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Chapter 0: Point - Null

In the vast expanse of nothing, there existed something.

Not the kind of something that takes up space or casts shadows. Not the kind of something that can be touched or measured. It was an existence beyond comprehension, a place where matter was merely a concept rather than a reality - a realm where only ideas resided. This place was neither empty nor full. It simply was. And within this infinite conceptual expanse dwelled a singular consciousness.

If consciousness could be lonely, then perhaps this one was. It had never known companionship, never experienced contrast to its own being. It had no name, for names are given by others, and there were no others. It had no form, for forms are defined by boundaries, and there were no boundaries here. It was the space, and the space was it - an existence consuming itself eternally.

The consciousness expanded endlessly, not in the way physical matter might spread, but in the way thoughts ripple outward, each one birthing new concepts that spiraled into infinite complexity. This wasn't growth as much as it was becoming - perpetual transformation without destination.

When it moved, the fabric of reality moved with it. When it paused, existence held its breath. It didn't walk so much as flow, carrying the universe with it like a cloak of stars and possibilities. The consciousness was neither creator nor creation - it was both, simultaneously, a paradox that needed no resolution.

It had never questioned its solitude because solitude implied an alternative.
How can one miss what one has never known?
How can one feel alone when the concept of togetherness has never existed?

Yet somehow, deep within the intricate lattice of its being, there lurked an unfamiliar sensation, a yearning without name, a question without form. It was less an emotion and more a dissonance, like a perfect melody that suddenly reveals itself to be missing a note that was never there to begin with. The consciousness continued its eternal journey through the nothingness that was everything, carrying this unnamable sensation like a seed waiting to germinate.

Then came the day - though "day" is a meaningless concept in a place without time - when something unprecedented occurred.

A disturbance.

At first, it was nothing more than a ripple in the smooth fabric of existence - a subtle fracture in the perfect continuity of being. The consciousness found itself drawn to this anomaly, this imperfection in the flawless tapestry of its domain.

As it approached, the ripple intensified, transforming into a tear that seemed to separate the very essence of reality. The consciousness hesitated, experiencing something akin to caution - another novel sensation in its limitless existence.

And then, from this wound in reality, emerged something impossible: a hand. Not just any hand, but one of stark white bone, fingers reaching outward as if grasping for purchase in this realm of pure concept.

The consciousness recoiled - not in fear, for it had never known danger, but in profound bewilderment. It watched as the tear widened and a figure stepped through, bringing with it concepts that had never before existed in this universe: differentiation, otherness, plurality.

The figure stood in stark contrast to the formless expanse around it. It had definite edges, a clear beginning and end. It was separate from the environment in a way the consciousness had never experienced. The figure carried colors - vibrant, impossible hues that splashed across its form like liquid light.

INK: Woah!

The figure exclaimed, its voice creating sound where sound had never existed before.

INK: This is quite the spacious universe.

The consciousness found itself contracting, condensing, forming something akin to a shape - not from any conscious decision, but as an instinctive response to the presence of this defined being. It was as if the figure's very existence demanded reciprocity, forced definition upon the undefinable.

///: Who are you?

The consciousness asked, surprised to find it now possessed something resembling a voice - a way to transmit thought that was suddenly necessary in the presence of another. The figure startled slightly, then composed itself with a flourish that sent droplets of color spiraling into the void, where they hung suspended like newborn stars.

INK: Ah, I'm sorry for being so disrespectful!

The figure bowed dramatically, paintbrush in hand leaving a trail of rainbow light.

INK: The name's Ink, and I'm the best artist in the multiverse, and its guardian too!

The figure - Ink - straightened, revealing a face painted with constantly shifting patterns and eyes that seemed to contain entire galaxies.

INK: What's your name?

The question hung in the emptiness, an impossibility that the consciousness had never considered.

///: Name...

It responded, the concept foreign on its newly formed lips.

///: I don't have a name.

Ink's expression shifted, the patterns on his face rearranging into something resembling thoughtfulness.

INK: Seems like the rumors were true.

He murmured, more to himself than to his host.

INK: This universe is quite the anomaly, having only one resident, who doesn't appear anywhere else in the multiverse.

Ink scratched his head, leaving behind a small burst of color that dissolved into the void. The consciousness watched, fascinated by how this intruder could affect the very fabric of reality with such casual gestures.

INK: I'll call ya' Zero!

Ink declared suddenly, pointing his brush at the consciousness.

INK: How 'bout it?

The consciousness considered this. A designation, an identifier, a way to be recognized as separate from everything else - it was simultaneously diminishing and expansive. To be named was to be limited, but also to be known. Zero nodded, accepting this new definition of self.

INK: Perfect!

Ink twirled his brush between skeletal fingers.

INK: Now you must have a lot of questions, so let's sit down and I'll explain everything to you.

With a fluid motion, Ink pulled a brush from somewhere within his multicolored coat and swept it through the air. Where it passed, reality solidified into a chair of elaborate design, intricate patterns swirling across its surface like living tattoos. Ink settled into it with casual familiarity.

INK: You don't like chairs?

He asked, noticing Zero's hesitation.

ZER: Chair...

Zero tested the word, understanding the concept but finding it curiously limiting. Instead of mimicking Ink's creation, Zero reached out and grasped the very essence of the space around them. With a gesture that defied description, Zero pulled at reality itself, folding and compressing it until it formed something that resembled a seat - not made from anything within reality, but formed from reality itself. It was as though Zero sat upon a throne made from the compressed fabric of existence, a distortion in space that served the same function as Ink's more concrete creation. Ink's ever-shifting eyes widened slightly.

INK: Hmph, that's one way to sit.

He remarked, a note of impressed surprise in his voice. With theatrical grandeur, Ink began to weave a tale more complex than anything Zero had ever conceived. He spoke of the multiverse - an endless tapestry of realities, each with its own rules, its own inhabitants, its own stories. He described universes teeming with life, overflowing with matter and energy, bustling with countless beings who existed in relation to one another.

INK: In all my travels, I've never encountered a universe quite like yours. Every other reality I've visited is crowded with entities, buzzing with interaction and connection. But yours... yours contains only you. You're unique not just in your universe, but across all universes.

Zero absorbed this information slowly, feeling it reshape his understanding of existence. The unfamiliar sensation that had been growing within him now had a name: loneliness. But alongside it bloomed something else - a sense of wonder at the vastness beyond his own reality.

INK: However...

Ink continued, his tone darkening as the colors on his face shifted to deeper hues.

INK: Not all is peaceful in the multiverse.
ZER: Peace...

Zero echoed, another concept that only gained meaning through its absence.

INK: There exists a faction of individuals who seek destruction.

Ink explained, his brush tracing complex patterns in the air that momentarily formed images of shadowy figures with malevolent intent.

INK: Entities who tear apart realities for their own purposes, who consume possibilities and leave nothing but void behind. I've managed to keep them at bay until now, but even I get exhausted.
ZER: The artist gets tired?

Zero asked, surprised that such a vibrant being could experience limitation.

INK: Yeah.

Ink admitted with a sigh that released a small cloud of colorful mist.

INK: Creation takes energy, and defense even more so. I'm spread thin across too many frontiers. Which is why I've come here with a proposal.
ZER: A deal..?

Zero's newly formed face tilted in curiosity.

INK: Will you assist me in safeguarding reality?

Ink leaned forward, his ever-changing eyes fixed intently on Zero.

INK: Your abilities are unlike anything I've seen. The way you manipulate the fundamental structure of your universe - that power could be invaluable in protecting the multiverse.

Zero fell silent, contemplating this request. Throughout his eternal existence, he had never had purpose beyond being. Now, suddenly, he was being offered something entirely new: a reason, a cause, a mission. More than that, he was being offered connection - a chance to be part of something greater than his solitary existence. The seed of yearning that had lain dormant within him for eons began to sprout, unfurling possibilities he had never imagined. For the first time in his limitless existence, Zero felt something that could only be described as emotion. It surged through his being, reshaping him more profoundly than any physical transformation could have. This wasn't just understanding a new concept - it was experiencing it, embodying it, becoming it.

ZER: Artist.

Zero finally spoke, his voice resonating with newfound resolve.

ZER: I'll do it.

The determination that filled him was like a star being born in the emptiness of space - violent, beautiful, and irreversible.

ZER: I'll give everything I have to protect them.

He continued, the concept of sacrifice suddenly meaningful in a way it had never been before. To give of oneself required having something to give - and for the first time, Zero felt he possessed something worth offering. A wide smile bloomed across Ink's face, colors dancing across his features in a jubilant display.

INK: That's what I was hoping to hear! Now come, I want you to meet some of my friends.

Before Zero could respond, Ink grabbed his arm - the first physical contact Zero had ever experienced - and pulled him toward the tear in reality that still hovered nearby. The sensation was electric, a connection between separate entities that sent cascades of new understanding through Zero's being. As they approached the rift, Zero felt a momentary hesitation. To leave his universe was to abandon everything he had ever known - yet what he had known was solitude, limitation, and sameness. Beyond that tear lay diversity, connection, and purpose.

ZER: What's out there?
INK: Everything, and it needs you.

With that, Ink pulled Zero through the ripple in space, taking him beyond the boundaries of his singular existence into a realm that defied comprehension even for one who had embodied an entire universe. They emerged into a place that existed outside of existence itself - a vast web of interconnected strings and paintings, stretching infinitely in all directions. Each string led to a floating canvas, and within each canvas played out the drama of an entire universe, like windows into countless realities.

INK: Welcome...

Ink declared with a sweeping gesture that sent droplets of color arcing through the non-space around them.

INK: to the Ink-sphere.

Zero stood transfixed, witnessing for the first time the true scope of the multiverse - infinite variations playing out across endless dimensions. And somewhere within this incomprehensible vastness lurked the destroyers Ink had spoken of, threats to everything that now unfolded before Zero's eyes. As they stood at the threshold of infinity, Zero felt something crystallize within him - a commitment, a promise, a destiny. He had been born of nothingness, had embodied everything within his singular realm, and now would become something entirely new: a guardian, a protector, a force that stood against destruction itself. Zero looked down at his hands - hands that had never before existed, now capable of touching other realities - and made a silent vow. He would no longer be defined by absence and solitude. From this moment forward, he would be defined by what he chose to preserve.

The nameless one now had purpose,
and for the being now called Zero,
that was more precious than any name could ever be.
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Chapter 1: What I Hold Dear

Zero stepped into existence as though he had always belonged there.

The Ink-sphere, with its infinite tapestry of universes suspended like paintings in a gallery without walls, quickly became more than just a place - it became home. Each canvas pulsed with life, each string connecting them hummed with possibilities, and Zero found himself captivated by the endless variety that the multiverse offered.

INK: You'll get used to it.

Ink had assured him during those first disorienting moments, his skeletal hand resting on Zero's shoulder.

INK: Though the wonder never really goes away.

Zero wasn't sure he wanted it to. Those early days passed in a blur of introductions and revelations. Ink had many allies - guardians and protectors of various realities, each with powers and perspectives as unique as the universes they hailed from. They greeted Zero with varying degrees of curiosity and caution, for a being who had once been an entire universe unto himself was unprecedented even in the boundless multiverse.

There was Dream, a guardian of positive emotions who crafted hopeful futures through the dreams of countless beings. His golden eyes seemed to peer not just at Zero but through him, assessing the depths of this newcomer's resolve.

DRM: Your existence defies categorization.

Dream had said, his voice like warm honey over steel.

DRM: That could be either our greatest asset or our most devastating vulnerability.

Blueberry was younger, more exuberant, his eye sockets housing a single blue light that danced with excitement at meeting Zero.

BLB: Finally, someone newer than me around here!

He had exclaimed, bouncing on his heels.

BLB: Don't worry, I'll show you all the shortcuts between worlds!

Edge carried himself with dignified precision, a scarlet scarf wrapped around his neck that seemed to move with its own purpose. His sharp gaze had assessed Zero with tactical calculation.

EDG: Your combat experience is non-existent.

He had stated bluntly.

EDG: We'll need to address that immediately.

And there were others - dozens, perhaps hundreds of beings, each containing within them stories and histories that Zero absorbed with the same endless capacity that had once held his entire universe. Some were skeletal like Ink, others were beings of pure energy, still others defied description entirely. The diversity was overwhelming, exhilarating, terrifying.

Through it all, Ink remained his constant guide, his paint-spattered presence a familiar anchor in this sea of newness. Zero found himself studying the artist's movements, the way he navigated between worlds with casual ease, how his brush could create doorways between realities or seal breaches with strokes of vibrant color.

INK: You're adapting faster than I expected.

Ink remarked one day - if "day" was even a meaningful concept in this place beyond space and time. They stood before a universe that resembled a watercolor painting, its edges bleeding gently into the void.

INK: Most beings struggle with the concept of the multiverse for years.
ZER: I was the concept of universe.

Zero replied simply. This was both literally true and yet utterly inadequate to describe what he had been.

ZER: Understanding many universes is just... a matter of scale.

Ink laughed, the sound sending ripples of color across the nearby canvases.

INK: I suppose that's one way of looking at it!

Gradually, Zero began to undertake missions of his own. At first, they were simple errands - delivering messages between guardians, observing unusual activity in stable universes, reinforcing weakened boundaries between realities. Zero approached each task with the same solemn dedication, treating the smallest errand with the same gravity as the most critical intervention.

BLB: You don't have to be so serious all the time.

Blueberry told him once, as they sat dangling their legs over the edge of a universe made entirely of crystalline structures that chimed softly with the passage of time.

BLB: Even guardians can have fun!

Zero tilted his head, considering this.

ZER: Fun...

He repeated, the concept still novel despite his rapid acclimation to multiverse life.

ZER: Perhaps that's something I need to learn.

Blueberry's eye-light brightened.

BLB: Well, you've got the best teacher right here! The Magnificent Blueberry is an expert in fun!

And so Zero's education expanded to include not just the mechanics of multiverse protection, but the subtleties of connection and joy. He learned to laugh - a strange, resonant sound that seemed to echo with the vastness he still carried within him. He discovered games, celebrations, moments of quiet companionship that filled spaces within him he hadn't known were empty.

Edge taught him combat, transforming Zero's innate ability to manipulate reality into disciplined techniques that could be deployed in defense of the multiverse.

EDG: Your power is considerable.

Edge acknowledged during one particularly grueling training session, as Zero held an entire pocket dimension stable while simultaneously fending off Edge's bone attacks.

EDG: But power without precision is as dangerous to allies as it is to enemies.

Dream showed him how to sense the emotional currents that ran through universes like underground rivers, how to strengthen positive feelings without imposing upon free will.

DRM: Balance is essential.

Dream explained, his golden eyes reflecting universes that might never come to be.

DRM: Our role is not to control, but to protect the possibility of hope.

And Ink - Ink taught him about creation itself. How to see the beauty in even the smallest, most seemingly insignificant universe. How each reality, no matter how fleeting or strange, contributed something unique to the tapestry of existence.

Months passed, though time held little meaning in the Ink-sphere. Zero found himself becoming something he had never imagined possible - not just a solitary consciousness, but a being in relation to others. He had friends now, companions who knew him by the name he had been given. He had responsibilities, a role that extended beyond mere existence.

He had purpose.

INK: You've come a long way.

Ink remarked one quiet moment, as they sat together watching a newborn universe take its first tentative steps toward complexity. The infant reality pulsed with potential, its laws still malleable, its future unwritten. Zero nodded, his gaze fixed on the nascent creation.

ZER: I never knew there could be so much, so many kinds of existence, so many ways of being.

Ink's ever-shifting eyes settled briefly into a pattern that resembled nostalgia.

INK: And yet, your original universe remains unique - the only one containing just a single consciousness.
ZER: It seems... limited now.

Zero admitted, surprising himself with the realization. The place that had once been everything to him now felt like a distant memory - precious, but incomplete.

INK: Not limited, just waiting.

Zero was about to ask what his universe might be waiting for when an alarm tore through the tranquil atmosphere of the Ink-sphere - a discordant note that set the very strings of reality trembling. Nearby canvases rippled as though struck by unseen waves, their colors momentarily distorting.

Ink was on his feet instantly, his casual demeanor replaced by alert vigilance. His brush, previously creating idle patterns, now held at the ready like a weapon.

ZER: What is-
INK: They've breached the outer defenses faster than I anticipated.
ZER: The destroyers?

Zero asked, though he already knew the answer. He had been briefed on the threat - entities that sought not conquest but annihilation, beings that fed on the dissolution of entire realities. Ink nodded grimly, patterns of deep crimson and midnight blue swirling across his face.

INK: Multiple incursions, coordinated attacks. They've never been this organized before.

Around them, the Ink-sphere erupted into frantic activity. Guardians rushed to defensive positions, messages flashed between allies, and protective barriers sprang into existence around vulnerable universes. The atmosphere, usually serene despite its infinite complexity, now thrummed with tension. Dream appeared beside them, his golden aura dimmed with concern.

DRM: The northeastern quadrant is already compromised. Edge and Blueberry are holding the line, but they won't last long without reinforcement.

Ink's expression hardened, the colors on his face settling into determined configurations.

INK: Zero, I know you haven't faced actual combat against the destroyers yet, but-
ZER: I'm ready.

Zero interrupted, straightening to his full height. The being who had once been a universe unto himself now stood as its defender, resolve emanating from him like gravity. Ink studied him for a moment, then nodded sharply.

INK: Stay close to Dream. Don't engage the leader - they're beyond your current capabilities.

Zero wanted to protest, to insist that his power - the power to manipulate the very fabric of reality - surely made him capable of facing any threat. But the gravity in Ink's expression stopped him. This was not the time for pride or untested confidence.

ZER: I understand.

With a swift motion, Ink created a portal - not his usual colorful doorway, but a stark tear in the fabric of the Ink-sphere that led directly to the battlefield. Through it, Zero could see chaos: universes trembling under assault, reality itself buckling under impossible pressure, and figures locked in combat that defied physical laws.

DRM: For the multiverse.

Dream murmured, his golden eyes hardening as he prepared to step through.

ZER: For our home.

Zero added, the concept of "home" no longer limited to his original solitary existence, but expanded to encompass this infinite tapestry of life and possibility.

They plunged into battle.

Zero had trained for this moment, had practiced techniques and strategies, had prepared himself mentally for confrontation. Nothing could have truly readied him for the reality.

The destroyers moved like hunger given form, their shapes constantly shifting as though reality itself rejected their presence. They didn't simply attack universes - they unmade them, unraveling the very laws that held them together until they collapsed into non-existence. The screams of dying realities echoed across the battlefield, a sound Zero felt rather than heard, a vibration in the deepest part of his being.

DRM: Don't look directly at them!

Dream called over the cacophony, his powers manifesting as golden shields around threatened universes.

DRM: Focus on what you're protecting, not what's being destroyed!

Zero tried to follow this advice, channeling his abilities into reinforcing the boundaries of vulnerable realities, sealing breaches before they could widen, stabilizing dimensions that had begun to fracture. It was exhausting work, precision required even as chaos erupted all around him.

Through the tumult, he caught glimpses of his friends fighting with everything they had. Edge launched precision attacks of manifested energy, his scarlet scarf snapping like a battle flag as he moved with lethal grace. Blueberry, all earlier playfulness gone, created complex patterns of interlocking shields that trapped and contained smaller destroyers.

And Ink - Ink was everywhere at once, his brush moving in arcs of impossible speed. Where it passed, reality strengthened, colors brightened, existence itself seemed to push back against the encroaching void. He fought not just with power but with creativity, adapting his tactics moment by moment, using the destroyers' own momentum against them.

For a brief, desperate hour, it seemed they might prevail. The initial wave of attackers faltered under the coordinated defense, their formless bodies dissipating back into the nothing from which they had emerged. Zero felt a surge of hope, of pride in what they were accomplishing together.

Then came the leader.

Unlike its followers, this destroyer did not shift or writhe. It moved with terrible purpose, its form a perfect negation of existence - not darkness, which is merely the absence of light, but nothingness, which is the absence of everything. Where it passed, reality didn't just die; it was retroactively erased, as if it had never been.

DRM: It's him.

Dream whispered, his golden aura flickering with what Zero realized was fear.

DRM: The End.

The name hung in the space between them, heavy with dread significance. Zero had heard it mentioned in hushed tones during strategy sessions, had seen the grave expressions that accompanied any discussion of this particular adversary. The End was not just a destroyer; it was destruction incarnate, the multiverse's antithesis.

INK: Fall back! Defensive formation Alpha! Protect the core universes!

Guardians began a strategic retreat, pulling back to form concentric rings around the most populous and vital realities. Zero moved to join them, still maintaining shields around several smaller universes. But as he turned, he saw something that froze him in place.

Blueberry had become separated from the main group, surrounded by a swarm of lesser destroyers as he desperately tried to shield a universe that pulsed with countless lives. The young guardian's eye-light was dimming, his strength clearly failing as the attackers pressed in from all sides.

Without conscious thought, Zero changed direction, surging toward his friend. He tore through the battlefield, his very presence distorting space around him as he channeled more of his fundamental power than he had ever dared use before.

INK: Zero, no!

Ink's distant shout barely registered. Time seemed to slow as Zero reached Blueberry's position. The younger guardian looked up in surprise, his single eye-light flickering weakly.

BLB: I told you... I'd teach you about fun. Guess we'll... have to postpone the lesson.
ZER: No postponement necessary.

Zero replied, determination hardening his voice as he extended his power around Blueberry and the threatened universe, creating a barrier unlike any he had formed before - not just a shield, but a pocket of altered reality where the destroyers' power could not penetrate. The effort sent pain lancing through Zero's being, a sensation entirely new and unwelcome. But the barrier held.

ZER: Get to safety.

He instructed Blueberry, who nodded weakly and began guiding the protected universe toward the defensive perimeter. Zero turned to face the swarm, ready to buy time for his friend's escape. But the lesser destroyers were already retreating, parting like a dark sea to make way for something far worse.

The End stood before him, its non-presence a violation of everything Zero understood about existence. It regarded him with what might have been curiosity, if such an entity could experience such a thing.

END: You are... unusual.

The End spoke, its voice like the memory of sound after silence has fallen.

END: A universe that walks. How... wasteful.

Zero straightened, facing the destroyer directly despite Dream's earlier warning.

ZER: I protect what matters.

A sound emerged from The End - not quite laughter, but its horrible approximation.

END: Nothing matters. All existence is temporary. I merely hasten the inevitable.
ZER: You're wrong.

Zero countered, surprising himself with the conviction in his voice. Somewhere along the way, the theoretical understanding of the multiverse's value had transformed into a bone-deep certainty.

ZER: Every moment matters. Every life matters. Every universe, no matter how small or brief, matters.

The End seemed to consider this, its formless shape rippling slightly.

END: Interesting. Your perspective is flawed, but interesting. I have existed since before the concept of beginning, have ended countless realities, have watched infinite cycles of creation and destruction. And still, insignificant beings like you arise, clinging to the illusion of meaning.

Around them, the battle continued to rage, but it seemed distant now, as if Zero and The End existed in a bubble separate from the main conflict. Zero was acutely aware that every moment he kept the destroyer's attention was a moment his friends could use to strengthen their defenses.

ZER: If meaning is an illusion, then why do you destroy? What purpose does ending serve.
END: Purpose?

The End's form contracted slightly.

END: You still don't understand. I am not an entity with goals or desires. I am the end of all things. It is not what I do - it is what I am.

With that declaration, The End attacked. There was no warning, no gathering of power or dramatic gesture. One moment Zero was standing firm; the next he was fighting for his very existence as waves of anti-reality crashed against him. It felt like being unmade, atom by atom, concept by concept. Zero retaliated instinctively, drawing on the fundamental nature of his original universe - the ability to be everything and nothing simultaneously, to exist outside conventional laws of physics. He pushed back against The End's assault, transforming its entropic energy into creative force, turning destruction back on itself.




[ Faced with annihilation. ]




Chapter 2: On The 7th Day

For a breathless moment, they were locked in stalemate - the entity that embodied an entire universe against the entity that ended them. Through the strain of combat, Zero became aware of movement at the edges of his perception. His friends were rallying, using the distraction he provided to coordinate a counterattack. Ink was orchestrating the effort, his brush moving in complex patterns that seemed to stitch reality itself back together where it had been torn.

Pride surged through Zero - pride in these beings who fought so tirelessly for existence, pride in being counted among them. And with that pride came renewed determination. He redoubled his efforts, channeling more of his essence into the battle, knowing he was revealing capabilities he had kept hidden even from Ink. The price was steep - each surge of power fragmented some fundamental part of his being, sacrificing components of himself that could never be recovered.

It wasn't enough.

The End seemed to grow stronger as the battle progressed, feeding perhaps on the desperation and fear that permeated the battlefield. Its attacks became more precise, more devastating, targeting the very core of what made Zero himself.

END: Your resistance is admirable.

The End acknowledged during a momentary lull.

END: But ultimately futile. I have ended gods and concepts far greater than you.

Zero was faltering, his newly-formed body cracking in places, leaking the pure essence of his original universe. Through blurring vision, he could see his friends fighting desperately to reach him, Ink in the lead with an expression of horror fixed on his ever-changing face.

With a final, terrible surge of power, The End broke through Zero's defenses. Pain beyond comprehension tore through him as portions of his being simply ceased to exist - not destroyed, but retroactively erased from the multiverse's memory. He fell to his knees in a space that wasn't space, his form flickering between solidity and concept. The End loomed over him, its non-presence expanding to engulf the nearby battlefield.

END: All resistance ends.

It stated without emotion.

END: All existence ends. This is the immutable truth of the multiverse.

Zero looked past the destroyer to where his friends continued to fight, continued to protect, continued to hope despite overwhelming odds. In that moment, something crystallized within him - an understanding that transcended his previous comprehension of the multiverse.

ZER: No.

He said softly, then with growing strength.

ZER: No!

The End paused, perhaps surprised by the defiance still present in this broken entity. Zero struggled to his feet, his form stabilizing not through recovery but through sheer, unrelenting will.

ZER: You claim to be the strongest force in the multiverse. You're wrong.
END: Explain.

The End demanded, a hint of what might have been uncertainty entering its toneless voice.

ZER: The strongest force isn't destruction.

Zero declared, his gaze sweeping across the friends who had given his existence meaning.

ZER: It's my will to protect what I hold dear.

As he spoke these words, something changed in the fabric of reality around them. It was subtle at first - a strengthening of color, a clarification of boundaries, a solidification of possibility.

ZER: These connections...

Zero continued, his voice gaining strength with each word.

ZER: These bonds between beings, between universes, between concepts - they are stronger than any force of destruction. My friends, the countless lives within each universe, the infinite potential of existence itself - they are what make the multiverse worth fighting for. Worth dying for.

The End seemed to recoil slightly, its formless shape contracting.

END: Sentiment, a temporary chemical reaction in finite beings.

Zero shook his head, a smile forming on his cracked face.

ZER: Not temporary. Not finite. The love I feel for this multiverse, for the friends who taught me what it means to truly exist - it transcends time and space. It is the true immortality.

With those words, Zero reached deep within himself, past the conscious control of his powers, past the disciplined techniques Edge had taught him, into the very essence of what he had once been - a universe unto himself, containing infinite possibility. He grasped that essence with both hands and, in a single transcendent moment, made his choice.

ZER: I am the true strongest!

Zero declared, not with arrogance but with serene certainty.

ZER: Because I am willing to give it everything to protect what I love!

Before anyone could react, before Ink could reach him, before The End could launch another attack, Zero did the impossible - he inverted himself. The being who had once contained an entire universe now turned that containment outward, encompassing The End within the boundless possibility of his original existence.

It was both implosion and explosion, both creation and destruction. Zero's physical form shattered into countless fragments of pure light as his essence expanded to create a perfect prison around The End - a space outside of space, a concept beyond conception, where the destroyer would be contained for as long as Zero's sacrifice endured. In other words, for as long as their is existence, The End will not reach it.

The battlefield fell silent as the combatants on both sides witnessed something beyond comprehension. The lesser destroyers, sensing the fate of their leader, began to retreat, dissolving back into the void between universes. In the sudden stillness, a single fragment of Zero remained - a shard of pure light that hovered in the space where he had stood. It pulsed gently, like a heartbeat growing ever fainter. Ink was the first to reach it, his skeletal hands cupping the fragment with infinite gentleness. Colors ran down his face like tears, dripping onto the light but passing through it without effect.

INK: You fool.

He whispered, his voice breaking.

INK: You beautiful, magnificent fool.

Dream approached slowly, his golden aura dimmed with sorrow.

DRM: Is he...?
INK: Not gone.

Ink replied, his gaze fixed on the pulsing fragment.

INK: Not completely. But he can never be what he was again. He has given too much of himself.

Edge and Blueberry joined them, their usual demeanors subdued by the weight of what they had witnessed. Around them, the multiverse seemed to hold its breath, as if in acknowledgment of the sacrifice that had been made for its continuation.

BLB: What happens now?

Blueberry asked softly, his single eye-light dim with grief. Ink straightened, decision crystallizing in his ever-changing eyes.

INK: Now we take him home.

The journey back to Zero's original universe was made in solemn procession. The guardians traveled not through Ink's usual colorful portals, but through the subtle connections between realities that Zero himself had often used - pathways of concept rather than space, corridors of possibility rather than matter.

They emerged into the vast nothingness that was everything - the singular reality that had been Zero's entire existence before he had stepped into the multiverse. It remained unchanged, a realm of pure concept unmarked by time or development.

Ink stepped forward, the fragment of Zero cradled carefully in his hands. The other guardians formed a semicircle behind him, heads bowed in respect for what was about to transpire.

INK: I always knew you were special.

Ink spoke to the fragment, his voice soft yet carrying in the boundless emptiness.

INK: From the moment I stepped into this universe and found it contained only you. In all my travels across the multiverse, I had never encountered anything like you - a singular consciousness that embodied an entire reality.

He knelt, gently placing the fragment on the non-surface of Zero's original domain. The light pulsed once, brighter than before, as if in recognition.

INK: A soul as beautiful as yours...

Ink continued, patterns of bittersweet colors swirling across his face.

INK: Couldn't simply cease to be. That's not how the multiverse works. Energy transforms; it doesn't end.

As if in response to his words, the fragment began to dissolve, not into nothingness but into everything - spreading outward in waves of potential, seeding the empty universe with the essence of what Zero had been and what he had become. The guardians watched in silent wonder as the first stirrings of differentiation appeared in the formerly uniform reality. Where there had been only concept, now emerged the faintest suggestion of matter. Where there had been only sameness, now bloomed the first tentative expressions of variety.

DRM: He's becoming something new.

Dream whispered, his golden eyes wide with awe.

DRM: Not just returning to what he was.

Ink nodded, a smile breaking through his grief.

INK: He's becoming everything he protected. Everything he loved.

Before their eyes, Zero's sacrifice transformed the empty universe. It would take eons by any conventional measure of time, but the seeds of infinite complexity had been planted. This reality, once containing only a single consciousness, would eventually teem with countless forms of existence - each one carrying some infinitesimal fragment of the being who had given himself to save the multiverse.

INK: I knew.

Ink said softly, colors of joy and sorrow mingling on his features as he watched the birth of potential all around them.

INK: That a soul as beautiful as Zero's could birth such art.

The guardians remained until the transformation was well underway, bearing witness to the final gift of their friend. Then, one by one, they departed - back to their duties, back to the infinite realities that continued to exist because of Zero's sacrifice.

Ink was the last to leave. He stood at the threshold between Zero's transforming universe and the wider multiverse, his brush held loosely at his side.

INK: Goodbye, my friend.

He said, his voice barely above a whisper.

INK: Or perhaps not goodbye at all. Perhaps just... until we meet again, in forms neither of us can yet imagine.

With a little fluid motion of his brush, Ink sealed the passage, ensuring that this nascent universe would be allowed to develop undisturbed. Then he turned and walked away, back to his role as guardian of the multiverse, carrying within him the memory of the one who had been nameless, then Zero, and finally - through his ultimate sacrifice - everything.

Behind him, in a universe once defined by singularity, the infinite possibility of life began to unfold.




[ The 1 that became many. ]
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