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Chapter 41: Helios' Heir

The king's chambers faded around us like a dream dissolving at dawn. One moment we stood on polished marble beneath the weight of impossible choices, the next we were back in the compound courtyard, surrounded by the aftermath of our rescue operation.
The families we'd freed were gone. Vanished as completely as if they'd never existed. Only scorch marks on the walls and the lingering smell of Nilah's flames remained as proof of what we'd accomplished.

ICR: They're safe. That's what matters.
NLH: Safe? They're prisoners in a palace instead of prisoners in a camp. How is that safe?

I could hear the edge in her voice - the same tone she'd used when we first met, when she'd been nothing but controlled fury wrapped in human skin. Her flames danced higher around her fingertips, casting shifting shadows across the empty compound.

ICR: At least they're alive. At least they're together.
NLH: For now. Until the king decides they're more useful as corpses than as leverage.

I wanted to argue, to point out that the king had seemed genuine in his desire for peace. But even as I formed the words, I could feel their weakness. How many tyrants throughout history had believed they were saving the world while building its funeral pyre?

ICR: What if he's right, though? What if there really is a way to end this without more bloodshed?

Nilah stopped walking. Her flames flared so bright I had to shield my eyes.

NLH: Are you serious right now? After everything we've been through, everything we've seen, you're actually considering his offer?
ICR: I'm considering all our options. That's what a commander does.
NLH: No. That's what a coward does. A commander fights for what's right, not for what's convenient.

The words hit like physical blows. I'd been called many things since this war began - deserter, traitor, monster-lover - but never a coward. Not by her.

ICR: I'm trying to save lives, Nilah. All lives. Human and monster alike.
NLH: By surrendering to the very system that created this war in the first place? By legitimizing the fear and hatred that turned us into enemies?

She stepped closer, and I could feel the heat radiating from her skin. Not the comfortable warmth I'd grown used to, but something fiercer. More dangerous.

NLH: Do you remember what you told me? When I was ready to burn down half the city just to make the pain stop?
ICR: That fire without purpose is just destruction.
NLH: And what did you say the purpose should be?

I closed my eyes, remembering that night. The girl who'd lost everything, standing in the ruins of her childhood home while flames danced around her like living things.

ICR: To light the way forward. To show people that there was another path.
NLH: Exactly. And now you want to abandon that path? Trade it for the king's promise of peace through submission?
ICR: It's not submission. It's compromise.
NLH: It's the same thing! Don't you see? The moment we accept his offer, we become part of the system. We legitimize everything he's done - the camps, the fear campaigns, the wars of extermination.

She was right. I knew she was right. But the alternative...

ICR: What's the alternative, Nilah? Keep fighting until everyone we care about is dead? Keep running until there's nowhere left to run?
NLH: The alternative is being who we said we were. Being the people who chose love over fear, who refused to let the world's darkness snuff out our light.

Her flames dimmed slightly, but her voice remained steady.

NLH: Your father died because he forgot who he was. Because he let fear change him into something unrecognizable. Don't make his mistake.

The mention of my father felt like a knife between the ribs. But she wasn't wrong. He'd started as a good man, a protector, someone who believed in justice. Fear had transformed him into something else entirely.

ICR: So what do you suggest we do? Storm the palace? Fight our way through an army to save our families?
NLH: I suggest we remember what we learned tonight. That we're not alone. That there are others like us, scattered across the kingdom, all fighting the same fight.

She gestured toward the empty compound around us.

NLH: Seven teams. Seven successful rescues. Seven groups of people who proved that love is stronger than fear. Maybe it's time we stopped thinking like deserters and started thinking like revolutionaries.
ICR: A revolution requires more than good intentions, Nilah. It requires resources, planning, popular support-
NLH: It requires people willing to stand up and say 'enough.' People willing to fight for something better than what we have.

I looked at her - really looked at her - and saw not just my oldest friend, but the embodiment of everything I'd claimed to believe in. The girl who'd turned her pain into purpose, her rage into hope.

ICR: You're asking me to declare war on the most powerful man in the kingdom. To risk everything on the chance that we can build something better from the ashes.
NLH: I'm asking you to be the man who saved me from burning down the world. The man who showed me that fire could heal as well as destroy.

The decision crystallized in that moment. Not because I was certain it was right, but because the alternative - accepting the king's offer - felt like betraying everything we'd fought for.

ICR: Dawn is still hours away. We have time to gather the others, to plan our next move.
NLH: smiling There's the commander I remember.

We moved through the night like shadows, using my instincts to track down the scattered deserter teams. Most had succeeded in their rescue attempts, though two groups had been forced to retreat when their targets proved too heavily defended. By the time we reached the rendezvous point - an abandoned monastery in the hills overlooking the capital - we had forty-three people. Humans and monsters, all united by the shared experience of choosing principle over safety.

ICR: The king gave us until dawn to decide. I think it's time we gave him our answer.
KAL: You mean to assault the palace directly? That's suicide.
ICR: Maybe. But it's honest suicide. Not the slow death of compromise.
NER: What about the families? They're still prisoners.
ICR: They're prisoners either way. At least this way, they'll know we didn't abandon everything we fought for to save them.

The discussion continued for hours. Plans were made, discarded, refined. By the time the eastern sky began to lighten, we had something resembling a strategy. Not a good one, but a strategy nonetheless.

ICR: The palace has three main approaches. The main gate, the river entrance, and the old siege tunnels. We'll split into three groups, hit all three simultaneously.
NLH: What about the king's binding magic? If we can't use our abilities inside the palace-
KAL: Don't worry about the magistrate. Me and Bella will handle that good for nothing bluffer.

As we prepared to move out, I found myself thinking about the courier boy. About his warning that some of the guards were just kids pressed into service. About the cycle of violence that had created this war in the first place.

ICR: Remember - we're not here to slaughter everyone in our path. We're here to rescue our families and send a message. Minimum necessary force.
NLH: And if the king refuses to release them?
ICR: Then we show him that some things are worth dying for. And some things are worth killing for.

The approach to the palace took us through the city's twisting streets, past buildings that bore the scars of years of conflict. Windows boarded up, walls marked with anti-monster graffiti, the occasional burnt-out shell of a home that had housed the wrong kind of family. This was what the king's peace looked like. Not harmony, but exhaustion. Not coexistence, but separation through fear.

ICR: Movement ahead. Palace guards, looks like a full patrol.
NLH: They're waiting for us. This isn't random.

She was right. The guards were positioned too perfectly, their formation too precise. They'd been expecting us.

ICR: It's a trap.
NLH: Of course it's a trap. The question is whether we spring it or find another way around.

I looked at the assembled deserters - my friends, my allies, the people who'd chosen to follow me into this impossible fight. Then I looked at the palace rising before us, its towers touching the sky like accusing fingers.

ICR: We go through. Whatever happens, we don't stop until we reach our families.
NLH: Together?
ICR: Together.

We stepped out of the shadows and into the dawn light. The palace guards saw us immediately, raising their weapons with practiced precision. Behind them, I could see more soldiers emerging from concealment - dozens of them, all armed, all waiting. The trap closed around us with the inevitability of a natural disaster. Crossbow bolts filled the air. Shouts echoed off the palace walls. The sound of steel meeting steel rang through the morning air. And somewhere in the chaos, I heard the king's voice, carried on the wind like a prophecy.

ALD: You could have chosen peace, Icarus. You could have chosen to save everyone.

The first bolt took me in the shoulder, spinning me around. The second would have taken my head if Nilah hadn't tackled me to the ground. Around us, the other deserters fought with the desperate courage of people who had nothing left to lose.

ICR: So much for minimum necessary force.
NLH: This is what we chose. This is what we fight for.

The battle was joined. And in that moment, as chaos erupted around us and the palace guards closed in from all sides, I realized something that should have terrified me but instead filled me with a strange sense of peace. We were exactly where we belonged.




[ You're doing good, Icarus. Bring them all to ꂵꏂ. ]




Chapter 42: What I Could've Been

The world twisted around us like reality was being wrung out by invisible hands. One moment I was bleeding in the palace courtyard, surrounded by the clash of steel and the cries of battle. The next, I was standing in a place that wasn't quite a place - a void filled with swirling mist and the sound of my own heartbeat.

The separation happened instantly. Nilah's flames, which had been blazing beside me despite the palace's wards, vanished into the gray nothingness. The other deserters, my allies, my friends - gone. Even the palace guards who'd been trying to kill us moments before had disappeared, leaving only silence and the smell of ozone.

ICR: Nilah? Kael? Anyone?

My voice echoed strangely in the void, as if the words were being absorbed by the mist itself. I reached for my connection to the hunt, that preternatural awareness that had kept me alive through months of warfare. Nothing. Just the dull ache of ordinary human senses in an extraordinary place.

KOR: Welcome to the space between thoughts, deserter. The realm where truth lives.

The magistrate's words seemed to seep from the mist itself, carrying with them the weight of magic older than the kingdom. Not the raw power of awakened abilities, but something more refined. More insidious.

ICR: Clever trick. Separate us so we can't fight as a unit.
KOR: Oh, this isn't about separation. This is about confrontation. About forcing you to face the one enemy you've spent your entire life running from.

The mist began to swirl more rapidly, coalescing into shapes that almost made sense before dissolving back into gray nothing. I could feel something watching me from within the void - something that knew me better than I knew myself.

ICR: And what enemy would that be?
KOR: The truth of who you really are.

The mist solidified. And suddenly, I was no longer alone. The figure that emerged from the gray was me. Not a reflection or an illusion, but me as I could have been. Should have been. The version of myself that had never deserted, never questioned, never chose love over duty. He wore the uniform of a royal guard captain, its brass buttons polished to mirror brightness. His face was harder than mine, carved from the same stone as his convictions. But his eyes... his eyes held the same exhaustion I'd seen in the king's chambers, the weight of choices that left no room for doubt.

ICR: You look tired, brother.
ICR: I feel tired. Fighting a war nobody wanted takes its toll.
ICR: Fighting? You call what you've been doing fighting? Running from camp to camp, hiding in the shadows, pretending your cowardice is courage?

The words stung because they contained just enough truth to bite. I had been running. From my father's legacy, from the expectations of my birth, from the comfortable certainties of a world divided into us and them.

ICR: I prefer to think of it as choosing principle over convenience.
ICR: Principle? You abandoned your post. You betrayed your oath. You chose monsters over your own species.

He stepped closer, and I could see the details that marked him as other - the scars that crossed his face in different patterns, the calluses on his hands that spoke of years spent wielding different weapons. This was me as I would have been if I'd obeyed my father that night instead of deserting.

ICR: Do you know what I've accomplished while you've been playing at rebellion? I've saved three cities from monster attacks. I've prevented the awakening of twelve dangerous individuals who would have used their powers to hurt innocent people. I've made the world safer.
ICR: By perpetuating the fear that created this war in the first place.
ICR: By accepting reality instead of chasing impossible dreams. The world is dangerous. People are afraid. Sometimes fear is the only thing that keeps civilization from collapse.

I could feel the pull of his certainty, the seductive promise of a world where difficult choices had simple answers. Where duty was clear and doubt was weakness.

ICR: And what about the cost? What about the people who suffer because of that fear?
ICR: The cost is acceptable. A few suffer so many can live. That's the burden of leadership - making the hard choices so others don't have to.
ICR: You could have been like me. Could have embraced your destiny instead of running from it. Instead, you chose to become a cautionary tale.

The mist around us began to shift, showing glimpses of the world as it could have been. I saw myself - him - standing beside the king, helping to implement policies that crushed dissent before it could bloom into rebellion. I saw the camps expanded, made more efficient, more permanent. I saw the awakened humans and monsters eliminated not through war, but through systematic, bureaucratic extermination.

ICR: That's not destiny. That's surrender.
ICR: It's pragmatism. It's accepting that the world is what it is, not what you wish it could be.

He drew his sword - the same blade I'd carried in my days as a guard, but polished to a mirror shine. No nicks, no bloodstains. The weapon of a man who killed cleanly and slept soundly afterward.

ICR: I could have saved everyone. The humans, the monsters, even the awakened. All it would have required was the courage to do what was necessary.
ICR: By becoming the very thing we swore to protect people from.
ICR: By becoming what the world needed, not what it wanted.

The blade moved faster than I could react, sliding between my ribs with the precision of long practice. But instead of pain, I felt... nothing. Just the cold certainty of a truth I'd been avoiding.

ICR: You're going to die here, brother. You and all your friends. And it will be for nothing. The war will continue. The fear will spread. And I will be the one to end it, the way it should have been ended from the beginning.
ICR: Maybe. But at least I'll die as myself, not as someone else's idea of who I should be.

I grabbed the blade with my bare hands, feeling it cut deep into my palms. Blood ran down my wrists, but I held on.

ICR: You know what the difference is between us? You've convinced yourself that your choices don't matter. That you're just playing a role written by someone else.
ICR: And you've convinced yourself that your choices change anything. That one man's principles can alter the course of history.
ICR: One man's principles? No. But one man's choice to stand up, to refuse to accept the world as it is, to believe in something better - that can inspire others to make the same choice.

I pulled myself forward along the blade, ignoring the pain as steel cut deeper into my hands.

ICR: That's what you never understood. It was never about me. It was about showing people that another way was possible.
ICR: And where has that gotten you? Here, bleeding in a void, about to die for a cause that will die with you.
ICR: Here, standing face to face with who I could have been, and choosing to be who I am instead.

The mist around us began to swirl more violently, as if the void itself was reacting to my words. I could feel something shifting in the space between thoughts, some fundamental truth asserting itself against the constructed reality of this place.

ICR: You're not me. You're not even real. You're fear given form, doubt made manifest. You're what I would become if I let terror make my choices for me.
ICR: I'm what you should have become. What you still could become, if you'd stop being so stubborn about accepting reality.
ICR: Reality is what we make it. And I choose to make it better.

I wrenched the sword from his hands, feeling the blade slide free from my ribs. The wound closed instantly, as if it had never existed. Because in this place, in this moment, the only injuries that mattered were the ones we inflicted on ourselves.

ICR: You want to know what I've learned in my time as a deserter? That courage isn't the absence of fear. It's the choice to act despite fear. To believe in something better even when everything around you screams that it's impossible.
ICR: And what happens when that belief gets everyone you care about killed?
ICR: Then at least they'll die knowing someone believed they were worth saving.
ICR: You'll understand eventually. When everyone you love is dead and the world burns around you, you'll understand that I was right.

This was Akumu's true power. Not the ability to create fear, but the ability to force us to confront the parts of ourselves we'd rather ignore. To make us face the truth of who we really were, and choose whether to accept it or transcend it.

ICR: The only way out is through. The only way to win is to become more than what we were.

I raised my sword - my real sword, nicked and bloodstained and honest - and ran towards myself. Toward the choice that would define who I really was. The mirror of shadows had shown me my truth. Now it was time to surpass it.




[ Show me your resolve. ]




Chapter 43: True Happiness

The mist that surrounded me felt like the weight of every decision I'd ever made pressing down on my shoulders. My voice, when I spoke, carried that familiar gravelly tone that had earned me my nickname among the deserters - the sound of stone grinding against stone, of something solid and unbreakable.

KAL: Show yourself, magistrate. I know you're watching.

The void around me pulsed with a rhythm that made my chest tight with recognition. It was the sound of home - not the deserter camps or the battlefield, but the real home I'd left behind. The mining village where I'd grown up, where the sound of pickaxes against stone had been the heartbeat of daily life.

TAR: Still playing hero, brother?

I turned, and there she was. Tara. My sister. Two years younger than me, but always twice as brave. Her miner's clothes were torn and bloody, her face pale with the gray pallor of someone who had died badly. But her eyes - her eyes still held that stubborn fire that had made her the most fearless person I'd ever known.

KAL: You're not her. She's dead.
TAR: Dead because you left us. Dead because you chose your war over your family.

She stepped closer, and I could see the details that marked her as other - the way her wounds wept not blood but shadow, the way her voice carried echoes of accusations I'd whispered to myself in the dark hours before dawn.

TAR: Do you remember the last words you spoke to me, Kael? Before you ran off to play hero?

I did remember. The memory was carved into my mind like words etched in granite, permanent and unchanging. We'd been standing in the doorway of our family's cottage, and she'd been begging me not to go.

KAL: I said I'd come back.
TAR: Funny how that played out.

The mist swirled around us, showing glimpses of my town as it had been. The small mining village where we'd grown up, where everyone knew everyone else's business, where the sound of children playing echoed off the stone walls of the quarry. And then... darkness. Fire. The screams of the dying.

TAR: Two days. That's how long we lasted after you left. Two days before the ravagers found our village. Two days before they brought their madness and their hunger and their certainty that we were nothing but prey to be consumed.
KAL: I'm sorry for leav-
TAR: Sorry?! Were you sorry while we were dying? While children who had never seen a ravager were being torn apart in their own homes?

The accusation hit like a physical blow.

KAL: I was searching for purpose. I was trying to fill the emptiness-
TAR: And while you were searching for yourself, we were being slaughtered. Our father, crushed when the ravagers brought down the mine. Our mother, burned when they set fire to the houses to flush out the hiding families. Our cousins, our friends, our entire village - gone.

She gestured, and the mist showed me visions I'd tried to forget. The aftermath of the attack. Stone cottages reduced to rubble. The bodies of people I'd known since childhood, torn and broken, their lives extinguished in moments of terror and madness.

TAR: All because you believed your empty soul was more important than the people who raised you. All because you thought finding yourself was more important than protecting us.
KAL: I thought... I thought I was broken. I thought I had nothing to offer anyone.
TAR: You thought wrong. And we paid the price for your selfishness.

I could feel the weight of her words settling on my shoulders like a mountain. The guilt I'd carried for months, pushed down and buried beneath duty and necessity, came rushing back with the force of an avalanche.

KAL: I've spent every day since then trying to honor their memory. Fighting for a world where that kind of slaughter never happens again.
TAR: Honor? You call this honor? Following a deserter, fighting alongside the same people who couldn't protect us from the ravagers? You want to honor our memory? Come home. Come back to the ruins of our town. Kneel at our graves and beg forgiveness for abandoning us when we needed you most.

The mist shifted, showing me a vision of the village as it was now - empty, overgrown, haunted by the ghosts of everyone I'd failed to save. But there was something hollow about the vision, something that didn't quite ring true.

KAL: Our people are dead, Tara. There's nothing left to go back to
TAR: There's guilt. There's the weight of knowing you chose wrong. There's the certainty that everyone you've ever cared about dies because of your choices.
KAL: That's not true.
TAR: Isn't it? Look around you. Look at the people you fight beside now. How many of them are going to die because you convinced them to follow Icarus? How many more families will be destroyed because you can't learn from your mistakes?

She was closer now, close enough that I could see the pain in her dead eyes. The accusation. The bottomless grief of a sister who had died believing she'd been abandoned.

TAR: You chose your own emptiness over family. And now you want to choose another cause over the people who matter. How many people have to die before you learn that running from yourself isn't worth the cost?
KAL: I'm not the same person who left. I've learned-
TAR: You've learned nothing! You're still the same lost soul who thinks searching for meaning is more important than the people he's supposed to protect.

The mist began to swirl more violently, and I could feel something shifting in the space around us. Another presence, warmer than the cold accusation of my sister's shade.

BEL: Kael! Where are you?

I turned toward the voice, and there she was - Bella, the bee who had somehow become the light in my darkness. Her abilities were manifesting even in this twisted realm, her presence pushing back against the weight of guilt and shadow.

TAR: Don't listen to her. She's just another person you're going to get killed. Another family you're going to destroy.

But Bella was reaching through the mist, her hand extended toward me. Her touch was warm, real, carrying the promise of a future that didn't have to be defined by the failures of the past.

TAR: You abandoned us! You chose your own needs over your family!
BEL: He was searching for meaning. And now he's found it - in protecting others. That's not abandonment - that's growth.

I looked between them - my sister's shade, demanding that I carry the weight of past selfishness forever, and Bella, offering the possibility of redemption through action rather than guilt.

KAL: Tara... I'm sorry. I'm sorry I wasn't there. I'm sorry I let my emptiness blind me to what really mattered.
TAR: Sorry doesn't bring back the dead, brother.
KAL: No. It doesn't. But it can honor them. It can make sure their deaths weren't meaningless.

I reached out and took Bella's hand, feeling the warmth of her touch anchor me to the present, to the future, to the possibility that past failures didn't have to define future choices.

KAL: I can't change what happened to our town. But I can make sure it doesn't happen again. I can fight for a world where people don't have to choose between finding themselves and protecting their families.
TAR: And if you fail? If more people die because of your choices?
KAL: Then I'll carry that weight too. But I won't let fear of failure stop me from trying to build something better.

The mist began to clear around us, and I could see my sister's shade more clearly now. The anger in her eyes was fading, replaced by something that looked almost like... understanding.

TAR: You always were too stubborn for your own good.
KAL: I learned from the best.
TAR: Take care of yourself, brother. And... take care of her. She's good for you.

For a moment, just a moment, I saw not the accusatory shade but my real sister - the girl who had taught me to climb trees and skip stones, who had believed in me even when I didn't believe in myself. She smiled, faint but real, and then she was gone.

BEL: Come on. The others need us.
KAL: How did you find me?
BEL: I followed the sound of your voice. Even in that void, even when you were facing your darkest fears, you never stopped being you.

The void dissolved around us, and I found myself back in the palace courtyard, Bella's hand still warm in mine. Around us, the other deserters were emerging from their own confrontations with shadow and doubt, all of them looking changed by the experience.

KAL: The girl who died in my town - I couldn't save her. But I can save you. I can save us.
BEL: You already have. Every day you choose to fight for something better, you save all of us.

I looked at her - really looked at her - and saw not just the bee who had patched up my wounds, but the woman who had somehow become my anchor in a world gone mad. The future I hadn't dared to hope for.

KAL: Then let's finish this. Let's build the world Tara would have wanted to live in.

The battle was still raging around us, but something had changed. The shadows of doubt had been faced and, if not conquered, then at least understood. We were no longer fighting just against external enemies, but for the possibility of becoming better than what we had been. The weight of stone had taught me that some burdens were meant to be carried. But it had also taught me that some were meant to be shared.




[ It was nice seeing you one last time, sister. ]




Chapter 44: Outrun Even Death

Days, months, years passed by in a second as the mist enveloped me. I could see the future, everything that happened, everything that is happening, and everything that will happen. This vision is a by-product of being faster than the concept of speed, and a fear brought upon by them, the concept of terror, Akumu.

MTA: You can't fool me with these visions!

The mist spreads, as Korren appears.

KOR: No one is here to fool you, rabbit.

As soon as Korren finished his word, I didn't give a second of thought and ran straight through him, only for Korren to dissolve into mist.

KOR: This place is simply to atone for your sins.

A second figure appears behind Korren, facing me down, one that I recognized on the spot.

LEO: Hello, daughter.
MTA: D... d-dad?!

My eyes widen, memories flooding in. It was years ago, so long that I'd forgotten everyone elses' face except for his. I was a child of nine, the youngest, the bravest, and the most stubborn. They would all ridicule me for abusing my gift of speed, said I should be respecting it as a divine right and not a physical ability I had all the rights to. Were they right, or was I wrong? It may seem a strange question, one with one choice, but in the end, I learned life isn't black and white, and neither is a rabbit's fur, not its colour but its soul. My family was slaughtered by wolves, and I was the only one who managed to run away.

MTA: Was it because I was faster?
LEO: You were more of a coward.

I clenched my fists tight.

MTA: You shouldn't say that about your own daughter.
LEO: The rabbit in front of me is no daughter of mine.

I see, in his eyes I had failed as a descendant of his.

MTA: I've achieved alot since then.
LEO: And where is it to show?
MTA: People accept me for who I am!
LEO: An accepted failure is still one.

He was getting annoying, but I had learned that annoyance is the thief of focus.

MTA: Even if you aren't my real father, you deserve to see how far your daughter truly has gone.
LEO: You're showing me how good you are at running away again?
MTA: The opposite - This mist of fear can't hold me in, the one who reigns over speed.

This is a show of my ability, not to you father, nor to you Icarus, or you Akumu, but rather proof to myself that even the past cannot catch up to me.
But before I could move, the mist shifted, and suddenly I was standing in our old burrow. The walls were carved from earth and stone, roots hanging like curtains from the ceiling. The scent of home - of carrots fermenting in the storage room, of my mother's herb garden, of the wood polish Leo used on his ceremonial staff - it all came rushing back like a dam bursting.

MTA: This... this isn't real.
LEO: Reality is what shapes us, daughter. This is where you learned to run.

I could hear them now - my siblings' laughter echoing from deeper in the burrow. Mira's infectious giggle, Tobias's booming laugh, little Clover's squeaks of delight. They were playing chase, as we always did, their feet pattering against the packed earth floors. But beneath their joy, I could hear something else. The distant howling.

MTA: You know what happened here.
LEO: I know what you allowed to happen.

The scene shifted around us. Now I could see myself at nine years old, tiny and defiant, standing in the center of our family circle. Leo - my real father - was lecturing me about the sacred nature of speed, about how it was a gift from the ancient gods, not a toy to be played with. But nine-year-old me wasn't listening. I was bouncing on my toes, energy crackling around my small frame like lightning barely contained.

MTA: But dad, I can run faster than the wind! Faster than sound! Why should I hold back?
LEO: Because with great speed comes great responsibility, Matta. You cannot simply run from every problem.
MTA: But I can solve them by running to them faster!
LEO: And what happens when running isn't the answer?

The memory-Leo's words hung in the air like a prophecy. I watched my younger self roll her eyes and dart away, leaving only a small dust cloud behind. Even then, I was already running from his wisdom.

MTA: I was just a child.
LEO: Children who refuse to learn become adults who refuse to grow.

The howling grew closer. Through the burrow's entrance, I could see shapes moving in the darkness - massive forms with glowing eyes and slavering jaws. The wolf pack that would change everything. I knew what came next, had lived it a thousand times in my nightmares.

MTA: I tried to warn everyone.
LEO: You tried to run. There's a difference.

The scene played out with horrifying clarity. I watched myself burst into the main chamber, breathless and wide-eyed, screaming about wolves. But I was moving too fast, speaking too quickly, the words tumbling over each other in my panic. My family couldn't understand me. Precious seconds were lost as I tried to slow down, to form coherent sentences.

MTA: Wolves! Outside! Big ones! Coming here! Now!
MRA: Matta, slow down. What wolves?
MTA: No time to slow down! They're almost here!

And then the attack began. Claws and fangs tearing through the entrance, shattering the peaceful evening. I watched my father grab his staff, watched Mira push the younger ones toward the back tunnels, watched Tobias try to barricade the doors. But they were too slow, all of them too slow. I could have saved them all. I was fast enough to evacuate the entire burrow in seconds, fast enough to outrun the wolves, fast enough to lead them away. But instead, I froze. The gift that made me special, that made me different, suddenly felt like a curse. How could I choose who to save first? How could I leave anyone behind?

MTA: I couldn't choose.
LEO: So you chose yourself.

The words hit harder than any physical blow. I watched my younger self grab little Clover - the smallest, the most vulnerable - and run. Just run. Through the back tunnels, through the forest, through the night. I ran until my lungs burned, until Clover's cries faded to whimpers, until the sounds of slaughter were just an echo in the distance.

MTA: I saved who I could.
LEO: You saved who was easiest to carry.

The mist swirled again, and now I was standing in a field of graves. Crude markers made from stone and wood, each one bearing a name I had tried so hard to forget. Mira. Tobias. Benny. Sage. Willow. And at the center, the largest marker of all.

LEO: Even in death, you abandoned us.
MTA: I was ten! I was scared and alone and-
LEO: And you had a gift that could have made the difference.

I fell to my knees before his grave, the weight of years of guilt crashing down on me. He was right. I had been fast enough to save them all, but I had chosen the path of least resistance instead. I had run away from the hard choice, from the responsibility that came with my speed.

MTA: I've tried to make up for it.
LEO: By running toward danger instead of away from it? By throwing yourself into every fight, every conflict, every impossible situation?

The scene shifted once more. Now I could see flashes of my life since that night - moments of heroism, of sacrifice, of using my speed to save others. But in each scene, I could see the same pattern. I was fast enough to save everyone, but I always cut it close. Always left room for doubt, for the possibility of failure.

MTA: I've saved hundreds of lives.
LEO: To silence the voices of the six you didn't.

Korren stepped forward from the mist, his expression unreadable.

KOR: She begins to understand.
LEO: Understanding is not enough. She must accept.

I stood slowly, my fists clenched so tightly that my claws were drawing blood from my palms.

MTA: Accept what? That I'm a coward? That I failed you?
LEO: Accept that you cannot outrun the past, no matter how fast you become.

The mist began to thicken around us, and I could feel something changing. The very air seemed to slow, to become viscous like honey. My speed, my greatest strength, was being dampened by my own guilt.

MTA: I won't let you trap me here.
LEO: You trapped yourself here long ago, daughter. This mist, this place - it's not Akumu's creation. It's yours.

I could feel the truth of his words like ice in my veins. All these years, I had been running from this moment, from this confrontation with my past. But the faster I ran, the more I carried it with me. The guilt, the shame, the weight of six graves - it had all been building up, creating this prison of memory and regret.

MTA: Then I'll break free the same way I always have.
LEO: By running away?
MTA: By running forward.

I closed my eyes and reached deep inside myself, past the guilt and the shame, past the fear and the doubt. I found the core of my speed - not the physical ability, but the essence of what it meant to be fast. It wasn't about escaping. It wasn't about arriving first. It was about being where you needed to be, when you needed to be there.

MTA: I can't change what happened that night.
LEO: No, you cannot.
MTA: I can't bring you back.
LEO: No, you cannot.
MTA: But I can stop running from who I was and start running toward who I need to be.

The mist began to part, not blown away by my speed, but dissolved by something deeper. Acceptance. Understanding. The willingness to carry the weight of my past without letting it slow me down.

MTA: There is no reason for me to chant your name, Hermes of Speed, for your throne is no longer yours.

I bent my knees forwards and moved my arms back.

MTA: I'm the god of speed now.

But this time, when I ran, I carried them with me. Not as burden, but as purpose. Not as guilt, but as motivation. The memory of Leo's wisdom, of Mira's laughter, of Tobias's courage - they became part of my speed, part of who I was becoming. And in an instant, faster than light could catch, faster than the shortest form of time measurement, I ran, my legs propelling me beyond reality and into pure motionless causality. But this time, I wasn't running away from the past or toward the future. I was running through the present, carrying everything I was and everything I could become. The next instant, I was right back where I left, facing Korren down in the royal palace, his expression telling me this was out of his prediction. But something had changed. The mist of fear that had surrounded me was gone, replaced by something else entirely. The mist of resolution. The mist of a speed that had finally found its purpose.

KOR: Impossible... you were supposed to be trapped by your guilt.
MTA: Guilt is only a trap if you let it be. I choose to let it be a teacher instead.

I stood straighter, feeling the weight of my past not as a burden, but as a foundation. Every step I had taken since that night, every life I had saved, every moment I had chosen to run toward danger instead of away from it - it had all been leading to this moment.

MTA: You want to know what true speed is, Korren? It's not about being faster than everything else. It's about being exactly where you need to be, exactly when you need to be there. And right now, I need to be here, facing you, carrying the memory of everyone who made me who I am. So come on then. Let's see if your predictions can keep up with a god who's finally learned what it means to be fast.

The palace around us seemed to hold its breath, waiting for what would come next. But I was no longer the rabbit who ran from responsibility. I was the rabbit who ran toward it, who embraced it, who let it fuel her speed rather than slow her down.




[ You can't cage this rabbit, sucka'! ]




Chapter 45: Shattering Icicles

The mist parted like a curtain torn by invisible hands, revealing two figures whose very presence seemed to command the fog itself. Neru's breath came in sharp, crystalline puffs as memories threatened to drown him - visions of ash and screaming, of everything he'd lost. But then Shen's explosive aura erupted around them, superheated air cutting through the haze with surgical precision, and suddenly Neru could breathe again. They were opposites forged in the same crucible of loss, bound by a single, burning purpose: to dominate those who had taken everything from them. The royal palace's outer defenses crumbled before their synchronized assault. Guards fell to ice and explosion, their weapons useless against the fury of two souls who had already died once and refused to do so again. Up, ever up they climbed, through marble corridors that reeked of opulence built on suffering, until they reached the second-to-last floor.
The ballroom stretched before them like a monument to excess. Golden statues lined the walls, their faces frozen in eternal celebration, while crystal chandeliers cast fractured light across polished floors that reflected their images a thousand times over. For a heartbeat, even battle-hardened warriors could only stare at the overwhelming beauty. Then fear struck their hearts. A presence settled over the room like a suffocating blanket, pressing down with the weight of nightmares made manifest. The golden statues seemed to leer now, their faces twisted with malevolent glee.

SHN: The magistrate..?
NER: No... this is something far stronger.

The walls began to weep. Dark pink fluid oozed from between marble joints, dripping and pooling until the very air grew thick with rosy mist that tasted of copper and fear. From the grand staircase opposite them, a figure descended - not walked, but flowed like terror given form.

AKU: Welcome to your end.

The voice was honey poured over broken glass, beautiful and terrible. Akumu's form shifted and writhed, sometimes human, sometimes something far worse. Tentacles of that same pink substance writhed around them like a living crown of thorns.
Every instinct screamed at Neru and Shen to run. Their bodies recognized a predator beyond their understanding, something that had fed on fear for so long that terror had become its pet. But they had come too far, lost too much, to turn back now. Neru's soul went still as arctic winter. Shen's heart thundered like a war drum. They didn't know this enemy, but something primal within them understood - this creature was the source of all their suffering.

NER & SHN: We'll tear you to shreds!
AKU: Come on! SHOW ME YOUR STRENGTH!

Shen exploded forward, literally. His palms erupted with controlled detonations that launched him across the ballroom in a streak of orange fire. He materialized before Akumu like a comet of fury, both hands slamming against the creature's shifting face with the force of a artillery strike. The blast shook the palace to its foundations. Dust and debris rained from the ceiling as smoke billowed outward in a perfect sphere. But from within that cloud, something moved - quick as striking serpents, pink tentacles burst forth, each one aimed with surgical precision at Shen's vital points. Ice erupted from the floor in a protective barrier, Neru's power responding to his partner's danger faster than thought. The tentacles shattered against the glacial wall, sending pink goo splattering across the ballroom floor.

NER: My turn.

Above Akumu, the very moisture in the air crystallized into hundreds of ice spears, each one sharp enough to pierce armor and gleaming like frozen starlight. With a gesture that was almost elegant, Neru sent them screaming downward in a lethal rain. Akumu's form shifted, becoming a writhing mass of that pink substance. The ice spears sank deep but seemed to cause no lasting damage - the creature's body simply flowed around the wounds, absorbing the frozen projectiles and incorporating them into its ever-changing mass.

AKU: Is that all?

The creature shot forward with inhuman speed, tentacles extending into razor-sharp claws aimed directly at Neru's throat. But Shen was already there, his explosive movement creating a sonic boom that shattered nearby windows. His fist, covered in controlled detonations, caught Akumu center mass and sent them crashing through the marble floor.
Shen didn't hesitate. He dropped through the hole he'd created, following Akumu into the chamber below. The sound of their battle echoed upward - explosions, the crack of shattering stone, and something else that might have been screaming. Neru leaped down after them, ice forming beneath his feet to cushion his landing. The chamber below was some kind of storage room, filled with wine casks and ancient artifacts. Shen and Akumu were locked in brutal close-quarters combat, the explosive user's hands wreathed in controlled blasts that he used to enhance every punch and block. But Akumu was adapting. The creature's form had become more solid, more human-like, allowing it to match Shen's martial prowess while using its tentacles as additional limbs. They moved like a deadly dance, each fighter trying to find the killing blow.

AKU: Too slow!

A tentacle wrapped around Shen's ankle, yanking him off balance. Akumu's clawed hand swept toward his exposed neck - only to meet a wall of ice that had formed in the split second before impact.

NER: Tag out.

Akumu slipped, their inhuman grace momentarily disrupted. Neru pressed his advantage, creating a forest of ice spikes that forced the creature to dodge and weave. But this was just the setup. As Akumu moved to avoid one spike, Neru flash-froze the air around them, creating a crystalline prison. For a heartbeat, it seemed like they had won. Then the prison exploded outward as Akumu's form shifted into something larger, more monstrous. Pink mist poured from their body, filling the chamber with that cloying, fear-inducing fog.

AKU: ENOUGH GAMES!

The creature's form expanded, becoming a writhing mass of tentacles and eyes. The pink mist grew thicker, and suddenly Neru found himself back in that burning house, watching his mother die. Shen was somewhere else entirely, reliving the moment his explosive power had first manifested, destroying everything he cared about. But they had faced their demons before. Pain was an old friend, and fear was just another enemy to overcome.

NER: Not today.

The sudden temperature drop crystallized the mist, making it fall like pink snow. Shen's explosions roared back to life, burning away the remaining fog.

SHN: Our turn to get serious!

The two warriors moved in perfect synchronization, their powers complementing each other in ways that seemed almost supernatural. Neru would create ice platforms that Shen could use to change direction mid-flight, while Shen's explosions would shatter Neru's ice constructs at precisely the right moment to send deadly shards at their enemy. Akumu fought back with savage intensity, their form constantly shifting to adapt to new threats. When Shen launched himself forward with explosive propulsion, tentacles would try to snare him mid-flight. When Neru created ice barriers, corrosive pink fluid would eat through them. The creature seemed to learn from every exchange, becoming more dangerous with each passing moment. The battle raged through the storage chamber and back up into the ballroom. Golden statues were frozen solid and then shattered by explosive blasts. Crystal chandeliers became deadly projectiles. The beautiful floor cracked and buckled under the force of their conflict. Shen landed a devastating combination - a series of explosive punches that sent Akumu staggering backward. But the creature's counterattack was swift and vicious. Tentacles wrapped around both of Shen's arms, holding him in place while more appendages moved to crush his skull. Ice encased the tentacles, flash-freezing them solid. Neru's follow-up attack was a spear of ice the size of a tree trunk, launched with enough force to punch through steel. But Akumu's reflexes were inhuman - they twisted away at the last second, the spear only grazing their shifting form.

AKU: You're strong, but strength alone won't save you.

The creature's form began to change again, becoming something that hurt to look at directly. The pink mist poured from their body in waves, each pulse carrying whispers of doubt and despair.

You're not strong enough.
You'll fail like you always do.
Everyone you care about dies because of you.

But Neru and Shen had moved beyond such simple fears. They had already lost everything that mattered - what more could this creature take from them?

SHN: Your mind tricks won't work on the dead.
NER: We died the day we lost everything. What stands here now is just vengeance given form.

The final exchange was brutal and desperate. All three fighters moved with everything they had, holding nothing back. Shen's explosions reached new levels of intensity, each blast capable of leveling buildings. Neru's ice constructs became architectural marvels of frozen death, complex and beautiful and utterly lethal. But Akumu was no ordinary opponent. Their tentacles moved like living whips, each one capable of crushing bone or slicing through steel. The pink mist became a weapon itself, forming solid constructs that fought alongside the creature's main body. In the end, it was Shen who made the crucial breakthrough. As Akumu focused on defending against one of Neru's ice storms, the explosive user managed to get inside their guard. His fist, wreathed in more concentrated destructive force than he had ever managed before, connected with the creature's center mass. The explosion was deafening. The entire ballroom shook, and for a moment it seemed like the palace itself might collapse. But when the smoke cleared, all three fighters were still standing. Akumu's form had been blasted apart, scattered across the room in dozens of pink fragments. But even as they watched, the pieces began to flow back together, reforming into that terrible, shifting shape.

NER: Impossible.
AKU: Not impossible. Just... difficult to kill.

The creature's form stabilized, but they were clearly wounded. Pink goo dripped from dozens of cuts, and their movements had lost some of their fluid grace. But they were still fighting, still dangerous. Shen and Neru weren't in much better shape. Shen's hands were bleeding from the intensity of his explosions, and Neru's skin had taken on a bluish tint from the extreme cold he had been generating. Both of them were running on fumes and determination.

AKU: Stalemate. How... interesting.

The three fighters stood in the ruins of the ballroom, breathing heavily, none of them able to claim victory. The air crackled with residual energy - explosive force, glacial cold, and something else that tasted of nightmares and pink mist. Outside, the sun was rising, casting long shadows through the shattered windows.

SHN: Stalemate, my ass!
NER: We're ending this right now.
AKU: And how you plan on that?!
SHN: Surpassing our limits.
NER: Creating a way to defeat gods.
SHN: This isn't a threat.
NER: Rather a declaration.

Their souls beat in sync and begin to resonate with eachother. Akumu's eyes widen in amazement.

NER & SHN: We are the strongest!

The world would bear witness to another breakthrough in soul essence extraction.

NER & SHN: Linked Soul Extraction, Frost-Fracture!

The war for their souls - and perhaps for everything they had once held dear - was far from over.




[ Party tricks aren't enough to scratch me. ]




Chapter 46: Canvas

Sometimes, in the space between heartbeats, the world changes irrevocably. What had been a stalemate moments before had become something else entirely - a lesson in the cruelty of power. The golden ballroom, once a testament to royal excess, now bore witness to a truth as old as conflict itself: there are always deeper wells of strength, and some enemies merely toy with their prey before the kill.

Neru knelt on the cracked marble floor, his breath coming in ragged gasps that turned to frost in the air. Ice crystals formed and shattered around him with each labored exhale, his power flickering like a dying flame. Beside him, Shen's explosive aura had dimmed to barely visible embers, his hands trembling not from rage but from the bone-deep exhaustion that comes after pushing beyond every limit.

Neither could remember the exact moment their defiance had crumbled. The attack had come so fast, so overwhelmingly complete, that their minds had simply... skipped over it. One moment they had been standing as equals in battle, the next they were broken and kneeling, their bodies screaming protests they couldn't ignore.

Above them, Akumu stood unchanged, unmarked, as if the previous battle had been nothing more than a warm-up exercise. The creature's form was solid now, no longer shifting - perhaps they no longer felt the need to adapt when victory was so assured.

AKU: Do you understand now? The difference between us is not skill, not determination, not even the nobility of your cause. It is simply... absolute.

Akumu's voice carried the weight of inevitability, each word settling over the fallen warriors like a burial shroud.

AKU: You fought with everything you had. You coordinated perfectly, pushed your abilities beyond their limits, and for a moment - just a moment - you made me take you seriously. But that is all it was. A moment.

The creature began to circle them, their footsteps echoing in the ruined ballroom with the rhythm of a funeral march.

AKU: Do you know what absolute strength means? It means that your effort, your sacrifice, your very existence becomes meaningless the moment you stand against it. It means that all your training, all your pain, all your righteous fury amounts to nothing more than an entertaining diversion.

Shen tried to raise his head, defiance still burning in his eyes despite his body's betrayal. But even that small movement sent waves of agony through his battered form.

AKU: You came here seeking vengeance, driven by losses that seemed unbearable. But what you found was a lesson in perspective. Your losses were not tragedies - they were inevitabilities. This entire kingdom, every person you've ever cared about, every moment of joy you've ever known - all of it exists only because I have not yet chosen to end it.

The pink mist began to swirl around Akumu's form, coalescing into something that might have been weapons or might have been hands. The distinction hardly mattered.

AKU: But lessons must eventually come to an end. And I grow tired of teaching.

The creature raised what might have been a blade, its edge gleaming with that same sickly pink light. Neither Neru nor Shen could move, could even properly protest their fate. They had given everything, and it hadn't been enough. Perhaps it never could have been.

AKU: Any last words? Some final curse to make you feel better about your failure?

The blade began to descend, almost lazy in its motion. There was no rush - what could these broken warriors do to stop what was coming? Then the wall exploded inward.

Not with the familiar force of Shen's explosions, but with something else entirely - a cascade of colors that seemed to paint reality itself into new shapes. Through the breach came two figures, moving with the fluid grace of those who had never known true defeat.

The first was a young woman whose very presence seemed to make the air around her shimmer with possibility. Her clothes were stained with paint in every color imaginable, and her eyes held the focused intensity of someone who saw the world not as it was, but as it could be. In her hands, brushes moved with supernatural speed, each stroke bringing new impossibilities into existence.

The second was something that might have once been a monster but had become something more primal, more honest. Fenris moved on two legs but carried the predatory grace of a wolf, his enhanced senses already cataloging every detail of the battle scene. His eyes fixed on Akumu with the unwavering focus of a hunter who had finally found worthy prey.

ILA: Well, well. Still playing with your food, I see.

Her voice carried a casual confidence that made even Akumu pause. The creature's blade stopped inches from Neru's neck, their attention wholly captured by this unexpected development.

AKU: Illia. I was wondering when you might show up.

There was history in that exchange, layers of meaning that spoke to encounters neither Neru nor Shen could understand.

FNR: The scent of fear is thick here. And blood. And something else... something that doesn't belong in this world.

Fenris's voice was a low growl that seemed to rumble through the very foundations of the palace. His nostrils flared as he analyzed the battlefield, his enhanced instincts painting a picture more complete than any normal senses could provide.

ILA: Oh, you know how it is. I was in the neighborhood when I heard all the noise. Thought I'd drop by and see what kind of mess you were making this time.

As she spoke, her brushes never stopped moving. Colors flowed through the air around her, taking shape and substance as if reality itself was just another canvas waiting for her touch.

AKU: And you brought a pet.
FNR: Pet? I think you have us confused.

The wolfs' lips pulled back in what might have been a smile, revealing teeth that were definitely not normal. His claws extended slightly, catching the light that filtered through the broken windows.

FNR: I'm nobody's pet. I'm just someone who doesn't like bullies.

Akumu's form began to shift again, that fluid grace returning as they prepared for a different kind of battle. The pink mist started to swirl more actively, forming tentacles and appendages that writhed with eager anticipation.

AKU: How touching. The artist and the beast, come to save the day. Tell me, Illia - do you really think you can succeed where these two failed so spectacularly?
ILA: Failed? Who said anything about failure?

Her brushes moved faster now, creating swirls of color that seemed to hang in the air like frozen fireworks. Each stroke was deliberate, purposeful, building toward something larger than the sum of its parts.

ILA: They did exactly what they needed to do. They showed me how you fight, how you think, how you move. They gave me all the information I need to paint your defeat.
AKU: Such confidence. It's almost refreshing after dealing with these broken toys.

The creature gestured dismissively at Neru and Shen, who were still struggling to regain their footing. But there was something different in Akumu's posture now - a wariness that hadn't been there before.

ILA: You know what your problem is? You think in terms of absolutes. Absolute strength, absolute power, absolute victory. But art... art is about possibilities.

The colors around her began to coalesce, taking on shapes that defied easy description. They were weapons and shields and creatures and landscapes all at once, existing in a state of constant potential.

FNR: She's right. You rely too much on fear, on the idea that you're unbeatable. But I can smell your uncertainty. You're not as confident as you pretend to be.
AKU: Uncertainty? From me? How amusing.

But even as they spoke, Akumu's form was shifting into something more defensive, more prepared for a fight that might not go according to plan.

ILA: Fenris, would you mind helping our new friends get back on their feet? I think they've earned a front-row seat to what comes next.
FNR: With pleasure.

The wolf moved to where Neru and Shen knelt, his enhanced strength making it easy to help them stand. His touch was surprisingly gentle, his predatory nature tempered by something that might have been compassion.

FNR: You fought well. Rest now. Let us handle this.

Shen tried to protest, but his body simply wouldn't respond. Neru managed to speak, though his voice was barely above a whisper.

NER: Be careful. They're... they're stronger than anything we've ever faced.
ILA: I know. I've been watching.

She turned to face Akumu fully, her brushes now moving in complex patterns that seemed to bend light itself. The very air around her shimmered with creative potential.

ILA: You want to know about absolute strength? Let me show you what absolute imagination looks like.

Her brushes swept through the air in a grand gesture, and suddenly the ruined ballroom was filled with impossible colors, shapes that shouldn't exist, and the promise of a battle unlike anything that had come before.

AKU: Such bravado. But tell me - what happens when your paint runs dry?
ILA: That's the beautiful thing about art. It never runs dry. It just finds new ways to surprise you.

The two opponents faced each other across the battlefield, neither moving, both preparing for a confrontation that would determine far more than just the fate of a single kingdom. In the balance hung the very nature of power itself - absolute strength against infinite possibility.

FNR: She's going to do it, isn't she? Take them on alone?

The wolfs' enhanced senses could already detect the shift in the air, the change in Illia's scent that spoke to complete confidence and unwavering determination.

Shen and Neru, still leaning heavily on each other for support, watched in amazement as the young artist stepped forward, her brushes weaving patterns of light and color that seemed to make reality itself hold its breath.

ILA: You've had your fun terrorizing people who couldn't truly challenge you. But playtime's over now.

She raised her brushes high, and the entire ballroom seemed to shimmer with anticipation.

ILA: I'm going to paint you a defeat so complete, so absolute, that even you won't be able to imagine your way out of it.
AKU: You think you'll win?

The declaration hung in the air like a challenge thrown down before gods, and for the first time since the battle began, Akumu's confident smile faltered just slightly.

ILA: Think? I know I'll win.

The stage was set for a confrontation that would test the very limits of what was possible - and perhaps discover new definitions of impossible along the way.




[ Why are you so wary of her, Akumu? ]




Chapter 47: Journal Entry

I find myself writing these words with trembling hands, not from fear, but from the weight of understanding that has settled upon my shoulders like a shroud. The memories come to me in fragments - whispers of another existence, another time, another being who I can only describe as... father.

Zero. That was his name, though I suspect it held meanings far deeper than any mortal language could convey. The memories are not mine, yet they feel as familiar as my own breath. I see flashes of vast cosmic battles, of realities bleeding into one another, of a multiverse teetering on the edge of absolute annihilation. And at the center of it all, Zero - my father - standing against forces that would unmake existence itself.

The enemy in those memories had no true form, no single identity. It was entropy given consciousness, the urge to return all things to the void from which they came. Zero called it by many names, but the one that resonates most clearly in these inherited fragments is the one that makes my soul shiver: the Ending. It sought not conquest, not domination, but the complete cessation of being. Every star extinguished, every thought silenced, every possibility reduced to empty, perfect silence.

But Zero fought. Oh, how he fought. And in the end, he won - but at a cost I am only beginning to understand. The memories suggest he gave everything, his very essence scattered across the cosmos to ensure that life, that existence itself, would continue. And from that sacrifice, from the fragments of his soul, new realities were born.

Our world. Earth. This place I call home was forged from the dying breath of a cosmic guardian, shaped by the final thoughts of one who loved existence more than his own survival. The similarities between Zero's memories and our reality are too numerous to be coincidental. The same patterns of conflict, the same struggles between light and darkness, the same desperate hope that somehow, someway, the good will triumph over the void. Which brings me to Vazroth.

The name itself carries weight in my inherited memories, though I know Zero never faced this particular enemy. Vazroth is something else - a echo, perhaps, or a descendant of that primordial Ending. He carries the same hunger for oblivion, the same desire to reduce all existence to nothingness. In my father's memories, I can see the parallels so clearly it makes my chest ache. The same methodical destruction, the same corruption of life itself, the same absolute certainty that existence is a mistake to be corrected.

But if Vazroth is the echo of Zero's ancient enemy, then what does that make Gabriel and Lucifer? The answer seems almost too obvious, too perfectly orchestrated to be mere coincidence. They are the echoes of Zero himself - fragments of his heroic nature, his refusal to yield, his willingness to sacrifice everything for the preservation of what is good and right. I suspect they carry their own whispers of memory, their own half-remembered dreams of cosmic battles fought in the spaces between stars.

The thought that follows this realization is both comforting and terrifying: none of this is random. The world is not simply careening toward chaos - it is following a pattern, playing out a story that has been written into the very fabric of reality by Zero's sacrifice. Gabriel and Lucifer fight against Vazroth because they must, because it is literally in their nature to do so. They are the universe's immune system, activated by the presence of something that would destroy it all.

And if that is true, then what of the others? What of those who have risen to fight against the darkness?

Akumu troubles me most of all. In my inherited memories, I can see creatures like it - beings birthed from the Ending itself, given form and purpose by the very force they serve. They are not merely servants of destruction; they are destruction wearing a mask of life. Akumu carries this same quality, this same wrongness that makes reality itself recoil. I believe it is Vazroth's attempt to continue his master's work, to seed the world with agents of entropy that will bring about the silence he so desperately craves.

But the others - Neru, Shen, and especially those who have just arrived - they feel different. They carry the weight of destiny, the particular quality of those who have been chosen by fate itself to stand against the darkness. Not because they are special, but because they are necessary. The universe has shaped them, guided them, brought them together in this place and time because this is where the pattern demands heroes to emerge.

I have considered joining them, adding my own power to their cause. But I am paralyzed by uncertainty. In all of Zero's memories, I can find no echo of myself, no pattern that I might represent. I am an anomaly, a variable that was not accounted for in the cosmic equation. What if my intervention disrupts the natural order? What if my actions, however well-intentioned, somehow tip the balance toward the very destruction I seek to prevent?

So I watch. I record. I try to understand a story that is still being written, even as I remain terrified of my own role in it.

But there is one element that truly confounds me, one piece of this cosmic puzzle that doesn't quite fit the pattern I've observed. Illia.

Yes, she is a descendant of Zephine - that much I can trace through the bloodlines and the inherited gifts. But there is something else about her, something that makes her presence here feel less like destiny and more like... impossibility.

In Zero's memories, buried deeper than most, I have glimpsed another figure. A skeleton, but different. Where I am cautious, this being was bold and creative. They wielded a paintbrush larger than themselves, and with it, they could reshape reality itself. They were not a warrior in the traditional sense, but an artist whose very existence was an act of rebellion against the void.

The resemblance between that ancient figure and Illia is unmistakable. Not physical - how could it be, when one is bone and the other flesh? - but something deeper. The same fearless creativity, the same absolute confidence in the power of imagination to triumph over entropy. The same willingness to paint new possibilities into existence, even when the canvas is reality itself.

But if Illia is somehow connected to that ancient artist, then what does that make her? Another echo of Zero's memories? A fragment of someone who fought alongside my father in battles that predate this universe? Or something else entirely - a wild card that even Zero's sacrifice could not have anticipated?

The implications are staggering. If Illia truly carries the essence of that artist, then she is not just another hero shaped by fate. She is something unprecedented, something that could rewrite the very story our world has been telling itself.

The question that haunts me as I write these words is simple and terrifying: Just how much of an anomaly is this girl?

And perhaps more importantly - what happens to the pattern, to the careful balance between order and chaos, when an anomaly of this magnitude enters the equation? I fear I may soon find out.




[ It's just me so don't be so hard on yourself, Blooky. ]




Chapter 48: That's What I Do

The battle began before anyone could blink. Akumu struck first, their form exploding into a writhing mass of tentacles and claws that shot across the ballroom with the speed of lightning. The pink mist that had been swirling around them condensed into solid weapons - spears of crystallized fear that could pierce through steel, whips of materialized despair that could crush bone. But Illia was already painting.

Her brushes moved through the air in impossible patterns, each stroke leaving trails of color that hardened into reality before Akumu's attack could reach her. A wall of brilliant blue paint erupted from nothing, absorbing the impact of a dozen tentacles. Golden chains materialized from her brush strokes, wrapping around Akumu's appendages and yanking them off course.

ILA: Oh, come on! Is that really your opening move? I've seen children finger-paint more creatively than that!

Her voice carried genuine disappointment as she danced between Akumu's attacks, her brushes never stopping their impossible work. Where other fighters would dodge, she simply painted new footholds into existence. Where others would block, she created shields of hardened color that turned aside even Akumu's most vicious strikes.

AKU: You mock me? You think your parlor tricks can match absolute power?

Akumu's form shifted, becoming something larger, more monstrous. The pink mist expanded outward, filling the air with whispers of doubt and terror. But Illia just laughed, her brushes moving faster now, creating swirls of silver paint that seemed to cleanse the very air around her.

ILA: Absolute power? Sweetie, you're not even relatively impressive.

She gestured casually, and suddenly the floor beneath Akumu became a canvas. Bright yellow paint exploded upward like a geyser, coating the creature's shifting form and somehow making it solid, preventing the fluid transformations that had been its greatest advantage.

AKU: What... what is this? How are you...?

For the first time, there was uncertainty in Akumu's voice. The creature struggled against the paint that clung to them, but every movement only seemed to make it spread further.

ILA: You're thinking about this all wrong. You see the world as something to be conquered, destroyed, remade in your image. But I see it as something to be improved. And right now, you're definitely in need of some artistic direction.

Her brushes swept through the air in a grand gesture, and suddenly the entire ballroom was transformed. The cracked marble floor became a canvas of swirling galaxies, the broken walls were repainted into windows that showed impossible vistas, and the very air shimmered with colors that had no names.

Akumu tried to adapt, their form shifting to match the new environment. But every change they made, Illia countered with casual ease. When they became liquid, she painted them solid. When they grew larger, she painted them smaller. When they split into multiple forms, she painted them back together with brush strokes that seemed to bend reality itself.

ILA: You know what your problem is? You're too predictable. Fear, tentacles, pink mist - it's all very "scary things 101." Where's the creativity? Where's the artistry?

She paused mid-battle to examine her fingernails, apparently unconcerned by the fact that Akumu was still trying to kill her. Every attack the creature launched was casually deflected by paint constructs that seemed to appear without her even looking.

AKU: This is impossible! I am the embodiment of fear! I am the end of all hope! You cannot simply... paint over me!
ILA: Oh, but I can. Watch this.

Illia's brushes moved in a complex pattern, and suddenly Akumu's form began to change against their will. The sickly pink color drained away, replaced by cheerful pastels. The writhing tentacles became flower petals that swayed gently in an unfelt breeze. The creature's terrifying visage was transformed into something that looked more like a confused butterfly than an agent of destruction.

AKU: What have you done to me?! Change me back! CHANGE ME BACK!
ILA: Now you're starting to understand. I don't fight opponents - I improve them. Whether they want to be improved or not.

She walked closer to the transformed Akumu, her brushes still moving in lazy patterns that kept the creature's new form stable. There was something almost maternal in her expression, like a teacher patiently explaining a concept to a slow student.

ILA: You want to know the secret? The reason I always win? It's not because I'm stronger or faster or more powerful than my opponents. It's much simpler than that.

She leaned in close, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper that somehow carried clearly through the transformed ballroom.

ILA: I'm always exactly as strong as I need to be. No more, no less. It's my whole thing, really. Fight someone who can lift a car? Suddenly I can lift a truck. Face someone who can destroy a building? Boom, I can level a city block. Take on someone who claims to be the end of all existence? Well...

She gestured around the room, where her paint had transformed everything into something beautiful and impossible. Even the broken chandeliers had been repainted into works of art that cast rainbow light across the walls.

ILA: Let's just say that existence is a lot more resilient than you thought.

Akumu struggled against their new form, but the flower petals only fluttered more gently with each movement. The creature's voice, when it came, was filled with something that might have been desperation.

AKU: This isn't over!
ILA: Oh, for sure! I'll undo your new form and others will come to deal with you. Today-me has more pressing concerns.

She pulled out what looked like a smartphone, checking the time with the casual air of someone who hadn't just completely dominated a cosmic horror.

ILA: Speaking of which, I'm afraid I'll have to cut this short. I've got a coffee date in about ten minutes, and I promised I wouldn't be late this time.
FNR: You're... leaving? In the middle of a battle?

Fenris's voice carried a mixture of confusion and admiration. He'd been watching the entire fight with the focused attention of a predator studying a superior hunter, but this casual dismissal of cosmic stakes was beyond even his enhanced understanding.

ILA: Oh, the battle's over. I mean, I could keep going - maybe turn them into a nice landscape painting or something - but where's the fun in that? Besides, I was only buying time for the main actor to arrive.

She began painting in the air again, but this time the colors formed a swirling pool that seemed to lead somewhere else entirely. The scent of coffee and fresh pastries drifted from the painted portal, along with the sound of distant conversation.

AKU: You cannot simply walk away! I am a force of nature! I am-
ILA: You're a force of nature that's about to be conquered. I think you'll find that you too have limits.

She stepped toward the portal, pausing only to look back at Neru and Shen, who were still staring at the transformed battlefield in amazement.

ILA: You two should probably get some rest. And maybe work on your teamwork - you've got potential, but you're still thinking too small. Oh well, the kid with wings will deal with this.

As she stepped through the portal, she paused one more time, looking back at Akumu with a mischievous grin.

ILA: Oops, was I supposed to spoil the wings part?

With that, she stuck her tongue out at the creature, a gesture so childishly defiant that it somehow made her casual victory even more insulting.

AKU: This isn't over! Do you hear me?! THIS ISN'T OVER!

But Illia was already gone, the portal closing behind her with a soft splash of color. The scent of coffee lingered for a moment, then faded, leaving only Akumu's ego shattered.

AKU: That insufferable little wench! How dare she- how DARE she turn me into some pathetic garden ornament! I am the embodiment of fear itself! I am the herald of the end times! I will not be mocked by some paint-slinging child who thinks reality is her personal-

The sound of measured footsteps echoed through the transformed ballroom, slow and deliberate. Each step was accompanied by the soft drip of liquid hitting marble - a rhythmic percussion that made everyone present turn toward the source.

Through the hole that Illia had painted in the wall, a figure emerged from the shadows beyond. Tall and lean, with an otherworldly grace that spoke of power barely contained, Icarus stepped into the golden light of the ballroom. His clothes were torn and stained with something dark, his skin bore the fresh marks of recent battle, and in his hand, a blade that seemed to drink in the light around it dripped with blood that was not quite the right color.

NER: I-Icarus... what happened to you?

The flower petals that had been Akumu's form trembled, not with the gentle breeze that had been moving them before, but with something that might have been recognition.

Icarus said nothing at first, his eyes - tired despite his youthful appearance - fixed solely on the transformed cosmic horror. The silence stretched between them, heavy with the weight of violence yet to come.




[ I'm so excited for my date with Remi! ]




Chapter 49: Calamity, Akumu

The silence stretched between them like a blade held to the throat. Icarus stood motionless, his sword still dripping with blood that seemed too dark to be entirely human. He began to walk closer, each step deliberate and measured. The blood from his blade left a trail across the transformed marble floor, dark drops against Illia's painted galaxies.

AKU: You think you can threaten me? Even in this ridiculous form, I am still-
ICR: Still what? Still the puppet who thinks he's the puppeteer?

The words cut through Akumu's bluster like his blade had cut through whatever enemies he'd faced before arriving here. There was no anger in Icarus's voice, only the tired certainty of someone who had seen too much and understood more than he wanted to.

ICR: I've been cleaning up the messes you've left behind. The souls you've corrupted, the fear you've planted, the nightmares you've turned into reality. Do you know what I found when I followed your trail backward?

Akumu's goo rustled, but no sound emerged. For once, the cosmic horror seemed content to listen.

ICR: Children. Children who couldn't sleep because their dreams had been poisoned. Families torn apart by terrors that shouldn't exist. Entire communities driven mad by whispers in a language they didn't understand.

Icarus stopped a few feet away from Akumu's form, close enough that the creature could see the exhaustion in his eyes, the weight of every life he'd been too late to save.

ICR: And at the center of it all, you. The broken toy that thinks it's become the master.
AKU: Broken? I am the embodiment of primordial fear! I am the-
ICR: You're the embodiment of someone else's will. A creature so desperate to matter that you've convinced yourself you're the source of the darkness instead of just another victim of it.

The goo began to shift, the paint that held Akumu's form starting to crack under the pressure of contained rage. But Icarus didn't move, didn't even raise his blade. He simply watched with the patience of someone who had learned to wait for the right moment.

ICR: Someone else made you, didn't they? Shaped you from their own twisted essence and set you loose on the world. But they didn't make you to be their equal. They made you to be his echo, their shadow, their way of continuing their work even when they can't be present themselves.

The cracks in the paint spread wider, pink mist beginning to seep through the growing fissures.

AKU: You know nothing about my origins! You know nothing about what I truly am!
ICR: I know enough. I know that every soul you've touched carries a piece of corruption. I know that every nightmare you've created serves a greater purpose. And I know that you're not even aware of how completely you've been used.

The transformation was beginning to reverse itself, Illia's artistic imprisonment slowly giving way to Akumu's true nature. But instead of retreating, Icarus stepped closer, his blade now pointed directly at the creature's shifting form.

ICR: The question is: what are you going to do about it?
AKU: What... what do you mean?

For the first time since Icarus had entered the ballroom, Akumu's voice carried something other than rage or arrogance. There was confusion there, and beneath it, something that might have been genuine curiosity.

ICR: You have a choice. You can continue being a weapon, spreading fear and corruption until someone finally puts you down permanently. Or you can choose to be gently put to rest by my hand.

The flower petals had almost completely dissolved now, revealing glimpses of Akumu's true form beneath. But the creature seemed frozen, caught between transformations by the weight of Icarus's words.

AKU: YOU THINK I'M SCARED OF YOU?!
ICR: I think you're strong enough to recognize the truth when you hear it. And the truth is that you're not a god - you're a pet that needs to be put down.

Icarus lowered his blade slightly, though he remained ready to strike if necessary. The last of the flower petals crumbled away, revealing the writhing mass of dark substance that was Akumu's true form. The creature's presence filled the ballroom like smoke, thick and choking, but Icarus's breathing remained steady.

AKU: You speak of choice as if I ever had one. As if any of us ever had one.

There was something almost vulnerable in the admission, a crack in the facade that had taken centuries to build. But it lasted only a moment before the familiar malice crept back into the creature's voice.

AKU: But you're wrong about one thing, little swordsman. I am not a pet to be put down. I am the nightmare that puts down everything else.
ICR: Then prove it.

The words hung in the air like a challenge thrown down between knights. Icarus shifted his stance, blade held low but ready, his eyes never leaving the shifting mass before him.

ICR: Show me the primordial fear you claim to be. Show me the cosmic horror that's supposed to make mortals weep. Because all I see is a creature that's forgotten what it means to fear.
AKU: ENOUGH!

The explosion of movement was instantaneous. Akumu's form erupted upward, tendrils of shadow and substance lashing out in all directions. The ballroom's remaining windows shattered, sending cascades of glass raining down like deadly confetti. The painted galaxies on the floor began to writhe and twist, as if Akumu's rage was infecting even Illia's art. Icarus moved like water, his blade singing through the air as he deflected the first wave of attacks. Where his sword met Akumu's essence, there was a sound like steam escaping from a kettle - a hiss of something fundamental being severed.

AKU: You cannot cut what has no form!

But even as the creature spoke, Icarus's blade found its mark again and again. Each strike seemed to carve away pieces of Akumu's presence, leaving gaps in the shadow that took longer and longer to fill. Yet for every wound Icarus inflicted, Akumu adapted, learning the rhythm of the swordsman's movements.

ICR: Everything has form. Everything has substance. Even fear.

He pivoted, avoiding a tendril that would have taken his head off, but this time Akumu was ready. A second appendage caught Icarus across the ribs, sending him sliding across the twisted galaxies painted on the floor. Dark blood began to seep through his shirt where the creature's touch had burned through fabric and flesh alike.

AKU: You bleed so prettily, little hero. Just like all the others.

Icarus rolled to his feet, his sword coming up just in time to block another assault. The impact drove him back several steps, his boots struggling for purchase on the increasingly unstable floor. Akumu's corruption was spreading, turning Illia's beautiful art into something that writhed and shifted like living tissue.

ICR: I've fought things older than you. Stronger than you. But you're right about one thing - I do bleed.

The admission came with a bitter smile as Icarus pressed his free hand against his wounded side. When he pulled it away, his fingers were stained red, but his grip on his sword never wavered.

ICR: The question is: can you bleed too?

This time, Icarus was the one who attacked first. His blade carved through the air in a series of precise strikes, each one aimed at what he sensed were vital points in Akumu's shifting anatomy. The creature shrieked and recoiled, but not before landing another blow that sent Icarus stumbling backward. The fight became a deadly dance across the ruined ballroom. Icarus's human limitations began to show - his breathing grew labored, his movements slightly less precise with each exchange. But Akumu was suffering too. Each successful strike from the blessed blade left wounds that refused to heal, gaps in the creature's form that grew wider with each passing moment.

AKU: You're slowing down, swordsman. How long can mortal flesh endure against eternal darkness?
ICR: Long enough.

But even as he spoke, Icarus felt his strength beginning to ebb. The wounds Akumu had inflicted were deeper than they appeared, and the creature's very presence was sapping his vitality. His next strike, though true, lacked the power of his earlier attacks.
Akumu sensed the weakness and pressed forward, tendrils lashing out from every direction. Icarus managed to deflect most of them, but one caught his sword arm, sending his blade skittering across the floor. Another wrapped around his throat, lifting him off the ground.

AKU: There. Now you see the futility of your-

The words were cut short as Icarus's boot connected with something vital in Akumu's mass. The creature's grip loosened just enough for the swordsman to break free, but he landed hard, his injured ribs screaming in protest. Both combatants circled each other now, each breathing heavily in their own way. Icarus's sword lay several feet away, but Akumu made no move to prevent him from retrieving it. The creature's form was noticeably smaller than when the fight began, pieces of its essence scattered across the ballroom floor like spilled ink.

AKU: You fight well, I'll grant you that. Better than most who've tried to end me.
ICR: This isn't over. Not by a long shot.

Icarus retrieved his blade, his movements careful and measured. His side still bled, and his sword arm trembled slightly from the strain, but his eyes held the same determined fire they'd carried since the beginning.

AKU: No. No, it isn't.

The creature's form began to shift again, but this time it was different. Instead of expanding with rage, Akumu seemed to be consolidating its remaining power, drawing what was left of its essence into a more compact, more dangerous configuration.

AKU: You've proven yourself worthy of my full attention, little swordsman. Let's see how you fare when I stop playing games.

The air in the ballroom grew thick with malevolent energy. The painted galaxies beneath their feet began to spin faster, creating a vortex of light and shadow that made the very ground unstable. Somewhere in the distance, thunder rumbled, though no storm clouds were visible through the shattered windows. Icarus raised his sword, despite the pain in his ribs, despite the exhaustion that threatened to overwhelm him. His blade caught what little light remained in the room, creating a small beacon of hope in the gathering darkness.

ICR: Good. I was getting bored with your warm-up.

They stood facing each other across the ruined ballroom, two forces of nature preparing for a final confrontation. The silence stretched between them, heavy with the promise of violence to come. Neither moved, each waiting for the other to make the first move in what they both knew would be the decisive exchange.




[ Manage a little longer, Icarus. ]




Chapter 50: Unfair Nature

The air in the royal palace crackled with tension as Matta and Korren faced each other across the marble floor. The ornate pillars cast long shadows in the dim light, and the silence stretched between them like a taut wire ready to snap.

KOR: You speak of gods and purpose, little rabbit. But let me show you what true power looks like.

Korren raised his hand, and suddenly he was gone. Not moved - gone. The space where he had stood rippled like water, and before Matta could even process what happened, she felt a sharp pain in her side. She spun around to find Korren materializing behind her, his fist already withdrawing from where it had connected with her ribs.

MTA: Teleportation... of course.
KOR: Not just teleportation, rabbit. Spatial manipulation. I can move anything, anywhere, anytime.

He vanished again, and this time Matta was ready. She pushed her speed to its limits, her perception slowing the world around her until she could see the subtle distortions in space that marked his arrival points. There - a shimmer near the eastern pillar. She darted toward it, but Korren was already gone, appearing instead at the opposite end of the chamber.

KOR: Fast, but predictable. You move in straight lines, rabbit. Space is not so linear.

The battle erupted in earnest. Matta became a blur of motion, her form streaking across the palace floor in zigzag patterns, trying to catch Korren off guard. But every time she closed the distance, he would simply vanish and reappear elsewhere, often behind her with another strike ready.

MTA: Stand still and fight!
KOR: Why would I limit myself to your preferred battlefield?

As they fought, Matta began to notice something strange. Each time Korren teleported, she felt a brief moment of... disconnect. As if something inside her was being pulled away, stretched thin. It was subtle at first, barely noticeable in the heat of battle, but it was growing stronger.

Korren appeared directly in front of her, his hand reaching out not to strike, but to touch her forehead. The moment his fingers made contact, Matta felt it - a violent wrenching sensation, as if something fundamental was being torn from her very being.

KOR: Did you think I only moved physical matter? I can relocate anything, rabbit. Including the essence that grants your abilities.

Matta staggered backward, and to her horror, she felt her speed beginning to fade. Not diminish - fade entirely. Her movements became sluggish, her perception returned to normal human levels. She looked down at her hands, watching in disbelief as the crackling energy that usually surrounded her body began to dissipate.

MTA: What... what did you do?
KOR: I moved your soul essence - the magical core that grants your supernatural speed - to a pocket dimension roughly three thousand miles from here. You are now operating on purely physical capabilities.

Korren began to circle her slowly, confidently. Without her supernatural speed, Matta appeared to be just another rabbit - faster than a human, perhaps, but nothing compared to what she had been moments before.

KOR: This is how I defeat, rabbit. Strip away their essence, and they become remarkably... weak.

He lunged forward with inhuman speed, his own abilities unimpaired. Matta barely managed to dodge, rolling to the side as his fist shattered the marble where she had been standing. She came up running, but her movement felt painfully slow compared to what she was used to.

MTA: Even without my essence, I'm still faster than you!
KOR: Are you?

Korren teleported directly into her path, and Matta had to throw herself sideways to avoid collision. She hit the ground hard, her shoulder scraping against the stone floor. This was bad. Without her supernatural speed, she was operating at maybe one percent of her usual capability.

KOR: You see, rabbit, this is what separates pretenders from true power. Your abilities were granted to you by forces beyond your control. Mine are inherent to my very nature.

He appeared beside her again, this time managing to land a solo kick to her midsection. Matta doubled over, gasping for breath. The pain was sharper now, more real. Her enhanced durability had apparently been tied to her speed essence as well.

MTA: I don't... need... supernatural power... to beat you.
KOR: Don't you?

But even as Korren spoke, something strange was happening. Matta was still moving, still fighting, but there was something different about her movements now. Without the crackling energy of her supernatural speed, her natural rabbit physiology was more apparent. Her powerful hind legs, built for explosive acceleration. Her light frame, designed for agility. Her enhanced reflexes, honed by years of survival.

She wasn't moving with the reality-breaking speed she was known for, but she was moving with something else. Something primal. Something that had been there long before she ever claimed the title of speed goddess.

Korren appeared behind her again, but this time Matta was ready. Not because she could perceive his teleportation, but because she could hear it - the faint whisper of displaced air, the subtle shift in the chamber's acoustics. Her rabbit ears twitched, and she spun around just in time to catch his wrist as he threw another punch.

KOR: Impossible. You should be helpless without your essence.
MTA: You made a mistake, Korren.

She twisted his arm and used his own momentum to throw him across the chamber. He disappeared mid-flight, reappearing in a crouch near the far wall, his expression no longer quite so confident.

MTA: You assumed my speed came from magic. But I was fast before I ever claimed godhood. I was fast before I ever understood what I was. I was fast because I'm a rabbit, and rabbits are born to run.

She began to move again, and while she wasn't breaking the sound barrier or stepping outside of time, she was moving with a fluid grace that seemed almost supernatural in its own right. Her movements were efficient, economical, each step perfectly placed.

KOR: Natural speed has limits. I am beyond such constraints.
MTA: You're right. Natural speed does have limits.

She disappeared from where she was standing - not through teleportation, but through sheer explosive acceleration. Korren's eyes widened as he realized she had moved faster than his enhanced perception could track. Not supernaturally fast, but fast enough.

MTA: But you've never seen a rabbit at her natural limits before.

She appeared beside him, her fist already in motion. Korren tried to teleport away, but Matta had anticipated this. As he began to fade, she grabbed him by the shirt and held on, her grip tight enough that his spatial manipulation couldn't separate them.

KOR: Let go!
MTA: I don't think so.

They tumbled through his teleportation together, appearing in the center of the chamber. Korren tried to push her away, but Matta had wrapped her legs around his torso, her powerful hind limbs keeping him locked in place.

KOR: This is impossible! You can't maintain this level of exertion without supernatural enhancement!
MTA: Watch me.

She began to strike him rapidly, her fists moving in a blur of natural motion. Each punch was precisely placed, targeting pressure points and vulnerable areas she had learned about through years of combat. Korren tried to teleport them both again, but Matta's grip was unbreakable.

KOR: I can... still defeat you... I just need to...

He managed to grab her face, his fingers glowing with spatial energy. Matta felt him trying to teleport her head away from her body, but something was resisting his power. She headbutted him hard, and his concentration shattered. The spatial distortion around them collapsed, and they crashed to the ground together. Korren rolled away, blood streaming from his nose, his breathing labored.

KOR: This isn't over, rabbit.
MTA: Yes, it is.

Matta stood slowly, her own breathing heavy but controlled. She was exhausted, more tired than she had been in years, but she was still standing. Still fighting. Still fast.

KOR: I will retrieve your essence. I will make you helpless again.
MTA: Go ahead. Try to take what was never magical to begin with.

She began to approach him, and Korren scrambled backward. For the first time since the fight began, he looked genuinely afraid.

KOR: You... you're not supposed to be this strong without your powers.
MTA: That's because you never understood what my real power was. You thought it was magic, some divine gift that could be taken away. But my speed isn't a superpower, Korren. It's not an ability I was granted by gods or fate or cosmic forces.

She stopped just a few feet away from him, her breathing finally beginning to return to normal.

MTA: My speed is who I am. It's in my bones, my muscles, my instincts. It's in the way I think, the way I move, the way I exist in this world. You can separate me from my soul, but you can't separate me from body.

Korren tried to teleport away, but something was wrong. His power was flickering, unstable. The sustained spatial manipulations had drained him more than he had anticipated.

KOR: This... this changes nothing. I have other ways to...
MTA: No. You don't.

She moved one final time, crossing the distance between them faster than thought, faster than reaction. Her fist connected with his solar plexus, and Korren collapsed to the ground, gasping for breath.

MTA: I told you I was the god of speed now. I didn't need magic to earn that title. I just needed to remember what it meant to be fast.

Korren lay on the marble floor, defeated but alive. His breathing was shallow, but he would recover. Matta stood over him, no longer the rabbit who had been trapped by her guilt, no longer the hero who relied on supernatural powers to save the day.
She was simply Matta. And that was enough.

MTA: Now then. I believe I've earned myself some rest.

The palace around them began to shift and change as reality reasserted itself. The battle was over, and Matta took a nap on the floor.




[ Sometimes the fastest way forward is to remember where you started. ]




Chapter 51: Embers

The throne room doors slammed shut behind me with the finality of a tomb sealing. The sound echoed through the cavernous space, swallowed by tapestries depicting victories I no longer recognized as noble. Years of war stretched across those walls like a monument to everything I'd once believed in.

King Aldric stood with his back to me, silhouetted against the massive stained glass window that dominated the chamber's far wall. Dawn light filtered through colored panes, casting fractured rainbows across the marble floor - beautiful patterns that somehow felt wrong in this place. The man I'd once served, once believed in, remained motionless as a statue.

NLH: Your fuckin' Majesty.

My voice carried further than it should have in the vast space. The words tasted like ash in my mouth.

He turned slowly, deliberately, and I saw what years of absolute power had carved from the idealistic king I remembered. His face was gaunt, cheekbones sharp as blade edges beneath skin that seemed stretched too thin. Gray streaked through hair that had once been golden as summer wheat. But it was his eyes that made my soul recoil - hollow, cold, as if something vital had been scooped out and replaced with shadows.

Above his head, barely visible in the morning light, a faint crown of black smoke and shadow flickered like dying embers.

ALD: I wondered when you would come.

There was something wrong with his voice. An undertone that pressed against my mind like oil seeping through cracks. I felt my certainty waver, my righteous anger dulling at the edges.

NLH: Did you? Or did your shadow whisper it to you?

Fire danced between my fingers as I stepped forward, ember eyes blazing against the encroaching dread. The flames pushed back against whatever influence filled this chamber, carving out a small space where I could think clearly.

ALD: You speak of shadows as if they're separate from me. But evolution requires adaptation, Nilah. The shadow and I are one now.

The temperature in the room dropped. His presence spread like spilled ink, seeping into every corner, every breath. I fought the urge to step backward as that unnatural fear tried to worm its way into my thoughts.

NLH: Evolution? You call mass executions evolution? Public burnings of anyone who questions you? Children torn from their families for showing the slightest spark of defiance?

My flames flared brighter, painting the chamber in dancing orange light that held back the creeping darkness.

ALD: Necessary pruning. The weak branches must be cut so the strong may flourish. Humanity will emerge from this crucible unified, pure, unbreakable.

He stepped away from the window, moving with the fluid grace of a predator. Each footfall seemed to carry weight beyond the physical, pressing down on my shoulders like invisible chains.

NLH: Unified through terror. You've become the very monster you swore to protect them from.
ALD: Monster? I am humanity's salvation.

His laugh was bitter as winter wine, and I felt that wrongness in his voice intensify. My memories of past battles flickered, becoming clouded with doubt. Had I been right to kill those guards? Had their deaths been necessary, or had I simply enjoyed the power?

ALD: Every deserter I execute prevents a dozen more from fleeing. Every public example I make strengthens the resolve of thousands. The awakened who serve me do so knowing their power has purpose - to forge our species into something greater.
NLH: By murdering innocents?
ALD: By accepting that innocence is a luxury we cannot afford.

His eyes flashed with that hollow black-red gleam, and suddenly I was drowning in images - the faces of every person I'd killed, twisted with pain and terror. My hands shook as phantom screams echoed in my ears.

ALD: You of all people should understand, Nilah. Your fire has taken lives. The difference is I don't pretend mine was mercy.

No. I drew upon my soul trait - Ferocity, the courage to burn for what I believed in. My flames roared back to life, pushing against his influence like sunrise driving back the night. The phantom voices faded, replaced by the memory of why I'd fought - not for pleasure, but for protection. Not from cruelty, but from love.

NLH: The difference is that I remember every face. Every name. Every reason I fought. You've forgotten what you're supposed to be protecting!

Something cracked in his composure. For a moment, the hollow coldness in his eyes flickered, and I glimpsed the man he'd been - noble, idealistic, good. But the shadow-crown pulsed, and the moment passed like smoke on the wind.

ALD: I protect the future of our species. If that requires sacrificing sentiment-
NLH: You're sacrificing our humanity!

The words exploded from me like a volcanic eruption, flames roaring around my body in a brilliant inferno.

NLH: Look at yourself! Look at what you've become! This isn't strength - it's cowardice wrapped in crown and ceremony!

For a heartbeat, the mask slipped entirely. I saw him as he truly was - a broken man hollowed out by fear, manipulated by something hungry and ancient. The shadow-crown writhed above his head like a living parasite, feeding on his terror and amplifying it back into the world.

ALD: Cowardice?

His voice dropped to a whisper that somehow filled the entire chamber. The very air seemed to thicken with dread.

ALD: I have made the hardest choices. I have borne the weight of necessary evil so others wouldn't have to. I have sacrificed everything-
NLH: You've failed!

The words hung in the air like a death sentence.

NLH: You've failed as a king, failed as a leader, and failed as a human being. And now I'm going to stop you.

His influence slammed into me like a physical blow, driving me to one knee. Fear crashed over me in waves - not just my own, but the accumulated terror of everyone he'd broken. I felt their despair, their helplessness, their certainty that resistance was futile. My flames guttered like candles in a hurricane.

ALD: Stop me?

He advanced, each step accompanied by another crushing wave of psychic pressure. The shadow-crown expanded, filling half the chamber with writhing darkness.

ALD: You cannot even stand in my presence.

My hands pressed against the cold marble floor, my entire body trembling under the weight of imposed terror. But even as my flames dimmed, my soul blazed brighter. I thought of Icarus and the others fighting in the courtyard below. I thought of the families we'd rescued, the children who deserved to grow up free from fear. I thought of the girl I'd been before the wars - full of hope and dreams and the unshakeable belief that tomorrow could be better than today.

NLH: I said...

Fire erupted around me like wings of pure heat, pushing back against the crushing darkness.

NLH: Get off your knees!

I burst upward, my flames propelling me forward in an explosion of flame and fury. Aldric barely had time to draw his sword before my fire-wreathed fist crashed into his jaw, sending him staggering backward. The taste of his blood was metallic and wrong, tinged with shadows.

The fight erupted with volcanic intensity. His blade swept in practiced arcs while tendrils of darkness writhed around him like loyal hounds. Each strike he landed carried his soul's corruption, seeping cold despair into my wounds. But I fought like my namesake - ferocious and untamed. My flames took the shape of whips and daggers, striking from impossible angles while I wove between his attacks.

Steel rang against fire as we danced our deadly waltz across the throne room. I shaped my flames into a burning sword, parrying his strikes while my free hand sent arrows of pure heat streaking toward his heart. He moved with inhuman grace, shadows bending reality around him to deflect my attacks.

ALD: You think this changes anything?

His influence pressed against me again, trying to drive me down. I felt my knees buckle as wave after wave of existential dread crashed over my mind.

ALD: I am not some common tyrant to be overthrown by righteous fury. I am evolution incarnate. I am-
NLH: You're afraid.

The realization hit me like lightning, burning away the fog of terror clouding my thoughts. I straightened despite the crushing weight of his power, my flames flaring brighter.

NLH: That's what this is, isn't it? Not strength. Not evolution. Terror so complete you'd rather become a monster than face the possibility of failure.

His face contorted with rage. The shadow-crown expanded further, and his influence exploded outward like a shockwave. This time, I couldn't fight it. I crashed to my knees again, gasping as the full weight of his accumulated fear crashed down on me. My flames dimmed to barely visible flickers.

ALD: I am a king!

He raised his sword high, the blade gleaming with unnatural darkness.

ALD: I am the bridge between what humanity was and what it must become. And you... you are an obstacle to be removed.

The blade descended toward my neck - and stopped. My hand had caught it, palm wrapped around the naked steel. Blood hissed and steamed where the metal cut deep, but I held firm. When I looked up, my ember eyes blazed with absolute certainty.

NLH: And I am Nilah. I am ferocity incarnate. And I burn for those who cannot.

My ability activated at point-blank range. The sword became white-hot in an instant, the metal warping and beginning to melt. Aldric screamed and tried to pull away, but my grip was iron. My free hand pressed against his chest, and flames erupted between us.

We staggered apart, both crying out in pain. His sword was a twisted ruin of metal, his hands blistered and raw. My left arm was a mass of burns, my palm nearly fused to the bone. But I barely felt it through the fury burning in my veins.

NLH: This ends now.

My remaining flames coalesced into a spear of pure heat, its point sharp enough to cut through steel like parchment.

Aldric tried once more to crush me with his influence, pouring every ounce of his corrupted power into breaking my will. The shadow-crown above his head filled the entire chamber with writhing darkness. Fear pressed against me from every angle - fear of death, fear of failure, fear of becoming the very thing I fought against.

But I had been afraid before. I'd been afraid when the wars started, when friends died in my arms, when I first felt my soul awaken with terrible power. Fear was just another flame to be mastered, another emotion to transform into something useful.

I stood.

Step by step, I advanced through the crushing weight of his terror. Each footfall left smoldering prints in the marble. My flame-spear grew brighter with every heartbeat, fed by my unshakeable conviction that some things were worth burning for.

ALD: Impossible.

Genuine fear entered his voice for the first time, and I felt his influence waver.

ALD: You cannot resist. No one can-
NLH: I'm not resisting.

I was close enough now that the heat from my spear made him stumble backward, his face twisted with pain and desperation.

NLH: I'm accepting. I accept that I might die. I accept that I might fail. I accept that fighting vile beings sometimes makes us vile ourselves. But I will not accept a world where children die for your cowardice.

The spear pierced his heart with surgical precision. For a moment, we stood frozen - predator and prey locked in their final dance. Aldric's eyes went wide, the black-red gleam fading to reveal something almost human underneath. The shadow-crown above his head shrieked like a living thing before dissolving into wisps of smoke that fled through the stained glass windows.

ALD: I...

Blood frothed at his lips as he tried to speak.

ALD: I was... I was trying to save...
NLH: I know.

My voice was soft now, almost gentle, holding the compassion that had always defined me beneath the fury.

NLH: But salvation bought with innocent blood isn't salvation at all.

He collapsed, my flames consuming him from within. His body convulsed once, then went still, the fire reducing flesh and bone to ash with unusual speed - as if even my flames wanted to erase what he'd become.

When it was over, I stood alone in the throne room, my entire body shaking from exhaustion and pain. The stained glass windows cast their fractured rainbows across the floor, but somehow they seemed brighter now. More honest.

I looked down at the pile of ash that had once been a king, a man I'd once believed in. A man who'd forgotten that true strength came not from inspiring fear, but from conquering it.

I spat on the remains.

NLH: Burn in whatever hell takes you.

Then I turned and walked toward the doors, leaving only the lingering scent of smoke and the promise of a kingdom finally free to remember what it meant to choose love over fear. Behind me, the throne sat empty, waiting for someone worthy to claim it. Someone who understood that true power came not from breaking others, but from lifting them up.




[ I'm coming, Icarus. ]




Chapter 52: The Cavalry

The ballroom doors exploded inward in a shower of splinters and flame. Nilah stepped through the wreckage like an avatar of retribution, her entire body wreathed in fire that cast dancing shadows across the twisted galaxies beneath her feet. Her ember eyes blazed as they took in the scene - Icarus bleeding and exhausted, his sword trembling in his grip, while Akumu's consolidated form pulsed with malevolent energy.

NLH: I told you not to go alone, you stubborn fool.

Her voice carried the crackling authority of wildfire, and for a moment the oppressive atmosphere in the ballroom lifted. The painted stars beneath their feet seemed to brighten in response to her flames, as if Illia's art recognized a kindred spirit.

ICR: Nilah, you need to get out of here. This thing is-
NLH: Is what? Scary? Powerful? Old?

She stepped further into the room, her flames taking shape around her like loyal hounds. The fire didn't burn indiscriminately - it knew friend from foe, warmth from malice.

NLH: I've dealt with scary, powerful, and old before. Just now, actually.

Akumu's form writhed with what might have been amusement, though the sound it made was like glass breaking underwater.

AKU: Another little hero comes to play? How delightful. I was worried this might become boring.
NLH: Hero?

Nilah's flames flared brighter, heat radiating from her in visible waves that made the air shimmer.

NLH: I'm not here to be anyone's hero. I'm here because that's my friend you're trying to kill.

She moved with predatory grace, positioning herself so that she and Icarus could flank the creature. Her fire shaped itself into whips and blades, each weapon gleaming with inner light that seemed to make Akumu's darkness recoil.

ICR: Nilah, its touch burns. And it can drain your strength just by being near you.
NLH: Good thing I'm already on fire then.

The quip would have been funny under different circumstances. Here, surrounded by the remnants of battle and facing a creature that embodied primordial fear, it carried the weight of defiance - a refusal to let terror dictate the terms of engagement.

AKU: Do you know how many pyromancers I've extinguished over the years? Their flames always burn so bright at first. So confident. So sure that light can banish darkness.

Akumu's form expanded again, tendrils of shadow reaching toward both fighters. But this time, when the darkness met Nilah's flames, something unexpected happened. Instead of being snuffed out, her fire blazed brighter, feeding on the creature's malevolence like fuel.

AKU: Impossible. You should be afraid. You should be-
NLH: Should be what? Cowering? Begging for mercy?

She laughed, and the sound was like a forge roaring to life. Her flames took on a golden quality, brightening from orange to white-hot intensity.

NLH: I learned something today about fear. It's just another emotion to master. Another fire to control.

Icarus felt strength returning to his limbs as Nilah's presence pushed back against Akumu's oppressive influence. His sword steadied, and the pain in his ribs dulled to a manageable ache. Whatever she'd faced before coming here had changed her, tempered her like steel in a furnace.

The battle resumed with volcanic intensity. Now Akumu faced two opponents, each attacking from different angles with complementary abilities. Icarus's blade carved through shadow while Nilah's flames prevented the creature from healing. Where darkness tried to spread, fire pushed it back. Where tendrils lashed out, steel was there to meet them.

But Akumu was adapting again. The creature had learned from its earlier encounters, and now it fought with calculated precision rather than raw fury. It used the unstable floor against them, causing sections of painted galaxy to buckle and shift when they tried to press an advantage. It struck at their coordination, forcing them to choose between protecting themselves and protecting each other.

AKU: You fight well together. Like lovers. Like family. Tell me, little fire-dancer, what would you sacrifice to keep your friend alive?

The words carried psychic weight, trying to plant seeds of doubt and hesitation. But Nilah's response was immediate and scorching.

NLH: Everything. And that's exactly why we're going to win.

Her flames erupted outward in all directions, forcing Akumu to retreat several steps. In that moment of respite, she and Icarus exchanged a look that spoke volumes. They'd fought together before, trusted each other with their lives. This was just another battle in a war they'd been fighting since they were children.

The creature's next assault came from below. Tendrils of shadow erupted through the painted floor, reaching for their ankles with grasping fingers. Icarus leaped back while Nilah used her flames to dash sideways, trailing fire that cauterized the reaching darkness.

ICR: Above!

More tendrils descended from the ceiling like a forest of black spears. They moved in perfect synchronization, ducking and weaving between the attacks while their own strikes found their marks. Icarus's blade sang through the air, each cut precise and purposeful. Nilah's flames danced around him, protecting his blind spots while seeking openings in Akumu's defenses.

But the creature was vast, and they were only human. For every tendril they severed, two more took its place. For every section they burned away, shadow flowed in to fill the gap. Their breathing grew labored, their movements slower, while Akumu seemed to feed on their exhaustion.

AKU: You're delaying the inevitable. I have existed since before your kind learned to fear the dark. I will exist long after your flames have guttered to ash.

Icarus stumbled, a tendril catching his injured side and reopening his wounds. Nilah immediately moved to cover him, her flames forming a protective barrier, but the effort cost her. Her fire dimmed slightly, and Akumu pressed the advantage.

More tendrils lashed out, forcing them back toward the center of the room. The painted galaxies beneath their feet had become a swirling maelstrom, making it difficult to maintain their footing. They were being herded, corralled like prey animals.

NLH: Icarus, we can't keep this up much longer.
ICR: I know. But we don't have to win. We just have to last long enough.
AKU: Long enough for what? Your reinforcements? Your backup plan?

The creature's laughter was like breaking glass and screaming wind.

AKU: There is no cavalry coming, little heroes. There is only you, and me, and the darkness that will cla-
MTA: Anyone order a delivery? Certain Victory to go!

Matta's form blurred into motion, her body becoming a streak of pure velocity that carved through the air with lethal precision. Goo sprayed in arcing ribbons as the severed tendrils writhed and dissolved into shadow. She materialized before Icarus and Nilah, her breathing barely labored. Without hesitation, she pulled them both into a hug, her arms trembling not from exhaustion but from relief. Then, like a switch had been flipped, her demeanor shifted completely - she pulled back and pumped her fists in the air like a child, a grin splitting her face despite the mortal danger surrounding them.

AKU: What's one more pest to squat?
ICR: One..?

The temperature didn't just drop, it plummeted with such violent suddenness that the very air crystallized. Frost spread across every surface in razor-sharp patterns, and their breath became visible in billowing clouds of vapor. The sudden cold was so intense it burned, stealing the breath from their lungs and making their bones ache. From behind them, cutting through the arctic air like a spear of pure winter, came an icicle the size of a telephone pole. It moved with impossible speed, its crystalline surface refracting the dim light into deadly rainbows. The projectile punched through Akumu's torso with a sound like breaking glass and tearing metal combined, emerging from its back in a spray of goo that immediately began to freeze mid-air.

NER: Don't forget about us so quickly.
SHN: Ya' disgusting creature.
FNR: We'll tear you apart.

But instead of writhing in agony or collapsing from the massive wound, Akumu did something far more terrifying - its smile widened.




[ Can you please drink the coffee normally, Illia? ]




Chapter 53: Icarus Of The Freedom

I understand how small mortals look to the heavens, as I sit here watching from above with a cup of coffee in my hand. But are their actions futile? Quite the opposite. I believe in the importance of everything, no matter how small. Isn't that right, Remi?

Mhm.

They're fighting to save a world which will continue to be in danger for all its existence, because that is the fate that was written from the beginning. I wonder if it was intentional or if that's just how it happened. I tried to ask Gabriel but all he gives me is a warm smile. Lucifer is always busy, whilst the others up here don't know much. I want to know about myself, oh well, too bad. Blook told me not to talk about myself a lot when I'm narrating. Can't believe he said that ugly Vazroth is better at narrating than I am. I'll show him how good of a narrator I am. Right, Remi?!

Mhm.

The air itself screamed as they struck. Icarus exploded forward like a comet torn from its orbit, his blade singing through the air with lethal intent. Steel met writhing flesh as tentacles - each one thick as ancient trees and covered in eyes that wept liquid shadow - whipped around the weapon with predatory hunger. This wasn't the cautious dance of before. This was war distilled to its purest, most brutal form.

The tentacles began to crush, to twist, to break his blade. Metal groaned and sparked as impossible pressure threatened to shatter it entirely. Icarus felt his arms burning, his shoulders threatening to dislocate as Akumu lifted him from the ground like a ragdoll. But just as the cosmic horror prepared to tear him in half, Nilah materialized from shadow and void.

Her flames didn't just burn - they devoured. White fire raced up the tentacles like living creatures hungry for destruction, and the ancient flesh began to bubble and melt. The tentacles shrieked with voices that sounded almost human, almost familiar, before they crumbled to ash that tasted of nightmares and forgotten sins. Akumu's roar shook the very foundations of reality, causing distant mountains to crack and the sky itself to bleed crimson. But they weren't done. They were just getting started.

Neru and Shen descended from above like twin angels of destruction, their powers weaving together in ways that defied every natural law written into the fabric of creation. Massive spears of crystallized flame, each one burning cold as winter death yet hot as the birth of stars, bore deep into Akumu's writhing mass.

Dark ichor sprayed like a geyser, painting the battlefield in colors that had no names. The liquid hissed where it touched the ground, eating through stone and metal alike. For the first time since it was born - the ancient horror staggered thought it would lose.

Around the chaos, Matta and Fenris moved like apex predators in their elements.  Matta's twin daggers found every weak point, every gap in chitinous armor, every moment of vulnerability. The rabbit's movements were poetry written in violence, her lithe form dancing between claws and fangs with impossible grace, her long ears twitching to catch every sound of approaching danger. Each strike was surgical in its precision, her natural agility amplified to supernatural levels. Fenris fought beside her like a berserker from the old legends, the wolf's massive claws crushing skulls and shattering bones with each devastating swing. His fangs gleamed as he snarled at the lesser demons, his lupine instincts guiding him to tear through their ranks with primal efficiency. They were the guardians keeping the pack safe while the alpha faced the ultimate prey. The battle raged with increasing ferocity. Akumu, wounded but far from defeated, began to change. Its form shifted and writhed, growing new appendages, sprouting additional eyes, manifesting weapons from its own twisted flesh. It lashed out with renewed fury, and bodies began to fly through the air like broken dolls caught in a hurricane.

Shen took a tentacle to the chest that sent him skidding across jagged rocks, leaving a trail of blood that sparkled with unnatural light. Neru screamed his name, his ice magic faltering for just a moment - but a moment was all Akumu needed. Another tentacle wrapped around his throat, lifting him high into the air.

Nilah threw herself forward, flames roaring around her like a living inferno, but more tentacles erupted from the ground beneath her feet. Fenris roared and charged, but Akumu's newfound speed was beyond anything they had anticipated. His claws met empty air as the horror danced away with fluid grace.

But each time one of them hit the ground, they rolled, they recovered, they fought back. This wasn't just about skill or power anymore - this was about pure, stubborn refusal to yield. This was about looking into the abyss and spitting in its face. The battle was reaching its crescendo when something changed.

Akumu, overconfident in its apparent victory, made a crucial error. It pulled Icarus close, perhaps intending to devour him slowly, to savor his despair. Their eyes met - mortal blue against cosmic void - and in that moment, time seemed to freeze. The air grew thick as honey, and even the sounds of battle faded to whispers.

ICR: You think you know what I am.

Blood ran down his face, but his eyes blazed with something that made even Akumu pause.

ICR: You think I'm just another mortal to break.

He lunged forward with the last of his strength, his hands locking around what passed for Akumu's throat. The horror's flesh burned his palms, seared his fingers, but he held on with desperate fury.

And then - impossibly - wings of pure light erupted from his back.

Not the gentle glow of divine blessing that priests spoke of in hushed whispers. Not the soft radiance of heavenly grace. These were wings of war, of vengeance, of righteous fury given form. They spread wide, each feather blazing with power that made the stars themselves seem dim by comparison, and suddenly the battlefield was illuminated by light that had never touched this world before. From the heavens above, we watched in stunned silence.

The wings spread wider, each feather blazing with power that reached across dimensions, making the very concept of light seem inadequate. They weren't just bright - they were truth given form, justice made manifest, hope weaponized into something that could cut through the darkest void. Below, Akumu began to scream.

Not roar. Not shriek. Scream - with a voice that had never known fear until this moment. The ancient horror that had devoured civilizations, that had watched trives die, was experiencing something entirely foreign to its existence: genuine terror.

AKU: Get off me! You can't kill me!

But Icarus's grip only tightened, and the light from his wings began to burn away Akumu's flesh like acid. The transformation wasn't just physical - reality itself was bending around him. The air tasted of lightning and ozone, of births and deaths and the spaces between heartbeats. His friends watched in awe and terror as their companion became something that defied every law they thought they understood.

Nilah's flames guttered and died, not extinguished but simply made irrelevant by the greater fire that burned within Icarus. Neru's ice melted without heat, sublimated by proximity to something beyond temperature. Even Fenris's claws felt light as a feather in the wolf's massive paws, hands that suddenly remembered the weight of mountains they had never lifted. Matta's rabbit ears flattened against her skull as she sensed something beyond her natural instincts, something that made every prey-sense in her body scream warnings about power that transcended the natural order.

Up in the heavens, I fumbled for words that didn't exist. This is quite the sight, pure unchained beauty!

But even as I spoke, the evidence blazed before us. Icarus's transformation was reaching its climax. The wings had grown to span the entire battlefield, each feather now the size of ancient trees, each one burning with the accumulated weight of every prayer ever whispered, every hope ever held, every moment when someone had chosen light over darkness. Akumu was dissolving.

The cosmic horror that had existed since before the first star drew breath was being unmade by pure will given form. Its tentacles withered, its eyes closed one by one, and its screams grew weaker with each passing second.

ICR: This is what you never understood. I was never fighting you alone. Every person I've saved, every life I've protected, every moment of hope I've kindled - they're all here with me now.

The wings flared one final time, and something in Icarus's expression changed. The light in his eyes wasn't triumph - it was acceptance. A terrible, beautiful acceptance.

His grip tightened around Akumu's dissolving form, pulling the writhing mass closer instead of pushing it away. The cosmic horror began to solidify again, as if sensing some new danger, but it was too late.

ICR: And they're willing to make the same sacrifice I am.

The wings beat once, twice, and suddenly Icarus was airborne, carrying Akumu with him. Not away from the battlefield - upward. Toward the burning sphere that hung in the afternoon sky like a distant eye of fire.

NLH: No... Icarus! There has to be another way!

But he was already beyond hearing, beyond reach. The wings carried him higher and higher, a blazing comet ascending toward the sun. Akumu struggled in his grasp, its tentacles lashing wildly, but the grip of those burning hands was unbreakable. From the heavens above, we watched in silence that stretched across eternity.

There it is.

I nodded slowly, my coffee long since forgotten, the mug floating in the void beside me. Below, his friends were screaming his name. Matta's ears were flat against her skull, her daggers forgotten as she reached toward the sky with desperate paws. Fenris howled a not in triumph, but in anguish that echoed across dimensions. Shen and Neru stood frozen, ice and explosion swirling around them in chaotic spirals of grief. Nilah's flames roared higher than they ever had before, as if trying to reach him, to pull him back. But Icarus flew on, unwavering in his purpose.

As he approached the sun, his form began to change again. The wings grew brighter, more translucent, until he looked less like a man with wings and more like a living star. Akumu's screams reached a crescendo that shattered windows in distant cities, but they were growing weaker now, the cosmic horror finally understanding its fate.

I believe your description of him isn't right.

I watched as Icarus disappeared into the sun's corona, taking Akumu with him. The solar flares that erupted were visible even in daylight, painting the sky in colors that had no names. For a moment - just a moment - the sun burned twice as bright. Then silence. Absolute, crushing silence.

Many before him symbolized primal truths with their souls: Gabriel is purity incarnate, Lucifer is malevolence incarnate, Vazroth is despair incarnate, and Akumu is fear incarnate. Icarus is not fury incarnate, or vengeance.

Then what is he, Remi?

He's the first and only apostle of Freedom.

The battlefield below was empty now, save for five figures standing in the ash of what had been the greatest battle of their age. They stood in silence, looking up at a sun that would never look quite the same again.




[ You can faintly see the suns' wings. ]




Chapter 54: We Bore Witness

I was mending nets when the sun blazed twice. My weathered hands stopped their work as something impossible crossed the sky - a figure of light carrying darkness toward the burning eye above. The nets fell from my fingers, but I didn't notice. For the first time in months, the weight that had pressed against my chest like stones dissolved into sea foam. The shadows that had followed me since childhood, whispering of inadequacy and failure, suddenly went silent. The voice that told me I was nothing more than my father's disappointment - gone, like smoke dispersed by ocean wind. I am sixty-three years old, and I have never felt the sun's warmth so clearly on my skin. The waves lap against my boat with a rhythm that sounds like laughter, and I realize I am crying. Not from sadness, but from the sudden, overwhelming sensation of being free. A seagull lands on the bow and looks at me with eyes that seem to understand. We watch together as the sun settles back to its normal glow, and I know - somehow I know - that the thing I've been afraid of my entire life will never hunt me again. I pick up my nets with hands that no longer shake.

The burning man in the sky appeared just as I was deciding whether today would be worth living. I had counted my ribs that morning - all of them visible beneath skin stretched too tight. The other children had taken my corner again, and the woman at the market had thrown stones when I reached for the rotting fruit. My stomach was a hollow cave, and the despair that lived there had grown teeth. But when that figure of light streaked overhead, something changed in the air itself. The hunger is still there - I am still small, still forgotten by a world that has too many like me to notice one more. But the hopelessness that made the hunger unbearable has lifted like morning mist. The voice that whispered "give up, nobody cares, you'll never matter" has fallen silent. I stand on shaking legs and walk toward the market. Not to beg, not to steal - to ask for work. My hands are small but they are quick, and for the first time in my eight years of life, I believe they might be worth something. The woman who threw stones yesterday looks at me differently now. She sees something in my eyes that wasn't there before - hope, maybe, or just the simple recognition that I deserve to exist. She hands me a mango and asks if I know how to sweep.

I felt the darkness leave when the burning figure appeared above the glen. Twenty-seven years I carried him - in my heart, in my bones, in the very marrow of my being. Twenty-seven years since the cancer took my William, and every day I felt the pull of the grave like a tide trying to drag me under. The guilt of still breathing when he could not had become my constant companion, whispering that I should follow him into that good night. But when that winged man blazed across the sky, carrying his burden toward the sun, something inside me cracked open like an egg. The grief is still there - it will always be there, woven into who I am like heather into the hillside. But the poison in it, the self-hatred that made mourning into punishment, has been burned away. I walk to William's grave with flowers for the first time since the funeral. Not because I'm saying goodbye - because I'm finally ready to say hello to the woman I became after losing him. The headstone is warm beneath my palm, and I swear I can hear his voice on the wind, telling me what he always told me when I was afraid: Live, lass. Just live.

The winged figure crossed the sun just as I was preparing to burn my paintings. Every canvas in this cramped room is a failure, every brushstroke a reminder of the gap between vision and ability. For months, the voice of inadequacy has grown louder - whispering that I am deluding myself, that I have no talent, that I am wasting my life chasing something I will never catch. The match was already lit when light blazed across the sky. And suddenly, the critic in my head fell silent. The paintings are still imperfect - art is always reaching toward something just beyond our grasp. But the certainty that my imperfection makes me worthless, that struggling means failing - that poison has been drawn from the wound. I blow out the match and pick up my brush instead. The canvas receives my efforts without judgment, and for the first time in months, I paint not because I must prove something, but because I love the feeling of color spreading across white space like hope across despair. Outside my window, the sun shines with a different quality of light - warmer, more forgiving. I think I understand what the burning man sacrificed himself for. Not just to destroy the creature, but to show us that our own fears don't have to win. The painting I create that day is the first one I don't want to burn.

And all the wars in the world stopped, all the blades dropped to the ground and the looks of killing intent turned into warm embraces as the humans and monsters once again bore peace in their souls. I must thank you, child of the sky, for releasing the world from evil, even if it took your own life. From my seat beyond the weaving of moments, where past and future blur into the eternal now, I watch the ripples of your sacrifice spread across the tapestry of existence. Each thread brightens, each connection strengthens, as the poison that had seeped into the very fabric of hope is finally burned away. You've showed the world what it means to live and die on your own accord, truly shining as bright as the two who fought darkness hundreds of years before you. I remember them - the first bearers of light who stood against the void when it was young and hungry. They would be proud to see how their legacy blazed to life in your wings. You've found yourself a spot in the heavens, as Gabriel is waiting for your arrival, his smile warm as morning light, his arms open to welcome another warrior home. But I have a feeling you won't take him on that offer, for you find comfort in the blazing sun, forever illuminating freedom into everyone's hearts. The solar winds carry your essence now, and every sunrise is a reminder of the choice you made - not just to die, but to live so completely that death became merely another doorway. You bore hope and determination, qualities that mortals have carried since the first spark of consciousness flickered in the darkness. But in your final moments, watching you refuse to bow to inevitability, refuse to accept that some evils cannot be conquered - your soul blossomed into a new trait altogether. With a confident smile, I now declare your tale as the first and last apostle of Freedom, the only human or monster to ever bear the trait not even gods could possess. For we who dwell in eternity are bound by our own nature, prisoners of our perfect knowledge and endless existence. But you - you chose. You chose to burn rather than endure, to sacrifice rather than compromise, to fly toward the sun knowing it would consume you because that was the only path that led to everyone else's tomorrow. Freedom is not the absence of chains, child of light. It is the power to choose which chains we bear, and the courage to shatter the ones that bind not just ourselves, but the hearts of all who come after. The sun will never set on your legacy, Icarus. And somewhere in the light between its burning heart and the world it warms, I know you smile still.




[ Signed Blook, the friendly ghost with a journal. ]
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