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​Chapter 1 - A Punished Daughter
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​“Father...” The smell of death, intensified by Hell's scorching core, and the sounds of anguish filled the air. SMACK. I fell to the dry, dead ground, scraping my knees, a deafening ring filling my ears as my head slammed against the dead ground, 

“Diana, how many fucking times do I have to repeat myself?” Glaring at my father, I scoffed.

“You are not to go to the Upside Realm. Demons like you have no place there– do you hear me? Our kind do not go to the Upside simply to venture around. I have been planning an attack for years, and you set us back months! Months! Stay in your lane, Diana, or I’ll have you locked up for demons know how long!”

Pushing myself off the floor, the copper taste of blood from my nose traveled into my mouth. I slyly smiled. “Yes, Father. It won’t happen again.”

“You will be punished thoroughly." Turning his broad body around, he stormed off, muttering insults–  I’m sure of it.

A heavy sigh escaped me. “Ah, shit...”

Dusting off my bare knees, now covered in scrapes, I inspected my tunic, seeing the dribbles of blood that had made their way down from my nose. I peered around, relieved that no one was nearby to witness the dispute between my decorated father and me. William and the other guards must still be making their way down the stairs. 

As the daughter of the ruler of the Underground, the other restless souls here were desperate for gossip, and quarrels involving me tended to become the most talked-about topic.

Entering the castle gates, I hastened to my quarters, avoiding eye contact with the servants and guards.

Entering my room, I greeted the dull, familiar surroundings: the dark pavement floor that matched the four walls, barely any light besides the small two-by-two window, and a lonely candle trying to provide the tiniest bit of light beside my bed, which resembled more of a prison cot than anything else.

...

The Undercity was hell.

The air constantly smelled of burning ash, smoke, and rot, the scent so thick it clung to your skin and buried itself in your lungs. Heat wrapped around everything like a living thing, suffocating and endless– though demons adapted to it easily after years of surviving beneath the surface.

There was no sunlight in the Undercity.

Only darkness.

Dim torchlight lined the stone pathways while rivers of molten lava carved glowing cracks throughout the kingdom, casting flickering orange light against the cavern walls. The ground was nothing but dry dirt and blackened stone, lifeless and cracked from the unbearable heat.

Very little could survive there.

Livestock was limited, making food scarce for the lower districts of the kingdom. Meat was often dried into tough jerky so it would last longer during harsh seasons and shortages. Hunger was common among poorer demons, though no one dared complain openly.

The people of the Undercity were demons.

Many looked human, while others had more monstrous appearances. Skin tones ranged from fair complexions like mine to deep reds, blues, purples, grays, and even shades as dark as charcoal. Most demons bore two horns, though some were born with three or more.

The Upside feared demons for our unnatural power. Our strength...our darkness.

The stories told above the surface painted us as monsters born only for violence and destruction.

And while some demons embraced that cruelty...many of us simply wanted to see the light of the Upside Realm someday. To walk beneath a real sky. To breathe cool air instead of smoke. To live without fear.

Despite what the Upside Realm believed about us, demons longed for the same things they did– peaceful homes, full stomachs, safety for our families, fresh water, and a chance to stand beneath the sun and feel the cold rain.

Yet, fear ruled the Undercity long before I was born. 

Demons lived far longer than humans ever could. Time barely seemed to touch our kind unless death came violently for us first.

My father, the King of the Undercity, governed through terror and absolute control. No one dared question him. His army had served beneath him for decades, loyal not through love, but fear of what would happen if they failed him.

And my father was not a man you wanted to anger.

Entire families disappeared for acts as small as disrespect. Villages were punished for disobedience. Even powerful demons lowered their heads when he entered a room.

He ruled like a god beneath the surface.

And everyone feared him enough to pretend he was one.

...

Sighing, I caught sight of myself in the mirror, noticing how disheveled I looked. My crimson waist-length hair was knotted and tangled around my brown, curved horns. I reached for my comb, carefully brushing through my hair in sections while staring at the stranger in the mirror.

“When... will life change?”

Gliding my fingers across the tall oval mirror, feeling the warm glass beneath them, my eyes stung and ached, the painful lump in my throat begging for the release of tears. I clenched my eyes shut and punched the mirror, glass shards scattering across the floor.

Glancing at the shattered pieces, I caught my tearful golden eyes staring back at me, my mother's eyes.

I had always been different from “my kind.” I tended to make my father angry quite often. Unfortunately for him, I had a mind of my own and always had. I sometimes wish I could follow his orders and blend in better with our people.

Yet this time, I had definitely struck a nerve with him.

I am my mother’s daughter.

She used to travel to the Upside Realm in secret, ignoring my father’s orders no matter how furious it made him. Every time she returned, she would bring small pieces of the surface back with her–  occasional fruits I had never tasted before, strange flowers pressed between pages, and books. So many books.

Every night, she would sit beside my bed and read to me.

Through her stories, I saw towering trees with leaves that danced in the wind, fields covered in flowers brighter than gemstones, rain falling from silver skies, rivers filled with fresh water, and people laughing freely beneath the sunlight. Everything sounded alive up there. Warm. Beautiful.

I think that was the moment my heart began longing for a world I had never even seen.

God, I missed the way she smelled, the soft scent of smoke, old books, and the roses she used to bring back from the Upside Realm. I missed the way her arms wrapped around me at night, gentle and warm despite the harshness of the Undercity. When she held me, the world felt quieter, like even Father's darkness couldn’t reach me as long as I was beside her.

​Earlier That Day - The Adventure

“Phew.” Wiping the sweat stretched across my forehead, my hand grasped an edged-out rock. “I’ve been climbing for thirty minutes. How much longer?”

One foot pressed my body higher and higher along the mountain.

I had planned to go to the Upside today. I had waited so long, fighting this urge, only to finally escape and see what I had imagined the Upside looked like in my dreams. What would be up there? Trees? Grass? How many colors would I count? Lost in thought, my foot slipped off one of the rocks supporting me. “Shit!” Gathering all my upper-body strength, I swung myself horizontally, grabbing another piece of stone to steady my balance.

Close one.

Looking up, I saw it–  a small light. Climbing faster and faster toward it, I felt the temperature grow cooler with every movement. I reached out my hand, and sunlight touched my fingertips. Hesitant, but I wanted this more than anything. Scared, but sure of myself. Inhaling deeply and swallowing the frog in my throat, I climbed to the surface. Anticipating green grass and lively nature, I saw none of what I had hoped for. I looked around, seeing only dry death. Burnt trees. Sandy dirt. Nothing for miles, it seemed.

Then– 

BOOM.

Cough. Cough. Cough.

Dirt blinded my eyes and filled the back of my dry throat. I had barely dodged what I could make out to be a cannon blast.

A man yelled, “Kill it! His Imperial Majesty will be happy to see this!” – Armed soldiers, obviously from the Upside’s Imperial Palace, scattered around me, lifting their long blades and closing in. I’ve never seen an imperial soldier before, only heard of them from father and mother...

My vision was blurry, the world spinning violently around me as smoke drifted through the ruined streets. Through the haze, I spotted familiar silhouettes charging toward the chaos. Charcoal-black armor with red and gold engravings glinting beneath the torchlight...The Hellknights.

Heavy boots thundered against the stone as they rushed forward like a wave of death, weapons already drawn, crimson capes whipping behind them.

I should have felt relieved seeing them, but relief never came. My father must have found out I went to the surface. Cold dread twisted violently in my stomach. I couldn’t tell who terrified me more–  the Imperial Army surrounding us or the possibility of my father discovering what I had done.

“Protect the princess!” One of my father's men yelled.

“Kill the surface bastards!” Another demon sounded. 

CLING. CLASH.

Metal slammed against metal hard enough to send sparks exploding through the air. The sounds of swords scraping together mixed with screaming soldiers and roaring flames as the street erupted into complete chaos.

An Imperial soldier lunged toward one of the Hellknights with a spear, only for the demon knight to catch the weapon midair before driving his blade straight through the man’s chest. Blood splattered across the stone.

Another soldier fired an arrow from above, but one of the Hellknights raised his arm, dark magic bursting outward in a violent pulse that shattered the arrow before it could strike.

The ground trembled beneath the fighting.

People screamed and scattered through the streets while market stands overturned and shattered beneath the violence. Torches crashed onto the ground, spreading flames across broken wood and cloth. Smoke thickened the air until it burned my lungs with every breath.

I tried to push myself upright- pain instantly shot through my legs, my knees nearly buckling beneath me as dizziness overwhelmed my senses. Every muscle in my body screamed in protest, but I forced myself to stand anyway. Fear had made my legs weak. Wobbly. Uncertain...yet, I stood.

A Hellknight suddenly slammed into an Imperial soldier only a few feet away from me, sending both men crashing hard against a nearby stone wall.

“Your Highness!” one of the Hellknights shouted after spotting me. “Get away from the battlefield!” As if I could!

Another clash of steel rang through the air beside me. An Imperial soldier swung his blade wildly toward a demon knight, but the Hellknight blocked it instantly before slamming his helmet into the man’s face hard enough to crack bone beneath the metal.

The soldier collapsed to the ground.

The smell of blood and smoke thickened around me.

“Stand down! Stand down, men!” an Imperial general yelled.

The fighting came to an end.

William, my father’s head knight– practically his royal dog–  swooped an arm under me, helping me lean against him like a crutch. “What the hell were you thinking?” he scowled.

A defeated chuckle escaped me. “Does Father already– ”

“Yes. He is more than aware and more than pissed, believe me,” he interrupted.

“How did you all find me? How were you able to climb up to the Upside so quickly? It took me nearly an hour!”

“The maids noticed you skipped breakfast and your lectures, and some of my guards on patrol noticed Your Highness clinging to the walls, climbing.” He guided me past the hole I had emerged from.

“And... how were you guys able to get here in time?”

A long sigh escaped him, sounding stressed. “Your father is going to kill me after he’s done with you if he finds out I told you, but we have many passageways to the Upside. How do you think we travel there for materials and such?” he sighed again, seeing my confusion, “Only your father's most skilled men travel to the upside.” 

He guided me toward a large hill of dirt and scattered garbage. Reaching inside, he pulled a lever, revealing a staircase leading into the Undercity.

He smirked. “Impressed?” I smiled and nuzzled his brown hair.

William had always held a soft spot for me, and I for him.

He was one of the few people in the Undercity who treated me like Diana instead of simply the king’s daughter. We had grown up together within the dark halls of the palace, running recklessly through corridors while servants chased after us in frustration. We caused endless mayhem as children–  stealing food from the kitchens, hiding in forgotten passageways, and sneaking into rooms we were forbidden to enter.

Back then, William used to laugh more, before the war hardened him, before grief did. William’s parents had been killed by Upsiders when he was still very young. He rarely spoke about that day, but I remembered the anger in his eyes afterward– the kind of anger that settled deep into a person’s bones and never truly left them.

When he became an orphan, my father took him into the palace– not out of kindness as one would think, instead, my father saw potential in William immediately. Strength. Loyalty. Rage. All the traits of a perfect weapon. Years of brutal training transformed William into the lead general of the Hellknights, commander of the deadliest soldiers in the Undercity. The once mischievous boy I used to chase through palace halls became a warrior feared across kingdoms. 

Yet despite everything, my father turned him into...William was always gentler with me and protective...

Walking down the staircase, the sound of metal clinking echoed from the group of soldiers behind us. I whispered into William’s ear, “So you’re saying there are easier ways to venture to the topside? Like multiple passages scattered around the kingdom?”

William flinched at my question. A warm glow of pink formed at the tops of his ears, and he quickly looked away. “Diana, I may be your friend, but I also have a job and a duty to protect the people, and that includes you, Your Highness. Don’t stick your horns where they shouldn’t be.” His voice rose slightly. “And after today? You saw how the humans reacted and how quickly they wanted to bring your head to the Imperial King.”

Ranting now, he continued, “Your father–  the king, might I add– has been planning an attack on the Imperial Palace for decades. Why do you think no demons besides the skilled and trained are allowed to the surface? We were trying to hide our activity as best we could, so an attack would be easier if they didn't know we were still roaming!

“How were they able to know I came to the surface and attacked that quickly? I wasn’t able to take a full breath before they fired at me, William! They obviously know we are still around and have been watching those hell holes all this time.” 

William took a breath, about to speak, but I continued before he could.

“What if they’re planning an attack too? An upsider could drop down at any time and attack us. What do we do then? Hide? Father's plan for war is...stupid!”

I hurried down the stairs until William’s voice calling after me faded into quiet echoes.

Reaching the end of the long staircase, any relief I had felt about returning safely to our kingdom disappeared the moment I looked up–

“Father...”

​

​The Present

I hated the feeling of longing–  the desire for something new.

I was lucky enough to call myself a princess. I lived in a castle, had maids, and the loyalty of my people, yet it all felt like a cover-up. I was a failure of a daughter to both my father and my dead mother.

Her blood-curdling screams haunted me.

Seeing my father on top of my mother, bashing her face while blood splattered everywhere.

I was only five years old.

Punishments from my father were nothing new to me. Luckily, I was the only one of his blood; it would be unwise for him to dispose of me as he did my mother.

I scanned my washroom, peering at the tub. There was no point in bathing since my father could call for me at any time after his duties to receive my punishment.

Sitting on the bed, I waited for one hour. Two hours. Three hours–

Knock. Knock. Knock.

My eyes lingered toward the door, anticipating Father.

Instead, William opened the door and peeked his head into the room, clearing his throat.

“Ahem, Your Highness.” He bowed. “His Royal Highness has requested your presence in the fourth ward.” A painful expression crossed his face.

I smiled softly, hoping to ease his nerves. “No need to be so formal, William. I’ll follow you to the fourth ward.”

I stood and exited into the long hallways with William and two other guards following behind me.

The castle was built of black stone and in an ancient design. Torches enwreathed in flames fought against the darkness as best they could.

As we drew closer and closer to the fourth ward, to my father, my anxiety rose.

Glancing at William, he remained quiet, staring straight ahead.

I had known him since we were children. Others looked at him and saw a strong, emotionless man, yet that was far from the truth. Well... besides the strength.

I knew him more than anyone, and he hated the way my father treated me, especially when it came to the punishments.

How was I so stupid? I knew this would happen. What did I expect after reaching the surface? To explore? Pick flowers?

Lost in thought, William suddenly stopped, and I bumped into his back.

“Ouch! William– ”

Rubbing my nose, I stepped beside him, my father’s strong silhouette standing before the fourth ward’s doors, anger radiating from him.

His wide frame. Large eyebrows. The two pale horns that hung from his cheeks. The way his salt-and-pepper beard curved into a sneer. 

“Go.” My father commanded William and the other guards to leave.

William turned, making swift eye contact with me, worry written plainly across his face.

My heart tightened.

“Diana, enter. Now.”

I gulped. “Yes, Father.”

The doors closed, leaving nothing but one lonely torch lighting the abyss-like room.

“You have disappointed me greatly today.”

Standing in the middle of the room, my father slowly circled me.

“Father, I’m– ”

“QUIET! Did I permit you to speak?”

I shook my head no.

Swoosh.

The back of his embellished hand struck the side of my face, the force knocking me to the ground.

Clenching my teeth, I remained focused on the pavement below me. I dared not look up.

“Today made me wonder if having a daughter of my blood is really all that sentimental." 

My warm blood turned ice cold. “I’m sorry! I won’t ever do it again, Father, please!”

I looked up at him pleadingly, but I did not see my father.

I saw a monster.

Click. Click. Click.

His heavy shoes made a slow half circle around me- he was deciding what to do with me. 

Click. Click– Father stopped. “I will let this go this one time, Diana. Next time, you won’t be so lucky.” Relief swept over me, until– “Now unbutton your tunic.” He demanded.

Father believed punishments should be visible. Pain, to him, meant nothing if others could not see the damage afterward. Mother's punishments were along her forearms, scars covered them for as long as I could remember. My punishments were displayed on my back. 

Slowly, I turned away from him, my back facing him. My fingers trembled harder with every button I undid, the shaking impossible to control, no matter how desperately I tried to steady myself.

The room felt suffocatingly quiet. I already knew what had happened from here– I had endured it before.

The scars scattered across my back were proof of that.

I knew what happened from here. And this time, I was thankful– I’d rather endure fifty whippings than have a scythe take my head clean off.

Glancing over my shoulder, I saw my father studying the black tail of a whip. Delicately, he adjusts his hand through the wrist loop of the thick whip and grips the handle hard, his glare setting on my back. I clenched my eyes, bracing.

The wind snaps as he pulls the whip high and mighty–

SHHK-CRACK! SHHK-CRACK! SHHK-CRACK!

“Agh!” I cried out– the room filled with the scent of iron as crimson blood splattered across the floor.

SHHK– CRACK!

Pain bloomed across my back so violently that I felt every slash open my skin.

SHHK– CRACK!

My eyes remained fixed on the black stone pavement beneath me.

The whippings were brutal. Ruthless.

Each lash tore across my back with burning force, sharp enough to steal the breath straight from my lungs. I bit down hard against the inside of my cheek, refusing to scream no matter how badly my body begged me to.

The crack of the whip echoed endlessly throughout the chamber.

Over and over again.

For what felt like an eternity, the lashes never stopped–  one after another, relentless and unforgiving. Pain blurred together until I could no longer tell where one strike ended and the next began.

My knees shook violently beneath me.

Sweat dripped down my face while my fingers dug desperately against the stone floor, nails scraping against the dark pavement as I struggled to stay upright.

I wouldn’t collapse– not in front of him.

The room smelled of blood, it’s an unforgettable smell.

Then suddenly...silence.

Everything became painfully still.

“We’re done here.” Father tossed the bloodied whip at my side, so lost in a daze I could not find the dignity to reply. The steady sound of Father's boots faded farther and farther away as the door shut behind him.  

I feared death, but was this pain worth it? I have nothing here, only what others think I have. I truly didn't have anything. Even though I am royalty, I don't live in true luxury. I sleep on a cot, get beatings that seem to get worse and worse. Father threatened death against me today; I would be dead before Father's crown fell to me. I had no mother to cry to, no man to wipe my tears, and no future to look forward to. 

I come to a sad and painful realization: Life will always be like this. My eyes stung. I felt a single streak fall down my cheek, and I wiped it with my bloodied hand, seeing my black tear smear on my hand. 

I remained on that pavement floor for hours, feeling my blood turn to sticky tar, lost in shock– too weak to move.

...

Carefully, I pulled my tunic over my shoulders, one arm at a time, and buttoned it slowly. 

Planting my hands firmly on the pavement, positioning the legs underneath me, I pressed myself up, head spinning. I turned and took a couple of steps towards the door, before I could reach the door, the pain and dizziness caught up to me– I tipped over with the small table catching me.

“Fuck...” I winced.  

Huffing, one, two, and three- Forcing myself upright as best I could with my back aching and fresh, warm blood dripping down my back, I made it to the door and left that hell's chamber. 

I counted every step it took to make it back to my quarters; the hallways were eerily empty, no one in sight. 

Father must have cleared the hallways to avoid judgment over his parenting. My quarters looked just as I left. I meticulously stepped around the broken shards of glass to the washroom. 

Glimpsing at the tub, I saw that it had been filled; the water was grey and full of muck– water in the Undercity was recycled– since it meant going to the upside for water. I sighed. There were no clean clothes to change into. Undressing, I slowly tore the fabric from my skin. I clenched my teeth, trying to endure. Once undressed, I lowered myself into the tub slowly; the water hurt, yet felt nice.

I let myself sink into the water and drift into my thoughts. 
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Chapter 2 - Keeping Her Head
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Venturing through the forest, exhaustion weighed upon us, “Keep up, damn it.” I spun around, throwing my hands up.

“Karion, slow down and wait for Ally and Damien,” Atlas, my close friend, called out. “You know they have trouble keeping up with us. I don’t know why you decided to bring them on this mission; it's a death sentence with their untalented cardio.” He adjusted his dreads into a bun, perched on his hip, waiting for Damien and Ally. 

“Atlas, shut the fuck up!” Damien's black hair was drenched in sweat. His blue eyes narrowed, angry but clearly exhausted. “Ally, come on!” Damien shoots a questionable eye towards me. “Uh, why did we decide to bring a bitch–” 

WACK.

Ally smacks the backside of Damien's head, pissed. “You know I can hear you, right? You all are a bunch of assholes. If you don't want my healing abilities, just say so, save me from a headache and potential death on this stupid raid.” Her blonde hair was messy and drenched at the scalp with sweat, and her glasses fogged, diminishing the brightness of her green eyes. 

“Hey!” Damien yells, reaching for the back of his head. 

“Knock it off!” I shouted, and the group immediately fell silent.  If I had to listen to another second of pointless arguing, I was going to lose my mind before we even reached the Undercity.

I stepped closer to them, lowering my voice into something colder, “We are about to walk straight into a fucking hellhole,” I snapped. “A place crawling with demons that would gladly rip us apart the second they spot us– and if this arguing keeps happening... I swear I’ll kill all of you myself before a demon even gets the chance!”

The tension in the group thickened instantly, and my jaw clenched painfully as I forced myself to calm down. Fear and frustration twisted together violently inside my chest. “We need this mission to succeed,” I muttered more quietly. “The Imperial King sent us on this godforsaken raid for gold– If we come back empty-handed...” I laughed bitterly beneath my breath. “Good luck losing his imperial highness’s trust.”

The reality of it settled heavily over the group.

Desperation drove every one of us forward. This mission was our opportunity to earn the favor of His Imperial Highness and prove ourselves worthy of something greater. It was the most dangerous assignment he had ever entrusted us with, and in return, he promised us sanctuary within the palace itself.

“We need a place to stay,” I snapped. “I’m fucking tired of sleeping under the stars and cramming into filthy inns with all of you assholes. His Imperial Highness promised us permanent residence within the palace if this mission succeeds.” The group quieted immediately. “Real beds, food, and status within the Imperial Palace.” I clenched my jaw. “...But only if we prove ourselves useful.”

Atlas shifted slightly beside the others, his expression unreadable– I pointed toward him sharply. “You’re in charge of their sorry asses,” I said firmly. “So keep them under control.” Atlas sighed heavily but nodded. “Now come on,” I muttered, adjusting my sword at my hip.

The trees gradually thinned out, and the grass turned more and more brown, till it was nothing but acres of death–  no trees besides broken, dead ones, dry shrubs, and dirt. 

“We are here.” The group remained silent– awkward from my outburst. 

Hundreds of hellholes stood in front of the four of us. 

The Hellholes were a three-day journey from the Imperial Palace. They were scattered across No Man's Land. It was the very place where the war between the Upside Realm and the Underside had taken place hundreds of years ago- and even now, the land froze in time– nothing grew here anymore, the soil was dry and cracked, blackened from ancient battles and soaked with centuries of bloodshed. Some were enormous, causing the death of many travelers unaware of the terrain, while others were smaller, scattered across the no-man's land. The one standing before us was only about four feet wide across, deceptively small for something so horrifying.

Stepping closer carefully, peering over the edge– Nothing. The drop stretched so far downward that the human eye couldn’t see the bottom. Darkness swallowed everything beneath the surface, endless and suffocating. Yet despite the darkness, heat drifted upward from below. 

The Undercity breathed beneath our feet.

Ally stepped beside me, gazing into the darkness. “Uhh...we are really going down there?” 

“Yep, go put on your harness, Damien has them.” I shooed her away. 

Atlas asked Ally as she buckled her harness, “So you really can’t just fly us down there?”

Ally let out a scoff, “I am a healing mage, not a magical dumbass.” She flicks his forehead. There was an obvious flirtatious edge to it.

Clasp. Clink. Buckled.

“Is everyone harnessed?” I demand sternly. Looking around and seeing everyone, including myself, is harnessed and ready. “Good.” My attention goes to Atlas, “Atlas, tie the rope to that tree there-tightly.” Atlas nods as he gets right to it, wrapping the rope tightly around the dead tree's circumference. “Now this is going to be tough, but we need to be quiet and stealthy, we need to be in, and then out. The fall is without a doubt fatal. I will go first, followed right behind me.” 

I lift the rope and throw it down into the hole, gripping it with my large hands and hoisting it to my harness buckle. I begin to climb down. One by one, Atlas, Ally, and Damien follow me close behind on the rope. 

Ten minutes passed, and there still wasn’t a damn bottom in sight.

The deeper we climbed down, the hotter it got. Sweat rolled down my neck, my hands aching from gripping the rope so tightly. Above us, the light from the surface had turned into a tiny dot.

“Fuck this...” Damien muttered somewhere above me.

The rope creaked with every movement, our harnesses clinking softly in the darkness. The smell down here was awful– ash, sulfur, rot. Heat drifted upward in waves, as if the Undercity itself were breathing beneath us.

“I see the bottom!” Atlas yelled from below.

“Shit, we should have brought gloves, my hands are going raw,” Damien whined.

“You’re such a girl,” Ally says playfully. 

Damien was about to respond, but then he saw the sight around him. The Undercity came into view below us. The heat had to be well over one hundred degrees. The city felt bleak because of its lack of color; it was hot, yet the many demons we could see were busy with their lives, either unaware of the depressing scene around them or used to it. 

We made it to the end, and Atlas hid the rope the best he could.

“Here, put these on,” I tossed each of them a brown hooded cape to hide our humanity.

I threw the cape on and tied the hood around my neck. 

Despite our unfamiliar surroundings, one destination was obvious: the palace.

All legends in the Topside state that rare gems, gold, and certain minerals are found only in the Undercity because of the high temperatures. The palace was easy to see; it was large, with charcoal-black stone. It had to be the most lit-up part of the underside–though still incredibly dark.

The Undercity was difficult to navigate, with the lack of light, the unbearable heat, and the number of disgusting, filthy demons that lurked here, playing house. 

I wish I could just unsheath my sword and take every one of their goddamn heads– avenge my family.

Emma. That name haunts my mind.

Stealthily, we approached the palace, each keeping our heads down. A handful of Hellknights were scattered around.

I studied each demon carefully, sizing them all up and building a plan. I saw the two promising Hellknights guarding a side entrance to the castle. One of them was a smaller demon with dull purple skin and three crooked horns protruding from its neck. The purple demon looked half-asleep, leaning lazily against the palace's wall with heavy eyes and an expression that screamed bored out of its fucking mind. The other guard was much larger, with broad shoulders. Fair skin. Two thick horns curved from the top of his head, and dark armor stretched tightly across his massive frame. He looked stronger, more alert than the first one–But I could take him.

I motioned to the group with my head, and they quickly put two and two together and nodded.

Atlas ran in front of the two guards and tossed a pebble at them. CLINK. The pebble struck one of the knights’ chest pieces.

“Hey!” One of the soldiers yelled.

As both soldiers charged at Atlas– Damien and I each hit a soldier in the back of the head, knocking them out. Easy. Stupid creatures. 

“Quickly!” I whispered urgently. “Atlas, help me drag them behind those shrubs over there, tie them up.” Grabbing the feet of the soldiers, we hid the knocked-out soldiers, tied them up, and stuffed cloth in their mouths. As much as I wished to murder them, I couldn’t; it would be too much of a mess. 

We slipped into the palace and moved as slyly as we could. I pointed down the hall. Atlas nodded and checked whether the path was clear. Thankfully, it was, and we made a run for it, staying out of sight. 

The Underside’s palace was dark, too dark. Small sconces with candles did their best, but it wasn't enough. 

We ran down a hallway, “Hey!-” A Hellknight caught us, Damien shoved us to the side, running at the demon with a single slice. The demon didn't have a chance to draw his sword. 

SLASH

The demon's dark metal armor was slashed deeply, his intestines spilled out of him–STAB.

Damien drove his sword down with brutal force into the hell knight's head, the final blow.

Blood crossed the floor.

“Damien, what the fuck were you thinking!” Atlas cried out.

Damien wiped the blood on his pants, “A ‘you're welcome’ would suffice.” 

“They are going to know that intruders are in the palace!” Ally was stressed, holding her head. 

Fuck, Fuck, Fuck. Think. Think. Think. I don't know the layout of this damn palace.

“Follow me– now!” I can't get us caught this early. 

We slipped into what appeared to be a storage room. It is covered with cobwebs and dusty cleaning supplies. “Okay, I have a plan, and you guys aren't gonna be happy about it,” I exclaimed. “We are going to need to split up–”

Damien cut me off, “What the hell! Seriously! We are screwed.” 

I darted a stern look to Damien, “We don't have a choice, it's hard to hide a big group like us– and we need to cover more ground. Damien, you go alone to the basement, Atlas and Ally- you go together and search this level and the one above the best you can, and I will go alone and search the other floors above.” They nodded hesitantly. “Remember, grab anything that looks valuable– especially gold for his Imperial highness–” I sigh, “and don't get caught, for fuck's sake, we will have to meet at the rope in two hours, hurry.” 

We split up.

I sprinted up four flights of stairs, boots pounding hard against the black stone steps as my mind raced faster than my body.

We needed this raid to succeed; failure wasn’t an option.

The deeper we moved into the Underside, the more dangerous everything became. One wrong turn, one loud noise, one guard spotting us for half a second too long– and we were dead. I clenched my jaw while rounding another corner.

I considered capturing a demon eventually– someone familiar with the palace layout, so that we can navigate this damn maze. The Underside palace was massive, built from endless halls of black stone and twisting corridors that all looked the fucking same. Dim torches lined the walls, barely illuminating the enormous structure around me, while heat drifted through the corridors like a living thing.

We couldn’t get caught– especially not by the King of the Underside. The stories about him alone were enough to make hardened soldiers nervous. He was a very old, ruthless, and evil demon. I tightened my grip on my sword at my belt. We needed to move carefully with intention.

Clack, clack, clack. My stealthy run slowly turned into a walk. The nerves I had were beginning to fade. There were no staff or guards on this level– why is there no one on this level? 

I wasted no time thinking about it. I entered room after room quietly and swiftly, gathering what I could. A couple of gold rings, bracelets, and earrings– gems here and there, but nothing exciting. God, I hoped the others were having better luck than I was. 

The shadowed hall looked nearly identical to the first floor, the same black stone walls and dim torchlight stretching endlessly through the corridor. The only real difference was the extra doors lining the passage, which were bedrooms.

I ran to check another room, reaching for the doorknob–

Creak

– I paused and quickly hid myself in a corridor. Down the hallway, it sounded like a door opened, but no one came out. Did they spot me? Or, was it just a creak? A thought crossed my mind again: Apprehending a demon. They will know where the gold is, and after that, I can murder them. I can’t help but let out a smirk. I confidently walked down the hall and approached the wooden door, and slowly opened it, gripping my blade.

I peered my head inside, stepping slowly into the dark room. It was small and cramped, barely more than a sleeping quarter. A single cot rested against the wall beside a burnt-out candle, and melted wax hardened across the tiny wooden table nearby.

Crunch.

Something cracked beneath my boot...slowly lifting my foot, I see what seems to be the look of a broken mirror scattered. 

Someone definitely resides here, and they knew I was here. 

Press...

The tip of a blade no doubt pressed into my back, threatening me-  “Don’t fucking move, did my father send you?” I remained still for a moment...moving my hand slowly from my blade handle, surrendering.

A feminine voice demands. “Are you deaf or stupid?” She scoffs. 

WOOSH–

Quickly, I turned around, grabbing the wrists of my brave attacker. Nothing but a small demon woman, long crimson hair, fair skin, curved brown horns, a long red tail, strong golden eyes, and a battered face. 

I squeezed her wrists tight till the knife dropped; she growled, her eyes beaming with hostility.  

WACK, her right hand swung at me violently- she barely missed my face. Quickly, she wrapped her arms around my neck and drilled her knee into my abdomen. 

“Fucking bitch!” I hissed.

She pushed me hard, I stumbled back and fell over a broken mirror– banging the back of my head, “Fucking shit!”

I can’t let her escape. 

She looked at me as if she’d already won. She turned quickly to run out the door– lifting my sword with all my strength, I threw it directly in front of her, blocking the doorway– SHING.

I rose to my feet quickly.

The demon woman dipped down below my sword, looking to dive out to escape.

“Ahhh! Let go, damn it!” I grabbed her hair in a fistful. Lifting her, I slammed her back into the wall– She cried out. I placed my hand over her mouth and my other hand with her knife at her throat. 

Her adrenaline was high, her yellow eyes dilated, and she was panting–panicking. Her fear gave me a sense of satisfaction. Seeing a demon look at me with fear is beyond pleasing. 

I let out an evil, low chuckle, “Here’s how this is going to go: you are going to take me to where this palace keeps its gold, I will take it... and maybe I will let you live.” Her breathing calmed down, and anger still covered her face. “I will remove my hand, don't you dare think about fucking screaming, I’ve been looking for the excuse to gut a demon.” 

Slowly removing my hand, she glares, studying me. “Are you not...afraid of the king?” 

I removed the hood over my head. She stood in surprise, “I don’t give a fuck about the Undercity's king.”

“You’re a...human?” She leaned in, her face bearing pure curiosity. “So, you’ve seen the sun...?” Those golden eyes were enchanting– I hated to admit it.

“I’m not answering your useless questions.” It’s as if the fear she had for me moments ago melted away. She circled, scanning me, “What the fuck are you doing?– you forget I’m the one with the knife.” 

She paused, “Follow me, I will navigate you to the cellar, his highness keeps valuables and harvested gold in the basement.” Good, Damien must have found it then; hopefully, that idiot does less than what rocks do. 

She turned towards the door, ducking under the sword, “Put that hood back over your head, you being  a human here is a death wish.” I threw the hood over my head and pulled my knife from the wall, following her. 

I pressed the knife against her back as we walked through the shadowed hallways– “Ow!”

The blade poked her skin, making her flinch before she whipped around to glare at me. The look she gave me was absolutely murderous, sharp enough even to make my blood turn cold for a short moment.

“Watch where you point that thing!” she hissed.

I tightened my grip on the knife, “Just keep walking.” The very tip of the blade glistened faintly with her blood beneath the torchlight.

...

After avoiding countless demon maids and guards, we made our way down flight after flight of stairs deeper beneath the palace. The air grew hotter the farther we descended, the smell of ash and smoke thickening around us.

Finally, we reached the basement level.

The lower halls were even worse– a twisting maze of dark corridors and narrow stone passages that all looked identical beneath the dim torchlight, yet she knew exactly where she was going. After what felt like forever, we finally reached the basement door. 

Two guards were slumped unconscious beside the door, the lock and chain were broken–  that meant Damien had made it here before me, good. 

She entered the door first– Fwoosh. A familiar knife was thrown straight at the demon woman– in an instant, she grabbed the knife mid-air, catching the handle of the tiny blade. She was unsurprised. 

Damien peeked out behind the piles of gold and jewels, “Karion?!” He ran out, “Thank goodness you made it uncaught.” 

I smirk, “I can say the same to you. Any clues on the others?” 

“No, nothing, I’m sure we will catch up with them,” he says, assured. “Where did you find this demon? She wouldn't be half bad if she were human.” Damien leaned in, studying her up and down. 

The demon woman stayed standing beside the door, tossing Damien’s knife in her hand, “In your dreams.” 

“What did you say, bitch?” Damien walked swiftly to the demon, towering over
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