moved. She reacted faster than her mind could even process what was happening. She kicked up with the Greaves of Alexander, once again parrying the clawed strike. There was a flash of sparks, and she backed away.
But she still continued speaking to Belzu.
“However, that doesn’t change the fact that you killed Mori Gladius. You took his identity. You can say you did not kill him, but it was because of your actions he died. And you are as culpable for his death as much as even Levithus.”
She stepped forward and threw a kick at one of the three heads of the [Cerberus]. It ducked under the strike, and countered with a flurry of strikes which she narrowly avoided thanks to the Boots of Alexander. She gritted her teeth as she eyed the [Cerberus].
“Once this is over, I shall bring you to justice, Belzu. I shall expose your deceit to the world. And you will pay!”
Scarlet screamed, leaping at the [Cerberus]. She raised her daggers as she uttered a Skill.
“[Fatal Division—”
She started. But the [Cerberus] just opened one of its three mouths. A cone of black flames was already shooting out when the Red Rose realized she had thrown herself right into the attack. 
“No—”
Scarlet the Red Rose tried to pull out of her way. It was as though the world moved in slow motion. She saw the breath of black fire coming her way, but she couldn’t escape. And a hand grabbed her from the side.
“Stupid!”
Salvos called out, dragging Scarlet out of the way of the attack. The Red Rose blinked and found herself in the air. She was being carried by Salvos who was barely keeping afloat with only three of her six wings.
“You’re 30 levels below him! Just because you’re fast with the Boots of Alexander, doesn’t mean you won’t die if he touches you even once!”
The silver-haired girl reprimanded Scarlet as she descended back to the ground. The [Cerberus] spun around, growling dangerously as the Red Rose got back to her feet. 
“I-I… right.”
Scarlet nodded slowly, and Salvos looked past the Red Rose with a wary gaze. The silver-haired girl lifted a scythe made of gray flames before gesturing at the [Cerberus].
“Anyway, if you really want to get revenge, you’re in luck— because this [Cerberus] is Levithus. So now’s your chance to kill him as well!”
“What?”
The Red Rose paused. Her eyes darted to the [Cerberus], and she saw the look on its three faces. It was hurt and injured and… it was sapient. It understood what was going on. It very clearly knew what Salvos was saying was true.
Scarlet eyed the growling [Cerberus] as she whispered softly.
“That’s Levithus?”
“Yep.”
Salvos nodded. Scarlet closed her eyes for a moment, before nodding at herself. She remembered Levithus— the large serpent that appeared from above the clouds. He had slain Mori Gladius from behind, right as the Champion of the Human Lands was about to defeat Belzu. And from that day on, Scarlet’s life had been full of nothing but sadness and anger.
For all that pain and suffering, it was finally time for revenge. The Red Rose raised her head and nodded.
“Then let’s deal with him, so we can deal with Belzu next.”
Salvos just grinned.
“Alright!”
And the two women charged forward as the [Cerberus] howled. The three of them clashed in combat. A battle that was but a blur. Three combatants, moving so fast that even most Elites couldn’t keep up.
All the while Belzu just watched from a distance.




79. Easy Revenge

Belzu watched from a distance.
He didn’t join the fighting, nor did he use his illusions to aid the two women. They were locked in battle with a [Cerberus] 30 levels above them. Sure, Salvos had her Grand Skill, and Scarlet had the Treasures of Alexander, but even though Belzu was the closest in level to Levithus.
However, he just looked on.
The gray world faltered as all kinds of colorful light flashed out with the clash of claws or metal. The iridescent glow of Divine Essence was the most visible here in the [Antimagic Field]. But Belzu also saw through this veil of colorlessness, looking on as Scarlet lashed out with a crimson aura, and staring as Salvos unleashed golden flames.
Levithus took it all on. He regenerated slowly. Not nearly as fast as Ira. It was like the [Cerberus] was bathing in a pool of a very weak healing potion. The regeneration was evident, but if either Salvos or Scarlet hacked off his three heads, he would instantly die. If he was impaled through the back of his neck, he very likely wouldn’t survive for long.
Maybe they’d defeat him if Belzu helped out. But he refused to budge. He just floated there as his wings buzzed, until Salvos drew back next to him. She clicked her tongue and faced the Lord of Lies.
“What are you doing? We need your help!”
As the silver-haired girl spoke, Scarlet backed away from the swiping claws of Levithus. He hounded after the Red Rose, but with the Boots of Alexander and the Greaves of Alexander, she kept him back.
Belzu turned to Salvos with a callous gaze. He glanced at her dismissively before shaking his head.
“We cannot kill Levithus.”
“What are you talking about? This is our chance to—”
Salvos started, only for Belzu to cut her off.
“I am not saying we are incapable of killing him. But that killing him marks our own defeat.”
Her brows snapped together. Did she forget? Belzu highly doubted it. Despite her casual and carefree personality, he knew she was rather astute when it mattered. 
Salvos raised a hand and pointed at Levithus, unleashing a flurry of flaming projectiles his way. He leapt out of the way with ease, only to be intercepted by a kick from Scarlet.  
“It is either we die to him, or he dies to us. We already tried to stop him without exacerbating the ritual. But we’re out of options, Belzu.”
The silver-haired girl spoke softly. Grimly. Her gaze was fixed on her target, and she stepped forward as she turned back to face the Lord of Lies.
“You can do whatever you want. But I know what I am going to do right now.”
With that, she charged at Levithus. Belzu watched as she flanked the [Cerberus] from the side, knocking him away from Scarlet. The Lord of Lies didn’t say a word. Belzu simply watched. 
Alone, Salvos and Scarlet didn’t stand a chance against Levithus. Even with the injuries that the [Cerberus] had already suffered. But together, they were putting up a fight. And maybe if Belzu joined, they would actually win this fight.  
But the Lord of Lies just closed his eyes. He thought of everything that had led to this moment. He recalled his journey from his birth, surviving through countless cycles of Advent and Desolation over and over again. Through it all, he had fled and escaped the clutches of the Demon King.
All he had cared about was his own survival. For so long, nothing mattered to him but his own life. He would betray and deceive anyone he encountered for his own gain. He had learned that was the nature of the Netherworld from his very birth.
His siblings— they had been so plentiful. But they had been slaughtered when they first encountered a wild Demon. It had been a [Hellhound], and it was a massacre. Belzu remembered pushing one of his sisters into the jaws of the [Hellhound] just so he could survive.
So Belzu had never cared for anything but himself. And that had been how he lived for so long. Maybe that was why he hadn’t leveled much for such a great period of time. But then he encountered the Beast. He spoke with the Devil. 
But most of all, he had heard the Demon King’s plans for merging the planes.
And that was when the Lord of Lies finally became who he was now. No longer a coward, he rebelled against Regnorex. It was such a foolish plan. It was utterly ridiculous. Yet, here it was, so close to being fulfilled.
Belzu couldn’t allow it to happen. He had to do everything that was necessary to stop it. So he opened his eyes and… vanished.
***
Levithus pounced on Scarlet. She went flying as she barely blocked the attack with the Greaves of Alexander. She crashed into a wall, but the [Cerberus] didn’t let up. He leapt forward with a burst of black flames and opened his terrible maw.
The Red Rose winced, but there was a blast of iridescent flames. It knocked Levithus back, keeping him from reaching her. Salvos landed on his back and dug into his charred flesh with a dozen fiery limbs. The [Cerberus] howled in pain as Scarlet watched.
This… was too close for comfort. If Scarlet failed to block or dodge even a single attack, she would die. She picked herself up and tightly gripped onto her daggers. Her Skills were mostly useless, so she didn’t even know why she held onto her daggers.
There were only a limited number of Skills she could use in tandem with the Greaves of Alexander. That was her best weapon against Levithus. So she stepped forward with the Boots of Alexander. She sprinted forward as the world blurred around her. At first, just turning into a messy smudge.
But then a crimson aura flickered around her. It sheared through the gray world, giving birth to color even in the [Antimagic Field]. Scarlet lowered her daggers and raised her legs as she spun in the air. 
She targeted Levithus. She saw the [Cerberus] and only the [Cerberus]. Scarlet didn’t notice Salvos leaping away as he snarled dangerously. The Red Rose could avenge Mori Gladius here. She was going to slay his killer today! 
“[Storm of Thorns—” 
Scarlet started as she reached Levithus, accompanied by a crimson cyclone. The [Cerberus] snapped its three heads back her way and opened his mouths. He unleashed a breath of black flames her way, and the Red Rose swerved around the attack mid-air.
She avoided his fury as he growled. No matter where he turned, she was a step ahead of the attack. The Red Rose reached his back and landed a flurry of kicks. Levithus yelped as he was struck into the earth. But she didn’t let up.
The Red Rose continued digging into his back like a drill. She unleashed an unending strike of kicks with the Greaves of Alexander. There was nothing Levithus could do as he was buried into a growing crater. His bones break. His skin tore. 
He was going to die today. And she was going to kill him.
Scarlet screamed as she aimed for his head, lashing out with a powerful kick. But the [Cerberus] snarled. He raised his head and chomped up, biting into the Greaves of Alexander. His teeth shattered. His mouth bled. The Red Rose blinked, but he stopped her attack.
“That’s…?”
And Levithus tightly yanked her leg with his shattered jaw, slamming her down on the ground. Scarlet gasped. She felt her bones shattering. She landed on her side, breaking her left arm. The Red Rose let out a heavy wheeze as she felt her body crumpling from the attack.
The [Cerberus] would have finished her off. But there was a flash of light coming from the sky. Salvos hovered high above, raising a sphere of black flames.
“[The Call of Armageddon].”
A deluge of small dark comets fell upon Levithus, crashing into his back. He let go of Scarlet and rapidly jumped out of the way. But the falling stars gave chase to him. They avoided Scarlet, crashing around only the [Cerberus].
The Red Rose lay there as she groaned. Her vision darkened, and she felt her blood pooling beneath her. She barely looked up and watched as Salvos descended, while the black flames continued to crash into the earth.
“Am I going to die here, Mori?”
Scarlet wondered aloud. She tried to pick herself up, but she could hardly even move her right arm. This had been her chance for revenge. To kill the killer of the man she loved.
But she was too weak. She had always been weak. She never understood what Mori saw in her. Still, he gave her a chance. And she flourished thanks to him. 
Now, he was gone, and she was nothing. She could never amount to anything without him. It was ridiculous. She was supposed to be the successor of the Remembered Order Company. She was supposed to take up the mantle of the Champion of the Human Lands in the same way Mori Gladius took up the mantle of the Watcher.
But Scarlet had failed. She failed Mori Gladius. Not just in life, but now in death too. 
“I-I’m sorry…”
Her eyes began to close as she stared at the black sphere hovering high in the sky. She heard the sounds of fighting in the distance. Salvos was still locked in combat with Levithus. But it was not just them.
The Red Rose listened as all her other senses grew dull. And in the distance, she heard the cries of battle. She heard the shouts and screams that came from beyond the rubble. The United Coalition of the Human Lands was here. All of them were fighting side by side to put a halt to this grand ritual.
And amongst that army was the Remembered Order Company. Scarlet’s company. The company she had been tasked as the leader. 
Mori Gladius was dead. She had thought he came back to life, but he was fully dead. And that meant she was the leader of the Remembered Order Company. 
So it wasn’t just Mori who she failed. She had failed the rest of her company too. Each and every adventurer who had died since Mori’s death— she had failed them all. So many friends and allies. All dead. Because of her.
Tyrian was dead because of her.
Scarlet remembered the Brightsbane Archer. He was always so carefree. A truly kind soul who accepted Scarlet the instant Mori announced her as his successor. Everyone else had doubted her. But Tyrian didn’t.
He had died because of her. Because she was so distracted with Belzu. 
And Scarlet was going to die now, failing Tyrian— failing Mori. She was going to die failing her entire company. This thought… it upsetted her. It made her mad. It snapped Scarlet’s eyes wide open.
Was she really going to die here just like that? After Tyrian’s death, and after Mori’s death. After all those lives lost, was she really just going to accept her fate like this?
No!
Scarlet groaned as she raised her right hand. The world was fading away. Her vision threatened to fail her. She couldn’t feel the rest of her body. The sounds of fighting grew muffled. But she didn’t care.
The Red Rose was driven forward by her anger. By her failure. If she was going to die, then she would die fighting, not lying around and accepting her demise. She dug through her Bag of Holding with her one hand, searching for the last gift Tyrian had given her.
She finally produced it— a Potion of Regeneration. And she gulped it down. Scarlet splashed it all over her body as she heard her bones cracking back together. Rising to her feet, Scarlet coughed and hacked as she took in her surroundings.
Her senses returned. She could finally see again. The sounds of the clashing of battle resumed, and she looked up as the black sphere in the sky faded away. Scarlet took a moment to regain her bearings before clambering out of the crater.
She emerged just in time to see Levithus ripping one of Salvos’ wings off and striking her across the stomach. The silver-haired girl crashed into a nearby pile of rubble as he growled, opening his mouth. He was badly hurt. He was burned and beaten, walking with a limp, but he still refused to back down. Black flames gathered in his three jaws as the Red Rose eyed him.
This was her chance. While he was distracted. She could finally exact her… her…
“Revenge?”
Scarlet raised her head for a moment in thought. But she shook her head and corrected herself.
“No— justice.”
With that, the Red Rose sprinted forward, and Levithus paused. He turned to face her with his three heads as he howled, unleashing the plume of black flames. Scarlet didn’t leap out of the way, nor did she jump above the attack. 
She continued running. The Boots of Alexander rapidly carried her forward. And she rose above the blast of black flames. 
Scarlet ran in the sky.
It was thanks to the Boots of Alexander. It let her run on any surface, even the air. So she easily ran over the pouring deluge of dark fire. Levithus watched as she easily avoided his attack. He backed up warily, growling as she ran directly overhead him.
And the Red Rose jumped. She propelled herself straight down at the [Cerberus]. 
He braced himself as she swung down with a kick. The Greaves of Alexander flashed. It wisped with an iridescent aura, and Levithus snarled. He couldn’t dodge out of the way. She was too fast, and he was clearly injured. So he did the same thing he had done just earlier.
He bit hard.

Once again, Levithus chomped down at her leg to block the attack. This time, he caught the Greaves of Alexander in all three of his mouths. His teeth didn’t shattered. His jaw didn’t break. He had taken the full brunt of her kick without flinching. 
And he clung on tight onto her leg as he growled.
“You shall die for my King.”
He spoke in a muffled voice— an echo of three voices. The [Cerberus] raised his heads, lifting Scarlet up to slam her down onto the earth. But Scarlet was prepared for that. She had known this would happen. And the iridescent energy at her feet only grew wilder.
“You shall die for me.”
Scarlet countered as she kicked up. Even when her leg was caught in the jaws of the [Cerberus], she moved. The Divine Essence burned as Levithus recoiled, trying to let go of her legs. But it was too late. 
The Greaves of Alexander exploded with Divine Essence. It poured out in a streak like a rainbow. It blasted through the three mouths of Levithus. His entire body staggered back, only to go limp a second after.
The Red Rose swung up with the Greaves of Alexander, and the three upper heads of the [Cerberus] went flying. All at once, she decapitated him from the inside. Everything from above his jaw was blasted straight off. 
Scarlet flipped back and landed with a clink as the iridescent aura faded away. She raised her head as she whispered.
“Temporary Skill: [Divine Wave].”
And she glanced back. Behind her, Levithus collapsed to the ground, lifeless. The [Cerberus]— the [Hellprince] responsible for the deaths of her friends and the man she loved— was dead. 
It was over.
Scarlet the Red Rose had finally brought Levithus to justice.
And as a barrage of notifications overwhelmed her, she collapsed in exhaustion.




80. Final Frontier

This was it.
The final push. Edithe Dawrnrise watched as the United Coalition of the Human Lands converged on the ruined city. Inor had been reduced to rubble and debris. There were no walls left standing and girdling its peripheries, although there was a gray dome surrounding it. There were only the remnants of the Demon army, and the mass of wild Demons.
The redhead swept her gaze over her surroundings, searching for the rest of her company. She couldn’t find any of them. Not even Hadrian. All she saw were soldiers from the Hellbir League and the Sunmere Republic rushing around her. She even caught sight of a handful of tall Cyclopes tearing through a rank of [Greater Legions]. 
At some point during the battle, Edithe had been separated from her company. It must have been when the grand ritual to merge the planes changed into a summoning ritual. She had been so lost in the chaos, she didn’t even realize she’d been swept away from the rest of the Valiant Dreamers.
She wanted to find them— she needed to make sure that they were safe. But the redhead stopped herself as she took a step back. She nearly stumbled over something lying on the ground. Looking down, her eyes grew wide at what she saw.
It was a corpse. A dead body. Not anyone she knew. He was just a soldier who had been impaled through the chest. He looked up with lifeless eyes back at the redhead, and she pursed her lips. She glanced around her surroundings, seeing the dead adventurers and soldiers gathered at her feet. So many deaths.
But soon it would all be over. Just one final push.
So Edithe strode forward. She raised her staff as a white aura wisped off her body. The essences of the dead flowed around her, and she took in a deep breath. There was only a single hurdle left to overcome. She saw the hordes of wild Demons ahead. They fought fearlessly— savage beasts that didn’t understand that they were losing.
A wall of these wild Demons blocked the path of the army. And Edithe was going to shatter them. She raised her staff, whispering softly.
“[Vindication…”
She started. But she was interrupted by a screech. The redhead looked up just in time to see a [Savage Agarat] swooping down at her. Her eyes grew wide, and she stumbled back.
But before she could even react, a vial of yellow liquid zipped through the air and intercepted the wild Archdemon. Acid exploded all over the [Savage Agarat], eating away at its flesh before it could reach Edithe.
Blinking, she watched as the wild Archdemon slowly fell before her, before melting into a puddle of black blood at her feet. She backed up and turned to face a pair of figures standing behind her.
One of them was an [Alchemist]. A man with a grizzly white beard. He wore a blue cloak, and he carried at his side a Bag of Holding. She couldn’t see his levels, but she knew he was strong. Probably higher level than she currently was. He produced a pair of potions and tossed them into the air.
The vials exploded in the air like fireworks. Blasts of multi-colored sparks that sent a flock of [Vampyr Bats] scattering. Edithe just worked her jaw as she stared at her two saviors.
“Gabriel… and Jake?”
There they were. The two members of the True Valiants Company. The members of the Valiant Dreamers who left after discovering the truth behind the company. That their former leader, Baris, had kept the purpose of the Valiant Dreamers— protecting the Sword of Alexander— a secret. And because of that, the two split companies had continuously clashed with each other ever since then, especially with Jake’s antagonism.
But now, they had… saved her?
Gabriel started forward, nodding at Edithe. He had been one of the least hostile members of the True Valiants, but she was still surprised to see him here.
“Try not to get too distracted while on the battlefield, Edithe. If you have a long spell to cast, ensure you do it behind the front lines.”
“R-right. But what are you two…?”
She stared past Gabriel, looking at Jake. The leader of the True Valiants harrumphed and stepped forward. He drew a sword, eyeing a pair of charging [Hellhounds] in the distance.
“The battlefield is no place for a conversation.”
He spoke simply. But then he paused, glancing back at Edithe briefly.
“However, I have decided. While the Valiant Dreamers and the True Valiants will never see eye-to-eye on what happened that day our leader betrayed us. There is no point for us to squabble amongst each other. Not when we have the same goals and the same ideals.”
A [Hellhound] lunged at him, but he sliced it in half. The second one didn’t even get close before he threw his blade. It impaled the wild Demon, before appearing back in his hand. Jake closed his eyes, and Edithe blinked.
“That’s…”
She wasn’t sure what to say. She just found herself gaping at Jake. After everything that had happened, this was how it was resolved? The redhead was genuinely at a loss for words. Especially since she didn’t know why he came to this conclusion now.
But Jake just shook his head at her.
“We can talk more later, alright? Use your Skill, already. Gabriel and I will cover you.”
Edithe paused. She watched as the [Alchemist] hurled a volley of potions into the distance, blasting apart a group of wild Demons. Slowly, she nodded.
She stepped forward as a white aura coalesced at the tip of her staff once more. It flowed through her— the power of all the deceased. It was overwhelming. And yet, she still channeled it through her. Their rage. Their anger. Their wills.
“[Vindication of—”
But once again, before she could cast the spell, she was interrupted. The ground shook. The redhead was thrown off balance. [Vindication of They] was dissipated as the earth rumbled with a terrible tremor.
The ground beneath her feet shone. The vast magic circle encapsulating the battlefield lit up once more. Edithe’s eyes grew wide as she felt the magic in the air rapidly draining.
“What…?”
And before she could parse what was happening, the gray dome up ahead burst open. The redhead’s eyes widened as she just stared on.
“Oh no.”
***
Daniel Song looked up as he heard the popping sound. He watched as the dome slowing the grand summoning ritual vanished, and he saw the black spire rising rapidly from the earth.
He gritted his teeth, whispering a name.
“Salvos…”
***
Saffron stumbled back as the ground at her feet ripped open, threatening to swallow her. She nearly fell through, but a hand caught her, pulling her back.
“Are you alright?”
Amanda carried the young Vampire back from the front lines. The former assassin wore an uncharacteristically worried look on her face. Saffron closed her eyes, not even looking at what was happening in the distance. She could sense it. Any [Mage] within a thousand miles could sense it. It was finally time. 
Regnorex wasn’t at the gates anymore. He had broken through. 
And the black palace made its way through to the Mortal Realm. 
***
Far away, Willy just coaxed the three baby Wyverns as they stared into the distant horizon. The sky was glowing a dark crimson there, and they knew something was going awfully wrong.
“Mama…”
***
Orgaf tore through the ranks of wild Demons, rushing his way to the very center of the grand ritual. He had thought Salvos had it. He had seen the silver-haired girl bring down Levithus with the help of Mori Gladius. 
But even despite that, the ritual continued. And the Thief of the Golden Scales didn’t understand why. It seemed that for whatever reason, with the death of Levithus, the ritual was only empowered.
And for once in his life, the Elite Ranked [Rogue] was too slow.
***
All throughout the battlefield, the Elite Ranks moved towards the center of the grand summoning ritual as fast as they could. Helena Warshade, Kaitlin Darkhelm, and Revis Umontos tore through the ranks of [Legions] to get there as fast as they could. Even Titus the Thrilling Bard and Ze-jai The One With Nature themselves had lost their normally calm demeanors, and moved in a hurry to stop this vile magic.
The only one who remained idle was Clayton Skyshredder. He was the highest-leveled [Mage] in the world. He had done everything he could to stop it. But all he could do was delay it.
His [Antimagic Field]— one of his three Grand Skills— was only able to slow the summoning ritual. It was a spell that would be able to disable the entire spellcasting capabilities of an army. Yet, here, it wasn’t even able to put a halt to the grand magic the Demons had set up.
He had understood this, but he still cast the Grand Skill regardless. Because he had hoped it would have delayed the grand summoning ritual long enough for Salvos to defeat Levithus, putting a halt to the spell. 
But Clayton now realized— perhaps too late— that that wasn’t enough. This was unlike a normal summoning ritual. All it would usually take to prevent a summoning ritual from going through was killing its caster. This summoning ritual… was being cast from the other side of the planes.
It was being cast by the Demon King Regnorex himself.
It was a disillusioning realization. Even with Levithus dead, the ritual would continue. But if that was all, Clayton would be the first one descending upon the site of the spell itself to figure out how to dismantle the magic.
However, here he was, hovering high in the sky, closing his eyes. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy had made a second realization. Once again, far too late. And it perhaps cost them their defeat. 
Perhaps it cost them the entire Mortal Realm.
And it was the fact that the grand summoning ritual was being powered by all the deaths in the battlefield.
Now, it was too late to put a stop to it.
***
Beyond the battlefield, where the skies weren’t glowing red, and where the oppressive magic was nothing but a disturbance in the air, a little girl sat in a temple, playing with a stolen kitchen knife. Rachel briefly glanced towards the stained glass windows, but a man’s voice called out to her, and she rushed to hide from the approaching [Priest].
Further away, an Elven [Necromancer] raised his head and furrowed his brows. Minnow Fellingchamp looked away from the three [Lion Beastmen] cubs. They were kicking around a Corrupted Skystonem and he had been trying to stop them. But now, he simply stared into the far distance, wondering what was going on.
And past the fading Plaguelands, a pair of Kobolds exchanged a worried glance. Xidra the [Herbalist] and Hoxle the [Diviner] looked at each other, sticking out their tongues as they confided with each other about what could be happening. After all, even if neither of them were of the [Draconic] Class, they could sense the number of cracks in the planes growing. 
And in a far distant throne room, Dominion As’triel tilted her head. The Matriarch of Elvenkind sensed the disturbance coming from the southwest and called for her greatest [Generals]. It seemed like it was time for her to expedite her plans to invade the Human lands.
Somewhere in the Netherworld, the Beast slumbered. And in the Spirit Realm, the Archangel woke up from his sleep. The Spirit Lord remained undisturbed sitting alone atop his throne, and the Fairy Queen continued forging her new plane. The Demon King’s plans finally began to unfold.
And the Devil just watched it all unveil from his home. 
He swiped through the various flashing screens, casually looking through the various scenes across the Nexeus, only pausing for a moment as he eyed the Watcher standing inconspicuously in the middle of the busy street. He— no, she seemed completely unbothered that her entire world could come to an end. But that was expected from her at this point. 
Sal just leaned back, flicking a finger at the screen. It vanished, and he pulled up the only scene he cared for. He whispered as he watched a silver-haired girl rushing past the rising sable spires, stumbling her way to the center of the ritual circle. There, a buzzing fly waited for her. So small and so insignificant. Yet ever present, and ever so annoying.
“The play has come to a close. The curtains have fallen, but the audience have not left. Because the encore is about to begin.”
Smiling, the Devil just watched as the climax he had been so looking forward to, finally began.
***
“Scarlet—”
I called out, but I couldn’t find her. The ground was collapsing at my feet, and the spires of a dark palace rose all around me. I tried searching for her with my spatial senses, however the world was so distorted, I couldn’t find her. A hole was forming in the Mortal Realm.
A massive gaping hole was tearing through the planes.
And I had to stop it. I didn’t know where Scarlet had gone, but that didn’t matter. I shook my head and dashed through the crumbling white earth around me, running past collapsing debris, and heading straight for the center of the ritual.
I saw the brightest section of the vast spell circle, and ran straight for it. It was glowing brightly, and a large domed roof was emerging from the ground. I slowed as I saw a figure buzzing there. 
Belzu hovered ten feet in the air, his wings moving slowly, his body slumped and bleeding. But he still moved. He raised his spindly arms tiredly, weaving threads of mana around as fast as he could. I came to a halt next to him as I spoke in a hurry.
“What are we doing? How do we stop this?”
The Lord of Lies didn’t even turn to face me as he replied.
“There is nothing to stop. It is already too late. We have failed.”
“What do you m—”
I opened my mouth to argue, but leapt back as another tall spire broke through beneath my feet. I caught myself as Belzu continued.
“Regnorex is responsible for all this. He is the one who plans to bring Demonkind to the Mortal Realm. He wishes for us to live like mere mortals. A peaceful world, as he calls it. But that is not a Demon’s world.”
I gritted my teeth, staring at the [Hellprince].
“What are you talking about? What are you doing, Belzu?”
He simply descended to the ground as he brought his hands together. I watched as the vast ritual circle at my feet shifted. The runes turned and reshaped. The grand magic altering ever-so-slightly.
“I am going to bring Regnorex himself alone over to the Mortal Realm, Salvos.” 
Belzu spoke as he continued to make small changes to the grand summoning ritual. My eyes grew wide, listening to his mad plan.
“No army. None of his minions. And when Regnorex arrives, I shall kill him and become the Demon King myself.”
I just stared at Belzu in horror as the earth trembled around me.
“What…?”




81. Lord of Lies

“I shall kill him and become the Demon King myself.”
Belzu’s voice echoed around even amidst the rumbling. The earth shook, and the world itself tore apart. But the Lord of Lies didn’t falter.
Was it an insane plan? Perhaps it was. And yet, it was the only viable solution. The ritual could not be stopped. It was too late. It would take too long to dismantle the magic. All Belzu could do was redirect it. 
It was simple, really. The only way to make the magic dissipate was by prematurely forcing the summoning to go through. It wouldn’t completely disable the ritual, but once a large chunk of mana was used up, the spell would be delayed long enough for the Humans to clean up the remnants of the grand spell. 
The Lord of Lies saw the runes and the glyphs glinting on the trembling ground. He raised a hand, reaching for the spellwork and grabbing the threads of mana. He wove the magic. He altered the ritual. He focused its power on a single target.
Regnorex the Demon King.
Belzu saw the looming figure waiting at the other side of the summoning circle. Regnorex stood tall, hardly reacting to what was being done to the spell. He could see what the Lord of Lies was planning. But the Demon King did not care.
And maybe that was a sign that Belzu should have stopped. But it was either summon an army of Primeval Demons, or summon Regnorex himself. Either way, the odds of victory were impossibly low. However, only one option made sense, since it would put an end to this once and for all.
So Belzu continued to weave the threads of mana together. Even as the world around him tore open, and a castle broke its way into the Mortal Realm. He focused on his target. He focused only on Regnorex.
Until a voice broke him out of his thoughts.
“What are you talking about?”
Glancing back, Belzu looked down at Salvos as she stared at him with wide eyes. The silver-haired girl— the faux Human— stepped forward.
“Belzu— do you realize what you’re trying to do? You’ll kill us all!”
She exclaimed. And the Lord of Lies just harrumphed.
“There is no time to argue. There is no other solution. We will die, or we will kill the Demon King.”
“That’s…”
Salvos backed up. He eyed her callously. 
“But how are we going to defeat Regnorex? He killed the Immortal King Alexander— that means he’s at least Level 200!”
She protested as Belzu shook his head. He waved a hand dismissively, replying without care.
“There is an entire army of Humans gathered here, no? They will wear Regnorex down. And when he lowers his guard, that is when I will strike.”
And Salvos paused. She blinked for a moment as she gaped his way.
The Lord of Lies just sighed when he saw her reaction.
Truth be told, her very presence grated on him. The only reason why he even indulged in her questions was the fact that she wasn’t actually a Human despite her appearance. She was a Demon, and so he tolerated her.
But that fact also upsetted him even more when she cared for mortals like she did now.
“But then most of the army will die.”
Salvos spoke through gritted teeth. Belzu nodded.
“And that is a sacrifice we must make if we want to stop this.”
“There has to be another way!”
She tried to argue. And that irked Belzu enough to stop what he was doing. He momentarily lowered his hands, spinning around to face the silver-haired girl even as the earth crumbled around them. He hovered ten feet in the air, buzzing weakly as she stood on the quaking ground.
“You who are a Demon— why do you care for these mere mortals? They are not your kin. They are not your people. They despise you for what you are, so you are forced to hide your true self from them.”
He pointed accusingly at her. But Salvos just shook her head vehemently.
“I am not hiding anything. I am Salvos, and I will always be Salvos, no matter what form I take.”
“That does not answer the question.”
Belzu clicked his mandibles together. Behind him, the domed roof of the Demon King’s castle fully emerged from the ground. He flitted forward, and she stood steadfast.
“Why do you protect these mortals?”
“I am protecting my companions.”
Salvos retorted. The Lord of Lies glared her way. 
“And yet, you protect those who are not just your companions. You defend the lives of Humans who would kill you if they discovered your truth. I cannot understand you. You are either a liar, or you are ashamed to be a Demon.”
He loomed over her, but she refused to budge. She held his gaze, speaking without any fear.
“I cannot understand you either. Why are you doing this? Why did you even rebel against the Regnorex?”
Belzu frowned. He opened his mandibles to reply, but Salvos pointed back at him.
“Do you even care about anyone other than yourself?”
And that made him the Lord of Lies pause for a single moment. He was affronted at first. He wanted to laugh at her face. 
“Do I care for anyone other than myself?”
But when he considered her words, he stopped. He slowly raised his head as he stared up at the fading crimson sky. And Belzu remembered.
***
An Infant Demon thrashed in the dark pool of lifeblood. He had a bloated figure, with half a dozen little nubs protruding from his side. He tried to turn over where he lay, but his face was submerged in darkness, and he couldn’t make sense of where he was. 
He wasn’t sure how long he had been trapped there. He didn’t even know that there was anything outside of that black world. He just knew that something was wrong. He just knew he didn’t like it. But his lack of spatial awareness meant he would have never escaped.
That was, until, something flipped him over.
He looked up in confusion as an odd creature loomed over him. It— no, she had red skin and blue spots. Wide black eyes that peered into him with curiosity.
She was another Infant Demon, and she saved him.
The newborn Belzu stared at his savior, then watched as she dragged herself away from the dark pool, clambering ashore. She joined a group of other Infant Demons and glanced back at him.
And in a daze, he followed her.
***
“Have you ever had any companions?”
A voice broke Belzu out of his stupor. Salvos glared up at him defiantly as he returned to reality.  He glanced down at her as she gestured all around her.
“Have you ever considered what they might want? Have you ever thought about what they might need?”
And the Lord of Lies hesitated.
***
The group of newborn Infant Demons stuck close together. They slowly traversed through the vast white landscape as a dark rain poured from above, losing a handful of their numbers who simply wandered off to do their own things. Belzu stuck close with them, mostly drawn by the female Infant Demon who saved him.
She was really an odd creature. Anytime an Infant Demon tried to leave the group, she’d move to dissuade them, even if she wasn’t always successful. And whenever they encountered another group of Infant Demons, she was always the first to invite them over.
Belzu couldn’t understand her behavior. So he followed her. And he continued following her until the group of Infant Demons ran into their first wild Demon. 
***
“You are just utterly selfish, Belzu.”
Salvos strode forward as the world crumbled around her. She raised a hand, creating a scythe made from gray flames. The Lord of Lies narrowed his bulbous eyes and drew back. But she didn’t attack him just yet.
“You’re willing to sacrifice all of the Mortal Realm for the sake of your own goals.”
“Do you really care about these mortals that much?”
Belzu snarled in response. But Salvos just shook her head.
“No— but unlike you, I will never do such a thing. Not to Humans, not to Elves, not to Spirits, and not to Demons.” 
***
It was a [Hellhound].
A wild Lesser Demon. It was weak— injured from a previous fight. But it fortunately stumbled upon the group of Infant Demons. It tore through their numbers. It chased them down one after another. There had been dozens of them at the start.
Now, only Belzu and the female Infant Demon remained. They were both chased into the deepest depths of a cave. She stayed by his side as they both hid in a small alcove right by a cliffside. The cavern led only to a large crevice that plunged into darkness.
The [Hellhound] prowled the corridor leading in and out. Their only exit was blocked by their hunter. There was no way to escape. Belzu was sure of it
But he had also seen the way that wild Demon acted. He had watched how it precisely pounced on each of its targets. Belzu knew that he could lose the [Hellhound] as he somehow tricked it into falling down the crevice. He just needed to bait it out.
And he found his bait huddling next to him.
She was his savior. His sister. She eyed him with those round black eyes. Belzu saw the look on her face. He heard the growling of the approaching [Hellhound]. 
Was it cruelty? Or was it necessity? Belzu didn’t know. He could hardly even comprehend such concepts, but even back then, he hesitated before making his decision. 
***
It happened so long ago. But even till this day, Belzu remembered the way she stared at him as she fell down the crevice. He recalled the snarling of the [Hellhound], and he recalled turning away right as the wild Demon crashed into her. 
He didn’t stay to watch as both his sister and the wild Demon fell to their deaths.
All for his own sake, Belzu sacrificed the Infant Demon who saved him. He killed his own sister to survive. He did everything he could from then on just to live in that terrible hellscape. He learned the magic of trickery. He mastered his illusions so that he could escape even the most precarious of situations.
Whether it be fleeing from the Demon King’s forces.
***
The newly-evolved [Imp] hid behind a thin white veil as he saw the marching Greater Demons. They wore strange metallic objects around their necks, and they ushered forward dozens of Infant Demons, with force if necessary.
***
Or surviving even in the most hostile environments.
***
The [Baal Imp] flitted quietly over the slumbering creature. The beating of his wings would normally make a loud buzzing sound, but it was muffled thanks to his magic. Even as he crossed the entire length of the Beast itself.
Somehow, he managed to avoid waking it. And after what felt like forever, he reached the other side of the valley to safety…
***
Belzu had done it all so he could survive. So what was he doing now? Why was he trying so hard to kill the Demon King?
He closed his eyes, and a voice echoed amidst the chaos.
“Do you know what that makes you, Belzu?”
Salvos yelled as she stepped forward. She raised the gray flames, aiming it at Belzu’s head from afar.
“It makes you wild.”
The Lord of Lies hovered there for a single moment. Salvos faced him down. He opened his eyes, and she held his gaze. 
“Now that’s enough. We can figure out another way to stop this ritual without dooming us all.”
Belzu stared at Salvos. He saw the determination in her face. He glanced up, watching as black spires rose all around him. The summoning ritual was nearing its completion. Not only that, he cast his gaze into the far distance and saw the army of Humans rushing to stop it.
This was everything he had tried to stop. And the Lord of Lies knew it was now or never. Either he succeeded in his ambitions, or he died trying.
So he ascended into the sky. He spread his arms wide as Salvos narrowed her eyes. He grabbed the danging threads of mana around him and began to enact the final changes to the summoning ritual.
“You ask me why am I doing this, oh Sentinel of Secely? You ask me who do I care if not myself, Liberator of the Plaguelands? You wish to know why I oppose Regnorex, you, the Death of the Destroyer?”
Belzu’s mandibles twisted as Salvos stared up at him.
“I am doing this because I care about all of Demonkind.”
With that, he snapped his fingers, and the world around the silver-haired girl changed.
***
“I see now.”
I whispered as a cascading curtain of darkness collapsed around me. The floor vanished beneath my feet. For a moment, I had almost thought that the summoning ritual had gone through. But I understood quickly that this was an illusion.
Belzu had trapped me in his magic. He didn’t want me interfering with his plans. It was incredibly stupid, but he was going to follow through with it. And it was simply because he cared for all of Demonkind.
I sighed and closed my eyes.
“That… is such an obvious lie.”
And I sprinted forward. I ran through the hallway of darkness, my footfalls echoing around me. But even as I sped past the revolving shadows, I didn’t move a single inch. I raised my flaming scythe and shouted.
“If you cared about Demonkind, why did you try to kill me when we first met?”
My eyes flickered. A large boulder bounded down towards me. I was about to leap over it, only to pause. Something told me not to react. To continue running. And so I did.
“You knew I was not a wild Demon! You knew I was not with Regnorex! But you attacked me anyway!”
I ran headfirst straight into the boulder. It phased right through me. A mere illusion. And when I saw a silver sickle flying towards me next, this time, I jumped.
“We could have spoken. We could have worked together. You could have worked with Humans instead of making them your enemy. But you didn’t! Because you don’t actually care about anyone but yourself!”
I leapt over the sickle. Nothing happened. It hadn’t been an illusion. If I had been struck by it, I probably would have died.
“YOU KNOW NOTHING ABOUT ME!” 
Belzu’s voice shook the entire world of darkness, and I slowed. I looked up with wide eyes as the giant insect descended upon me. He was a hundred times his normal size. I was no larger than his bulbous eyes. I could see my tiny reflection in his gaze— a mere speck, like an insect.
“I HAVE DONE EVERYTHING TO STOP THE DEMON KING. DO YOU NOT UNDERSTAND WHAT HE HAS PLANNED FOR DEMONKIND?”
“And what’s wrong with Regnorex’s plan, huh?”
I challenged Belzu, baring my teeth. I approached his hulking figure without fear.
“I dislike Regnorex’s plan because he’ll endanger my companions. But what about you? What do you have against this merger?” 
And the illusion froze. I eyed the giant insect as it hovered over there without buzzing its wings. A smile crept across my face, and I tilted my head.
“Surely you have an answer, don’t you, Belzu? Or maybe… I am right. Maybe you are wild.”
At my taunting, the illusion broke free from its frozen state. The giant insect came diving down at me as I stood steadfast.
“THE DEMON KING’S PLAN WILL RUIN DEMONKIND! HE WISHES FOR US TO GIVE UP WHAT MAKES US DEMON! HE WISHES FOR US TO LIVE LIKE MERE… MORTALS!”
And the massive apparition of Belzu crashed straight into me. But I didn’t flinch, even as his figure exploded into a billion buzzing insects. Locusts, roaches, spiders— they swarmed over me. I was thrust into a sea of pestilence. It overwhelmed my senses. But it did not harm me. 
So I closed my eyes. I tuned out my hearing. The world grew eerily silent around me, and I was once again submerged in nothingness. However, this time, I did so willingly. The creeping feeling of insects crawling all over my body faded away. I had mastered control of what I perceived thanks to [Manifestation of the Old Gods].
Belzu’s illusions wouldn’t bother me. I understood he was just trying to delay me. I tried to see through my spatial senses, but my vision was distorted by the warping of space by the summoning ritual. No sight. No hearing. No smell. No touch. No taste. No magic.
I just walked forward anyway, unable to perceive anything. And [Angelic Premonition] guided my actions. 
“You’re right. The world of mortals is unlike our own. The world of mortals rejects us. The world of mortals despises us for simply existing. But so does our world! So does the Netherworld!”
I spoke, but I couldn’t hear my voice. I took a step, and lowered my head. A deluge of chittering magical insects flew over me. When it dissipated, I continued.
“The Netherworld is cruel. It is teeming with wild Demons that want to tear us apart. If we can somehow escape that life, wouldn’t it be for the better?” 
I moved, even while lost in my own head. I sidestepped a falling boulder, and I thought of the others. Even now, I recalled what they looked like. Each and every single one of them. Every little detail of their bodies. I recalled it all.
An Infant Demon with a pair of antennae. An Infant Demon with light blue skin. An Infant Demon with large brown eyes….
An Infant Demon with a single eye. One of the highest-leveled of them all. He had abandoned us when we met the large Demon, only to be killed by Simag at that valley for daring to flee.
An Infant Demon with little nub-like limbs. She had been the kindest to me, waiting for me when I was lost. She had extended me companionship, even when I didn’t know what that meant yet. As brief as it was, perhaps I wouldn’t be who I was now if I hadn’t met her, and the memory of her being crushed by the large Demon was still as vivid as ever today.  
Finally, I recalled an Infant Demon with black and yellow spots. He had been there with the others, but I only reunited with him after I learned magic. I saved his life, and he had followed me for it. He became my first companion.
Haec.
We went through so much together. It seemed like so long ago, but even if the memory was distant, it remained close to my heart. He was the reason for everything I did in the Mortal Realm. It was all so I could get back to him.
And I wanted to get back to him so I could bring him back here.
“The world of mortals is beautiful…”
I continued walking, speaking in a trace. It was like I was ascending a set of steps. I rose above a pulse of curse magic and let my scythe dissipate.
I remembered my very first day in the Mortal Realm. I remembered wondering why the sky was blue, and I remembered watching in awe as butterflies fluttered peacefully around me. Not everything here wanted to kill me. Sure, I had fought against Dark Wolves and angry Humans, but I had also met friendly wolves and watched crawling caterpillars. I made plenty of companions here in the Mortal Realm.
I gritted my teeth and came to a halt. I leaned back, and something just barely brushed by my cheeks. I took in a deep breath, before exclaiming as I snapped my eyes open.
“So what is wrong with living in the world of mortals?” 
And I thrust a hand forward, tearing through the illusion. I pierced through the veil with the tip of my fingers. The darkness around me collapsed like broken glass, and a warm liquid poured down my arm.
I looked up and saw Belzu right before me. We were both standing atop the domed roof the Demon King’s castle. He had his back against the wall, and his clawed hands were but an inch over my head. He had swung for my head and missed. But I stabbed him in the chest, and I didn’t miss.
There was no scythe here. No flaming magic. No artifacts. Nothing. I impaled Belzu with my right arm alone. And I drew back.
“I win.”
***
Why was Belzu against the Demon King’s plan?
When the Lord of Lies had first heard of it, he had been outraged. He was a measly Greater Demon who only cared for his own survival. He had lived for so long in inaction, watching as Genesis repeated itself again and again. He was beholden to his own terrors. A slave to his nightmares. And yet, he was more than happy to embrace these shackles.
After all, they were his very own shackles he had placed upon himself. They weren’t the collars of the Demon King which he had worked so hard to avoid. And he was more than happy to remain in bondage to his own fears… until his anger had emancipated him.
But what was wrong with Regnorex’s ambitions? How did it drive him so greatly?
The Demon King wanted to bring Demonkind to the Mortal Realm. He had said the Netherworld was too harsh and cruel— he had promised a better life for all Demons if they followed him. And Belzu found it ridiculous.
But why was it ridiculous? If Belzu didn’t have to live in constant fear of dying, his life would have been vastly improved. 
However, it was the fact that he had already lived through such a grueling struggle of a life that upsetted him. Because it was what made him a Demon. Or… so he thought.
Belzu once again recalled his sister. His savior. He remembered the way she had acted. And it wasn’t just her, but the other Infant Demons with them too. Their brothers and sisters. None of them were bloodthirsty. They weren’t rugged and cruel creatures who only thought for themselves. 
They were innocent creatures. Kind and social. And most of all, they were all Demons.
Back then, none of them had experienced the true terror of the Desolation just yet. They were completely unsuspecting of what was to come. But that didn’t change the fact that they were just as much Demons as Belzu.
So his opposition to the Demon King’s plans were never about being a Demon in the first place. It was a lie the Lord of Lies told himself so he could rise to the occasion and challenge the greatest power of the Netherworld. But the truth was, he was upset that he was never given such a better life in the first place.
Because it was unfair to him.
And if he couldn’t have it, then no one else could have it. That was his drive. His goal. And he finally realized it as he sighed.
“So once again, I was but a slave to my own desires.”
Belzu closed his eyes as Salvos drew back. A gaping hole was left in his chest. He felt the black blood pouring out, and he crumpled to the ground. He lay there, dying as Salvos shook her head.
“There is so much in the Mortal Realm for me to explore. I have yet to see the full extent of the Kobold lands. I haven’t even visited the rainforests of the Elves. I want to fly to the Endlands. I want to meet a Dragon one day.”
She spoke wistfully as the world rumbled and tore around her. Belzu hardly even reacted. He just stared at her as his body went numb.
“And that is why I will stop Regnorex’s plans. Not for the sake of Demonkind, nor for the sake of Humankind.”
“But for your own sake.”
Belzu spoke, and Salvos paused. He eyed her as his vision blurred. He could barely keep his bulbous eyes open. He just watched as she glanced down at the summoning ritual. The spell circle was growing brighter than ever, although the reflective image of Regnorex and his army had vanished.
And she looked back up to meet Belzu’s gaze.
“For my sake, yes. And for my companions.”
He stared at her for a moment, before chuckling with his clicking mandibles. 
“In the end, we are not so different.”
“But we are.”
Salvos replied in an instant. Belzu mustered up the strength to shake his head.
“We are both beholden to our desires. You will ruin the only chance of a better life for all Demonkind for your own sake. So we are but the same.”
“And yet, I am Salvos, while you are Belzu.”
She spoke over him as if that was a rebuttal. It was ridiculous. But Belzu knew what she meant. He understood the distinction between them. In acting for her own sake, Salvos would act for the sake of others. Whether it be her companions, all of Humankind, or some baby Wyverns. She fought for them because she cared for them, and that was ultimately a selfish thing.
The same could be said for the Demon King. His grand design was not for himself, but for all of Demonkind. And that was why both Salvos and Regnorex were going to inadvertently clash.
But Belzu’s selfishness was limited only to himself. In acting for himself, the Lord of Lies would act to the detriment of others. There was no one else in his schemes. Only he would benefit, while others would suffer. 
Closing his eyes, Belzu wondered if he had ever done something for the sake of others. 
And he remembered. 
It had happened so long ago. He must have forgotten the truth. All this time, he must have lied to himself. But now, the buried memories resurfaced, and his oldest memory was breathed with new life.
***
Belzu hesitated as he heard the approaching [Hellhound]. He knew it would soon arrive. Its footfalls drew closer, and he made his decision.
He turned to his sister and met her gaze. He stared at her into her deep black eyes. She didn’t know what he was doing, and he didn’t know what he was doing either. He just moved. Belzu started forward, ready to sacrifice himself to the [Hellhound].
But he was stopped by a sudden movement. His sister got in the way and shook her head. Belzu’s eyes widened as he realized she knew what he was doing. And she wasn’t going to allow it. He was his sister. She was his savior. There was only one way for either of them to survive.
And he wasn’t going to let him be the one to die. 
She leapt out of the alcove as the [Hellhound] snapped its gaze towards her. Belzu watched his sister edge up to cliff, and the [Hellhound] pounced. She fell back with the wild Demon as he let out a silent cry and rushed after her. But she was already tumbling down into the darkness as the [Hellhound] ripped into her side.
Belzu stared at his savior as she vanished down that hole. He watched as she nodded his way before finally disappearing into the eternal darkness, saving him once again.
***
“One final lie.”
Belzu whispered as he no longer could feel his body. He didn’t even know if Salvos was standing there over him anymore. He could no longer hear the roaring of the summoning ritual. He didn’t feel cold. He didn’t feel afraid. He felt nothing at all. 
An all-encompassing darkness encroached on him, and the Lord of Lies let out a soft sigh.
“I do wonder… if this time… that was… the truth…”
***
Defeated [Hellprince of the Desolation - Lvl 168]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!




82. Disillusioned Part One

“And so it ends.”
Sal whispered, watching as Belzu slumped over on the ground. The Lord of Lies was finally dead. After so long, this rivalry had concluded. And it was Salvos who came out on top.
“I always believed in you, my dear daughter.”
The Devil smiled as he peered into the screen. He felt like a proud father who finally got to see his daughter all grown up, instead of dying a terrible death at the hands of a giant bug Demon. It warmed his cold, dead heart, really. He couldn’t stop himself from smiling as he eyed his daughter. 
“But now, let’s see if you survive what comes next.”
Chuckling, Sal leant back in his seat as the world began to collapse around Salvos. She stumbled back as the ground broke at her feet. 
“I do wonder how you’re going to escape this predicament. Maybe I should help you out…”
He tilted his head back for a moment, then waved a hand dismissively.
“Nah, it’s more fun when you don’t know what the outcome is gonna be. I’ll stick to watching, thanks.”
***

Defeated [Hellprince of the Desolation (Lord of Lies) - Lvl 168]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
“Huh.”
I paused for a moment, hearing the notification resound in my head. For a moment, I completely forgot that the world was breaking around me. I didn’t pay attention to the collapsing earth. I just stared at Belzu’s corpse.
“So he really is dead this time.”
But that wasn’t the only notification I heard. There were plenty more that had rang out before that, which I didn’t pay attention to because I had been so busy fighting. But there were a lot of notifications for me to sort through, for the wild Primeval Demons that I had fought hard to help bring down.
Defeated [Hellabomination - Lvl. 175]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
To the wild Primeval Demons I had hardly helped with before it was defeated by others. Most of the damage I inflicted was mostly thanks to [The Call of Armageddon].
Defeated [Archarachne - Lvl. 166]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Defeated [Archarachne - Lvl. 169]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
Defeated [Chthonic Agaros - Lvl. 165]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
There were also the swarms of wild Demons and [Legions] and Archdemons I had killed either on the way to face Levithus, or just because they were caught by my stray spells.
Defeated [Savage Agarat - Lvl. 141]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
…
Defeated [Vampyr Chiroptera - Lvl. 138]!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!
And, lastly, there was Levithus. I hadn’t been the one to deal the finishing blow against him. That had been Scarlet. But I had whittled him down throughout the fight, along with Belzu. It was a three-way split, but still a hefty chunk of experience for me.
On top of that, Levithus had been under the effects of his Grand Skill when he died. He was still transformed. And it wasn’t even like a [Changeling]’s fake transformation. He had truly embodied the levels and the Subspecies he had been given. So…
Defeated [Cerberus (Hound of the Demon King) (Lord of Chaos) - Lvl. 181]!
More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 20 levels above you!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy with the help of others!
He would have given me over 30 levels worth of experience at the start of the war. But considering that I had already been fighting non-stop for a while, I leveled quite a bit even before I fought Levithus.
And now, I finally had the chance to briefly look through all my level ups.
First of all, and less importantly, I had leveled up in a General Skill that I hadn’t leveled in a really long time.
General Skill [Advanced Mana Manipulation] Level up!
[Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 8] -> [Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 9]!
Experience is awarded for leveling a General Skill!
General Skill [Advanced Mana Manipulation] Level up!
[Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 9] -> [Advanced Mana Manipulation - Lvl. 10]!
Experience is awarded for leveling a General Skill!
Additional experience is awarded for maxing a General Skill!
I wondered if the reason it leveled now after so long was because I was fighting in an [Antimagic Field]. 
Subspecies [Angelic Devil Princess] Level Up! 
[Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 150] -> [Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 151] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
Subspecies [Angelic Devil Princess] Level Up! 
[Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 151] -> [Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 152] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
…
Subspecies [Angelic Devil Princess] Level Up! 
[Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 154] -> [Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 155] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
Gained 1 Grand Skill Skill Point!
I paused for a brief moment at that. 
“Huh.”
But I didn’t waste any time processing it, instead moving on.
…
Subspecies [Angelic Devil Princess] Level Up! 
[Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 157] -> [Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 158] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 118] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 119]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
…
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 124] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 125]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
Altogether, I had leveled up 8 times in my Subspecies, and 7 times in my Class. I was impressed. However, I was also in a rush. So I quickly distributed all my Stats and Skill Points and Grand Skill Points before turning my attention to the issue at hand.
Salvos (Secely’s Sentinel) (The Devil’s Daughter)
Species: [Primeval Demon of Pride] 
Secondary Species: [Lesser God]
Subspecies: [Angelic Devil Princess] - Lvl. 158
Class: [Draconic Apprentice] - Lvl. 125
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Corruption Resistance] - Lvl. 1
[Identification] - Lvl. 6
[Racial Skill: True Divinity] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
[Racial Skill: Universal Language Comprehension] - Lvl. 2
[Rest] - Lvl. 5
[Wisdom of the Old Gods] - Lvl. 5



[Title Skill: General Status Effect Resistance] - Lvl. 1
[Ttle Skill: Invoke Wrath] - Lvl. 2
[Title Skill: Protection of the Sentinel] - Lvl. 1
[Title Skill: The Devil’s Grace] - Lvl. 1 
[Racial Skill: Divine Essence of the Angelic Devil Princess] - Lvl. 1 (Maxed)
Stats:
[Available Stat Points: 0]
[Vitality]: 255 (+30) (+10) (+100)
[Strength]: 255 (+30) (+10) (+100) 
[Endurance]: 255 (+30) (+10) (+3) (+100)
[Wisdom]: 400 (+30) (+10) (+50) (+100) 
[Agility]: 440 (+30) (+10) (+5) (+100)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 9]
[Angel’s Wings] - Lvl. 11



[Barrage of Cinders] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Divine Demon’s Mark] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Divine Haste] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)



[Intimidation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)



[Faux Limbs] - Lvl. 25 (Maxed)



[Divine Nebular Construct] - Lvl. 25 (Maxed)



[Divine Radiant Slash] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)



[Sacred Hellfire] - Lvl. 10



[Salvo of Vanity] - Lvl. 25 (Maxed)



[The Call of Armageddon] - Lvl. 10



[The Holy Flames] - Lvl. 15



[Passive - Angelic Premonition] - Lvl. 10



[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Available Grand Skill Points: 0]
[My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] - Lvl. 2
[Unused Skill Slot] x4
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 1]
[Draconic Fury] - Lvl. 15
[Fragmented Pocket Dimension] - Lvl. 10
[Full Phase] - Lvl. 9
[Greater Teleportation] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Manifestation of the Old Gods] - Lvl. 5
[Truth Divination] - Lvl. 5
[Warped Time] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Passive - Dragon Scales] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Passive - Master of Material Manipulation] - Lvl. 5
[Passive - Weaker Regeneration] - Lvl.5
And with that, I turned to face the ritual circle at my feet, narrowing my eyes.
“Now, how do we stop this?”
As I tried to figure it out, finally, the others came.
***
Edithe sent a blast of white light streaking across the battlefield, wiping out the last of the wild Demons in her path. It was her [Vindication of They]. Her greatest Skill. Especially amidst a large battlefield where she could draw power from the deceased around her.
But for whatever reason, it had been incredibly weak. The [Sentinel of the Elements] had tried to grasp for the wisping power around her— the essence of the dead faded away, as if it was being stolen by the earth. She didn’t understand what was going on at first.
For a moment, she had been utterly confused. However, the realization settled in. As a former [Summoner], Edithe understood what was happening, perhaps faster than others even.
Each and every death here was fueling the grand summoning ritual.
“We can’t kill—”
Edithe started as she spun around. But she paused. Her eyes grew wide when she saw the remnants of [Legions] and wild Demons scattering from the might of the United Coalition of the Human Lands. It didn’t matter if they stopped now. 
It was already too late. 
“Fuck!”
She cursed and sprinted straight for the center of the summoning circle. It wasn’t easy. A powerful earthquake ripped through the ruins of Inor, and giant crevices tore through the ground. Dark spires rose to the sky, and they blocked her path.
Edithe sprinted around all these obstacles, only coming to a halt for a brief moment as she saw a wounded figure stumbling ahead of her.
“You’re…?”
Scarlet Vermillion leant against a spire, clutching at her shoulders, clearly wounded. She looked towards Edithe who just called out.
“Hey, we’ve got to do something about this! Where’s Salvos? Where’s Mori?”
“Mori is… dead.”
The Red Rose replied before shaking her head. Edithe blinked in shock, but Scarlet just pushed herself off the spire and staggered ahead.
“I’m not sure where Salvos went. I’ve been searching for her, but I got lost when the spires…”
“I… right.” 
Edithe pursed her lips before snapping her gaze to the strongest source of magic. She nodded at Scarlet and offered a shoulder.
“I think it’s this way—”
Together, the two women made their way through the crumbling landscape. They managed to avoid the rising spires, and even escaped the forming crevices. They arrived right before a large domed room rising from the ground, where a vast spell circle laid at its base.
Salvos stood there, right next to the corpse of a large bulbous creature. It was shaped almost like an insect. Edithe narrowed her eyes.
“Isn’t that… Belzu?”
Edithe wondered aloud, but quickly dismissed the thought. Salvos wasn’t the only one here. Orgaf, Helena Warshade, Alder Ashford, Kaitlin Darkhelm, Thaddeus Reimar, and Jola Wilf looked like they’d just gotten here no more than a minute ago.
There were a few other figures present. A hulking Cyclops, one of the triumvirate leaders of the Forsaken Company, and even Daniel Song stood there. More and more people were joining, ranging from Diamond Ranked adventurers to high-leveled Generals.
Surprisingly, Clayton Skyshredder wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Maybe he was going to arrive soon, or maybe he was trying to work up a solution.
Edithe didn’t know. Peris Dolonia joined the fray a few moments later, but the redhead didn’t care to take note of who else was arriving. She just ran up to where Salvos and Daniel were standing, glancing between them.
“Guys, this ritual, it’s being powered by—”
“We know.”
Daniel spoke over Edithe, nodding grimly. She blinked as he gestured towards the Great Tempest Archmage of Mavos Academy.
“Archmage Warshade is trying to find a solution to stop it as we speak. I’m sure she can figure something out.”
Indeed, Helena spoke in conference with Alder Ashford, Thaddeus Reimar, and a multitude of other [Mages]. Edithe barely heard what they were saying as they spoke so quickly in their discussion.
“We need to act now.”
“I am unsure how much time we have left.”
“Dismantling this spell will take…”
“Perhaps through combination casting we can—” 
But a single booming voice spoke over all of them. A figure descended from the sky, and Edithe blinked. Heads turned, looking up. Even Helena Warshade paused to stare at the descending figure, standing atop a cloud. 
Clayton Skyshredder, the Headmaster of Mavos Academy, and the highest-leveled [Mage] in the world arrived at the scene. He was finally here. He would help put a halt to this ritual… right? That was what Edithe had thought.
Unfortunately, what he said was not what they hoped to hear.
“This ritual cannot be stopped. It is already too late. We have to prepare ourselves for the final battle.”
And Edithe blinked.
“What…?”




83. Disillusioned Part Two

Daniel Song froze when he heard Clayton’s words. Everybody did. The nearby [Mages] gaped at the Headmaster of Mavos Academy, in complete disbelief of what was said. Everyone from the panting Saffron Merryster to the pursed-lip Peris Dolonia were in shock. Even Salvos didn’t say a word.
“Now get moving.”
Clayton continued as he flew up with his cloud. He glanced down at the rumbling ground, before shaking his head.
“We want to form a defensive formation around the castle by the time it is fully summoned.”
Helena Warshade exchanged a glance with Thaddeus Reimar. They looked like they were both at a loss for words, but felt a need to protest. However, before either of the [Mages] could speak up, Daniel stepped forward.
“What are you talking about, Clayton?”
The [Hero] was the first to break from his stupor. He narrowed his eyes at the highest-leveled [Mage] in the world. But Clayton just shook his head, replying simply.
“We have no time to waste. It’s over. It cannot be stopped.”
“But we have time!”
A second voice protested. It was Edithe. She joined Daniel, gesturing at the rumbling earth around them.
“If we didn’t have time, we’d be dead by now. So we clearly have time!”
She spoke as she held Clayton’s gaze. But the Headmaster of Mavos Academy was adamant. He drifted down, raising his sword as it picked a thin thread out of the air. A glowing mana thread, visible even to Daniel’s eyes, appeared. 
“This ritual will be completed in ten minutes. Fifteen minutes at the very most. Even if all the greatest Archmages of the Human lands worked together in dismantling this ritual, it will take far too long.”
Clayton Skyshredder let out a heavy sigh, releasing the mana thread.
“Half an hour, at the very least. Likely more. And that is nevermind the fact that we are exhausted.” 
His words made everyone present freeze in fear. Kaitlin Darkhelm, Alder Asfhord, Scarlet Vermillion. Even Orgaf was taken aback. A susurration swept over the gathered crowd. It spread quickly as more and more high-leveled individuals like Laux Lionfist joined the scene.
Clayton just spoke, staring down into the ritual circle.
“It will be a fruitless effort. Our time is better spent preparing for the inevitable. The Demon King is coming, and we will have to do everything we can to stop him when he comes through.”
Daniel heard these words, and he gritted his teeth. He knew nothing about magic. He was sure that Clayton was right. But still, the [Hero] couldn’t accept it. Once again, he was the first and only one to protest against this plan. 
“We can’t just give up. We can’t run away. We have to try something out.”
He strode forward, raising the Sword of Alexander. Daniel pointed at the Headmaster of Mavos Academy and spoke for all to hear.
“We are exhausted. Many of our friends are dead. We have already used up our best Skills in battle. This final battle you speak of— it’s just suicide. You’re just accepting defeat.”
Clayton furrowed his brows. Edithe nodded, joining Daniel’s side. It wasn’t just her either. Orgaf the Thief of the Golden Scales grunted and stepped forward. Saffron Merryster nodded at them. Amanda, Laux Lionfist, Kaitlin Darkhlem, Kacey, Titus, and many more.
But none of the high-leveled [Mages] argued. Neither Thaddeus, nor Helena, nor Jola stood next to the [Hero]. And neither did Salvos.
That made Daniel paused uncertainly. He was unsure why she seemed so unnaturally silent. But he kept his gaze fixed on Clayton Skyshredder.
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy sighed, opening his mouth to say something. However, before he could, a lumbering figure stepped forward. An Elite Ranked Cyclops.
“If I may interject…”
He cleared his throat, and heads turned to face him. Daniel frowned as the Cyclops glanced down at the ritual with his single eye. It glimmered a golden color. 
“I am Revis Umontos. The Seer of the Cosmos. I can discern truths from lies. I can see your greatest secrets. I can even peel back the past, and gaze moments into the future.” 
Revis gestured vaguely around him with all four of his arms.
“And I see nothing but truth in the esteemed Skyshredder’s words. As things stand right now, the summoning ritual will go through.”
“That’s…”
Daniel pursed his lips. But he realized he was quickly losing support. He glanced back, hearing the whispers running through the gathered crowd. 
“I have heard of this Cyclops before…”
“They say that he has never spoken a falsehood in his life.”
“His divination magic is unparalleled!”
Shaking his head, Clayton Skyshredder drew back once more. His gaze darkened as he spoke with a grim voice.
“We can only try for better things. Fighting a loss cause is pointless. Wasting time here will only leave us unprepared when the Demon King arrives. We cannot let the Mortal Realm be overrun by Demons. Now let us move.”
Daniel looked back towards the crowd, watching as in an instant, all the support he had gathered vanished. The [Mages] ascended into the air, quickly joining Clayton Skyshredder, ready to leave the ritual circle. None of them said anything. But their actions were loud enough. They just hung their heads, shame-faced in defeat.
It was ridiculous. Daniel didn’t understand it. Defeating the Demon King wasn’t possible. There was no way they’d be able to win, when the Immortal King Alexander himself was slain. No one here was over Level 200. Sure, there were a few dozen Elites. But that would be no different than if Daniel went up against a group of Platinum Ranked adventurers.
It would be a slaughter.
He clicked his tongue, watching as the gathering thinned, most of them beginning to disperse in line with Clayton’s orders. Sure, Edithe, Orgaf, Saffron, and a few others remained. But they couldn’t do anything about the ritual. 
Daniel had to draw the others back in somehow. Otherwise, it was purely suicide. But he couldn’t. He had tried, and he had failed. While he was a [Hero], he wasn’t the highest-leveled [Mage] of Humankind. He needed
So he turned to the only person who could support him. The only thing above a [Hero] to the people. A Lesser God.
“Why aren’t you saying anything, S—” 
And the [Hero] paused. Daniel eyed his companion. The silver-haired girl. She just stood there, her face shadowed over, staring at the ground, no words said. He blinked.
“Salvos…?”
She slowly raised her head and gave him a weak smile.
“Sorry, Daniel. This was my fault…”.
“What are you… talking about?”
Daniel stared at her, utterly befuddled.
***
It was my fault. Belzu had been right. It really was too late.
I had hoped it wasn’t. I thought that if Clayton Skyshredder got here, things would be fine. I believed that he could have done something about the summoning ritual. But I was wrong.
And now, because of my own mistakes, we had to face Regnorex and his greatest army.
Belzu was right. But I couldn’t accept his plan, either. Because he was going to sacrifice everyone here to the Demon King, including my companions. I wasn’t going to let them die. I couldn’t let them die.
I raised my head, facing those still gathered around me. Daniel, Edithe, Saffron, Orgaf, Amanda, Hadrian, Crocus… there were more of them. But we were few compared to the many who were trailing away from the ritual site. 
I eyed Clayton Skyshredder as he slowly flew off. He hadn’t gotten far yet. He was still closeby. It was almost like he was hesitating. Like he was doubting his own decision. All the [Mages] were. Perhaps, if given a chance, they might… turn back.
I looked back down at the summoning circle at my feet and took in a deep breath.
“Salvos, are you alright?” 
A voice drew my attention. Edithe’s voice. She peered into me with a worried look. Daniel stood next to her— both my companions waited for me. Even though staying here could spell their demise. 
If they died here, it would be my fault. It was my responsibility. 
And it wasn’t just them. I glanced past both Daniel and Edithe as they fussed over me. I swept my gaze over Saffron who watched the rest of her kin trailing away from the ritual circle. I saw Orgaf standing there, jaw clenched and glaring at Clayton’s back.
These were my companions. They acknowledged me. And somewhere far away, watched over by my last surviving clone, was Willy and the baby Wyverns. Novis, Bellum, and Oriur. Even further beyond was Rachel. Sakura. And in the Spirit Plane were Mistshard, Druma, and Lily.
No one else knew me for who I truly was. So they didn’t matter to me. I could simply cast [Greater Teleportation] now to escape with my companions— to save those I cared about.
And yet— 
“Clayton Skyshredder!”
I burst into the sky as I yelled out, wreathed by iridescent flames. Daniel and Edithe blinked. They looked up at me with wide eyes. My companions called after me. And I turned away from them.
Instead, I faced the Headmaster of Mavos Academy as heads turned to face me. Those I recognized, and those I hardly knew. They all stared at me as I hovered in the sky, just above the dark domed roof of the Demon King’s castle. 
Clayton Skyshredder paused as he stared at me. For whatever reason, he drifted closer. Maybe because he hoped I had some solution to our predicament. And I did.
I remembered how I ended up here in the Mortal Realm in the first place. 
“I can delay it! I can delay the summoning ritual!”
I shouted for all to hear. And that drew their attention. They listened to what I had to say. They listened to me.
“What are you suggesting, Salvos? How are you going to delay the summoning ritual?”
The Headmaster of Mavos Academy furrowed his brows as he flew my way. I eyed the bearded man, before casting my gaze past him. I saw all the faces staring at me hopefully below.
All of them knew my name. They heard about me. But they didn’t know me.
Jaakko, Zack, Helen, Hadrian, Amanda, Sophia, Cless, Gabriel, Ismail Zuland, Crocus Merryster, Cinne Merryster, Lamarr, Gallus, Amanda, Laux Lionfist, Alder Ashford, Kaitlin Darkhelm, Titus, Ze-jai.
None of them acknowledged me. Only Helena Warshade knew my truth, but she rejected me. 
But still, I could save them all. I brought my hands up, tugging at the strands of mana weaving the complex grand ritual.
“To delay the summoning, we just have to expend its magic. It no longer has a source to draw from. No more deaths, and no more ritual circles.” 
Clayton narrowed his eyes at me as I explained my plan. By the look on his face, I knew I was right. 
“So if I reverse the summoning spell and change its target to me, you should have enough time to dismantle it after, right?”
I began altering the magic as Belzu did, and the runes at the ground shifted. Daniel blinked. Edithe paused. Saffron’s jaw dropped. And Orgaf stared at me with wide eyes. They heard what I said in utter disbelief.
But Clayton just shook his head.
“That will not work. This summoning ritual is designed to target only Demons. Your plan will fail.”
The ground rumbled beneath me. An image rippled into existence on the ground, showing the visage of the Demon King. But no one even paid attention to it. They just looked on at Clayton and I.
I closed my eyes, even as I continued making minor amendments to the ritual. I couldn’t make big changes because I was unfamiliar with how it worked. But with my Class, I could at least alter its spatial properties. 
I raised my head, my eyes snapping open. 
“I am aware of that. But my plan will work.” 
I spoke simply as the image reflected in the ritual circle blurred. I stopped manipulating the threads of mana. I was done. There was only one thing left to do.
“And how will it work, Salvos? How are you going to alter the very crux of the summoning ritual in such a short amount of time? We stand a better chance of dismantling it than wasting time on that!”
Clayton’s gaze bore into me, his voice booming. I looked back down. I stared at my companions. Orgaf had taken a while to accept me, but he did now. Saffron also initially feared me, only to warm up after a while. 
Edithe hated me when we first met. And yet, she willingly fought alongside me for so long. Perhaps out of necessity, but it was still a form of acceptance, which only grew stronger when she finally started caring for me. 
And even though Daniel tried to kill me in our first encounter, he was also the first Human to show me kindness. He was the fastest Human to ever acknowledge me as Salvos. 
It was always the same. It always took time. But eventually, I was always accepted by my friends. So I turned away from my companions, sweeping my gaze over the sea of faces staring at me one last time, before looking back up at Clayton Skyshredder.
I smiled as I pointed a thumb at myself, speaking loud for all to hear. 
“I don’t have to do any of that. Because—” 
And iridescent flames wisped wildly off my body. My Divine Essence shone brightly, and I floated like a star in the sky, gazed upon by all.
Was it because I was a Lesser God?
The fire burned all over my body, scalding me with its blazing intensity. But instead scarring me into a shade of dark crimson, the flames simply peeled back at my outer shell, revealing an ethereal pale skin underneath.
Was it because I was Secely’s Sentinel?
I brushed my fingers through the divine flames, and cracks formed on my forearms. Like the heat was cutting deep into me, but blood refused to pour out. My elbows were layered with ash as my hands were stained black.
Was it because this plan had to work?
Sharp claws emerged from my fingertips, and a set of crown-like horns curved out of my forehead. My pupils thinned as Clayton’s eyes went round.
“You’re…”
For a moment, the world froze, and I felt a burden ease off my shoulders. Despite the rumbling earth, and despite the tearing space, everyone— from friends like Zack to strangers like Zejai— simply stared at me in shock, completely speechless. Even my four companions below looked at me with wide eyes.
No! I screamed internally at myself. It’s not because of any of those reasons! It was because of one reason and one reason only. This plan would work because… because…
I hovered in the air as the rainbow-colored flames dissipated, pulling back like a folding curtain. There I was— all of me for all to see. Horns, claws, and scales. My Subspecies no longer hidden, and my true self finally revealed.
“Because I am Salvos, and I am a Demon!”
With that, I dove straight into the summoning ritual, activating [Full Phase]. I passed over the sea of shocked faces. I heard my companions calling after me, screaming my name. 
“Salvos!”
But their voices faded in the distance as I plunged into the blurred image on the ground. Space tore around me, and darkness shrouded my vision. In an instant, I was engulfed by a numbing nothingness. And the only voice I heard was the voice in my head.
Now Leaving [Nexeus: Mortal Realm].




84. Disillusioned Part Two

Was this really it?
Haec shifted where he stood as he glanced around the throne room. Rows and rows of Primeval Demons kneeled before the vast ritual circle with their heads bowed low. There were legions of Archdemons of all shapes and sizes, waiting at the back ranks. This was the greatest army of the Demon King. All of them were loyal to a fault.
And Haec stood ahead of them all.  
He wasn’t nearly as high-leveled as the Primeval Demons at the front ranks. Certainly, he was an Archdemon approaching his next evolution, but so was Taburas, yet she was not here. So Haec didn’t understand why he was standing at the very front— at the right hand side of the Demon King. 
“It is time.”
Regnorex’s rumbling voice snapped Haec back to attention. The Demon King’s gaze was fixed only at the ceiling. Or, rather, what was left of the ceiling. The domed roof was being consumed by a massive rift in space. It was a portal that reflected an image of another world on the other side.
It was the Mortal Realm. Haec had only ever seen it twice before. The first was a long time ago. But since then— since joining the Demon King’s forces— he had only seen it once more. Unlike most of the Demons in Regnorex’s armies, he was never allowed to cross through to the other side.
He was never given a Lair or a Domain to rule over, nor was he ever allowed to leave Regnorex’s side while in the Demon King’s castle. But he was also sent on the deadliest missions, and the most dangerous tasks. After all, Haec had been taken under the direct tutelage of Regnorex, even if he didn’t understand why.
But Haec didn’t care about any of that. None of it mattered, because he had undergone all those trials for a single reason. And it had all culminated to this.
He was finally going to the Mortal Realm. It had been his goal. He had done Regnorex’s bidding all for one reason.
And that was to see her again.
Haec closed his eyes, watching as the vast portal overhead fell upon the army. The Demon King strode forward as he bellowed, and his army followed.
“Now stand. Draw your arms. Ready for battle. Brace yourself for salv—”
And the portal… flickered. Haec blinked, watching as the image reflected above blurred. Regnorex halted. His eyes narrowed as he glanced above.
“This is…”
He trailed off as the image focused for a moment, showing the picture of a silver-haired girl. A… Demon? Haec’s eyes went round at the sight of that figure. His jaw dropped and he whispered.
“That’s…”
And Regnorex clenched a fist. A black aura wisped off him, and Haec stumbled back. The kneeling Primeval Demons flinched, while the Archdemons dropped to the ground. A powerful overwhelming force shook the room— the intense pressure sent cracks rippling across the floor. It was the fury of the Demon King.
“I see.”
Haec gasped as he collapsed to the ground, Regnorex’s rage palpable, bearing down on his shoulders. But still, he didn’t tremble as the Primeval Demons did. The fear wouldn’t keep him down, because he knew what he saw. He forced himself back up and raised his head, glancing up at the flickering rift. 
Even though the image was blurred— even though she looked so different from the last time he saw her— he was certain it was her.  
It was Salvos.
His companion.
And Haec just smiled.
***
Now Leaving [Nexeus: Mortal Realm].
I plunged through the summoning ritual, and nothingness engulfed me. But before I temporarily lost sense of my entire being, I twisted my arms, yanking the threads of mana behind me. I forcefully dispersed whatever extraneous pool of mana gathered for the spell, expending as much magic as I forced it to teleport me through the planes.
And then I was flying through the fold between the planes. The little bit of empty space between the Mortal Realm and the Netherworld. It was a trip that happened both over an eternity and an instant— like going to sleep, but somehow remaining partially cognizant. But I activated [Full Phase] and [Fragmented Pocket Dimension], covering me in a layer of true space, so that time flowed more linearly from my perspective.
As I settled into traveling through that corridor of emptiness, I glanced back towards where I came from. I saw a bright image there— I saw a large gathering of figures gaping down into the hole. Clayton Skyshredder, Helena Warshade, Alder Ashford, and a plethora of other [Mages] hurriedly circled around the summoning ritual, casting their spells as they began to dismantle its magic.
I watched as specks of the glowing image began to flake away. My companions huddled the closest to the summoning ritual. I saw all their worried faces. Daniel, Edithe, Saffron, and Orgaf.
But there was so much more I was leaving behind. Willy. Novis. Bellum. Oriur. Jaakko. Helen. Zack. Rana. Lamarr. Gallus. Veronica. Mountaintooth. Amberarm. Sharpbraid. Minnow. Xidra. Centina. Kron. Rachel. 
And so many more.
It was the life I had built up for myself in the Mortal Realm. And I was abandoning it all, casting myself back to the Netherworld as I finally shed my disguise and revealed my true self to them all. I did wonder how most of them reacted to the fact that I was a Demon. I really hoped that they would acknowledge me— accept me— for who I was. If not immediately, then eventually.
But I couldn’t stay. I had to leave them behind. To save them, I had to go.
It was just like when I was first separated from Haec— back in Lucerna’s Lamp. I had tricked the Greater Demon into falling through the portal, only to be grabbed myself and pulled to the other side. Ever since then, I had been trapped in the Mortal Realm.
It felt like it happened so long ago. Years had passed ever since then, and I had experienced so many new things. The world I knew— the world of bloodshed and death; of rocks and wild Demons; of survival and battle— was long behind me. I now knew what it was like to live, rather than just surviving.
I knew what it was like to wander about aimlessly without fearing of a sudden attack. I knew what it was like to walk through the streets of cities and be hounded by food vendors and street sellers. I knew what it was like to sleep. I knew what it was like to eat.
Even if I didn’t enjoy all these experiences, I never had the chance to experience any of that while in the Netherworld.
I had gone to school. I had made friends. I had learned and studied and sat through hours of boring lectures. 
I had touched grass. I had soared through the clouds. I had seen pretty flowers, and I had raised my own children.
I fought with jerks. I befriended princesses, and I met kings. I saved lives as often as I took them. 
I even spoke to a living rock once before.
There was so much more to living than just surviving. It was just as I said to Belzu, but the Mortal Realm was a wonderful place. And while the Netherworld was my home, I wanted to do so much more than remain trapped in that hellish world of survival. I didn’t want to just be trapped forever.
And that was why I had to go. For a promise I made to my first ever companion, and for my own self. I couldn’t just let myself be pinned to a single place.
The world of mortals was truly beautiful, but I wouldn’t just stop there. I was going to travel to the Spirit Plane. I wanted to see the Spirit Lord, and I wanted to speak with the Fairy Queen.
There was so much I wanted to do. There was so much I had to do.
Returning to the Netherworld was the start of what needed to be done. I would find Haec, and I would bring him back with me.
The portal to the Mortal Realm continued to fragment. It hadn’t felt like it had been that much time since I entered the summoning ritual, but time didn’t work the same way here. I could clearly see dark clouds gathering overhead at the other side, even when the sky had been clear just before. It must have been over half an hour since I went through, and the image flickered.
I watched as it slowly faded, and my companions let out a silent cry. Daniel stepped back from the summoning ritual, turning to Clayton Skyshredder. He protested, and Saffron joined him. But the Headmaster of Mavos Academy wouldn’t listen.
Orgaf gritted his teeth and turned away, leaving only Edithe there. She raised a hand, staring at me even as the remains of the portal closed around her. I smiled, nodding at my companions one last time.
“Goodbye.”
I whispered softly, before shaking my head. 
“For now.”
And the last of the portal vanished. All I stared at behind me was an encroaching emptiness. For a moment, my gaze lingered on the space of nonexistence. Then I slowly swept my gaze forward. I looked towards my destination.
Towards the end of the tunnel.
And there it was. A place that was so familiar, yet so foreign. The Nehterworld.
My home.
But it wasn’t the vast white canvas that spread out endlessly in all directions. I didn’t even see the dark red sky that never changed.
No— I saw a sight that I would normally see in the Mortal Realm. It was a large throne room, with legions of figures standing in wait for me. They wore partial bits of clothing that mimicked mortal dress, but it was like they didn’t actually know the reasons why mortals wore said clothing. A few of them wore pants on their heads, while others had shirts wrapped around their shoulders.
It was the Demon King’s castle. And Regnorex himself waited for me with a welcoming party of Primeval Demons.
He loomed over the other side of portal as a terrible black aura burned around him. His gaze locked with mine, and I could sense his anger, even from what felt like an infinite distance. His mouth moved, and I heard nothing for a few moments. Until—
“So the Devil’s Daughter decides to interfere!”
His voice came out a distorted mess. I somehow heard his words even though I wasn’t even in the same plane as him. I was quite literally in broken space, with my own bits of reality covering me, wholly separated from the Netherworld. Yet, the Demon King bellowed, and I flinched.
“Do not think that just because your father is a Primordial Demon, I will spare your life! You have nowhere to run! You will die by my hands!”
I bit my lower lip, drawing closer and closer to the end of the tunnel. 
“Huh.”
I could feel Regnorex’s power even from here. I knew that the moment I went through, I would be dead. His gaze bore into me, and I… grinned.
“Good thing I’m not going there!”
I stuck my tongue out at the Demon King, before raising a hand. I hadn’t been idle, even as I flew through this empty space. A shimmering light flickered over my body, and my [Fragmented Pocket Dimension] rippled. Regnorex paused as I laughed.
“[Greater Teleportation]!”
And I vanished as the Demon King screamed in a rage. The image of his castle vanished, replaced with a shining golden disc overhead. I crashed into an invisible ground, watching as the fractal world around me shifted. 
Regnorex’s roar echoed in my ears for a moment as I lay there, chuckling softly. And then I heard it. A slow clapping. I raised my head to see a crimson figure sitting before me with his legs crossed. 
My dad smiled at me as I tried to get to my feet.
“Congratulations, my daughter. You really put on quite a show this time for your old man.”
And I collapsed to the glass-like ground in exhaustion, groaning.
“Ouch.”




85. Revelation

And Salvos was gone.
Haec watched as the portal closed overhead, and the pressure on his shoulder eased. Regnorex’s rage calmed. The dark aura that had caused the entire Domain of the Demon King to quake dissipated.
He stood there in silence, but none of the Primeval Demons dared to move. Haec closed his eyes as he lay there, sighing softly. He should have been unhappy— upset that he could no longer cross through to the Mortal Realm.
But he was content. After all, he had finally seen Salvos— the real her— after so long. And that was enough for him.
“It is no matter.”
Regnorex’s words caused Haec to jolt up. The gathered Primeval Demons raised their heads, while the Archdemons still dared not to move. The Demon King strode up the cracked stairway leading up to his throne, his demeanor starkly different than what it was just moments before.
“Levithus had done his duty. The partial merging of the planes has been completed.”
Haec slowly rose to his feet, watching as Regnorex settled onto his vast throne. The gathered Primeval Demons bowed their heads low and listened to their King.
“Desolation will come to an end. The cycle of Advent continues, and Revelation will begin. The Beast shall return to its slumber. The Devil…”
The Demon King paused. For a moment, a black aura flickered around him, and Haec felt the overwhelming fear seeping in once again. But that moment passed.
“The Devil shall has played his tricks once more, but this time, he shall pay for what he has done.”
The Primeval Demons exchanged a fearful glance. Even Haec understood what that entailed. Regnorex simply leaned back on his throne and closed his eyes.
“Soon, the Mortal Realm will understand hell. And I will lead us all to salvation.”
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