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1. Cold Trail

School… was boring!

It had been over two months since Rachel started attending Mavos Academy. She had been incredibly excited to start her studies, and she had even joined a club on Demon Research! So everything was going swimmingly… right?

Wrong!

First of all, Rachel was starting to get bored of the things she learned in her classes. She had hoped that she’d be able to learn how to get to the Netherworld to find Salvos. But apparently, she could only take the basic space magic lectures as of right now. She was not only in the College of Aspirations, she was barely into her first year. While most upper-level courses were limited to those who were attending their last year, or those who were in the School of Aspiring Elites.

This hurdle wasn’t enough to dissuade her, of course. So she had spoken with other students who were attending upper-level courses— including those who were in the School of Aspiring Elites, and she had even spoken with professors. And while most turned her away, some were kind enough to answer her prying questions.

Rachel was acutely aware that she had to dance around the topic of what she wanted to ask. It was a taboo topic. Especially after the trickery of Salvos and the invasion of the Demon King.

However, Rachel didn’t care about upholding a false image of herself. So she always asked her questions upfront— she phrased it bluntly, asking if there was any way she could open up a portal to the Netherworld.

Now, she was a little more obtuse with her intentions for asking these questions, although she never did lie outright. Quite a few professors or students asked her about why she wanted to know this, and she just said that it was part of the Demon Research Club.

Which was true. The Demon Research Club was also studying how portals to the Netherworld were opened. However, they were more interested in the rituals behind said summonings, so they could find a way to prevent or interrupt any large-scale grand ritual in the future, rather than what Rachel was interested in.

She didn’t care for summoning a Demon to the Mortal Realm, or stopping a Demon summoning either. What she wanted was to see Salvos again.

And she was starting to realize that that was going to take a lot longer than she thought it would. Which was really quite annoying!

But Rachel wasn’t going to sit around and wait for opportunities to fall into her lap. She was going to find a way to expedite this process somehow. Unfortunately…

She didn’t really know where to start.

—--

“Here.”

Rachel raised her head, hearing the ethereal voice echo just above her. She looked up from her book and saw a ball of white flames floating in the air. It carried a cup of water, and she nodded her head at it.

“Thank you, Supervisor Willy.”

She spoke gratefully, accepting the glass from the ball of flames. If anyone saw this scene, they’d thought the girl was mad for addressing a flaming sphere by a name, let alone a formal title. But that was because most wouldn’t realize what Willy actually was— he was a Grand Spirit. 

A [Will O’ Wisp], in fact. Quite high-leveled, too.

He was the supervisor of the Demon Research Club, although he didn’t actually do much. He simply monitored their actions, and occasionally, he’d remind them to hydrate properly. Like right now.

“Drink. Human. Fool.”

He mostly spoke in single-word sentences. So for most who spoke to him, they wouldn’t be able to interpret what he was saying in the slightest. In fact, many of those who were in the Demon Research Club still barely understood what Willy said half the time.

But Rachel wasn’t called the Child Wonder for nothing. She had managed to decipher what the Grand Spirit was saying every single time. So for example, right now, he was essentially telling her that she was a fool for forgetting to drink even though she was a Human.

It wasn’t… the nicest thing to say. However, Rachel knew that that was how Willy showed affection.

“I will be sure to remain hydrated!”

Rachel exclaimed as he scoffed, his flames flickering. He flew off and left her alone in the empty room of the Demon Research Club. As he left, a blonde girl strode into the room, carrying a heavy tome under one arm.

“President Valda.”

Rachel immediately rose to her feet to address the blonde girl. Valda just nodded in response, hefting the heavy tome onto a nearby table.

“Rachel. Of course you’d be in here even though we have no meeting today.”

Valda rolled her eyes, and Rachel just scratched the back of her head. The President of the Demon Research Club stared at the book with a frown.

“And what are you even reading?”

It was a simple question. One that Rachel was more than happy to answer. She grinned and showed the book’s cover.

“I’m reading, ‘The Story of Salvos’! It’s very well-written— you should give it a read!”

Valda snorted as she leant against the heavy tome she was laid on the table.

“Most of these books are nonsense, you do realize that, right? They’re written by greedy [Writers] trying to capitalize on Salvos’ fame. And many of them are written to destroy her reputation too…”

Rachel shook her head, tapping a finger on the author and publisher of the novel.

“Well, actually, this book was written by the Thrilling Bard himself. The Elite Ranked adventurer who actually briefly met Salvos during the war. And it’s distributed by the Mons and Riley Trading Company. So, it’s quite accurate.”

The President of the Demon Research Club blinked a few times.

“Wait, the Thrilling Bard wrote this? You mean the Thrilling Bard? But not just them, the Mons and Riley too… uh, who are they again?”

She placed a hand on her chin, stopping herself. Rachel giggled in response.

“The Mons and Riley Trading Company. Co-owned by Mons Merryster— you know, the sister of Saffron Merryster who was rooming with Salvos during her time in Mavos Academy?”

Rachel waved a hand dismissively as she explained. She expected Valda to be amazed, hearing of Saffron. But Valda just furrowed her brows.

“Oh.”

An odd reaction. But Rachel ignored it, instead flipping through the book with stars in her eyes.

“Anyway, there’s so many things I never knew about Salvos written inside here. For example, did you know that Salvos’ favorite type of food is seafood?”

“Uh, why would I know that?”

Valda bit her lower lip. Rachel continued excitedly.

“And did you know that Salvos never actually gained the Title of the Savior of Silvergrove?”

“That is… not that important—”

“And did you know, Salvos actually has children?”

Rachel was practically beaming from ear to ear as she raised the book. Valda opened her mouth to retort, before pausing.

“Wait, Salvos has children?”

“Yep!”

Rachel pointed to a passage from the book. Valda narrowed her eyes, silently reading through the page, even as she mouthed the words to herself. When she reached the end, her eyes went wide.

“Baby… Wyverns?

“Three of them, yep!”

Nodding excitedly, Rachel placed the book down. She raised her head, sighing wistfully as she stared at the crystal light hanging from the ceiling of the room.

“I wonder what they’re like— I would love to meet them and have a chat with them one day!”

Valda just stared at Rachel. Slowly, the President of the Demon Research Club managed to work her jaw.

“But they’re not children. They’re Wyverns. At best, they’re pets.”

“They’re not pets! They’re Salvos’ children! That’s what it says right here!”

Rachel harrumphed, emphatically gesturing at the book. Valda rubbed her temples.

“They’ll rip your head off.”

“Nope.”

“Nope?”

Valda could barely even react to the Child Wonder. Rachel simply folded her arms and spoke simply.

“Nope. That’s not going to happen. We’ll be best friends. I’m sure of it.”

There was a certainty there which Valda clearly didn’t understand. And she gave up trying to understand it. Instead, she shook her head and took Rachel by the hand.

“If you’re going to give me a headache, at least help me clean out the room.”

“W-what…?”

Rachel blinked as she was dragged towards a broom.

“Wait, no—”

***

“And remember, make sure you behave and stay within Kron’s range—”

The baby Wyvern heard the voice echo from the outside hall. He looked up, peering through the crack of his bedroom door and watching as his siblings were led down the corridor. There they were— Novis and Bellum, following Centina and Kron as they began to head down from the tall tower.

Oriur didn’t follow them. He didn’t care for hunting low-leveled monsters to grow stronger like his siblings did. Recently, because of their restlessness, they had gained some freedoms— like the ability to roam around down below, within the premises of Mavos Academy.

They were still strictly monitored, especially by Centina who watched over them like a hawk. So Oriur, who longed to venture down to the world below, decided against accompanying his siblings. Instead, he continued lying in his bed until he heard the clicking of the exit door locking.

He waited there in silence, hearing the ticking of his bedside clock. Now, there was noone left up here. Uncle Willy wouldn’t be back until a few hours from now. So that gave Oriur time.

Time to himself.

Time to carry out his plan.

Time to make his great escape from this prison.


2. Chilling Loneliness

It was time to act.

Oriur clambered out of bed, before poking his head out of his room. The hallway was empty. Everyone was out. Ms Centina, Ms Kron, and even his two siblings. They had all gone out during the evening to train and level up amongst the low-leveled monsters in the surrounding area of the academy.

When Centina had first introduced this idea, Oriur was ecstatic. He had even accompanied his siblings in traveling to the outside world the first few times they did it. But when he realized it was to hunt and fight— when he realized he couldn’t actually explore Mavos Academy or interact with the other students there— he opted out for the future sessions. And instead, he concocted a plan to escape.

It was very simple. Oriur had noticed that there wasn’t actually a key that locked or unlocked the front door of this prison. Because it wasn’t actually a prison— it was Clayton Skyshredder’s office. Instead, there was a magical runic code that needed to be entered to open the front door.

Apparently, it was something only Centina knew. Kron didn’t care enough to learn what it was, and neither Novis nor Bellum paid enough attention to even notice this. However, Oriur was a very attentive baby Wyvern.

He made sure to spy on Centina each time she keyed in the runic code to unlock the exit. Perhaps she never noticed his spying, or maybe she assumed that casting basic magical spells were beyond his abilities. Unfortunately for her…

Oriur grinned as he quietly strode up to the front door. He brought a hand up and placed it against the wizened wooden surface. Taking in a deep breath, he reached for the strands of mana that expanded around him, composing the world. And then he pulled it into the complex network of magic that was etched into the wood.

There was a flash of light. Runes of all shapes and sizes appeared right before the baby Wyvern. He stared at the glowing symbols, before rearranging them with his claws. All he had to do was copy the structure that Centina made, and—

Click.

The door swung open.

Oriur pumped a fist in the air, squeaking in excitement.

“I did it!”

He caught himself a moment later, not wanting to make too much of a ruckus. He didn’t want to draw any attention to himself. He knew that there wasn’t anyone around nearby, but it was better to be safe than sorry. So he proceeded quietly until he reached the enchanted platform they called an ‘elevator’.

Oriur knew how it worked. When he had first seen it, he had been afraid to even step foot onto it. But now, he didn’t care. He got on, and its magic activated. Immediately, the platform began to descend, and when he looked up, he saw another platform take its place at the top.

“I’m actually doing this…”

The baby Wyvern swept his gaze over his surroundings as he descended down a glass-tube. He had been residing in Clayton Skyshredder’s office— located high above the clouds over Mavos Academy. So he could see everything.

The plethora of buildings— all constructed in different kinds of styles of architecture. They rose up from the ground, some of them with domed roofs, others with spiraling towers, and more that were built like brick boxes. A few of them were even more unique. There was a glass-like pyramid located right by a massive botanical garden, and there was a floating stadium right at the edge of the campus city.

Well, the floating stadium wasn’t floating right now because it was night. However, when it was used, it would fly hundreds of feet up from the ground through gravity magic.

Oriur had spent a lot of time studying a bunch of different topics while he was trapped up here. From learning how to cast basic spells to reading up on the history of the Human lands, he learned it all. And now, he was finally free to roam as he wished— to befriend Humans as he wanted!

Oh, how he had longed for freedom for so long. He smiled to himself as he watched the platform reach the first floor of the tower. He was practically vibrating where he stood. Giddy in excitement. The platform came to a halt, and he skipped out as he hummed to himself.

Oriur immediately came to a halt as he faced down a lady with glasses standing there down the hallway. He froze for a moment, thinking he had just been caught by Centina. But the realization slowly sank in that that lady was too old to be Centina.

With Kron’s illusions, Centina looked like she was in her early 30s at most. This lady with glasses looked to be in her mid-to-late 30s.

Oriur wanted to sigh in relief. He was glad that he wasn’t caught by Centina. He shook his head and smiled at the lady with glasses.

“Hi, my apologies, but I—”

Unfortunately, the baby Wyvern couldn’t finish because the lady with glasses screamed.

“Monster!”

She stumbled back as she reached for her pocket. Oriur blinked a few times, before waving a hand.

“Wait, I am not a monster. My name is Oriur—”

“How is it talking? Stay back!”

The lady with glasses whipped out a crystal wand, pointing at Oriur. It flashed with a bright light, and only then did the baby Wyvern think to use [Identification] on her. What he saw boded poorly for him.

[Mage - Lvl. ???]

“Oh no…”

Oriur took a step back, realizing he would be killed in an instant. He tried to raise his hands placatingly. But the lady with glasses moved first.

“[Lightning Bolt]!”

She pointed at him as a flash of light filled the room. Oriur winced, his heart jumping in his chest. He couldn’t even react. He couldn’t even think. He just knew he was going to be in a world of pain. He braced for it— however, the attack never came.

The baby Wyvern blinked a few times as he slowly raised his head. He lowered his hands to see a ball of light hovering just before him, sizzling with smoke. No— it wasn’t a ball of light. It was… a ball of flames. A ball of blue flames, to be exact.

“Uncle Willy…?”

Oriur mouthed slowly. The [Will O’ Wisp] danced back and forth as the lady with glasses narrowed her eyes.

“Instructor William— why are you protecting that monster?”

Willy sighed, before drifting backwards. His flames flashed, and Oriur found himself floating up. The baby Wyvern thrashed in the air as the [Will O’ Wisp] carried him back towards the elevator.

“Sorry.”

That was all the Grand Spirit said. The lady with glasses frowned, watching them go. But she eventually shook her head and marched away as she harrumphed under her breath.

“...I always knew we shouldn’t have accepted him into our faculty.”

Meanwhile, Oriur struggled as he was carried away by the [Will O’ Wisp]. He desperately tried to break free— he had finally found his freedom. He couldn’t go back up there.

“Let me go, Uncle!”

Oriur exclaimed, but Willy ignored the pleading.

“Please don’t bring me back up there!”

The baby Wyvern squirmed, watching as they approached the platform. Again, the Grand Spirit didn’t seem to care. Oriur clenched his jaw, feeling a sense of terror and dread well up within him.

No— he thought as he shook his fists. I was finally free… I was finally— He opened his mouth, trying to find the words. But he couldn’t speak. His body grew cold, and his hands went numb. The fact that his plan had failed finally settled in.

The creeping chill of loneliness swept over him, and an aching grew in his heart. Oriur’s breathing grew heavy as Willy brought them both over the elevator. And all at once, the baby Wyvern unleashed his feelings.

“I don’t want to be alone anymore!”

Oriur screamed as a blast of ice shot out of his mouth. The frost breath almost struck Willy, but he dodged out of the way as it crashed against the wall. The [Will O’ Wisp]’s concentration must have broken because he dropped the baby Wyvern from the air. All he could do was stare for a moment.

“What?”

Oriur, too, was confused. He lay on the ground, wide-eyed at what he had just done. He tried to work his jaw, but all that came out were eddying snowflakes. He looked down at himself, realizing what just happened.

“That was… my frost breath?”

He whispered softly. It was not something he had ever been able to do before. However, he had read up about how every Wyvern was born with an affinity to a certain element, giving them the natural ability to unleash a magical breath once they were old enough.

And as a baby Frost Wyvern, Oriur should not have been able to use his frost breath until he was at least three years old. But the words resounding his head confirmed that it was what he thought it was.

General Skill [Racial Skill: Frost Breath] learned!

Experience is awarded for learning a General Skill!

Subspecies [Juvenile Wyvern] Level Up!

[Juvenile Wyvern - Lvl. 15] -> [Juvenile Wyvern - Lvl. 16]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

“How…?”

Oriur stared at his hands, before noticing a bright light draw closer to him. He looked up at Willy who was floating closer, and the baby Wyvern immediately scrambled back.

“No, Uncle. Please… I just want to explore and make friends…”

He begged desperately, and the [Will O’ Wisp] came to a halt. Willy stared at the cowering baby Wyvern for a long moment. Neither one moved. Oriur was too scared to even blink.

And Willy must have seen it— the fear in the baby Wyvern’s eyes. The crushing loneliness of being locked away and trapped. Perhaps, even, the [Will O’ Wisp] understood it. He had no face, but his flickering flames that changed from a white to a gold indicated something had changed in his heart.

He finally sighed.

“Fine.”

Oriur’s face lit up as he heard that word of affirmation. He immediately leapt to his feet, and Willy drifted back.

“Follow.”

“Yay!”

The baby Wyvern cheered, hopping excitedly beneath the ball of flame.

“Thank you, Uncle Willy!”


3. Scorned

Oriur followed Willy as they exited the front entrance of the thin tower. It was Clayton Skyshredder’s own personal tower. It was called the Office of the Headmaster, and it was located at the corner of the Central Square of Mavos Academy.

Even while in disguise and accompanied by Centina, the baby Wyvern wasn’t allowed to wander around the campus. Instead, they had to exit by a back doorway, which led down a complicated network of alleys that eventually brought them out of the campus.

All that just meant was that this was the first time that Oriur had the chance to explore Mavos Academy up-close. He was beaming from ear to ear— which wasn’t hard, considering that he had a long mouth and sharp fangs that made up most of his face. And he was ready to skip past Willy to ogle at the unfurling architecture around him.

Unfortunately… that wasn’t allowed.

“No.”

The [Will O’ Wisp] said, and Oriur deflated. The baby Wyvern wanted to protest, but he decided against it. Uncle had already been kind enough to bring him out, so there was no reason to push for more.

“Close.”

Willy’s flames flickered as he spoke— it was a single word, but the meaning was clear. Oriur stuck close to the [Will O’ Wisp] as they walked out into the Central Square of Mavos Academy. As soon as they stepped out, they were greeted by a radiant glow.

Tall magical lamp posts lined the foyer, glowing softly in the night. Bright enough to illuminate the area, but not too bright like a blazing bonfire that it seemed like it was day. Oriur remembered seeing a sight once before— when Mama had taken him to the Beastmen Plains.

Since it was past sundown, Mavos Academy was mostly empty and devoid of students. It was a completely different sight from the bustling crowds during the day. Although, supposedly, the campus used to be even more crowded years back.

However, there were still a handful of students and members of the faculty wandering about. They spotted Oriur as soon as he stepped out under the moonlight. He brightened, before waving at them.

“Hey! I’m Oriur—”

They screamed. The baby Wyvern blinked, watching as the group of students ran away. They called for security— for the faculty to do something.

Willy just sighed.

“See?”

He drifted forward, leading Oriur away from the thin tower. The baby Wyvern looked down at himself hesitantly, before looking back. He saw the fleeing students. And he thought of the lady with glasses who had almost killed him.

“Why?”

It was a simple question. But it was so vague. And yet, Oriur didn’t know what else to ask— he turned to Uncle for guidance, however there were no answers there.

The [Will O’ Wisp] drifted on, leaving Oriur to silently follow.

—--

As the Grand Spirit and the baby Wyvern made their way through the campus of Mavos Academy, they ran into a bunch more students and teachers. There were a few near-incidents— but fortunately, Willy managed to defuse it before spells were flung or swords were drawn.

Oriur didn’t know where they were going. He had memorized the layout of the campus from above, so theoretically, he should have known their exact location in Mavos Academy. However, he couldn’t pay enough attention to his surroundings to figure that out, and that was because…

They were staring at him.

It didn’t matter who they were. Students. Teachers. Even ordinary people who worked in the campus-city. It didn’t matter what their Class was, nor did it matter if they were Level 10, 40, 70, or 100. They all were staring at him. And it wasn’t a look of curiosity. Oriur could feel their gaze bearing down on him. He could sense their terror— feel their disdain.

Not a single one of the passing Humans met his gaze.

Oriur lowered his head. He looked down at his leathery clawed hand, so distinct from the fleshy hand of a human.

“They hate me.”

He whispered, dragging his feet over the brick road. Willy replied simply.

“Yes.”

Oriur gritted his teeth. He felt his warring feelings, before looking up at his uncle.

“But what did I ever do to them? Why do they hate me?”

“Because.”

The [Will O’ Wisp] gave his usual one-word answer. But this time, it didn’t explain anything. The baby Wyvern repeated after his uncle.

“Because?”

And Willy paused. He stopped right before what looked like an obelisk. There were names etched on its stone surface. Clearly, it was a memorial. But a memorial to what, Oriur didn’t know.

Slowly, the [Will O’ Wisp] turned to face the baby Wyvern and said—

“Not Human.”

It was two words. Unlike Willy’s usual one-word replies. Although it wasn’t a full sentence either, but it was enough to answer Oriur’s question.

“Oh.”

The baby Wyvern stood there, eyes growing wide. He didn’t understand it. He knew what Uncle was saying, but it made no sense to him.

They shunned him because he wasn’t a Human.

Why? That didn’t make sense to Oriur. When he looked at a non-Wyvern, he didn’t feel any contempt or fear. All he felt within himself was a sense of curiosity. To learn more and befriend the strange creature.

But the Humans didn’t feel that way towards him. Because he wasn’t a Human. Because he was a Wyvern. Because he was a monster.

Oriur closed his eyes as his mind whirled. He grew dizzy just trying to understand this logic. But he couldn’t comprehend it. His breathing grew heavy, and he felt like collapsing right there. However, Willy’s voice drew his attention.

“Look.”

The [Will O’ Wisp] flitted towards the obelisk, his flames limning a set of golden words written onto the side of the marble. But for whatever reason, its edges were smudged red. Oriur blinked a few times, before reading what was said there.

“In memory of those who… sacrificed their lives during the Second Invasion of the Demon King?”

The baby Wyvern frowned, before turning back to Willy. The [Will O’ Wisp] flew up the obelisk, lighting up the rest of the monument. And this time, Oriur saw even more words painted over the names on the obelisk.

It was quite evident that these words were scrawled and scratched over what was initially written on the marble surface. These words were painted red, and they defaced the obelisk. Oriur read what was written in a confused voice.

“Demon-worshipper? Cultist? Resign? I… what is this?”

Oriur’s head spun. He took a step back, before realizing that there was also paint wetting the floor. He narrowed his eyes at the large letters.

“Their blood is on your hands.”

It made no sense to the baby Wyvern. Why was a memorial dedicated to those who died during the war vandalized like this? Oriur had been there. He had seen those brave Humans fighting for their home. They should not be defiled like this.

“...and whose hands?”

Oriur wondered aloud, reading the words painted on the ground.

“Just who are they blaming for the war?”

He turned to his uncle, looking for answers. The [Will O’ Wisp] didn’t move. A cold breeze washed over the two of them, and a voice answered.

“They are blaming me.”

It wasn’t Willy who spoke. Oriur jolted when he heard the reply. Not out of surprise, but because he immediately recognized the deep voice. The authoritative tone— the commanding presence. It only belonged to one person.

Clayton Skyshredder.

Both the [Will O’ Wisp] and the baby Wyvern turned to face the Headmaster of Mavos Academy. He stood there with his wispy beard flowing with the wind. He looked down at Oriur who winced from the gaze, before he looked back up towards Willy.

“You should not be down here.”

Clayton spoke as he strode forward. Willy didn’t seem to care that he was caught down here with Oriur.

“Yes.”

The [Will O’ Wisp] replied as casually as ever. Clayton came to a halt before the obelisk, before raising a hand. There was a flash of light, and a magic circle appeared in his open palm. The dried paint staining the ground and the marble immediately began to flake off, slowly fading away.

Oriur stared at this for a moment, watching as the Headmaster of Mavos Academy cleaned the defaced obelisk with magic. When Clayton was done, he took a step back and sighed.

“These vandals know what they’re doing. They understand that they will upset quite a few folks by defacing this memorial. But that is the point— they want their message to be seen.”

Willy didn’t respond. Oriur glanced between the [Will O’ Wisp] and the Headmaster of Mavos Academy, before hesitating. The baby Wyvern raised a small hand.

“And their message is… that you worship Demons? That you caused the war?”

Oriur wasn’t sure if that was the right question to ask. He wasn’t even sure if Clayton had been addressing him. But the baby Wyvern was too curious— he wanted to know the answer.

The Headmaster of Mavos Academy shook his head as he stared at the monument.

“They are blaming me for my failures— for allowing your mother to enroll in Mavos Academy; for allowing your mother to sway Mavos Academy into joining the war; and for allowing your mother to deceive us all.”

Clayton turned to face the baby Wyvern. Oriur blinked a few times, before he opened his mouth. He tried to work his jaw, then he paused.

“...what?”

The baby Wyvern didn’t understand it. Or rather, he didn’t want to understand it. The implication was clear. But still, Clayton explained.

“Even though it was your mother who sacrificed herself to save us all, they believe that she was an agent of the Demon King. Not because they have any proof. But because she is a Demon.”

Oriur narrowed his eyes. That was ridiculous— he had seen what Mama had done for the Humans. They couldn’t have possibly believed she was secretly working against them… right?

And yet, he saw the glaring faces. He heard the cries of terror. Everything he had experienced during his walk across Mavos Academy flashed in his mind, and he realized that what Clayton was saying was true.

Because Salvos wasn’t a Human, they scorned her. Just like how Oriur was scorned for being a Wyvern.

Oriur lowered his head as the realization settled in. But that can’t be true of all Humans, right? They can’t all possibly hate me just because… just because…

He couldn’t bear to finish the thought. He looked back up towards Clayton Skyshredder. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy was staring at the monument with a melancholic gaze. He slowly looked down at the palm of his hand, before chuckling mirthlessly.

“And they blame me— for hiding the truth of your mother from them. For doing nothing. Because I am the highest-leveled [Mage] in the Human lands, they say that I should have known she was a Demon.”

Oriur’s eyes flickered upon hearing that. He stared at the Headmaster of Mavos Academy. He waited until they locked gazes. And finally, Oriur’s mouth moved.

“Did you?”

Oriur asked apprehensively.

“Did you know that Mama was a Demon?”

Clayton was silent for a long moment. He closed his eyes as the wrinkles left his wizened face for a moment, and he spoke softly.

“I knew she wasn’t a Human.”

That made the baby Wyvern’s eyes grow wide. His racing thoughts came to a halt, vanishing in an instant. He licked his lips and asked.

“And you still let her into Mavos Academy?”

“Yes.”

Clayton said without any hesitation. Oriur stood there in silence, his thoughts finally resuming. But they were no longer that of doubt— they no longer told him that he would be scorned by every Human he spoke with.

Instead, he found… hope. A semblance of it, at least. Enough for him to believe that he could befriend someone. He nodded to himself as he looked between Willy and Clayton. Finally, he opened his mouth.

“I understand—”

“And now.”

Clayton interrupted the baby Wyvern. He crossed his arms, his demeanor suddenly changing. It was like he was towering over all of Mavos Academy.

“Remind me again: why were you freely wandering around my campus?”

Oriur froze. The baby Wyvern shrank as he tried to muster up his voice.

“I… um… that’s—”

He turned to Willy for help, but the [Will O’ Wisp] just snickered. Oriur looked back towards Clayton, speaking in a small voice.

“...sorry?”

And the Headmaster of Mavos Academy sighed.

“I don’t want you causing any more trouble down here. I heard that even my [Secretary] nearly killed you. For your own safety, and for the peace of my school, return to my office. Now.”

Oriur wanted to protest. He wanted to argue as he did with Willy. But Clayton was nothing like the [Will O’ Wisp]. There was no bargaining here. The baby Wyvern’s shoulders sagged, and he nodded defeatedly.

“Y-yes, Mr Skyshredder.”

***

Willy watched as Oriur disappeared back up to the top of the tower. The baby Wyvern rode on the elevator with Centina, Novis, Bellum, and Kron. The latter three were huddled in a corner of the platform, trembling in fear as the formermost yelled at Oriur for what had happened.

The [Will O’ Wisp] didn’t head back up with them. Clayton had requested to speak with Willy alone. So the two stood at the bottom of the elevator, neither speaking for a moment. When it looked like the magical platform reached the top, it was the Headmaster of Mavos Academy who broke the silence.

“I understand you care for the Wyverns, but you cannot do this. Even if you are a Grand Spirit, I cannot allow you to do as you please in my school.”

“Mhm.”

Willy barely gave a verbal response. Clayton frowned as he turned to face the [Will O’ Wisp].

“What happened today cannot happen again. It was reckless and irresponsible. Especially what you did.”

“Mhm.”

Again, Willy didn’t say much, just making a sound of affirmation. The Headmaster of Mavos Academy shook his head.

“Do not allow this to happen again. Do you understand?”

Clayton warned the [Will O’ Wisp]. But this time, Willy spoke a single word.

“No.”

A simple response of defiance. Clayton narrowed his eyes at that, clearly not expecting it.

“No?”

“Yes.”

“And what exactly do you mean by that?”

Willy flitted back and forth as he thought of an answer for a moment. When he came up with one, his flames turned blue.

“Lonely.”

“Lonely?”

The Headmaster of Mavos Academy blinked, repeating after Willy. The [Will O’ Wisp] looked up towards the top of the tower.

“Oriur. Still lonely.”

Willy explained, and Clayton slowly nodded.

“Oh.”

It wasn’t something that needed to be explained by words. It was a feeling everyone understood. It was a feeling that Willy himself was incredibly familiar with.

His flames flickered as he thought of his [Summoner]. It was so long ago. And yet, it was still fresh in his mind. To be treated like a partner— rather than as a tool. It was the first time Willy had ever experienced something like that in his life.

He looked back towards Clayton, explaining simply.

“Need to find right Human. Need to find friend. Then won’t escape.”

“For Oriur?”

The Headmaster of Mavos Academy raised a brow. He scoffed at the idea, folding his arms across his chest.

“And who in their right mind would want to befriend a Wyvern?”

Willy floated there, his flames changing colors. He thought about it for a long moment. And he finally sighed, stumped.

“Don’t know. Need to find out.”

***

And as Willy and Clayton wondered about how to prevent another panic from breaking out on campus, rumors of the incident that night spread throughout Mavos Academy, until it eventually reached a curious young girl.

“Wait… what?”

Rachel blinked as she heard a passing student whisper something about seeing a monster on campus. And not just any monster— but a Wyvern. A baby Wyvern. 

She narrowed her eyes, coming to a halt in the middle of the crowded corridor. Everyone was talking about it. Even the teachers. Some were scared, while others wanted to hunt it down.

But Rachel? She just looked down at the book she was carrying. The Story of Salvos written by The Thrilling Bard himself. The young girl had already read through it three times now, and she memorized every single detail by this point.

And the book’s details about a trio of baby Wyverns popped into her mind.

“Huh.”

That was all she said.


4. Searching…

The news about the Wyvern stalking through the night streets of Mavos Academy spread across the campus like wildfire. Everyone was talking about it. Even the faculty members were whispering about it… although they denied such a rumor when asked by any of the students.

It became such a big deal, Headmaster Clayton Skyshredder himself had come out to assuage the fears of the students. He vehemently rejected the idea that there was a Wyvern hiding somewhere in the campus, going around and eating students.

Rachel found it odd. Not the claims of a wandering Wyvern, but the way the Headmaster of Mavos Academy had gone about making that statement. It was almost worded with such specificity to avoid alarming any truth-detection spells of a lie. After all, there were many different rumors going around, and the idea of a Wyvern going around and attacking students was one of the more ridiculous ones.

Most of the rumors were rather mundane in comparison. Some said that there was an [Illusionist] going around and playing pranks on people, while others were saying that a [Beastmaster] had tried to bring a Wyvern back to Mavos Academy to tame it. However, the story which Rachel believed the most was how every night at the stroke of midnight the ghost of a baby Wyvern would appear at the fringes of the Central Square, haunting those who had been responsible for slaughtering its flock.

Rachel didn’t believe in ghosts. Supposedly, they were the evolved versions of a lich— surpassing any corporeal form and fully taking on the body of an unkillable ethereal being. It sounded too ridiculous to be true, and it was a study of necromancy that had long since been debunked as an impossibility. However, the concept of ghosts lived on in the minds of children, passed on by parents trying to scare their sons and daughters into going to sleep at night.

Considering that Rachel’s parents never quite cared for her, she never heard the stories about ghosts until she was older and wiser. And she was very wise right now.

She quickly determined that the true story was not told in these ridiculous rumors, although there had to be some truth in at least a handful of them. There were enough high-leveled [Mages] in Mavos Academy that someone should have detected an illusion spell being cast, so the [Illusionist] stories were probably false. Meanwhile, all the high-leveled [Beastmasters] within the campus had denied the allegations that they were hiding a Wyvern.

So that meant only one thing— there had to have been a baby Wyvern roaming around Mavos Academy unattended. And Rachel had her own theory that she tried not to spread around beyond her close friends.

“It’s Salvos’ children!”

Rachel beamed as she sat down before Valda. The President of the Demon Research Club blinked, looking up from the table.

“Uh, what?”

“You know, the baby Wyvern!”

Rachel explained, waving a hand dismissively. Valda glanced around the room— once again, the club room was mostly empty. The day was ending, and most of their members had gone off to grab dinner. Not that there were very many club members in the first place.

In total, there were a dozen members of the Demon Research Club, and half of them were Valda’s closest friends. The others were interested in learning more about Demons after hearing the rumors about Salvos, and Rachel was pretty sure that the last member was secretly a [Cultist].

His name was Iwan, he had white hair, wore a black hood, had creepy tattoos, and he always kept to himself. He was definitely a [Cultist].

Anyway, only Jonas was present, helping with cleaning the club room. He was one of the seniors— the same guy who invited Rachel to join the club. He was at the back of the room, and he overheard what Rachel said, but he barely seemed to pay attention.

Valda raised a brow, still wearing a quizzical look on her face. Rachel sighed.

“You’ve heard about the rumors, right?”

“The [Illusionist] that’s been running around and pranking other students? I guess I’ve heard about it…”

The President of the Demon Research Club furrowed her brows as she spoke. But her response made Rachel scoff. The Child Wonder rolled her eyes, leaning back in her chair.

“It’s not an [Illusionist]! It was a baby Wyvern! And you know what that means?”

Valda hesitated, answering slowly.

“Not… really?”

“It means that it’s Salvos’ children!”

Rachel exclaimed, repeating herself from earlier. She gesticulated wildly as she explained.

“Salvos’ children are here in Mavos Academy! And Headmaster Skyshredder is hiding them!”

Valda just stared blankly back at the young girl.

“Salvos has… children?”

“I told you about this, remember? Salvos has children! Three baby Wyverns! And they’re super cute and super tiny!”

Rachel groaned, palming her forehead. Valda shook her head slowly.

“No. You told me that you were reading a dubious secondhand account by a [Bard] about the life of Salvos in a book published by a shady family notorious for being greedy. I took everything mentioned there as fiction, not fact.”

The President of the Demon Research Club rose to her feet, speaking simply. Rachel crossed her arms and harrumphed.

“Well, I’m telling you it has to be true! How else can you explain all these sightings of baby Wyverns wandering around Central Square at night?”

Valda didn’t even bat an eye before responding.

“...an [Illusionist] thinks it’s funny to go around pranking other students?”

“Ugh!”

Rachel threw her hands in the air, exasperated. She looked at Valda in the eyes and pouted.

“You don’t believe me, do you?”

“Very evidently, I do not.”

Valda replied. Rachel scowled, crossing her arms in defeat.

“I’m telling you it’s true…”

The two girls remained silent for a long moment. Finally, the silence was broken as Jonas strode from the back of the room up to Valda’s side. He met the club president’s gaze, before they nodded at each other.

Rachel looked up at him with a frown.

“You don’t believe me either, do you?”

Jonas chuckled, before scratching the back of his head.

“I won’t comment on the rumors myself as I haven’t really paid much attention to them. But I believe a healthy amount of skepticism is always better than believing everything you hear.”

It was a simple statement. Jonas smiled as he said it, and Rachel looked between him and Valda. The Child Wonder snorted.

—--

“They don’t believe me…”

Rachel strode through Central Square with a scowl on her face. It was now night, and most of the students in Mavos Academy were done with their classes for the day and heading back to bed. So the streets were mostly empty, although the young girl still spotted a handful of people passing by every other minute or so.

She should have gone to bed herself. In fact, her dorm had an instituted lights out time where students could no longer leave their room, so she had to head back soon. However, instead of preparing to sleep, she was out here, wandering the campus, searching for a baby Wyvern.

“I’ll prove it to them.”

Rachel told herself as she clenched a fist. No one believed her when she said that the rumors of the baby Wyverns meant that Salvos’ children were somewhere here in Mavos Academy. In fact, many of them refused to believe that Salvos had any children at all.

But the young girl knew it was true. It had to be true. So she stayed up, stalking through the streets and blending in with the shadows. She didn’t want to get caught wandering around late at night, considering that many people would recognize her due to her size and her reputation.

Unfortunately, even as she waited for the clock to strike midnight, nothing happened. Nothing showed up. There was no baby Wyvern. There was no ethereal ghost. There was no illusion. There was no [Beastmaster]. There was nothing.

“This can’t be right…”

Rachel gritted her teeth as she hid in a dark alleyway right by Central Square. It was quieter now than ever before. She only spotted a few members of the faculty wandering around, and they seemed to either be drunk or about to pass out from exhaustion.

Her cheeks flushed as she swept her gaze around, seeing no baby Wyvern.

“I’ll wait just a bit longer.”

She steeled herself, trying to remain steadfast. So she waited as the night went on. The stars continued to spin in the night sky, and the moon rose to the top of the dark dome overhead. It was now past midnight.

Again, nothing.

But Rachel refused to give up. She waited, even as Central Square cleared for the night. There were no longer passersby every few minutes. Perhaps there was one or two members of the faculty walking alongside the pavement every half an hour or so. Other than that, it was dead silent.

The young girl could hear her own breathing. The magical lamp posts lining the square dimmed. She felt her eyes grow heavy. She wanted to sleep.

However, she shook her head.

“I’m sure the baby Wyverns will show up soon.”

Rachel knew it wasn’t just a rumor. She believed in herself— she knew that the book she read was not a fabrication. Because she knew Salvos.

Everything described in the book matched up perfectly with what Rachel knew about Salvos.

The young girl continued to wait. And the moon began to set. The stars slowly faded away as an orange glow showed itself on the horizon.

“It’s already morning…?”

Rachel blinked, before realizing how dry her eyes were. She rubbed her eyes as she stepped out of the shadows. She spotted a small crowd beginning to gather in the Central Square of Mavos Academy, and she bit her lower lip.

“And no baby Wyverns.”

She whispered softly. The realization hit her like a [Blacksmith]’s hammer. The fact that she got no sleep didn’t bother her in the slightest. It was the fact that she couldn’t find Salvos’ children that upsetted her.

Rachel just stared in a daze at the crowd that was now buzzing through the Central Square. She closed her eyes for a moment.

“I want to meet them, but…”

She thought of Valda’s words. And Rachel gritted her teeth.

“Are they even real?”

The young girl wondered aloud. She looked up towards the Central Square as the sun was now rising from the horizon. She didn’t move for a moment. She just stood there, hoping to get an answer.

And that was when she spotted a blue glow moving through the amber-illuminated pavement of the square.

Rachel’s eyes went wide as she saw Willy flitting out of the Office of the Headmaster. He was floating over the passing students and teachers, heading towards the Tower of Truth. The young girl paused to stare for a moment, remembering what she knew of the [Will O’ Wisp].

“If anyone knows anything about Salvos… it has to be him.”

The Child Wonder nodded to herself as she took a step forward. She was tired— she was incredibly sleepy. But it didn’t matter to her.

She wanted answers, and she resolved herself. Rachel quickly made her way towards the [Will O’ Wisp], deftly sidestepping the crowds. She called out to him as he paused, hearing his name.

“Willy!”

Rachel waved at him, running up to his side. He came to a halt as he turned to face her, replying as curtly as ever.

“Hm?”

His flames blew with the morning breeze, still the cool pale blue they usually were. He took a moment to take in the bags under Rachel’s eyes, before floating down towards her as she caught her breath.

“What?”

“I have a question!”

Rachel piped up as she straightened to face him. He waited silently, and she took it as an opportunity to speak. Shifting uncomfortably, the young girl asked the question that was bearing down her shoulders.

“Do you, um, know if Salvos has any children?”

And the [Will O’ Wisp] froze.


5. Be Friends

Willy didn’t need sleep. He was a Grand Spirit— more specifically, a [Will O’ Wisp]. Unlike most mortals who needed to sleep at night, he could stay up and get things done.

Of course, that was not what he did. That was too troublesome, especially after having to deal with a long day of annoying Human activities.

Instead, Willy spent the night just floating in the middle of his room, sorting through his thoughts and feelings. But more than that, it let him store his emotions, saving them for later, so he could utilize them when needed.

It was thanks to a simple Skill called [Meditate]. It was a Skill that was rather uncommon, but also not really special in any way. Many [Priests] had it— they often got it as soon as they reached their Level 40 Class advancement.

The effects of [Meditate] were quite mundane. It allowed the user to manage their temperament, giving them a better control over their emotions. But for Willy, it was quite a useful Skill.

After all, the [Will O’ Wisp] specialized in a field of magic called the Elements of Emotions.

It was a field of magic that quite a few types of Spirits specialized in, but not many mortals even knew about its existence. Those who did often thought it was an inefficient school of magic because it harnessed the emotions of the individual to project magic into the world.

Certainly, at a surface level, Willy agreed that it sounded quite cumbersome to use. However, thanks to [Meditate], he could compartmentalize his emotions and convey them through magic when necessary. It allowed him to cast spells that were far stronger than his ostensible level. If he were angry enough, he could create a raging fire that even matched the power of Elites.

The downside was that if he didn’t have full control over his range of emotions, his magic could be weaker depending on his mood. Because of this, none of the [Priests] he had ever worked with ever showed an interest in learning this school of magic. Even those who had [Meditate]. Because they thought that the benefits did not outweigh the cons. Especially since that just having [Meditate] alone didn’t enable them to have the same mastery Willy had over his feelings.

There was a reason why the [Will O’ Wisp] spent so much time to himself, delving into his thoughts. Well, he also did have plenty of time to do so. Especially back when he had been the Hearthkeeper of Zaetya.

All he had to do back then was just float there, burn brightly, and look pretty. As Adash’s Deity of Day and as the Sun Spirit of Timira, he had other duties to attend to. But as the Hearthkeeper of Zaetya, there had been nothing else for him to do. And the fact he had to keep that up for decades nearly made him lose his mind.

But thanks to [Meditate], he eventually survived just fine.

And thanks to [Meditate], he managed to survive his isolation at the bottom of the Bloodied Gulf without succumbing to his grief. After all, that was where his former master passed.

Willy’s flames flickered as the thought crossed his mind. He remembered her. Nynen. The first Cyclopes he had ever met, and the only person who had ever treated him as a normal person. He followed her because of that— because she was his first friend. And when she passed, he was devastated.

For a moment, the [Will O’ Wisp] was lost in his thoughts. He froze right in the middle of Central Square. But he quickly regained control of his feelings and flew on. The past didn’t matter. Nynen was gone. All he could do now was live for her.

All he could do now was remember her.

Willy flitted over a group of students as he headed towards the Tower of Truth. As a member of the faculty, there were duties he had to attend to— that were mostly dull and monotonous. Not that he complained. He did as he was told anyway, because the alternative was doing nothing.

And nothing was more boring than doing nothing.

He continued on, set for his destination, until he heard a voice calling out to him. Willy spun around as he spotted Rachel sprinting his way.

“Willy!”

“Hm? What?”

The young girl shifted for a moment as Willy peered at her. Around them, the crowd of students gave way, creating a small clearing around the two in the middle of Central Square.

Rachel squeaked.

“Do you, um, know if Salvos has any children?”

Willy froze. His flames stopped blowing with the wind, and the wisping blue flakes faded away. He hovered there— a glowing ball that was perfectly spherical. He tried to steel himself, but the young girl just continued without any hesitation.

“Because I’ve read about that— in a book, that Salvos has children. Club President Valda tells me that it’s not true, but I’m pretty sure it is true. If anyone would know though, it would be you, right?”

Rachel spoke erratically, scratching her head as she tried to wrack her brain for all the right details. She looked tired. As if she hadn’t slept the whole night. But even though she was in such a state, she was in no hurry to go to sleep. Instead, she fumbled for her bag and produced a book.

“See? It’s written by the Thrilling Bard! And it talks about— wait, let me find the page…”

Willy watched as the young girl sifted through the book, searching for something. He slowly regained his senses and looked around. There were a handful of passing students looking their way. It wasn’t hard for either of them to draw attention, considering she was the Child Wonder, and he was a Grand Spirit.

He looked back down as Rachel raised a page of the book.

“Look— it says here that Salvos had children! So, is it true?”

She exclaimed, and Willy hesitated. She waited expectantly, looking up at him as a handful of nearby gazes turned to him. He could feel the intense staring bearing down on him, anticipating his answer.

Finally, he sent a blast of flame her way. Rachel blinked, and the nearby passersby shouted in shock. They watched in horror as she was enveloped in his fire. But the young girl didn’t burn. Instead, she found herself being carried into the air by the fire. She floated up as she stared down at herself for a long moment.

“Huh.”

That was all she said.

Willy swept his gaze over the staring students. Some of them sighed in relief, while others were just looking at the [Will O’ Wisp] in shock. He scoffed at them for even thinking that he’d attack Rachel.

“Idiots.”

And with that, he floated towards the Tower of Truth, carrying Rachel in tow.

—--

Willy only put Rachel down onto the ground when they were alone in the Tower of Truth. As a member of the faculty in Mavos Academy— even if part-time— the [Will O’ Wisp] was given a small office space with a table and chair. He shut the door before he turned to the young girl.

“Yes.”

He spoke simply. Rachel dusted herself off as she got to her feet. Looking up, she peered at the Grand Spirit.

“Yes?”

She repeated after him. And he sighed.

“Children. Yes.”

Rachel blinked a few times, before her eyes went wide. She exclaimed as she pointed at him.

“You’re answering my question! You’re saying that Salvos has children!”

“Yes.”

Willy replied, slightly agitated that he had to repeat himself again. However, the feeling went away quickly, stored for later use. He looked down at the young girl with an expectant look.

“Happy?”

He asked if she was done here— if she was satisfied with his answer. He knew what she was like, considering the few months he had gotten to know her. She was a curious little thing. And when she had a question, she wouldn’t stop until she got an answer.

Willy thought his answer was enough to placate her. Unfortunately, as usual, it wasn’t.

“Wait! So it’s true!”

Rachel piped up as she fumbled for her book. She looked down at the page, reading from it excitedly.

“So does that also mean that there are three of them, and they are all adopted baby Wyverns? Are they here in Mavos Academy? Is that what the rumors are about?”

She faced Willy with stars in her eyes. The young girl was practically bouncing on her toes. The [Will O’ Wisp] just shifted back as he stared at her.

He didn’t know the author of the book— whoever this Thrilling Bard was— but Willy really wanted to have a word with him about writing and publishing this book. It was making things really troublesome.

Willy sighed as he floated up and down like he was nodding.

“Yes. Yes. Yes.”

He didn’t see a point in lying or hiding the truth. All it would do is spread even more weird rumors. He just had to make sure that Rachel kept a lid on this once this conversation was over.

Rachel seemed to grow more excited with each passing moment. Her eyes went round as she took a step forward.

“Seriously? Can I go meet them?”

She looked like she was about to explode in excitement. But Willy finally paused. He considered her question for a short moment, before answering flatly.

“No.”

And that made Rachel immediately deflate. Her shoulders sagged as she protested weakly.

“Wha— why not?”

“Because.”

Willy didn’t elaborate. Rachel pouted as she groaned.

“I just want to meet them! I want to say hi and befriend them! Please, I’ll behave!”

“No.”

The [Will O’ Wisp] once again rejected her pleas. She spread her arms exasperatedly.

“But why? I won’t do anything bad! I promise!”

Willy wasn’t going to repeat himself again. He flew back as she gave chase.

“I just want to be friends— I mean, don’t you think they’d want to make some Human friends?”

It was a simple question. Willy wanted to give a curt response.

“No—”

He started, but then quickly caught himself. He stared at Rachel as he thought of Oriur. Novis and Bellum were fine as long as they could fight. But Oriur was different.

The [Will O’ Wisp] remembered Oriur’s outburst from a few days back. And he slowly flitted down to meet Rachel’s gaze.

“Yes.”

He answered truthfully. Rachel brightened just a bit. She nodded with a determined look on her face.

“Exactly! If you just tell me where they’re hiding, I can talk to them.”

“Not.”

“Not?”

Rachel frowned as she tried to interpret Willy’s words. She placed a hand on her chin.

“They’re… not hiding?”

“Yes.”

“Then what are they doing?”

Willy didn’t want to answer her. But he found himself replying to all her questions anyway, still thinking about Oriur.

“Trapped.”

“They’re trapped? As in— they’re prisoners? Or wait… do you mean they’re not allowed to go out?”

Rachel furrowed her brows in thought as she looked back towards Central Square.

“Is that why there have been those rumors spreading around? Because Salvos’ children are trying to escape? Because they… don’t want to be trapped anymore?”

“Yes.”

Willy spoke slowly. He stared at Rachel who was looking out the window. She turned back towards him, wearing a somber look on her face. She gritted her teeth.

“That’s… so lonely.”

She whispered, and for a moment, Willy’s mind flashed with a memory. It was no longer just the image of Oriur appearing in his head. Instead, it was a little ball of flames, slaving away in the middle of a temple, being revered like a God.

Rachel craned her head back as Willy returned to reality. He stared into her hollow eyes as she spoke softly.

“I know what it’s like to be alone. Even if you’re not physically alone— even if you have others by your side— it can still be incredibly lonely. Are you… are you sure I cannot meet them?”

Willy thought of the [Priests]. He thought of the random visitors coming to his temple and praying to him. He heard their words, understood their feelings— but they never acknowledged him.

His flames turned from red to blue to white. He stared at Rachel, and she met his gaze. She placed a hand on her chest.

“I wanted to meet because they are Salvos’ children. But now… knowing this… I don’t want them to be lonely anymore. Let me be their friend, please.”

Willy heard her words. And he remembered a time long ago— when he met Nynen back at Zaetya. The [Priests] of the temple refused to let her meet him, but she insisted. She kept pestering them, saying she just wanted to get to know the [Will O’ Wisp], only to be rejected again and again.

Back then, Willy had heard her words. But he just assumed she wanted to meet him out of curiosity. And yet, when she broke into the temple at night to speak with him, he realized that she was serious. That Nynen had seen his loneliness, and she wanted to befriend him.

Now, the [Will O’ Wisp] saw Rachel— a young girl that had the capability to be just as insane as his former master. She refused to budge as she stood there. And Willy didn’t want to be like the [Priests] that confined him to his imprisonment.

He remembered Oriur once again. Just like the [Will O’ Wisp], trapped and solitary, but wanting to be free.

Seeking something more.

“Please.”

Rachel repeated herself again. And Willy’s flames flickered, burning a bright pink, before turning to a shade of red. He thought about the trouble he’d be in with Clayton Skyshredder if he said yes. And he made his decision as he sighed.

“Fine.”

The [Will O’ Wisp] acquiesced, and Rachel cheered.

“Yay!”

However, before she could celebrate too much, Will cut her off, speaking warningly.

“But—”

And she listened to him as he laid out the rules of her visit.

***

Oriur was going to break out once again. He knew that Clayton Skyshredder had tightened up security after the last attempt, but the baby Wyvern didn’t care. He was tired of being trapped up here and alone. Even if Centina caught him and scolded him, it didn’t matter.

He was already sitting alone in his dark room, plotting his next scheme to escape.

“I’ll just have to wait until—”

He was whispering quietly to himself when the door to his room swung open. Oriur jolted as he saw the bright light from the outside corridor shine in. He froze as he hid his hands behind his back.

“I wasn’t planning anything!”

He squeaked, thinking he had just been caught by Centina. But he didn’t see a tall, stern woman standing there. Instead, he spotted a young girl standing there, donning the school uniform of a first year student in Mavos Academy. She tilted her head curiously as she scanned the room, until she caught sight of the baby Wyvern.

They stared at each other for a long moment, before they spoke at the same time.

“W-wait, who are—”

“Hi! I’m Rachel!”

The young girl exclaimed as she sprinted up to him. She was a full head shorter than him, and his developing claws were twice the size of her little hands. But she ignored that, taking his hands with a smile.

“It’s nice to meet you! I’ve heard a lot about you!”

“You’ve heard a lot about me?”

Oriur stared at her, and she nodded eagerly.

“Yep! Well, I’ve mostly read about you. But Willy told me about you too!”

“Uncle did?”

The baby Wyvern felt like the world was spinning around him. The young girl didn’t speak particularly quickly, but her words washed over him like an unceasing wave. He nearly stumbled off his feet, but caught himself.

“You’re not scared of me?”

He asked hesitantly as he stared at Rachel. She just tilted her head curiously.

“Why would I be scared? I asked to meet you!”

“You… what?”

Oriur’s eyes went wide. He tried to work his jaw, but it took him a moment to muster up even a single word.

“Why?”

“Why do I want to meet you?”

She tapped a finger on her chin as his head spun, his vision a blur, and the world a daze. Rachel grinned as she spread her arms wide.

“I want to be your friend, that’s why!”

And everything stopped moving. The world froze as Oriur stared at her. Here she was, a random Human he had never met before. And she wanted to be his friend.

The baby Wyvern looked down at himself for a moment, before looking back up at her. It was too good to be true. He couldn’t believe it. She just smiled at him— and he poked her side.

Rachel yelped as he stared at her in disbelief.

“Are you… real?”

She almost jolted back from the poking, but she caught herself. Beaming, Rachel nodded back at him as she laughed.

“Yep! I am real! I am Rachel!”

And Oriur sniffed for a moment, before breaking into tears. He embraced her as she hugged him back. The two held each other for a while, before they eventually let go of each other. When they did, they began to excitedly talk about all sorts of things as the sun continued to rise over the horizon.

***

Willy watched this scene from the hallway, his flames burning a warm orange. Would he get in trouble for this? Almost certainly. But he didn’t care. He could speak with Clayton Skyshredder later. For now, he was just glad to see Oriur make a friend.

Or at least, he thought he would be glad. But when two little heads poked out behind him, he realized the ordeal was far from over.

Novis and Bellum stood there, staring at Rachel from the side. They exchanged a glance, before they looked up to the [Will O’ Wisp]. They pointed at the young girl as they spoke in unison.

“I want a Human friend too!”

And Willy just sighed in annoyance, before storing that emotion for later use.


6. Collect

In the Netherworld, things changed. Things remained the same. And things continued to move with the shifting white plains.

In the Demon King’s Domain, Regnorex continued to amass his army. Whatever devious plans he had to invade the Mortal Realm remained in motion, despite the minor interruptions he had faced.

And out in the wilderness, the Beast roamed mindlessly. It destroyed everything in its path. A terrible monster that even Primordial Demons feared. The pinnacle of power of the Nexeus. Perhaps only a single being— a singular entity in all of the three planes— could possibly hope to match its might. But he was gone.

The Devil was gone.

He had descended to the end of the world to save his lover. He had returned to face his failures and atone for his sins. And without him, there was a void left behind.

Perhaps to the rest of the Nexeus, his absence barely made a difference. Some might sigh in relief, glad to see that he was gone. Others wouldn’t even notice that he had left— either too insignificant to be pestered by him, or too busy with their schemes to even realize he was no longer there.

But to me, it was quite obvious he was gone. After all, he was my dad. Sure, he didn’t raise me like Human parents did. And he wasn’t even there a large portion of the time. However, I knew he was watching over me… even if it was for his own entertainment.

Now, he was gone. I knew that Sal wouldn’t come to save me anymore. I knew that he wouldn’t appear to give me a lecture when I messed up, and neither would he show up to praise me when I accomplished something— like surviving an encounter with the Beast.

I was acutely aware of this fact. But I didn’t let it weigh me down. Instead, I focused on other, more productive things. For example, because of everything that happened since I reunited with Haec once again, I didn’t really have the time to sit down and collect my thoughts. Not just on what happened with the Devil, but everything else.

The fact that I survived the Beast. Knowing that even more Deathsquad Hunters were coming after us. And wondering how we were going to save Haec’s friends. I sat there and mulled it over. But as I did, my mind went over my current Status.

Salvos (S̶̛̼̗̅ecė̶̺̜͕ly’s S̶̛̼̗̅ė̶̺̜͕ntǐ̶̬nĕ̷̪ͅͅl̵̨̦̗͗̔̃) (The Devil’s Daughter)

Species: [Primeval Demon of Pride]

Secondary Species: [Lesser God]

Subspecies: [Angelic Devil Princess] - Lvl. 166

Class: [Draconic Apprentice] - Lvl. 145

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[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: Corruption Camouflage] - Lvl. 1

[Title Skill: General Status Effect Resistance] - Lvl. 1

[Title Skill: Invoke Wrath] - Lvl. 1

[Title Skill: Protection of the Corruption] - 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 (+50) (+10)

[Strength]: 260 (+50) (+10)

[Endurance]: 260 (+50) (+10) (+3)

[Wisdom]: 410 (+50) (+10) (+50)

[Agility]: 450 (+50) (+10) (+5)

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 0]

[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. 15 

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

[The Call of Armageddon] - Lvl. 15 

[The Holy Flames] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed) 

[Passive - Angelic Premonition] - Lvl. 15 

[Passive - Weapon Mastery] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)

[Available Grand Skill Points: 1]

[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: 0]

[Draconic Fury] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)

[Greater Teleportation] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)

[Manifestation of the Old Gods] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Truth Divination] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Warped Time] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)

[Passive - Dragon Scales] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Passive - Master of Material Manipulation] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)

[Passive - Weaker Regeneration] - Lvl.10 (Maxed)

[The World of My Mind] - Lvl. 1

[Unused Secondary Skill Slot] x1

Thanks to defeating Venas and the other Deathsquad Hunters accompanying him, I had leveled up once in my Subspecies and three times in my Class. I ended up maxing out the last of my Class Skills, although I still had an unused secondary Skill slot available.

Not that it mattered. My Class was Level 145, and I knew I was going to get a Class advancement soon. I was quite excited for it, considering that it was going to be an even more significant boost in strength than my Level 100 advancement.

I wondered what kind of Skills I could get. I wondered what kind of Skill upgrades I would receive. It was very exciting, especially now that I had seen the majesty and might of a Dragon firsthand.

Well… not firsthand, but secondhand. Through my dad’s visions, I had seen a Dragon. And their powers were enough to threaten even a Worldwalker.

My Class advancement would probably be related to Dragons once again. I was currently a [Draconic Apprentice], so maybe I’d be a [Draconic Master]? If that was even a thing…

Anyway, I grew giddy just thinking about the plethora of options that could be presented to me. I could just sit there and think about it forever. And I had plenty of time. A lot of time to spare. After all—

I looked up as I stared at the sea of white flames expanding around me. It was a lake of fire created by the Beast itself. It spread out as far as I could see, going over the distant horizon and burning blindingly brightly.

If I was out there, flying around in the Netherworld, I’d be reduced to ash in an instant. Fortunately for me, I was hidden away in my pocket space, safe from the white flames. With [The World Of My Mind], I navigated through this devastated landscape. A moving sanctuary. One that came with only a single problem—

And that was how we were moving really, really, really slowly.

I sighed as I watched the burning landscape slowly pass below me.

“This is taking a while…”

But at least I had a lot of time to collect my thoughts.


7. Former Heir

“This is taking forever…”

Taburas gritted her teeth, whispering under her breath. She looked through the translucent panels at her feet. All she saw was a world of white. But it was different from the usual rocks that littered the Netherworld. No— it was something else.

A lake of fire.

The [Succubus] had never seen such a thing before. Such destruction that spanned over vast distances. It was almost incomprehensible. But it was the power of the Beast.

It was strange for her to think about. After all, she never imagined she’d ever encounter a Primordial Demon other than Regnorex, let alone the Beast itself. But she never thought she’d be fleeing from the Deathsquad Hunters either. She always imagined that she’d remain in the Demon King’s Domain with Haec. After all, there was no escape. All they could do was grow stronger there.

Unfortunately, reality proved to be quite different. Haec chose to abandon his role as the Heir of the Netherworld and escape to the wilderness. Of course, Taburas chose to follow him. Why shouldn’t she? They had been together since the very beginning. If they had been in the Mortal Realm, they would have been together for years.

So it didn’t matter where he went. She would follow him even to the jaws of the Beast. But… she couldn’t lie and say she imagined a future like this.

“Seriously, when are we going to be able to actually walk the Netherworld again?”

Taburas cursed as she swept her gaze over the pocket space surrounding her. It was carrying them across the ravaged landscape which she appreciated— considering that she would probably instantly die if she touched the white flames below— but they were moving at such a glacial pace, it was very infuriating.

She clicked her tongue, and a voice piped up.

“If you’d like to raise your complaints to someone, don’t complain to me.”

The [Succubus] glanced to the side and spotted Bertrugil leaning against one of the spatial walls. He was a small [Abraxas], but he had a big mouth. He waved a hand dismissively as he tried to turn away from her like he was going back to sleep.

“Unlike you, I actually quite enjoy this. So stop disrupting my peace and quiet.”

He didn’t even face her as he spoke. Taburas scowled and crossed her arms.

“Aren’t you bored of just lying around and doing nothing all the time?”

“Why would I find this boring?”

Bertrugil snorted in reply. He raised his head groggily and spread his arms wide.

“We’re safe. We’re alive. And we’re not being tracked down by the Deathsquad Hunters. That’s all that matters to me.”

“Is that really all you care about? Being safe and alive?”

Taburas narrowed her eyes, and the [Abraxas] responded instantly.

“Yes.”

She stared at him for a moment as he held her gaze. He was completely serious. It was not one of his usual quips. She sighed and sat back down on the ground.

“Well, first of all, I am not you. And secondly—”

The [Succubus] pursed her lips as she looked down at the metal ring around her neck. It was a summoning collar. It was an artifact that the Demon King forced upon all his subjects. With it, they could traverse the planes of the Nexeus and step foot onto the Mortal Realm. But that was not all it did.

It also functioned as a tracker— a way to keep Regnorex’s followers in check. So that none of them could ever dream of escaping or running away. After all, then the Deathsquad Hunters would be sent out. And some would say that it was a fate worse than death.

Taburas sighed as she shook her head.

“Secondly, I highly doubt we’re safe from the Deathsquad Hunters even here.”

“Why not?”

Bertrugil raised a curious brow from where he lay. He tapped one of his claw-like fingers on the ground, making a clinking sound.

“We’re not in the Netherworld anymore. We’re in a pocket space— a separate plane. So they can’t track us here.”

“And why do you think the summoning collar stops tracking us just because we’re in a separate plane?”

Taburas harrumphed as she faced the [Abraxas]. He shrugged.

“Dunno. It just makes sense to me.”

She shook her head.

“Well, it does not make sense to me. These summoning collars can transport you to the Mortal Realm. There is no reason to believe they can’t follow us even here.

“As I said, stop bitching at me. I just want to sleep. If you really want to get something done, why don’t you go bother the Lesser God about it, huh?”

Bertrugil gestured at the front of the pocket space. Taburas immediately blanched. She didn’t even turn around to face who it was standing over there.

“Whatever…”

Scowling, the [Succubus] rose to her feet and stormed off, muttering under her breath. Bertrugil just chuckled as he watched her go. She couldn’t walk far since the pocket space itself wasn’t massive.

There was a bit of room, of course. However, no matter where she went, she could still see Bertrugil, and he could still see her. Taburas didn’t care as she just strode on, nearly bumping into a tall figure.

“Oops— sorry, didn’t see you there, Taburas!”

A cheerful voice exclaimed. The [Succubus] looked up to see Aemula standing there. The [Fiend] was tall— nearly as big as Haec. But she was a bit of a ditz, even when fighting wild Demons.

The two of them had known each other from a long time ago. But while Aemula saw Taburas as a friend, the latter couldn’t really say the same about their relationship. Certainly, there was nothing wrong about the [Fiend].

However, Taburas just had no interest in being friendly or anything more than polite in their interactions. So she spoke simply as she shook her head.

“It’s fine. It’s my fault. Now if you’ll excuse me.”

She continued walking on as Aemula opened her mouth.

“How are you… oh, alright.”

The [Fiend] watched for a moment as Taburas strode up to a corner of the room. Eventually, Aemula just shrugged and continued where she was going.

Taburas didn’t need to look, already knowing where the [Fiend] was heading. The [Succubus] closed her eyes and heard the voices echoing from the front of the pocket space.

“Salvos! Where are we now?”

“Hey Aemula! We’re still… um, somewhere?”

That was right. Taburas looked up briefly, watching as Aemula engage in conversation with a silver-haired Demon— the creator of this pocket space.

Salvos.

She was cheerful and friendly to everyone— kind of like Aemula, but a little bit different— so they got along just fine. In fact, the silver-haired Demon also got along with Bertrugil just fine. Even though she was a literal Lesser God, she didn’t act all high and mighty, refusing to speak to any of the Archdemons here.

But Taburas didn’t go out of her way to befriend Salvos. Sure, the [Succubus] didn’t act abrasively either. And it certainly wasn’t because she was afraid of the Lesser God. It was for another reason…

Raising her head, Taburas looked up to see a figure sitting quietly at the back of the pocket space. The scowl on her face immediately vanished, replaced by a softer expression. Haec sat there, eyes-closed in silence.

He was the [Succubus]’s leader. He had saved her before, and he was the reason for… everything she did. She flushed just at the thought of what he had done for her in the past.

But Taburas immediately glowered as she heard a voice squeak from the other side of the pocket space.

“I dunno how long it’s been either. Maybe it’s been a week? Or maybe it’s been a month? It could’ve been even more—”

Salvos piped up excitedly, talking with Aemula at the front. Taburas pursed her lips as she glanced their way for a moment.

Haec was everything to Taburas. And because of that, he was special to her. She wanted to be special to him too. But…

Salvos was everything to Haec. Taburas could see that. She was no fool. It was obvious in the way he acted. It was even the reason why he had fled the Demon King’s Domain, giving up his Title as the Heir of the Netherworld.

And knowing that… hurt the [Succubus]. Because she wanted to be Haec’s everything, but she knew she couldn’t be that. She could never amount to what Salvos was to him.

Taburas gritted her teeth as she sank to the ground, hugging her knees tightly to herself.

“I just want us to return to how we were…”

She whispered. But she knew that could never happen. And she closed her eyes, wishing her dreams could come true as the pocket space slowly moved on.

***

Haec sat in silence, undisturbed by the ruckus of the rest of the pocket space. Neither Salvos, nor Taburas, nor Bertrugil, nor Aemula bothered him. And that was because he asked them to leave him alone.

After all, he needed to be left alone. He needed to think. He needed to focus. He needed to be in solitude to do what he was about to do.

It was not easy. And yet, it was incredibly simple. Almost paradoxical. But he needed to get it done.

Haec closed his eyes as he peered into the darkness of his mind. He saw nothing. He saw everything. And he heard a familiar voice echoing in his head.

It was one which he had put off for long enough. It was one he should have addressed as soon as it had come to him. But he had been distracted by a myriad of other things. And now—

[Evolution Available]

—he knew it was time for him to make a choice.


8. Living In Exile

“So you are the boy that Regnorex says has potential.”

A wispy voice croaked, echoing throughout the dark chamber. Haec came to a halt right before the large double doors at the front as they closed shut behind him. He swept his gaze over the room and frowned when he saw no one was there.

“Are you… Oracli? I was sent here under the orders of Reg— our King.”

Haec caught himself from slipping up. He had only just been given permission to leave the Expanse and return to the Demon King’s Castle for his accomplishments. Unfortunately, he had to leave Taburas behind. But she promised she’d see him again.

And he hoped for her sake that this was the last time they ever saw each other.

After all, Haec only had two goals. The first was to see Salvos again. And the second was to—

“Tell me, boy.”

The voice boomed, and Haec spun around. Standing there, right before the closed double doors was a thin figure. A frail-looking [Fiend] with a long, white beard. His skin was a pale white and covered with wrinkles, while his horns were small like an [Imp]’s.

Despite his meek stature, he spoke with a voice that could even make Regnorex flinch.

“Why have you come to this place?”

It was a simple question. The shadows in the room receded, replaced by a crimson glow. A weak red flame spread across the perimeters of the room as Haec took a step back.

“I have come here to prove my loyalty and worth to the Demon King.”

Haec spoke resolutely, trying to meet Oracli’s gaze. But the frail Demon snapped.

“Liar!”

He fell on all fours and quickly crawled forward. Oracli’s neck extended, stretching forward up to Haec’s face.

“I can sense your intentions. I can tell truths from lies. I know what you want. I know your innermost desires.”

Haec backed away as Oracli’s voice shook the room. What was going on? Haec didn’t know. All he could do was look on with wide eyes as he found his back pressed up against the wall.

“I… I… what?”

Haec sputtered, and Oracli’s eyes were inked black. Oracli’s gaze bore down on the Archdemon as the booming voice continued to echo around them.

“Answer me— tell me what you truly seek.”

“What I seek…?”

Haec repeated after Oracli as his breathing quickened. The Archdemon didn’t know what to say. He felt the burning desire deep within him rise up— threatening to spill out. But he couldn’t reveal what he wanted.

He couldn’t admit that he was just here to find Salvos. It would be a betrayal to the Demon King. Haec knew he would be executed for that.

He closed his eyes as he thought about his secondmost desire. One which he had never revealed to anyone— not even Taburas. It was a simple desire. Perhaps too simple. And perhaps no one would ever suspect it from him.

Not with the way he carried himself. Not with how he acted. However, he had held it deep within him, hiding it and using it as his fuel to grow stronger. To reach where he was today.

Haec opened his eyes and he met Oracli’s gaze. It was no longer so threatening, instead curious. Perhaps sensing the newly-evolved Archdemon’s feelings.

Was it something Haec wanted to reveal? Was it something that Haec wanted to say? Perhaps he didn’t need to admit it in full— perhaps he could obfuscate it and offer a grain of truth. So that was what he did.

Oracli tilted his deformed, elongated head curiously as the Archdemon’s mouth moved.

“I am Haec the Tormentor. [Zelus Fiendlord], and Archdemon of Lust—”

Haec inhaled deeply, and spoke from his chest, voicing out the hidden desire he had kept within for so long.

“And I am here to get revenge on those who wronged me.”

There was a moment’s pause, before he added in his head, To kill the Demon King for what he has done.

Haec refused to vocalize the last part, but everything else he said for Oracli to hear. The strange Demon stared at the future Heir of the Netherworld. A moment passed where they locked eyes, the flames in the room flickering for an instant.

And Oracli broke out into laughter. Haec watched as the strange Demon’s neck receded.

“Good… very good…”

Oracli spoke as he strode forward, fixing his head back into place. He walked up to where Haec stood, resolute. The Archdemon refused to waver. And Oracli nodded approvingly.

“You desire vengeance. Do not forget that hatred, boy. Now let us begin your education…”

***

Haec didn’t know why he recalled such a memory here and now as he heard the words of his evolution echoing in his mind. It was not too long ago, but it wasn’t a recent time either. So he didn’t quite understand the importance of it.

All he knew was that he was lost in his mind, and he was drowning in his memories. From the very first time he met the others to when he lost Salvos to the Mortal Realm. These moments replayed in his head again and again. Everything he did after— all of it played in his mind. And yet, one memory stood out more than the others. That brief moment he shared with Oracli when they met for the first time.

And Haec didn’t know the reason why.

But he dismissed the thoughts. He knew he had to make a decision now, rather than waiting any longer. So he sat there— in the world created by Salvos’ mind. And yet, he was lost only in his thoughts, focused on only the task at hand.

[Evolution Available]

As a Level 150 Archdemon, Haec had undergone an evolution a plethora of times before. So theoretically, this should not have been something he’d be nervous about. But he had delayed undergoing this transformation because of exactly that reason. After all, he was now going to become a Primeval Demon.

It was going to be the most significant evolution he had ever undergone. Well, that could be argued for pretty much every evolution he went through. But this was more true than ever. The gap in levels between an Archdemon and a Primeval Demon was the greatest of any evolution thus far.

When he first learned about it, he thought it was ridiculous. Why did it take 50 levels to become a Primeval Demon from an Archdemon? But then Oracli explained that it meant the power boost from an Archdemon to a Primeval Demon was so significant, it was almost like undergoing two evolutions at a lower level.

Haec almost couldn’t believe it at first. But with how long and difficult it was for him to reach Level 150 compared to reaching Level 100, he now understood just how powerful he would become once he underwent his evolution.

But… for some reason, he waited for a long time before he made his choice. Certainly, it was partly because he knew he had time to make a decision. If he had been pressed to undergo his evolution to survive, he would have done it earlier. But there was more to it than that.

Haec didn’t really understand it himself, but he realized he was nervous. He was afraid of something. Even if he didn’t know what.

However, now he forced himself to confront it. To move forward with his most important evolution yet.

And the words echoed in his mind.

Subspecies Evolution:

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

Requirements for three Subspecies evolutions have been met!

“Three evolutions?”

Haec was rather surprised by the offer he was given. After all, he was taught that Primeval Demons were often only given two options. To have three was incredibly rare. But he didn’t dwell on it any further.

Instead, he prodded along.

“Show me what they are.”

And the first option revealed itself to him.

Subspecies Evolution:

[Exiled Lucifus Hellprince]

An [Exiled Lucifus Hellprince] is a [Hellprince] who has emerged to become one of the premier powers of the Netherworld. He has abandoned his former duties for the sake of his principles, and now he strives to protect his subjects from the dangers threatening him. Fearless and dedicated, he would even sacrifice his own life if it meant saving those he loved.

+50 [Vitality]

+50 [Strength]

+30 [Wisdom]

+30 [Endurance]

+30 [Agility]

Bonuses:

*You have an aura that can partially control wild Demons.

*You can create your own Domain.

“A [Hellprince] evolution…?”

Haec paused as he heard it echoing around him in the darkness of his mind. [Hellprinces] were rare to begin with, and it seemed like he was offered an even more specialized version of its evolution.

“So I am now a rebel, huh? Because I abandoned my Regnorex for Salvos. How fitting…”

The former Heir of the Netherworld was tempted to accept the evolution right there and then. It offered him everything he needed— or he thought he needed. After all, now wild Demons wouldn’t even bother him as he wandered Reconstruction.

And yet, something was off about it. It made him feel uneasy. It made him a contender to the Demon King’s reign. But more than that, there was a strange feeling that stopped Haec. That provided him the momentary strength in judgment he needed to move on to see the next evolutionary option rather than becoming a [Hellprince] immediately.

“Next is…”

[The Elder Fiend]

As the final and most powerful evolutionary path of a [Fiend], [The Elder Fiend] is a unique Subspecies that can only be held by a single Demon at a time. He is indomitable, proving himself steadfast in his beliefs. He has pursued power to further his goals, and now that he has achieved it, he shall pass on his knowledge to his followers. With his guidance, he shall lead them to glory with him.

+60 [Strength]

+60 [Vitality]

+40 [Wisdom

+30 [Endurance]

+30 [Agility]

Bonus:

*You can bestow powerful Titles that are no greater than your own upon your most loyal minions.

“A unique evolution?”

Haec’s breath caught in his throat. He knew of them— he knew that many Primordial Demons were given them. Those like [The Great Agarus] were of a unique ilk. There were none others like it.

And now, Haec was being given the chance to become [The Elder Fiend]. His head spun as he thought about what he could do with this evolution. He was going to be stronger than ever— he  could even give Titles out to protect those he cared about.

It was more than what he could ask for. In fact, it was more powerful than even becoming a [Hellprince]. But still, he felt off. He didn’t feel like it was right.

He shook his head and put it off for now.

“I need something else. I need to…”

Haec whispered as he thought of Vianna. As he thought of all those who had been wronged by the Demon King. As he remembered the pain and torment he found himself suffering under after Salvos was gone.

“I need to become something more.”

And the last option revealed itself to him as he said that.

[Zelus Devil Reaper]

One of the first in the evolutionary line of [Devils], a [Zelus Devil Reaper] is a being devoted only to their passions. They are not fickle, but they are beholden to their true nature. They will protect those they love, and they will unleash torment upon those who they hate. Even if it means battling all the Netherworld itself, they shall never falter.

+50 [Vitality]

+50 [Strength]

+50 [Agility]

+25 [Endurance]

+25 [Wisdom]

Bonus: *You receive +20% to all Stats when in a near-death state.

Species Change: [Primeval Demon of Lust] -> [Primeval Demon of Lust and Wrath]!

“Primeval Demon of… Lust and Wrath?”

Haec couldn’t believe it. He had never heard of such a thing before. Oracli had never spoken of it, and neither had Regnorex. The former Heir of the Netherworld had always assumed there could only be a single sin instilled within the essence of a Demon.

But now— Haec was shown something more. He was given the chance to become something else while remaining himself.

The words echoed in his mind as he remained fixated on it. He didn’t even compare the benefits of the different evolutionary options. Haec knew he wanted this.

He wanted to become a [Zelus Devil Reaper]. But why?

The former Heir of the Netherworld thought he didn’t know. He just assumed something felt off. But now he realized why he felt that way.

In the end, Haec was a selfish individual. He acted selfishly throughout his life. Even now, what he sought to do for Vianna— what he was seeking to accomplish by saving those enslaved by Regnorex— it was all for his own sake.

He was not a ruler. Even if he became the Heir of the Netherworld, he always knew he was never meant to take over after Regnorex. It was all a facade. It was not who he was. After all, Haec himself was a follower.

Salvos was his leader. She was the reason he had done everything he did. Perhaps others had looked up to him. But he knew that to be either an [Exiled Lucifus Hellprince] or [The Elder Fiend] was not his path.

His path was something else. Not to start a new kingdom. But to protect those he cared for, and to exact revenge on those who wronged him. Just like he said to Oracli all that time ago.

So Haec raised his head, opened his eyes, and shed his mask as he made a decision.

Evolution Complete!

[Archdemon of Lust] -> [Primeval Demon of Lust and Wrath]!

[Zelus Fiendlord] -> [Zelus Devil Reaper]!

Gained 50 Stat Points!

General Grand Skill [Racial Skill: Demonic Essence Manifestation Mastery] Obtained!


9. Impassioned

“I think I see land right ahead!”

“Do you?”

“Yeah, it’s right there, Salvos!”

“Um, Aemula, no offense, but the last time you said that, you led us deeper into the lake of fire.”

I glanced up at the [Fiend] as she pressed her face against the glass-like wall of [The World Of My Mind]. Aemula blinked a few times, before turning back to face me. She scratched the back of her head.

“That is true… but look!”

Aemula exclaimed as she gestured emphatically at a white spot in the lake of white fire.

“That looks like land, doesn’t it?”

It didn’t look any different than the rest of the burning landscape. But I couldn’t really bring myself to disagree with the [Fiend]. Even though she was massive— nearly as big as Haec was— she seemed like a softie. So I didn’t want to hurt her feelings.

“I mean, maybe?”

I said apprehensively, glancing between her and the spot in the distance. Unfortunately, because of [The World Of My Mind], I couldn’t use [Manifestation of the Old Gods] to pierce through this white veil of fire. When I activated it the other… day? Or however long ago it had been… I had been blocked by the walls of my pocket space.

And unfortunately, when I tried to open a small hole in the walls of space to peer through to the Netherworld, I was immediately assailed by a blast of intense heat. So I closed the hole immediately.

It wasn’t bad enough to harm me— it was only mildly discomforting— but Aemula wasn’t nearly as resilient as I was. And even Taburas and Bertrugil found it to be rather uncomfortable, struggling to move when under pressure from the heat.

Anyway, the Beast had transformed the Netherworld into a truly hellish landscape with only a single Skill. Or maybe that was a Grand Skill. I didn’t really know. But with the molten terrain spewing pillars of fire into the air, [The World Of My Mind] itself shouldn’t have been able to protect us from it all.

And yet, as a flaming spout shot up right in front of us, I didn’t even flinch. I wasn’t even afraid. I had no reason to be scared.

After all, we were completely safe as long as we weren’t in the Netherworld. And that was the thing— we weren’t completely here. Using my spatial magic, I could bend [The World Of My Mind] between the folds of space. So while I could visibly see everything around us in the Netherworld, no one without any form of space magic could see us here. And we’d easily phase through any danger just fine.

Well, not any danger, I thought as I remembered when the Beast first unleashed its attack that created this lake of fire.

Even space collapsed from the sheer force of the blast. And while we were far away enough from the epicenter of the explosion that I no longer saw floating rifts hovering in the sky, the memory of nearly dying from that attack was still burned into my mind.

Anyway, we were mostly safe as long as we traveled in between the folds between the planes and the Netherworld. I had seen my dad do this before, but he could travel much faster than I could. I was far more inexperienced, and that was the reason for my glacial pace of travel. If I was moving [The World Of My Mind] simply through the Netherworld, then I could travel much faster. But then I wouldn’t be safe from the raging inferno beneath us.

And if I simply traversed the folds between the planes, I would certainly be able to move much faster. But I’d also kind of get lost since I wouldn’t know where I was going. I only knew of a single ‘location’ there, and that had been where the Devil’s Lair was located. Unfortunately, now that didn’t exist. So I’d have just been lost wading through the darkness.

I didn’t want to take the risk of getting myself killed traveling through the folds between the planes. And that was why I was stuck doing this— moving sluggishly over this lake of fire.

“Well, we’ll get out of here eventually. So whether or not you actually saw land, it doesn’t really matter.”

I finally said as I turned back to Aemula. She pouted and crossed all four of her arms.

“You don’t believe me, do you?”

“...kinda?”

I answered sheepishly, and the [Fiend] harrumphed. I watched as she plopped herself to the ground like a little kid. Her gaze was fixed on that little bit of so-called ‘land’ she had pointed out. I pursed my lips, unsure of what to say to cheer her up.

I glanced back to either Taburas or Bertrugil for help— the two Archdemons knew Aemula better than I did. But unfortunately for me, Bertrugil was sleeping, like he normally was. And Taburas just shrugged back at me when I gave her a pleading look.

I sighed as I turned back to the [Fiend].

“Aemula—”

I started. But before she could even face me, I heard a loud thudding sound coming from the back of my pocket space. I blinked, feeling a soft reverberation run through the glass-like floor beneath me.

“What was wha—?”

Bertrugil jerked up from where he was sleeping, wiping the drool off his mouth. Taburas frowned and snapped her gaze to the back of the room. Even Aemula craned her neck back in confusion. I narrowed my eyes as I saw a shadowed figure shifting there.

I took a step back, raising a brow at what I saw.

“Haec?”

Taburas called out as she rushed to the shifting figure. I narrowed my eyes, watching as a pool of an inky black liquid spilling on the floor. And rising from that dark puddle was a tall red figure with long black hair.

I recognized Haec’s hair anywhere. But it was different. He was different. I whispered as I nodded approvingly.

“His evolution is complete.”

Of course, he didn’t undergo a significant change. His hair was slightly shorter and less spiky than it was before, falling straight down his back instead of spreading out like a massive mane. He still had that single stripe of yellow that ran across his bangs, but I narrowed my eyes as I caught a glimpse of his face.

Right below his right eye, beneath his yellow stripe of hair, looked like a scar. But when I peered closer, I saw a stripe of yellow there, like his skin had been tattooed with that strange mark. He straightened, standing shorter and leaner than before. But he was still significantly bigger than me. Just no longer so bulky.

And behind him, I watched as something black moved. I blinked a few times, and Taburas paused when she caught sight of it too. It was—

“A tail?”

I blinked a few times. I looked back up at Hace as he slowly turned around, still looking down at himself.

“Huh.”

Haec whispered as he stared at himself. I would have copied his remark, sharing his sentiments, if I had not used [Identification] on him. What I saw made me pause.

[Devil - Lvl. 150]

“Woah.”

That was all I could muster up. Taburas ran up to Haec and looked him up and down.

“Haec— you’ve changed! I mean, you’re still kind of the same. But…”

She eyed his tail, before staring at his arms. He no longer had those gauntleted-like fists. His arms looked normal, except for what looked like the small horn-like spikes that jutted out from his knuckles.

Haec chuckled as he shook his head.

“I have changed. But as you said, I am still the same. Just more… complete.”

He placed a hand on her shoulder. She slowly nodded with a smile as she looked up at him. But he walked past her, and she blinked. Haec turned to Bertrugil first who just scoffed.

“Looking good. But no need to wake me up just to show off.”

Aemula stood up excitedly as she stared at Haec.

“That’s amazing! You’re a [Devil] now! I’ve never seen a [Devil] before!”

“But… you’ve seen the Devil before.”

I said, scratching the back of my head. She paused, placing a hand on her chin.

“Wait, he’s a [Devil]?”

“I mean, I assume he is? But if he isn’t, you’ve seen me too.”

“Wait, you’re a [Devil]?”

Aemula’s eyes went wide in amazement. I just bit my lower lip, unsure what to say. And Haec called out to me, drawing my attention from her.

“Salvos.”

I faced him and tilted my head.

“Yep, that’s me! What do you need, Haec?”

I gave him a curious look. He looked down at himself one last time, before looking up to face me. His eyes glinted as he spoke simply.

“Let’s fight.”

And that made me pause. Taburas froze. Bertrugil furrowed his brows, and Aemula glanced between Haec and I with round eyes.

I hesitated.

“That…”

And I grinned back at my first companion as he smiled at me.

“Sounds like fun!”


10. Sparring Match

It was going to be a duel.

Well, it was actually just going to be a sparring match. It was not going to be serious. Or at least, that was what Taburas told herself as she took in a deep breath to steel herself. She was nervous, to say the least.

She wasn’t even going to be either one of the combatants. All Taburas was was a spectator standing to the side alongside Bertrugil and Aemula. They were watching from a distance— standing as far away as they possibly could from Salvos and Haec.

But the pocket space they were occupying wasn’t a massive plane. Taburas couldn’t back away as far as she wanted. After all, she was about to watch two Primeval Demons duke it out in a fight.

For whatever reason, her nervousness was limited only to herself. Everyone else seemed quite relaxed about what was going to take place. Bertrugil just yawned as he leant back against the walls of the pocket space.

“This better not be boring…”

Taburas bit her lower lip. She glanced towards Aemula, but the [Fiend] actually looked excited.

“I wonder who will win?”

That was… a stupid question. At least, to Taburas. She admired Haec. She really did. But he was much lower-leveled than Salvos.

The [Succubus] wasn’t delusional. She knew that there was a 15 level difference between Haec and Salvos. Perhaps at the same level, Haec would win. But as it was right now, Taburas knew the answer.

She ground her teeth together as she glanced between the two Primeval Demons. Her uneasiness must have been obvious because Salvos waved a hand and spoke cheerfully,

“Don’t worry, Taburas! We’re going to take it easy, right Haec?”

“We are.”

The [Devil] nodded. Taburas glanced towards him hesitantly. It was strange to her to perceive him by his new Subspecies. For all her life, she had known him just as a [Fiend]. But now he was something else. He even looked different.

For the first time ever after an evolution, he had grown shorter rather than taller!

Taburas wasn’t sure why, but she felt off seeing him like this. He didn’t feel like he was him anymore. It didn’t feel like he was… her leader anymore.

She shook her head and dismissed the thought. He is Haec. It doesn’t matter what evolution he undergoes. He is my leader.

The [Succubus] steeled herself as she raised her gaze. She pursed her lips, watching as the two Primeval Demons faced off. And she waited for the duel to begin.

***

I grinned at Haec as I flexed an arm, revealing my claws. I looked him up and down, bouncing on my toes. I ensured that [The World Of My Mind] was as reinforced as possible, then I posed the simple question to him as I took a step forward.

“Are you ready?”

Haec nodded with a small smile plastered on his own face.

“I am. You can start whenever you want, Salvos.”

“Huh.”

I stared at him— I saw the confident look on his face. And that made me bare my teeth as I took on a wide stance.

“Are you sure about that? Because I don’t want this to last too short.”

“I’m positive.”

Haec replied, and I shook my head. From the side, Taburas, Bertrugil, and Aemula waited in anticipation for the duel to begin. I laughed.

“Alright. Here we—”

I appeared behind him with a claw already raised, burning with [The Holy Flames].

“Go!”

I swung down at the [Devil] before he could even react. I aimed for the back of his head, hoping to knock him out with just one strike. But before my fist could land, a white object sprouted from his back.

I watched with wide eyes as a spike-like protrusion shot up towards me, nearly impaling my arm. I flipped out of the way just in time as Haec pivoted to face me. He wore a devilish grin on his face as the spike poked out of his back like a massive horn.

“What do you think?

“What is that?”

I gaped, staring at the bone-like spike. Haec placed a hand on it as he shook his head.

“[Greater Reapershell]. I didn’t exactly know what it did, but I knew it would protect me the moment you got close. It’s pretty nifty, huh?”

He strode up towards me as I narrowed my eyes. I heard a whistle coming from the side. It was Bertrugil. He looked impressed as he placed his hand on his chin.

“Interesting. That’s similar to a [Hellreaper]’s natural defenses.”

Aemula glanced between Bertrugil and Haec. Her eyes went wide.

“Wait, are you saying that Haec is a [Hellreaper] now?”

“What? No— are you an idiot?”

Bertrugil sputtered and began to reprimand her, but I ignored them. I cast my gaze back to Haec with an amused look on my face.

“Huh. That is impressive. But I wonder… how fast can it react?”

I snickered as I dashed forward, sprinting straight at my first companion. Once again, my claws were enveloped by [The Holy Flames]. I leapt forward at Haec, laughing as I swung down at him. He didn’t even brace himself. Another spoke shot out from him once again, this time jutting out of his shoulder and curving around his chest.

My claws clashed with the bone-like spike. I didn’t hold back— I tried to break through it. But his defenses were able to repel my attack. I gritted my teeth as he grinned.

And I teleported behind him.

“How about this?”

This time, I went for a fiery kick. Again, it was blocked. And I circled around him, unleashing a [Barrage of Cinders]. I was relentless. I unleashed an onslaught of attacks from all directions. However, he was able to repel most of it as his body slowly got covered in spikes.

And as I tried to find an opening between his defenses, his eyes glinted. I watched as Haec’s gaze snapped towards me, before he uttered.

“[Hellish Reproach]!”

I blinked, watching as all the spikes receded at once. It happened so fast, I couldn’t even react. Standing there in front of me was Haec in a completely defenseless position. But his fist was raised and glowing with a red aura.

“I’ve got you—”

I started, thinking I finally overwhelmed him. But his fist moved so fast, I couldn’t even dodge out of the way in time. I barely blocked it with my forearms as I felt my scales crack under the strike. However, Haec wasn’t done.

He took a step forward as his arms blurred. I backed away, watching as he moved with a speed that rivaled even my own. He unleashed a flurry of punches my way as I barely managed to avoid each strike. This time, I wasn’t caught off-guard, so I was able to move a step ahead of him.

But that didn’t mean avoiding his barrage of punches was easy. I didn’t expect him to be able to move like he did here. Eventually though, his movements slowed, and I was able to disengage. I hopped away from him as I blinked a few times.

“What was that?”

I stared at Haec with round eyes. He took a step back, surprised by even himself. He stared at his fist as the crimson aura faded away.

“I… did not expect that Skill to do that. I knew it would let me absorb your attacks and redirect it to you. But I thought it was going to be more of a single explosive punch.”

“It was returning my attacks? That’s… like Ira.”

I narrowed my eyes as I looked Haec up and down. That was strange. I hadn’t seen him fight that much beforehand, but I didn’t remember seeing him use Skills that could deflect or reflect attacks thrown his way. That was the kind of a Skill I expected from a Demon of Wrath.

I shook my head as I dusted myself off.

“Well, you just caught me by surprise. And I’m going easy on you. So…”

“You’re wide open.”

Haec interrupted me as he slammed a foot on the ground. All at once, the glass-like floors of my pocket space shook, throwing me off balance. It was like a powerful wave just rippled across the ground, and I was hurled into the air.

Whatever he did, he discombobulated my senses. It didn’t hurt, I was just left in disarray. And before I could regain my bearings, I saw Haec leaping up towards me as the image of a [Hellabomination] echoed behind him.

“[Wrath of the Netherworld]!”

I couldn’t move out of the way. I could only conjure up an aura of flaming armor as Haec punched me with the strength of a [Hellabomination]. I was sent flying back into the ground of my pocket space, and the glass-like floors cracked.

Taburas gasped, Bertrugil winced, and Aemula cooed.

I blankly looked up at Haec as he landed before me with a triumphant grin on his face.

“You shouldn’t let your guard down like that, Salvos.”

“That was— like Zix’s?”

I shook my head as I picked myself up. I stared at my first companion. The normally gentle and soft expression on his face was gone, replaced by a more competitive and battle-hungry smile. He bared his teeth at me as he gestured for me to get up.

I wasn’t hurt. My flaming armor took the brunt of his attack. But I could only stare at him in shock.

“You’re… a lot stronger than I thought you’d be…”

For a moment, I lowered my head as I looked down at myself. Then I smiled as I looked back up at Haec. The flames coating my body flared up as I punched my hand with a laugh.

“Maybe I should start taking this a little bit seriously.”

In response, the newly-evolved Primeval Demon smirked back. And I charged him once again.


11. Essence Manipulation

Haec watched as Salvos charged at him once again. She was fast— he had seen her fight against Venas. So he knew just how fast she could move. And right now, Haec knew that she was only starting to try.

Did he have to provoke her? She was letting him test out his Skills, so he should’ve been grateful. Certainly, he was grateful. But he was having so much fun. It was not something he had ever felt before. He felt… like he was truly alive.

For the first time in forever, Haec felt like he was being the real him.

She swiped her claw at his face, but he didn’t move.  He knew that his [Greater Reapershell] would block her attack. And it did. Another spike shot out from his shoulder, curving around his face and repelling the fiery strike.

Salvos repeated what she did before, teleporting behind him. It was predictable. Haec knew it was coming. But he didn’t retaliate. He let her unleash her onslaught of fiery attacks as his eyes darted around, tracking her movements. When she teleported once more, he knew where she’d be and swung out with a kick.

It was a simple kick. Not empowered by a Skill. And he missed, barely grazing past his companion’s back.

“Hah! You missed me! You can’t catch me!”

Salvos laughed as she skipped away from him. He grinned, tilting his head at her.

“Are you sure about that, Salvos? Did I really miss?”

He taunted her, eyeing a black glow coming from her back. But she didn’t pick up on his clue as she crossed her arms.

“Yep!”

From the side, Taburas, Bertrugil, and Aemlua exchanged a glance. Haec blinked. And Salvos just nodded triumphantly at herself.

“You did miss! Look, I’m completely unscathed!”

“Uh, Salvos—”

Aemula piped up, raising a hand. But Bertrugil clamped a hand over her mouth as he cut her off.

“Hush. I want to see how this plays out.”

Haec pursed his lips, watching as Salvos waved a hand dismissively.

“I’m too fast for—”

She started, only for the black light on her back to expand into a sphere that circled her. Haec looked on as she took a step back, but her movements were far more sluggish now.

“Huh.”

Salvos stared down at herself. Haec chuckled, scratching the back of his head. He hadn’t expected his kick to connect— but he just needed to touch her. She placed a hand on her chin.

“I guess you did catch me.”

She observed simply, and Haec nodded.

“That’s right. I did.”

He took a step forward and punched her in the face. Salvos went flying. She caught herself before she could crash into the glass-like walls of her pocket space, but Haec didn’t let up. He barreled her way as he raised his right hand.

A bone-like spike jutted out of his wrist, forming a curved blade. He swung at her, and she barely moved out of the way in time, her movements heavily hindered by Haec’s Skill. It was called [Demonic Blight]. And it didn’t just slow its target, it weighed them down.

Furthermore—

Salvos swung back at Haec with a kick. But her attack never connected. Her leg bounced off the translucent black sphere weighing her down, and she blinked.

“Seriously? I can’t attack him, but he can attack me?”

“Yes!”

Haec followed up with his own flurry of kicks. This time, he connected with his strikes. The first kick lifted her off her feet, and the second one sent her flying into the air. But he leapt after her as he continued his barrage of attacks, a crimson aura wisping off him

“[Consecutive Fatal Blows]!”

With each punch he landed, he felt like he was growing stronger. More powerful. And he was. His first kick couldn’t even put a dent to the flaming armor Salvos wore, but his fifth strike shattered her magical protection. Her eyes went wide as he was about to land a sixth strike.

But she vanished. Haec’s fist crashed against the ceiling of the pocket space, and the glass-like surface cracked. He spun around to face Salvos as she landed on the ground, wiping at her brow.

“That was close— that would’ve hurt a lot!”

She paused when she realized she was still impeded by the black sphere.

“Wait, it’s still following me even after I teleported—”

“I’ve got you!”

Haec yelled as he kicked off the ceiling, lunging straight at her. The crimson aura from his [Consecutive Fatal Blows] vanished. It seemed that he only grew stronger as long as he landed each hit. If he missed, the effects faded away instantly.

But it didn’t matter. He had Salvos now. Her gaze snapped up as he came crashing down towards her. She opened her mouth in shock— then she sighed.

“Alright, you’ve had your fun.”

And Haec’s eyes narrowed as a flicker overcame her body. He didn’t know what it was, but suddenly, her demeanor changed. She stood straighter as her movement speed returned to normal for a moment. Then faster.

He reached her and swung down with his fist, but she deftly stepped out of the way. Before he could even blink, she was already standing behind him with her claws raised.

“[Divine Haste]. And— [Divine Strike].”

A white glow overcame her claws as she swung down at him. Her attack tore straight through the black sphere impeding her movements, and Haec braced himself. His [Greater Reapershell] activated just in time. The bone-like spike shot out to protect him—

And instantly shattered.

Salvos’ claws raked straight through the protective spike. She bared her teeth at Haec as now he looked at her in shock.

“That’s a cool trick! But it’s getting old!”

She spoke casually as she took a step forward. He tried to take a step back to disengage from her, but she didn’t let up. She swung out again, shattering another spike.

Haec stumbled back as his [Greater Reapershell] barely saved him each time she swung at him. Her claws didn’t even need to come into contact with him. A small cut opened up on his cheek, even as her claws whizzed by his face. He didn’t get it. But he couldn’t even think about that.

He ground his teeth together as he absorbed her attacks and returned it back towards her once again.

“[Hellish Reproach]!”

Haec moved with the same speed Salvos did, stepping under one of her strikes. He raised his fists as he felt his body being pushed to the absolute limit, before he unleashed dozens of punches back at her all at once.

Salvos stood there as her grin widened. She didn’t move to evade his attacks. Instead, the flames coating her body stretched out to form the shape of arms, jutting out of her shoulders.

“[Faux Limbs].”

She backed up as her burning limbs caught each punch he threw. They dissipated— destroyed— when his fists came into contact with them. But they were replaced by another flaming limb in an instant, and just like that, she managed to negate his counterattack entirely.

“See? I don’t need your [Whatever Reaperthing] to do that trick!”

“That’s—”

Haec sputtered. But Salvos kicked him directly in the chest, tearing through the last of his protective spikes as her legs flashed with a white light. He flew back, feeling a sharp pain jolt through his body— unlike anything he had ever felt before. She sprinted forward at him as his back hit the front wall of the pocket space. He coughed up blood as his vision blurred.

Salvos landed only a single strike on him. Perhaps it was a [Divine Strike], but he shouldn’t have been in such immense pain. He wanted to curl up in a ball and scream. However, the reverberating pain echoing through his body suddenly twisted into a strange sensation.

Haec sucked in a deep breath as the world suddenly seemed to slow. He looked up and saw Salvos sprinting straight at him, moving sluggishly across her pocket space. Across the room, Taburas was leaning forward with round eyes, and both Bertrugil and Aemula were blinking at the quick shift in the battle.

The former Heir of the Netherworld tried to take all this in, but he couldn’t. He wasn’t able to form a single rational thought. All he could focus on was the searing pain on his chest. It coursed through him. And a feeling bubbled in his chest. It was… it was… anger.

And he moved without thinking. He was carried only by instincts. It pushed him. It made him rise to his feet. He raised his right arm as it bulged, a white aura overcoming it. Salvos slowed for a moment as she saw him getting to his feet, then her eyes flickered.

Whatever it was that informed her of what was coming next might have saved her. Because Haec swung out as she barely leapt back in time.

“[The Right Hand of the Demon King]!”

The former Heir of the Netherworld bellowed as he threw his fist at where she had been. A pulse of light swept over the pocket space, and the entire plane shook. The glass-like walls all around them cracked, even though Haec didn’t even strike the ground.

Bertrugil and Aemula were sent flying back from the shockwave. Meanwhile, Taburas clung to the glass-like ground, stopping herself from being sent soaring away. She just looked on with wide eyes as she whispered.

“That’s… Haec’s Grand Skill. But why?

Haec staggered forward as Salvos landed a hundred feet away from him. She exclaimed.

“Hey! When did we decide we were going to be using Grand Skills?!”

But he ignored her. No— he couldn’t even hear her. It was like the world was a blur around him, every word Salvos spoke muffled to his ears. The whites of his eyes went black as he inhaled sharply, bringing his shrinking right arm into the air. When his right arm returned to a normal size, a black aura began to wisp off him, dripping from his shoulders like a dark liquid.

Like Demon’s blood.

Salvos furrowed her brows as she lowered her guard for a moment. And she muttered under her breath.

“I know that—”

“What is going on?”

Aemula cried out, peeling herself off the wall. Bertrugil shook his head as he cursed.

“How should we fucking know?”

Haec couldn’t hear them. He just continued to trudge forward as the black liquid continued to pool at his feet, before floating up to form a dark aura around him. He raised his gaze as he was carried only by his anger. By his instincts.

He spoke softly as he eyes Salvos with glazed eyes.

“[Demonic Essence Manif—”

Haec started, but was promptly cut off.

“Enough.”

Salvos shouted as she flicked her wrist. Haec froze where he stood, caught in a trance. The glass-like ground beneath his feet shifted, before slamming up into the ceiling. He recoiled in pain, and his head jolted back. The whites in his eyes returned as he blinked a few times. And then he came crashing back down into the ground.

The dark aura wisping off him dissipated as he just groaned in pain.

“Ouch…”

He lay there for a moment as he clutched at his chest. His entire body ached. He didn’t even want to get up. But he heard a set of footfalls approaching him, and he forced himself to look towards who it was.

“Haec…”

Salvos bit her lower lip as she stared at him. She swept her gaze past him, before shaking her head.

“What was that about? Weren’t we supposed to be going easy on each other? You could’ve killed us all if you destroyed [The World Of My Mind].”

“I… what?”

Haec stared at her blankly for a moment, then the memories of what just happened slowly settled in. He realized what he had done— what he tried to do. The former Heir of the Netherworld looked down at himself as he realized that he had tried to kill Salvos.

And he had no words to say.


12. Wrathful

“What happened?”

That was the question on everyone’s mind. Salvos asked it, Taburas asked it, Bertrugil asked it— albeit with a little bit of swears and insults sprinkled in— and even Aemula asked it.

But Haec didn’t know the answer. He was just as lost as everyone else was. He hadn’t meant to draw the power of his Grand Skill. He hadn’t intended for his duel with Salvos to be anything more than a light sparring match. And yet, he had tried to kill her.

She was his first companion. She was his leader. She was the reason why he had to live up until now. Why would he ever try to truly harm her?

And that was not all Haec did. He didn’t just try to hurt her. He had endangered the lives of all his friends. He had nearly killed them all.

If his Grand Skill had struck the pocket space that was carrying them, everything would have shattered. The plane that was carrying them would have collapsed. And one of two things would happen, according to Salvos.

Either they would have all fallen into the lake of fire created by the Beast— which would have killed them. Or they would have all been sucked into the folds of space between the planes of the Nexeus.

And that would have been a fate worse than death.

Regardless of which outcome it could have been, neither happened because Haec fortunately struck nothing but the air with his Grand Skill. He was grateful for that. However, that didn’t absolve him for his actions and their potential consequences.

“But… I don’t remember what happened…”

He whispered as he looked down at the palm of his hand. The former Heir of the Netherworld was sitting by himself in the far corner of the pocket space, mulling over what he had done. He recalled being in a haze— in a state driven purely by instincts.

And all Haec knew at that moment was to fight back. His emotions drove him to destroy whatever it was that was attacking him. He couldn’t think clearly. He wasn’t cognizant of his actions. He had only been able to fight. That was it.

But why? That was what Haec asked himself. Why was he so… mad? Just because he was hurt? Just because he was in pain? Was that why he had succumbed to his anger?

Haec didn’t know. He closed his eyes as he sat there alone with his thoughts. He didn’t know how long he remained there, unmoving. All he knew was he only looked up when he heard a voice calling his name.

“Haec.”

He recognized it immediately. Of course he would. The voice belonged to his first ever companion— to Salvos. She was standing next to him with a concerned look on her face.

“Are you alright?”

She asked as she sat next to him. Haec stared at her for a passing moment, not saying a word. She tilted her head, and he finally sighed.

“I… I don’t know, Salvos.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

Salvos asked curiously. That was all there was to her question. Curiosity. She didn’t blame him for what he did— in fact, she quickly repaired the damage done to her pocket space, before continuing to steer them out of this lake of fire.

Now though, she sat with him. Aemula stayed on a lookout at the front as the two Primeval Demons sat all the way at the back alone.

“Surely you must have a bit of an idea, right? Is it a new Skill you got?”

Salvos prodded Haec even further. He shook his head. His eyes fluttered shut as he recalled his Status in his head. It wasn’t related to any new Skill he had been given. Or at least, he didn’t think so.

Under his tutelage with Oracli, Haec had learned the General Skill [Passive - Status Insight]. That meant he was able to glean more from his Skills than just the name implied. As far as he could tell, none of his Skills were responsible for what happened to him back then.

So there was only one explanation…

“I think I made a mistake, Salvos.”

Haec whispered softly as he averted his gaze from his first companion. Salvos blinked and peered into him.

“What mistake, Haec? Can’t you tell me what happened? If you just wanted to beat me, that’s fine! I didn’t mind it!”

“But I almost killed us all…”

He gritted his teeth, and she rolled her eyes.

“But you didn’t. That’s all that matters. So come on, tell me what’s going on.”

Salvos poked his side, making him yelp. It forced Haec to turn and face her. He met her gaze, and he saw the worry on her face. Seeing that, he couldn’t help himself but reveal the truth.

“I… I evolved into a Primeval Demon of Lust and Wrath, Salvos.”

He finally admitted. It was something he was proud of before— when he had just undergone his evolution— but now after what he had done, he felt ashamed of it. Salvos stared at him with round eyes, caught completely off-guard.

“You— what?”

“That’s right. I was an Archdemon of Lust before, but now… I have a second sin.”

Haec was still in disbelief about it. He never thought such a thing was possible. Salvos gaped at him, her jaw dropping as she covered her mouth.

“Haec, that’s—”

She tried to work her mouth. And finally, she scratched the back of her head.

“What’s a sin?”

“...what?”

Haec blinked back at her. Salvos repeated her question.

“What’s a sin?”

“That’s— I heard you the first time.”

He shook his head. He stared at his first companion as he pursed his lips.

“You’ve never heard of a sin before.”

“Nope.”

Salvos replied simply. Haec bit his lower lip.

“And you’re a Primeval Demon of…?”

“Primeval Demon of Pride, of course!”

She exclaimed, pointing a thumb at herself. The former Heir of the Netherworld gestured at her.

“There you have it. That’s your sin.”

“My sin… is pride?”

Salvos blinked down at herself. She frowned as she looked back up at him.

“What does that mean? How many sins are there, anyway?”

“There are seven sins. Each embodies the essence of your being. Your essence. It is who you are— it is like the color of your soul.”

“My soul has color?”

Salvos stared at herself for a moment, and Haec shook his head.

“It’s a metaphor. But every being in the Nexeus is born with a soul. That is how they come into existence. And mortals are born with an unchanging soul, the same from their birth to their deaths. But we Demons can grow our souls. However, it cannot just become anything. There are subtypes of souls. Even if all our souls are unique, we can have distinctly similar pieces, and that is what the sins are.”

Haec recounted the lesson that he was taught by Oracli. He wasn’t sure if he was explaining it correctly, but he relayed the gist of it to Salvos.

“Huh.”

She placed a hand on her chin.

“So my sin is pride, and yours was lust. But now it’s lust and wrath.”

“That is correct.”

Haec nodded as he watched her mull it over. Her eyes went wide, and she looked up at him in shock.

“Wait, if your sin was lust, does that mean you—”

Salvos gasped, and Haec scoffed.

“Lust can mean many things, Salvos. It is just… desire. That’s what it is.”

“Oh, I see.”

She chuckled as she waved a hand dismissively.

“Anyway, you have two sins now, right? Is that normal?”

“That’s the thing, Salvos. I… I have never heard about it before.”

Haec drew his lips into a thin line.

“I thought that meant it was special. That was why I picked that evolution. But… after what I did, I think it was a mistake.”

He closed his eyes as he remembered his rage consuming him— his instincts to fight back mindlessly.

“I have never felt like that before, Salvos. I have never felt my instincts overcome me, controlling my actions. It was like I had lost all my senses. It was like I had become… wild.”

Salvos’ eyes flickered as he said that. She raised a hand, and flicked a finger on his cheeks. He recoiled— not in pain, but in shock at the sudden gesture.

“Don’t say that. You are not wild. You are my companion.”

“What…?”

He stared at her as she crossed her arms.

“Also, it’s not a mistake. You chose it for one reason and one reason only— because it lets you grow. Because you become more complete with it. No evolution is ever a mistake, Haec.”

“But Salvos—”

Haec tried to protest, however she refused to listen to him. She shook her head as she explained.

“It’s a good thing. If what you say is true, that means you have two essences. That means you have the capacity to grow twice as fast as even me. Or maybe not twice as fast— but faster than me.”

“Are you sure that’s what that means?”

He hesitated, and she shrugged.

“I feel like that’s what it means. Anyway, just because there’s some drawbacks right now, doesn’t mean you won’t be able to get over it eventually. Sometimes, when I first get a new Skill, I can’t use it properly without any adverse side effects. But now, I can use them just fine.”

Salvos nodded reassuringly. Haec scratched his cheek apprehensively.

“That… is true.”

He couldn't argue against that logic. That was very much true. Salvos grinned as she patted him on the shoulder.

“So don’t worry too much about what’s happened. Focus on what you can do! Alright?”

Haec saw the smile on her face— the comforting look of his first companion. The kind face of his leader. And he couldn’t help but let his worries wash away. He rose to his feet as Salvos backed up away from him.

“I see.”

He whispered. Haec held her gaze, and she just smiled back.

“Thank you, Salvos. I truly mean it.”

“Of course! I’m your leader, after all.”

Salvos laughed, and Haec could only give her a small nod in return.

“You are.”

The two of them stood there for a moment, just smiling at each other. But the moment ended when a loud voice interrupted them from the front of the pocket space.

“Everyone! Look! Come here!”

Aemula shouted, drawing the attention of the two Primeval Demons. Salvos and Haec exchanged a glance, before they approached the [Fiend]. Bertrugil and Taburas were already there, both of them frowning at the glass-like walls of the pocket space, their gaze focused on something in the far distance.

Salvos blinked as she came to a halt next to them.

“What is it?”

She asked simply, and Aemula beamed as she tapped a finger on the glass-like wall.

“Look!”

The [Fiend] exclaimed as she pointed.

“Land!”

Haec’s brows snapped together when he heard that. He leaned forward, looking in the direction she was pointing in. But Salvos just shook her head.

“Aemula, are you imagining things again?”

“No, I’m not!”

Aemula harrumphed, folding her arms across her chest. Salvos frowned.

“Are you sure—”

“Salvos, it’s true.”

Haec interrupted his first companion. Salvos paused as she slowly turned to him.

“Wait, really?”

“That’s right.”

He took a step back so she could see. Her eyes went wide as the lake of fire seemed to give way, showing a sight that none of the Demons here had seen in forever.

A rocky white terrain. Vast and unending. Undulating mountains spreading across the distance.

“Huh. You really were right this time, Aemula.”

“We’re finally free! I told you! And you didn’t believe me!”

“Sorry…”

Salvos apologized to the [Fiend] who just laughed triumphantly. Bertrugil and Taburas exchanged a glance, one of them clearly excited to finally be freed from this pocket space, while the other looked like he was dreading the danger that was to come.

Haec felt closer to like how the former did— glad he finally made it back to the rest of the Netherworld. But he paused, noticing something else. His eyes darted towards the sky. He saw something else there. Something the others didn’t notice.

Dark clouds. An overcast crimson sky. Like a black lake had formed overhead.

And the former Heir of the Netherworld could only whisper softly.

“Reconstruction is soon coming to an end. This… is going to be a problem.”


13. Let Him Cook

“Rachel.”

Valda called out, and the young girl looked back from the exit of the Demon Research Club.

“Yes, President Valda?”

“You’ve been pretty busy lately. Usually, you’d be spending all your time in the club room. But these days, you have been leaving early. Is something the matter?”

“Nope!”

Rachel replied cheerfully as she took a step back.

“Everything has been good!”

“Are you sure?”

Valda asked with a frown. In response, Rachel just nodded and gave a thumbs-up.

“Yep! Everything is good! But I’ve got to go now! So… bye!”

And with that, the young girl sprinted out of the club room.

Valda watched the door swing shut with narrowed eyes. She was the President of the Demon Research Club, so she couldn’t leave just yet, even though their weekly meeting had adjourned. But usually, she’d be accompanied by Rachel until they had to leave for the day.

The fact that Rachel was consistently leaving early seemed odd to Valda.

“Is something wrong, President?”

Jonas asked as he strode up to Valda from behind. The Club President pursed her lips, glancing at her friend, before looking towards the doorway. She shook her head and sighed.

“It’s nothing…”

And the two of them continued cleaning up for the day. Meanwhile…

***

“We’re almost there…”

Rachel was practically bouncing on her toes as she watched Mavos Academy disappear beneath her. All she could see right now were clouds, and she was still rapidly ascending to the sky. The elevator that carried her moved fast. Apparently, it was designed by Clayton Skyshredder himself.

He had added it into the Office of the Headmaster himself when he took over as the new headmaster several decades ago. Before that, any visitor had to climb up several tens of thousands of flights of stairs, or be a high-leveled [Mage] who could use some kind of [Flight] spell.

But Headmaster Skyshredder decided to give ease of access to anyone to enter.

Rachel was incredibly grateful for that. She didn’t have any artifact that could let her fly, and if she had to climb all those steps, it’d take her too long to even reach the top. That was not considering how exhausted she’d be, since her [Endurance] wasn’t her best Stat.

Anyway, she wasn’t even here in the Office of the Headmaster to visit the Headmaster of Mavos Academy. She was pretty sure he wasn’t even present at the moment, busy dealing with other matters of import. She had visited the top floor over a dozen times now in the last few weeks, and she had only seen him once.

And that was when he had given her his official permission to visit the top floor. Because previously, she had been kind of illegally trespassing, with the help of Willy.

But why did she even need to come up here anyway? Why was she so excited to visit the Office of the Headmaster? The reason was simple—

The elevator came to a halt, and the door slid open. Waiting at the other side was an excited gray figure.

“Rachel!”

A baby Wyvern exclaimed, sprinting straight at her. He leapt her way as she spread her arms wide.

“Oriur—”

She greeted him with the same excitement as him. And he crashed into her, knocking her down a moment after. The two came rolling to a halt as he tightly clung onto her.

“I’ve been waiting for you all day! You’re late— what were you doing?”

Oriur asked the question as he hugged her tight. Rachel wanted to respond. She really did. But all she could do was muster up a squeak as she was being squished under the baby Wyvern.

“O-Oriur… you’re—”

“Oh, oops.”

He scratched the back of his head and rose to his feet. She sighed in relief, and he helped her up. Rachel dusted herself off as she looked up at him. He was a baby Wyvern, but he was massive. He was as tall as any adult, despite being significantly younger than even the young girl.

That was because he was a Wyvern. They could grow up to over a hundred feet in length. The fact that he wasn’t larger for his age was already surprising to Rachel. But his siblings were significantly bigger than he was, so she was able to deduce that his size was due to his evolutionary path.

Anyway, most Humans would scream running if they saw Oriur because he was a monster, but Rachel was glad to see him. Because, first of all, Rachel wasn’t most Humans. And secondly, Oriur was not an ordinary baby Wyvern.

He was Salvos’ child. One of three, in fact. But the other two weren’t present today.

“Where’s Novis and Bellum?”

Rachel asked as she followed Oriur down the hallway. He waved a hand dismissively, gesturing at the empty room.

“They went out with Centina and Kron— to do more hunting.”

“They’re always going out, huh? Why don’t you go with them?”

The young girl cocked her head, and Oriur shrugged.

“If I did that, I wouldn’t be able to stay here and talk with you.”

He grinned back at her. She rolled her eyes as she took a seat at the dining table.

“Even before that, you’ve told me you dislike going out.”

“It’s not that I dislike going outside. I dislike hunting and killing, you know? If I went out, I’d rather learn more about the world— I’d rather connect with others. There’s no point in evolving if I’m alone in this world, right?”

Oriur explained as he reached for a cupboard, before producing a large tray carrying a chocolate cake. Rachel blinked as he set it down before her.

“Did you make that?”

She stared at the cake with wide eyes. Oriur nodded as he plopped himself on the chair next to her.

“I told you— I’ve been meaning to learn how to bake, so I asked Uncle to bring me a cookbook with some recipes. What do you think?”

Rachel dipped a spoon into a cake and took a bite out of it. Her eyes lit up as she turned to Oriur.

“It’s amazing! Did you seriously learn how to do this in just a few days?”

She spoke excitedly, and he flushed as he scratched the back of his head.

“Well… I’ve been practicing in secret for a few weeks…”

“For a few weeks? Wait, since when exactly?”

Rachel eyed him curious as he shrank back. The baby Wyvern shifted uncomfortably, before muttering under his breath,

“Uh… after the first day we met?”

“Aw. That’s so sweet.”

The young girl smiled and patted him on the head. Which wasn’t easy, since she needed to stand on the chair on her tiptoes to reach him. He smiled, almost purring like a cat in response.

The two of them had developed quite a close bond even though they had only just gotten to know each other. They’d meet up practically every single day and talk about a variety of topics. It could be about anything, ranging from what Rachel learned about in school that day to what Oriur dreamt of doing one day.

But the most common topic they discussed was always—

“I read that she doesn’t like sweets. That she never liked to eat.”

“Hm?”

Oriur looked up at Rachel as she spoke softly. The young girl shook her head, eyeing the cake from the side.

“Your mom— Salvos. She hated eating, they say.”

“Oh, yeah. Mama is like that. She’s kind of like bro and sis. All she likes to do is fight.”

“And you don’t?”

Rachel raised a brow, and Oriur shrugged.

“I can see the importance of learning how to fight. But as I said, I care more about meeting and knowing people. Mama was like that too. She had so many friends.”

“Really?”

“That’s how she was able to save us all— if she was by herself, she wouldn’t have been able to save the Human lands, right?”

Oriur explained simply. Rachel nodded in understanding.

“That’s true. If Salvos hadn’t convinced Headmaster Skyshredder to join the war, we might all be dead today…”

It was a grim thought, but Rachel had come to terms with death long ago. The idea didn’t disgust her or scare her. It was a fact about reality. Just like it was a fact that she would have died if she hadn’t been saved by Salvos all those years ago.

“Exactly!”

Oriur nodded simply as he leant back in his chair.

“And that’s what bro and sis don’t understand. They keep telling me I’m wasting my potential by refusing to join them, but even Mama had to join Mavos Academy and make friends to accomplish all she did. She was never alone.”

“Yep. That’s why I joined Mavos Academy too!”

Rachel agreed with a smile. She shook her head as she swept her gaze towards the window overlooking the campus below.

“I wanted to follow in Salvos’ footsteps. I wanted to learn all that she did. So I can…”

The young girl trailed off, not finishing her train of thought. Oriur harrumphed, placing his hands on his chin.

“You get it. But no one else seems to understand it. Not even Centina.”

“Well, everyone has a different perspective in life.”

Rachel shook her head, recalling one of the many lessons she learned from William and the other [Priests] at the Sanctum of Elements.

“What matters is that you listen to what they have to say and absorb what’s important for you. That’s how you can keep growing and learning. Because there is always a little bit of wisdom in everything.”

“That’s true…”

Oriur scowled as he lowered his head.

“But I just wish that they wouldn’t leave me alone so often. I wish that they’d listen to me for once.”

“There, there.”

Rachel placed a hand on his shoulder reassuringly. Oriur sighed.

“I mean— I understand why they won’t let me explore Mavos Academy. But they won’t even let me go out to visit Mama’s Lair!”

He threw his hands up in the air in frustration. That made the young girl pause.

“Salvos’... Lair? Wait, where is it?”

“Oh, I’m not actually supposed to talk about it because Clayton doesn’t know.”

Oriur scratched his cheeks, before shaking his head.

“But apparently according to Centina, Kron, and Uncle, Mama has a Lair located right outside of the campus. It’s somewhere over there— hidden away in that forest.”

He pointed in the distance, and Rachel looked in the same direction with a frown. She narrowed her eyes as she tilted her head.

“Huh.”

She looked between Oriur and the forest, before taking a step towards the baby Wyvern excitedly.

“If you tell me where the Lair is at, I’ll visit it for you!”

That made him hesitate as he shifted back.

“But Uncle told me that I’m not supposed to tell anyone about it…”

“Willy doesn’t have to know!”

Rachel shook her head. She took Oriur’s clawed hand as she looked him in the eyes pleadingly.

“Come on— please?”

“I…”

Oriur closed his eyes, before eventually acquiescing.

“Fine.”

“Yay!”

—--

And that was how Rachel ended up here, standing in the Cave of Companions. Oriur had spilled everything he knew about the Lair, but it still took her about a week to find its exact location. It was hidden away, and it took her some time to uncover it. But now, she swept her gaze over the small cavern.

She saw the scattered books strewn around alongside the odd trinket or so decorating the walls. A magic circle was drawn on the ground in the center of the room. It wasn’t very spacious, and it wasn’t kept neat and tidy either. But it held a lot of secrets. Secrets which piqued Rachels interest.

Secrets that could help Rachel find Salvos.

She strode forward as she tapped a finger on her chin.

“Where should I start investigating?”

Rachel wondered aloud, before a strange glint caught her eye. Her brows furrowed as she spotted a strange gray goblet placed ceremoniously in the back of the room.

“What is that?”

She asked no one in particular as she approached it. But before she could get close, the ground beneath her began to shake. The dirt below the ritual circle began to crack open. Rachel blinked and spun around, immediately recognizing the danger.

Then she heard the clicking sound, followed by the hissing shrieks. An undulating crimson figure exploded from the earth, before landing right ahead of the young girl. She raised her dagger with pursed lips as she saw another pair of creatures crawl out of the hole.

And Rachel could only stare at the three of them as their furious gazes bore down on her.

“Huh.”

[Junior Centinel - Lvl 55]

[Junior Centinel - Lvl 57]

[Junior Centinel - Lvl 61]


14. Red Pests

[Junior Centinel - Lvl 55]

[Junior Centinel - Lvl 57]

[Junior Centinel - Lvl 61]

Rachel saw the three [Junior Centinels] standing before her. Each one of them was significantly higher-leveled than she was. She was only a Level 45 [Phantom Mage], having barely leveled since she enrolled in Mavos Academy. And even though each one was a swarm monster, she was realistic— she knew she couldn’t take them all on on her own.

But she didn’t scream. She calmed herself and backed up warily, scanning the room. This was Salvos’ Lair. Surely there had to be some artifacts that could save her here. With the Child Wonder’s [Passive - Camouflage], she was able to naturally blend into the background for a moment before they spotted her, hiding in plain sight, before she activated her [Shadow Stealth], letting her fully escape from their view.

Certainly, the [Junior Centinels] would take notice of her soon, but she had her chance to evaluate her predicament as they slowly crawled through the room. She heard their skittering feet. She watched as their mandibles clicked, and their antennae swayed in search of her.

This is bad… the thought crossed Rachel’s mind as she backed up to the rock wall. All she saw from where she stood was a bunch of books and coins lying around. There was nothing here that could save her. All she could do was hope that she could outrun the [Junior Centinels], not even with a chance to fight back.

Why were these monsters even here? She wanted to question it, but she knew she just had to move. So she slowly inched her way across the perimeter of the cavern. Her gaze never once left the monsters as they spread across the room. One of them knocked over the odd goblet she spotted, spilling a puddle of black water on the ground. Another stayed by the ritual circle, simply clicking its mandibles as it looked around curiously.

The last of the [Junior Centinels] rummaged through a bunch of odd trinkets. Rachel watched as dozens of gold coins went flying and scattering on the ground, before she caught a glimpse of a glinting object amongst that mess. She blinked as she saw a strange-looking ring roll to a halt at the base of the monster. It emanated a magical aura that immediately drew her attention towards it.

That’s…? Her brows snapped together.

[Ring of Lesser Protection: Medium Grade Armor - A ring enchanted with a Lesser Protection spell.]

Huh. Rachel stared at the artifact for a moment, before looking back up at the third [Junior Centinel]. It was still distracted, knocking over a useless set of broken boots. The first [Junior Centinel] had its attention elsewhere too. But the second—

The young girl froze when she realized it was staring directly at her. It hadn’t seen her just yet, but its antennae twitched as it drew closer. Its undulating body skittered forward, wanting to investigate in her direction. And Rachel was left with two choices.

She could hope that the second [Junior Centinel] didn’t notice her as it crawled her way, or she could make a break for it before it had the chance to take notice of her. The moment she made a sudden movement, she knew her [Shadow Stealth] would come to an end. All three monsters were going to pounce on her, and she would be ripped apart.

So Rachel took in a deep breath as she lowered her hand to her waist. There, she rested her palm against the hilt of her dagger as she eyed the approaching [Junior Centinel]. It clicked its mandibles together as its face drew close to her.

And when she could feel its hot breath blowing against her hair, she moved.

“Take this— [Savage Strike]!”

Rachel swung up with her dagger as it flashed, slashing at the [Junior Centinel]’s mandibles. The monster reeled back in pain and screeched as she cut the chitin on its cheeks open. But she wasn’t done. She flipped her dagger around as she spun and dealt a second blurring blow.

“And [Phasing Backstab]!”

It was like Rachel hadn’t even swung out at the monster. It was a follow-up attack that was so quick, she was already pulling back and running off before the [Junior Centinel] realized it had been stabbed a second time. The monster recoiled as the young girl’s gaze darted towards the glinting object right ahead of her.

The remaining [Junior Centinels] turned their attention towards her, screeching in anger. But she ignored them as she took a single step forward.

“Now… [Force Step]!”

And she leapt forward like she was propelled by an invisible aura. She flipped through the air, aiming for the Ring of Lesser Protection lying on the ground right behind the third [Junior Centinel]. The monster looked up at her as she dove to the ground, before lashing out at her with its mandibles.

But the [Phantom Mage] narrowly dodged the attack as she landed on the ground with a roll, before grabbing the artifact. She deftly slipped the ring onto the finger with a grin on her face.

Rachel’s body flickered as she felt the enchantments of the Ring of Lesser Protection activating. An aura overcame her— invisible to the naked eye, but she could see its magic. It would guard her from any attack as long as it had enough mana within it. To a certain extent, at the very least.

She nodded to herself as she rose to her feet, eyeing the exit…

And her entire body flashed as the [Junior Centinel]’s tail struck her from behind. The attack sent her flying as she gritted her teeth.

Shouldn’t have let my guard down… she thought as she barely landed on her feet. Fortunately for her, the Ring of Lesser Protection took the brunt of the attack. But now as she regained her bearings, she saw the three [Junior Centinels] gathering together in the center of the Lair to face her. The injured monster led the trio, snarling as its angry gaze bore down on the young girl.

“Um… bye?”

Rachel waved at them, then spun around and took off sprinting as fast as she could. But the [Junior Centinels] didn’t just let her go, of course. She heard their screeches, and without even looking back, she knew they were hot on her tail.

She navigated her way through a thicket of trees, before glancing back for a brief moment. There, she saw the [Junior Centinels] ripped apart the foliage as they shrieked. It was the injured [Junior Centinel] that moved the fastest. Even though its mouth had been slashed open, its movement was unimpeded.

Perhaps it was driven by its anger from being hurt, but it reached Rachel as she stumbled past a bush.

“Oh no—”

She barely got the word out before she raised her dagger to protect herself. The injured [Junior Centinel] struck out with its sharp legs— a rapid flurry of attacks she barely dodged. She sliced at its underbelly, cutting open its soft chitin and spilling its blood. But before she could follow-up with another strike, the other two monsters crashed into her, sending her flying back as her Ring of Lesser Protection flashed once again.

Rachel rolled to a halt, before looking down at the artifact. She saw it flickering— its magic fading from the onslaught of attacks from the higher-leveled monsters. The young girl shook her head and quickly got to her feet, before ducking under the two leaping [Junior Centinels]. She then looked up just in time to see the injured [Junior Centinel] rushing towards her.

She bit her lower lip, glancing between the two monsters behind her, and the charging one in front of her. She was surrounded. But in that moment, her instincts kicked in, and she knew what to do.

The [Phantom Mage] took a step forward, before a pale blue aura overcame her. She closed her eyes for a moment, remembering all the times she had been trapped in such a predicament. After all, as a little girl running around and fighting monsters, it often got more dangerous for her than the average person because of her young age.

She raised her head, and her eyes turned red as she grinned.

“[Title Skill: Deadly Blitz].”

Rachel dashed forward in a straight line as she swung her dagger. And all around her, ethereal images of her swinging blade seemed to flash. It was as though she had grown half a dozen magical arms, and each one carried a replica of her blade.

And she swung wildly, not even trying to sidestep the charging [Junior Centinel]. The monster struck her with its broken mandibles— it reached her first, but its assault bounced off the Aura of Lesser Protection guarding her. For a moment, the magic held up, before shattering from the force of the attack.

Unfortunately for the injured [Junior Centinel], Rachel got to it next. She unleashed her flurry of strikes as it, ripping apart its chitin as it screeched. It tried to back away from her, but she was relentless, her empowered attacks shredding the monster. She tore straight through the length of its undulating body, before landing as she panted.

Her red eyes faded away, and she looked back at the [Junior Centinel]’s mangled corpse.

Defeated [Junior Centinel - Lvl. 55]

More experience is awarded for defeating an enemy at least 10 levels above you!

It had been a wild attack. Reckless, especially if Rachel didn’t have the Ring of Lesser Protection guarding her. But that was how she had earned her Title.

She wasn’t the Child Wonder like everyone called her. Sure, that was an option she had been given, but she had rejected it. She didn’t get to where she was right now by just sitting around and studying all day. Rather, she went out and fought monsters in secret, risking her life to become stronger.

That was why she was given the Title of the Child Monster.

Rachel spun around and stared at the mangled corpse, before looking towards the remaining [Junior Centinels] as they untangled themselves. They glared at her, and she whispered as she flicked the blood off her blade.

“Two more.”

The [Phantom Mage] was going to have to outrun them somehow. Either that, or she had to separate them and take them out one by one. She took a step back as the [Junior Centinels] looked back towards her, ready to pounce.

But before she could run once again, she blinked, watching as a blurring figure exploded through the trees, tearing straight through the first [Junior Centinel]. Rachel stumbled back from the sudden movement. She tried to steady herself, but as the dust cloud cleared, she looked on as a tall figure ripped the last [Junior Centinel] in half.

“That’s—”

Rachel watched as the tall figure rose from the crater, tossing aside the dead [Junior Centinels]. It had happened so fast, she could barely process what happened. But she didn’t run away. Not when she saw the lady standing there before her.

“Centina?”

The Child Wonder gaped as she nearly dropped her dagger. But she recognized that middle-age woman anywhere— with long red hair and a stern look on her face. It was all an illusion, of course. But Rachel didn’t care.

Instead, she just took a step forward, staring up at the caretaker of the baby Wyverns.

“How did you…?”

The young girl started, and Centina spun around.

“Come on, Human girl. We shall return to the academy. We need to inform Headmaster Skyshredder about what we saw here.”

Centina spoke briskly, already walking away. Rachel blinked a few times, before she ran forward, giving chase to the false Human.

“What? What are you talking about? What’s happening here?”

“What’s happening?”

Centina repeated after the young girl’s question, fractionally glancing back. Rachel nodded, looking on in confusion.

And Centina just sighed.

“It seems they’ve finally found me. That is what’s happening.”

“What?”

Rachel blinked, still confused. But Centina continued on without a word.


15. Centinel Invasion

Rachel trailed after Centina as the two of them made their way back to Mavos Academy. They stalked through the forest, seeing the tall spires in the distance. Neither of them said a word— well, Centina didn’t say a word. Rachel wanted to speak, but she decided to just awkwardly hang back until she saw Kron.

Sure enough, the [Krokodis] appeared behind a thicket of trees soon enough. She wasn’t covered by any illusion, even though she was casting her magic on Centina. So Rachel just watched as a terrifying monster emerged from behind some trees, waving a clawed hand and smiling with hundreds of teeth.

“You too fast— me magic barely catch up!”

“You were too slow, Kron.”

Centina replied simply, and the [Krokodis] shrugged.

“Should slow down.”

Kron spoke dismissively. That didn’t get a response from Centina. Rachel just glanced between the two of them hesitantly. She wasn’t afraid of the [Krokodis], having met Kron weeks back. The young girl was privy to everything about the monsters living up at the very top floor of the Office of the Headmaster.

And they were monsters. All of them. Not just Kron, and not just the baby Wyverns. But Centina too. Her name wasn’t subtle at all— she was, in fact, an [Evolved Centinel]. It was just that she was disguising herself as a Human with Kron’s magic.

However, Rachel had never seen Centina in her true form yet. The Child Monster wasn’t scared of this fact, unlike even many adults would have been if they found out. All learning this did was pique her interest even more. Unfortunately, Centina refused to shed her disguise.

And the young girl decided against pressing the issue because of Oriur’s advice. He told her that even if Centina was nice, she could be very abrasive. So Rachel decided she didn’t want to aggravate the [Evolved Centinel].

Anyway, right now, Rachel was more confused than ever. She looked at Kron, before turning to Centina who was walking away.

“How?

The young girl asked as she glanced back.

“How did you know I was being attacked by those [Junior Centinels]? Was it Oriur who told you?”

“Oriur?”

Kron cocked her head, flummoxed by how Rachel came to that conclusion. The young girl pursed her lips, before rephrasing her question more simply.

“How did you find me?”

Now that question seemed to be comprehensible to the [Krokodis]. She shrugged as she gestured at Centina up ahead.

“We no find you. She sense kin.”

“Centina… sensed the [Junior Centinels]?”

Rachel blinked, realizing what Kron was saying. The [Krokodis] nodded simply.

“Yes.”

“Oh, I see.”

That was all the young girl said as she eyed Centina from behind. Rachel was glad she survived this encounter with the [Evolved Centinel]’s help. But she couldn’t help but wonder… what was going to happen next?

After all, if the Centinels were truly after Centina— then wasn’t that going to be a problem for Mavos Academy as a whole?

—--

When Rachel returned to the Office of the Headmaster, Oriur immediately greeted her with his usual smile.

“Did you find it? Did you find—”

But he paused when he realized Centina was with the young girl. He immediately shrank back, thinking he might be in trouble for sharing something he shouldn’t have shared. But Centina ignored him, instead calling out for Willy.

The [Will O’ Wisp] emerged from the kitchen, looking confused even without a face. However, once he took a good look at the expression Centina wore, it seemed like he understood what was going on. The two of them disappeared into one of the rooms as Rachel pursed her lips.

Kron didn’t seem all too concerned, shrugging and collapsing into the couch. Oriur looked around with an apprehensive look on his face, before glancing back at Rachel.

“What happened? Didn’t you go to the Cave of Companions?”

“I did…”

Rachel nodded, whispering softly. But even though she didn’t say it out loud, another pair of figures in the room overheard what she said.

Novis and Bellum perked up, stopping their bickering with each other over food. They immediately scrambled over to the young girl, practically knocking Oriur over.

“Went Mama’s Lair?”

“Find anything?”

The two of them asked, barely speaking comprehensibly. They were less fluent than even Kron, but they could at least communicate now, with the help of Oriur. Rachel scratched the back of her head as Novis and Bellum loomed over her.

They were both relatively huge, towering over the young girl. And it wasn’t like they were going to slow in their growth anytime soon. When she first met them, they were only a head taller than Oriur. But now, they were both nearly two heads taller than him.

Rachel shook her head as she glanced towards the room Centina and Willy disappeared into. The door was closed shut, but it wasn’t protected by any enchantments, so the young girl could hear their muffled voices coming from inside.

“I didn’t find anything.”

Rachel explained as she inched her way towards the room. Novis, Bellum, and Oriur blinked, exchanging a confused glance.

“What do you mean by that, Rachel?”

Oriur asked as his siblings nodded along. The young girl sighed.

“I was… attacked. By a [Junior Centinel]. A few of them, actually.”

Novis and Bellum looked confused. They tilted their heads.

“Ms Centina?”

They both spoke at the same time, and Oriur shook his head, correcting his siblings.

“No— Rachel’s talking about a type of Centinel. They’re… kind of like Ms Centina, but they’re not nice.”

Novis frowned, and Bellum blinked. They raised their clawed hands curiously.

“But…”

“Ms Centina not nice.”

“You know what I mean.”

Oriur sighed. Rachel shook her head as she took a step forward.

“Centina said that the Centinels were after her… do you know what that means, Oriur?”

She held his gaze as she asked the question. He paused, locking eyes with her. Slowly, he nodded.

“I… I think I do.”

“You think?”

Rachel frowned, and Oriur pursed his lips.

“Ms Centina comes from the Bloodied Gulf. She is a traitor to her kin— saved by Mama.“

“I read something about that. Not the part about Centina, but about how Salvos killed an [Ancient Centinel] once.”

“That’s right.”

Oriur glanced towards the closed door.

“Mama did that to save Ms Centina. And I guess the Centinels are still angry over that…”

He was clearly speculating, not really sure of the entire situation himself. Rachel bit her lower lip at that. She turned away from the doorway as the muffled voice grew silent.

“Does that mean that there will be a Centinel invasion—”

Rachel started, but the door swung open. The young girl blinked and watched as Centina and Willy exited the room. They swept their gazes over the four gathered children.

“Novis, Bellum, Oriur. To your rooms, now.”

Centina spoke briskly, and the three baby Wyverns tried to protest. But she glared at them, which immediately made them acquiesce to her command. Rachel watched them go as Willy flitted down towards her.

“Sorry.”

“I must go too?”

The young girl blinked as she pointed at herself. Willy bobbed up and down like he was nodding.

“But can’t I help?”

“No.”

The [Will O’ Wisp] answered simply. Rachel hesitated, before sighing.

“...right.”

He led her towards the elevator as she glanced back at Centina for a brief moment. The young girl saw the expressionless gaze of the [Evolved Centinel]. And for a moment, the illusion cracked. And what Rachel saw was a worried look— a terrified face, afraid of what was to come.

And then Rachel left the Office of the Headmaster.

—--

When Rachel left the building, she spotted Clayton Skyshredder making his return to the top of the tower. She didn’t say a word to him. He didn’t even glance her way, too preoccupied by matters of great import.

And it was truly an issue that far exceeded any importance Rachel played. After all, she might have been a so-called genius, but as she was right now, she couldn’t do anything. So as she lay there, in her bed, staring at the ceiling of her room, she tried to collect her thoughts. She let the realization slowly sink in.

There was going to be a Centinel invasion of the Human lands.

Or at least, there was going to be a Centinel invasion of Mavos Academy.

Rachel closed her eyes as she mulled over this thought. There was already an invasion of the Human lands going on— in fact, there were two that were ongoing. The Elves were relentless in their assault of the Eastern Kingdoms, and Demons were leaking into the Mortal Realm from the Netherworld.

Both were slow and deadly, but now there was going to be an invasion from the south of the Human lands too?

Rachel sighed as she opened her eyes.

“Is there nothing I can do?”

She asked herself the question. For a moment, it seemed like she was helpless. But she balled her hands into fists as she sat up.

“No— there is something I can do, at the very least.”

It was a very simple thing. It was the only thing she could do. And that was—

“I need to grow stronger.”

Rachel whispered to herself as she reached for her dagger, before she snuck out of her room for the night. And over the next few weeks, in the forests surrounding Mavos Academy, the prowling monsters slowly learned to flee from the one called the Child Monster.


16. Salvation

In the Mortal Realm, war was spreading across the continent of Secely. The Kobolds continued their infighting, and the Beastmen Plains repelled the onslaught of corruption leaking in from beyond the sea. The Humans and the Elves were embroiled in a terrible war after their centuries-long peace had finally come to an end.

But that was not all. The Centinels of the Bloodied Gulf had been stirred to action, no longer just mindlessly proliferating their destruction, but targeting a traitor to their kin. And the outpouring of Demons in the Netherfied Lands remained relentless.

There was no shortage of chaos unfurling across the plane. In stark contrast, the Netherworld was no longer in such a state. Rather, for once, the home of Demons held still. Because—

***

Reconstruction was coming to an end. It wasn’t over just yet. But it was soon going to come to an end.

What did that mean? I didn’t know. But apparently, it was important to Haec. I watched as he marched out of my pocket space as soon as we landed far from the lake of fire. He walked briskly, and I gave chase to him.

“Wait, you still haven’t explained anything to me! What happens when Reconstruction comes to an end? What’s so bad about it? Isn’t it a good thing since we won’t have—”

Haec came to a halt as I stepped in front of him. I gestured vaguely at the floating rocks behind me— as they slowly descended back to the ground, reforming the earth.

“Y’know, since we won’t have all this happening?”

“When Reconstruction ends, so does Revelation.”

The former Heir of the Netherworld spoke simply as he shook his head. I frowned and crossed my arms.

“Isn’t that a good thing? Isn’t Revelation bad because of how it makes all the big scary Demons come out and fight each other?”

“Well, yes. But I’m not referring to that. I’m referring to what comes next.”

Haec explained as I blinked back at him.

“And what comes next, Haec?”

“Salvation.”

He tried to step past me, and I just blocked him again. I frowned as I crossed my arms.

“What’s wrong with Salvation? It doesn’t sound that bad.”

I posed the question to both him and myself. But before Haec could answer the question, a voice spoke up from behind me.

“Because it’s not bad. It’s actually the best time to be around in the Netherworld.”

I spun around to face Bertrugil who was yawning as he exited my pocket space. Behind him, Taburas and Aemula also shuffled their way into the rocky white floor of the Netherworld.

The [Abraxas] glanced dismissively at the two of them, before turning back to me as he continued.

“None of you have ever experienced it, but I have. And it’s the greatest thing in the world. Everything is so quiet and peaceful. There’s no fighting. No wild Demons roaming about. None of the usual nonsense you’d see in the Netherworld. Barring a few exceptions— like stumbling into a group of wild Demons lying around in a hole, or running into one of the Demon King’s patrols— it’s completely safe.”

“Seriously?”

Aemula gaped at him, covering her mouth. He turned to face her as she asked another question.

“Is it even safer than the Quietus?”

“The Quietus isn’t even safe. Sure, it comes at the end of Advent, when Desolation has ended, but that’s also when all the higher-leveled wild Demons start to emerge from their little hovels. It’s dangerous. I would never leave my Lair during Quietus. Maybe during Genesis, sure…”

Bertrugil shook his head as I glanced between the two Archdemons. I rubbed my temples with a frown.

“You guys are using too many random terms at once… I can’t keep track of it all…”

Taburas just scoffed at my comment, and I took in a deep breath. I turned around to face Haec with narrowed eyes.

“Anyway, that doesn’t explain anything. If Salvation is so safe, why is it a bad thing? Doesn’t that mean we can just wander the Netherworld without running into the Beast?”

I waved a hand at the lake of fire behind us. It wasn’t even that far away yet— I could still feel the oppressive heat even from a small distance. We landed the moment we reached land because Haec made me do so— because it was faster for us to walk than to wait for the sluggish pace of my pocket space.

Haec sighed as he closed his eyes. I peered at him curiously, but he remained silent for a long moment. He opened his mouth for a moment, and I leaned in to hear what he had to say. However, before he could speak, I heard Taburas piping up from behind me.

“Haec isn’t talking about the cycles of the Netherworld.”

“He isn’t?”

I blinked and turned to face the [Succubus]. She had her arms folded across her chest, an annoyed expression on her face. She harrumphed as she turned away from me.

“Haec is talking about what will come with Salvation.”

“Um, what?”

I cocked my head, still confused.

“That didn’t explain anything.”

I pointed accusingly at her. Taburas sighed as she shook her head.

“Must we spell everything out for you?”

My brows snapped together when she said that. I opened my mouth to argue, but Haec spoke over me.

“Taburas, that’s enough. I’ll take over the explanation.”

The [Succubus] paused when she heard that. I turned him with a raised brow, and she tried to protest.

“But—”

“I said: that’s enough.”

Haec glared at her. And for a moment, I sensed an aura of bloodlust coming from him. Taburas must have noticed it too because she flinched. Slowly, she took a step back and lowered her head.

“R-right. Sorry.”

I blinked at that. I wanted to question it further, especially after remembering what Haec had told me. But he seemed to have already calmed down as he nodded my way.

“Salvos, what I am worried about is not Salvation. But rather, it is what the Demon King shall do once it comes to an end.”

“Once Salvation comes to an end? And you mean Regnorex?”

I tilted my head curiously as I asked.

“What is he going to do?”

I frowned at Haec. For a moment, he didn’t reply. I just looked around in confusion, turning to Taburas, Bertrugil, and Aemula for help. But none of them gave me an answer. I just frowned.

Finally, Haec closed his eyes as he lowered his head.

“Regnorex is going to begin the final stage of his plan to invade the Mortal Realm.”

He whispered softly. And that made me pause.

“Huh.”


17. Hole

Haec took in a deep breath as he stood before the war room. The large double doors were held wide open, waiting for him to enter. But the Heir of the Netherworld didn’t move. He just stood there, eyeing the waiting figures from afar.

This was it. The highest council of the Demon King’s Domain. Here, the greatest advisors and followers of Regnorex gathered to discuss their plans for the future. It was the first time ever Haec had been invited to one of these meetings.

And oddly enough, it wasn’t Regnorex himself who called for Haec’s presence. Rather, it was—

“Come on, boy. You’re too slow.”

A face suddenly appeared before Haec, making him jolt back in shock. He blinked a few times as the face retracted behind him, and he turned to face a frail-looking figure. It was Oracli— Haec’s mentor. And supposedly, the Wisest of the Domain.

He stalked past the Heir of the Netherworld, gesturing to enter the room.

“It is time for you to learn of our true purpose. No more mindless obedience. No more following orders without thinking. You shall learn, and you shall grow today.”

“Yes, Oracli.”

Haec nodded as he followed after the frail Demon. They entered the room, and the double doors swung shut behind them.

“You have arrived, Oracli.”

Regnorex’s voice boomed, echoing throughout the room. He craned his neck back and saw Haec standing there.

“I see you have brought my successor.”

“Indeed, I believe that his presence here would serve to be rather… educational, for him.”

Oracli answered simply as he took a seat. Haec simply paused right before the long table. He pursed his lips, sweeping his gaze across the many gathered figures here. He recognized a few of them. For example, he saw Hartia the Ruler of the Border floating there above one of the seats.

Haec didn’t know why the [Unseelie Lord] even needed a chair. But the Heir of the Netherworld didn’t question it.

That wasn’t the only person he recognized, either.

Jofis the Winged Horror sat there. He wore a cloak that obscured his face, only his black feathered wings were visible as he strummed a gloved hand on the table.

Levithus the Lord of Chaos and the Hound of the Demon King wrapped his body around the room. His massive size made it impossible for him to fit in a chair, but his head was at the table.

Safra the Lady of Glory leant back in her chair, surrounded by her clones who were tending to herself. She fractionally glanced towards Haec, but otherwise paid him no mind as she inspected her long nails.

And lastly, Manos the Executioner. He was the leader of the Deathsquad Hunters. His four arms were crossed across his chest as he sat up straight, waiting patiently for the meeting to begin.

Those were all the Demons Haec had recognized. But that didn’t mean they were all the Demons gathered in the room at present. There were even more, but the Heir of the Netherworld didn’t know their names or their faces. He just knew they were important.

After all, each of these were Primeval Demons on the precipice of evolving into a Primordial Demon. They were the pinnacle of the Demon King’s army. They all exuded a terrifying aura that almost made Haec drop to his knees. As a mere Archdemon standing before them, the Heir of the Netherworld knew that he didn’t belong. Not amongst them.

“Come, sit here if you wish to listen and learn.”

Regnorex spoke simply, gesturing at an empty seat to his right. Haec broke out of stupor and nodded hurriedly. He bowed quickly, before rushing to the Demon King’s side.

“Yes, my King.”

Haec sat down hesitantly, knowing he was drawing a lot of attention from the Primeval Demons gathered here. A few of them eyed him with ill-intent, but he refused to flinch. He just sat there quietly as Oracli spoke up.

“Will we begin?”

“No. We are still waiting for one.”

Regnorex answered simply, and Oracli raised a curious brow. For a moment, the Wisest of the Domain wore a quizzical look on his face. But then, the door swung open, and he mouthed a word.

“Ah.”

Haec watched as a chained figure entered the room, walking sluggishly towards the nearest seat. The figure was wrapped in metallic chains from head to toe. Not a single part of his body was visible. He shuffled his feet as his chains dragged around him as the entire room just watched his slow entrance.

Unlike the other Demons gathered in this room, Haec sensed no oppressive aura emanating from the chained figure. He didn’t feel like averting his gaze, even as he used [Identification] with a raised brow.

But what Haec saw struck fear in his heart— even more so than any aura or presence could have done. Because—

[??? - Lvl. ???]

The Heir of the Netherworld couldn’t see the chained figure’s level. Even with his [Identification] at Level 8, he couldn’t see it. And that only meant one thing.

“A Primordial Demon…?”

Haec whispered. That couldn’t be possible, right? But Haec’s [Identification] didn’t deceive him. While he didn’t have a Skill that could pierce through any obfuscation spell or artifact, he felt like this wasn’t the result of any kind of disguising magic.

The Heir of the Netherworld was certain that this was a Primordial Demon.

“Now, let us begin.”

Oracli spoke casually as he leant back in his chair. Regnorex nodded, rising to his feet. He placed a hand on the table as he addressed the room.

“Salvation.”

Regnorex spoke as he cast his gaze across the table.

“Is that not what we seek? From the moment of our birth, we are thrown into a world of chaos. A world of death and suffering. But we do not wish to perish. We wish for a reprieve. We wish for sanctuary. That is why we have all gathered here. That is why you are all my most loyal followers. Because you believe that I shall lead you all to this dream.”

The Demon King closed his eyes, going silent for a moment. Oracli tapped a finger on the table and conjured up an image of a blue world.

“I have shown all of you my dream. I have shown all of you what peace truly appears to be.”

Regnorex continued, and Haec blinked. The Heir of the Netherworld recognized the images that were being projected to the room. He had seen those very same images while under the tutelage of Oracli. And everyone in the room seemed to recognize it as well.

It was the Mortal Realm.

It was a world without death. It was a world without suffering. There were no cycles of rebirth and destruction. It was so… alien, to Haec. But even he thought that it was a wonderful place. He was glad, knowing that this was where Salvos had gone.

But he didn’t linger on the thought for long as he watched the scene of the image change to that of a vast circular chamber. There was a large ritual circle located at the center— a familiar sight to Haec.

It was a summoning circle, and its magic was active. It probably belonged to some random Greater Demon living along the perimeter of the Demon King’s Domain. In fact, Haec spotted a [Fiend] standing there right at the edge of the ritual circle.

She looked like she was evaluating whether she should enter the ritual circle to the Mortal Realm or not, when suddenly a crooked arm pierced through her back, shooting out of her chest. Haec blinked, watching as the [Fiend] dropped dead, and a bulbous figure appeared out of thin air.

“Who is…?”

Haec stared at the strange-looking Archdemon, and Regnorex shook his head.

“Belzu. An annoying fly who thinks he can impede my plans. I have faced many foolish rebellions in the past, but not as bothersome as this.”

The Demon King almost growled, and the room trembled. Haec watched as Belzu grabbed the corpse of the [Fiend] and descended into the ritual circle to the Mortal Realm.

“What is he doing?”

Haec asked, eyeing Belzu with a frown. Oracli was the one who answered.

“Thwarting our plans, of course. Or trying, at the very least.”

That didn’t explain anything to the Heir of the Netherworld. But it seemed obvious to everyone else in the room what it meant. Haec pursed his lips, not wanting to seem like a fool, so he bit his questions back. After all, he seemed to be the only one who was speaking other than Regnorex and Oracli.

Fortunately for Haec, Oracli explained the issue anyway.

“With Belzu’s presence in the Mortal Realm, Humankind will be prepared for our invasion. Whether or not he warns them, I do not know. But they will know, and we cannot allow them to make preparations before we ourselves are ready. And we can’t just drag him back because he left quite a while ago— before the end of Desolation.”

Oracli shook his head as he turned to face Levithus.

“And this is why we shall be left with no choice but to expedite our invasion of the Mortal Realm. Before any Human [Heroes] can be summoned, and before they unify themselves under a single banner. By the end of this cycle of Salvation, we will have to complete the portal.”

Now that made Haec pause. While he wasn’t too knowledgeable about the grand schemes of Regnorex— because only those in this room right now were made privy to the full depth of the Demon King’s plans— the Heir of the Netherworld had always been under the assumption of one thing: that they were going to bring the Demon King’s Domain to the Mortal Realm.

It was what everyone was told. Everyone who wasn’t sent off to die in the Expanse, at least. So what did Oracli mean by… a portal?

Haec gritted his teeth. He didn’t want to speak, but he was also completely flummoxed. And Oracli must have noticed his confusion.

“You’re surprised, aren’t you?”

The frail Demon smiled mischievously. The image he conjured up changed, this time showing a scene from the Mortal Realm, before a rift was forced open in the middle of the blue sky, revealing the Netherworld on the other side.

“You must understand, our King’s goal is not to simply save those who currently live in his kingdom. But to lead all of Demonkind to true salvation. And the only way to achieve that is to create a permanent portal between the planes. So that any future generation of Demons can find safety in the Mortal Realm. So that they can take refuge from the destruction of the Netherworld.”

Haec just stared at the unveiling image of the portal. He thought it was an illusion— he didn’t think it was showing a scene that had happened in reality. But he watched as an army gathered beneath the portal, led by a man clad in an ornate, iridescent armor.

Regnorex clenched a fist at the sight of that man for some reason. The man raised his sword, and the army cheered as they all waved the same banner. They chanted his name as he took in a deep breath.

“Alexander! Alexander! Alex—”

And he swung his weapon up, the blade cleaving through the sky. There was a bright flash as his attack struck the rift. Haec flinched, before the rift closed.

The image vanished.

Haec blinked a few times, before looking back towards Oracli.

“Alas, as you can see, simply creating an ordinary portal has its flaws. It is wasteful, and with enough magic or power, it can be dispelled from the other side. That is why we cannot simply create a portal to the Mortal Realm.”

The Wisest of the Domain sighed as he waved a hand dismissively.

“So instead, we will create a permanent portal by tearing through the walls of the Netherworld and boring a hole through the planes of the Nexeus.”

And that made Haec’s eyes grow wide.

“What…?”


18. Future Generations

“You want to bore a hole through the planes?”

Haec repeated after his mentor. But Oracli just wagged a finger with a small smile.

“No— not just a hole. An ordinary hole is no different from the portals that transport us between the planes, and they can be closed with enough force. What we want is to drill a permanent hole through the planes by ripping down the walls of the Netherworld.”

The Wisest of the Domain leant back in his chair as Haec just stared for a long moment. Slowly, Haec managed to work his jaw.

“But how?”

Oracli scoffed as he turned to Regnorex. The Demon King’s brows furrowed, before he shook his head in disappointment.

“Have you taught my successor nothing, Oracli?”

Those words immediately stirred something deep within Haec. At first, it bubbled within him— boiling and threatening to spill out. But he didn’t lash out at the Demon King. Instead, Haec steeled himself and let the feeling subside. Now, instead, a sense of shame overcame him as he bowed his head.

“I apologize, my King. I should have paid more attention during Oracli’s lessons.”

Haec knew he should not have asked so many questions. But Oracli just laughed it off, conjuring up another image. This time, of the Netherworld.

“Don’t blame the boy. It is not intuitive to anyone without any understanding of space magic or the cycles of the Netherworld. Watch, boy.”

Oracli gestured at the image displayed at the table. Haec blinked, watching as a scene of a vast white plain in the Netherworld unfolded. It wasn’t anything he had never seen before. In fact, it looked like any ordinary scene from beyond the Demon King’s Domain.

But the scene continued to play out— moving quickly as tiny specks rapidly traversed the landscape. Until, finally, the ground cracked open. The sky tore apart. Haec’s eyes went wide when he saw that.

He recognized what was happening immediately. It was Revelation— not occurring right now, but happening whenever that image was captured by Oracli.

Haec had never witnessed Revelation himself, but he had learned about it. And he knew this was what it was. His eyes flickered to see the rifts hovering in the sky. He narrowed his eyes.

“You see it too, do you not?”

Oracli snickered, and Haec blinked.

“You have been told that the sky tears open during Revelation— that space itself is ripped apart as death and destruction is unleashed into the Netherworld. But have you ever wondered: why? Why does this happen? Why would space need to tear itself apart?”

The Heir of the Netherworld shook his head apprehensively. Oracli smirked as he gestured around them.

“Because it’s a natural cycle for the world to shed its gathered essence. All the fighting. All the death. All the destruction in the Netherworld— all the ambient mana from this chaos is collected in the sky, but it cannot simply rain back down below. So during the time of Revelation, the world itself ruptures a hole to dispose of the excess magic. And in doing so, empties the Netherworld for new life to form.”

“What does that mean?”

Haec asked with quivering lips. Oracli shook his head.

“Our essence— that which is infused with our blood— grows with us from the moment of our birth. And because of that, it holds more magic than we can even output into the world. That is what Revelation paves the path for. Because the Netherworld cannot handle both our destruction and our rebirth.”

The Wisest of the Domain spoke as his eyes glinted. He leant forward, meeting Haec’s gaze as the image continued to show an outpouring of lava and cascading of earth.

“Now can you imagine that? Something that surpasses even the sheer destruction of Revelation? And can you imagine what it would be like to harvest that power?”

“Harvest that—”

And now, the Heir of the Netherworld paused. He slowly let his mentor’s words sink in. He digested it, before he finally understood what was meant by that.

“No…”

Haec whispered, and Oracli didn’t visibly react. Instead, the Wisest of the Domain turned to the Demon King. Regnorex closed his eyes, before nodding.

“It is what must be done, my successor. For the sake of the future of Demonkind, we will do what we must. I would have preferred it to happen during the next cycle when you are more ready. But alas—”

The Demon King rose to his feet as he turned to face the room. All the gathered Primeval Demons there looked back at him unwaveringly as he spoke softly. For the first time ever, his voice was quiet— almost meek.

“We shall bore a hole into the Mortal Realm by sacrificing the next generation of Demons.”

As Regnorex said that, Haec just stared at the Demon King in silence. The Heir of the Netherworld asked no more questions, simply listening in sheer disbelief as the meeting continued. And Oracli grinned to the side.

***

Haec closed his eyes as he returned back to reality. Back then, he never quite fully processed the implications of the Demon King’s plan. Certainly, he knew what was going to happen. But the consequences of it never really registered to him.

Or perhaps that was because the former Heir of the Netherworld had been so hyper fixated on something else— he never quite cared about it because he only cared about getting back to Salvos. Although… that wasn’t exactly true either. He did care about getting revenge, and he definitely did care about others who were hurt by Regnorex.

But Haec couldn’t let himself care for them in the same way he cared for Salvos. He couldn’t think about how they were affected, because all he could let himself care about was returning to his companion. And now, he could care.

Now, it pained him deeply to know what Regnorex was planning on doing.

Haec finished recounting the memory to Salvos— obviously excluding the parts that were irrelevant to her questions. She stared at him for a moment, not saying a word. And the two remained silent.

She was unusually quiet. No— the entirety of the Netherworld was unusually quiet. There was no sound. Unlike the usual cacophony of blasts and screeches. It was quiet. Because now came Salvation.

Well, it wasn’t here just yet. But soon, it would arrive. And then…

“We have until the end of Salvation to put a stop to Regnorex’s plans.”

Salvos stated simply. Haec nodded, lowering his head.

“That is right. That is why we cannot waste anymore time. That is why we must act quickly.”

He spoke as he held his companion’s gaze. But she didn’t spin around in a rush like he expected. Instead, she placed a hand on her chin as she frowned.

“So what happens then? There won’t be another generation of future Demons or something?”

“No.”

Haec shook his head.

“Eventually, with enough time that passes— enough death and destruction— there will be another cycle of Advent. Another generation of Demons shall be born. But it will simply take longer than before. And with enough time, the length between cycles shall return to what it is now.”

“Right.”

Salvos furrowed her brows as he explained. The former Heir of the Netherworld pursed his lips, seeing the rather muted reaction of his companion. He gestured vaguely in the direction of the air.

“But that doesn’t matter— what matters is that we only have a short period of time to act before Regnorex begins his invasion of the Mortal Realm. Salvation is the shortest cycle of the Netherworld. We do not have long, Salvos. We need to stop him.”

Haec spoke in a low voice. But Salvos just scratched the back of her head.

“Right…”

It was such an odd reaction, the former Heir of the Netherworld was taken aback. He shook his head as he held her gaze.

“Are you not worried about your friends? Do you not care about what may happen to them once the invasion starts?”

“I definitely do care about them, yep. And I am worried about what Regnorex is doing… y’know with the corruption and all.”

Salvos spoke as she waved a hand vaguely in the direction of the sky. Haec blinked, remembering what he had been told about the corruption. He hadn’t even considered the consequences of that.

“But Haec…”

Her words immediately drew the former Heir of the Netherworld’s attention back into the moment. He stared back at his first companion as she just crossed her arms.

“Do you even have a plan?”

“That’s—”

Haec opened his mouth, then paused. He stared at Salvos for a long moment, before he took in a deep breath. He sighed.

“I… I do not.”

“Exactly.”

She shook her head as she placed a hand on his shoulders. Haec bit his lower lip, and Salvos spoke reassuringly.

“So calm down and relax. Let us think of something first, before we panic. Alright?”

“...right.”

“Good!”

Salvos beamed as she took a step back. She clapped her hands together as she swept her gaze over their surroundings.

“And the first order of business is… where exactly are we? And how do we get to the Demon King’s Domain?”

Unfortunately for her, no one had any answers to that question.


19. What Do We Even Do?

It was worrying. From what Haec told me, the Demon King’s plan was going to cause a lot of problems. Not just for me or my friends, but for the entire world. After all, ripping a permanent hole between the Netherworld and the Mortal Realm was going to exacerbate the end of the world.

I had seen the corruption that was spreading down there. Even the Beast wouldn’t have been able to survive the death and destruction that was proliferating down there. And that was at the current danger of the corruption.

If Regnorex saw his plan through, it was entirely possible that the corruption that was afflicting the second layer would grow even worse than before. Belphegor and my dad were down there, fighting as best they could to slow the end of the world. Their efforts would then become pointless. Not only that, but… their lives would be in even greater danger than ever before.

I grew uneasy at the very idea that my dad could perish down there, before I ever got to see him again. However, that wasn’t even the worst-case scenario, as horrible as it would be. An even worse outcome than that would be if instead of simply exacerbating the corruption, Regnorex’s plan brought the corruption up here into the first layer.

That was what happened at the twelfth layer of the Netherworld— when my dad’s project to build a new world failed and collapsed into itself, causing the end of the world.

Seriously— Regnorex was going to cause a lot of problems for me. He was hunting down Haec, while threatening the lives of all my companions in the Mortal Realm. And then he was endangering my dad at the same time as expediting the destruction of everyone and everything as I knew it.

I needed to find a way to stop him. And yet, what could I have realistically done right now? I was a Primeval Demon, and he was a Primordial Demon. I would get killed in an instant in a fight against him.

It wasn’t even that long ago when I had witnessed two Primordial Demons duel in one of the most dangerous battles I had ever seen. Maybe Regnorex wasn’t nearly as strong as the Beast, but he at least had to be comparable to [The Great Agarus]. Considering that I was hunted down and nearly killed by the latter, I was pretty sure my gut feeling that I’d be utterly slaughtered by the Demon King was probably correct. Especially considering how much I struggled when I was fighting a far inferior imitation of him by Avaritia back in the Siege of Alyras.

Anyway, that was all a problem for future me to deal with. Right now, my biggest worry was finding a way to the Demon King’s Domain. Because… well, the Netherworld and its expansive rocky white plains was not a conducive place for figuring out directions.

“Come on, are you guys seriously lost? Isn’t this your home? Didn’t you guys grow up here?”

I threw my hands in the air as I trudged behind Haec. Bertrugil and Aemula walked beside me, while Taburas trailed slowly behind. We traversed the Netherworld, not bothering to even mask our presence.

Revelation was over, so most of the danger was gone. It was currently Salvation, and according to Haec, this was the most peaceful period of all the cycles. And from what I saw, that was truly the case.

It was completely silent all around us. There was no wandering wild Demon looking to pounce on an unsuspecting target. Occasionally, I’d spot a Demon or two in the distance. But they simply stared at our group from afar.

Most of the time, even though I was higher-leveled than them, I’d still be attacked by a group of wild Demons. So I knew they weren’t scared of me. It was just because of Salvation.

As I had been told by Haec, at the end of Revelation, all the wandering wild Demons would return to the places of their birth. And they would huddle back there until Salvation came to an end, before leaving once Advent began.

It was genuinely such a strange sight to me, being simply watched by wild Demons, but otherwise completely ignored by them in any other way. I even spotted a [Cthonic Agaros] in the distance, nesting atop the caldera of a mountain, just staring down at me from afar.

Aemula shrank back at its gaze, but Bertrugil didn’t seem to care. I turned away from the two Archdemons to face Haec, waiting for his answer.

The former Heir of the Netherworld sighed as he shook his head.

“Unfortunately, we have spent most of our time in the Demon King’s Domain. And when we were sent out to complete missions, it was always under the supervision and guidance of Oracli.”

“Oracli? Who’s that?”

I tilted my head back at my first companion. But Bertrugil was the one who answered.

“Some old fart who’s apparently one of the most trusted advisors of the Demon King, having been there since the inception of the kingdom.”

“Huh. And how did he navigate his way around the Netherworld?”

I frowned, placing a hand on my chin as I swept my gaze over our surroundings. No matter where I looked, everything looked exactly the same as before. It really was nothing like the Mortal Realm with all its recognizable landmarks.

But at the very least, I assumed that the people of the Demon King’s Domain would have mapped out the area somewhat. Apparently, my hopes were too high, because Haec shook his head.

“Oracli did not navigate the Netherworld through his own means. He used an artifact. And unfortunately for us, we lack such an artifact.”

“An artifact? What kind of artifact did he use?”

I raised a brow, and Aemula piped up excitedly.

“Oh! Oh! I know the answer to that question!”

“What is it?”

I turned to her curiously. She beamed as she clapped her hands together.

“A Tablet of Tracking! Everyone knows about those!”

“A… what?”

I blinked. I stared at her quizzically, and she waved a hand casually.

“It’s an artifact that lets you track the location of any summoning collar in the entirety of the Netherworld!”

“The entirety of the Netherworld?!”

My eyes bulged when she said that. Aemula paused, before placing a hand on her chin.

“Well, actually, I don’t know if it can track across the entirety of the Netherworld. But it can certainly go quite far. That’s what the Deathsquad Hunters use to track down escapees from the Demon King’s Domain.”

“You mean that’s how Venas found us?”

I narrowed my eyes, remembering the group of Deathsquad Hunters I killed before we were attacked by the Beast. I turned to Haec who nodded.

“That is correct. It is likely that Venas or one of his subordinates carried a Tablet of Tracking on them.”

“Doesn’t that mean we can just go back and get it then?”

Aemula spoke, tapping a finger on her chin. I nodded along as I glanced back.

“I think that’s a good idea! Except—”

I gestured vaguely back in the direction of the lake of fire created by the Beast. Aemula blinked. And I continued.

“I think the Tablet of Tracking was destroyed along with… everything else.”

“Oh.”

Aemula just deflated. I patted her on the shoulder reassuringly, before turning to Haec and Bertrugil.

“But we can still set up a trap.”

Haec frowned back at me.

“A trap?”

I nodded with a grin.

“Yep! You’re still being hunted down by the Deathsquad Hunters, right? Even if you don’t have your summoning collar on you any longer, they’d at least be going after Taburas next since they know you’d be together.”

I glanced back towards the [Succubus]. She raised her head at the mention of her name, but she didn’t speak. She hadn’t said a word ever since Haec snapped at her for a brief moment. I felt bad, and I really wanted to cheer her up. But right now, we had other pressing issues to deal with.

“We just have to use the two of you as bait, then we can catch them off-guard.”

Haec furrowed his brows, considering that plan. But Bertrugil protested as he took a step back and crossed his arms.

“Nope— that’s a stupid plan. We’re going to get ourselves killed doing that. I’m not doing this.”

“Well, if you want to go your own way, you can. But you’re going to be hunted down by a member of the Deathsquad Hunters anyway, aren’t you? After all…”

I gestured at the summoning collar on the [Abraxas]’s neck, and he blinked. He looked down at himself, before scowling.

“I… fuck.”

I just smirked, before turning back to Haec.

“So what do you think? First, we find a way to the Demon King’s Domain, and then we figure out what we do next.”

I spoke simply as my first companion mulled over my words for a while. He held my gaze, before nodding slowly.

“That’s a good plan. As expected of my leader.”

He smiled at me, and I grinned back. Behind me, Taburas shifted uncomfortably. And I spun around as I pointed to the sky.

“Alright! Then let’s do this!”


20. Trade Deal

It was the worst trade deal in the history of trade deals. Ever. Of all time. And that was why Daniel Song didn’t accept the offer.

Certainly, he really wanted to take it— he was at his wit’s end here. He has traversed all of the Human Lands to find someone capable of repairing his broken blade. From the vast flatlands to the southwest to the tall mountains of the east. He scoured far and wide, speaking with the highest-leveled [Enchanters] and [Blacksmiths]. And yet, not a single one of them was capable of accomplishing this task.

Not a single one of them could repair his Primordial Longsword.

But why did it matter? After all, he was Daniel Song, the [Hero] from Earth. He wielded the legendary Sword of Alexander, a Mythical Grade Weapon that could even tear the sky asunder. Meanwhile, the Primordial Longsword was barely a Medium Grade Weapon. There was no reason for him to go through such great efforts to repair it.

And yet, it was important to him. Because it was a parting gift given to him by Salvos.

She had created it herself— back when they had just killed the Lich of the Plaguelands. That was the very first time Daniel and Salvos had separated from each other after meeting back near Silvergrove. But they knew that they would meet with each other again.

However, this time, Daniel didn’t know whether Salvos would even return. He didn’t know if he would see her again. That was why he needed to repair the Primordial Longsword. So that he could remember her until she returned.

But now, his hopes were dashed. Because even [Forgemaster] Nozag— one of the few Dwarves living in the Human Lands, and one of the highest-leveled individuals capable of creating High Grade and even Epic Grade artifacts— was unable to repair the Primordial Longsword.

If he couldn’t help Daniel, then no one else could. Or so the [Hero] thought. Until he encountered her.

Her name was Ivonne Vigil, and she was a [Trader]. Quite possibly one of the highest-leveled in the world. She was mysterious and quaint. She had apparently been looking for Daniel, and she knew what he desired. So she offered him an offer he couldn’t refuse. Or so she thought.

She would help him repair his Primordial Longsword, and in exchange, he would give her the Sword of Alexander.

Of course, Daniel… refused. Because he wasn’t an idiot. It was seriously a stupid offer. Anyone who would ever think he’d actually trade the Sword of Alexander for a Medium Grade Weapon needed to reevaluate their opinion of him.

Well— sure, he didn’t have the best track record in making good decisions. But he was actively working to improve himself. After all, he might have been a [Hero], but at the end of the day, he was just an ordinary young man from Earth before he was summoned to the Nexeus.

So it was expected for him to take a while to acclimate to having a lot of responsibilities on his shoulders. Anyways, for now, he decided to indulge in Ivonne Vigil’s offer. While he turned her down, he still pressed her with questions, until she agreed to prove to him that she could repair the Primordial Longsword.

After all, how was a [Trader] like her supposed to do what the best [Smiths] and [Mages] could not?

Unfortunately, she was quite an eccentric individual. So she answered no questions, instead opting to lead Daniel away from the city of Soros.

He simply followed her. He did try to interrogate her as she led him down the gravel path, but she always gave the same answer each time around.

“Ivonne, where are you taking me?”

Daniel asked as his gaze bore into her back. Ivonne Vigil simply tilted her head back and spoke softly.

“You seek to repair a blade forged from the falling stars. So I am taking you to the place where you can achieve this feat.”

It was a strange response. She gave a variation of that answer each time. But Daniel didn’t quite understand what she meant. And when he interrogated her even further, she remained just as obtuse as before.

“So it’s a location?”

“Not necessarily.”

“And how did you even hear about this place?”

Daniel was getting quite irritated by her non-answers. But Ivonne Vigil did not show a hint of concern on her face. She simply spoke as she faced forward, leading him even further away from the mountain city behind them.

“I have traversed all of Secely, Daniel Song. From the Beastmen Plains to the Dwarven Mountains. There is not one region in this continent I have not seen. I have heard a great many things. I have spoken to creatures that transcend anything in the Human Lands. You question me, searching for a simple answer. But I cannot give you what you want.”

Ivonne shook her head as she spoke, and the young man from Earth frowned. He opened his mouth to protest her non-answer. However, she came to a halt and spun around.

Blinking, Daniel stared at the [Trader] as she met his gaze. She smiled as she craned her neck curiously at him.

“You have interrogated me enough, Daniel Song. I have agreed to your terms, and I will let you make a final decision once I have proven myself to you, so that is enough of your questions. Now, it is my turn to interrogate you.”

His brows snapped together as she said that. He took a step back, eyeing Ivonne with a raised brow.

“And what do you want to know?”

He asked with a skeptical look on his face. While he didn’t dislike the [Trader], he certainly didn’t trust her. Not with how strange her behavior always seemed to be. And that was also not considering the fact that she essentially caused the Elven invasion to happen, since she had stolen their Fruits of Y’gdrazil.

Ivonne Vigil just smiled back at the young man from Earth.

“I am curious about your world, Daniel Song. Tell me more about your life back there. What is it like?”

“You mean Earth?”

Daniel frowned as his mind flashed with memories of the blue planet. He shifted uncomfortably, recalling a messy room, the light of a dimly-lit computer screen, and the whirring of a fan. He thought of that grieving version of himself, alone and in the darkest place in his life.

He closed his eyes, before shaking his head.

“Earth… sucks.”

He whispered, making Ivonne furrow her brows. She leant closer and listened as he lowered his head.

“There was nothing for me there. I lost the person I loved more than anything else in the world, and then all my friends left me. My family stopped speaking to me. Everyone is always either depressed or angry. And most of all, there is no magic— no fantasy. It is all just bitter reality.”

Daniel raised his head slightly. He didn’t know why he was talking about this fantasy world around him like it wasn’t real. But when he thought of his time back on Earth, he suddenly felt… dissociated from his surroundings.

He felt like he didn’t belong here. And perhaps that was why he compared his world with this world in that way.

“I see.”

Ivonne Vigil nodded slowly, hearing his answer. She peered at him as she placed a hand on her chin.

“So do you not wish to return? To your old life?”

“I…”

Daniel opened his mouth, then he paused. He remembered a scene from a night long ago. When he first realized he was in love with Salvos. She had made him a simple promise back then. She reassured him that she would find him a way back to his world.

It was strange, really. But she was the only one who had ever shown even a hint of concern about his home. So he accepted that offer. Even though he wasn’t even sure if he wanted to go back.

He sighed as he raised his head.

“I don’t know.”

Daniel finally said as he stared at the sun creeping its way down the sky.

“I know I said that Earth sucks, but…”

He took in a deep breath and shrugged.

“But at the same time, there are fewer wars. The world is generally at peace. There is science and technology. Innovation empowered by human ingenuity. We can communicate with any of our loved ones across countries and oceans and continents…”

Ivonne Vigil just stared at Daniel silently as he spoke in a soft voice. He placed a hand on his chest, before looking down at himself.

“Earth is my home. So a part of me wants to return— to finally take responsibility of the life I left behind. But there are still things I need to do here. So, perhaps, one day, I’ll return. Just not right now.”

Daniel finished as he looked back up at the [Trader]. Ivonne wore a thoughtful expression on her face, not saying a word. He frowned back at her.

“Does that answer your question?”

For a moment, she continued remaining in silence. But finally, she nodded and took a step back.

“Not all of them. I have more questions I’d like to ask. But we can speak more on our journey.”

Daniel rolled his eyes as he trailed after the [Trader].

“You’re still not going to tell me where we’re going, huh?”

“You shall see, Daniel Song.”

Ivonne answered with a wry smile. She continued forward as Daniel scoffed. But before he could take another step after her, he heard a voice calling out for him from behind.

“Daniel Song!”

He recognized the familiar voice. Spinning around, he came face to face with an armored figure, dressed like a knight who seemed to have sprinted here from the city of Soros. The knight was bent over, panting and bleeding.

Ivonne Vigil also turned around, curious to see this stranger. Daniel knew who it was without even looking through the helmet’s visor.

“Kacey?”

He watched as the [Crusader] removed her helmet. Her hair was a mess, and her face was bruised. But she didn’t even bother to wipe the dried blood from her face.

Daniel just narrowed his eyes at her.

“What are you doing here? What’s going on?”

Kacey marched forward, holding the [Hero]’s gaze.

“The Fort City of Taritos has fallen. A group of high-leveled Elves came and destroyed everything. And when I say everything, I mean everything. I am the only survivor.”

“...what?”

Daniel’s eyes went wide. He had just been there a week ago. He had helped repel a force of invading Elves, before leaving the battlefield behind to speak with Nozag. Now… it was gone?

His gaze immediately snapped past the [Crusader]— towards the mountain city of Soros in the distance.

“We need to go back.”

Daniel spoke as he turned to Ivonne. She was frowning, her normal mystifying expression gone for once. But the young man didn’t pay attention to that. He just started to walk past Kacey as he reached for the Sword of Alexander.

“They’re going to be targeting Soros next. We need to fortify the city— prepare for an invasion, and evacuate the civilians.”

But much to the [Hero]’s surprise, Kacey shook her head and spoke simply.

“No.”

“What? What are you talking about? Why not?”

Daniel blinked, looking back towards the [Crusader]. Her gaze was shadowed over as she didn’t meet his eyes. Slowly, her lips trembled and she spoke in a low voice.

“The Elves aren’t going to go after Soros because… they’re after you.”

Kacey raised her head as tears streamed down her cheeks. Daniel stared at her quizzically as she continued.

“They want you dead, Daniel. And they forced me to lead them to you. I’m sorry.”

Daniel’s eyes went wide as she said that, before a glint caught the corner of his eye. He spun around as he drew the Sword of Alexander.

“Daniel Song, get back—”

Ivonne shouted, raising her hand. But a volley of glinting arrows reached him a moment later. And a powerful explosion engulfed the three Humans, before expanding out and shredding everything in over a mile.


21. Vanguards Of Y’gdrazil

Her name was Kali’natha, and she was the Principality of the Farl-Zun Forest. Although she wasn’t always a member of royalty. When she was born, she was a mere Worker. The lowest of the Elven caste. But that was the beauty of their society. She was able to rise up the ranks and grow strong enough to challenge the previous Principality of the Farl-Zun Forest whom she challenged to battle.

When she won, she assumed the role of a Principality herself. Because it was the strongest who ruled, and the weakest who obeyed. Kali’natha had wanted to rise up the ranks even further and become a High Ruler. Unfortunately for her, she was met with the then High Ruler As’triel.

Kali’natha was defeated with ease, and she would have perished that day. But As’triel had other plans, sparing the life of the Principality on one condition. Kali’natha was to serve as one of As’triel’s personal bodyguards— the Vanguard of Y’gdrazil.

Soon after, As’triel went on to conquer all of the Elven Rainforests, becoming the first Matriarch of Elvenkind in a millennia. As their now Dominion, As’triel tasked Principality Kali’natha and a few other members of the Vanguard of Y’gdrazil with the important goal of eliminating Humankind’s greatest assets, even before the war began.

And Kali’natha served her Dominion faithfully, hunting down the stray Elites of Humankind who wandered too far away from their lands. But that was not enough. Not for Kali’natha. She wanted to prove herself to As’triel— so that she could be promoted to a High Ruler.

That was when she heard of the perfect target. His name was Daniel Song, and he was the [Hero] of the Human Lands. He wielded a Mythical Grade Weapon, going from battlefield to battlefield to turn the tides against the Elves.

It sounded like Kali’natha had a difficult task ahead of her. But she was a Level 176 [Mystic Huntress], and she wasn’t alone.

“It appears you missed.”

A voice said, drawing Kali’natha’s attention. She turned around with a frown to face an elderly Elven man stroking his wispy white beard. He sat atop his staff as she looked up at him. As they were Elves, they weren’t the tallest creatures around. In fact, they were rather short.

But Kali’natha especially was tiny, even as an Elf. So the way he purposefully perched up above her to tower over her annoyed her. She scowled as she lowered her bow, a golden aura vanishing from her body.

“I did not miss, Vla’di. I am certain I hit my mark. Everything in a radius of over a mile should be reduced to ash.”

“And yet, I do not see a corpse amongst the rubble. So that means they have escaped.”

Vla’di spoke simply as his eyes shone with a blue light. She narrowed her eyes, and another voice piped up. The two Elves faced a third figure— the youngest of them all, clearly evident by his clean-shaven face.

He was rather rotund and stout, hefting a giant hammer behind his back.

“If you’re so certain that you killed the [Hero], you should be able to confirm it yourself, no? You should have gotten experience for that, right?”

“Crim is right.”

Vla’di said as he nodded sagely. But the young Elf just frowned in response.

“My name is Crim’zu’son’ra.”

“And I’m not saying all that. Your name is Crim, to me.”

Vla’di snorted in response. And Crim opened his mouth. However, before he could speak, Kali’natha interrupted him.

“Silence, Crim. I am trying to focus.”

“But my name’s not Crim—”

He protested, and the Principality of Farl-Zun ignored him. She narrowed her eyes as her gaze bore into the pillar of smoke just ahead of the three Elves. She remained silent, and she waited to hear the words resound in her head, confirming the [Hero]’s death.

But it never came.

Vla’di snickered when he knew she realized what had happened— when her eyes widened in shock, knowing she failed.

“I told you.”

“That was… that was my Grand Skill! How could they possibly have escaped?!”

Kali’natha exclaimed in anger. Vla’di just rolled his eyes, before looking towards the distant horizon as his eyes glimmered with a faint blue.

“I think I have an idea about what happened…”

***

Kacey didn’t want to do it. But she had been left with no other choice. Everyone else at the Fort City of Taritos had been slaughtered. It was a terrible sight. This hadn’t been just an attack on soldiers.

There had been civilians living there. Over ten thousand of them. And there had been thousands of guards protecting the walls too. But they had all been massacred by the Elves.

Kacey did her best to stop it. She tried to save anyone she could. However, she was too weak. Even with the combined efforts of her and the other [Crusaders] that were with her, they could not save even a single soul. And she was forced to watch helplessly as everyone else was slaughtered.

For whatever reason, she was spared. The Elven assailants seemed to know that she was connected with Daniel, so they forced her to lead them to her. Kacey hadn’t wanted to do it. But they tortured her and then threatened the people of the surrounding cities until she obeyed.

When she got to the [Hero], all she could do was apologize for what she had done. She thought they would be instantly killed— wiped out by those three Elves before he could even process her words. But somehow, she was still alive.

Kacey saw the flash of light. She closed her eyes and braced herself, waiting for a world of overwhelming pain. And it never came.

She just stood there with her hands raised and her eyes shut. She heard a thudding sound, and a gasping voice. But she only looked up when a violent shockwave shook the ground beneath her, followed by a powerful gust of wind that nearly knocked her off her feet.

Kacey reeled back as she opened her eyes. She saw a brilliant flash of light in the far distance, but it was already fading away, leaving behind a trail of smoke leading to the sky. Her eyes went wide when she recognized the attack, even though it was so far off.

“W-what… what happened?”

She asked in a trembling voice as she stared at the blast in the far distance. It had to be over dozens of miles away, and the [Crusader] did not know how they managed to get that far away from the explosion.

Kacey heard the soft trudging of footsteps behind her, and she quickly turned around. She watched as a woman stood there, overlooking a figure squirming on the ground.

“Daniel?”

The [Crusader] blinked, recognizing the [Hero] as he lay there, curled up into a ball. She narrowed her eyes as the woman produced a vial from her bag.

Kacey took a step forward, calling out to the young man from Earth.

“Daniel, what happened—”

And she paused. She inhaled sharply, her breath catching in her throat as she took a step back. She stared down at Daniel as he clutched onto the stubby elbow of his right arm, biting back a pained scream.

Everything from his right forearm up to his hand was gone, burned away by the explosion. The Sword of Alexander laid at his side, and Kacey covered her mouth.

“Daniel…?”

“Relax.”

The woman said, cutting off the [Crusader]. She uncorked the vial and tilted it to the side, pouring a glowing liquid onto Daniel’s arm.

His breathing slowed, and his eyes darted up to face the woman as he relaxed.

“This is a Potion of Regeneration. You’ll be fully recovered in a moment.”

And sure enough, the [Hero]’s missing limb began to regrow. He exhaled in pain as he raised his right hand, its flesh red and tender, completely regenerated. Slowly, he got to his feet as he stared up at the woman.

“Ivonne… what happened?”

Daniel asked as he tried to steel himself.

Ivonne? Kacey thought, her brows snapping together? As in the Ivonne Vigil? The famous [Trader]?  But the [Crusader] couldn't confirm it as the woman named Ivonne shook her head as she looked down at a ring on her finger.

“This is a one-time use per day Instant Teleportation Ring. I used it to get us out of there. But you were standing too close to the blast, so you lost your arm. I was barely able to save your life.”

“I see.”

Daniel nodded to himself, before shaking his head.

“Thank you. For saving me.”

“My main concern was saving myself and the Sword of Alexander. You just so happened to wield it.”

Ivonne answered matter-of-factly. And Daniel rolled his eyes. But he paused when Kacey caught his gaze. The expression on his face immediately changed. He walked past the [Trader] and glared at the injured [Crusader].

“You.”

Kacey flinched as he spoke. He clenched a fist, his piercing gaze boring into her.

“You led them to us.”

“I didn’t want to—”

She tried to defend herself. But Daniel pointed accusingly at her and cut her off.

“You should be ashamed of yourself. And you call yourself my bodyguard? You could have gotten the people of Soros killed!”

Kacey backed up as she lowered her head.

“I-I was trying to save them! Those Elves said they’d kill everyone if I didn’t—”

“You were just trying to save your own life.”

Daniel snarled, before shaking his head.

“I am disappointed in you, Kacey. I always knew you were only pretending to guard me— I know you were sent by the Council of Cremont to spy on me. But this? This is outright shameful. And you call yourself a [Crusader].”

“That’s not…”

Kacey opened her mouth, before trailing off. She watched as the [Hero] turned around and picked up the Sword of Alexander. She bit her lower lip, unable to find any words to say. Because she knew he was right.

He looked like he was about to mach off, but Ivonne spoke up.

“Daniel Song.”

The [Hero] blinked, turning to face her. She held his gaze, speaking in a calm voice.

“While I understand you are upset, we are not free from danger just yet.”

“What are you talking about?”

Daniel frowned, and Ivonne glanced towards the explosion in the distance.

“Those Elves have marked you. They are scrying you now. They know where you are. We need to leave. Now.”

He paused as he stared back at the [Trader] for a long moment. And then he raised the Sword of Alexander as he started forward.

“Good. Then let them come. I shall deal with them when they get here.”

“No.”

Ivonne said simply, making him come to a halt. Her gaze bore into his back as he gritted his teeth.

“You cannot take them on. They will kill you, then they will claim the Sword of Alexander. Do you wish for that to happen?”

“I…”

Daniel clenched his jaw, before turning to face Ivonne. She just nodded at him and proffered a hand. Kacey glanced between the two of them, watching as the [Hero] deliberated on what to do.

Finally, he acquiesced as his shoulders sagged.

“Fine. But what do we do? How do we survive?”

Ivonne smiled as he took her hand, and she drew back. Kacey could only watch, standing silently in shame as the two spoke and headed off.

“It is simple. We continue to our destination. That is all.”

“Our destination? You mean to repair the Primordial Longsword? But why?”

“You’ll see…”


22. Reconciliation

They had to keep moving. Lest they would be killed. And that frustrated Daniel Song.

He didn’t know how far behind his assailants were. However, he knew that they could reach him at any point in time. After all, according to Ivonne Vigil, they were tracking his location, and they were incredibly high-leveled.

It seemed ridiculous to him that he wouldn’t be able to take them down. He had already slain many Elves, especially back when he had been fighting in the front lines alongside Scarlet the Red Rose and the armies of the United Coalition of the Human Lands.

He was a [Hero]— a Level 150 [Hero]. Well, in actuality, he was Level 147, but with his Necklace of Obfuscation, he displayed himself as Level 150 to others. The reason he did so was simple. It was because he had already unlocked his next Class advancement.

He had been given the choice to advance early at Level 145. A rare thing, especially for those who were above Level 70. It was much more common for early advancements to happen at Level 10, 40, or 70. But for Level 100 and 150, it wasn’t a frequent occurrence at all.

Anyway, Daniel hadn’t planned to advance just yet. He was still a [Hero Of Demon And Man]— having become one at Level 100. The only reason he showed himself to be Level 150 was for purely intimidation purposes. In the first place, no one could even tell what level he actually was because he wielded the Sword of Alexander.

That had been more than enough to resolve most of his battles. But not this one.

Because even with his Class, and even at an Elite level, while simultaneously wielding a Mythical Grade Weapon, he wasn’t strong enough to overwhelm his opponents. They were powerful— they were capable of massacring an entire Fort City all on their own, even though there were only three of them.

Perhaps Daniel could have dealt with them if he underwent his Class advancement. Unfortunately, he did not have time to do that. It was too risky. He would pass out for hours, and right now, all he could do was keep moving until he was certain he was out of danger.

Otherwise, he could have been killed while unconscious. So the [Hero] followed along as Ivonne Vigil led him further away from the Human Lands, heading deeper into the undulating mountains in the distance.

They were traveling relatively slowly, moving at walking pace because of the [Trader]’s artifacts. She was able to mask their movements to a certain extent against the scrying spell, as long as they did not exceed a certain pace. If they had run straight forward, with Daniel carrying them both, they would have been caught with ease.

After all, Daniel was a [Hero]. [Agility] was not his greatest Stat. So moving slowly was the best option as of right now. Because then it would be much more difficult for the Elves to track the two Humans. Not that it reassured the young man one bit.

He glanced back as he tightly gripped onto the Sword of Alexander. He saw nothing around him but tall darkwood trees that rose up to a hundred feet. He looked towards the front, eyes narrowing at the woman leading the way.

“Are we getting close?”

“Patience, Daniel Song. I shall let you know when we have arrived at our destination.”

Ivonne Vigil answered simply, being as obtuse as ever. The [Hero] bit his lip as he eyed her back.

“And what about the Elves? Are they close?”

“I shall let you know if that happens too.”

She replied as she strode forward, seemingly unbothered by the fact that their lives were in danger— that they could be ambushed by the hunting Elves at any point in time.

Daniel shook his head, watching her go. He knew there was no point in pestering her any longer. Not when she was never going to give him a clear answer. He sighed as he looked back once more. And that was when he saw the rustling of a bush.

He spotted the shifting leaves of a tree. His eyes flickered, and Ivonne Vigil craned her neck back fractionally. He raised a hand as he unsheathed the Sword of Alexander.

“Someone’s there.”

The [Hero] whispered, and Ivonne came to a halt. He heard the soft trudging of footsteps, before he swiveled to the side. He saw a shadow moving towards him as he swung out with his blade. And he paused right before the attack struck true.

The approaching figure collapsed to the ground, yelping in surprise. Daniel blinked a few times as he stared at who it was. Ivonne Vigil just raised a curious brow, a smile slowly slipping onto her face.

“So you actually followed us.”

The [Trader] spoke softly, and Daniel frowned. He looked down at the collapsed woman, before uttering her name.

“Kacey… what are you doing here?”

Daniel asked brusquely. He took a step forward as he aimed the Sword of Alexander dangerously closed to her neck. The [Crusader] paled as she backed away from him.

“I-I…”

She started, and he spoke over her.

“If you’re trying to lead us to another trap, just give it up. Or do you really have no shame or honor?”

Kacey bit her lower lip as Daniel shook his head.

“Are you not a [Crusader]? Can’t you at least have the dignity to die fighting, rather than giving your life for the enemy?

He towered over the [Crusader], and she gritted her teeth. Finally, she exclaimed, before Daniel could press her any longer.

“I am not doing that!”

He paused. He stared at her as she squeezed her eyes shut and dug her fingers through the dirt ground. She took in a deep breath, before looking down at herself.

“I am not going to do that again…”

Daniel furrowed his brows as Ivonne Vigil stepped up behind him. Slowly, he lowered the Mythical Grade Weapon as he looked down at the [Crusader]. She wore a pained expression on her face as tears slid down her cheeks.

“I know you do not have the highest opinion of me after what I’ve done. And I know I do not deserve your trust. I understand that I was in the wrong, no matter how I try to justify it.”

Kacey took in a trembling breath, before exhaling as she tried to steel herself.

“But I do not want to die a death of dishonor. It is as you said, I am a [Crusader]. And I understand that I have disgraced myself. So I want to redeem myself, not with my words, but with my actions. I will not slow you down, I promise. I will do whatever it takes to help you, so that you live and escape these bastard Elves.”

She looked up and apprehensively met Daniel’s gaze. He stared back at her as she rose to her feet. He didn’t want to trust her. Why should he? He had never liked her. Not from the very beginning.

Even back during the war against the Demons— when she had been assigned to be his bodyguard when he assumed the role as the leader of the Council of Cremont— he never trusted her. Because he knew that she never cared a single ounce about the innocent lives that were being lost. That she only swore her loyalty towards an organization that cared about its own power over all else.

But for whatever reason, when Daneil saw the look on the [Crusader]’s face right now, he felt… bad for her. He didn’t know what she went through back at the Fort City of Taritos, however he knew something must have broken within her. And perhaps he could empathize with that.

He closed his eyes, remembering when he fled Elutra, abandoning the country that had summoned him, before hiding away in some backwater town in a nearby country.

And when the [Hero] opened his eyes again, he saw the determination to improve reflect in Kacey’s eyes. She placed a hand on her chest as she took a step forward.

“Please, let me help. If I have to die, sacrificing myself to guard you, I will do just that. I will do what I must. I was assigned to be your bodyguard, so I promise you, I will not fail again.”

Daniel heard her words. And perhaps it was pity. Or maybe it was sympathy. Whatever it was, it didn’t drive him to forgive her. However, he felt inclined to at the very least give her a second chance.

So the [Hero] nodded.

“Fine.”

He spoke as he took a step back. He turned towards Ivonne Vigil and gestured at her.

“As long as she doesn’t have a problem with it, you can come with us.”

“I have no qualms against this arrangement.”

The [Trader] replied casually. And Kacey’s eyes grew wide hearing that. Daniel nodded as he sheathed the Sword of Alexander.

“Then you may come.”

He looked away from the [Crusader] as she straightened. Kacey looked down at herself, before nodding and giving him a salute.

“Thank you, [Hero] of Earth. I promise you, I will protect you with my life.”

Daniel just shook his head as he marched on.


23. Setting the Bait

Venas was dead.

It was impossible. Ultis couldn’t believe it. She had known Venas ever since she first joined the Deathsquad Hunters herself. He had already been a senior member— not a captain just yet, but he was always paired together with some of the more elite members of the Deathsquad Hunters.

And when Venas crossed the threshold to reach Level 180, he had been promoted to a Captain of the Deathsquad Hunters. So he was powerful. Ultis didn’t know his exact levels, but she thought of him as one of the most competent members she knew.

Now, he was dead.

Hearing the news had appalled Ultis. Not because she saw him as some kind of a mentor— of course not. But because she knew of his reputation, and she had respected his power. When she had heard he had been sent out to retrieve the former Heir of the Netherworld and his escaped friends, she believed that he would have succeeded with ease.

She truly believed that Venas would have returned before Reconstruction even began. And yet, he failed. But he didn’t just fail. He had been killed.

It just didn’t make sense. Haec was only an Archdemon. Sure, he had been on the precipice of reaching his evolution to becoming a Primeval Demon, and even if he evolved, that should not have made a difference. He would have been only a single Primeval Demon against five. And he would have still been significantly lower-leveled than Venas, let alone the others that were there too.

So what could have happened? Was it possible that Venas and his team ran into a group of Primeval Demons and were slaughtered? They had been traversing the Wilderness during Revelation— the most dangerous period of all the Netherworld’s cycles. So that was a possibility.

Another possibility could have been that a Primordial Demon had targeted them. It was incredibly unlikely. The chance of running into a wild Primordial Demon was very low. However, it was nonzero. So it very much could have happened.

But Ultis could have speculated on what had happened all she wanted. That didn’t matter. What mattered was that she now had to figure out what actually happened to him. Because the moment they were all notified that he had perished, another ten members of the Deathsquad Hunters had been sent out to investigate his death and hunt down the former Heir of the Netherworld.

There was Asto, their leader. There was Liquis, their tracker. There was Ocbu, their camouflage. And there was also Quid, Aliq, Nonnu, Unis, Incol, Vul, and… Ultis.

She was, of course, one of them. And while she wasn’t their leader, nor was she an important member due to her rather average levels, she still had been given some details. All of which painted the scene behind the situation with quite some mystery. After all, apparently, Haec had perished right around the time Venas had died too.

Or at least, his summoning collar had been destroyed. Which, again, should not have been possible. But it happened. And it also happened to the five members of the Deathsquad Hunters that had perished too.

However, notably, this strange phenomenon did not happen to the other Archdemons who were accompanying Haec in his treachery. Instead of their summoning collars being destroyed, they had… vanished. As though they had been pulled to the Mortal Realm, but didn’t come through to the other side.

It was all so strange. And Ultis couldn't even begin to comprehend what could have happened. She was certain that when she arrived at the scene of Venas’ death, she would have not been able to piece together anything at all. But when she actually got there, she just paused, her eyes widening in realization.

“Oh.”

That was all she said. It wasn’t just her either. The other nine members of the Deathsquad Hunters accompanying her came to a halt too. Their eyes were illuminated with a pale white light. They all stared breathlessly at the scene awaiting them.

At the lake of fire that stretched out as far as they could see.

Ultis shivered, despite the oppressive heat pressing down against her. She took a step back, not because she was afraid the white flames would burn her. But because she knew that only one creature in all of the Netherworld could have caused such devastation.

This was not a natural phenomenon. It was created by a being that transcended every other entity in all of the Nexeus.

It was caused by the Beast.

And just the thought of the terrible Primordial Demon alone made her breathing quicken. She swept her gaze over the landscape of her surroundings, eyes darting in every direction, searching for the Beast.

But Asto, the leader of the ten Deathsquad Hunters, stepped forward, speaking up and drawing the attention of all of them.

“Stay on guard. We need to be careful. If the Beast was angered to this extent, then that means it was challenged by another Primordial Demon.”

Asto’s gaze darkened as he shook his head.

“Even if the Beast is no longer in the vicinity, that doesn’t mean that there aren’t other dangerous Primordial Demons nearby. We do not want to end up like Venas.”

Ultis gulped as she heard their leader’s words. While she wasn’t close to Venas, she couldn’t help but pity him if this was how he perished. She hoped his death was painless, at the very least.

She closed her eyes for a moment, before looking up when she heard a voice speak up.

“Wait, Asto—”

Liquis piped up as he raised his Tablet of Tracking. Asto frowned and turned to face their tracker.

“I have picked up a signal.”

Liquis said, and Asto narrowed his eyes.

“A signal?”

“Yes—”

Liquis nodded furiously. He pointed at the Tablet of Tracking as he continued.

“Here. We have found the other traitors.”

And Asto blinked, before grinning. He turned to the rest of the Deathsquad Hunters as he nodded at them.

“Good. Then let’s go.”

***

And in the distance, a flaming figure watched the ten Primeval Demons as they made their plans. She listened. She carefully observed their every movement. Even though she was nearly a hundred miles away, she took in everything they said and did.

As she did, she mentally communicated with her creator, relaying this scheme of the Deathsquad Hunters.

Because she wasn’t just an ordinary flaming figure. She wasn’t even a Demon. She was a clone. One that was created by Salvos.

***

“Alright.”

I clapped my hands together as I faced Haec, Taburas, Bertrugil, and Aemula.

“So here’s the plan.”

I turned towards Taburas, Bertrugil, and Aemula. I pointed at them as they blinked.

“The three of you will be bait.”

“Uh, what?”

Aemula tilted her head at me. Bertrugil crossed his arms and frowned.

“Fuck no. I’m not doing that.”

“Too bad. You’re bait.”

I cut him off as he glowered. But he didn’t protest any longer. Taburas didn’t even react.

But Haec scratched the back of his head in concern.

“Should we really be using them as bait, Salvos? I feel like that’s a bad idea. If something happens to them…”

“Don’t worry! We’ll be there with them! We’ll just be hidden away in [The World Of My Mind] so the Deathsquad Hunters won’t know we’re there until it’s too late!”

I waved a hand dismissively. It was a simple plan. But it was the only one we could act on right now.  Because earlier, I had sent out all of my clones to scour our surroundings. They used [Manifestation of the Old Gods] to search far and wide. And thanks to the Skill and their incredible speed, they were quickly able to find a group of wandering Deathsquad Hunters.

Of course, it was luck that these Deathsquad Hunters happened to be so closeby. Well— relatively closeby. But they could have been anywhere. And yet, they were here. So I was glad we didn’t have to wait too long to find a Tablet of Tracking.

We had already wasted enough time trying to navigate through that sea of fire and get back to land. There wasn’t much time left for us to put a halt to the Demon King’s plans. Now, it was time to act.

And I smirked as I looked through my clone’s eyes and saw the Deathsquad Hunters, watching them depart the lake of fire, flying towards us. They were all winged-[Fiends], and they moved fast.

My clone followed them from afar, trailing behind them to keep me updated on how far they were from us. My vision returned to what was in front of me, and I stared at Taburas, Bertrugil, and Aemula’s confused faces. I nodded at them and turned to Haec. I grinned as I spoke simply.

“Now— the bait has been set, it’s time to catch us some Deadsquad Hunters… get it? I said Deadsquad, not Deathsquad! Because they’ll soon be dead!”

There was a moment of silence. And then Aemula laughed in response.

“I get it!”


24. Falling In

It was a strange sensation. Ultis was not their tracker— she did not have any Skills related to detection. Nothing that even amounted to a fraction of what a simple Skill like [Dangersense] could do. So she wasn’t one who would even notice if anyone was ever scrying on her. And yet, something felt off.

She glanced over her shoulder as she flew over the empty white terrain of the Netherworld. But even though there were no wild Demons wandering around the desolate landscape, she still felt like she was… being watched.

Ultis glanced over her shoulder as her eyes narrowed. Just like the hundred different times before since she started to feel like something was off, she saw nothing there. And there was nothing there.

Because she had informed both Asto and Liquis of this strange feeling she felt. And using his detection Skills, Liquis scanned the surrounding landscape and found no trace of a scrying spell or of any kind of tracking magic. They then concluded that Ultis had just been entirely imagining things, before they continued on to their targets.

Ultis felt uncomfortable about that. She was still uneasy. But if neither Asto— their leader and the highest-leveled of them all— nor Liquis— who was their tracker— detected anything, then it must have meant that Ultis truly just imagined it.

So she accepted their explanation as they went on. And she just hoped that they reached their destination soon. While the Tablet of Tracking was useful in finding their targets, it didn’t offer a good gauge for distance. They just knew the general direction of where to go for now.

But unfortunately, it seemed that these three Archdemons had been located at the other side of the lake of fire. And while the ten Deathsquad Hunters could fly, they didn’t want to take any risks going over the burning landscape. So they went around it despite its wide length, which prolonged their journey by quite a bit.

However, thankfully, according to Liquis, it seemed that they were getting close.

“There.”

He called out as he pointed towards the base of a tall mountain in the horizon. Ultis blinked, and the other Deathsquad Hunters dove low. She followed suit as she listened to Asto’s instructions.

“We will observe from afar. Do not rush in. We do not want to end up like Venas, is that understood?”

He spoke as he nodded back at the other nine Deathsquad Hunters. While most of them just responded in affirmation, a few rolled their eyes. One of them— Aliq— even snorted.

“We’re not going to end up like Venas.”

“And how do you know that?”

Quid quipped back a reply. The two of them were twins— they had come from the same pool of Lifeblood, and they had been together since the very beginning. They were the two only non-[Fiends] gathered here. They were both [Jinn], and they were slightly higher-leveled than Ultis at Level 162 each.

Ultis just craned her neck and listened to the twins bicker.

“You know what Venas is like! It’s probably his own fault he died!”

Aliq crossed his arms and continued.

“I bet he used his stupid favorite strategy of running away and activating his Grand Skill and got himself killed because the Beast was nearby.”

That argument did kind of make sense to Ultis. Venas was brash and reckless, which was how he got to such a high level so quickly, but now seemingly was the reason for his own end. However, Quid didn’t buy it.

“Or, considering it was Revelation, Venas just got unlucky because the Beast showed up. You do realize that Venas was sent to capture these escapees, right? He would have no reason to use his Grand Skill because it would have annihilated them all.”

“Come on, do you really think Venas thought things through?”

Aliq waved a hand dismissively. But Quid just stared flatly back. Sighing, Aliq folded his arms across his chest.

“Fine— even if you’re right. That doesn’t matter. We still have no reason to be careful. We’ve killed thousands of these escapees before, and we’re only going up against three Archdemons. This will be a breeze.”

He spoke as the group of Deathsquad Hunters rapidly approached the mountain’s base. But Quid shook his head.

“These Archdemons know they’re being hunted down. They know they will be found soon, and they must be prepared for our arrival.”

“And now I must ask you this— how do you know that?”

Aliq smirked, using his twin’s argument against him. Before Quid could answer, Ultis piped up, raising a hand.

“That’s because those three Archdemons disappeared off the Tablet of Tracking.”

“Hm?”

Aliq blinked, turning to her.

“What does that even mean?”

He looked confused. Quid shook his head at his twin’s foolishness. Ultis began to explain.

“The Archdemons vanished. They shouldn’t have been able to just disappear like that. And yet, they did.”

“I still don’t get it. Can’t you explain it in simpler terms?”

Aliq scowled, and Ultis sighed. But Quid took over.

“What she means, brother, is that the Archdemons were safe. They had already escaped. We could not have tracked them down, and they had no reason to return to the Netherworld. But they came back. Why?”

“That’s—”

Aliq opened his mouth, then caught himself. He placed a hand on his chin, before slowly turning towards Ultis.

“I… I think I’m starting to see your point.”

“These Archdemons have no reason to return unless they have laid a trap.”

Ultis said as she glanced over her shoulder once again. The uneasy feeling was still there. But she tried her best to ignore it. She looked back towards the front— Liquis was pointing at a cave situated at the base of the mountain.

“And that’s why we need to keep our guard up. Because we don’t know what’s waiting for us there…”

“Right.”

Aliq pursed his lips as he raised his head. And soon enough, all ten members of the group of Deathsquad Hunters arrived at their destination, landing right before the cave.

“This is where they’re hiding?”

Asto asked with narrowed eyes. He peered into the darkness of the cave entrance. It was a large tunnel that led further into the mountain. Liquis shrugged and gestured at the Tablet of Tracking.

“That’s what it’s telling me. And I can definitely sense that someone is down there.”

“This is starting to seem more and more like a trap…”

Ultis whispered with pursed lips. Ocbu seemed to agree. Even though she was their camouflage who typically remained silent, she spoke up as she looked up at the mountain.

“If the Archdemons are hidden within the mountain, I believe it would be a strategic move for us to collapse the mountain into itself to force them out. We can capture them once they emerge.”

“That is if they emerge. We’re supposed to bring them back and figure out what happened to Haec. We can’t risk accidentally killing them all.”

Asto shook his head, before glancing towards Nonnu, Unis, and Vul.

“The three of you will form a perimeter around the mountain in case these Archdemons try to escape while we’re down there. Keep an eye out at all times. Is that understood?”

They nodded, and Asto turned to the rest of the Deathsquad Hunters. He held their gazes as he raised a hand, conjuring a spear made from purple flames.

“Now, the rest of you will come with me and find these traitors and bring at least one of them back to our King. Let’s move.”

Asto barked the order, and all ten Deathsquad Hunters moved out. Nonnu, Unis, and Vul began to prepare a barrier spell to prevent anyone from escaping the cavern, while the other seven of them started down the tunnel.

Ultis was the last to go, trailing behind Aliq and Quid, before she came to a halt right before the entrance. She glanced over her shoulder one last time, unable to shake off the uneasy feeling she felt. She grew even more uncomfortable than before. She no longer felt like only a single pair of eyes was watching her every movement. She felt like a dozen eyes were looking her way, analyzing her every move.

And that made her shiver. But still, she was a Deathsquad Hunter. She had to be fearless. Anyway, there was nothing to be afraid about, right? She was going to go up against three mere Archdemons. Meanwhile, they were seven Primeval Demons— personally selected by their King to be his kingdom’s executioners. They would be fine.

That was what Ultis told herself as she descended down the tunnel, following after Asto and Liquis— the two leading the way down towards their targets.

It was a long and winding tunnel that seemed to burrow down beneath the mountain. There were a few forks in the path, however Liquis could see the trail the Archdemons left behind.

“This way.”

He spoke simply as he stalked his way ahead. Once the group of Deathsquad Hunters had delved deep enough into the tunnel, the crimson light of the glowing sky of the Netherworld faded away, bathing them in darkness. The path was partially illuminated by Asto’s flaming spear, giving them enough vision to see what was ahead of them so they couldn’t be ambushed.

But as they turned a corner, Ultis came to a halt, hearing a soft dripping echoing in the cavernous tunnel. She paused as she narrowed her eyes, sweeping her gaze over her surroundings. Only the twins came to a halt with her, turning around to face her curiously.

“What are you doing? What, are you scared or something?”

Aliq grinned, and Quid snorted.

“Ultis is loyal to the Demon King. She would sacrifice her life to obey his orders. She does not feel fear, neither do we. But if decides to run away, we will have no choice but to hunt her down… sorry.”

Quid nodded apologetically her way. She knew that. But she ignored the twins’ remarks. She had no intention of running away. Instead, she strayed off the path towards the wall of the tunnel with a frown.

“It’s coming from—”

And Ultis stretched a hand out, hearing the dripping echo louder. Her fingers touched the wall. It was wet and sticky. She furrowed her brows as she brought her hand back and saw a black liquid sticking to the palm of her hand.

“This is… blood?”

She blinked, before seeing a droplet of blood fall onto the fall. Slowly, she looked up and froze. Her eyes went wide as she took a step back.

“What…?”

“Hurry up already!”

Aliq called out after her. Ultis didn’t respond. She just stared at the ceiling in shock. Finally, Quid came up to her with his brows snapped together.

“Asto is going to leave us behind if you stand here any longer. What are you looking at?”

Ultis pointed at the ceiling, and Quid looked up. Aliq joined him a moment later as the twins looked towards what was on the ceiling.

“That’s… a [Hellterror]?”

Aliq tilted his head. Quid nodded.

“Looks like it. And it’s a fresh corpse too. So it must’ve just been killed.”

“Is that what you held us up? Over a dead Archdemon? That’s really not a big deal. Three Archdemons killed a single Archdemon— so what?”

Aliq scowled as he gestured at the bloodied corpse. But Ultis bit her lower lip in response.

“I’m not worried that this [Hellterror] is dead. I’m worried about how it was killed. Look—”

Ultis pointed emphatically at the way it had been cleanly impaled into the ceiling by a strange gray spike. Both the twins finally took notice of the weapon and blinked. But before any of them could investigate the corpse even further, they heard a shout coming from up ahead.

The three of them exchanged a glance. Ultis felt the uneasiness from before rise up in her stomach as she heard a commotion continue to break out from where Asto and the others had gone.

She drew her twin sickles from her side as Aliq and Quid nodded at each other as both their bodies flickered with electricity. The three members of the Deathsquad Hunters pressed forward apprehensively as the dripping of blood continued to echo behind them, moving to investigate what was going on.


25. Hell’s Terror

Ultis, Aliq, and Quid rushed through the tunnel, hearing the commotion that was up ahead. They left the corpse of the [Hellterror] behind, unable to investigate it further. There was shouting. Loud voices. Angry voices.

Was there fighting? Was there screaming? Ultis couldn’t quite tell. But with her heightened nerves, she wanted to get back to the others quickly— to warn them of what she saw.

She led the way, followed by the twins as she sprinted through the dark tunnel, until she spotted a bright light ahead. She immediately recognized it. It was the purple glow of Asto’s flaming spear. So the others had to be close.

The three of them exploded out into a circular cave chamber as Ultis prepared herself for a battle. But when she stepped out of the tunnel, all she heard was a loud bickering

“—and you’re our tracker so you should find them!”

“And I am telling you that I can’t!” 

Asto and Liquis were standing in the middle of the room and shouting at each other. Ocbu and Incol were standing to the side with their arms crossed.

“I can’t believe we wasted our time coming here.”

Incol scowled, and even Ocbu seemed slightly irritated. Ultis blinked as she glanced between the other Deathsquad Hunters, before slowly walking forward.

“What’s going on?”

She asked as Asto shook the Tablet of Tracking and cursed under his breath.

“This damn thing must be broken…”

He didn’t even hear her question. He just knocked the side of the artifact as if he was trying to get it to work. Ultis turned to Liquis with a frown. The tracker shook his head.

“They’re gone.”

“Who’s gone?”

Quid spoke up, stepping forward. Liquis folded his arms across his chest and scoffed.

“Are you stupid? Who do you think? The Archdemons— they disappeared from the Tablet of Tracking.”

“What?”

Aliq’s jaw dropped. He stared with wide eyes as Ultis pursed her lips.

“This is a trap… I knew it…”

She whispered quietly to herself as she glanced back down the tunnel where she had seen the dead [Hellterror]. But she turned back to face Aliq as he protested.

“How could they just disappear? That’s not possible.”

“Well, it happened. So don’t look at me. I have no explanation for this.”

Liquis spoke in an annoyed voice as he raised his chin. Asto gritted his teeth, slowly lowering the Tablet of Tracking.

“We can’t return back empty handed. Regnorex will have us all killed. This is your fault.”

Asto’s eyes darted towards the tracker. Liquis shrugged, raising his empty hands.

“They escaped the Tablet of Tracking before. It is only a given they can do it again.”

“And what about their tracks?”

Quid asked with a hand on his chin. He gestured at the ground as he eyed Liquis.

“Can’t you track where they went?”

“That’s the thing— this is where their tracks end.”

Liquis answered simply as he pointed to his feet.

“They were waiting here for us, then they disappeared. Don’t ask me how. But they did.”

The twins exchanged a puzzled glance. They seemed to be completely perplexed by what was going on. Ultis didn’t understand it either. The only way the Archdemons could have escaped was through some kind of teleportation spell.

But they would have still shown up on the Tablet of Tracking. Just in a different location.

It was the same mystery as before. Except, now it had happened right before them. And Ultis didn’t know what to think. But remembering the dead [Hellterror], she knew there was only one course of action for the Deathsquad Hunters to take right now.

“We need to get out of here.”

Ultis spoke up, her voice echoing in the room. Asto blinked as he turned towards her, confusion on his face for a moment, before morphing to irritation.

“And who made you in charge? Last I checked, you were not a Captain of the Deathsquad Hunters. I am.”

Asto glared at her, but she shook her head.

“This is a trap, Asto. We’ve been fooled. We have been lured in here by the three Archdemons, but they were just bait. We need to leave right this instant.”

“You’re saying this is a trap?”

Asto raised an amused brow at her. His anger was gone, replaced by a condescending gaze. He crossed his arms as he took a step back.

“And how do you know this is a trap? What, is it because of your ‘uneasy’ feeling from earlier? Did you suddenly gain a new Skill— something like [Trapsense] or [Ambush Perception]?”

He grinned mockingly back at her. Ultis shook her head, speaking in a low voice.

“There was a wild Demon— a [Hellterror]. Aliq and Quid can attest to this. We found its corpse hanging from the ceiling.”

She turned towards the twins. They blinked back at her, before slowly nodding. Asto’s brows snapped together as he peered at her.

“A [Hellterror]? You mean the Archdemon evolution of a [Hellbeast]?”

“That’s right.”

Ultis nodded. She opened her mouth as she gestured down the tunnel they came from.

“It was killed like it was nothing. And it was fresh, too. We have to—”

“You can’t be serious, right?”

Asto guffawed, cutting her off. He took a step back as he placed a hand on his chest.

“You expect me to be scared of a dead [Hellterror]? Maybe if it were a dead [Hellabomination], I’d be a little bit afraid…”

He wiped a single teardrop from his cheek, and Ultis tried to protest.

“That’s not what I’m—”

“Do you not realize who we are? I understand that you are still new here. But we are the Deathsquad Hunters. We are not afraid of anything. I am not afraid of anything. So what if this is a trap?”

Asto scoffed, shaking his head. He raised his head dangerously as his eyes flickered with a purple glint.

“I have killed tens of thousands of damned traitors before. Never once have I failed my King. And I will not give up here just because you’re afraid of a dead Archdemon.”

“I…”

Ultis bit her lower lip, cutting herself off. She realized that there was no point arguing with Asto. He was dead set on ignoring every point she tried to make. She glanced back towards the twins, then looked towards Ocbu and Incol. It didn’t look like anyone was on her side.

Ocbu wore the same apathetic expression as usual. Incol seemed bored, while the twins were still skeptical of her. Even Liquis didn’t appear to be on her side, looking more annoyed than anything.

Ultis closed her eyes as the understanding that nothing she said would convince any of them settled in. The uneasy sensation she felt refused to go away, and she decided to trust her instincts over obeying orders.

“Fine.”

She spun around and started towards the exit tunnel.

“If you all want to die here, then go ahead. Be my guest. But I am leaving this deathtrap.”

“Oh, really?”

Asto raised a brow as she took a step forward. She didn’t even face him as she began to reply.

“Yes—”

And she froze as a purple beam shot past her, barely missing her head. Her eyes went wide when she saw the beam strike the wall, leaving behind a burning hole that shot through the mountain.

“What?”

Ultis stared for a moment as Ocbu and Incol raised their heads in confusion. Slowly, Ultis craned her neck back to face Asto standing in the center of the room, a hand raised and pointed at her back.

“That was a warning shot. The next one is going straight through your head if you dare take another step forward.”

“What are you doing, Asto?”

Ultis asked in horror. The Captain of the Deathsquad Hunters simply smirked back at her.

“If you dare leave this mountain, you are abandoning your duty as a Deathsquad Hunter, which makes you a defector. And if you don’t do your duty, then I will do mine.”

“And you’ll kill me?”

She stared back at him with round eyes. He didn’t give an immediate response. Instead, a fiery ball blinked into existence on the palm of his hand.

“Do not make me repeat myself.”

Ultis clenched a fist at his reply. But she didn’t argue back. Asto swept his gaze over the room, eyeing the twins first, then looking towards Obcu and Incol.

“The same goes for the rest of you. If any of you dare disobey any of my commands, I will ensure that you will not leave this cavern alive. Is that understood?”

The other Deathsquad Hunters all nodded, except for Liquis. Asto finally faced the tracker and glared.

“And as for you—”

“What? Do you want me to magically make these missing Archdemons reappear? Because I can’t do that.”

Liquis scoffed, but Asto didn’t care. The Captain took a dangerous step forward as he pointed at the tracker.

“I do not care about what you can or cannot do. All that matters is what you must do. And you must find these Archdemons, otherwise you are refusing to adhere to your duty.”

Asto spoke threateningly, and Liquis narrowed his eyes. Ultis pursed her lips, feeling the tension in the room. It was palpable, and she didn’t know what to do. She was certain this was a trap. But Asto refused to listen to reason.

He had threatened everyone in the room, and he could follow-up on his threats. After all, he was Level 182 [Fiend], while the next highest-leveled person in the room was Liquis at Level 170. Asto could have slaughtered them all by himself if he really wanted to.

“I don’t think any of you seem to understand this…”

Asto spoke dangerously as he cast his gaze over the room.

“But we are the Deathsquad Hunters. We do not care about our own lives. We live only to serve our King— to hunt down those who have betrayed him and make them pay! If you do not understand this, then you are the same as those damn traitors we were sent here to slay!”

His voice echoed in the room, making Ultis flinch. She listened as Asto raised his flaming spear and walked forward, speaking in a softer voice.

“And if you are all too inadequate to do your duty as a Deathsquad Hunter, then I shall do it alone if I must—”

But before Asto could finish, the ground beneath him exploded. Ultis recoiled as a giant creature emerged from the earth, tossing Asto into the air. The shockwave knocked the other Deathsquad Hunters off their feet as a long and undulating figure continued to rise up after their Captain.

It was a terrible creature. Ultis had never seen anything like it before. It had hundreds of legs, and its body was covered in a kind of plated armor. Like some sort of chitin. And it was massive. Colossally huge.

Its body continued to pour out of the ground as it opened a pair of scythe-like mandibles over Asto’s screaming body. The creature’s body flickered with an iridescent aura, before its mouth shone with a darkness that snuffed out all light in the room.

Ultis heard a crunch, and the screaming stopped. The purple light of Asto’s flaming spear lit up the room as the weapon dropped to the ground before Ultis. She looked up, but the creature was gone. All that remained was a gaping hole in the ceiling.

“What… was that?”

Ocbu whispered, her stoic demeanor having shattered, replaced by a look of horror. All the remaining Deathsquad Hunters just stared at the empty ceiling, before the mountain trembled. Ultis got back to her feet as she felt the ground beneath her shaking.

And then she heard a loud groaning coming from the hole in the ceiling.

The realization began to sink in. She might not know what that monster was, and they might have been the Deathsquad Hunters, but right here, right now, in this dark cavern...

They were the ones being hunted.


26. The Hunter Becomes The Hunted

Asto was dead. It happened in an instant. He was a Captain of the Deathsquad Hunters— a Level 182 [Fiend]. He might not have been as high-leveled as Venas, but Asto had a powerful Grand Skill to make up for the level gap.

And yet, before he even had a chance to use his Grand Skill, he was killed. Ultis couldn’t believe her eyes. She didn’t even know what had happened. Something— a kind of creature she had never seen before— emerged from the ground beneath his feet and crushed him within its mandibles.

It disappeared into the ceiling, but it wasn’t gone. The mountain shook, and bits of dust and debris rained from above. Ultis simply stared at the gaping hole above as the rest of the gathered Deathsquad Hunters stared at Asto’s shredded corpse in shock.

“What the fuck just happened?”

Aliq managed to muster out as he took a step back. He turned to his twin, but Quid had nothing to say. Liquis looked towards the hole on the ground, whispering softly.

“I… I don’t understand. How did I not sense it? It just appeared out of nowhere…”

He stepped forward as he looked down into the hole. Ultis gritted her teeth, watching as he foolishly stood by the edge of the pit the creature emerged from, even as the cavern around them rumbled.

“Liquis, we need to move!”

She called out as she backed up towards the exit. Ocbu and Incol exchanged a glance, more amenable to what Ultis was saying now.

But Liquis ignored it. His brows just snapped together as he stared into the pit below.

“That monster… it didn’t come from beneath the ground. The hole doesn’t lead anywhere. Did it teleport in? That must be why I couldn’t sense it.”

He spoke quietly to himself, ignoring the impending danger of the shaking cavern. Even the twins turned to Ultis, unsure of what to do. She opened her mouth once more.

“Liquis—”

But it was too late. The side wall smashed open as the same monster from before emerged, its mandibles opened wide and aimed for their tracker. A powerful shockwave nearly knocked Ultis off her feet, however she had braced herself for it, so she caught herself.

She thought it was over for Liquis. But he had prepared himself for it. It was like he knew the attack was going to come. He started moving even before the monster broke through the rock, and he leapt out of the way just in time, barely dodging the attack.

The monster vanished into another side wall as he cursed, stumbling off his feet.

“Fuck! It is fast!”

Ultis rushed to his side and helped him up as she turned to Ocbu, Incol, and the twins.

“Everyone run! We need to get out of here!”

They didn’t argue. They nodded so fast, before sprinting down the tunnel. Ultis and Liquis were only a step behind the others. The tunnel trembled around them, threatening to collapse. But Incol raised a hand, using his earth magic to stabilize the cavern.

“Why are you guys so slow? We need to hurry!”

He called back as he ran at the front. However, instead of speeding up, Liquis slowed down. He shouted ahead as he grabbed Ultis, making her come to a halt.

“Not there! It’s going to—”

And the monster crashed into Incol from above. He screamed for a moment, but his voice vanished down alongside the monster as it continued to tunnel down. All around them, the tunnel began to collapse.

“That idiot.”

Liquis bit his lower lip as he ran forward, circling around the hole in the ground. Ultis followed after him as she used her scythe to slice apart the falling bits of debris. He turned to the twins and nodded at them.

“Clear the path.”

Aliq and Quid brought their hands together, before unleashing a red and blue blast out ahead. Ultis flinched from the attack— their combination casting letting them use spells that even Asto wouldn’t have been able to cast himself.

The group continued forward until they reached a fork in the tunnel. Liquis pointed at the left path as he called out.

“That way!”

“How do you know that?”

Aliq asked with a frown. Liquis shook his head.

“Just trust me!”

And right as he spoke, the monster burst out from the other tunnel, before pausing, realizing they weren’t there. It looked towards the remaining Deathsquad Hunters as they continued to escape, then it screeched.

It opened its mouth, blasting out a cone of gray flames their way. The heat was intense. It melted the nearby rock, but before the blast could reach them, Ocbu pointed at the monster. An invisible net seemed to shoot out, clamping the monster’s mandibles shut.

It reeled back, before disappearing into the walls of the mountain once again. Liquis led the way as he craned his neck back, speaking to the group.

“Listen to me, and we’ll get out of here alive. I can sense when it’s about to attack— like right now, pause!”

He shouted as skidded to a halt. Ultis followed his lead, and so did Ocbu and the twins. They came to a halt right before the wall up ahead exploded as the monster exploded through. It missed them, its long body passing through the tunnel as Liquis grinned.

He started forward once again as he laughed.

“See, I told you!”

He spoke confidently. But the ground exploded open right before him. The monster made a shrieking noise as it tried to ram straight into him. Fortunately, his Skills seemed to kick in, and he dodged out of the way once more.

“It’s targeting me because it knows I can track its movements! But it’s not going to get me—”

But right as the monster crashed back into the ceiling, its eyes glinted a golden color. Ultis blinked, and Liquis recoiled back.

His shoulder burst into flames as he stumbled back. Ocbu ran up to his side.

“Are you alright, Liquis?”

“I’m fine. This is nothing…”

Liquis staggered forward, trying to pat the fire out. But all that did was ignite his arms. He narrowed his eyes as Ocbu frowned at him.

“It’s not going out.”

She observed, and the twins ran up to her side.

“What are you doing?”

“We need to keep moving!”

Aliq and Quid spoke one after another. Liquis ignored them, trying to extinguish the flames desperately, even as his body continued to burn. And Ultis realized what was happening before anyone else did.

“The fire… it cannot be put out.”

She spoke softly, and Liquis looked up with wide eyes.

“What? You’re joking, right?”

He peered into her in horror, but she just shook her head. Ocbu gave a small nod.

“We cannot wait here for you. You are already dead.”

“I… I’m still alive! What are you talking about—”

Liquis tried to raise a hand to grab Ocbu, but his elbow burned off. His forearm collapsed to the ground as he looked down with round eyes. His breathing grew faster as Ocbu continued forward. The twins quickly followed behind her.

Ultis was the last to go. She pursed her lips in hesitation as she gave Liquis a look of pity. But she shook her head and followed after the others.

“I’m sorry.”

He tried to give chase to her, but his legs burned off. He collapsed to the ground as he looked down at himself, his body slowly burning away and falling apart.

“No, I can’t die here. I can’t…”

He choked as Ultis turned and gave him one last glance. The gold and gray flames engulfed his body, and he gave out one last guttural scream. It echoed in the cavern as the tunnel shook. And he went silent, consumed by the undying fire.

Ultis gritted her teeth as she caught up to the others. They reached a large intersection of many tunnels. She recognized one of the paths as the exit of the mountain. But Ocbu, Aliq, and Quid were crouched over, just looking ahead.

“What are we doing?”

Ultis asked as she joined them. Ocbu raised a hand, and a gray aura overcame the remaining Deathsquad Hunters. Ultis immediately recognized it as one of Ocbu’s group camouflage spells.

“Do you hear that?”

Ocbu asked as she eyed the exit tunnel. She slowly inched forward as the other three trailed after her.

“I don’t hear anything.”

Ultis replied simply, before realizing what she said a moment later. Ocbu nodded as she clung to the wall, walking past a few tunnels that led further down.

“Exactly. The shaking stopped. That means the monster isn’t chasing us anymore. Which means that either the monster lost us…”

“Or it is lying in wait for us at the exit.”

Ultis said as her breath was caught in her throat. Ocbu nodded, stepping past another tunnel, her gaze focused entirely on the exit path.

“That is right. We do not want to walk straight into that monster’s trap, because clearly, it is intelligent.”

Ocbu continued to edge forward, but Ultis paused. A glinting golden light caught her eye, and she looked to the right. Her eyes went wide when she saw a figure hiding in the darkness of the tunnel right next to them.

“Ocbu…”

Ultis croaked. But Ocbu continued sneaking forward, speaking softly.

“We just have to find where this monster is hiding—”

And the monster shot out, grabbing Ocbu with its mandibles. She screamed as she was dragged back down into the tunnel with the monster. Ultis flinched as she heard the pained shouts of her dying teammate.

But Aliq and Quid moved, taking their chance to make a break for the exit.

“Stop standing there like an idiot— move!”

Quid screamed at her, and she broke out of her stupor. Ultis sprinted after them as the dying throes behind her faded away. They saw the red light of the Netherworld up ahead.

Aliq shook his head.

“We’ll be safe once we’re at the surface. Nonnu, Unis, and Vul are waiting up there. And that monster won’t be able to pick us off one by one.”

They were getting close to the exit now, and the twins seemed relieved. But Ultis didn’t share that confident sentiment. She glanced back one last time as she felt the quaking mountain, and she wondered if they were even safe from this monster when they escaped.

She didn’t know. Asto, Incol, Liquis, and Ocbu were already gone. Now, all Ultis could do was hope she survived. 


27. Mountain Destruction

Nonnu looked up as he felt the ground beneath his feet tremble. As the lowest-leveled of the Deathsquad Hunters that had been sent on this mission, his job was simply to… keep watch.

Unis and Vul were tasked with setting up a barrier around the perimeter to prevent the Archdemons from somehow escaping. They tasked Nonnu to keep a lookout, because they didn’t believe in his abilities to complete the ritual spell since he was a relatively new member of the Deathsquad Hunters.

Nonnu hated the way they looked down on him. Everyone always looked down on him. But he always proceeded to prove them all wrong. He had once served a [Hellprincess] of the Netherworld— Lucia the Lady of Vanity. She had opposed Regnorex’s rule. And perhaps she would have stood a chance against him.

But she had looked down on Nonnu, using him for menial tasks. So he betrayed her, serving her head to the Demon King. And that was how he became a member of the Deathsquad Hunters.

Nonnu had thought he had finally earned his respect. But now, here he was, being looked down once again by his comrades. He considered betraying them— killing them all, before reporting back to the Demon King alone. That way, he could take credit for defeating the former Heir of the Netherworld.

Unfortunately, that thought could only remain a thought as he looked back at the mountain with wide eyes.

“What is going on…?”

He whispered as he stared at the unbelievable sight. The entire mountain was shaking. It looked like it was trembling— like a powerful earthquake was rocking the region, making it shiver where it stood.

“Unis, Val, are you seeing this?”

Nonnu called out to the other two Deathsquad Hunters with him. But Unis replied snappishly back at him.

“What are you talking about— urk!”

Nonnu blinked as Unis’ voice was suddenly cut off. He glanced back, but only Val was there. Val tilted her head, confused.

“Unis? What just—”

She opened her mouth. And a burning golden tendril shot out of the ground beneath her feet, before dragging her down into the ground. She screamed as she disappeared into the earth. Nonnu’s eyes grew wide, before rushing forward.

“Unis, Val? Where did you go?”

Nonnu came to a halt right before the hole in the ground. He peered into the darkness, but all he heard was Val’s screaming voice beneath. He gritted his teeth as he turned back to the mountain.

“I need to get the others… wait, who are you?”

He came to a halt as he saw a hulking figure standing before him. He narrowed his eyes, staring at the wall of muscle for a long moment. And then the realization settled in.

“You’re Haec—”

But before Nonnu could finish speaking, the former Heir of the Netherworld swung out and bellowed.

“[The Right Hand of the Demon King]!”

***

Ultis felt a sense of relief wash over her as she saw the crimson skies of the Netherworld up ahead. But as she sprinted up to the exit, a sense of dread fell upon her. Because she immediately noticed that there was no barrier there.

Neither Aliq nor Quid seemed to notice it at first. However, as they stepped out of the cavern, calling out for their remaining comrades, they finally realized something was off.

“Nonnu, Unis, Val!”

“We need you to set up a…”

Quid came to a halt as he trailed off. His twin was a step behind him, not seeing the bloodied headless corpse lying on the ground just ahead of them. Ultis froze as she recognized whose body it was.

“That’s… Nonnu.”

She whispered softly. It was too surreal. All of their comrades were dead. Just like that. There were ten of them, and now there were just three left. They didn’t even know how Nonnu, Unis, and Val died.

But she knew they were gone. And that was that.

Aliq blinked a few times, staring for a moment before he realized what happened.

“I— but how? What the fuck is going on?”

Aliq cursed, and Quid gritted his teeth. Ultis pursed her lips, before glancing back down the cavern as the mountain continued to rumble. She heard the screeching of the monster as the mouth of the tunnel threatened to collapse, and she backed away.

“It’s coming. What do we do?”

Ultis asked as she turned to the twins. Quid took in a deep breath and faced Aliq.

“You know what? I’ve had enough of this. Asto’s dead. Val’s dead. Ocbu’s dead. Everyone’s dead. So if I’m going to die, I’m going to die fighting.”

Quid shook his head as he spoke simply. Aliq bared his teeth as he joined his twin.

“So you’re finally listening to my suggestion then?”

“Yes.”

“What are you two doing?”

Ultis asked, watching as the twins walked up to each other with crazed looks on their faces. They brought their hands together and ignored her question. A pair of spell circles appeared at their feet— one shining blue, and the other shining red— before they began to merge.

Her brows snapped together as she sensed an immense amount of mana gathering between them. The spell circle became one, glowing purple as the cave began to collapse into itself. The quaking earth grew more violent as the monster began to dig its way to the surface.

But neither Aliq nor Quid paid attention, instead incanting quietly to themselves.

“[Begotten From Death, Destruction Is Our Life…”

“—Together We Stand, Only One Aim In Sight…”

Ultis slowly realized what was going on as she stared in shock.

“They’re… combination casting their Grand Skills?”

The twins brought their hands together in the air as a purple sphere began to coalesce in between the palms of their hands. It grew larger and larger. At first, the size of a regular ball. But then it became the size of a head, then a boulder. Until it became the size of a house.

It continued to grow as Ultis looked towards the direction of the cavern.

“They’re going to blow up the mountain.”

But as the purple sphere continued to grow in size, the collapsing tunnel of the mountain erupted open. Ultis backed away as the monster emerged from the darkness. Its full length and terror was in plain sight.

It was massive. It had to have been at least hundreds of feet in length— maybe even over a thousand, since half its body was still buried within the mountain. It was covered in silver chitin, and it had a hundred spike-like legs. Its eyes were a burning yellow, and it was wreathed in an iridescent aura.

The monster let out a terrible shriek that echoed throughout the quiet Netherworld. It swept its gaze over the vast landscape, before looking down at the three remaining Deathsquad Hunters. Ultis froze where she stood, taking in the sight of such a terrifying yet magnificent creature.

But it didn’t pay attention to her. It caught a glimpse of the giant purple sphere, before looking down at the twins. It roared and dove down their way as they smiled.

And they finished their combination casting of their Grand Skill.

“—To Unleash Hell]!”

They swung out, unleashing the giant purple sphere down into the monster. Ultis covered her eyes as a brilliant flash of light overcame her vision. A powerful shockwave sent her flying back as she slammed her eyes shut. Her ears rang as she waited for the light to vanish.

Her hearing returned, and she finally looked up. And what she saw before her was a pillar of smoke. A massive crater. The twins were standing there, laughing victoriously. Because—

The mountain was gone.

Ultis could only gape at the sight. And while Quid was panting, he was also beaming from ear to ear

“Well, how about that? We blew that fucking monster to pieces!”

“I told you we should’ve started with this in the first place! Honestly, you should listen to my ideas more, Quid.”

Aliq snorted, trying to catch his breath. The twins grinned at each other, but Ultis ignored them. Her gaze was focused only on the clearing smoke. Quid turned to her as he chuckled.

“You can thank us later. Come on, wipe that stupid smile off your face, and let’s go back—”

“No.”

Ultis cut him off as she rose to her feet. She looked past the twins, peering into the clearing smoke. And there, a shadow emerged as she bit her lower lip.

“It’s still alive.”

“What…?”

Quid blinked a few times, and a cacophonous shriek echoed from the center of the crater. The smoke dispersed, before the monster rose out from the massive crater lying where the mountain had been.

The twins looked on in terror as the monster loomed over them. Quid dropped to his knees, whispering quietly to himself.

“Impossible…”

Meanwhile, Aliq was left at a loss for words. For the first time ever, he had nothing to say. Because the monster hadn’t just survived their combination cast Grand Skill.

No— if that was enough, it had also emerged completely unscathed.

Ultis closed her eyes, finally resigning herself to her fate.

“It’s over. We have lost.”


28. Lost

It was over. They had lost.

Ultis realized that there was no point fighting anymore. Not against such a terrifying monster. It had killed Asto, Incol, Liquis, and Ocbu. Nonnu was somehow dead too. Unis and Val were nowhere to be found— but Ultis was assuming they were probably dead as well.

It had been an utter massacre. Seven of the Deathsquad Hunters were killed, just like that. And that was not considering what happened to Venas and his group. This mission had been a terrible mistake. According to estimations Ultis had heard, there were only about a thousand Primeval Demons serving under the Demon King. To have even a single Primeval Demon die was a massive blow to Regnorex’s forces.

To have over a dozen dead was certainly going to draw his attention.

But what he did didn’t matter to Ultis. Because she knew she was going to die here. Even with the combination cast Grand Skills of Aliq and Quid, the monster that had slaughtered their comrades emerged completely unscathed.

Now, it loomed over the three remaining Deathsquad Hunters gathered here. Its massive figure rose from the smoking crater, its blazing eyes boring into their horrified faces. Even though it had just been struck by a blast that destroyed an entire mountain, there was not a scratch across the entire length of its body.

“What is this monster?”

Quid whispered as he got to his feet and backed away. Aliq did not say a word— frozen in fear in sheer terror. Ultis pursed her lips as the monster huffed, opening its mandibles wide apart.

It has to be a Primordial Demon… the thought crossed her mind as she stared on. But why is a Primordial Demon— wait…

And she froze. For the first time since the monster had attacked them, Ultis was finally able to use [Identification]. But what she saw wasn’t what she expected in the slightest.

[Lesser God - Lvl. 167]

“A Lesser God…?”

But that wasn’t the only thing that stood out to Ultis. It was the monster’s level that made her eyes snap wide open. It almost took her a moment to process what it said. And even then, she could only fully comprehend it when Quid vocalized her thoughts for her.

“Wait, it’s not a Primordial Demon? That’s impossible.”

Quid wore a crazed smile on his face, almost like he was trying not to laugh at a stupid joke. And this was a joke. It had to be one. How could ten members of the Deathsquad Hunters be wiped out by a single monster that wasn’t even higher-leveled than they were?

Did being a Lesser God make that much of a difference?

Ultis didn’t know. All she could do was look, whispering quietly to herself as she awaited her death.

“Just what is this monster?”

The words left her mouth as she stood frozen in fear. It was said in such a soft voice, Ultis was certain neither of the twins heard her. And yet, seemingly, the monster heard her. It jerked back, before tilting its head curiously.

Ultis blinked, watching as the monster lowered its head down to face her. It opened its mandibles, and she realized this was the end. She was going to be crushed by the monster just like the others.

She closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. It was over. There was nothing else she could do. She was going to die—

“Monster?”

And a booming voice spoke, breaking Ultis out of her thoughts. She looked up with round eyes as the monster spoke. Was she imagining it? No— Quid and Aliq had noticed it too. They exchanged a confused glance as the monster continued.

“I am not a monster— I am Salvos!”

“What…?”

Ultis could only utter that single word as her head spun, trying to understand what was going on.

***

This had been a very annoying fight. Well— it wasn’t really a fight. It was a slaughter. But it was a very slow slaughter.

I had used all of my Grand Skills to get this far. First, I used [The World Of My Mind] to hide in wait, biding my time for the right moment to deal a decisive strike. I wanted to make sure that I took out the highest-leveled member of the Deathsquad Hunters instantly. That was why the next thing I did was activate my Divine Essence, giving me an extreme boost in all my Stats.

I also made sure to transform into the most terrifying monster I could think of, which was an [Ancient Centinel], to intimidate the rest of the Deathsquad Hunters against immediately retaliating. This transformation also ended up proving useful since I was able to take advantage of the biological advantages of a Centinel to dig tunnels through the earth, letting me sow even more discord and chaos before they could comprehend what was happening.

Everything worked out perfectly. Meanwhile, outside of the mountain, Haec and my clones go to work, disposing of the other three Deathsquad Hunters keeping watch. Haec killed one, while my clones dragged two of them underground, hoping to kill them quickly. But they managed to fight back with their own Grand Skills— one of them created a powerful barrier that even my strongest Skills couldn’t penetrate. So my clones were forced to use a Grand Skill of their own.

My clones were forced to finish those two Deathsquad Hunters off with [Claw Of Corruption].

Perhaps my clones didn’t need to use that third Grand Skill. But I had wanted to take out all of the Deathsquad Hunters as fast as possible, which was why my clones resorted to that. Fortunately, since it happened underground, there were no visible signs of corruption up above.

But as I went up to finish off the last three Deathsquad Hunters, two of them decided to combination cast their Grand Skills together. So I was forced to use [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] to tank their attack.

And it was a very powerful attack. It literally blew the mountain apart! I hadn’t expected that at all. Thankfully, my Grand Skill made me nigh invincible. No other Skill I had would’ve saved me from that attack. At most, I could’ve teleported out of the way. But I realized there was one problem that came with me being transformed as an [Ancient Centinel]— teleporting took longer than when I was in my normal form.

In any case, seven of the Deathsquad Hunters were already dead. The remaining three had exhausted every option they had left. And it was clear that they had given up. That was why I decided against finishing them off.

Because they already knew they lost. So now, I lowered my head, looking between the three of them. There were two [Jinns], one was red, while the other was blue. They were both Level 162 each. And there was a [Fiend] who was short and thin, wielding a pair of sickles. She looked terribly afraid of me. Which was my intended goal.

The red [Jinn] stood where he was, and he looked like he was at a loss for words. But the blue [Jinn] could still stand. In fact, he even spoke as he narrowed his eyes at me.

“Salvos… I know that name.”

His eyes lit up as he pointed at me.

“You— you are the Enemy!”

“I’m your enemy? I mean, I guess I’m your enemy. But you guys were the ones who were trying to kill my friends. So you’re my enemy.”

I replied simply, casting my gaze to him. He flinched, before gritting his teeth. He created a blue sphere in the palm of his hand as he stepped back.

“You’re the one who ruined our King’s plan to overtake the Mortal Realm. You’re the one who betrayed your Species for the sake of those worthless Humans!”

I blinked a few times, before I nodded at him.

“Oh, yep. I did do that. But I did it to save my friends. Which is also why I killed your friends— sorry about that, by the way!”

“You…”

The blue [Jinn] glared at me.

“Why don’t you just kill us already? Enough wasting our time.”

He spat my way, and I rolled my eyes.

“If I wanted to kill you, I would have already done it. It would be good experience too, anyway.”

I shook my head before meeting his gaze. He shrank back, even if he tried to put on a brave face. I knew that [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] was still active, so any attack he threw my way wouldn’t harm me. However, the invulnerability Grand Skill did have a time limit. So I wanted to settle this conversation as soon as possible.

That was why I spoke simply, drawing closer to the three Deathsquad Hunters as they stared in shock.

“But I have an offer to make you. So— how about this? Let’s make a contract. Demon to Demon. If you help me, I will let you live.”


29. Demonic Contract

Ultis stared in disbelief as she heard the offer that was given. No— it wasn’t an offer. It was a threat. And she was inclined to believe it, considering that monster had just slaughtered all the other members of the Deathsquad Hunters that were with her, except for Aliq and Quid.

Perhaps if it was an ordinary monster, she would have immediately agreed to this offer.

But this wasn’t just a monster. It might have taken the form of an alien creature, however, in reality, it was the Enemy of the Demon King herself.

It was Salvos.

And if Ultis agreed to any terms which were laid out, she would therefore be betraying Regnorex. She would be hunted down just like the treacherous former Heir of the Netherworld.

It was a death sentence. And the twins knew that. She exchanged a glance with Quid who gritted his teeth. Aliq was still frozen in fear— it was like he barely even registered that Salvos was talking.

The Enemy of the Demon King continued speaking casually.

“Look, all I need is your help to lead me to the Demon King’s Domain. It’s not that difficult, really. You guys do have that Tablet of Tracking thing, right?”

She swept her gaze over the three remaining Deathsquad Hunters. Ultis pursed her lips.

“I… we don’t have the Tablet of Tracking. Liquis did.”

“Who?”

The monster blinked in response. Ultis shook her head.

“Liquis— he’s our tracker. You… uh, you incinerated him with your magic.”

“Oh, the annoying one who could predict my attacks? And I used my [Sacred Hellfire] on him too. Which means… it probably burned to ashes. Oops.”

Salvos shrank back like she was embarrassed, and the three Deathsquad Hunters just watched this strange reaction play out. Eventually, she shrugged and turned back to them.

“But surely one of you must remember the general direction to the Demon King’s Domain, right? You can’t all have just forgotten the way back so quickly.”

Now, Ultis couldn’t lie and say she didn’t remember the way back. As a member of the Deathsquad Hunters, she was trained to be acutely aware of her surroundings— to recognize landmarks even in the plain white landscape of the Wild.

So she knew how to return to the Demon King’s Domain. However, she couldn’t bring herself to speak up. She just stood there silently as Salvos peered curiously at them.

“Oh? Interesting reactions… so you guys do know the way back.”

That made Ultis bit her lower lip. Salvos clicked her mandibles together and spread them apart like she was smiling. Aliq finally broke out of his stupor as he stumbled back. He turned towards his twin as he trembled with wide eyes.

“W-what do we do?”

Quid clenched a fist and took a step forward. He shook his head, speaking simply.

“Isn’t it obvious? We do not falter. We serve our King. We shall not aid the Enemy, even if it costs us our lives.”

He strode forward as both Ultis and Aliq could only watch from the side. They didn’t know what he was doing. But they should have known. They just couldn’t comprehend it.

“Are you sure about this? I’m giving you one last chance— I will spare you if you accept my offer.”

Salvos spoke dangerously as she leant down to face Quid. He raised his hand as he created a blue sphere in the palm of his hand, before aiming it at her.

“I refuse to concede to your demands, monster!”

He screamed, unleashing the blast at Salvos. It was a powerful explosion. But it paled in comparison to the combination cast Grand Skill he had used with his twin just earlier. So as expected, Salvos emerged from the clearing smoke unscathed.

She just stared down at him— like she was disappointed. He backed away, cursing as he created another pair of blue spheres.

“You—”

And she slammed down into him. In an instant, she crushed the [Jinn] as Ultis and Aliq could only look on in horror.

“Q-Quid…?”

Aliq whispered, staring at the crushed corpse of his twin as Salvos peeled back. She nodded at herself, before looking down at the remaining two Deathsquad Hunters.

“So… are either of you going to accept the contract? Or are you going to throw your life away for a Demon King that doesn’t even care about you anyway.”

Ultis stared at the monster, before looking down at Quid’s corpse. Her mind reeled as she processed the offer that was given to her. And while she didn’t want to agree with the person who just slaughtered all her comrades… Salvos had a point.

The Demon King didn’t care about any of the Deathsquad Hunters. That was why they were assigned to be the Deathsquad Hunters— to risk their lives to do Regnorex’s gruntwork.

Even when Venas perished, Regnorex showed not a hint of pity. His cold facial expression didn’t change when he heard that one of the most loyal members of the Deathsquad Hunters was mysteriously slain. All Regnorex did was command for more Deathsquad Hunters to investigate what had happened.

Ultis wasn’t like Venas. She was never truly loyal to the Demon King— she had admired his ideals about saving Demonkind, but ultimately she was only serving him because she had no other choice. All she wanted was to be left alone, like a plethora of other Demons she knew.

And that was why she knew what her decision was as she turned to her last comrade.

“Aliq, listen to me.”

She held the red [Jinn]’s gaze. He blinked a few times, before backing up with round eyes.

“Wait, you’re not considering…?”

“It’s either we die now, or we die later.”

“But that monster killed my brother!”

Aliq exclaimed, pointing at where Quid lay. Salvos just watched them, her giant figure looming over the landscape.

“Hurry up and make a decision already.”

She pressed them. And Ultis shook her head.

“I understand that. But you don’t want to die in vain, do you? You should want to live on for Quid.”

“That’s…”

Aliq stared silently at his brother’s corpse. He turned back to Ultis. She looked at him pleadingly.

“Please.”

She whispered. He closed his eyes. And finally, he nodded.

“Fine.”

“Thank you.”

Ultis nodded gratefully, before turning back to the monster.

“There’s your answer. We accept this contract. We will help you, but in turn, you will spare us.”

Was it a stupid decision? Ultis didn’t know— but it was the only decision she could make now. The alternative was to die. Even if she was incurring the wrath of the Demon King, she could still potentially survive.

Sure, she was probably going to be hunted down and killed by Regnorex’s other Deathsquad Hunters. But there was a possibility of survival— even if it was slim. That was a better choice than dying right here and now. Aliq understood that too, even if he was angered over his brother’s death. This was what they had to do to survive. After all, they were Demons. It was in their nature to do anything to live.

Salvos drew back as she nodded approvingly, hearing their response.

“Good choice.”

***

And that was that. While I had to kill one of the three remaining Deathsquad Hunters as a threat, they eventually conceded to my demands. I was glad to see that my plan worked. Even if… it wasn’t really my plan in the first place.

I had to improvise once I realized I messed up and destroyed the Tablet of Tracking by accident. And since [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] had a time limit, I forced them to give me an answer quickly. I didn’t want to wait and risk them attacking me when I no longer had an aura of invulnerability protecting me. Even if I could probably still defeat them with ease, there was a possibility the last [Fiend] had a Grand Skill that could instantly kill me.

Fortunately, everything seemed to work out just fine. Now, I had to find a way to explain this new plan of mine to Haec and the others.

They were waiting for me back in [The World Of My Mind]. I wasn’t sure if they were going to agree with me, but I would have to convince them this would work. Because the lives of my friends were at stake, and time was starting to run out.

I began to transform back to my normal self as I heard the notifications from this victorious encounter echo in my mind.

Subspecies [Angelic Devil Princess] Level Up!

[Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 166] -> [Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 167]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!

[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 145] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 146]

Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!

Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!

[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 146] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 147]

Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!

Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!

[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 147] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 148]

Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!

Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!

[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 148] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 149]

Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!

“...you can’t be serious, right? I just need one more level to my evolution! Ugh, this sucks.”


30. Astros Mountain

Kali’natha narrowed her eyes as she knelt to the ground. She placed a hand on the rocky ground, tracing a finger over the shape of a foot. She looked up at her two companions accompanying her— Vla’di and Crim’zu’son’ra. The three Elves were here on a simple mission. They were to hunt down the [Hero] of the Human Lands and bring his head to their Dominion.

Unfortunately, their target had escaped their grasps. And now, they were struggling to track him down again. Kali’natha knew that with the level differential between them, she would have easily been able to defeat him if she could only just find him. However, that was proving to be quite difficult.

“They went this way.”

She whispered as she rose back to her feet. Looking up, she saw the mountainous terrain up ahead— she saw the undulating lines in the distance, leading them further up and towards the Dwarven Mountains.

Her brows snapped together as she wondered what exactly was the plan here. Perhaps Daniel was planning on seeking refuge in one of the many Dwarven fortresses located by the border. As the Principality of the Farl-Zun Forest, Kali’natha couldn’t just attack the Dwarves without instigating a war. That would have been problematic.

She shook her head as she took a step forward.

“We need to move faster.”

“And are you sure we’re headed on the right path this time around?”

Vla’di replied simply as he raised a brow. He was a full head taller than her, even if he had shrunk because of his old age. But despite the wrinkles on his face, he wore a mocking grin, exuberating a false youthfulness in his demeanor.

“You’ve led us in the wrong direction a few times now. We’re going to lose this [Hero] because of your failures.”

Kali’natha gritted her teeth, but ignored his provocation. She shook her head as she strode forward, speaking calmly.

“I was misled because of that Human [Merchant]’s annoying artifacts. She certainly has quite a few trinkets and toys up her sleeve, but this time, I am certain.”

She turned back and looked between Vla’di and Crim’zu’son’ra. In the distance, the sun was setting over the horizon. The sky was painted a dark crimson, with not a cloud in sight. She raised her bow as she spoke commandingly, turning back around in the direction of her prey.

“We shall find and kill the [Hero] tonight. I guarantee that.”

***

It had been a few days since Daniel Song was attacked by the three Elves right outside the city of Soros. While he hadn’t even gotten a glimpse of the Elves that had ambushed him, he had been told by Kacey that they were far above his level. Apparently, the highest-leveled amongst them was a Level 176 [Mystic Huntress].

Even with the Sword of Alexander, Daniel didn’t stand a chance. Not against such dangerous enemies. Perhaps he might have been able to take them on if he had undergone his Class evolution sooner. He might have been more confident with whatever [Hero] Skill he would have gained. But that wasn’t possible now.

He had to keep moving. He couldn’t even stop to sleep. The only reason he was able to keep going was thanks to Ivonne Vigil. As one of the highest-leveled [Traders] in the world, she had an eclectic range of items she carried on her— many useless artifacts, and some expensive treasures. But a lot of what she had on her ended up being quite useful.

For example, she had given Daniel a Potion of Awakening which was what allowed him to stay awake for so long without feeling exhausted. Certainly, he could have just taken stamina potions to tough out the tiredness. Or maybe he didn’t even need to use any potions. But he would have certainly felt some exhaustion.

With the Potion of Awakening, he felt more awake than ever. Which was good— it allowed him to be prepared for a fight at any time. After all, he was only a Human, even if he felt like a superhero from the comic books he’d read as a kid. His senses would be diluted if he was exhausted. So he was grateful to Ivonne for all her help.

And this was not all she had done for him. She had also used a plethora of artifacts to throw the Elves off their tracks. Whether it was with a Scroll Of Imitation, which created false clones of them that she sent off in another direction, creating a false trail. Or if it was with her Anti-Scrying Ring, which obfuscated their location. It all proved incredibly useful in keeping them alive thus far.

But it was all only delaying the inevitable. Because, eventually, the Elves were going to find them. When that happened, they were going to die. Except, supposedly, Ivonne Vigil had a plan. Daniel didn’t know what that plan entailed. He just knew that they were getting… close.

“There it is— our destination.”

Ivonne whispered as she pointed at the tall mountain in the distance. Both Daniel and Kacey exchanged a glance, before looking up. They saw the towering peak rising above the clouds— looming over the rest of the mountain range.

He had never seen such a spectacular sight before. Even back on Earth, he hadn’t seen a mountain that tall. And he had been to Mount Rainier during a field trip to Washington.

“Where is this place?”

He asked with wide eyes. And it was Kacey who replied to him.

“That’s… Astros Mountain.”

“Astros Mountain?”

Daniel blinked, turning to face the [Crusader]. He was vaguely familiar with the name of the mountain, but he wasn’t sure where he heard of it before. Ivonne trudged forward as she shook her head.

“It is the tallest mountain in all of Secely. There lies your only hope for our survival.”

She spoke simply, and Daniel bit his lower lip. He stared into her back as he spoke up.

“Ivonne… you can’t keep leading us blindly forward. We need to know where we’re going— we need to know what we’re doing.”

Ivonne paused when she heard his words. Slowly, she craned her neck back to face him. They locked gazes, and she finally began to explain.

“There, at the very peak of that mountain, awaits a city that once stood far above the world. It was a city that dared to reach for the heavens. It was a once ancient civilization that had ascended to become Gods.”

“Gods? Like Salvos?”

Daniel’s brows snapped together, recalling how his companion had become a Lesser God. Kacey reacted in disgust when she heard that. But he glared at her, and she quickly averted her gaze.

Ivonne nodded as she smiled.

“Yes. Or so the legends say. But now, it is gone. And all that remains is the Fallen City of the Stars.”

“You’ve been there before?”

Daniel peered at the [Merchant] curiously. She turned away, looking at Astros Mountain, still in the distance.

“Indeed, I have. And that is why I know this path leads to safety— that is how I know it shall be our sanctuary.”

The young man listened to her speak. But he chewed his lower lip when he heard what she said. It had been bothering him for a while, however he was always brushed off when he questioned it. This time, he decided to press her for an answer.

“Ivonne… how will this place protect us from the Elves? Didn’t you say this is where I’ll be able to repair my Primordial Longsword?”

Ivonne tilted her head back at him.

“Indeed it shall. But it shall also protect us from our hunters.”

“But how?”

Daniel asked, taking a step forward. She met his gaze as he waited for her answer. For a moment, she didn’t move. But then her eyes flickered, and she sighed.

“Unfortunately, it appears we have wasted too much time here.”

She brought a hand up, and Daniel blinked. He wanted to ask what she was talking about, but he saw the volley of arrows coming from the side at the very last moment. He drew the Sword of Alexander and stepped forward, shouting as he cut down the oncoming projectiles from a distance.

Each of the arrows exploded as they were struck out of the air. But thanks to the Sword of Alexander, each swing of the sword sent golden blades out, and he was able to take them down from a distance.

“Shit— we’ve been found!”

Daniel spun around and turned to Ivonne and Kacey.

“We need to get out of—”

“Not so fast.”

A figure appeared behind Ivonne. An elderly Elven man, carrying a staff that was as tall as he was. He pointed the weapon at her back as he grinned.

“But you’re not getting away so easily this time around.”

Kacey cursed and reached for her sword. But a looming figure appeared behind her as well, wielding a great warhammer. She backed away in horror as he gave her a bloodthirsty look. Daniel’s grip tightened around the hilt of the Sword of Alexander, when he heard a figure landing behind him. An Elven lady held up a bow with a calm look on her face.

“We have you now, [Hero] of the Human Lands.”

And that was when the [Hero] realized that they were surrounded.

[Druid - Lvl. 174]

[Warrior - Lvl. 169]

[Archer - Lvl. 176]
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Daniel narrowed his eyes as he saw the three figures surrounding him. There they were— the Elves that had been hunting him down. This was his first time seeing them. When they had attacked him beforehand, it had been from afar. He hadn’t even gotten a glimpse at their faces when he had nearly been killed.

Now, they had decided to come up to him to end his life. So he could see their levels and evaluate their threat. And he knew— he didn’t stand a chance of winning this fight.

He backed away as he gritted his teeth. The Elves didn’t launch an immediate attack this time around. So he glanced back and spoke in a hushed voice.

“Ivonne… what do we do?”

He asked the [Trader] as she stood calmly, faced down by the Elven [Druid]. She didn’t visibly react to the sudden appearance of the Elves. This was in stark contrast to Kacey who was backing up from the Elven [Warrior] with wide eyes, fumbling to even unsheathe her sword.

Daniel locked gazes with the [Archer]. She was a rather short Elven woman. Which was saying something, considering that all Elves were short. But she was even shorter than the other two Elves that accompanied her. But that didn’t make her any less threatening as she raised her bow.

“I am Kali’natha the Principality of the Farl-Zun Forest. I am a [Mystic Huntress]⁠— one of only a few in the world— and a Vanguard of Y’gdrazil. I serve as a bodyguard to Dominion As’triel, but I have been sent out during this war to eliminate the greatest threats to our people. That is why I have come here today to end your life, [Hero] of the Human Lands.”

“That’s too many Titles— I much preferred it when you just attacked me without saying a word. Because I’m not going to remember any of that by tomorrow.”

Daniel replied simply as he raised the Sword of Alexander defensively, its metallic surface reflecting an iridescent that reflected in her eyes.

“Oh, but you will not have time to forget it. After all, you will die here. And I shall claim your Mythic Grade Weapon for myself.”

She stepped forward with a dangerous look in her eye. A cruel smile slipped onto her lips.

“Would it not be quite ironic? For Humankind’s greatest weapon to be turned against them? For your death here to be the reason for their defeat? It is quite a fitting end for such a terrible Species…”

“I think you’ll find that Humans are a lot more tenacious than you think. Even if you kill me here, they’re probably not going to mourn my loss too badly. I mean, I’m pretty sure that a lot of people would be quite enthused to hear that I’m finally out of their hair.”

Daniel gave the Elf an uneasy grin. He wasn’t confident, even if he tried to sound confident. He knew he was outmatched, but at least he had some time to think and try to find a way out of this mess. Unfortunately, so far, he came up with nothing at all.

Kali’natha smirked as she raised her bow. She casually nocked an arrow, aiming at him.

“We’ll see about that.”

She spoke calmly, ready to kill the [Hero]. But she didn’t attack just yet. Daniel felt a trickle of sweat run down his neck, before turning around.

“Ivonne, what’s the plan?”

He hurriedly pressed the [Trader]. Ivonne just raised a brow, craning her neck to face Kali’natha.

“What about a parlay?”

Ivonne suggested simply. Upon hearing that, Daniel nearly dropped his sword. His jaw hung open as even the Elves paused. Kacey broke out of her stupor and blinked.

“You can’t be serious, right? That’s your plan?”

The [Crusader] asked, aghast. Ivonne shrugged.

“It is worth an ask.”

“The answer is no.”

Kali’natha replied as she glared at the [Trader].

“I will not negotiate with the one who stole our sacred Fruits of Y’gdrazil. In fact, I will ensure that you suffer before you die for what you’ve done.”

“That is unfortunate. I was hoping we could negotiate. There is much I can offer you in return of sparing our lives.”

Ivonne shook her head nonchalantly, and the Elven [Archer] sighed.

“Enough talk.”

A green aura overcame Kali’natha’s arrow as her comrades raised their weapons. Kacey’s eyes went round, and Daniel pursed his lips. The expression on Ivonne’s face didn’t change.

Kali’natha sneered as she released her arrow.

“You die now.”

“Ivonne!”

Daniel shouted, spinning around as the green bolt shot forward. The Elves moved, and Kacey stumbled back in fear. Ivonne closed her eyes. She didn’t even nod. All she did was raise her hand silently. And a ring shone on her finger.

There was a bright flash of light. It engulfed the scene. The Elves shouted something. The arrow struck the ground, blasting out. But Daniel didn’t see what happened next. He didn’t even hear what they said.

After all, he was gone. And it wasn’t just him. Kacey and Ivonne disappeared along with him, leaving the Elves behind in the clearing dust.

—--

“That was too close…”

Daniel sighed as he took in his surroundings. Ivonne stood calmly as she usually did, and Kacey was catching her breath. They had fled from certain death once more. But that was all they had done— flee the scene.

They hadn’t escaped just yet. They weren’t safe. Not until they got to the Fallen City of the Stars. Daniel raised his head, searching for their destination. Only to realize that he was high up in the sky, just beneath the clouds.

Kacey noticed this too. She blinked a few times as she looked down, taking in the mountainous landscape down below.

“Where are we?”

Daniel asked with narrowed eyes. Kacey backed away from the ledge as she looked up.

“I believe… we’re on Astros Mountain?”

“That is correct.”

Ivonne nodded as she dusted herself off. She turned to face Daniel, adjusting the ring in her hand.

“Or to be specific, we are halfway up Astros Mountain. We still have a few miles to go before we reach the peak.”

“That Ring of Instant Teleportation you have is very useful. But… next time, just get us out of there. Don’t risk our lives like that to try to bargain with those Elves.”

Daniel massaged his temples, and Kacey nodded next to him. Ivonne responded unapologetically.

“I was under the impression that they could be reasoned with. Unfortunately, I miscalculated.”

“And what makes you think you could negotiate with those creatures?”

Kacey gestured exasperatedly back in the direction they came from. Ivonne shrugged.

“Their previous Matriarch, Ios-friel, seemed to be quite reasonable.”

“And how do you even know that? Don’t tell me you’ve actually met her?”

Daniel couldn’t believe it. Actually— maybe he could. Considering how eccentric Ivonne appeared to be, it was entirely possible she had once gone to the Elven Forests and actually traded with the Elves.

But she shook her head as her eyes flickered. A morose expression seemed to slip onto her face for a moment.

“No… but an old friend of mine did.”

“I see.”

Daniel stared at Ivonne for a moment. But she steeled herself, and the indifferent look on her face returned. She stepped forward as she looked up the mountain— her gaze piercing through the white veil of the clouds leading up and above.

“Come on. Let us keep moving. We still have not reached our destination.”

She started up as Kacey and Daniel exchanged a glance. The two of them nodded at each other and followed after her, leaving the Elves far behind, miles back in the distance.

***

“They escaped. Again.”

Kali’natha whispered softly as she glanced between Vla’di and Crim. Her two comrades just stared at the ground— at the smoking crater where the Humans had been standing.

“We had them surrounded, and they got away.”

She closed her eyes. For a moment, she remained silent. Even as Crim hefted his hammer over his shoulder, and Vla’di’s eyes glinted. Then she smiled.

“Good.”

It was all part of the plan.

She turned to the [Archmagus Druid] and asked.

“Which way, Vla’di?”

“There.”

He pointed his staff at a mountain in the distance. He took a step back, and his body began to shift and misshapen. Fur started growing from his arms as he grew in size. Kali’natha walked past him, hearing his bones crack.

But she didn’t pay him any mind. Instead, she strode forward as she nocked five arrows onto her bowstring. She aimed in the direction of the mountain— in the general vicinity where the three Humans had escaped to.

There was a reason why she hadn’t simply ambushed the Humans with her Grand Skill. She could have attacked them from afar. There had been no reason for them to engage with each other from up close. And yet, that was what she had chosen to do.

The reason was simple— it was because she knew the Humans would have dodged her attack once again. But right now? After they had just teleported out of the way? There was no way for them to escape.

Even if she didn’t know their exact location, she knew where they had gone. She didn’t need to strike them with a direct attack. All she needed was to strike the area they were in. And then she could find them from that.

“Try and dodge this: [Fifty-Mile Shot], and—”

Kali’natha smiled savagely, and behind her, Vla’di finished his transformation into a giant ape. He picked up Crim as the [Mystic Huntress] unleashed her volley of arrows.

As she unleashed her Grand Skill.

“[Rain Fire Upon My Enemies].”

And the glowing green bolts shot out, wisping brightly. It crossed over the landscape and sped in the direction of the tall mountain, leaving behind a trail of green fire.

***

“How long until the Elves find us this time, Ivonne?”

Daniel asked as the [Trader] continued to lead the way. She replied without glancing back.

“We should be able to reach the Fallen City of the Stars before they…”

And she paused. Her brows snapped together as she glanced back. She looked towards the distance as Daniel frowned. He stared in the same direction as she did, before his eyes snapped wide open.

He saw the glinting green projectiles shoot straight for the mountain. They traveled fast— faster than the speed of sound. They left behind a shockwave as the trees lying beneath it were lit ablaze. Daniel saw this power, and he knew what was going to happen next.

He looked up towards Kacey and Ivonne as he opened his mouth.

“We need to get—”

And the projectiles struck the side of the mountain. A powerful explosion blasted out as the [Hero] grabbed both Ivonne and Kacey, leaping out of the way. The shockwave sent them all flying back. The blast was a distance away.

But the fiery green explosion bloomed out, incinerating everything in over a mile. The fringe edges of the blast reached the three of them, and Daniel gritted his teeth as a white aura flashed.

“[Greater Aura of the Sentinel]!”

He watched as his white barrier protected them. But its glass-like surface cracked under the pressure of the explosion. The earth shook beneath his feet as the blast continued to erupt for another minute, until it finally dissipated.

His [Greater Aura of the Sentinel] faded away, and the rumbling subsided for a moment. He let go of both Ivonne and Kacey as they all stared at the aftermath of the explosion. A giant crater had dug itself into the side of Astros Mountain. A massive column of smoke rose up towards the sky.

Kacey dropped to her knees as she took in this sight, trying to work her jaw.

“That— how…?”

“How did they find us, Ivonne?”

Daniel asked, turning to the [Trader].

“I thought your artifacts protected us from their tracking Skills.”

“Not when I used my Ring of Instant Teleportation. I could only mask us from their scrying spells after we escaped. That was why we had to keep moving. All they did was strike where we once were. They couldn’t find us… until now.”

Ivonne explained simply. Daniel furrowed his brows.

“Until now?”

“Now that you used that Skill of yours— they certainly know where we’re at. And they’re heading straight for us. Look.”

She pointed at a giant figure bounding its way through the trees, making its way up the mountainous terrain. It had to have been at least a hundred feet tall, and it looked like a kind of ape. Except, far more feral and monstrous.

It moved fast. Not nearly as fast as the shooting projectiles from earlier. But far faster than Daniel could run. And on its back, it carried two of the Elves with it— the [Archer] and the [Warrior].

“Fuck.”

Daniel cursed as he turned around.

“What do we do?”

Ivonne looked up, and the mountain began to tremble once again.

“I do not know. But that is not the end of our problems…”

And up above, the mountain began to shake more violently. Daniel paused as he stared up into the clouds. Then he watched as a large column of earth and snow began to cascade down towards him.

“A landslide...”

He whispered as the mountain rumbled. In front of him, a large section of earth continued to collapse down. And behind him, the Elves continued their rapid approach. They were trapped.

Daniel closed his eyes as he realized the predicament he was in. It was an impossible situation to survive. He wanted to give up. But he didn’t.

Instead, he raised his sword as a golden-white light enveloped his body.

“[A Hero’s Rage].”

And he moved.
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Daniel Song moved.

The [Hero] from Earth saw the side of the mountain cascading down to him from above, and he watched the three Elven hunters rapidly approach from behind. And he could not even stop to think. He had to act.

So he activated [A Hero’s Rage], and his body was engulfed with a white light. Glowing motes and ribbons wisped together, forming an aura of armor that covered him from head to toe. He lifted the Sword of Alexander as its blade was wreathed by the [Hero] Skill.

But when the white aura touched the Mythic Grade Weapon, it began to ripple. Its color shifted into an iridescent glow. Instead of just forming an external blade over the Sword of Alexander, Daniel’s [A Hero’s Rage] melded together with the weapon. And he took a heavy step forward as he turned to the two women who were with him.

Ivonne Vigil and Kacey. The latter had seen this Skill from him before, while the former looked at him curiously.

“Interesting. A Skill that substitutes as a magical armor and offers an enchantment on your weapon. Quite powerful for an ordinary Skill, but incomparable to a Grand Skill. And this is… a [Hero] Skill?”

Daniel nodded and proffered a hand forward.

“That is right— now come on. Let’s get going.”

He swept Kacey off her feet first as she squeaked, and Ivonne just raised a brow at him.

“I would have thought that [Hero Skills] were stronger than this.”

The [Trader] spoke nonchalantly, even as the mountain violently trembled all around them. The [Hero] rolled his eyes and picked her up as well. He glanced back once to see the Elves getting closer and closer to the base of the mountain. They were far more dangerous than any landslide could be.

So Daniel looked back up and raised the Sword of Alexander.

“We go— to the Fallen City of Stars!”

He shouted as he swung up. There was a flash. And with a single swing of his blade, he cleared a path through the landslide. He leapt through the falling boulders and the cascading mud. The Sword of Alexander was immensely powerful. It could bring down a city’s walls with ease, and it cleaved through the dirt like it was nothing.

Unfortunately, it didn’t leave nothing behind in its wake. The landslide opened up for a moment, before closing in on itself once more. The walls of dirt and rock threatened to crush Daniel, Ivonne, and Kacey.

But the [Hero] didn’t relent. He slashed out with the Sword of Alexander once more, opening the path again as he landed on the ground with a flash of light. He leapt forward as the falling rubble cleared, however that moment of reprieve only lasted a few seconds. So Daniel swung up again. And again. And again. And he continued as he quickly made his way up the tallest mountain in Secely.

Until, eventually—

Now entering [Dungeon: The Fallen City of the Stars]

***

However, as Daniel Song made his way up the landslide, his efforts to save his friends were noticed by the Elves. Kali’natha saw the flashes of light. She watched as a hole was dug through the landslide by sheer force. Not magic or anything else. Just pure power.

The Principality of the Farl-Zun Forest clung onto Vla’di’s back as he rapidly made his way over the landscape, reaching the base of the mountain. Crim’zu’son’ra stood beside her with a grin on his face.

“I see them.”

He whispered, eyeing the bright light that indicated where their targets were located. Kali’natha snorted when she heard that.

“Of course you do. That was part of the plan.”

She shook her head as Vla’di growled and threw himself up the mountain. He cleared hundreds of feet in a single jump, then continued bounding upwards. In his current form, he was a [Prima Adonis]. And he was far stronger than Vla’di, and far faster than even Kali’natha.

The only downside was that he could no longer cast his magic, which was what he specialized in as an [Archmagus Druid]. He did have a few physical attack Skills he could use which was greatly enhanced by this transformation. However, he didn’t gain any temporary Skills or the like.

Kali’natha shook her head as her gaze remained fixed on the distant flashes of light making its way up towards the clouds.

“Our hunt ends soon. That [Hero]’s head will be mine…”

She whispered as Vla’di leapt up again, carrying the Elves quickly up the mountain.

***

Daniel grunted as he landed atop a plateau at the edge of a steep cliff. He was immediately assailed by a powerful gale, but he steadied himself easily enough. Ivonne hopped off his back as he set Kacey down to the cracked ground.

He narrowed his eyes, but the gray rocky surface seemed stable enough. He would have continued walking onwards if he didn’t spot ethereal embers of ash wisping off the cracks, before dissipating in the wind.

Daniel glanced back and looked down the mountainside. Directly beneath him, he saw a fog of clouds, covering the mountainous landscape below so he couldn’t see how far the Elves were from them. A glint came from above, drawing his gaze.

He looked up and saw the scintillating stars hovering high in the night sky. They were bright— brighter than any star he had ever seen back on Earth. And it was like they were drifting across the dark canvas above.

“What is this…?”

The [Hero] from Earth blinked a few times. He had never seen such a sight before. The stars were large and round. Each one seemed to be roughly spherical in shape, about the size of his head from this distance, and their light pulsed, glowing and dimming like they were breathing.

And they didn’t descend down into the horizon like stars normally did. Instead, they just passed over the land, before flitting on into the distance.

“This, Daniel Song, is the Fallen City of the Stars.”

Ivonne Vigil spoke from up ahead. She had come to a halt before an ancient castle. It stood right before the peak of Astros Mountain. Daniel saw the rocky mountain cap tower behind the decrepit structure.

The [Trader] had her body craned back, waiting expectantly as she spoke in a soft voice.

“It is the only point in all of Secely that can touch the stars— outside of a mana storm, of course.”

“Touch the stars?”

Daniel frowned, repeating after her. But she ignored him and walked forward. He wanted to call out to her in confusion. However, he was cut off when Kacey squeaked.

“W-w-what is this?!”

The [Hero] glanced to the side and watched Kacey stumbled forward, fleeing from a glowing white ball. He blinked a few times as it just continued to drift ahead. Kacey tripped and dropped to the ground as the sphere reached her.

She winced and braced herself. But it simply dispersed around her, continuing onwards as it reformed, like it was a cloud of gas.

The [Crusader] looked up when she realized she wasn’t dead. And Daniel walked past her with a frown on his face. He stared at the white sphere as it floated onward. It shone with a very dim light, but it was glowing. And it was traveling in the same direction as the specks in the sky.

“This is… a star?”

Daniel whispered to himself as he reached out to touch the white sphere. But he couldn’t lay a hand on it. He sensed power emanating from it. A hint of magic, but also another aura.

A Divine Aura.

The [Hero] narrowed his eyes and used [Identification] on the star. And his eyes went wide when he was told what it was.

[A Trace Of Kalis-tah The Sun God]

“The… Sun God?”

His mind reeled, and the star just drifted away. Daniel stood where he was as his head spun. Behind him, Kacey recovered and got to her feet. She looked just as confused as the [Hero] was.

“I’ve never heard of a Kalis-tah before… just what was that?”

She whispered next to him. Daniel had no answer for her. And the two of them would have stood there, stuck in their stupor, if Ivonne Vigil hadn’t called out from up ahead.

“It is best we make haste. Lest the Elves will reach us.”

The [Trader]’s words immediately made the two of them straighten and hurry forward. But Daniel paused for a moment to glance back towards the distance. When he looked ahead, far from Astros Mountain, he saw no horizon.

The mountains in the distance didn’t sink into the ground, disappearing like they were cut in half. No— their forms stood as they should, although they appeared smaller because of how far away they were. And that was when Daniel finally realized—

“The Nexeus really is flat, huh?”

He muttered under his breath, before turning around and following after Ivonne and Kacey. He caught the tail-end of their conversation as he walked through the ancient gates of the castle.

“—this the place? Are we safe now?”

“We are not out of danger just yet.”

Ivonne replied as she walked through an empty courtyard. The entire castle was made from some sort of black and purple stone. It was completely barren. But while it was clearly old, it was not growing with moss or vegetation.

It didn’t even look like it was going to collapse anytime soon, despite being incessantly assaulted by the strong winds. It remained standing, and it looked like it would continue to remain standing for eons.

Ivonne Vigil came to a halt before the end of the courtyard. There stood an ornate doorway that was glowing with a magic circle. She looked it up and down as Daniel and Kacey exchanged a glance.

“Behind these double doors lies our salvation.”

The [Trader] spoke simply. But instead of reaching to push it open, she instead pulled something out of her pocket.

“However, it would take time to decrypt the magical lock that has been placed. That is why—”

She spun around and placed an object in both Daniel and Kacey’s hands. The two of them blinked and looked down as Ivonne spoke simply with a small smile on her face.

“You two of you shall hold the Elves off while I unlock this door.”

Daniel blinked a few times, before looking down at the object in his hand. And his jaw dropped when he processed what the [Trader] said and he realized what he had been given.

“...what?”

[Fruit of Y’gdrazil - Upon complete consumption, a +30% boost is given to all Stats for the duration of a day. Cannot be stacked with other magical buffs.]
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It was a Fruit of Y’gdrazil.

Daniel had only ever heard about it before. It was spoken of in the same breath as a Mythical Grade Artifact. It was something that was so rare, supposedly only a hundred of them were produced every century.

And yet, Ivonne Vigil had not just one, but two of them in hand. She casually offered both fruits to both Daniel and Kacey. They stared wide-eyed at what they had been given for a long moment, before the [Crusader] began to sputter.

“H-how do you have this?”

She asked with wide eyes, looking up at the [Trader] and nearly dropping her Fruit of Y’gdrazil.

“I heard it was all destroyed— when the Elves attacked your auction in Mavos Academy!”

“While most of my stock was indeed destroyed, I kept a handful of these wonderful fruits for myself. After all, a good [Trader] knows to keep a secret stash of her most precious goods for herself.”

Ivonne smiled as she nodded back at the [Crusader]. She turned around and walked up to the ornate doorway. Daniel stared at her for a moment, before looking down at the Fruit of Y’gdrazil he had been given. He decided against questioning it like Kacey. Instead, he just nodded at himself as he took his first bite from the fruit.

“Alright. How long must we hold off the Elves?”

Daniel had already used up his [A Hero’s Rage]. And the passive effects of his other [Hero] Skill— [The Will Of The Hero]— couldn’t be used alongside the Fruit of Y’gdrazil. So it was only useful for its one-off temporary protective aura when it was activated for the first time.

All that remained was his [Hero’s Slash]. While it was useful, it was far weaker than his Temporary Skills like his [Heroic Champion’s Slash].

So even with the Fruit of Y’gdrazil, up against three Elves who had already undergone their Class advancement, while being over 20 levels above him, he didn’t think he could survive for long. Especially if the other two Elves had Grand Skills of their own.

The [Hero] shook his head, resolving himself nonetheless. He continued to chew through the rubbery texture of the Fruit of Y’gdrazil as Ivonne Vigil craned her neck back to face him.

“Worry not, Daniel Song. It should not take long. But before I begin, I have a question for you.”

“Now is not the time, Ivonne.”

The young man from Earth said as he narrowed his eyes. But she ignored him. All she did was continue looking at him curiously.

“You told me that you wish to return back to your home, do you not?”

She asked in a soft voice. Daniel shook his head.

“I do not wish to go back. But I must. I have to.”

He replied simply as he took another bite from the Fruit of Y’gdrazil. He was halfway finished with it now, and he began to feel its power coursing through him.

“But do you not prefer your new life?”

Ivonne asked, tilting her head at him.

“Do you not love the life you have made here in the Nexeus?”

And that made the [Hero] from Earth pause. He closed his eyes as her words echoed in his mind. For a moment, he remembered everything he had gone through here in this world.

He remembered being summoned for the first time. He recalled how he felt when he thought he was truly respected by the people of the Elutra Kingdom— the sheer confidence of being loved and admired he had never experienced in his previous life.

And then he remembered everything that came after. Both the good and the bad. From being discovered he had been lied to, to drunkenly wasting his days away in a bar. Then he thought of his first encounter with Salvos— the memories he spent with her.

Not just her. But the moments he shared with Edithe. Amanda. And even Kacey.

All these moments flooded back to him as he raised his head. And he met Ivonne’s gaze.

“I do.”

He whispered, and the [Trader] quirked a brow.

“So why not just remain in this world? Why not just keep to your new life?”

And Daniel closed his eyes. This time, he didn’t think about everything he had been through here in the Nexeus. Instead, he recalled his time back on Earth.

It was miserable. Far more miserable than the time he spent here. Because he had felt so worthless. Like his life had no meaning. He would simply waste away in his room as time passed like it didn’t matter.

But then he recalled a girl. Her name was Emily. She had long brown hair, and she had beautiful brown eyes. Some would say that she looked rather plain— that she was just the average girl. However, to Daniel, she was the kindest, most sweet and beautiful girl in the world.

She was someone who believed in him. Someone who always encouraged him to be better. Someone who gave him a chance. And someone who died in an accident, risking her life to save another.

And that was not the only light he saw back from Earth. He thought of his parents. He thought of all those who loved him. Then he raised his head as he opened his eyes.

“I want to stay, Ivonne. I do not want to go back. But I cannot just pretend my past life didn’t exist.”

The [Hero] from Earth took a final bite from the rubbery fruit before tossing its spindly core aside. He turned around and drew the Sword of Alexander. He was overcome by its Temporary Skills as he felt a surge of strength from the Fruit of Y’gdrazil wash over him.

“If I wish to truly be a [Hero], then I cannot abandon my responsibility and duty to those I love back on Earth.”

He paused as he saw Emily’s smiling face for a moment.

“...even if they’re gone.”

Daniel said the last part quietly to himself. And for a moment, Ivonne Vigil just stared at him, the expression on her face shifting, but still unreadable to him. Finally, she nodded as she turned away and faced the doorway.

“I understand.”

And without saying another word, she brought a hand forward, placing it on the magic circle protecting the door. Daniel watched as the spell flickered, then turned. It moved clockwise— like it was a lock being picked open.

Then the [Hero] looked towards the front of the Fallen City of the Stars and out towards the cliff edge in the distance. He narrowed his eyes as he saw a thin mist begin to rise up to cover the gray rock ground. He saw shadows moving there, and he heard a thunderous crack.

“They’re here.”

Daniel stepped forward as he glanced back towards Kacey. She had finished her own Fruit of Y’gdrazil too. But she was far too low-leveled to help, even with its aid.

“Stay back.”

“I can help. Please.”

The [Crusader] spoke insistently as she drew her weapons. Daniel’s eyes flickered back to her for a moment, then he saw a looming shadow move through the mist, followed by two smaller figures.

“Fine.”

Daniel relented as the towering shadowed figure began to morph, shrinking in size back to the shape of an Elf right as it reached the edge of the mist.

“But you can only jump in when it looks like I’m in trouble, alright?”

“Yes.”

Kacey nodded as she took a step back, and Daniel watched the three Elves emerge from the mist. There they were. All three of them. Tiny in stature— almost unintimidating. Nothing like the elegant elves the young man saw in movies back on Earth.

But they were terrifyingly strong. Even more dangerous than most of the highest-leveled Elites in the Human Lands.

[Druid - Lvl. 174]

[Warrior - Lvl. 169]

[Archer - Lvl. 176]

Daniel sucked in a deep breath as he marched forward to meet them at the gates of the castle. Was this even a battle he could survive? He didn’t know. But he knew he had to fight. He knew he had no other choice.

Because he had to survive. He had to go back to his world. So he couldn’t die here.

The [Hero] didn’t hesitate as he came to a halt right before the three Elves. He only glanced back once to see Ivonne’s progress. Whatever magic lock had been placed on that doorway must have been strong. It looked like it still had a little bit longer to open.

“So you have given up on running, [Hero] of the Human Lands?”

Kali’natha spoke mockingly as he raised the Sword of Alexander.

“I gave up on running away years ago, Elf.”

“How brave. But that bravery shall be your undoing.”

She laughed, then raised her bow. In an instant, she unleashed a volley of arrows his way. But Daniel didn’t even bother to dodge. He just charged forward, tanking the shots as an iridescent aura seemed to ripple over his body, protecting him from the attack.

It was a Temporary Skill given to him by the Sword of Alexander. A [Heroic Aura of Protection]. It was more powerful than even an [Aura of Greater Protection], although less so than a [Superior Aura of Greater Protection]. But it didn’t offer a passive aura of protection unlike most protective aura artifacts.

It had to be activated, and it could only last for half an hour at most before coming to an end. It was not ideal to use in a battlefield, but for a duel like this, it was enough to protect the [Hero] until it was broken from the accumulated attacks.

So Daniel tanked the onslaught of long-ranged attacks from the [Mystic Huntress]. She rapidly backed away, but he was able to keep up with her speed. Before he could reach her, the [Druid] moved.

Daniel blinked as roots sprouted out of the ground, intercepting him. He tried to cut his way through at first. The Sword of Alexander able to even slice apart a city’s wall. But the roots kept growing, faster and faster until it rose up like a small rainforest.

“[A Hundred Quick Strikes]!”

With a shout, Daniel tore through the forest, only to be met with the bulky Elven [Warrior] grinning before him, a giant warhammer raised in the air. The [Hero] blinked as the warhammer grew in size tenfold.

And the [Warrior] swung down as a crimson aura overcame the weapon. Daniel was sent flying back, protected only by the [Heroic Aura of Protection].

He crashed into the walls of the city. But the black and purple stone didn’t budge. It didn’t even crack. He collapsed to the ground as he gritted his teeth, looking back up at the trio of Elves before him. They were laughing.

Even though Daniel had been empowered by the Fruit of Y’gdrazil and the Sword of Alexander, they were still laughing at him. Because their teamwork was impeccable. Because they knew they were going to win. And Daniel knew he was going to lose.

Still, the [Hero] rose back to his feet. He charged at them as they surrounded him. As they assailed him from all sides. He didn’t give up. He fought back, deflecting the oncoming arrows and dispelling the ensnaring magic.

Even if he knew he was outmatched, he didn’t falter. He traded blows with the [Warrior]. He broke the [Druid]’s staff. And he even landed a deep slash across Kali’natha’s chest.

She screamed as she leapt back away from him, and he moved to finish her off. But before he could get close, she was pulled away by the [Druid]’s roots. Daniel gritted his teeth and the Sword of Alexander shimmered with an iridescent light. He screamed and swung up towards her, even from a distance, and a pillar of light blasted out straight at her.

“[Heroic Champion’s Slash]!”

However, the [Warrior] stepped in front of him as a white aura flashed.

“[Like A Mountain, I Will Never Fall]!”

The [Warrior] bellowed, and he tanked the full force of the attack, even as his skin seemed to burn. Daniel stared at that display of might in shock for a moment.

“That was a Grand—”

And Kali’natha loosed a piercing arrow straight at the [Hero]. There was a flicker of light when it struck him, before an explosion sent him flying back. The [Heroic Aura of Protection] shattered as he skidded back through the gates of the city.

He was bleeding as he tried to get back to his feet. And [Druid] pointed at him, spraying a blast of acid his way. Daniel blinked, and Kacey screamed.

“Daniel!”

She ran forward and raised her shield.

“[The Valkyrie’s Protection]!”

The shield flashed with a protective aura. But the acid still melted through it, dripped onto the [Crusader]’s skin. She screamed as she stumbled back, her left arm melting away.

“Kacey—”

Daniel gritted his teeth and forced himself up as she dropped on one knee with wide eyes. The [Warrior] loomed over her, swinging down with the warhammer. But Daniel blocked the attack. He kicked the [Warrior] back as he glanced down at Kacey's injured state, then looked back up to Ivonne.

“How much longer?”

He shouted as he saw the magic circle over the doorway shifting. The aloof [Trader] glanced back fractionally, and she ignored his question.

“I never realized how much of a fool I was until I met you, Daniel Song.”

“What…?”

Daniel blinked at her response, then gritted his teeth as he looked back up at the three Elves. The [Warrior] picked himself up as the other two landed next to him, and they made their way through the gates of the castle.

Kali’natha raised her bow as an arrow blazing with powerful magic was aimed at the [Hero]. He took a wide stance, bracing for it. And she loosed it his way.

“[Blossoming Deathstrike].”

She whispered, and the arrow shot forward. Daniel raised the Sword of Alexander to block it, but the arrow suddenly swerved to the side. His eyes went wide as the attack paved a crooked path towards him, before shooting straight for his heart.

“[The Will Of The Hero].”

Daniel screamed just in time for a flash of white light to overcome him. It deflected the oncoming arrow, saving him from his death. He stumbled back as he could barely stand. And the three Elves drew closer.

He glanced back once more, shouting at the [Trader].

“Ivonne!”

“You die here, [Hero].”

Kali’natha snarled as she nocked another arrow on her bow. And there was a click.

The magic circle stopped spinning. The intricate design in its center began to unfurl. Ivonne took a step to the side and faced the courtyard.

“It is done.”

She said, then the double doors swung open as a powerful blast of wind exploded out. Daniel, Kacey, and the three Elves were sent flying back as the strong gust knocked them all off their feet.

Daniel caught Kacey, then grabbed hold of the gates as the gust of wind continued blowing for a moment. The [Druid] conjured up some roots to catch himself and the other Elves from falling off the cliff. The wind gushed out for a moment longer. Until, finally, it dissipated.

And Daniel collapsed to the ground, clutching onto Kacey as he panted.

“What was that?”

He asked as he looked up, trying to regain his bearings. His head spun, and his vision was in a daze. But he quickly pinpointed where Ivonne stood when he heard her voice.

“To think it would take a [Hero] from another world to help me see the error of my ways.”

The [Trader] spoke simply as she stood before the open double doors. Behind her, Daniel caught a glimpse of several glinting objects amongst a mountain of gold. But he barely paid attention to any of that.

Instead, his gaze focused on Ivonne as she raised a crystal vial in her hand.

“But you are correct— that I have a duty to my past life.”

She spoke to no one in particular, uncorking the vial. She placed it against her lips as the Elves gathered themselves and returned to the courtyard.

“You—”

Kali’natha narrowed her eyes as she raised her bow. But Ivonne ignored the Elves, continuing on.

“To those that I love. To those that love me.”

And she closed her eyes. Daniel blinked, seeing her lips move as she whispered something to herself. But even though he couldn’t hear her. He knew what she said.

“Even if they are already gone.”

With that, she took a sip from the vial. And her body began to change. The Elves paused, watching as Ivonne’s skin rippled. Her face shifted. Her long hair began to change color, turning white, and growing shorter.

She stepped forward, walking as she grew taller. As her clothes no longer fit her body. As scars began to form on her skin.

“What is going on?”

The [Warrior] asked in confusion, and the [Druid] whispered.

“That was a Potion of True Transformation…”

Daniel looked up with round eyes, realizing what was going on. He stared at Ivonne Vigil— and realized she was Ivonne Vigil no more. Instead, she… no, he was now someone else.

“Who are you?”

Kali’natha asked as the strange white-haired man that was once Ivonne Vigil came to a halt before the three Elves. He glanced at Daniel once, then looked back towards them with the same strange smile on his face.

“I go by many names.”

He replied simply as he continued to stride forward fearlessly. The Elves backed away, hearing him speak, their eyes growing wide in fear— in realization of who this was.

“Some have called me the Light in the Dark. Others have called me the Strongest of the Human Lands. More recently, they call me the Watcher.”

Kali’natha clenched a fist when she heard him say that. Daniel gaped as he nearly dropped the Sword of Alexander. Even Kacey, as injured as she was, seemed to look up from where she lay in disbelief.

“And while perhaps it was an appropriate name for the last few decades, I have decided today that I shall watch no longer. So now, you may call me Yves Virgil the E—”

And Kali’natha moved, instantly loosing a blazing arrow at the man. But he simply caught it right before it reached his chest. Its flames instantly snuffed out.

Yves sighed as he looked down at the arrow, then snapped it in half.

“The Elfslayer.”

[Warrior - Lvl. 194]
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[Warrior - Lvl. 194]

Kali’natha couldn’t believe her eyes. She stared at the man standing before her as her mind spun. Her fingers trembled. Her knees went weak. She was the Principality of the Farl-Zun Forest— she was a Level 176 [Mystic Huntress]. And she was a Vanguard of Y’gdrazil, making her one of Dominion As’triel’s most trusted aides.

But standing before the white-haired man, she was nothing. After all, he was Yves Virgil the Elfslayer.

She had heard of him before. That was right. She had heard of the deeds he had done. She knew of the atrocities he had carried out across the Elven Forests when she had been but a child. He had been the one responsible for killing the Seven Keepers of Y’gdrazil when they had attempted an invasion of the Human Lands— shattering the alliance of the Elven tribes.

It was because of him, the Elves had been broken and fighting amongst themselves for so long. Even when Ios-friel crowned herself as Matriarch, uniting much of the Elven Forests under her rule, there still had been much resistance in many parts of the Elven Forests against her. It was only with Dominion As’triel did the Elves finally fully unify as a whole.

Kali’natha shook her head as she focused her gaze on the man before her. He wore a calm smile on his face, unbothered by the sight of the three Elves surrounding him. And why should he be worried? He was the highest-leveled Human in the world.

And if that was the case, Kali’natha couldn’t defeat him. She knew that herself, Vla’di, and Crim were as good as dead. Unless… he was a fake.

It was possible he was lying. He had just been a [Trader] named Ivonne Vigil a moment ago. And now, he drank a potion and wore the appearance of another. So it was entirely possible this could have just been a ruse— an illusion he had conjured just to scare her off.

Kali’natha gritted her teeth as Yves started curiously back at her. And when she saw that, she knew he was the real deal. She knew he wasn’t a fake.

“I… I do not understand.”

She whispered as she took a step back. Yves tilted his head in response, speaking in an amused voice.

“And here I thought I was quite eloquent in my introduction. But fine—”

He sighed as he strode forward, making the three Elves flinch.

“If you really insist, I shall repeat what I said. I have gone by many names in the past…”

“I understood all that!”

Kali’natha snarled, loosing another arrow at him. Once again, the Elfslayer caught the arrow and snapped it in half in one swift motion.

“What I do not understand is how you are standing here— how are you even still alive? You disappeared over thirty years ago. They said you died.”

“And now who’s going around spreading that rumor?”

Yves chuckled and tossed the broken arrow to the side. He stretched his shoulders, before looking down at himself. He was still wearing the same dress and jewelry Ivonne had been wearing.

“Look, I know I am getting a little bit old now, but I have been taking good care of my health. So I would like to think I look pretty young. See?”

He ripped off his dress, stripping until he was completely naked. Daniel blinked at the side, then flushed and covered his eyes. Even Kali’natha was taken off-guard by that.

She didn’t avert her gaze like Vla’di and Crim did. But she sputtered as she pointed at the white-haired man.

“W-what the fuck are you doing?”

Yves placed a hand on his chin.

“I was wearing a dress, and it was uncomfortable. Maybe if you were another Human, I’d kick your ass with it because that would be pretty humiliating. But I know that you Elves don’t have the same weird sensibilities as we Humans, considering both your males and females wear the same kind of clothes. So I have decided—”

He grinned as he took a step forward.

“It’d be infinitely more humiliating for you to get your ass kicked by someone who’s butt-ass naked.”

As he spoke, a strong gust of wind swept over the Fallen City of the Stars. Despite the cold weather, Kali’natha felt a bead of sweat slide down her neck. She stared at Yves Virgil. She held his gaze. And she especially tried her best not to let her eyes wander down his body.

“I…”

“We can’t win, Kali’natha.”

Vla’di interrupted her. The [Archmagus Druid] looked her in the eyes, speaking in a serious voice.

“Our best chance of surviving is if we flee. We need to report of the Elfslayer’s return to Dominion As’triel.”

“But—”

Kali’natha opened her mouth. And Yves spoke up with his smirk still on his face.

“You should listen to your friends. Maybe I will even give you a headstart if you start running now.”

She stared at him for a moment, before she shook her head.

“No— we cannot run. He will hunt us down and kill us. Do not believe his words. He takes pleasure in slaughtering our kind. He will not show us any mercy.”

Kali’natha spoke as she turned to Vla’di and Crim. She set her foot down, taking a deep breath.

“Our only chance of survival is if we put an end to him— to he who has terrorized out forests for the last century.”

“Oh? And how do you plan on doing that?”

Yves asked, cocking his head curiously. Kali’natha’s eyes flickered to the side for a moment. She caught a glimpse of a glinting weapon— an iridescent sword that was lying right next to where Daniel was kneeling.

“I—”

She opened her mouth, and the Elfslayer’s eyes darted in the same direction. The Principality of the Farl-Zun Forest gritted her teeth. She spun around and called out to both Vla’di and Crim.

“Hold him off!”

She shouted as she leapt to the side, moving straight for the Sword of Alexander. Daniel blinked as he realized what was happening. Vla’di and Crim roared a battlecry and moved to intercept the Elfslayer.

Daniel rose to his feet when he realized what was happening. He reached for the Sword of Alexander himself, but Kali’natha quickly shot an arrow his way. He pulled back at the last moment before it reached his head, and it only struck him on the shoulder. However, that gave Kali’natha the opportunity to reach for the Mythical Grade Weapon.

She smirked as she reached for the Sword of Alexander. Perhaps she couldn’t defeat Yves with her own strength. But with such a powerful weapon, it could close the gap between their levels.

“I got it—”

She started. And a hand caught her by the wrist. Kali’natha blinked a few times, before looking up to see Yves Virgil standing there with a casual smile on his face.

“What…? How did you…? But Vla’di and Crim—”

Kali’natha spun around, only to pause when she saw both her fellow Vanguards of Y’gdrazil in the midst of falling to the ground. The Elfslayer chuckled as he let go of her hand, and she leapt back.

“I have to commend your trust in your allies. But…”

Yves picked up the Sword of Alexander and inspected it for a moment. He shook his head, before handing it over to Daniel.

“Sometimes, you have to be realistic and know what they’re capable of doing. Like Daniel here, for example.”

“Me?”

The [Hero] looked up, and Yves nodded.

“Daniel is cool. I like Daniel. He’s definitely not Steven the Failure. But I also know he’s no Alexander, and he’s certainly no Melissa. Maybe he can be a Zacharius though.”

The Elfslayer smiled as he strode forward. Daniel scratched the back of his head, clearly unsure whether to take that as a compliment or an insult.

“Anyway, my point is, you should have trusted your little [Druid] friend— and I don’t mean ‘little’ in a disrespectful way, I’m not racist— when he told you to run. I might have spared one of you. But now… you’re all going to die.”

His eyes glinted with an iridescent light as he flexed a fist. Kali’natha clenched her teeth and backed up, recognizing what that was.

“Divine Essence— Vla’di!”

She called out as she hurriedly nocked a volley of arrows onto her bow.

“Now’s the time for you to use your Grand Skill.”

“I don’t need to listen to your orders, but fine.”

Vla’di groaned and picked himself back up. His body began to shit, growing larger once again as his groaning turned into a guttural growl. Kali’natha continued to unleash hundreds of arrows a second straight at the Elfslayer.

Yves just laughed as he wove through the onslaught of projectiles as he slowly drew closer to her. She tried to back away, but he reached her before she could escape. Her eyes went wide as he grabbed her by the throat. He ripped her bow from her hand and snapped it in half with his knee.

“Without this, what can you even do?”

He asked mockingly. And Crim roared, charging at the Elfslayer from behind as his warhammer grew larger. Crim was a [Warmaster Champion]. One of the best [Warriors] the Elven Forests had to offer. But he was no match to the Strongest of the Human Lands.

Crim swung his hammer down with all his might, and Yves dropped Kali’natha before he flipped back. The strike left a tiny crack on the courtyard of the City of the Fallen Stars. But it missed its mark. The Elfslayer landed behind the bulky Elf and landed a quick jab to the shoulder.

The [Warmaster Champion] stumbled back as his shoulder was dislocated, and he spun around swinging his warhammer with one hand. But Yves just ducked under it and landed a knee onto Crim’s stomach.

Crim doubled over as he wheezed, his air leaving his lungs. And Yves grabbed him by the back of the head before snapping his neck.

It happened so fast, Kali’natha had barely gotten back to her feet when she saw the [Warmaster Champion] collapse to the ground, dead. She stared with wide eyes as Yves turned to her. He just shrugged.

“One down. Now there’s two more—”

And a massive fist swung down at him from behind, sending him flying back. He blinked as he crashed against the walls of the Fallen City of the Stars. He got up and dusted himself off when he paused. He stared up at the looming figure standing over him.

Kali’natha drew a shortsword from her side as she looked at the [Druid]’s [Prima Adonis] form. He roared as he beat his chest angrily, standing as tall as the castle.

“Now that is a pretty big monkey.”

Yves whistled as placed his hands on his hips. Kali’natha glared at him, before looking back towards Vla’di.

“Enough wasting time, Vla’di! Do it now!”

She shouted, and Vla’di unhinged his jaw. There was a flash of golden light there as the Elfslayer narrowed his eyes.

Unlike most other ordinary individuals with a single static Grand Skill, Vla’di had a special Grand Skill. His Grand Skill allowed him to embody a Temporary Grand Skill of a creature he was able to transform into. And the creature he chose was a [Prima Adonis].

It had a very special Grand Skill he could use. While the [Prima Adonis] itself fought with its brute strength, typically unable to use magic… it still carried with it a vast amount of essence in its body. Almost equal to that of Spirits and Demons. With its Grand Skill, it was able to concentrate its essence into a single power aura unleashed as a beam that could destroy even enemies above its level.

And that was exactly what Vla’di did. He released the beam as Yves stood there, staring up with wide eyes. The attack struck the Elfslayer before he could dodge. Kali’natha covered her eyes when she saw the flash of light.

The Fallen City of the Stars shook. All of Astros Mountain trembled, causing another landslide to fall down below. And the beam continued to blast straight into Yves Virgil.

Even Daniel was forced to look away as the light flashed brighter than the stars overhead. The walls of the castle cracked, threatening to collapse from the sheer force of the attack. But eventually, the Grand Skill came to an end.

Kali’natha looked up as the beam dissipated. She watched the dust cloud clear. She saw the cracks on the castle’s walls, and she pursed her lips uncertainly.

“Did we get him?”

She asked as Vla’di stepped forward next to her. But a voice casually came in response.

“Well, you certainly did hit me. But I wouldn’t say you got me.”

Yves replied as he strode out of the dust cloud with a smirk plastered on his face. Kali’natha stared for a moment, feeling her knees begin to give out under her. She dropped her short sword to the ground as she worked her jaw.

“H-how? How did you survive?”

She asked as she backed away from the naked white-haired man. Yves looked up towards the [Prima Adonis], and then placed a hand on his chin.

“It was definitely quite a powerful attack. As expected from a Grand Skill. But… I have a Grand Skill of my own, you know? A few of them, actually.”

He chuckled as his body flickered with an iridescent light. Daniel caught a glimpse of those sparks and frowned. But Kali’natha didn’t notice this. Instead, she just stared at the Elfslayer in shock.

“A few Grand Skills? How many do you have?”

“In total?”

Yves tilted his head back in thought. And then he shrugged as he held out a number in his hand.

“I have four Grand Skills. And the one you just witnessed is—”

Daniel’s gaze snapped up as his eyes grew wide, hearing the name of the Watcher’s first Grand Skill.

“[My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends].”
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“[My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends].”

Daniel saw the wisping iridescent flakes coating the Watcher’s body. It was the telltale sign of a Divine Essence— a power so rare that most of Humankind, and all the other Species in Nexeus, didn’t possess it. But that wasn’t what the [Hero] from Earth’s attention was focused on.

It was the name of the Grand Skill that made him pause. He stared at the aura of invulnerability protecting Yves Virgil. And Daniel wasn’t sure if he could even believe his eyes. After all, it was quite literally Salvos’ Grand Skill.

Well, that was one way to put it. Obviously, it wasn’t a Grand Skill that was unique to Salvos, so it shouldn’t be all too surprising for someone else to have it. However, knowing its abilities, Daniel knew— this battle was as good as over.

“Four… Grand Skills?”

Kali’natha whispered as she backed away from the Elfslayer. Her legs were trembling, and she nearly dropped her shortsword. Yves just laughed as he strode forward without a care in the world.

“Four isn’t a lot. I would have had five right now if I didn’t learn that having too many would cause a little bit of a problem when you reach Level 200.”

Even Daniel was taken aback by what Yves had said. Kali’natha’s eyes snapped wide open for a moment, before she ground her teeth together and took a step forward.

“Enough of your taunting— we’ll kill you!”

She charged at the Elfslayer as Daniel watched. Her only remaining ally— the transformed [Druid]— looked on for a moment, before his body began to shift once more. Yves narrowed his eyes, barely paying attention to Kali’natha even as she reached him.

He stood there unflinchingly, looking past her as she unleashed an onslaught of deadly strikes at him. But his aura of invulnerability protected him. They sparked out and blocked her attacks. And he simply watched the [Druid] transform into a large goat with six horns.

Daniel narrowed his eyes at that. He wondered what the [Druid]’s plan was with that form. It was an [Oxgoat]. Not really a dangerous monster by any means, but high-leveled and known for its speed.

Kali’natha stumbled back as her assault on the Elfslayer failed. She turned around, looking for help from the [Druid].

“Vla’di, what are you—”

And the [Druid] sprinted out the gates of the Fallen City of the Stars. Daniel blinked, watching as the goat-like creature blurred, moving faster than he could see.

Kali’natha paused when she realized what was going on.

“Coward!”

She shouted after her fleeing teammate. Yves looked at her, then turned towards the empty gates. He sighed.

“It’s too late to run away.”

Kali’natha glanced at him, hearing what he whispered. And he took a step forward, before he swatted her to the side. She screamed as she was sent flying into the walls of the city. Daniel recoiled, and the black brickstone cracked from the force of her crash.

The [Hero] looked at her crumpled figure— she was writhing on the ground in pain. Then he looked back up, and Yves was gone. Daniel frowned, before hearing a yelp from outside of the Fallen City of the Stars. He watched as a figure was thrown over the walls and into the courtyard.

The [Druid]’s [Oxgoat] figure landed with a heavy thud, and Yves strode casually back into the courtyard, dusting his hands off.

“Bad. No running away. I told you, I might have spared one of you if you had tried to run immediately. But you misread your predicament. So you all have to pay for your poor judgment. It’s called collective punishment— and it’s a good thing.”

Yves shook his head like a disappointed teacher, still wearing a small smirk on his face. But the [Druid] didn’t care. His body began to misshapen once more, this time shrinking even more in size into that of a bat-like creature— an [Esos Vurat], an evolved version of a [Vurat]. He started to fly into the air, trying to escape from the back of the Fallen City of the Stars.

And the Elfslayer stared for a moment, the smile vanishing from his lips. He looked down at his feet and picked up a pebble.

“Just trying to escape, huh? You’re really no fun.”

Yves muttered under his breath, aiming for the flying [Esos Vurat]. Then he flicked the pebble out. It shot forward like a railgun— it kicked up a plume of dust in the courtyard. Daniel flinched as he saw the pebble blast through the air.

And it struck the [Druid] in an instant, shredding his bat-like body apart. The sheer impact of the pebble striking him completely ripped apart his wings and left a gaping hope in his chest. His body reshaped back into that of an Elf, and he dropped from the sky, dead.

Daniel stared for a moment, pure disbelief in his eyes. He tried to register the fact that all it took was a single pebble to kill an Elite Elf that the [Hero] struggled to fight even with the Sword of Alexander and a Fruit of Y’gdrazil.

Yves didn’t seem to care much about what he just did, instead striding casually up towards the collapsed Kali’natha.

“What about you? Are you still alive?”

He asked as he came to a halt before her. In response, she threw her shortsword at him. The Watcher didn’t even dodge. He let the blade strike his aura of invulnerability, before he knelt down next to her.

“So what am I going to do about you? Do I give you a quick death? Do I give you a slow death? Or do I interrogate you for information?”

Yves placed a hand on his chin. Hearing that, Daniel pursed his lips. He was tempted to get back up and stop the Elfslayer from carrying out any unnecessary torture.

But Yves continued to wonder aloud to himself.

“Although… I don’t really have any questions I’m dying to ask you, either.”

“You may take pleasure in your victory here, Elfslayer.”

Kali’natha snarled at him, raising her head weakly. Her body was bloodied and bruised. Her bones were clearly broken from being thrown into the walls of the Fallen City of Stars. But still, she glared defiantly at the Elfslayer.

“But just so you know, you will not win the war.”

“Oh?”

Yves gave her an amused look. He placed his hands on his cheeks, eyeing her curiously.

“Do tell.”

He pressed her to elaborate. And Kali’natha laughed where she lay.

“You truly do not understand, do you? Even with your return, and even with your [Hero], it matters not. You may have a hundred Fruits of Y’gdrazil— you may even have the Treasures of Alexander on your side— but the outcome remains the same. After all…”

Her body twitched. She raised an arm and steadied herself against the wall. She tried to force herself to her feet.

“Dominion As’triel is far stronger than even you.”

“Is she, now?”

The Elfslayer quirked a brow curiously. Kali’natha sneered at him as she stood on wobbly legs. She spread her arms wide, laughing maniacally.

“That is right. She has ascended to a level even you cannot comprehend. She has reached the final Class advancement— one that even you have yet to reach! The first in a thousand years to overcome that barrier of mortality! She has reached Level… 200.”

That made Yves visibly react. His eyes flickered, and Daniel’s jaw dropped. The [Hero] couldn’t believe his ears. And Kali’natha gloated, seeing their shocked reactions.

“You do not stand a chance of victory. IIf she were here right now, you would be squashed under the palm of her hand like the bug you are—”

“Nah.”

Yves cut her off, thrusting out his right hand straight into Kali’natha’s chest. She didn’t even have time to flinch as his fingers pierced straight through her heart. He drew back, and she collapsed to the ground lifelessly.

“I’d win.”

The Elfslayer casually spoke as he cleaned off his bloodied hand. Daniel stared wide-eyed for a moment, processing the fact that it was finally over. Their pursuers were all dead. Yves turned around to face the [Hero].

“You alright?”

Those words broke Daniel out of his stupor. He slowly rose to his feet as he nodded.

“I’m fine. But…”

The [Hero] looked down at the woman lying at his feet. The injured [Crusader] who tried to save him.

“Kacey is—”

“Here.”

Yves tapped a ring on his finger, and there was a flash of light. A potion appeared in Daniel’s hand as the white-haired man explained.

“That’s a Potion of Regeneration— it’ll help her survive.”

“Thank you.”

Daniel quickly poured it down Kacey’s mouth. Her wounds began to knit shut, and he took a sip from the potion as well. He wiped his mouth as he began to recover.

“You guys are really making me burn through Ivonne’s stock.”

Yves commented as he placed his hands on his hips. He glanced back towards the castle, eyeing the open double doorway. There was a mountain of gold and artifacts just lying there, filling a vast circular chamber.

“Luckily, I have my own treasure trove locked up here in the Fallen City of the Stars. Although… I won’t be so generous with those.”

“...right.”

Daniel lowered the Potion of Regeneration as he stared at the white-haired man. It was almost difficult for the [Hero] to comprehend. One moment, Ivonne Vigil had been standing there. And the next, she was now the Watcher. The Elfslayer. The highest-leveled [Warrior] in all the Human Lands. The very same one who had disappeared for decades.

There were so many questions racing through Daniel’s mind right now, but he only asked one of them.

“So what happens now?”

Daniel asked as he swept his gaze over the Fallen City of the Stars. Yves chuckled, waving a hand dismissively.

“What happens now? Isn’t it quite obvious?”

The Watcher held out two fingers.

“Two main things need to be done. First of all, I need to uphold the promise I made to you as Ivonne and restore that broken sword of yours.”

Daniel blinked, almost forgetting about the deal he made regarding the Primordial Longsword. And Yves continued, shaking his head.

“Secondly, the Human Lands are in desperate need of a hero right about now. The world is undergoing drastic changes. Many powerful players are planning and scheming, and Humankind needs someone to save them. Not just from the invading Elves, but also to help them repel the Demon King.”

Here he was, Yves Virgil, the Watcher, the Elfslayer, the Light in the Dark, and the Strongest of the Human Lands. He went by many names, and there was much mystery shrouding his history. But when he was needed the most, he had finally made his return. To save all of Humankind.

“That is why I have decided—”

Daniel watched the white-haired man in awe and admiration. And Yves continued with a grin, bringing his thumb to his chest.

“I’m going to be taking you in as my apprentice.”

And that made Daniel pause.

“Wait, what?”

For a moment, the [Hero] from Earth paused to process what was just said. Then he worked his jaw.

“But… why?”

Yves just waved his hands dismissively as he replied.

“So you can save the Human Lands for me, of course.”

“...what?”

Daniel stared, still in utter disbelief. Yves Virgil strode back and headed for the open doors of the castle.

“Now, come on. Stop standing around like an idiot. We have much training to do.”

And Daniel repeated himself once more.

“...what?”
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36. Difficult Situation

It was a deal with the Devil if Ultis had ever seen one. Quite literally, too. She had heard rumors that the Enemy of the Demon King was the Devil’s Daughter. Whether that was true? She didn’t know for sure. But she had no choice in the matter in any case.

The only other option was accepting a quick and painless death right at that moment. And even the painless part wasn’t guaranteed. So Ultis made a gambit, if it even could be called that. She decided to accept the offer that Salvos— the Enemy of the Demon King— had given.

Now, doing so would very likely result in the death of Ultis, especially when Regnorex found out. If she drew his ire, she would be as good as dead. But perhaps there was a way to avoid drawing his wrath…

Ultis pursed her lips as the thought crossed her mind. Her gaze focused on Salvos. It was a strange sight to behold. When Ultis had been running from her life, Salvos had been much more terrifying in shape and form.

But right now, Salvos was merely a… normal-looking Demon. Like she was some sort of impish [Fiend], even. Ultis never would have thought that this silver-haired girl walking with a skip in her step was actually the one known as the Enemy of the Demon King.

It was the magic of a [Changeling] to take on the form of another. However, Ultis had never seen one transform into such a massive and different creature. It was difficult for her to comprehend. And despite the carefree demeanor of Salvos, she seemed all the more terrifying because of her shapeshifting abilities.

After all, it was entirely possible this appearance she had taken on was purely a facade. A ruse to get Ultis to lower her guard. Because of that, Ultis didn’t dare even think about scheming right now.

“So… if you just step in through here, you’ll be safe from their trackers—”

Salvos spoke casually, creating a rift in space. She stepped to the side as Ultis stared hesitantly for a moment. Was this a trap? Ultis didn’t know.

“And are you sure we’ll be safe there?”

Ultis asked apprehensively. Salvos nodded, giving a thumbs-up. She was acting like she hadn’t just slaughtered seven other Primeval Demons just moments ago, and she certainly wasn’t acting like she had just been about to kill Ultis.

“That’s right. And we’ll be able to talk more, too. So don’t worry too much!”

“Right…”

Utlis bit her lower lip, shuffling her feet where she stood. She glanced back to the only other survivor of her group of Deathsquad Hunters— Aliq— and he didn’t even look up to face her. His gaze was shadowed over, still reeling from the death of his twin.

“Aliq, what do you think?”

She asked him, but he didn’t respond. All he did was walk past her, nearly knocking her aside as he strode up to the rift. Ultis gritted her teeth, and she watched as he vanished within.

“He seems a bit rude. I wonder why he’s in such a bad mood?”

Salvos remarked casually, and Ultis had to bite her tongue from snapping back with a retort. It’s because of you— you’re the reason why he’s in a bad mood.

Fortunately, Ultis didn’t vocalize that statement. Instead, she took in a deep breath and walked up to the rift. Salvos smiled and gave a half-bow.

“After you.”

Ultis steeled herself, before nodding. She didn’t know what awaited her now that she had decided to help the Enemy of the Demon King. But whatever it was… she hoped this decision was worth it.

And with that, she stepped through the rift.

***

I led the two remaining members of the Deathsquad Hunters to [The World Of My Mind] to avoid being tracked in the Netherworld. Was it a bad decision? After all, I could be endangering Haec and his friends by doing this. And… I also didn’t consult with them either beforehand.

I had done this entirely on a whim when I realized I accidentally destroyed the Tablet of Tracking while fighting the other Deathsquad Hunters. There was no way to find the Demon King’s Domain without some help. So I threatened— or recruited— both Ultis and Aliq to my cause.

Realistically speaking, they didn’t really care about me or disobeying the Demon King. They were probably loyal to him. Either that, or they only cared about surviving. Both possibilities led to the same results— that they would backstab me at the first opportunity they got.

However, as long as they helped me navigate through the Netherworld, that was all that mattered to me. I just had to find a way to convince Haec that this was a good idea.

I took in a deep breath and stepped into my pocket space right after the two Primeval Demons. The instant I entered, I heard screams and shouts erupting from all around me. I blinked a few times as I saw Ultis collapsed on the ground, raising her hands defensively. Aliq stood with his arms crossed and eyes narrowed without backing down.

Before the two of them, Haec was standing tall, a glowing fist raised as he was about to strike them down. Behind him, Bertrugil was backing away nervously, while Taburas and Aemula were preparing for battle.

“W-wait, we were—”

Ultis was stumbling over her words, wide-eyed and in fear. But Haec didn’t care. He took a step forward as he was about to unleash his Skill.

“[Wrath—”

“Alright, everyone— that’s enough!”

I called out, clapping my hands together. All at once, my pocket space rippled. Ultis and Aliq glanced back at me, while Haec stumbled forward as the ground beneath him shifted. The space between him and the two remaining Deathsquad Hunters expanded, separating him from them. His Skill was dispersed, but his fist still struck the glass-like ground of [The World Of My Mind].

There was a loud bang, accompanied by a flash of light. However, I was prepared for his attack, and I had reinforced the walls of my pocket space in time. So there was no hint of even a crack left behind.

Haec raised his head as he frowned at me. He glanced between me and the two Deathsquad Hunters. Ultis crawled back to her feet, while Aliq just uncrossed his arms.

“What is going on, Salvos? Why are they here? We were supposed to kill them all.”

Haec asked as he rubbed his fist. I raised my hands placatingly.

“Yep. That was my plan at first. But… I ran into a little bit of a problem. And now they’re going to be helping us.”

I explained, gesturing vaguely at the two Deathsqsuad Hunters. They turned to me and nodded. But Haec didn’t look too enthused. His brows snapped together when he heard what I said.

“Helping us? Why do we need their help? The only way they can help us is if we kill them— at least we’ll be getting some levels if we do that.”

Haec shook his head, and I pursed my lips. Ultis paled when she heard that. She turned to me with round eyes, so I tried to give her a reassuring nod. Unfortunately for me, my companion wasn’t the only one who was against this idea.

“Wait, you’re recruiting the Deathsquad Hunters to help us? That’s crazy— they’re the ones who are trying to kill us!”

Bertrugil protested first. And he wasn’t the only one. Taburas narrowed her eyes at me as she lowered her clawed hands.

“All it takes is a single moment where we let our guards down, and we’re dead. Maybe you don’t feel threatened by them. But we certainly do.”

Taburas faced me as she spoke begrudgingly. I waved a hand dismissively, trying to ease their concerns.

“It’ll be fine! They’re not stupid. They don’t want to die. And I’ll have my clones watching them the entire time too. So relax, alright?”

“But why do we even need their help?”

Haec asked as he strode forward towards me. Ultis backed away as he got close, but Aliq didn’t budge. My companion continued to press me.

“We set up that trap to kill them and steal their Tablet of Tracking. We don’t need their help for anything.”

“Well… that’s the thing.”

I scratched the back of my head, and Haec furrowed his brows. I glanced between him and the two Deathsquad Hunters. And then I sighed.

“I kind of destroyed the Tablet of Tracking by accident?”

I admitted in a small voice. Haec blinked a few times, and Bertrugil smacked his forehead. Taburas’ eyes flickered, while Aemula just looked confused. I gesticulated wildly, trying to defend myself.

“Look, I didn’t expect their tracker to be one of their highest-leveled—”

“Salvos.”

Haec cut me off mid-sentence. I paused, and he met my gaze. He spoke in a serious voice, gesturing for me to step to the side, away from Ultis and Aliq.

“We need to talk in private.”


37. Requisites And Reputation

I created a room in [The World Of My Mind], then forced Ultis and Aliq to wait in there. I also summoned some clones for an extra layer of security to watch over them. Then I created another room to speak with Haec in private.

As soon as we entered the room, he turned to me and faced me with a serious look.

“We can’t do this, Salvos.”

“Huh?”

I blinked back at my companion. He sighed, gesturing vaguely in the direction of the room the Deathsquad Hunters were kept in for now.

“I know you weren’t raised in the Demon King’s Domain, so I understand why you think you can trust them. And, perhaps, if they were any ordinary Demon working for Regnorex, we could give them a chance. But you must understand, Salvos. These aren’t ordinary Demons by any means. They are the Deathsquad Hunters.”

“I mean, I knew that.”

I replied with a shrug. But Haec shook his head.

“Yes, you know that they’re the Deathsquad Hunters. However, you don’t know of their reputation. You don’t know what the requirements are for them to even become a Deathsquad Hunter.”

The former Heir of the Netherworld closed his eyes. He took in a deep breath as I eyed him quizzically.

“Um, what are they?”

I asked curiously, and Haec began to explain.

“Out of the entirety of his kingdom, Regnorex only commands a thousand Primeval Demons. A thousand of them, out of tens of millions of Demons under his rule. That is not a lot, Salvos. That means each Primeval Demon has to be a valuable resource to him.”

“Right, you told me this before.”

I scratched the back of my head. But my companion just continued.

“And yet, the Deathsquad Hunters comprise a quarter of those Primeval Demons. There are over two hundred of them, Salvos. Don’t you think that is a waste— for such a simple job like hunting down defecting Demons? Shouldn’t an army of Archdemons be better suited for that?”

Haec spoke in a low voice, his gaze growing dark. I tilted my head to the side.

“I guess so? But I still don’t understand why working with Aliq and Ultis is a bad thing— especially if they’re just going to help us find our way to the Demon King’s Domain.”

“Because they are the worst of the worst, Salvos. Many of them were former enemies of Regnorex, however they defected over to his side when they realized they couldn’t win. They are traitors through and through. They will backstab you at any chance they can get.”

I listened as Haec explained. I frowned, placing a hand on my chin.

“Why would Regnorex make his former enemies his Deathsquad Hunters? Shouldn’t he be worried that they’re going to betray him too?”

“That’s exactly why he makes them his Deathsquad Hunters. So he can carefully oversee everything they do. They cannot betray him if he knows their exact locations at all times— if they are never allowed to interact with any other Demon, and if they are never clustered in more than groups of twenty. It would be suicide unless they all decided to challenge him at the same time— which is never going to happen. And even then, the chances of their success is very much improbable.”

Haec shook his head, before glancing back in the direction where Aliq and Ultis were being kept. He couldn’t see them, however I could see the disdain on his face. I thought about what he said for a moment.

Certainly, he was right in that I knew nothing about how things operated in the Demon King’s Domain. Haec had been the Heir of the Netherworld at one point. So he was far more knowledgeable in this matter than me.

I shook my head as I took a step forward. That drew his attention back to me.

“Haec, you’re my companion, and I do trust you. But if we don’t accept their help, then what do we do? What can we even do?”

I asked him, holding his gaze. Haec paused and pursed his lips.

“That’s—”

“Also, you said it was some of them, but it’s not all of them, right?”

I cut him off as I posed the second question to him. He shuffled his feet where he stood, then he closed his eyes.

“But they are dangerous. Look at their levels, Salvos. All it takes is one short moment where you or I have our backs turned. They can kill Taburas— Bertrugil. Even Aemula. All three of them could be slaughtered, before we can react. We can’t take that risk.”

“Then what do we do?”

I asked as I crossed my arms across my chest. Haec bit his lower lip, unable to give him a response. I gestured vaguely past him.

“Regnorex is going to invade the Mortal Realm by the end of Salvation— that’s what you told me. If that happens, then all my friends are going to die. Not just that, but you won’t be able to rescue anyone from the Demon King.”

“That’s… true.”

Haec nodded as I sighed.

“It’s either we guarantee losing everything, or we take a risk here and trust these Deathsquad Hunters to lead us to the Demon King’s Domain. Haec…”

I looked my companion up and down, before shaking my head.

“I understand that you don’t trust them. But weren’t you the one who tried to befriend a [Hellreaper] that was attacking you? I feel like… your distrust might be motivated by your new sin.”

I wasn’t sure if I was making too much of a reach there with that assumption. However, Haec nodded with me.

“I am not going to claim that’s… out of the question. Perhaps my judgment is clouded by my changing essence. However—”

Haec raised his head and met my gaze.

“I still feel uneasy about this, Salvos. Am I wrong to feel this way?”

“I understand that.”

I gave him a reassuring look. I took a step forward and placed a hand on Haec’s shoulder. He looked up at me, and I smiled at him.

“You aren’t wrong to feel that way, Haec. And even if you are different now because of your evolution, you’re still my companion. I still trust you. So if you really insist that we should just throw these Deathsquad Hunters into the Mortal Realm or whatever to get rid of them… then I will listen to you. But you must consider the consequences of that too.”

Haec closed his eyes when he heard that. He stood there in silence for a long moment, and I waited for what he had to say. If he truly didn’t want to work with Aliq and Ultis, I couldn’t just kill them, since I promised I would spare them.

So the only other option was to leave them somewhere they couldn’t harm us. Perhaps the Spirit Plane would be a better place than the Mortal Realm. However, the point was that I couldn’t kill them. So this would be quite the annoying hassle for me if Haec refused to cooperate.

But fortunately for me, my companion opened his eyes and acquiesced.

“Fine.”

He said as I sighed in relief. Haec looked up at me and spoke through gritted teeth.

“I still don’t trust them. But we have no other choice right now. If we had more time… but we don’t.”

“Yep.”

I nodded back at my companion. I stepped forward, before snapping my fingers. I created even more clones and sent them out of the room.

“Don’t worry, I’ll ensure that my clones keep an eye on them at all times.”

And Haec nodded back at me.

“Right.”


38. The Same Man

Taburas eyed the mirror-like room where the Deathsquad Hunters were being held captive. A Salvos clone was standing guard at the doorway with her arms crossed. But even then, the [Succubus] didn’t feel at ease.

She didn’t like how she was in such close proximity to a pair of Primeval Demons who were quite literally after her life. So she hoped that Haec would be able to speak some sense into Salvos. Unfortunately, that didn’t seem to be the case.

Taburas watched as both Salvos and Haec emerged back into the main room of the pocket space. Judging by the look on the former Heir of the Netherworld’s face, it was apparently evident what had transpired during their private conversation. Once again, Haec was going to be folding to Salvos.

“Of course…”

Taburas gritted her teeth as she walked up to Haec. Bertrugil and Aemula joined her side, and they all looked between Haec and Salvos.

“So, what’s the plan?”

Aemula asked casually. Haec nodded as he gestured at Salvos.

“I spoke it over with Salvos, and we decided that this is the best course of action for now. We need to find our way to the Demon King’s Domain before it’s too late.”

Bertrugil protested as soon as he heard that.

“You can’t be serious? We’re going to fucking die if we—”

But Taburas just muted out their conversation. She lowered her head, feeling a strong sense of… disappointment. Her heart ached as she eyed Haec from the side. It almost hurt her, seeing him like this.

He was nothing like the man she used to know and follow. It was almost like he was just deferring everything to Salvos. And it really upsetted Taburas. Because this was not who she admired.

Haec was supposed to be a leader. He was supposed to be a protector. He had become the Heir of the Netherworld, even if he had been defiant to the Demon King. It was a sight to see for Taburas back then.

That was why the fealty and loyalty Haec was showing to Salvos was infuriating. Taburas closed her eyes, before turning around.

“If we want to stop Regnorex, we have to do this—”

Haec started, then paused when he saw the [Succubus] walking away. He blinked as she ignored him and came to a halt by the edge of the pocket space. He stared at her back for a moment, but he didn’t say a word.

“What is she doing…?”

Taburas could hear Salvos say from a distance.

“I don’t know, but I’ll talk to her.”

Came Haec’s reply. Taburas gritted her teeth, hearing the way Haec was acting still so subservient to Salvos. His footsteps approached her from behind, but she refused to turn around.

He came to a halt behind her and asked.

“Taburas… what’s wrong?”

The [Succubus] gritted her teeth in response. There were many things she wanted to say. However, she calmed herself. She slowed her breath, before she opened her eyes. She stared into the white landscape of the Netherworld. It was peaceful and calm. A sight unlike anything she had seen before.

“What’s wrong?”

She repeated Haec’s question. And slowly, she turned to face him.

“What’s wrong is… all of this.”

Taburas spoke as she gestured around the pocket space. But then her gaze fixed on him, and she gritted her teeth.

“What’s wrong is you.”

“What do you mean by that?”

Haec asked with narrowed eyes. She gritted her teeth. It was frustrating to her. However, she knew that nothing she said really mattered. All that mattered to Haec now was Salvos.

“Taburas, you’ve been acting really weird for a while now. I need you to explain what is going on to me. If it’s about Salvos again—”

“It’s not about her. It’s about you.”

Taburas repeated herself, speaking through clenched teeth. Haec blinked a few times as she shook her head.

“Everything you’re doing— it’s all for her. You just want to help her. You don’t care about anyone but her anymore.”

And that made Haec pause. He pursed his lips for a moment as Taburas balled her hands into a fist. She didn’t even look towards Salvos. All the [Succubus] did was glare up to the man she once admired.

“I am helping Salvos because she is trying to help us…”

Haec whispered. Taburas placed a hand on her chest.

“And how is Salvos trying to help me?”

“She protected you from the Deathsquad Hunters.”

“She used me as bait. She used all of us as bait. That’s it. Because she wants to save her Human friends.”

Taburas countered, and Haec frowned. He pointed at the collar around her neck.

“And yet, you’re still being hunted down because of that. Even before Salvos thought to use you as bait. Or did you think she had a reason to protect you when the last few Deathsquad Hunters attacked us?”

The former Heir of the Netherworld shook his head. Taburas recalled the brief encounter with Venas, then everything that transpired just after with the Beast. And she scowled as she turned around once again.

“No matter what I say, you’re going to defend Salvos. Because she is all you care about.”

Taburas glanced back once, before marching off. And Haec just watched as she went.

***

I watched as Taburas went off to another corner of my pocket space. I scratched my cheek, turning to Haec as he returned to me.

“That didn’t go so well, huh?”

I said as he shook his head.

“It… didn’t. But it’s fine. It doesn’t matter how she feels.”

“Isn’t she your friend? I feel like it matters quite a lot. I try to talk to my friends when they’re upset with me, y’know?”

I crossed my arms across my chest. Haec pressed his lips into a thin line, and I looked towards where Taburas was pouting.

“What is she even upset about? I’ll talk to her.”

I tried to walk forward, but Haec stopped me. I blinked a few times as he sighed.

“I’ll talk with her more later. But you can’t talk to her because she’s upset about…”

He stared at me, and I raised a brow.

“Hm?”

“It’s nothing. Come on, you need to talk to the Deathsquad Hunters— so we can find our way to the Demon King’s Domain.”

Haec said as he gestured at the room Ultis and Aliq were confined in. I nodded hesitantly, glancing between Haec and Taburas one last time, before shrugging.

“Alright.”

***

Ultis wasn’t sure what was going to happen to her. She bit her lower lip apprehensively as the golden clones surrounded her. They were apparitions made of magic— Ultis had seen clone magic before. And normally, they were much weaker than the original. But the fact that these clones had slain a few of her comrades made her nervous about their strength.

Aliq didn’t seem to be bothered. Or maybe he was. His eyes were closed, and he said not a word. He was likely still reeling over his twin’s death.

Ultis looked up as she saw the door swing open. Salvos stepped into the room, and her clones moved to the side. The two Deathsquad Hunters rose to their feet.

“Alright!”

Salvos clapped her hands together, and Ultis backed up warily.

“We have made our decision.”

“And that is?”

Aliq asked simply, not showing a hint of fear. Ultis waited with bated breath. And Salvos smiled.

“Unfortunately for you guys— you’re still going to be helping me betray your Demon King!”

Salvos replied as she waved a hand dismissively. The two Deathsquad Hunters exchanged a glance, but before they could ask any questions, Salvos snapped her fingers. It was like the ground beneath them vanished.

A portal opened up back into the Netherworld, dropping them from the pocket space. They both screamed, caught by surprise. And then the Salvos clones swooped down and carried them as they blinked.

Salvos descended next to the two of them. Ultis stared with round eyes.

“So, this is your last chance to make a decision. Will you help lead me to the Demon King’s Domain? Or will you… get yourself killed?”

It was a simple question— one that Salvos asked casually. But it was a threat too. Ultis glanced over at Aliq, wondering what he would do now that he had a second chance to fight. And it almost seemed like he was going to throw away his life for no good reason.

He shrugged off the clone holding onto him, and then he hovered in the air just before Salvos herself. She tilted her head expectantly, before he nodded.

“I shall show you the way.”

He spoke simply. Salvos grinned, then turned to Ultis.

“And you?”

Ultis blinked, then sputtered.

“I-I— of course!”

She nodded as she also pushed herself off from the clones. She hovered in the air with her own magic, before Salvos smiled and turned to face the rest of the Netherworld.

“Alright— then let’s get going!”

And with that, they were off to the Demon King’s Domain.


39. A Familiar Figure

We flew on to the Demon King’s Domain.

I left [The World Of My Mind] behind with Haec, his friends, and my clones. There was no need for me to wait for them. If we traveled together with the pocket space, our pace would be incredibly slow. Also, I’d be endangering them for no reason if Ultis and Aliq decided to lead me into a trap. Once we arrived at our destination, I could teleport my pocket space over to me, so there wasn’t going to be much of an issue.

So for now, I went alone. I wasn’t worried about either Ultis or Aliq betraying me. I still had my [Divine Essence of the Angelic Devil Princess] active. It gave me enough of a power boost to defeat both these Primeval Demons without breaking much of a sweat. Well, actually, I couldn’t say that for certain.

I didn’t know if Ultis had a Grand Skill hidden up her sleeve. So I had to be wary of anything at all times.

That was why I flew on, keeping a small distance behind the two Deathsquad Hunters. Neither of them exchanged a word. They simply navigated their way through the vast terrain of the Netherworld in silence.

We traveled for a while. We passed by very many distinct landmarks. Oddly-shaped mountains and deep valleys. I saw an array of craters that dug into the ground, forming the bed of what was going to be a lake of black once Advent began.

There were dark clouds hanging overhead, blotching the crimson sky black. Like an inky mist that was streaking across the red canvas. They were still sparsely separated. But it looked like they were moving to gather together in the far distance.

And once that happened, that was when it was too late to stop Regnorex. After all, what he wanted to do was sacrifice all of the next generation of Demons to open up a permanent portal to the Mortal Realm.

According to Haec, that was going to cause a ripple effect that would destabilize the natural cycles of the Netherworld for generations of Demons to come. Not only that, but knowing what I knew about the corruption, I wondered whether this plan of Regnorex was going to exacerbate the end of the world.

Either way, all this meant was that I had to stop Regnorex before it was too late. Unfortunately for me, I didn’t really have a plan of action as of right now. And I wasn’t sure if I was going to ever have a plan. But right now, I focused on what I could do, and went over my updated Status.

Salvos (S̶̛̼̗̅ecė̶̺̜͕ly’s S̶̛̼̗̅ė̶̺̜͕ntǐ̶̬nĕ̷̪ͅͅl̵̨̦̗͗̔̃) (The Devil’s Daughter)

Species: [Primeval Demon of Pride]

Secondary Species: [Lesser God]

Subspecies: [Angelic Devil Princess] - Lvl. 167

Class: [Draconic Apprentice] - Lvl. 149

General Skills:

[Advanced Mana Manipulation] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[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: Corruption Camouflage] - Lvl. 1

[Title Skill: General Status Effect Resistance] - Lvl. 1

[Title Skill: Invoke Wrath] - Lvl. 1

[Title Skill: Protection of the Corruption] - 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 (+50) (+10) (+100)

[Strength]: 260 (+50) (+10) (+100)

[Endurance]: 260 (+50) (+10) (+3) (+100)

[Wisdom]: 415 (+50) (+10) (+50) (+100)

[Agility]: 450 (+50) (+10) (+5) (+100)

Skills:

[Available Skill Points: 0]

[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. 13 

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

[Sacred Hellfire] - Lvl. 15 

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

[The Call of Armageddon] - Lvl. 15 

[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. 2

[My Flame Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] - Lvl. 3 (Maxed)

[Unused Skill Slot] x2

Secondary Skills:

[Available Secondary Skill Points: 8]

[Draconic Fury] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)

[Greater Teleportation] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)

[Manifestation of the Old Gods] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Truth Divination] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Warped Time] - Lvl. 20 (Maxed)

[Passive - Dragon Scales] - Lvl. 10 (Maxed)

[Passive - Master of Material Manipulation] - Lvl. 15 (Maxed)

[Passive - Weaker Regeneration] - Lvl.10 (Maxed)

[The World of My Mind] - Lvl. 1

[Unused Secondary Skill Slot] x1

I had gained a Grand Skill Point I could spend for a while now, and I had put off what to use it for for quite a while. I had been torn between spending it on [The World Of My Mind] or [Claw Of Corruption]. But I had finally decided before setting off on my own to expend this Grand Skill Point on the latter.

As of right now, [The World Of My Mind] wasn’t that useful for combat purposes. And right now, if I was going to be going against Regnorex and his entire kingdom, I needed as much firepower as possible. That was why I also spent the rest of my Skill Points on [Divine Strike].

I also spent all of my Stat Points on [Wisdom], giving me a little bit more of an edge with all my magical attacks. And while it wasn’t much, that made me as ready as I could be for what was going to be an incredibly difficult battle to save both the Mortal Realm and the Netherworld— even the Nexeus itself.

It was slightly unnerving, knowing that I was going to be going against the Demon King when I was only a Primeval Demon. I had seen what Belphegor and Sal could do. I had seen the destruction the Beast was capable of wrecking. Even [The Great Agarus]— who was significantly lower-leveled than the other three Primordial Demons— I wasn’t even able to harm it.

And chances were that Regnorex was even stronger than [The Greater Agarus]. Not only that, but he had the full might of his army of tens of millions or hundreds of millions of Demons. Our only hope of victory was to convert some of his own unhappy minions to our side, turning them against him. I would leave that part to Haec, since he was the former Heir of the Netherworld.

Right now, I continued to follow the two Deathsquad Hunters leading the way. We continued flying as hours passed. Maybe even a full day came and went. My Grand Skill was going to come to an end soon. I could sense the power boost it gave me beginning to falter.

I narrowed my eyes at Ultis and Aliq as they continued flying on. Were they trying to trap me— hoping to ambush me once my Grand Skill came to an end? That wasn’t possible, right? They didn’t even know about the effects of my Divine Essence, let alone how long it would last. Unless they were taking a gambit, speculating that because of my levels, I was under the temporary effects of an elixir, an artifact, or a Grand Skill.

I was ready to call out the two Deathsquad Hunters for trying to pull something on me when I spotted something moving amidst the quiet white landscape of the Netherworld. I slowed down, and they both came to a halt too.

They turned to me as I frowned, looking down at a familiar figure.

“I recognize you.”

I whispered, and both the Deathsquad Hunters exchanged a glance. It was Ultis who spoke up, before following my gaze.

“Uh, Salvos? What are you doing? We should keep going— we’re going to arrive soon.”

But I ignored her for a moment as I stared at the creature that was making its way between a valley. I knew that from upclose it was massive— although, from this height, it looked tiny. From where I was, it looked like any ordinary wolf. Except with three heads.

However, my clones had battled it before, and I knew it was a dangerous enemy. It was a [Cerberus Of Hell]. The very same one that had tried to breach the Mortal Realm during the grand ritual to merge the planes. And I knew it was the very same wild Primeval Demon because of one reason and one reason only:

It was still on fire.

I had set it ablaze with my [Sacred Hellfire] back when I had first gotten the Skill. And the flames couldn’t be snuffed out until its target was turned to ash. But they weren’t strong enough to kill the [Cerberus of Hell]. So it must have been roaming the Netherworld while still alight even after all this time.

“Huh.”

“That’s a rare [Cerberus]-variant.”

Ultis remarked simply as she eyed the wild Primeval Demon with me. She shook her head and turned to me.

“It’s incredibly dangerous. So it’s best we stay as far away from it as possible. Especially since it’s likely above Level 190.”

I was surprised that she was able to assess the threat-level of the [Cerberus Of Hell] despite the distance. But that should have been expected from a Deathsquad Hunter.

“What is it doing out here? Shouldn’t it be hiding in its birthplace like all the other wild Demons?”

I asked as I turned to face Ultis. She pursed her lips.

“While it’s true that every single Demon craves to return to their birthplace during Reconstruction and Salvation, both intelligent Demons and higher-leveled Demons can resist this urge. So wild Primeval Demons and the occasional wild Archdemons still roam the Netherworld, even now.”

I blinked a few times as I glanced between Aliq and Ultis. The first vestiges of an idea began to form in my mind, and I placed a hand on my chin.

“So… you’re saying that there are Primeval Demons and Primordial Demons still wandering the Netherworld at this moment?”

I said as they both nodded. A smirk spread across my lips.

“Interesting. That is very interesting.”

Ultis and Aliq both just looked confused. I didn’t tell them anything, but instead, I sent a mental command to a handful of my clones. They nodded and suddenly exited my pocket space, much to the surprise of Aemula and Bertrugil.

My clones took off and spread throughout the Netherworld as I turned my attention back to the two Deathsquad Hunters.

“Alright, so where were we?”

I asked as I flew back up to them. Down below, the [Cerberus Of Hell] continued making its way across the valley, not noticing us. Ultis looked to Aliq in confusion, and he harrumphed in response. He continued flying forward as Ultis shrugged and looked back towards me.

“We’re getting close. Let’s keep going.”

She said as she took off. I flew after the two Deathsquad Hunters, keeping a small distance behind, wary of any traps. Eventually, my Grand Skill came to an end. But I was prepared for anything they might have tried.

However, neither of them seemed to realize that I was weaker now. We simply continued flying for ever longer. I didn’t know how much time passed, until finally—

“There it is.”

Ultis whispered as I caught a glimpse of an undulating mountain range in the distance. She pointed up ahead at a spot where no dark clouds touched the sky. My brows snapped together when I saw that. It was such a strange sight, especially since everywhere else I looked always seemed to have a trace of that eddying black mist.

“This mountain range… it is proof of the Expanse.”

Ultis explained as I looked down at the various valleys and peaks rapidly approaching from up ahead. She glanced back at me as she began to slow. Aliq also seemed to hesitate, and I joined them in coming to a halt.

The Deathsquad Hunters both gestured at the mountains as I cocked my head.

“What does that mean? What is the Expanse?”

I asked casually. And Ultis held my gaze as she answered.

“It means we have arrived. It means we have reached the Demon King’s Domain.”


40. The Return To The Expanse

This was it. I had finally arrived. I heard the words resound in my mind. Familiar words. I had only heard them twice before. The first was when I had still been with Haec, wandering aimlessly around the Netherworld. I had no plan in mind. No goals. No aspirations.

All I wanted back then was to become more. To evolve.

It was like I had just been a wild Demon. Except, I didn’t kill senselessly. I fought to preserve my life, and in doing so, I became more me.

Anyway, that was the first time I entered the Demon King’s Domain. The second time was right after I had left, when I had returned to pursue Haec. He had been captured by a terrifying Greater Demon by the name of Lucerna.

I went back to save Haec. Because he was my companion. And in doing so, I trapped myself in the Mortal Realm with Lucerna. It had been a long journey since then. But now, I was back here again.

Now Entering [Demon King’s Domain].

I closed my eyes as I heard the words come and went. It was the same emotionless voice that echoed in my mind whenever I leveled up or entered a Dungeon. There was no difference in the intonation when it spoke right now, and when I did literally anything else. But for whatever reason, the words sent a shiver up my spine. Like it was said with a sense of looming dread.

Shaking my head, I focused on the task at hand. I opened my eyes and looked down as the two Deathsquad Hunters leading the way began to descend. They made their way down to the very edge of the undulating mountain range, and I landed with them. As soon as our feet touched the ground, I turned to Ultis and asked the question that had been lingering in my mind.

“So, um, how did you know this was the… Expanse-place, anyway?”

I frowned at her, and she looked back at me as she explained.

“These mountains— they were not created by the natural shift of the terrain in the Netherworld. They are special. That is why they are unaffected by the destruction of Revelation. That is why they aren’t impacted by the shifting of Reconstruction. They are entirely artificial, made by Regnorex the Demon King himself.”

Ultis spoke as she gestured at the mountainscape. I frowned as I swept my gaze over my surroundings.

“Huh. I didn’t think that Regnorex would specialize in earth magic.”

Certainly, this terrain looked very much different from the other mountains I had seen both here in the Netherworld and the Mortal Realm. It was like the ground had been pinched up, molded methodically to create a barrier surrounding the Demon King’s Domain.

“The Demon King is said to be capable of all types of magic.”

Aliq said, drawing my attention to the side. I was caught by surprise when he spoke up. He hadn’t said a word for at least a full day. He shook his head as he turned to me.

“How do you hope to oppose the Demon King if you don't even have the slightest clue about his power?”

Aliq’s piercing gaze bore into me, and I placed a hand on my chin. For a moment, I looked through the eyes of my clones as they scattered across the Netherworld. But I said nothing. There was no reason for me to clue in either of these Deathsquad Hunters on my plan.

“I’ll figure it out.”

I answered simply, before clapping my hands together. Both Aliq and Ultis blinked as there was a flash of light. A rift seemed to tear itself open before me, and I took a step back as my pocket space poured out.

It barely squeezed through the rift— like a glass house. And inside were Haec, Taburas, Bertrugil, and Aemula. A pair of my clones accompanied them, having remained behind in [The World Of My Mind].

The rift closed behind the pocket space, and an invisible door swung open at the front of my pocket space. Haec stepped out, but the others stayed inside. My companion took a single step onto the rocky ground and he took in a deep breath.

“I’m back. This time, to save them all.”

He whispered to himself as I walked up to him. I looked into my pocket space as Taburas, Bertrugil, and Aemula didn’t budge.

“Are they coming?”

I asked, tilting my head. But Haec shook his head in response.

“They aren’t— they’ll be detected if they exit your pocket space. We don’t want to draw attention to ourselves as soon as we arrive.”

He explained, and I nodded.

“I see. That’s smart. Well, if they’re going to stay in there—”

I clapped my hands together, and the pocket space vanished. It was no longer visible. But it was still here— in a way, at the very least. It wasn’t in the exact same plane as Haec and I, but they could see us.

“So what happens now?”

Ultis spoke up as she looked between Haec and I. Her lips were pressed together into a thin line, and she wore a nervous look on her face.

“We did as you asked, now what?”

“You stay put, of course.”

I wagged a finger at her.

“I’m not letting you run off to warn Regnorex about us.”

She paled as she backed away.

“I had no such thought!”

Ultis tried to protest, but Aliq didn’t say a word. I looked to Haec as I shrugged.

“But other than that— I have no idea. It’s up to Haec what happens now.”

The former Heir of the Netherworld strode forward as he cast his gaze over the mountainous terrain. He narrowed his eyes as he spotted something in the far distance, and he pointed.

“The first thing we must do is find the Third Legion.”

I blinked, looking in the same direction as my companion. I concentrated on the strands of mana that pervaded the Netherworld, and I sensed small disturbances coming from afar. There was… fighting up ahead? Or not fighting— but magic being cast. And I wasn’t sure what it was.

But Haec knew. He lowered his gaze as he spoke in a low voice.

“We need to kill the Ruler of the Border. We need to kill Hartia.”

“Huh.”


41. Summoning Collars

His name was Hartia, and he was the Ruler of the Border. He was tasked with overseeing the Third Legion of the Expanse. It was his duty to ensure that no wild Demons leaked through into the Demon King’s Domain. His job was most difficult during the destruction of Revelation, with all the chaos that was unfurling throughout the Netherworld.

But just because Revelation was over, and Salvation had begun, didn’t mean that there was nothing for him to do. Even during the peace of Salvation, where there were no wandering wild Demons, save for the Primevals and Primordials who were able to overcome their instincts, Hartia was kept occupied. However, he wasn’t worried about fending off hordes of wild Demons at this point. Far from it.

Sure, a wild Primordial Demon could arrive at the Expanse. But if that happened, protocol dictated that he immediately fled. After all, there was no point in him trying to fight back. He would have been utterly slaughtered.

Anyway, this didn’t happen often— perhaps once every ten cycles or so— and only just recently, about six or seven cycles ago, did the border get attacked [The Great Agarus]. So there wasn’t much for Hartia to worry about, in terms of defending the Expanse during Salvation. But he was still kept busy because it was his duty to produce an army of powerful Demons for Regnorex.

So while there was no threat to the Demon King’s Domain, Hartia still kept the Third Legion busy. Particularly, what he liked to do was entertain himself. He laughed as he heard the crowd of Demons cheer, watching the black blood splatter on the ground.

A [Fiend] collapsed to the ground, headless. And huffing next to his corpse, knelt a bloodied [Djinn]. She roared in victory as cheers erupted around her.

It was a coliseum, of sorts. An arena that Hartia had built with his own magic. Some would assume it was earth magic, and that might even have been capable of more elemental manipulation, or even creation. After all, he was the one who helped expand the border of the Demon King’s Domain. But while manipulating the elements was certainly within his repertoire, his magic wasn’t elemental manipulation, let alone even creation.

It was space magic. He could rethread the very fabric of space around him. And because of his levels, he was also one of the Demon King’s premier advisors, especially in regards to tinkering with the summoning collars. Because of that, he was placed in charge of the Third Legion. So that the Demons under his command would have no hope of even trying to rebel against him.

“I have had enough of this!”

Hartia raised a brow, looking down into the coliseum as the [Djinn]— the victor of the last bout—  roared. She raised her head and created a spear made out of lightning. The crowd stopped cheering as she shouted loud enough for everyone gathered here to hear.

“Are none of you tired of this? First, being forced to fight those endless swarms of wild Demons throughout Revelation? And now, being forced to battle each other for the sick entertainment of our supervisor?”

She placed a hand on her chest as electricity crackled across her body. Her teeth ground together, and she took a heavy step forward, her hulking figure seemingly growing in size as the blood staining her skin sizzled and evaporated.

Hartia remained unphased.

“We have been brought here against our own volition, but we were promised safety. We were told this is a sanctuary— that we would be protected as long as we worshiped the benevolent Demon King. But not once have I seen this so-called ‘King of Demonkind’ save a single one of us from death. Instead, he has forced us all into a slaughter again and again and again.”

The crowd stirred, hearing her speech. This was a rather large coliseum, with tens of thousands in attendance. But not all of the Third Legion was gathered here. However, most of those who were present seemed to resonate with her words.

Hartia closed his eyes as he heard a susurration sweep through the crowd.

“Idiots… they always try this, but they never learn their lesson…”

He shook his head, then looked back down to see a few other foolish Demons rising to their feet. They shouted in agreement with the [Djinn], rallying around her words. There were dozens of them at first, but their numbers were quickly growing. They began to conjure magic or raise their weapons as the Ruler of the Border flitted up from his seat.

“We will not stand for this any longer!”

The [Djinn] continued as she hurled the lighting spear at Hartia. He didn’t react. Not even to block the attack as it soared his way, and hundreds began to join her.

“We will no longer serve under the fraudulent Demon King! We will live for ourselves, not for anyone else! And we will fight for our freedom—”

She shouted as her words echoed like thunder. And the lightning spear reached him. But immediately dissipated as it struck an invisible barrier. The [Djinn] blinked, and the standing Demons froze. They all stared at Hartia as he gave them a disappointed look.

“What in the Demon King’s name made you think that would work?”

He asked, then flicked his hand. The [Djinn] recoiled as she opened her mouth.

“You—”

But she couldn’t finish what she was saying as her neck was instantly snapped. She collapsed to the ground, dead. And Hartia swept his gaze over the rest of the gathered Demons as they shrank back in fear.

However, one by one, all those who had stood up to oppose him began to fall, their necks all snapping in an instant. Hundreds of them fell to the ground, killed with a single wave of the Ruler of the Border’s hand, while the rest of them were forced to watch in horror.

“And that’s all of them.”

Hartia chuckled as he dusted his hands off, before addressing the rest of the onlookers in the coliseum.

“Now let that be a lesson to all of you— disobey me, and you die. Is that understood?”

They didn’t need to say anything in response to make it clear to the Ruler of the Border that this lesson had been burned into their soul. He smiled, then flitted back to his seat as he spoke dismissively.

“Now, bring on the next fighters.”

***

“Huh.”

I blinked as I eyed Hartia from atop a nearby mountain. He was incredibly tiny, but my enhanced perception allowed me to see everything happening within the coliseum. I turned to Haec who was grinding his teeth together at what he saw.

“Should we not have helped her?”

I asked, tilting my head. The former Heir of the Netherworld closed his eyes in response. He clearly looked unhappy. However, despite how he felt, he shook his head.

“There is nothing we could have done, Salvos. We couldn’t have saved any of them. Even if you jumped in right at that moment and attacked him, Hartia would have still been able to kill them all with the flick of his wrist.”

“But how? Was that a Skill?”

I narrowed my eyes back at my companion. He clenched a fist, looking down at where his summoning collar had once been.

“It’s not a Skill. Hartia’s not known for his combat abilities. He’s relatively weak, compared to other Primeval Demons at his level. Even some of the Deathsquad Hunter Captains, like Venas, are probably stronger than Hartia.”

Haec spoke as he glanced back at the two Deathsquad Hunters accompanying us. Aliq and Ultis shifted back uncomfortably at his gaze. He continued speaking, looking forward once again.

“But Hartia is a master of space magic, and because of that, not even the Deathsquad Hunters are able to oppose him.”

“That doesn’t make any sense. How does that work?”

I frowned, crossing my arms. Haec pursed his lips as he rubbed his wrist.

“It’s because of the summoning collars, Salvos.”

“The summoning collars?”

I repeated after my companion. He nodded gravely.

“They’re capable of much more than simply teleporting you through the planes, or tracking your location. They also come with what Regnorex calls a ‘kill-switch’.”

I placed a hand on my chin, nodding understandingly.

“And a kill-switch kills you, right? Just like that?”

I gestured at the corpses that were being dragged out of the coliseum. But Aliq was the one who replied.

“That’s a massive oversimplification of it. You can’t just create an artifact that instantly kills anyone who wears it. If that’s the case, you can use it against the likes of the Demon King to defeat him”

He snorted as he crossed his arms. I blinked a few times, looking back at the [Jinn]. He saw the way I was staring at him, then scoffed.

“What? I’ve thought it through a few times. Do you think I’m that loyal to Regnorex? I wouldn’t be helping you if I was…”

I didn’t expect that from him, and it seemed like neither did Haec. The former Heir of the Netherworld stared for a moment, before steeling himself. He turned to me once again.

“To even allow you to cross through the planes, the summoning collars permanently lock into your position in space at any given location, and are capable of manipulating that space at any given time. So what they did there was not physically twist the necks of those Demons to kill them. Instead, it twisted the space around their necks, forcing it to snap. And that’s not a feature that was initially built into the summoning collars, it was one which Hartia himself had added for the Demon King.”

Haec rose to his feet as he flexed a hand. He stared at his wrist, before looking back towards where Hartia was sitting.

“And because of that, Salvos, we are the only ones who can fight back against Hartia. No one else can help us in this battle.”

“That is going to be quite annoying, huh?”

I muttered under my breath. I eyed Hartia as he watched two new Demons step out into the arena before him, smiling sadistically at what he was about to see.

“His space magic is quite good. But it makes sense, because he’s a Fairy.”

I observed as I crossed my arms, trying to think of how I was going to defeat him. I looked on in silence for a minute, thinking that Haec was trying to formulate a plan with me. But when I glanced towards him, I saw that he was staring at me quizzically.

“What is it?”

I asked him curiously, and he bit his lower lip. He glanced back towards Aliq and Ultis who looked just as confused as he was. He turned to me and scratched the back of his head.

“Uh, Salvos, but Hartia is not a Fairy. He’s a Demon.”

“What do you mean by that?”

My brows snapped together as I looked back at my companion.

“Hartia is very clearly a Fairy.”

“No— he’s a Primeval Demon. One of the Demon King’s most trusted aides.”

Haec insisted, and Ultis piped up hesitantly behind him.

“T-that’s right. I’ve spoken to Hartia before, and he is a Demon.”

“What are you guys talking about?”

I stared back at them in confusion. I waved a hand dismissively, strumming at the fabric of space with the tip of my finger.

“He’s a Fairy. That’s why he can cast space magic so well. Like me. I mean— a Fairy is the one who taught me how to do this, after all.”

I created a small rift, before dismissing it. Haec exchanged a glance with both the Deathsquad Hunters, then turned back to me. He opened his mouth to say something, when I felt my [Angelic Premonition] blare in my head.

My gaze snapped to the side as my eyes went wide. And as I stared into the coliseum, a pair of eyes stared back at me. Hartia the Ruler of the Border was looking directly at me, having sensed the momentary distortion in space.

And I scratched my cheek.

“Uh-oh.”


42. Fairy Like You

Tor closed his eyes as his breathing slowed. His fingers stopped shaking, but his lips continued to twitch. Looking back up through the gate, he saw the silent arena waiting before him. This was the pit he had been thrown in against his will. This was the death that awaited him.

It was kill or be killed. A tournament that Hartia had arranged to power level the Demons gathered here at the Expanse. It was said that the winners would then be set free from fighting with the Third Legion— to serve directly under Regnorex.

But Tor knew that he was never going to make it to the end. He was mere fodder compared to many of the other participants here. He was an [Imp]. Perhaps he was a Level 56 [Knight Eligos]. He looked no different than an ordinary [Fiend], except that he had no mouth. There was a hole right above his chin which he could speak and breathe through, but it didn’t move. And his arms were like swords, while his eyes were thin like a pair of slits, glowing red.

He was a mere Greater Demon that hadn’t even unlocked his sin. There were plenty of others who were stronger than him who could have made it through this tournament.

For example, Bella, who had gone just before him, was far more capable and deserving of leaving the Expanse. She was a Level 94 [Djinn]. And she had been rapidly leveling up throughout this tournament, even bringing down opponents who were tougher than her. Tor had known her ever since he was forced to join the Third Legion, and he knew that she was a strong and kind individual.

A rarity amongst Demons. Practically nonexistent in the Netherworld. So he thought that she should have been emancipated from this place.

But now that wasn’t going to happen. Tor had been forced to watch as she was killed by Hartia. After being forced to kill her opponent who begged for his life, she had enough. She tried to rebel against this senseless slaughter, and many others had joined her. In response, they were all killed, just like that.

There had been hundreds of them. It wasn’t just Bella. And Tor had wanted to join in. But he couldn’t. He had been waiting behind the gate for his turn to come out into the arena and fight. So he couldn’t join her side even if he tried. And he watched helplessly as her neck was snapped in an instant. As the crowd was silenced.

Now, Tor was sent out to continue with his bout as if nothing had happened. As if the only light in his life hadn’t just been snuffed out. And he felt utterly numb.

Even as he walked out to the muted cheers of the watching crowd. Even as Hartia laughed and announced the respective levels of the two fighters. Nothing mattered to Tor anymore. He could die, and he wouldn’t even care.

He stared down at his opponent standing across from him— a [Changeling] who had taken on the form of a [Hellhorror]. But Tor didn’t react. He stood there numbly, thoughts focused only on what he remembered of Bella.

If I die here, does it really matter? he asked himself as he raised his head. His vision was a blur. Everything around him was out of focus. He raised his head, and he looked past his opponent. All he saw was a figure sitting at an elevated platform overlooking the arena.

Hartia the Ruler of the Border.

Tor gritted his teeth as he saw the bored face of that cruel monster. Perhaps if it was a sneer or some crooked smile, Tor would have been calmer. But seeing such an expressionless face on Hartia was even more infuriating, knowing that Bella died for nothing.

I am going to die anyway… Tor told himself as he shook his head. But if I die, I may as well die for what Bella was fighting for.

The [Knight Eligos] resolved himself. He didn’t care what end awaited him, because it was coming. All that mattered now was what he did. He took a step forward as his opponent grinned. The [Changeling]-turned-[Hellterror] let out a roar, but Tor moved forward fearlessly anyway. Because his target waited for him further back.

And so, he broke out into a sprint. His opponent swung down at him, but he slid under the attack. The [Changeling]-turned-[Hellterror] spun around— then paused. The crowd went quiet. They all watched as Tor continued running straight out of the arena, heading for Hartia.

It took them a moment to realize what he was doing. He didn’t fully realize what he was doing himself. He just did it. Every fiber of his being made him run up to the edge of the arena, then leap into the air. He soared up to the elevated platform, crashing down straight at his target as he screamed in a tinny voice.

“Hartia!”

But right before he could land on the platform, the Ruler of the Border moved. Tor’s eyes flickered, watching as Hartia zipped into the air, dodging the attack. His twin arm-blades struck the stone throne that was sitting there, smashing it into thousands of pieces. The crowd gasped. They all looked up as Tor raised his head.

He had expected to be killed before he even reached Hartia. But now, Hartia was…

“Hartia is… fleeing?”

Tor blinked, watching as the Ruler of the Border zipped through the sky and headed away from the coliseum. The crowd stared on in confusion. And they all wondered what was going on.

***

[Unseelie Lord - Lvl. 185]

“Get ready, he’s coming!”

I called out as I spread my [Angelic Wings] wide and flew up to the sky. Haec gritted his teeth, taking on a wide stance. But behind him, the two members of the Deathsquad Hunters were panicking.

Ultis backed away as she looked towards me for help.

“What about us? What do we do? We can’t fight Hartia! If he sees us with you, we’ll die!”

I glanced back at the two Deathsquad Hunters, hesitating for a moment. If I placed them in my pocket space, they could threaten Haec’s friends. But if I left them here, they would be killed. Or worse— they’d work with Hartia against us.

Looking back to the front, I saw the Ruler of the Border rapidly approach us, and I made a split-second decision. I clapped my hands together, teleporting the two Deathsquad Hunters into [The World Of My Mind].

Was it a risky decision? Perhaps. But I locked them in a room separate from Bertrugil, Taburas, and Aemula, ensuring that one of my clones kept an eye on them at all times.

Now, I readied myself as I faced down the Ruler of the Border. He slowed down when he approached me. His gaze was focused on me, noticing me as the greater threat than Haec. But still, he looked down at the former Heir of the Netherworld.

“Haec the Traitor. So you have finally returned. But I take it you’re not here to re-pledge your allegiance to our King?”

Hartia asked, tilting his head down at my companion. Haec grinned uneasily back in response.

“Would I be right to assume that Regnorex would still have me killed regardless of what I say here?”

“You’d be incorrect, for our King does not need to stoop down to kill defectors like you with his own ends.”

The Ruler of the Border responded, baring his teeth like a Demon. I narrowed my eyes at his mannerisms. It was nothing like Lily’s. But the more I looked at him, the more I was certain he was not a Demon.

Hartia continued flitting forward, speaking casually, even with the bloodlust in his voice.

“You’ll die here to me, Traitor. And I will serve your head on a platter to our King.”

“I will not let you do that.”

I spoke up as I conjured up a scythe made out of gray flames. He turned towards me, looking at me almost dismissively when he saw my Class levels. And I didn’t fault him for that. He was certainly higher-leveled than me.

This was also going to be a more difficult fight than against the Deathsquad Hunters because now it was an even playing field. No sneak attacks, no clones, and no Grand Skills. The only Grand Skill I had at my disposal was [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends]. Everything else was still on cooldown.

Meanwhile, I didn’t know what magic Hartia had at his disposal. Whether he even had a Grand Skill or not. So I couldn’t even risk using my only available Grand Skill immediately as soon as the battle began. I had to wait and observe, before I did anything brash.

“And you are…?”

Hartia asked, looking at me with a curious gaze. I smirked and spoke simply.

“I’m Salvos.”

“Oh?”

The expression on his face became that of amusement when he heard my name. He crossed his arms as he chuckled to himself.

“So the Traitor has not only returned, but he returned with the Enemy. What a perfect opportunity for me to prove myself to my King.”

“Yep, whatever. But before I kill you, I do have a question for you.”

I waved my scythe dismissively as I spoke up. He just sneered back at me.

“And whatever could that question be? I’ll be kind enough to answer any inquiries you have before I kill you both.”

“Sure, you can try that.”

I nodded, before lowering my scythe. I met the [Unseelie Lord]’s gaze, looking deep into his eyes. And I asked the question that was weighing down on my mind.

“What is a Fairy like you doing here, serving the Demon King?”

And that made Hartia freeze.


43. Old Memories

His name was Hartia, and he was known as the Ruler of the Border. But that wasn’t always his Title, let alone his name. He had been called Basil once, and he had called the Knight of Ex. However, that was in the distant past.

Hartia had left it all behind long ago. No— he hadn’t even left it behind. It had been ripped away from him. So, now, he no longer went by either that name nor Title.

But hearing the question that was asked to him, it brought him back to that time that was so long ago. A time that was all but a flicker of a memory in his mind. But it was also a time that he held with scorn and hate.

“What is a Fairy like you doing here, serving the Demon King?”

Salvos asked as she floated just before him. Hartia gritted his teeth, before shaking his head.

“I am no Fairy.”

He replied bitterly.

“I am Hartia the Ruler of the Border, and I am an [Unseelie Lord].”

It was a declaration for all to hear. He flitted higher up into the air, hovering beneath the crimson skies. In the distance, pool black clouds gathered, marking the approaching start of Advent.

He glared down at both Haec and Salvos. The Traitor and the Enemy. Both of them stared back up at him in defiance. And Salvos spoke simply.

“Yeah, I can see that.”

That made Hartia pause for a moment. Tilting her head, her gaze bore into him with curiosity in her eyes.

“But I don’t care about your Subspecies or your levels. What is your Species?”

And her persistent pestering made the [Unseelie Lord] snap. He pointed at her as the world around her shifted. Space bent and turned into itself, forming a vortex where she flew. She blinked a few times as he snarled.

“Silence!”

Haec’s eyes went wide as he saw the forming vortex distorting her body. It threatened to rip her apart. Even as she spread her wings wide and tried to fly off.

“Salvos!”

He called out, rushing forward. And Hartia sneered.

“Dead Demons don’t deserve to talk.”

It was one of Hartia’s strongest offensive Skills. It took time to cast, which made it hard to land on a target. They had to be standing still, otherwise aiming for them was not possible, and it would activate way off in the distance.

But when it did land, it was incredibly lethal. It would crush his enemies and then rip them into thousands of tiny little pieces. It was difficult to escape once caught.

He had been preparing to cast it during the entire conversation, and now it had Salvos trapped. He was certain she was dead.

At least, until he saw her figure distort then vanish. And he blinked.

“What…?”

“That’s an interesting way to kill someone.”

He heard her voice echo from behind. He spun around with wide eyes and stared at her as she wore a smirk on her face. She raised a hand, creating a small vortex in her palm, a smaller and weaker copy of his Skill.

“Very effective to make sure someone is dead. But I feel like it’s a little bit inefficient.”

Salvos spoke casually, before dismissing the spell as Hartia looked on in shock. His mind tried to process what just happened, then he clicked his tongue.

“A teleportation spell, followed by a basic understanding of spatial magic manipulation. Nothing fancy here.”

Hartia shook his head as he scoffed, rationalizing her response to his attack. Truth be told, that did surprise him somewhat. He hadn’t expected her to know any spatial magic. All he saw was that she had a [Mage] Class at Level 149, and he knew that she was some sort of [Changeling].

But it made sense that she was capable of manipulating space. After all, she was the one who ruined the Grand Ritual Regnorex had planned to cross through the planes. Not that it mattered, considering he had plenty of fallbacks in place in the case it failed. 

“Well, I wouldn’t really call my understanding of spatial magic basic.”

Salvos replied, feigning offense at Hartia’s statement. She crossed her arms across her chest.

“Sure, I am not a specialist in space magic like you. But at least I know better than to rely on offensive spells that can easily be countered just because they’re highly-effective otherwise. Like, come on. I have some Skills like that too. However, I don’t treat them like they’re a surefire way to win.”

“You really talk too much, don’t you?”

Hartia glared at her as he raised a hand. And large bits of rocks began to float into the air next to him as he aimed at her. She blinked, then bared her teeth back his way.

“Actually, I am talking just enough.”

She spoke casually, and that was when Hartia saw the glint coming from the corner of his eyes. He spun around, but he was too late. Leaping into the air was Haec, wreathed in a crimson aura.

“[Consecutive Fatal Blows]!”

The former Heir of the Netherworld yelled as his fist impacted the [Unseelie Lord]. It was a powerful strike. One that was strong enough to send Hartia flying back. And yet, he didn’t even move. Somehow, he remained exactly where he was as Haec’s fists continued to pummel him, dozens of punches with each passing moment. Until, finally, with the last hit, Hartia was sent crashing back into the ground.

He screamed in pain as he coughed up a mouthful of purple blood. He tumbled through the air, then caught a glimpse of Salvos waiting for him at the ground. She had her scythe raised as it was burning with crimson and gray flames.

Hartia spread his arms wide right before he reached her. She swung up at the same time as there was a flash of light.

“[Divine Radiant Slash]!”

“[Fractal Shield]!”

He conjured up a sphere made of glass-like panels, and it blocked the attack right before Salvos could strike him. There was a powerful shockwave that exploded out. A fiery blast that continued forward past the Ruler of the Border. The attack cleaved the ground open, leaving burn marks on the white earth.

But Hartia escaped the attack completely unscathed. He raised his head, glaring back at Salvos. She blinked.

“Huh, that’s a very powerful defense—”

“Begone.”

And she was sent flying back into the air by an invisible force. Haec shouted something as he leapt down at the Ruler of the Border. But Hartia expected the flank this time around.

Spinning around, Hartia flicked a hand to the side, and a giant boulder smashed into the former Heir of the Netherworld. The impact knocked Haec back towards the wall of the mountain, and Hartia rose into the air. All around him, giant bits of rock broke off from the earth, floating higher up as they shimmered with the soft magical glow of his space magic.

Salvos and Haec both looked up at the [Unseelie Lord] as his figure shifted. Space around him distorted, with light reflecting off glass-like panels that appeared out of nothing. And various images of him appeared into existence as though they were clones of himself. A hundred of them, all false projections. Illusions.

And his voice boomed like a cacophony.

“Now you will both die!”

All at once, the giant boulders came crashing down at both the Enemy and the Traitor like falling rain.

***

They saw the blasts in the distance. They heard the booming claps— like thunder. They saw flashes of light, and they watched as a hundred images of Hartia seemed to zip through the air, vanishing and reappearing with each passing moment. A pillar of gray flames ripped into the sky, and a crimson figure bounded from the mountaintop.

And even from afar, they felt the blazing heat. They felt the impact of every punch landed. They sensed the overwhelming magic. The ground shook, and they trembled in fear. Every single Demon in the coliseum had gone out to witness what was going on. But it wasn’t just them. They stood alongside the rest of the Third Legion, only able to watch.

“That is a battle between Primeval Demons…”

A [Fiend] whispered. Another Demon, an [Imp], pointed at the crimson figure leaping through the air.

“I recognize him. Isn’t that Haec?”

An [Incubus] frowned and placed a hand on his chin.

“Wasn’t he one of us?”

“He’s trying to save us!”

Another [Fiend] exclaimed. But a [Succubus] snorted and crossed her arms.

“Save us? He’s going to get us all killed! If we don’t help Hartia, we’ll all be punished. Come on, pick up your weapons—”

But right as the word left her mouth, a black blade swung up towards her neck, and she recoiled. The weapon didn’t behead her. It simply pressed against her skin as she gasped. The nearby Demons paused and looked towards the figure standing next to her.

Tor stood there with his eyes glinting, still facing the battle in the distance. He didn’t even turn to face the others as he spoke simply in a tinny voice.

“No.”

The [Succubus] blinked a few times, and the [Knight Eligos] continued as a [Changeling] joined his side.

“If any of you dare interfere, we will kill you.”

Then a [Fiend] joined him. Followed by an [Jinn]. And a plethora of other high-leveled Demons. All of which were gladiators who had been forced to fight in the arena.

Tor’s eyes glinted as he spoke for all to hear.

“Is that understood?”

And the watching Demons nodded.


44. Analyzing Skills

It seemed to be a relatively simple volley of attacks. At first, it looked like all Hartia was doing a spatial telekinetic maneuver with these boulders. Like he was manipulating the space they were occupying to send them flying my way.

But at a closer glance, it was more complicated than that. Not only was he enhancing the durability of the rocks with his space magic, he was also artificially increasing their density. So when I was struck by a small pebble, it felt like I was being struck by a boulder instead. And when a boulder struck me…

“Ouch!”

I yelped as the giant rock smashed against my back, knocking me out of the air. I caught myself right before I hit the ground and shook a fist at Hartia as he floated high above me.

“That hurts a lot!”

“It’s supposed to kill you. Of course it should hurt!”

He shouted back, sending another volley of boulders my way. I gritted my teeth and conjured up my own salvo of fiery weapons with [The Holy Flames]. With a flick of my finger, I sent my own magical attacks crashing into his, intercepting the flying boulders.

A flurry of explosions blasted out, filling the sky with blooming clouds of smoke. I watched as most of Hartia’s attacks were blown to bits. But not all of them were shot out of the sky. My eyes went wide as a few massive boulders shot through the smoke, zipping my way as fast as I could fly.

They shimmered with his enhanced space magic. A powerful attack that was coming straight at me. It was an attack expected from a Primeval Demon around my level. But compared to how strong he should have been, it wasn’t too threatening.

I swung up with my Divine Nebular Scythe as it shone with both the iridescent glow of [Divine Strike] and [Draconic Fury]. In a single slice, I cleaved the falling boulder in half. It crashed into the ground beneath me and sent a plume of dust up into the air as I stared at Hartia.

His offense wasn’t the greatest. He was many levels higher than me, but he wasn’t nearly as dangerous as he should have been in battle. So this should have been an easy fight, right?

Wrong.

I looked on as Haec leapt through the air, his body wreathed in a powerful black aura. He was being carried forward purely by his instincts. He was screaming in anger, having activated his own Grand Skills. His right hand bulged as he swung out with the full force of his might.

“[The Right Hand Of The Demon King]!”

There was a bright flash of light. I heard the clapping of thunder. It was a powerful strike that nearly even smashed through the walls of my pocket space. And yet, despite the sheer force it carried, it wasn’t able to break through Hartia’s defenses.

I watched as a sphere of transparent fractal panels shone around the [Unseelie Lord]. It seemed to absorb Haec’s attack, letting it dissipate behind the barrier. Hartia didn’t even fly back. He was knocked away. Just like when I struck him with my [Divine Nebular Slash], he didn’t even flinch.

And that was why this battle was so difficult. While his offense wasn’t great, his defense was nigh-impenetrable.

Haec gritted his teeth, pushing even harder with his right fist into the [Fractal Barrier]. His hands began to bleed, and his black blood poured around him, forming a dark aura. I recognized this movement as his newest Grand Skill. His [Demonic Essence Manifestation Mastery].

I hadn’t seen it in action yet. But now, I watched as the black blood shifted into the shape of shadowed figures. Like they were the nebulous embodiment of [Fiends] and [Hellhounds]— [Arachnes] and [Hellbeasts]. A plethora of different Demons. It was like they were being summoned from Haec’s own blood.

But was this blood magic? Something told me this was not.

The shadowed Demons screeched and unleashed an onslaught of attacks against Hartia’s [Fractal Barrier]. He blinked, confused at first. Then he pointed at Haec.

The former Heir of the Netherworld was sent flying back once again as the shadowed Demons were dispelled. He crashed into the ground, and I called out for him.

“Haec!”

I sent another volley of fiery projectiles up at Hartia, and he countered with his own flurry of rocks and boulders. As the explosions boomed throughout the sky, I flew to Haec, landing right next to him.

“Are you ok?”

I asked with a worried look on my face. My companion picked himself up from the crater, his body covered in his black blood. But he didn’t look hurt. He only looked even more enraged than before.

The blood on his body began to reshape, forming a spiked armor. He rose to his feet and carried a giant broadsword made of his own blood.

“Huh.”

I stared for a moment, and Haec shook his head.

“I am fine, Salvos. But I will be even better once Hartia is dead.”

He hefted the black blade into the air and aimed it at Hartia. The [Unseelie Lord] responded by hurling another onslaught of boulders our way. I rolled my eyes, then raised my scythe to block the oncoming attacks. Haec moved to defend himself too.

But from the corner of my eye, I saw the black armor covering him ripple. The sword he created collapsed into itself, and he dropped to a knee. His eyes went wide at that, then a boulder crashed into him. A second and third flew his way, and I moved to protect him.

I sliced down the incoming attacks with my Divine Nebular Scythe as Haec picked himself up. He looked down at the palm of his hand, trying to summon his essence once more. But I spoke up to him, glancing back as I bit my lower lip.

“I don’t think that’s how you should be using that Grand Skill, Haec.”

He looked up at me as I continued to cut down Hartia’s attacks. The former Heir of the Netherworld clenched a fist.

“...right.”

He lowered his head, before taking in a deep breath.

“But that doesn’t matter. What matters is we bring down Hartia—”

“No.”

I cut him off. I continued to protect my companion from the falling rocks. I looked up through this deadly rain of magic, and I saw the Ruler of the Border begin to create a giant boulder, smashing chunks of rocks together.

It was already the size of a small hill, and it was continuing to grow larger with each passing moment.

I steeled myself, then craned my neck back fractionally to face Haec again.

“We need to figure out another way to bypass Hartia’s defenses. We can’t just keep trying to hit him harder each time to defeat him. You’ll only hurt yourself. You still have other Skills in your repertoire, don’t you?”

“I… do.”

Haec nodded as he met my gaze. I looked back up, and Hartia finished creating his massive boulder. It blotted out the sky. It was the size of a mountain. And he laughed like a maniac, before hurling it down our way.

“I don’t have any Skills that can break through Hartia’s defense. Well— I may have some, but they’re not available right now. So what should we do?”

The giant boulder fell upon us as its massive shadow covered the landscape. Haec closed his eyes, before nodding slowly.

“I think I have something that could work. But you’ll need to distract Hartia.”

“Are you sure?”

I blinked, and he gave me a serious look.

“Just trust me.”

I met my companion’s gaze. Just moments earlier, he had been engulfed in his own rage. But now, he was calm. And he looked like he knew what he was doing. So I grinned, before giving him a thumbs-up.

“Alright, then. I’ll buy you some time.”

I spread my [Angelic Wings] wide as I leapt into the air. Beneath me, Haec broke out into a run, heading for the coliseum in the distance. I flew straight for the falling mountain as I raised my Divine Nebular Scythe. Perhaps if it was a normal mountain, I could have used one of my ordinary Skills to smash it into pieces.

But it was enhanced and protected by Hartia’s magic. So I did what had to be done. Gray flames began to wisp over my body, and I whispered softly.

“[My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends].”

And the aura of invulnerability began to form like a coat around me. But I focused its power to the tip of my scythe as I bared my teeth.

“Come on, is that all you’ve got!”

I shouted, before smashing right into the falling mountain. All at once, the rocky surface shattered. A web of massive cracks cut through its surface, before it fell apart, collapsing into millions of pieces.

But I wasn’t done, even as Hartia looked at me with round eyes. I pointed at him as a smirk slipped onto my lips.

“I’ve been studying your Skills the entire time, by the way— and they’re pretty easy to replicate!”

He blinked, then stared in horror as thousands of the chunks of falling rocks froze mid-air, shimmering with my space magic. And all at once, they began to dart through the air, shooting straight for him.

Hartia conjured up his [Fractal Barrier] once again, protecting himself as I assailed him with his very own attack. Perhaps it was less effective. But it was enough to keep him preoccupied as Haec made his way to the Third Legion.

I laughed, watching the Ruler of the Border grow increasingly frustrated by my unceasing attacks.

“Come on! Is that all you’ve got! Aren’t you supposed to be a master of space magic? I am not impressed at all!”

And I truly meant what I said. I was still keeping a few of my own abilities hidden during this battle, even though I knew they could have been incredibly useful against Hartia’s space magic. But right now, I was still analyzing everything about him. Especially since I had no way to get around his defenses at the moment.

Hartia grew even more frustrated as I continued to keep up my attack against him. Until, finally, his eyes flashed, before a pulse of white light shot out from his body. I watched as the wave of light washed over the rocks that were assailing him, and my control over them vanished.

“I have had enough!”

He screamed as he floated before me, and the rocks continued to rain down from the sky. He brought a hand up, pointing a finger straight at me as I blinked.

“Count yourself lucky, Enemy of the Demon King, for you are the first one to draw out my Grand Skill from me in over a hundred years.”

“Are you finally going to take this seriously?”

I asked, tilting my head curiously. Hartia glared at me, before he bared his teeth.

“But just know this— only two beings have seen my Grand Skill and lived to see another day. And I highly doubt you will be the third.”

I narrowed my eyes when he said that.

“Wait, who were the ones who—”

But he didn’t wait to hear me out. Hartia spoke softly as the sky began to ripple. The earth shifted as there was even a shift in the air around us. 

“[Expanding Domain: The Fall of the Fairies].”

And all at once, the world around me began to change.


45. Expanding Domain

“[Expanding Domain: The Fall of the Fairies].”

My eyes grew wide as the world shifted around me. I saw the crimson skies of the Netherworld fade away, replaced by a collapsing purple dome that shone with the same intensity. Luscious green grass grew around my feet and carpeted the rocky terrain.

Giant trees of green bark and red leaves sprouted from the ground, breaking the earth open. I leapt out of the way as a forest emerged from beneath my feet. I landed with narrowed eyes, watching as impossibly tall mountains shot up to the sky and reshaped the terrain.

All around me, this brand new world was created. It reminded me of Belzu’s Grand Skill— an illusion of the Netherworld that was made real. However, unlike Belzu’s Grand Skill, this was no illusion. It was a pocket space.

Just like my own.

“Huh.”

I stared in awe at the difference in power between our respective pocket dimension Grand Skills. This was an entire world. An unfamiliar world. It sort of resembled what I had seen of the Spirit Plane before, but… different.

Like it was a graveyard. A thin mist permeated the landscape, and the skies seemed to darken. But there were no clouds overhead. There was only a curtain of dread hanging over the terrain. My brows snapped together as I took in Hartia’s pocket space. Then I recalled its name.

A grin began to slip onto my cheeks, and I looked up at the Ruler of the Border hovering high in the sky. He glared back down at me as he spread his arms wide.

“Welcome to my world— welcome to your grave!”

His voice reverberated around me. A shockwave rippled out, causing the ground to tremble. I stared at the triumphant look on his face, then I pointed at him with glee.

“Your Grand Skill is called the Fall of the Fairies? So you are a Fairy!”

He blinked a few times, taken aback by my reaction to his Grand Skill. He stared at me for a moment, and I beamed, pointing a thumb at myself.

“I knew it! I told everyone you’re a Fairy! Even you told me you weren’t a Fairy! But I was right!”

I could tell he was a Fairy just by taking one look at him. And that was before I even knew that he was a master of space magic. He wore an annoyed look on his face when he saw the way I was practically bursting in excitement at his confirmation that he was a Fairy.

“Perhaps… at one point, long ago, I was considered to be a part of their people.”

He spoke softly as he looked down at himself. His eyes fluttered shut, and he remained in silence for a moment. I raised a brow at that, before I heard a rumbling echo in the distance. My gaze snapped to the side, and I watched as the nearby mountains cracked open. I frowned as Hartia continued.

“But I’ve shed my past long ago. No— I was cast out by my kin long ago.”

There was some disdain in his voice. A brief hint of anger flashed on his face. But he steeled himself as he raised his head. His eyes snapped open, and he looked down at me like I was an insect at his feet.

“Now, I am a Fairy no more.”

I gave him a quizzical look as he said that. I wanted to question what that even meant— if he was talking about it in a literal sense or a metaphorical sense. But he pointed at me, and my [Angelic Premonition] warned me of what was to come.

I heard the buzzing in the distance. It was a thunderous chittering that filled this world with terror. The nearby trees seemed to stiffen up like they were strands of hair standing on end, and the ground continued to tremble. Then I saw it. Figures emerging from the broken mountaintops.

Hundreds of them at first. And then, there were thousands. 

“Those are…?”

My eyes went wide when I realized what they were. Hartia snickered, before flying higher into the sky.

“And in this world? I am beyond your comprehension.”

He flicked a hand, and giant boulders the size of small hills flew my way. I ignored them as I spread my wings wide and took off into the air. Instead, my gaze was focused on the approaching swarm of chittering creatures.

Tiny little beings, each of them carried by their rapidly beating glowing wings. They almost sounded like they were laughing. However, the mixture of their voices just boomed cacophonously around me. Despite approaching me like one single amorphous figure, I could make out each of their individual features.

And they were familiar. Very familiar. After all, they were the same creatures that Hartia was.

They were Fairies.

Hartia bellowed as his voice shook his world.

“In this world, I am a god!”

[Fairy - Lvl. 35]

[Fairy - Lvl. 73]

[Fairy - Lvl. 56]

[Fairy - Lvl. 21]

…

[Fairy - Lvl. 108]

[Fairy - Lvl. 153]

[Fairy - Lvl. 139]

…

[Fairy - Lvl. 200]

***

Haec looked back at the dodecahedron made of crystal that formed in the air. It had a sheening green surface, and it looked about the size of the Demon King’s Castle. But it was no castle, nor was it just a floating rock.

He could sense the space magic there. While he wasn’t a specialist in magic, he saw the way the Netherworld seemed to warp around it— just like how it had warped around Salvos’s pocket space. So he knew what this was.

Salvos was trapped in Hartia’s world. It was thanks to his Grand Skill— something so powerful it was capable of creating a pocket space that was practically its own mini-plane. Haec heard that Hartia had once trapped a wild Primordial Demon within the confines of his pocket space and slew it after a long and arduous battle, but he wasn’t sure if those were rumors or reality.

So Haec could only grit his teeth and hope that Salvos would survive long enough for his plan to work. He continued sprinting over the rocky terrain, before he reached the coliseum. He came to a halt before the Third Legion. And they saw him too.

Their heads snapped his way— tens of thousands of them— and those standing at the front backed away nervously as he approached. But he raised his hands placatingly, speaking for all to hear.

“Relax. I am here to help free you all from Hartia.”

He drew closer as even more of their numbers backed away. Only a few refused to budge. The highest-leveled of them all. A [Knight Eligos] stepped forward, pointing at Haec.

“You are the Heir of the Netherworld.”

It was a simple statement. But it was not a factual one. Haec immediately understood their apprehension when they saw him, and he shook his head.

“Not anymore.”

Haec reassured them, and the [Knight Eligos] gave a dubious look.

“Not anymore?”

“That is right. I was here, was I not? Back when that [Cerberus of Hell] attacked. You saw me. Many of you did.”

The former Heir of the Netherworld nodded as he swept his gaze over the crowd. While there was no susurration of voices— as many of them were too afraid to speak— he saw half of their gazes flicker with recognition of him. They exchanged glances and nodded at each other.

“I was here. I fought alongside you. But when Hartia just abandoned us and fled, I too made my decision to run. However, my choice was not to run from the wild Demons attacking us.”

Haec spoke simply as he placed a hand on his chest.

“My choice was to run from this oppressive kingdom ruled by an unjust king. Even I, the Heir of the Netherworld, was unfairly treated. Even I rebelled. And so should all of you. For you do not deserve this death and danger you have been put through.”

The [Knight Eligos] perked up when he heard what Haec was saying. All of those who had confronted Haec seemed to be touched by his words for some reason. He didn’t question why they appeared to be so moved so easily.

He just proffered a hand forward as they stared at it.

“And I can help you. But to do that, I need you all to help me too. Please, trust me, this is your chance to be free.”

When he finished, they fell silent. None of them moved for what felt like a long moment. And Haec could feel the urgency of his situation as the pocket space behind him continued to shimmer.

Eventually, the [Knight Eligos] glanced back at a [Changeling]. The two of them conferred without even exchanging any words. They nodded at each other, before the [Knight Eligos] turned to Haec and stepped forward.

“We will help you. What must we do?”

The [Knight Eligos] asked simply. And Haec blinked, before a smile spread across his lips. He took in a deep breath, then closed his eyes.

“That was all you needed to do.”

That was all he said as he turned around, before a wave of white aura washed over the Third Legion and crashed into the former Heir of the Netherworld, filling him with strength.


46. Honored Fairy

Hartia was never a fan of using his third and final Grand Skill. He had three Grand Skills, which was more than most Primeval Demons and Sacred Spirits ever got. The first was his [Fractal Barrier] which was an incredibly powerful barrier that had no cooldown. Based on its defensive capabilities alone, it barely even qualified as a Grand Skill in the first place, but due to its permanency at protecting him, he could see why it was a Grand Skill.

He had attained it back when he first reached Level 150— it was his first Grand Skill— but it couldn’t even level up unlike his other Grand Skills. Still, it was a useful Grand Skill in the sense that it added to his repertoire and protected him from many near-death situations without making it more difficult for him to evolve at Level 200.

However, his second Grand Skill, while having more utility than his [Fractal Barrier], wasn’t as useful in a battle situation. It was called the [Unseen Collar Of Space], and it was what allowed him to improve Regnorex’s control over the kingdom’s network of summoning collars. Thanks to it, he was able to pretty much instantly kill any Demon with a summoning collar on.

It was incredibly powerful in that sense, which was expected since it was his Class Grand Skill. After all, his Class, [Unseelie Lord], was higher-leveled than his Subspecies of [Fallen Fairy]. Not by much. It wasn’t even a 10 level difference. But still, he quite liked his second Grand Skill. And it was what he used more frequently than anything else.

But Hartia’s last Grand Skill was a Grand Skill he hated using. That was why he rarely ever used it unless his life was truly at risk. It was his [Expanding Domain: The Fall Of The Fairies]. With it, he was able to create not only a massive pocket space he could spatially manipulate with ease, but he was also able to summon every single Fairy he had been responsible for killing in his entire life.

And there were a lot of them. Over ten thousand Fairies emerged from the mountains, bearing the faces of his fallen kin. He recognized them. He saw the way they smiled. He heard the way they laughed. But while they bore a strong resemblance to who they once had been, there was something twisted in the way they behaved.

The way their lips curved up and creased their cheeks; the way they thundered with laughter without any change in inflection; their eyes were nothing but dark pits that carried no light. It was all so unsettling.

Hartia looked away from them as his gaze focused on his enemy. No— it was not just his enemy. It was the Enemy of the Demon King. She was the reason why he had been forced to cast this Grand Skill.

While he hated everything about it, his desire to please Regnorex far outweighed his displeasure. After all, the Demon King was the reason why Hartia even had a purpose left.

And that’s not all— the thought crossed his mind as he eyes Salvos flying away from the swarm of Fairies he created with his mind. She had constantly antagonized him, insisting that he was a Fairy and reminding him of the past he had shed. So that is why I shall make you pay.

He watched as his swarm of Fairies descended upon the Enemy of the Demon King, and a sadistic smile spread across his lips.

“That is why I will make sure you suffer before you die.”

***

The swarm of Fairies converged on me as I sent a plume of my gray flames in every direction. They unleashed their own elemental magic my way, only to be incinerated by my attack. I killed them by the hundreds because they had no fear. And perhaps if the swarm was comprised of only low-leveled Fairies, I wouldn’t have had any trouble dealing with them.

Unfortunately for me, a few of them proved to be far more durable than the rest, which posed a major problem.

A Fairy dressed like a knight cut through my flames and swung a sword straight for my head. I ducked under the slash, then I struck him with a [Divine Strike], followed by a [Barrage Of Cinders]. The first attack sent him flying back, but as he parried the combination of flaming strikes that I threw his way.

“You’re so annoying—”

I gritted my teeth as he dodged a flaming claw, then thrust his blade for my chest. I backed away and avoided the attack. He was able to keep up with me to a certain extent due to his levels. He was Level 161. So he was a Sacred Spirit— a Fairy that reached the same evolution as me. That was why he was so strong unlike the rest of his kin.

But even so, I was still stronger.

I watched as he charged at me with a stab again. I predicted his movements and grabbed him by the hand before his blade could reach me. I tossed him towards a group of Fairies flying straight at me, then grinned as I saw his body burn with a burning mark.

He tried to reorient himself, but the burning magic flashed. And his figure erupted into a massive explosion that took out all the nearby Fairies close to him.

No notifications came with their deaths. It was like fighting my clones and defeating— there was no reward for winning that battle. But I was certain that Fairy knight perished from my [Divine Demon’s Mark]. And the blast cleared out the rest of the Fairies in the area. So I had a moment to catch my breath… only to be forced to look up in alarm as my [Angelic Premonition] warned me of an attack that was to come.

[Fairy - Lvl. 200]

I cursed when I saw the Level 200 Fairy floating above the clearing smoke. She carried an ornate lance that looked just as ethereal as her own body. Pointing at me, she sneered, and her body crackled with electricity.

“Why are you here?!”

I exclaimed, and my body began to flicker. A powerful blast of lightning shot out straight at me, but I teleported out of the way just in time. When I reappeared, I saw a brilliant flash of light. I looked back with round eyes.

The attack struck a mountain in the distance, blowing a giant hole straight through its center. It didn’t explode out like my [Divine Demon’s Mark]. Instead, the lightning blast continued on into the horizon, dissipating right before it reached the edge of this pocket space.

I cursed as I looked at the damage that was done to the surroundings. Then I looked back up at Hartia, surrounded by an army of Fairies.

“Why are you able to summon a Level 200 Fairy? You’re not Level 200! You’re not even Level 190! This makes no sense!”

He ignored my question, simply taking in my frustrations with glee.

“Oh, you are quite resilient, aren’t you? But that much is to be expected from the Enemy of the Demon King.”

Hartia floated down next to the Level 200 Fairy with a smirk on his face. He didn’t look at her, but without any verbal or visual cues, she raised her lance.

“Certainly, you may be a more capable fighter than me. But you are nothing in the face of the power of an Honored Fairy like Lotus.”

“Lotus? Is that her name?”

I asked with a raised brow. The smile disappeared from his face for a moment, before he nodded.

“That is indeed her name. And rest assured, you stand no chance against her. For she is no mere Sacred Spirit. She is a Supreme Spirit, and she is more than capable of crushing a pest like you.”

And as Hartia finished, her lance flashed with electricity once again. This time, I was prepared for it. I moved to get out of the way, but then space around me began to twist.

I narrowed my eyes. Hartia grinned, pointing at me. My [Angelic Wings] beat against the wind, but I was not moving. I remained in place.

“This is… space magic?”

And it was an overwhelming force of space magic that held me in place. I pushed back against it with my own space magic. I began to move. I budged forward sluggishly. But it was like I was drowning in water. It felt like I could barely breathe.

Lotus unleashed her blast of lightning, and I cursed. I couldn’t even teleport out of the way. In this pocket space, his space magic completely overwhelmed me, crushing any resistance I could offer without difficulty.

The streak of lightning shot out towards me as I winced. But I knew it wasn’t going to kill me. Because—

“Oh?”

Hartia frowned as sparks of embers began to flake off my body right before the attack struck me. I was sent flying back, before crashing into the ground. But even as the world spun around me and my gaze was overcome with a blinding light, I felt no pain.

Because [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] protected me. It was able to even save me from an attack by [The Great Agarus]. So even though Lotus was Level 200, her blast shouldn’t be able to tear through my aura of invulnerability.

The blast of lightning continued to crush me against the earth as I lay there with gritted teeth, before the attack finally dissipated. I picked myself up the moment it was gone, trying to force myself through this force of space magic bearing down on me and limiting my movements. Hartia clicked his tongue at that.

“Your Grand Skill may protect you from Honored Lotus for now. But you must understand, you will die here. Struggle as you wish, it does not matter. For as long as you are in this world, my space magic shall be unparalleled!”

He twisted his hands together like he was crushing a ball, and I felt the force of space magic pressing against my aura of invulnerability. It managed to protect me, but all I could do was stand there and struggle to move. I looked up and focused on him.

I forced a hand forward, pointing at his face. And he burst into flames, lit ablaze by my [Sacred Hellfire].

For a moment, I felt the force of space magic easing off me. Hartia recoiled and screamed. But then, the flames burning him suddenly began to peel off him. It was literally being carried away by his space magic.

“I told you—”

Hartia spoke simply as he glared down at me. I tried to fly up, only to be immediately forced down by a powerful blast of his space magic. I groaned under its weight, and every single Fairy floating in the sky aimed at me.

Lotus began to create a second lance— this one made of lightning.

“In this world, I am a god.”

And all at once, a salvo of magic came raining down at me. Everything from a Level 20 Fairy’s basic fireball that could only blow up a tree to Lotus’s lance of lightning that shredded the entire landscape around me.

As the swarm of Fairies unloaded their attacks at me from a distance, Hartia kept me pinned to the ground, helpless to even fight back. I pushed back against his space magic. I tried to break free. But nothing I did could save me.

just lay there as the onslaught of magical blasts continued to rain down at me, and [My Flames Shall Burn Until Eternity Ends] began to flicker. I didn’t know how much time had passed. I must have lain there for a while. However, I knew the aura of invulnerability was going to come to an end soon.

I needed to do something. I wracked my brain, trying to come up with a way to escape as Hartia cackled wildly in the air. But there was nothing I could do. There was nothing I could fight back with—

No, I steeled myself, calming my breathing. There had to be something I could do. I couldn’t let myself be overwhelmed here. Especially since I knew Haec had a plan to win against Hartia. And I had to play my part and hold off the Ruler of the Border until then.

So I evaluated my situation. I looked up at Hartia and saw the triumphant look on his face. He was right— he was like a god in this world. My space magic was too weak. I couldn’t even move. It certainly wouldn’t help me break free.

There had to be something else. Something in my repertoire that had to be strong enough to tear through space itself. Something that could rip me free from this overwhelming force of space magic. Something that could tear through even this world—

And my eyes flickered when I realized that I had exactly the right Skill for that.

***

Hartia wanted it to end soon. He wanted the Enemy dead already. But she proved to be incredibly resilient, which he should have already known before engaging in this battle. After all, she was able to defy Regnorex himself. She had been able to enrage him on her own.

But still, he wanted this battle to be over so he could leave this pocket space. His heart ached when he even looked in the direction of Lotus, let alone at the thousands of other apparitions of Fairies around him. He didn’t want to use them like this. He didn’t want to force them to fight for him, even after he caused their deaths.

However, he had no other choice. So he continued to crush Salvos under the sheer power of his space magic as his army of apparitions rained down their magic at her. This would have continued until her Grand Skill came to an end. Or at least, that was what he thought. Until—

He frowned as he felt a strange presence enter his pocket space. Immediately, he began to feel sick. He almost felt like puking when he sensed it. He looked down and felt the very fabric of his world being invaded. And then he saw the flakes of iridescent light.

“What is this…?”

His eyes narrowed, and then suddenly, he felt his control over the space around Salvos vanish. Like it was ripped away from him. No— that was what it felt like when he was in a battle of space magic. This felt different. As though his very limbs were severed.

It felt nothing like he had ever felt before.

And all at once, he watched as Salvos exploded into the sky, tearing straight through the volley of attacks coming her way, still protected by her aura of invulnerability, while being coated in something else.

“That is—”

Hartia stared at her with a look of horror in his face. The world around her contorted and bent, threatening to rip apart. A distortion covered her, followed by a cloak of iridescent colors. And behind her, she left a trail of damaged space. All the while, Hartia’s space magic failed to affect her.

“[Protection of the Corruption].”

She whispered as he blinked at that. Laughing, she spread her arms wide and flew straight at the swarm of Fairies. Even as Lotus unleashed another bolt of lighting her way, she didn’t care. Salvos just continued to laugh, and Hartia could only look on as she made an unstoppable approach towards him.

“You may be a god in this world, but I am always a god!”

And after a moment, she added.

"Specifically, a Lesser God! But you get the point!"


47. The Fall Of The Fairies Part One

“Congratulations.”

Basil glanced back to see Ivory floating alone in the middle of the ornate hallway of the Celestial Palace of the Fairy Queen. There were no other Fairies present at the moment, which was a rare sight, considering how densely-packed to the nook and cranny every room and corridor normally was. But today was different. It was a special day. Not just for all of Fairykind, but for Basil too.

“Thank you.”

He bowed his head back at his longtime friend, his white glow brightening at her sight.

“I couldn’t have done it without your help, Ivory. It was thanks to you, I decided to pursue this path.”

“All I did was push you in the right direction.”

Ivory giggled, flitting up to him as her green light shimmered.

“You have now become one of our Queen’s Architects for her New World. It is only through your own efforts you have achieved this position.”

“I am only one of many Architects.”

Basil scratched the back of his head shyly. Truth be told, he didn’t believe himself to be nearly as capable as Ivory thought him to be. While he was certainly quite capable at manipulating space, he was also incredibly lazy.

He would cut corners whenever he could. Even the miniature pocket space he created to attain his position as an Architect was very much unstable and brittle. It was only through sheer luck that the Fairy Queen hadn’t been his invigilator that day, but instead one of her aides who had been less-than-thorough in inspecting the flawed creation.

Honestly, Basil hadn’t thought he’d pass. But now, he was going to be an Architect. And he truly wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

“I am certain that by my lonesome, I am not nearly that important in completing our Queen’s creation.”

“Nonsense. You’re being too modest.”

Ivory giggled as she waved a hand off.

“Every single Architect plays a pivotal role in the creation of the New World. Now come, it is time for you to officially be bestowed your new Title by our Queen.”

She swept past him, continuing down the hallway. He stared at her for a moment as apprehension seized him.

Was he really up for this? He didn’t think so. But he saw the confidence she had in him— the pride that filled her face as she made her way towards the throne room.

“It has finally happened… my good friend, Basil, an Architect of our Queen! I can’t wait to visit you and see your space magic at work!”

Basil blinked, then hurried after her. They turned a corner as he shook his head hesitantly.

“But what if something goes wrong? I have heard there have been… accidents before. It’s not safe for a Nature Fairy like you.”

“I’ll have to visit the New World one day anyway if I’m going to fill it with trees and grass and flowers of all kinds. It won’t hurt if I visit it a little bit early.”

Ivory scoffed, before turning to him. He tried to protest weakly.

“But—”

“Also, isn’t Honored Lotus going to be there at all times? I’m certain that there will be no problems too big for her to deal with.”

Basil blinked, then nodded slowly.

“Right. Honored Lotus will be there…”

“So it will be fine!”

Ivory laughed as they approached the throne room. She paused for a moment just to hold Basil’s gaze.

“Do not worry, Basil. You overthink things too much. But this is our Queen’s creation we are talking about.”

She smiled as her voice echoed all around him. He stared at her, her figure faintly glowing, almost like he was staring at a memory. Turning around, she continued into the throne room as she finished.

“And I trust in your abilities. So I am certain nothing will go wrong—”

—--

And Hartia recoiled, snapping back into reality. He swept his gaze over his pocket space. An army of dead Fairies surrounded him. As far as he could see, he saw former comrades and friends gathered there, floating lifelessly as they obeyed his every command.

His breathing quickened. For a moment, he forgot where he was. He was absorbed in his failures, thinking that he had been cast into damnation, now forced to suffer the consequences of his actions. But then his gaze landed on the Enemy of the Demon King.

He stared at her as she shot her way towards him, ripping straight through his world. When he caught a glimpse of her, he recalled his goal. He remembered his duties. The reason why he was here was to execute her for his savior.

But then he saw the way her body twisted and distorted. He saw the familiar fluorescent colors painting the world around her. And he sensed it.

Hartia trembled as he sensed that unsettling sensation— something unlike anything he had ever seen or felt before. An uncanny existence that shouldn’t exist. That which devoured all.

And he screamed as he commanded his dead army to his side.

“Stay away from me! Stop her!”

All at once, they moved. They unleashed their magic at Salvos as she shot towards him. But nothing could stop her. Not even his overwhelming control over space in this world could slow her movements.

Of course not. He had seen that power before. And he didn’t understand how she had it. He couldn’t comprehend how she was wielding it like it was a weapon.

Just like back then, it was nigh unstoppable. Just like back then, all he could do was watch as his fellow Fairies were cut down because of it.

And as Salvos clashed with the apparition of Honored Lotus, Hartia closed his eyes, remembering once again.

—--

It was supposed to be his first time working as an Architect. He wasn’t the only recruit who was brought about to aid the construction of the New World. There were many Constructors and Builders brought about too, alongside a dozen other Architects. It was a proud moment for so many Fairies.

Their friends gathered together here to witness their new jobs. Altogether, there had to be over a hundred thousand Fairies here in this section of the New World, looking to expand what was already there.

Honored Lotus was present, overseeing this expansion. So everything should have been fine. It should have all been safe. That was what Basil told himself as he glanced back and waved at Ivory.

She giggled, smiling back at him. And he reminded himself he needed to focus. He looked back towards the fractal panels that formed the foundations of the New World. It was the framework created by Teranialiselisandranovaluxical’ah-sham the Fairy Queen herself, and all Basil needed to do was follow the instructions she had laid out in the blueprints she had given out.

And as he continued enforcing the fractal panels, creating realspace, he simply stared out into the nothingness that was beyond. The void that made up the nonexistence between worlds. An infinite space where concepts were not even given the chance to be born.

It was a simple task. Or at least, he thought it was. That was until he heard the crack.

Blinking, Basil spun around and saw the realspace he had created was covered in a web of cracks. He narrowed his eyes, before seeing the cracks spread across the artificial sky. He rushed towards it to repair, but he felt his control over the space vanishing.

“What…?”

He asked in confusion. It was a sensation he had never felt before. Like the very fabric of the world was being invaded by something else. He stared in confusion as heads turned his direction.

And Honored Lotus immediately rushed to his side.

“Get back!”

She screamed as she knocked him away. Raising her lance, she aimed at the fracturing realspace as Basil tumbled back in confusion. But before he could even comprehend what was going on, he heard a booming clap. Like the blast of thunder.

Except, instead of seeing a flash of light, his vision seemed to blur. He thought it was simply his disorientation at first from being tossed back. But then he heard the chittering. And from the very edges of that distortion, he saw a cascading blanket of colors emerge.

His eyes went wide as he heard the screaming of Fairies echo all around him. Before he finally understood what he was staring at.

[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Voidspace - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ]. 
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[-̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ Voidspace - Lvl. -̸͙̍̀͠-̴̛̠͊̀͝-̵̪̱̼͑-̶̰͎͙̉̆͝ ].

Basil stared at it. He couldn’t comprehend what he saw. It was massive. It distorted the world as far as he could see, and he couldn’t break his gaze from it. At first, he thought it was because he was still caught in shock. He thought he couldn’t look away from it out of fear.

But then he realized that there was a strong gravitational pull that was drawing him towards it— a powerful force that even he couldn’t escape. He screamed, and his voice was lost amongst the cries of his fellow Fairies. A deafening chittering echoed out. It made him recoil in pain. He felt like tearing his ears out of his head.

In fact, he would have done just as much, if not for the explosion that resounded out a moment later. Basil blinked as he was broken out of his maddening stupor. Raising his head, he saw a glowing figure float alone right before the distortion in space. A singular entity that was standing up to this mass of pure destruction. The only entity in the New World that could even stand up to this… thing.

There she was. Standing tall, a shining lance in her hand.

Honored Lotus. An Honored Fairy. One of the Fairy Queen’s personal guards. A Supreme Spirit capable— one of only a few in existence.

She stood tall as her body crackled with a golden light. It was the only light that could escape the pull of the Voidspace. She shouted something, before unleashing a streak of golden lightning into the distortion.

The chittering ceased for a moment. But it quickly returned as an overwhelmingly numb sensation overcame Basil. He couldn’t even think. He could hardly process anything at all— blankly watching as Lotus continued to assail the Voidspace with her lightning.

As their battle raged on, hundreds of Fairies— whether they were Builders or Constructors or Architects or others— were sucked into the edge of the distortion, their bodies being ripped apart until they were unrecognizable strands of tangled flesh. Lotus saw this and gritted her teeth.

Nothing she threw at the Voidspace could stop it. Not her bolts of lightning, not her thunderstorms, and not her slashes. She flew back as she finally realized something else needed to be done. As she did, Basil’s gaze swung to face a familiar figure.

His eyes widened when he saw her. His closest friend. A Nature Fairy who should not have been here— not in the New World.

Ivory spun and turned as she was sucked up towards the distortion in space. Unlike Basil, who was somewhat slowed by his protective space magic, she wasn’t able to fight back in any way, floating helplessly to her death.

Basil regained some semblance of his senses when he saw her. He wanted to move— he needed to act. But he couldn’t. Even if he wanted to, he was in capable of even fluttering his wings. Tears streamed down his cheeks as he stared at her figure, hurling straight to her demise.

And then he heard the echoing voice.

“[Become Lightning, My Being].”

Lotus spoke as her body flickered, then seemed to melted away. She began to shine brightly like a star as she aimed her lance at the canvas of distortion.

“And— [Suffer in a Solar Storm].”

Two Grand Skills. Back to back. Instantly, a blinding light engulfed the Voidspace. An intense heat radiated from the light, before tens of thousands of bolts of electricity flashed out, constantly assailing the distortion with each passing moment.

Everything that got even close to the unfurling storm of electricity was instantly obliterated. Even the nearby Fairies. Hundreds of them vanished in an instant as they floated up towards the distortion. But did it matter? They would have perished by the Voidspace, even if they hadn’t been killed by the Supreme Spirit’s second Grand Skill.

Lotus seemed to think it mattered. She bowed her head as her body flickered— turning entirely into electricity.

“I am sorry.”

Her voice came out a whisper. She was the only one unaffected by the destructive touch of her second Grand Skill. Whether that was a result of her first Grand Skill, or because she was immune to it, Basil didn’t know.

All he knew was that her body flashed, and she shot forward, becoming one with the solar storm. Even amidst the bright lights constantly attacking the distortion, her body shone brighter for all to see. She seemed to cut through the veil of obfuscation, leaving behind a trail of lightning as the Voidspace recoiled.

There was a loud screech. And Basil blinked, seemingly regaining partial control over his body. He looked up with round eyes as Lotus desperately continued to tear through the Voidspace.

And then he looked back down. He saw the other Architects that were present. They had also regained partial control over themselves. Quickly, they tried to reorient themselves and created a web of space to catch the other Fairies.

Basil realized what they were doing, then he turned towards the only figure that mattered to him here. He looked towards Ivory as she was hovering right at the edge of the solar storm, looking at him wide-eyed.

“No!”

He shouted as he stretched a hand out, creating a rope of space to catch her. She didn’t say a word as he clung onto her from afar. He pulled, and for a moment, he thought he could rip her free from the force of the Voidspace.

“Ivory! Please, hang on!”

He called out, pulling her an inch closer to him. But she couldn’t respond. All she could do was look on in fear as she dangled right before her demise. And then—

The solar storm ended. Basil froze as he felt his body seize up. The moment of reprieve ended. Once again, a strong gravitational pull seemed to suck him towards the distortion. He tried his best to resist it. And he managed to fight back against it. If for just a moment.

But then he saw the flash of light. Lotus reappeared before the Voidspace as her body of electricity was missing large chunks. She panted, then steadied herself, before raising her lance.

She aimed at the heart of the Voidspace as she closed her eyes.

“Let this be enough.”

Her voice was the only thing that was audible over the cacophonous chittering of the Voidspace. And then she hurled her lance as it melted into lightning.

“[Lightspeed Lance].”

It was another Grand Skill. Her most powerful Grand Skill. An attack that surely would have even harmed the Fairy Queen. It shot forward like a pillar of light, reaching the Voidspace in an instant.

But then something seemed to shift inside the distortion. The blurred space shifted back, and something emerged from within. It was a tendril made of colors. Something that didn’t seem like it should have existed. But it caught the lance before the attack could strike its core.

And Lotus paused, jaws hanging agape in horror.

“No…”

She whispered as everything seemed to freeze around her. But maybe that was only how Basil perceived it, because he realized that his only hope to defeat this thing wasn’t going to win.

And the tendril shot out, aiming for Lotus. She tried to dive out of the way. Perhaps she could have evaded it prior to her current state. But as she was, she was injured and tired. She was too slow. The tendril caught her, and her body was ripped apart before she could even scream.

Her remains were sucked into the Voidspace as it let out a deafening screech. The already-overpowering gravitational force of the distortion grew even stronger. Basil grimaced as he felt himself being pulled even faster into the obfuscated space.

And then he felt the rope of space he created strain. He blinked, looking up with round eyes at Ivory. She drifted even closer to the edge of the distortion.

More and more Fairies were pulled into the Voidspace, instantly being atomized. And Ivory looked back at Basil with tears streaming down her eyes. Somehow, she managed to muster up the strength to speak.

“Goodbye, Basil.”

She gave him a reassuring smile, before reaching the edge of the horizon of the distortion. And then she, too, was completely vanishing before his eyes.

Just like that, the light of his life faded away. And Basil’s mind broke. He felt like his heart had shattered. The world around him almost ceased to exist. He didn’t even hear the other Fairies screaming for their lives before they were consumed by the Voidspace.

He simply floated there, accepting his death. Was it his fault? Was he the one who was responsible for this? Ostensibly so. His space magic hadn’t been powerful enough to form the realspace necessary to reinforce the walls of the New World. It was his failures as an Architect that caused this.

…but, was that even right?

Hadn’t there been plenty of such ‘accidents’ before?

Basil had heard of such incidents, and he had already been warned of the dangers of being an Architect, which was why there were a plethora of safety measures in place, including the presence of an Honored Fairy. So it couldn’t have been his fault.

It must have been a fault in the blueprints of the Fairy Queen. It had to be a flaw in her understanding of space magic. This couldn’t have been Basil’s failure, but her failure!

That was right.

It was her fault, not his.

He convinced himself of this fact as he accepted his demise. He didn’t even fight back any longer. He let himself be taken away by the Voidspace as it grew larger and more powerful. But right before he could drift over the horizon of his death, there was a flash of light.

A voice resounded all throughout the New World, drowning out even the chittering of the Voidspace.

“[Bind: Nebula].”

A veil of vibrant colors descended upon the Voidspace, holding it in place. All at once, Basil was released from the pull of the distortion. All the other Fairies that were present were let go, dropping to the ground.

Basil crashed into the ground, before blinking a few times. He looked up in confusion as he tried to comprehend what was going on. Then he saw the tall figure. A Fairy stood there, larger than life. The only Fairy that could dwarf even Regnorex the Demon King in height.

It was Teranialiselisandranovaluxical’ah-sham the Fairy Queen.


49. The Fall Of The Fairies Part Three

Hartia watched as Salvos clashed with Lotus. An aura of invulnerability protected the Enemy of the Demon King— a power that the [Unseelie Lord] could understand. Perhaps if this apparition of Lotus had her Grand Skills, she would be able to tear through that protective barrier.

Unfortunately, Hartia’s apparitions were only capable of utilizing only a small range of Skills of the beings they were meant to replicate. So Lotus couldn’t do much more than fight at the level he had seen her fight, with the exception of her Grand Skills.

Still, Hartia knew that the aura of invulnerability had to have a cooldown period. It had to have come to an end eventually. That was why he was not afraid of that power. Even if Salvos continued to clash with Lotus, it didn’t matter. Because eventually it would come to an end.

Despite the Enemy’s best efforts, she would lose. She couldn’t evade Lotus. She couldn’t get to Hartia despite her hardest attempts. She might’ve tried flying around the Honored Fairy, but it was all to no avail. Because Lotus intercepted Salvos every single time.

And even when Salvos sent projectiles at Hartia, his [Fractal Barrier] saved him each time. She still wasn’t able to tear through his defenses. So despite this show of force from the Enemy of the Demon King, it wasn’t enough. Hartia’s victory was still secured.

Or so he tried to convince himself. Despite his thoughts, he was still trembling in fear. It wasn’t in fear of the aura of invulnerability. It wasn’t in fear of how Salvos was able to keep up with Lotus right now. And it certainly wasn’t in fear of the attacks she threw his way. But it was in fear of something else.

He stared at the aura of obfuscation coating Salvos. He saw the way it distorted reality and even turned space into nothingness. He didn’t understand this power. He didn’t know where it came from. Certainly, he had seen it before. But, even until now, he didn’t understand what had happened that day…

***

It was Teranialiselisandranovaluxical’ah-sham the Fairy Queen.

Here she was— the grand architect of this New World. This was her design, and this was her failure. So it was her duty to save them all.

She cast her gaze over the fallen Fairies. Many of them were still quivering in fear, even though they had been freed from the Voidspace’s grasps. They looked up at their Queen as they lie on the artificial ground.

And she turned away from them. Basil blinked a few times as she faced her back towards him and the rest of the fallen Fairies. Instead of checking in on them, she narrowed her eyes at the detainee Voidspace.

Her binding spell held the Voidspace within a vast expanse of colorful clouds. But it wasn’t enough. Basil frowned as he felt a weak force begin to pull him towards the sky, then the nebula begin to dissipate.

The Fairy Queen clicked her tongue then turned to the Honored Fairies accompanying her.

“Secure the area. Ensure there are no other cracks in the realspace. I will deal with this pest.”

And the Honored Fairies nodded, before vanishing. Basil didn’t even see them go. They moved so fast, he barely comprehended they were gone. Now, it was just the Fairy Queen floating there beneath the restrained Voidspace.

She sighed as it seemed to be tearing free from the bindings keeping it in place. Its bright tendrils tore free, and a powerful force began to carry the fallen Fairies into the air once again. Basil barely resisted it, even with his powerful space magic.

But then the Fairy Queen brought a hand up to the sky.

“[Barrier: Gravity Well].”

Her voice boomed. And suddenly, the world around the Fairies shifted, before they were all pulled to the ground.

It was like the force of attraction from the Voidspace wasn’t even there anymore. The space around the Fairies was discolored, like a barrier was protecting them. Basil blinked as he sensed the overwhelming magic surrounding him, before he looked up in awe at the Fairy Queen.

The Voidspace broke free from the binding nebula as it screeched. Its chittering filled the New World, and Basil recoiled in pain. It descended upon the Fairy Queen as she stared defiantly at its approaching tendrils.

She raised a hand simply, pointing at the center of the mass of distortion.

“[Destroy: Supernova].”

Once again, the Fairy Queen’s words thundered out. There was a flash of light. Basil closed his eyes.

And then he heard the rumbling of an overwhelming explosion blast out. He braced himself to be obliterated in this attack. He thought it would’ve consumed everything in the New World. But when he opened his eyes, he saw that everything that was held within the gravity well was unaffected. Only the Voidspace was struck by this attack.

Its cloak of distortion had been ripped into pieces. Massive chunks of its tendrils were detached, floating lifelessly in the air.

“This is the power of the Fairy Queen…”

Basil whispered, having never seen her in battle before. He thought that was enough to defeat the Voidspace. But somehow, it wasn’t.

The distortion began to reform as more of the artificial sky was shredded apart. The Voidspace began to regenerate, like it was stealing life from the New World. And the Fairy Queen’s eyes flickered.

“I see now. You are going to be harder to kill than I thought.”

She shook her head as she brought her hands to her chest. It looked like she was molding something out of clay or mud. But all that formed was a sphere of infinite darkness. One which she released onto the reforming Voidspace.

“[Consume: Black Hole].”

And the attack shot forward as it tore apart space itself. The New World was torn apart. The bits of space that was being used by the Voidspace to recover were pulled into this black hole.

The Voidspace shrieked as its entire form was tugged towards the gravitational pull of the attack. But it managed to resist. It pulled itself away as its body continued to reform.

And the Fairy Queen didn’t let up. She raised her hand and waved dismissively in the direction of the Voidspace.

“[Ravage: Meteor Shower]. [Annihilate: Planetary Implosion]. [Exterminate: Gamma Ray Burst].”

One after another, her attacks tore through the Voidspace. It wasn’t able to regenerate or grow fast enough to resist the combination of attacks coming from her. It wasn’t even able to fight back.

All it could do was barely cling onto its life even as it was continuously pulled into the black hole. Finally, the Fairy Queen sighed as she brought both her hands up. Her palms began to shine as she spoke softly.

“[Even When The Last Black Hole Dies, And The Stars Turn To Iron, I Will Forever Remain.]”

And then she closed her eyes as the Voidspace tore free from the black hole. It charged at her as she finished.

“[Obliterate: Hypernova].”

The Fairy Queen clapped her hands together— and the New World went white.

***

Hartia snapped back to reality as he heard a thunderous clap. His eyes narrowed down at Salvos as she shot through another lightning blast. It was like watching a battle between an unkillable mosquito and a Human. No matter how many times Lotus swatted the Demon girl back, it always resulted in the same outcome.

Salvos came flying back.

All the lightning blasts in the world couldn’t stop her. Not until her aura of invulnerability came to an end, and she was killed for good. And with each moment that passed, that outcome came closer and closer to coming to fruition.

Because there was nothing Salvos could do to defeat Lotus. She might have been able to incinerate the nearby apparitions of Fairies with ease. She might have been able to unleash a salvo of blasts. She might have been able to even get close to the Honored Fairy. But she wasn’t capable of winning. It was just a futile attempt at fighting back.

“It will be over soon.”

Hartia told himself as he saw Salvos get blasted back into a mountain. He heard the echoing explosions. He saw the way the blasts of lightning streaked across the sky. He paid careful attention to the sound of each thunderous attack, and he saw the way they lit up the sky.

And he frowned.

“That’s not right…”

Hartia was certain that wasn’t the thunderous clap he had heard just moments ago— the blast that broke him out of his stupor. That was something else. It had come from somewhere else.

And his eyes went wide when he heard the resounding blast echo from above him again.

Lotus hadn’t fired a blast of lightning. She was still sweeping her gaze over the landscape, searching for Salvos. The sound came from somewhere else. Hartia raised his head with narrowed eyes, then paused.

“No!”

He screamed as he finally saw it. But it was already too late. A crack was forming through the sky of the pocket space. This domain which the [Unseelie Lord] had created. It was collapsing, bits of the sky fell from above as the dimensional crack spread.

“What is going on? How is this happening…?”

Hartia asked as his world tore open. And then he spotted a figure at the other side of the crack. A crimson-skinned Demon who was glowing with a white light stood there, pummeling through the very fabric of this artificial reality.

His voice boomed into the pocket space as he continued to tear the space open.

“I’m here, Salvos!”

And at that, Salvos emerged from the rubble of a collapsed mountain, her aura of invulnerability flickering, beginning to fade. She bared her teeth victoriously as she raised her iridescent scythe.

“Good timing, Haec! Now, we’re going to win!”

And all Hartia could do was stare in horror as his world began to collapse around him.


50. The Fall Of The Fairies Part Four

The world collapsed. Space itself fell apart like shards of broken glass. Everything that had been created was destroyed— reality itself was ripped apart like it was never even there.

This hasn’t simply been an artificial replica of a world. It wasn’t a pocket space or a magical dimension. It had been a world that was supposed to replace the Nexeus for all of Fairykind.

It had been the New World. And it was gone.

Or at the very least, it was disappearing.

Basil looked up at the New World as nothing of it remained but collapsing pieces of realspace. His eyes were wide open, taking in this scene in both awe and horror. Centuries of work was destroyed. Just like that.

Even though he had only just become an Architect— even though he hadn’t been working on the New World for long— he knew that it was a project that all of Fairykind had undertaken to complete under the orders of their Queen. And it was destroyed by her, without a second thought.

But why? Basil couldn’t help but ask himself that question. Even though he knew the ostensible reason for it.

It was because the Fairy Queen needed to defeat the Voidspace. And she did.

Basil watched as the remains of the Voidspace dissipated. Its tendrils weakly reached out for the collapsing New World, before it was turned to nothingness.

But why? Basil asked the question again. There was no reason for the Fairy Queen to have destroyed the New World. This was everything Fairykind had worked for.

This was her goal. This was the reason why Basil had become an Architect. This was the reason why all of the Fairies that had died and barely survived that encounter with the Voidspace had gathered here. They were trying to fulfill their Queen’s dream.

All of them. Even Lotus. Even Ivory. Every single one of the Fairies that had died had died because they had been here to complete this New World.

But the Fairy Queen destroyed it all with the clap of her hands.

Now, nothingness consumed the remains of the New World. A void that was neither white nor black began to cascade upon the Fairy Queen as she floated before the collapsing realspace.

Behind her, her Honored Fairies appeared and bowed to her. They somehow escaped the blast unscathed. Basil wasn’t sure how.

He barely comprehended how he was alive too. Somehow, him and the rest of the remaining Architects, Constructors, and other Fairies that survived had escaped the blast.

Basil swept his gaze around the bubble-like barrier protecting him, and he realized it must’ve been the gravity well that the Fairy Queen put up which saved them. 

He should have been grateful. But all he felt was a lingering emptiness within. Like the enveloping void that consumed the last of the realspace he had created.

Basil closed his eyes as he recalled the last moments he spent with Ivory. The weak smile she gave him, trying to put on a brave face. And he wished he had never become an Architect. He wished none of this happened.

“The Voidspace is gone.”

A booming voice spoke simply, and he slowly opened his eyes. Basil raised his head to face the speaker.

Teranialiselisandranovaluxical’ah-sham the Fairy Queen herself.

She turned around as the Honored Fairies surrounding her dispersed. And even amidst the void, she stood tall and faced all the fallen Fairies caught in her gravity well.

“Tell me—”

The Fairy Queen said as Basil felt a shiver run down his wings.

“Who is responsible for this?”

***

Hartia watched as his pocket space was destroyed from the outside. The artificial fabrics of reality he created collapsed, and Salvos laughed victoriously. Haec continued to pummel onto the outside of his world as mountains sank into pits of darkness and the sky itself shattered like broken glass.

All around the [Unseelie Lord], his army of Fairies screamed and fell with the collapsing pocket space. Their existence faded away as the magic which held everything together was broken apart.

“Lotus!”

Hartia screamed as he turned to the apparition of the Honored Fairy. She raised her lance obediently, understanding his intentions without any words needed to be said.

He needed to stop this. And the source of this destruction was the Traitor himself. Haec the former Heir of the Netherworld.

Lotus began to conjure up a bolt of lightning as Hartia grinned viciously. But—

“No you don’t!”

Salvos shouted as she crashed into the back of the Honored Fairy. The blast of lightning shot to the side, vanishing into the falling sky. Hartia watched as both Salvos and Lotus tumbled across the remains of the pocket space as they struggled and fought desperately to defeat the other.

But despite whatever swings and strikes Salvos tried to land on the Honored Fairy, the flurry of attacks were unsuccessful. And instead, Lotus tore through cloak of distortion protecting Salvos and impaled her side.

Salvos yelped in pain as Hartia blinked. He realized the aura of invulnerability was finally gone. This was his chance to finally defeat her. But before he could react, he heard Haec’s voice echoing throughout the pocket space.

“Salvos!”

The former Heir of the Netherworld leapt into the collapsing pocket space as his body shone with a white light. He moved fast. Hartia didn’t understand it, but Haec was somehow so much stronger and faster now.

Haec reached Lotus in an instant, and he raised his hands. Hartia was expecting Haec to strike Lotus from behind, but that was not what happened. Instead of attacking, Haec stretched a hand out to Salvos as he nodded.

“Take my hand!”

Salvos blinked for a moment, then instantly reached out and accepted the proffered palm. And Haec whispered as the white aura covering his body rippled.

“[Title Skill: Synergy of Skills].”

“What is that?”

Hartia stared in confusion as the white aura began to spread to Salvos. The two of them shone together, and Lotus raised her lance. Her body crackled with electricity—

“[Consecutive Fatal Divine Nebular Slash]!”

Salvos and Haec shouted at once. And together, both Salvos and Haec lashed out with a powerful combination of fiery attacks. Their combined attack overcame Lotus, sending the Honored Fairy flying back with a silent scream.

And she tumbled into the nothingness of the collapsing pocket space as Hartia could only watch.

***

It was the first time Haec had used his brand new Title Skill. At first, when he received his new Title as the Traitor of the Demon King, he had accepted it in shame. He hasn’t been willing to even acknowledge the new Title Skills it had given him, because he had still harbored some sense of loyalty for the people he left behind, even to Regnorex.

But now, he fully realized and understood how foolish he had been back then. So he embraced his new Title. He accepted the Skills it had bestowed him. And now, he used it to the full extent of its abilities.

It was called [Synergy of Skills], and it was like combination casting. Except far more effective as it essentially combined two Skills together, creating a brand new Skill that was far stronger than the two of them alone. So it had a wide range of applications, especially when it came to battle.

Unfortunately, he knew intuitively that to use his [Synergy of Skills], he needed to be somewhat close in abilities to whoever he was going to be using it with. That was why he couldn’t have just used it whenever he wanted. Taburas was too weak for him to work with, and Salvos was too strong.

So he had sought out a way to grow even stronger in a short moment— to close the gap between him and Salvos. That was why he activated his second Grand Skill. He had drawn the power of the Third Legion using [I Shall Bear Your Burdens]. And while he wasn’t exactly as powerful as Salvos right now, even with the strength he borrowed from them, it had closed the gap just enough for them to be able to combine their Skills and launch a powerful attack against that Level 200 Fairy.

Together, their attack sent her flying into the depths of the collapsing pocket space, and then she vanished along with the cascading sky. Haec panted as he clung onto Salvos, looking down into the artificial world that was falling apart all around them. Thanks to his help, he was able to destroy Hartia’s Grand Skill and save Salvos. But that hadn’t been the plan he concocted.

His plan had been to use their combined Skills to tear Hartia’s [Fractal Barrier] through sheer force. But now, he could no longer use his [Synergy of Skills] for a while. And Hartia was still alive.

“Get ready.”

Salvos spoke up, snapping Haec back into attention. The two of them faced Hartia who was floating at the top of the shattered dome. The [Unseelie Lord]’s gaze was shadowed over as he looked over his destroyed world. All the apparitions of Fairies he had summoned were gone. All except for one—

“Ivory…”

Hartia whispered as he reached out for the last apparition of a Fairy in the collapsing pocket space. She flitted weakly towards him, having remained by his side the entire time. But then she, too, faded away.

And then the two Demons and the lone Fairy found themselves back in the Netherworld. Haec’s feet touched solid ground once again. Salvos raised her scythe warily as Hartia slowly craned his neck to face them.

“Do you really think you’ve won this battle?”

The [Unseelie Lord] asked as he raised his head. His eyes glinted in the darkness cast over his face by his arched brows, and his [Fractal Barrier] began to shine again. He spread his arms wide as Haec took on a defensive stance.

“We only pissed him off…”

Haec said, and Salvos nodded.

“Yep, we did. But we also wasted his Grand Skills.”

“You wasted nothing.”

Hartia spat back as he floated to the sky. He hovered over the crimson sky, and the mountains shifted. Giant boulders and small mountains floated to the sky as his voice echoed in the Netherworld, his massive shadow towering over the two Demons.

“I will not stop until you are begging for mercy! I will not stop until the two of you are dead at my feet! I will not stop until I’ve served your heads on a platter to the Demon King!”

And as he screamed, he unleashed everything he could down at the Enemy and the Traitor.


51. The Fall Of The Fairies Part Five

“This was your fault.”

The thundering voice of the Fairy Queen struck Basil like a blast of lightning, and he recoiled at her words. Her accusation stunned him into silence. This was his fault?

No— it couldn’t be his fault. It had to be her fault. She was the one who planned the creation of this New World. He was a mere Sacred Spirit who had been forced into being her Architect for this insane project.

He tried to open his mouth to protest. But he blinked when he heard another voice coming from the side. He spun around and stared at one of his fellow Architects with wide eyes.

“This happened because of you! If… if it weren’t for you, they’d all still be alive!”

Basil stared in shock as he heard those harsh words. He swept his gaze over the rest of the other surviving Fairies, and he saw the looks of disdain they bore towards him. He flitted back as he tried to work his jaw.

“N-no—”

He started as the Fairy Queen descended upon him with her looming shadow. Behind her, her entourage of Honored Fairies followed with their weapons raised.

Basil gesticulated weakly and sputtered.

“I… I did not do this!”

He exclaimed. But the Fairy Queen did not listen. Nobody listened.

“Basil the Architect. For your failures which resulted in the destruction of the New World…”

“Please! I am begging you—”

Basil spoke desperately. He looked around for anyone to hear him out. But he was alone, even if he was surrounded by his own people.

And the Fairy Queen finished as she flicked a wrist.

“I hereby sentence you to death by the Void.”

Basil blinked as he processed her words. And suddenly the space around him warped. He felt an overwhelming force yank him from where he floated, before he was ejected out of the barrier the Fairy Queen had created, shot into the nothingness of the Void.

***

Hartia raised his head as he stared at the two Demons standing defiantly before him. An unending rage filled the Fairy to a brim as he saw them there. They were still alive.

Even after he had used his strongest Grand Skill against them, they still lived. Not only was he forced to remember his background and his failures, he was forced to relive it, but he had done it all to win.

And yet, victory wasn’t assured. Worse— it wasn’t even likely at this point.

Hartia had exhausted most of his greatest Skills to defeat Salvos. And while she had also wasted her own Grand Skill— whilst revealing a strange Skill that was reminiscent of the Voidspace he had accidentally created— she looked ready to continue fighting for as long as was necessary.

Meanwhile, Haec was stronger than ever. And that was in the literal sense. Somehow, while he had been away, he had gotten a boost in strength that let him keep up in close contention with Salvos.

Hartia couldn’t defeat them. Even as he so desperately tried. He launched thousands upon thousands of boulders their way— it fell like the black rain of the Netherworld during the most torrential periods of Genesis, but it wasn’t enough.

The two Demons ripped their way up towards him as he screamed in frustration.

“I will kill you!”

But even as Hartia dropped a giant meteor on them, they tore through it and reached him. His [Fractal Barrier] flickered as Salvos struck him first. Her attack sent him flying back as the world spun around him. Before he could even gain a sense of his bearings, Haec intercepted him and knocked him into a mountain with a powerful kick.

The [Unseelie Lord] shouted in anger as he tried to catch himself with his wings. But Salvos appeared next to him in an instant. He barely even registered she was there. She laughed as he pointed at her, trying to crush her with his magic. However, the distortion protecting her stopped him.

And she struck him with a fiery blow that sent him crashing into the earth.

***

Basil tumbled out of the barrier protecting him from the Void. He barely had any time to process it. It happened so quickly. The Fairy Queen gave him his judgement, his sentence, and his execution all in one fell swoop.

He had raised a hand to try to do something. But he barely even conjured up the first vestiges of an area of space around him before he was ejected into the Void.

Perhaps it should have been a painless death— perhaps he would have simply faded into nonexistence. Based on his understanding of the Void, he knew that was what was supposed to happen. But that didn’t happen.

Because of the thin layer of space he had created to protect himself. It barely saved him. Or at first, that was what he thought as he floated there, surrounded by a world of nonexistence. However as time went by— or perhaps time stayed still, he didn’t know— he realized that this had been a curse.

That he had condemned himself to an eternity of nothing but his own thoughts.

***

Hartia screamed in anger and frustration as he was thrown back once again. He was knocked around like he was a rock being sent flying around by low-leveled Fairies practicing their basic space magic. There was not a single moment of reprieve for him.

Right now, he couldn’t even fight back. Even as he desperately tried to break free. He felt so… weak.

“Come on, Haec! His [Fractal Barrier] will break eventually!”

Salvos shouted as her scythe slammed into him once again.

****

And Basil floated there. Even as eternity came and went. He couldn’t move. He barely could even comprehend his existence. His mind screamed for him to do something— to try and break himself free from this stasis.

But there was nothing he could do.

…until he appeared.

“Tsk. Tsk. Tsk.”

The voice echoed throughout the Void as Basil’s mind froze, processing the first sign of something after so long. The Fairy tried to raise his head— he tried to move his eyes. However, he remained stuck in place.

“Once again, she’s punishing her own people for her own failures.”

Basil didn’t know where the voice came from. He didn’t know who was speaking it. All he knew was that he could hear it come from all around him. And the words that were being said… they piqued his interest.

No— they stoked the fire burning in his soul.

“I told her it was an impossible project. I told her she would never succeed. But even now, after so many failures, she still refuses to listen.”

This was not the first time it happened…? Basil thought as the speaker continued.

“Alas, this time around, you are the one to take the blame.”

And suddenly a figure appeared right before Basil. A crimson face with a goatee stared right at Basil, wearing a mocking look.

“Poor you.”

[??? - Lvl. ???]

Basil was so taken aback by the sudden figure appearing right before him, he actually blinked. The figure laughed before disappearing back into nothingness.

“Well, unfortunately for you, you’re going to be stuck here for a while. I mean— I could save you. But… I won’t! So bye!”

And Basil was left alone once again.

***

Hartia’s head spun as he was thrown around by both Salvos and Haec. How long had this been going on? He didn’t quite know. But he knew that he was getting tired of these games.

His [Fractal Barrier] could last for quite a long time, but it did not make him invincible. It could be whittled down with enough attacks. And while he knew he wasn’t quite at its limit yet, if he allowed this to continue for long enough, it would be the end of him.

So he had to do something. Specifically, he had to do something about Haec.

While Salvos was an annoying pest, he was certain he could deal with her if it was just the two of them. The only problem was this sudden power boost that the former Heir of the Netherworld received. That was why Hartia was now caught in this predicament.

He needed to find a way to remove Haec from the equation here. But… how?

***

Basil was left alone with his thoughts again as he floated there amidst nothingness. His mind raced with regret. With his failures. He thought of everything that had happened. Again and again, he replayed what had happened. And he knew it was her fault.

It was the Fairy Queen’s fault. Not his.

What happened to Ivory. What happened to Lotus. What happened to all those Fairies who died. It wasn’t his fault.

So he didn’t deserve to die. He didn’t deserve this judgment that had been passed upon him. He needed to live. For Ivory. For Lotus. For everyone.

And he slowly made progress towards his survival. He didn’t know how or why, but after that stranger visited him, he was able to move ever-so-slightly. Because of that, he was able to manipulate his magic again. All he needed was to expand the small layer of space he created to protect him.

So he focused on that. He focused on surviving. He focused on those he had lost.

He needed to live.

For Ivory.

He needed to survive.

For Lotus.

He needed to escape.

He needed to live.

He needed to survive.

For himself—

Grand Skill [Expanding Domain: Fall Of The Fairies] Gained!

Abundant Experience is awarded—

***

Hartia’s eyes flickered as he saw the white aura coating Haec. He frowned, tracing the strands of mana across the canyon. And then his gaze landed onto the Third Legion standing silently by the coliseum. They hadn’t intervened. Not once throughout the battle, had they moved to help the [Unseelie Lord].

The realization settled in as Hartia was knocked back by a powerful punch again.

“I understand now.”

Hartia grinned, even as he was hurled through the air. He began to laugh maniacally as he spread his arms wide. Salvos and Haec didn’t slow down in their attacks. But the [Unseelie Lord] didn’t care. He just exclaimed victoriously as he was knocked around like a toy, facing the Third Legion in the distance.

“So I just have to kill them all if I want to win, is that it? Then that’s not difficult at all!”

And he brought his hands together as Salvos and Haec both blinked. They exchanged a glance, before the former Heir of the Netherworld shouted.

“No!”

But Haec was too slow. Hartia clapped, and it was over.


52. Stasis

Hartia had won. He was certain of his victory. It was assured. All he needed to do was remove Haec from the battle, and he could deal with Salvos by himself. And with this simple move— by sacrificing all of the Third Legion— he would have come out victorious.

It would have resulted in so many Demons dead, just like that. But it was necessary. No… it was more than necessary. They were traitors who had joined Salvos and Haec. They refused to aid the [Unseelie Lord] in battle.

That was why he was going to kill them all. All he needed to do was reach for the power of his second Grand Skill, the [Unseen Collar Of Space], and he could kill them all in an instant. He brought his hands together as he tugged for the strands of magic connecting every single Demon in the Third Legion to the invisible spatial network only he and a few others could see. He laughed victoriously, hearing Haec scream.

Hartia clapped as he reached for the deaths of the tens of thousands of watching Demons. And he waited to hear their necks snapped. He waited to see their bodies fall. He waited to feel his magic ending their lives in an instant.

But nothing happened.

The [Unseelie Lord] narrowed his eyes as he stared at the Third Legion in the distance. They hadn’t fallen to the ground lifelessly. Instead, they just stared at him quizzically. He turned to Haec who was still standing there with the white aura coating his body.

“How—”

Hartia started as he frowned. He clapped his hands together again and again, but nothing happened. He couldn’t even feel his connection to the collars any longer. It felt like his very control over the fabric of space had been taken away.

And then he saw the distortion that was covering his body. All he could do was stare wide-eyed at the twisted power that was surrounding him, closing in like the tendrils of the Voidspace.

“What… is this?”

But even as he asked that question, he knew the one who was responsible behind it.

***

I didn’t know what I did. Well, actually, I knew exactly what I did. But I didn’t know if it would work. I had to act fast when I realized what Hartia was going to do. As far as I understood it, Haec’s second Grand Skill allowed him to absorb the power of those who were under his protection. But a downside was that he also was also vulnerable to any damage they received.

To what extent? I didn’t know. But all I knew was that if the entirety of the Demon army gathered there died, Haec would probably be badly hurt at the very least, or very much dead at worst. So I acted to save him.

I focused my [Protection of the Corruption] onto Hartia because I knew that the corruption was capable of disrupting spatial magic. Instead of using it as a barrier, I used it as a shield. I covered the [Unseelie Lord] with it, and it completely cut off his connection to the summoning collars. He didn’t even realize he was wrapped in the distortion until he tried to clap his hands again.

“You!”

He screamed as he turned towards me. I bared my teeth back at him and spread my arms wide.

“What do you think of my corruption? Pretty handy, huh?”

“This will not stop me!”

Hartia flew straight up to escape the coalescing corruption covering his body. He raised his hands again, ready to clap again. And I gritted my teeth as I focused on moving my corruption to stop him. He clicked his tongue when I cut him off once again.

But he continued moving as he glared at me.

“You can’t delay their deaths forever!”

And I knew he was right. My lips drew into a thin line as I continued pointing at him, trying to continue to coat him with my [Protection of the Corruption]. It would have been a lot easier if he wasn’t moving. However, neither Haec or I could have tried to pin him down. After all, it was a barrier Skill.

I might have been using it to disrupt Hartia’s magic, however it still deflected attacks. So we could physically restrain him. I had to do something else. And as Hartia zipped across the sky, I had an idea.

And unfortunately, it was going to piss off a few Demons I knew. Or at the very least, be a surprise to them.

***

Hartia screamed as he was engulfed by the distortion. It was both in anger and fear. He hated seeing it coalesce around him, closing in like it was going to consume him. It reminded him of the Voidspace. It reminded him of his failures once again. And those memories terrified him.

But also— it breathed life into his resolve. His rage against the Fairy Queen. His hatred for the person he used to be. A subservient drone who dedicated his life to an entity who cared not for him. And most importantly, his desire to kill the Enemy of the Netherworld.

He shot towards the sky as he tried to continue to evade the distortion that was following him. He could see the mosaic of colors from the very fringe of his vision, and everything around him continued to blur. He tried to ignore it. All he had to do was break free from this.

All he had to do was find a moment of reprieve and he would win. He moved faster and faster until he felt the first vestiges of spatial magic returning to him. He laughed victoriously, reaching his arms out.

“Now, I win—”

But before he could yank the strands of mana connected to the summoning collars, he slammed into an invisible wall. Hartia yelped in pain as he drew back from the invisible wall. His brows furrowed when he saw what it was.

“This is space magic?”

He spun around in confusion, then he saw Salvos’s blurry figure zipping past him, forming another invisible wall beside him. His eyes widened as she flew around him, and he realized he was being boxed in.

“You, bitch!”

He shouted as he tried to fly out. But the Enemy of the Netherworld cut him off every single time. Hartia spun around as he saw the crimson skies grow dark, and the white earth fade away. He heard Salvos’s voice echoing around him.

“Now you’re in my world.”

And everything around the [Unseelie Lord] changed. No longer was he in the Netherworld. Instead, he was trapped in a glass-like cube surrounded by darkness. He gritted his teeth as he continued to hear the mocking words of Salvos reverberate around him, followed by a voice in his head.

Now Leaving [Demon King’s Domain]!

Now Leaving [Nexeus: Netherworld]!

“Do you really think you can keep me trapped here?!”

Hartia screamed as he aimed his hands at the dimensional walls collapsing around him. He reached to undo their threads of spatial magic— to free himself from this prison. But Salvos appeared before him, grabbing him by the hand.

“Oh, no you don’t!”

He glared at her as he broke free from her grasps.

“You can’t kill me! Not as long as I have my [Fractal Barrier]!”

Hartia cackled, flying back. She nodded understandingly as she whispered.

“I can’t.”

And Salvos raised her head as her eyes glinted.

“At least, not right now.”

The [Unseelie Lord] paused, before she vanished. Her laughter was all he could hear as the walls of this pocket space began to close in on him.

“But I can trap you here until I can kill you.”

“What…?”

And Salvos zipped around as her figure blurred. Hartia swept his gaze over his surroundings, thinking she was just moving that fast. But then he saw the whirlwind of colors. He watched as the distortion overcame his own body. He tried to reach for the threads of space that was the composition of this artificial world.

But he failed to get a grasp at anything. He couldn’t escape the distortion. The walls of the pocket space collapsed on him as he struggled to break free. He tried to reach for something. And he found nothing.

“N-no—”

He opened his mouth. His mind flashed with visions of that moment so long ago. When he had been trapped in the Void, unable to do anything. When he was only left with his thoughts.

***

Basil didn’t know how much time he remained there, trapped in stasis. There was no time here, and his mind couldn’t comprehend it. Even though he was struggling to break free after hearing that voice speak. He still couldn’t break free.

He would have gone insane. He would have died from losing his mind. But he focused only on one thing to survive.

He focused on the Fairy Queen. On what she had done. And what he had done for her.

Basil forsook it. All his past actions— his past life. He shed it all away. He became someone else. Something else. Something more.

And he swore that he would never be Basil again.

***

The distortion filled this world, and Hartia could only watch. There was nothing he could do was his senses were numbed and his body was practically crushed. His [Fractal Barrer] still held up against the pressure of the closing world, but everything else failed him.

None of his other Skills were powerful enough to break him free. And he could only scream as he was consumed by the corruption as he was left alone once again with his thoughts and nothing to do.

***

And then it was over.

I had won. I trapped Hartia in a piece of my pocket space, away from the rest of [The World Of My Mind]. I still kicked out Taburas, Bertrugil, Aemula, Ultis, and Aliq when I did that, because I wasn’t sure if having them nearby would endanger their lives. So they were thrown out into the Netherworld without much warning. But I did what I needed to do.

Now, Hartia couldn’t escape. He couldn’t even fight back. He was trapped in a pool of corruption in a piece of space that was forcefully shrunk to the size of his body. He was only still alive thanks to his [Fractal Barrier]. But I knew I could finish him off soon.

Once I could cast my other Grand Skills like my [Claw Of Corruption], I was certain that I could kill Hartia in an instant. For now though, I had to keep him alive and trapped. And as I returned to the Netherworld alone, the Third Legion cheered at my ostensible victory. I looked down and saw Haec’s relieved face alongside the outraged looks on Taburas and Bertrugil, before also hearing a flurry of voices echoing in my mind.

Even though I hadn’t killed Hartia, it seemed that my hard work hadn’t gone unpaid. I grinned as I listened to everything that was listed out to me slowly.

General Skill [Corruption Manipulation] Gained!

Experience is awarded for the learning of a General Skill!

Class Skill [Prison Of Isolation] Learned!

Experience is awarded for the learning of a Skill!

Subspecies [Angelic Devil Princess] Level Up!

[Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 167] -> [Angelic Devil Princess – Lvl. 168]

Gained 5 Stat Points and 3 Skill Points!

Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!

[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 149] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 150]

Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!

Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!

[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 150] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 151]

Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!

Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!

[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 151] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 152]

Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!

Class [Draconic Apprentice] Level Up!

[Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 152] -> [Draconic Apprentice - Lvl. 153]

Gained 2 Secondary Skill Points!

[Class Advancement Available]

[Titles Available]

I nodded to myself satisfiedly as I landed on the ground.

“Huh. Now I wonder what you have in store for me… but I can deal with you later.”

For now, I checked up on my companion, and figured out a plan of action to do next.


53. Mystical Assassin

The [Horned Drake] looked through the trees and saw its prey standing in the clearing up ahead. It had been following the three of them for a while now, stalking them across the forest floor as they hunted down the lesser monsters in the area. But the [Horned Drake] was no lesser monster.

It was certain it was more powerful than them. Certainly, they looked intimidating to an extent, considering they resembled the [Horned Drake] in shape, although they were much pudgier, smaller, and had wings. But they were lower-leveled than it was— since it was Level 67, and they were just under Level 60— so it knew it could take them on. The only reason it hadn’t already struck them was because it was an apex predator, and because of that, it knew that sometimes easy prey wasn’t as easy as it seemed.

So it had observed them to ensure it knew what it was going up against. And now that the time seemed right, it was going to strike.

The [Horned Drake] huffed as it took a soft step forward—

“Hey.”

And it paused as it heard a voice come from behind it. Blinking, the monster turned around to face a Human standing there. But it was not just any Human. It was a little girl.

She had her arms crossed as she glared at the [Horned Drake].

“Leave my friends alone, or else.”

The [Horned Drake] stared at her for a moment, before scoffing. It had killed many Humans before— especially little ones like her. So it simply spun around and swung its tail down at her to crush her.

The ground shook as its tail struck the earth. A thunderous crash echoed throughout the forest, and the three figures in the clearing perked up. They looked towards the [Horned Drake] as it turned back to face them with a savage gaze. Even if it alerted them of its presence, it knew they couldn’t outrun it.

So it took a step forward as it flashed its fangs dangerously. And then a blurred figure landed right in front of the [Horned Drake], causing it to pause.

“Did you not hear me?”

It was the little girl. She drew a pair of daggers as she looked up at the giant monster. And it roared and snapped its jaw down onto her as she spoke simply.

“I said: leave my friends alone!”

The [Horned Drake] lashed out, but she leapt over its attack. She swung her daggers down at its neck as they flashed with a blue light. The giant monster recoiled, but it was too late. It collapsed to the ground, gargling in its own blood, feeling its body grow numb. As it fell, it stared at the little girl one last time, before seeing her level.

[Mage - Lvl. 71]

And the [Horned Drake] realized that it might not have been the apex predator it thought it was, before its vision went dark.

***

Rachel landed lightly as she sheathed her daggers onto her belt. Twirling around, she eyed the dead [Horned Drake] curiously, before looking over at the three baby Wyverns rushing towards her from the clearing. Bellum was the fastest, running at the front, followed by Bellum, and then Oriur.

“Rachel!”

The last baby Wyvern called out as he stumbled over some shrubs. His brother and sister reached her first. They gushed over her as they looked at the dead monster.

“What do you think of that?”

Rachel laughed as the two baby Wyverns whined. Well— to call them babies was a bit odd now. Even though they had already been larger than she was when she met them, they were now about the size of a brown bear.

And yet, they were still babies. At least for Wyverns. They weren’t even two years old yet. Even if it had been a few months since Rachel had met them.

She smiled, watching Novis and Bellum argue with each other. They clearly thought they could have taken on the [Horned Drake]. An evidently misplaced confidence, considering their levels. But it was cute to see them bicker.

“Are you alright, Rachel?”

Oriur asked as he finally reached the little girl. He was the only one who looked even a little bit concerned about her wellbeing. But she was fine. She was much higher-leveled than the [Horned Drake], so she knew she could have taken it down.

After all, she was a Level 71 [Mystical Assassin] now. While she wasn’t the most durable in battle, she was fast, and her attacks were incredibly deadly. It had only been two months since she started training and leveling again. And thanks to the occasional help from Centina, Willy, and the three baby Wyverns, she was leveling up faster than she ever had been before.

So Rachel beamed and gave Oriur a thumbs-up.

“I’m fine! I should be more worried about you!”

Oriur blinked, then returned with a smile. He was the smallest of his siblings, but he was also the most intelligent. And he was the reason why they were out on this little hunting trip today.

“So did you find any Centinels?”

Rachel asked as she tilted her head curiously at the baby Wyvern. He shook his head in response.

“No, no traces of any Centinels. Which is strange. Usually, they’d be swarming these forests to get to Mavos Academy.”

“So that makes it a whole week without any Centinels, huh?”

The Child Monster tilted her head back, before laughing.

“Maybe we scared them all away!”

“I highly doubt that.”

Oriur scoffed as he strode back. He grabbed both Novis and Bellum too as he started heading back in the direction of Mavos Academy.

“Centinels are particularly known for their tenacity and lack of intelligence. They wouldn’t give up this easily— not especially when they’re targeting Ms Centina.”

“Huh.”

Rachel nodded as she followed after Oriur. She glanced back over her shoulder as she furrowed her brows.

“I wonder what happened to all the Centinels, then.”

***

And in the distance, far from Mavos Academy, a figure emerged from beneath the earth. It was a twisted creature. One that had seen the end of the world approach from the world’s borders. One that had survived the destructive corruption that was only starting to reach this part of the Nexeus.

It was the Matriarch Centinel of the Bloodied Gulf. And behind it, thousands of Centinels poured out of the ground, swarming forward.

***

But that was not the only calamity that was beginning to unfurl. In the Netherfied Lands, the rifts in the skies continued to shift, even as the Netherworld awaited the start of Genesis. The gathered Demons there waited for something to happen, uncertain about this world they found themselves in.

And Edithe Dawnrise, knowing this, stood before the Council of Cremont, arguing with them over drawing forces away from the Elven Forests to prepare for what was to come.

***

At the same time, Helena Warshade, Orgaf, and a group of Elite Ranks encountered the corruption for the first time, before learning about the inevitable fate of the world’s future.

***

Meanwhile, Daniel Song trained high above the world, atop the peak of Astros Mountain, under the tutelage of Yves Virgil the Watcher himself.

***

And Salvos? Well, yes, she reached her Class advancement, but she had to save that for later. For now, she followed Haec as he led the Third Legion away from the Expanse, moving to put a halt to the Demon King’s plans to destroy Humankind as a whole.


Author's Notes

So ends another book of Salvos. Honestly, I am quite happy with how this book turned out, even though I felt incredibly burnt out towards the end of it. I really love Salvos as a story, but I do need to take some time off it occasionally. 
So if you do enjoy my writing, I ended up writing a novel entirely on the side of writing Salvos, and it is coming out on May 2nd, 2024! You can check out its preorder right now. And just so you know, I loved writing it, even if it is a little bit different from Salvos :)


Kara is given a choice: die or become a god.

Summoned to a world ruled by a game-like system, Kara is offered a power that lies beyond it.

A power given by a dying dragon. A power that predates the system. A power wielded only by the gods.

To become the last wielder of a dragonsoul.

She accepts, but her path to godhood does not begin easy. Finding herself lost in the monster-infest Xor-In Mountains, she is pursued by a powerful being who seems to know about her origins. To make matters worse, a mysterious calamity is sweeping over the region, wiping out every settlement she finds before she even arrives. But she isn't deterred, despite these obstacles in her journey. Instead, she finds herself befriending monsters and adapting to this harsh magical environment.

Kara finds herself thriving.

Until eventually, she finds refuge amongst the strange inhabitants of the Sanctuary City of Alyona. But despite its name, it is not nearly as safe as it is appears to be...

However, even though there are still seven stages of ascension for her to undergo, she will complete her apotheosis by any means necessary.

And Kara will become a god.

https://www.amazon.com/Last-Dragonsoul-Strong-Isekai-LitRPG-ebook/dp/B0CWQWFP3K 




Also, you can check out my friend, Azrie's, novels too if you enjoy writing similar to mine!


Through hellish training, Arc became a hero — reaching the pinnacle of strength in the world of Arlas.

Arc was an ordinary young woman from Earth when she was summoned to an icy hell where she fought for her survival in the name of training to become a hero.

Now, after defeating the Overlord itself and achieving the status of hero, she leaves with the goal to enjoy her freedom. Arriving at Arlas, a fantasy world with magic and monsters, a world with numbers, Tiers, and Classes. A world governed by the System that summoned her. But she is not alone, there are other heroes, masters of their element, warped individuals that too have escaped their own hell. And they have their own agenda, from taking over the world to even killing other heroes.

But Arc isn’t any hero, she’s the one that mastered the element of frost: the element of ice that can even freeze the sense of time itself. And when confronted with an incomprehensible task of broken letters — to fulfill her duties as a hero for the broken System — she makes her decision.

To live a normal life, fight whoever comes her way, and ignore whatever the delusional System says. As for the heroes? She will fight them too if they dare to stand in her way

https://www.amazon.com/Arc-SS-Tier-Heroine-Book-ebook/dp/B0CMNZBLYJ/







And as always, you can read draft chapters of Salvos ahead on my Patreon here :)

https://www.patreon.com/MelasD/
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Amelia

Who needs a Class when you're already the strongest anyways?

Ten years ago, Amelia woke up alone and lost in a broken world where she had to fight for her survival.

Now, after reaching the pinnacle of power, defeating the Void itself, and escaping the abyss, she has finally found her way back into the real world. But instead of returning to Earth, she arrives in the land of Vacuos. A fantasy world with magic, monsters, Classes, and Levels. A world that is governed by a System like it were a video game.
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Armed with only a small dagger of mysterious origin, he has no choice but to fight through this web of death and darkness to get to safety. But with both his rare abyssal magic and his desire to return home, he will survive this nightmare by any means necessary, and get revenge on those who ripped him away from his dream life, even if it meant fighting through hordes of giant lizards, groups of terrible bandits, and whatever other person or monster that got in his way.
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