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1. Unique

I groaned as I lay there on the glass-like floor. My entire body ached— my Grand Skill finally came to an end. I had used up everything I could to get here to this point. All my Skills, and all of my will… it had led me here.
I had been through so much. This was the culmination of everything I had ever done from the very first moment I opened my eyes in the Mortal Realm. While I was tired and hurt from a hard-fought battle against an army of Demons, I had been fighting for this goal for far longer than just a couple of hours. It was the result of all my hard work, and I could finally sigh in relief.
I heard the soft applause echoing ahead of me in this room. Only a single person was clapping, but somehow, it sounded like I was on stage before a large audience giving me a standing ovation. I sat up as my gaze swept over the transparent ceiling. I saw a molten ring overhead, illuminating this dark chamber.
The world beyond was not part of the real world. It was the fold between the planes— between the Mortal Realm and the Netherworld. A space where there wasn’t really much actual space. The only thing that existed there were objects frozen in stasis. A chair hovered in place, forever spinning yet frozen in a blurred shape. There was a broken fountain; the bark of a tree. A supermassive black hole hung high up, far far away.
But my gaze focused only on the red figure sitting before me. He pushed himself off an invisible chair, clapping with a grin plastered across his face. He strode forward with his hoof-like legs. It was the Devil. 
My father.
“Encore, encore. You’ve really exceeded all my expectations, my daughter.”
Sal chuckled as he came to a halt. I groaned, rubbing my shoulders, and a trail of black blood leaked onto the palm of my clawed hand. I looked down at myself. I wasn’t in my Human form. I didn’t wear any disguise. I was just… me.
I winced, trying to get to my feet as Sal just continued.
“You know, when you spared Belzu all those months ago, I thought you were being quite the idiot. But killing him like you did? Without even putting up a fight? Now that’s what you call a climax.”
My dad pinched his fingers together over his lips and kissed the air. 
“And when you gave Regnorex the metaphorical finger—” 
Sal continued speaking, but I shook my head, ignoring him, still trying to get a bearing of my surroundings. I was exhausted. I was also very badly hurt. I had been fighting non-stop for quite a while at this point.
It had been the final battle— I had fought alongside the United Coalition of the Human Lands to put a stop to the grand ritual to merge the Netherworld and the Mortal Realm. Except… that wasn’t the actual goal of the grand ritual. Apparently, the real plan was to summon the Demon King and his greatest army of Primeval Demons to the Mortal Realm. 
And I did everything I could to prevent that from happening. From defeating a [Hellabomination] to fighting Levithus. I had battled a multitude of Primeval Demons far above my level, and somehow, I had also won. But the fighting didn’t end there. Not for me.
When I thought I had a moment of reprieve, Belzu tried tinkering with the grand ritual to forcefully summon Regnorex over to the Mortal Realm. The Lord of Lies had thought that the ritual could not be stopped in time, so he hoped to separate the Demon King from his army of Primeval Demons to have a chance of winning.
I thought that was suicide. Especially considering that Belzu was going to be sacrificing my friends and companions to achieve victory. I couldn’t let that happen, and after our years-long feud, I finally killed Belzu.
But that didn’t solve the problem. The grand summoning ritual was still going to go through— Regnorex and his army would have invaded the Mortal Realm if I didn’t stop it. And I did. 
I altered the summoning spell with my space magic. I reversed it, turning it into a portal for me to slip back into the Netherworld. That had been my goal for so long— ever since I found myself in the Mortal Realm, I had wanted to return. Not because it was my home, nor because I enjoyed my time fighting and surviving back there. I did it all for the sake of my first companion. So that I could bring him with me back to the Mortal Realm and show him all the wonderful things I had seen. 
It wasn’t necessarily an act of sacrifice. What I did was mainly for myself first and foremost. However, I had a secondary goal. By returning to the Netherworld, I had also expended the ritual’s mana, giving Clayton Skyshredder and my friends enough time to dismantle the grand ritual.
But before I left them, I revealed a secret I had been hiding for so long. It was something only my companions knew. When most people found out about it, they always tried to kill me. Because they rejected me for who I was. They thought that I was evil, when I was just Salvos. Still, I told the world the truth.
That I was a Demon.
I didn’t know how they’d react, because I threw myself into the Netherworld immediately after. Well— I didn’t actually enter the Netherworld. I stopped myself right before I could enter the Demon King’s castle, because I knew Regnorex would kill me. Instead, I escaped to my dad’s home.
But even as I stood here, in the Devil’s little box, I still wondered how my friends would react now, knowing the truth of my identity. I wondered if they would accept me. What if they hated me? This question weighed heavily in my mind.
I was always going to be me, and what others thought of me was never going to change that. However, these were people I… cared about, to a certain extent. Not nearly as much as I cared about my companions. But I was still afraid that these people would not recognize me for who I truly was. Because, then, they would no longer be my friends.
I mulled over this fact as I fidgeted where I stood. And the Devil took notice of it, pausing mid-sentence.
“Seriously, I didn’t even think you’d be able to… to… you’re not listening to me, are you?”
My dad cocked his head, and I blinked. I snapped out of my stupor for a moment, nodding.
“I, um, was totally listening to you!”
“Were you, now?”
He raised a brow. I shrank back, scratching the back of my head. 
“Y-yep!”
And he just sighed as he massaged his temples.
“Then what was I saying?”
“Um…”
I scratched my cheek. Sal crossed his arms and tapped a finger on his elbow. His gaze bore into me, and I looked away.
“You… were praising me?”
I suggested hesitantly, and my dad paused. His brows furrowed. His eyes narrowed. For a moment, I thought I got it wrong. He opened his mouth… only to smile.
“Yes, my dear daughter. I was praising you.”
“You were?”
I blinked. I didn’t expect to be right. But my dad just nodded eagerly. He stepped forward, rubbing his hands together as he spoke.
“I was singing songs about how great you are— I will regale tales about your glory for eons on end. Salvos, my daughter, your grandeur is truly unrivaled. Your feats are unheard of, and your greatness shall never be surpassed.”
Sal swept to a bow before me, and I stared at him. I listened to the Devil himself showering me with praise.
“Huh.”
And I beamed.
“That’s true, isn’t it? I am pretty amazing, aren’t I?”
I placed my hand on my chin, recalling what I had done. I had survived the Netherworld— fought Greater Demons twice my level. I battled a [Hero], and managed to befriend a [Summoner] who hated Demons. The entirety of the Mortal Realm was against me for who I was, but I still came out on top.
Whether it was Centinels or Humans or even Demons, I didn’t care. I had gotten to this point because I was amazing. Because I was Salvos.
I smiled happily to myself as Sal nodded. He raised his head, still smiling at me. And in an instant, that smile vanished, replaced with a glare.
“Wrong.”
Sal’s voice echoed around me as I immediately froze. My dad straightened, and I tried to work my jaw.
“W-what…?”
He strode forward, shaking his head as the world around us shifted. It was a pocket space— a world that belonged to the Devil. With each step he took, the glass-like dome changed shape. At first, a pyramid, then an icosahedron, then a cube, and then a sphere.
“Do you really think you are special, Salvos?”
My dad spoke, his words reverberating around me, seemingly echoing off the walls of his world. I couldn’t move. I was trapped in fear. A creeping sense of dread prickled down my back as I tried to work my jaw. But I couldn’t regain control of myself.
The Devil paused right before me, holding my gaze as the world around us shimmered. 
“You are not unique. You are not great. In the vastness of the multiverse, I will show you just how normal you are.”
He snapped his fingers, and everything changed. 




2. The Primordial

The world changed.
The Devil’s domain shimmered, then shifted. It rapidly spun and changed shapes, turning from a dodecahedron to a diamond to an incomprehensible form in space— a tesseract. 
I watched as the black hole winked out of existence. The light from its accretion disc vanished, and the floating mundane objects hovering in stasis melted away. I stumbled back as if the ground at my feet was moving without me, then I raised my head at my dad.
Sal just looked on as the fractal walls of this pocket spaced flashed with iridescent colors.
“What’s going on? What are you talking about? What are you showing me?”
I tried to steel myself, but a powerful force kept me back. I was pinned against the wall, gritting my teeth as my wounds flared. But the Devil was hardly affected by this— he stood at the opposite side of the shifting room, his hands clasped behind his back as he stared into a void of nothingness.
“You are nothing, Salvos.”
“What?”
I blinked, still not understanding what my dad was saying. He spoke callously, not even turning his head to face me. The pocket space continued to move, and I caught a glimpse of the world beyond this room as its walls flickered. In that vastness of everything, I saw nothing.
There was nothing there.
Nonexistence. Emptiness. No black hole, no frozen trees, and no falling stars. There was no light; there was no darkness. I couldn’t perceive anything beyond the Devil’s world— not even with my spatial senses. My mind couldn’t comprehend it. It was like I had lost my ability to even see when I stared into that void.
And finally, a set of words flashed in my head.
Now Leaving [Nexeus].
Suddenly, my body grew extremely cold. I lost sense of my fingers, and my legs went numb. It was like I was thrust into the deepest depths of the ocean— only to be yanked and thrown into the sky where the stars hung high. The world wheeled around me as I tried to regain my bearings, and I barely managed to cast my gaze towards my dad.
“Where are we going?”
I asked as a trickle of fear ran down my back. Sal didn’t answer the question. He merely continued speaking, shaking his head.
“You claim to be special. You waltz around, praising yourself just because you’ve become a Lesser God. But in the vastness of the multiverse, you have accomplished nothing.”
“The… multiverse?”
I stared at my dad. I grimaced, trying to pull free from the pressure exerted against me. I managed to stake a step forward, grunting.
“How are we— oof!”
I was sent flying as the pocket space came to a halt. I crashed right before my dad, and he glanced down at me with a dismissive gaze. He turned around as I rubbed my head in pain. He spread his arms wide and gave me an eerie smile.
“Look at it, Salvos. Do you see it?”
I stumbled to my feet, before pausing. My brows snapped together as I looked up past my dad. He gestured to the world around us, and I pursed my lips. 
“I… still don’t see anything.”
I tried narrowing my eyes— focusing on the glass-like panels of this pocket space. But once again, I saw nothing beyond. It really was empty. An endless abyss that made me shiver just from staring into it.
Sal peered at me, before chuckling. He shook his head as he sighed.
“Of course not. And that is proof you are still nothing.”
I glanced back towards the Devil as he raised a hand. I opened my mouth to protest, and he snapped his fingers. The fractal world flashed. The iridescent shimmer returned briefly, only for broken shards to flit down towards him. They circled around my dad as he pointed at me, and I reeled.
“You can’t see it because you are weak.”
The first of the shards flashed. A fogged image shimmered into existence on the glass-like surface. It shot past me, and I saw— 
A witch knelt before the ruins of a city. She could not have been more than twelve years old, but death and destruction surrounded her everywhere she turned. Corpses upon corpses strewn about the rubble and ash as a looming shadow approached her. Tears streamed down her eyes, and she cried out in pain.
I blinked. For whatever reason, that young girl looked familiar. But I knew that she was not even from my world. It was completely different from my world. Even though it was an image, I sensed… almost no magic there. Like magic had died, and only the lingering flames of the arcane remained.
“Who…?”
I started, but the image shifted, then vanished. The shard shot back towards Sal as he strode towards me. My dad shook his head.
“You have no ambition.”
A second shard flew my way as I stumbled back. Another image flashed, and I squinted at what it showed as it shot past me.
A cultivator stared up at a golden nimbus cloud. Her jade green hair was tied into a long braid, and she leapt up into the emerald sky. Lightning thunder around her as she laughed, tugging at the world’s essence to do her bidding.
Again, the shard returned to the Devil as he came to a halt before me. His gaze bore into me, and I nervously backed away. 
“Why are you showing—”
I started, but he just flicked a finger. More shards shot my way as I flinched from each of them. My eyes darted from screen to screen as various images flashed before me. All the while, Sal just spoke acidically.
“There is an infinite number of universes out there, my dear daughter.”
I spun around in a daze, trying to keep track of everything the Devil was showing me.
A teenage redhead marched through the streets of an empty city.  
“There are worlds you could only ever imagine.” 
His words echoed in my head, and I recoiled. I staggered back as my senses were overwhelmed.
A slime poked herself in the middle of a dark cavern.  
“There are places beyond the Nexeus you wish you could visit.”
I caught myself from falling, but the dizziness refused to fade. I clenched my jaw just to remain standing before Sal as the images didn’t stop coming.
A turtle lay at the bottom of the sea, hiding from the creatures lurking beneath. 
“But you are no worldwalker. You are no planeshopper. You are no realityskipper. And you certainly are no one special.”
A hero stood alone atop a broken moon. Space warped around her, and time refused to work. Her eyes flickered, darting towards the screen—
And the images vanished. The final image shard past me, now showing nothing as I dropped to a knee. It was like my dad’s words themselves were hurting me. However, I knew it was my perception being overloaded by these worlds I could hardly even comprehend.
The shards shattered, and I tried to get back to my feet. The Devil smirked as he looked at the way I was swaying back and forth. He caught me from falling, holding me up. I looked up at him as he chuckled.
“Come now, my dear daughter, are you still going to tell me you are someone special?”
I tried to work my jaw, but he took a step back, gesturing wide towards the glass-like walls of his pocket dimension. Everything shifted, and an image flashed over the walls. Like we were now hovering in another world.
“Why do you matter when there are True Gods out there capable of creating entire universes out of nothing?”
Sal’s voice boomed as his pocket space shook. But the trembling came from beyond his words. I stared past him with round eyes at what unfurled before us.
A man sat in a white world. An empty world. A blank canvas expanded all around him, but he didn’t move. His golden locks held still, and his eyes remained closed. He raised his head—
And the Devil’s pocket space cracked as the image vanished. I yelped, nearly falling back. What… how— My hands quivered, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I had been holding. I was shaking just from the sheer presence of that lone man. My dad laughed maniacally, still holding onto me. 
“There are beings who have amassed armies that could trample over the forces of the Demon King, the Spirit Lord, and Humankind combined!”
He gesticulated wildly as a new image flashed into existence around us.
A metal world jutted out of the ground. There was no sky above— no darkness and no clouds. A dome of nonexistence fell upon this vast sphere, and countless figures poured forth. Only a single figure stood unmoving. A being made of metal craned his neck towards the cracked pocket space. His army suddenly paused, before mechanically turning towards us all at once. They charged our way—
And Sal snapped his fingers. I blinked as the world beyond faded away once more. I slowly processed what just happened, before looking back at my dad. 
“Were they going to kill us…?”
The Devil smiled at me with a crazed gaze as he nodded.
“Indeed, my daughter. We would have died if we hadn’t left when we did.”
“But you’re the Devil—”
I tried to protest. But Sal silenced me as he clamped my jaw shut.
“And I am nothing as well.”
Once again, there was a flash of light, revealing another world I had never seen before. 
Figures waited in the darkness. Alien beings that wore no uniform form, surrounding a large table. Some had tendrils for limbs, while others had tails. Only a single one of them was standing— a lizard-like man with green scales. None of them reacted to the appearance of the pocket space. After all, their gaze had already been fixed on us. 
It was like they had somehow anticipated our sudden appearance. I gaped at them, and the scene changed. 
“There are those out there who have conquered many worlds.”
Sal spoke as he let go of my jaw, swiping at the screen. The world spun as if we were flying through space, before we abruptly came to a halt. I stumbled forward, kneeling against the glass-like floor. I looked down through the transparent ground and once again saw a different world. 
An ashen-skinned figure admired the roots of a giant tree. It spread throughout the vast cave chamber, and an army waited behind him. He closed his eyes, cursing as he tightly clutched onto a single leaf.
I waited for someone— anyone— to react to us. But nothing happened. I frowned, getting back to my feet as my dad sneered.
“And there are those out there who have only conquered their own world.”
The Devil simply waved a hand dismissively as the world changed.
I looked around, watching new worlds unveil themselves to me. Places that didn’t seem real— where the logic of Nexeus didn’t apply. But they were real. They existed. Somehow. 
“The multiverse is a vast place, Salvos.”
Sal cackled as he led me through universe after universe. I stared silently. I said nothing. I could only look on at these impossible worlds, at a loss for words. I just listened as my dad sighed reverently.
“It holds nightmares, and it kills dreams.”
Depraved creatures toiled in the darkness. Dead things. That which existed where there was no existence. 
My eyes flickered, and Sal continued.
“The Nexeus you know is small compared to what waits out there.”
An expansive grassland spread out in all directions. An overcast sky. But nothing else. 
I watched as my dad shook his head, before changing the scene. He turned to face me, and I stared with wide eyes at what waited below.
A blue planet spun to face me. It held billions of lives in it— humans that wore strange clothing. Cities touched the skies, and large metal carts moved without horses. There was no magic here. No monsters, and no miracles.
“There are worlds out there that defy everything you’ve ever known. And you have only seen a fraction of it all.”
The Devil finally let go of my hand as the image disappeared. I waited for the next world to show itself, but it never came. I looked towards my dad as he folded his arms
“I am Sal the Devil. I am your father. A Primordial Demon— one of the few left in the Netherworld. But even I matter not.” 
He closed his eyes, standing before the canvas of nothingness. His pocket space shimmered as the crack recovered. And color began to return around us. A familiar crimson glow appeared. 
I narrowed my eyes. Sal just whispered. 
“I am neither the oldest being in Nexeus, nor am I the strongest.”
I looked down at a nostalgic white landscape. It was the Netherworld. But it must have been a part I had never been to before. I saw a massive gulf scarring the earth, and a figure rose from its slumber. 
It had dozens of heads, each wearing the face of a different serpent. It stood on four clawed legs, and breathed out a streak of gray flames. It roared, devastating the landscape as [Hellabominations] fled its destruction. It was… it was…
“The Beast.”
Sal shook his head, and slowly uncrossed his arms. I looked back towards my dad as he raised a finger to point at me. And he posed a question I couldn’t answer.
“There are those out there who are destined for greatness. But you? How are you like them? Why do you matter?”
Behind him, the Beast continued ravaging the Netherworld. It didn’t take notice of us. Of course not— we were still hiding behind my dad’s pocket space. He stared at me, waiting for my response.
But I just stood there quietly, completely silent. I tried to think of an answer, and nothing came to mind. I was still shaking— I couldn’t believe what I had seen. Those sights were beyond anything I had ever expected to see. Yet, they were real. Just as real as me. And that was terrifying. I took a deep breath to steel myself— and paused.
I looked down, seeing a trembling movement. My eyes narrowed as I stared at the Devil, pointing at me with quivering hands. I snapped my gaze up to see him panting. His entire body was shaking. He could hardly even catch his breath. He was… he was…
He was scared? No— that wasn’t right. I had never seen my dad like this before. I had seen him nervous and worried, but this wasn’t it. This was something else. 
The Devil was completely terrified.
Even he looked on at the multiverse and quaked in fear. So what was wrong with being afraid? There was nothing bad about being scared— it just meant I knew how to choose my battles wisely. And, maybe, if a battle was too hard for me to overcome, I would flee and return later when I was stronger.
Sal waited for my answer, pressing me with the question.
“Do you still believe you are special now?”
I closed my eyes and thought about it. I had my answer now. It came to me as simply as any other thought. I exhaled deeply, before raising my head. I met the Devil’s gaze and answered.
“Yep.”
That made Sal pause. He blinked at me a few times, and I just looked past him towards the Beast in the distance.
“You say I’m not special because I don’t matter in the multiverse, right? I don’t even matter in my own world, so why would I mean anything in the worlds beyond?” 
“...correct.”
The Devil nodded, eyeing me suspiciously. He spoke slowly.
“You are nothing, Salvos. That is why you do not matter. That is why you are not special.”
I shook my head with a scoff.
“But I am something— I believe I am something. And if I want to be something, I just have to prove it, don’t I?”
“Prove it… how?”
Sal stared at me, both a confused and amused look worn on his face. He had stopped trembling— the fear from before was gone. Now, he was merely curious about what I had to say. I just waved a hand off and smiled.
“Well, I guess I can start with becoming the strongest in the Nexeus. That means something, right?”
And that made the Devil’s jaw drop.
“What?”
He briskly walked up towards me, gesturing towards the Beast in the distance. 
“Do you really think you can defeat the—”
But I cut my dad off, rolling my eyes. 
“I’m not gonna become the strongest immediately, of course.”
He paused, watching me as I shook my head. I stared at the Beast, then at the hordes of fleeing Demons. 
“I’ll work my way up there slowly. It’ll take time. But I can get there eventually.”
The Devil furrowed his brows at me. He tilted his head as I crossed my arms.
“It will not be easy, Salvos.”
“I am aware.”
“It will be incredibly dangerous.”
“Yep. That’s about what I thought.”
I replied as soon as my dad spoke. He cocked his head back, rubbing his goatee as I grinned back at him.
“And if you die?”
I shrugged in response.
“Then I die.”
There was a moment where neither my dad nor I said anything. And I paused. I thought about his question for a second longer, before looking down at the palm of my clawed hand.
“But I will die as Salvos. Your daughter. A Demon. A companion to Haec, Daniel, Edithe, Saffron, Willy, and Orgaf. And I am the mother of Novis, Bellum, and Oriur.”
Sal’s eyes grew wide as I spoke, listing out the names of those dearest to me. I placed my hand on my chest and finished.
“I will die as me. And that’s all that matters to me.”
My gaze bore into the Devil. He looked at me, utterly speechless. I lowered my head, looking down at myself as I whispered.
“But I won’t die. So that doesn’t really matter.”
“I…”
Sal trailed off. He just stared at me, befuddled and bewildered. He frowned, placing a hand on his chin. He raised a finger, before throwing his head back and chortling.
“That audacity— that arrogance. You will become the strongest in all of the Nexeus?”
Sal laughed and laughed and laughed as I snorted.
“I am being serious.”
“I know.”
He wiped the tears from his eyes before waving a hand in the air. His pocket space moved, soaring far past the Beast. We continued flying through the Netherworld as the Devil chuckled.
“Very well, my dear daughter. I hear you. I will not belittle your dreams.”
He continued spinning pocket space around, rapidly crossing over vast swathes of the white landscape. I raised a brow as we came to a halt right before a dark sea. He took a step back and smiled at me.
“As your caring father, I will help you fulfill your dream. Come, and let us see you become the strongest in all of the Nexeus!”
He clapped his hands together, and I raised a hand.
“Wait, I need to [Rest]—”
I started, but the glass-like floor beneath my feet vanished. I fell from the Devil’s pocket space, tumbling down away from him.
“Good luck, my dear daughter.”
I could hear my dad’s words echoing in my head, even as his pocket space began to fade away. Like it had never been there. But as I looked up at the crimson sky, and fell into a familiar black ocean, I heard something else echoing in the distance.
Now Entering [Nexeus: Netherworld].
And with those words, I was finally back in the Netherworld.




3. Never Changing

I swept my gaze over my surroundings. I saw the crimson skies glowing above. I spotted the undulating mountains in the distance. Tall white peaks rose over the horizon, and an ocean of black expanded all around me. I lay there, floating as I craned my head back to face the sky. The dark sea held still. No gust of wind washed over me.
This was the Netherworld. And I was finally back.
“Huh.”
I said nothing more. I stared up, looking where I had last seen my dad. The moment I fell out of his pocket space, he began to vanish. That ever-changing world of fractal walls faded away, leaving me alone down here.
It had been so long since I was last in the Netherworld. This was my home, but it felt so unfamiliar. And yet, it was nostalgic at the same time. I sat up, taking in a deep breath. I smiled as I saw the vast terrain.
I remembered the time I had spent here— to sluggishly crawl over those rocky flatlands, to scale up mountains, and to cross through valleys. The fond memories of staring at rocks were still fresh in my mind. I recalled chasing wild Demons. I thought about the time I spent together with Haec. The time I had spent in the Netherworld… it was… it was…
“It’s so boring!”
I groaned, falling back into the dark water. I paused and furrowed my brows.
“Well, not the time I spent with Haec. That was nice. But everything else—”
I had been so slow back then! It took me forever just to swim ashore when I had just been born. And that was when I was still an Infant Demon— time back then seemed so much longer than when time passed now.
And it wasn’t a result of magic or anything. I had just experienced so many more things now. So it felt like time was moving faster. At least, that was Daniel’s explanation when I asked him why days felt like they were so much shorter now compared to when I first arrived in the Mortal Realm.
In any case, I wasn’t in the Mortal Realm. I was back in the Netherworld. I was here to find my first companion. 
Haec.
Last I heard, he was under the command of the Demon King. Which was weird, really. I had been fighting Regnorex’s forces all this while, trying to keep them out of the Mortal Realm. But maybe if I had actually let them through, I would have just met Haec without returning to the Netherworld.
I shook my head, dismissing the thought.
That was never going to happen. I had other companions I cared about. Friends, too. There were things that mattered to me, and I wasn’t going to sacrifice the entirety of the Human lands just to see Haec again.
I knew I could see him again through my own means. I wasn’t going to let any of my companions be endangered by the Demon King. I especially wasn’t going to let my children get hurt either.
And now, I was back in the Netherworld. I had foiled the Demon King’s plans— also enraging him in the process. But that was fine. I just had to avoid him so I didn’t die. That wouldn’t be too difficult, right?
After all, the Netherworld was a vast place. It wasn’t going to be easy for Regnorex to find me. But that also meant it wasn’t going to be easy for me to find Haec.
I looked up again, letting out a soft sigh. 
“This isn’t going to be easy…”
I trailed off. But I had known it wasn’t going to be easy from the very beginning. And yet, I still embarked on my journey to return back to Haec. Because he was my first companion. I made him a promise— I wasn’t going to break it.
So I was going to find him. I had to find him. No matter what, I was going to have to track Haec down!
“...in maybe five minutes.”
I groaned as I closed my eyes. I was still hurt. I hadn’t fully recovered from the battle I had against Levithus in the Mortal Realm. Sure, I now had [Passive - Weaker Regeneration], but it wasn’t nearly as effective as a healing potion, let alone a Potion of Regeneration. I needed to [Rest] for a while. At least a full day. Probably more. Although…
I opened my eyes, glancing up.
“There is no day or night in the Netherworld.”
I murmured to myself. So keeping track of time wasn’t going to be easy. I just had to go based on instinct alone. I felt like I had been floating here for at least an hour, and most of my injuries still remained. It was going to take a while until I recovered.
“I guess I’ll just wait…”
I suspected that, with the severity of my injuries, I’d only be fully healed in maybe twenty more hours. That was assuming I was right in saying that I had been using [Rest] for an hour now. It would be stupid to roam the Netherworld while hurt. It was extremely dangerous here, especially since the Beast was awake. Sure, I was far enough away that I was probably safe. But there were many more things throughout the Netherworld that would want to kill me.
Well… probably everything wanted to kill me. From wild Demons to the Demon King. So I just waited, looking through my Status in the meanwhile.
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) 
[Strength]: 255 (+30) (+10) 
[Endurance]: 255 (+30) (+10) (+3) 
[Wisdom]: 400 (+30) (+10) (+50)
[Agility]: 440 (+30) (+10) (+5) 
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
My Grand Skill had ended— I still had Divine Essence, but I no longer had the additional Stats given to me when it was active. Right now, it was a passive effect. Just like with my shapeshifting. I could conjure up the iridescent flames whenever I wanted. It just took more energy from me. 
I did have a second Grand Skill which I recently leveled. After killing Belzu, I was awarded a Grand Skill Point, which I used on [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]. I didn’t really notice any drastic immediate change when that happened.
Well, I did feel like I could use that second Grand Skill again a bit sooner than before. But I highly doubted that that was the only change. There had to be something else to it. I just didn’t know what yet.
I would probably figure it out later— when I actually could use [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] again. I wasn’t going to cast it immediately, but only in battle. It would be a waste to use a Grand Skill just to test it out. I assumed that it probably just had a longer duration before my aura of invulnerability ended.
But maybe it could be something else.
All I knew was that using the cooldown for [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] as a gauge for how much time passed seemed to be pretty effective. I just had to wait. It was not like anything happened in the Netherworld anyway— besides Demons killing each other. All the time I spent here with Haec, the environment never changed, unlike the Mortal Realm. So I was content with just lying here in the ocean.
Or at least, so I thought.  was about a quarter way through the cooldown time when I heard a crackle in the distance. Blinking, I sat up in the black water. 
“What was that?”
I wondered aloud as I looked into the distance. But as I scanned the horizon, I saw nothing. No wild Demons, and no change in scenery. I narrowed my eyes. 
“I could have sworn I heard—”
Boom! I heard the thunderous clap again. This time, it was much louder. I frowned and looked around me. Again, I saw nothing. But then I suddenly began to feel really warm. An intense heat came from beneath me.
I looked down with a frown as the black ocean began bubbling. At first, I saw only little bits of bubbles rising up to the top of the dark liquid. But then the entire sea was covered in this effervescent foam. It started to burn me, and I yelped.
“Ouch— why is this happening?”
I flew up to the sky, summoning a pair of bat-like wings. My own wings. Not from my [Angelic Wings]. I flew up as I stared at the dark bubbling ocean. It began to rapidly evaporate, diminishing in size as I just gaped.
“What is going on…?”
But no answer came. Instead, the entire world was shrouded in darkness for a brief instant. I heard a crackle a moment later as my vision returned. I glanced up, squinting as I finally saw it. The crimson sky above brightened. Not with an overcast of white clouds, but with a white scar that seemed to tear its way through the dome overhead. 
Lightning thundered down from the cracking crimson sky. But it flashed with a dark radiance. A blackness that seemed similar to my own black fire. It struck the sea, and a dark steam trailed up to the sky.
I blinked a few times. For the first time that I had ever seen, the unchanging Netherworld shifted. Everything began to change around me. I opened my mouth—
And that was when the earth cracked open.
***
“That, my dear daughter, is the beginning of Revelation.”
Sal chuckled as he looked down at Salvos from above. He didn’t leave. He hadn’t returned to the fold between the planes. Instead, he hovered in the crimson sky. His pocket space was invisible to her eyes, but it hadn’t moved from where she had last seen him.
He couldn’t be seen, and neither could he be touched. As far as Salvos was concerned, his pocket space was completely incorporeal. He was both present in this plane, while also being somewhere else. Just a little twisting of dimensions. 
“She’ll figure it out eventually… if she survives.”
The Devil shook his head, watching as the Netherworld quaked. The ground rumbled, and valleys were split open. Crevices and ravines tore their way through the entire plane as Sal leant forward.
“Now, you shall experience the true terror of the Netherworld.”
He couldn’t wait to see what happened next.




4. Evaporate

“What is going on?”
I asked, but no answer came.
Above, the sky ripped open. A white tear scarred the crimson dome of the Netherworld. Black lightning thundered down like a storm— a ceaseless barrage that rained is wrath down to the unchanging terrain. The black pools of Lifeblood rapidly evaporated as the world I had known began to change. 
And that was when the ground shifted.
I blinked a few times, processing what was happening. I heard the rumbling, even from a distance. It groaned louder than the cracking thunder. My vision was engulfed with a black light for a moment as a dark bolt of lightning struck the ground, and then I saw it. 
In the distance. Towards the horizon that only ever glowed red. Where the sky met the undulating hills. A tall mountain was shredded in half, cut vertically down as a crack continued creeping its way through the Netherworld. 
I heard the screeches in the distance. The roaring of [Hellbeasts], and the howling of [Hellhounds]. Their cacophony of shrieks resounded like a deafening chittering. Wild Demons poured down the mountainside as they all fled the cracking earth.
But the tear didn’t stop. It continued to spread. Like roots expanding their reaches through the soil, the earth was shredded open. Entire valleys were shorn through as the single crack became dozens. I watched with bated breath the flight of winged Demons. They took to the skies, only to be struck down by the dark tempest above.
And those that fled on land were chased by the crumbling earth. [Arachnes] and [Gadarenes] were swallowed whole by these dark pits. It wasn’t a mere earthquake— it was a worldquake.
The entire Netherworld trembled as I could only gape. My wings beat slowly behind me. Exhaustedly. I had somewhat recovered thanks to my Skills, but I wasn’t ready for this. I looked on as a flood of Demons poured my way like animals fleeing a wildfire. 
But they were wild Demons. Not Humans, Kobolds, Beastmen, or Elves. Not animals. Not even monsters. They were just like Centinels. They cut each other down even as they fled, not moving as a single cohesive whole. [Hellwolves] leapt atop [Djinns], and [Savage Agarats] ripped through [Vampyr Bats]. A towering figure tore through them all.
A Primeval Demon that stood taller than a valley. An [Archarachne] that was accompanied by tens of thousands of [Aranea]. It unleashed a beam of crimson light that shredded through the wild Demons pouring around it. I had to swerve out of the way of the attack as it reached me. It was clearly an apex predator amidst the lower-leveled Demons. And yet, it also fled from the collapsing earth.
I looked on, hearing the screech of the [Archarachne] as a black lightning bolt struck it, and it stumbled. The wild Primeval Demon tripped, falling back. In that moment of weakness, it was consumed by the earth, just like everything else.
I clicked my tongue before turning around. This was dangerous. I faced the other side— where the world still seemed to be barren.
“I have to—”
I started. And my eyes grew wide. [Angelic Premonition] flashed in my head. I saw the world darken before the lightning even fell from the sky. A brief glimpse into the future by a fraction of a moment.
I dove to the side, and the dark bolt of lightning struck the bubbling sea beneath me. I cursed and looked up as I saw shadows passing over. All kinds of winged Demons flocked away from the rumbling earth. They avoided the tempest above as they shrieked and screeched and… circled me?
I looked on as a group of [Savage Agarats] began to fly down my way. I eyed the wild Demons with a frown before I raised my claws and they were lit alight with iridescent color. 
[Savage Agarat - Lvl. 135]
[Savage Agarat - Lvl. 138]
…
[Savage Agarat - Lvl. 146]
“Why are you wild Demons so… stupid!”
I yelled as I sent a blast of flames out, completely incinerating the first [Savage Agarat].
They were lower-leveled than me. Very much so. And I knew I could take them on. But they didn’t worry me. I easily avoided these Archdemons even as they dove at me from all sides. I clawed through another, before kicking a third into the rest of the flock.
I backed up just in time for another blast of dark lightning to miss me. This was why I was worried. I felt the intense heat of the lightning even from afar. It obliterated a large chunk of the black sea beneath me, leaving behind a sizzling trail of smoke that rose to the sky. 
I cursed as I created a ball of gray flames. The [Savage Agarats] charged my way, and I raised the fiery attack— 
Only for a loud crack to reverberate from beneath the sea, followed by hushed hissing. Once again, [Angelic Premonition] saved me. I saw it coming even before I heard. Even before I could parse what it was.
A burning crimson pillar shot to the sky from below. It burst through the black sea, streaking hundreds of feet into the sky. I managed to move out of the way in time, but a splash of glowing liquid dripped against my arms. It burned the dark scales of my hands as I winced, but it wasn’t enough to kill me. It just hurt slightly.
I blinked, watching as this column consumed the [Savage Agarats]. They recoiled and screeched in pain, and when the crimson curtain fell, I saw the Archdemons burning. I looked down towards the source of the hissing.
And my eyes went round.
“That is… lava?”
It poured from the earth as the ground cracked open. The dark sea floor began to rumble, and cracks quickly shredded through the entire span of the ocean. The pool of Lifeblood rapidly evaporated as magma continued seeping out from below.
“Since when does the Netherworld have—”
But my questions couldn’t be answered as another column of lava shot straight up, nearly engulfing me. I wreathed myself in gray flames and created a powerful armor from the heat. More and more of these magma geysers exploded across the dark sea. But just as I backed away from these blasts, I saw a burning figure lash down at me. 
A [Savage Agarat] crashed into my side, snarling as it swiped its claws at my head. [Angelic Premonition] didn’t activate— probably because this threat wouldn’t have killed me. But even while on fire, the Archdemon still clamped its elongated jaw against my arm.
My flaming armor gave way as I felt the edge of its sharp teeth pierce my scales. I clenched my jaw, turning my right arm into a scythe. Like that of a Centinel. 
“Get off of me!”
I yelled, swinging up and slashing through the [Savage Agarat]’s skin. It reeled back from the attack, and I pointed as my arm returned to normal. A blast of flames shot out, engulfing the wild Demon. I heard the notification resound in my head before drawing back.
Defeated [Savage Agarat - Lvl. 141]!
Less experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels below you!
“Less experience…”
I shook my head. Another pair of flaming [Savage Agarats] flew at me. But I turned away from them. There was no point fighting these Archdemons. Especially when they gave no reward, and I was still tired. I zipped away from my pursuers, swerving around another explosion of lava.
Pouring molten droplets showered over my back, but my flaming armor mostly protected me. I winced slightly, before shaking my head. I was fine. Even if I was directly struck by one of these burning columns, I would survive. 
I glanced back once at the chasing wild Archdemons. They shrieked, coated in flames that burned away at their outer flesh. I pursed my lips as they began to gain on me. Without [Angelic Wings], I couldn’t fly as fast as I normally did. But my [Angelic Wings] were still injured, and I was exhausted.
I moved slower than I normally did. The wild Archdemons began to close in on me. Their snapping jaws reached the back of my feet. And I sighed.
“[Divine Haste]!”
I mustered up the iridescent aura from deep within. It wisped off my body as I shot forward with a trail of Divine Essence flaking behind me. In an instant, I was far ahead of the [Savage Agarats].
They roared, but they couldn’t catch up with me. I soared through the sky, diving around the black lightning, and easily avoiding the lava pillars shooting into the sky.
The wild Demons were left far behind. It gave me a moment to breathe. I swept my gaze over my surroundings, searching for a place to rest. But now, nowhere was safe. Behind me, an army of wild Demons fled this devastating tremor. Hundreds of thousands of them, forced to escape this cataclysm.
Below me, the dark sea turned to an ocean of lava. Magma exploded from the ground, and lightning thundered down from the sky. The shadows of winged Demons painted the cracking dome overhead as I looked forward.
I watched as Demons scattered for the faraway hills, only for the ground to collapse as well. I blinked, slowly for just a moment as an entire mountain collapsed. The ground tore open ahead, and more crevices rapidly began to spread throughout the Netherworld.
“Seriously…?”
All around me, the world seemed to collapse, creating ridges and crevices that spanned hundreds of miles each. And that wasn’t just it. My jaw dropped as I saw lava pouring out of the ground up ahead as well.
It burst into the air— like small eruptions that left behind calderas, exacerbating the rumbling tremors. I spun around slowly, at a loss for where to go. There was danger everywhere. No place to escape. The entirety of the Netherworld was being reshaped.
And here I was, just staring in shock.
Until the ground beneath me exploded again. My gaze snapped down as [Angelic Premonition] warned me of another impending attack. This time, I sensed… mandibles?
I dove down with round eyes as a giant figure burst up from the sea of lava. I narrowly avoided the sharp teeth that were aimed for where I had been. It took me a moment to comprehend what I was seeing. It entire figure was burning. Its carapace was drenched in molten rock. I stared up at its eight eyes, blinking a few times as I tried to work my jaw. A crimson sphere coalesced around its mandibles as I tried to work my jaw.
“Wait, you’re—” 
[Archarachne - Lvl. 169]
And the blast of crimson light shot towards me. I tried to fly out of the way, but I was a little too slow. The attack struck my side, burning the edge of my wings as I screamed in pain. I recoiled as the beam swept past me, ripping apart the terrain. 
I cursed and looked up at the [Archarachne]. It was the very same wild Primeval Demon that I had seen be consumed by the earth earlier. It must have fallen into lava, then swam through it beneath the earth, surviving the intense crimson liquid.
Now, it was here. It had reached me, and it directed its fury my way. It swung one of its scythe-like limbs down at me as I barely parried the attack.
“Get away from me! [Sacred Hellfire]!”
I pointed, unleashing the black flames at the wild Primeval Demon. Its body was set alight… more than before. This time, with a spreading dark fire that rapidly ate away at its carapace. The [Archarachne] shrieked as I limply flew back, trying to get away.
And that was when the [Savage Agarats] caught up. The first of them charged straight at me, striking me from the side. I tumbled out of the air as a second of the wild Archdemon crashed into my back, biting at my wings. I fell straight down towards the lava as I struggled to tear them both off. I was just about to fall into the sea of lava, before I kicked the first [Savage Agarat] straight down.
It let out a cry as it was consumed by the liquid. It thrashed and barely flew out of the burning pool, only for a scythe-like limb to shear it straight in half. I looked up at the [Archarachne] as it shrieked. A dozen [Savage Agarats] zipped around the wild Primeval Demon as I looked on for just a moment.
Then I felt a sharp pain run up my wing, and I glanced back. The second [Savage Agarat] bit into my wings with glowing teeth. And I swung back with a clawed hand. Flames wisped off my arms as I struck the Archdemon. It let go of my wings, flying back as it screeched.
I barely regained my bearings, hovering right over the lava, when I saw a glint. I looked up just in time to see the [Archarachne] opening its mandibles again. A crimson sphere gathered at its mouth, and it aimed at the dozens of [Savage Agarats] surrounding it.
My eyes widened, and I backed away. But before I could fly off, I heard another deafening screech. Blinking, I looked up.From above, another hulking figure descended from the sky. Dozens of tendrils shot to the ground, striking the burning carapace of the [Archarachne] as it recoiled. 
The crimson beam shot out, wildly missing everything. The attack tore through the lava, striking the nearby [Savage Agarats], but completely missed me. I narrowed my eyes, staring at the second Primeval Demon that entered the fray.
[Chthonic Agaros - Lvl. 171]
It was like a [Savage Agarat], except far larger, with countless tendrils that covered its underbelly. The [Chthonic Agaros] cried out with a guttural shriek as it assailed the [Arcarachne]. A powerful wave rippled across the sea of lava, and I flew up as my wings weakly beat behind me.
“Is this… seriously the Netherworld?”
I stared at the two battling Primeval Demons. Then I cast my gaze over my surroundings. No black Lifeblood remained. It had completely evaporated. And all around me, the world continued to crumble.
I shook my head, taking my chance. These wild Primeval Demons were distracted, and I felt blood pouring out of my wings. I flew back, heading for land. Towards the cracking ground. I saw a ravine open up ahead of me, and more lava poured into the burning sea.
Never in my entire life had I ever thought the Netherworld would be reshaped to this cascading landscape. But it happened. I didn’t know why. I couldn’t understand it.
I just knew I needed to escape for now. So I flew on. I limply flitted across the sky, barely avoiding the falling lightning, before entering the ravine that was just up ahead. I stayed close to the burning lava, feeling the heat bubble up towards me, even as I entered that narrow crack. The ridge flanking me from both sides continued to rumble, and I heard the clamor of wild Demons in the distance. 
I looked back once towards the [Archarachne] as it was slowly torn apart by the [Chthonic Agaros]. The last vestiges of the Netherworld I had previously known were completely gone. 
And I flew on.




5. Ruins

I entered the crevice as my wings beat weakly behind me. I heard the lightning thunder in the distance, and I saw the flash of dark light. It was like I was blinking when I didn’t actually blink. And it happened constantly. A tempest that raged on, striking down countless winged Demons from the air.
The death throes of wild Demons echoed all around me. I had even seen a Primeval Demon fall amidst the battle. Its corpse was consumed by the boiling lava below, and the victors left to survive the shifting landscape of the Netherworld.
And here I was, trapped amidst this chaos. Injured and exhausted. I flew between the cracks that scarred the earth, feeling the intense heat of molten rocks burning below me. I looked down, seeing the crimson river bubble and crackle, before shaking my head.
After the initial eruptions that exploded from the ground, the lava would stop rising. It simmered below, a deadly floor at the bottom of the cracked earth. If I fell into it— I would probably survive. But I would still be hurt from it. Especially at my current state.
So I kept low. I escaped the fighting, and I avoided the black lightning. The occasional wild Demon fell into the crevice, tumbling to their fiery doom ahead of me, and a handful of lightning bolts crashed around the lip of the ravine. But none struck me. 
And I could actually recover.
I sighed, looking down at the burn marks across my right shoulder. I glanced back and saw the holes in my wings. My injuries slowly healed, and I flitted slowly down a fork in the ravine. It split off into two directions— large gulfs that led away from each other. To the left, the crevice continued on until it intersected through a broken mountain. And to the right, the crevice cut through the vast flatlands.
I stared at my two options for a moment, unsure where to go. Then I heard the rumbling— I saw the shaking. The right ravine trembled as a tremor washed over it, and its narrow crack widened. I watched as wild Demons stumbled over the edge. [Hellhounds], [Hellbeasts], and the like. They were caught in this widening crack— shallower crevices tore open perpendicular to the gulf, like roots spreading far and wide. Spurts of lava shot into the air and incinerated the Lesser Demons.
I blinked a few times before shaking my head. I swept my gaze back towards the only option I had left. The gulf that led towards the shattered mountain. It remained idle— unmoving and sinuous. It was… safe?
At least, it wasn’t rapidly expanding and bursting with molten rocks. So I flew forward. I didn’t look back. Even as I heard a bolt of lightning crash behind me, tearing the earth asunder. I continued on, searching for a moment of respite. But that moment never came.
I simply got used to hearing the crackle ripping across the sky. I heard the occasional boom of another eruption exploding from the earth. I saw the shower of lava raining in the distance, and I felt the rumbling of a nearby tear in the earth. I didn’t fly too quickly. I took my time, healing as I glided towards the broken mountain in the distance.
I wasn’t sure how much time had passed. I simply knew that my Grand Skills— neither of them— were available to me just yet. So it must not have been that long since this event… whatever it was… began.
And it wasn’t like my flight forward had been completely uneventful. A flock of [Vampyr Bats] descended upon me, and I quickly incinerated them with my [The Holy Flames]. Then a group of [Hellwolves] leapt off the cliffside, trying to sink their fangs on me. I easily avoided their attacks, and they fell into the lava below.
They burned, but they didn’t die. I looked down at them in pity as they tossed and turned in the molten rocks. They screeched, then howled. And that attracted even more of their companions. Or maybe they hadn’t even been companions— just other wild Demons looking for a kill.
I looked up as more [Hellhounds] and [Hellwolves] rained down at me, and I cursed. I sped up, hurrying through the ravine as I sent the occasional blast of gray flames to deflect the falling wild Demons. I heard more shrieks coming from above, and I cursed. 
“I should have just incinerated those [Hellwolves]...”
There was nothing I could do now other than press on. I sped up, leaving these wild Demons behind as they poured off the edge of the cliff, down to the ravine in a mindless mass that only slaughtered each other. I reached another fork in the cracks, but this time, it split between three directions.
I chose the middle gulf, flying up as it ascended atop the tall white mountain. Below me, the river of lava rose as well— and we crested up to the top of the broken mountain. It had been cracked open from all sides. A caldera lay at the center, and I watched as a sea of molten rock poured down the mountainside. 
I swept my gaze over the terrain around me for a brief moment. Now that the chaos had calmed just a little bit, I could finally see the changes that had quickly shredded its way through the Netherworld. As far as the eye could see, cracks had ripped their way through the ground. It was like the white canvas had been a glass window, and somehow had punched it just hard enough to damage it, but not completely shatter it.
I pursed my lips as I saw this scene. I could see the crimson glow of the molten magma at the bottom of each crevice. But it seemed that the worst had passed. Mostly. There was the occasional geyser of lava sputtering up into the air, and I could still see hordes of wild Demons battle in the distance. It wasn’t like there was no longer any land. The land was just… fractured.
And that simply forced the wild Demons to meet each other. It turned the landscape into a battlefield. Wherever I looked, I saw fighting. Even above, up in the sky. No— especially above, up in the sky.
The dark tempest tearing its way overhead didn’t slow in the slightest. The cacophonous crackle of thunder continued drumming above. I just stared at the countless winged Demons, locked in aerial combat, only to be ripped apart by the callus black lightning. 
I had never seen the Netherworld in such a state. It was almost completely alien to me. I felt like I had been dropped into the wrong plane. But this was the right place. I was sure of it. I sighed and descended into the caldera. A single white rock lay at the center of the lake of lava, and I descended upon it. I found it curious why this little island seemed to remain unharmed even when the rest of the mountain had collapsed. It was even square in shape— honestly, quite odd.
But I didn’t question it. Instead, I finally let my wings rest as I landed on my two feet. I sighed in relief, letting [Rest] activate. 
“Finally…”
I murmured and lay there on this square-shaped island in the middle of the lava lake. I didn’t move for a moment. I just looked up at the white sky. The bright crack overhead seemed to be spreading, reaching the very edges of the Netherworld, beyond the horizon. There was a flash of black light as I felt the holes tattering my wings recovering.
I didn’t move for a moment. Just a moment. Then I saw the shadowed figures tumbling through the air. At first, a pair of specked figures. But as they drew closer, I saw their true sizes. Massive hulking beasts. I narrowed my eyes.
And I realized they were Primeval Demons. 
A pair of them. They battled in the sky as a flock of winged Demons barely followed. I heard their shrieks, and saw a blast of blue flames. My eyes flickered as I got to my feet, realizing they were crashing straight towards me. 
I recognized one of them. It was the [Chthonic Agaros] from before. The Level 171 Primeval Demon that had torn apart the [Archarachne] that had been attacking me. And it was accompanied by a horde of Archdemons— [Savage Agarats] that adhered to its will. Minions that mindlessly followed its orders.
But I looked past that winged Primeval Demon. Instead, I stared at the four armed creature at its side. Far larger. With bone-like wings that spread out behind its back. It hissed, unleashing a blast of blue flames that engulfed the [Chthonic Agaros] as I watched.
[Hellabomination - Lvl. 181]
It looked almost familiar. 
Together, the pair of Primeval Demons fell straight my way, and I tensed. I didn’t know where I could escape to. All around me was fighting. Wild Demons locked in battle. From [Fiends] to [Djinns] to [Hellbeasts] to [Legions]. 
There was nowhere for me to escape. But I had to make a decision quick. I scanned my surroundings with my eyes as the [Hellabomination] grabbed the other Primeval Demon and ripped it in half. I watched the [Chthonic Agaros] go limp, then saw the glinting blue flames wisp out as the giant wild Demon rapidly crashed my way.
I pursed my lips— then my eyes went wide when I saw my escape. Not through my own eyes, but through my spatial senses. 
The blast of blue flames shot out, incinerating the [Savage Agarats], before shooting my way. And I moved. I teleported out of the way, all at once 
The world went dark around me, and I heard the explosion in the distance. But it was muffled. The blast of blue flames didn’t reach me. I wasn’t burnt to a crisp. It was almost like the blast struck a wall overhead. And then I felt the world shaking. I felt the ground beneath my feet trembling. I raised my head, and I heard the distant cries of the [Hellabomination]. That of anger and fury. It roared.
And nothing. It didn’t rip me apart, because I wasn’t there. I was below it.
I was safe. I sighed in relief as I looked around at my surroundings. I saw a white ceiling above— where I had come from. It shook for a moment as everything around me rumbled. But the shaking stopped soon enough— a mere echo of the explosion of blue flames.
“That was close…”
I mumbled to myself. I collapsed to the ground, sighing in relief. I was in a cave chamber. Directly below the lava lake. Beneath the island I had been resting on. I hadn’t realized this broken mountain was hollow on the inside until I activated my spatial senses.
And even then, it had been… difficult to teleport in. I had to focus for a moment, until I could finally break in. I got to my feet with a frown. 
“Although… this is a weird cave, isn’t it?”
I looked around, seeing the brick-like floor beneath me. I saw the black walls, and I spotted the broken doorways. I paused. This didn’t seem right. It wasn’t a cavern. It couldn’t have been a natural formation. 
And it wasn’t. I froze, finally taking in where I was. This wasn’t just a cave chamber— it was a cave chamber that had been carved into the mountain. It was a Lair… no— it was something more.
The realization settled in, and I heard a voice echo in my head. It made my eyes snap wide. I felt a shiver run down my spine as my mind spoke to me. And I realized where I was. 
Now Entering [Dungeon: Remnants of the First Demon Kingdom]
I blinked a few times, processing those words. And my jaw dropped.
“This is a Dungeon… in the Netherworld?!”
I gaped for a moments, before shaking my head.
“But— how?”




6. Netherworld Dungeon

Now Entering [Dungeon: Remnants of the First Demon Kingdom]
I was in a Dungeon. I had been in plenty of Dungeons before— it wasn’t unfamiliar territory to me. I knew what to expect whenever I entered one. According to the Adventurers Guild back in the Mortal Realm, Dungeons formed when multiple monster Lairs were clustered close together.
It was a simple enough definition. So there was no reason for me to be gaping in shock at what I saw. But this was the Netherworld. There weren’t monsters here. There weren’t Dungeons here.
At least, that was what I thought. But evidently enough, I was wrong.
I swept my gaze over my surroundings. I stood in a vast circular chamber with black brick flooring. The ceiling was made of the same white rock that blanketed the Netherworld, but it was carved into a dome overhead. Chandeliers hung overhead, carrying these inert crystals that seemed like they would have glinted with light long ago.
But this place was completely abandoned. A relic of the ancient past. Rusted weapons lay at my feet, and broken armor was scattered around the floor. It looked like a battle had taken place here long ago. Bits of rubble and debris were clumped together around the corners of the room. If there had been furniture here once before, there was none now.
Four different doorways led out of the room, but two of them had collapsed, leaving only the exits just ahead of me and to the right. I frowned as I took in this scene.
“The Remnants of the First Demon Kingdom, huh?”
I wondered if that meant there was a Demon King before Regnorex came about. Or maybe it meant that this was Regnorex’s first attempt at creating a kingdom? I wasn’t sure. I was curious about what it meant. I wanted to delve down into one of those corridors leading further down this strange structure. 
But first, I needed to [Rest]. So I did.
—--
Defeated [Archarachne - Lvl. 169]!
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 [Hellwolf - Lvl. 90]!
Little-to-no experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 50 levels below you!
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 125] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 126]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
I had killed a lot of wild Demons on my way here to this mountain. But most of them offered very little experience. So I didn’t level up— well, I did level up in my Class, but not in my Subspecies. Even though I had partially helped with killing a Primeval Demon with my [Sacred Hellfire]. 
But I could tell I was getting close to my next level. Which would bring me to Level 159. After that, I would reach Level 160. And I was getting a little bit excited about it. Which seemed quite odd— or at least, I would have found it odd to be excited about a regular level up before I hit my Level 150 evolution.
Now, I knew that every five levels, I’d get a Grand Skill Point. Well— it seemed like I would receive a Grand Skill Point for every five levels. After reaching Level 155, I was awarded a Grand Skill Point that I ended up spending on [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]. My [Divine Essence of the Angelic Devil Princess] couldn’t level yet, but I knew it could in the future. So for now, most of my Grand Skill Points went to what was available.
I still hadn’t seen the brand new effects of my leveled Grand Skill, so maybe it wasn’t really much of an improvement. However, I hoped it was something good. 
I could test it out now— it had been quite a while since I entered the Dungeon, and I was mostly recovered. But I decided against it. I was going to save [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] for when it was necessary.
I considered sending my clones out to investigate the rest of the Dungeon while I was resting. I could only summon nine of them right now. I still had one left in the Mortal Realm— she was guarding over my children just as I instructed her. Together with Willy, she would keep Novis, Bellum, and Oriur safe. Or… at least, I hoped that was the case.
I didn’t actually know what she was doing back there. The moment I had crossed through the planes and exited the Mortal Realm, I lost all connection with her. But I knew that she was… me. Maybe not as me as I was. And yet, she was still me— a replica of me. And she would hold the same regard to my children as me.
And I knew she was alive since I couldn’t muster up the magic to summon ten of my clones. However, I didn’t even summon a single one of my clones to scout the area, because if something happened to them and they died, they would explode, and the blast could potentially alert the Demons outside. I could still hear the fighting— the crackle of thunder, and the howling of [Hellhounds]. The occasional muffled explosion was audible even from where I stood, but I knew that as long as I didn’t leave this Dungeon, whatever was happening outside wouldn’t bother me.
It was strange. I never thought that the Netherworld would ever change so drastically. But it did. It wasn’t the corruption, nor was it a natural disaster. It seemed to ravage the entirety of the Netherworld as far as I could see when I was above the mountaintop.
I sighed and got to my feet.
“No use wondering what’s been happening…”
I murmured to myself as I raised my head. I was fully recovered now. The Netherworld was… collapsing or whatever, and I didn’t want to deal with Level 181 [Hellabominations] flying around. So I decided to do the only thing I could do right now.
“Time to investigate this Dungeon.”
I marched forward as I dragged a Divine Nebular Scythe behind me. I had created it during the free time I had while resting. It took a while considering it was a rather powerful weapon. But I was glad I didn’t need to activate my [Divine Essence of the Angelic Devil Princess] to even use Divine Essence like I had to before my evolution.
I started down the dark corridor as my footfalls echoed around me. I created a ball of glowing gray flames, shining light ahead so I could see where I was going. I swept my gaze around as I began to descend down a winding path. 
This corridor was clearly artificial, but it was designed like a cave tunnel. As if the architects who built this place didn’t know how a regular corridor worked. There were markings on the walls— etchings that had once contained magic within them, although the power had now faded, and these scratch marks were all that remained. 
I narrowed my eyes. I couldn’t read these words. Even with [Universal Language Comprehension] at Level 2, the symbols on the walls were gibberish to me. And maybe they were.
I searched for anything that could give me a clue about what this place was— any hints as to why this place was built, or how it had fallen. The corridor continued winding until it led me to a small room. It was about ten feet across— still relatively large, but tiny compared to that vast chamber I had previously been in. 
There was an altar in the center of the room. A stone tablet lay horizontally on the altar, and a jagged knife was left at its side. Another doorway continued on to a descending corridor with a statue waiting to its right, but I glanced down to see an inert spell circle carved into the ground.
“This is… a summoning ritual?”
I poked the ground a few times with a frown. I closed my eyes, focusing on my spatial senses— I tried to reach for any remnants of mana strands left behind. But I found nothing. This place must have been abandoned such an incredibly long time ago, there was no residual mana left from even this ritual circle.
I tapped a finger on my chin as I walked up to the altar. I inspected the tablet, but it was just a blank slate. If it had words written on it before, it had faded long ago.
“Why is everything here made out of stone, anyway? Can’t the Demon King just bring over paper from the Mortal Realm?”
I wondered aloud as I shook my head, before picking up the jagged dagger. Its metal surface immediately collapsed and turned to dust. I blinked. I stared at the hilt of the blade as my brows snapped together. I sensed motes of mana dissipating into the air with the broken blade, before shrugging.
“Weird.”
I tossed the hilt aside and continued down to the next hallway. I passed by the statue, but barely paid it a glance. I would have entered the hallway, if the statue didn’t move.
“Wait, what—”
I backed away as [Angelic Premonition] blared in my head just in time. I leapt back as the statute swung down with a clawed hand, narrowly missing my face. I flipped in the air and landed on the inert ritual circle as I frowned. 
“Who are… you?”
The statue drew back as its entire body creaked. It had the body of a [Hellhound], but it stood on two legs. It reached out two clawed hands, hissing as it bared its fangs. I stared at it as it eyed me with a pair of crimson eyes.
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 161]
“A Primeval Demon…?”
I blinked. And the [Gargoyle] lashed out.




7. Gargoyle

[Gargoyle - Lvl. 161]
A Primeval Demon stood before me. One that was built just like a statue. It had gravelly gray skin, and it wore the body of a [Hellhound]. But it stood on two legs as a pair of lanky arms reached its feet. Its back was slumped— hunched as if it was a cloying old beggar about to pounce on me.
And it did lash out at me. It swung with one of its grubby claws as I backed away with a frown.
“Why is there just a Primeval Demon here?”
I clicked my tongue, before slashing up with my Divine Nebular Scythe. The [Gargoyle] took the brunt of my swing and stumbled back. I narrowed my eyes. But it looked like it had been hardly hurt by the attack.
I didn’t know why there was a wild Primeval Demon just waiting here. However, I was in a Dungeon, so it was my own fault for letting my guard down. I just had never seen such a Demon before. It was almost like it was just… a rock.
And the [Gargoyle] hissed, bounding towards me. I raised a claw and unleashed a blast of gray flames.
“Burn!”
I yelled. But it tore through the flames. My eyes went wide as it reached me, and I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe just in time to parry the strike. I was sent stumbling back as the [Gargoyle] followed up with a second swing. I scowled and sidestepped its attack.
“You’re annoying! Take this—”
My scythe shone with iridescent flames as I aimed for the [Gargoyle]’s head. 
“[Divine—”
The attack connected for a brief moment. But the statue-like Demon’s figure flickered. It suddenly flashed with a crimson light. A pulse of energy sent me flying, and I cracked into the nearby altar. The [Gargoyle] beat its claws against the ground before casting its gaze back towards me.
I picked myself up, only for a flash of crimson electricity to run through my body. I groaned as I felt like a heavy weight was suddenly placed on my shoulders. My movements slowed, and I struggled to even get to my feet
The [Gargoyle] shrieked and lumbered my way. It wasn’t fast. Not in the slightest. Even when it had the drop on me, I could avoid its attacks with ease. But now, I moved sluggishly, and the Primeval Demon reached me.
It landed a thudding strike at my side, which I barely parried. Then it snapped its jaws at my head, but I kept its head back with a [Faux Limb]. I eyed the [Gargoyle], before focusing on the space around its figure.
[Warped Time]. I kicked the statue-like Primeval Demon back as I wrapped it in a slowed space. The [Gargoyle] lumbered forward, and even with my sluggish movements, I could easily dodge it now. I grinned and dusted myself off with my [Faux Limbs].
I bared my teeth, about to strike back at the [Gargoyle].
“You—”
And it roared. A pulse of crimson aura shot out as I recoiled, and I felt my control over the space around it vanish. My [Faux Limbs] wisped away. I blinked a few times, before frowning. 
“That’s… some kind of antimagic spell?”
I didn’t know. And I didn’t find out. The [Gargoyle] took that chance to charge at me once more. I gritted my teeth. There was another crackle of electricity on my shoulder, weighing me down. And I couldn’t dodge the next attack from the wild Primeval Demon.
It unleashed a flurry of strikes my way as I backed up towards the wall. It struck my side, and cut through my scales. I gritted my teeth as I countered with a [Barrage of Cinders]. But right as the flaming attacks reached its stone-like skin, its body flickered. My flames vanished.
I narrowed my eyes, and the [Gargoyle] kicked me. I yelped as I was knocked into the air, but it yanked me back down. It opened its mouth to bite off my head as I cursed.
“Enough!”
[Intimidation] gripped the statue-like Demon for a moment as it froze. I broke free from its grip and backed away. I watched as it slowly regained control of its body, snapping its gaze mechanically my way. My Skill worked, unlike the other magicks I had tried to use on it.
So it was fighting with curses and wards. Antimagic and snares. Regular magic couldn’t hurt it. My curse could overpower its own for a moment, but there was a better way to fight this Primeval Demon.
I stumbled forward as blood trickled down my shoulders and pointed.
“I can fight with more than just magic— [Divine Haste]!”
And an aura of iridescent mist engulfed my body. I backed away from the charging [Gargoyle], even as my body felt like it was trapped. But I easily dodged the attacks. I countered with a swing to its head, only for my Divine Nebular Scythe to bounce off the stone-like skin.
I narrowed my eyes and ducked under an attack. I winced for a moment as there was a flash of electricity over my body, impeding my movements. And I raised my weapon, focusing my attack at its head.
“[Divine Nebular Slash]!”

My blade sheared straight through the [Gargoyle]’s neck as I grinned. The stone-like head went flying, crashing into a wall before shattering. I backed away, waiting for the notification in my head. But I slowed as it never came.
“What…?”
And the [Gargoyle] pressed on. It charged me, even when decapitated. It raked its claws over my stomach as I reeled. I swung down again where its head had once been. The stone there was more brittle than the rest of its body.
“You’re. So. Annoying!”
I activated [Draconic Fury], striking down with my Divine Nebular Scythe as if it were a hammer. The statue-like Primeval Demon didn’t give up, even as its shoulders broke off, and its arms collapsed. It continued fighting with its legs, but at that point, I wasn’t in danger anymore.
I methodically tore apart the [Gargoyle] until it was nothing but rubble at my feet. I panted, shaking my head before dropping to the ground with a tired sigh.
“What even was that?”
And three notifications flashed in my head.
Defeated [Gargoyle - Lvl. 161]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Subspecies [Angelic Devil Princess] Level Up! 
[Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 158] -> [Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 159] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 126] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 127]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
—--
It took a while before the [Gargoyle]’s curse wore off, and I could move freely again. Even though it was dead, the residual effects of its magic remained. Or maybe it wasn’t magic— it was a hex. That was how it was able to dispel magic just like Clayton Skyshredder. Perhaps not to such an effective degree, but it was still countering my spells so I couldn’t fight with my full strength
Anyway, my movements were impeded for a while, and I was still bleeding from the fight, so I didn’t leave the room, instead just investigating what I could. I looked through the remains of the statue-like Primeval Demon, but I didn’t find anything of use. It was only when I looked through the broken altar, did I actually learn something about this Dungeon.
Apparently there had been a compartment hidden in the altar. A hidden storage unit that hid within it… not treasures. But collars. Summoning collars.
My eyes went wide as I saw that pile of them, lying before me. I quickly picked them up as I blinked.
“Wait, but doesn’t this mean that…”
My brows snapped together. These were summoning collars— which weren’t unusual. I saw them all the time attached to Demons like Lucerna, Levithus, and whatnot. But they were here, stored in these ancient ruins that supposedly belonged to a First Demon Kingdom.
At first, my mind wandered to Regnorex. Didn’t this mean that he was the ruler of the First Demon Kingdom as well? But no— that wasn’t right. I highly doubted he was the first Demon to create his own kingdom. 
After all, [Hellprinces] and [Hellprincesses] were a thing. There had to have been plenty of Demon kingdoms before he came about… right? So these collars had to have originated from long before he was even born.
And I paused.
There was a memory buried in the back of my mind from long ago. When it hadn’t even been six months since I found myself trapped in the Mortal Realm. Daniel and I had been trying to find a way for me to the Netherworld, and we saved a little girl called Rachel by interrupting a Demon summoning.
I had fought a Greater Demon and won. I wanted to steal his collar to cross the planes, but I failed. His body vanished the moment I tried to temper with the metal. The same thing happened over and over again as I summoned Demons after Demons over to the Mortal Realm. Until, finally, I succeeded in procuring a collar.
And someone stopped me. He was someone who I had met many times since then. And even through it all, I still remembered what he said— that these collars belonged to him. I pursed my lips, turning over the summoning collar with trembling hands.
“These collars… this kingdom… does that mean…?”
I stared at the words inscribed on the collar. Faint, but still there. It had been etched on the metal, pervading throughout the millennia. And I read it as I whispered.
“Hail to Samuel the Devil King: He who shall bring peace to the Netherworld.”
I closed my eyes as I sighed, the realization fully settling in.
“This was my Dad’s kingdom…”
***
Sal watched his daughter as she vanished into those bleak ruins. He didn’t follow her, nor did he scry her as she ventured deep within. He already knew what she would discover within, and he didn’t care to relive ancient memories from a time long ago.
He simply hovered in the air, above the broken mountain, hidden by his pocket space. [Hellabominations] flew past him as an unceasing barraging of lightning rained down from above. The typical hallmarks of Revelation.
And the Devil ignored it all. He had seen it plenty of times before. It was no different than it usually was. The world cracked open, and the sky tore apart. Big deal— he didn’t care if millions of Demons died. The only thing he cared about was that silver-haired girl.
“Of all the places you’d wander into, my daughter…”
Sal murmured. He truly wondered how Salvos would fare within the remains of his fallen kingdom. There was a high chance she would actually die there. But he wasn’t going to intervene. She had said she would become the strongest in all of Nexeus.
Well, it was time for her to prove it.




8. Petrified

“Revelation has begun.”
The Netherworld cracked. The entire plane ripped open— from the sky to the earth, everything seemed to crumble. Black lightning thundered down from above, shredding apart mountain tops. Lava poured from the earth as ravines tore through hills and valleys.
It was a calamity. It was a cataclysm. It was the end of everything. But it was also… normal.
“What does that even mean?”
Haes wondered aloud as he stared out of the stained glass windows of the palatial structure. He stood at the very top of one of the many spires stabbing out of the lonely tall structure. It was a question that had plagued his mind since he first learned about Revelation.
He swept his gaze over the landscape of the Netherworld. In the distance, the crimson sky was stained white, flashing with a deluge of black lightning. A mountain range tore open, and an orange glow wisped off the earth. But that was all so far away. 
The landscape surrounding the Demon King’s castle didn’t change. Even as a light tremor shook the floor he stood on. The stretch of hills and rocks didn’t shift with the rest of the Netherworld. And it was all because of a simple reason.
This was the Demon King’s Domain. It would not fall as long as Regnorex remained alive. It would resist against nature itself, standing against countless calamities through the divine presence of his majesty. Or so it was they said.
So despite the destruction wrought by Revelation, those who surrendered themselves to the Demon King’s rule would forever remain unaffected. And yet, Haec found himself longing for what was beyond this domain.
“Is something the matter, Haec?”
A voice brought him out of his stupor. He looked back as an azure-skinned figure strode up to him. A pair of horns protruded from her head, and dark black locks fell down her shoulders. He looked her up and down as she tilted her head at him.
[Succubus - Lvl. 134]
“Who were you talking to?”
Her eyes narrowed suspiciously, and he sighed. He peeled himself away from the window, vaguely gesturing at the tempest in the far distance.
“I was merely musing about Revelation, Taburas.”
He spoke as he walked up to her. She raised a brow.
“What about Revelation piqued your interest?”
“I wish to see it— this planar catastrophe. I desire to bear witness to it firsthand, not from afar.”
Haec spoke softly, glancing back to the windowpane. Taburas frowned.
“It is dangerous, Haec. There’s no need to worry about what happens out there. We have our own orders to adhere to— we can just stay here in this castle where it’s safe.”
“But I do not understand. How can such a terrible event occur so often? How has Demonkind not been wiped off the face of the Netherworld yet?”
He shook his head, even as the [Succubus] tried pulling him back away from the window. Haec closed his eyes as Taburas urged him to follow her.
“Monstra explained it to us, remember? We learned all about it a long time ago.”
Indeed, Haec had been thoroughly taught about the various cycles that the entire plane underwent. In total, there were three main cycles that continuously swapped places like night and day in the Mortal Realm. 
First came Advent, then Revelation, and finally, Salvation. Or so deemed the Demon King.
Salvation was the shortest period of all. It was a period of true peace. True tranquility. It was what Regnorex sought. Where all was calm, after the devastation that was Revelation.
Revelation occurred over two distinct periods. The first period of Revelation was known as the Unveiling. It was what Haec had been watching over a great distance. It was the destruction of the Netherworld where only the strongest remained. And after that came the Reconstruction. Where the destruction was repaired, and everything was restored to normal.
Now, before Revelation, and after Salvation, was the longest cycle of all. Advent. It consisted of three main periods. There was Genesis when black rain fell from the sky, forming oceans of Lifeblood that would soon birth a new generation of Demons. Then began Desolation.
It was a period that Haec vividly remembered. It was most of the time he had spent with her. He closed his eyes, hearing her laughter echo in the back of his mind. Her golden eyes were forever burned into his memory. And after Desolation came the Quietus. 
That was when he had joined the Demon King. Because she was gone— because he wanted to find a way back to her. But now, Haec had seen her. Not too long ago, he had watched his companion fly through the planes, returning to the Netherworld.
And Haec resolved himself.
“I need to go out there.”
Haec whispered as he raised his head. Taburas blinked.
“What—”
But he just pulled her with him, stalking down the hallway towards the Demon King’s chamber. 
“Come, Taburas.”
He spoke simply, and she sputtered. The [Succubus] tried to protest.
“Wait, Haec— you can’t! His majesty demanded that we…”
But her words fell upon deaf’s ears. Haec just ignored her, marching on to face the Demon King. All so he could see Salvos again.
***
“Hail to Samuel the Devil King: He who shall bring peace to the Netherworld.”
I reread the words etched onto the collar. I raised a second of the metal rings and narrowed my eyes. The very same words were written there. I checked a third, and sure enough, it wasn’t different at all.
Each and every collar here was marked with the same words. They all praised a certain man— someone called the Devil King. My brows snapped together in an instant as I could only think of a single person who went by the name of the Devil.
But that didn’t make sense to me. The Devil was my dad, and my dad wasn’t a king… was he? Although… that name…
I remembered a brief conversation I had with my dad— back when he first decided to accompany me to Mavos Academy a while ago. He had finally settled on the name he went by now. It was the only name of his which I knew right now. He called himself Sal.
But he had also referred to himself by a variety of other names. And one of them was… one which he hastily dismissed when he was musing to himself… Samuel.
My dad had called himself Samuel. And he was the Devil. 
My eyes grew wide as the realization fully settled in. I tried to work my jaw as I stared at the collar. I got to my feet, blinking a few times.
“My Dad… was the Devil King? The ruler of the First Demon Kingdom?”
I massaged my temples. My head was reeling. I felt like I was growing dizzy for just the briefest of moments. 
“That means… that means…”
I closed my eyes, steeling myself. I suppressed my urge to shout, but I failed. I leapt into the air, pumping a fist.
“I am an actual princess!”
I exclaimed as my voice echoed around the empty chamber. It continued down both corridors leading up and down, and I caught myself. I cleared my throat, dusting myself off neatly as I smiled.
“Now then— to explore the rest of my kingdom!”
And with that, I continued further down the Dungeon.
—--
I only left once I was fully prepared for another fight. I didn’t expect to run into a Primeval Demon inside of a Dungeon of all places— especially since most Dungeons in the Mortal Realm held weaker monsters. 
But this Dungeon was different. It was old. It was as old as my dad, and he was literally ancient!
***
Up above the broken mountain, Sal sneezed.
***
And since this Dungeon was so old, it somehow held within it stronger monsters. Or, rather, stronger wild Demons. It was so odd to me. I would have thought that wild Demons would wander about the Netherworld mindlessly, searching to kill anything that moved. That was why the idea of a Dungeon in the Netherworld never crossed my mind.
It would imply that the wild Demons were congregating around an area without leaving. Which… I couldn’t wrap my mind around. But this Dungeon seemed to be… quite sturdy. Its roof did survive a blast from a Level 181 [Hellabomination], after all. And even throughout the planar catastrophe going on outside, the structure didn’t collapse.
I followed a winding corridor as it split off again and again, but I just stuck to the right side, wanting to find the bottom of this slow descent. I only had to take the left tunnel once because the right side had collapsed, blocking me from continuing on. 
After the first initial room with the collars, I didn’t encounter anything else. No Demons. No altars. Just a straight path down until I reached a vast chamber. A massive room that spread out a thousand feet in all directions around me. I swept my gaze over my surroundings, seeing… grass growing beneath my feet? 
No— not grass. It was a glowing moss. And it spread out into a massive field that was littered with broken bits of statues. Stone-like weapons lay collapsed on the ground as I furrowed my brows. My gaze landed at the very center— at a creature lying inert, waiting there for me in the middle of a spell circle.
Words resounded in my head as I stared at the serpentine beast.
Now Entering [Lair: Prison of the Basilisk]
“Huh.”
I blinked. And its eyes snapped open.
[Basilisk - Lvl. 205]




9. Reveal of a Nation

[Basilisk - Lvl. 205]
It lay there before me. A Primordial Demon. A creature with an undulating body. It was massive. But compared to the [Hellabomination], it was small. Like a [Senior Centinel]. It wasn’t even a hundred feet long. 
It had silver-gray scales, and a terrible maw hiding hundreds of teeth. Its figure was coiled into a ball where it lay in the center of a massive spell circle. I blinked a few times, and its eyes snapped open.
“Fuck—”
I cursed backed away, but the [Basilisk] was faster. It lashed out, hissing as it unhinged its jaw. Even though the chamber was a thousand feet wide, and I was far from the center, the Primordial Demon reached me in an instant. 
I couldn’t even react. [Angelic Premonition] didn’t blare in my head in time. I couldn’t use [Greater Teleportation], nor could I activate [Divine Haste]. I tried to use [Warped Time], but the [Basilisk] was already closing its fangs around me.
I reeled, closing my eyes. And there was a flash of light.
Blinking, I looked up to see a crimson dome blocking the [Basilisk]’s attack. Its jaws slammed against a translucent wall, and sparks flew out in all directions. I stared for a moment as [Divine Haste] and [Warped Time] finally activated. Then [Angelic Premonition] screamed in my head, warning me to get back.
But the Primordial Demon didn’t reach me. It couldn’t reach me. The ritual circle flashed behind it, creating a barrier that saved my life. I stared for a few moments as the [Basilisk] continued ramming into the walls of its prison, before drawing back.
I tried to work my trembling jaw. I met the [Basilisk]’s gaze, and it peered at me with golden eyes. Eyes that looked almost like mine. 
“H-huh…”
I swept my gaze around the room, backing up with shaky feet. There was a vast carpet of moss blanketing over the ground, and I saw crystals hanging from above, lighting up the circular chamber. They rattled as the [Basilisk] continued assailing the crimson dome, and bits of shards showered over the Primordial Demon.
I wiped at my forehead as I sighed.
“Well, that was… close?”
I wasn’t really sure what else there was for me to say. I had been completely caught off-guard by this [Basilisk]. I didn’t even expect there to be any Primordial Demons here in this Dungeon. In fact— I didn’t even expect there to be any other Primordial Demons in the Netherworld other than my dad, the Demon King, and the Beast!
“Um… good [Basilisk]?”
I raised a hand placatingly, and the Primordial Demon snarled. 
I was wrong. Here, in this Dungeon— in the ruins of what had been my father’s kingdom— lay a Primordial Demon. Who knew how long it had slumbered? Who knew how long it had waited? It must not have been disturbed by anything or anyone in eons!
And now, here I was. I had stumbled into the edge of its cage. So it eyed me as I glanced to the left, facing the walls of the room. Most of the chamber was encapsulated by the crimson dome, but there was a sliver of space circling the entire perimeter. I frowned as I brushed my fingers against the cold stone wall.
I wiped away the dust, revealing runes. No— not runes. Symbols? Or rather, abstract… artwork? I narrowed my eyes as I raised a clawed hand, before sending a blast of gray flames over the walls of the room. I cleared out the dust in mere moments, without actually damaging the structural integrity of the chamber.
The [Basilisk] stared at my back the entire time as I unveiled a vast array of pictures hiding in the walls of this room. I saw sketches— carvings made into the stone by nail or by claw. They looked like they had been painted once, but now there was nothing left but the vague shapes. 
Faint artworks. 
Scenes?
It was telling a story. I slowly walked around the room, occasionally glancing back at the [Basilisk]. It didn’t growl, but it let out a soft hissing sound— one that almost sounded like a thousand whispers. 
I shook my head, focusing on the unfurling story. I saw drawings of a man. A Demon. A [Fiend]. At first, he was depicted to be a powerful warrior. He stood atop a mountain of corpses as he raised a spear. Demons of all kinds and shapes feared him— they fled from his mere gaze.
But then cracks tore through the Netherworld. At first, I thought these images were showing me the same scenes I saw tearing through the plane. But it was different. These were… portals?
And figures descended from the sky. Beings that seemed so impossible to imagine. They looked like blurred figures in these sketches. Like whoever who tried to depict their image just clawed on the wall. They defeated the Demon with ease. Even though he had been so powerful, he was humbled in a mere moment.
“These are…?”
The images continued. The Demon knelt before these beings, and they created images. Rifts in space. They showed… other worlds? And my eyes flickered. I recalled what my dad had shown me just before. I remembered Xidra’s stories when I was in the Plaguelands.
Finally, I realized what they were.
“Worldwalkers.”
I blinked. I felt a shiver run down my spine— like a frigid breeze was washing over me. Even from these scratched drawings, I could feel their… power. The aura they exuded. Each of them like my dad, but many of them even stronger. 
I remembered what I had been shown, then I looked past these murals depicting the Worldwalkers. I saw how they helped the Demon build a kingdom. And I watched as thousands of [Fiends], [Incubi], [Succubi], [Djinns], [Jinns], and more now knelt before him.
There he was, raising what vaguely seemed like a pitchfork. With his tail and his hooves. His horns and his goatee. The realization slowly settled in, and I whispered.
“Wait, is this how my Dad became the Devil King—” 
And the [Basilisk] shrieked. My eyes grew wide as I spun around, hearing the Primordial Demon thrash behind me. It was no longer just glaring at my back. It lashed out once again, gnawing at the barrier as it whipped its tail my way. I watched as the translucent cage flashed, then narrowed my eyes.
“Did it react that way because I said the Devi—”
I started, but the [Basilisk] screeched louder than before. The entire cave chamber rumbled as it curled back, eyeing me angrily. I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe warily, unsure what it would do. I knew it couldn’t reach me, but I couldn’t be too safe. 
And I was right. The Primordial Demon’s eyes shifted. I watched as its pupils faded away, and the irises changed colors. The golden color from earlier vanished, now replaced with a gray glow. 
I blinked a few times.
“Wha—”
Then I felt an odd sensation wash over me. An uncomfortable feeling trickled up my arm as I tried to reassure myself. The [Basilisk] can’t hurt me through the barrier… right?
I looked at it, then I caught a glimpse of a glint. A flicker of light. And it came from the broken bits of rock lying at the Primordial Demon’s tail. But it wasn’t just there— the shattered stone was scattered across the room, even beneath my feet.
I glanced down at debris, then I heard a crack. My eyes went wide as pieces of rock broke off my arm, falling to the ground. 
“Huh.”
My right arm was turning to stone. I just stared for a moment in complete disbelief. Somehow, even through the barrier, the [Basilisk] had attacked me. With its mere gaze, it was able to hurt me. No— not just hurt me. It was turning my entire being to stone!
I looked down in shock as my stomach began to be overcome with a gray color. It ached. It was a very weird feeling, but I knew that it hurt. I tried to raise my legs to get out of the way, but only one of my legs responded. My other foot was planted firmly on the ground, completely frozen. I groaned, trying to stumble forward.
But the [Basilisk] just shrieked again. I felt its gaze intensifying— somehow bearing down on me with even more overwhelming power than before. I tensed up as I felt my back cracking. I gritted my teeth.
“This is…”
It was the power of a Primordial Demon. Even when caged, it was killing me. I was dying. The thought coldly crossed my mind as panic refused to sink it. I couldn’t panic. I just felt cold. I just felt my movements slow. 
I heard [Angelic Premonition] blaring in my head. I realized I was going to die. But I felt no sense of urgency. I just slowly blinked as my scales were turned to stone. My skin hardened, and my free leg froze as I took a step back. I raised my left arm, only for my clawed fingers to break off. I looked up, staring at the [Basilisk] as it overwhelmed me with its curse magic.
And I moved my lips.
“[My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends].”
All at once, I broke free from the [Basilisk]’s grip. I tore through the stone layering over my body. My right arm shattered, only to instantly regrow with renewed vigor. I ripped through my flaking scales, and a fresh set of sheening skin covered my body. The Primordial Demon paused, watching me as I screamed. As my emotions returned to me.
“You— STOP!”
The [Basilisk] paused for a fraction of a second as gray flames wisped off my body. The fire melted the stone away like ice, and I raised my head. I glared at the Primordial Demon through the translucent barrier, before pointing.
“[Sacred Hellfire]!”

And I spread my [Angelic Wings] wide. Six wings unfurled from my back, and I rose to the sky. I watched as the [Basilisk] reeled back, breaking free from my [Intimidation], only to burst into black flames. It glared up at me, its eyes still glinting, and my skin hardened for a brief moment.
But I shrugged the attack off as I flew back towards the tunnel where I came from. The Primordial Demon tried to give chase, only to slam against the walls of its prison once more. It hissed at me as I sped up, ascending up and away from this large chamber, protected by my Grand Skill.
I glanced back one last time, meeting the gray eyes of the [Basilisk]. It burned. My [Sacred Hellfire] continued eating away at its stone-like scales. But it didn’t even react. The Primordial Demon didn’t flinch. It just stared at me with hatred in its eyes as I escaped.
And I wondered what my dad did to piss off a Level 205 Primordial Demon. 
I… probably didn’t even want to know. 
—--
It took me a while before I even slowed down. I continued flying with [Divine Haste]. While I had activated the Skill long ago, I could now activate and deactivate the active effects of the Skill at will. Meaning, I could pretty much use the Skill without a cooldown as long as I didn’t expend the entire duration of the Skill all at once. 
Although— I used up the entirety of [Divine Haste] this time around. Because I was terrified. That [Basilisk] had nearly killed me even when it was imprisoned. It was a Primordial Demon— it was nearly 50 levels above me. Even if I used my [Divine Essenc of the Angelid Devil Princess]... I wouldn’t have been able to win.
I could only run. And I was going to run until I was certain I was safe.
I collapsed on the ground, sighing. 
“That was close…”
I looked up, seeing the various forks in the tunnel system, leading down different paths. Some of them were buried behind rubble, while the others continued further down. Some of these corridors even went back up. I just stared at it all before shaking my head.
“First a Primeval Demon, now a Primordial Demon… I wonder what else my kingdom holds for me.”
I leapt back to my feet and flexed an arm.
“Well, I guess I can only find out by investigating, right?”
And I continued down a different path.




10. Finding Salvation

Haec had made up his mind. He marched straight for the throne room, even despite the protestations of Taburas. He heeded her words, then ignored it.
“But Haec, the Demon King said—”
He didn’t care. He couldn’t mill around in this place any longer. Somewhere out there, Salvos was fighting. His leader was here. She had to be here. Back in the Netherworld. After all, that was what she promised. 
Because they were companions.
Haec’s eyes fluttered shut as he came to a halt right before the gilded double doors. He hesitated for a moment. If he upsetted Regnorex, it was entirely possible… but no. The memory of the time spent with Salvos drove Haec forward, and he entered the throne room.
Taburas waited far from the entryway, hiding behind a pillar as she watched him step into the vast chamber. She was quivering. Even from the corner of his eyes, Haec could see the [Succubus] shaking in fear. 
But he was not afraid of anything. Not now, not ever— as long as he knew that Savos lived, and that she was searching for him, he held no fear. He raised his head, staring at the ceiling of the throne room. It was gone. All he saw was a crimson dome. The sky of the Netherworld, unaffected by Revelation.
The domed roof was gone. And that was not all— large chunks of the Demon King’s castle were missing. Haec saw spires that extended halfway to the sky, with their upper halves simply having mysteriously vanished.
It was odd. But every Demon in the castle knew what had happened. The parts that were no longer here— they were in the Mortal Realm now. They had crossed the planes. It was all part of the Demon King’s plans. Everything had been proceeding smoothly. Until they weren’t.
It had enraged Regnorex. The Demon King’s fury had caused the entirety of his Domain to quake in fear. Even Haec had been afraid for a while. But now— he overcame his terror. He marched up to the Demon King’s throne, facing forward without slowing.
He had expected to see Regnorex waiting there. Haec had thought that the Demon King would punish him immediately for trespassing into the throne room. But he paused when he saw… nothing.
Regnorex wasn’t there. The throne was empty. Haec blinked.
“Where…?”
“Why have you disturbed me?”
A voice asked. And Haec froze. He recognized the speaker immediately. It was Regnorex. It had to be the Demon King. But where was his voice coming from?
Haec spun around, only to see the doors slamming shut behind him. Taburas cried out, only to be cut off by the banging of the double doors. Haec blinked a few times as Regnorex’s voice echoed around him.
“I have asked to not be disturbed. You have no reason to be here, Heir of the Netherworld.”
Haec pursed his lips when he heard his Title being mentioned. He stiffly raised his head, finally pinpointing the source of the voice. There, up above the room, standing outside of its peripheries, was the Demon King.
Regnorex stood at the ledge of where the dome roof had once been, overlooking the rest of the Netherworld. He did not move. He did not glance back. His dark cape billowed with the wind, and he spoke a single command.
“Come.”
And Haec’s eyes went wide. The Heir of the Netherworld soared through the sky, carried by a black aura at his feet. It formed a cloud that lifted him until he was right next to the Demon King, in which he just stared.
“I…”
He opened his mouth, but Regnorex cut him off.
“Kneel.”
“Yes, my King.”
Haec dropped to his knees in an instant. His legs didn’t tremble, nor did his hands shiver. He just bowed his head low as the Demon King’s gaze bore into the far distance. For a moment, all was silent.
Lightning thundered beyond the borders of this kingdom. The earth cracked open, and loud blasts reverberated all throughout the Netherworld. But it was safe here— within the Demon King’s Domain. This was a sanctuary for all Demons. 
Even Haec couldn’t deny that he felt at ease here, especially inside the walls of the castle. He gritted his teeth as he thought of Salvos once again. Regnorex remained silent for a moment longer before craning his neck back.
“It is ugly, is it not?”
The Demon King asked, and Haec raised his head. The Heir of the Netherworld stared up at his king for a brief moment, before looking towards Revelation.
“It… is, my King. It is a disgusting sight.”
Haec replied reverently, and Regnorex nodded.
“It is such a terrible thing, and yet, it happens so frequently. I have experienced hundreds of cycles of Revelation alone, my Heir. And I had hoped you would not have to experience one for yourself. I had believed that we could cross over to the Mortal Realm before this planar disaster began.”
The Demon King turned around, looking away from the unfurling chaos. He just turned to face Haec with a melancholic gaze.
“Alas, I have learned long ago that not all plans can be seen to completion.”
Haec hesitated. Was he supposed to say something now? He had thought that Regnorex would be angrier. But somehow, the Demon King just looked morose. 
Regnorex merely sighed.
“I wished to put an end to our suffering, my Heir. I had thought that your generation would be the first to find salvation. True salvation. Not the faux Salvation of the Netherworld.”
Haec waited, and the Demon King looked down at him. Regnorex placed a hand on his Heir’s head.
“But there is no need to fret, for I have foreseen countless futures. I have prepared for such setbacks. I see all. I know all. And I can tell you with utmost certainty, there is no future where our people shall not live in paradise.”
The Demon King brought a hand down to Haec’s chin, before making him raise his head. Haec stared up for a moment. He wasn’t sure if he had a place to speak at this moment, but he took his chance.
“My King, I wish to serve you.”
It was a simple set of words, but it piqued the Demon King’s interest.
“And what is it you desire?”
“The Netherworld is in chaos. Our people guard its borders from the wild Demons pouring from beyond, and I cannot remain idly by as they suffer, and I wait here like a fool.”
Was it a lie? Haec felt like he was lying. But he also felt like he was telling the truth. He couldn’t wait here— not in this castle. He had to go out, beyond this Domain. To Revelation.
“I wish to help. To sally forth and face the mindless hordes in battle. Please, let me be of use to you.”
Haec placed a hand on his chest. Regnorex did not react. The Demon King’s gaze remained fixed on him as he spoke insistently.
“My King—”
“Are your intentions pure?”
Regnorex finally spoke over him. Haec tensed. He suddenly felt an overbearing weight press down on his shoulders. He tried to work his jaw, only to realize that the Demon King was testing him. 
It was as though Regnorex was staring into his soul.
Haec didn’t give an immediate reply. He just stared up as the Demon King’s figure seemed to loom over him. A powerful pressure made his feet wobble as Regnorex spoke once more.
“Tell me— do you desire the safety of our people before all?”
Those words made Haec hesitate. But he thought long and hard for a moment, remembering his leader’s face. And the Heir of the Netherworld nodded.
“I do.” 
Regnorex shook his head as he let go of Haec.
“Then go.”
The Demon King commanded.
“Take Taburas, Bertrugil, and Laxi with you. Meet with Hartia at the western borders of our Domain. You may fend off the wild Demons threatening to enter our lands. And perhaps, if you do, you may even evolve into a Primeval Demon.”
Haec paused for a moment. He hadn’t expected such a swift response, but Regnorex flicked a finger. The cloud that Haec stood on began to descend, and he rose to his feet. He bowed at the Demon King as he answer softly.
“Yes, my King.”
And a smile slipped into his lips as a thought crossed his mind.
I can finally see Salvos again…
***
I continued exploring my kingdom. I wasn’t sure what else it held, and there were a myriad of other paths for me to choose from. I had ascended quite a fair bit ever since escaping the [Basilisk]. Now, I was trying to find my way back down— but without actually running into the Primordial Demon again.
However, I found it incredibly hard to descend because…
“Why are there so many dead-ends?”
I groaned as I came to the very end of a collapsed tunnel. I shook my head and sauntered forward. I placed a hand on the rubble, murmuring.
“Is there anything on the other side of this?”
I wondered aloud. I tried to use my spatial senses to detect what could be waiting there, but even despite the range of my spatial senses, I saw nothing but rubble ahead of me. I pursed my lips and drew back. I kicked a nearby rock as I grumbled, walking back up to an intersection of tunnels.
“This is boring! I want to find something already!”
I exclaimed. And right as I reached the chamber leading down various tunnel paths, I came to a halt. I saw figures standing there, waiting for me. Beings that hadn’t been there just a few minutes before. I blinked as they turned to face me.
There were three of them, and they hissed at me.
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 155]
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 157]
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 151]
“More of them? And they’re all Primeval Demons too!”
I exclaimed, before bracing myself for their attacks. They charged at me as I groaned.
“You [Gargoyles] are so annoying!”
And we clashed in battle.




11. Gargoyles

[Gargoyle - Lvl. 155]
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 157]
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 151]
Three Demons stood before me. Wild Demons. Statue-like creatures. Their skin was made from stone, and they faced me with glinting red eyes. I tensed the moment I saw them. Each was lower-leveled than me, but they were still Primeval Demons.
They lashed out all at once as I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe. The [Gargoyles] weren’t fast. I could see them coming. But there were three of them, and I knew that each of them was incredibly sturdy. I swung out, trying to strike them all with a single swing.
“[Divine Radiant Slash]!”
I yelled as I sliced horizontally. The attack struck the first two [Gargoyles], breaking off their shoulders and chests. The third managed to hold back just in time as my Divine Nebular Slash missed its head. I clicked my tongue as I swung back around, following up with a [Draconic Fury]-enhanced [Barrage of Cinders].
But the very first [Gargoyle] shrieked. Even with an arm missing, it still moved as if it was uninjured. It sent a pulse of crimson light towards me, barreling ahead of the others. I was prepared for it. I knew what these Primeval Demons were capable of, and I was ready to counter their attacks.
In an instant, I teleported behind the first [Gargoyle]. The crimson ring shot forward, striking the wall, before dissipating. It was a curse. A snare. Some sort of antimagic attack that would disable any spell I cast. And I avoided it. I appeared behind the Primeval Demon, already mid-swing.
“Take this!”
I unleashed the onslaught of [Draconic Fury]-enhanced [Barrage of Cinders] into the first [Gargoyle]’s back. It recoiled as I carved out large chunks of its stone-like skin. Behind me, I heard the thudding footsteps of the second [Gargoyle].
It lumbered forward with a limp— the [Divine Nebular Slash] from earlier breaking off bits of its left leg. Its entire body shone as it leapt at me.
And I stepped out of the way.
“Idiot.”
I chuckled, watching as the second [Gargoyle] crashed into the first. They both tumbled down a corridor, and I dusted my hands off.
“Now to deal with—”
And [Angelic Premonition] blared in my head. I just raised my right arm as a blurred object swung at me from the side. I caught the clawed hand of the third [Gargoyle]. I glanced back at it with a grin as it stared back at me with its hollow eyes. It was literally like a statue. It didn’t have any facial expressions. But it somehow looked shocked.
“Surprised?”
I pivoted around to face the third [Gargoyle]. It had managed to avoid my [Divine Nebular Slash], so it was still uninjured. And yet, its stone-like skin began to sizzle as flames wisped off my right hand. I tilted my head casually at the Primeval Demon as it let out a screech.
“[My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]. Sorry, but you can’t hurt me.”
And I dropped my Divine Nebular Scythe. I twisted the [Gargoyle]’s arms behind its back. The scale-like skin on my arms burned with a gray flame as I held the Primeval Demon in place. It couldn’t break free. Even if it tried. I smiled and raised my left hand. Flakes of the same gray flames wisped off my left clawed hand as I swung down hard.
The [Gargoyle] reeled. And I continued to dig into its back. My arms themselves continued burning— the repeated attacks shattered large chunks of the Primeval Demon. Until I tore through its chest, ripping the [Gargoyle] apart. 
This was my Grand Skill. [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]. It made me invulnerable. It meant I couldn’t be hurt. And because I couldn’t be hurt, I could swing down at the [Gargoyle] as hard as I could without fear of injuring myself. Not only that, but with each swing, my aura of flames would burn the Primeval Demon before I could finally dispose of it.
It was simple, really. But there was just one issue— I had just used my Grand Skill over an hour ago. I had escaped from the [Basilisk], fleeing with [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]. That should have been it. The Grand Skill should not have lasted more than twenty minutes. Yet, here I was, using its abilities to tear down a [Gargoyle].
I heard a pair of shrieks coming from behind me. I glanced back as the first two [Gargoyles] standing at the edge of the tunnel, glowing with a crimson aura. I took on a wide stance as the Primeval Demons charged at me. My arms burned with the flickering gray flames as I bared my teeth.
“Come and try me!”
They froze as I dashed straight at them. I crashed into the both of them with my arms extended, knocking them back down the tunnel with me. I smashed them against the stone ground as they struggled, but I continued to tear through them. They flailed back at me, swinging at my arms, but their attacks couldn’t hurt me. Because [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] made me invincible. Or at least, it made my arms invincible.
After I had leveled the Grand Skill, the aura of invulnerability could now be concentrated on specific parts of my body instead of forming a protective barrier over my entire self. That meant I could now choose to protect just my arms alone. In doing so, it meant that the rest of my body was still vulnerable, but the duration of [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] was also extended.
Now, it could last… well, a significantly longer period of time compared to before, especially when less of my body was under the protection of the Grand Skill. And with that brand new boon from a Level 2 Grand Skill, I tore apart the remaining two [Gargoyles] as they failed to even leave a scratch on my scales.
Defeated [Gargoyle - Lvl. 151]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Defeated [Gargoyle - Lvl. 155]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Defeated [Gargoyle - Lvl. 157]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 127] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 128]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
I stared at the pile of rubble that had once been the three Primeval Demons. They weren’t as strong as the very first [Gargoyle] I fought. Which made sense. Each and every one of them was lower-leveled than even me. In fact, one of these three [Gargoyles] had been 10 levels below the first [Gargoyle]!
Anyway, while they weren’t a problem individually, defeating the three of them at once wasn’t easy. Fortunately, I had a Grand Skill while they didn’t.
“It’s a good thing you guys didn’t have Grand Skills.”
I snorted as I started away from the dead [Gargoyles]. Our battle had led us tumbling down a tunnel with a dead-end. So I returned back to the circular chamber that branched out to various other corridors. I swept my gaze around the room, seeing all the different paths I had already explored. I had investigated about a quarter of them, so there was still plenty of places I could explore.
The only problem was—
“I wonder… just how long will my Grand Skill last?”
I didn’t actually have a good sense of how long the altered version of [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] would protect me for. I intuitively understood that now that the Grand Skill was at Level 2, it would last twice as long as it originally did, which was how I knew it would last for twenty-minutes now.
But once I began to reshape my Grand Skill, my understanding of it became more abstract. I vaguely knew that it would last longer simply because it simply covered both my arms. However, I had absolutely no idea how long it would last. It could be anywhere from a few more hours to ending soon, and I wouldn’t know.
“Maybe I should [Rest] here for a while…”
I frowned, tapping a finger on my chin. I strolled around the cave chamber in thought as [Passive - Weaker Regeneration] took effect. I picked up my Divine Nebular Scythe, before looking down at myself. I hadn’t taken much damage from the battle against the three [Gargoyles]. When they were thrashing about, they did inflict some curses and snares that hurt me. But I was relatively unscathed compared to my first battle with a [Gargoyle].
I came to a halt right before a narrow tunnel. It had a steep decline, and its entrance was half-buried in rubble. But what caught my eye was not the slit-like opening that I could barely fit through, but the markings on the wall next to it.
“What is this?”
There was a symbol carved into stone. Runic shapes that made no sense, even with my [Universal Language Comprehension]. That normally meant that these were inscriptions of power— some kind of magic or curse which didn’t have any intended comprehensible meaning.
However, I went to Mavos Academy. I had studied various runes used for enchanting and the like. I knew that modern runes were relatively simple, while historically, runes were far more complex. I had seen a foundational rune that was commonly used back during the Alexandrian Era, and I was more than certain this design was even more intricate than that.
I rubbed my chin before shrugging. 
“Maybe this leads to an armory?”
I would have liked to have an Epic Grade or Mythic Grade weapon with me as I explored this Dungeon. Certainly, if I had the Breastplate of Alexander, I wouldn’t have had to use a Grand Skill to escape the [Basilisk].
I wandered down the tunnel as my burning gray flames lit up the path. It led me further down until it reached the edge of a cliff. I glanced around at the walls of this corridor. It was… different from the rest of the tunnels. While most of the tunnels seemed to be carefully dug out to form the vague shape of proper hallways— with brick-like walls and flooring. This tunnel seemed to be haphazardly dug out.
Like it was a tunnel that was created after my dad’s kingdom had fallen. And that made me hesitate for a moment. Could it have been that this was dug out by a wild Demon like the [Basilisk]? But the [Basilisk] was imprisoned down here. That meant this had to have been formed by something else.
I didn’t think the [Gargoyles] could have been responsible for this… could they? The first one I encountered was waiting like a statue for me before it attacked. I felt a sense of apprehension holding me back as I reached the other side of the tunnel.
I saw the exit up ahead, and I took in a deep breath. I stepped forward to see what was waiting down here for me…
Now Entering [Lair: Spout of the Gargoyles]
I paused as the voice echoed in my head. I stared at what was waiting up ahead for me. It was a chamber. Not an artificial chamber with smooth tiles and a tall ceiling. This was a cave chamber that seemed like it had been burrowed out by some [Geomancer]. 
And waiting there were [Gargoyles]. Dozens of them. They stood lining against the walls of the room as my eyes grew wide. There was another tunnel further leading down just up ahead. But I only stared at the waiting Primeval Demons.
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 155]
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 158]
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 161]
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 168]
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 152]
…
Their heads snapped towards me as I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe. The gray flames wisped off my arms— and flickered.
I blinked as the Grand Skill ended. [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] faded away. And I stood with no Grand Skill against a small group of Primeval Demons.
“Oh no.”
They charged as I braced myself.




12. Not Invincible

The [Gargoyles] charged.
And my Grand Skill ended. The mist of gray flames coating the black scales on my forearms faded away. It dissipated, leaving me defenseless. No more aura of invulnerability. No way to survive an onslaught of direct hits from the wild Primeval Demons.
I had taken out three of these [Gargoyles] just earlier, coming out mostly unscathed, but that was thanks to [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]. When I had fought a [Gargoyle] for the first time, it had managed to inflict quite a bit of damage to me. I wasn’t on the verge of death like I had been numerous times before in the past. And sure, it had been Level 161 as opposed to the other three being much lower-leveled. 
But right now, I wasn’t faced with just a handful of them. This was a Lair. There were dozens of them. Each one was a Primeval Demon. Most of them were just barely above Level 150. However, there were a few of them above Level 160. One of them was even above Level 170. 
It stood all the way at the very back of the Lair. It looked like it was guarding the corridor at the other end of the room. And fortunately for me, it didn’t attack with the others. Only the closest [Gargoyles] charged my way, shrieking as I backed up. 
I have to get out of here, the thought quickly crossed my mind.
However, one of the charging [Gargoyles] hissed. I blinked as it raised a clawed hand to the sky. I began to activate [Greater Teleportation], only to pause as a crimson dome fell over my head. It encapsulated me and I felt my connection to my magic vanish.
I couldn’t tug at the strands of mana surrounding me. It was like the blanket of magic that covered the world was suddenly cut loose. And the world was drained of the arcane. I blinked. I had sensed something similar before. This wasn’t exactly the same. It was different. It was weaker. In fact, I was pretty sure it simply canceled out my weaker Skills.
But it still reminded me of Clayton’s [Antimagic Field].
“Huh.”
I blinked, and [Greater Teleportation] failed to coalesce. I stared at the [Gargoyle] responsible for creating this antimagic barrier. It stood all the way at the back of the zone as the others charged towards me. 
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 168]
I narrowed my eyes. It was the highest-leveled of the group of approaching [Gargoyles].
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 155]
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 158]
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 161]
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 152]
…
There were a dozen of them. And I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe, baring my teeth as I had no other choice to fight. I couldn’t teleport away. I couldn’t use my Class Skills. I could only use my Subspecies Skills— but even then, all my magical attacks felt like they were weaker. Softer.
All that I could fight with now were my claws, my Divine Nebular Scythe, and my Divine Essence. I growled as I activated [Divine Essence]— the Skill unaffected by this antimagic zone— and the first [Gargoyle] reached me. As usual, these Primeval Demons were slow. I sidestepped the attack, then slashed the [Gargoyle] in the back.
It stumbled forward as I spun around to face three other [Gargoyles]. I opened my mouth, unleashing a wave of [The Holy Flames]. The gray blast engulfed them for a moment, keeping them back as I took a step back. Then I glanced past them, focusing on the source of this barrier. The Level 168 [Gargoyle].
“[Sacred Hellfire]!”
I pointed, and the Primeval Demon burst into flames. It reeled as the dark golden flames wreathed its body. I smirked, only for a [Gargoyle] to crash into me from the side. It wrestled with me, landing a few thudding blows as I grimaced. I tried to kick it off, only for a second, then third [Gargoyle] piled onto me.
I struggled as the three Primeval Demons pinned me down. I couldn’t shake them off. Each one was so heavy— so persistent. They weren’t strong, and their physical attacks weren’t the worst things I had ever endured. But one of the [Gargoyles] shone red. A crimson aura that seemed to shock me with a touch. I clenched my jaw as I felt my own strength drain from my body, then watched as another four [Gargoyles] charged to join the pile as well.
My right arm morphed into the scythe-like arm of an Evolved Centinel, and I slashed up with a cry.
“[Divine Radiant Slash]!”
I tore through the [Gargoyles] holding me down. Their arms shattered, and one of them even lost a head. But that attack alone wasn’t enough to bring any of them down. It was just enough to get them off me. I spread my [Angelic Wings] wide as the other four [Gargoyles] reached me, then I took off to the sky.
[Divine Haste] let me speed past them. Even as one of the [Gargoyles] opened its mouth, unleashing what seemed like an ethereal fireball my way. I dodged that projectile, before weaving around a pair of the jumping Primeval Demons. I raised my claws into the air as I hovered high above these statue-like creatures.
“How about this— [The Call of Armageddon]!”
And black flames coalesced in between my hands, only to explode, raining down below. It was magic— not Divine power. Because of that, its effects were muted here in this dome. But that didn’t mean the dark fire didn’t rain down from above.
It crashed down amongst the group of Primeval Demons. I watched as the onslaught of attacks struck the [Gargoyles], keeping them back. One of the [Gargoyles] raised a hand, and chains shot out, targeting me in the air. But I dove out of the way as another [Gargoyle] leapt up at me.
I kicked the flying [Gargoyle] back down into the ground, but the chains caught me, dragging me down. I tumbled through the air as I cursed. I fell towards the Primeval Demon pulling me down. It was the first [Gargoyle] that had attacked me. It was already slightly hurt, but it still continued pulling me down, only for me to focus on it.
I targeted the [Gargoyle] with [The Call of Armageddon], and a flurry of black flames struck it as it reeled. A moment later, I crashed straight into it on purpose as I activated [Faux Limbs]. Each of my fiery limbs morphed into the shape of a scythe, letting me unleash an onslaught of [Barrage of Cinders] onto the Primeval Demon in an instant.
It tried to fight back, but I sliced it apart, and words echoed in my head.
Defeated [Gargoyle - Lvl. 152]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
“One down—”
And another pair of [Gargoyles] jumped me from behind. I spun around, yelling as I pointed at them.
“A dozen more to go!”
[Intimidation] gripped those [Gargoyles], and they were pelted by the falling black flames. I barreled into them with my Divine Nebular Scythe, hacking and slashing until one of them fell at my feet. 
Defeated [Gargoyle - Lvl. 162]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
But the second [Gargoyle] broke free from its curse, grabbing me by the arm. I blinked, and a searing pain engulfed me. I cried out as the [Gargoyle] refused to let go— the intensity of this curse only growing. But it wasn’t actually hurting me. It was just overwhelming my senses, causing me to drop to my knees.
And that was when the rest of the [Gargoyles] struck. They waded through the rain of black fire, charging at me all at once. I looked up, trying to protect myself with my [Faux Limbs]. But the onslaught of attacks from the Primeval Demons were too overwhelming. I knew that I couldn’t keep them back forever. I gritted my teeth as their thudding blows bruised my sides. Their claws tore into my skin.
I closed my eyes as I realized I had only one option left. I couldn’t defeat these droves of Primeval Demons all on my own. Not without my Grand Skills. But my Grand Skills weren’t available to use just yet. I had to wait for their cooldowns to come to an end. 
Unless I forced their cooldowns to reset.
An idea crossed my mind. It was risky. It was very dangerous. But with all these [Gargoyles] swarming around me, this was the only chance I had for it to work. So I took my chance, gripping the Primeval Demon holding me down with its curse of pain. 
It stared at me as I burned its forearm with a glare.
“[Divine Demon’s Mark]!”
I activated the Skill. Even though the [Gargoyle] was standing right in front of me. Even though I had nowhere to go. I couldn’t escape. But I had no other choice.
The symbol blazed on the [Gargoyle]’s forearm as I braced myself. I shielded myself with my Divine Nebular Scythe, before wreathing myself in a brief barrier of [The Holy Flames], before [Divine Demon’s Mark] finally erupted. The explosion ripped apart the closest [Gargoyles], wiping out the first in an instant. Then three more were torn apart as the blast of crimson flames burned me.
I screamed as my [Faux Limbs] were shredded. The flaming barrier was dispelled in mere moments. The blast engulfed the other [Gargoyles], knocking them back as I heard the notifications resounding in my head. And I just waited for what I was hoping to hear.
Defeated [Gargoyle - Lvl. 155]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Defeated [Gargoyle - Lvl. 160]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Defeated [Gargoyle - Lvl. 158]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
And I finally heard it. My eyes snapped open as I opened my mouth.
Subspecies [Angelic Devil Princess] Level Up! 
[Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 159] -> [Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 160] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
Gained 1 Grand Skill Skill Point—
“Yes!”
I exclaimed, focusing on that single Grand Skill Point. I immediately expended it, and it vanished from my Status. With that, my Grand Skill… leveled up.
[Available Grand Skill Points: 0]
[My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] - Lvl. 3
And I called for its power.
“I’m not going to die here to a bunch of rock Demons!”
I exclaimed as an aura of wisping gray flames coalesced around my body. My scalded flesh immediately regenerated, and I raised my head. I emerged from the blazing crimson flames completely renewed. My eyes burned gold, lightning through the aura of invulnerability around me. 
I bared my teeth down at the remaining [Gargoyles] as I flew up to the sky, carried by my [Angelic Wings]. Black flames rained around me, and I swept my gaze over this enclosed dome.
“[My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]. I see you.”
I eyed the [Gargoyle] at the very end of the dome. The one who had created this antimagic barrier. It was still burning, slowly being eaten away by my [Sacred Hellfire]. I needed to get out of here. Even with my Grand Skill, I couldn’t defeat all these [Gargoyles].
I glanced out of the crimson dome, seeing a few dozen other Primeval Demons waiting outside. 
“Not all of them.”
I shook my head as I dove straight down. I just had to escape this dome, then I could teleport out of here. And to do that, I just had to take down a single [Gargoyle]. I sought out my target, even as the others tried to stop me.
Chains shot in the air, trying to intercept me. But there was a flicker of gray flame surrounding me. The chains shattered, immediately incinerated by the aura protecting me. I raised a claw as a fiery strike coalesced around my hand.
“Die!”
I crashed into the Level 168 [Gargoyle], and there was a flash of gray light. The Primeval Demon exploded in an instant as I struck it like a comet. It was like my attack had been empowered by both my Grand Skill and [The Holy Flames]. 
The dome collapsed as a few notifications echoed in my head. 
Defeated [Gargoyle - Lvl. 168]!
Experience is awarded for defeating an enemy!
Skill [Divine Strike] Gained!
Experience is awarded for the learning of a Skill!
I backed up, sensing my Class Skills returning to me. But I didn’t have the chance to bask in this moment of reprieve, nor could I process what this brand new Skill I gained was. The [Gargoyles] waiting outside of the dome moved, and the ones trapped inside with me reached me. I didn’t stick around to deal with them. I raised a clawed hand, pulling at space.
“[Greater Teleport—”
I started, and the black flames raining overhead vanished. A cold gust of wind swept into the cave chamber as my teleportation failed. I blinked, feeling a hand grab me by the claw. I looked to the side as the aura of gray flames protecting me flared up, burning the person who had stopped me from escaping this room.
“What…?
And the figure burned. He was lit ablaze by my Grand Skill’s newest effects, but he didn’t even falter from the wisping gray flames. He held my forearms tight as his leathery flesh burned. I stared at him— a man with gray skin, black veins, and locks of golden hair. He had a pair of huge horns protruding from his head, and a massive beard flowing down from his chin. His back was hunched, but he still stood at nearly seven feet tall. 
I didn’t know when he got here. It was like he was suddenly… here. And his presence alone had dispelled [The Call of Armageddon]. He tilted his head at me as a prickle ran down my spine.
[??? - Lvl. ???]
“Who… are you?”
I asked as I just gaped at this figure. His hollow gaze bore into me as he replied simply.
“My name is Belphegor, and I am the Guardian of the Netherworld. Now tell me— why are you destroying my [Gargoyles]?”




13. Guardian of the Netherworld

[??? - Lvl. ???]
“My name is Belphegor, and I am the Guardian of the Netherworld. Now tell me— why are you destroying my [Gargoyles]?”
I stared at this towering Demon. He wasn’t the largest Demon I had ever seen— he was only seven feet tall, but his back was hunched. If he stood up straight, he’d be at least ten feet tall. Maybe more.
But his arms were scrawny. He wasn’t built like a twig, but in proportion to his size, he was rather thin. His body almost seemed to shrivel up into itself as he gazed at me curiously with a pair of hollow eyes. And they were hollow. They weren’t black or gray or silver— it was like his eye sockets were empty. A black void that reflected no light. A darkness that consumed everything, including me.
I blinked, breaking free from his gaze a moment later. The Demon tilted his head at me with a quizzical look. He wasn’t suspicious, nor was he angry that I supposedly killed his [Gargoyles]. He just seemed confused. It was a gaze filled with a childlike innocence that reminded me of Rachel or my children. 
I stared at him for a moment, before scratching the back of my head.
“Um… I killed them because they were attacking me?”
Belphegor paused. He tilted his head back as he stroked a hand through his beard. I hesitated. I wasn’t sure if it was a good answer. But he just nodded slowly.
“Yes, yes, yes. That is indeed a good reason to destroy them. Attack you. Yes, yes. I can see why you’d do that.”
He muttered to himself as I pursed my lips. I looked to his left arm. He was being burnt my Grand Skill. [My Flames Shall Burnt Until Eternity Ends] no longer just gave me an aura of protection. It literally lit everything it came into contact with ablaze. Not a weaker fire, either. I stared at the burning remains of the [Gargoyles] I had just crushed.
The heat from my Grand Skill’s flames were intense. They incinerated the stone-like remains of the Primeval Demon until there was nothing left. But Belphegor? 
He barely reacted even as his leathery skin burned.
“You’re, um, on fire, by the way.”
“I am? Oh, I am.”
He blinked a few times, looking down at his left arm as he yanked me forward. I grimaced as I staggered. I weakly tried to pull back, but he was far too strong. Belphegor just continued holding onto me as he patted at the gray flames, extinguishing them, only for his arm to combust once more.
“This is… hot. Very hot. Hot, indeed. Why isn’t it going away?”
“Because you’re holding onto me?”
I answered as I tugged back hard. Belphegor didn’t budge. He nodded at me.
“I see. I see.”
“Um, can you please let go of my hand?”
“Oh, I see.”
He repeated himself as he finally loosened his grip. I sighed in relief, stumbling back. Only for a nearby [Gargoyle] to pounce at me from behind. Its claws struck my aura of invulnerability as I frowned.
“Hey!”
I protested, turning to Belphegor.
“Your [Gargoyles] are attacking me again!”
I kicked the statue-like Primeval Demon back, but a second and third flanked me from behind. I stood there as their attacks failed to hurt me. But even more of them charged my way, and I pointed accusingly at Belphegor.
“Are you going to do something about this?”
“Oh, they are still attacking you.”
He stared at me blankly as another pair of [Gargoyles] pummeled at my back. I swung my Divine Nebular Scythe, at one of the injured Primeval Demons, slowly whittling it down until it fully shattered. A notification resounded in my head, and I exclaimed.
“Stop them!”
I faced Belphegor. He blinked, snapping out of his stupor. He scrunched up his forehead before nodding.
“I should do that, shouldn’t I? Yes, I should.”
I just bit my lower lip as he raised a hand. Belphegor pointed at the snapping [Gargoyles], and he spoke a single word.
“Stop.”
His voice reverberated throughout the room as I reeled. The room shook. The Primeval Demons froze. I stumbled back as if an invisible force had struck me. But it didn’t hurt. It was just a blast of power. 
My eyes grew wide as I looked at Belphegor. He cocked his head at me, giving me a smile.
“There. Is that better now? Or are my [Gargoyles] still bothering you?”
“I, um, that’s—”
I tried to work my jaw, then I shook my head. I lowered my hand.
“Thank you…?”
I stared at Belphegor as he just drew back, waiting for me expectantly. He nodded at me, before turning around. And I just watched him go.
—--
Belphegor strutted forward, leaving behind the Lair as he slowly ascended the tunnel. I followed him apprehensively. I wasn’t sure if I should say anything. I wasn’t even sure if I should be trailing after him. But he was the first actual person I encountered since arriving in the Netherworld again. And he did save me… kinda.
He was eccentric. An oddball. He certainly didn’t act like any Human I had met while in the Mortal Realm. But I realized— he wasn’t a Human. This wasn’t the Human Lands. This was literally the Netherworld.
This was a world of Demons.
So I pressed forward. Sure, Belphegor was acting weird. But he was a Demon— there was no reason for him to act like any mortal I knew because he wasn’t a mortal.
He wasn’t a wild Demon, so I didn’t need to be that wary of him. He also didn’t have any collar or whatever, which meant he wasn’t with the Demon King. 
I finally mustered up the courage to saunter up next to him and speak up.
“So, um, Belphegor, right?”
I spoke, and he craned his neck to face me. He walked sluggishly. He lazily looked my way and slowed to a halt.
“Indeed, that is my name. Indeed. What is it you need?”
I waited, shifting my feet uncomfortably. Belphegor was slow! Even the way he spoke was slow. He peered at me, and I shrugged.
“Um… is this place your Lair?”
I asked as he blinked. He drew back as I tapped my feet a little bit impatiently. He shook his head.
“In a sense, you can say this is my Lair. But in another sense, I do not believe this is my Lair.”
“Then what is it, then?”
I crossed my arms. Belphegor tapped a finger on his chin. He didn’t say anything as his fingers heavily beat against his leathery skin. I just pressed my lips into a thin line.
And Belphegor made a sound.
“Ah. This place… it is not my Lair. It is my tomb.”
He spoke simply, but his words made me freeze. It sent a chill down my back as I stared at him for a moment. I opened my mouth.
“Tomb? But… what do you mean by that? Why is this your tomb— hey, wait!”
I called out, but Belphegor was already strolling back up the corridor. He glanced back at me briefly as I called out to him. But he didn’t stop. He continued walking onwards as I hurried after him.
“Why can’t you just leave this place? What makes you the Guardian of the Netherworld?”
Honestly, I was glad I could walk and talk with Belphegor. He was barely even walking as fast as I could crawl. He kept his gaze on me as we turned a corner. 
“Leave this place? No— I can’t do that. It would be ridiculous. Leaving my tomb? I cannot—” 
Thud! I watched as Belphegor walked straight into the rock wall. He paused mid-conversation, rotating his head to face what he had bumped into. He blinked in confusion as I sighed.
“Why not?”
I rolled my eyes. But Belphegor didn’t give an immediate response. Of course not. He was very slow. I raised a hand and poked his side.
“Hey, I said—”
And Belphagor snapped his gaze towards me. He caught my hand, even as his skin burned once more. His grip tightened as the aura of invulnerability flashed— then began to tear. 
“Do not touch me.”
My eyes went round as I stared up at him. Belphagor’s back straightened, and he loomed over me. I saw the darkness in his eyes flicker for a moment as I backed away. He let go of my hand, his gaze still fixed on me.
“I— ok! Sorry! I did not mean to touch you!”
I looked down at my hand, looking at his grip marks. He had… broken through my Grand Skill. Somehow, just through sheer strength alone, he had overpowered the aura of invulnerability, nearly crushing my hand. 
I glanced back up at Belphegor as his back hunched once more. But he spoke as his gaze continued boring into me.
“You ask many questions. Now let me ask my own.”
He walked straight up towards me as I felt a prickle of fear creep up my back. Belphegor twisted his head threateningly as I scratched my cheek.
“Um, what is it?”
He spoke simply at that.
“Do you wish to see the Gate of the Netherworld?”




14. Final Protector

“Do you wish to see the Gate of the Netherworld?”
Belphegor towered over me as I backed up warily. He was dangerous. Sure, he was a bit eccentric and slow. But he was also incredibly high-leveled. With his sheer strength alone, he had somehow broken through my aura of invulnerability from my Grand Skill and nearly crushed my arm. 
He hadn’t drawn from his overwhelming essence— it wasn’t like when I had been fighting Avaritia, and his Grand Skill gave him the power of the Demon King. This was completely different. It would be like if I had the Breastplate of Alexander’s aura of protection, and Belphegor simply punched a hole through the Mythical Grade artifact.
I stared at him. He had to have been a Primordial Demon at the very least. He just tilted his head at me, a curious expression on his face. The brief flash of anger from earlier because I touched him was gone. Like it hadn’t even been there. Instead, he drew closer, waiting for a response from me.
I chewed my lower lip.
“Um, sure? But I’ve never heard of a… Gate of the Netherworld before. Is this, like, how you get to the Mortal Realm?”
“To the Mortal…?”
Belphegor blinked a few times as he drew back. He stroked his beard in thought, and I waved a hand dismissively.
“Nevermind! Show me this Gate of the Netherworld! We can walk and talk!”
I exclaimed as I hurried ahead of him. Belphegor just stared at me, before nodding. He strode towards me sluggishly— his movements as exaggeratedly slow as ever.
“Of course. We can walk and talk. Of course, I am sure that’s fine.”
I pursed my lips, watching his slow ascent. We weren’t even halfway back up out of the tunnel leading to the Lair of the [Gargoyles], and my Grand Skill was already coming to an end. I just groaned, waiting for Belphegor. In the meantime, I started to distribute my Skill Points and Stat Points from my most recent level ups.
[My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] was maxed now. It was why I could cast it immediately after I had expended a Grand Skill Point on it unlike before. I also maxed out [Draconic Fury]. And that was pretty much it.
Salvos (Secely’s Sentinel) (The Devil’s Daughter)
Species: [Primeval Demon of Pride] 
Secondary Species: [Lesser God]
Subspecies: [Angelic Devil Princess] - Lvl. 160
Class: [Draconic Apprentice] - Lvl. 128
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) 
[Strength]: 255 (+30) (+10) 
[Endurance]: 255 (+30) (+10) (+3) 
[Wisdom]: 405 (+30) (+10) (+50)
[Agility]: 445 (+30) (+10) (+5) 
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 6]
[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 Strike] - Lvl. 5



[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. 20 (Maxed)



[Passive - Angelic Premonition] - Lvl. 10



[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Available Grand Skill Points: 0]
[My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] - Lvl. 3 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x3
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 1]
[Draconic Fury] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Fragmented Pocket Dimension] - Lvl. 10
[Full Phase] - Lvl. 10
[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
—--
It took practically two hours, but we finally emerged from this stray tunnel leading away from the rest of the network of corridors in this Dungeon. Belphegor walked at a glacial pace, but I managed to get him to speak as he continued leading me towards this so-called ‘Gate of the Netherworld’.
Unfortunately, he was quite prone to rambling and going on tangents, so it was utterly pointless anyway.
“Ah, yes. It was so odd. Back then, we’d cross to the Mortal Realm… we’d also visit the Spirit Plane. It was very serene there. I had a friend. A Spirit friend. He— no, she? She was a Fairy? I think she was a Fairy. She was definitely a Fairy…”
Belphegor continued muttering to himself as I gave him a flat stare.
“Right. But that wasn’t my question. I was asking why would you even go to the Mortal Realm?”
It was a simple question. Completely unrelated to the Spirit Plane. As far as I knew, Regnorex was only interested in crossing the planes to eventually bring all of Demonkind away from the Netherworld. But my dad wouldn’t be interested in such a thing… right?
I shook my head, dismissing the thought as I focused only on Belphegor. He was blinking as he stepped into the circular chamber. His feet slapped against the brick floor with a thud, and he raised his head.
“The Mortal Realm? Why would I go to the Mortal Realm? I haven’t been there in… a long time. Yes, it has been so long.”
“Ugh— nevermind about that.”
I waved a hand off. It was not going to be easy to get information out of him. He just cocked his head at me, and I gestured at the various tunnels leading away from this room.
“So where’s this Gate of the Netherworld?”
“Yes, of course, if you will follow me—”
Belphegor started forward, trailing across the room as I followed. It took him what felt like ten minutes just to make it to the other side of this chamber. I watched as he came to a halt right before a collapsed tunnel. He paused, in a daze.
“Wait, this is…”
I smacked my forehead. Is he lost?! Belphegor scratched his beard, before his eyes swept over the room.
“Right, I forgot. Yes, I forgot. It has been a long time, hasn’t it? I have been here for a long time. Too long. Too, too long. But why…?”
And for a moment, his empty eyes glazed over. He stared blankly at the room, and I waved a hand in front of his face. 
“Um, hello?”
Belphegor jerked back. It was a sudden movement. It took me completely off-guard. His eyes grew wide as he glanced about the room, and I backed up warily.
“Wait—”
But he barely even paid me any mind. Instead, the Demon marched past me as he muttered under his breath.
“The Gate of the Netherworld. I need to guard the gate. What am I even doing up here at the surface?”
He walked with renewed vigor. Vitality that he didn’t have just moments before. Belphegor shook his head as he started down a tunnel. It was a tunnel I had crossed out. I even marked the side wall with my claws to clearly indicate this wasn’t a path I wanted to follow.
But he continued down as he spoke to himself.
“I can’t waste time here. There is nothing for me at the surface. I have a duty to uphold.” 
“Surface? But this isn’t the surface!”  
I called out after him, hesitating as I waited right by the entrance to the tunnel. Belphegor didn’t even glance back, but he replied simply.
“Oh, but this is the surface. These ruins… the remains of this kingdom… they are but the shallow memories of what once was. All that awaits me is the buried depths that the world has forgotten.”
“What…?”
I blinked a few times, but Belphegor was already disappearing ahead of me. I hesitated, then curiosity got the better of me. I followed after him, venturing back down the tunnel that led me to the [Basilisk].
It was risky. It was incredibly stupid of me. I didn’t have my Grand Skill now. If I was caught by the [Basilisk]’s petrification, I was dead. I just had to make sure I didn’t anger it— while being ready to teleport out of there as soon as possible. I knew the risk, but I still pressed on. After all, Belphegor was finally talking.
“What are you talking about? What depths? What’s buried? What has been forgotten?”
“It was foolish of us.”
Belphegor spoke in a hushed voice. And yet, his words echoed all around me, bouncing off the walls of the tunnel.
“We had thought that if we reached the edge of the world, we would be able to follow after them.”
“Follow after who?”
I pressed Belphegor. I tried to run up to his side, but he always seemed to be a single step ahead of me. He turned a corner, his figure vanishing for a brief moment as he whispered.
“The Worldwalkers.”
I paused for a moment, remembering the mural I had seen. I opened my mouth, then I gave chase to Belphegor once more. He was briskly walking ahead, descending the steep tunnel without even slowing for a moment. We were going to reach the [Basilisk] soon. I gulped, then spread my [Angelic Wings] wide as I flew down to him.
“We had thought to escape it. I believed it was the only valid course of action. Even the Dragons in the Mortal Realm agreed with our plan.”
He continued, eyes facing forward. My mind reeled.
“Wait, Dragons? You knew Dragons?”
Belphegor sighed as lowered his head.
“We were fools. All we did was expedite it. It only grew worse.”
“Um, what are you talking about? So you served here in this… kingdom?”
I asked, explicitly omitting my dad’s name. I learned my lesson after mentioning him to the [Basilisk]. And while Belphegor wasn’t a wild Demon, he seemed like he could snap at any moment if I wasn’t careful with my words or actions.
“I did.”
Belphegor paused. I nearly bumped into him. But I caught myself. He closed his eyes for a moment, taking in a deep breath.
“And I will forevermore. Not out of choice, but because I am a but a slave, toiling away for all of eternity.”
He glanced back towards me, holding my gaze. I saw a timelessness in his eyes. And he gave me a crooked smile.
“This is my damnation.”
With that, he drew forward once again. His eyes flickered as he spoke softly to himself.
“And I abandoned my station. What a fool, am I? I sense it. They are dying. My creation. They cannot hold it back for long. At any point in time, they can break through. That is why I cannot make a lapse in judgment. Not for the sake of the Netherworld.”
“For the sake of the Netherworld?”
I asked, but Belphegor didn’t respond. He simply walked on, eventually reaching the same chamber I had escaped just earlier. He stepped onto the mossy ground as I bit my lower lip. I took in a deep breath to steel myself before hopping down after him.
Now Entering [Lair: Prison of the Basilisk]
I was prepared to meet the angry gaze of the [Basilisk] down there. I even heard a soft hissing. The thrashing tail of the wild Primordial Demon. I braced myself— and paused.
“What is it looking at?”
I stared at the [Basilisk]. It was staring further beyond the chamber. Down an archway that led into a corridor that descended even further. Belphegor nodded at the wild Primordial Demon as he started around the peripheries of the room.
“The Frenzied Basilisk.”
He spoke as I followed behind him. The [Basilisk] didn’t even glance his way. Its gaze was focused only on the tunnel.
“The Final Protector of the Netherworld.”
“Final… protector?”
I frowned. And Belphegor came to a halt right next to the [Basilisk]. He waited right outside of its prison, but I stayed a few dozen feet back. The two Primordial Demons braced themselves as Belphegor straightened his back.
“It’s coming. Ready yourself.”
The [Basilisk] just screeched, and I readied a [Greater Teleportation]. I wasn’t sure if I should have been here. But I stayed anyway. Just to see what was coming. And I heard it. A soft groaning, at first. Then it was accompanied by a low chittering— like the chirping of millions of enraged birds.
Something was coming. I could sense its presence, even from where I stood. It approached as an uneasy sensation crept over me. [Angelic Premonition] told me to run. But I stood my ground. I produced my Divine Nebular Scythe and waited with bated breath as my gaze remained fixed on the archway.
And the [Basilisk] opened its maw as Belphegor screamed. I blinked, unsure of what was going on. But moments later, a blurred figure shot out of the tunnel. A discolored thing. It was large— about the size of a small house.
I tried to focus my gaze on it, even as it flew up into the air. But I couldn’t. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make out its figure. I just saw a splash of iridescent light. An aura of obfuscation that hid its true form. It confused me for a brief moment, until I finally realized what I was staring at.
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
“Huh.”
I stared at the corrupted piece of the world. It came from down below— from the deepest depths of the Netherworld. And it lashed down at the two Primordial Demons with a pair of tendrils. 




15. Netherworld Corruption

[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
I stared at the corrupted piece of the world floating before me. I could hardly even make out its shape. Its figure was flickering— the light around it distorted. There was a splash of colors flaking off it like a thin layer of mist. But I could not perceive it like I perceived the rest of the world.
It felt like staring into the void of nothingness, except I could still see the remains of what hadn’t been corrupted just yet. When I focused on it with my spatial senses, I saw parts of a rock hovering there, riddled with holes of nonexistence. Its presence alone sent a shiver down my spine.
And the Corrupted Netherstone lashed out. A pair of tendrils shot down, striking at Belphegor and the [Basilisk] as I watched on. I backed away and raised my Divine Nebular Scythe warily, but it was like I wasn’t even there.
Belphegor leapt into the air as the tendril struck his chest— the attack barely even phased him. His movements didn’t slow. He moved like a blur. I didn’t even realize he was clinging onto the Corrupted Netherstone when he was already on it. 
“What…?”
I opened my mouth, but Belphegor slammed a fist into the Corrupted Netherstone’s core. The entire room shook as I looked on. And he ripped the corruption apart in an instant. Before the [Basilisk] could act— before I could even react— the battle was over.
“Huh.”
I watched as the veil of corruption collapsed. Belphegor landed with a heavy thud. The [Basilisk] just slithered behind the walls of its prison, growling softly. I stared on for a moment, processing what just happened. Finally, I approached the Primordial Demons.
“You guys— what just happened?”
I asked with wide eyes. The [Basilisk] didn’t respond. Its gaze remained fixed on the tunnel. Meanwhile, Belphegor glanced at me dismissively.
“The corruption has broken through into the first layer. My sentries barely put up a fight. This… was too weak. It is not the end of the battle. Be prepared.”
I narrowed my eyes, and the [Basilisk] screeched. I looked down the tunnel as [Angelic Premonition] blared in my head. And I saw it— the glinting scintillating light of the corruption. My eyes widened as three more figures zipped up out towards the room.
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
I backed up warily, only to hear an ear-piercing shriek. I glanced back, watching as the [Basilisk]’s eyes shifted and turned gray. A powerful magic penetrated the barrier. The very same magic that had nearly killed me if not for my Grand Skill. 
The three Corrupted Netherstones slowed. I stared on as the aura of corrupted space coating their cores shifted, then faltered. The corruption itself turned to stone! And the Corrupted Netherstones collapsed, one after another.
I wanted to sigh in relief. But judging by Belphegor’s reaction, I knew that wasn’t the last of them. He raised a hand to the ceiling, muttering quietly to himself as a spell circle flashed in the palm of his hand. 
I wasn’t sure whether I should help or I should just run away. I was tempted to join the battle. But my [Angelic Premonition] told me it was a bad idea. This corruption was strong. I continued standing off to the side, just an audience to this theater.
“We need to fend them off. Then we can reclaim the second layer.”
Belphegor whispered as the spell circle vanished. He strode forward, raising his fists as I blinked. I wanted to ask him what he was talking about, but it wasn’t the time or the place. Not right now. 
I heard a loud blaring groan coming from the tunnel. Even more figures shot up and out of the tunnel. Dozens of Corrupted Netherstones filled the room, even as Belphegor and the [Basilisk] readied themselves.
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
…
But that wasn’t all. I sensed something else coming— a trepidation that even made the Corrupted Netherstones shiver. They zipped around the room, waiting instead of attacking. Even as the [Basilisk] took them down one after another with its sight alone.
Belphegor ignored these small bits of flying rocks. His gaze was fixed into the tunnel. He dug his claws into the ground, before ripping out a spear made from stone. He yelled as he hurled the weapon forward, and it crashed into a glimmering thing hiding within the darkness.
There was a soft chittering. Then a loud screech as something zipped up and out of the tunnel. It crashed into Belphegor, sending him flying back. I just blinked when I saw what it was.
“What… is that?”
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Hellspace - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
And it was… space. Corrupted space. Like the world around me had been ripped off, then corrupted by the same vile infection that was killing the Nexeus. I just stared at it. There was no physical core I could see with my eyes. While every bit of corruption I had seen thus far had some cluster of mass gathered at the center of the hurricane of corruption, this was just… air?
No— it wasn’t even air. It was like the world itself had been cracked open, and the pieces that had fallen off were distorted by the corruption.
It knocked Belphegor back, sending him flying into the walls of the [Basilisk]’s prison. The Corrupted Hellspace just shrieked, sending tendrils of corruption through the crimson walls to assail the wild Primordial Demon. In response, the [Basilisk] bit down at the tendrils.
The Corrupted Hellspace reeled, and Belphegor got to his feet. He grabbed one of the tendrils, yanking the corruption down as the [Basilisk] glared its petrifying stare. I saw the outer edges of the corruption turn to stone, breaking off. 
In that brief moment, I could peer through the translucent coat protecting the Corrupted Hellspace. I could see its core. And I saw… a rift. A distortion. Like a scar in the sky. And the corruption instantly regenerated.
The Corrupted Hellspace pulled both Belphegor and the [Basilisk] towards it. They crashed into the walls of the prison as I watched the battle play out. I wanted to help. I needed to do something. But…
I just dropped to my knees. This corruption— it was fighting two Primordial Demons on its own. It was so powerful. I had to escape. I needed to get out of here. I stumbled to my feet, readying a [Greater Teleportation]—
And something crashed into my back. I stumbled forward, spinning around with my Divine Nebular Scythe. At first, I had thought the Corrupted Hellspace had suddenly attacked me. But I just stared at the Corrupted Netherstone floating before me. 
“You—” 
I hesitated, and it lashed out with its own pair of corrupted tendrils. I thought about running for a moment longer, before finally deciding to make my choice. I activated [Divine Haste] and leapt out of the way of the attack. 
I dashed closer to the Corrupted Netherstone as the battle raged on in the background. I could see the [Basilisk]’s sweeping gaze bringing down multiple Corrupted Netherstones while still locked in battle with the Corrupted Hellspace. 
Meanwhile, Belphegor crashed into the earth, vanishing through the ground. He leapt out from a dozen feet to the right, holding up a giant hammer made from stone. He smashed the Corrupted Hellspace’s side as the hammer shattered.
And I reached the Corrupted Netherstone. 
“[Divine Nebular Slash]!”
I screamed, striking the outer layer of corruption. I sheared through it with my divine attack. Physical attacks normally failed against the corruption. But I knew that with my divinity, I could actually harm it. Just like when I had used the Sword of Alexander to destroy that Corrupted Island.
And I tore through the corruption. But the Corrupted Netherstone didn’t collapse. It took the brunt of the strike as my Divine Nebular Scythe was lodged into its core. I blinked a few times, and it whipped out with its tendrils at me. I leapt back, letting go of my weapon as I narrowly dodged back.
I pointed at the Corrupted Netherstone, yelling.
“[Sacred Hellfire]!”
And right as it burst into flames, its blurred tendrils caught me mid-air. It smashed me hard against the wall as the room shook. But the wall didn’t crumble. I just groaned as I felt my left arm breaking from the attack. I gritted my teeth, glaring at the Corrupted Netherstone.
It was very strong! It drew forward even as it burned from the dark gold flames. Even with two of my stronger Skills, the Corrupted Netherstone was barely even hurt. I peeled myself off the wall, leaping over a second whipping tendril. I landed just ahead of the Corrupted Netherstone as it flailed at me with its two tendrils. And I braced myself—
But something crashed into the back of corruption. I blinked, watching as the Corrupted Netherstone tumbled forward. I looked on as another gray creature hopped onto its back, clawing through the corruption with an unwavering ferocity.
“Those are… [Gargoyles]?”
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 159]
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 165]
[Gargoyle - Lvl. 161]
…
[Gargoyle] after [Gargoyle] piled onto the back of the Corrupted Netherstone. They struck down with glinting claws. They restrained the corruption with their snares and their curses. I watched as four of the statue-like Primeval Demons brought down the burning Corrupted Netherstone.
And dozens more of the [Gargoyles] ran into the room. I watched as they swarmed in by the dozens, leaping at the flying Corrupted Netherstones. Some of them even joining Belphegor and the [Basilisk] in assailing the Corrupted Hellspace.
But the Corrupted Hellspace simply lashed out, shattering the statue-like Primeval Demons in an instant. Even though they had been incredibly durable when I fought them, they were treated like they were nothing more than glass now. Their broken remains crumbled around the ritual circle covering the moss-like floor off the room, and I looked down for a moment, seeing the debris lying at the base of the [Basilisk]’s tail.
“Huh. So that’s where that came from.”
Defeated [-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]!
Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
I heard a notification resound in my head a moment after as the four [Gargoyles] ripped through the Corrupted Netherstone that had attacked me. My Divine Nebular Scythe went flying as the corruption dissipated, and I caught my weapon. 
I turned to Belphegor who was stumbling back and away from the Corrupted Hellspace. It was distracted for a brief moment by a falling dome from the [Gargoyles]. But it tore through the antimagic space in an instant.
And as that happened, Belphegor dug his hands into the ground. A large spell circle formed on the walls, and a pair of giant stone-like arms rose out. The Corrupted Hellspace shrieked as the giant hands loomed over it. Each hand dwarfed it in size, and it backed away warily as the hands drew closer.
Its tendrils shot out, keeping the hands back for a brief moment. But the [Basilisk] let out a shrill shriek. It opened its mouth as a screeching sound reverberated throughout the room, causing me to freeze. Just like [Intimidation], but much more powerful.
And the Corrupted Hellspace faltered for just a single moment. However, that was enough. The hand crushed the corruption, shattering the distorted coat as I watched in awe. There was a chittering screech for just a moment, then nothing.
I blinked as the giant hands crumbled. Nothing remained of the Corrupted Hellspace. Belphegor panted, straightening as he shook his head. His [Gargoyles] bounded around him, charging down the tunnel.
There was no moment to rest. Even though the battle was over, the action continued. I slowly approached Belphegor from the side as the [Basilisk] thrashed restlessly in its prison.
“The second layer cannot fall.”
He whispered, and I piped up.
“Second… layer? What are you talking about, Belphegor?”
I wasn’t sure how to address him, but I decided it was fine no matter how I called him. He barely even registered the words I said anyway. He just glanced at me as his [Gargoyles] continued pouring down.
“Eleven layers have fallen. Now a single Protector remains. The first two layers persist, but if I falter in my duties, they shall be claimed by the corruption as well.” 
“Claimed by the corruption? What does that mean?”
I narrowed my eyes. Belphegor sighed.
“They no longer exist. They are merely dead space now. We need to reclaim the second layer before it joins the others.”
“I… huh.”
I stared at Belphegor for a moment. I glanced towards the [Basilisk] as it hissed. It slowly coiled into a ball, lying back down at the center of its prison.
“The [Basilisk] is the Final Protector of the Netherworld? Doesn’t that mean there were more?”
“There were, indeed.”
Belphegor shook his head as he started forward. He walked past the archway, following his trail of [Gargoyles] as they set down for the second layer. 
The second layer of the Netherworld. I never imagined that the Netherworld was anything more than what I had seen together with Haec. There was so much more for me to explore than I initially thought— after seeing Revelation, and now this?
I was… kind of wrong about the Netherworld. I shook my head, taking a step forward, driven by both curiosity and the whims of the moment.
“Let me help you!”
I spoke up as I started after Belphegor. He blinked, glancing back at me. He tilted his head curiously for a moment.
“You—”
He opened his mouth. Then he frowned.
“Who are you again? Where did you come from?”
I paused mid-step, nearly falling over. But I caught myself, taking in a deep breath.
“I’m Salvos. And… nevermind that. Let me help you reclaim the second layer. I want to help.”
Belphegor stared at me for a moment. The haze in his eyes from before was completely gone. His attention no longer directed towards the leaking corruption. He just studied me, looking up and down. Finally, he nodded.
“I see. Very well, then. You may follow me… Salvos. But be warned— at your level, I highly doubt you’ll be able to survive.”
“I know that.”
I drew forward, glancing back at the [Basilisk] for just a moment. It was a Primordial Demon, and even it struggled against the Corrupted Hellspace. Then I looked past it— at the remains of the Corrupted Netherstone I had fought.
I steeled myself and faced Belphegor.
“You don’t have to look after me. I can handle myself. And… maybe escape on my own if I must. But I just want to see what’s down there.”
He simply continued on, whispering softly. A morose look on his face. 
“If that is what you wish. However, I can tell you this— there is nothing waiting for you down there other than… damnation.”
And with that, the two of us vanished into the shadows, heading down into the second layer of the Netherworld. As we did, I wondered— truly wondered— what my dad back when he was the Devil King did to cause all this. 




16. Repelling Revelation

Betrugil couldn’t believe it. 
He had been content to finally avoid Revelation for once, especially now that he had joined the hallowed Demon King’s ranks. He honestly hadn’t been enthused about being collared and enslaved after living a life of freedom for so many cycles of Advent, Revelation, and Salvation. 
There was no say he had on the matter. The moment his hidden Lair was found out by a patrol of the Demon King’s forces, it was over. He was taken in. He wasn’t happy about it. But… if he was going to be forced to work under Regnorex from now on, he might as well enjoy the benefits of living under his kingdom.
So Betrugil had been looking forward to peacefully avoiding the planar cataclysm that was Revelation. He was going to sit back, relax, and take full advantage of the sanctuary provided by the Demon King’s Domain. Or at least— that was what he thought he’d be doing.
Unfortunately, that didn’t turn out to be the case. He sighed heavily as he strolled into the large open hall, staring at the figures waiting within. Betrugil didn’t want to be here. But he had received orders. These were very specific orders that he couldn’t disobey. Not without losing his life. 
However, these orders might result in the loss of his life too. After all, it required him to leave the Demon King’s Domain and face Revelation. 
It was ridiculous. It was stupid. Betrugil might as well have thrown his life away here and now. He probably had a better chance of surviving the pursuing Deathsquad Hunters if he fled the castle and broke his collar than facing Revelation. The only reason he survived for so long in the first place was because he was smart and hid it out.
This was suicide. But honestly, he couldn’t care whether he died to the Demon King or the Netherworld itself at this point. Betrugil had resigned himself to his fate. So he approached the three waiting Archdemons as they turned to face him.
“You’re late.”
A voice spoke. A green-skinned Demon with four red eyes. Tall and large with a pair of burly arms. Betrugil glanced her way.
[Baelis - Lvl. 145]
“Sorry, Laxi. I was busy getting caught up.”
He nodded at her. She raised a brow.
“Busy… getting caught up in what?”
“Busy getting caught up in this mess. I can’t believe we’re really going to go and get ourselves killed for no reason.”
Betrugil snorted, and that made Laxi frown. But she didn’t comment on that. Not that he cared. He knew he was riling up emotions, but it didn’t really matter anyway— not when he knew what kind of a fate was awaiting him at the end of this journey.
He glanced past the [Baelis], towards the other two waiting Archdemons. One of them crossed her arms at him.
[Succubus - Lvl. 134]
“Maybe you’re going to get yourself killed. But we’ll survive like we always do, right Haec?”
She clung onto the last Archdemon as she finished. Betrugil rolled his eyes, before looking at the red-skinned wall of muscle. 
[Fiend - Lvl. 147]
His name was Haec. He was the highest-leveled of them all. And in such a short amount of time too— that was why he was so favored.
Betrugil didn’t really understand why Haec was here on this mission. The [Fiend] was meant to be the Heir of the Netherworld. The fact that the Demon King was sending his supposed successor to a death sentence seemed so odd… but honestly, it seemed like something Regnorex would do.
It was just strange. Betrugil didn’t comment on it. And Haec, for one, didn’t say anything. He was aloof as he usually was, barely giving Betrugil a passing glance. It wasn’t so much irking, moreso just utterly pretentious, especially considering how everyone treats him so reverently. But at this point, Betrugil barely paid it any mind.
He just looked at the [Succubus] with a deadpan expression.
“Taburas, aren’t you the lowest-leveled out of all of us? What makes you think a Primeval Demon isn’t going to just snap you up before anyone can even react?”
“Wha—”
Taburas sputtered in outrage— which made no sense. All Betrugil did was state the facts. He was a Level 143 Archdemon of Sloth. He might have been the second lowest-leveled out of them all, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t lower-leveled than him.
But still she took a step forward, pointing angrily at him, before gesturing at Haec.
“You can mock me as you wish. But I know that my Haec will protect me!”
“Sure, sure.”
Betrugil waved a hand dismissively.
“I’m sure that Haec definitely won’t be too busy dealing with his own wild Demons. Across the entirety of the Netherworld, there will only be a single wild Demon hounding after you, and we’ll all be free to save you from danger.”
That made her brows snap together. Taburas stepped forward in a fit of fury, but a hand stopped her. Haec shook his head at the [Succubus], speaking simply.
“No, Taburas.”
She blinked. And she immediately drew back, clinging onto him.
“Ah, of course. I shouldn’t bother dealing with this miscreant. He’s an Archdemon of Sloth— all talk, nothing else.”
Betrugil just yawned in response. He was the smallest of the lot. But he didn’t really care. He was an [Abraxas]. One of the many evolutions of the [Imp]. He might seem slow and lazy, but his size and speed would let him escape most lethal encounters just fine.
It just sucked that he now had to run straight at the danger instead of away from it.
“That’s enough, the two of you.”
Laxi spoke, turning around. She might not be as high-leveled as Haec— and she definitely wasn’t the Heir of the Netherworld— but she was their guide here. As such, she was in charge. She stepped forward onto a carpet laid out at the center of the hall.
It started to hover, and she gestured for the other three Archdemons to get on.
“Hurry up. I want to reach Hartia before the border shifts. We’ll have to wait for an updated location if it comes to that.”
“That sounds nice. I’d honestly prefer it if we just dove straight into the Beast’s jaws by accident right away.”
Betrugil shook his head as he hopped onto the flying carpet. Taburas scowled, getting on after. And Haec was the last to clamber up. His gaze was stoic as always. Unchanging even as the carpet slowly carried them forward.
“Now let us go.”
Laxi raised a hand, and the carpet flew faster and faster, bringing them out of the large chamber. It shot forward as the four Demons stood steadfast on its surface. None of them stumbled or fell back— the momentum of the flight magic keeping them locked in place.
“Onwards to repel Revelation.”
The [Baelis] finished. But Betrugil just scoffed.
“To our deaths.”
***
And I followed Belphegor. Onwards— towards the second layer of the Netherworld. He moved with haste, no longer walking with the slothful demeanor of before. His gaze fully focused now. Like he had his senses suddenly restored after a brief prolonged moment of insanity.
Behind me, I could hear the [Basilisk] hiss. It thrashed inside of its prison, watching us as we descended further down the tunnel. I was a bit worried about an attack from its petrifying gaze, even now that I knew it was supposedly an ally. But I kept an eye on it until I couldn’t see it any longer, just to make sure it didn’t attack me with my back turned. 
There was a steep decline here. A light haze that obscured my vision. [Gargoyles] poured forward around me, vanishing into the mist as I tried to peer at what was hidden beneath using my spatial senses.
But it was all a blur to me. I couldn’t see anything in particular with my magic. I just saw the same descent I perceived with my eyes. I pursed my lips, before turning to Belphegor. He was in a rush to reach the second layer, but he was also willing to let his [Gargoyles] move ahead of us. Which made no sense to me.
“Aren’t you in a rush?”
I peered at him, and he glanced back at me fractionally. 
“Indeed.”
He replied curtly. I frowned.
“So why aren’t we charging straight in?”
“We must make haste, but that does not mean we should not exercise caution.”
Belphegor looked forward as we turned a corner. He raised a finger, and I stopped. He pointed ahead of the tunnel as I heard a clamor in the distance. The echo of fighting. I narrowed my eyes, raising my Divine Nebular Scythe.
We edged forward as the white blanket of mist cleared. And I stared at the rubble lying at the ground just ahead of me. I frowned, still hearing the sounds of fighting echo from the broken [Gargoyle].
“Um, what?”
And came the flash of light. I spun around just in time to see the tendril of corruption lashing down at me. 
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
I tried to teleport out of the way, only to flicker in place. I didn’t move. I just blinked. But a hand grabbed the tendril. Belphegor yanked the Corrupted Netherstone forward. With a single punch, he silently tore through the floating piece of corrupted rock. Without sound.
Even though the corruption couldn’t normally be cleansed through physical means, Belphegor somehow just crushed it completely. I stared with wide eyes, before looking back down. I heard the sounds of fighting continuing to reverberate from the dead [Gargoyle], and I tried to work my jaw.
“Why can’t I teleport? What’s going on? Why can I still hear…?”
“It is pointless to rely on any of your senses down here. We are at the entrance of the second layer. We are at the brink of the corruption.”
He strode forward, approaching a large arched gateway as I stared at his back. I took a step forward to follow him, and he glanced back one final time as his figure blurred. 
“Down here, space no longer obeys the laws of the rest of the Nexeus. Instead, it has been… corrupted.”
As Belphegor finished, I finally heard the crash of the dying Corrupted Netherstone. I opened my mouth to pester him with even more questions, but he vanished. His figure disappeared as I was left alone here in the mist. I gaped for a moment, staring at the archway which was said to lead us into the second layer.
“Huh.”
I moved my lips. But my voice didn’t come out right. It sounded almost… distorted. I glanced back at the dead [Gargoyle], then forward towards the empty archway. 
And I realized I might have bit off a lot more than I could chew here.




17. Second Layer

Belphegor was gone.
I searched for him, but no matter where I looked, he wasn’t there. I hesitated, scanning my misty surroundings as I finally heard his footfalls echo in the distance. It had to have been ten minutes after he vanished before I finally heard the soft thudding of his slow walk. 
And that was when I knew that I was now alone. 
I stepped back, kicking back some rubble. I glanced down to see the corpse of the [Gargoyle] below me. Its broken visage stared up at me with a silent scream. It was a Primeval Demon. Not wild, apparently— but one of Belphegor’s creation.
The fact that he could create Primeval Demons in itself was very impressive. But knowing that these Primeval Demons were so easily dismantled here at the entrance to the second layer… it made me realize how out of my depth I was down here. 
I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe warily as Belphegor’s footfalls faded, and a loud clamoring resounded all around me. The sounds of battle. I hesitated. I considered leaving. In fact, it only made sense for me to leave. I wanted to become the strongest in all of Nexeus, but this was just suicide. Nothing waited for me down here except for death. I backed up— 
Only to stumble forward towards the tall archway. I blinked a few times, trying to regain my bearings.
“Huh— what…?”
I asked, but my voice wasn’t audible at all. I couldn’t hear myself speak, and while that was a little bit disconcerting, the fact that I had taken a simple step back but somehow ended up a few steps forward was a lot more worrying to me. I spun around, and a thin haze encroached on me.
I bit my lower lip as my voice finally echoed behind me. It sent a shiver down my spine as I stared at where I’d come from, then looked back up towards the archway leading me to the second layer of the Netherworld.
It wasn’t just a regular entryway like the various tunnels that had led down from the Dungeon. It looked like a massive gate. A tall lumbering arched entrance that would stand at the front of a royal palace. But its gilded double doors were rusted— shattered in a few places. There were holes and cracks torn through its stone surface, and part of it had even collapsed to the ground.
Maybe it had once been a glorious sight— it could have even been a powerful seal that held back the corruption at one point. But that was all a memory now. 
The corruption had broken through. Only a single layer of the Netherworld remained… whatever that meant. And I needed to get out of here. 
A sense of trepidation and dread drove me back. I spread my [Angelic Wings] wide and spun around. I flew straight in the direction I’d come from, but the world spun around me. Even though I was flying in a straight line, I seemed to turn a corner at every passing moment.
It was like I was trapped in one of Belzu’s illusions. The scene kept changing, and my mind reeled. I grew dizzy, trying to turn back each time I was spun around unwillingly. But no matter what I did— even if I corrected my direction— I would still be turned over my head, flying in a different direction.
It was confusing. It was mind bending. This didn’t make any sense. There was no logical explanation for what was going on. And unlike Belzu’s illusions, I couldn’t see through this nonsensical world with my spatial senses.
For a flicker of a moment, I was flying straight for the exit. Then I was diving straight into the ground, only to appear back standing at the arched gateway. I spun around to regain my bearings, only to find myself facing a wall. I flapped my wings, flying up, but crashed into the ground. 
I groaned and picked myself up. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been trying to get out of here. All I knew was that the echoing sounds of battle never stopped. It could have been hours— even days. Or maybe it was a few minutes or seconds. I barely knew what was going on, completely thrown into disarray by this broken maze of space.
I looked towards the steep incline leading away from this vast chamber. It was not a cavern. The floor here was made from a mossy black brick. The very same rock that made up the rest of this ruined kingdom.
But parts of the ground had been ripped up and shredded, with bits of rubble… floating? I glanced up at the ceiling, seeing a chandelier hovering overhead. Its chains had been broken, and it was trapped in an infinite fall. My eyes darted around the room, but a layer of mist clouded most of my vision. I still heard the echoes of a battle, even though I couldn’t see the walls lining the edges of this chamber. It could have been a vast hall that expanded thousands of feet… or it could have been a small room that was barely a dozen feet wide.
I didn’t know. I couldn’t even move right! 
“This is getting annoying!”
I took a slow step forward, but right as my toes touched the ground, I found myself standing in a completely different place once again. But this time, I wasn’t facing the wall, nor was I facing the arched gateway. I was facing a blurred figure. A mesh of colors. A broken—
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
“Fuck—” 
[Angelic Premonition] blared in my head right before the Corrupted Netherstone could lash out at me. Its tendrils shot out, and I was leaping out of the way. I tried jumping back, but space bent as I expected, and I flew straight at the distorted creature.
I crashed into it as we tumbled out of the air. I felt its corruption bearing down on me— trying to rip apart my skin. But I resisted it. My [Corruption Resistance] protected me from the twisting touch of the Corrupted Netherstone. 
I swung at the Corrupted Netherstone as we silently clashed. My Divine Nebular Scythe shimmered with divine flames, ripping through the cloak of corruption protecting its core. But even then, that wasn’t enough to finish it off in a single blow.
I followed up with a flurry of strikes empowered by [Draconic Fury]. The crimson afterglow overcame my iridescent blade, tearing into the Corrupted Netherstone even as we crashed through the room. Until, finally, I swung up with the Divine Nebular Scythe as I yelled.
“[Divine Radiant Slash]!”
[Draconic Fury] flashed. The image of a dragon’s claw slashed down with my shining strike. With those two Skills combined into one, my attack engulfed the Corrupted Netherstone as I pushed back. 
I landed lithely on the ground with narrowed eyes, watching as the distorted figure flew back. Its core had been ripped open, and while it was still recovering slowly, it couldn’t instantly regenerate. Not in the same way the Cursed Boulder had been able to heal itself by stealing from the earth around it. I also knew that once it was shattered, it wouldn’t regrow into smaller tinier but still dangerous corrupted remains. 
But still, the Corrupted Netherstone wasn’t destroyed just yet. I had to finish it off. I watched as it zipped around me, and I took a step forward—
Only to find myself once again stumbling around, no longer facing the Corrupted Netherstone. I blinked, and a pair of tendrils whipped me from behind. I staggered and spun around, watching as the distorted figure continued circling around me as it slowly tried to heal. 
“Huh.”
I watched as the Corrupted Netherstone continued navigating through this chamber without any problems. It didn’t slip or spin or teleport around the area. It just… drifted around me. And I realized that it wasn’t affected by whatever distortion was permeating this area.
I narrowed my eyes, remembering when I was tumbling through the air with the Corrupted Netherstone. I had clung onto it, and I hadn’t been discombobulated, confused by what was going on around me. I had been moving perfectly fine while within the radius of its corruption.
I gritted my teeth, looking back towards the exit. I shifted back, only to appear a dozen feet to the left. I stared down at the broken [Gargoyle] from earlier, and bands of fear tightened around my throat. This was a Primeval Demon. It had been a Primeval Demon, just like me. But even down here, it was nothing. 
I thought about a plan to escape. The next time the Corrupted Netherstone attacked me, I could hop onto its back and ride it out of this place. The pit in my stomach refused to close, and the prickling sensation of crawling ants over my skin never vanished. The pervading corruption left me uneasy. I shouldn’t have come here. I should have— 
And I steeled myself.
“No.”
I whispered. My voice came a full second later. I raised my head as my body wisped with Divine Essence. Not my Grand Skill— that wasn’t available just yet. I clenched my jaw, eyeing the circling Corrupted Netherstone.
“If I can use these Corrupted Netherstones to get out of here, then I have an exit strategy if things get bad. I am not going to run away without even seeing the second layer!”
I pointed at the Corrupted Netherstone and cried out.
“Now, come at me! [Invoke Wrath]!”
And I watched as the distorted figure froze. For a moment, the blurred flakes of color coating its body flickered. Like it was battling against my Skill. Then there was a flash of light, and it charged at me, swinging down with its tendrils.
I deflected the attacks with my Divine Nebular Scythe before leaping up. I grabbed onto the Corrupted Netherstone as it shrieked, before slicing down at its tendrils. I ripped apart those appendages, then grabbed onto its back, redirecting it as it flew in a frenzy.
The Corrupted Netherstone tried to smash me against the floor and the walls, but I nimbly circled around its back. I managed to avoid being crushed as I barely guided its movements, leading me towards the arched gateway ahead. An unsettling sensation crept over my back as I fought back against the corruption. 
We flew straight down into the second layer as the Corrupted Netherstone began to regrow its tendrils. It struggled to throw me off, but I held on. Even as the walls changed around me. Even as the scene began to wrap and shift. Entire sections of the floor were missing, and nothing lay below but empty space.
I watched as the corridor led down and leveled out, opening into a narrow tunnel. It wasn’t an open chamber, but this was the second layer. I heard a voice echo in my head— warped and twisted as my eyes flickered.
Now Entering [L-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ir: The H-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝a D-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ma-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝n]
I grinned and raised my Divine Nebular Scythe high. I bared my teeth down at the Corrupted Netherstone as I aimed for its core.
“Thanks for the ride! [Divine Strike]!”
And I slashed down. My Divine Nebular Scythe blurred, flashing with gray flames, before shifting into an iridescent aura. It tried to swipe up at me with its tendrils, and I sheared through its core. But the Skill didn’t come to an end. It continued glimmering over my Divine Nebular Scythe, even as I leapt off the collapsing Corrupted Netherstone.
Defeated [-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]!
Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
General Skill [Corruption Resistance] has leveled up!
[Corruption Resistance - Lvl. 1] -> [Corruption Resistance - Lvl. 2]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 128] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 129]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 129] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 130]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
“Alright.”
I swept my gaze over the second layer, looking at the corrupted tunnel. 
“Now, let’s see what you have in store for me.”




18. Border Ruler

Now Entering [L-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ir: The H-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝a D-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ma-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝n]
I recalled the echoing voice in my head— the words that resounded with a slight distortion as soon as I reached the bottom of the decline. This was still a tunnel. It wasn’t a vast chamber that spread out in all directions. It was a simple pathway that only headed straight into the mist. I didn’t know what waited for me beyond that white blanket. 
I wondered what this place was. The voice in my head sounded like it was calling this place a Lair. But whose Lair specifically— I didn’t know. I just knew that Belphegor had said that there were once thirteen protectors of the Netherworld, but now only the [Basilisk] remained. 
It was entirely possible this Lair I wandered into belonged to the protector of the second layer of the Netherworld. But it was more than likely that this Lair was just… another Lair. After all, I had stumbled into that [Basilisk]’s Lair at the very bottom of the first layer, while the [Gargoyles]’ Lair were much higher up.
I shook my head. I wasn’t going to decipher whatever this Lair was originally supposed to be. Most of it had been claimed by the corruption. I looked down at my feet, seeing entire sections of the brick floor missing. Nothingness remained. And I carefully avoided stepping onto those puddles of nonexistence.
“Let’s see what you have in store for me, second layer.”
I whispered as I strode forward with my still-shimmering Divine Nebular Scythe. I was ready for any challenge. I was prepared to face whatever threat waited for me down here. And as I took my second step—
I found myself standing upside down at the ceiling. I blinked. I didn’t fall. My hair wasn’t pulled to the ground. Somehow, I could walk up here, even without any magic. But I didn’t mean to do this. 
I had been transported up here by the distortions in space.
“This…”
I pursed my lips. And I realized that my first real challenge in the second layer was neither discovering what waited in this Lair, nor was it trying to fend off the Corrupted Netherstones. No— it was none of that.
My first challenge down here in the second layer was walking. 
“This is going to take a while.”
I sighed, and I took another step forward.
***
Haec saw the shifting landscape. He swept his gaze over his surroundings, watching as the world blurred beneath him. The flying carpet carried the four Archdemons away from the Demon King’s castle. The tall dark spires weren’t visible from this distance, but they were still here in Regnorex’s Domain.
It was a vast land. The borders of the Demon King’s kingdom spread further than even the undulating mountains he had seen from the tallest tower. The Domain spanned thousands of miles— whatever that meant. Haec wasn’t entirely sure. He had learned these units of measurements while studying under the tutelage of Magistra. And while she had exemplified the length of a few objects for him, he still wasn’t sure how long a ‘mile’ was.
Regardless, the Demon King ruled over a vast swathe of land. Haec looked down from high above, and he could see the various Lairs of the citizens dug deep into hills and valleys. There weren’t very many structures here like the Demon King’s castle. There were a handful of them scattered throughout, but they were usually small, indicating the presence of a Lair.
Haec found it odd. He didn’t understand the necessity of it. Sure, everyone from Taburas to Regnorex had explained the logic behind it to him. But he still didn’t get it. He survived wandering the Desolation just fine with Salvos. As long as he had his leader, he thought it would be no issue whatsoever, no matter where he was. 
He cared not for his location, but the location of those he cared about. And he wondered where Salvos was now.
“We’re arriving.”
A voice broke him out of his stupor. Laxi’s gaze bore ahead. She nodded at the sea of milling figures waiting at the base of a valley filled with shattered rocks and debris between two large mountain ranges, before glancing back.
“Make sure you address Hartia with respect. The both of you.”
She glared at Taburas and Betrugil. The [Succubus] just harrumphed, while the [Abraxas] shrugged. Laxi sighed, turning back to face Haec as the flying carpet began its descent. 
A massive wall was erected in the middle of the valley, connecting the two vast mountain ranges together. It rose high into the sky— reaching half the height of the surrounding mountains. It held back the destruction of Revelation. A blockade that kept back the swarms of wandering wild Demons. The cracked earth of the Netherworld came to a halt right before the wall, and streaks of pouring lava splashed against the white rock. 
But this land barrier didn’t budge. It was made from the same stone that expanded throughout the Netherworld, and it still held strong. Haec stared at this construction, and he knew the reason why it was so powerful. He knew of its creator. 
“You know him, don’t you?”
Laxi asked, eyeing Haec. 
“Hartia?”
Haec raised a brow. She just peered at him. Her look drew the envious gaze of Taburas, but the [Succubus] said nothing. Not like Laxi paid it any mind. Slowly, Haec nodded, before looking back towards the border of the Demon King’s Domain. 
“I know Hartia. He is the one who found me.”
It was the truth, but it was also a lie. Haec’s eyes flickered to Taburas. The truth was, he had been found long before he officially joined the Demon King’s forces. The first time, he had been found by a Greater Demon called Lucerna. And it was only thanks to Salvos’ intervention, had he managed to escape being captured.
After that, he had met Taburas. She wasn’t alone. There were two other Lesser Demons with her, but he killed them because they had attacked him. It was only then did he make his decision to join Regnorex. And that was when he encountered Hartia.
“What is Hartia like?”
Laxi prodded. Haec closed his eyes. He recalled that meeting— it was so long ago. But it had been the first show of true power he had ever seen. He beheld it with both terror and awe. A memory that scarred his mind. He opened his mouth to respond, but the looming wall ahead shifted.
Taburas and Betrugil peered over the flying carpet. Laxi’s eyes narrowed. They all saw it— the cause for this shaking. An army of wild Demons charged at the wall, clambering up its side as they howled and shrieked and roared. [Hellhounds], [Hellbeasts], and [Ararachnes]. So many of them, all concentrated into a single spot, seeking safety from Revelation, while pursuing destruction.
No legion of Demons stood waiting at the top of the wall for this frenzied charge. It was just a wall, unmanned and unguarded. Its only protectors were the ranks of Demons waiting at the other side of the wall with their weapons raised. 
Haec just nodded at the rumbling wall. 
“Hartia is one thing alone— he is neither kind nor merciless. He is neither quiet nor boisterous. He is a Demon of action. And he is incredibly powerful.”
As the clamoring horde of wild Demons at the other side of the wall reached the very top, the entire wall shifted. Laxi leaned forward, frowning.
“What is… going on?”
“I-it’s happening. Hold me, Haec.”
Taburas immediately clung onto Haec’s side. He did not hold her. But he didn’t push her away either. Betrugil stared with raised brows as the wall began to tilt forward. The wild Demons were pushed towards the ground as the entire earth shook.
Laxi gaped. 
“Is that wall— falling over?”
“Yes.”
Haec whispered softly. And the giant wall collapsed. It crashed into the horde of wild Demons, crushing them as the wall shattered into dust and debris. A loud crash could be heard all the way from the flying carpet as a gust of wind nearly knocked Taburas back. She clung on to Haec, and the earth trembled.
Laxis tried to work her jaw. She watched as the army of waiting soldiers charged forward, pouring down the valley. They surged over the broken debris of the collapsed wall, before finishing off the stragglers— the surviving wild Demons. Haec heard their war cry as they ran across the fallen rubble, avoiding the cracks and crevices of Revelation, using the broken rock as a stepping stone of sorts to push through.
“But how?”
The [Baelis] finally gasped. Haec looked past the fighting— he pointed a floating figure above the fighting. Laxi blinked. She barely saw it. He barely noticed it too. But he had sensed the familiar magic. And he spoke a name.
“Hartia the Ruler of the Border.”
Betrugil and Taburas glanced over. They stared at the small figure— they looked on even as Laxi’s eyes grew wide. The creature floated in the air, no larger than the palm of Haec’s hand. It radiated a dim gray glow, wisping with flames. Black skin and crimson wings, he slowly turned and faced the flying carpet.
“Welcome to the expanse. I have been expecting you.”
[Unseelie Lord - Lvl. 185]




19. The Expanse

The group of four Archdemons landed soon after arriving at the border of the Demon King’s Domain. They followed a small flitting figure ahead— a creature that was no larger than Haec’s fist. It looked small and unassuming, but despite appearances, Haec was well aware of the capabilities of that sparkling gray ball.
[Unseelie Lord - Lvl. 185]
It was Hartia the Ruler of the Border. He was the one who had found Haec and Taburas together. It had been a terrifying encounter, particularly for Haec. It was the first time he had witnessed such power. And even now, despite having grown so much stronger than before, he was amazed by the incredible strength of the [Unseelie Lord].
The entire valley shifted as rock and rubble flew up to the sky. Hartia raised his little hands, and a massive wall began to form ahead of the army of Demons. Large chunks of stone broke off from the mountain range, before shimmering as they were enchanted from the [Unseelie Lord]’s magic. He crafted this barrier as the remnants of wild Demons were slain, and the broken bits of rock covered the lava and crevices from Revelation.
Even as the rest of the Netherworld was engulfed by this planar calamity, the Demon King’s Domain was expanded, all thanks to the magic of Hartia himself. 
“So this is the Expanse.”
Laxi whispered. She swept her gaze reverently over the landscape. Rock and rubble piled up across the valley, forming a pathway that spread into Revelation, carpeting the path further out of the Demon King’s Domain.
Haec’s eyes flickered. He watched as she shook her head, speaking as the carpet landed behind the army of Demons. 
“This is the first time I’ve been here.”
“Seriously?”
Taburas raised a curious brow. She eyed the [Baelis] with a frown.
“How did you enter the Domain without crossing the Expanse?”
“I have served my whole life under my King. I was born here, in his Domain, and I always thought I would die here too.”
Laxi answered simply, and Betrugil just snorted.
“Congratulations. You’re going to die outside of the Domain to a bunch of wild Demons now.”
She glared back at him as he just shrugged back. Haec swept his gaze past them, looking towards the sea of soldiers ahead. There were tens of thousands of [Fiends], [Djinns], and other such Demons filling the Expanse. Maybe even hundreds of thousands of them. It was a sight Haec was familiar with. Even if the situation was different— the army larger, and the setting different— he remembered what it was like to be grounded through this grueling deathtrap.
“I can’t believe we’re back.”
Taburas whispered as she stepped next to Haec. He glanced at her, before hopping off the carpet. He held a hand out, helping the [Succubus] down too. She shook her head.
“And the Expanse is more dangerous than ever. Those were… wild Archdemons. So many of them. When we were here, there had barely been any of those out there.”
“Revelation has brought out the most terrifying Demons from hiding. I would not be surprised if even Primeval Demons will show up to the expanse too.”
Haec spoke simply as his gaze flickered towards the [Unseelie Lord]. The four Archdemons strode forward, slowly approaching Hartia the Ruler of the Border. The little flying figure laughed as he heard their conversation.
“Now, now. I’m sure that even worse things that Primeval Demons will show up if we push too far into the wilderness.”
Hartia flitted forward, shaking his tiny head as the four Archdemons came to a halt. Haec furrowed his brows, and Laxi blinked. Betrugil just rolled his eyes.
“So we’re definitely going to die, then. But instead of some big scary Primeval Demon killing us, it’ll be a big scary Primordial Demon, right?”
“Yep!”
The cheerful response came from the [Unseelie Lord]. He was as casual as ever, just like Haec remembered. Laxi twisted her lips, trying to ignore that remark, instead changing the subject.
“You spoke of this wilderness. What exactly is that?”
“The wilderness? Oh, it’s just what I call the rest of the Netherworld.”
Hartia replied simply. He flitted down to the [Baelies] with a grin plastered on his face.
“It’s where the wild Demons roam and die— it’s everything outside of our kingdom. I just call it the wilderness because it is a fitting name. I mean, don’t you think it’s fitting?”
He asked as he drew closer, his voice barely audible amidst the clamor of the smashing rocks and clamoring battle beyond. While the army of soldiers were mostly cutting down crushed and injured wild Demons, it still wasn’t an easy fight. There could be wild Archdemons mixed amongst the rubble, surviving the collapse of the wall and the burning of the lava. And they were dangerous enough to wipe out hundreds of these lower-leveled [Fiends] before they were stopped.
In fact, Haec even heard the soft echo of blasts in the distance. He saw a serpentine creature burrow out of the ground, hissing as it tore through a group of Greater Demons. It was an [Ouroboros]. It snarled as a flurry of magical spells and projectiles was unleashed upon it, and Hartia didn’t even bat an eye.
He just let the army do the fighting. They took down the injured Archdemon after a few moments with their combined spells, but not before it had wiped out a noticeable chunk of their numbers as well. 
It made Haec purse his lips. After all, he very much remembered this cruel apathy from the Border Ruler.
“So what happens if this something worse shows up?”
Betrugil spoke up, frowning as he eyed the [Ouroboros] collapsing in the distance. He shook his head and turned to the [Unseelie Lord]. 
“Do we just roll over and die?”
“Pretty much.”
Hartia nodded eagerly. Betrugil blinked. He straightened slightly.
“Fair. I respect the honesty.”
The gray sphere drifted forward, gesturing for the four Archdemons to follow. They did. Taburas stuck close to Haec’s side as Betrugil trailed behind. Laxi was a step behind the [Unseelie Lord], but it was clear some of her previous resolve from earlier was now gone. 
They strolled over the tumultuous landscape, walking over the corpses of dead wild Demons. Thousands of Demons stayed behind— at the back of the army— collecting the dead bodies left behind and piling them up into small mountains and hills off to the side of the valley. Laxi looked around with narrowed eyes, and Betrugil tilted his head. Laxi looked confused as well, but she tried not to let it show on her face.
Hartia just chuckled at their reactions.
“The two of you have never been here to the Expanse before, have you?” 
“I crossed through the Expanse when I arrived, but I have never been forced to prove my strength here.”
Betrugil answered simply. Laxi just nodded.
“I was one of the many overseers at the Enclosures, and I have been sent out during Desolation with capture parties. However, I cannot say I have witnessed the activities carried out here at the Expanse during Revelation.”
Hartia nodded as he flew past a pile of corpses.
“Well, we are the Third Legion of the Expanse. Our job here is simple— we expand. That’s it.”
He just smiled. Betrugil and Laxi stared. Taburas shifted uncomfortably as Haec twisted his lips. The Border Ruler waved a hand dismissively.
“The other Legions are… dull. They don’t dare to expand beyond their borders. They think it’s dangerous. But that is why you have been sent here. To grow our King’s Domain. To repel Revelation.”
Haec’s gaze darkened at this short speech. It brought back memories which he’d rather not remember. Taburas tightened her grip around his forearm as they continued on. Laxi and Betrugil just exchanged a glance.
The [Baelis] was the one who nodded.
“R-right. And we should just… help out?”
Hartia raised his head.
“Honestly, I don’t even know why you four are here. Those who are sent to the Expanse are typically lower-leveled Demons. This place is a trial. It is a place to train them— it is a place to build loyalty. You Archdemons are better suited elsewhere.” 
His eyes flickered. He eyed Haec curiously. 
“Especially you.”
His words came out soft. Barely a whisper. But Haec heard it. And it was the same question Taburas had asked.
Haec had no reason to be here. But he still came. Even though he had served his time in the Expanse as a Greater Demon— even though he was now the Heir of the Netherworld. After all, he needed to be here. 
This was the first step. He wasn’t going to stay here for long. He was going to leave this place soon. And then, he’d seek out his leader.
He’d seek out Salvos.
He just hoped she was waiting for him.
***
“Ugh, this sucks.”
I couldn’t move. Well, I could move. But it was taking me forever to even take a single step. It was almost impossible to move around here in the second layer. With each step I took, I ended up at a completely different spot. 
I sighed as I collapsed to the floor, before appearing plastered on a wall. I stared at this corrupted space. And I just closed my eyes.
“I want to go back.”




20. The Third Legion

Betrugil was going to die here. Or at least, he was pretty sure he was going to die here. The Expanse was infamous amongst the denizens of the Demon King’s Domain for its incredible danger. And now, he was here at the Third Legion of the Expanse.
The Expanse was simply meant to be the main borders of the kingdom. There were a total of four legions guarding each cardinal direction… Betrugil didn’t really know what that meant, but apparently it was a convention that the Mortal Realm followed. Regardless, each of the legions tended to undertake defensive roles, protecting the Domain from wandering wild Demons.
But the Third Legion was different. It was led by Hartia the Ruler of the Border. And unlike the others who simply made it their goal to protect what was already there, the [Unseelie Lord] was determined to expand what was not yet claimed. It was risky. It was dangerous. And Betrugil thought it was incredibly stupid.
However, he had no say here. The Demon King himself had ordered this to happen. And now, the Archdemon of Sloth had no other choice but to follow through with this mission. An idiotic mission. After all, he had to wade through the Expanse alongside the vast swathes of lower-leveled Demons gathered here.
He dragged his feet as he walked over the rubble. Considering his size as an [Abraxas], it was a rather annoying task to clamber over these large rocks. He was also just tired and bored. He saw a squirming [Hellhound] caught in the fallen debris, and he flicked a finger. The wild Demon’s neck twisted, before it went limp.
Betrugil yawned as a nearby pair of Greater Demons gaped at him. They pointed, whispering as he continued on.
“What is an Archdemon doing here?”
“Is he new? I thought there were only six Archdemons here—”
He ignored them. This was the Expanse. Betrugil knew that the sight of an Archdemon was incredibly rare here. This was the place where loyalty to the Demon King was built. This was where the weak went to die.
A large majority of newly-recruited Demons from Advent were often placed in one of the four legions of the Expanse. They would either be forced to grow stronger or to perish here. However, while Betrugil passed through the Expanse to enter the Demon King’s Domain, he had never once been forced to work for the legions.
It was a simple reason, really. Betrugil had been an Archdemon when he had been discovered by the Demon King’s forces. That meant he was already powerful enough to be of immediate use. He was forced to undergo a loyalty test, and that was about it. Then with his special abilities, he was placed in charge of one of the many Enclosures.
That had been boring, but it suited the Archdemon of Sloth. All he had to do was guard these domes teeming with wild Demons. He wasn’t even one of the Demons in charge of controlling and manipulating them. It was an easy job. There were the occasional cases of wild Demons breaking free from their control, trying to break free from these Enclosures. Betrugil was tasked with taking those down before they could cause too much damage.
He shook his head as he heard the earth rumbling. He saw the shaking of the nearby mountains, then he watched as rock and stone broke off to build a new wall ahead of the valley. This current task, while not that difficult for an Archdemon like him, was incredibly tedious, and he wished he could return to the Enclosures.
Or better yet, if I could be tasked with that… Betrugil thought to himself as he glanced back towards the piles of corpses far back. There were large mounds of bodies— that of both the dead wild Demons and dead members of the Third Legion. 
He watched as a pair of winged [Fiends] descended from the sky and began to cast a spell. The piles of corpses began to levitate into the air as the winged Demons slowly drew back, transporting the bodies further back into the Demon King’s Domain.
Now that job was the most boring job in all of the kingdom. But it was necessary, and it was somehow the safest job out there. Betrugil wished he had the privilege of working that unfathomably boring but secure job. Unfortunately, Regnorex had other plans for him.
And now, the Archdemon of Sloth was trapped here at the Expanse, roped into this mission with three other fools who didn’t care that they were all probably going to die here. Their job was simple, boring, but ridiculously dangerous.
They would have to wait before the [Unseelie Lord]’s wall as a horde of wild Demons gathered at the other side. Then the wall would collapse, crushing a large chunk of the wild Demons. The Third Legion would search the rubble, executing any wild Demon that survived as a new wall was built. The rubble acted as a carpet for the cracked crevices and the lava spreading throughout the wilderness as a result of Revelation. They would slowly expand the Domain of the Demon King, bit by bit, little by little. 
And they did this again. 
Betrugil flicked a finger, bringing down a rampaging [Arachne].
And again. 
He watched as a group of [Hellbeasts] were torn to shreds by a flurry of spells from the army.
And again.
The wall collapsed, sending a terrible earthquake that rumbled far and wide. Betrugil shook his head, seeing the clamoring wild Demons lying amidst the fallen rubble. And as the dust settled, the Third Legion mindlessly charged forth.
“We really are going to die here...”
He murmured.
And they did this again.
***
Haec remembered what it was like to live through the Expanse. But that was back during the Cycle of Advent— it had been throughout Desolation, followed by Quietus. He had been forced to fight amongst the Third Legion under the Ruler of the Border. And the battles back then had been… much harder than it was now.
Despite the fact that it was now Revelation— when all the strongest wild Demons rose up from their Lairs— he found this to be easy. He just followed along as the army marched forward, before slaughtering wild Demons that were practically dead. 
When he had been here as a mere Greater Demon, he had been forced to fend off hordes of wild Demons far above his level. The Third Legion’s numbers would quickly dwindle, before being restored by a new fresh group of arrivals. Haec had leveled greatly during his time here. It was where he had made a name for himself— he had evolved from a Greater Demon to an Archdemon in such a short amount of time.
That was when he had finally been allowed to leave. Hartia himself had sent Haec away from the Expanse to be granted an audience with the Demon King. And during that time, there was a brief period when Haec was… completely alone.
“You know, I only became an Archdemon because of you.”
A voice spoke up, and he looked up from the dead [Hellwolf] at his feet. Haec stared at Taburas as she sauntered up to his side with a sweet smile on her face.
“When Hartia sent you away, I was livid. I wanted to go with you. But they wouldn’t let me. They said they’d only let me follow you if I became an Archdemon. So I did. I risked my life, charging straight into the wilderness, slaughtering every wild Demon I could come across. I nearly died so many times, but because it was for your sake, I didn’t care. I knew that I would rather be dead than live without you.”
The [Succubus] hugged his arm as he stared at her. Haec glanced up, watching as Hartia’s wall was rebuilt. This Expanse was vastly different from what he knew— it was not the same danger he and Taburas had survived.
The Third Legion hadn’t hidden behind the safety of a wall. Instead, they pushed out. Constantly battling against the rest of the Netherworld. It had been bloody and grueling. Perhaps Haec wouldn’t have survived if he had been forced to undergo this chaos alone. But he hadn’t been alone. There had been others with him. Others like Taburas. 
He smiled kindly at her as he slowly drew back. 
“Thank you, Taburas.”
Perhaps if not for her by his side, he would have died long ago. So he was grateful to her. Taburas smiled affectionately in return, but he stepped away from her. The two Archdemons continued slowly walking their way through the rubble as they spoke softly, even amidst the sounds of battle and explosion.
“You have offered me companionship when I was alone— when I was forced to undertake our King’s trials. Because of you, I didn’t have to survive all that on my own. So I am grateful to have had you there by my side.”
Sometimes, Haec wondered why she went through such lengths to be with him. He recalled when they first met— it was a chance encountered, and she had saved him as much as he saved her. She could have escaped. He would have freed her and let her live in the safety of Lucerna’s Lair. But she chose to follow him. And he didn’t exactly understand why.
“I am glad I could be of use to you, Haec. I will follow you wherever you go, always.”
Taburas just sidled up next to him. He closed his eyes. Unfortunately, he would soon have to leave her. For Salvos, he was going to leave the Demon King’s Domain. 
It hurt him, knowing that he was going to be leaving Taburas alone. But he couldn’t take her with him. Because by leaving, he would be hunted down. And in doing so, he would endanger her life too. That was why he couldn’t bring her with him.
And he felt guilty about it. Certainly, Taburas wouldn’t be happy about it. But he had no other choice. He would hurt her to protect her, but then she would survive. Haec eyed the [Succubus] as he cocked her head back at him.
“What are you thinking about, Haec?”
“Nothing.”
He shook his head, before turning away from her. She stared at him, perplexed. And he looked down at the metal band wrapped around his right hand. 
“I am thinking about nothing.”
First, he had to shatter this collar. Then he could finally be free again.




21. Expanse Attack

The wall rose, then fell, before rising and falling again and again and again. This cycle repeated itself numerous times. Haec simply strode forward, cutting down the weak wild Demons lying injured amidst the rubble. He hadn’t even needed to strain himself for a single encounter. Even against what few Archdemons that had been caught in the collapsing rocks.
None of them were even close to his level. He would just step on their broken necks, finishing them off with a dismissive glance. The nearby soldiers stared at him in awe and wonder. They pointed at him, whispering his name. 
Some of them had heard of him. Those who hadn’t, still knew of his Title. And it was why they were surprised to see him. It was beyond just reverie— it was surprise. Shock. Confusion. After all, why would the Heir of the Netherworld himself return to the Expanse?
Certainly, they would have known he had already spent his time here at the Third Legion prior to the end of Advent. Haec had spoken to very many Demons, learning as much as he could about this Demon King, hoping that his hard work could lead him back to Salvos. And when he had squeezed out all usefulness he could from them, he’d leave them behind, pursuing his goal.
Haec shook his head. It was necessity. He couldn’t waste time on such frivolous activities, nor could he risk being dragged down by those who wouldn’t aid or abet him in his journey. Everyone had their own goals. They would slow him down somehow. 
Out of everyone Haec had ever met, only a single individual hadn’t gotten in the way of his goal. He glanced back, eyeing Taburas as she skipped after him. The [Succubus] created a spear made of ash and flicked it at a collapsed [Hellhound]. The earth ripped open, spraying dust and debris into the air as the nearby soldiers scattered and screamed.
Ever since they first met— and Haec had saved her— she had dedicated her life to following him. But as much as he enjoyed her company, he would soon have to leave her too. He would have to leave everything behind to find Salvos— 
“Haec?”
A voice called out, breaking him out of his stupor. Haec blinked and looked up. He saw a familiar figure standing before him— one of the few soldiers in the Third Legion who weren’t giving him a wide berth.
She had obsidian black skin, and she was just as tall as he was. But unlike him, she had six arms on a thinner frame. Her four shimmering eyes blinked as she stepped forward.
[Fiend - Lvl. 108]
“Haec? Is that you? Haec!”
He just stared at her for a moment, processing this Archdemon. Haec hadn’t expected there to be an Archdemon here other than himself, Laxi, Betrugil, or Taburas. But apparently, there was another.
She just strode up to him, beaming widely.
“It’s me, Haec! Do you not remember me? Taburas, you too!”
Haec frowned, peering at her as she came to a halt right before him. He thought he recognized her. But she also didn’t look like anyone he knew… or at least, he didn’t think so.
But someone recognized her. Taburas stared with wide eyes at the [Fiend], raising a clawed finger.
“You’re— Aemula? What are you still doing here?”
Aemula just grinned, taking a step back.
“Are you surprised to see me?”
Haec blinked a few times. His eyes went round as he looked Aemula up and down. Finally, he took a step forward, grasping her by the shoulder.
“Aemula? As in— that same Aemula who almost got herself killed by Hartia?”
He shook her head, leaning closer as she just nodded.
“The little Lesser Demon who thought it was a good idea to disobey orders as soon as she arrived?”
“That’s me!”
Aemula smirked back. Haec just gaped. Taburas shifted her feet uneasily, eyeing the way he was staring at the [Fiend].
“Honestly, when I heard that four Archdemons were going to join us here at the Expanse, I wondered who it could’ve been. But I didn’t expect it to be the two of you of all people.”
Aemula glanced over at Taburas, nodding.
“It has been a while, hasn’t it?”
“Uh, it has. You also didn’t answer my question.”
Haec glanced between the two of them, before shaking his head. 
“Taburas is right— why are you still here? Did they not… let you leave?”
He pursed his lips as he looked back at Aemula. She just shrugged.
“Well, I left not long after Taburas did. I know she went above and beyond, becoming an Archdemon just to follow you. But they let me go as soon as I became a Greater Demon, alongside Cordith and Jamin.”
“Then what happened?”
Haec frowned, and Aemula just waved one of her six hands dismissively.
“Oh, nothing much. I joined the hunting parties, but I felt bad about it. So I returned to the Third Legion.”
Taburas blinked. Haec paused. The two of them exchanged a confused glance as Aemula chuckled.
“You… what?”
Haec asked. Aemula nodded.
“It’s surprising, right? I never thought I’d return either. I was so glad to leave! But then I thought about all the poor Lesser Demons forced into the Third Legion without someone to guide them. I had you guys, so I managed to survive just fine. But not everyone is that lucky. So I made the request to return.”
Taburas tried to work her jaw. She just sighed and shook her head.
“That’s… absolutely idiotic. You were free from this misery. Why would you ever go back?”
“I just told you—”
Aemula started, but the [Succubus] spoke over her.
“I know what you just said. I still think it is ridiculous.”
“Well, I agree. But I did it anyway. Maybe it was on an impulse… I don’t know. I can say I don’t regret that decision at all.”
Haec watched as Aemula took a step back. She spread her arms wide, gesturing at the Expanse. In the distance, the wall began to rebuild itself as Hartia flew high overhead. Laxi struck down a lumbering [Hellbeast], while Betrugil lazily lay atop a pile of rocks.
“I may not have grown as quickly as either of you, but I have learned so much here. Not out there in the wilderness, and certainly not within the bounds of the kingdom. Only here, in the Expanse, did I truly become me. So that is why I will not leave even if I could.”  
Aemula finished, turning back to face Haec. He slowly nodded, stopping Taburas from saying anything.
“That’s still st—”
“I see. I think it is admirable, Aemula. But where is Lacrithus? And what about Solis? You never mentioned them.” 
“Oh… them.”
Aemula’s reaction made Haec raise a curious brow. She just shifted back, averting her gaze.
“Lacrithus… is, uh, dead. So is Solis.”
“That’s—”
Haec blinked. He just took a moment to process it, before saying the only thing he could in response.
“Huh.”
It wasn’t unusual for those Haec knew to die. He saw death around him constantly. So it was no surprise to hear of their deaths. But it was still always jarring to find out that someone he had known and spoken to was now forever gone. Especially considering that he hadn’t even seen the death himself.
He was only hearing it from Aemula. Now he just knew he would never see either Lacrithus or Solis again. It was always a strange realization. But Haec brushed it off quickly enough.
“I see. That is unfortunate to hear.”
He lowered his head. All he could wonder was that if it were Salvos who had passed, how would he react? But no— Haec refused to acknowledge such a possibility. Instead, he nodded at Aemula.
“I am glad that at least you are still here.” 
“Don’t worry, I’m not the only other Archdemon around. There’s Leos and Savilus. They’re around… somewhere. I honestly don’t know what they’re up to at times. But they are around.”
Taburas snorted, crossing her arms.
“What? Are they here because they want to, too?”
It was a rhetorical question. But Aemula answered it as seriously as she could.
“Oh, absolutely not. They hate it here. They were sent here as a punishment for trying to steal from one of the Enclosures— no idea why they did what they did, but now they’re trapped here forever.” 
Aemula swept her gaze over the Third Legion, eyes narrowed. She crossed all six of her arms with a frown.
“I really do want to introduce you two to them— but I don’t see them around at all. I wonder where they could have gone…”
She trailed off. But Taburas just shrugged before pulling Haec into a hug.
“I don’t really care for others. Haec is all I need.”
“You really haven’t changed at all, have you?”
Aemula chuckled as Haec peeled the [Succubus] off him. Smiling, Aemula glanced at the two of them.
“But I’m glad to see that you managed to find him after all. You really were worried you’d never see him again.”
Taburas nodded, clinging tightly onto Haec.
“Of course— I don’t know how I’d live without Haec. I wouldn’t even be alive without him. That is why I will never leave his side again.”
He shifted uncomfortably at her words, knowing what he was planning. But he had to follow through with it. Taburas and Aemula continued to chat as he eyed the shackle locked tightly onto his right arm. There was no way to escape— or so they said. 
This was the mark of the Demon King. There was no way to break through these metallic rings. And if any Demon tried to flee the kingdom, they would be tracked down with these artifacts. But Haec knew he could escape from his shackles. After all— 
He looked up at Taburas and Aemula. He saw where their collars were located. Then he swept his gaze over the mass of soldiers all around him. They all had those metal rings locked on the very same place. It was wrapped around their necks, with no way to remove them.
But Haec? His mark was locked onto his right arm. So once he found the right time to escape, all he had to do was cut off his arm. And then he was free to roam the wilderness, free from Regnorex’s kingdom once more.
He just had to find the right opportunity to escape.
And it presented to him moments later. Taburas and Aemula broke off from their discussion as a voice echoed in the distance. A muffled… scream?
“Heeeeeeelp!”
“What is that?”
Haec narrowed his eyes, looking around the valley. He searched for the source of the voice, but he couldn’t find it. The Third Legion paused as the voice continued to echo in the distance. Aemula scratched the side of her head as even Hartia slowed in rebuilding the wall.
“Please— heeeeeeelp!”
“That voice… isn’t that Leos?”
Aemula frowned. Haec scanned his surroundings, before his gaze landed at his feet. He took a knee and placed a hand on the rubble below.
“It’s coming from underground— from… the crevices below?”
Haec raised his head as he heard the voice screaming louder. And up ahead, the ground broke open. Aemula blinked, watching as a winged [Fiend] take to the skies. 
“What is going on? Why was he down there?”
She took a step forward. But Haec backed away. He had a bad feeling about what was going on, especially considering the bloodied state of Leos.
“SAVE ME, PLEASE!”
Leos screamed as all heads turned to face him. He flew higher and higher, reaching Hartia as the ground rumbled. The earth began to shake and Haec immediately grabbed Taburas before she could react. Aemula’s eyes widened, and she hopped away a moment later.
The ground exploded. The earth ripped open as Haec leapt out of the way with Taburas in time. A giant figure exploded into the sky, snapping Leos from the air before he Hartia could even react. It reached above the wall. A giant mass of fur and muscle. Three heads, four legs. It landed as it chomped on the winged [Fiend]’s corpse, before sweeping its gaze over the Third Legion.
“Oh no…”
Aemula whispered. The nearby soldiers scattered, screaming in terror. Haec just stared at the giant creature as its shadowed figure turned in the dust cloud. It was a wild Demon, and it was on fire.
Literally on fire. 
Haec blinked.
“Huh.”
[Cerberus of Hell - Lvl. 193]




22. Fleeing and Fighting

[Cerberus of Hell - Lvl. 193]
It was a wild Primeval Demon. It stood taller than the towering wall protecting the Demon King’s Domain. It had three heads, and it wore a coat of thin black spikes. Its body was lit ablaze— fire wisped off its fury as molten lava dripped off its feet. 
The [Cerberus of Hell] emerged from the ground below. It had ripped through the rubble, clawing its way back up to the surface. Where could it have come from? For a moment, Haec thought it had to have dug a tunnel beneath the earth. But when he looked down, all he saw was red. 
He stared past the carpet of debris. The earth was cracked open— a spiderweb of crevices tore their way through the Netherworld, revealing the crimson glow of magma. Haec blinked for a moment, before he finally realized where this Primeval Demon had come from.
It must have swam through the river of lava to get here. It didn’t need to cross the wall, because it simply went under it. But why was this [Cerberus of Hell] here? What led it to the other side of the border? Haec didn’t know.
He just looked on as the wild Primeval Demon swept its fiery gaze across the Third Legion. For a moment, it didn’t react. It just eyed the swarm of soldiers gathered around the valley. They looked back at it with wide eyes. Even Haec didn’t move. And he thought he saw a hint of intelligence in the [Cerberus of Hell]’s eyes.
But before he could get a word out, someone screamed.
“Kill it!”
And a volley of spells shot out at the wild Primeval Demon. Flaming arrows and bolts of lightning struck its burning side. It reeled, before letting out a guttural howl. The earth cracked from the ear-piercing screech, and a shockwave boomed out. Haec winced and covered his ears. But the lower-leveled soldiers recoiled from it.
Lesser Demons collapsed to the ground, screaming in pain, while Greater Demons dropped to a knee, barely taking the brunt of the shockwave. Their onslaught of attacks slowed, and the [Cerberus of Hell] opened its mouth, unleashing a wave of black flames into the valley.
The attack came from all three heads of the wild Primeval Demon. It swept its blast of black flames across the Third Legion, incinerating thousands of soldiers all at once. Haec watched as the wall of death approached him and gritted his teeth. 
He grabbed Taburas once again, hopping over the streak of black flames. While they were still mid-air, the [Succubus] conjured a volley of ashen spears. The attack lanced out and struck one of the three heads of the wild Primeval Demon. 
Haec landed, quickly placing Taburas down, before picking up a large boulder. It was about ten times his size, and he tossed it at the [Cerberus of Hell] like it was a mere pebble. It smashed into the wild Primeval Demon’s mouth, cutting off its deluge of black flames, giving the Third Legion a moment of respite.
The [Cerberus of Hell] roared and cast its gaze towards Haec. He clenched a fist, standing protectively over Taburas. Nothing either of them could throw at the wild Primeval Demon could hurt it. They were Archdemons— meanwhile, it was nearly a Primordial Demon. 
Maybe if Haec used his Grand Skill he could harm it just a little bit…
But then a volley of rocks crashed into the back of the wild Primeval Demon. It recoiled, and another avalanche of boulders fell upon it. Haec narrowed his eyes, hearing the cheering of the Third Legion. He watched as bits of debris flew up to the sky, hovering over a glowing gray dot overhead.
“That’s…”
He stared for a moment. And Haec heard the cheers.
“Hartia!”
“The Ruler of the Border!”
“With the [Unseelie Lord] on our side, even this [Cerberus of Hell] is nothing!”
The Third Legion roared, emboldened by their leader. They poured forward, continuing their onslaught of attack against the wild Primeval Demon. Haec looked on as the [Cerberus of Hell] was inundated by salvo of spells from all sides. 
He looked on as soldiers of all shapes and sizes raced around him. He caught a glimpse of Aemula shouting amidst the crowd. He saw Laxi flying up and circling the wild Primeval Demon on her magic carpet. All the while, Hartia continued to bombard the wild Primeval Demon with his magically enhanced boulders.
“What do we do, Haec?”
Taburas asked, taking a step next to the Heir of the Netherworld. He narrowed his eyes as he took in this scene. He looked back down at his right arm, seeing the glint of the metal band on his wrist.
And Haec realized… he might have found his opportunity to escape.
***
“Leos, that idiot!”
Savilus cursed as he sprinted around the [Cerberus of Hell]. He raised a hand, unleashing a blast of blue flames at the wild Primeval Demon. Even though he was an Archdemon— a Level 110 [Fiend] who could easily content with any wild Demon 5 levels above him— he was nothing more than a pest in the face of such a terrible beast.
He shook his head as his spell left no marks on the wild Primeval Demon’s fur. 
“I should’ve known he was going to try to escape without me… and he completely botched it!”
While Savilus and Leos only met each other here in the Third Legion, they both realized they had the same motives— they wanted to get out of this stupid kingdom. This entire ordeal with the Demon King was pointless. They had discerned as much long ago. The only thing that mattered here in the Netherworld was their survival.
And they knew they would die here in the Expanse. So Savilus had come up with a plan. It would require both of them to time it just right— to slip away below the debris, navigating through the cracks and crevices to safety. 
But they had to do it while Hartia was distracted. Not only that, they had to ensure it was when there was a massive battle— when the wall was besieged by a flock of Archdemons or even a Primeval Demon. The wall would be destroyed, and the entire Third Legion would be thrown into disarray. At that point in time, both Savilus and Leos could slip away safely. After all, there would be no wild Demons roaming the cracks. They would all be drawn to the large battle.
Unfortunately, Leos must have decided that he was tired of waiting. Instead of sticking to the plan, he had gone off on his own when there was a lull in combat. And that was his great mistake— he encountered the [Cerberus of Hell] while fleeing, and now he led it back here.
Savilus came to a halt right by the border wall. He had his back pressed up against it as he watched the [Cerberus of Hell] continue its rampage against the Third Legion. 
“I am not fighting that.”
He got down on one knee and began digging up the rubble at his feet. He grinned, quietly remarking to himself as the battle continued to rage on ahead.
“Well, Leos may be an utter moron, but at least his death won’t be in vain. This is the perfect opportunity to escape…”
Savilus stepped back as he unearthed a large crevice with a river of lava running through the bottom. He nodded at himself, satisfied.
“Now then, time to get out of this damn—”
And he heard a roar. Savilus blinked as he looked up, looking on with wide eyes as a streak of black flames shot towards him. He couldn’t react in time. He tried to brace himself for the blast, closing his eyes. But he wasn’t incinerated to ashes. 
The black flames struck the wall behind him. The earth shook as the blast tore through Hartia’s border. Savilus paused, keeping his eyes closed for a moment, not realizing he was still alive. Until, finally, he looked down at himself.
“I’m… alive?”
Savilus patted himself in disbelief. His mouth hung open as he realized the blast of black flames had missed him. He cheered, laughing madly at himself as he dropped to his knees.
“I’m alive! I’m—”
He started. And then he heard the rumbling crack. He paused as a shadow loomed over him. Savilus looked up with a frown, before his hands drooped down to his sides. The massive border wall began to collapse over him.
“Oh no…”
He whispered. And a moment later, he was crushed under the weight of a mountain as the rubble and rock of the towering wall fell upon him.
***

“Dammit!” 
Hartia glanced back towards his wall, watching as it prematurely collapsed all thanks to the wild Primeval Demon’s flames. It crushed the surrounding soldiers and killed the nearby wild Demons too. But the wall hadn’t been up for long. 
Normally, the Ruler of the Border would let the clamoring wild Demons out in the wilderness accumulate by the wall. And when the wall collapsed, there would be no wild Demons nearby to swarm into the Expanse. However, since there hadn’t been very many wild Demons gathered just yet, it meant that the horde of oncoming wild Demons could simply pour in freely.
He heard the roars— the howls and the growls. Hartia watched as the swarm of wild Demons charged over the wreckage of the wall. They assailed the soldiers of the Third Legion from behind, interrupting their barrage of spells. 
“Wild Demons too…”
Hartia pursed his lips before he looked back towards the [Cerberus of Hell]. The wild Primeval Demon continued tearing its way through the Third Legion. It swiped down with a claw, sending hundreds of soldiers flying into the air. And it whipped down with its tail, crushing both wild Demons and soldiers alike.
It didn’t discriminate. It destroyed everything. And nothing Hartia threw at it could slow its rampage. It was stronger than him— not just by a little bit too. This [Cerberus of Hell] had to have had a Class that was above Level 190 too. Otherwise, there was no explanation as to why it could withstand all of the [Unseelie Lord]’s attacks without flinching.
He zipped back, barely avoiding a pillar of black flames that erupted into the air. He raised a hand as the fallen rubble of his wall floated above him. The flying rocks clashed into one another, forming a giant meteor the size of a small mountain. Hartia screamed as he hurled the massive boulder down at the wild Primeval Demon.
The [Cerberus of Hell] looked up just in time for the massive boulder smashed against it, shattering into millions of pieces. The attack had been larger than the wild Primeval Demon. But it wasn’t enough.
Hartia watched as the [Cerberus of Hell] collapsed for a moment— the flames coating its fur snuffed out. And its eyes snapped open. It raised its three heads, howling as another shockwave exploded out, knocking down soldiers and wild Demons alike.
The Ruler of the Border saw this show of strength— he looked on as the wild Primeval Demon continued to tear through the Third Legion. Every spell flung its way— all the projectiles thrown at it— none of it mattered. The [Cerberus of Hell] took it all in stride.
And Hartia gritted his teeth. Even his strongest Skills couldn’t harm it. Perhaps if he used his Grand Skills… but that was too risky. There had to be another course of action here. So he made his decision.
“There is only one way to deal with this mess.”
Hartia shook his head and turned around. He cupped his tiny hands over his mouth, yelling for all the Third Legion to hear.
“Retreat!”
His voice reverberated throughout the valley. And before his soldiers could process what he had just said, the Ruler of the Border quickly fled the scene, zipping into the distance. 




23. Falling

“Haec! What are you doing?”
Taburas cried out, running after Haec as he continued forward. He glanced back at the [Succubus] and shook his head. Even after he warned her twice against following him now, she still pressed on. And it irritated him.
He raised a hand, stopping her from taking another step forward.
“This is too dangerous for you, Taburas. Get back.”
“But if it’s too dangerous for me, why are you running straight at it? It’s Level 193— what are you going to do against it? What can you even do against it?”
Taburas protested as she grabbed onto his arm. Haec pursed his lips, looking at her pleading gaze. He hesitated. He wasn’t sure what there was to say. He took a step back as she blinked, and he slowly pulled away from her. 
“I’m going to do what I can, Taburas. But I don’t want you to get hurt. Please listen to me. Just get out of here.”
The [Succubus] blinked. She opened her mouth, but Haec spoke over her.
“I can handle myself, Taburas. And I’m simply going to offer aid to Hartia the Ruler of the Border. He will need my help to bring down that [Cerberus].”
Haec eyed the wild Primeval Demon as it let out a terrible roar. It unleashed its black flames towards the edge of the Expanse, incinerating a thousand soldiers before bringing down the border wall. 
The ground shook. A tremor nearly knocked Taburas off balance. Haec steadied her, eyeing the dust and debris shooting into the air. He gritted his teeth. This was his chance. There was no better moment to escape the Domain of the Demon King other than right now. He had to act.
He watched as a swarm of wild Demons poured in, assailing the Third Legion from behind. And he turned back to Taburas. She gave him a worried look, and he sighed.
“But Haec—”
She started. But Haec continued.
“It’s a Primeval Demon. It’s nearly 50 levels above me— it’s over 50 levels above you. I don’t want you to get hurt. Please… just run.”
“If I’m going to be running, we should be doing it together.”
She tightened a fist. Haec raised his head towards Hartia. The Ruler of the Border flew high in the sky, continuing his onslaught of attacks against the [Cerberus of Hell].
“I’m sorry, Taburas.”
Haec closed his eyes as he lowered his head. He turned away from the [Succubus], whispering softly.
“Please, just trust me. I’ll catch up to you soon.”
Was it a lie? Perhaps it was. But Haec knew he had no other choice. He had to leave Taburas behind if he really wanted to track down Salvos. He glanced back fractionally.
“I care about you, Taburas. I don’t want you to get hurt. Do this— for me.”
He stared deep into the eyes of Taburas. She shifted back, eyes growing wide. The [Succubus] averted her gaze for a moment.
“I…”
But before she could make a decision, the ground shook. A voice resounded, echoing throughout the valley. Haec blinked and looked up as he heard the loud cry in the distance. It made the entire Third Legion freeze in fear. It made Taburas lock up with wide eyes. It took everyone by surprise. Whether it was Laxi or Betrugil or even Aemula.
And it was just a single word. But it came from the only person who mattered.
“Retreat!”
Hartia the Ruler of the Border yelled as he zipped away from the [Cerberus of Hell]. He was a Level 185 [Unseelie Lord]. He was the Primeval Demon in charge of this section of the Expanse. Haec had seen him carry out very many great acts and feats over Advent.
But this was the first time Haec had ever seen Hartia… flee. Fly away and scream to retreat. It made no sense to Haec. The [Cerberus of Hell] hadn’t even gotten close to harming the [Unseelie Lord]. And yet, Hartia had called for a retreat.
It didn’t matter if they were winning or if they were losing. The fact that their leader had left them behind meant only one thing— pandemonium broke out.
And everyone began to flee.
***
Laxi stared. She didn’t get it. Why was Hartia the Ruler of the Border fleeing? She stood atop her flying carpet, completely dumbstruck, even as she circled the [Cerberus of Hell].
She tried to work her jaw.
“Why is he leaving? He is supposed to be the Ruler of the Border…”
But the Third Legion broke out of their stupor. Laxi watched as the swarm of soldiers began to break off and flee. They screamed and shouted far below as she could only look on with wide eyes.
“Run!”
“Get out of here!”
“We’re all going to die!”
Tens of thousands of soldiers started sprinting all at once, fleeing from the wild Primeval Demon. They escaped down the valley and gave chase to their leader. But Hartia the Ruler of the Border was already long gone. 
The [Cerberus of Hell] howled, sending another shockwave out that nearly knocked Laxi off her flying carpet. She steadied herself, gritting her teeth. But the other winged Demons weren’t so lucky, being sent crashing into the ground. Even the oncoming wave of wild Demons were slowed by this blast of air.
There were hundreds and thousands of soldiers in total, and they were all finally beginning to process what was going on. Once enough of them had broken formation, they scattered. A few thousand tried to stay and fight back, but they couldn’t even hold off the weaker wild Demons, let alone the [Cerberus of Hell].
Laxi clenched a fist as this scene unfurled. This… was ridiculous! This was against everything she stood for! The Demon King would never stand for this cowardice! She flew forward, shouting as she tried to rouse the Third Legion.
“Do not retreat! We cannot run! If we do, the Expanse will fall!”
But her voice fell on deaf ears. Laxi screamed, and the fleeing soldiers refused to slow. She cursed as she tried to garner whatever support she could.
“We cannot let the Expanse fall! We cannot abandon our duties! We cannot—” 
And Laxi paused when she saw a shadow loom over her. A towering darkness that stood far above her flying carpet. She blinked as she looked up, seeing a terrible maw hovering right before her. The [Cerberus of Hell] stared at the Archdemon, and she gulped.
“No…”
But before she could even finish getting the words out, the wild Primeval Demon chomped. And nothing remained.
***
Haec wasn’t sure what he could do now. The Third Legion was consumed by pure chaos— soldiers were fleeing in every direction, and wild Demons rapidly approaching in the distance. The [Cerberus of Hell] took a step back as it swept its three heads over the valley. Everywhere it looked, it saw enemies. And it unleashed its black flames in all directions, incinerating thousands by the passing moments.
The opportunity to escape was gone. Ruined because of Hartia’s cowardice. Haec glanced back at Taburas as she tugged at his arm.
“We need to go, Haec! There’s no point fighting that wild Primeval Demon anymore!”
He hesitated. He thought he would be able to fake his death. But now, he couldn’t even make it past the fallen wall anymore. There were too many wild Demons swarming towards them. It would practically be suicide.
Haec shook his head as he took a step back.
“You are right, Taburas. Let us go.”
He knew he could escape from the Expanse some other time. But his focus now should be surviving— escaping from this battle unscathed. He heard the shouts all around him. He caught a brief glimpse of Aemula as she yelled something in the distance. He was pretty sure he even saw Betrugil sprinting over the heads of a group of soldiers to evacuate from this place.
Haec turned around— then paused. His brows snapped together as he sensed it. Taburas blinked, looking at him in confusion.
“Haec? What are you—”
And his [Dangersense] blared in his head. Haec’s eyes darted back towards the [Cerberus of Hell] as it reeled, raising its claws high in the sky. A black aura overcame its claws as it cast its gaze towards the ground. 
“Oh no. Get back, Taburas!”
Haec yelled as he grabbed the [Succubus]. She blinked, and he activated a Skill. There was a flash of a white aura around them as the [Cerberus of Hell] smashed its claws down, shattering the earth.
The ground exploded as a translucent barrier protected both Haec and Taburas. The nearby rubble carpeting the earth was cleanly swept away as thousands of crevices tore their way through the valley, ripping apart the nearby hills. 
The mountainside cracked open with a thunderous crackle, and a gaping hole opened up beneath the two Archdemons feet. The aura rippled from the shockwave before they fell into the darkness as a crimson glow waited for them below. And alongside them, tens of thousands of screaming soldiers fell into oblivion.




24. Lava River

Betrugil stumbled back as the [Cerberus of Hell] howled. A powerful shockwave rippled over the valley, knocking him back. He was small. He was nimble. But he wasn’t sturdy. He was an [Abraxas]. And he wasn’t even a Primeval Demon.
He was quite literally 50 levels below the [Cerberus of Hell]. He was almost entirely certain he would be incinerated by its black flames if it even got close to him. He knew better than to try and fight it. In fact, he wholly agreed with Hartia’s decision to call for a retreat.
Unfortunately, Betrugil hadn’t been fast enough to escape the Expanse in time. He had been literally jumping on heads just to get out of there, but the [Cerberus of Hell] decided to smash the ground open with a powerful Skill. Or was it a Grand Skill?
Betrugil didn’t know. He didn’t have a Grand Skill. He was no Duke nor Duchess of the Netherworld. He was a mere Archdemon— he never had much potential. And that was probably why he was sent here on this death sentence.
He closed his eyes as the earth cracked open. Fortunately for him, he was rather fast, so he managed to escape the brunt of the shockwave. If he had been closer, he might have been badly injured from the blast. But standing at where he was, he was simply sucked into the broken earth.
Multiple massive crevices tore through the valley, exacerbating the destruction of Revelation here beyond the Demon King’s Domain. Betrugil tumbled through the air as he glanced back at the [Cerberus of Hell]. It raised its three heads as its eyes flashed. 
And as Betrugil fell down the cracks towards a crimson glow, he watched as a wave of black flames engulfed everything above. He heard the screams of pain and he heard the cries of terror. 
Perhaps he should have been glad he was falling down here into the lava. 
His eyes flickered as he saw the other falling soldiers screaming as they collapsed into the molten red liquid. He closed his eyes, spreading his arms wide as he embraced his death. He waited for the warm hug of death.
And he crashed into the river of lava at the bottom of the crevice. He waited for his escape. His skin burned, and a searing hot pain overcame his body. His body was lit ablaze as his body sank into the molten rocks, before floating back up.
Betrugil blinked.
“...is that it?”
He continued floating down the river of lava as the rain of Demons around him didn’t stop. They fell straight to their deaths as he continued staring up at the belly of the [Cerberus of Hell] below. It continued on down the valley, giving chase to the fleeing Third Legion.
Betrugil frowned.
“Well, it’s kind of hot.”
He didn’t move. He just continued floating past the charred bodies of crying soldiers. And it was not just them. Wild Demons flew down from the sky as well, whimpering as they burned in the river of lava.
Betrugil sighed. And then he leapt into the air as his ass burned.
“Ok, ouch, it’s getting too hot—”
***
Haec tightly clung onto Taburas as the two of them fell into the bottom of the river of lava. The white barrier protected the two of them as they landed on the molten hot surface. They didn’t sink, even as the nearby soldiers of the Third Legion fell to their deaths. Many of them had been instantly killed from the explosion. Others had been badly injured, but quickly burned to death in the lava below.
Thanks to Haec’s Skill, both Archdemons managed to survive the blast and the fall completely unscathed. Taburas panted as she swept her gaze around their surroundings.
“What… was that? Where are we?”
She asked with wide eyes. Haec just kept his gaze raised, eyeing the passing [Cerberus of Hell]. It continued on its rampage, but it never once paid attention to those who had fallen into the crevices. 
He sighed in relief before finally replying to the [Succubus].
“These are the cracks of Revelation. We’ll be safe from it down here. Don’t worry about the [Cerberus of Hell]. We should be more worried about what awaits us below the surface.”
“R-right.”
She nodded slowly as he glanced over the crevice. Haec narrowed his eyes, finally taking in his surroundings. He was floating here in this river of lava, protected by his white bubble. He shook his head as they continued to float down, away from the Demon King’s Domain.
Taburas realized this. Her lips tightened into a thin line as the two of them streamed down a narrow passageway. 
“We need to find our way back, Haec. If we stray too far, we’ll be hunted down by the Deathsquad Hunters.”
Haec’s eyes flickered towards the [Succubus]. He opened his mouth, then he caught himself. He heard the [Cerberus of Hell]’s howl in the distance. But he steeled himself. 
This was his chance. It was his opportunity to escape from Regnorex’s kingdom. He even had an excuse— the Expanse was destroyed by a wild Primeval Demon. He had an excuse if he was caught fleeing.
But what about… His gaze landed back on Taburas. She shifted uncomfortably as the two of them continued floating past the burnt corpses of thousands of Demons. The [Succubus] looked back at him hesitantly.
“Haec? What do we do?”
“I…”
He wasn’t sure what to say. He couldn’t leave Taburas alone here, but she couldn’t follow him. Unlike the Heir of the Netherworld, she had her collar around her neck. There was no way to remove it unlike the metal band on his armor.
Haec knew how he could escape from the Deathsquad Hunters. All he needed to do was slice off his arm, and he was in the clear. But the only thing Taburas could do to remove her collar was by slicing off her neck.
And then she’d die.
He couldn’t let her do that. Haec… cared for Taburas. She wasn’t Salvos, but she was someone he’d known for a long time. The [Succubus] was important to him. But he couldn’t bring her with him. He closed his eyes.
He tried to come up with an answer, but he heard a scream.
Haec narrowed his eyes as he glanced down the river of lava. Taburas blinked and took a step forward. She whispered.
“That voice…”
The screaming continued. He recognized it. He glanced back at Taburas as she nodded. Haec spoke a name.
“That’s Aemula!”
And the two of them moved.
***
Aemula screamed as she was thrown against the rock wall. Her burning body flopped over the stone, landing on a small beach. She groaned as she raised her head, and her vision blurred. The [Cerberus of Hell]’s blast had broken both her legs before she fell into the lava. She had been trying to swim her way out of the molten river towards a nearby beach, before something had attacked her from beneath.
It ragdolled her for a moment, then sent her flying into the rock wall. Now, she was burning, bloodied, and her legs were broken. She gasped as she eyed the undulating creature rise from the lava.
It was an [Ouroboros]. A Level 103 Archdemon. It towered over her as it hissed dangerously, flashing rows and rows of sharp teeth.
Aemula tried to raise one of her six hands, but she could barely muster up any strength to even move. All she could do was stare at the wild Demon close in on her. She moved her mouth, whispering for no one to hear.
“H-help…”
She closed her eyes, flinching. The [Ouroboros] whipped down at her. She waited. She thought she was going to die here below the crevice. But her death never came.
Aemula blinked her eyes open as her vision began to return. Her body was still burning. Her legs still refused to move. But the [Ouroboros] had come to a halt right before her. She stared, before her eyes went round. 
A crimson figure stood before the wild Archdemon. A tall hulking man who Aemula recognized. She stared at the black hair with yellow stripes, before gasping.
“Haec…?”
“Aemula. Are you alright?”
He glanced back at her as he held the [Ouroboros] back. She looked at him, before raising a weak hand.
“Where did you…?”
“Don’t force yourself.”
Another voice piped up. A blue-skinned figure appeared next to Aemula as she blinked. She recognized the [Succubus] in an instant. 
“T-Taburas?”
“Stay calm. I can only heal your burns.”
Taburas ran a hand over Aemula, wiping the flames off her burning body. Aemula winced as a searing pain overcame her body. But a moment later, a sense of relief washed over her. A soothing feel hugged her arms and legs as the fire was extinguished from her body.
The burn marks closed, and her eyes flickered back towards Taburas. The [Succubus] took a step back as Aemula just looked on, unable to muster up any words. Her legs were still broken. Most of the cuts on her body remained. But as Taburas had said, her burns were gone.
The [Ouroboros] roared as Haec took a step forward. Aemula looked on in awe as he lifted the wild Archdemon out of the river of lava. He held it high in the air, and it thrashed in his arms. He grinned, before finally tearing it in half in a single motion.
Black blood rained overhead as Aemula could only stare at his back. He was the Heir of the Netherworld. An Archdemon on the precipice of evolution. A smile slipped onto her face as she whispered.
“T-thank—”
And she passed out. 




25. Lost for a While

“How is she?”
Haec asked as he strode away from the corpse of the [Ouroboros]. He stood on solid ground— no longer atop the river of lava. He walked on the strange gray rocks. Like they had been shattered and ground to dust, before piling up at his feet like little grains.
He shook his head, focusing his gaze on Aemula. She was lying on the ground as she bled from multiple cut wounds from the wild Archdemon’s attack. Not only that, but her legs were bent backwards— probably from the [Cerberus of Hell]’s powerful blast.
The fact that she was still alive caught Haec by surprise. But he was glad to see her now. It gave him an excuse to leave Taburas behind. If the [Succubus] was with Aemula, he’d be able to rest well knowing that the two of them would likely make it back to the Demon King’s Domain just fine.
Taburas shrugged as she took a step back from the unconscious [Fiend].
“Aemula will probably live. But she’ll need a long [Rest] before she’s able to fight again. She’s just dead weight as she is right now.”
“That doesn’t mean we should leave her behind.”
Haec replied simply, hefting Aemula over his shoulders. The [Succubus] scowled.
“I didn’t say that!”
“Then what were you implying?”
He stared at Taburas with a frown. She shrank back, harrumphing.
“I’m stating facts. Aemula can’t help us in her current state. But I’m not suggesting that we leave her here to die. Let’s just go back already, alright?”
The [Succubus] raised her head, looking up at the open ceiling of the crevice. Haec followed her gaze, and all he saw was the scarred red sky above. A white rift tore through the heavens, and black lightning flashed high overhead, where he couldn’t even see. He looked back down at Taburas as he sighed.
“I don’t believe we should return to the surface just yet. It is best for us to lay low down here until we are certain the [Cerberus of Hell] is gone.”
“Are you sure?”
Taburas asked hesitantly. She fidgeted as she adjusted the summoning collar on her neck.
“What if the Deathsquad Hunters track us down for desertion?” 
“I will handle it, Taburas. Do not worry.”
Haec gave her a reassuring smile, but she didn’t look convinced. He patted her on the shoulder and held her gaze.
“I am the Heir of the Netherworld. I will explain our predicament to them. They will understand.”
“I…”
Taburas opened her mouth. Slowly, she smiled as she raised her head. 
“I trust you, Haec. Let us survive this, together.”
“Let us do that.”
Haec replied as he turned around. And as he swept his gaze over his surroundings, he could only feel a slight pang of guilt. But still, he pressed on.
“Now come on.”
***
It took Betrugil a while of swimming in lava before he found his way onto a beach. He gasped in relief when he clambered onto the rocky gray shore. He snuffed out the flames by rolling on the ground for a few moments. Then he got to his feet, patting himself down.
“Alright, now how do I get back?”
He swept his gaze over his surroundings. This rocky shore stretched out in both directions down the crevice, before breaking off into another ravine cutting through to the left. The bubbling streak of lava poured down alongside this little sliver of land, and he pursed his lips.
“Hm, I think I may be completely lost.”
Betrugil wasn’t even sure which direction led back to the Demon King’s Domain. And even if he knew the way, he couldn’t just walk there. He had to follow the path of the crevice. Which would have led him on a long roundabout journey if he picked the wrong ravine to follow. He sighed, lowering his head for a moment.
Then he heard a rumbling coming from down the nearby ravine. His eyes narrowed as he raised his clawed hands. A looming shadowed figure emerged down the corner. Eight spindly legs carried the beast along the walls of the crevice as it gazed upon him with glowing crimson eyes.
[Greater Arachne - Lvl. 85]
Betrugil rolled his eyes. 
“And it’s going to be dangerous too? Just great—”
He braced himself as the wild Demon charged his way.
Defeated [Greater Arachne—
—--
Betrugil wasn’t sure how much time had passed since he fell into the crevice. He wanted to climb out— to traverse the surface of Revelation above. But when he heard the occasional echoes and screeches of the wild Demons above, he decided against that foolish decision.
He would rather stay down here, trekking the safe world of lava below. Well… not so safe. The [Abraxas] leapt back as the pair of [Hellwolves] charged at him. They were in their Level 90s, so they weren’t too dangerous to him. But he was exhausted. After the battle against the [Cerberus of Hell] above, and now scouring these ravines and surviving the lava, he just needed to [Rest]. 
Fighting swarm after swarm of lower-leveled Demons wasn’t as dangerous as it was completely tedious. He was pretty sure he had spent the same amount of time down at this point as he had spent at the Third Legion.
Betrugil had honestly considered just waiting in place for the Deathsquad Hunters to arrive. Maybe they’d execute him on the spot— but in the off chance that they listened to him, he would be able to explain his circumstances to them, and be extracted back to the kingdom without dying.
He sighed as he slumped over a rock wall next to the pair of dead [Hellwolves]. He closed his eyes, taking a moment to [Rest] his bloodied and burnt body. He lay there as his vision was engulfed in darkness, and he could hear the crackle of thunder high above. 
He was an Archdemon of Sloth, but that didn’t mean he was lazy. He just valued the little things in life— such as relaxing after an arduous battle. Betrugil wasn’t worried of being snuck up on during this moment of [Rest] since he trusted in his senses. He had survived the Netherworld for a long time, after all.
While he would’ve preferred hiding from Revelation in his Lair— before it was discovered and destroyed by the Demon King’s soldiers— he still had quite a lot of survival instincts that came from his long life. So he waited there, undisturbed for a while. Until he heard the soft sound of a set of approaching footfalls.
His eyes snapped open as he leapt to his feet. The [Abraxas] immediately tensed up, readying himself for battle. His eyes narrowed as he eyed the end of the crevice. The footsteps were too uniform— and it approached him with a gradual pace, even if there were multiple of them.
It couldn’t have been a wild Demons. They would move a lot more erratically. These footsteps sounded like they belonged to people. Which meant that the Deathsquad Hunters had finally found him. Now the question was if they were going to kill him on sight, or give him a chance to explain himself.
He saw the three shadowed figures approaching. He opened his mouth as they finally came into view, then he paused.
“Wait, aren’t you… Haec?”
Betrugil stared at the crimson Demon walking out into view. Haec blinked back at the [Abraxas].
“Betrugil? So you survived as well.”
“Well, survive is a strong word. I’d say I’ve survived so far. But I’m surprised to see you down here. I’m even more surprised to see you’re alive too, Taburas.”
The Archdemon of Sloth nodded at the [Succubus] standing off to the side. Taburas scowled, crossing her arms.
“Shut up, Betrugil. Unlike you, we aren’t hiding away in some crevice, scared of fighting our way out.”
He shrugged in response.
“I’m just saying— Laxi died, and I thought you would too, considering your level. If I were you, I’d have taken that remark as a compliment.”
“I don’t give a shit—”
Taburas started, but Haec stopped her.
“That’s enough, the two of you. We’re on the same side. We’re trying to escape this mess.”
The Heir of the Netherworld spoke authoritatively. And the other Archdemon— a [Fiend] with six arms— at his side nodded in agreement.
“Haec is right. If we squabble amongst ourselves, we aren’t going to survive our predicament. We’re already tired and hurt…”
The [Fiend] shifted back uncomfortably. She winced with each step she took. Her legs were bloodied and injured— like they had just recently healed. But she was still clearly hurt, and barely in any condition to fight. Betrugil raised a brow.
“Who are you?”
“I’m Aemula. I’m pleased to meet you.”
She smiled back at him. He just nodded in response.
“I’m Betrugil. But there’s no need for you to remember my name since we’re all going to die anyway.”
“That’s… uh…”
Aemula blinked, glancing at Betrugil, then looking back at Haec. Taburas just snorted.
“Ignore the [Abraxas]— he’s an annoying little pest. We should just leave him alone if he really wants to die.”
“I’m higher-leveled than you, you know?”
Betrugil rolled his eyes. Taburas smirked, clinging onto Haec.
“But there’s three of us, and unlike you, we’re not just going to roll over and die at the first sign of trouble.”
“Honestly— fair.”
The [Abraxas] just nodded in agreement. Haec shook his head as he stepped forward. 
“Look, standing around here and arguing amongst ourselves won’t get us anywhere. We need to work together if we want to live—”
Haec started. But a powerful explosion interrupted him. He spun around as the rock wall behind him smashed open. A giant undulating figure burrowed out into the crevice, hissing as it towered over the four Archdemons.
Betrugil blinked as Haec, Taburas, and Aemula stared in horror at the wild Demon.
[Uroboros - Lvl. 155]
“I did tell you we’re all going to die.”
Betrugil spoke simply, and the [Uroboros] hissed, charging down at them.
***
It had been so long. I had been lost down here for ages. I couldn’t keep track of time without the sun— and that was only exacerbated by the fact that this layer of the Netherworld had been partially corrupted. It made it almost impossible to navigate. Even with [Planar Navigation] and my other Class Skills, I was pretty much trapped in place.
I was going to lose my mind down here. I couldn’t even progress more than a few feet before my world was turned upside down. If I wanted to escape, I would have to wait in place for a passing Corrupted Netherstone to hitch a ride. 
But I refused to leave. I had already started my way down here, and I was going to keep going— I was going to continue on until it was too dangerous for me to remain. And that was when I was going to try to make my escape.
So I persisted. Until finally—
General Skill [Corruption Resistance] has leveled up!
[Corruption Resistance - Lvl. 2] -> [Corruption Resistance - Lvl. 3]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
General Skill [Corruption Resistance] has leveled up!
[Corruption Resistance - Lvl. 4] -> [Corruption Resistance - Lvl. 5]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
General Skill [Corruption Navigation] Learned!
Experience is awarded for the learning of a General Skill!
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 130] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 131]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 131] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 132]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 132] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 133]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
“Finally! I’m free!”
The notifications resounded in my head, and I took a step forward as I sighed in relief. I felt an odd sensation overcome me, but there was a flicker around my body. I wasn’t teleported into another spot— whether it be upside down on the ceiling or standing on the wall. Even as I continued walking forward in this hallway of corrupted space, the corruption didn’t affect me. 
“Now then—”
I grinned as I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe.
“Let’s see what this second layer has to offer.”




26. Turning Tides

The second layer of the Netherworld.
I wondered what it held for me down in these depths below. It couldn’t have been anything like the Netherworld I knew above. In fact— the Netherworld I knew above was not what I thought it was. So I couldn’t quite imagine what awaited me once I reached the end of this long passageway.
Perhaps the second layer of the Netherworld could have held a vast ecosystem below. Maybe there were flowers and trees and all kinds of plants growing hidden from the crimson sky. There could have been a completely alien landscape waiting for me down here, with giant spikes jutting out of the earth, and a carpet of moss covering the rock floor.
Truth be told, I couldn’t really imagine what would be waiting me down below. I had seen plenty of different things ever since I left the Netherworld and ended up in the Mortal Realm. From hulking artificial towers that reached higher than the clouds to deep ravines that dug deep beneath the ocean. But in spite of all that, I still thought that one of the most amazing things I had ever seen was a rock right after I was first born.  
And that was mostly because of its novelty. I couldn’t quite comprehend it. Not at first. Not when I was barely even cognizant of my surroundings.
So after seeing so many things throughout my life since then, it was hard to imagine something that could truly stand out. And maybe I was getting excited over nothing. It was entirely possible that what waited for me at the rest of the second layer was… nothing. 
The corruption could have swallowed everything up, and this distorted hallway was all that was left. I mean— when I looked down at the missing tiles, I saw nonexistence there. I couldn’t even step onto that missing space if I wanted to. Whenever I raised my feet over that speckled spot of darkness, I felt like there was something blocking me.
But then that wouldn’t explain why I wasn’t alone down here. I saw a few broken pieces of [Gargoyles] lying around, and that was it. Belphegor was gone. He must have pressed further down the hallway without me. So there couldn’t have been literally a void of nothingness lying ahead.
It was also possible that the second layer was just one large cavern. Honestly, that was the most likely option: it was probably a corrupted cavern with large chunks missing from existence, no different than the hallway. 
But I wanted to imagine that what waited for me down below was something amazing. Something incredible. So I hoped. I walked on with anticipation, reaching the end of the hallway. The dark passageway opened up into a bright chamber.
I took a step forward, entering this brand new domain. And I came to a halt, blinking.
“Huh.”
I slowly lowered my Divine Nebular Scythe. I just stared at what I saw before me. It was a tempest of corruption— a curtain of distortion. But it was unlike anything I had ever seen before either.
The Corrupted Netherstone I encountered back in the Lair of the [Basilisk] was already different from what I had encountered in the Mortal Realm. The corruption that had encapsulated the Cursed Boulder had been weak, and the same could be said for the Corrupted Island. 
The distortion of the corruption in the Mortal Realm had been fully opaque. Like whatever was afflicted with the corruption was simply being held in the center. Meanwhile, from what I had seen so far here in the Netherworld, the corruption was the object. 
As in— the Corrupted Netherstone was a mixture of both the corruption and the rocks of the Netherworld. Not opaque, but translucent and melded together. And that was why it was so much stronger than what I faced in the Mortal Realm.
But what I saw before me was nothing of the like. Not because it was different in terms of the corruption— no, it was quite similar to the Corrupted Netherstone with how it was held together. However, the reason why I could only gape in shock was simple— because this was my first time seeing a fully-corrupted creature.
[-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Hydra - Lvl. -̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝]
I stared at the remains of the Demon before me. It stood at the center of the chamber, its body flaking and desiccated. Parth of its scale-like skin had vanished, replaced with rifts that peered into the abyss. It had five heads— but only four necks. One of its heads was floating, connected by a thin string of corruption.
The Corrupted Hydra spread a pair of wings wide as I just looked on.
“Huh.”
And it roared.
***
[Uroboros - Lvl. 155]
The wild Primeval Demon charged. It lashed down at the four Archdemons as they stared in shock. Haec was the first to react. He leapt before the whipping body of the undulating creature, crying out as he raised a fist.
“[The Titan’s Strike]!”
His fist shone with a black aura before he struck the side of the [Uroboros]. The wild Primeval Demon reeled for a moment as the two of them clashed. Haec leapt back, watching the attack explode into a pulse of energy. The shockwave shook the nearby rock walls, sending a ripple across the river of lava. 
Both Betrugil and Aemula just looked on as Haec landed. But Taburas was already moving. The moment she saw Haec leaping into action, she began to act. 
The [Succubus] conjured a pair of ashen chains from the ground, ensnaring the wild Primeval Demon. Haec nodded at her before glancing at the other two Archdemons. He yelled.
“Run!”
And the [Uroboros] ripped through the chains. The four Archdemons sped down the narrow crevice as the wild Primeval Demon gave chase. As an [Abraxas], Betrugil was the fastest of them all. He glanced back only once to point past Haec, Taburas, and Aemula.
Haec’s eyes flickered. He watched as the air rippled around the wild Primeval Demon. The [Uroboros] flinched for a moment, its skin cutting open and pouring out black blood, before continuing to barrel its way towards them with a terrible shriek. Whatever Betrugil tried clearly didn’t work. 
So the [Abraxas] turned tails and ran ahead. Haec and Taburas were close to his level, so they could keep up, even if he was faster than them. Unfortunately, as the lowest-leveled of the four of them, while also harboring a previous injury, Aemula couldn’t. She stumbled as she glanced back with wide eyes, watching as the [Uroboros] drew closer with its massive maw.
“Idiot— get over here!”
Taburas screamed as she flicked a wrist, creating an ashen tendril that grabbed the [Fiend] out of the way in the knick of time. The [Uroboros] crashed into the earth. Haec watched as it dug into the ground, vanishing before his very eyes. He slowed to a halt as Aemula sighed in relief, held in the air by the ashen tendril.
“T-thank you, Tab—”
Aemula started. But the [Succubus] raised a clawed finger warily.
“Quiet— we don’t know where the [Uroboros] has gone.”
Haec narrowed his eyes, glancing around warily as he felt the vibrations of the earth. Even Betrugil had slowed down. 
“Where did it go?”
The [Abraxas] asked. Haec pursed his lips, watching as the river of lava swayed and shook. He closed his eyes, taking in a deep breath. 
And the ground exploded. The [Uroboros] emerged from the side wall, aiming straight from both Taburas and Aemula. Both Archdemons blinked, and Haec moved. He slammed his foot on the ground and yelled.
“[Pillar of Despair]!”
A column of stone shot up beneath the [Uroboros] before it could even reach the two Archdemons. The attack glanced off the hard skin of the wild Primeval Demon, barely hurting it. But it wasn’t actually an attack. It was a defensive barrier. 
And Haec knew that it wouldn’t have been enough to stop the charge of an enemy nearly 10 levels above him. So instead he opted to redirect the [Uroboros]. 
He watched as the wild Primeval Demon was knocked to the side while Taburas, Aemula, and Betrugil unleashed whatever they could against it. The [Uroboros] vanished back into the earth as Haec pursed his lips. He backed up to the other three Archdemons as he stared at the massive hole left behind.
“We can’t escape. If we try to run, the [Uroboros] will—”
And before he could finish his sentence, the wild Primeval Demon shot up from beneath their feets. Fortunately, Betrugil reacted in time and he flicked his wrist. What felt like a gust of wind knocked Haec, Taburas, and Aemula back, narrowly pulling them out of the way of the gaping maw of the [Uroboros].
Taburas cursed as she created a giant axe made of ash. She readied the weapon, watching as the wild Primeval Demon vanished into the river of lava. And moments later, the [Uroboros] reappeared.
This repeated again and again as either Haec somehow managed to redirect the wild Primeval Demon’s charge, or Betrugil used his magic to yank them out of the jaws of danger just in time. But they couldn’t keep it up, and they knew it. 
“We need to find a way to escape!”
Taburas shouted. She held onto Aemula as Haec leapt into the air, punching the side of the [Uroboros]. The wild Primeval Demon lashed back at him. The grazing blow sent Haec flying back down into the rock wall. He crashed into the stone as a crater formed at his back, but he pulled himself out a moment later as he groaned.
And the [Uroboros] disappeared into one of its previously-dug tunnel. Taburas cursed, taking a step back as her shoulders bled. She turned to Haec.
“That [Uroboros] won’t leave us alone. We’re going to die here!”
Taburas exclaimed. And Betrugil just snorted in response.
“I told you.”
“Shut it—”
She spat at Betrugil. Aemula just leant back against the rock wall as the [Abraxas] and the [Succubus] quarreled even amidst the battle. 
“Just… leave me.”
Aemula mustered up as she nodded at Haec. She offered him a weak smile, her wounds clearly showing on her bleeding body. Even as she had tried to fight back against the [Uroboros], she was far too low-leveled. The simple shockwave from the wild Primeval Demon’s attacks was enough to hurt her.
“I’m… I’m only slowing you down… l-let me distract the [Uroboros].”
Haec blinked, watching as she took in a deep breath and stepped forward. She steeled herself as both Betrugil and Taburas glanced over her way, perplexed.
“Let me help you guys out!”
Aemula exclaimed, but there was the clear hint of hesitation in her voice. Haec opened his mouth, before stopping himself. He looked over at Taburas and Betrugil— both of whom were clearly considering this offer.
The ground began to shake once more as Aemula wobbled, nearly falling over. Haec closed his eyes, realizing he had finally found his chance. He caught Aemula as the rumbling approach of the [Uroboros] drew closer.
He raised his head and spoke simply.
“No, Aemula. You go. I’ll hold the [Uroboros] off.”
It was a simple declaration. But it caught all three other Archdemons completely off-guard. Especially Taburas who could only stare in shock at that.
“What…?”




27. Forced to Fight

It was Haec’s one and only chance.
He had no other opportunity to split himself up from the group. If he stayed with them, he wouldn’t be able to flee from the Demon King’s Domain. The Deathsquad Hunters would find him— he’d endanger not just his life, but the lives of the three other Archdemons with him.
And he was certain that if they knew what he was planning, they wouldn’t want to follow him. They had no reason to do that. It would only result in their deaths. So he took his chance. Before it was too late like with the [Cerberus of Hell], Haec moved to act.
“I’ll hold the [Uroboros] off.”
He spoke simply as he strode forward. The ground shook as the wild Primeval Demon drew closer. He heard the gasp of Taburas. She could only stare at his back as he continued walking forward to meet the [Uroboros]. There were no words she could muster up.
It was Aemula who opened her mouth to protest. But Betrugil interrupted her, instead flicking a wrist as both the [Fiend] and the [Succubus] flew into the air. He ran forward as they floated after him because of his magic.
“Well, you heard the man! He’s the one in charge, so let’s get going!”
“Wait—”
Aemula shouted. Taburas blinked, looking back between Betrugil and Haec. The [Succubus] opened her mouth as she raised a hand. Her gaze was fixed on Haec’s back. 
“Haec…”
Taburas opened her mouth, but Haec strode forward. He took in a deep breath and steeled himself. Once again, he felt a pang of guilt deep in his chest. But he knew this was the right decision. He was doing this to protect her.
And he needed to do this to get back to his leader.
So Haec turned his back on Taburas. Even as she tried to process what was happening. He nodded at her one last time, giving her a small smile.
“I am sorry, Taburas. But I promise, we will meet again.”
“What…?”
She blinked. Haec knew he just had to say it. And then he faced the [Uroboros]. He heard its shriek. He saw its terrible maw open wide. Rows and rows of sharp teeth waited for him as the wild Primeval Demon opened its mouth.
Haec roared a challenge and stepped to the side. At the very last moment, he swung up with his fist. A powerful impact knocked the [Uroboros] back, redirecting its attack as it crashed back into the ground. 
When the dust and debris settled, Haec raised his head. Betrugil, Taburas, and Aemula were gone. Now it was just him and the wild Primeval Demon. He shook his head as he took on a defensive stance. 
The [Uroboros] had vanished. But it was still hunting him. Haec felt the ground rumbling as his eyes darted from the rock wall to the river of lava. He knew that he could be attacked from anywhere at any point in time. But he was still incredibly calm. Even though he had to face a wild Primeval Demon alone.
It was nearly 10 levels above him. And it was an entire evolution stronger than him. It should have been a massive threat to him. He should have been worried about this situation he was trapped in.
But even though Haec was alone, he wasn’t afraid. He didn’t think he would die. Not even for a moment. 
The [Uroboros] exploded from the ground beneath him, and he leapt into the air. It gave chase as its long undulating body rose from the ground, and he landed a hard kick to the side of its face. Its skin tore open. Black blood splattered to the ground as it hissed. 
Haec landed next to the wild Primeval Demon’s tail. He grabbed it, before smashing it against the edge of the crevice. The [Uroboros] screeched in pain before wiggling out of his grip. His eyes narrowed as it tried to whip the lower half of its body down at him, but he raised his arms.
A bright white light flashed around him, creating a barrier that withstood the attack. He gritted his teeth and stood his ground. The [Uroboros] spun back around, digging into the cliffside as the barrier dissipated.
Haec’s [Dangersense] never stopped blaring. He knew the wild Primeval Demon was after him and only him. So he waited. And when it attacked, he countered with his own Skills. 
This was why Haec had apologized to Taburas. Even more so than for leaving her, he was apologizing for lying to her. Because he didn’t need to hold off the [Uroboros]. He had realized this was his chance to escape long ago. And he pretended that he couldn’t defeat the wild Primeval Demon.
When he knew very well that he was capable of killing such a beast.
He looked down at the palm of his hand as he waited. He felt the ground shaking, and he saw the river of lava swaying. But his gaze simply landed on the metallic band on his wrist. 
This was his chance to escape. That was why he had lied to Taburas. That was why he lied to Aemula and Betrugil. He pretended that there was nothing he could employ that would be able to defeat the [Uroboros].
And that was not true. Ignoring his Grand Skills, he knew he had plenty of abilities in his repertoire that would enable him to bring down this [Uroboros]. After all, that was how he had been given the Title of the Heir of the Netherworld.
His eyes flickered as the [Uroboros] emerged from the river of lava. Its body was burning. It shrieked in pain as its open wound was lit ablaze. Haec’s constant attacks had broken through its rough skin, and he knew he could continue to whittle it down. All he had to do was keep avoiding its attacks and unleash his own strikes at its side. 
Was he really going to do this? For a moment, Haec hesitated.
He had thought this true. He had made his decision when he had approached Regnorex. And he knew this was what he wanted. But he was getting some second thoughts. If he did this, the Deathsquad Hunters would come after him. He might not even see Salvos ever again before he was killed in the ensuing chaos that was Revelation. 
But if he didn’t, he was never going to see Salvos ever again anyway. And that was why— he believed that it was worth it.
Haec planted a foot forward as his fist wisped with a black aura. He clenched his jaw, readying himself for the [Uroboros]. The wild Primeval Demon charged at him. The embers flaking off its body flared as its eyes shimmered.
Was that a Skill? Haec didn’t know. He was just ready for the attack. The [Uroboros] approached as he took another step forward—
And a voice screamed.
“No!”
He blinked as he saw an azure-skinned figure sprinting down the crevice.
“Taburas?”
Haec stared at her as she unleashed a volley of ashen lances at the [Uroboros], drawing its attention.
***
Something was wrong. Haec had been acting… rather oddly, ever since the invasion of the Mortal Realm was delayed. It made no sense why he was doing this. Taburas knew he could use a Grand Skill if needed— so why the sacrifice?
The same thing happened when the [Cerberus of Hell] showed up. It was almost like he was trying to get away from her. And she didn’t get it. She didn’t understand why he was doing this. She couldn’t allow it to happen.
So Taburas ran back. She broke free from Betrugil’s magic and made a break for it straight for Haec. She couldn’t leave him. Not like this. 
Betrugil shouted at her. He called her a moron as she left him behind. Aemula cried out as well, but Taburas ignored the both of them. She didn’t need them. She only needed one person— she only needed Haec.
The [Succubus] heard the rumbling in the distance. She felt the ground quake each time the [Uroboros] burrowed into the earth. It was a wild Primeval Demon. It was far stronger than she was. And yet, she was running straight at it.
She turned the corner, watching as the towering figure loomed over Haec with a burning body.
For a moment, she hesitated. Taburas let her fear take hold of her. But she steeled herself. 
Why did she do this? 
The thought crossed her mind as she remembered— she recalled what it was like to be trapped and alone. 
***
Taburas did not understand. 
She had wandered the world aimlessly— her birth was not accompanied by any others. She saw rocks and black pools forming, and understood not how the rocks were made or why the dark rain fell. 
That was, until she saw the large Demon. At first, she had been surprised. When the Level 3 Demon was squished, she did not know what to do. It was out of the ordinary. Such a thing had never occurred before. 
But after fleeing and running into more Demons. More of her kind. Now she understood.
***
After she had escaped certain death from that large Demon, she was forced to fight to survive. And at first, she had succumbed to her primal instincts. She had nearly become wild.
Then she was captured. A pair of Lesser Demons had caught her, enslaving her under Regnorex’s banner. She hated every moment of it. Having that collar on her neck, restraining her every movement— being ordered around like she was nothing? 
It had upsetted her. But she couldn’t do anything about it. She thought it was better to be a slave than to be dead— than to end up like the others she had been born with who were killed in that senseless slaughter. 
It was only when she met Haec, did she find a chance to escape. It was only when she met him, did she learn that there were many things more important than simply being alive.
***
Taburas watched as the red-skinned [Tank Fiend] slice down at the [Incubus]. She had been brought here to Lucerna’s Lair— Asin, Blutah, and herself had been sent to investigate the GReater Demon’s disappearance. And all they found was… a single [Tank Fiend].
Even though he was outnumbered and out-leveled, he still stood his ground against being made into a slave. She paused, staring with wide eyes as the Asin— a [Fiend] as well— struck him from the side with a [Fire Strike].
It made no sense to her. He had no reason to fight back. He was going to die. And yet, he still fought. For a reason she couldn’t comprehend.
“I will not abandon her!”
He exclaimed as he fought back. 
Who was this ‘her’? Why did ‘she’ matter? Taburas didn’t know. She just saw the ferocity at which he fought, and she realized that this reason was more important to him than his life. 
What could it be? What could be more important than living? If he died, then what did it matter? Taburas had only ever prioritized her own life, but she realized… she hated living as a slave. She realized that there were things more important than her own survival. 
So even though she was still collared, she broke free from her shackles. 
She had seen something in him. Something she didn’t understand. And she wanted to learn what that could be.
***
Taburas unleashed a volley of ashen lances at the [Uroboros]. The attack drew its attention as it turned to face her. Haec blinked, before he exclaimed.
“Taburas! What are you doing back here? Get away! It’s dangerous!”
But she ignored his words. Instead, the [Succubus] ran forward. She dashed for Haec— her savior. And he clicked his tongue.
The [Uroboros] charged her way, and she sent another volley of ashen lances its way. Each attack barely grazed the wild Primeval Demon’s skin. All she did was anger it. But she had to help Haec. 
Haec leapt past it in one fell swoop, grabbing her out of the way in time as the [Uroboros] crashed into the earth. He looked down at the [Succubus] with a worried look as the wild Primeval Demon slowly drew back.
“I told you to run.”
“I can’t leave you, Haec.”
Taburas shook her head as he laid her down. She got to her feet, holding tightly onto his hand even as the [Uroboros] turned its gaze back towards them. But a large rock struck its side, then there was a flicker in the air.
“Taburas! Haec! We’re here to help!”
“You idiots! Why are we back here?”
Aemula and Betrugil ran back into this section of the ravine. They tossed their attacks at the [Uroboros], distracting it for a moment as Haec blinked. He glanced between the three other Archdemons, and Taburas smiled.
“[I Am Your Sword And Your Shield]. I cannot leave your side, Haec. I don’t know what you’re planning. I don’t know why you’ve been acting this way lately.  I don’t know why you’re trying to leave me behind. But please, let me fight with you.”
Taburas closed her eyes. And she felt her magic leaving her body. Haec blinked as the black aura wisping off his right hand surged with power. She gave him her magic as the [Uroboros] swung down at Betrugil.
The [Abraxas] managed to leap out of the way as Haec pursed his lips. Taburas held Haec’s gaze, and he sighed.
“Taburas. If I take you with me, you could die.”
“I don’t care.” 
She replied without missing a beat.
“I only care about you, Haec. If we’re going to do this, let’s do it together.”
“Even if I told you that the Deathsquad Hunters will come after us?”
Haec asked. And Taburas just nodded.
“Yes.”
He closed his eyes. The Heir of the Netherworld drew back. He slowly turned to face the [Uroboros]. It watched as Aemula and Betrugil ran past Haec and Taburas. 
“This damn [Uroboros] is too strong! You three are a bunch of suicidal—”
“Haec, Taburas, we need your help—”
Betrugil and Aemula spoke, but Taburas paid them no mind. Even as the four Archdemons regrouped, and the wild Primeval Demon approached them once more, the [Succubus] only paid attention to one person.
“I see now.”
Haec strode forward as he whispered. She watched him go. She clung onto his every words. Because he was her leader.
“I understand your resolve, Taburas. I hear you, and I apologize for dismissing you.”
His black aura engulfed his entire right arm, and he stepped forward. The [Uroboros] swooped down at him as he glanced back at Taburas one last time.
“What are you doing—”
“You’re going to get yourself killed—” 
Aemula stared in horror, and Betrugil cried out. But Haec continued to speak softly, ignoring their words as he faced the [Succubus].
“Then let us leave the Demon King—”
And he leapt into the air. Without even looking, he struck the charging [Uroboros] with a single powerful blow. 
“—together!”   
The wild Primeval Demon exploded. Its face was smashed open in that attack, and its black blood rained over the ravine. Betrugil paused. Aemula blinked a few times, before her eyes went wide. 
“How…?”
She was at a loss for words. So was Betrugil who just bobbed his mouth open and close, no words leaving his lips as Haec landed back down with a thud.
Meanwhile, Taburas just smiled, watching as the black rain of blood poured around her. Betrugil and Aemula exchanged a confused glance, and Haec turned back to face the [Succubus]. He proffered her a hand as he smiled.
“Let us go, Taburas.”
And she nodded.
“Yes!”




28. Corrupted Hydra

“Why are we even doing this?”
Betrugil groaned. Haec and Taburas both glanced his way. The [Succubus] snorted as she crossed her arms.
“If you don’t want to follow us, you can leave. We don’t need you with us.”
“You two are idiots. You do realize that if we do this, we’re going to die, right?”
“That’s all you ever say, Betrugil.”
“This time, I’m serious. Come on, Aemula. You agree with me, don’t you? This is stupid.”
The [Abraxas] looked towards the [Fiend]. But Aemula just pursed her lips. Slowly, she raised her head, eyeing both Haec and Taburas.
“I-I… think I’m going with them.”
“Seriously? Even though they’re defecting from the Demon King? The Deathsquad Hunters will find you.”
“I know.”
Aemula sighed and took a step forward.
“But I’d be dead a thousand time over anyway if not for the both of them. So I’ll stick with them.”
She smiled at Taburas. The [Succubus] shifted uncomfortably, before nodding.
“As long as you pull your own weight…”
“Thank you, Aemula.”
Haec nodded back at the [Fiend]. Betrugil just rolled his eyes. 
“You three are morons. Suicidal morons.”
He watched them go for a moment. He really didn’t need to follow them if he didn’t want to. But as they walked down the crevice, he heard a crackle overhead. He remembered what it was like when he had been free not too long ago— before he had been captured.
“But I guess I’m a moron too.”
And Betrugil shrugged, following them anyway despite all his protests.
***
[-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Hydra - Lvl. -̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝]
“Huh.”
I stared at the Corrupted Hydra. It stood there before me, its towering figure disfigured and distorted. Large chunks of its body were gone, replaced with a colorful blur. It was almost like I could make out these odd little symbols flaking off the broken parts of its body. But when I squinted and focused on it, I saw nothing.
I could barely comprehend what I was seeing. The Corrupted Hydra was fully engulfed by the corruption. It had five heads, but one of its necks was missing, replaced by a tendril of discolored shards that shimmered softly. A pair of tattered wings unfurled behind its back as I stared at the dead Demon’s eyes. And I saw nothing within.
It was the first time I had ever seen a fully-corrupted creature. The [Ancient Centinel] I fought in the Bloodied Gulf had underwent a transformation that corrupted it, but this was not the same thing. And the Wyvern I battled in the Helbir Plains had only been partially corrupted. 
This was different. The Corrupted Hydra was not wreathed in the corruption— it was the corruption. Just like the difference between the Cursed Boulder and the Corrupted Netherstone. Except, this was a Demon. But not just any Demon…
I remembered the notification that resounded in my head as soon as I reached the second layer. It was twisted and warped— I didn’t quite understand what it was saying at first. But I could infer that this place I had entered was a Lair. A Lair just like the one that had belonged to the [Basilisk].
And if I had to guess… this meant that the [Hydra] had been a protector of the Netherworld, just like the [Basilisk]. Which meant that I was face-to-face with a corrupted Primordial Demon.
I blinked. And the Corrupted Hydra roared.
The screech that left its five mouths came out like the chittering of birds. It almost sounded like the buzzing of a thousand flies swarming around my ears. I reeled for a moment, and the Corrupted Hydra opened its five mouths. I watched as a spell circle formed, before rapidly twisting into a veil of corruption.
My [Angelic Premonition] blared in my head. It told me what was coming, and perhaps it even saved me. I leapt to the side as a breath of corruption shot out in the shape of a cone. The attack struck the ground where I had stood, and I blinked a few times.
“Huh.”
I needed to get out of here. This was far too dangerous for me. This Corrupted Hydra had to be at least as strong as the Corrupted Hellspace— maybe even stronger. I didn’t know. And I didn’t know why it was even still around.
Where did Belphegor go? Why hadn’t he dealt with this Corrupted Hydra? I didn’t get it. I just spun around, ready to make a break for it. Then I paused. I saw the corridor leading back where I came from change before me.
I stared with wide eyes, watching as the brick floor began to collapse into a hole of non-existence. The ground that had been struck by the corrupted breath vanished, and the broken bits of flying rubble converged, forming an amalgamation of distortion. There was a flash of light as a lifeless being was breathed into existence, blocking the corridor back.
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
“Seriously?”
It took me a moment to process what I was seeing. The Corrupted Netherstone stood between me and the only way out of the second layer. And then I heard the screeching behind me once again. I glanced back as the Corrupted Hydra reeled. It didn’t lash out at me, but it prepared another corrupted breath. 
And I made a break for it. I ran straight for the Corrupted Netherstone— I aimed for the hallway, spreading my wings wide. But the Corrupted Netherstone lashed out at me. It whipped a tendril my way, and I barely blocked the attack with my Divine Nebular Scythe. 
I tried to circle around the Corrupted Netherstone, but the corrupted breath shot out. The Corrupted Hydra screech as its attack nearly hit me once again. The explosion was small, but it was so powerful and concentrated in its area, it would have probably ripped off an arm if I even grazed by it on accident. I leapt back as the ground once again vanished, and more Corrupted Netherstones began to form.
I backed away and cursed. 
“Where do you guys keep coming from?”
I watched as my only exit was fully blocked by a swarm of enemies. And behind me, the Corrupted Hydra screeched. I was surrounded. The Corrupted Netherstones grew closer as the dead Primordial Demon prepared another blast.
But that was when I realized something. The Corrupted Hydra never moved. It remained standing at the exact same spot even as it tried to attack me. And beyond it lay a large tunnel leading further into the second layer.
So I made my decision. I snapped my fingers, summoning four clones all at once. They immediately scattered, drawing the attention of the Corrupted Netherstones and the Corrupted Hydra. One of my clones was instantly vaporized by a blast of corruption as I spread my six [Angel’s Wings] wide and flew around the edge of the room.
The Corrupted Hydra turned one of its five heads towards me. Its corrupted head— connected by the thread of corruption. And when its mouth opened, its head shot forward. 
My eyes flickered as I saw the detached head flying straight towards me. It was fast. I barely swerved out of the way in time— only for the flying head to home in on me. I stared in shock as the Corrupted Hydra’s flying head continued to give chase even as I flew down the tunnel.
A pair of Corrupted Netherstones followed as my clones exploded in the background. And trailing after me at my tail, the Corrupted Hydra’s head was hot in pursuit. I looked back one last time, watching as the looming figure of the Corrupted Hydra faded in the distance, before focusing on my pursuers.
I needed to lose them somehow. I raised a hand, conjuring a spark of black flames. I raised it high into the sky, before it exploded. I watched as the hail of black flames rain sideways and fell straight at the Corrupted Netherstones. 
The pair of Corrupted Netherstones slowed, but the flying head of the Corrupted Hydra easily navigated through the onslaught of attacks. I gritted my teeth. I had to stop it somehow. I focused my gaze on it before unleashing another Skill.
[Sacred Hellfire].
All at once, the flying head of the Corrupted Hydra burst into flames. It screeched in pain as it began to twist mid-air. I grinned, casting my gaze back forward as I rapidly approached the exit of this long tunnel. A notification resounded in my head and I nodded to myself.
Now Leaving [L-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ir: The H-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝a D-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ma-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝n]
“Time to explore the rest of the second layer…”
I did wonder how I was going to leave without fighting the Corrupted Hydra. Maybe I could find Belphegor and he could help me out— if I could even find him.
And as I flew on, I eventually exited into… a vast city. An underground city. One that had been long captured by the corruption.




29. Endless Expanse

It was a city. An underground city. Well— to describe it more accurately, it was the ruins of an underground city. And it expanded all around me, encapsulating everything I could see of the second layer.
I blinked. I cast my gaze over the sweeping landscape with round eyes. I saw buildings of all shapes and sizes rising up from the ground. They were round, they were square, they were shaped like stars and like pears. It was nothing like the architecture I saw back in the Mortal Realm. The only uniformity to this city was that there was no uniformity.
It was all so completely haphazard. There was a spire that stabbed out of the ground like a stalactite, but it was actually just another building. I dove past a boulder-tower, before circling around a floating rock. 
It wasn’t floating by itself— it was held in stasis by the corruption. Just like with the hallway, there were entire sections of the city that were completely gone. Vanished away into nothingness. I carefully avoided these blank spots as I raised my head. 
“It just keeps going…”
I whispered. The city spanned the entirety of the second layer— and it was all just a vast cavern. But it wasn’t dark. There was a luminescent moss that was scattered across the city. Just like the moss I could find in the [Basilisk]’s Lair. And no matter where I turned, I saw buildings rising in the distance. 
But the city didn’t just come to a halt over the horizon. Instead, it crawled up the walls of the cavern before hanging off the ceiling. I blinked at the towers that spiked down from above. 
“Seriously?”
I had never seen such a thing before. Sure, I could walk on the ceiling of the hallway. But I assumed that was a result of the corruption. Was it… just the nature of the second layer? It had to be. How else could there have been buildings built there before the corruption even existed? Unless these structures were created after the corruption was formed. 
I wasn’t entirely sure. I just flew onwards, occasionally glancing back and keeping an eye out for the Corrupted Hydra’s head. Fortunately enough, it didn’t follow. It must have returned to its original body. Or maybe it didn’t, and now it was wandering the second layer aimlessly in search for me.
I didn’t know for sure. I just shook my head and turned my gaze forward. The world sped past me, and I heard a susurration in the distance. A soft whispering that didn’t seem to resonate from a single direction. Almost like it was a kind of static— a buzzing that invaded my mind itself.
I managed to brush off this sensation and focused on what was ahead. I watched as the cavern expanded ahead of me like a giant tunnel. And it wasn’t stretching out in a straight line either. It was curving, turning, burrowing down slowly.
It was like I was atop a mountain, sloping down a steep hill. And the city continued to carpet the ground below. But the further I flew, the fewer buildings I saw. It was an endless expanse. I didn’t even know where it led. I just followed this path, hoping I could find something along the way.
But the city began to grow scattered— corrupted into nothingness. There were more and more bits of rocks floating in the air just like when I was in my dad’s home. The moss was mostly gone, replaced by a grass of corruption. Not only that, there were entire sections of the cavern that were entirely blotted out into non-existence. I had to avoid them, because sometimes I wouldn’t even notice them until I got close.
“The second layer is kinda… empty, huh?”
I spoke to myself. I wondered where Belphegor went. He was nowhere to be found. And there certainly weren't as many Corrupted Netherstones flying around here as I thought. I frowned, before closing my eyes. 
“Maybe I should use [Manifestation of the Old Gods]...”
But before I could cast the Skill, that was when I heard the screeching. I blinked and raised my head. It came from above. Towards the ceiling. I narrowed my eyes as I saw something moving in between the buildings spiking down from above. 
No— not just one thing. There were three things. It was… a battle.
A pair of Corrupted Netherstones zipped around a tower, lashing out with their tendrils as they fell a nearby building. The collapsed rubble began to disintegrate into nothingness, taken by the corruption as the two Corrupted Netherstones continued on. They were chasing after… a [Gargoyle]?
“Those are… Belphegor’s.”
I blinked. Finally! A [Gargoyle]. That meant that Belphegor was nearby. I swooped up into the sky, heading for the ceiling. My orientation of the world around me began to change. It was like the ceiling suddenly became the floor, and I was being pulled towards the ‘ground’.
I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe, grinning as my [Divine Radiant Slash] began to coalesce. I could help the [Gargoyle] deal with these Corrupted Netherstones, then I could find Belphegor. 
It was going to be an easy fight with the [Gargoyle]’s— especially since I was getting the drop on these Corrupted Netherstones. I began to conjure up a volley of flaming spears around me as I crashed into the back of the first Corrupted Netherstone.
I immediately tore through the broken rock, shearing through the corruption with my divine attack, before raising my head. I aimed the flaming spears— created by [The Holy Flames]— at the second Corrupted Netherstone. It turned its gaze towards me as I smirked, and the volley of projectiles lanced out.
My surprise attack went well. In an instant, I had already inundated both Corrupted Netherstones with divine Skills. They reeled back, then shrieked as I flew back up with my [Angelic Wings].  
I snapped my fingers as I whispered under my breath.
“Boom.”
The first Corrupted Netherstone turned towards me. It shot up into the air, trying to launch a counter attack. And then it exploded. 
[Divine Demon’s Mark] engulfed this section of the city. The blast was so large, it nearly knocked me back into a bubble of non-existence. But I caught myself, swerving around the abyss, before turning to face the [Gargoyle] down below. It just stared at the blast as I yelled.
“Now’s your chance! Help me take down those things!”
But the Primeval Demon didn’t react. It just stood there silently. Even as the two Corrupted Netherstones emerged from the blast. I narrowed my eyes, watching as the floating, distorted rocks drew towards the [Gargoyle].
The first Corrupted Netherstone had been badly damaged by my [Divine Demon’s Mark]. It had been the epicenter of the explosion, after all. A large chunk of its body had been completely disintegrated. But still, it was just a floating rock. It could fight on even if it was split in half.
Meanwhile, the second Corrupted Netherstone was still mostly intact. It had two tendrils of corruption aimed my way like spears as I pursed my lips. I glanced past it, looking back at the [Gargoyle] for help.
“Hey, why aren’t you—”
I started. But the [Gargoyle] let out a chittering cry as it grabbed a large boulder and tossed it my way. I blinked and swerved away from the attack. 
The boulder landed in the bubble of non-existence, before freezing. And then it slowly began to fall off as its form began to deform. I watched with wide eyes as pieces of the rock broke off, only for a little bit of corruption to wisp off its figure. It hovered there in stasis like the floating houses and towers, and I turned back to the [Gargoyle]. 
That took me by complete surprise. The Primeval Demon had attacked me. It hadn’t been trying to attack the Corrupted Netherstones at all— instead, it attack me. I didn’t get it at first. I scowled, turning to face the [Gargoyle] with an annoyed look.
“What are you doing? You’re supposed to be—”
And then I paused. I stared at the [Gargoyle] with narrowed eyes. I started to realize that it… wasn’t exactly the same as the [Gargoyles] I had seen accompanying Belphegor. It was… different. There was only a slight difference there. That was why I hadn’t noticed it at first.
The [Gargoyle]’s face was… slightly distorted. Its eyes glimmered with an iridescent light. And when it brought a hand out, the corruption began to seep from its claws.
I stared, blinking a few times.
“Huh. So that’s why it isn’t attacking them.” 
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Gargoyle - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
I glanced between the three corrupted creatures. All three of them were significantly powerful— nearly as strong as me. And their attention was fixed on me. They charged.
“Uh-oh.” 




30. Reason to Fight

Belphegor saw ghosts.
He saw relics of the past. Phantoms roamed the streets of the dead city, and the wailing echoes of death and despair haunted his mind. His vision blurred. The dry stain of tears permanently scarred his cheeks. He couldn’t cry— not anymore.
“Someone save me—”
“I don’t want to die!”
“What is that thing…?”
The voices called out in agony. They remained, even as everything else left. Belphegor couldn’t cry. He could not let himself cry. He… he… he…
He paused. Cry? Why was he crying? No— why would he even need to cry? He had a duty to his people. It was a task he had been given. And he was going to see it until the very end. 
There was a terrible shriek. The sharp sound quickly died down, and Belphegor broke out of his stupor. Dust and debris shot up into the air as the nearby buildings collapsed, falling into the bubbles of non-existence. He blinked as he raised his head. 
“Where am I?”
He swept his gaze over his surroundings. All around him, the City of Dreams lay in ruins. The tall spires— the majestic buildings— had all been reduced to rubble. He lowered his head, and he saw the corruption flaking off the broken debris at his feet.
The rocks piled up into a massive mountain. He raised his head, seeing the second layer expand endlessly around him. He shook as his [Gargoyles] swarmed around him. They continued to pour down the city. They clambered up the walls, and they sprinted on the ceiling. He stared as the vast tunnel continued to seemingly decline further and further down towards the third layer. 
But the third layer was gone. It had been consumed by the corruption. Nothing remained. So why was he going there? Why was he…?
“Oh, right.”
Belphegor closed his eyes. He dropped to his knees.
“Everyone I know and love is dead. The world is going to end. And it is my fault. It is my…”
He trailed off. He shook his head as he clenched a fist. 
“No— not everything is gone. Everything is…”
Belphegor thought of the surface— what was above the first layer of the Netherworld. He thought of the [Basilisk]. He thought of the [Hydra]—
He winced. That was right. The [Hydra] was gone. Taken by the corruption. He felt a pang of guilt. He couldn’t kill it. He had tried. But he failed. And that was not because of a lack of capacity. 
He just couldn’t bring himself to finish it off. It had been one of the Protectors. Just like him, it had been enslaved. Forced to fight endlessly against the corruption. It was tiresome. It was exhausting. But…
“But not everything is gone. There is still something to fight for.”  
His eyes glinted, and he heard the roaring of his [Gargoyles]. He raised a hand as a magic circle formed in his fingers. Both rock and stone broke off from the nearby buildings— that which was left uncorrupted— before forming the vague shape of figures just ahead of him. 
[Gargoyles]. Created from nothing but the earth in an instant. A dozen of them spawned into existence, before running off to face the corruption ahead. And Belphegor muttered to himself as he pressed on.
“It’s his fault. It’s his fault… I can’t stop it. But I can slow it. I can delay it.”
Belphegor sucked in a deep breath as he drew forward. His muscles rippled, and he looked beyond the edge of the city. His eyes flickered.
“I will do what I must.”
And he headed for the end of the world.
***
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Gargoyle - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
I stared at the three corrupted creatures. I was used to seeing two of them— the Corrupted Netherstones. They permeated the second layer. They could be created out of the blasts of the Corrupted Hydra’s breaths. So it wasn’t surprising to see them. In fact, I even had the drop on them just earlier.
They were injured. Their corrupted rocky bodies had been partially destroyed because of my divine attacks. I had thought that the [Gargoyle] would help me finish them off. But that was when I learned that the [Gargoyle] was not a [Gargoyle]... it was a Corrupted Gargoyle.
And it attacked me. It threw a large boulder at me as I swerved out of the way. Now, I stood face-to-face with the three corrupted creatures, and I wasn’t sure what there was to do. 
Maybe I should run, I considered. But the first Corrupted Netherstone— the most severely injured one of them all— lashed out. It charged at me. Its tendrils were gone. So it barreled forward like a shooting star.
I gritted my teeth and flew to the side. I watched as the first Corrupted Netherstone charged straight to the bubble of non-existence. It vanished, and I cast my gaze back towards the remaining two corrupted creatures. The second Corrupted Netherstone lashed out with a pair of tendrils as I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe.
[Draconic Fury] mixed with [Barrage of Cinders]. Each strike sent the second Corrupted Netherstone reeling. I sliced apart the tendrils, and they receded. I smirked for a moment, before the Corrupted Gargoyle crashed into my side.
My Aura of Greater Protection flashed— the artifact’s effects too weak to barely even stand up against a Primeval Demon, let alone a corrupted one. I immediately wreathed my armor in gray flames. [The Holy Flames]. A barrier of protection that stood up against the Corrupted Gargoyle’s attacks.
It clawed at me as my [Corruption Resistance] flickered. I struggled to kick it off, and it tore through even [The Holy Flames]. I activated [Faux Limbs]. A pair of fiery scythe-like arms protruded from my back before slashing down.
But the Corrupted Gargoyle withstood the attack. I watched as my [Faux Limbs] broke against its back. I pursed my lips, and the Corrupted Gargoyle continued to hiss as it clung onto me. And the first Corrupted Netherstone re-emerged from the bubble of non-existence.
[Angelic Premonition] flared in my head. But it didn’t just warn me of the incoming surprise attack. It told me of what was going to happen if I let this keep up. I’d be wrapped up, trapped by both the Corrupted Gargoyle and the first Corrupted Netherstone. 
After that happened, the second Corrupted Netherstone would join in. And the brief vision ended. I blinked. I knew what that meant. I knew how this ended. I cursed as I tried to shake off the Corrupted Gargoyle, but it was too strong. It wasn’t just a Primeval Demon— it had been empowered by the corruption. 
It was stronger than me on its own. I was sure of it. Even if the other two Corrupted Netherstones weren’t here, I might not even have been able to defeat the Corrupted Gargoyle. I was trapped between a rock and hard place— literally.
And I had to break out. 
I watched as the first Corrupted Netherstone flew straight towards me. That brief period it spent in that bubble of non-existence didn’t cause any harm to it— it was entirely made from corruption, so it still pervaded. And the second Corrupted Netherstone began to regrow its tendrils. It flew up slowly, eyeing me from the distance.
This was it. I had to do something before the worst came. I took in a deep breath, steeling myself. There was only one thing I could do. And I shouted.
“No!”
All at once, my voice echoed across the broken city. A wave of invisible energy washed over the three corrupted creatures. I watched as they froze mid-air, and I closed my eyes. I wasn’t finished. 
I hadn’t wanted to do this. I wanted to save it as a last resort. But I had no other choice. And my eyes snapped open as an iridescent flame wisped off my body.
“Now it’s my turn!”
I shouted as I broke free from the Corrupted Gargoyle grasps. I shot up into the air as a soft glow emanated from my body. I hovered high above the three corrupted creatures like a bright star. They were corrupted creatures— born from death and depravity. And yet, they stared at me in shock
It was [Divine Essence of the Angelic Devil Princess]. My Grand Skill. It empowered me. It allowed me to fight monsters far above my level. I looked down at them— or I looked up at them— before grinning. 
The three of them didn’t move. For a moment, they glanced between each other apprehensively. And that was when the first of them made a decision. The first Corrupted Netherstone charged my way as I narrowed my eyes.
It didn’t care that it was already injured. It didn’t care that I had suddenly grown much stronger compared to before. It was out for my blood. And that was its mistake.
“Stupid…”
I easily evaded the charging attack, before swing to the side with my Divine Nebular Scythe. The first Corrupted Netherstone shrieked with a chittering voice, but I didn’t care. My blade was simply wreathed with a pair of scintillating auras as I smashed stone into pieces.
“[Divine Strike]. [Draconic Fury].”
The first Corrupted Netherstone shattered. Its remains rained over its allies as the corruption dissipated. The remaining corrupted creatures just looked on for a moment. I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe towards them as an aura of both my Skills coated the weapon.
I smirked.
“Come on! Do you want to die too?”
And the second Corrupted Netherstone lashed out. Its brand new tendrils shot up towards me as I rolled my eyes. I swiftly dove down past the attacks before crashing into the second Corrupted Netherstone. I swung my Divine Nebular Scythe down again and again, cracking its body.
Even with both [Divine Strike] and [Draconic Fury], I couldn’t just tear down the Corrupted Netherstone with ease. I had to focus my attacks— combining them both into a single powerful slash.
And I swung down. My Skills flared. The auras coalesced into a single powerful attack. The aura of [Draconic Fury] took the image of a claw, striking down at the Corrupted Netherstone. Meanwhile, the aura of [Divine Strike] coalesced into what looked like a ring at first— one that exploded out of my Divine Nebular Scythe like a small explosion.
I flew back, watching as the second Corrupted Netherstone broke into pieces. My smirk remained on my face. And I turned to the Corrupted Gargoyle as the [Divine Strike] and [Draconic Fury] faded away. It stared at me. It gazed upon my power.
I hadn’t wanted to activate my Grand Skill. I felt like it would be a waste, especially if I stayed for too long down in the second layer. I thought of it as a last resort. But even during my first encounter after the Corrupted Hydra, I was already outmatched. So I knew that if I didn’t do this, I would die later on.
In fact, I nearly already died. I just had to be smart. I couldn’t wander around aimlessly or take risky fights without at least one of my Grand Skills at the ready. Because the both of them could turn the tide of battle in an instant.
I swooped down at the Corrupted Gargoyles as it let out a final battle cry. It bounded towards me, and I easily evaded its charging attack. I simply swung down at its back once. A normal attack. But I broke off a large chunk of its stone body.
It spun back around, charging at me once again. I clashed with it. It narrowly missed me each time. No matter what it tried to do, it couldn’t hit me. Because it was slower. I was faster and I was stronger. I would win.
The Corrupted Gargoyle and I repeated this dance again and again, until it finally collapsed. I flew back from the remains of its body as I heard the notifications resounding in my head.
Defeated [-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]!
Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
Defeated [-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]!
Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
Defeated [-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Gargoyle - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]!
Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
“Huh.”
I had expected my Divine Essence to make a big difference in combat. But I didn’t expect it to be this easy, fighting against the corruption. 
“I am stronger than I thought I’d be.”
I looked down at myself. I shone brightly here in this infinite cavern. I was the only real source of light in the fallen city. I didn’t think I could defeat the Corrupted Hydra. But I was still strong. So I smiled to myself.
“Time to take advantage of my Grand Skills effects.”
And that was exactly what I did. I flew on and hunted down the Corrupted Netherstones, continuing to scour the city for Belphegor. I didn’t know where he went. But I had to find him soon.
Before my Grand Skill came to an end.
Defeated [-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]!
Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
Defeated [-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]!
Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
….




31. Divinity Versus Corruption

Thanks to [Divine Essence of the Angelic Devil Princess], I was able to deal with most of the Corrupted Netherstones and Corrupted Gargoyles I encountered without a problem. My Grand Skill gave me a significant boost in power— more than I expected it to. 
Sure, I was a Lesser God now. I had already basked in my evolution back in the Mortal Realm during the war. I had even fought against a [Hellabomination], before helping defeat Levithus who transformed into a Level 181 [Cerberus]. And I managed to accomplish all these feats thanks to my Grand Skills.
So I already knew just how much stronger I had become since then. But I was still surprised by how easy it was for me to defeat these Corrupted Netherstones and Corrupted Gargoyles in battle in comparison to without my [Divine Essence of the Angelic Devil Princess].
I swooped past a pair of Corrupted Netherstones as they launched their tendrils at me. I easily dove around the first tendril, before knocking away the next. I flew back as both of the Corrupted Netherstone shrieked, flying up my way. I simply pointed with a smile plastered on my face.
“Boom.”
And [Divine Demon’s Mark] took effect. A powerful explosion resounded, engulfing the pair. The blast completely ripped them apart, destroying the nearby buildings. I watched as debris and rubble broke off from the shockwave and floated in the air without falling back down. I shook my head, listening carefully for the notifications in my head. 
I heard it a moment later.
Defeated [-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]!
Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
Defeated [-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]!
Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
“They really are so weak…”
And it didn’t make sense to me. There had to be a reason why I felt like they were so easy to defeat. Something was amiss. It was a good thing— but something was definitely amiss.
I raised my head, flying away from the site of the explosion as I slowly processed all the notifications I had gotten over the past day or so.
General Skill [Corruption Navigation] has leveled up!
[Corruption Navigation - Lvl. 1] -> [Corruption Navigation - Lvl. 2]!
Experience is awarded for the leveling of a General Skill!
Defeated [-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]!
Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
….
Defeated [-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Gargoyle - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]!
Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
Subspecies [Angelic Devil Princess] Level Up! 
[Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 160] -> [Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 161] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
Subspecies [Angelic Devil Princess] Level Up! 
[Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 161] -> [Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 162] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 133] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 134]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
…
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 137] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 138]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
Salvos (Secely’s Sentinel) (The Devil’s Daughter)
Species: [Primeval Demon of Pride] 
Secondary Species: [Lesser God]
Subspecies: [Angelic Devil Princess] - Lvl. 162
Class: [Draconic Apprentice] - Lvl. 138
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Corruption Resistance] - Lvl. 5
[Corruption Navigation] - Lvl. 2
[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]: 410 (+30) (+10) (+50) (+100)
[Agility]: 450 (+30) (+10) (+5) (+100)
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 7]
[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 Strike] - Lvl. 10



[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. 20 (Maxed)



[Passive - Angelic Premonition] - Lvl. 10



[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Available Grand Skill Points: 0]
[My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] - Lvl. 3 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x3
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 6]
[Draconic Fury] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Fragmented Pocket Dimension] - Lvl. 10
[Full Phase] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[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. 15 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weaker Regeneration] - Lvl.5
I had leveled up quite a few times over this short period of time. My [Divine Essence of the Angelic Devil Princess] only lasted for about a day— maybe a day and a half at most now that I was a Lesser God. But it evidently had not been a long time since I activated my Grand Skill. 
After all, my Grand Skill was still active. Maybe it was going to be coming to an end soon. However, that still meant it had been about a day at most! And during that time, I had encountered… barely a few dozen corrupted creatures!
It was odd. This was the second layer of the Netherworld. Everything down here was corrupted— so I thought it wouldn’t have been too difficult to track down any Corrupted Netherstone or Corrupted Gargoyle wandering about. But in reality, I struggled to even find a single one of them!
I had to use my spatial senses to aid me, and it hadn’t been easy to use any of my space magic Skills down here in this corrupted place. It took me forever to gain hold of my bearings the moment I tried to perceive the world around me.
Perhaps it was the corruption, or maybe it was the fact that space itself was warped and twisted down here… because of the corruption. But it was quite discombobulating at first— just like when I first tried to walk down the hallway to enter the second layer.
But fortunately for me, I had already gained a handful of Skills that could help me traverse this place. And it only aided my spatial senses— my [Corruption Navigation] even leveled up from sensing the space around me earlier.
“I wonder if I should just call it quits for today…”
I wondered aloud. I had already killed quite a few corrupted creatures over the duration of my Grand Skill. Now, I could just find a place to hide out from the corruption before my Divine Essence vanished, and I was forced to fight at a severe disadvantage. 
I could always just wait out the entirety of my Grand Skill’s cooldown before challenging the second layer again. But I was also interested in finding out where Belphegor had gone. I hadn’t seen him at all ever since I arrived down here. Did he lie to me? It was entirely possible he had just gone back up to the first layer after sending his [Gargoyles] down.
Well, if that was the case, I was trapped down here alone and with the corruption. Honestly, as long as I didn’t face anything too dangerous like the Corrupted Hydra, I didn’t really mind spending time here by myself. It was good for leveling.
And right as the thought crossed my mind, I heard a loud crackle. A rumbling swept over the second layer. I blinked and raised my head. The floor— which was the ceiling from my orientation— began to crack open. 
I heard a soft boom. A static noise which echoed in the background. My eyes narrowed as a plume of dust shot into the air, vanishing into a bubble of non-existence. A distorted figure began to move behind that empty sphere. I squinted, trying to see what that was.
My spatial senses couldn’t detect anything beyond these bubbles of non-existence due to their nature. I flew closer, swerving to the right to get a better view. And my eyes widened when I saw what it was.
One of the tall spires of the scattered city had broken off the ground. Not only that, but it was wreathed entirely in the tendrils of corruption. I stared at this towering corrupted being as it cast its gaze my way.
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstructure - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
“Huh.”
I blinked. And a dozen tendrils of corruption shot up my way. [Angelic Premonition] instantly took effect, and I dove out of the way. But the Corrupted Netherstructure’s attacks were fast. I reacted by creating a wall with [The Holy Flames]. 
The corruption immediately burned away as I gritted my teeth. I watched as the tendrils reeled back, and the Corrupted Netherstructure’s body trembled. I raised a clawed hand, conjuring a volley of weapons, before unleashing them out.
The attack struck the Corrupted Netherstructure— the rapid explosions causing the towering being to slow. I clenched my jaw and dove down straight at it, avoiding its regenerating tendrils. My Divine Nebular Scythe burned with an iridescent flame as I bared my teeth.
“Take this— [Divine Radiant Slash]!”
And I swung down at the main body of the Corrupted Netherstructure. I sheared straight through its corruption, smirking as I tore open its stone-like body. I shot down the towering being like a comet, before exploding out of the other side as I heard a thunderous groan.
I spun around. I had expected this to be a tougher fight than that. This was easy! I raised a finger, pointing at the remains of the Corrupted Netherstructure. It was still standing, even if half of its body had been blown off. 
“If that’s not enough…”
My fingers began to burn. I focused, and the flames vanished from my claws. The brilliant fire reappeared on the Corrupted Netherstone, immediately eating away the coat of corruption around its body. 
“[Sacred Hellfire].”
I watched as the flames quickly spread. The multi-colored light of the corruption vanished, and whatever remained of the Corrupted Netherstructure was ripped apart by the ever-growing fire. 
I didn’t even need to fight back as the weak tendrils of corruption shot down at me. I easily leapt out of the way, then spun around as the burning rubble of the Corrupted Netherstone collapsed behind me. I heard the notification resound in my head as I snickered.
Defeated [-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstructure - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]!
Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
“I honestly thought that would’ve been a tougher battle…”
But it had been easy. Too easy. I began to walk away from the destroyed Corrupted Netherstructure when I heard another low groan. The ground shook beneath me, and I raised my head, blinking.
“What is…?”
And I watched as more Corrupted Netherstructures began to rise up from the ground. The various buildings of this buried city hovered into the air, claimed by the corruption. The ground cracked open as I spread my [Angelic Wings] wide, flying into the air. I swept my gaze around, facing dozens of enemies around me.
“I can take you all on!”
I exclaimed, raising my Divine Nebular Scythe as an iridescent flame wisped off me. The Corrupted Netherstructures turned to face me, and I readied [The Holy Flames] for battle. These Corrupted Netherstructures were stronger than even the Corrupted Gargoyles, but I could bring them down with ease. I could take them. I could level up— 
And suddenly, the iridescent flames vanished. I blinked as my shoulders sagged. My arms weighed twice as heavy, and everything around me began to move faster than before. I stared down at myself with round eyes, feeling a lot weaker compared to just a moment ago.
“My Divine Essence is…?”
I looked on as the Corrupted Netherstructures drew closer. My Grand Skill had come to an end, and I had to face these towering beings without any boost in Stats. 
“Oh no.”
The Corrupted Netherstructures attacked all at once.




32. Not So Invincible

The second layer had been a vast tunnel that seemed to constantly fall into a steep decline. And no matter how far down I went, a city expanded all around me. Buildings clung to the walls and ceiling, defying all logic. 
But even though these expansive superstructures continued to pervade all around me, they grew far more sparse. Large sections of the city had been claimed by the corruption. Giant bubbles of non-existence consumed dozens of spires, and the glowing moss that had been so ubiquitous was entirely gone. 
Perhaps that was a clue that I should have slowed down— that I shouldn’t have continued further down. But I had been driven by curiosity. And perhaps, I had been motivated by a desire to grow even stronger, more than ever before. So I made a mistake. I proceeded without exercising enough caution.  
And now I found myself trapped, surrounded by the corruption. 
The city itself turned against me. This ruined society that had fallen, brought back under the powers of a dying world. Dozens of houses, spires, and towers rose from the earth as a veil of iridescent light wreathed their bodies.
I stared at them all with wide eyes.
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstructure - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstructure - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstructure - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
….
“Huh.”
My Grand Skill had ended. The boost in power I had been given thanks to my Divine Essence was gone. Without it, I had barely been stronger than a Corrupted Gargoyle. And with it, I had been able to defeat multiple Corrupted Gargoyles all on my own. I had even been able to defeat a Corrupted Netherstructure with relative ease.
But now, I was left surrounded by dozens of those corrupted beings without a Grand Skill. All I had on me was my Divine Nebular Scythe. And the Corrupted Netherstructures screeched. A terrible chittering shook the area, and the ground broke open.
Tendrils of corruption exploded from the earth as I took to the skies with my [Angelic Wings]. I swerved around the attacks, yelling as I swung down with my iridescent blade. [Divine Strike] and [Draconic Fury] took over, but I still struggled to shear through the layer of corruption. 
“This is such… bad… timing!”
I shouted and pointed at a nearby Corrupted Netherstructure— one made from a small tower. It drew closer to me, and I unleashed a volley of attacks created by [The Holy Flames]. A cluster of explosions erupted out, knocking the tower back.
It gave me a brief respite. It gave me just enough time for me to bring both my claws together and conjured up a sphere of black flames.
“Take this— [The Call of Armageddon]!”
And a rain of black fire fell from the sky. It exploded out in every direction, targeting the Corrupted Netherstructures without any discrimination. It didn’t just fly straight down— the hail of dark fire fell upwards, crashing into the ceiling above.
I grinned as I activated [Divine Haste], flying to make my escape. This was one of my brand new Skills— probably one of my greatest Skills too. It should keep the Corrupted Netherstructures occupied for a moment. Or at least, that was what I thought.
But a tendril of corruption swung my way. I blinked. My [Angelic Premonition] told me it was coming. And I parried the attack just in time.
I tumbled through the air as the impact knocked me back. It took me a moment to steel myself, regaining my bearing of my surroundings. I narrowed my eyes as I faced the Corrupted Netherstructure that had intercepted me.
“How…?”
And I paused. I saw the rain of black fire falling around the area, pelting the nearby Corrupted Netherstructures. But even despite [The Call of Armageddon], they barely slowed in their approach.
The rain of black fire didn’t peel away at their corruption like I thought it would. Instead, it was a minor hindrance at most. I gritted my teeth and sent another salvo of [The Holy Flames] out at the Corrupted Netherstructure that had intercepted me.
The explosion of gray flames knocked it back, burning away a layer of corruption. I paused. I watched as the shower of black flames continued to bounce off the Corrupted Netherstructure. Somehow, while [The Holy Flames] was somewhat effective in stalling the lashing corrupted tendrils, [The Call of Armageddon] barely… did anything.
And that made no sense to me. I slowly processed this, even as the various Corrupted Netherstructures drew closer. Until, finally, I realized what this meant. 
I snapped my fingers.
“Oh. I see now.”
The corruption was weak to divinity. That was why my Grand Skill had been particularly effective against them. It must have also explained how I was able to defeat the Cursed Boulder back in the Beastmen Plains thanks to the Breastplate of Alexander. The same thing could be said when I went up against the Corrupted Island with my children— I had the Sword of Alexander with me, and that helped me out a lot.
But on the other hand, regular magic was actually weaker to the corruption. Maybe I didn’t notice it because the only time I had faced the corruption without any divinity was against that Lesser Wyvern back in the Helbir Plains. Back then, it hadn’t even been a full-on bout against the corruption, anyway. And I had Helena Warshade there to help me.
Here, in the second layer of the Netherworld, the corruption was not just in its true form, but it was also stronger. And I had no Mythical Grade artifacts on me— no Divine Essence to help me. Most of my Divine Skills had already been expended. I was completely pushed into a corner. 
And now, I had to find a way to escape in spite of all that.
The Corrupted Netherstructures screeched. I watched as they flew up into the sky, chasing after me. They whipped their tendrils into the air, ignoring the black fiery hail that poured forth from my Skill. I glanced back once, barely avoiding the sharp edge of a tendril. 
I needed to lose them somehow. I needed to escape. I raised a hand, activating [Salvo of Vanity] with a cry. And six of my clones burst into existence all at once. They flew out away from me, laughing as they unleashed their gold and gray flames at the Corrupted Netherstructures
They drew the power of [The Holy Flames], keeping the corruption back away from me. They paved a path for me to escape. But up against so many Corrupted Netherstructures, each clone could barely hold their own. 
The first of my clones exploded— they blasted out into a giant golden cross. The explosion ripped apart a large chunk of the corruption. But they weren’t made of Divine Essence. Their composition was that of ordinary magic. And the explosion only slowed the Corrupted Netherstructures.
I clenched my jaw as I dove under a tendril of corruption. But a Corrupted Netherstructured blocked my path. It was made from a large wall— like the battlements that surrounded a city. I glanced back for a moment as I considered turning around. And all I saw was another one of my clones exploding in the distance.
More and more Corrupted Netherstructures drew closer, and they came from every direction. The only way for me to escape was to fly straight ahead. So that was what I did. I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe and struck out with the combined power of [Divine Strike] and [Draconic Fury].
I swung at the wall— only for my blade to lodge halfway into the corrupted stone. I blinked, and the Corrupted Netherstructure made a hissing sound. It began to wrap its body around me as I tried to fly back. But I couldn’t yank out the Divine Nebular Scythe. I was trapped. And I was going to be crushed soon if I didn’t do something to escape.
Iridescent flakes of the corruption wisped past my face, and I took in a deep breath. I let go of the Divine Nebular Scythe and raised my head. I was left with no other choice. I beat all six of my wings forward, before blasting myself straight at the wall that was the Corrupted Netherstructure threatening to crush me.
And right as I was about to impact the corrupted stone, I screamed.
“[My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]!”
An aura of invulnerability coalesced around my body. An armor of flames that sparked out— I raised a fist. I closed my eyes, bracing myself. And I focused the power of my Grand Skill only onto my right hand.
At that moment, I crashed into the Corrupted Netherstructure. It let out a low groan, before shrieking. My skin burned, and cuts opened up across my body as I ripped my way through the wall. But I pushed on. 
I continued to smash my way through the layers and layers of corruption. All the stone and brick that made up the wall had been infected by that virus, and even as it crumbled around me, the corrupt threatened to rip open my skin. The only reason why I could even push through was thanks to my [Corruption Resistance].
I exploded out of the other side of the collapsing wall that was Corrupted Netherstructure a moment later.
And as my clones died behind me, the other dozens of Corrupted Netherstructures continued their pursuit of me, while I continued flying on.




33. Bubbles

I flew on.
The Corrupted Netherstructures pursued me. They didn’t let up— even as my last clone died, exploding into a giant cross. They waded through the fiery blast, hardly affected by the powerful magic. 
It wasn’t like they were completely immune to regular attacks. They could still be hurt and defeated by ordinary magic, even if it was like they had a resistance to it. In the same vein, I could be killed by the corruption, but I had a Level 5 [Corruption Resistance] General Skill right now.
However, more importantly, it was more that the corruption itself was weak to divinity. And thanks to my [Divine Essence of the Angelic Devil Princess] Grand Skill, I was able to easily defeat the corrupted creatures I encountered down here in the second layer so far. Unfortunately, right as I was cornered by a group of powerful Corrupted Netherstructures, my first Grand Skill came to an end.
And now, I relied on my second Grand Skill— my aura of invulnerability. I gritted my teeth as I focused the protection onto the tip of my right claws. There was a spark of gray flame, and if any attack struck me there on that small piece of my body, I would be able to escape unscathed. However, I was still very much threatened if I was attacked from anywhere else.
It seemed like a ridiculous use of my aura of invulnerability. But I was trying to preserve it. I knew that if I created a barrier that persisted around me constantly, the protection it provided would last a total of maybe… twenty minutes? Maybe more. I wasn’t entirely certain.
I just knew that this was a more cost effective use of my second Grand Skill. If an attack from the Corrupted Netherstructures came close to killing me, I could deflect it by rapidly expanding [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] into a shield. And not only that, but— 
I narrowed my eyes as a group of Corrupted Gargoyles flew ahead of me, heading my way. They hissed, raising their glowing claws as they moved to intercept me. I glanced back, and the Corrupted Netherstructures continued giving chase. 
I was trapped. It was either I returned to the dozens of Corrupted Netherstructures flying after me, or I continued diving headfirst into the five Corrupted Gargoyles right ahead. Considering there were significantly more of the former than the latter, and the latter was weaker than the former…
I made my decision. 
“Take this!”
I yelled as I crashed into the group of Corrupted Gargoyles, swinging my right claw forward. The aura of invulnerability protected me as I ripped them apart. I heard the notifications resounding in the back of my head as I just flew forward, shrugging off the rest which survived the impact.
Defeated [-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Gargoyle - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]!
Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
Defeated [-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Gargoyle - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]!
Experience is awarded for defeating a corrupted piece of the world!
…
This was what I could do with [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]. It was as much a weapon as it was an armor. I continued on, flying with [Divine Haste] active as I tried to increase the gap between myself and the corrupted creatures chasing me.
I tried to cast [Warped Time] to further increase my speed, but I failed. I wasn’t able to properly manipulate the world around me here in the second layer— not while I was speeding away from the corruption. Maybe if I could focus, I would be able to better get a hold of the space around me.
But I couldn’t focus. Not right now. I cursed as I swerved out of the way of a tendril of corruption. It shot past me, striking the side of a nearby building. I watched as the tendril began to recede— and in a single motion, it yanked the collapsing building my way. I blinked, before raising both my arms to brace myself. 
I flew straight through the rubble as I wreathed my body in an armor of flames. I didn’t use my aura of invulnerability for this. I could survive a bit of falling debris with ease. It simply obfuscated my vision for a moment until I emerged from the other side.
I raised my head as I lowered my arms. And [Angelic Premonition] informed me of something I couldn’t quite comprehend— a danger that would have instantly swallowed me whole. I looked up just in time to see nothing ahead of me.
Literally nothing.
A sphere of nothingness.
“Shit—”
I cursed as I caught myself just in time from crashing into the abyss. I floated face to face with where space came to an end. I took in a deep breath, before I heard the shriek resound behind me. I spun around just in time to dodge a tendril of corruption shooting past my head.
Another tendril shot my way, and I dove down. I swerved around the bubble of non-existence as the attacks didn’t stop coming. The Corrupted Netherstones didn’t let up. I no longer had my Divine Nebular Scythe with me. All I could do was parry the strikes with my right claw— using my second Grand Skill as a small shield.
I glanced back once. An army of corruption followed behind me. The chasing Corrupted Netherstructures had attracted the attention of many more corrupted creatures. I saw everything from Corrupted Netherstones to Corrupted Gargoyles to even ordinary Corrupted Rocks— far smaller and far less afflicted by the corruption.
There were hundreds of them giving chase. During my entire time down here in the second layer, I hadn’t been able to find more than a handful of corrupted creatures gathered in the same area. Yet, somehow, here was a small army of them. A single one of them could have destroyed a city in the Mortal Realm alone. And all of them could have probably destroyed the entirety of the Human lands together.
I didn’t stand a chance against them. Maybe I could have dealt with a couple of the Corrupted Netherstructures with both my Grand Skills. But against all of them… I didn’t think I stood a sliver of a chance. 
A corrupted tendril shot forward, and I raised my claw to block the attack. But the tendril turned at the very last moment. It struck me from the side, cutting deep into my shoulder. I yelled in pain as my [Corruption Resistance] hardly even dampened the damage. Black blood spilled out from the gash on my skin, only to flicker for a single moment.
I immediately disengaged. I continued flying away from the army of corruption. I circled around the bubble of non-existence as I sent another volley of [The Holy Flames] back at the closest corrupted creatures. But it barely slowed their approach.
I wasn’t sure why so many of these corrupted creatures only showed up now. Perhaps I had been overconfident, delving this deep into the second layer. But I had hardly encountered more than a handful of them until now. So I was completely taken by surprise by this turn of events.
There was nothing I could do to escape. I could only just keep flying forward and hope I lost them somehow. At least, that was what I thought as I continued to descend down the second layer. But I watched as the city vanished around me. The ever-pervading buildings and structures were gone, reduced to a sea of rubble down below. Floating bits of debris, twisted and distorted with space littered the air, and I just barreled through it all without care. 
These floating rocks wouldn’t hurt me. They weren’t corrupted creatures, nor were they bubbles of non-existence. I only had one goal right now, and that was to escape my predicament. I pushed on as I continued weaving around the tendrils shooting my way. I burst through a floating house, flying out the other side— 
And that was when I saw it. 
At first, I didn’t know what I was looking at. I couldn’t comprehend what this scene unfolding before me seemed to depict. It was impossible to understand. At least, at a first glance.
But when I squinted, I began to understand more of what was shown before me. The warped space— the expansive emptiness— started to make sense. And my eyes went wide as I realized that I was… doomed.
“Those are… bubbles of non-existence?”
No— that wasn’t it. It was a storm of non-existence. A nebula of the void. Those floating spheres of nothingness gathered together in a large cluster, blocking the path ahead. It was like a nebulous wall that was hardly visible because of the small spaces between each bubble. It was no different than looking at a gathering of clouds when I was flying up in the sky of the Mortal Realm.
And just like when I was flying up in the sky of the Mortal Realm, there was only one thing I could do— which was to fly through the gathering of clouds. Except, this time, instead of clouds, it was the abyss that waited before me. The very same void that would crush me for my presence alone.
I didn’t slow. I continued flying straight at it. Why didn’t I stop? Because I knew what waited behind me was certain death. Perhaps I could fly through the small bits of space between the hundreds and hundreds of bubbles of non-existence.
At least, that was what I hoped. But there was a little problem— or actually, a rather major problem. I blinked, watching as the storm of non-existence shifted ever-so-slightly. The veil of the void peeled back just a tiny bit, and a distortion emerged from the other side. I stared in horror as the world rippled. All the colors in the spectrum of light mixed together into a depraved thing.
A moving rift that stretched hundreds of feet tall.  
A creature that even Belphegor struggled against.
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Hellspace - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
And now, I wasn’t sure I could even escape from this predicament alive.




34. Storm of the Void

[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Hellspace - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
I heard a low groan, followed by an explosive chittering that shook the tunnel. It felt like the entirety of the second layer of the Netherworld was trembling as the giant rift emerged from the storm of non-existence.
I stared at it. I could barely even focus on it. It was almost like an ephemeral thing— like it was vanishing with each inch it moved. But it was still there. The Corrupted Hellspace slowly drifted forward, and it left a trail of distortion behind. 
I glanced back for a single instant. Behind me, an army of corrupted creatures gave chase. Everything from Corrupted Netherstructures to mere Corrupted Rocks. It was an army that had grown to over a thousand. It was what I initially expected to see when I first descended down to the second layer.
But all I found was a Corrupted Hydra and a handful of Corrupted Netherstones. So I had grown complacent. I made a mistake. And that had cost me greatly. Now, I was trapped. I didn’t know how I was going to escape. 
I had a dilemma. I could either turn back to face the army of corrupted creatures, or I could fly on to the single Corrupted Hellspace. There was no obvious choice here. Both seemed like suicide. More and more Corrupted Netherstones and Corrupted Gargoyles appeared from the rubble littering the tunnel— their numbers never stopped growing. If I plunged straight back at them, I would only be able to survive as long as the amount of time [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] had left.
And I was pretty sure that was about five… maybe ten minutes at the very most, at this point. Meanwhile, the trek back to safety would have taken me substantially more time than that. 
On the other hand, there was only a single Corrupted Hellspace ahead of me. The choice seemed obvious. At least, at the first glance. I had a higher chance of surviving a single enemy— even if it was stronger— as long as I had my aura of invulnerability protecting me. But that was the problem.
I remembered how [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] was bypassed back during the battle of Alyras. Avaritia had used a Grand Skill to temporarily take the form of the Demon King, and his essence had completely overwhelmed my own. The very same could happen now.
I didn’t even know if my aura of invulnerability could protect me from the Corrupted Hellspace. That was why this was a gambit I couldn’t make a decision on. And even if I managed to survive unscathed, I didn’t even know what I was going to do next.
Beyond the Corrupted Hellspace was nothing. Bubbles of non-existence— clouds of the abyss. A storm of the void. A wall of oblivion.
Well, it wasn’t exactly a wall. But it was close enough. I only saw little gaps of space between the cluster of nothingness. I would have to really squeeze through to survive that. And I didn’t think I could do it. 
I sighed. Was this it? Was this the end of me? Was I too cocky? Was I too foolish? I had found myself in numerous situations where I was at death’s door, and I had pushed my luck to the very edge. And now, was I finally going to… die?
I flew on silently. A lull in my mind. The world I had known was shattered— everything I had fought for cascaded into nothing here in the depths of the second layer. Even as the corrupted army gave chase and I continued to meet the Corrupted Hellspace, I knew nothing waited for me except for despair.
It was as my dad had said: I was nothing. I was… I was…
No! I steeled myself. I wasn’t going to die here— I wasn’t going to give up! If I was going to die, I was going to die fighting.
I am Salvos. From the very moment I met the others, I knew I could die at any moment. The world was not kind to me— it had never been kind. That was why I fought to get stronger. Yes, I wanted to level and become more me, but I also wanted to be strong enough so I could live as me.
And that was what I did here. 
“Come on! I am not scared of you! I am Salvos! I am an [Angelic Devil Princess]— [Draconic Apprentice]! I am Secely’s Sentinel, and I am the Devil’s Daughter! You should be the one afraid of me!”
I yelled as I spread my arms wide, flying straight for the Corrupted Hellspace. [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] shifted— the gray sparks expanded from my right claw, spreading to cover the rest of my body. This armor of invincibility might not save me, but it was the best I had right now. 
I heard the chittering of the army of corrupted creatures behind me. The low groan of the Corrutped Hellspace sounded like a challenge— a roar in return to my war cry. I didn’t look back once. I didn’t shy away from staring down the moving rift.
I flew on. And I remembered what my dad had shown me as I focused on a part of my Status.
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 6]
[Draconic Fury] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Fragmented Pocket Dimension] - Lvl. 10
[Full Phase] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[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. 15 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weaker Regeneration] - Lvl.5
I ignored everything except for [Fragmented Pocket Dimension]. Nothing else would help me here. I recalled how the Devil had shown me the multiverse— the worlds beyond the Nexeus. He had navigated through the emptiness between each and every single one of the universe with his tiny little world. 
I had survived the folds between the Netherworld and the Mortal Realm before. But that was completely different from the nothingness between the worlds. And while I was pretty sure that these bubbles of non-existence weren’t akin to the true void, they were still worse than the folds between the planes.
So I needed [Fractured Pocket Dimension] to survive them. Maybe it might not be enough, but I had to give it a try. Normally, it would take me a bit of focus to cast the Skill, However, I didn’t have the time right now. So I just dumped 5 secondary Skill Points into it, maxing it out right this instant.
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 1]
[Draconic Fury] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Fragmented Pocket Dimension] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[Full Phase] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)
[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. 15 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weaker Regeneration] - Lvl.5
And then I raised my head. The world shifted around my body. Even as I flew on. I began to try to encase myself in a layer of my own space as the Corrupted Hellspace eyed me. The rift in the air was like an eye, bearing down on me. 
I flew straight at it, even as I continued weaving a tiny bit of space around me, trying to create my protection from the bubbles of non-existence. But I should have been more worried for what was directly in front of me. The Corrupted Hellspace unleashed a blast of corruption my way. I raised both my arms over my head as I sent my own blast of [The Holy Flames] back at it.
“You—” 
But in an instant, my own magic was snuffed out. I closed my eyes, sucking in a deep breath. The blast of corruption shot straight my way, even as I flew on. I waited. I hoped that my Grand Skill was enough to stave off the blast. 
My eyes fluttered shut, and the world grew eerily silent for a single moment.
Then I heard the screeching. An overwhelming static noise that overwhelmed all my other senses. My eyes snapped open as I saw the smear of colors flaking out around me. I was surrounded by the corruption— it wrapped around me like a sphere of flames. 
But [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] held up. At least, for a moment. It sparked out, clashing with the colorful smears of distortion. It tore away at my aura of invulnerability, and some of the corruption leaked through. Tiny motes of the corruption landed on the scales on my forearm.
At first, it was bearable. It only hurt a little bit. My [Corruption Resistance] protected me from the miniscule amounts of the corruption that broke through my invincible armor. But then more of [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] faded away. The Corrupted Hellspace’s attack was too powerful. And it didn’t stop.
It completely engulfed me. It blotted out my vision. I didn’t even know where I was going. I just flew on. Even as my aura of invulnerability continued to peel away, and an intense pain overcame my body. I tried to bear with it. Even though it felt like I was being stabbed by a thousand needles, I clenched my jaw together, biting back against the urge to scream.
But more and more of the corrupted broke through. A deluge of the iridescent colors flaked down, crashing against my arms as I covered my face. The feeling in my claws almost seemed to vanish— replaced by a numbing pain that began to spread down my scales. The bright lights muddled my vision. I tried to fight back. Unfortunately, I couldn’t.
Finally, it was too much. I screamed.
“AhhhHhHH̵̻̄͝hhHHh̶̛̞͂͋̓HHh̶̛̞͂͋̓h̶̛̞͂͋̓HHH̵̻̄͝H̵̻̄͝H̵̻̄͝H̵̻̄͝H̵̻̄͝H̵̻̄͝H̵̻̄͝H̵̻̄͝H̵̻̄͝H̵̻̄͝H̵̻̄͝H̵̻̄͝H̵̻̄͝H̵̻̄͝H̵̻̄͝—”
And suddenly, the pain vanished. I blinked as all the iridescent flakes dissipated. It happened so quickly, I didn’t even realize what was going on. I lowered my arm for a single moment, then I saw it.
A wall of non-existence.
I crashed straight into it.
“No—”
It was too late. I hadn’t been able to create my [Fragmented Pocket Dimension] in time. I plunged into the nothingness as I tried to cry out. But nothing left my mouth. There was no sound— all the overwhelming sensation of pain I was feeling just a moment ago disappeared.
The world went dark. I tried to flap my [Angelic Wings]. But I felt nothing behind my back. I listened for the chittering of the corruption. And I heard…






Nothing.












I had no thoughts.






















I felt no pain.




Was there suffering?






































…maybe.
























I simply stopped existing.
















But the clawed hands remained.
In the non-existence, a pair of arms floated. They were attached to nothing. In fact, they weren’t even fully there. There were bits of black scales, but there was also a white skin underneath. At first, they looked like they had been chomped off by a terrible monster. However, upon closer inspection, it was quite evident there was something else to them.
Something quite odd. A peculiarity.
And that was that they flaked with an iridescent light. The hallmark of divinity. But it was not divinity which wisped off the pair of arms. It was a distortion. Perhaps that was what protected them here in this storm of the void.
So the claws moved. They began to weave a magic that was being woven earlier. Was it by instinct, or was it intentional? It didn’t matter. They created the reality that was needed.
And I felt my senses return. 
I opened my eyes as I found myself in the abyss. My own space was what was protecting me from non-existence. But it was slightly different from usual. Normally, I felt like I had to push back against the void like when I was trapped in the folds between the planes. However, right now, it felt like… nothing was imposing against the space I created.
It was just there. Like a wall that protected me. A world I could manipulate with ease. And I used it to guide me— I navigated through this storm of the void. I couldn’t tell how much time passed since I first entered here, but there were flashes of light— moments where I passed through the real space between the bubbles of non-existence.
I just waited, flying on silently as the corruption wisping off my forearms faded away. Until, finally— 
Grand Skill [Claw of Corruption] learned!
Abundant experience is awarded for the learning of a Grand Skill!
Skills [Fragmented Pocket Dimension] and [Full Phase] have consolidated into Grand Skill [The World of My Mind]!
Subspecies [Angelic Devil Princess] Level Up! 
[Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 162] -> [Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 163] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
Subspecies [Angelic Devil Princess] Level Up! 
[Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 163] -> [Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 164] 
Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points! 
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 138] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 139]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!
[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 139] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 140]
Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points! 
[Title Available]
I blinked, sitting up. I didn’t even realize I had been sitting down. At some point, I had emerged out the other side of the storm of the void. And now, I was back in real space. I glanced back at the bubbles of non-existence behind me. Then I looked down at myself. I didn’t even register my new Grand Skills. I only had one thing in my mind.
“I’m alive?”
I asked, poking myself on the chest. And a voice spoke in response.
“Indeed you are.”
I spun around, raising my claws as I readied for battle. But then I caught myself. I saw who it was, before blinking a few times. 
“Belphegor?”
The Primordial Demon stood before me. All around him, his [Gargoyles] lay dead— reduced to nothing but rubble. He nodded at me with a small smile before raising his head.
“You did well to reach this place at your level.”
“What are you—”
I opened my mouth, then paused. I watched as Belphegor turned away from me. He spread his arms wide as I looked past him. He faced it too. He spread his arms wide as my hands drooped down to my side, and I could only gasp.
“What is that…?”
Belphegor just chuckled in response.
“Welcome to the end of the world.”
And I beheld it— the distorted thing. The mixture of bright colors. Buzzing and consuming everything, turning it all into nothing. It was…
A wall of infinite corruption.




35. The End of the World

This was the end of the world.
No, it wasn’t the apocalypse that the Kobolds spoke of. Well— in a sense, it was the same thing. But it was also different. 
This was what the Dragons left Secely to fight against. It was what killed the Old Gods. They were supposed to be powerful— divine beings who had ascended just like me. But they had done so later than I did, meaning that they were higher-leveled too. 
So I had found it strange that I could survive the second layer of the Netherworld just fine. I had expected it to be a lot more dangerous down here. After all, this place was where my father’s kingdom was laid to die. 
But all I found down here were floating rocks and invisible bubbles. Storms of the void, and Corrupted Netherstructures. However, even though I nearly died from all these encounters, I still managed to put up a fight. I escaped with my Grand Skills— I overcame every single hurdle that came my way and reached the end as a single question lingered in my mind.
How? 
How did the Old Gods perish to this? 
How did my dad lose his kingdom to a couple of corrupted rocks?
How was this supposed to bring about the end of the world?
Well, the answer made itself clear to me now. I beheld it with wide eyes as it shimmered brightly before me. It shone with all the colors of the rainbow— and more. It was just like my Divine Essence, except instead of coalescing into a single concentrated power, the iridescent light expanded into pure chaos. 
It was the end of the world. It was more than just a few distorted pebbles. It was even more than a tear in space itself. It was—
An infinite wall of corruption.
It was an amalgamation of the damage that the world had suffered over eternity— the very edges of Nexeus itself collapsing into nothingness. At one point, there was a world beyond this twisted distortion. But that was no longer the case. Nothing waited for me beyond except for the corruption and despair.
I stumbled back as the ground trembled beneath my feet. The cacophonous chittering of the corruption blared in my ears. And it wasn’t a constant overwhelming noise either. It alternated between sounding like it was a distant echo to a screech in my head. It was dizzying. Like my senses were being messed with. 
But [Corruption Navigation] took effect— maybe even [Manifestation of the Old Gods] too. I regained control of my senses and took a step forward. And I focused my gaze on the only figure standing with me before the end of the world as everything shook around us.
“I am surprised you managed to make it this far.”
Belphegor spoke as he faced his back towards me. He stared at the end of the world. I could barely get a glimpse of his face as the earth began to crack beneath my feet. I stumbled back, watching as bits of rock and stone floated into the air all around me. 
I caught myself from falling, before looking back up at the Primordial Demon. I narrowed my eyes. I thought I was imagining it at first, but I was right— I knew what I saw. Belphegor wore a morose expression on his face.
It looked like he was crying. His normally blank expression was replaced with that of melancholy. He raised his head slowly, speaking in a soft whisper. But despite that, I heard his voice.
“You have done well. Very well. Very well, indeed. However, there was no reason for you to venture past the Gate of the Netherworld.”
Belphegor craned his neck to face me. I saw his eyes. And they were no longer the empty holes that I had seen before. Now, there was life in them. I saw a sea of color— a moving ocean of Divine Essence.
A single teardrop slid down his cheeks, and the globule of water shone with an iridescent light. I watched as he took a step back towards the end of the world even as he continued staring at me.
“Go back— return to the first layer. The second layer will not fall just yet. But it is falling. And I do not wish for another soul to perish down here in my damnation with me.”
“I…”
I stared at Belphegor. I watched as he shook his head. I opened my mouth, but a loud screech interrupted me. I braced myself for an attack. However, the air just ripped open. I watched as a ripple washed over space itself, before a scar formed just before me.
My eyes widened, and broken shards of reality drifted down from the newly-formed rift. Flakes of corruption began to coalesce around the warped space as I raised a clawed hand. I caught one of the broken shards of reality and stared at its ever-changing shape. First, it was a diamond lying in the palm of my hand, then it became a sphere, and it shifted once more into a pyramid.
I lowered my hand, ignoring this odd spatial object as I stared up at Belphegor.
“This… is the end of the world?”
I asked, even though I already knew the answer. Belphegor just nodded slowly.
“Why is the world ending?”
He didn’t respond to my second question. I gritted my teeth, even as the nearby floating rocks were sucked into the rift. I pressed him again. I spoke as I remembered the mural I had seen at the Prison of the Basilisk. Not only that, but I recalled the things that the Kobolds had told me back when I had not even been Level 100 yet. 
“Is it because of the Worldwalkers? The… Planeskippers? The Realityhoppers—”
“No.”
I named each of those who were supposedly at fault. But Belphegor interrupted me. His voice boomed, causing the rift to flicker for a moment. He lowered his head as he closed his eyes.
“It was none of them.”
He spoke as he brought one of his hands up towards the rift. The scar in space floating just above him continued to tear open wider— it began to ripple with the corruption, twisting like it was a nascent Corrupted Hellspace.
Belphegor sighed. 
“Perhaps it would have eventually happened— maybe we only expedited the problem. But this? All of this? It happened because of our folly.”
“Your… folly?”
I blinked. That didn’t seem right. That contradicted everything I’d been told by the Kobolds. Xidra had said that it was because of the holes in between the planes— that which was caused by moving between the Mortal Realm, the Netherworld, and the Spirit Plane. Not only that, but the worst of it came from the Worldwalkers that used to pass through the Nexeus… right?
Wrong.
“The Worldwalkers left. They left long before the corruption could even take hold in the Nexeus— they knew that if they remained for too long, their presence would lead to the destruction of the world.”
Belphegor chuckled as he shook his head. I blinked. I stared at him in a daze. I tried to work my jaw even as the earth continued to rumble beneath my feet. 
“What…? But I thought—”
“Did you really think that they would be foolish enough to bring our world to ruin? Don’t be ridiculous. They have traversed far more worlds than you can ever imagine— they know the damage they could cause with their persistent presence. They left. All of them.”
The Primordial Demon laughed bitterly as he hung his head.
“They knew better than to cause a world’s destruction— lest they could incur the silent wrath of the Arcraem.”
“Who?”
I narrowed my eyes. But then I shook my head. That didn’t answer the question. Belphegor was speaking cryptically— he still hadn’t explained what this ‘folly’ was supposed to be. I took a step forward, steadying myself even as the wall of corruption just ahead of me slowly edged forward, causing the ground to tremble.
“That doesn’t matter— if it wasn’t the Worldwalkers who caused this, then who was it? Why does the end of the world exist? Why does the corruption exist?”
Belphegor paused. He lowered his arms. His eyes fluttered shut and he turned away from me.
“Do you really wish to know the answer to that question?”
“Yes.”
I nodded, steadfast. My gaze bore into Belphegor’s back. And he sighed audibly— even amidst the chittering of the corruption. The rift continued to widen overhead, and more of the ground beneath my feet began to break open. The end of the world approached… but gradually. It moved at a snail’s crawl. However, it was moving.
And I waited. I listened. The Primordial Demon who stood before me withheld the answer for a moment longer. Until he finally raised his head.
“It was your father.”
He whispered, and I froze. I blinked a few times as Belphegor turned to face me, raising an accusing finger.
“Your father caused this, Salvos. He is the reason why the Nexeus is plagued by the corruption. He is the reason why the world is ending.”
I heard these words echo at the end of the world. And I could only stare in shock.
“What…?”




36. The World Of His Mind Part One

I stared at Belphegor as his words echoed in my head. The Primordial Demon didn’t move. His finger was jabbed my way, pointing accusingly at me. I stared back into his eyes— his empty eyes. The iridescent colors from earlier were gone, replaced with the hollow pits I had seen when I first met him.
My mind reeled. I took in what he said. My… father did this? By that, did he mean Sal? Was Belphegor talking about the Devil?
But how? How did he know that my dad was the Devil? I never mentioned that to Belphegor even once. I had made sure to keep my mouth shut about my dad when the [Basilisk] nearly murdered me just for saying ‘the Devil King’ around it.
I shook my head. How Belphegor knew about my dad didn’t matter— he didn’t elaborate, and I wasn’t going to ask him about that. I was more concerned about what the Primordial Demon was saying that Sal did.
“What do you mean by that?”
I asked as I took a step forward. I steadied myself even as the ground rumbled beneath me. 
“What do you mean that the Devil caused the end of the world?”
It sounded ridiculous— the Kobolds had told me that it was the Worldwalkers who led to the corruption of our reality. A long time ago, the Nexeus was a hub for them to congregate, and their presence tore holes through space which could never recover… right?
But none of the Kobolds I had spoken to were around during that time. They didn’t experience what they spoke of. They told me stories based on what their parents told them. 
Meanwhile, Belphegor was a Primordial. That didn’t mean he was old. But it meant he had been around for a while. And supposedly, he had been around back when my dad was still the Devil King— maybe he was even alive before my dad was born!
I didn’t know. I just knew that Belphegor was old. And he had been down here fighting off the corruption for a long time. So if anyone knew what caused the corruption to surface, it would have been him. However, I just couldn’t believe it. 
“What did my dad do? How did he cause this? Last I checked, he doesn’t even leave his little space in between the planes often!”
I waved vaguely towards the wall of corruption, then crossed my arms. Belphegor shook his head as a rift continued to form above him, before being wreathed in flakes of the corruption. He just sighed.
“The Devil you know today is nothing like the Devil King of the past. He was rash. He was a reckless fool. Somewhat naive, too. But most of all— he was proud.”
I frowned, and Belphegor closed his eyes. A bitter smile spread across his face as he began to explain.
***
Memories. All Belphegor had left were memories. Each and every passing moment he roamed the ruins of the once great kingdom that had once been his home, he was reminded of the past. He thought of what could have been.
But he knew of what is, and he wept. He didn’t want to remember. He tried to forget. However, he was so often lost in his memories, he saw ghosts. Shadows that stalked the corner of his eyes. When he turned to face them, they would vanish. Taken by time.
However, for the first time in eons, Belphegor encountered someone. He met a real person. At first, he had thought she was fake. He tried to dismiss her existence. That was— until she touched him. 
And he realized she was real. 
So he peered into her— he saw her Status with his [God’s Eye], and he was taken aback. For a moment. Not because of her levels. He wasn’t surprised by her levels in the slightest. They weren’t anything special. But what he saw was her Title.
Her name was Salvos, and she was The Devil’s Daughter.
At first, he lashed out at her. He wanted to kill her for even appearing in his presence. But he quickly steeled himself. The pain was too much to bear, and his regrets weighed too heavily in his chest. He couldn’t add to his sorrows by killing Samuel’s daughter.
So he tried to forget it all, returning back into his dazed state of muddled memories. However, that didn’t last long. He remembered his duties, and he realized that he had to act.
After all, the second layer was finally collapsing. Nothing down here remained. With the end of the world approaching, and the [Hydra] overtaken, his  [Gargoyles] could not survive more than a few moments alive without his accompanying presence.
Belphegor sighed as he raised his head. He stared at the Corrupted Hellspace forming above him, before his lips tightened into a twisted frown. He slowly turned to face the wall of infinite corruption behind him. It was both a terrible and beautiful sight— like the essence of divinity, but slightly warped into something else. And that was why it off-putting.
But he was used to looking at it by now, so he felt no fear as he faced down the approaching end of the world. 
“Samuel… was a Primordial Demon of Pride.”
Belphegor did not face Salvos as he spoke. Instead, he just remembered. He drowned himself in his memories as he always did— recalling things that no longer were. But for the very first time in an eternity, he had an audience.
He brought a hand to his chest, laughing amidst the chittering of the corruption. 
“Or rather— Samuel was a Greater Demon of Pride when I first met him. But even back then, he always had lofty goals and grand ambitions…”
***
Belphegor stared at the gangly [Fiend] standing before him. Red skin, black claws, and a toothy smile spread across his bloodied face, he almost seemed like a wild Demon at first. He sauntered past a pile of corpses as he spun a flaming spear in his right hand. 
He was dangerous— even if he was lower-leveled than Belphegor, it was evident that he was dangerous. But he didn’t attack. Not just yet. Instead, his mouth moved—
“Greetings, I am Samuel.”
He spoke as he approached Belphegor. His words were startling— so he was not a wild Demon? But he was still dangerous. He had to be dangerous.
Belphegor tensed, but Samuel just extended a clawed hand.
“Will you join me in saving the world?”
“What…?”
***
“I was higher-leveled than him. I was nearing my evolution to become an Archdemon, and he was over 10 levels below me. Yet, he spoke with such confidence, I couldn’t help but be entranced by his words.”
Belphegor shook his head. He didn’t tell the full story— he didn’t regale the part of the tale in which he had witnessed Samuel slaying an Archdemon before their encounter. It didn’t matter. 
After all, it wasn’t the threat of death that pushed Belphegor towards this covenant. Instead, it was the enchanting words Samuel had spoken back then. 
“What did my dad say?”
Salvos asked, taking a step forward. She prodded Belphegor, but her presence barely even registered to him at this moment. The past consumed him. An ethereal city began to form around him— the broken rubble took shape to what once was. 
At first, it was the image of a small civilization. There were only a few hundred Demons living there, hiding in the caverns away from the destruction above. But then, their city grew. They began to tunnel downwards as they multiplied, taking in Demons from all across the Netherworld.  
The memory moved around Belphegor like a blur. A smile slipped onto his lips, and he spoke wistfully.
“Your father told me of his dreams— he spoke of creating peace for our people. He told us that we would no longer have to fear simply living.”
Belphegor thought it was an utterly ridiculous idea when he first heard about it. But he saw Samuel’s dreams being fulfilled. And at that point, he had no other choice. He had to believe in this vision.
Salvos furrowed her brows as she placed a hand on her chin.
“That sounds like… what Regnorex is doing? Huh.”
“Regnorex?”
Belphegor blinked. For a moment, he broke out of his stupor by the unfamiliar name. But he shook his head. 
“I do not know who this Regnorex is, but I have heard others tout such a foolish idea, and I rejected it plenty of times before. No— Samuel’s grand plans did not end there. There was more to it. There was…”
Turning around, Belphegor raised his head to face the ceiling. It cracked and crumbled. But the falling rocks didn’t crash down into him. Instead, the stone disintegrated into flakes of corruption. 
Salvos took a step forward, even as the earth continued to break.
“What do you mean? What makes my dad different?”
“Samuel…”
Belphegor started. His eyes fluttered open and close for a moment, before he began to see the visions of the city around him change. It was no longer a city. Everything began to shift and warp, the stone replaced by a glass-like surface. The Demons replaced by… 
“The Devil King wanted to create an ark.”
“An ark?”
Salvos cocked her head as she listened. Belphegor’s eyes flickered, glimmering with a divinity as he stared up into the forming Corrupted Hellspace. 
“A brand new plane in the Nexeus— one that existed outside of the Netherworld. The promise Samuel made me… it was beyond anything I have ever heard before…”
Belphegor trailed off. He recalled the offer he had been given on the day he met Samuel. It sounded so ridiculous, but it was a nice dream. And that was why he had taken the deal. Because if it could come true, it would have changed everything.
Salvos narrowed her eyes.
“What is it? What did my dad offer you?”
Belphegor took in a deep breath. He stared back at the end of the world— the consequence of their failure. And he sighed.
“Samuel said we could all become gods.”
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“Ridiculous— that’s absolutely ridiculous! Become gods? Create a new plane? Who do you think you are? You’re a mere Greater Demon!”
Belphegor sputtered, pointing accusingly at Samuel. And yet, the gangly [Fiend]’s smile never vanished from his face. He was being serious. He genuinely believed the words he said, despite how asinine they were. 
It went beyond a mere dream. It was pure insanity. Belphegor himself had his own aspirations before— some of which never seemed like they were feasible. He had thought of one day crossing the planes. He believed he could escape from this grueling life of survival.  
But he never once had such a foolish, insane thought. Not just to become a god himself, but for everyone to become a god? It was no ambition. It was a delusion.
“You are nothing. How can a Greater Demon like you possibly hope to lead all of Demonkind to apotheosis?”
Belphegor snarled, gesturing towards the sky. Somewhere, out there, a Worldwalker roamed the heavens, uncaring of the desolation wrought in the Netherworld beneath. 
Samuel just smiled in response.
“Yet, I was not always a Greater Demon. I was a Lesser Demon once— an Infant Demon before that. We all start from nothing, and that is why we can become everything.”
“That’s insane! You’re insane! You are as foolish as a wild Demon!”
Belphegor raised his claws. He took a wide stance, ready to do battle with this insane [Fiend]. But Samuel simply lowered his flaming spear, dropping it to the ground.
“Perhaps I am foolish, but if those Worldwalkers who plague our skies can exceed the bounds of their homes and enter ours, should we not be able to walk other worlds too?”
The gangly [Fiend] took a step back. He raised his head towards the shorn sky of Revelation and he took in a deep breath. 
“You say that I am nothing, and maybe I am. However, aren’t we all nothing outside of our own minds? We are only worth what we think of ourselves! So we should strive to achieve our dreams— we should strive to become something more!”
“You will die trying, you damn fool.”
Belphegor swung out with a claw, but Samuel just took a step back. He easily dodged the swing, however he refused to land a counterattack. Instead, as Belphegor spun around, Samuel simply proffered his hand once more. 
“Perhaps I will die.”
Samuel shook his head as Belphegor hesitated.
“But what is wrong with that? I would die trying to achieve my dreams. There is no shame in death.”
The gangly [Fiend] took a step back and closed his eyes.
“After all, even gods die. Even Worldwalkers can be killed. Nothing— no one— is safe from death.”
“What?”
Belphegor paused. He narrowed his eyes at Samuel.
“What do you mean by that?”
“Oh?”
Samuel just smirked, looking back down to face Belphegor.
“Are you telling me you have never witnessed the death of a Worldwalker?”
“The death of a…? No— that’s impossible. They are far more powerful than even the greatest Archdemons!”
“But it’s true.”
Samuel’s lips twisted into a smile. He leaned forward as Belphegor backed up, wide-eyed.
“I know it’s true— because I was the one who killed her.”
“That’s…”
***
“Even gods could die, so there was no reason why we could not become gods ourselves. At least, that was what I told myself when I saw the body.”
Belphegor opened his eyes as he recounted his first meeting with the Devil King. Salvos just blinked, standing in shock before him as the ground shook and crumbled. A rift continued to form just overhead, but neither of the two lone Demons in the second layer of the Netherworld paid attention to anything but each other
“The body? What body?”
Salvos asked as she narrowed her eyes. Belphegor remembered the crater— he recalled the lifeless body like he had just seen it for the very first time. The lifeless eyes. The dried blood. 
“It was the corpse of the Worldwalker your father had killed. It never vanished— it remained, even as the natural cycles of the Netherworld continued. The body was left there to remind us of our ambitions.”
Belphegor sighed as he craned his neck back, hanging his head. He stared up at the rift as Salvos just pursed her lips. The corruption continued to coalesce, containing the torn space.
“Then what happened?”
She finally asked. She gestured around the ruins of a vast city.
“Was this… built by my dad?”
“Yes.”
Belphegor replied softly. He spread his arms wide, laughing as he spun around. He remembered the city that teemed with life. The sanctuary that saved hundreds of millions of Demons from the hellish world above.
“This city— it took hundreds of cycles. But we built it from nothing. We created this safe haven for our people. And it was beautiful.”
A single teardrop slid down Belphegor’s cheeks. He saw a vision— no longer that of tall, looming structures. Instead, he saw faces. He heard laughter in the distance. The chittering vanished, and the corruption faded away.
***
“We have finally conquered the second layer.”
Focalor guffawed as he spun around. He spread his arms wide, shouting for all to hear.
“We are gods! We have truly become gods— even the Worldwalkers will fear us now!”
His legion of followers cheered with him. They danced together in celebration. But Astaroth just shook her head and started forward.
“Now— let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We still have five more layers to traverse.”
She grabbed him by the shoulders, dragging him away from his followers. They jeered in response, but Focalor just waved a hand off dismissively.
“Come on, that’s easy! The second layer barely had any wild Demons down here. And it’s not like the world itself is trying to kill us like during Revelation.”
“We don’t know what the third layer could hold for us. Now shut up— you’re being too loud.”
She rolled her eyes. But he just swept into a bow, taking her by the hands.
“Lighten up a little, Astaroth. Don’t you want to dance with me?”
“Wha—”
“He’s right, Astaroth! Dance with him!”
Vepar shouted from the side. He grinned, before wincing as Agnares elbowed him. She scowled back at her twin.
“Don’t encourage Focalor.”
“I was just—” 
Belphegor and Samuel both watched this scene from a distance. They looked on as their friends celebrated. But neither of them joined in. They just accompanied each other, speaking softly amongst themselves.
“It appears that your dreams are coming true as you said, my King.”
“Please, Belphegor. You know better than to call me that when we’re alone together.”
Samuel chuckled lightly in response. He leant back, before looking towards a pit in the far distance— one that had been dug up by a giant undulating creature. A wild Primordial Demon. It would have destroyed the entire kingdom had it not been slain here and now. Even though they were mere Primeval Demons, they still won. They slew the [World Serpent], and now they had found a path to the third layer.
It was the very same pit the [World Serpent] had fallen back into when it had been defeated. A deep darkness at the very end of the second layer— leading further down to what seemed like an entirely different world. What awaited them down there? No one knew. But they had to be ready.
Samuel shook his head before turning back to face Belphegor.
“And you know that this is not just my dream. It is our dream.”
Belphegor blinked as Samuel spoke. The Devil King held his gaze. He stared deep into those eyes, entranced for a moment.
“Samuel…”
But Samuel turned away, gesturing towards the city in the far distance. And he stared at his kingdom. He took in his people. He just smiled.
“This dream— it belongs to all of us. None of this would have been possible if not for every single one of my people banding together to achieve this.”
“R-right.” 
Belphegor cleared his throat. Samuel didn’t notice the way Belphegor shuffled his feet uncomfortably. But it did not matter. Instead, the Devil King just sighed wistfully as he raised his head.
“We have come so far… even the Worldwalkers have started to take notice of us.”
“Wait, what?”
Belphegor blinked. And Samuel shook his head apologetically.
“I am sorry for not telling this earlier, but it happened just before we left to fight the [World Serpent]. A Worldwalker showed himself to me. He spoke to him, and he offered me his help.”
“His… help? Wait, who is this Worldwalker, Samuel?”
“He called himself the Trickster.”
Samuel replied simply. 
“And he said he could help me achieve my final dream.”
“What…?”
***
“I should have said something. I knew we shouldn’t have trusted that Worldwalker. There was no reason for him to help us, but he did. And we suffered the consequences for it.”
Belphegor spoke through gritted teeth as Salvos just looked on. She didn’t move. She didn’t take a step forward. She didn’t even lower her head in despair. She just held Belphegor’s gaze, before shaking her head.
“What happened? What did Trico do?”
For a moment, Belphegor just stood there, reminiscing about everything he had built alongside the Devil King. Then he heard the screams. He heard the echoes of millions of dying souls. The chittering of the corruption returned, and he raised his head.
The rift stilled. But the corruption wreathing its form only grew wilder.
Belphegor tried to fight back his tears.
“Trico… that Worldwalker… he—”
The Primordial Demon started as Salvos leaned forward. But then a loud screech interrupted him. The two of them blinked and spun around. They looked back towards the storm of the void as a figure emerged from the bubbles of non-existence.
Salvos gasped.
“Oh no…”
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Hellspace - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
And Belphegor narrowed his eyes. But before he could react, the rift hovering overhead shifted. A tendril of corruption shot down as the rift finally collapsed, forming a Corrupted Hellspace— a second Corrupted Hellspace. It grabbed Belphegor, yanking him into the air as the first Corrupted Hellspace charged at Salvos.
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Hellspace - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
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Salvos (Secely’s Sentinel) (The Devil’s Daughter)
Species: [Primeval Demon of Pride] 
Secondary Species: [Lesser God]
Subspecies: [Angelic Devil Princess] - Lvl. 164
Class: [Draconic Apprentice] - Lvl. 140
General Skills:
[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)
[Corruption Resistance] - Lvl. 5
[Corruption Navigation] - Lvl. 2
[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
[Title 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]: 265 (+30) (+10) 
[Strength]: 255 (+30) (+10) 
[Endurance]: 255 (+30) (+10) (+3) 
[Wisdom]: 410 (+30) (+10) (+50) 
[Agility]: 450 (+30) (+10) (+5) 
Skills:
[Available Skill Points: 4]
[Angel’s Wings] - Lvl. 15



[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 Strike] - Lvl. 10



[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. 20 (Maxed)



[Passive - Angelic Premonition] - Lvl. 15



[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[Available Grand Skill Points: 0]
[Claw of Corruption] - Lvl. 1
[My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] - Lvl. 3 (Maxed)
[Unused Skill Slot] x2
Secondary Skills: 
[Available Secondary Skill Points: 5]
[Draconic Fury] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)
[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. 15 (Maxed)
[Passive - Weaker Regeneration] - Lvl.5
[The World of My Mind] - Lvl. 1
[Unused Secondary Skill Slot] x1
[Title Available]
I looked over my new Status for a very brief moment. I had gained two brand new Grand Skills, and I have leveled quite a few times since I descended down into the second layer. But even as I desperately searched for anything to help me, [Angelic Premonition] told me that it was pointless.
Even if I had my [Divine Flames of the Angelic Devil Princess] and [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] active right now, I was still going to lose against my opponents. I didn’t stand a chance. Not in the slightest. After all, I was facing against— 
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Hellspace - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Hellspace - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
That was right. A pair of Corrupted Hellspaces surrounded me. Both of them were far beyond my level. Even without [Angelic Premonition] telling me that I wouldn’t be able to harm either of them, I knew that there was no point in even trying to fight them.
I recalled both the [Basilisk] and Belphegor fighting a single Corrupted Hellspace back in the first layer. Sure, they won the fight. But that was mostly thanks to Belphegor’s efforts. The [Basilisk] wasn’t able to do much behind its prison. And yet, it had nearly been able to kill me with its sight alone. 
But the very same attack was pretty much nullified by the Corrupted Hellspace. The petrification hadn’t even slowed the corruption, let alone hurt its target. 
So I was at my wit’s end. I was forced to face an enemy I couldn’t possibly defeat. And it wasn’t just one of them— there were two of them bearing down on me. The only fortune I was given was that one of the Corrupted Hellspaces was distracted, attacking Belphegor with its tendrils. But the other had its sight set upon me. And I could only stare in shock as it approached me.
I recognized it. It was the very same Corrupted Hellspace that had attacked me earlier— just before I had escaped into the storm of the void. I thought I had escaped thanks to the bubbles of non-existence obfuscating my path. But that wasn’t the case. 
The Corrupted Hellspace could traverse the nothingness without a problem. It pursued me, and now, it was here. It began to ripple as it let out a screech, charging straight down at me. The space around its rift-like body distorted. I could feel a powerful shockwave washing over me— twisting the space where I stood, even before the corruption reached me.
I braced myself. But I didn’t have a weapon. I no longer had my Divine Nebular Scythe on me, and I wasn’t going to be able to create another one in time to protect myself. Not that it mattered. There was only one thing I could do right now.
As the Corrupted Hellspace drew closer, I raised a clawed hand. I closed my eyes, listening to Belphegor yelling in the background as he was locked in battle with his own enemy. And the world around me began to shift.
The ripple that swept over me came to a halt as I focused on it. A glimmer of light seemed to shine around me like a glass box. The power of my [Fractured Pocket Dimension], but far stronger. I clapped my claws together as space twisted and turned, conjuring my brand new Grand Skill.
“[The World Of My Mind]!”
And there was a flicker. I began to ascend up into the air, even without flapping my [Angelic Wings] behind my back. Instead, an invisible platform carried me. I watched as the Corrupted Hellspace slowed. 
It didn’t have a face. It was simply a corrupted rift. And yet, I could tell by the way it began to turn its distorted body that it was searching for me. It scanned its surroundings, but I was nowhere to be found. I sighed in relief as I dropped to my knees.
“That was close…”
My voice echoed here in my little pocket space. But it didn’t echo beyond the boundaries of the glass-like walls carrying me. After all, I was pretty much separated from the world I could see around me. I sighed in relief. 
Just like my dad, my world was now invisible to everyone in this plane. The moment I activated my Grand Skill, I emulated him— I copied what he had done when he left me alone here in the Netherworld again. Even though I could see everything around me, I was safe—
And there was a screech. I narrowed my eyes as I heard a shout. Belphegor kicked the first Corrupted Hellspace back, tearing off its tendril. And right as he landed on the ground, the second Corrupted Hellspace rushed him. 
It struck him from behind. Its sharp tendrils dug into his back, but his leathery skin was sturdy. He shrugged off the attacks and let out a guttural cry. He grabbed the tendril, before yanking down. And the tendril of corruption was ripped right off.
Belphegor leapt into the air, using the torn tendril of corruption as a blade as he crashed into the second Corrupted Hellspace. It reeled from the attack. Its body was shredded open. But before Belphegor could finish it off, the first Corrupted Hellspace returned. 
The two of them inundated him with their assault. Whenever one was beaten back, the other would substitute in. Even as he whittled away at their coat of corruption, they would always just regenerate back from the damage when he was distracted with the other. So it was almost a pointless battle. 
I just hovered in the air, looking on with no idea as to what to do right now. I couldn’t help Belphegor. He fought against those two Corrupted Hellspaces alone. And all I could do was watch with bated breath.
He grunted as he crashed straight into the core of the first Corrupted Hellspace, tearing through the corruption. Perhaps it was because the first Corrupted Hellspace was younger— a nascent thing that had just been given birth to by the end of the world. But Belphegor seemed to tear through its corruption far easier. 
He ignored the second Corrupted Hellspace as it assailed him from behind. He shrugged off the attacks, even as his skin was ripped open. But only tiny droplets of black blood dripped from his wounds. Like he barely had any blood left to shed.
Belphegor took a step back as the first Corrupted Hellspace began to dissipate. The corruption faded from its body, and the rift began to close. It was dead. I just stared.
“Huh. Maybe I don’t even need to help him…”
I looked on as he turned around, glaring at the second Corrupted Hellspace— the remaining Corrupted Hellspace. It made a loud groaning sound as it lashed out at him with its tendrils again. He ground his teeth together, growling as he sprinted forward. 
He dug his lanky arms into the ground, pulling out a sword from the rubble at his feet. But as he swung the weapon at the Corrupted Hellspace, the blade fell apart. The corruption began to consume it, and he leapt back. 
The Corrupted Hellspace twisted. Its wounds began to close as I smiled to myself. It was a lot stronger than the first, but Belphegor would still defeat it. He steadied himself as his back faced the end of the world.
And I heard a chittering in the distance. I blinked as Belphegor frowned. I glanced back, hearing the chittering grow louder. And my eyes went wide as I saw figures emerging from the storm of the void. The bubbles of non-existence peeled back, revealing— 
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Gargoyle - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Gargoyle - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Gargoyle - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstructure - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstructure - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Netherstone - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Gargoyle - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]
….
“That’s…”
I stared at the army of corruption as it congregated here. Thousands of them. The very same ones that had pursued me here. And they joined the Corrupted Hellspace as Belphegor clenched a fist. He stood before the approaching corruption as I watched from the safety of my pocket space.
And a rift opened up above Belphegor. Another Corrupted Hellspace began to slowly form.
“Oh no.”
I could only whisper as Belphegor bellowed another wary cry. And the corrupted army charged.




39. The World Of His Mind Part Four

Belphegor watched as the army of corruption bore down on him. Corrupted creatures by the thousands— no, there were over ten thousand of them at the very least. They swarmed him, and the end of the world inched closer.
The wall of infinite corruption was slow. It barely ever moved, even if Belphegor refused to fight the corruption. If he just stood there and watched as the world was corrupted around him, maybe he could see the approach over time.
But as long as he fought back against the corrupted creatures forming in the second layer, the corruption’s approach would stall. He could essentially stop the end of the world… for just a little bit.
And yet, an army of corruption converged on him right now. Where did they come from? How did they get behind him?
There was only a single explanation— Belphegor must have been sloppy. 
When he charged back down to the second layer, he was so focused on returning to the end of the world, he must not have been as thorough in clearing the corruption as he thought. He had sent his army of [Gargoyles] out to deal with any residual corruption he missed. But… he realized now that he didn’t sense any of them any longer.
They had perished. And the corruption was allowed to fester and spread.
The corruption only bred corruption. The fact that a single Corrupted Hellspace managed to slip past him had brought forth this army, and now he had to face it all alone.
Alone? Wait… wasn’t there someone with him just a moment ago— 
And the Corrupted Hellspace screeched. It lashed out with a dozen tendrils as Corrupted Gargoyles, Corrupted Netherstones, and Corrupted Netherstructures swarmed around it. Belphegor snapped back into reality as he took a step back. He didn’t budge any further, knowing that the end of the world would have consumed him.
Instead, he just clapped his hands together as he yelled.
“[Worldbreaker]!”
And a shockwave exploded from where he stood. It ripped across the landscape, shredding the ground open. The Corrupted Hellspace reeled as its tendrils were obliterated from the blast. The nearby corrupted creatures were completely torn apart— the corruption wreathing them peeling back and melting away like ice in a fiery explosion.
It shook the world. Even the wall of infinite corruption halted for just a single moment, before resuming its approach. The nearby bubbles of non-existence were knocked back, and the storm of the void was displaced ever-so-slightly
And Belphegor charged. He ran straight into the army of corruption as he bellowed a war cry. He had faced down many countless corrupted creatures before. A few thousand more was nothing to him. He raised his hands as the broken ground began to shift, and the rubble gave birth to his [Gargoyles].
***
I watched as Belphegor crashed into the Corrupted Hellspace. He roared, tearing through the regenerating layers of corruption protecting its core. It tried to throw him off, but he was like an unstoppable force. The two of them tumbled through the air as the ground continued to crumble.
[Gargoyles] emerged from the ground— being created before my very eyes. These Primeval Demons were strong and sturdy. But against the swarm of corrupted creatures converging, they barely even put up a fight.
The [Gargoyles] were ripped apart like they were nothing. The moment they came to life, they were killed. They only served as a distraction. They were there so Belphegor could deal with the Corrupted Hellspace first.But even then, they weren’t very effective in serving their purpose. 
I looked on as a dozen Corrupted Netherstructures hovered over Belphegor’s back. He didn’t even glance at them— he continued pummeling into the Corrupted Hellspace. However, they took notice of him, and they took action.
The Corrupted Netherstructures sent down tendrils of corruption. The attack struck Belphegor, grazing his skin. He winced, but he wasn’t hurt. He finally raised his head, distracted for a moment. And that was when the Corrupted Hellspace moved. There was a ripple in space— almost like a tear.
And whatever it was, it sent Belphegor flying off into the distance. He nearly flew straight into the end of the world, but he caught himself mid-way through, twisting in the air and landing just before the wall of infinite corruption. He raised his head to face the Corrupted Netherstructures. Then he looked down as a group of Corrupted Gargoyles barreled towards him.
Belphegor dug his hands into the earth, before pulling up. My eyes widened as the ground lifted like a carpet, and he swung it down, knocking the Corrupted Gargoyles in the air. And he took a step forward, creating a javelin from the rocks at his feet. With a single thrust, he hurled the projectile straight into the closest airborne Corrupted Gargoyle.
And the javelin exploded into a thousand small spikes. The spikes shot out in every direction, cutting down the Corrupted Gargoyles and Corrupted Netherstructures with ease. I winced as a handful of the shrapnel flew my way. But they seemed to just phase through my Grand Skill.
[The World Of My Mind] was not just like my [Fragmented Pocket Space]. It was even better. It functioned like a little mini world. And with it, I could phase between the planes— or even better, phase out of existence while still seeing everything that happened around me. 
I sighed in relief. I was safe. But Belphegor wasn’t. I narrowed my eyes as he was swarmed from behind by the corruption. A Corrupted Hellspace circled around him, and a group of Corrupted Netherstructures were distracting him. There were Corrupted Netherstones— and even Corrupted Rocks— buzzing around as well, but he ignored them.
Belphegor didn’t even give the weaker corrupted creatures a moment’s glance. He roared as he charged straight through Corrupted Netherstructure after Corrupted Netherstructure, heading straight for the Corrupted Hellspace. Even though he was alone and outmatched, he was still… winning?
Well, he was putting up a fight at the very least. But I was afraid that wasn’t going to last long. After all…
I glanced back towards the end of the world. Right before the wall of corruption, a rift was forming. A brand new Corrupted Hellspace was being birthed. And here, from [The World Of My Mind], I could see ripples in space beginning to form. Even more Corrupted Hellspace could be created soon.
Belphegor wouldn’t be able to fend them off all alone. I had to help him. He couldn’t die. Because… I still needed to know what happened with my dad!
I took in a deep breath as I considered my options. Other than [The World Of My Mind], I had no other Grand Skill currently available except for [Claw Of Corruption]. And I didn’t even know what it did. 
I pursed my lip as the nearby rift twisted, being painted in the corruption. 
There was another option— another way I could potentially help. And it was…
[Title Available]
After surviving the bubbles of non-existence, I had been given a brand new Title. Of course, I had plenty of Titles to choose from. Those that I had not picked long ago— they were still available for me. But I knew that I had a brand new Title— or maybe even multiple Titles— for me to choose from now.
And it could potentially help me save Belphegor here. While I couldn’t fight off the army for him, I could just grab him and we could escape into my reality space. 
I closed my eyes as I focused on the available Titles.
Title for Great Feats:
Requirements for one Title have been met!
“What is it?”
I waited. I listened as the words echoed in my mind. And my eyes snapped wide open.
Titles:
(S̶̛̼̗̅ecė̶̺̜͕ly’s S̶̛̼̗̅ė̶̺̜͕ntǐ̶̬nĕ̷̪ͅͅl̵̨̦̗͗̔̃)
You have -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ against a myriad of -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ both from the outside and from within! Whether it be a -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ that threatens to kill hundreds of millions, or an invasive -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ of -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ that came from far away, you have -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ your abilities towards defending the last -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ of the Nexeus! But while you may have fended off the -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ of the -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ once, would you be able to -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ it again when it draws nearer…?



+50 to [Vitality]



+50 to [Strength]



+50 to [Endurance]



+50 to [Wisdom]



+50 to [Agility]



Bonuses:



*You cannot be harmed by the corruption of the world!



*You are more resilient to magical attacks!



*Your Grand Skills’ cooldown are reduced by 50%!



“Huh.”
I… could not be harmed by the corruption? That wasn’t right— didn’t that mean I was completely invulnerable to the attacks of corrupted creatures? I frowned, watching as Belphegor grabbed the Corrupted Hellspace by its tendrils, unaffected by the flakes of corruption digging deep into him.
No— I could still be hurt by the corruption. As long as it was a physical attack or something else. But the corruption itself couldn’t harm me if I took this Title. I would still be crushed by a single tendril swung down by the Corrupted Hellspace, but that blast of corruption that had enveloped me earlier wouldn’t have hurt me. It would no longer corrupt me.
With this Title, I would be able to help out Belphegor. I might even get brand new Title Skills that could aid me against this corrupted army. There was almost no detraction to it. Well, none except for one very clear problem.
I closed my eyes, focusing on the Title once more. It was the exact same Title I currently had, but… corrupted. 
That was why I would be immune to the corruption. It wasn’t because I had mastered my divinity, or I had fought off the corruption. It was because I, myself, would become corrupted. 
It was a difficult decision to make. And each passing moment I remained here in [The World Of My Mind], I knew that the opportune moment for me to act would pass soon. When the other Corrupted Hellspaces make their appearance, I wouldn’t be able to intervene any longer.
So, perhaps foolishly, I made my decision.
Title Lost!



(Secely’s—







40. The World Of His Mind Parth Five

Everything had been perfect. The Ark was flourishing. Demonkind seemed like it had finally found peace. And yet, it wasn’t enough. They had to become gods. They had to make the next step.
It was Samuel’s intention all along. He had stated his ambitions from the very beginning, and perhaps Belphegor should have realized it was pointless to pursue. They had everything they could have ever wanted— there was no need to foolishly chase after the dreams of godhood.
But Belphegor had remained silent. He believed in his King. After all, Samuel was the one who had built this entire kingdom. If it wasn’t for the Devil King’s efforts, there never would have been a kingdom. This safe haven would not have existed. 
It was a sanctuary for all. Regardless of levels, there was a place for anyone here. Only wild Demons were turned away. It was a city that spanned three layers of the Netherworld. It was a kingdom that should have grown continuously until the end of time!
Until the Ark collapsed. Their dreams were destroyed as an unending corruption poured forth. Tens of millions dead in an instant. Even more were slowly killed over time. They tried to fight back, but they failed. 
Of course they would fail. There was no fighting back against the end of the world. The corruption kept spreading, and it was all because of him.
It was his fault. That was right— it was all his fault. No one else was to blame but him. He was a liar. He was a deceiver. If it wasn’t for him, the Ark would still remain.
But now, there were only ruins. 
The decay of a once great civilization that stretched into nothingness. Consumed by an unceasing corruption, along with the memories that had been made, now there was only the consequences of their failures.
And only a single person left to carry the weight of this burden. 
Once more, Belphegor was faced with an insurmountable foe. He raised his head as the army of corruption descended upon him. He must have cut down hundreds— maybe even thousands— of the approaching corrupted creatures by now. And yet, their approach didn’t slow.
Their numbers were endless. Corrupted Netherstructures circled around him, trying to trap him with their tendrils. But he tore through their attacks with ease, before bringing them down with a mere pebble. 
Corrupted Netherstones, Corrupted Gargoyles, and Corrupted Rocks charged at him, trying to bury him through sheer overwhelming numbers. And he just barreled straight through them as they failed to cut through his skin. 
He leapt into the air, eyeing the Corrupted Hellspace in the distance. It hovered right before the storm of the void and screeched. A wall of Corrupted Netherstructures congregated before it, blocking Belphegor’s path.
He brought his left palm up, pointing towards the ceiling above. His lips moved, and his words tore through the landscape.
“[My Left Hand: Creation].”
The sky began to fall— the ceiling collapsed as rubble rained down from above. The hail of rocks and boulders didn’t harm a single one of the corrupted creatures. But that was not what Belphegor called.
A figure descended from the ceiling— one that was built from the broken debris above. It took the shape of an undulating figure. A familiar figure. 
The army of corrupted creatures turned to face Belphegor’s creation. And the moment they stared at it, a pair of hollow eyes returned a deadly gaze. Corrupted Netherstone and Corrupted Netherstructures alike were turned to stone— their corruption freezing into the gray matter. 
[Golem of the Basilisk - Lvl. 200]
The Golem crashed down from the sky, landing between the army of corruption as Belphegor reached the Corrupted Hellspace. Behind him, his creation tore apart the corrupted creatures, letting out a silent shriek.
Meanwhile, Belphegor simply pummeled into the core of the Corrupted Hellspace. He slowly tore it apart as he roared in a rage.
This was his fault. It was all his fault. The blame lay only on him. The liar. The deceiver. The Trickster. The Worldwalker.
Trico.
“This is all your fault!”
Belphegor screamed as he recalled the Trickster. Each word punctuated a fist slamming into the core of the Corrupted Hellspace. But despite Belphegor’s barrage of attacks, the Corrupted Hellspace refused to fall. He roared before leaping back as he clapped his hands together.
“[Planetary Prison]!”
The Corrupted Hellspace screeched as its body began to reconstruct. But as the veil of corruption repaired itself, a speeding rock crashed into the core of the Corrupted Hellspace. Another boulder came falling down, and another, and another. 
Bits of rubble and debris of all sizes were drawn straight to the Corrupted Hellspace. A spherical rocky surface began to encase it, and it tried to break free. But the [Planetary Prison] formed faster than the Corrupted Hellspace could break out.
Belphegor took a step back as he closed his eyes. 
“Trico… you may have fooled Samuel. You may have even achieved your goal to destroy his dreams. But… but…”
The memories flashed in Belphegor’s mind— the emotions flared with the same intensity of an eternity ago. Everything Trico had done. From his deceit to his betrayal. From aiding the construction of the Ark, just to methodically tear it down. All done to inflict pain.
And Belphegor suffered through this agony. Even though it had been so long, the pain never grew numb. 
“But… I…”
Belphegor trailed off. His eyes glazed over, and he looked away from the encased Corrupted Hellspace as he forgot what he was saying. The anger simmered. His hatred faded away. He lowered his head, recounting his regrets.
“I could have stopped it.”
It was a statement. A simple fact. Belphegor dropped to his knees.
“If I had trusted my instincts, none of this would have happened. The Ark would never have fallen. We would still be… together.”
A single teardrop slid down Belphegor’s cheeks. He wept, ignoring his [Golem of the Basilisk] as it battled the army of corruption. There was a shriek that echoed just ahead, and the Corrupted Hellspace whipped a tendril out of the [Planetary Prison]. But moments later, even more rocks crashed into the surface, keeping the Corrupted Hellspace contained.
…for now.
Belphegor knew that his [Planetary Prison] would not hold the Corrupted Hellspace forever. He had to finish it off right now. He raised his right fist as he tried to rise to his feet.
“[My Right Hand—”
And he paused. Belphegor’s eyes fluttered shut. 
“What is the point?”
He wondered aloud. The chittering of the corruption became a distant echo to him as he laughed bitterly to himself. 
“Why should I bother fighting? I have done my duty for so long. But the end of the world cannot be stopped.”
Belphegor tired of it all. Trico had succeeded. The Nexeus was now forever condemned. There was no point in fighting. All that was being accomplished was delaying the inevitable.
“I…”
For some reason, Belphegor’s heart weighed heavier than it normally would. Was it because of his conversation with Salvos? She looked nothing like her father, and yet she reminded him of—
Wait, who was she again? Her name was… Salvos, right? How did he know that name. Was she someone important?  
…no. 
No she wasn’t.
She didn’t matter.
Only one thing mattered.
It was the only thing Belphegor had done for an eternity.
He had to fight.
.
.
.
But why did he fight?
He was exhausted.
He was weary.
He didn’t care if the world was destroyed.
He just wanted to rest.
“I… give…”
Belphegor’s mind was in a daze. He couldn’t be bothered any longer. He raised his head, seeing the corrupted army overwhelm the [Golem of the Basilisk]. Above it, a pair of rifts form in just before the end of the world. And glancing back, the Corrupted Hellspace slowly broke free from its prison. 
He shook his head as he spoke in a soft whisper.
“I give up. Let me perish in peace—” 
“No!”
A voice shouted over Belphegor. He blinked, looking up in confusion. His eyes went wide when he saw space itself opening before him. And a figure wreathed in corruption stepped out. But it was unlike any corrupted creature he had ever seen. Instead, it was like she had tamed the corruption.
Salvos stepped out as a veil of corruption covered her body. She proffered him a clawed hand as he stared at her. 
“You can’t just die here! Come on, let’s get out of here.”
“What…?”
Belphegor just blinked.
***
Title Lost!



(Secely’s Sentinel)
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41. The World Of My Mind

Belphegor stared at the tear in space. A sliver of a hole that led to another plane— a small plane. Like a pocket space. 
That in itself wasn’t all that impressive. There would be no reason for him to gape if he was just staring at an artificial reality. It was what was hidden beneath the peeling veil that surprised him. What he saw was— 
Corruption. The flaking bits of distorted reality. An eclectic of colors smearing together, circling around to make a ring. No— not rings. But wheels. Four of them, each wisping with the fiery flakes of the corruption.
And these wheels surrounded an incomprehensible figure. Belphegor could only make out the six wings protruding from its back. Feathered wings. Pure and white, even when wreathed by the corruption. 
His eyes narrowed as he tried to discern the core of the corruption— the figure that was standing inside of the four wheels. A blurred figure. A white figure. Through the lens of the distortion, it almost looked like a sphere. A pure white sphere.
But then the figure began to shift— a dark splotch appeared at the very center of the sphere. It grew larger, drawing closer to Belphegor. He stared at it, and it stared back at him. Like a giant eye. 
He raised a fist, ready to crush this corrupted creature. But a voice broke him out of his stupor.
“Belphegor!”
A dark clawed hand shot out from the veil of corruption, reaching out for the Primordial Demon. He recoiled and blinked as the familiar voice continued. Distorted as it might have been, he still recognized it in an instant.
“Belphegor! It’s me!”
“You’re… Salvos?”
Belphegor frowned as he caught a brief glimpse of her visage in the corruption. She smiled at him as she proffered her hand.
“You can’t die here— let’s go!”
She screamed. And he blinked. He raised his own hand slowly as the ground shook beneath his feet. The end of the world drew closer. Multiple rifts began to form overhead as the corruption tore through space. His [Golem of the Basilisk] would soon fall. 
It was too much. The corruption was too overwhelming. In the face of this, there was only one choice. There was only a single option to flee. So Belphegor raised his hand—
And he hesitated.
***
Why wasn’t Belphegor budging?
I stared at the Primordial Demon as he stood there, his eyes glazed over. The normally dark pits that made up his iris and pupils were gone, replaced with a soft gray glow. I didn’t know what that meant— I didn’t even know why his eyes kept changing shape and color. 
All I knew was that if we didn’t get out of here soon, we would be killed by the corruption. I eyed the burgeoning Corrupted Hellspaces in the distance. Then I looked back to see the large Corrupted Hellspace trapped in its [Planetary Prison]. I couldn’t do anything to help him fight against them. I could only teleport him out of this mess.
And yet, he didn’t move. He just stared blankly at me as I gritted my teeth.
“Belphegor, if you die here—”
“What’s the point?”
Belphegor spoke in a soft whisper. He looked away from me as he lowered his arm. 
“I will die. Just like my friends. All those who have fought with me… they all perished. And soon, so shall I.”
I hesitated. I watched as the Primordial Demon hung his head. I wanted to speak up, but I didn’t want to draw his ire either. After all, he nearly mistook me for a corrupted creature just a moment ago.
“It’s his fault— Trico the Trickster. He befriended us. He treated us like we were his equals. But he did it all just so the pain would hurt that much more when he betrayed us.”
I heard a screech in the distance. A loud cry resounded as a tendril of corruption shot up, tearing through the rocky sphere encasing the Corrupted Hellspace. The [Planetary Prison] began to crumble, but Belphegor didn’t even look up. 
I shrank back into the four wheels of corruption surrounding me— a result of my [Corruption Camouflage]. However, I wasn’t sure if this disguise was enough to hide me from the Corrupted Hellspace. I was ready to close my pocket space at any point in time if necessary. 
And I listened as Belphegor continued whispering quietly to himself.
“It was retribution. It was so that we would all suffer. We were condemned to toil away at the end of the world for all of eternity. And yet, while others have found reprieve from their suffering, I still remain.”
The Primordial Demon slowly raised his head. And behind him, his [Planetary Prison] fell apart. The Corrupted Hellspace exploded out of the confines of the Skill. It screeched as it flew straight down at him. I drew back, clenching my jaw, just about to close off [The World Of My Mind].
But then a large stone figure crashed into the back of the Corrupted Hellspace. I looked on as the [Golem of the Basilisk] let out a terrible roar, before chomping down. All around it, tiny bits of Corrupted Netherstones and Corrupted Rocks tried to swarm its back. But it ignored them, its focus fully on the Corrupted Netherspace.
Belphegor sighed as he looked down at the palm of his hand,  
“I am tired. Everyone I know is dead. I have no future left. All that is left for me is despair. So why should I fight? Why should I… live?”
He asked the question to no one in particular. I stared at him— at the husk of a man standing before me. He stood like a statue. Alone and surrounded by nothing but death and destruction. The memories of all that he once knew was what remained. 
I… couldn’t possibly understand how he felt. I couldn’t empathize with him. Not based on my own experience. It would be like if I had failed to stop Regnorex from crossing the Mortal Plane, and I was forced to watch as all my companions in the Mortal Realm died. 
To me, such a reality was just not possible. I couldn’t comprehend it. So I couldn’t feel the pain Belphegor felt. 
Not through my own experiences, at the very least.
But I could still try to understand him. I could still try to feel what he felt. I took in a deep breath and took a step forward. [Truth Divination] began to take over as the world around me began to grow silent. I didn’t hear the screeches of the Corrupted Hellspace as it tore into the stone scales of the [Golem of the Basilisk]. I didn’t even feel a shred of fear as I exited my own pocket space, facing Belphegor.
Instead, I felt what he felt. And what I felt was— 
Pain.
A growing pit in my stomach. A ceaseless sense of dread that poured forth, inundating my thoughts with despair. Regrets. Agony. Terrible, overwhelming feelings. All that made life miserable plagued me. Like I had lost everything.
It had to have only been a fraction of the pain that the Primordial Demon had suffered over the course of an eternity. And yet, I found my legs trembling. I felt my eyes watering, and tears streamed down my cheeks. 
But I steeled myself. A single thought crossed my mind— a question that I carried from the very first moment Belphegor spoke. 
I raised my head, even as my vision blurred. And even as my lips quivered, I still asked the question weighing on me.
“What about my Father?”
And Belphegor blinked. His pain vanished for a moment, washed away by confusion. Then he reminisced. He remembered.
I steadied myself as I blinked away my tears.
“My Father still lives— what about him? He’s still alive, isn’t he?”
“I…”
Belphegor started, trying to forget about my dad. But I felt what he felt— even if I didn’t remember the memories he was recalling, I could still feel the emotions he felt when he was reminiscing about the past. 
I felt joy. 
Sadness.
Relief.
Glory.
Love.
He thought of the time he had spent with Samuel. And he tried to repress the feelings he felt. But I didn’t let him. I couldn’t let him forget it.
“I don’t know what happened between you and my Dad, but I know that you still care for him. I know that the reason you’ve fought for so long is because… because…”
I felt an aching in my heart. But it wasn’t my own aching— it was Belphegor’s pain. And it was not the same misery he had suffered from the end of the world. It was a pain he harbored from as long as he knew Samuel.
I didn’t know what this feeling was. I had never felt something like it before. It was strange. Completely alien to me. But it was intense, and I know that Belphegor still felt it even now.
I shook my head as I gestured past him, towards the end of the world.
“The reason you’ve fought for so long is because of my Dad, right? That’s why you have not left the end of the world. You’ve done it to protect him.”
“That’s…”
Belphegor’s eyes widened. He took a step back as I heard a howl in the distance. My [Truth Divination] finally came to an end, and my own feelings returned to me. I panted as I placed a hand on my chest. I bit my lower lip, looking towards the [Golem of the Basilisk] as it was ripped in half. Then I looked back towards the end of the world and watched as the first of the nascent Corrupted Hellspaces were birthed.
I turned back to Belphegor, proffering my clawed hand once again. 
“So let’s go. You can’t die here… right?”
I was cutting it too close. I should have just gone the moment Belphegor rejected me. But now that I had used [Truth Divination] to sense his thoughts and feelings, I couldn’t quite just run away without him. 
He closed his eyes as his [Golem of the Basilisk] died from the first Corrupted Hellspace. As a nascent Corrupted Hellspace emerged from the rifts. And he slowly placed a hand on his chest.
“That’s right…”
The Primordial Demon spoke in a soft whisper. The nascent Corrupted Hellspace cast its gaze towards him and screeched, but he didn’t even flinch. 
“I did this all because of my King. I did it all because of him.”
And his hand tightened into a fist. The nascent Corrupted Hellspace charged, moving straight for him. I cursed as I backed away, trying to escape back into my pocket space. But the nascent Corrupted Hellspace reached him—
And he just swung up with his fist.
“[My Right Hand: Destruction]!”
The nascent Corrupted Hellspace exploded. My eyes grew wide as I watched a powerful shockwave ripple out, followed by a flurry of blasts. Tens of thousands of small explosions followed after the trail of the shockwave, ravaging the army of corruption around him.
Even the first Corrupted Hellspace recoiled as its veil of protection was shredded open. But it still lived. It began to regenerate as I finally returned to my pocket space. I desperately reached out for Belphegor.
“Let’s go—”
But he simply glanced dismissively at me.
“No.”
I blinked, watching as his eyes were filled with an iridescent light once more. He shook his head at me before turning to face the rifts forming in space. He took in a deep breath and started forward.
“I was mistaken in thinking that I had slew the cause of the incursion back in the first layer. That was but a nascent Corrupted Hellspace. But this?”
He glanced back towards the regenerating Corrupted Hellspace— the one that had followed me through the storm of the void. 
“That Corrupted Hellspace would pave the path for the end of the world if it is not stopped. It is the reason why the corruption has spread as significantly as it did. It was a mistake on my part. So I will have to rectify it.”
Belphegor started forward. I could only see the shadow of his figure facing down the end of the world. The wall of infinite corruption continued to approach, but he didn’t falter. I pursed my lips as I stared at his back.
“But if you die—”
He glanced back once. 
“I won’t.”
The Primordial Demon replied simply. An iridescent aura began to wreathe his body, and his chest began to glow. Like a hole was forming at his core.
“I will live. I have to live. For the sake of my King.”
Belphegor turned away from me, whispering softly as more nascent Corrupted Hellspaces were birthed.
“That is why I have chosen to suffer in his stead. That is why I have condemned myself to… hell.”
And the nascent Corrupted Hellspaces charged him. The hole fully formed in his chest, and the iridescent light covering his body shifted, twisting in a brilliant white glow. He shone brighter than the end of the world, with each step he took leaving behind a burning footprint behind him. 
He raised his head, staring down the nascent Corrupted Hellspaces as they reached him. Three of them, all at once. And he bellowed.
“[My Soul: Indomitable]!”
Belphegor leapt through the first nascent Corrupted Hellspace, tearing it apart. The second swung its tendrils at him, but he just caught the attack, before pulling hard. I watched as he crashed into the Corrupted Hellspace after Corrupted Hellspace, taking them down in mere moments.
The first Corrupted Hellspace began to rise from the ground— regenerating from the damage it had sustained earlier. Belphegor landed right before it, standing atop the corpse of a nascent Corrupted Hellspace. He glanced back at me, breaking me out of my daze.
“Go!”
He cried out to me.
“Live— get out of here!”
I blinked, before taking a step back. I swept my gaze over my surroundings. I stared at the storm of the void— the bubbles of non-existence. Then I looked towards the end of the world. The wall of infinite corruption. An army of corruption continued to converge around Belphegor.
The nearby Corrupted Netherstones seemed to ignore me, zipping by my pocket space without even giving me a passing glance. So I was mostly safe… for now. 
The moment Belphegor and the first Corrupted Hellspace started fighting, I would have to teleport out of here. But I didn’t leave. Not just yet. I just stared at Belphegor as he shouted at me once more.
“The second layer is no place for someone like you! So go!”
I gritted my teeth and shook a fist back at him.
“It’s no place for me yet.”
Belphegor paused. He blinked at me as I gestured at my surroundings.
“I will return. One day, I will come back here… so you better be alive then!”
I grinned at him. The Primordial Demon just stared at me. He chuckled before lowering his gaze.
“I see.”
He spoke loudly as he turned away from me— his voice sharp enough to cut through the chittering of the corruption, even from a distance. 
“Promise me then, when you do return, if I have been taken by the corruption, you shall destroy me. End my suffering so that I am not one with the end of the world.”
For a moment, his gaze flickered with the same melancholy from before. 
“Not just me, but the [Hydra] too— do not let us be slaves to the corruption. Please let our souls rest in peace.”
I stared at him. I recalled the Corrupted Hydra. And I just nodded.
“I will.”
“Thank you.”
Belphegor turned back to the face the Corrupted Hellspace, and I was about to close [The World Of My Mind]. But he caught himself at the very last moment. He glanced back at me again, this time hesitantly, even as the Corrupted Hellspace loomed over him.
“And when you see Samuel— when you see your father…”
He took in a deep breath, before sighing.
“Tell him that it’s not his fault. Tell him that I do not blame him. That if I were given a second chance to redo my life— that I wouldn’t change a single thing.”
I stared at the Primordial Demon. I saw the pain in his face, but I also remembered what he had felt when he remembered his past. His story. Whatever it was he experienced before the fall of my dad’s kingdom— it must have been a tale that would have taken forever to regale.
And the things he had experienced… it was all worth it. Even if now he was condemned to despair. 
[The World Of My Mind] began to close around me, and Belphegor’s eyes fluttered shut. Right as the last fractal of reality covered my pocket space, I gave the Primordial Demon a reassuring smile.
“I promise.”
And he smiled back at me.
“Thank you, Salvos.”
The Corrupted Hellspace swung down at him, cutting off his words. I flinched, even in the safety of my pocket space. But then I watched as Belphegor began to rise from the ground, carrying the corrupted tendril above him. 
He roared as the white aura wisped around him. He threw the Corrupted Hellspace back into the end of the world as my own pocket space flew higher up into the air. I began to focus, casting [Greater Teleportation].
And I watched as Belphegor reached for the hole in his chest as the army of corruption bore down on him.
“[My Love: Everlasting—” 
There was a flash. I blinked, hearing his words echo in my head. But he was gone. I just stared at an empty room. A broken altar. And a voice echoed in my head.  
I was finally back in the first layer of the Netherworld.




42. New Horizons

Now Entering [Dungeon: Remnants of the First Demon Kingdom]
The words resounded in my head. I stared at the broken altar. I swept my gaze around the room, staring at the brick wall. I recognized this place. It was the very first room I entered after descending further into this Dungeon. 
It was where I had discovered those collars— the very same summoning rings that would bring Regnorex’s minions to the Mortal Realm. And the inscriptions told me that this kingdom belonged to my father.
Or, at least, it used to belong to Sal.
Samuel?
The Devil King.
Whatever he went by back then, it didn’t matter. He used to be a ruler of a vast kingdom— this place used to be a safe haven. A sanctuary for all kinds of Demons to gather, away from the harsh world above. 
But now, it was all ruins. And in the depths of the second layer, only a single citizen of the kingdom remained.
Was Belphegor dead? I didn’t know. He was still battling the hordes of the corruption down in the second layer last I saw. He had even used a Skill when he was reaching for his chest. Was it a regular Skill? A Grand Skill?
Again, I didn’t know. He was so much stronger than me that even his regular Skills were comparable to the Grand Skills I had seen from other Elites. Or maybe they were all Grand Skills. Maybe every Skill I had seen him use was a Grand Skill. Maybe every Skill he had was a Grand Skill.
Either way, he was still fighting against the end of the world. And that last Skill he used had been greater than the others. I hoped that he was able to defeat that Corrupted Hellspace. It was strong— it was almost unkillable. It simply regenerated from everything Belphegor had thrown at it.
It had even corrupted me… maybe.
I looked down at myself. I wasn’t a corrupted creature like the Corrupted Netherstones and Corrupted Netherstructures. Certainly, I hadn’t succumbed to the corruption like the Wyvern I had fought back in the Helbir Plains did. It was more like I had Skills related to manipulating and even creating the corruption.
Just like the [Ancient Centinel] I had killed back in the Bloodied Gulf.
I narrowed my eyes. I saw the veil of corruption wisping off me. The four wheels that circled around me faded away as I deactivated my [Protection of the Corruption]. But my body remained distorted. Like my figure was nearly invisible— obfuscated by the warped space.
I took a step forward, taking in a deep breath. And [Corruption Camouflage] came to an end too. I was finally back to my regular self. And I nodded as I took in a deep breath.
“Alright… so maybe going down to the second layer was not a good idea…”
I should have known it would be dangerous, but the fact that even a Level 200 [Golem of the Basilisk] was torn apart in the face of the army of the corruption just showed how far out of my depth I was down there.
It was as the Kobolds had told me— the Old Gods died to prevent the end of the world. The Dragons in the Mortal Realm, and my dad’s kingdom in the Netherworld. They fought to stop the corruption. And even then, all they could do was slow it.
I stared at the tunnel leading further down to the Prison of the Basilisk. There was nothing for me down there— not right now. Even going back to speak with the [Basilisk] was pointless. After all, there was a very real chance that it would attack me since I now had a Corrupted Title.
If it sensed ever a semblance of the corruption on me… I would be turned to stone in an instant. Probably. 
…most likely.
Still, I didn’t know for sure. I just knew that the [Basilisk] was far higher-leveled than me. I didn’t want to risk dying just so I could just pay the Gate of the Netherworld one last visit. Instead, I slumped over and let out a tired sigh.
I was exhausted. I was hurt. My body was bloodied and broken— I had been through so much. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed since I entered the Remnants of the First Demon Kingdom. And I especially wasn’t sure how much time had passed since I entered the second layer.
Space was distorted there, and it was entirely possible that time wasn’t exactly moving normally either. That was in addition to the time it took for me to readjust to the environment, trapped in that hallway that led to the Corrupted Hydra.
Could it have only been a few days? A few weeks? Maybe a few months? Maybe even a few seconds!
And what about the time I spent in my dad’s pocket space, just before I returned to the Netherworld for Revelation?
I closed my eyes as I let [Rest] take over. So much had happened in what felt like a short period of time, and I needed to catch a break. Even if it was only a short reprieve, I couldn’t just keep pushing on at this pace. Everything from seeing the multiverse to seeing the end of the world— I just needed some time to recover now.
“Then… I’ll find Haec.”
I whispered to myself as I began to succumb to darkness. 
“And I’ll speak with my… Dad…”
And as I lay here, slowly passing out in the ruins of my father’s kingdom, the world continued to move. 
***
Deep beneath the depths of the second layer, Belphegor’s eternal battle continued. The end of the world drew closer, but it was delayed for just a moment longer. He knew that he could not hold it off until the end of time.
But for the sake of the man he loved, Belphegor was going to keep fighting until he died.
***
And on the first layer of the Netherworld, Revelation raged on. The Beast continued its endless slaughter, waking up from its slumber. Archdemons, Primeval Demons, and even Primordial Demons alike stood helplessly in its path of destruction. 
But nothing would satiate its hunger for death. Not here. Not on the surface of the Netherworld. 
After all, while its slaughter seemed mindless, its actions were driven by confusion. By fear and terror. 
It unleashed a deluge of black flames that ripped across the landscape. It watched as tens of thousands died in an instant. And as it stared at the barren landscape—
It simply longed to return to its home.
***
News of the Heir of the Netherworld’s betrayal reached the Demon King’s Castle, and a terrible roar echoed out, shaking the Domain. As the tremor died down, Regnorex called for his Deathsquad Hunters.
***
Haec, Taburas, Betrugil, and Aemula wandered the scarred world of Revelation. They were lost. They were being hunted. But they weren’t afraid. 
Haec wasn’t afraid. After all, he knew he would see his leader again.
But until then, he wasn’t alone. He was accompanied by… others. No— by his brand new companions? Or at least, a singular companion in Taburas.
They continued following the cracks and crevices, staying safe and far from the death and destruction above.
***
But in the Mortal Realm…
Things were different. There wasn’t a planar disaster that naturally struck the world, following a consistent cycle like that of night and day. However, that didn’t mean that the Human lands didn’t have their own problems. 
For one, they were still recovering from the Demon invasion of the Mortal Realm. Even though they had repelled the Demon King, the aftershocks of the attempted merger remained. Even now. And for another— 
The Human lands was at war.
Daniel Song drew his bloodied sword from the corpse of an Elf. He raised his head, scanning the barren battlefield. It was a resounding victory. He nodded at himself, before sheathing his blade as a notification echoed in his mind.
He closed his eyes as he listened.
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Author’s Notes:

And that’s the end of Book 10/Volume 6 Part 1!
This novel was originally published on RoyalRoad as a first draft. You can read the start of Book 11 and more on my patreon now! MelasDelta | Creating Web Serials / Web Comics | Patreon 
And once again…
Over two years ago, I said I was going to get a comic for my novel, Salvos. Back then, I still went by delta201, and I was a student studying in Uni who was making $800 a month on patreon who hadn't published a single book on Amazon. And the reason I wanted a comic was because... I thought it was cool!
Seriously, look at this!

It’s self-produced, meaning I am spending $100,000 on this project just because… I have an art addiction lmao. But seriously, if you want to support me, give it a follow and let others know about it! I would appreciate it a lot <3
https://tapas.io/series/Salvos-comic
Ori f you want, you can also subscribe to my patreon :) MelasDelta | Creating Web Serials / Web Comics | Patreon 
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