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Chapter 55: The First Fables

Briefly after the consolidation of the human-monster war, and the grand sacrifice of the Apostle of Freedom, the world began a new era of peace under the overseeing of the six fabled souls. These individuals would spend their years fighting for the keepsake of peace, and would eventually end their tales the same way, for said peace.

Such a threat on the level of the Apostle of Fear didn't appear, perhaps because of the balance, or perhaps that's just how it was written.

The tales of these six souls were uttered even after they ended, through the word of others, and thus, they came to be known as the Fables of Fated Souls.

From my perch beyond the veil of mortality, where time flows like honey and moments stretch into eternities, I watched as the world breathed its first breath of true freedom in countless centuries. The ashes of Akumu had scattered on solar winds that carried them to the far reaches of space, and in their wake, something beautiful and fragile began to grow like flowers pushing through battlefield soil.

RMI: They don't know yet, do they?

His coffee had been replaced by something that sparkled like captured starlight and tasted of celebrations that hadn't happened yet - a drink for momentous occasions, though the weight that lingered in his ancient eyes suggested he knew exactly what I knew, what we both pretended not to see in the threads of fate that stretched before us.

BLK: Know what?

I replied, though we both understood the question with the perfect clarity that comes from existing outside the linear flow of mortal time.

RMI: That peace has a price steeper than war ever demanded. That freedom must be defended with the same fervor that once fought to claim it. That someone always has to stand watch in the darkness while others sleep peacefully in beds they've never had to earn.

Below us, scattered across a world still healing from wounds that went deeper than flesh and bone, the six souls went about their lives with the blessed ignorance of those who believe the hardest battles are behind them. They had survived the confrontation against the Apostle of Fear, had witnessed their closest friend transform into something beyond the boundaries of mortal understanding, had felt the crushing weight of cosmic despair lift from the world's shoulders like chains finally broken. In their hearts, they carried the simple, beautiful assumption that the hard part was over, that peace was a destination rather than a journey. They were wrong, but beautifully, heartbreakingly so.




[ And so it begins once more. ]




Chapter 56: Let Me Paint You

My birth was an anomaly. I mean, what else do you call it when reality itself seems to hiccup and suddenly there's a baby who can make finger paints literally reshape the world around her? The nurses probably thought the colorful handprints I left on the hospital walls were just normal baby mess. If only they knew I was already redecorating their dimension. My mother used to tell me that the moment I came into the world, every painting in the hospital started glowing with colors that shouldn't exist. The doctors called it a power surge affecting the lighting. Mom knew better. She said my first cry sounded like a symphony of colors being born, and when I opened my eyes, she swore she could see entire galaxies swirling in my pupils like tiny paint mixtures waiting to be applied to the canvas of existence.

The birthing room itself became something out of a fever dream. Paint that had never been applied began seeping from the walls, creating murals that told stories of civilizations that hadn't been born yet. My tiny fingers, still wrinkled and new, left traces of impossible hues wherever they touched. Purple that sang lullabies, gold that whispered secrets, and a shade of blue so perfect it made the nurses weep without understanding why. The hospital tried to paint over everything afterward, but my colors bled through every layer they applied. Eventually, they just declared that wing of the hospital permanently under renovation and moved on with their lives.

I don't know when it started, maybe when I was 5, but I began to see visions of memories not of my own. While other kids were playing with toys and learning their ABCs, I was getting cosmic flashbacks that definitely weren't covered in any parenting handbook. One moment I'd be finger-painting sunsets in my kindergarten art class, making the teacher marvel at how realistic my orange looked, the next I'd be experiencing someone else's entire existence like a really intense art history lesson that spanned eons. These weren't dreams or imagination. They were memories as vivid and real as my own recollections of learning to walk, except they belonged to beings who had walked through dimensions I couldn't even name.

The first time it happened, I was working on a simple landscape painting. You know, the kind of assignment they give five-year-olds to keep them busy while actually teaching them fine motor skills. Green grass, blue sky, yellow sun, maybe a house with smoke coming from the chimney. Basic stuff. But as I dipped my brush into the green paint, suddenly I wasn't Illia anymore. I was someone, something, else entirely, standing in a realm where color itself was a living entity that could be shaped and molded like clay.

I could move through those memories faintly, looking down at skeletal fingers that definitely weren't mine, ancient and weathered by eons of existence, and then up to gaze at a being that had no shape or name. It was like trying to paint something that existed beyond color, beyond form, beyond any artistic medium I'd ever imagined. This entity shifted and flowed like liquid starlight mixed with the deepest shadows, constantly changing yet somehow maintaining an essential identity that transcended physical appearance. It spoke without words, communicated through pure concept and emotion, and I understood it the way I understood how to mix red and yellow to make orange.

Words left my mouth, not mine, ours, and we gave it a name. I still remember the weight of that moment, the way reality seemed to pause and listen as ancient knowledge flowed through a five-year-old with paint under her fingernails. The name we spoke wasn't in any language that existed on Earth, but somehow it contained the essence of everything this being was and would become. When the vision ended, I found myself back in my kindergarten classroom, but my simple landscape had transformed into something impossible. The grass moved in painted wind, the sky cycled through day and night, and tiny painted figures walked along paths that led off the edge of the paper into dimensions that shouldn't exist.

My teacher stared at the painting for a full five minutes before quietly putting it away and never mentioning it again. I think she knew, on some level, that what she was looking at shouldn't be possible. But what was she supposed to do? Report to the principal that little Illia had painted a living world into existence during art time?

Who the hell am I? That's the question that's been driving me to create ever since, the mystery that makes every brushstroke feel like both an answer and another question. Most people spend their lives figuring out their identity through trial and error, dating the wrong people, choosing careers that don't fit, slowly discovering who they are through the process of elimination. Me? I had cosmic memories downloaded into my brain before I could even tie my shoes properly. Talk about an unconventional childhood. While my classmates were learning multiplication tables, I was processing the artistic techniques of beings who painted with the fundamental forces of the universe.

The memories kept coming as I grew older. I'd see through eyes that weren't eyes, create art with materials that existed only in the spaces between atoms, participate in galleries where the audience was made up of sentient concepts and living equations. I watched as reality itself was sculpted by artists whose names were written in languages that predated sound, whose masterpieces were entire dimensions carefully crafted to support specific types of beauty.

And through it all, I began to understand my purpose. I wasn't just some weird kid who could make paint do impossible things. I was part of something bigger, something that had been happening long before Earth existed and would continue long after the last star burned out. I was connected to a lineage, beings who saw existence itself as a canvas waiting to be improved.

Others shouldn't have to ask themselves that fundamental question of identity, so I'll aid you all by drawing you each a portrait you slowly painted with your life, and whom that portrait is named as in the end. Think of me as reality's personal artist, here to help everyone see the masterpiece they've been unconsciously creating with every decision, every moment of courage or fear, every act of love or selfishness. Every choice, every moment, every breath adds another brushstroke to the canvas of who you are. Most people never step back far enough to see the full picture, but I can. I can see the patterns, the color schemes, the way your personal artistic style has developed over the years.

Some people paint themselves in bold, primary colors, all decisive action and clear boundaries. Others prefer watercolors, letting experiences blend and flow into each other until it's hard to tell where one emotion ends and another begins. There are those who work in harsh, angular lines, and others who create nothing but soft curves and gentle gradients. None of these styles are wrong. They're just different ways of being human, different artistic approaches to the shared project of existence.

Thank you, Blook, for showing me my role, for helping me understand that these visions weren't just random cosmic interference but a calling. I will return the favor by temporarily relieving you of your duty, taking up the brush you've carried for so long, adding my own artistic perspective to the grand narrative. I'll narrate the fables of these five, these remarkable individuals whose stories have been waiting for the right artist to tell them properly.

To begin, I'll paint two images, portraits that capture not just appearance but essence. One of me, a knight in vibrant armor that shifts colors with each movement, not wielding a sword but a paintbrush that can reshape reality with each stroke, a knight of creativity who fights battles by repainting the battlefield until victory becomes inevitable and conflict transforms into collaboration. And one of a brave warrior, a knight of freedom, dressed in armor whose back is torn by magnificent wings that refuse to be contained by any earthly design, wings that carry the dreams of liberation for all who have ever felt trapped by circumstance or fate.

Now let me begin painting the others, dipping my brush in impossible colors that exist only in the spaces between what is and what could be. Time to show you what real artistry looks like when applied to the canvas of story itself.




[ Now let's begin with those lifeless eyes. ]




Chapter 57: Slice of Life

Morning sunlight spilled through the gauze curtains of our cottage, scattering soft geometric patterns across the wooden floor - fragments of light that reminded me of Bella's eyes the first time she woke beside me. She stirred, her gossamer wings catching the golden glow as they unfurled in that slow, unconscious stretch she did every morning. Even after all these years, it still sent warmth spiraling through the void inside me - warmth I hadn't thought myself capable of.

Mama! Papa!

The thunder of small feet echoed down the hallway. Then came the unmistakable buzz of wings - Maya was airborne. At seven, our eldest had inherited her mother's wings and my flair for theatrical entrances. She burst into the room, her honey-colored hair a mess of sleep, compound eyes sparkling with excitement.

Papa! Look what I made!

She held up a tiny sphere of crystallized honey, no bigger than a marble, pulsing with soft golden light.

It glows when I think happy thoughts!

Bella sat up, her antennae twitching with that familiar cocktail of pride and worry.

Maya, love, what did we say about using your magic indoors?

In the garden. Away from breakable stuff...

Maya recited, dramatically rolling her eyes.

But I controlled it, I swear! Watch!

Before we could stop her, she tossed the sphere in the air. My instinct kicked in, the void flaring under my skin, a tendril of shadow halfway to catching it. But there was no need. The honey-light burst into golden sparkles, drifting through the room like lazy fireflies.

Wow.

I breathed, genuinely stunned. At her age, Bella had barely managed simple honey-shaping. Maya was already creating things Bella never even dreamed of.

A gentle knock interrupted the moment. Our four-year-old, Zeph, peeked into the room, hair tousled, eyes impossibly deep and eerily familiar.

Daddy? The shadows in my room were dancing again.

Bella's hand found mine under the covers. We'd known this day would come. Zeph had been slipping - literally - through the edges of reality for months now. A flicker here. A toy disappearing into a shadow that shouldn't have been deep enough. Nothing overt. But unmistakable.

Come here, bud.

I said, holding out my arms. He ran into them, face pressed to my chest. I felt the air bend slightly around us - just enough to make space second-guess itself.

The shadows aren't scary. They're just curious. They want to meet you.

Like Mama's honey wanted to meet her?

Maya asked, now cross-legged on the bed like she owned the place.

Exactly.

Bella reached over, smoothing Maya's hair.

Your Papa helped me see that our magic isn't something to be afraid of. It's part of us.
And we're worth loving.

I kissed the top of Zeph's head - he smelled like honey and starlight and something undefined. Possibility, maybe.

Today we train. All of us. Together.

Breakfast was sweet and messy. Maya insisted on contributing honey - enthusiastically. Zeph ate with quiet focus, occasionally staring at his spoon like he wasn't sure it was real. I drank my usual bitter tea, a leftover habit from a darker life.

Mrs. Elderwood said I can help decorate for the harvest festival!
She says my honey-lights are perfect for the night!

Mrs. Elderwood had always accepted us - unlike most. Maybe because her grandson could talk to trees. In a world where magic, and more importantly monsters, were slowly becoming accepted, people like us were less terrifying... or at least harder to ignore.

That's amazing, my little bee.

Bella said, though I saw it - the tight line around her eyes. The memory of being feared, not celebrated. After breakfast, we moved to the garden. That was our ritual. Bella worked with Maya on finesse - turning her raw magic into art. I sat with Zeph under the old oak tree, guiding him through the layers between light and shadow.

It's like swimming.

I told him, watching his hand slip into a shadow that shouldn't have been deep enough to hold it.

You don't fight the current. You flow with it.

But what if I go too deep?

Then I'll come get you.

I let a fraction of the void slip loose, just enough for him to feel its depth.

I've lived in the dark, Zeph. You won't get lost while I'm here.

He smiled - a pure, trusting thing - and for a moment, the weight of existence slipped away. Happiness never lasted. I knew that better than most. But for now, we had this. We had each other. The afternoon passed in peace. The kids played - magic and imagination blending into chaotic brilliance - while Bella and I worked the soil and spoke in the quiet language of long love.

Evening meant a walk to the village. The path was familiar. The tavern was warm and bustling. Familiar faces. Easy smiles. A bit of time away from the kids. It was late - almost midnight - when we returned. The cottage stood peaceful under the stars. Nothing out of place. Except the front door. It was open. Just a crack. But enough.

Bella's hand found mine. Her wings tensed. We always locked that door.

Stay here.

No. Together.

We moved in silence, shadows spilling from me as I reached out to scan every corner of our home. But there was no sign of struggle. No broken furniture. No overturned chairs. Just silence.

Too much silence.
Maya's room? Empty. Bed made. No sign of her.
Zeph's room? Untouched. Toys in place. Window latched.

The kitchen held the answer. A single piece of paper sat on the table. Bella reached for it, fingers trembling. Her wings folded tight, eyes scanning the words. Her breath caught.

Kael...

I took the note from her hands. The writing was elegant. Precise. And it said everything with horrifying simplicity.

"If you want to see them again, come alone to the old watchtower at dawn. Bring no shadows. Speak to no one. You know what happens if you refuse."

Bella collapsed into me, sobbing as the truth settled like ice in our bones.

They took our babies.

I held her tightly, my hands trembling. The world around us unchanged, calm, like it didn't know what had just happened. But something inside me shifted. The thing I'd buried for years - the part of me that had once stared into the void and dared it to blink - was waking up. The quiet life was over. And whoever had touched my family... was about to understand why the darkness feared me.




[ To earn the title of knight, one must overcome calamity. ]




Chapter 58: Settle The Score

Dawn was still hours away when I left the cottage, but I couldn't bear to stay another moment in that empty house. The silence where my children's laughter should have been was a weight that pressed against my chest, threatening to crack something fundamental inside me. Bella had finally fallen into an exhausted sleep on Maya's bed, clutching one of Zeph's toys against her chest like a talisman against the nightmare our life had become.

I walked through the darkness without need for light, shadows parting before me like old friends welcoming me home. It had been years since I'd let my power flow so freely, and the familiar sensation was both comforting and terrifying. The void whispered at the edges of my consciousness, eager to be unleashed, hungry to make things simple again through the pure mathematics of nonexistence.

The old watchtower stood on a hill three miles from the village, a relic from some forgotten war that had crumbled into romantic ruin decades ago. Ivy crawled up its stone walls, and wild roses had claimed the base, turning destruction into something almost beautiful. I'd brought the children here once for a picnic, watching Maya chase butterflies while Zeph built elaborate castles from fallen stones.

The memory should have brought pain, but instead it only sharpened my focus. Whoever had done this, whoever had torn my family apart, would learn what it meant to threaten the void-walker's children.

The watchtower looked different in the predawn darkness. Taller, somehow. More imposing. As I approached, I realized it wasn't my imagination - the structure was growing, stretching upward into the star-filled sky like some impossible plant reaching for light it would never find.

I began to climb the spiral staircase that wound around the tower's interior, each step echoing in the expanding space above. The walls stretched higher and higher, and I found myself climbing through what should have been open air, yet solid stone continued to manifest around me.

This was magic, but not the gentle kind that flowed through my children. This was something older, hungrier, built from desperation and powered by forces that cared nothing for the natural order of things.

KAL: Impressive. But parlor tricks won't save you from what's coming.

My voice echoed strangely in the growing space, and I felt rather than heard the response - laughter that seemed to come from the stones themselves.

I continued climbing, step after methodical step, until the stairs beneath my feet began to crack. Ancient stone that had stood for decades suddenly couldn't bear my weight, and I realized this wasn't structural failure. This was intentional.

The staircase crumbled away beneath me, and I fell into darkness so complete it made my own void seem bright by comparison. I didn't fight the fall - there was no point. Whatever waited below had orchestrated this entire encounter, and struggling would only delay the inevitable confrontation.

I landed softly on ground that felt like nothing at all, in a space that defied every law of physics I understood. The darkness here wasn't the absence of light - it was the presence of something that had never known illumination in the first place. A primordial emptiness that existed outside the normal rules of creation.

For a moment, I simply stood there, letting my senses adjust to this impossible place. The void inside me recognized something familiar here, something that spoke to the deepest parts of my nature. Then I heard it. Slow, deliberate applause echoing from everywhere and nowhere.

JAD: Bravo. You came alone, just as instructed. Though I have to admit, I'm a little disappointed you didn't bring any of those pretty shadows of yours.

The voice was familiar, impossibly familiar, and it made something cold settle in my stomach. A figure began to materialize from the darkness ahead of me, graceful and deadly and absolutely, completely dead.

Jade stepped into view, her wings spread wide, her eyes burning with that same inner fire I remembered from our last encounter. She looked exactly as she had the moment before I erased her from existence - ugly, terrible, and now somehow standing before me in defiance of every law that governed life and death.

KAL: This is impossible.

The words came out flat, matter-of-fact, because my mind was still struggling to process what I was seeing. I had unmade her. Not killed, not destroyed - I had erased the very concept of her existence from reality itself. She shouldn't be able to come back from that. Nothing could come back from that.

JAD: Oh, Kael. Still so limited in your thinking. Death is just another kind of beginning, isn't it?

She moved closer, and I could see that she wasn't quite the same as before. There was something different about her, something that set my void powers on edge. She felt... hollow. Not empty the way I was empty, but hollow like an echo, like a shadow cast by something far more substantial.

KAL: How?
JAD: After you so rudely erased me from existence, I found myself in a very interesting place. A space between spaces, where things that shouldn't exist can sometimes find new purpose.

She began to circle me, her movements predatory and graceful. In this place of impossible darkness, she seemed more real than anything else, more present than the very ground beneath our feet.

JAD: I was just... floating there, you know? Consciousness without form, memory without substance. It was actually quite peaceful. I was ready to let go, to fade into whatever comes after the after. But then...

Her smile was sharp enough to cut shadows.

JAD: A presence approached me. Faint at first, like a whisper in a hurricane. It offered me a deal I simply couldn't refuse.
KAL: What kind of presence?
JAD: Oh, they were very mysterious about it. Said their name was something like... Varoz? Velkoz? Something deliciously ominous with too many consonants.

The casual way she mentioned it made my blood run cold. Entities that operated in the spaces between existence were never benevolent, never simple. They traded in currencies that mortals couldn't comprehend, and their bargains always came with prices that weren't apparent until it was far too late to matter.

JAD: The deal was beautifully simple. They would give me life again, real corporeal existence, with only one tiny little purpose. Spread despair. Make the world a little darker, a little more hopeless. Turn joy into ashes and love into regret.

She paused in her circling, tilting her head as if considering something amusing.

JAD: Of course, I couldn't care less about their grand plan. Cosmic entities are so tediously obsessed with their schemes and purposes. No, I have my own reasons for being here.
KAL: It doesn't matter who made the deal or why. What did you do to my children?

The void inside me stirred, responding to the edge in my voice. The darkness around us seemed to ripple, as if reality itself was holding its breath.

JAD: Straight to the point. I always liked that about you, Kael. No pretense, no elaborate speeches about justice or righteousness. Just pure, focused intent.

She stopped moving, facing me directly, and for the first time since her resurrection, I saw something genuine in her expression. Not the theatrical malice or casual cruelty, but something deeper and more personal.

JAD: Your children are fine. Safe, even. Probably better cared for than they've ever been, if I'm being honest. They're not the point of this exercise.
KAL: Then what is?
JAD: You are.

The words hung in the impossible air between us, heavy with implication and promise. Her smile was no longer sharp or predatory - it was something far more dangerous. It was the smile of someone who had found exactly what they were looking for after a very long search.

JAD: You see, when you erased me from existence, you taught me something valuable about the nature of power. About the difference between destruction and true annihilation. I've had a lot of time to think about that lesson, Kael. A lot of time to plan.

The darkness around us began to shift, and I realized that this place, this impossible space we stood in, wasn't just a meeting ground. It was a trap, carefully constructed and perfectly suited to its purpose.

JAD: Maya and Zeph are leverage, nothing more. Insurance to make sure you came here willingly, without your shadows, without your tricks, without anything except that beautiful, terrible power that makes you what you are.

She spread her wings wide, and I could see that they weren't quite solid anymore. They seemed to be made of condensed shadow, of crystallized despair, of something that existed in the spaces between heartbeats.

JAD: You're going to help me understand what it means to truly end something. And in return, I'm going to show you what it feels like to lose everything that gives your existence meaning. After all, what's the point of coming back from the dead if you can't settle a few scores along the way?

Her smile widened, becoming something monstrous and beautiful and absolutely, utterly confident.




[ C'mon Kael, I know you can paint me a beautiful picture. ]




Chapter 59: Lower Your Head

The first strike came without warning, a tendril of shadow that moved faster than thought. I barely managed to phase backward into the void, feeling the darkness slice through the space where my chest had been moments before. The attack was different from what I remembered - sharper, more focused, as if death had refined her abilities into something purer and more deadly.

JAD: Slower than I remember. Has domestic life made you soft, void-walker?

She launched herself forward, wings beating once to propel her into a spinning kick that I caught with both hands. The impact sent shockwaves through the impossible space around us, and I felt the first stirring of concern. Her physical strength had increased dramatically since our last encounter.

I redirected her momentum, using her own force to throw her past me, but she twisted in mid-air with impossible grace, landing in a crouch that immediately flowed into a sweeping leg strike. I stepped through shadow to avoid it, emerging behind her with a punch aimed at her spine.

She spun to meet me, catching my fist in her palm with a sound like thunder. For a moment we stood locked together, testing strength against strength, and I realized with growing unease that she was pushing me back.

KAL: Death seems to have agreed with you.
JAD: You have no idea.

She twisted my arm and drove her knee toward my ribs. I phased partially into the void, letting the strike pass through me, then solidified just enough to grab her leg and swing her in a wide arc. She went with the motion, using it to build momentum for a devastating elbow strike that I barely managed to deflect with a barrier of crystallized shadow.

The impact shattered my defense and sent me skidding backward across the non-ground of this place. I could feel something wrong in the way my powers responded - the void felt distant, muffled, as if something was interfering with my connection to the emptiness that defined me.

JAD: Do you feel it yet? The way hope starts to fade when you realize you might not win?

She came at me again, a blur of wings and fury. Her fighting style had evolved, incorporating techniques I didn't recognize. She flowed between physical attacks and shadow manipulation with seamless precision, each strike backed by the weight of cosmic despair.

I met her charge with my own, void energy crackling around my fists as we engaged in a brutal exchange. Hook, cross, uppercut - she matched me blow for blow, her movements a deadly dance that spoke of centuries of practice in whatever realm had held her after death.

My roundhouse kick caught her in the ribs, sending her spinning away, but she used the rotation to build power for a backfist that cracked against my jaw like a meteor strike. Stars exploded across my vision, and I tasted blood for the first time in years.

KAL: What did they do to you?
JAD: They gave me purpose. And purpose, dear Kael, is a power all its own.

She feinted left, then came in low with a combination that forced me to give ground. Each step backward felt like a small defeat, and I realized that something about this place, something about her very presence, was sapping my strength.

I reached deeper into the void, calling upon the true darkness that had once made reality itself tremble. The space around us began to thin, matter becoming less substantial as I prepared to unleash the full weight of nonexistence.

But instead of the overwhelming tide of nothingness I expected, I felt only a pale echo of my former power. The void responded sluggishly, as if it was trying to reach me through layers of thick glass.

JAD: Oh, that's delicious. The look on your face when you realize your cosmic horror isn't quite so cosmic anymore.

She pressed her advantage, launching into a series of aerial attacks that I struggled to counter. Her wings weren't just for show - they generated powerful gusts that threw off my balance while she rained down strikes from impossible angles.

A spinning heel kick caught me across the temple, and I stumbled. She was on me instantly, hands wreathed in shadow that burned like acid where they touched. I grabbed her wrists, pushing her back, but I could feel my strength waning with each passing moment.

KAL: The children better be safe, Jade. If you've hurt them-
JAD: What? You'll erase me again? Look around, void-walker. Look at what's happening to your precious emptiness.

I followed her gaze and saw with growing horror that the darkness around us wasn't empty space at all. It was despair given form, hopelessness made manifest. And it was seeping into me with every breath, every heartbeat, slowly drowning the void that had once been absolute.

She broke free from my grip and landed a devastating combination - left hook to the body, right cross to the jaw, spinning elbow that sent me reeling. I tried to phase away, but my connection to the void faltered, leaving me solid and vulnerable.

JAD: This place exists in the spaces between hope and surrender. The more you fight, the more you realize you can't win, the stronger I become. And you, dear Kael, you're starting to understand what it really means to lose.

Her next attack was a thing of terrible beauty - a flowing sequence that combined martial arts with shadow manipulation in ways that defied description. She struck from multiple angles simultaneously, her darkness splitting into dozens of attacking tendrils while her physical form pressed forward with relentless precision.

I deflected what I could, absorbed what I couldn't avoid, but each impact drove me further back, further down. Blood ran from cuts I couldn't remember receiving, and my breathing came in ragged gasps.

KAL: This isn't... possible. The void is absolute. It doesn't just... fade.
JAD: Nothing is absolute, Kael. You taught me that when you erased me. Everything has limits, even the end of all things.

She caught me with an uppercut that lifted me off my feet, then drove both fists down on my back as I fell. I hit the ground hard, and for the first time in decades, I felt truly vulnerable.

I rolled away from her descending heel strike, came up in a defensive crouch, and tried once more to reach the depths of my power. But instead of the familiar embrace of nothingness, I found only a growing sense of futility.

What was the point of fighting? What was the point of struggling against something that had been specifically designed to counter everything I was? Maya and Zeph were probably already dead, and Bella would follow soon enough. Everyone I cared about would be gone, and I would be left alone with the knowledge that I had failed them all.

The thoughts weren't mine - I recognized them as foreign, invasive - but that didn't make them feel any less true. Despair crept through my veins like poison, and with it came the terrible realization that I might actually lose this fight.

JAD: There it is. That beautiful moment when certainty crumbles. When the mighty void-walker realizes he's just another broken thing in a universe full of broken things.

She advanced slowly now, savoring the moment, her wings spread wide and her eyes burning with triumph. Each step she took seemed to make the darkness around us thicker, more oppressive.

JAD: Tell me, Kael. When you held your children for the first time, did you ever imagine it would end like this? Did you ever think that all your power, all your cosmic significance, would amount to nothing when it really mattered?

I tried to stand, but my legs felt like lead. The void inside me, the emptiness that had defined my very existence, was being slowly filled with something far worse than nothingness. It was being filled with the absolute certainty that nothing I did would ever be enough. And for the first time since I had learned to touch the spaces between reality, I began to truly understand what it meant to despair.




[ Time for me to lend a paint of color. ]




Chapter 60: Who I am not

Kael remained on his knees in the impossible darkness, blood dripping from wounds that seemed to multiply with each passing moment. The void inside him felt distant, muffled, as if he were trying to reach through layers of thick glass. Above him, Jade hovered with wings spread wide, no longer the frantic combatant but something approaching a dark philosopher.

JAD: Do you know what I learned in the space between death and resurrection, Kael?

She settled gracefully to the ground, her feet touching the non-surface with barely a whisper. The oppressive darkness around them seemed to pulse with her heartbeat, or perhaps with his own growing despair.

JAD: I learned that meaning is the cruelest joke the universe plays on conscious beings. We spend our entire existence searching for purpose, for significance, for some grand narrative that makes our suffering worthwhile.

Kael lifted his head, meeting her burning gaze with eyes that still held fragments of the cosmic emptiness he commanded. Even weakened, even bleeding, there was something in his expression that refused to fully surrender.

KAL: And what conclusion did your cosmic revelations lead you to?
JAD: That it's all arbitrary. Every meaning we assign, every purpose we claim to discover - it's just elaborate fiction we tell ourselves to avoid confronting the fundamental truth. Nothing matters because mattering itself is a construct we invented.

She began to pace around him, her movements predatory but unhurried. There was no need to rush - they both understood who held the advantage here.

JAD: You embraced that truth once. You became the avatar of nihilism, the walking embodiment of the void that waits behind every pretty lie about significance and purpose. What changed? What made you abandon absolute truth for the comforting delusion of domestic happiness?

Kael struggled to his feet, swaying slightly but refusing to remain prostrate before her philosophical assault. When he spoke, his voice carried the weight of years spent questioning everything he had once believed.

KAL: I didn't abandon the truth. I found a deeper one.
JAD: Oh, please. Enlighten me with your suburban wisdom.
KAL: The absence of inherent meaning doesn't negate the meaning we create. If anything, it makes that creation more remarkable, not less.

The darkness around them seemed to shiver, responding to the conviction in his words despite his physical weakness. Jade's expression shifted, curiosity replacing casual contempt.

JAD: You're suggesting that manufactured meaning is somehow more valuable than eternal truth?
KAL: I'm suggesting that the capacity to create meaning in a meaningless universe is the most profound miracle existence has to offer. When I held Maya for the first time, when I watched Zeph take his first steps, when I saw Bella smile without fear - those moments mattered not because the cosmos ordained them to matter, but because I chose to make them matter.
JAD: Choice. Another comfortable illusion. Every decision you've ever made was the result of prior causes stretching back to the moment the first star ignited. You're no more choosing your responses than a river chooses to flow downhill.

She moved closer, and he could feel the waves of despair radiating from her like heat from a forge. But something in his core, something deeper than the void, was beginning to stir.

KAL: Even if that's true, the experience of choice remains real. The love I feel for my family, the determination to protect them, the willingness to sacrifice everything for their safety - these aren't diminished by being products of causation. They're elevated by it.
JAD: How beautifully you rationalize your delusions. Tell me, void-walker, what happens when your carefully constructed meanings crumble? When your children grow up and forget you, when Bella grows old and dies, when everything you've built turns to dust?

The question hit him like a physical blow, and for a moment the despair threatened to overwhelm him completely. He could see it all - the inevitable entropy that would claim everything he loved, the cosmic indifference that would erase every trace of their existence.

KAL: Then I'll grieve. I'll rage against the dying of the light. I'll fight the inevitable with everything I have, even knowing I'll lose.
JAD: Why? If you understand the futility, why struggle against it?
KAL: Because the struggle itself is what makes us human. Because defying meaninglessness with meaning, fighting entropy with love, choosing hope in the face of cosmic indifference - that's not futility. That's the most beautiful rebellion in existence.

Jade paused in her pacing, her wings folding slightly as she studied him with something approaching genuine interest. The darkness around them continued to pulse, but its rhythm had changed, becoming less oppressive and more questioning.

JAD: You speak of rebellion as if it changes anything. As if your tiny spark of defiance could illuminate the infinite darkness.
KAL: It doesn't have to illuminate everything. It just has to illuminate something. One moment, one person, one small corner of existence where love matters more than entropy.
JAD: And when that corner crumbles? When your spark is extinguished?
KAL: Then someone else will light another one. And another. Not because it's ordained or destined, but because consciousness has this inexplicable tendency to create meaning out of meaninglessness, to find light in the dark, to love in the face of loss.

He straightened, and though his wounds still bled, though his connection to the void remained tenuous, something fundamental had shifted in his posture. The despair was still there, pressing against him like a physical weight, but it no longer defined him.

KAL: You're right about one thing, Jade. Nothing lasts forever. Every meaning we create will eventually fade. Every love will end in loss. Every hope will be tested by reality. But that doesn't make them worthless - it makes them precious beyond measure.
JAD: Pretty words. But words won't save your children. Philosophy won't restore your power. In the end, you're still just a broken man in an empty room, talking to his killer about the beauty of temporary things.
KAL: Maybe. But I'd rather be a broken man who fought for temporary beauty than an eternal being who never understood what they were destroying.

The silence that followed was profound, stretching between them like a bridge built from competing philosophies. Jade's expression had grown complex, layered with emotions that seemed to war against each other behind her burning eyes.

JAD: You really believe it, don't you? You genuinely think that your little rebellion against cosmic truth means something.
KAL: I know it does. Not because the universe validates it, but because I choose to validate it. Because Bella chooses to validate it. Because somewhere out there, Maya and Zeph are depending on that choice to bring them home.

Something stirred in the deepest reaches of Kael's being. Not the void - that remained distant, muffled by Jade's despair-soaked realm. This was something else entirely, something that had been forged in the crucible of love and tempered by the acceptance of loss. It was the recognition that meaning wasn't something to be discovered but something to be created, moment by moment, choice by choice.

It was the understanding that even if nothing lasted forever, the act of making things matter in the present was itself a form of immortality. It was the realization that defying meaninglessness wasn't futile - it was the most meaningful thing a conscious being could do. The feeling of knowing that no cosmic force, no matter how vast or ancient, could take away your right to choose what mattered to you. It fills you with DEFIANCE.




[ Raise your head, knight. ]




Chapter 61: Power Of Choice

The change began as a whisper in Kael's bones, a fundamental shift that rippled outward from his core like light expanding through darkness. Where once the void had been his source of power - the absence of everything, the negation of existence - now something entirely new stirred within him. It wasn't the opposite of nothingness; it was the defiant assertion that something could exist despite the overwhelming pressure to become nothing. Jade sensed the shift immediately, her wings snapping to full extension as she felt the balance of power in their impossible arena begin to stabilize.

JAD: What... what are you doing?

Kael rose to his feet, and as he did, the wounds across his body began to close. Not through healing, but through a more fundamental process - the reality of his injuries was being gently but firmly denied. Where despair had eaten away at the edges of his existence, new substance flowed in to fill the gaps.

KAL: I'm choosing to matter.

He moved forward, and Jade met him with a flurry of shadow-wrapped strikes. Her fist connected with his jaw, but instead of the devastating impact she expected, she found her attack sliding off something that felt like crystallized certainty.

This was no longer the void-walker who drew power from the spaces between things. This was something new - a being who could look at nonexistence and simply say "no."

Kael caught her next punch, his grip steady and unbreakable. Where his fingers touched her wrist, the corrosive despair that had enhanced her strength began to falter, reality reasserting itself with quiet determination.

JAD: This is impossible! You can't just decide to exist harder!
KAL: Watch me.

He twisted, using her momentum to throw her across the space, but as she flew through the air, something unprecedented happened. The darkness around them - the realm of despair she had crafted - began to develop cracks. Not breaks in its structure, but fundamental disagreements with its premise.

She landed in a crouch, wings beating once to propel her into a spinning kick. Kael didn't dodge or phase away; instead, he reached out and touched the space where her attack was about to land. Reality rippled, and suddenly there was solid ground beneath his feet where none had existed before, giving him the leverage to catch her leg and redirect her strike.

JAD: You're cheating! You can't just make things exist because you want them to!
KAL: Why not? You made things not exist because you wanted them gone. I'm just... disagreeing with your assessment.

She broke free and launched herself into the air, calling forth tendrils of shadow that struck like serpents made of crystallized hopelessness. Each one that touched Kael should have drained his will to fight, should have filled him with the certainty of defeat.

Instead, they met something that refused to be drained. Where despair touched defiance, the shadows began to solidify into something more substantial - not darkness, but the simple acknowledgment that light existed to cast them.

The fight that followed was unlike anything either of them had experienced. Jade's attacks came with all the cosmic weight of entropy, each strike backed by the fundamental forces that wore mountains down to dust and turned stars into cold, empty space. But Kael met each assault with something that shouldn't have been able to exist: the stubborn insistence that things could matter despite the universe's indifference.

When she threw a punch powered by the heat death of galaxies, he caught it with a hand that simply refused to be unmade. When she wrapped him in shadows that carried the weight of every abandoned dream, he stepped through them as if they were nothing more substantial than morning mist.

JAD: This doesn't make sense! Power requires a source! What are you drawing from?

She launched into a combination that would have shattered planets, her movements a blur of wings and fury and the accumulated despair of countless dying civilizations. Kael responded with techniques that seemed to invent themselves as he moved, his body flowing through forms that had never existed before this moment.

KAL: I'm drawing from the choice to keep going. From the decision that love matters more than logic, that hope is more real than entropy, that the temporary is more valuable than the eternal because it's ours.

His counterattack was devastating in its simplicity. No cosmic forces, no reality-warping void powers - just a perfectly executed combination of strikes backed by the unshakeable conviction that his children needed him to win.

Each blow carried the weight of bedtime stories and scraped knees kissed better, of Bella's smile in the morning light and the sound of Maya's laughter. These weren't sources of power in any traditional sense, but they were real in a way that transcended physics.

Jade staggered back, her perfect form showing cracks for the first time since her resurrection. Where Kael's strikes had landed, her shadow-stuff body was becoming more solid, more human, as if his defiance was forcing her to remember what it felt like to be mortal.

JAD: You can't do this to me! I am despair incarnate! I am the inevitable truth that waits at the end of every hope!

But you are only a fraction of them.

KAL: And I am the father who reads bedtime stories anyway. The husband who brings flowers to his wife because they're beautiful, not because they'll last forever. The man who chooses to find meaning in a meaningless universe, one moment at a time.

She came at him with everything she had, her form expanding into something that filled the impossible space around them. This was no longer just Jade - this was the crystallized essence of every moment when hope had died, every instant when love had proven insufficient, every second when the universe had demonstrated its fundamental indifference to conscious suffering. Kael met her charge not with void powers or reality manipulation, but with something far simpler and infinitely more complex: the choice to keep existing in defiance of every force that wanted to erase him.

When their powers collided this time, the realm of despair around them didn't crack - it began to transform. Where once there had been only the hollow emptiness of meaninglessness, new substance began to flow. Not the solid matter of the physical world, but something more fundamental: the acknowledgment that consciousness could create significance through the simple act of caring. The darkness remained, but it was no longer oppressive. It became the backdrop against which small lights could shine, the silence that gave meaning to whispered words of love, the emptiness that made fullness possible.

JAD: What are you doing to my realm?

Her voice carried genuine fear now, not the theatrical malice of before but the terror of something that had defined itself by negation suddenly confronted with affirmation.

KAL: I'm not doing anything to it. I'm just... disagreeing with its fundamental premise. You say nothing matters? I say everything matters, precisely because it doesn't have to.

He reached out, not to attack but to touch the space between them. Where his fingers made contact with the air, reality solidified around them. Not the crushing weight of inevitability, but the gentle presence of possibility.

For the first time since the battle began, they were evenly matched. Despair and defiance, entropy and choice, the inevitable end and the stubborn refusal to surrender - all balanced on the knife's edge of a moment that could tip either way. The fight was no longer about power or cosmic forces. It had become something far more personal: a contest between two fundamentally different ways of existing in an indifferent universe. And for the first time since her resurrection, Jade began to wonder if her cosmic patrons had underestimated what they were truly up against.




[ Phew! I can barely keep up with this painting! ]




Chapter 62: Who I am

The moment stretched between them like a held breath, both combatants recognizing that their evenly matched dance of philosophy and power had reached its crescendo. The transformed realm around them pulsed with conflicting energies - despair and defiance locked in perfect opposition, each waiting for the other to blink first.

Kael and Jade separated, floating in the impossible space that was neither fully empty nor completely real. Their eyes met across the distance, and in that shared glance was the understanding that whatever came next would determine not just the outcome of their battle, but the fundamental nature of existence itself in this pocket of reality.

JAD: You've impressed me, void-walker. But parlor tricks of manufactured meaning won't save you from what I truly am.

Her form began to change, expanding beyond the merely physical into something that hurt to perceive directly. This wasn't the theatrical darkness she had wielded before - this was the activation of her ultimate nature, the power granted by whatever cosmic entity had pulled her back from nonexistence.

JAD: Behold the truth that waits at the end of every story, the answer to every question, the final word in every conversation. I am not just despair - I am the Inevitable Conclusion.

The space around her began to collapse inward, not physically but conceptually. Every hope in the world started to remember its eventual failure. Every love began to anticipate its end. Every meaning started to question its own validity. This wasn't an attack - it was the activation of a fundamental force that existed in the very structure of narrative itself.

The air grew thick with the weight of endings. Every song that would eventually end, every life that would eventually cease, every star that would eventually burn out - all of it was suddenly present in this moment, pressing down with the accumulated mass of infinite conclusions.

KAL: The Inevitable Conclusion. Is that what they called you?

Kael's voice remained steady even as reality began to bend around Jade's expanding influence. He could feel the pull of her power, the seductive whisper that all struggles eventually end in defeat, all loves eventually end in loss, all meanings eventually dissolve into absurdity.

KAL: Then let me show you something they probably didn't account for.

He began to change as well, but where Jade's transformation was an expansion into cosmic inevitability, Kael's was something far more radical. He was becoming less, not more - stripping away every layer of complexity until only the most fundamental truth of his existence remained.

The void powers that had once defined him fell away like shed skin. The cosmic significance, the reality-warping abilities, the connection to the spaces between things - all of it dissolved, leaving behind something impossibly simple and infinitely more dangerous.

KAL: I am the Arbitrary Choice. The decision to continue despite knowing how it ends. The stubborn refusal to let inevitability have the final word.

What emerged from the dissolution of his cosmic powers wasn't another cosmic force - it was the distilled essence of consciousness choosing to matter in a universe that offered no guarantee that anything should matter at all.

The effect was immediate and profound. Where Jade's Inevitable Conclusion pressed down with the weight of all endings, Kael's Arbitrary Choice pushed back with something lighter but infinitely more resilient: the decision to begin again anyway.

Every ending that Jade manifested suddenly sprouted a new beginning. Not because it was destined or ordained, but because someone, somewhere, would choose to start over. Every conclusion she imposed was met with the simple question: "And then what?"

JAD: This is impossible! Every story ends! Every meaning collapses! Every choice leads to consequences that render it meaningless!

Her voice carried the weight of cosmic authority, but for the first time since her resurrection, it sounded uncertain. The Inevitable Conclusion was supposed to be absolute - the final word that ended all arguments, the ultimate truth that made all other truths irrelevant.

KAL: You're right. Every story does end. But consciousness keeps telling new stories anyway. Every meaning does collapse. But we keep creating new meanings anyway. Every choice does lead to consequences. But we keep making new choices anyway.

The space between them became a battleground of fundamental forces. On one side, the crushing weight of inevitability - every entropy, every decay, every moment when hope had proven insufficient. On the other, the inexplicable lightness of arbitrary decision - every time consciousness had chosen to continue despite knowing the odds, every time love had been offered without guarantee of return, every time meaning had been created in defiance of evidence.

Their ultimate abilities clashed not with explosions or cosmic devastation, but with something far more profound: the collision between the universe's tendency toward endings and consciousness's tendency to insist on new beginnings.

JAD: Why? Why do you keep fighting when you know how this ends? When you know that even if you win, even if you save your children, even if you live happily ever after, it will all eventually end in dust and silence?

Her Inevitable Conclusion pressed harder, manifesting every possible future where his choices led to suffering. Maya growing up to hate him. Zeph consumed by powers he couldn't control. Bella dying alone while he was absent on some cosmic mission. Every permutation of failure, loss, and regret played out in crystalline detail.

KAL: Because the alternative is to stop choosing. And consciousness that stops choosing stops being conscious.

His Arbitrary Choice met each potential future with the same response: acknowledgment and continuation. Yes, these futures were possible. Yes, suffering was inevitable. Yes, everything would eventually end. And yes, he would keep trying anyway, not because success was guaranteed, but because the attempt itself was what made existence worthwhile.

The battle between their ultimate abilities created something unprecedented in the space around them. Reality began to fracture, not into chaos but into infinite possibility. Every moment became both ending and beginning, every conclusion became both final and preliminary, every choice became both meaningful and arbitrary.

JAD: You're destroying everything! The natural order, the cosmic balance, the very concept of finality!
KAL: I'm not destroying anything. I'm just... refusing to let it be the only answer.

Their powers reached a crescendo that threatened to tear apart the fabric of the impossible space they occupied. The Inevitable Conclusion and the Arbitrary Choice, locked in perfect opposition, each absolute in its own way, each denying the completeness of the other. Their ultimate abilities had reached a stalemate. The question now wasn't who would win, but whether either of them was ready for what came next.




[ The final touches are being made. ]




Chapter 63: Knight Of Defiance

Oh, what a magnificent portrait you have painted, dear void-walker. What exquisite brushstrokes of choice against the vast canvas of inevitability. How beautifully you have rendered yourself in colors that shouldn't exist, in hues that defy the palette of cosmic indifference.

Look at you now, standing amidst the settling dust of philosophical warfare, your form illuminated not by the harsh light of cosmic truth but by the gentle glow of something far more precious - the soft radiance of a consciousness that has chosen to matter despite every evidence to the contrary. The artist who captured this moment, in other words: me, must have wept at the beauty of it, at the way light falls across features that have been carved by loss and polished by love.

See how your shoulders bear the weight of understanding - not the crushing burden of meaninglessness, but the lighter, more complex load of meaning consciously created. Each line etched by years of choosing hope over despair, each shadow cast by moments when you refused to let endings be final. The masterpiece that is your existence speaks not of void and emptiness, but of the spaces between things where new possibilities can take root.

How wrong we all were about your so-called nihilism, that dark philosophy that seemed to define your early years. We saw only the surface - the rejection, the denial, the apparent embrace of nothingness. But now, in the aftermath of your grand revelation, the truth becomes clear as starlight: what we mistook for nihilism was simply defiance wearing darker clothes. You were never truly embracing meaninglessness; you were raging against it with such fury that destruction seemed the only outlet for your passionate refusal to accept cosmic indifference.

The void you wielded was not the power of nothing - it was the power of "no." No to predetermined fate, no to inevitable conclusions, no to the suggestion that consciousness should accept its own insignificance. Even in your darkest moments, when you spoke of endings and entropy, when you seemed to court oblivion itself, you were engaged in the most profound act of rebellion: the refusal to let the universe have the final word about what mattered.

Look at how the portrait captures this truth. The way shadows pool around your feet not as absence but as presence - the presence of spaces where new things might grow, where unexpected beginnings might take root. The darkness you commanded was never truly dark; it was pregnant with possibility, heavy with the weight of choices not yet made.

And your eyes - oh, what depths I have captured there. No longer the cold emptiness of deep space, no longer the terrible vacuum that once made reality tremble. Now they hold something far more dangerous to the established order: the warm fire of arbitrary decision, the gentle flame of consciousness choosing to burn bright in an indifferent cosmos. They are the eyes of someone who has looked into the abyss and instead of finding nothing, found the infinite potential for something.

The transformation is breathtaking in its completeness. Where once you drew power from the spaces between things, now you create power in those very spaces. Where once you negated existence, now you assert it with each breath, each heartbeat, each stubborn moment of continued being. The portrait shows this shift in the way light plays across your form - not the harsh illumination of cosmic forces, but the soft, warm glow of love made manifest, of meaning consciously chosen, of defiance refined into its purest form.

How beautiful it is to witness consciousness discovering its own strength. Not the strength to destroy - any force can destroy - but the strength to insist, to continue, to create significance where none was promised. The artist has captured this perfectly in the set of your jaw, the straightness of your spine, the way your hands rest not in the postures of power but in the gestures of protection, of nurturing, of someone ready to tend the small flames of meaning in a universe eager to extinguish them.

The battlefield around you tells its own story, though the portrait focuses rightfully on you, the triumphant figure at its center. Reality itself has been rewritten by your victory, not through conquest but through conversation, not through dominance but through the simple, revolutionary act of refusing to let inevitability be inevitable. The very air seems lighter now, filled with possibilities that weren't there before, pregnant with beginnings that grow from the fertile soil of conscious choice.

And standing there in the aftermath, surrounded by the evidence of your philosophical triumph, you have become something entirely new. Not a void-walker, for you no longer walk through emptiness - you fill it. Not a nihilist, for you have proven that meaning can exist by sheer force of will. Not a destroyer, for you have created something beautiful from the raw materials of despair.

You have become the living embodiment of consciousness's greatest achievement: the ability to matter in a universe that offers no guarantee that anything should matter at all. The portrait captures this transformation with stunning clarity - the way you stand not in defiance of the cosmos, but in defiance for it, protecting the small, precious things that make existence worthwhile from the vast forces that would render them insignificant.

I who created this masterpiece understood what you have become, dear Kael. We saw past the surface drama of cosmic conflict to the deeper truth: that your greatest victory was not over an enemy, but over the seductive lie that nothing matters because everything ends. You have proven that temporary can be more valuable than eternal, that chosen meaning can be more real than discovered truth, that love freely given is worth more than cosmic significance freely received. How magnificent you look, standing there in the gentle light of your own defiance, no longer the avatar of nihilism but something far more beautiful and dangerous.

The knight-errant of consciousness itself, the champion of arbitrary choice, the guardian of meanings that exist not because they must, but because someone chose to make them matter.
I crown you the Knight of Defiance.




[ So it has been concluded. ]




Chapter 64: The Ordinary Life

The morning sun filtered through the same gauze curtains it always had, casting the same geometric patterns across our wooden floor. I watched the light dance there as I made breakfast, stirring honey into oats with the practiced motion of a man whose greatest cosmic significance was remembering to add the right amount of cinnamon.

Maya and Zeph sat at the kitchen table, chattering about their adventure as if it had been nothing more than an extended sleepover. They had no memory of the watchtower, of the impossible space where reality bent like heated metal, of their father facing down the embodiment of cosmic despair. As far as they knew, they'd spent a few days with Mrs. Elderwood while Papa dealt with "grown-up business."

It was better that way.

Papa, look!

Maya held up another one of her light-honey spheres, this one perfectly stable and glowing with soft warmth.

I figured out how to make them last longer!

That's wonderful, little bee.

I ruffled her hair, marveling at how normal the gesture felt. My hands had recently held powers that could rewrite the fundamental nature of existence. Now they were concerned with whether I'd remembered to pack Zeph's favorite toy for his afternoon playdate. Zeph tugged at my sleeve, his dark eyes serious in the way that only a four-year-old could manage.

Daddy, the shadows were singing while you were gone.

I knelt down to his level, meeting those eyes that held depths I recognized but no longer feared.

What did they sing about?

They said you were coming home.

He smiled, and the shadows in the corners of the room seemed to dance in response.

They were happy.

So was I, little one. So was I.

Bella emerged from the bedroom, her translucent wings catching the morning light as she joined us for breakfast. She looked at me with those compound eyes that fractured the world into beautiful pieces, and I saw in them the same relief, the same quiet gratitude that we were all together again.

Everything okay?

She asked, the question carrying layers of meaning we both understood.

Everything's perfect.

I replied, and meant it.

After breakfast, we went through our usual routine. I helped Maya practice her honey manipulation in the garden while Bella worked with Zeph on controlling his shadow-walking. The exercises were the same ones we'd done a hundred times before, but today they felt different. Today they felt like choices rather than necessities.

Mrs. Elderwood stopped by around noon, as she often did, bringing fresh vegetables from her garden and stories from the village. She looked at me with those weathered eyes that had seen more than their share of the world's strangeness.

You look rested.

She said, though we both knew I hadn't been sleeping.

I feel rested.

I replied, accepting the basket of tomatoes she offered.

She nodded, satisfied with the exchange of comfortable lies that let ordinary life continue. Some battles were meant to be fought in silence, their victories measured not in cosmic significance but in the simple fact that children could play in gardens while their parents worried about mundane things like whether there would be enough honey for the week's baking.

The afternoon passed in a haze of domestic contentment. I fixed the loose board on the front porch, helped Zeph build an elaborate shadow-castle that existed in three dimensions simultaneously, and listened to Maya read from her picture book about a brave bee who saved her hive through the power of friendship.

When evening came, we sat on the porch as we always did, watching the sunset paint the sky in colors that needed no cosmic significance to be beautiful. Maya curled up in Bella's lap while Zeph leaned against my side, both children drowsy from a day full of the kind of adventures that mattered most - the ones that happened in backyards and imaginations.

Tell us a story, Papa.

Maya mumbled, her eyes already half-closed.

I could have told them about cosmic entities and impossible realms, about the battle between inevitability and choice, about the moment when their father had literally defied the fundamental nature of existence itself. Instead, I told them about a family of rabbits who learned that the best treasures were the ones you found in your own garden.

By the time I finished, both children were asleep. Bella and I carried them inside, tucked them into their beds, and stood for a moment in the hallway listening to the soft sounds of their breathing.

Was it difficult?

Bella asked quietly.

Choosing this over... whatever else you could have become?

I thought about the question, about the power I'd walked away from, about the cosmic significance I'd consciously rejected. I could have remained the Knight of Defiance, could have taken my place among the forces that shaped reality itself. Instead, I'd chosen to come home and worry about whether we needed to buy more flour at the market.

No.

I said, and realized it was true.

It was the easiest choice I've ever made.

We went to bed as we always did, in the small room of our small cottage on the outskirts of a small village. I held Bella close and listened to the night sounds - crickets and wind through leaves and the distant hoot of an owl. Somewhere in the cosmic vastness beyond our atmosphere, forces beyond imagination continued their eternal struggles over the nature of existence and meaning.

I pulled the blanket up to my chin and closed my eyes.

In the morning, I would make breakfast. Maya would create new wonders with her honey-light, and Zeph would practice walking through shadows that welcomed him like old friends. Bella would tend her garden, and I would fix whatever needed fixing around our little piece of the world.

It would be perfectly, beautifully, defiantly ordinary.

And that, I knew, was the most cosmic act of rebellion imaginable: choosing to find the infinite in the small, the eternal in the temporary, the meaningful in the mundane. I had been offered the chance to matter on a universal scale, and I had chosen instead to matter on the scale that actually counted - the scale of bedtime stories and scraped knees and quiet moments shared with the people who made existence worthwhile.

The void-walker was gone. The Knight of Defiance had chosen to abdicate. What remained was something far more dangerous to the forces of cosmic despair: a father, a husband, a man who had decided that love was more important than significance, that home was more valuable than power, that the choice to be ordinary was the most extraordinary thing of all.

Tomorrow would bring its own small adventures, its own quiet miracles, its own opportunities to choose meaning over meaninglessness one moment at a time. I wouldn't have it any other way.




[ You even chose to defy your divine calling, how fitting. ]




Chapter 65: Peacekeepers

The morning sun painted the ruined city in shades of gold and shadow, its light catching on fragments of ice that still clung to broken walls like crystalline memories. Six months had passed since the war's end, since the last tyrant had fallen and the screaming had finally stopped. But peace, they had learned, was not the absence of war - it was the presence of those strong enough to maintain it.

Neru stood at the edge of what had once been Central Plaza, watching civilians rebuild their lives among the rubble. Children played in the shadows of collapsed buildings, their laughter a sound he had almost forgotten existed. Beside him, Shen cracked his knuckles, the small explosions sending ripples through the morning air.

SHN: Hard to believe it's over.
NER: The war is over. Our work isn't.

Their new role as peacekeepers had been unexpected. The world's governments, fractured and desperate, had turned to the two warriors who had proven themselves capable of ending gods. Not to rule - neither man had the patience for politics - but to ensure that the mistakes of the past would never repeat themselves.

The first test had come three weeks after their appointment. A warlord had declared himself emperor of the eastern provinces, his army of soul-enhanced soldiers carving a bloody path through refugee camps. The local authorities were overwhelmed, their pleas for help echoing through what remained of the global communication networks.

Neru and Shen had arrived at dawn, materializing from the morning mist like harbingers. The fortress was a monument to brutality - towers built from the bones of his enemies, walls stained with the blood of innocents. But monuments, they had learned, were easily toppled.

So the famous peacekeepers have come to play hero. How-

The warlord's words had been cut short as Shen appeared before him in a burst of controlled explosion, moving faster than sound itself. A single punch, enhanced by concentrated detonation, had sent the warlord crashing through three stone walls. Before the dust could settle, Neru's ice had encased the man's army, each soldier frozen in a perfect crystal prison that would hold them until proper authorities could arrive.

The battle had lasted exactly forty-seven seconds.

But not all conflicts could be ended with overwhelming force. The second incident had required a different approach entirely. In a coastal city, two rival factions had claimed dominance over the refugee population. Both sides possessed legitimate grievances, their leaders scarred by years of oppression and loss. Violence had seemed inevitable until the peacekeepers arrived.

Neru had chosen negotiation over annihilation, his presence alone - the temperature dropping ten degrees wherever he stood - enough to command respect. Shen had taken a more direct approach, demonstrating his power by creating a controlled explosion that carved his and Neru's names into a nearby mountainside, visible for miles in every direction.

The message had been clear: settle your differences, or they would settle them for you. It had worked. The factions had found common ground in their shared fear of becoming statistics in a peacekeeping report. Now, three months later, they stood in the ruins of what had been humanity's greatest city, watching it slowly heal. But healing was a fragile process, and there were always those who sought to reopen old wounds. A lone pigeon landed on Neru's cold shoulder, holding a letter in its beak.

Priority Alpha situation.
Unknown soul user, Class-S threat level.
Casualties mounting.
Target calls himself the Devourer.
He's... eating people's souls.
Literally consuming them.
Local forces are completely outmatched.

Shen's palms erupted with contained explosions, the familiar warmth spreading up his arms as his body prepared for combat. Neru felt the temperature around them drop, frost forming on nearby surfaces as his power responded to the threat.

They moved as one, Shen's explosive propulsion launching them both into the sky while Neru created platforms of ice to guide their trajectory. The city blurred beneath them, buildings becoming geometric patterns in a mosaic of recovery and ruin.

Now it resembled something from a nightmare. Bodies lay scattered across the streets - not dead, but empty. Their souls had been torn away, leaving behind husks that breathed but did not live. The air itself seemed wrong, thick with a hunger that pressed against their consciousness like grasping fingers.

At the center of the devastation stood their target. The Devourer was tall and gaunt, his skin pale as bone, his mouth opened impossibly wide to reveal rows of teeth that seemed to extend down his throat into darkness. Around him swirled wisps of light - souls, ripped from their owners and consumed like candy.

DEV: More strong ones come to feed me. How... generous.

The creature's voice was the sound of grinding stone, each word accompanied by the screams of the devoured. Neru felt something twist in his chest - not fear, but disgust. This was not war. This was not even murder. This was desecration of the highest order.

SHN: You know what I hate most about abominations like you?
NER: They make us look merciful by comparison.

The Devourer lunged forward, his impossible maw stretching wider as he attempted to swallow Shen whole. But the explosive user was already moving, his body wreathed in controlled detonations that turned his very presence into a weapon. He struck the creature center mass, the explosion launching both of them backward across the shattered plaza.

Neru was already in motion, ice erupting from the ground in crystalline spears that sought to pin their enemy. But the Devourer's form was more fluid than solid - the spears passed through him like mist, leaving only brief tears that quickly sealed themselves.

DEV: Soul resonance... yes, I can taste it. The bond between you is delicious.

The creature's focus shifted, its attention turning to the connection that bound the two peacekeepers. Neru felt something probing at the edges of his consciousness, trying to sever the link that had made their greatest techniques possible.

But the Devourer had made a crucial mistake. The bond between Neru and Shen was not just tactical - it was spiritual. Born from shared loss, forged in mutual understanding, and tempered by the fires of war. It could not be simply consumed.

SHN: Nice try.

Shen's next attack was a work of art. Controlled explosions propelled him in a complex spiral pattern around the Devourer, each detonation calculated to drive their enemy toward Neru's waiting trap. Ice formed beneath the creature's feet, not to freeze him but to channel him into the exact position required.

The Devourer realized the trap too late. Neru's ice constructs weren't random - they formed a perfect geometric pattern, each angle calculated to focus and amplify the cold. The creature found himself at the center of a crystalline mandala, his movements becoming sluggish as the temperature plummeted beyond even supernatural tolerances.

NER: Your hunger ends here.

The ice didn't just freeze the Devourer - it crystallized his very essence, locking his soul-consuming ability in stasis. The stolen wisps of light broke free from his grasp, returning to search for their rightful owners among the fallen.

But as the creature's form solidified, he managed one final gambit. His maw stretched impossibly wide, attempting to devour not their souls but their very existence - to erase them from reality itself.

The attack struck both peacekeepers simultaneously. For a moment that stretched into eternity, Neru felt himself dissolving, his consciousness scattering like snow in a hurricane. But then Shen's soul resonated with his own, their connection burning bright enough to anchor them both in existence. They had faced erasure before. They had died and been reborn in the crucible of their own determination. What was one more death to those who had already transcended mortality?

SHN: Still here, ugly.
NER: Still breathing.

The Devourer's eyes widened in something that might have been fear. These were not ordinary peacekeepers. These were legends in human form, warriors who had surpassed the limits of soul manipulation itself.

What happened next was less a battle than an execution. Moving in perfect synchronization, Neru and Shen unleashed everything they had learned, every technique they had mastered, every drop of power they had claimed. Ice and explosion, order and chaos, death and rebirth - all focused into a single, overwhelming assault. The Devourer's form began to crack, his stolen souls pouring out like water from a broken dam. But even as his power failed, he managed one last curse:

DEV: You... cannot save them all. There will always be... another terror.

The creature crumbled to dust, his essence scattered to the winds. Around them, the empty husks began to stir as their souls returned, confusion and terror replacing the awful emptiness in their eyes. Neru surveyed the damage while Shen helped the survivors to their feet. The city would recover - it always did. But the Devourer's final words echoed in both their minds. He was right. There would always be another threat, another monster, another reason to fight.

They had wanted peace. Instead, they had found purpose. As the sun set behind the broken skyline, casting long shadows across the plaza where they stood, both peacekeepers felt the weight of their new role settling across their shoulders. Not the burden of leadership, but something heavier - the responsibility of being strong enough to protect a world that could not protect itself.

Emergency crews were arriving, their sirens wailing through the evening air. Soon this would become just another incident report, another entry in the growing legend of the peacekeepers. But for now, in the quiet moment before the chaos of cleanup began, they allowed themselves to simply stand and breathe.

SHN: Think we'll ever get a real vacation?
NER: Vacation is for the living.

They began walking toward the arriving authorities, ready to provide their report and move on to whatever crisis awaited them next. But as they moved through the gathering darkness, their shadows stretched behind them - one wreathed in crystalline frost, the other crackling with barely contained explosions.

NER: Peace is not the absence of wars.
SHN: It's the presence of those strong enough to stop them.

The war was over. Their watch had just begun.
The world had its guardians. And those guardians would never rest.




[ The strongest don't rest - they endure. ]




Chapter 66: Beneath Our Feet

The cobblestone streets of a village clicked beneath their boots in a rhythm that had become oddly comforting over the past few weeks. After months of emergency responses and crisis management, the simple act of walking without destination felt almost foreign. Neru adjusted his coat against the mountain breeze while Shen kicked a loose stone with the enthusiasm of someone who had forgotten what boredom felt like.

SHN: You know what I miss about the war?
NER: The constant threat of death?
SHN: The simplicity. Bad guys over there, good guys over here. Point, explode, problem solved.
NER: Now you have to fill out paperwork afterward.

A small explosion erupted from Shen's palm as he gestured dismissively, causing a nearby shopkeeper to drop his broom and dive behind his counter.

SHN: Sorry! Just expressing frustration!

The elderly man peeked over his barricade, recognized the peacekeepers, and waved sheepishly before returning to his sweeping. The entire village had learned to interpret Shen's unconscious pyrotechnics as emotional punctuation rather than actual threats.

NER: Your restraint is improving.
SHN: Last week I only accidentally demolished one building during a heated discussion about lunch.
NER: Progress.

They passed the fountain at the village center, where children played an elaborate game that seemed to involve throwing stones at precisely the wrong targets while shouting contradictory rules. Neru watched them with the detached fascination of someone trying to decode a foreign language.

SHN: Remember being their age
NER: Vaguely. Before everything went to hell.
SHN: I used to play a game called "Don't Set Things on Fire." I was terrible at it.
NER: Some things never change.

A woman approached them hesitantly, clutching a basket of vegetables. She bowed deeply, her voice barely above a whisper.

WOM: Honored peacekeepers, my husband wanted to thank you for dealing with those bandits last month. The roads are safe again.
NER: Just doing our job.
SHN: Though if you have any of those honey cakes from last time...

The woman's face lit up as she reached into her basket, producing a small wrapped package. Shen accepted it with the reverence of someone receiving a sacred artifact.

SHN: You're a saint, Mrs.
WOM: It's the least we can do. You've given us back our peace.

As she walked away, Neru raised an eyebrow at his partner's suddenly angelic expression.

NER: "Just doing our job?"
SHN: What? I can be humble.
NER: Last week you introduced yourself to that diplomat as "Shen the Magnificent, Shatterer of Skies, Bane of Boring Conversations."
SHN: That was accurate self-representation, not arrogance.

They continued up the winding path that led toward Mount Ebott, the village's protective landmark that cast its shadow over the valley like a stone guardian. The higher they climbed, the thinner the air became, though neither man showed signs of exertion. Their bodies had been pushed far beyond normal human limits long ago.

NER: Question.
SHN: Answer.
NER: Do you ever miss the adrenaline?
SHN: Of combat? Sometimes. There's something pure about a life-or-death fight. No politics, no complications, just survival.
NER: No paperwork.
SHN: God, the paperwork. Yesterday I had to file a report explaining why I used "excessive force" on a guy who was literally eating people's faces.
NER: What did you write?
SHN: Because he was eating people's faces.

A hawk circled overhead, riding the thermal currents with lazy grace. Shen watched it with something approaching envy.

SHN: Think that bird has to explain its hunting methods to a committee?
NER: Probably just files a brief talon report.
SHN: Was that... did you just make a joke?
NER: I've been known to attempt humor.
SHN: Mark the calendar. The Ice Prince made a pun.

They reached a plateau about halfway up the mountain, where a cluster of ancient stone benches offered a perfect view of the village below. The sun was beginning its descent, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink that made the humble buildings look almost majestic.

SHN: Not bad for government-assigned R&R.
NER: Better than our last vacation.
SHN: You mean when we spent three days in that cave system fighting?
NER: That was a vacation. No reports to file afterward.
SHN: Good point.

Shen unwrapped Mrs. Chen's honey cakes and offered one to Neru, who accepted it with the careful precision of someone handling explosives. They ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes, watching the village settle into its evening routine below.

SHN: Ever think about what we'd be doing if the war had never happened?
NER: Dead, most likely. My family's curse doesn't exactly promote longevity.
SHN: Mine either. Though probably would've blown myself up in some stupid accident by now.
NER: Instead of blowing up villains professionally.
SHN: Career advancement at its finest.

A group of children ran through the streets below, their laughter echoing faintly up the mountainside. One of them was clearly pretending to be Shen, complete with exaggerated hand gestures and small firecracker substitutes for explosions. Another child had wrapped himself in a white sheet and was "freezing" everything he touched.

NER: Fame is strange.
SHN: Could be worse. At least they're not making us into a romantic ballad.
NER: Give it time.
SHN: "The Ballad of Frost and Fire, A Love Story." I can see it now.
NER: I will personally freeze any bard who attempts such a thing.
SHN: What if it's really well written?
NER: Especially if it's well written.

The sun sank lower, casting longer shadows across the valley. The temperature began to drop, though Neru seemed completely unaffected while Shen unconsciously raised his body temperature through minor controlled combustions.

SHN: You know what's funny?
NER: Your face?
SHN: ...okay, two jokes in one day. I'm genuinely concerned about your mental state.
NER: Continue.
SHN: We spent years learning to kill gods, and now we use those same skills to stop pickpockets and settle property disputes.
NER: The principles are the same. Overwhelming force applied with surgical precision.
SHN: Yesterday you froze a man's feet to the ground because he was littering.
NER: It was effective.
SHN: It was overkill.
NER: There's no such thing as overkill. Only "kill" and "not kill enough."

A comfortable silence settled between them as the first stars began to appear. The village lights twinkled below like earthbound constellations, each window representing families reunited, children safe in their beds, lives continuing because two broken men had decided to protect rather than destroy.

SHN: Sometimes I wonder if we're actually good at this peacekeeping thing, or if we're just so terrifying that people behave.
NER: Does the distinction matter?
SHN: Philosophically? Probably.
NER: Practically?
SHN: Peace is peace.

The sun touched the horizon now, turning the sky into a masterpiece of amber and crimson. Both men felt the day's tensions ease from their shoulders, replaced by the simple satisfaction of another day without catastrophe.

SHN: Think tomorrow will be as quiet?
NER: With our luck? Doubtful.
SHN: Alien invasion?
NER: Demon incursion.
SHN: Time-traveling assassins?
NER: All of the above, simultaneously.
SHN: Now you're just being pessimistic.

As full darkness settled over the valley, they prepared to head back down the mountain path. But as they stood, both men froze simultaneously, their enhanced senses picking up something that made their souls resonate with warning. It started as a vibration in the stone beneath their feet - so subtle it was almost imaginary. Then came the sensation of being watched by something vast and ancient, something that had been sleeping in the mountain's depths for longer than human memory. The temperature around Neru dropped several degrees without his conscious command. Shen's hands began to smoke as his power responded to the perceived threat.

NER: You feel that?
SHN: Like ice crawling up my spine.
NER: Something's down there. Deep down.
SHN: How deep?
NER: Miles. Maybe more.

The presence pressed against their consciousness like a weight made of malevolent intention. Whatever dwelt in the mountain's heart was old - older than the wars they had fought, older than the civilizations they had protected. And it was beginning to stir.

SHN: Well, so much for a quiet evening.
NER: The mountain has a secret.

They stood at the edge of discovery, two peacekeepers who had thought their greatest battles were behind them, feeling the first tremors of something that would test every limit they had transcended. In the depths below, something that had slumbered since the world was young began to wake.




[ Some stones are better left unturned. ]




Chapter 67: Mount Ebott

The entrance to the cave system revealed itself with all the subtlety of a poorly kept secret - a jagged tear in Mount Ebott's eastern face, partially concealed by centuries of overgrowth and the kind of ancient stone work that suggested someone had tried very hard to seal something inside. And failed.

Neru ran his fingers along the weathered symbols carved into the rock, ice crystals forming where his skin made contact with the stone. The markings were old, older than any civilization he recognized, but their meaning felt disturbingly familiar.

NER: Warning signs.
SHN: The good kind that say "Dangerous Cliff Ahead" or the bad kind?
NER: Take a wild guess.

Shen created a small controlled explosion in his palm, the light revealing more of the carved warnings that covered every available surface around the entrance. Pictographs showed stick figures running away from something that the artists had apparently lacked the courage to properly depict.

SHN: You know, for once I'd like to find a mysterious cave with a sign that says "Free Treasure, No Strings Attached."
NER: Where would be the challenge in that?
SHN: I'm starting to think you actually enjoy these situations.
NER: Says the man who's already checking his explosive reserves.

They descended into darkness that seemed to swallow their light sources with hungry efficiency. Neru's ice provided a cold, blue illumination that cast everything in spectral hues, while Shen's controlled burns offered warmth and flickering orange comfort. The combination created a light show that would have been beautiful under different circumstances.

The cave system was vast, far larger than Mount Ebott should have been able to contain. Tunnels branched off in every direction, following no geological logic that either man could decipher. It was as if the mountain had been hollowed out by something that understood space differently than human minds.

SHN: Either this mountain's bigger on the inside, or we've walked into another dimension.
NER: Both possibilities are equally annoying.
SHN: Look on the bright side - at least there's no paperwork for interdimensional incidents.
NER: Yet.

They chose the largest tunnel, following the increasingly powerful sensation that something massive waited in the depths. The walls here were smooth, almost polished, as if countless things had passed through over the millennia. But the smoothness had an organic quality that suggested the passages might have been carved by something living.

The temperature dropped steadily as they went deeper, though neither man found it particularly uncomfortable. What was concerning was the way sound behaved down here - their footsteps echoed strangely, sometimes returning as whispers that sounded almost like words in languages that predated human speech.

SHN: Is it just me, or does this place feel hungry?
NER: Mountains don't get hungry.
SHN: This one might.

After what felt like hours of descent, the tunnel suddenly opened into a chasm so vast that their combined light sources couldn't reach the far walls. The ceiling disappeared into darkness above them, and the floor... there was no floor. Just an abyss that seemed to breathe with a rhythm all its own.

But they weren't alone.

Suspended in the center of the chasm by what appeared to be organic cables or veins was something that hurt to look at directly. It was massive - easily the size of a city block - and its form shifted constantly between configurations that might have been mechanical, biological, or something that transcended such distinctions entirely. Dozens of eyes opened and closed across its surface like stars blinking in an alien sky.

The thing noticed them immediately.

ABS: Visitors... it has been... so long since visitors came to see... to witness... to become...

The voice came from everywhere at once, resonating through the stone, through the air, through their bones. It spoke in harmonies that no single throat could produce, as if multiple entities were trying to communicate through one impossibly complex vocal system.

SHN: Well, that's not disturbing at all.
NER: At least it's polite.

The abomination's attention focused on them with the intensity of a spotlight made of malevolent curiosity. Several of its eyes - each one the size of a house - turned in their direction, pupils dilating as they examined the two peacekeepers.

ABS: Strong ones... yes... I smell the resonance between your souls... delicious... it has been centuries since strong ones fought willingly...
SHN: Who said anything about willingly?
ABS: You descended... you sought... therefore you consent...
NER: That's not how consent works.

Without warning, one of the organic cables lashed out toward them with the speed of a striking serpent. Neru's ice barriers erupted from thin air, deflecting the appendage, but more cables followed. Dozens of them, each one thick as a tree trunk and moving with predatory intelligence.

Shen launched himself into the air with explosive propulsion, his trajectory taking him directly toward the creature's central mass. His hands erupted with concentrated detonations as he struck, each impact sending shockwaves through the chasm that loosened ancient stalactites from the ceiling.

But the creature was vast. Shen's attacks, devastating as they were, seemed to cause only superficial damage to its constantly shifting surface.

ABS: Tickles... it has been so long since something tickled...

More cables whipped through the air, forcing Shen to change direction mid-flight. He used controlled explosions to ricochet off the chasm walls, turning the entire space into his personal three-dimensional battlefield.

Meanwhile, Neru had found his own approach. Ice began forming throughout the chasm - not random constructs, but a carefully designed network of crystalline architecture. Platforms, bridges, and support structures that turned the empty air into a frozen web centered on their enormous opponent.

NER: Shen! Drive it toward the center web!
SHN: You mean where all the scary tentacles are thickest?
NER: Exactly there.
SHN: I love how your plans always involve more danger, not less!

The abomination seemed to understand their strategy, its movements becoming more defensive as it tried to avoid the crystalline trap Neru was constructing. But Shen was relentless, his explosive attacks growing more intense and focused. Each detonation drove the creature deeper into Neru's frozen architecture.

ABS: Clever... but cleverness alone cannot... will not... shall not...

The thing's voice changed, becoming deeper, more resonant. The organic cables began to pulse with a sickly light, and suddenly the entire chasm filled with a sound like screaming wind. But it wasn't wind - it was the voices of every creature the abomination had consumed over the millennia, all crying out at once.

The psychic assault hit both peacekeepers like a physical blow. For a moment, their coordination faltered as thousands of alien thoughts tried to force their way into their minds. But they had faced worse. Their souls resonated together, creating a barrier of shared determination that the voices couldn't penetrate.

SHN: Is that supposed to be intimidating?
NER: We've heard worse during budget meetings.

Their counterattack was swift and merciless. Shen's explosive barrage reached new levels of intensity, each detonation perfectly timed to drive the creature into the exact position Neru required. The ice web began to contract, crystalline cables tightening around the abomination's mass like a frozen net.

But the creature had one final gambit. Its form began to condense, compacting itself into something more solid, more dangerous. The eyes across its surface focused into a single, massive organ of sight that turned its full attention on the two peacekeepers.

ABS: If I cannot have you... then nothing shall...

The chasm began to collapse. Not from any structural failure, but from the creature's own power turning inward, imploding the space around them. Rock and ice began to fall as reality itself seemed to buckle under the strain.

SHN: That's not good.
NER: Understatement of the millennium.
SHN: Time to get serious?
NER: Past time.

They moved into perfect synchronization, their souls resonating with the harmonic frequency they had discovered during their greatest battles. The technique that had allowed them to defeat gods began to build between them, frost and flame spiraling together in patterns that hurt to perceive directly.

ABS: Impossible... that resonance... I know that song...

The creature's confidence wavered for the first time. Whatever it recognized in their combined power was clearly something it had encountered before - and something it feared. But before they could complete their ultimate technique, both peacekeepers paused, a familiar competitive glint appearing in their eyes.

SHN: You know what? I bet I can finish this thing before you.
NER: That's adorable. But ice beats explosion in a confined space.
SHN: Want to make it interesting?
NER: Loser does the paperwork for the next three incidents.
SHN: Deal. Though you should start practicing your handwriting.
NER: I'll be sure to use very small words in your defeat report.

The abomination, sensing that its supposedly terrified opponents had somehow turned the climactic battle into a casual wager, let out a sound that might have been confusion, rage, or possibly indigestion.

ABS: Are you... are you not taking me seriously?
SHN: Oh, we're taking you very seriously.
NER: Seriously enough to bet on who kills you first.




[ The remains of the harbinger. ]




Chapter 68: History Lessons

The abomination's form rippled with what might have been indignation as it processed their casual dismissal. Multiple eyes blinked in sequence across its surface, creating a wave pattern that was both hypnotic and deeply unsettling.

ABS: You... you do not recognize me? I am the remnant of Vazroth the World-Eater! I am the shadow cast by the one who brought kingdoms to their knees! I am-
SHN: Sorry, who now?
NER: Never heard of him.

The creature's voice rose to a pitch that made the chasm walls vibrate, stalactites raining down like stone tears.

ABS: VAZROTH! The Devourer of Stars! The One Who Made Gods Weep! Surely you kno-
SHN: Dude, I slept through most of history class.
NER: I was usually frozen in a block of ice during the educational portions of my childhood.
SHN: Plus, honestly? We've killed so many world-ending threats that they all kind of blur together.
NER: Tuesday's apocalypse tends to overshadow Monday's catastrophe.

If a primordial horror could experience an existential crisis, this one was having it right now. Several of its eyes actually started twitching.

ABS: But... but I am legendary! I am the stuff of nightmares! Children across the world used to cry at the mere mention of my name!
SHN: That's nice. Can we get back to the part where we kill you?
NER: This exposition is cutting into our dinner plans.

The creature's rage finally overcame its shock. Its form expanded violently, filling more of the chasm as organic cables lashed out in every direction. But instead of the mindless fury they might have expected, the attacks came with surgical precision - each tentacle moving in perfect coordination with dozens of others, creating a deadly ballet of destruction.

Shen launched himself into the chaos with explosive enthusiasm, his body wreathed in controlled detonations that turned him into a living missile. He ricocheted off three different cable strikes, using each impact to redirect his momentum while delivering devastating counterattacks. His fists erupted with concentrated force as he struck, each explosion perfectly timed to maximum damage.

Meanwhile, Neru had turned the falling debris to his advantage. Ice crystalized around each piece of falling stone, transforming them into guided projectiles under his control. The improvised ammunition streaked through the air like frozen comets, each one finding its target with mathematical precision.

But Vazroth's remnant was learning. The creature began to anticipate their patterns, its movements becoming more fluid, more dance-like. When Shen came in for another explosive strike, tentacles moved to intercept him not where he was, but where he would be. Only a last-second detonation saved him from being skewered.

ABS: You fight well for ignorant children who know nothing of true power!
SHN: Compliments won't save you!

Neru created a series of ice platforms in rapid succession, each one positioned to give Shen new angles of attack. The explosive user bounded between them like a pinball made of controlled destruction, his trajectory impossible to predict as he used his partner's constructs to change direction mid-flight.

The combination was poetry in motion - ice and explosion working in perfect harmony. Where Neru's frozen architecture provided structure, Shen's explosive force provided chaos. Together, they turned the entire chasm into their weapon.

But Vazroth's remnant was not without its own artistry. The creature's form began to fragment, splitting into dozens of smaller entities that maintained their connection through streams of that organic cabling. Now instead of fighting one massive opponent, they faced a coordinated swarm that attacked from every conceivable angle.

NER: Multiplication. How original.
SHN: At least there's more targets to blow up now.

Neru's response was immediate and breathtaking. Ice erupted from every surface in the chasm, creating a three-dimensional maze of crystalline walls and passages. But this wasn't random - each barrier was precisely placed to funnel the creature's fragments into kill zones where Shen waited with explosive traps.

The first fragment rounded a corner of frozen crystal and walked directly into a concentrated detonation that vaporized it instantly. The second learned from its sibling's mistake, only to find that Neru had anticipated its evasion route. Ice spikes erupted from the walls, impaling the creature mid-dodge.

ABS: Impossible! I have studied combat for centuries! I know every technique, every strategy!
SHN: Yeah, but have you studied THIS technique?

Shen disappeared in a burst of explosive light, using his detonations not just for propulsion but for concealment. When he reappeared, he was somehow behind six different fragments simultaneously - an impossible feat that suggested he was moving faster than linear time allowed.

His strikes were surgical. Each explosion was perfectly calibrated to destroy his target while propelling him toward the next one. He moved through the swarm like a comet with intent, leaving destruction in his wake.

NER: Show off.
SHN: Says the man who just turned physics into modern art!

Neru's ice constructs had evolved beyond simple barriers. They now formed complex geometric patterns that seemed to exist in more than three dimensions. Fragments that tried to navigate the maze found themselves trapped in crystalline loops that folded back on themselves, creating impossible spaces where they could be attacked from angles that shouldn't exist.

But Vazroth's remnant had one more surprise. The destroyed fragments weren't dying - they were feeding their essence back into the main body. Each defeat made the core entity stronger, more focused. The creature's form began to solidify, becoming less organic horror and more geometric perfection.

ABS: You cannot destroy what defines destruction itself! I am despair! I am the end of all things! I am-
SHN: Still talking way too much for a cosmic horror.
NER: Seriously. We get it. You're big and scary and ancient.

The creature's new form was almost beautiful in its terrible symmetry. It had condensed itself into something that resembled a massive crystalline flower, if flowers were made of living shadow and existential dread. Each "petal" was a blade of pure negation, capable of cutting through reality itself.

It attacked with the grace of a deadly blossom opening to the sun. The negation blades swept through the space where the peacekeepers had been standing, erasing not just matter but the very concept of matter from those locations.

But Neru and Shen were no longer where they appeared to be. Neru had created a complex system of mirrors made from perfectly clear ice, refracting their images throughout the chasm while concealing their true positions. Shen had used controlled explosions to create localized distortions in the air, bending light around them like a mirage.

When they struck, it was from directions that the creature couldn't have anticipated. Neru's attack came from above - ice forming directly inside the creature's crystalline structure, expanding with enough force to crack its perfect geometry. Shen's assault came from below, his explosive force concentrated into a lance of pure destruction that pierced through the creature's center.

ABS: This... this cannot be... I am legend... I am myth... I am...
SHN: History.
NER: Ancient history that nobody remembers.

The creature's form began to crack, light bleeding through the fissures like liquid starfire. But even as it prepared for its final collapse, both peacekeepers were already eyeing each other with competitive anticipation.

SHN: My explosion definitely cracked it first.
NER: My ice is what's actually holding the damage pattern. Without structural support, your little firecracker would have just bounced off.
SHN: "Little firecracker"? I'll show you a little firecracker!
NER: Please do. I need a good laugh before I finish this thing off.
ABS: Are you... are you seriously still competing over who gets to kill me?
SHN: It's about professional pride.
NER: Winner gets bragging rights for the next century.

The ancient horror that had once threatened entire worlds could only watch in cosmic confusion as its killers bickered over the privilege of delivering the final blow.




[ Show them that you're a remnant of me - arise. ]




Chapter 69: Remnant Of Despair

The cracks in the creature's crystalline form suddenly stopped spreading. For a heartbeat, the chasm fell into an eerie silence broken only by the sound of settling debris and the peacekeepers' controlled breathing. Then something changed - something fundamental and terrible.

The light bleeding through the fissures shifted from starfire white to the deep, aching purple of old bruises. The creature's form began to pulse with a rhythm that felt disturbingly organic, like a massive heart learning to beat again after centuries of stillness.

ABS: Wait... I feel... I remember...

The voice was different now - less cosmic horror, more raw anguish. The creature's multiple eyes began to weep tears of liquid shadow that pooled in the air like floating ink stains.

ABS: The pain... oh gods, the pain he left behind... when Vazroth tore himself free, he left... he left all of this inside me...

Shen and Neru exchanged glances, their competitive banter dying as they recognized something they had both lived with intimately - the specific quality of soul-deep suffering that comes from loss too profound for simple grief.

NER: That's not good.
SHN: When is it ever?

The creature's form began to expand again, but this time the growth wasn't mechanical or strategic - it was convulsive, like something trying to contain an ocean of agony within boundaries never meant to hold such weight. The organic cables writhed not with predatory intent, but with the desperate thrashing of something drowning in its own accumulated sorrow.

And then the power surge hit.

Every drop of despair, every moment of anguish, every tear shed and scream swallowed over the centuries of abandonment suddenly crystallized into pure, devastating energy. The creature's attacks, which had been powerful but predictable, became something else entirely - strikes fueled not by malice but by the desperate fury of the forever forsaken.

A tentacle lashed out toward Shen with impossible speed. He tried his usual explosive evasion, but the appendage curved through dimensions he couldn't perceive, striking him across the chest with enough force to send him crashing through three of Neru's ice barriers before coming to a bone-jarring stop against the chasm wall.

SHN: Okay... that one actually hurt.

Neru's counterattack was immediate - a forest of ice spears erupting from every surface to pin the creature in place. But the spears passed through empty air as the creature's form became incorporeal, sustained now by pure emotional energy rather than physical matter.

The reformed abomination struck back with tendrils of crystallized despair that cut through Neru's defenses like they were made of paper. Ice that had withstood the force of gods shattered at the touch of sorrow made manifest.

NER: It's not fighting us anymore. It's fighting the pain.
SHN: And we just happen to be in the way.

The creature's attacks became a storm of desperate flailing, each strike carrying the weight of centuries of abandonment. Where its appendages touched the chasm walls, the stone began to weep - literally shedding tears of mineral sadness that pooled on the fractured floor.

Shen launched himself back into the fray, his explosions now serving double duty as weapons and shields. But even his enhanced reflexes weren't fast enough to avoid every strike. A tendril of pure anguish caught him across the shoulder, and suddenly he was experiencing echoes of the creature's pain - flashes of what it felt like to be discarded, left behind, forgotten by the very thing that had given his existence meaning.

SHN: Neru! It's not just physical anymore!
NER: I noticed!

Neru's ice constructs had evolved again, but this time defensively. Complex barriers formed around both peacekeepers, designed not just to stop physical attacks but to insulate them from the creature's overwhelming emotional resonance. But the barriers were imperfect - wisps of despair leaked through, carrying with them the taste of abandonment and the weight of endless solitude. The creature spoke again, but its voice was breaking apart, becoming a chorus of every sob it had ever swallowed.

ABS: He promised... promised I would be whole... but he took the best parts and left me with... with only this... this emptiness that eats and eats and never fills...

Its form contracted and expanded in rhythm with its words, each pulse sending out waves of force that shook the mountain to its foundations. Chunks of ceiling rained down like stone tears, and the very air began to taste of salt and sorrow.

Neru and Shen tried to coordinate their attacks, but the creature's movements had become too erratic, too driven by emotional chaos rather than strategic thinking. It would lash out in apparent rage, then suddenly curl in on itself as if trying to contain some internal wound. Fighting it was like trying to battle a natural disaster that could feel pain.

A massive pseudopod swept through the space where they had been standing, moving with the wild unpredictability of grief given form. Shen barely managed to detonate himself out of the way, his explosive propulsion leaving him dizzy and disoriented. The landing was rougher than usual - his body was starting to show the strain of sustained high-intensity combat.

Meanwhile, Neru found his ice constructs becoming increasingly unstable. The creature's aura of despair was affecting the fundamental structure of his frozen architecture, introducing flaws and weaknesses that shouldn't exist. A barrier he created to deflect an incoming strike shattered unexpectedly, forcing him to dive aside at the last second. The motion tore something in his shoulder, sending spikes of very non-supernatural pain through his enhanced nervous system.

ABS: You cannot understand... cannot comprehend... the weight of being unwanted... unloved... cast aside like broken glass...

The creature's attacks were becoming more focused now, as if its own pain was teaching it how to inflict equivalent suffering on others. Tendrils of crystallized anguish sought out every wound, every moment of hesitation, every sign of weakness.

Shen took a direct hit to his ribs, the impact driving the air from his lungs and sending fractures of empathic agony through his chest. For a moment, he experienced what it felt like to be the creature - the endless ache of knowing you were nothing more than discarded refuse from someone else's ascension.

SHN: This is... getting difficult.

He was breathing hard now, his explosive reserves running lower than they had in months of peacekeeping. Each detonation was taking more effort to generate and control, and his enhanced healing couldn't keep up with the accumulating damage.

Neru wasn't faring much better. His ice constructs were becoming simpler, more basic, as the complex geometric patterns required more concentration than he could spare while dodging attacks that came from impossible angles. A tendril caught him across the back, and suddenly he was feeling echoes of every time he had been left alone, every moment when the cold had been his only companion because everything warm had been taken away.

The creature seemed to sense their growing exhaustion. Its attacks became more coordinated, more purposeful. It was learning to weaponize not just its own despair, but theirs as well - drawing on every loss they had ever suffered and reflecting it back at them amplified.

NER: Shen... we might actually be in trouble here.
SHN: Just... just now figuring that out?

Both peacekeepers were struggling now, their movements less fluid, their coordination suffering as accumulated damage and emotional exhaustion took their toll. The creature that had seemed manageable just minutes before had become something approaching their equals through the simple expedient of finally accessing the full depth of its own suffering.

They stood back to back in the center of the chasm, breathing heavily, watching as tendrils of weaponized sorrow circled them like hungry sharks. For the first time in longer than either man could remember, victory felt genuinely uncertain.

The abomination towered above them, its form writhing with centuries of accumulated pain, its voice a symphony of every goodbye that had ever torn someone's heart in half.

ABS: Now... now you begin to understand... the weight of loss... the hunger that never ends... the cold that never lifts...

Shen wiped blood from his mouth, his usual grin replaced by something grimmer and more determined.

SHN: Understanding... doesn't mean... we're giving up.

Neru's breath came in visible puffs, frost forming on his lips as his power fluctuated with his exhaustion.

NER: Some weights... are meant to be shared.

They were hurt, they were tired, and they were facing something that had just learned how to use the sum total of cosmic abandonment as a weapon. But they were still standing, still fighting, and still absolutely refusing to lie down and die.

ABS: Then come... let me show you what it means... to carry eternity's worth of tears...

The creature's laughter was the sound of breaking glass mixed with falling rain.




[ Freezing back into what I used to be. ]




Chapter 70: The Earth Trembled

The creature's tendrils of crystallized despair pressed closer, each one carrying the weight of abandonment made manifest. Shen and Neru moved in increasingly desperate patterns, their coordination beginning to fray at the edges as exhaustion carved away at their legendary synchronization.

A massive tentacle swept toward them, and this time Shen's explosive dodge wasn't quite fast enough. The appendage caught him across the chest, sending him spinning through the air to crash against the chasm wall with enough force to crack stone. He slumped to his knees, blood trickling from the corner of his mouth.

SHN: Neru... I don't think... conventional tactics are going to cut it.
NER: What are you thinking?

But Shen's expression had already changed, taking on the focused intensity that Neru recognized with growing alarm. It was the same look his partner got when he was calculating explosive yields that bordered on the mathematically impossible.

SHN: Remember what happened during the revolution? When I almost-
NER: No. Absolutely not.
SHN: You froze me before I could complete it then.
NER: It is too much. That technique could kill you.
SHN: And this thing is going to kill both of us if we don't try something desperate.

The creature's voice echoed through the chasm, a symphony of every heart that had ever been broken by abandonment.

ABS: Yes... argue among yourselves... let despair take root... it makes the final harvest so much sweeter...

More tendrils lashed out, forcing both peacekeepers to scatter. But their movements were sluggish now, their reserves running dangerously low. A strike that should have been easily avoided caught Neru across the shoulder, spinning him around and sending ice crystals scattering like frozen blood.

Shen's palms began to smoke, but not with his usual controlled detonations. This was something deeper, more fundamental. Heat that came from the very core of his soul, power drawn from reserves he had promised himself he would never touch again.

SHN: I'm sorry, partner.
NER: Shen, don't-

But Shen was already moving, his body erupting with explosive force unlike anything he had ever unleashed before. Not the controlled, surgical detonations that had made him legendary, but raw, primal destruction that came from places in his soul he had sealed away after the first time he had lost everything he cared about.

The temperature around him began to rise exponentially. The air itself started to ionize, crackling with energy as Shen's power broke through every safety limit he had ever imposed on himself. This wasn't technique - this was controlled annihilation .

NER: SHEN!

Neru launched himself forward, ice erupting from his hands as he tried to contain the growing explosion the same way he had during the war. But this time was different. This time, Shen had made his choice before beginning the technique, and his power had grown far beyond what it had been before.

The ice barriers shattered the moment they formed. Neru's attempts at containment were like trying to hold back the sun with paper walls. Shen's power had transcended the merely physical and entered the realm of soul-deep destruction.

SHN: This is for everyone we couldn't save...

His voice was changing, becoming something that resonated with harmonics of pure explosive force. The very air around him was beginning to glow white-hot as atoms began to dance at the edge of fusion.

The creature seemed to sense the shift in power dynamics. Its attacks became more frantic, more desperate, as if it suddenly understood that it was no longer the most dangerous thing in the chasm.

Shen rose into the air, not through explosive propulsion but through pure force of will made manifest. Energy poured from every inch of his body, creating aurora-like patterns in the darkness that were almost too beautiful to look at directly.

SHN: This is what happens when someone who's lost everything decides to lose everything again...

The words came out wrong - not spoken but detonated, each syllable carrying enough force to crack stone. Neru found himself being pushed back by the sheer pressure of his partner's ascending power, his ice constructs melting before they could properly form.

NER: Shen, please! We can find another way!
SHN: There is no other way! Not this time!

The explosive user's form was becoming harder to look at directly, wreathed in energies that existed somewhere between matter and pure concept. This was what Shen had always been capable of - what he had been holding back every day since the incident that had first taught him the true meaning of loss.

He spread his arms wide, and suddenly every explosion he had ever held back, every detonation he had contained for the sake of precision and control, began to build in the space between his palms. Not hundreds of small explosions, but one perfect, unified blast that contained the compressed fury of a star learning to die.

SHN: SOUL REQUIEM, BLAST THAT SHATTERS THE SKY!

The words weren't shouted - they were erupted, torn from his throat with enough force to make reality itself flinch. And then the technique activated.

The explosion that followed wasn't just loud - it was the sound of creation running in reverse, of matter remembering what it had been like before the universe learned to organize itself. The blast consumed everything: the creature's tendrils, the chasm walls, the mountain itself.

Light poured through the darkness with the intensity of a newborn sun. The creature's scream was lost in the roar of fundamental forces being unleashed in ways they were never meant to be used. Stone vaporized. Air turned to plasma. Reality itself seemed to bend under the strain of containing so much concentrated destruction.

The explosion punched through Mount Ebott like the mountain was made of paper, carving a perfect cylindrical void from the chasm depths all the way to the surface and beyond. Sunlight poured down through the newly created hole, turning the devastated cavern into something that resembled a cathedral made of destruction and light.

When the echoes finally faded and the dust began to settle, Neru found himself on his knees at the edge of a crater that glowed with residual heat. His ears were ringing, his vision blurred, and every inch of his body ached from exposure to forces that existed at the very edge of survivable.

But they had survived. Somehow, impossibly, they were both still breathing.

Neru looked up through the perfect circular hole that now connected the mountain's heart to the sky above, watching clouds drift across a blue sky that seemed almost offensively peaceful after what they had just endured. And then he saw it.

In the center of the crater, where the creature should have been completely annihilated, something was moving. Not the abomination itself - that had been vaporized along with everything else in the blast radius. But something deeper, more fundamental. The despair that had powered the creature's final surge was reforming, crystallizing into a new shape that hurt to perceive directly.

The thing that pulled itself from the molten stone was smaller than the original abomination, but infinitely more concentrated. Pure distilled abandonment given form, wearing the shape of every goodbye that had ever broken someone's heart.

It looked at them with eyes that held the accumulated sorrow of eternity, and when it spoke, its voice was the sound of tears hitting empty ground.

ABS: Did you really think... that an explosion could kill despair itself?

Neru felt something break inside his chest - not physically, but something deeper and more important. They had thrown everything they had at this thing. Shen had literally shattered every limit he possessed, unleashed destruction on a scale that defied comprehension, and it still wasn't enough.

For the first time in longer than he could remember, tears began to form in Neru's eyes. Not from pain or exhaustion, but from the simple, crushing realization that sometimes, even being the strongest wasn't strong enough.

But even as the tears fell, they crystallized in the air around him, turning to perfect ice diamonds before they could hit the ground. Even his grief was too cold for the world to accept in its natural form. He knelt there in the ruins of their victory, watching his frozen tears scatter across the crater floor like fallen stars, and wondered if there were some battles that simply couldn't be won. Beside him, Shen lay motionless, his body steaming from the residual heat of his ultimate technique. Alive, but barely, and completely spent. The creature of pure despair took a step toward them, and the very air seemed to weep in its presence.




[ Forgive me for this, mother. ]




Chapter 71: And The Sky Shivered

Everything hurt. Not just physically - though his body felt like it had been turned inside out and reassembled by someone who'd lost the instruction manual - but deeper than that. Soul-deep exhaustion that made even thinking feel like trying to lift mountains with his eyelids.

I can't move.
The realization came with detached clarity.
My ultimate technique... it took everything.
More than everything.

He could hear voices through the ringing in his ears. The creature's taunts, spoken in harmonies that tasted of salt and abandonment. And underneath that, something that made his chest tighten with fear that had nothing to do with their current predicament.

Neru was crying.

In all the years they'd fought together, through every loss and every victory, Shen had never seen his partner shed a single tear. Neru was ice given human form - beautiful, deadly, and eternally untouchable by the warmth of ordinary emotion. But now those perfect crystals were falling like frozen stars, each one catching the sunlight that streamed through the hole his explosion had carved in the mountain.

This is my fault.
The thought cut deeper than any physical wound.
I wasn't strong enough.
Even after breaking every limit, shattering every restraint I've ever placed on myself, it still wasn't enough.

The creature was speaking again, its voice the sound of every heart that had ever been left empty. Shen tried to focus on the words, but consciousness kept slipping away from him like smoke through his fingers. He could feel his soul flickering like a candle in a hurricane, the technique having burned through reserves he hadn't even known he possessed. Then he heard something that made his blood freeze in ways that had nothing to do with Neru's power.

A whisper. So quiet he almost missed it over the creature's monologue and the sound of settling debris. Three words that carried the weight of a lifetime of carefully contained grief.

I'm sorry, Mother.

Shen tried to move, tried to speak, tried to do anything to stop what he could feel building in the air around them. But his body wouldn't respond. He was trapped in his own flesh, forced to watch as his partner prepared to make the same sacrifice he had just attempted.

The temperature began to plummet.

Not the controlled cold that Neru used in combat, but something primal and absolute. The kind of cold that existed at the heart of dead stars, in the spaces between galaxies where even light gave up and went home. Frost began forming on every surface - the crater walls, the debris, the very air itself seemed to crystallize.

Neru's eyes were changing. The brilliant blue that Shen had learned to read like a favorite book was fading, becoming something pale and distant as winter moonlight. It was beautiful and terrible and wrong, so fundamentally wrong that looking at it felt like watching the world prepare to end.

Don't do this, partner. The words couldn't make it past his ruined throat, but he screamed them anyway in the silence of his own mind.

You don't have to carry this alone.
We're supposed to face impossible things together, remember?

But Neru was already beyond hearing. The ice prince had made his choice, just as Shen had made his. And now there was nothing left to do but watch as the strongest person he had ever known prepared to burn himself out like a star going supernova.

The last thing Shen saw before his consciousness finally fled was the moment when Neru's power transcended everything they had ever thought possible, transforming his partner into something that existed somewhere between human and force of nature.

Please be enough, he thought as darkness claimed him. Please let this be enough.

What happened next defied simple description, for it was the moment when a man became legend, when flesh and bone transformed into something that would be remembered long after kingdoms crumbled and stars burned out.

Neru rose from his knees with movements that seemed to bend reality around them. His whispered apology to his long-dead mother had been both farewell and activation key, the final lock on power he had kept sealed since the day he had first learned what loss truly meant.

Soul Requiem, Frigidus Mortum Amplexus.

The words came out as crystalline perfection, each syllable forming visible fractals in the air that spread outward like frozen mandala patterns. This was not the measured cold of tactical combat - this was the concept of cold itself given form and purpose.

The creature of pure despair recoiled as temperature became not just absence of heat, but absence of motion, of time, of hope itself. Its form, which had weathered even Shen's stellar annihilation, began to slow and crystallize as entropy itself learned to stand still.

ABS: This... this is impossible... you cannot freeze the concept of despair...

But Neru was no longer bound by the laws of the possible. He moved through space like inevitability made manifest, his every step leaving perfect ice flowers that would never melt, not even when the sun eventually died. His opponent struck with tendrils of crystallized sorrow, attacks that should have been impossible to dodge.

Neru didn't dodge them. He froze them mid-strike, then shattered them with a gesture that turned their momentum into abstract art made of ice shards and reflected light.

The battle that followed was less combat than cosmic ballet. The creature's desperate attacks met with responses that transformed destruction into beauty, chaos into perfect geometric harmony. Where despair tried to overwhelm, absolute cold created spaces of such perfect stillness that even anguish couldn't exist.

But the creature had one final gambit - a technique that drew upon every moment of despair that had ever existed across all possible worlds. The attack came not as physical force but as existential weight, the accumulated gravity of every goodbye that had ever torn reality apart.

It should have been unstoppable. It should have crushed even transcendent power beneath the sheer mass of universal sorrow. It was powered by the will of a being watching this very moment.

Instead, Neru swept underneath the conceptual strike with movements too graceful for physics, concentrating every fragment of his infinite cold into the palm of his outstretched hand. The technique he unleashed from below was not just ice - it was the crystallization of perfection itself, the moment when chaos learned to be beautiful.

The sculpture that erupted skyward defied every law of engineering and aesthetics simultaneously. A spire of ice so perfect it hurt to perceive, so beautiful that looking at it directly felt like witnessing the birth of new forms of mathematics. It pierced through the creature's core and continued upward, breaking through the mountain's peak to stand against the sky like a beacon visible from distant kingdoms.

The creature of pure despair found itself impaled not on mere ice, but on the crystallized concept of hope made manifest. For the first time in eons, it experienced something other than despair - it experienced the overwhelming presence of someone who refused to let go, who chose to fight rather than surrender to the weight of loss.

ABS: This... how... I am eternity's abandonment...
NER: And I am winter's promise. Nothing stays broken forever. Everything eventually becomes beautiful under enough pressure and time.

The creature began to dissolve, not destroyed but transformed. Its essence scattered into light that reflected off the ice spire in patterns that spoke of healing rather than ending, of transformation rather than loss.

As the light faded and the echoes of transcendent power settled into memory, Neru knelt beside his unconscious partner. His eyes had returned to their normal brilliant blue, though they now held depths that spoke of prices paid and limits transcended.

In the distance, across the veil of divinity, I watched and nodded with approval. I lifted my brush, dipping it in paints made from starlight and the tears of heroes, and began to work.

I painted him as he knelt there in the cathedral of light his sacrifice had created - not as the Ice Prince of Absolute Zero, but as something greater. The Knight of Frost, guardian of the spaces between ending and beginning, protector of the fragile beauty that exists in the moment when winter prepares to become spring.

The portrait would hang in galleries that existed outside time, where legends came to remember what they had once been. And across its bottom, in script that glowed with cold fire, I wrote the words that would define him for eternity:

"Here stands the one who learned that the deepest cold is not the absence of warmth, but the promise that warmth will return."

The Knight of Frost had been born in the moment when absolute power met absolute love, and the universe itself had bowed before the beauty of that combination.




[ Ah... I didn't expect to forget mother's face so quick... I wish I could apologize. ]




Chapter 72: The Last Warmth

The kitchen smelled of cinnamon and fresh bread, scents that wrapped around six-year-old Neru like the warmest blanket in the world. Steam rose from pots on the stove, creating dancing patterns in the golden afternoon light that streamed through the window above the sink. His mother hummed quietly as she worked, a melody he had never heard her sing anywhere else but here, in these moments when it was just the two of them preparing dinner.

ELN: Neru, sweetheart, could you reach the honey jar for me?

Elena's voice carried the gentle authority that only mothers possessed - not commanding, but confident that love alone would secure compliance.

He scrambled up onto the wooden chair they kept by the counter specifically for such occasions, his small hands stretching toward the high shelf where the amber jar caught the light like captured sunlight. At six, he was all knees and elbows, growing too fast for his coordination to keep up, but his mother never made him feel clumsy or small.

NER: Got it!

The jar was heavier than he expected, and for a heart-stopping moment, it nearly slipped from his fingers. But Elena was already there, her hands covering his to steady the precious cargo.

ELN: Careful now. This is the last of the summer honey.

She guided his hands as they poured the golden sweetness into the mixing bowl, where it swirled among flour and eggs like liquid amber. Neru watched, fascinated by the way the ingredients transformed under his mother's patient stirring, becoming something greater than their individual parts.

NER: Mama, why do you always let me help? I'm not very good at cooking yet.

Elena paused in her stirring, setting down the wooden spoon to look at her son with eyes the same brilliant blue as his own. She reached out to brush a streak of flour from his cheek, her touch gentle as snowfall.

ELN: Because the best meals aren't made with perfect technique, little ice prince. They're made with love and shared hands. Someday, when you're older, you'll understand that the most important ingredient in any recipe is having someone you care about beside you while you cook.
NER: Ice prince?

His mother's laugh was like silver bells in a summer breeze.

ELN: That's what your father used to call you. Said you came into the world on the coldest night of the year, but instead of complaining about the weather, you looked around like you owned every snowflake. He said you had the bearing of winter royalty, even as a baby.

Neru considered this solemnly, the way children do when adults share glimpses of the mysterious time before their memories began.

NER: I wish I could remember Papa.
ELN: Oh, but you do, sweetheart. Every time you get that determined look when you're trying to figure something out, that's him. Every time you refuse to give up on something that matters to you, that's his stubborn streak showing through. And every time you try to take care of me when you think I'm sad, that's his kind heart.

She returned to her stirring, but Neru could see the way her eyes had become distant, touching memories that belonged to a time when their family had been complete.

NER: Mama?
ELN: Yes, little one?
NER: Are you sad that it's just us while Papa's away?

Elena set down the spoon again, this time kneeling so she could look directly into her son's eyes. Her hands framed his face, thumbs brushing across cheekbones that were already beginning to show hints of the sharp beauty he would grow into.

ELN: Oh, my darling boy. I could never be sad when I have you. You are the best part of both of us, all wrapped up in one perfect package. Your father and I... we made something wonderful together, and that something is you. How could I be anything but grateful?
NER: Even when I break things? Like when I dropped the blue vase last week?
ELN: Especially then. Do you know why?

He shook his head, wide-eyed with the serious attention that only children could bring to such conversations.

ELN: Because that's when you show me how much you care. The way you cried because you thought you'd broken something I loved, the way you tried to put the pieces back together with your little hands... that told me everything I needed to know about the man you're going to become someday.

She stood, ruffling his hair as she returned to the stove to check the simmering pots.

ELN: Besides, that vase was ugly anyway. I only kept it because your great-aunt Miriam gave it to us, and she has terrible taste in home decoration.
NER: Mama! You're not supposed to say mean things about family!
ELN: You're right, that was unkind of me. Aunt Miriam has... distinctive taste in home decoration.

They both giggled at her correction, the sound mixing with the bubble and steam of their dinner preparations. Neru climbed down from his chair to peer into the pot she was tending, watching vegetables dance in the fragrant broth.

NER: It smells like happiness.
ELN: Does it now? And what exactly does happiness smell like to you?

He scrunched up his face in concentration, trying to find words for sensations that existed beyond language.

NER: Like... like warm hugs that you can breathe. And like the way the air smells right before it snows, but warmer. And like your perfume, but mixed with food that makes you feel safe.

Elena's hand stilled on the ladle, and when Neru looked up at her, her eyes were bright with unshed tears.

ELN: That might be the most beautiful thing anyone has ever said about my cooking.
NER: Are you crying? Did I say something wrong?
ELN: No, sweetheart. These are happy tears. Sometimes grown-ups cry when something is so perfect it makes their hearts too full to hold all the joy inside.

She lifted the ladle, blowing gently on the steaming broth before offering him a taste.

ELN: Here, tell me if it needs more salt.

The flavor bloomed across his tongue - rich and savory, with hints of herbs from their garden and that indefinable something that made his mother's cooking different from anyone else's. He nodded approvingly, trying to look serious and professional in his assessment.

NER: Perfect. Just like always.
ELN: Flatterer. Just like your father.

They worked together in comfortable companionship as the light outside began to fade, turning the kitchen into a golden bubble of warmth and safety. Elena taught him how to set the table properly, showing him the difference between everyday plates and the special ones they saved for important occasions.

NER: Is tonight important?
ELN: Every night we spend together is important, little ice prince. But tonight... tonight I just felt like using the good dishes. Sometimes you have to create your own reasons to celebrate.

As they sat down to eat, the candles Elena had lit casting dancing shadows on the walls, Neru felt a deep contentment settle into his bones. This was happiness, he decided. Not the excitement of toys or games, but this quiet warmth of being exactly where you belonged with exactly the right person.

ELN: Neru?
NER: Mmm?
ELN: I want you to remember something, okay? No matter what happens as you grow up, no matter how difficult things might become, you'll always be my little ice prince. And you'll always, always be loved.
NER: I'll remember, Mama. I promise.

She smiled and reached across the table to squeeze his hand.

ELN: That's my brave boy.

But even as the words left his mouth, something strange began to happen. The edges of the memory started to crystallize, frost forming along the borders of recollection like winter claiming a window. The warm kitchen began to grow cold, the golden light fading to blue.

The honey jar, the mixing bowl, the candles on the table - all of it slowly encasing itself in ice as the price of transcendent power made itself known. Memories were warmth, and warmth was what requiem consumed to fuel its impossible cold.

His mother's face began to blur, her voice becoming distant as frost claimed even the sound of her laughter. The smell of cinnamon and fresh bread gave way to the sharp, clean scent of winter air.

NER: Mama...

But she was already fading, the beautiful memory crystallizing into something perfect and untouchable and forever beyond reach. The kitchen, the warmth, the last moment of pure happiness from before his world learned to be cold - all of it preserved in ice that would never melt, but could never again be truly experienced. The technique demanded sacrifice, and the memories of warmth were the price he paid for the power to protect what remained.

NER: Will you forgive me if I begin to forget..?

As the last traces of his mother's voice froze into silence, six-year-old Neru's promise echoed in the crystalline emptiness. But remembering and feeling were no longer the same thing, and soon... there would be nothing left for him to remember.




[ Choosing your new friend over everything else... Mama's proud of you, little ice prince. ]
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