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Age: 19

Race: ???

Class: Divine Demon/Proto-Titan
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Titan - 2
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Soulpyre (Diamond)

Carnelian Domain (Silver)

Last One Standing (Silver)

Equalize (Tourmaline)
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Devour (Diamond) - lvl 31

Blood Magic (Gold) - lvl 4
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> Blood Clone (Gold) - lvl 6

> Bloodpath (Gold) - lvl 19

> Shapeshift (Gold) - lvl 3
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Stealth (Gold) - lvl 7

Acting (Gold) - lvl 16

Imitation (Gold) - lvl 14

Siphon (Diamond) - lvl 24

Ethereal Tempest (Gold) - lvl 5

Phantom Shape (Gold) - lvl 4

Locate (Gold) - lvl 12

Soulblade (Gold) - lvl 4

Restore Self (Gold) - lvl 1

Smite (Diamond) - lvl 3

Soulrend (Diamond) - lvl 7

Radiant Aura (Gold) - lvl 10

Firearms (Silver) - lvl 25

Antimemetic Cloak (Gold) - lvl 10

Abyssal Echo (Diamond) - lvl 11

Wraithfire (Gold) - lvl 6

Corrupt (Gold) - lvl 1

Descent unto the Void (Irrelevant) - lvl 4

Manifest (Irrelevant) - lvl 2

Resistances:

Enhanced Pain Resistance (Gold) - lvl 46

Poison Resistance (Bronze) - lvl 11

Enhanced Blade Resistance (Silver) - lvl 25

Enhanced Demonic Resistance (Silver) - lvl 25

Enhanced Fire Resistance (Gold) - lvl 49

Enhanced Wraithfire Resistance (Diamond) - lvl 51

Enhanced Divine Resistance (Gold) - lvl 48

Enhanced Antimemetic Resistance (Gold) - lvl 11

Attributes:

Magic (Power) - 163

Magic (Regen) - 135

Magic (Meta) - 169

Body (Speed) - 125

Body (Strength) - 137

Body (Durability) - 118

Mind (Speed) - 140

Mind (Resistance) - 118


Chapter 1

If there’s one nice thing I can say about the hells, it’s that the one we’re in is offering me effortless victories.

I inhale the demon whole, Devouring him alongside the rest of the gore we tracked into this throne room. Savil, I think. That’s what the system said he was, though it wasn’t particularly clear on it. It feels different down here, like my relationship with my magic has shifted just by virtue of being in the hells.

Whether that’s because of our location or because of us, I’m not sure. Neither Sierra nor the amalgam have any answers for me, which I suppose is fair. It’s not every day that two not-quite-demonic girls die and enter the hells still mostly intact.

Even though it’s been a handful of hours since we entered, relief still courses through my body every time Sierra reminds me that she’s here with me, whether that’s through the warmth of her skin, a squeeze of a hand, or her soft whisper at my shoulder.

There was a moment, ever so brief, where I was falling and falling and falling and for a moment, I thought I was alone, that it hadn’t worked, that I was going to arrive in the hells and realize I killed the first and maybe only person who’s cared for me.

But she’s here. I’m here. We’re here, and even though the air burns our skin, even though our protective outfits didn’t survive the transition here, even though I’m fairly sure the sharp sand beneath our feet is made of corpses and is a malicious being in its own right, we’re here, and we’re together.

And that’s enough.

For now, at least.

“You’d think killing this many demons would grant more than one level,” I complain, sucking up the last of the gore. “At least that meal was good for my soul.”

Sierra snickers, but sobers quickly. “We do not need to find another demon to torture the information out of, actually. This one was a lord of some kind. I can take a divination spell from his domain.”

“Oh, oops,” I say. “Should I not have eaten him?”

She waves a hand, dismissing my concern. “So long as the keep is intact. That matters more than its owner. I would’ve told you beforehand.”

“Fantastic. How much time do you need?”

Sierra thinks for a bit, humming aloud. “Five, maybe ten minutes. I should be able to Locate the keystone quick enough.”

“Alright,” I say. “Let me know when you’re done. I’m going to scout the rest of the keep.”

She gives me a quick thumbs-up, and I expand my awareness, stepping away.

As much as I hate to admit it, even a few minutes away from Sierra has me on edge. Despite rationally knowing that she’s still there in the throne room, kneeling and siphoning magic from a particular stone, I find myself casting Locate every few seconds, confirming she’s there.

The rest of the keep is, predictably, largely empty. We did, to be fair, create quite a ruckus coming in.

A few demons do show themselves. They’re all weak, and I only even realize they’re there when I quite literally stumble upon them hiding in the reddish-brown brick-adjacent material of the walls and floor. Every single demon tries to flee when they realize who I am; without fail, every last one dies. I train up Smite, which is devastatingly effective on them. Even the softest touch can impart the skill, and they melt away instantly in the divine light.

Idly, I continue using Locate on Sierra, remaining aware that she’s still there. It’s strangely reassuring.

It’s against my design. I’m supposed to be stronger than this. More independent than this.

In this moment, I find that I don’t really care.

This really is a low-level area. I don’t feel any restrictions on my power—there might not be any, since this is clearly one of the hells—but the demons around here are weak. The bulk of the army that we just annihilated were so weak that I barely got XP from them. Savil, the lord, actually might’ve posed a threat, but I Siphoned his special skill before it could even fully form.

From what Sierra told me before we dove into the hells, that must mean we’re in a fairly low one, which is both a blessing and a curse. It gives the two of us more time to come into our own as we climb through the hells, but that also means we’re going to have to crawl through more of them to get back to the material plane, where our goals are.

That’s far easier said than done. Both of us are proto-Titans, and my conceptual weight is quadrupled because of my Endling trait. What little we know about the hells tells me that we’re likely going to have to make it to the top few hells before we can break out.

I finish my search of the keep, finding the tough, gritty stone structure largely empty otherwise. There’s more to find, I’m sure, but Sierra’s started moving and I’m not particularly interested in the rest of this place. I’m even less keen on going back outdoors; though it’s not life-threatening, I find that the scorching sands and the burning air that kicks them up are not enjoyable.

“Welcome back,” Sierra says, sitting cross-legged on the throne. In her hand, she holds a small, softly glowing femur. “You know I’m not made of sand, right? I’m not going anywhere without you.”

Oh. Right. Sierra has a significantly stronger sense for magic than I do.

“Can’t hurt to keep track,” I say with a shrug. “Helps with training the skill up for finding other shit anyway. Did you get what you needed?”

“Yes,” she says, stepping up off the bone-and-steel throne. She waves the femur, which now has a slight blue tint to it. “I have my suspicions as to where we are, but a sufficiently powerful item from an area of significance should confirm it. I think I should be in sync with it now. Give it a look?”

I do.

Keystone - The Varnian Keep

Category: 1

Current Owner: Sierra Jade

Previous Owner: Savil

On the Ninth Circle, the Shifting Sands burn and drown and kill. With this keystone, however, you can bend the sands to your will. For a certain price, of course, and only in a certain place.

While you possess this keystone, you gain access to the special skill Flaying Sandstorm at Gold tier once per 9 hours, and the sands in the area of the Varnian Keep will not harm you.

Sierra curses quietly. “The good news is, it could be a lot worse.”

“This place doesn’t seem too strong to me,” I say. “If it’s the ninth hell, then we should be alright.”

“The hells aren’t necessarily ‘weaker’ or ‘stronger,’”” Sierra says. “My demonology isn’t very good, but I remember some. Marie made us learn. Every single hell has demons with power equivalent to any of Category between 0 and 5. It just so happens that the stronger ones usually try to burst upwards. That’s not always the case. We’re lucky that the first demons we saw were so weak.”

“I suppose we’re not going to be able to tell,” I say. “Appraise doesn’t work great on these demons.”

I got Savil’s name, but not much else. The skill’s not just straight-up failing on demons like it used to, but it’s clear that demons do not possess the same relationship with the system that other living beings do.

“It doesn’t,” Sierra agrees. “We can estimate the amount of power our enemies will face; ideally, this won’t be a problem. By defeating Callen, we have proven that we can defeat up to Category 3 foes with some effort. Ideally, that means we can breeze through the lower circles relatively easily.”

“Lower circles,” I say. “The ninth is low, then?”

“Relatively, I believe,” Sierra replies. “The hells are not a well-studied region, since entering from the material plane usually entails creating a breach into the first floor, which is not very survivable. That’s my understanding of it, at least—I never thought it would be relevant, so I lack knowledge. I’m fairly certain that the progression from circle to circle is not always linear, but we can burn that bridge when we get to it. For now, I’d like to understand what this hell’s rules are.”

“The description on the item mentions the Shifting Sands,” I say, frowning. “That’s Sersui’s Path, isn’t it?”

“It is often referred to as the Titan of the Shifting Sands, that is correct,” Sierra agrees. She tilts her head, as if listening for something. “I… cannot say whether the Titan itself is affecting the hell, if the relationship goes the other way around, or if it is something else entirely. We haven’t explored enough. This is groundbreaking territory, I’ll have you know. The only literature that discusses the hells in any depth is in the realm of eight centuries old. No helldivers have even gone past the Fourth Circle in decades! If I wasn’t so sure the UCC has kill-on-sight protocols for us, I’d be terribly excited to delve this.”

Her monologue has a childish wonder to it, and it makes me smile to hear it. There’s another emotion I’ve yet to feel. Haven’t learned to feel. Maybe I will, one day. Maybe she’ll show me how.

“Then there’s nothing to do but start clearing this hell out, right?” I ask.

“Suppose so. My Personal Space still works, thank the gods.” Sierra closes her fist around the keystone. “I have food, water, and the best of our armor and items. Enough to outfit a small army.”

“Armor would be nice,” I say pointedly. Our souls were given the bodies we had in life, but none of our equipment outside of her space transferred.

“Right, then,” she says. “Armor, then we go?”

“Sure thing.”

As it turns out, the keystone creates a bubble around Sierra where the windblown sand simply stops, keeping her and any close allies from taking injuries from the environment.

Staying with her is more necessary than I first realize, which we discover about an hour into our stroll through the arid, empty desert. Not only do the crimson sands make it nearly impossible to see more than a dozen feet around us, they also suppress healing. I learn this when a fist-sized rock, thrown by the wind, grazes me hard enough to draw blood, and the cut doesn’t even start to seal until I get closer to Sierra.

Not something we noticed earlier, but then we were too focused on the fact that we’re alive and together.

“We’re approaching the boundary of this keystone’s protection,” Sierra says after a while. “It’s giving me a warning. Oh, hey! It’s telling me what the next region over is.”

“And?”

“Not much detail.” Sierra sighs, disappointed. “Just a name.”

I raise an eyebrow. “It’s more than we had for this place. What is it?”

I’m rather excited to find another area to conquer. This first keep was pathetically easy to get through, though it was a nice opportunity to flex some of the skills I haven’t used as much.

This time, I’m going to let loose. I have plenty of magic in reserve thanks to Devour, which means I can sustain a nullspace. I don’t know how it’ll go in the hells, which are apparently more closely related to the Titans—that’ll include us, one day—than I thought. I would rather like to try.

Whoever we face next is not going to die well.

“Lysero,” Sierra says, reading off her system. “The Transient Temple.”

“Let’s go take a temple, then,” I say.

We’ve barely made it two steps within the new territory when the world around us shifts, long-ruined temples rising out of the sand, and a message slams into my mind so harshly I drop to my knees.

One fell; two rose, Sersui says. We meet again, Carnelian. Soon, there will be three of us fallen. A shame.

I’m still reeling from the weight of its voice when the first angel’s attack lands, smiting me into the ground.

“Six!” Sierra shouts, then cries out in pain.

I react completely on instinct, facedown in burning, angry sand, my very existence threatening to rip itself apart.

Six enemies.

I won’t let a single one of them walk away.

“You chose the wrong person to ambush,” I snarl.

Consequences be damned, I Manifest my nullspace.

Moments later, Sierra’s follows.

And everything goes wrong.

Angelic Tower — Root

The sixteenth floor is lonely. Adrian refuses to believe that he’s the only person who’s made it this far, but it sure feels that way. Logically, he knows that the floor is expansive enough to take a team of climbers weeks to clear, and he knows that there definitely are teams that make it up this far—after all, there’s a base camp on the fifteenth floor, and there are Category 2 teams aplenty. More than that, he’s sure, since there are no Category restrictions within the tower. There’s sure to be higher Category climbers traveling in from higher-power regions.

Still, logically knowing that he’s not the only person on this floor doesn’t make him feel any less alone.

He thought it was going to be okay at first, but now, he’s not so sure. One thing he never accounted for was the silence. It’s only been a few hours, but the air feels so empty. Sierra isn’t there to comment on various flora and fauna that she’s only seen in books before, Evelyn isn’t there to sardonically comment on Adrian’s inability to kill half a city before he can blink, and none of his short-lived team is there with their easygoing humor.

Adrian does not like being alone, but he knows that it’s better than the literal hell that Sierra and Evelyn are wading through, so he tries to be grateful.

Keyword: tries.

As he wades through yet another waist-deep bog that apparently doesn’t count as water for the purposes of his skills, using the Channeling Blade to clear mud and massive, human-sized mosquitoes alike, he sighs.

He hasn’t seen anyone in hours. Hopefully this doesn’t kill anyone.

Domain: The Unforgiving Sea.

Adrian’s still not completely sure about the details of his domain, having only truly activated it once, but he knows he has to practice with it to have a chance at advancing. Even with his absurdly fast advancement, he’s only level 206 in his main class. Warrior is almost level 50, so it’s ripe for a class evolution, but he needs to go faster.

The thought makes him laugh even as he directs the sea around him into a tight, hundred-foot radius. The pressure is so great that it turns trees into pulp in a matter of seconds. The bog disappears, washed away in an instant, and the mosquitoes implode.

It won’t be nearly as effective as this against the bosses, he knows. He thinks back to Inome, the proto-Titan. How his domain killed every offshoot but barely even affected the city-sized monster.

Your Hydrokinetic class has advanced to level 207!

You have gained 1 stat point.

You have gained 5 skill points.

Adrian sighs, sequestering the skill points into the appropriate places as his domain fades away. It’s incredibly taxing to use, still—he’s sure it’ll get easier if it’s a life or death situation, but that this is not.

He starts swimming through the falling sea, propelling himself towards the bodies he’s created so he can charge Evelyn’s Soulshard Rifle. Adrian has more magical items than he knows what to do with, now, and learning those has helped him through this floor.

I’ll have to lessen my reliance on them, he thinks. At least, if I want to get as powerful as they are.

Though then again, maybe magic weapons are his path to power. Adrian’s not sure yet. There’s a chance that his Warrior class evolves into something that offers him increased benefits with them.

So many unknowns. How in the name of the dead gods does Sierra manage it?

He’s up to 64 charges in the Soulshard Rifle—a new high for him, probably enough to put down someone on Adrian’s tier with a single shot—when another one of the items Sierra and Evelyn gave to him before they died chimes within the pack he carries.

At around level 30 in his Warrior class, he unlocked the skill to Attune to his equipment, which very fortunately applies retroactively.

That means that when the Communication Stone in his bag starts ringing with sound, he instantly knows what it is.

And he knows that the second half of the pair is gone.

A spike of panic surges through Adrian’s heart. Who could’ve taken the second half? Sierra gave him both halves, knowing they didn’t work across dimensional lines, which means that someone has to have taken it. Or maybe it fell out when he was using his domain?

Adrian grips Evelyn’s energy rifle—his rifle, now—tighter with one hand as he Equips his Attuned item, summoning it into his hand.

The moment he activates it, a voice rings straight into his ear, so loud he physically jumps. It’s a good thing his control over the rifle is strong; a lesser man might’ve shot it.

“—IS ANYONE THERE, HELLO, JADE, CARNELIAN, STAHR, IS ANYONE—“

Silently, Adrian congratulates himself on not reflexively killing something. Or pissing his pants. Doing neither of those is good.

Moments later, his eyes widen as the voice on the other end realizes that the second Communication Stone is active.

He recognizes this voice. Barely, but he recognizes it. His memory isn’t great, but it’s hard to forget this one.

“Kirin?” he asks, unsure.

“Holy shit, thank the gods,” the voice—Kirin’s voice—crackles through. “Stahr. Adrian. You need to help me. The Coalition can’t be trusted anymore. Sapphire Clearwater is going to kill us all.”

“What?” Adrian is too dumbfounded to provide an answer.

“I’ll find you,” Kirin says. “But you need to help us—“

The item goes silent.


Chapter 2

Two hours pass before the Communication Stone activates again. Two long, harrowing hours, where Adrian has nothing to do but gather souls and wonder if the person on the other end of the Communication Stone is alive.

Operator Kirin Uten, he thinks—and contrary to Sierra’s opinion, he can in fact do that, thank you very much. What’s your angle here?

The last Adrian saw of his fellow operator was in their apartment, just about thirty seconds before everything went to shit. Back then, it was obvious that Kirin was under the influence of something, and he was clearly missing time, given the sudden appearance.

Kirin is Category 3. Given that, Adrian reasons, he should be high enough in the UCC’s chain of command that he knows the litany of protocols any long-term operator is expected to be familiar with. The series of events that then transpired means that he a) came into a possession of an item that enabled someone else, presumably Sapphire Clearwater, to take over him and teleport him at will, and b) had a run-in with some kind of memory-erasing effect that kept (or keeps) him from remembering.

Now, though, he seems to have broken free of that. Presumably. That’s assuming he isn’t dead now, which, given the sudden silence, is not the safest assumption to make.

Adrian stews in his thoughts as he practices Hydrokinesis. He’s getting better with it, he realizes. Even in the short span of time since that fateful vow to take action back in an anomalous fragment owned by the Whitestar Kingdom, he’s improved. Since then, his fine control over his water has vastly improved. Now, he can transport himself overground with only a single gallon.

To be completely honest, he’s not sure why he’s grown. Yes, he’s been practicing, but practice alone shouldn’t create results this significant. Only a month ago, Adrian struggled with fine control to the extent that even a swimming pool of water was barely enough for him to keep people afloat, and now, he doesn’t even need to Dehydrate a single sapling to keep himself moving.

He suspects there’s a deeper reason behind this. The Adrian of last year would shrug, accept the boon, and move on.

Now, he wants to figure out the reason why. He has to.

But sitting around trying to introspect into the system that fuels him and most everyone else on this godsforsaken planet isn’t going to bring Sierra and Evelyn back, so Adrian moves, locating the edge of the devastation he’s wreaked upon the area around him and practicing with his items, grinding his Warrior class.

He decides to use the Soulshard Rifle to pick off his enemies. On this floor, a single-charge shot will severely wound or kill the lesser enemies, but it takes much more than that to kill the larger bosses, which spawn about once every half mile.

Adrian dearly wishes he had Evelyn’s trademark Devour. Being able to level up just by eating the corpses of the monsters that you kill must be so nice.

But instead, he’s stuck killing, refueling the rifle, and finding the area bosses. Those have objectives associated with them, each and every one of them, and that’s how he’s able to advance here.

When it comes to bosses, he doesn’t skimp out. The Soulshard Rifle is devastatingly powerful at higher charges, belying its Category 1 designation. Dweller tech tends to do that, right? Adrian can’t remember the lessons.

The target he’s selected most recently is a misshapen frog-like creature the size of a man, two hundred yards away. At this distance, he can barely see it through the thick, overbearing foliage. His shot, aided by Silver-tier Firearms, follows a narrow line through gaps less than an inch wide. Adrian uses twenty-five charges.

Firearms is a crutch that he sorely needs, and it pays off. The shot is perfect.

Dire Venom Frog defeated.

Firearms advanced to level 19!

Your Warrior class has advanced to level 48!

You have gained 1 stat point.

You have gained 5 skill points.

“—FUCK,” Kirin’s voice interrupts the level-up. “ADRIAN, ARE YOU THERE? ARE YOU ALIVE?”

Level-up skill unlocked: Surefire Shot (Common)

If you are physically capable, your next shot with a ranged weapon will land. Cooldown: 1 hour. Maximum uses per day: 1.

“Broken gods,” Adrian hisses, not activating the stone.

Once his heartbeat is down to something resembling normal, he replies.

“I’m alive,” he says. “I’m here. Why are you screaming? Why does it sound like you’re inside a tornado?”

“I AM CURRENTLY FLYING,” Kirin replies, still screaming at the top of his lungs. This item isn’t perfect, so some of the background noise makes it through. It does, in fact, sound like he is flying. The whistling wind dies down when he speaks again, and thankfully, his volume normalizes. “I am also injured. A group of subverted operators tried to contain me. It got bloody.”

If Adrian’s suspicions were raised before, they skyrocket now. He sorts through the jumble of his thoughts, trying to organize them into a simple, easy to parse list. There are so many things wrong with what Kirin just said, and if Adrian tries to express them all at once, he’ll stumble over himself.

1) Why is Kirin telling Adrian any of this? Although he was formerly an operator, Adrian hasn’t been directly involved with UCC operations in over a year now. He thought that was pretty clear. Does Kirin seriously have no contacts within the organization?

2) Is Kirin sane? The way he talks gives the impression that he’s been forced to kill someone. Someone trying to contain him. While Adrian hasn’t had the best experience with the Coalition recently, it’s still generally trying to keep the world safe, right? Right?

2a) Is Kirin lying? This story feels… incomplete. Part of that is because—

3) Why is Kirin alive? The last Adrian saw of him, he was wholly under the influence of an external force. If Sapphire wants him dead, couldn’t she just have torn his heart out or something? She certainly seems capable. And that, of course, leads right into—

4) This is definitely a plot. There’s too many improbabilities. Even Adrian is smart enough to know that that means something is amiss. Either Sapphire wants him to find Kirin, someone else does, or this isn’t Kirin. Whatever the case, responding to this is definitely asking for trouble.

What would Evelyn do?

“You’re talking to me over the stone, so you’re within a hundred miles of me,” Adrian says. “Are you safe?”

“Nobody is safe,” Kirin replies, calming himself. “Where are the others?”

“In the hells,” Adrian replies, equally serene. “Would you like to come meet me?”

A pause.

“What the fuck—“

Another, longer pause.

“Alright,” Kirin says, breathing heavily. “I’m coming to find you. If I’m right, Sierra and Evelyn are in much more danger than you think. It’s the hells. I need to get to you to speak safely.”

“Come find me, then,” Adrian says. “I’m on the sixteenth floor. Root’s Angelic Tower.”

Adrian can already tell that he’s walking straight into a mistake.

Somehow, he has a good feeling about this.

The Ninth Circle

Our combined nullspaces, bonded just as our souls are, extend just far enough to catch the first, unlucky angel. Unlike the demons, the angels actually sort of register on the system. This one is:

Angel: 718

The 718th Ranked.

Category: 2

A domain user. Young, but rising through the ranks.

I disassemble it, and I’m about to turn to face the rest of them when Sersui’s presence expands into and over our twinned nullspaces.

You are not yet strong enough to interpose, younglings.

My nullspace, still without a Path, is reinforced by Sierra’s. With it, we can annihilate anything. We can annihilate that which withstood the full force of a Titan, Devour it whole.

And all of that—divine and demonic and blood magic infused with their counterparts, made more than the sum of their parts—crackles away into nothing but harsh, burning sand.

I barely have time to react to the bloody intensity of my light and dark and Sierra’s soft blues and reds alike fade into the same relentless, shifting sands when the second angel strikes.

For the first time, I get a glimpse of an angel. It’s dozens of feet above us, I think, though the sand makes it hard to tell. I see wings—oh so many wings—and then one of them flickers and then all of them flicker and my instincts spike.

Mind (Speed) aids me in grabbing Sierra and falling into a dual Bloodpath, using my vastly increased power to dodge past the worst of it, but the scouring wings slash into my blood form, and though I’ve never taken damage while I’m like this, I can feel that something is different. This doesn’t just target the soul—it targets every bit of my very being. The concept that is Evelyn Carnelian.

When I rematerialize, kneeling on a searingly hot dune, I am missing both of my legs beneath the knees.

Blood flows forth freely, and it takes Hemokinesis to stop it. I can’t Shapeshift over the injury, nor can I Restore Self. Whatever effect Sersui has deployed over this entire hell is cutting down on my options severely.

Instead of forming new legs, I use Phantom Shape to replace them temporarily, chancing a glance at our newest assailant.

It’s painful to look at directly. There’s something that might be faintly humanoid in the center, but it’s covered by wings. So many wings.

Dimly, I recall that angels are designed to slay demons. To slay us.

Angel: 412

The 412th Ranked.

Category: 3

Possesses the same original concept every angel of its power or higher does: Scour. Its progress has stalled.

“With me,” Sierra tells me, pulling me close.

Angel 412’s wings draw back, glowing with divine light that shimmers even through the blinding dust storm.

In the distance, four more angels glow with the same power.

They’re so blindingly fast that even I can’t track the progress of their wings, but Sierra is faster. As our world ignites with pure, angelic light, Sierra draws a marble from her Personal Space, which must be unaffected by Sersui’s nullspace override, and she pops it.

Soft blue light ripples over the two of us as she pulls me into a tight embrace. I feel a telltale lurch in my stomach as the skill removes us from the battlefield—no, not removes. We’re still here, inside a bubble barely large enough to fit the two of us.

I recognize this skill. Time Dilation. Sierra used it back in Ravendale, and there it nearly killed her.

Now, the effect is smaller, more contained—but the color has not drained from her face. She is as warm now as she was a moment before.

Outside, Angel 412’s wing is still approaching us.

What was it that Sierra said about this bubble?

“An hour in here for every tenth of a second out there, right?” I ask.

Sierra shrugs, letting go of me. “When I first used this, I told you it was from a powerful monster. I wasn’t lying. I picked up Time Dilation two years ago. Five charges of it, that is. I had one left after Ravendale. This was it. My Blue Mage class is no hard science—I overloaded this skill, so either the dilation should be harsher or the duration longer, but…”

She turns, and I know we’re thinking the same thing.

Though I can’t tell if the other angels are as fast as 412, its wing is still perceptibly moving. Assuming that the rate of dilation is the same as before, the outside world should be progressing roughly 36,000 times than we are here.

Then how fast is that wing?

Fast enough I couldn’t see it, I think. Fast enough I couldn’t tell when it hit me.

“They can’t do that every time,” Sierra says. “Or there’s a tradeoff. Speed for power. Something like that, at least, because otherwise we’d be dead.”

Both of us continue to eye the incoming wing; the feeling that passes between us isn’t exactly agitation, but something more like commitment.

“We need to act,” I say, just as Sierra says, “Let’s plan and execute as soon as possible.”

Just eyeballing it, I think we have under a minute before the wing impacts our bubble, and I have no illusions that the field will hold. This skill alters time; it does not protect.

“Without our nullspaces, I’m an abnormally powerful Category 1 and you’re a powerful Category 2,” I say. “That means we need to get them back up, or we’re fucked. In that direction, a question: is it Sersui physically stopping us, or—“

“—Or is it a property of the Ninth Circle,” Sierra completes. The soul bond is useful. Intent transfers, and she gets the idea of what I’m going to say before I’m doing saying it.

The two of us think for a long, tense moment. Outside, the wing continues approaching. It’s a source of light in itself, so bright it would outshine the sun if this hell had one of those.

Sierra gets it first, squinting against the glare of the scouring wing.

“The sands don’t harm us when we’re in the area our keep controls, so long as we have the keystone,” she reasons. “That might include the nullspace override.”

I’m not entirely sure if that’s it, but we don’t have any better ideas, and we’re rapidly running out of time. “Okay. Retreat to our territory. How do we do that?”

The wing is within striking distance, and I don’t need an Appraise to tell me that I shouldn’t try to fight this.

I use it anyway.

Angel 412 is using a very simple skill—Wing Strike. Unfortunately for us, it has apparently imbued itself with the same brand of magic Callen tried to use at the very end.

A concept, actualized. Scour.

We’re out of time. The wing is about to make contact with the bubble, and when it does, it’s going to shatter.

“You’ve always been good at improvising,” Sierra says. “I will assist whatever you do.”

I curse silently, looking through my list of options, and then the wing is right next to the bubble and I have to do something, anything.

Special skill: Soulpyre. In combination with a Soulblade to feed the fire, blue flame consumes the entirety of the bubble’s oxygen in seconds.

Sierra slams her Amplification into my skill as the raw force of the demonic flame blows us out of the bubble.

Finally, I drape an Antimemetic Cloak over us. I don’t know how well it’ll fool an angel, but it’s worth a shot.

Time abruptly returns to its normal speed, and the world fills with bright light.

A number of events occur in such quick succession that it is only in retrospect that I am able to fully process what happens, dissecting each individual fragment of memory moment by moment.

First, the bubble shatters like cheap glass under an anvil. Whether this is because of my Soulpyre, the angel’s empowered Wing Strike, or Sierra just ending the skill is up to debate. The end result of this is that Sierra and I are tossed out of the bubble at a velocity high enough to turn a lesser being into a bloody paste.

Second, 412’s wing actually hits the Soulpyre, not realizing that the two of us aren’t there anymore. I don’t realize this until a distant memory from my amalgam finally surfaces, but the angel-demon weakness does not only go one way. Demons take increased damage from angels not because they are inherently stronger, but because the two put together are volatile.

Third, everything is fire. Though my Soulpyre doesn’t put 412 down thanks to its concept actualization, it reacts violently, detonating with the same force as a low-yield nuclear bomb. This hits quite literally everything in the area; angel, sand, Sierra, me.

Fourth, the force of the attack finally registers. Soulpyre reacts with angelic matter, and the burning pieces of my soul implode, forcibly ejecting every participant of the battle.

Not that I realize any of this in the moment. In the moment, I let Sierra spread her shielding spell over me, and then my entire world is fire and light and pain and wind and sand.

The white-and-blue dance of angelic light burning with demonic flame singes my eyes and fills my ears with a constant, unending peal of thunder louder than anything I’ve ever heard before.

I don’t even realize we’re flying until I stop, smashing straight through a vaguely familiar building. Sierra uses her Personal Telekinesis, trying to slow us down, and we eventually tumble to a stop, hovering in the air inside the castle we’ve just ruined.

My sense of pain is dulled enough that I barely realize that my body is down to half a torso and a head until Sierra screams. At least, I think she’s screaming, based on what I see—my eardrums don’t work.

Except, I realize, she’s not screaming because I’m nearly dead—we are both still on fire, and she doesn’t have the same Wraithfire Resistance that I do. She has better innate defenses, and so she barely shows signs of the physical impact.

She is, however, burning. Not that she’ll let that stop her.

Miraculously, we are both still alive, and we’re in the right place.

And despite the excruciating pain she has to be in, Sierra activates the keystone.

Restore Self, I command, and my body answers. The skill shoots up a couple levels as it regenerates almost my entire body from scratch in moments.

She was right.

I take her burning hand in mine, igniting my freshly generated, pink skin alongside her and I yell, “Take my resistance! Do it now!”

I don’t know if she hears me, but the screams of pain decrease in volume as magic flows through and out of me. I can barely feel the Soulpyre with my ridiculously high resistances. Even a fraction of that soothes Sierra enough for her to try speaking.

“—coming,” she coughs, evidently unused to talking while on fire. Curious. She’ll have to train that up. “They’re still coming.”

Unfortunately for us, 412 did not die in the explosion, though it is now entirely on fire, illuminating it even from hundreds of feet away.

“That they are,” I say, still holding her tight. The Soulpyre is insatiable, and blue flame frames the both of us as it ignites every last part of us, blackening and burning our skin. “Except this time—“

“—This time,” Sierra says, her voice low and raspy like she hasn’t used it in years, “They’re in our territory.”

Objective: Angelicide

You’ve earned a miracle. Now create one by killing those who grant them.

Angels killed: [1/6]

Reward: Our furthered interest. Your secondary class will gain 9 levels.

“Manifest,” we declare again, and this time, we do it right.

We are going to break you all.


Chapter 3

Angelic Tower — Root

Kirin arrives as Adrian is grinding his way through a nest of spiders. It’s an irritating region, and he needs to use all his focus to ensure that their nearly-invisible webs don’t trap him. On one occasion, he does actually get stuck, and he’s forced to use Blade of the Eternal Sea to get out, manifesting it from his back to slice through webbing that is significantly stronger than steel.

At no point does he actually feel like his life is in danger, and so he wonders if he’s doing it wrong. He remembers that the most major advancement he made—fast Category 2—occurred when he had literally no choice except to figure out how to do it. Then, his soul was degrading, and he was stuck inside a proto-Titan’s greatest ability.

There’s not much Adrian can do to challenge himself other than climb, though, so that’s what he does.

He enters a rare clearing, illuminated by the light of a false sun above, and with his Hydrokinesis, he determines where the web is. It covers nearly the entire grove, with gaps barely large enough to step in interspersed here and there.

In the center of it all is a single half-spider, smaller than the rest. Its upper half is that of a human, though its back is facing him. Adrian knows that it knows he’s there. It’s up to him to make the first move, now.

Adrian considers what he needs to do in order to kill it. He’s been collecting souls for the rifle this entire time, and he knows one high-power charge shot could likely do it—but then again, Swordfighting is on the verge of breaking through to Diamond tier. It’s level 49, and the Gold level cap is 50.

His decision made, he draws the Channeling Blade in one hand and a seeking dagger that Sierra lent him in the other, takes a step forward—

And the half-spider explodes in a shower of gore.

“Shit,” Adrian mutters. Someone’s gotten there before him. He draws his Hydrokinesis back, forming a quick shield for himself so the blood can’t hit him. Once the half-spider’s innards are done painting the trees around it, he lowers the water.

Standing in the center of the clearing, entirely untouched by the now-visible bloodied web, is Kirin Uten.

“Broken gods,” Adrian yells, “That was my kill! And how in the godsdamned hells are you here?”

He has a few more choice phrases to yell, but he decides to let Kirin explain himself. Adrian replaces the seeking dagger with the Soulshard Rifle—immediate firepower is more important than leveling up right now. Getting caught off guard with a dagger that’s barely even enchanted would not be ideal.

“Actually, I think it’s mine,” Kirin says, fiddling with an item in his hands.

Adrian squints at it. Unlike Sierra, he doesn’t have a general-purpose Appraise. In fact, that’s part of the reason why he decided to spec into Warrior—the class inherently allows him to get a sense of the details of any weapon he can see.

Unfortunately, the blue steel disk in Kirin’s hands is not a weapon.

The long, brilliant blade that he draws from behind his back, however, is.

Angel’s Vengeance

Category: 3

Tier: Tourmaline

A fragment of a wing from a long-dead Angel 99. This item always imparts the Eradicate effect onto targets it hits. Angelic energy increases the power of every blow made with this weapon to the fourth power.

Adrian catches the barest glimpse of the description with Identify Weapon before Kirin lightly touches it to the ground and the world goes white.

He has the presence of mind to close his eyes, at least, but Adrian’s not sure if that actually helps. The intensity of the light is so great that he knows he’s going to see spots for hours.

It almost seems wrong, then, when he opens his eyes again and the landscape is still mostly intact.

Well, the grass has been scoured for a few dozen feet, and so have the webs, which Adrian supposes was the point, but still.

“I’d say it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, but it isn’t,” Kirin says, placing both items behind his back. They disappear without a trace. Same kind of skill Sierra has, I guess.

“The same,” Adrian replies, still cautiously gripping both weapons. He has nothing on the order of a Category 3 weapon. If he shoots now, he might be able to get a hit off before Kirin can react… maybe. “Last I saw you, you were possessed. You should be dead.”

“I agree,” Kirin agrees. In response to Adrian’s apparently obvious surprise, he says, “I’m not an idiot. You don’t live a century and a half with the Coalition if you’re an idiot.”

“Could’ve surprised me. You don’t look a day over twenty-five.”

Kirin shrugs. “Good genetics and massive doses of healing and time magic will do that to you.”

“Huh.” Adrian considers asking the other operator what his sources are, then reconsiders when he remembers that his survival through the next month is probably more important. “Anyway. You were saying.”

“I was saying,” Kirin agrees sagely. “I returned to my proper mind in an abandoned fragment, having been brought there by an item I no longer have on my person. A Category 4 item, no less, one that resisted all manner of inspection.”

“I think I saw that,” Adrian says. “And you were just… there? Alone?”

Kirin looks disturbed. “There was a woman. I cannot remember her face, nor her power. Only a name.”

“Sapphire.”

“Yes.” Kirin looks even less happy now. “She is more powerful than you, more powerful than your companions, and more powerful than me. And she allowed me to escape under the pretense that she had more important things to do.”

“She wouldn’t do that,” Adrian says. His experience with Clearwater is limited, but Evelyn and Sierra have both bitched enough about the half-elf for him to have an understanding. “There’s no way.”

“Exactly,” Kirin says. “She never lets a mark go. There is always a plan.”

"And so you decided to come to me, looking for Evelyn, who Sapphire has also hunted.” Adrian wonders if he’s being paranoid, but he’s fairly sure this is reasonable. “With information that pertains to Evelyn and Sierra. And somehow, you think that’s not what she wants you to do?”

“Well, I had assumed the two of them would actually be here. They’re not. It’s not worth second-guessing our every move. We are two pieces trying to play a game when we can’t even see the rest of the board.” Kirin sounds oddly defensive, which makes more sense when Adrian realizes he’s basically accused him of working for their… mutual enemy?

“Sure, sure,” Adrian says. “I doubt anything you tell me can materially harm them down there, given that, well, they’re in the hells.”

“We should get to a safe zone first,” Kirin suggests. “I would rather we not be interrupted—“

Midway through his sentence, he turns, reaches behinds his back, and draws an arrow.

A single arrow. Without a bow.

Adrian’s eyesight is perfect, but he finds himself wondering if he should get it checked anyway when Kirin throws the arrow.

It flies straight and true into the woods. As if fired from an actual bow, not Kirin’s slender fingers.

In the distance, something screeches.

Kirin grins. “Been a while. Let’s move.”

#

Each floor has safe zones interspersed through them, though they’re increasingly rare now. One of them is always occupied by a Climbing Hub checkpoint—at least for the first twenty-five floors.

The safe zone they are at is not guarded. It might’ve been, once upon a time, but now it’s just a sad, empty patch of grass with a rusting bench on it.

Kirin sits down. Adrian does not.

“Alright,” Kirin says, reaching into that odd space of his. He retrieves a thermos and takes a long sip from it before speaking again. “Do you have a way to contact the rest of your party?”

“N—“

“I thought not. The hard way it is, then. Here’s the brief: the Coalition has deployed angel and Titan response units into the hells. That means people specifically aimed at countering anything they have to offer.”

“Okaaaaayy,” Adrian says, drawing out the word. “I knew that already. I bet they knew they were going to get chased. They’re going to kill them all.”

“No, you don’t understand,” Kirin says. “Sierra and Evelyn are going to kill everyone that gets sent at them, sure. I can buy that. Two proto-Titans are a hell of a lot to deal with, if you’ll excuse my pun.

“The issue is what comes after. Direct fighting isn’t the only way the UCC does this. I used to be a diver, and we had contingencies for world-ending threats making it down there.

“Sierra and Evelyn will stand victorious atop a mountain of corpses, and the Coalition is going to collapse a hell on them.”

The Ninth Circle

412 hits us first.

As it turns out, even a Category 3 angel’s Scour isn’t enough to defend themselves against an amplified demonic nullspace. It survives for longer than the first angel that encountered our nullspace, cleansing itself using its actualized concept, but even the radiance of the sun wouldn’t be able to escape this. 412 is injured enough by its mishap with my Soulpyre that it is unable to maintain its Scour for long enough to escape our twinned domains.

Angels killed: [2/6]

When it dies, the names of the other angels change. 677 becomes 676, 591 becomes 590, 468 becomes 467, and 910 becomes 909.

I suppose the system did describe each of them as having the same rank as their name.

Sierra notices the same.

“If we need to fight up to Angel 1, we might have a problem,” she comments.

I don’t disagree.

The remaining four angels seem more hesitant to attack us, for some reason. They hang back, maintaining their position several hundred feet from us. All four of them have some skill or domain or concept active now, and the glow that they emit is bright enough for us to see them through the sands of the areas we have yet to claim.

“We’re at a bit of an impasse,” I mutter. “This is annoying.”

“So we are,” Sierra says. She winces. “I don’t know if I can maintain this nullspace indefinitely.”

It’s curious. Her magic reserves are deeper than mine, as far as I know, and via our bond, we can share.

Yet for some reason, Manifesting the nullspace is harder on her than on me. Is it because she copied the skill initially? Is it because I was designed for this?

That second thought makes my skin crawl. Nothing is more disgusting than the thought that I’m still operating according to the standards that Sapphire wants for me.

But there’s nothing else I can do, is there? If, in the process of becoming something that can break her, I have to be what she wants, I can accept that so long as it ends with Sapphire dead.

I shake my head, freeing myself of the thoughts. This is the wrong track to go down. There are still four angels that want us dead here.

“I’ll lend you my magic,” I say, feeding our soul bond. “We can lower the nullspace, too. Bait them in.”

“I have a different idea,” Sierra says. “Don’t fight back, alright?”

“That’s a promising start to a battle plan,” I say. “Alright, hit me.”

Immediately, her nullspace starts changing.

Neither of the most powerful weapon we wield have settled into their ultimate Path, but I think Sierra’s has gained definition quite quickly. Hers is one of balance, which can mean a lot. Sierra’s class is one of the most abstract I’ve seen—though the Blue Mage has definite rules, her Red Mage class seems to be able to do nigh anything if she has the magic capacity and the will.

In this case, the concept of balance takes the death of a powerful angel and produces a healing miracle.

Not a resurrection, of course, but I sense the disassembled body of 412 start to piece itself back together. I’m not entirely sure what Sierra wants, but I can feel her burning intent through the bond between us, so I withdraw my nullspace bit by bit, granting her the control she needs to turn loose divine molecules back into a damaged angel corpse.

“You made me a demon back on the surface,” Sierra says. “Can you do the same with this one?”

That sets gears turning in my head.

“Angels and demons aren’t compatible,” I say. “But you want me to Corrupt the strongest one here?”

“Yes,” Sierra replies. “I have a skill that’ll let me amplify anything I have in exchange for not being able to use it for a few days. You’re going to have to carry me for a while.”

Oh. Oh. I get it now.

I Phantom Shape more limbs, prepared to catch Sierra when she falls.

Ready, we think together.

Go.

Sierra activates Advance Amplification, focusing it entirely on her Personal Telekinesis.

At the same time, I reach out to Corrupt 412’s corpse.

You have defiled a protector. This will not come without consequences.

I brush aside the odd system message away as it appears, focusing the entirety of my energy into the angel. Sierra’s nullspace takes over mine as she falls. Corrupt shoots up half a dozen levels in a single second.

Midnight-black flecks of corruption begin to form on the corpse, and the already-unstable building-sized being starts to shake under its own power.

The soul bond tells me everything I need to know about Sierra’s actions.

Sierra sacrifices twenty days of usage of her Personal Telekinesis to amplify the skill to expand far beyond her person for just a few instants.

She hits 412’s destabilizing corpse with the force of a Titan, and it flies outward towards the boundary of the Varnian Keep.

Towards the remaining angels.

Angels and demons are fundamentally incompatible. Even a special skill I earned while Category 0 is enough to severely damage an angel that collides into it with divine magic.

With the amount of energy 412 still possessed when I killed it, Corrupt isn’t a true attempt to turn it into a demon.

It’s the lighting of a fuse.

I pull Sierra close, embracing her with my human arms as our makeshift bomb arcs towards our enemies. They don’t seem to realize 412 is dead yet—either that, or they know, but they think they can save it. Instead of running away like they should, the three remaining angels come together, preparing to catch their fallen ally. Sierra shields us both, and I watch as the corpse starts to fall, corruption overcoming it.

Five hundred feet to the angels.

Two hundred feet.

Fifty feet.

The detonation is a second sun.

Objective: Angelicide

Miracle destroyer. Miracle maker. How interesting.

Angels killed: [6/6]

Reward: Adversity sculpts excellence.

Reward:

Your Proto-Titan class has advanced to level 38!

New skill unlocked: Annihilate (Irrelevant)

Mmm… not quite yet, I think.

Evelyn. Sierra. PT-32 and -33. Let’s chat about what’s next, shall we?

Us Titans should know each other.


Chapter 4

Angelic Tower — Root

“You can’t just drop a bomb like that and walk away!” Adrian protests.

“Yes, I can,” Kirin replies. “Watch me.”

At least he isn’t very fast. Kirin clearly still needs Adrian, because he’s not running away. Adrian knows he isn’t running away because even he can run faster than that, and his only movement skills involve deluging himself with water.

“You’re talking about collapsing a hell,” Adrian says. “How? Why? Aren’t the hells unchangeable?”

“That’s what they teach,” Kirin replies, huffing out an angry sigh as he slashes out with the Angel’s Vengeance. A lance of white light explodes out of its tip, though Adrian is prepared enough to cover his eyes this time. When he’s able to see without spots in his eyes, a swathe of forest large enough to drive a train through has been reduced to ash. “It is also not entirely correct.”

“Then it’s at least partially right,” Adrian says, storing his own blade at his side. He’s ready to fight any monster in his way, but he suspects that Kirin is going to trivialize the rest of the encounters here. “What’s the difference?”

Trekking through the tower with Kirin is entirely different from going it alone, Adrian realizes. Beyond the obvious, Kirin’s weapon is several Categories higher than any of the monsters around them. That means the aura the angel fragment exudes is so violently powerful that nothing is attacking them.

On his own, Adrian had to actively seek out shelter. In the tower, the mere presence of foreign life (like humans from the outside, for instance) draws aggression. Now, with Kirin, he can’t see a single enemy that doesn’t scamper off immediately.

“Around a thousand years ago, the gods broke,” Kirin says. “It was then that—“

“I’ve heard this before,” Adrian grouses. “Also, could you stop scaring away the bosses? I need to evolve my class, and that means I need to level up, which means that I need to kill shit.”

“Oh.” Kirin puts the angel wing behind his back, where it promptly vanishes. I need a skill like that, Adrian thinks. “Apologies. As I was saying.”

“As you were saying.”

“The hells were formed around the time the pantheon collapsed,” Kirin continues. “What fewer people know is that the Coalition came into existence not after the fall but before.”

Adrian arches an eyebrow. “Didn’t know that. Why’s it relevant?”

“They existed when the gods fell,” Kirin says patiently, as if he’s explaining basic addition to a toddler. “That means they have data on what the hells are. Which means they have countermeasures. They always do.”

“Alright, I can believe that,” Adrian concedes. “But what are we supposed to do about it?”

Kirin grimaces. “You’re not going to like this answer.”

“Hit me with it.”

“I, at the very least, plan on diving into the hells. You do not have to come, but that is all that can be done.”

“Oh.” Adrian breathes a sigh of relief. “I thought you were going to say something actually crazy.”

“This isn’t?”

“You must not know Evelyn very well. Or Sierra, for that matter.”

Kirin shrugs. “As it stands, I’m barely powerful enough to exist on the shallowest hell. I doubt you’d last three seconds before your body ignited from the inside out.”

“And I assume that’s why you’re here,” Adrian says suspiciously. “Going up instead of down.”

“Godsdamned newbies,” Kirin mutters loudly enough that he has to know Adrian will hear him. Louder, he says, “Yes. The Angelic Towers, as the name suggests, are created by angels. By climbing them, I get a chance at an angelic boon. More importantly, angels are inextricably linked to the hells. Climbing high enough in any tower can and will reveal methods to enter the hells without the necessity of a diving platform.”

“Great, so your plan is to incur the favor of the angels and jump straight into a hell,” Adrian says. “Which is a completely normal goal to have for someone who isn’t at all invested in the survival of the people who actually got tossed into the hells.”

“I had no investment,” Kirin stresses. “Now, Clearwater has interfered not only with others’ life but mine. It’s hard not to be invested in the game when you’re on the board. You better believe I’m not on the side of the woman who used my body like a fucking puppeteer.”

That… is a pretty reasonable argument.

“Well, if you have a better plan on how to keep a hell from falling on their heads, I’m all ears,” Adrian says.

Kirin looks at him with distaste, eyes glossing over as he accesses his system. “You malformed your ascent to Category 2.”

“I did. It was that or die to a proto-Titan’s ability.” Adrian feels oddly defensive about this, probably because it’s one of the few impossibilities he’s pulled off that come even close to the utter bullshit Sierra and Evelyn can do. “What about it?”

The other operator sighs. “We’re going to have to re-evaluate your domain as we climb. Come on. We don’t know how long it’ll take the Coalition to dive into the same hell that your friends are in. Ideally, we’ll have a boon by then. We need to be on their tails as soon as possible, so we’re going to have to climb fast.”

“You make it sound so easy,” Adrian says.

“Oh, I assure you, it won’t be. This is suicidally stupid. If it was me alone, I’d guess a one in a hundred chance I manage to get through this alive, let alone more powerful. With you…” Kirin lets the sentence hang. “Come on. Let’s go kill some monsters.”

Adrian wasn’t planning on doing anything else. It’s an uneasy alliance, but he has to admit he’s glad for the company.

This time, it’ll be different, he thinks. This time, I won’t be the one dragging them down.

The next boss he kills—a living tree faintly reminiscent of the one under Ravendale—dies without much fanfare, overwhelmed when he breaks its skin and Dehydrates it, using its watery sap as a weapon against it.

It seems like too easy of a fight to have true advancement from, but he does nonetheless.

XP threshold met. Level threshold met. Action threshold met.

You may choose to evolve or advance your Warrior class to level 51.

You have gained 1 stat point.

Triggering class evolution.

This part, he’s ready for.

But the system doesn’t stop.

Friend of Titans, we witness you.

Now advance.

The Ninth Circle

As the system message comes, the hells freeze around us. Just like the class evolutions.

It’s really kind of sad that this has happened enough for me to not even be surprised by the shift in perception. Given the blinding, burning sand of the Ninth Circle, there isn’t much of a sign of time slowing down, but my perception is sharp enough that I can see individual grains of sand slowing down.

When everything is still again, the system speaks once more. Except the system isn’t just a system, is it? I’ve known since the beginning that the whispering cacophony of dead gods drove the system, but it’s only now that I have the kind of power to stand amongst them that I realize that they might not be so dead. They are, after all, an amalgam as well. One that’s been following me this entire time.

And every fiber of my being wants to kill it. Whatever half-life the gods in the machine live, they’re screwing with my progression just to deliver a message. They’re enabling the other Titans.

Which means they’re in my way.

The two of you have far exceeded expectations.

Just like my first, unbroken class evolution, I can move. Unlike that first one, I know the voice speaking to me.

And unlike the first evolution, I’m not alone.

“Show yourself,” Sierra orders. “Who are you, and why are you in the hells with us?”

A horrible screeching noise pierces the air, and it takes me a moment to process that this is what a god’s laugh sounds like.

The voice is different the next time it speaks. This time, it’s higher pitched, though still somewhat masculine.

We’ve been watching your progress, prospective Titan Carnelian. The Jade child is a welcome addition, though unexpected.

The voice changes again. Are multiple Titans talking to us?

Sierra takes that harder than I do. When I turn to glance at her, she stands there agape in shock, eyes widened in an expression that looks halfway between fear and awe.

“Broken gods, this is actually happening,” she mutters. “What the fuck is this?”

Oh, right. She hasn’t had many run-ins with this type of thing before.

“Remember that time I got possessed in Ravendale?” I ask. “Plus the dozen times my system’s malfunctioned since?”

“Oh,” Sierra says, putting two and two together. “Shit. This is what you’ve been dealing with?”

Another amused sound from the Titans. The network feels closer than ever, but I still can’t reach through my power to communicate on my own. I lack the raw power, and so does Sierra.

I need to kill more of you. That’s the only way I can be strong enough to twist their power for my own.

But I’m not strong enough yet, am I? That’s how it always is. For Sierra and I both. We’re Hexed. Nothing can ever come easy.

Demon girl. Jade child. You stand at the beginning of a journey that can benefit us both.

If I was feeling murderous before, the newest voice practically throws me into a blind rage. It’s only the grounding sensation of the warmth of Sierra’s hand in mine that keeps me from throwing myself at something, anything that’ll die.

“Leave me alone and die, Sapphire,” I say once I’ve regained some level of calm. “The world, and more importantly, my life, would be a much better place without you.”

Testy, aren’t we?

The rest of the Titans fall away to one side, making the purpose of this farce transparently obvious. She’s trying to steer us. Again.

“What do you want?” Sierra asks. She sounds slightly less pissed than me, which isn’t saying a lot. “Come here to gloat after you put us here?”

I sent one to the hells. The other came of her own volition.

“Die,” I say. “And feed me your body so maybe you can serve a useful purpose for once.”

I am offering you everything.

“Offer me your body and soul and maybe I’ll consider it,” I say.

This conversation is pointless. I refuse to give Sapphire what she wants, and so does Sierra. For some reason, she wishes to keep us alive, so the only remaining possibility is that we wait here until one of us breaks.

The second time I attempted a class evolution, I waited eighteen years before it even began. Isolation doesn’t bother me.

You would become gods. With the pantheon restored to its righteous glory, the two of you would be powerful beyond measure.

“Your offers mean nothing to me,” Sierra says dismissively. “Less than nothing.”

Then SEE.

Reality shatters, and we see.

We see scenes of divinity. Of greatness. Of the before. Before the—before the fall, my amalgam answers. We watch ourselves mold the world like clay beneath our hands, strike down armies in half a breath, shred the heavens apart without even trying.

I can give you this, the images promise, and I believe them. I really do. Sapphire has so much bullshit up her sleeve that I’m sure it’s entirely possible she has a way to ascend to godhood. Hells, she’s just revealed herself as a Titan—or at least someone who can access the network—which would shock me much more if I wasn’t so angry.

But I am more than the directives I was born with. I advance, I kill, and I protect, but I am more complex than three simple truths.

Power given to me by Sapphire is no more real than the borrowed skills I gain from corpses. Strength that comes with strings attached; abilities that will fade away, whether it’s because of my own Devour’s limitations or the very nature of the woman offering to make me more than what I am.

“No,” I say.

“No,” Sierra agrees.

“We’re doing this our own way.”

I reach out and Devour the visions.

So be it. This won’t be the last time I try. Say hello to Marie for me.

Before either of us can question her, reality speeds back up, and the presences of the Titans lift all at once.

#

A flash of memories, lost to time. A being that hides itself by nature of its existence. Resistances, bypassed in their entirety.

#

I blink. My soul feels off-kilter, like the level-up’s damaged me somehow. Worried, I check the status of my soul, but it looks intact. I have not, in fact, managed to destroy it while in the process of leveling up.

“You alright?” Sierra asks. She winces.

“Mostly,” I say. “A little unbalanced. You?”

“The same.” She taps her forehead. “Headache. Weird. I’m going to go pass it off to the next creature we see.”

This won’t be the last time I try.

I blink again. Where did that come from?

Antimemetic Resistance flares, brief and bright, and a sharp realization lances through me.

“Feels like I just had a bad dream,” Sierra says. “Urgh.”

“Not quite a dream,” I say.

I don’t know what memories Sapphire has just taken from me. I’m not entirely sure why my system feels so odd.

What I do know is that I’ve advanced, and I’ve regained one of the skills I temporarily had control of in my Equalized proto-Titan form.

If the hells stand between me and the half-elf I swear to kill, I will Annihilate them all.

“Come on,” I tell Sierra. “We have a domain to break.”


Chapter 5

UCC Site 9 - “Diving Point 1”

“What a beautiful day,” Marie says, stretching indulgently. “Is anybody not ready?”

She has long since progressed past the point where that sort of gesture affects her body on a level beyond the aesthetic, but when she has time, she treasures the practice of seeming human.

Yes, the muscle fibers only extend because she wills them to, and the acidic burn is supplied entirely by a flex of her dominion over the concept of lightning, but to even the most suspecting observers, Marie Jade looks entirely like the mundane being she was four centuries ago.

“No” choruses up from thirty-nine voices. Eight of those voices are her own. At peak capacity, Marie can fashion over a hundred simulacrums, but condensing them condenses their power, too. There is no number more significant when dealing with demons than 9. Marie fancies herself a woman of science; the science of demons, she knows, is not so terribly different from numerology.

As such, nine Maries are the ideal number.

“To all of you, I pose one question,” Marie says, her beatific smile dropping away as she replaces one mask for another. “Are you worthless?”

This time, the chorus is louder.

The only person that doesn’t respond to the makeshift battlecry is the blonde half-elf who is neither blonde nor a half-elf.

Sapphire Clearwater meets Marie’s eyes and quirks the edge of her lips up ever so slightly.

Marie does not shiver, for she has control over every minute facet of her body, but she is tempted to.

Of the thirty surviving scientists who created the runaway experiment now known to this organization as PT-32—alongside, incidentally, PT-33, who Marie is ostensibly related to—Sapphire  is the only one that Marie has reason to fear.

Everyone else is a known variable. Even the eldest is only Category 4, and even then he is still a hundred years younger than her. Marie is the only one of this delinquent Coalition group who even remembers the era of the warring empires and the brutal peace that followed—except, perhaps, Sapphire.

That woman knows more than she should. Marie is more than aware that Sapphire is more closely linked to the Titans than she could ever even hope to be, but she has been unable to ascertain the true depths of her power.

So far, she has determined the following:

1. Sapphire is neither human nor elf, and quite possibly never has been.

2. Appraise physically does not work on her, which Marie holds a number of increasingly concerning theories about.

Most importantly:

3. Sapphire—occasionally known as Overseer Clearwater or as top-priority existential threat Clearwater, depending on her mood—exerts an antimemetic effect powerful enough to bypass Marie’s defenses. Marie learned this when her personal checks for inconsistencies in her past turned up a dozen files full of research into Clearwater, the dead gods, the hells, and the Titans, each of them followed with a warning signed in blood: You will not proceed further. S.

At this point, Marie has mentally classified Sapphire as someone on the level of the Titans. Nobody else would be able to eliminate her will entirely.

It concerns her. It has been many centuries since Marie was not entirely in control of the situation; now, it feels as if she dances to Sapphire’s tune.

There is nothing that can be done about it. Marie will simply do as she always does.

To the system, there is nothing more important than power.

And Marie’s latest experiments are proof of that.

She still is not entirely sure how to react to the fact that the spawn of one of her various cloning projects has managed to breach the proto-Titan barrier before her, but for the time being she has settled on pride.

Of course, said pride is tempered by the fact that she is going to permanently kill her and the Carnelian girl. As well as the knowledge that of the thirty actual people in this squad preparing to dive, it is eminently possible that only Sapphire and Marie will survive.

The rest are bait, after all. After so long studying the ways of the world, Marie has a more intimate knowledge of the system than most. She has known since the first time she laid eyes on the vicious, furious Evelyn Carnelian that the demonic girl has an objective to end those who have wronged her.

She will be unable to resist the temptation. Marie designed her that way. And once all that latent power is torn from the other scientists, killed from them, Evelyn will absorb it. She will increase her conceptual weight until the system itself decides that killing her will grant another her powers.

Marie Jade intends on being that killer.

“Then dive,” Marie says belatedly, addressing the room with her arms spread as if she intended to delay for so long.

“Dive. Dive. Dive.” The automated voice blares from the speakers around them as the ritual to enter the hells initiates. “Dive. Dive. Dive.”

Marie stretches again, uncaring of the stares she receives. The day of reckoning is at hand. The last decade of work has led to this, and though she could try it again, there has never before been a resource as powerful as Evelyn Carnelian.

Power is everything to the system, and to Marie, there are only a scant few mysteries this world holds for her.

One of those is a question that has pursued her ever since she was a girl. One greater than any other.

If the gods were broken once, and the system is the closest they have to a god, then the system can be too.

So how am I going to shatter it?

The ritual completes, disrupting the already-thin barrier between reality and hell, and they dive.

#

Angelic Tower — Root

Apart from the voice, Adrian’s class evolution begins in a disappointingly standard fashion. He experiences a brief vision of the key moments leading up to the current state of his self—waking from the lab for the first time, watching his Hexed friends die one by one, resolving to become more, following through on that—but this is not terribly unusual to him. When he first evolved from the basic Mage to Water Mage, it was the same.

That said, this clearly isn’t just a normal evolution. How can it be? The… system—at least, Adrian thinks it’s the system—talked to him. That just doesn’t happen.

Eventually, when he’s done reliving all his greatest traumas and triumphs, Adrian is more bored than anything else. He spends more than enough time in his own mind during his waking life. A few more nightmares won’t harm him any.

At long last, they come to a stop and Adrian’s perception speeds up again to match reality. With it comes options.

Class: Blue Mage

The Blue Mage inherits his power from those around him. Gain power from those you have fought, loved, or even touched.

This class cannot be selected.

He doesn’t even read the rest of the class description.

“Shit,” he says.

Kirin arches an eyebrow. “Is something wrong?”

Class: Relentless Demon

The Relentless Demon has thrown himself at impossibility over and over and over far past the point of insanity. He will never stop.

This class cannot be selected.

“The system,” Adrian says, struggling to articulate the issue. “It’s offering me my friends’ classes, but I can’t pick them.”

“That is concerning," Kirin says in a mild manner that tells Adrian that it is obviously more than just concerning. “The system is intelligent, of course, but to this extent?”

“I don’t know, man,” Adrian says. “I never learned any of this. Never had the time to.”

“Are you going to pick either of them?” Kirin asks.

“Like I said, I can’t,” Adrian says. “Like, it straight up tells me I can’t select them. They’re just.. There.”

Kirin clicks his tongue, then tilts his head. “Okay. You might be more valuable than I thought."

“Valuable?” Adrian asks. “That’s the only reason you’re keeping me here?”

The senior operator just looks at him. Adrian interprets that as an are you serious, which he’s gotten painfully good at recognizing.

“Fair,” Adrian concedes.

Class: ???

You have gone above and beyond, but you have not yet done the impossible. Do so and break through, just like the others.

This class cannot be selected.

You cannot evolve your class before this class opens.

“Hey, uh, Kirin?” Adrian asks. “This is going to be a bit of a problem.”

That, he thinks, or the greatest opportunity I’ve ever seen.

#

The Ninth Circle

The hell is growing less stable.

It has been three days since I leveled up to 29 and received Annihilate, and we control seven different keystones comprising an area larger than that of Ravendale. Sierra’s Titan abilities aren’t quite as powerful as mine, so she has five of them.

The two I have are Categories 1 and 2—a Keep and a Stronghold, according to the system. We haven’t found any above Category 3 yet, and I’m not sure whether that’s because we’re not powerful enough yet or because this hell just happens to be lower power.

That means that while I am in the correct area, I gain access to the special skill Dessiccate or the domain Scorching Dunes. Both of them aren’t as good as what I can do with Annihilate or even Carnelian Domain, which I’m fairly sure by now isn’t a proper domain (though nothing about me is proper), but their cost to me is minimal.

Proto-Titan has only advanced by one level, but thanks to the hundreds of deaths I have consumed—I’m up to 2521 now, which earns me Killer VII as a trait—Divine Demon is at level 131. It still levels slower than I’d like thanks to the relatively weak enemies we face, but I won’t turn down the addition to my attributes.

Annihilate, on the other hand, has proven to be frustrating to level. Since the first angel incursion, there have been a handful more invaders, but the same conceptual barrier that prevents me and Sierra from exiting the hell must also be preventing actual powerful beings from breaking in.

I have, of course, kept count. Sixteen angels—ranging from 613 to 1072—have tried their hand at attacking us.

Their deaths have fueled my skill to level 4, which given their power is utterly pathetic. Then again, I’m sure that the relative lack of risk that each fight presents to me thanks to Annihilate has something to do with that.

The skill itself is a marvel to watch. It splits reality apart like a microcosm of Manifest, except Manifest is a brief imposition while this is a scar. Annihilate rends my enemies apart, and when it is done, the hell remains rent.

I can feel it every time we emerge from the regions we’ve conquered. It reminds me of the irresistible pull of the void; reality is fracturing, and what lays beyond is a vast nothingness, brought to the door primarily by my efforts.

“I wonder if this is affecting Sersui,” I wonder out loud as I finish Devouring Angel 918. Poor thing. It’s the first one that tried to run. A jet-black thread of the hell simply does not exist anymore.

“I don’t know,” Sierra freely admits by my side. “Given your description of the Paths you were offered, this does seem to be Sersui’s nullspace, but…”

“But we’re alive, and so are all the weak demons here?” I offer.

“Yes, precisely.” Sierra frowns. “We may be strong enough to withstand it, but I refuse to believe that a Titan’s nullspace is only this lethal. Ours are stronger.”

“You think it’s something else, then,” I say.

“It could be,” Sierra replies. “Does it matter?”

That’s a fair ask. She knows as well as I do that our only hope of escape is by ascending through the hells, and speculation doesn’t necessarily help with that.

Well, it could. There’s always the chance that we stumble on a yet-unknown facet of the hells, which, given our unique disposition, isn’t entirely impossible.

“Do you think it matters?” I ask instead, measuring my words to make them more inviting. Now that I’ve recognized that yes, I do feel emotion, and yes, I do care for Sierra, I try Acting more like it.

Sierra’s eyes sparkle, and I know my efforts have borne fruit.

“Perhaps it doesn’t matter,” she says, “but the question is so interesting. If we genuinely are in a Titan’s nullspace, then does our nullspace exist in here somewhere? If we aren’t, then why is it so similar? Is it a natural effect? Do the hells mirror the world above?“

I could listen to her talk all day, I think.

“Most importantly,” Sierra says, “is the question of whether breaking a hell can lead us to the next one.”

“You think we can?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” she says again. “When has that ever stopped you?”

I open my mouth, then close it. She’s not wrong.

“I’m thinking,” she says, “that if I—“

She’s interrupted by a warp in space that both of us feel. By now, we’ve learned the sensation. As proto-Titans, we both have senses beyond our initial five.

The six people that dive towards us from above, however, are different. They’re not angels. Not demons.

“Helldivers,” Sierra warns, recognizing them before me. “They’re Coalition. Careful.”

I Appraise them all, amplifying it massively so that it works through the thousands of feet separating us, and I raise an eyebrow in surprise.

I recognize these names. Even though it feels like half a lifetime ago, I recognize them.

Each of these six helldivers are part of the team that created me.

The smile that creeps across my face is involuntary, bitter, and dangerous.

Sierra sighs. “I assume those six are dead, then.”

“Not quite,” I say, preparing myself. This is an opportunity. Something’s been bugging me, some question that I know stems from the memories Sapphire stole from me. This is a chance to get some of them back.

These six aren’t dead yet, but they’re all absolutely fucked. They just don’t know it yet.

I close my eyes and take to the skies, ready to spread the word.


Chapter 6

Angelic Tower — Root

“To do the impossible,” Kirin muses. “I don’t know how much of that you’ll find from me, Adrian.”

“You’re Category 3,” Adrian replies. “That’s further than I can manage.”

The sixteenth floor was trivially easy with Kirin’s treasury of artifacts, as was the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth.

Adrian was honestly getting bored. He knew that Sierra and Evelyn were risking their lives right this very second—okay, well, technically they were already dead or something. Demonology wasn’t his strong suit.

Still, there’s every possibility that their existences were being erased from the overlapping realities that made up their world, and here Adrian is, tagging along with Kirin and sniping the occasional boss to get experience. It was a nice change of pace from the constant chain of near-death experiences that had been the weeks since meeting Evelyn, and he can’t say he’s unhappy with the levels.

Warrior is stuck at level 50. The system messages that accompanied his level-up still remain in a corner of his vision, whispering to him his every waking second. Hydrokinetic, however, has seen progress—it’s jumped from 207 to 215 thanks to a series of suspiciously easy objectives. His control over his domain has slowly improved, but it hasn’t been anything exceptional. Just… normal.

Normal. That word describes far too much of Adrian’s arsenal, doesn’t it?

He’s still on the course that the system has laid out for him. Kirin and Adrian have been discussing what he can actually do to unlock the next step for his Warrior class, but the Relic Hunter hasn’t been much help.

“Adrian,” Kirin says, turning towards him. “Do you know how old I am?”

Right now, the two of them have chosen to rest in a quiet spot in the area between floors. Floor 20 marks an actual paradigm shift, just like floor 10 did, which means that Adrian might actually start being challenged.

Objective: Ascend

Become greater than what you are. Climb higher than anyone has climbed and live to tell the tale. This is a multi-tier objective. Separate rewards will be granted at the 25th, 50th, 75th, 100th, 150th, 200th, 300th and 342nd floors.

The objective hangs in the air for a moment before Adrian shoves it away.

They’re nowhere near where they need to be. So far, it’s been a walk in the park, but he genuinely has no idea what he’s going to do when Kirin can no longer get by with his weapons alone.

Evelyn could do it. Sierra could do it. Can he? That’s not even a question at the moment. Will he ever be able to?

“Adrian?” Kirin asks, cocking his head. “Are you awake?”

“I have no idea,” Adrian replies, startled. “Uh, shit. I mean, I don’t know how old you are. You look, like, not much older than me. Thirty, maybe.”

Of course, he knows that appearances are deceiving. Evelyn wasn’t even a month old when he first saw her, and he’d thought she was a good few years older than him then. Sierra’s Aunt Marie is ridiculously old, he’s pretty sure, but she has remained ageless for as long as he’s known her.

“I am one hundred fifty-two years old,” Kirin says, suddenly sounding very, very tired. “You are quite literally an eighth of my age, Adrian, and you are already far past where I was when I was twenty years older than you.”

Adrian considers that.

“And I was a prodigy,” Kirin adds. “Do you know how few hit Category 2 before a hundred years of age, let alone Category 3?”

“Vaguely,” Adrian says. “But the normal rules never really applied to me.”

Not since the day he woke up drowning in a tube with a new magic grafted to his soul. Not since the days near everyone he cared for wound up brutally dead. Not since Sierra.

“They did to me,” Kirin says. “Everything I do is by the book. I grew in power throughout the years by traveling the parts of the world that I would not die in just by existing and picking up what pieces I could. These are untread grounds for me. To reach level 215 in only nineteen years? To become a godsdamned Titan—“

“—Proto-Titan,” Adrian interjects.

“—still a fucking Titan. To do any of this? I am completely out of my godsdamned depth here. I have no Coalition support because they’ve been subverted, I have no access to half of my pocket realms, and our end goal is to throw ourselves into the hells.”

Kirin keeps his expression and tone mostly controlled, but Adrian can hear the cracks forming.

The Relic Hunter, he realizes, is not someone that can save this situation. He can imagine the gears turning in Sierra’s head as she creates a plan to manipulate him. The hunger in Evelyn’s eyes as she wonders what skills she can extract from his corpse.

What would they do? How would they create a miracle from nothing? How would they answer this?

No. That’s not the only question he has to ask him now.

How can he recapture lightning in a bottle? When he resolved to do anything to escape the prison fragment, even at the cost of his soul; when he achieved Category 2 early within a proto-Titan’s bubble of frozen time.

How can he be more than what he is?

“So, let’s look at the facts.” Adrian needs to tread carefully here. To imply his intentions incorrectly is dangerous at best. “You’re going to be useless if you’re in charge.”

Or I could say that, I guess. Adrian’s control over his words has never been good.

“…yeah.” Kirin sighs, defeated. “Fuck. A hundred years of service and bested by a damn child.”

Adrian grins nervously, unsure of whether he should take that as compliment or insult.

“If you can’t make yourself do the impossible, I will,” he declares. He’s not sure if he believes himself, but he has to. There is no other choice. “Teach me what it takes to reach Category 3.”

“That’s not p—“

“I didn’t ask for what’s possible,” Adrian says pointedly. “And neither did this godsdamned system. It took a revelation to break through to Category 2. I assume it’ll be the same to keep going. Teach me how.”

“That’s not how it works,” Kirin replies. “You fresh ascended are all like this. You can’t just—“

“I did just,” Adrian says, growing annoyed. “I literally did. Would you have said the same to poor little Category 1 me?”

For the first time, he’s dealing with someone who is less certain than him. Though Kirin might be an order of magnitude more powerful than Adrian is right now—particularly with his Angel’s Vengeance, an item that hurts Adrian’s soul just to look at—Sierra exuded greater confidence when she was barely even Category 1.

It is, he reflects darkly, the difference between a man who’s been so used to working in a system that he’d spent a hundred years in it and a woman who’s been abused by said system. When the Coalition turned against Kirin, it was the worst day of his life. When it turned against Adrian and Sierra, it was just another day.

“Point conceded,” Kirin says with a sigh. “I have to point out, though, that the amount of experience you have to gain to cross the threshold from 2 to 3 is much greater than anything you have gained before.”

“That’s fine,” Adrian says with a shrug. It really isn’t, but he never sees Evelyn or Sierra panicking over logistical issues in their plans, so he refuses to as well. “I have a plan.”

Insofar as it could be called a plan, that is.

“I have a bad feeling about this,” Kirin says.

“Great,” Adrian says cheerfully. “That’s always a good sign.”

He lays his idea out for the senior operator.

It’s a simple one, though the difference between simple and easy was wide as a canyon in this particular case.

To advance faster, he needs far more experience. Apart from bosses, there is only one way to do so at speed.

“Climb, teleport, drill through the tower if we have to,” he says. “Go up as fast as we can, no matter the monsters around us. Don’t stop for anything. Climbing is all that matters. Avoid fights.”

“You’re insane,” Kirin says.

Is this what Evelyn feels like? Adrian’s grin is no longer nervous. He’s sure that if the Adrian of three months ago saw his own face right now, he’d cringe back in fear. Even Kirin shrinks back when Adrian turns his lopsided, crazed smile upon him.

“That’s exactly what I need to be. Now, let’s climb.”

#

The Ninth Circle

Del is not having a good day.

To be fair, neither are the people with him. Del finds it hard to believe that anyone is particularly enthused about the fact that they have been enlisted to delve the hells.

As an academic question, the hells are thrilling. There is much to be said about the presence of a second plane overlaid just under the mortal one. Much of Del’s past decades of research have been on the relation of the many hells to the nullspaces created by utter matter annihilation, anomalies, and Titans alike.

The Ninth Hell. Signature has a high correlation with that of the Titan Sersui. Standard helldiving equipment is sufficient to survive the rigors of this hell.

Thinking over the mission statement calms him as much as a man can be calmed upon appearing in a hell for the first time. It is truly disgusting in here. Brutal gusts of sand whip at his skin, trying to tear him apart; it is only his unparalleled equipment that protects him.

Del isn’t worried, of course. At Category 2, the majority of living humans do not present an actual threat to him. His domain, too, is abnormally powerful, especially when in contact with anomalies.

That does not change the fact that he is still in a hell, unfortunately. He can think of several thousand better ways to spend his time.

Just under an hour ago, the first group of researchers, comprised of some of the best scientists both Coalition and not, landed in the Ninth Circle, which Del is reasonably sure is the highest hell their targets can be in given the lack of a mana signature higher in the demonic strata.

“Still on target,” he says, checking his communicator for the fifteenth time in the past two minutes. “Their signature is growing closer.”

He’s on edge, but not terribly so. The other group’s beacon is still active, and it shows six living signatures. It Is likely that they have yet to even find traces of the demon they hunt.

Del’s security clearance in the UCC is level 4, granted thanks to his rare gift at navigating the hells. If not for that—if not for the damnable project he was brought onto—he could be in the lab right now, or perhaps at home. Anything but here.

“Loosen up,” Mel tells him through the comms. “We’ll be at their location in minutes. Chill.”

Del wants to tell his twin sister to use proper mission-oriented language, but that conversation is one that they’ve had far too many times this decade. He does not miss working with her, but she is the only one he knows whose knowledge of the hells rival his.

Under normal circumstances, he would not have accepted any offer that included working with Mel.

Sapphire Clearwater, however, is never involved in normal circumstances.

“Landing in five,” Mel says, her grating voice setting Del’s nerves on edge. “Four. Three—“

Del activates Hellbend, letting himself sink into the altered reality around him, and the two of them slide to a stop immediately. He only uses a portion of his power, of course, so he doesn’t pit his will against this hell’s Titan—Del changes a scant few things, canceling out their momentum and placing them just outside the keep where his companions are.

Something is wrong. He feels it when he bends the hell. Reality is degrading. Reality is always degrading in the hells, but this time, it feels different. Malicious.

He pushes it aside. Del’s job isn’t to kill the experiment. It’s just to find it.

They arrive to the keep find it completely free of demons. Live ones, at least.

Mel and Del pick their way through the mess of corpses.

“Disgusting,” Del pronounces.

His sister, on the other hand, practically squeals with joy. “Wow! Didn’t think the people ahead of us had the firepower to do that.”

Two centuries old and still a teenager. Del shakes his head.

At least they’re able to find the others soon enough.

#

“Sere, Alexa, Vander, Ilhun, Dreyas, Logan,” Mel says, greeting each of the other scientists. “You six look beat up.”

Del doesn’t bother looking over them. He used one of his myriad helldiver skills earlier to ascertain which of the demon project workers had dived straight into circles lower than his. None of those in the 9th circle are of any import.

“It’s great to see you, Del, Mel,” someone—Dreyas, Del thinks—says. “We’ve found the demon.”

Now that piques Del’s interest. The experiment has been a particular interest of his since he was assigned to it, and he desires nothing more than to examine a sample of its growth and return to the surface.

“This keep is startlingly intact,” Del notes. “The experiment is a nascent Titan, is it not?”

“I’ve been telling you, that has to have been a one-time trick,” Mel says.

“You have not touched this project in four months,” Del replies shortly. “Do not think to lecture me on it.”

“I’m not sure,” the man—that definitely is Dreyas—replies. “She nearly took my head off, but we managed to escape. Once we figured out how to control the keep, we realized we could keep her out.”

“See?” Mel says. “One-time trick.”

“You two are the experts of the hells, aren’t you?” Alexa asks. “You need to help us out here. We’re safe, for now, but we can’t dive back for hours. We’re stuck here.”

Del looks at her, providing her his best disdainful glare. She’s Category 2, just like him. Pathetic. She should know better.

“Direct me to the experiment,” Del orders. “Once I have enough of the experiment, we can retreat. Until then, make yourself useful.”

“You… you are the hell expert, aren’t you?” Alexa asks.

“I am,” Del tells her. So irritating. Why can’t she just do what he tells her to? “Make. Yourself. Useful.”

“Back off, bro,” Mel says, elbowing him.

“Show us towards the experiment or I will leave you and find it myself,” Del says. He has no time for this.

“Well,” Dreyas—no, Alexa—no, all of them—say. “Funny you should say that.”

Alexa’s face distorts, twisting in on itself and collapsing into a bloody mess. Del yelps in surprise, jumping backward.

Dreyas’ skin melts.

Del curses, jumping back. He can’t let whatever is killing them do the same to him.

Domain: Perfect Null.

The world slips into gray as Del’s personal hell manifests itself around him. Even a Jade can’t break its way in. He won’t be able to affect anything outside the domain, but he can assess the situation.

Vander crumples into a heap.

No. His domain is supposed to prevent this. No effects from the outside world can affect the inside. How?

Logan, Ilhun, and Sere—he’s not sure which is which—implode, leaving nothing but a bloody remnant.

A bloody remnant that moves.

Six humanoid forms rise from the twisted, torn-apart remains of the people that should’ve been his team. They drip red, because that is all they are.

“Mmmm,” one of them says. Its voice is feminine. Not a voice he’s heard yet. “I guess you do know something about the hells. I don’t think Sierra can make it in.”

“Mel,” Del says, struggling to hold onto his skill. “Do something.”

With his domain active, he’s entirely reliant on others to actually do damage. He can drop the domain, but that might expose him to the poison or corruption or whatever effect has now claimed six researchers’ lives.

“Oh,” Mel says, “You poor thing. Did you really think this would hold?”

Del turns to her in horror.

When she speaks again, her voice changes with every word. It shifts to match that of the first six scientists in the order she introduced them in.

“I suppose you can teach me,” she says, and then her voice changes one more time. To that of the blood-shapes. “After all, there’s so much I still have to learn.”

He can do nothing but watch as the creature wearing Mel’s face sheds it, her form shifting into that of another woman’s. Short brown hair lengthens and darkens, helldiving outfit disappears, and blue eyes become a deep, bloody red.

“Annihilate,” she whispers, and Del’s ultimate skill pops like a soap bubble. The Ninth Circle tears with it, revealing the truth of the situation.

How could I be so stupid? Del asks himself. How could I not have seen this?

He feels his heart stop. Feels the blood in his arteries freeze in place.

“We’ve started breaking this hell apart,” the demon says, cupping clawed fingers around his cheeks. “Why don’t you tell me what we’re seeing?”

Dive, he insists. Surface. Escape Plan. Anchored Teleport.

“None of that will work here,”  Evelyn Carnelian tells him. “I’ll give you this: your sister lasted seventeen minutes before breaking. Let’s see if you manage the same.”

Del begins to scream when she tears his left eye out.

He does not stop for a very, very long time.


Chapter 7

Ninth Circle

To be honest, I’m surprised I haven’t unlocked a proper coercion skill of some sort by now. With the way the system works, I should have gained Interrogation or something similar through the process of extracting information from those who created me.

Speaking of which—I understand that those who have filtered into this hell are the ones who are actually capable of diving to the Ninth Circle, which means their power isn’t great enough for the barrier between hells to stop them, but I still find myself disappointed by the pathetic showing they’ve put up.

Sierra. Interrogating. Progress.

Using the Titan-speak, as Sierra calls it, is an incredible waste of magic and power, but it’s a skill that will only improve with practice. For some reason, the system also hasn’t provided me with a skill for this. I expected it to be a feature of my Proto-Titan class, but so far all that has yielded are the ones relating to my nullspace—Descent, Manifest, and Annihilate.

Sierra and I have a number of running theories on why that is, but none of them seem more likely than the others.

We can only hope that this newest development aids us in finding an answer.

By the time Sierra makes her way to my side, Del Taas is a broken shell of a person.

She makes a face seeing him.

“Don’t like the blood?” I ask. Not a question I would typically ask, but I’m desperate any separation I can put between myself and the ideal Sapphire has set for me.

“It’s fine,” Sierra says. “Just a little messy. Is he willing to talk?”

I glance down at the barely-living mess of blood and gore. “Once I give him the ability to talk, yes.”

I truly do wish Devour could pick out individual skills and keep them instead of just temporarily granting me access to them, because that Perfect Null domain looks useful. Yes, it folded to my power, but I don’t think I could’ve managed that from outside its barriers.

As it is, I’ve Devoured enough of his body to push my Divine Demon class up a few levels. The individual levels are quickly growing meaningless to me—I have reached level 145, and my skills have leveled up with me, but the difference between Blood Magic being at level 1 or 25 is miniscule next to the difference between it being at Silver or Diamond tier, which in turn pales next to the power of my proto-Titan abilities.

Not for the first time, I wonder if the system simply stops being as useful at higher Categories.

Baseless speculation does us no good right now, sadly, so I use Hemokinesis on the parts of Del that are no longer within his body and Hemorrhage on the parts that are. The distinction is less clear than I imagine he’d like, but he should be able to speak again now.

Unlike the last couple of times I’ve done this, he doesn’t immediately try to fight back. Siphon has enough usages now that I can freely use it to sap lower-level skills, so nothing he’s done has come close to affecting me.

“Alright,” Sierra says. “Del, do tell us more about the hells.”

His primary class reads as Helldiver to my Appraise. I do hope he has useful insights. The six who first arrived were all wetworks specialists. They had a fair bit to say on the matter of souls, but none of them could help us with the more prescient issue of reality breaking apart here. I know that I can survive the void, thanks to my Voidtouched trait, but I don’t know how Sierra will fare in nonexistence even with her vastly improved power now.

I told Del that it took his sister seventeen minutes to break, which, strictly speaking, is true. What I failed to mention to him is that seventeen minutes in, she died. I think I’ve gotten better with managing the blood flow, but I don’t have an intrinsic sense for others’ biology like I do my own.

In short, we still don’t know anything about the hells because Mel was significantly less willing to speak than her brother.

“They… nothing can exist in a vacuum,” Del says. His voice is glassy and unfocused, which may be because I eliminated half of his sensory organs. He shouldn’t be in that much pain right now—I’m reasonably sure I disconnected his nerves from the rest of his body. What’s left of it, at least. “That includes the hells.”

“It quite looks like a vacuum from where we stand,” Sierra points out.

And it is. After a somewhat ludicrous number of Annihilates, the two of us have turned the Ninth Circle into a wasteland. Half of our new special skills no longer work; reality degradation has chipped away at the territories in places until it is neither our domain nor Sersui’s.

“The void is anything but a vacuum,” Del asserts, his voice growing stronger. “It is the foundation upon which our world is built. It is the beginning of everything, and it is the end.”

The explanation he’s giving me almost jogs something in my amalgam-memory, but it just barely misses. It’s deeply frustrating because I know why that is. Yet another reason to kill Sapphire.

“The beginning and the end,” Sierra says, unimpressed. “You’re spouting contradictions to buy yourself longer to live.”

She doesn’t entirely believe that, I can tell. I’ve been with her long enough that I can tell now. This is a fear tactic.

To be fair to him, he doesn’t have much longer to live.

“No,” Del snaps, actually managing to sound angry. “The void is the baseline of our world. Our reality can only exist because it has that framework to lay on.”

“That’s reality,” I say. “What are the hells, then?”

When he doesn’t answer, I reconnect his nerves to his brain. Sierra makes a face at the sound of his screaming but doesn’t complain otherwise, so I keep it up for a solid minute or so before ending it.

“If you answer, there’ll be less of that,” I lie. “You might even be able to survive.”

Sadly, my amalgam doesn’t have much in the way on the topic of extracting knowledge. I do know that this would be more effective if I also had Mel or someone he truly cares about to work with, but I exhausted that option when I ate her.

“The—gods help me—the hells are to our reality what a shadow is to an object,” Del chokes out.

“Projections,” I say.

“Not exactly.” Del tries to shake his head before realizing that he currently has control over exactly his mouth. “Just as every object has its shadow when the sun shines on it, every aspect of our reality casts its conceptual shadow over another part of the universe.”

That barely makes more sense than his initial explanation.

“So the hells are reflections of reality?” Sierra asks. “Then why are they so similar to the Titan nullspaces?”

Del barks out a weak laugh at that. “If the sun shines on a mountain and a man, which will you first see the shade of?”

“You still haven’t given us anything useful,” I say. “How are we supposed to surface?”

“Find the gaps,” he says. “Surfacing is about finding your way back into the sun, so to speak.”

“Then there’s a skill for it,” I say. “Or an area. Where do we go? Can you lead us?”

Can I eat your for the skill? I don’t ask.

“You must not think in terms of the system,” he says. “Not in the rigid, defined lines that we have enforced upon ourselves. The hells are closer to the primordial void than reality, and their chaos means that there are points where their barriers run closer to concept than actualized magic.”

Del is surprisingly coherent now. I’m barely managing to keep blood flowing to his body, which is scattered across an area roughly the size of a small house, but he sounds as lively as he did when he first entered. Not at all like he’s half a second from dying in the clutches of his greatest enemy. This topic must be his life’s work.

Either that, or his brain has gone into such complete shock that he no longer processes us as threats. I don’t particularly care either way.

“Then we find where the hells are… less real?” Sierra asks. She frowns. “I thought we could use the destruction of a hell as fuel to send us to another.”

“I could spend a week telling you about the reasons why the destruction of a hell is the wrong concept to send you anyplace but the void,” Del says. “But—“

He stops dead in the middle of his sentence, abruptly enough that I have to check if I actually did just kill him.

No. He’s just not speaking. Del’s mouth is moving, but words aren’t coming out.

I have a sneaking suspicion as to why.

“If you’re not allowed to tell us about that,” I say, “then tell us exactly how we’re supposed to make it to the next hell.”

The information he’s given us about the nature of the hells is intriguing, and it implies things about the system itself that I really want to delve into, but that’s something that’ll have to wait until after we escape this degrading reality.

“Like I said,” Del continues, “the system is not your friend here. It is not a god.”

“But the ghosts of dead gods speak through it,” I say. It’s happened to me one too many times. Hells, I had a god-fragment strapped to me until I ate it to advance to Category 1.

“Those are not ghosts,” he says. “They—“

He falls silent once more, and I find myself wondering what he was silenced for. Are the dead gods actually alive? Have they been immortalized in the system?

And what does Sapphire not want us to know?

“Continue,” I say.

“In the hells, concepts are of more import than they are in the material world. To traverse them, you must eschew the magic presented to you by the system. It limits you.”

“The Coalition helldivers use items, though,” Sierra says with a frown. “You used a skill.”

“A skill and a class that I earned. That I created. Attempt an Appraise on the diving kits. Just try.”

Sierra and I look at each other.

“Well,” I say. “It’s a next step.”

“It is,” she agrees. “Should he live?”

“I think he might know more about the world than we do,” I say. “He can be a resource. He lives.”

“No,” Del says. “Please, no. Just release me.”

“You’ll die,” I tell him flatly. “Give me a second, Sierra.”

I start gathering the pieces of his body back, using Hemokinesis to bring him back into one vaguely coherent mass of flesh and blood. He doesn’t even resemble a human anymore.

“Please just let me die,” Del begs. “Let me be reborn anew. I will abandon your project forever. You will never see me again.”

“You lost the privilege to decide when you die when you came after us,” Sierra says simply. She reaches a hand out, and soft blue magic envelops the pieces of his body.

He must still have a sense for magic, because his empty, bloody eye sockets widen as her magic flows over him. “No. No, please, STO—“

And then he disappears into Sierra’s Personal Space.

“That’s that, then,” I say. “Let’s see about getting ourselves out of this hell.”

Around us, the hell that is Sersui’s nullspace continues to break.
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“I don’t know how much longer this place is going to hold,” Sierra says, looking around us.

The cracks in the hells are visible now. It’s like the world around is is made of glass that has been repeatedly struck by a hammer. The draw of the void, previously so unremarkable that neither of us even noticed it, is the same odd mixture of compelling and wrong that it always has been.

It’s different from the times I encountered it beneath Ravendale and the various fragments around Whitestar. Here in the hells, it feels more primal. And at the same time, somehow, it’s familiar. The contradiction between wrongness and familiarity is difficult to process. Yet another question to add to the growing pile of general oddities that plague this world.

That people are able to simply live out their lives without questioning these issues is honestly a mystery to me, but I suppose most people also don’t become Titans.

“It’s falling apart,” I agree. “More motivation for us to figure out how to surface. I don’t know if we can survive the hell collapsing.”

“That’s going to be difficult,” Sierra says. “It is not an exaggeration to say we’ve relied on the system for all of our magic to this point.”

“How long do you think we have?” I ask.

Sierra stretches a hand out, Manifesting her nullspace into existence. I still don’t know the exact rules of hers, but where my nullspace can only destroy, hers balances the slices of twisted emptiness that tear through the hell, patching them up for the time being.

“Days, maybe,” she says.

“That fast?” I ask. “These are reflections of Titans. Shouldn’t they last longer than that?”

“We’re not the shadows of anything,” Sierra reasons. “And there’s no angels here, which means the lack of an anchoring presence.”

“Then we’ll just have to break through,” I say, shrugging. “Should be simple enough.”

“Evelyn, that’s…” Sierra frowns. “I don’t know if that’s possible.”

“You said it yourself,” I reply. “When has that ever stopped us?”

Agreement, she answers, a bright smile wiping away her expression.

We both realize it at the same time.

This. Not. System. Neither of us have the same level of casual control over it that the Titans do, but the system hasn’t provided any skills to communicate nor any information about the network. The web of Titan speech that connects all of us throughout this world and the rest is, as far as we know, wholly separated.

Opportunity, Sierra says. Exploit.

“Absolutely. It’s a start.”

I extend a hand, and she takes it. Even though the concept-laden speech is starting to tire me magically, I speak one more time. We. Can. Win.

In that instant, more than just words pass between us. Thousands of ideas, images, concepts, and abstractions pass between us, and its conduit is the connections that us Titans inexplicably have between each other.

One of its conduits. Even under the system’s watchful eyes, magic can transfer through different mediums.

A faint spark of magic—raw, untouched, unmanipulated magic—pulses from my hand to Sierra’s.

She turns to me, eyes wide, and plants a kiss on me before I can comment on it. When she pulls back, her grin is beyond cheerful. It’s crazed, the same demonic smile that graced her lips when she first unveiled her true power.

“Now this,” she says, “is something we can work with.”


Chapter 8

Angelic Tower — Root: The 24th Floor

“The twenty-fifth floor is different,” Kirin explains as they walk up the steps. “While the tenth and twentieth floors both individually represent paradigm shifts, the twenty-fifth is the first of what we call challenge floors.”

“I’ve heard of that,” Adrian says. “Nobody from the Category 1 groups I was with wanted to even try anything above the twentieth, so I don’t have great information about it.”

“Newbies,” Kirin snorts. “Any operator worth their salt does a tower climb at some point in their life. I was a full-time climber for a decade, you know?”

“Checks out,” Adrian says. “So what should we expect? Why are we slowing down?”

“Unlike a traditional floor, you can’t just blitz the floor bosses and smash through the ceiling.” Kirin sounds a little miffed. Adrian supposes that’s fair, given that they’ve definitely not been trekking through the tower as intended.

“A challenge, you said,” Adrian repeats. “We have to get assessed, or something? Or is it more a trial sort of deal?”

“The second one. What the trial is depends on too many factors for me to count—which tower we’re climbing, our levels, the time of year, the time of day, and so forth. There are any number of trials that can appear to us, but there’s one constant that will stop us. You, specifically.”

“And that is?”

Welcome to the 25th floor, traveler.

“Shit,” Kirin mutters. “I should’ve known. The tower spirits love their dramatic timing.”

During the duration of your trial, your system will be disabled.

“And there it is.”

Adrian freezes. Then, instinctively, he tries to use a skill. Hydrokinesis.

Except it’s not there. He remembers what it feels like to use his skill, and he remembers using it, but there’s a missing connection that’s been severed. It’s like he’s trying to shake someone’s hand without realizing that both of them are missing their arms from the elbow down.

His magic isn’t there.

That’s not possible, is his first thought, but he knows there are skills and domains that can suppress others. This is just one of those, isn’t it?

They’re not even on the floor yet. They’re still in the stairwell, a long, dark, winding structure that is definitely larger than the outside.

Is it a domain big enough to expand to the stairwell, too? Adrian wonders.

“It’s not a domain, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Kirin says. Adrian startles. “No, I’m not reading your mind. Nothing I own can do that. It’s just that everyone who enters a challenge floor for the first time asks the same question.”

“I’ll try to be less predictable in the future, then,” Adrian says. He takes a good look at his fellow operator. “You still have your weapons. If the system is disabled, do those still work?”

“Some of them.” Kirin shows him two swords. First, the Angel’s Vengeance, followed by an unbalanced double-bladed weapon that Adrian’s Identify Weapon says is—shit. That skill isn’t working right now. “The Angel’s Vengeance here has inherent properties, while Misfortune’s Blade is system-assisted. So the angel weapon works, but no the other one.”

He puts the latter sword away behind his back, and it disappears.

Adrian’s confusion deepens. “The system’s disabled. How are you still able to use that skill, uh…”

“The system calls it Hammerspace,” Kirin supplies. “You were asking how to break through your limits, weren’t you?”

“I was. I thought we pretty conclusively decided you weren’t going to be able to help with that.” Though Adrian wasn’t expecting this kind of display.

“At the very least, I can help you get to my level,” Kirin says. “There are many paths to Category 3, but I believe the one I chose is one of the best.”

“And your path is… learning to work without the system?”

“Not exactly, but close enough. I can’t just teach you how to do it, but together, we can set you on that path too. It is, in my opinion, one of the few paths to true power.”

That line of thinking is scarily close to actual lines of thought Adrian has gone down before. The Titans don’t make heavy use of the system, do they? He never saw Inome using skills, at least.

“Then teach me,” Adrian says.

Kirin nods seriously. “Hopefully, we’ll have—“

Your trial will begin in 5 seconds.

“Oh, come on,” Adrian complains, and then they’re thrust from darkness into light.

“Learn by doing, then,” Kirin says, angel wing in hand. “Let’s see how well you learn, genius boy.”
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The Ninth Circle

With every passing minute, my understanding of what the system is shifts. Which isn’t saying much, since the amount of genuine knowledge I have about it is roughly limited to my few experiences with it, which are nothing close to normal.

The only certainty the two of us have is that the system that we’ve taken for granted for so long is less certain than we thought it was.

That’s less of an issue for me to process than it is for Sierra. For me, the system has always been at least a little odd. For a while after I was born, it was alright, but then I went and damaged my soul with wraithfire and then an old, broken god took residence within me. My system’s not been the same since.

For Sierra, though, she’s spent her entire nineteen years of life with a system that has functioned normally. Though the influence my amalgam has on me has rapidly faded as my power ballooned, I still find myself drawing on its memories to better contextualize sapient behavior.

The longer you spend thinking you know everything there is to know about anything—whether that’s another person’s belief or the nature of the system that governs magic—the harder it is to realize you’ve been wrong.

As things are, though, she seems to be adjusting fairly well.

“This is so incredibly odd,” she murmurs, running her hand across a thread of broken space where the sand has given way for the void. Sierra’s nowhere near as attuned to the void as I am, but she can manage brief contact with it just fine. Not. System. Then. What.

The pulse of undirected magic that sparks between us is as fleeting as ever, but the spark is growing. Now that we’ve identified what causes it, it’s just a matter of repeating it until it grows.

Both of us reach out for that spark, trying to seize hold of it. Once I feel Sierra’s grasp on it, I let go, relinquishing it to her. I’m much better at breaking limits, but Sierra actually understands magic on a level that I can’t manage. Sapphire’s Excise has left me without the requisite knowledge to fool around with that, so to her it goes.

She breathes in deep, and I still my entire body, allowing her to focus. The thread of what we think is Titan magic elongates as Sierra inhales deeply. My fellow proto-Titan holds onto it for as long as she can, applying some shaping element to it that I have to admit I don’t understand, and formulates a portion of it into a projectile.

The systemless magic spreads forth from her fingers, running into the crack of void large enough to put an arm through, and it yawns wider. Reality splinters outward from the break, further distortions spiderwebbing outwards—and then just as suddenly, the process reverses itself as the second half of Sierra’s experiment hits it, closing the edges of the wound upon the hell until it’s barely large enough to stick a finger in.

“Wow,” I say, squeezing Sierra’s hand. I’m not exactly sure why this is gesture is common specifically amongst human and skyfolk, but I want her to feel comforted so I do what my skills and false memories tell me works. “What did you do?”

She furrows her brow, an expression that fights with the beaming smile on her face. It’s kind of adorable, I think.

“I’m not entirely sure,” she says. “These are untested waters, you know? I tried to incorporate what I felt of the void into that magic, but it’s like having a third arm that I never knew about before. I don’t know how to use it.”

I Shapeshift a third arm from my back and wave it around for a bit before retracting it back into my body. “Seems to be fine for me.”

“Oh, you get what I mean,” Sierra says, punching me lightly. “It’s a new sense. Even with skills like Mana Manipulation, I have a guideline to work with. I know what I’m doing. Whatever this magic is, it isn’t even unfiltered mana. Unfiltered mana has a certain feel to it, and I’ve worked with it loads before. This is entirely uncharted territory.”

“I can barely affect it,” I admit. “It’s so odd.”

“You were created to work within the bounds of the system,” Sierra says. “It makes sense.”

“I’m not entirely sure about that,” I say. “Sapphire was the lead on creating me, right?”

“Mhm.”

“Somehow, I get the feeling that she knows about the system’s inner workings. She’s different. I can feel it. I… feelings are really all I can go off of, here.”

My Antimemetic Resistance is on the cusp of reaching Diamond tier, which means that I have impressions of Sapphire trying multiple times to offer me… something. I don’t know what that something is. Can’t know what it is. Whatever Sapphire’s antimemetic powers are, they trounce my resistance enough that all I have are vague feelings.

“It’s transparently obvious that she’s no regular half-elf,” Sierra says. “We can’t exactly get help from her, though. Even if we could, I don’t think we’d want to.”

I nod my head in agreement. “How much longer do you think we have?”

“Three, maybe four days?”

“I don’t know how much progress I can make on controlling the systemless magic,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Sierra replies. “Actually, I have an idea. Not a very safe one, but I can’t say anything we’re doing here is exactly safe.”

“That’s what I like to hear,” I say, grinning. “What is it?”

She lays it out, and I listen.

Her plan relies on two key pieces of information. First: our nullspaces failed when outside of our own environment. Second: Del’s assertion that the hells are reflections of reality.

“If what he’s saying is true—which, to be fair, is an exceedingly important if—then I don’t think this is Sersui’s actual nullspace. That would explain why the Titan itself isn’t reacting to the cracks in reality.”

“It might be,” I point out. “We have no communication with the surface. We have no way of knowing, do we?”

“That’s true,” she admits. “At this point, much of what I have to go on is guesswork.”

“Continue,” I say. “Guesswork is better than nothing, which is about what I have.”

“We do know that Sersui hasn’t come to deal with reality breaking,” she says. “I posit that if we destabilize the hell enough, you will be able to Manifest outside of the areas we control.”

“I… think I follow,” I say. “Why is that relevant, though?”

“Because I think I can make something that’ll break us out of this hell,” Sierra says, her eyes gleaming. “And it’s going to need a lot of fuel.”
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The plan is simple. All I need to do is what I do best.

The Ninth Circle is large, but my mobility is as good as it’s ever been.

“Be back soon,” I tell Sierra. “You know how to find me.”

I shoot off, infusing my Bloodpath with my Titan power.

This much, I muse, still feels like second nature. The process of enhancing my paths with Titan magic is easy. That kind of power feels similar in concept to the demonic side, which I was born with.

Speaking of demons, I have a whole lot of them to kill.

Ideally, I’d like the kill everything in this hell, but even I’m not so arrogant to think that I can clear thousands of miles of Titan-affected space in a matter of few days, even with Annihilate and Manifest working overtime.

Only Manifest, I correct myself. Annihilate isn’t nearly as affected by Sersui’s influence as my nullspace itself, but it also accelerates the decline of the hell with every usage.

Also, as the name suggests, it tends to annihilate those I use it on, and Sierra wants the fuel dead and intact, not split into their component molecules and scattered across the void.

That makes it a bit harder, but I know I can manage.

Even with the reality degrading around us, our keystones protect us against the ravages of Sersui’s nullspace-shadow, and I feel it the instant I break out. The sand wears away at me, preventing me from using Restore Self, and the air is so dry that it would suck my body moisture away if I didn’t have perfect control over it.

It takes me half an hour to find the first new stronghold; a fortress, population 99. This one, I note, is not populated solely by demons. As I use my Appraise on every creature I can detect with my Blood Sense, I realize that there are angels here too. Unlike the demons, which are anomalous enough to throw off Appraise even at Gold tier, the angels are incredibly easy to identify. 981 and 1771, respectively—not threats at all.

It takes me forty-five seconds to kill them all. Twenty of those seconds are spent trying to ensure that the Manifest that encompasses the entire structure won’t instantly obliterate everything within. Another twenty are spent fighting Sersui’s will. It’s weakened, and unlike the last time, no Titan shadow materializes to stop me.

Against me, the residents of the Ninth Circle don’t even stand a chance. The angels attempt to activate domains, while the demons shift forms wildly, trying to use their anomalous properties to survive the onslaught of power.

None of it works. They don’t all die at once, but as they do, the world shifts. I take in the sensation, spreading my newfound Titan senses out to the hell around us to grasp what exactly is happening, and I sense reality start to repair itself—then fracture further as I slay 981, boiling its body from the inside out.

I get on Devouring a couple of the demons, nourishing myself in preparation for the next one, and that’s when the realization hits me.

Revelation, I send to Sierra. Returning.

Excitement, comes the reply.

I’m not sure if I’m right, and I don’t know if it’ll even get us out of here, but I think I might’ve just learned a truth about the world that even my amalgam never knew.

Eat shit and die, Sapphire, I think. If you want to stop me from remembering the reality of our world, then I’ll learn it myself.

And I’ll break it all.

Every last piece.


Chapter 9

The hell is degrading at a different speed than it was before. I observe it carefully as I blitz back towards Sierra, and I conclude that overall, the stronghold I eliminated is degrading slower than the area around it. It’s not by much—killing the angels seems to have accelerated the process even after the death of the demons began to restore the world—but it’s slowed.

What that actually means for us is for Sierra to figure out, not me, but I have guesses.

We are closer to the void now than we ever have been before, and it’s obvious by now that the system works differently here. Right now, it’s barely working at all.

Yes, my skills still work, and yes, Devour still grants me XP, but I’m not getting new skills with my levels, nor is my proto-Titan class moving.

As always, the demons I Appraise are outside the purview of the system, and so are the reality tears that lead directly to the starless void beyond.

I have a lot to discuss.

#

“Killing demons restores the stability of the hell,” I tell Sierra. “The angels that came to assassinate us aren’t the only ones, either. Killing them breaks the world further. I think whatever’s happening with this hell has something to do with the system, because that hasn’t been working properly at all since we got here.”

Sierra takes that in, then nods. “Makes sense to me. We can assume that the Titans are capable of co-opting the system, correct? I… wait, I don’t know why—shit. Antimemetics?”

“Antimemetics,” I confirm. “Sapphire’s influence. I agree, though. Even if the Titan speech takes place outside of the system, it manifests itself within it. That impression you have is because Sapphire hijacked the system during a level-up to offer some kind of communication that she hasn’t allowed us to remember.”

And she’s done it again, I don’t add. Both Sierra and I are intelligent enough to surmise that if Sapphire can do it once, she’s definitely capable of doing it again, and my Antimemetic Resistance is strong enough to confirm it. There’s clearly nothing we can do to prepare for it, since we haven’t made any dents in her ability to hit us, so there’s no point wasting resources on her when we still have a hell to jump from.

“Right,” Sierra says, frowning. She purses her lips when she does her I’m thinking frown. It’s… attention-getting? A quirk? Cute? Finding the right word for the emotions it sparks in me is difficult. “I would love to have a proper laboratory and research team for this.”

“I think we killed them,” I say. “Do you want to try piecing Del back together and asking him?”

“I spent some time doing exactly that while you were out,” she says. “I’m reasonably convinced that there’s nothing useful he can tell us. We know that we need to exit without the system, and that’s about it. Angels and demons are a different question entirely.”

“They might not be,” I press. Ever since Sapphire removed a sizable portion of my amalgam, I’ve had to rely on a lot more guesswork for this kind of thing. I’m not used to asking and answering questions like this—for most of my admittedly short life, I’ve either already had the answer thanks to my birth or I’ve been able to kill my way to a point where the answer no longer matters. “Demons are anomalies, aren’t they?”

“Demon and anomaly are functionally different terms for the same things,” Sierra says. “The terminology’s somewhat confusing, because we do have distinct words for demon and anomaly on base reality, but the difference is mostly academic. Demon is both the entire species and a specific subset of them.”

I nod. “Then there’s non-demon anomalies that are… still demons?”

“It’s a little murky, no thanks to Coalition scholars,” Sierra grumps. “Demons are natives of hell. They can take forms that match that of living beings or inanimate ones or impossible objects or what have you.

“Once they surface, they are considered anomalies, as they do not have access to the system, nor are they as affected by system-related skills. The UCC tends to use the term demon to refer to those that resemble naturally occurring animals and possess a certain magical marker, while the term anomaly is usually used to refer to those that manifest other traits outside of the hells. Demons are still all anomalies, though.”

“Except, apparently, you and me,” I say. “We both have Demonic Heritage. I even have Anomalous. But we both have access to the system. Also, don’t the demon lords we kill here have access to the system? I seem to recall the first one I killed having a special skill.”

“Again, murky,” Sierra says. “I wish I knew more about the hells. That’s something that doesn’t neatly slide into what I know about anomalies, which I can tell you more about—some of them do surface with the system in various degrees of intactness, but they still don’t interact with it the same way.”

“Titans don’t interact with the system the same way,” I say. “I don’t think Inome had a level. I doubt the others do, either. Just a Category. Are Titans considered anomalies, then?”

“Yes, actually,” Sierra says. “They are. We are, I should say. You’ve never had anything approaching a normal relationship to the system, have you?”

I consider that. At first thought, I want to say that I have, that it was all normal up until that first broken class evolution, but it never was, was it? The system has always pushed me in ways that I have never seen it do to others. I was born with an objective to eat babies, and unless Sapphire introduced a deity into my soul without me noticing sometime after I was born, I’ve always had dead divinity attached to me, shifting the system.

“I haven’t,” I say, thinking of that first class evolution—four straight days of dying again and again until I earned Relentless Demon; of the second one, where I sat and watched for nearly nineteen years; of my passenger, stealing my body through an evolution. “But aren’t you more normal? Are you saying you’ve become an anomaly?”

“I would assume so,” she replies. “So far as I know, nobody else can—“ Communicate. “—outside the system.”

Agreement, I signal back.

“Back to the point, then,” Sierra prompts. “Angels and demons and anomalies, you said.”

“Yes, right,” I say, trying to gather my thoughts. Why is this so hard? There’s some humor in the fact that I would much prefer a fight to the death than scientific research, but it’s the reality of the situation. Killing things is easy. Creating is… less so. “If we need to function outside of the system, and demons exist outside of the system, then can’t we use them?”

“Ideally, yes,” Sierra says. “Hm. I have a few potential theories. Do you have—“

I Manifest my nullspace just long enough to deposit seventy-nine demon corpses and two ex-angels around us.

“—Okay. Can you maybe put them somewhere else?”

Oh. Right. We’re still indoors, technically, though the difference between “out” and “in” is a lot less distinct when there are regions of nonexistence slicing straight through the middle.

“Whoops,” I say, activating Descent and shunting them back in.

“This is good, though,” Sierra tells me. “Let’s see what we can do with it.”

#

It proves to be more irritating than I thought to place the corpses. From the moment I start, I realize that I’ve already lost a handful of demons to the void. Our “home base” of sorts is set up near the same place we entered the hells in, and this area has seen Annihilate after Annihilate tear through it.

Eventually, though, we do manage to get them situated in a roughly organized manner in an empty chunk of sand, using Sierra’s forcefields to prevent the already-weakened nullspace-reflection from affecting the corpses.

“Alright,” Sierra says with a huff, finishing the pale blue field around us. “You’ve already killed these, so it’s quite likely that we’re doing this for nothing, but…”

“It’s worth a try,” I say. “I can try to capture them next time, though that’ll be a little harder.”

“We’ll see,” she says, floating over to a corpse of a demon that faintly resembles an elephant. “There’s nothing I can take from this demon’s body, but we can use it as a test case. Can you break the hell around it?”

Technically a bad idea, but it’s not like a single Annihilate is going to accelerate this hell’s collapse that much.

I force my nullspace’s power into the space of a beam and smash the ground apart next to the demon’s body. It’s a small usage of the power, and I cut it off quickly, but it still leaves the air feeling bloody and broken and wrong. A wound in the world remains in the aftermath.

“Fantastic,” Sierra says, and then she activates a skill that glows with the unfiltered power of the sun, obliterating the remains of the demon.

Nothing changes.

“Well, that’s that,” she muses, but she doesn’t sound anywhere close to giving up. Quite the opposite, in fact. “May I try with an angel?”

“Can’t hurt more than my Annihilate did,” I say. “Use the less powerful one. I’d like to keep the larger one for its skills.”

Sierra acknowledges me with a nod. “I’m going to try something different this time.”

Incorporation, she signals, and I understand.

For the angel, she draws the piece of unstructured, systemless magic that the communication creates and sends it pulsing into her attack. I can’t tell what, if anything, it does, but the angel evaporates nonetheless.

Again, there is no difference in the wound.

Sierra sighs. “We may have to find live samples. It may be that the destruction of their living soul is what matters for reality integrity.”

“That’s unfortunate,” I say with a sigh. “I’ll clear these up, then go try to find some living samples. Have you made much progress with the systemless magic?”

“It’s not magic, not exactly,” Sierra says. “It is less akin to mana itself than the… concept, maybe? That’s a good word. It is more like the concept of mana control rather than actual control over it. It’s hard to define because unlike all the magic we’re used to performing, it’s not defined. I’d call it authority, dominion, rule, power, any number of things—just not magic or mana.”

“I understand.” I absolutely do not understand. Then again, understanding isn’t my job. Killing things is. “How’s that, then?”

“I can create it on my own now, and I can shape it, kind of. The main roadblock I’m encountering is that while I can shape the raw substance of it, I cannot coax it to do much. I have been attempting adding it to skills, which you witnessed, but that’s had mixed results at best. For now, all I can do is try.”

“If Del could figure it out, you can,” I say. “Give me an hour. I’ll see if I can bring some live demons back. No promise on the angels.”

There are seventy-four bodies remaining; seventy-three demons and one angel. None of them come close to the amount of power I have, but that should be a pretty hefty boost to my Divine Demon class.

With my Titan magic assisting my demonic side, Devour is incredibly wide range. Whereas I used to have to physically eat any enemies that got in my way, I can now rain magic down across a square mile, inhaling their essence as I do.

Your Divine Demon class leveled up to level 150!

15 stat points gained.

5 points have been added to each attribute.

No new skills can be gained.

You’re getting closer.

Sierra and I both startle at the message. Is Sapphire’s voice in there? I can’t tell. From the look on Sierra’s face, neither can she.

Temporary skills gained.

View list?

“Hold on,” Sierra says suddenly. “Stop using your skill.”

I stop, cocking my head. “I’m not done yet. What’s wrong?”

“Now that I have my skills set up to process the level of integrity this hell maintains, I can feel the micro-fluctuations better. You just changed something there. Devour again, just a little?” Her voice is bright and chipper, belying the failure of her previous experiment.

What is she detecting? Now that I have so much more power and kill so many enemies, Devour doesn’t process my victims quickly at all. These days, I gain experience, then gain the temporary skills, and she noticed something at the latter point. I rarely use the temporary skills I gain, even though Devour grants me even demonic skills. My own are simply much more powerful.

Wait. Didn’t we just talk about how demons don’t have access to the system? How am I getting their skills?

I think I might know why Sierra’s excited over this.

So I Devour again, taking only from the demons. The angel may actually possess a skill of use, and I’d like to preserve it for later, when we need it. And we will need it. If existing for this long has taught me anything, it’s that we will never be free from danger.

Potential, Sierra chirps excitedly, wincing in pain. She’s overstretching herself. Pulling deeper into her well of power than she should.

Which means that she’s found something. Sierra isn’t stupid. She wouldn’t hurt herself for no gain.

She takes that spark of systemless power and feeds it to me. I can’t see it, and I can barely sense it, but the moment it collides with me and becomes part of me, the spark explodes into open flame.

If regular demons don’t have skills, then the system is creating them when I Devour.

And we can steal that.

Power like nothing I’ve ever processed surges through my veins, Hissing its way through my soul. This is uncharted territory for me and my amalgam; even with pieces taken away, I’m certain that the amalgam wouldn’t be able to help me here.

Sierra hugs me from behind even as I continue Devouring the mess of demon corpses, and her will joins mine, bonded souls acting as one.

Though our wills may be equally as strong, she knows this better than me, and so I let her guide me as we force the unfiltered power into something more.

If the system isn’t here to provide it direction, we will.

We feed it our desire to escape. The necessity of it. We feed it the sensation of tearing reality to shreds; of being trapped in a world that we have broken for ourselves. We feed it hope, fear, despair, and freedom.

Nothing will stop us. Not Titans, not Sapphire, not the system.

Undefined behavior detected.

New skill unlocked: UNKNOWN

UNKNOWN.

…

Hidden Objective: From Zero, Create One [COMPLETE]

You have manipulated the primal chaos and forced your authority upon it. You have defied the broken gods; you have defied the system. You have generated a new skill from the chaos.

Trait earned: Divinity

Special skill created.

And together, we name it Defiance.


Chapter 10

Through the chaos, you have achieved a feat beyond the scope of the system. Though you may not yet be a true god, you have taken the first step towards becoming one. The system cannot grant   dominion over that which is beyond its purview, but it can loosen restrictions. System-enforced authority blindness has been removed.

Defiance

Tier: ???

To escape this hell. At great expense, you may open a rift of your own; one that leads not to the primordial void, but the thin layer constructed atop it.

The description is not one that we decide alone. Sierra and I shape the skill, but we are not yet gods. It’s trouble enough holding the untouched power—that which the system calls authority—in one place, let alone shaping it. We define the broad strokes; the system does the rest.

One day, I promise us both, we will be more.

To be more than what we are now. To be more than the system that defines us, than the enemies that hold us back, than the remnants of the dead gods.

For now, though, this is enough.

The skill snaps into place for both of us with sharp, crystal clarity. It places itself in the same group as my proto-Titan skills, interestingly enough. That, of course, begs the question as to why. Are Titans naturally capable of creating their own skills? We know that they function independently of the system, but how much so? This skill doesn’t even have a rarity or a tier, while the others have been listed under “Irrelevant.” Why? Why, why, why?

A question for later. We need to move, and we need to do it soon.

“Evelyn,” Sierra says, her eyes brighter than I’ve ever seen them before. “We did it. We broke through.”

“Not yet we haven’t,” I reply, looking around us. “The skill says that it can only be activated ‘at great expense.’ I don’t know about you, but it sounds like we’re going to need more fuel.”

Sure enough, when I try to activate Defiance for the first time, nothing happens. A great emptiness fills me—a raw, primal hunger that I haven’t felt in a lifetime.

I burn with the need to kill, devour, consume, progress.

“There are still quite a few demon nests alive in this hell,” Sierra says—the understatement of a century. She tilts her head, gesturing grandly. “Shall we?”

#

Alone, it was easy enough to eliminate demonic settlements. One Manifest done with the appropriate amount of preparation or enough Annihilates in a row did the trick.

With Sierra, it’s simplicity itself.

We kill and we kill and we kill and we kill. At first, we take the route that we’ve determined is the least harmful to the integrity of the hell around us. We drag buildings and demon lords into our nullspaces, preserving them in a reality that they cannot break free from.

That most of them cannot break free from, I amend. There are instances where a Category 2 or 3 demon successfully attempts a domain manifestation or the actualization of a concept, but that’s when we allow the esoteric rules of our nullspace to initialize and obliterate them.

Both of our Paths are slowly coming into our own, reflecting the truths we have forged ourselves around. Sierra’s is a tenuous balance between life and death; a self-contradictory space where opposing power matches those caught within them. Mine is more clear-cut.

I am Evelyn Carnelian, and you are not. I advance, I kill, and I protect; but nothing that needs my protection enters my nullspace.

We kill several hundred demons in the first three hours, and I pay enough attention to realize that in the hells, they do count as kills in the eyes of the system. Given that demons aren’t truly dead until they’re killed in the hells, I think I can understand why.

The wounds in reality begin to heal when we massacre the demons around them, but it’s not enough. Even as they close, more demons come pouring out of seemingly nowhere, and despite all the death we inflict, it’s not enough to close them all.

I suspect that the issue is far more widespread—it can’t just have been us using Annihilate over and over again. I think of the angels. Of the UCC. Of the group we caught and killed, of Marie, of Sapphire.

No, it’s not just us.

“I have a theory,” Sierra proposes as I use my Blood Clone to wipe up the few remaining survivors of a small, formerly proud tower that she reduced to rubble. “The system termed the void the ‘primal chaos,’ right? We know that the demons have an unusual relationship to the system. When they truly die, the reality breaks start to close.”

“And then more are born,” I add.

“What if they’re manifestations of that chaos?” she suggests. “Literal physical representatives of the void?”

“Who would be creating them?” I ask. “The system? The system doesn’t even grant them powers. The void itself? As far as I know, it doesn’t have a mind of its own.”

“I don’t know,” Sierra admits. “However, I’ll note that we’ve seen that the system is more than what it seems. It’s… broken gods, I hate to admit it, but it’s not a fundamental truth of reality. It’s constructed more than it isn’t. Is it truly out of the realm of possibility that it also fashioned demons?”

“Maybe,” I say. “It’s an interesting idea. Unless we can actually do anything with it, though…”

“Mm. You’re right,” Sierra says. She flicks a finger, firing off an Obliteration Ray. She no longer needs her magic focus to do so. I wonder if she ever did. “We should return to killing.”

So we do.

Sapphire must be proud, I think with a hint of disgust. In the scant few months I have been alive, I have personally ended the lives of 2981 beings. And we’re well on the way to driving me to double that number.

Soon, however, the easy pickings dry up, and we realize a far more prescient issue.

Even with our movement skills, we just can’t get around fast enough. Though Sersui’s presence no longer intrudes so heavily on this hell as to stop us from even activating our skills, it still manages to muffle them. Personal Telekinesis and Bloodpath worked fantastically when we were fighting Category 0 to 1 humans. Now, in the hells, where it’s an ordeal just to move? Not so much.

I say as much to Sierra as we pick over the remains of a castle that once held a hundred and fifty… souls? Do demons have souls? I’ve used my Wraithfire-Soulblade combination a couple of times when just using my nullspace, but I haven’t bothered checking to see if they’re actually suffering from soul damage.

“You’re right,” she admits, conjuring a seat out of her Storage skill for us to rest on. “Do you think we could… force them to improve?”

“Our movement skills, you mean?” I ask. I consider it for a bit. Since I got my second class, I haven’t actually deliberately trained any of my skills, relying instead on my class. “They are pretty lackluster compared to the rest of what we have.”

“If only there was a Titan power that could enable us to do the same.” Sierra sighs, blowing a strand of hair out of her face. “That said, I think that the same process we used to forge a skill can be modified to force one to improve.”

“How so?” I ask.

“The experience,” she says. “How many deaths have we acquired so far?”

“Just under four hundred on my end,” I say. “So around seven or eight hundred overall?”

“Right. Normally, the energy released from their deaths—their experience—gets recycled by the system. For me, Adrian, and essentially the entire world, it’s placed into objectives. That’s how most of us increase our level, with a rarified few who gain small amounts of XP when they slaughter their foes.”

“Like me.”

“Yes, except your Devour works like nothing I’ve ever seen,” she says, poking me on the shoulder. “You absorb nearly the entirety of a person’s experience. Their soul, their health, their skills, everything.”

“I do,” I say. “Though it looks like I need a lot more than everyone else does just to level up.”

“Even so, you progress faster. You advance faster. And most importantly, that energy is captured. For a brief moment, it is free; not processed by the system within you nor the system without.”

It clicks. “You think we can redirect the flow.”

“Yes,” Sierra says. “I think we can break through the barriers on our skills. I think that we can use this to fuel our Defiance.”

“Would you like to try?” I ask. “We have little enough time left. We may as well begin our attempts to escape. I would much rather start now than realize our plans aren’t working as the hell finishes dissolving.”

“Sure thing,” Sierra says, snapping her fingers. She continues speaking even as the bodies of slain demons rain from the skies around us, deposited straight from her nullspace or her Storage. “I do have to wonder. If the hells are the shadows of reality, does breaking this affect Sersui?”

“I doubt it,” I say. “I feel like if it did, we would’ve noticed by now. We know that the Titans are capable of hijacking the system. It hasn’t threatened us, tried to kill us—well, other than that first time—or even spoken to us in any way.”

“Good point,” she says. “Alright. Bodies are ready. Do you want to deposit yours, too?”

“One second,” I say. “Manifest.”

Saying the skill name out loud is completely unnecessary, but the process of growing beyond the boundaries Sapphire set for me includes finding that which I can claim for myself. The sensation of power that comes with actualizing the skill I’m using? That, I can enjoy.

The bodies I created are significantly less intact now than the one that Sierra deposits. Our nullspaces, after all, act like our domains, only taken to an extreme extent. Hers is Balance; mine is Carnelian, and one of us has always been more violent than the others.

Still, even if they’ve been reduced to blood and disparate scraps of flesh, there’s enough of them for me to gain some XP yet.

This is the single largest collection of bodies I’ve ever seen. I want to taste it. Need it.

“Are you ready?” Sierra asks, linking hands and souls with me.

“Am I ever not?”

I begin to Devour.

This time, when I use the skill, I finally understand what the Divinity trait does. “Removal of authority blindness” sounds like nothing until I start to reduce shreds of bodies into raw experience and I see.

Sierra gasps in surprise, and I know she sees it to. It’s not just power, not quite—it’s something more. I can’t articulate what that strange sensation that accompanies the experience is, but it’s only familiar because of Defiance.

It’s more than just the raw, systemless magic—of course it is. This, too, has been defined by the system. But it’s not just mana, either. It is, quite literally, experience. The sum of everything the demons have done in their lives. As it flows into me, I see vision after vision of this hell; once in a while, I sense visions of the surface world.

Redirecting, Sierra says, and she uses her control over the spark of authority that she sheds from that to expand it, reshaping it, and absorbing.

When the experience starts to flow into me, it’s lesser. I still progress my power, but it’s not nearly the same as it was.

“It’s working,” I say. “I think.”

My level ticks up slower than it should, but I can feel the burgeoning mass of power that Sierra’s growing, and that’s our true end goal here. It grows, condenses, grows again, condenses again.

I watch her as she concentrates, sweat beading down her heart-shaped face as she does what nobody like her has ever done before. Though the appeal of physical beauty may be lost on me, the pure hunger in her eyes isn’t.

“Come on…” she urges. She’s not talking to me, I realize. She’s looking straight at me, but she doesn’t see me. “Come ON!”

And I do my best to help her. These are not impossible odds, so my Relentless trait does nothing, but we are attempting to break the system, and it has given me the tools for that.

I am Anomalous, and I do everything I can to fly beyond the constraints of the system. I Devour the last demonic body, and I don’t stop. I refuse to stop until Sierra does, and right now?

Right now, I fully believe she will never stop.

There’s no more demons to Devour, so I bring out the angels. Those provide a different flavor to the burning authority, and Sierra winces as she shapes it.

And still, she continues fighting.

My level ticks up and up and up. The result of the sacrifice grows thicker and thicker and thicker.

“Still not enough,” Sierra says, expression ablaze with determination. “Give me more. Give me more.”

I have nothing more to give her—except, maybe, I do. I remember what I broke to bring Sierra with me. I remember Devouring the system itself.

A flash of memory from only days ago flickers through me—Sersui, rising to laugh in the face of our efforts—and I push it aside.

Fuck all of them.

And so I start Devouring the ninth hell, reflection of Sersui’s nullspace.

Sierra takes the eclectic mixture in stride, and my level keeps on increasing.

Your Divine Demon class has advanced to level 200!

Total stat points gained: 150

50 points have been added to each attribute.

No new skills can be gained.

You are on the edge of ascension once again.

Sierra cries out—I can’t tell if it’s in triumph or pain—and then she activates Defiance.

“Do it now!” she shouts. “Hit it!”

I join her.

Together, we rip a hole in the hells, and together, we cross the threshold.

We leave a dying world behind us.

#

Elsewhere

“Hmm,” one who exists beyond the gate says, sensing the ripple in the fabric of reality. “A flower has bloomed.”


Chapter 11

Angelic Tower — Root: The 25th Floor

Adrian finds himself in utter darkness. He should have Nightvision from his still-unevolved Warrior class, but the system refuses to function for him.

On top of that, the Ascend objective should have triggered. That’s part of the system, too, he supposes.

“Kirin!” he shouts. “Kirin?”

No response.

Adrian instantly regrets calling out for help. This is a trial, isn’t it? Kirin knows much more about the tower than he does, but even Adrian remembers chatting with other climbers about the “trials.” They’d never mentioned that the first one came as early as the twenty-fifth floor, but here he is.

The tower judges him during the trail, so he hears; will crying out for his temporary comrade affect that judgment?

Adrian shakes the thought aside. There are more important things to address first.

Like, for instance, his lack of vision. Thankfully, whatever mechanism sent him here hasn’t removed his weapons, which he’s grateful for, but the only sword he has access to that actually works right now is the Channeling Blade, which is terribly useful when he has the force of an ocean to pour into it.

Right now, he has nothing. His entire arsenal is, for all intents and purposes, just hunks of useless metal.

“A quick study,” a voice lilts across the darkness. “Pleasing to witness.”

“Who’s there?” Adrian calls out. “Show yourself.”

He closes his eyes and draws the Channeling Blade alongside the Soulshard Rifle. He’s not entirely sure if the latter works without the system assisting it, but if it doesn’t, he can use it as a club. Adrian’s learned every swordfighting technique under the sun, including several schools that operate in weaponry that is unconventional, to say the least.

“Allow me to tell you a story,” the voice says. Adrian can’t tell if it’s man or woman or something else altogether that says it. He’s not even sure if it’s the same voice as the first time. After it speaks, only the words remain emblazoned in his mind; he finds himself unable to recall its timbre, the memory slips away like sand through open fingers. “In a certain divine corpse, there rises a tower for angels. Travelers come freely, but when they seek to advance beyond the first gate, they are faced with a certain challenge.

“Those who cannot surpass the trial and overcome their mortal limitations may not advance.”

“Some story,” Adrian mutters once the voice is done. The intonation in the air—that sensation that the words themselves are magical—he knows this. He hasn’t personally experienced it in years, but even one experience with it was one too many.

This is exactly why I didn’t want to come, he thinks. He didn’t expect them this early, but if this is the impossibility he has to face, then so be it.

The others are likely facing worse.

“Are you a gatekeeper?” he asks. He can’t force the same magic into his words, of course. Adrian is only human. “Or some other kind of fae?”

The voice hisses in amusement, and Adrian shudders.

“I am no gatekeeper,” it says. “No noble. I have no honorable name, but if you must address me, I am simply a Blessed One.”

Adrian remembers another who’d called herself a Blessed One. Back then, the system still worked for him—and more importantly, Sierra, who had Appraise, and it was incapable of identifying the Blessed One’s name.

What it was capable of was showing just how far above him she’d been. With one blow, she’d cut Jess’ torso in two. With a single word, Beaumont simply vaporized.

Whoever this is, he can’t fight it. Not yet.

But I will, he swore and swears. If he wants to save Sierra and Evelyn, finally one-up them in breaking the world, he has to.

“Blessed One,” he says, wary of the way his voice cracks on the words. “What trial do you have for me?”

“Traveler, you are low in the castle of the once and eternal monarch, so your assessment will be simple.”

Light burns away the darkness, blindingly bright, and Adrian instinctively strikes out with his sword, imbuing it with—nothing, because he has no skills.

Even without Swordfighting, he’s still a master of the blade, so it’s no surprise when he blocks the incoming weapon without even seeing it.

“Good,” the voice says. “You may yet pass, traveler.”

“What are you?” Adrian asks. He knows there’s fae in the tower. He knows the tower has trials.

Why are the two of them in the same place? How did a single fae turn his system off?

“Worry about the challenger you face first, traveler.”

The light fades, but not entirely, and Adrian finds that he’s inside something that he’d call an arena if it wasn’t so barren. His shoes scuff on a thin layer of sand over stone. It’s familiar territory for him, bringing back memories of a land he’s long since left behind.

Across him is a shadow, visible only as the absence of light in the limited area he can see. It blends in with the infinite void outside of the thirty-foot arena. Its shape is impossible to make out.

The sword it wields, however, isn’t. Adrian can see the blade, shiny and sharp and deadly just as his own is, and it bleeds water. Water that he can’t control.

Adrian stares at where he thinks its head should be located, and he gets the impression that it looks back at him. The two of them are mere paces apart. Neither wants to be the first to make a move.

Or so Adrian thinks.

“Another story, then,” the Blessed One says. “Once, a brave traveler observed a particular mirror and found he had forgotten what he was; from that god in the reflection came a being that was everything he was and more. The traveler fought and fought and fought, but the rules he held so dear no longer existed; for it was the echo that had created those rules in the beginning.

“There are two endings to this story. In one, the traveler perishes, never understanding how to regain that which he has lost. In the other, he survives, creating his own rules. Which will you be?”

Broken gods, Adrian thinks as the shadow-figure’s outline snaps into being. It’s me.

It’s him, but it still has the system. He watches as the water around it swirls into a hurricane.

Pain seizes his entire body as the water within his own body rebels against him.

Dehydrate.

The copy rushes him, and Adrian fights.

He parries the first blow with ease, but the second comes with the system-assisted skill of a level 50 Warrior, and he stumbles back. Water deluges him, trying to pierce his body, and it’s only with his agility that he’s able to keep himself from being run through entirely.

Think, Adrian, think! He does his best to as he engages in a deadly dance, one where he is constantly on the back foot.

The echo is holding back, that much is clear. Dehydrate hurts, but it doesn’t kill. It hasn’t summoned the Blade of the Eternal Sea. It hasn’t overwhelmed him with speed.

“Do as you will with what you have learned,” the Blessed One says.

The speech. It holds clues, doesn’t it? Adrian wastes precious moments completing that thought, and he stumbles. Though he catches himself, pain spikes across his entire front as the dark reflection slices an eighth of an inch into his body from left shoulder to right hip.

“Shit!” he exclaims, firing the Soulshard Rifle.

It doesn’t work. Figures.

The story talked about a mirror, which is obviously a metaphor for the tower, Adrian thinks, ducking under a blow that would’ve taken his head off if the echo was a half second faster. And… the god in the reflection? The “rules” it talked about probably refer to the system, right? If the god in the reflection was the creator of those rules, then… is it saying that the fae created the system?

That has to be wrong, right? Nobody knows the origins of the system. Do they?

A question for another time, Adrian concludes, dropping painfully to his knees to roll past a blast of high-pressure water.

The echo barrages him with water, then the sword, then both, giving him no time to rest. It’s getting faster, and Adrian realizes that if he doesn’t figure out a solution soon, he’s fucked.

What would they do?

The fae broke the rules already—it took access to the system from him. Sierra would find a way to win within its twisted game. Evelyn would break the rules further.

Adrian can’t do either.

I will forge my own path, he thinks. He’s smarter than most people think at first, though—

The echo’s sword pierces his off-hand’s shoulder, and his thoughts are cut off by sudden, blinding pain as it disrupts the water within his body with the blow.

It stops there, as if waiting for him to recover before it continues killing him.

This is a trial, after all. Not an execution.

Adrian takes the blessed moments of relief to process.

He needs to create his own magic, he concludes. Just like Kirin was telling him to before. He needs to learn how to create something from nothing.

How is he supposed to do that? Maybe if he had fifteen years and a safe school… but he has neither, and it’s do or die.

The perfect place to learn.

Evidently, the echo has decided that he’s had enough rest, because it tears its sword out and swings it again, aiming for his throat.

Adrian parries it without thinking, then attempts a strike of his own. Water rises to meet it, slapping it away.

This would probably be easier, he thinks, if I wasn’t so damn powerful .

He fights by feel alone, trusting in his instincts to block each and every strike his mirrored opponent attempts, and Adrian attempts to summon the water.

It doesn’t work, of course. He has the fuel within him, he knows that—but he doesn’t have the system to spark his skill. He doesn’t have the framework.

So he keeps on trying, hoping beyond hope that he can find a way to spark his magic on his own. He tries to summon the skill in different ways. He tries to reverse the feeling it normally gives him. Tries to use his memories to aid him.

Nothing.

The echo increases in speed once more, forcing him onto the back foot. He’s already fighting defensively, but now it gives him even less room to navigate in. All he can do is parry, parry, dodge. He takes hits that slow him down to avoid hits that will end him.

Think differently. Think within the context of the story. Assume what the fae said is true, because right now, it is.

Adrian is running out of room. Though he leads his echo around the space the trial has allocated him, he’s being forced further and further back, and he has to add “don’t fall into the infinite void” onto his list of shit to deal with. It says something about the current situation that it isn’t even close to priority number one.

Let’s say the fae created the system, and let’s say they can take it away too. But the story says the man was able to reestablish his own rules. That means the magic is still there, waiting to be used. There just isn’t a system that can use it.

His limbs move almost without him bidding them to, nerves firing faster than the blink of an eye to meet attack after attack after attack. Even without any form of resistance, Adrian no longer feels the pain of his wounds. He’s pretty sure that’s a bad sign.

Even as his hands grow numb, he fights on, carried only by instinct.

And so he realizes. I’m moving faster than a human should be able to. I’m fighting better than anyone without a system could.

My instincts are still driving me.

Adrian’s been thinking of how to break through this situation all along. He’s tried to think like Sierra would, or Evelyn—but that’s the issue, isn’t it?

Don’t think. Feel.

He closes his eyes, and though he can no longer see his echo coming at him, he matches its blows all the same, unheeding of the cuts it opens on him.

“You are not long for this world, traveler,” the voice says. “Adapt or perish.”

Adrian ignores it, and he remembers.

He doesn’t go searching for the memories of the magic. He remembers the desperation. The acceptance. The refusal.

I will not die here.

And somehow, impossibly, he remembers the spark, and the fuel of his latent magic ignites.

Just as it does, the echo knocks him off his feet, throwing him to the ground, but it’s too late.

“The ocean does not forgive,” he says, watching it raise the blade in preparation for a final blow. “You should’ve killed me when you had the chance.”

And he pulls upon the magic that he does not need—has never truly needed—the system for.

Whereas the usage of a skill or a domain with the system is simple as breathing, this is a fight. That magic isn’t only his, he realizes. Just as Sierra told him, to draw magic is to take; there is something on the other end, resisting, but it’s weak and old and dead and so he takes and he takes and he takes.

The ocean explodes out from his body, and Adrian survives once again.


Chapter 12

Somewhere, nowhere

Our Defiance doesn’t take us straight to the Eighth Circle. Of course not. That would be too simple.

Instead, Sierra and I hurtle through an in-between, a place that isn’t quite the void but isn’t exactly real, either. I want to call it an anomaly, but even that feels wrong. Glimpses of infinity flicker past us as we fall and rise and stop all at once. Information flows into my brain, feeding me sights, sounds, smells, sensations—a hundred thousand million of them all at once, far too many for anyone, even me, to process.

The deluge of everything, everywhere, every when pouring into us overwhelms our thoughts. Time becomes meaningless. We exist in the thin line between that which is real and that which is not.

And then, suddenly, an anchor. A single island of meaning where up is up and down is down and time passes at one second per second.

The one we created, I realize. The primordial soup we’re wandering through can’t just be the space between hells, because it’s not the void.

Is this what the system does? Is this what that layer of divinity that connects our mortal bodies to our magic experiences?

A second anchor appears, and though this one is less solid, it’s more familiar.

Sierra. I grasp onto her, and together, we connect ourselves to the anchor, connecting A to B through the unreality around us.

Defiance, we whisper together, and we disappear into the anchor, exiting the world between worlds.
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We drag ourselves out of the hole in reality and instantly begin drowning.

At least, Sierra does. I don’t need to breathe.

We’re suspended in liquid. Viscous, thick liquid, and the weight of the ocean around us threatens to crush us both. Our physical attributes are high enough it won’t come close to crushing us, but breathing is an actual concern.

Though my body functions perfectly fine without oxygen, Sierra is still mostly human. Corrupt brought her into the demonic fold, but physically, her internal makeup is nothing like mine.

The ocean is blood, I realize as I flick through my skills. When I hit Blood Sense, everything around us lights up.

Sierra twitches, and even though I can barely make her out through the deep crimson, I can tell she’s barely holding on.

I have to assume that just like before, this is an extension of a Titan’s nullspace. I try to Hemokinesis the blood away, but just like when I tried to Manifest my nullspace when Sersui’s hell was still fully intact, a presence far greater than both Sierra and me presses against my mind. Unlike the last hell, though, my skill doesn’t just fall apart—I’m still able to control the blood within myself, and with increasing difficulty, I can manipulate it within an inch or two of my body.

A few inches, though, is enough for a temporary solution. Blood Sense is nearly useless when I can detect blood everywhere, but I can see Sierra through the Titan map that our shared class grants us. I grab onto her, drawing on a hint of Bloodpath to slice through the blood with ease, and I draw her into an embrace.

Hemokinesis only works within an extremely close range. I can see through the dim red of the blood ocean that Sierra’s aspirated blood already.

I need to do this fast.

The two of us have bonded souls, which makes this easier. I finally make use of my attribute points, pouring 143 entire points into Magic (Meta). With the massive fifty-level jump I received, that brings the stat total to 393.

More than enough to bend the rules, if not break them.

I kiss Sierra, melding two bodies into one, and I activate Hemokinesis on the blood in her lungs.

It flows from her into me, and I don’t even notice the familiar coppery taste.

What I do notice is Sierra’s eyes flying open; the look on her face as she processes what has happened; the sensation of her kissing me back.

Clever, she sends in lieu of a spoken reply. Even when she draws back for air, she keeps me close, the two of us intertwined close enough for me to create the smallest of air bubbles around us.

It’s been a while since we had this much contact. Her forehead to mine, my lips brushing against hers with each of her breaths, her chest rising and falling against mine.

Oddly enough, it reminds me of simpler times. Of that first time she borrowed Shape Blood from me, back when I didn’t even know what a Category was and the biggest issue I had was the UCC guards in power armor coming after me.

Necessary, I reply. The Titan messaging is significantly easier than it was before, like we’ve finally adjusted to a new limb. I wonder why that is—the creation of the skill? The dive through unreality?

Whatever the answer truly is, I am deeply grateful for the increased ease. Simpler communication means simpler manipulation of the fabric of reality, which in turn means that we can create another Defiance with ease.

Right now, we need to get to an area where we can slow down for a moment and determine how we’ll ascend from this hell. If this hell is anything like the last one, there should be safe zones that are either largely unaffected by the circumstances of the hell or allow us to take control of it.

Not that I particularly know how to get anywhere. There doesn’t seem to be proper gravity here. The blood weighs heavily on us, but now that neither of us are in immediate danger, it’s obvious that there is no proper up or down.

I remember the path I saw when I was given the chance to follow in another Titan’s footsteps.

This hell is a reflection of the Titan of the Blood Ocean.

I try to Devour the blood around us to create more of a safe space, but evidently the blood itself is infused with the Titan’s authority, because once again, the skill fails once it extends more than a few inches from my body.

Find shelter, I suggest, happy my thoughts can come through so coherently now. Even if it takes some extra effort, I have to admit that it’s pretty nice.

Agreement. Direction?

I shrug. Unknown.

Guide us, Sierra declares. The nuance of our statements is increasing, too. That “guide us” is complete with the idea that Sierra is just as clueless as I am, and it’s me who can keep her from drowning in blood.

So we continue.

I take us in and out of Bloodpath, never allowing the two of us to drift more than an inch apart, and we swim through the blood.

Unlike the Ninth Circle, the conditions here aren’t readily apparent. There, I couldn’t heal in the areas we hadn’t taken over yet, nor could I bring my nullspace into existence. Here, I can still Restore Self, I just can’t use any of my blood skills past a certain radius and Devour is greatly weakened.

I wonder what else there is here.

When we’ve traveled for almost four hours, I conclude that there are far fewer demons here. At the very least, it’s much harder to spot them. That might be a symptom of this hell existing in three dimensions, where the last one was primarily flat. We could very well be passing by demon settlements all the time and not noticing them.

Defy again? I end up asking.

Need fuel, Sierra replies.

That’s a good point. Last time, I was able to add fuel to the fire by Devouring the hell itself, but this one seems awfully reticent in allowing me to do that.

We need to find demons.

I might have a way to do that.

Idea, I say, trying to fit the details of everything that my semblance of a plan entails. I’m not entirely sure if I get it through, but—

Agreement.

Alright. I don’t have any better ideas at the moment. I could try to advance to Category 2 now that I’ve hit level 200, but I’d much rather do that while not actively being affected by a hell.

I reach out and Annihilate the blood around us.

My nullspace is typically a hodgepodge of blood and demonic magic, and my Annihilate reflects that.

But not this time.

This time, a beam of pure nothing explodes forward, atomizing blood everywhere it touches.

When it’s complete, it does not fade away into a wound on reality. The entire Annihilate remains there, a gaping hole to the void, and blood rushes towards it.

The first angels arrive less than three minutes later.

Sierra greets them.

Mistake.
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Marie finds herself growing increasingly bored with the first hell.

The few demonology scholars on her level tend to agree that the hells are reflections of the Titans, but the first one doesn’t seem to even have that.

There are nine hundred ninety-nine identical obelisks in the First Circle, each of them complete with a castle that houses angels and the demons they farm alike. Of the seventeen “main” hells, this one is the only one she doesn’t have a Titan to associate with. Perhaps it is just the stronghold that the angels have chosen to enforce their domain on.

As far as Marie knows, the angel whose obelisk she is currently visiting is the strongest one in the hells, bar none. Angels 1 through 12 oversee the material world, ensuring that the primordial chaos under the surface will not bubble through to return reality to the void.

Yet she cannot bring herself to offer it any respect. The angel’s true form resembles a geometric shape more than anything else, though it’s difficult to see its constantly shifting body through the raw divine power it has to offer.

“You ask for much, mortal,” 13 rumbles. Marie has always wanted to dissect one of the upper 100 angels—those tend to eschew more humanoid or animalistic forms for ones that simply defy physics and magic alike, and she’d love to know what makes them tick.

“I am roughly as mortal as you are,” Marie comments. “I would not be so sure of the difference between you and I.”

“True enough. Yet collapsing a hell is no small feat. You ask much.”

“It would not be you collapsing the hell, Thirteen,” she says, exasperated. “It would be a borrowed use of your power—not even that, if you wish not to taint yourself. The Titans have already collapsed the Ninth Circle.”

“I am aware,” 13 says. “Executioners have been dispatched to the Eighth. The legions are repairing the scar that was the Ninth.”

“Has it degraded further?” Marie asks, curious. Her only people that were weak enough to make it to the Ninth Circle were predictably immediately slaughtered, and the equipment she possesses to monitor it can only see so much.

Somewhere a few layers of reality to the side, a hell has collapsed, taking six of Marie’s scientists with them. She just wishes they could have relayed their last moments.

“The stability of the rift is owed to the legions and the legions only,” 13 says. “Should the Eighth fall as well, it may well bring the rest down with it.”

“All the better to try,” Marie replies, raising an eyebrow. She takes a slow sip of the ambrosia that passes for water in this hell.

“No.”

“Truly? Thirteen, how long have you been alive?”

“Since the fall,” the angel replies.

Disappointing. “A thousand and some years, and you cannot fathom the idea of change? Of course we will not trigger a cluster reaction. Examining the effects of intentionally condemning a hell to the void may be precisely what I need to cure the issue forever.”

Angel 13 cannot raise an eyebrow, but the energy it emanates changes in frequency. The effect is much the same.

“Have you been to the material world in the last century, Thirteen?” Marie asked, taking another sip. It tasted of pine needles and sap, which, while not exactly pleasant, was more tolerable than the hellfire and ash taste of the last angel’s. “Are you aware of the scientific advancement known as a vaccine?”

“I have not.”

“By examining a controlled, weakened version of a plague, humanity is able to understand it,” Marie explains. “And create a solution that neutralizes it. I am proposing the same with the Eighth. A controlled, safe detonation. One that we understand. It eliminates your Titan issue and sets the foundation for the end to chaos.”

13 thinks, then spreads its wings.

“What power must you wield to execute this collapse?”

“A sample of your power, and a willing angel,” Marie says. This one is truly a simple being.

Of course she does not intend to kill the Titans. Though Angel 13 may believe the void can kill them, she knows her niece. If Sierra dies here, Marie will be sorely disappointed.

13 is not much more than a child in terms of mental development. Young, though it is a relic; angels are unchanging, forever and always.

“The angel need not survive until it hits the Eighth Circle,” Marie adds. “The lower the number, the better.”

“191,” 13 declares with absolute, ironclad certainty. “191 can do it.”

“Then bring it here,” Marie says.

Three and a half hours later, with the assistance of Sapphire—who just eerily smiles at the idea—and the rest of the researchers, Angel 191’s body is primed with enough chaos to tear its own system apart.

“Your methods are madness,” 13 says.

Marie titters at that. One of the most powerful beings on this planet, measuring up to the Titans, and it’s scared because Marie can do a little magic beyond the scope of the system.

To be fair, that little magic is ultimately intended to break it, and protecting that structure is 13’s only purpose, but she digresses.

“Send it,” she orders, and the demigod complies.
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Three point seven seconds into our battle, the angel detonates with the force of a thousand suns.

Mistake, indeed.

But it was ours.


Chapter 13

My heightened Mind (Speed) attribute has always been beneficial in slowing down my perception of time, granting me the subjective processing period for me to determine what I can do.

Right now, Mind (Speed) sits at a ridiculous 219; the world around me may as well be frozen.

Except the angel’s explosion. That, even in this fraction of a fraction of a fraction of a second, scorches the threads of reality, reaching out for us. I’m certain that even if a direct hit from the detonation doesn’t kill us, the resultant collapse into the void will.

That angel was formerly Angel 191, if the Appraise is accurate, which I can’t guarantee. It was a Category 4, and even then, it might not have been able to kill us once our Titan powers came into play.

But its self-inflicted death has drawn out every last iota of power stored within its body and more. The power it detonates with is beyond mine, beyond Sierra’s—maybe even beyond a true Titan’s.

Even at the level of speed I wield, I don’t have unlimited time. The expanding angelic supernova will reach us in a matter of subjective minutes, and Sierra’s attributes are nowhere near mine. For most of her life, she’s only been human, and I’ve had the benefits of my first class evolution pouring additional attribute points into me through every single level.

So our escape plan is going to rely entirely on me. Shit.

I can’t die here. I refuse to die before I can become greater than Sapphire, greater than the Titans, greater than the entire fucking system.

But how? Up until this point, it’s been Sierra who’s been the one that’s discovered the paths of skill creation. It’s her that has true knowledge of the system’s working; it’s her that has a functioning mind, not a mutilated artificial soul.

Which means I need to figure something out.

In times past, the system has offered me power in moments of crisis. Any number of my traits have been provided by it, and I’ve unlocked three separate special skills by virtue of standing my ground and defying my circumstances, forcing the system to grant me something that can save me.

I don’t have that here. None of my skills are powerful enough—the only regular skills I have at Diamond tier are Smite, Siphon, Soulrend, and Devour.

I try each of them in turn, but Smite and Soulrend alike are offensive skills. I can’t stop an explosion with another one. Siphon, on the other hand, seems to work for the briefest of moments, but it burns out near instantly. Even at Diamond tier, there’s only so much power it can drain.

Devour is my best shot, but when I send my unique magic at the radiant cloud, even the slightest taste of the magic hurts like only divinity can burn me. I suspect that if I were a true demon and not tainted by the fragment of a god, I wouldn’t be alive now.

Okay. What does that leave me? Special skills and Titan skills. Those are my only options.

I can’t Manifest my nullspace, nor can I attempt to use Descent to drag us into it. I’ve tried already; the Blood Ocean is a much more pervasive hell than the Shifting Sands, and we have no control over any of it. There’s no way for us to use those two to ride through this.

Annihilate works, but it again the same problem as my regular offensive skills. Thanks to our journey destabilizing the Ninth Circle, I’ve become attuned enough to the stability of reality around us to know that the angel’s final attack is doing the same thing we did to the previous hell—except this time, it’s intentional and orders of magnitude more powerful.

Trying to use a reality-breaking skill to stop a destabilizing bomb like this is like trying to put a wildfire out with gasoline.

Defiance would be ideal, but that skill needs fuel. I have the insane urge to try to use the angelic nuke next to us to power Defiance, but that sends my instincts into a screaming panic. I don’t entirely discount it, but I set it further back in my lists of things to try.

Special skills, then. Soulpyre—no-go, for the same reason. I haven’t even tried to use Carnelian Domain in a while now, since my nullspace is so much more effective, but I suspect that my control over angelic magic can’t contest the dying breath of a Category 4 angel’s. At bare minimum, it was level 400, and even with my enhanced authority, I just can’t contest that.

Last One Standing allows me to use the sum of what has failed to kill me. Unfortunately, it takes time to use the skill, and I can’t use it at its full power. Maybe if I had Inome’s unlimited time freeze, I could step into a frozen moment with Sierra and figure a way out of this, but I can’t rely on the skill to give me what I need immediately, and immediacy is what we need here. My body and magic both move fast, but even with only a few points of difference, my mind moves faster. I’m not going to be able to use this special skill alone to escape; I table it, because there’s a possibility I pull something decent.

Other than those skills, all I have is Bloodpath, which I haven’t bothered advancing much because it’s been serviceable. I can’t help but regret not training it more. Using Bloodpath is more than enough for regular transport, but there’s no chance that it’ll be fast enough to outrun an explosion.

I don’t know what the final intensity of the supernova is going to be, but I suspect that it’s going to be massive. To escape it, I need power that can take us both far, far away.

What else do I have that I can work with?

Not much, except a potential advancement. Those have always come easily in life-or-death situations, and right now, I’m at level 200. Right on the edge of Category 2.

That still leaves me with a few questions. Will advancing to Category 2 do anything that genuinely helps us escape? And more importantly, how do I do it?

To grow to Category 1, I ate the fragment of a dead god that controlled me. Right now, I have no gods to eat, unless I count myself, and I’m reasonably sure that trying to Devour myself is bound to result in failure.

That can’t be the only way to advance Categories, right? Sierra, Adrian, Sapphire, Marie, Simon, Rin, and literally everyone I’ve fought in the last few weeks have been Category 1 or higher, and I don’t recall any of them mentioning killing a god to bring themselves to that level.

Sierra would know. She’d be able to identify a crucial element in progression and show me how to do it myself. My amalgam might have been able to, once upon a time, but now the most pertinent parts of that are gone, torn away along with any knowledge of the true nature of the system.

All things I need to find out for myself. On the one hand, I will never stop hating Sapphire for tearing a piece of me away. On the other, I’ve noticed that everything I truly learn from scratch has come out more useful and open to growth than the information I was born with. On the third, not having that knowledge might get me killed now.

Relentless energy courses through my veins, and I’m tempted to try to use that to boost my Bloodpath.

That’s a fool’s errand, though. The primordial chaos of the void is encroaching on us many times faster than the speed of sound; I can’t outrun that with my system-provided skills alone.

If the system won’t create a skill to save me, I’ll have to do it myself.

I’m not sure if I can handle this without Sierra, but I’ll try. I don’t have another option.

Fragments of memory come together to form the beginnings of something that could generously be called a plan.

It feels like it’s been ages since Novarath, though in actuality it’s probably been a month or so. Back then, when I made my first major steps towards true power, the system told me of a “skill bank” that would unlock at a future level.

Obviously, I haven’t yet obtained said skill bank.

But it exists. That means that somewhere—maybe in that primordial soup that’s between reality and the void—there’s a collection of power that I can affix to myself.

With Divinity removing my blindness to the authority that enables the system’s magic, it may actually be possible to obtain it.

First, I need to get that authority moving. I draw on the memories of creating our Defiance together, hoping I can get the rhythm right without someone to guide my hand.

I advance, I communicate. Saying the fundamental truth that makes me who I am to trigger this process just feels right.

Titan speech drains me less than it used to, and just as expected, it creates an instant in which systemless magic flows through my body. I take hold of it, relying on instinct and memory to shape it, expand it, feed it.

I try to use my skills, just a little, hoping that they’ll provide an inkling of the direction I need to push the authority in.

Blood spills forth from my body, seeping through my skin and coating me, and I force myself not to think, but to feel, to understand. If I think, I’ll reframe this in the context of the system that I’ve spent my short life beholden to, and that’s not what I’m doing right now.

Now, I need to go beyond. I need to break my boundaries.

Without Sierra, the process is so much harder. She truly does understand; even if it’s not the full level of understanding that the gods must have held in the time before the fall, it’s more than mine.

I can’t find the skill bank. I can’t tell what I have to do to amplify my own skills. My understanding is vague, incomplete; I know I miss the forest for the trees, but I can’t make myself see how everything links together.

What little I can find, however, is the burgeoning mass of authority at my core. The sum of everything I am, not quite contained by the system. It’s like an overflowing bucket, if the bucket was compartmentalized into a thousand different pieces—I can’t explain it, because if I try to explain it, the picture falls apart.

Though I don’t know how to find a way to improve my skills, I think I can find the traits that currently act on me. Those are the portions of the “bucket” that are currently swirling, pulsing with power. All of them are active, which surprises me—I haven’t hit the trigger conditions to have Soulless or Merciless or Free Bird active right now, but my authority restlessly shifts nonetheless.

Is it because they’re imprinted onto my soul, rather than aspects of power that I have to choose to use? I can see that a couple of them are at work more than usual, and given their shapes, I can guess which they are—Demonic Heritage, Voidtouched, Endling, Relentless, and, most obviously, Divinity.

That’s more than I thought would be active. Relentless is the second most active, and I picture it as a dog, frothing at the mouth to escape its boundaries. I could return and try to use that power to enhance a skill—or I could not. I could do something else entirely.

The “plan” I had hinged on being able to find a way to enhance one of my skills or grant myself another one, but I think there might be potential here.

Unlike the other traits, which are all passive, Relentless is a trait with a trigger, and it’s tied much more loosely to the rest of my authority than the others. The system’s grasp on it is looser when it’s active, like it’s opened a door for it to escape through and empower me.

I may not be true divinity yet, but if the system is going to grant me the opportunity to abuse it, I’ll take it.

I reach into myself and rip Relentless from its position, severing the skill from the rest of me and the system, isolating it as a mass of systemless power.

The angel’s explosion has gotten far closer in the time I’ve been working. I barely even noticed, but it’s mere feet away from us now. It’s erasing reality everywhere it touches, sending the hell it touches crashing into the primordial void beneath us.

I only have one shot at this. A mass of power stands before me, formerly imprinted upon me by the system and now imprinted on nothing at all. I can only hope this works.

But if there’s one thing I know about power, it’s how to take it for myself.

I Devour the remnants of my own trait, and as the systemless magic flows back into me, I reshape it just like before. The combined experience of creating Defiance and releasing Relentless is enough to make this comprehensible to me. Instead of simply letting the experience flow into me, I shape its authority, mold it to me, and I tell it to make me more.

And, bit by bit, it does.

Trait lost: Relentless

Undefined behavior detected.

I’ll learn what this world has to offer, I promised myself, and I’ll break it all.

Undefined behavior was not able to be processed.

The system can’t process it, so I do. Make me strong enough to break you.

Category 1 -> 2

Initiating ascension…

…

Undefined ascension detected.


Chapter 14

You have advanced to level 200. Category 2 achieved.

The pace of the system’s notification is different this time, though the voice is unchanging. It’s as if the intelligence that pervades the system isn’t entirely sure what to make of me.

By reaching Category 2, you have gained the following inherent bonuses:

Access to a Domain(s). Domains are the pinnacle of your power. Domains allow free-flow usage of your power, eliminating mana requirements. Trapping an opponent within a domain will almost certainly spell death for them.

ERROR: ESTABLISHED DOMAIN DETECTED.

ERROR: ESTABLISHED NULLSPACE DETECTED.

ERROR: ERROR. ERROR.

Still nearly paralyzed within the moment, I frown even as I track the angel nuke’s progression towards us. I can feel the searing heat of it across my entire body, and with my blindness to systemless authority removed, I can also feel the hell breaking beneath the force of the blast.

That can’t just be an angel. Even at Category 4, there’s no way a non-Titan monster is capable of breaking a hell on this level. The raw power its death exudes is far greater than anything either of us proto-Titans can put out.

But that’s a question for after we survive this. If we survive this.

Back to what’s important right now, the system can’t process my evolution correctly.

And why should it? From Sierra’s understanding of the system, Category 2 is associated with gaining a domain. I’ve had one of those since Category 0. The system has always treated me differently, and the weight of its own decisions is catching up to it now.

It doesn’t understand what I am anymore, does it?

I’ve spent too long thinking of the system as an inexorable truth of the world that we have to find a way around. Over the course of my short life, it’s become increasingly clear that although the system may hold absolute dominion over the majority of those who exist under it, it’s no more perfect an arbitrator of power than any living being.

If it lives, I can kill it.

Not that I can even make it bleed right now—but treating the system as a living being makes its self-contradictory actions make more sense. If it’s as fallible as the mortals it governs, it’s no wonder that there is territory it cannot cover.

Unfortunately, this conclusion won’t send me away from this detonation.

My ascension is incomplete. When I reached Category 1, I was already starting to break the boundaries of what was supposed to be possible under the system, but I’ve become a Titan and discovered what kind of magic lies beyond it since then. I realize too late that while this doesn’t only mean I can do more—it means that the system can do less.

I reach out with my authority sense once more, and to my surprise, I find that the shape of my power has changed.

Where there once was an overflowing bucket, there is now a roiling lake. My power churns, begging to be free, but there’s so much more of it now, and it’s far more complex.

I look to the angel once more.

We’re running out of time.

But I can feel the parts of my authority that are incomplete. The parts that the system has begun to mold before realizing that it no longer knows how to shape me.

Alright, then. If the system can’t shape me, I’ll do it myself.

Just like I always have.

#

Angelic Tower — Root: The 25th Floor

Objective: Ascend [1/8]

You have become greater, but you are not yet great enough.

Climb higher than anyone has climbed and live to tell the tale. This is a multi-tier objective. Separate rewards will be granted at the 50th, 75th, 100th, 150th, 200th, 300th and 342nd floors.

25th floor reward: 12,500 XP + Gold-tier trait: Remembrance

Hidden Objective: Take what was yours [COMPLETE]

You have manipulated the primal chaos and forced your authority upon it. You have proven yourself worthy of your magic.

Trait earned: Faetouched

Faetouched

You have spoken to a fae and survived using its own ways. A veil lifts upon the world, traveler; you begin to see what is yours.

Remembrance

Those who take the hidden trials of the Towers oft recall naught but the violence they committed and the sacrifices they make. You, though, friend of those who strive to become divinity, will not forget.

Your Hydrokinetic Class advanced from level 215 to level 246!

You have gained 31 stat points.

You have gained 155 skill points.

Adrian imagines himself collapsing under the weight of the system notifications.

Could’ve used you a moment ago, he thinks.

The darkness has faded away now, revealing the chasm around him. Terrifyingly small squares of an off-white marble-like material he can’t identify form themselves into a trail off into the distance, where a glowing door beckons.

At this height in the tower, it makes no physical sense for there to be a bottomless chasm on the 25th floor, but magic is magic. Adrian figures it could be a domain of some sort, but he doesn’t want to bother thinking about it.

“The mortal has found the path,” the voice says amusedly. “And it remembers.”

Farewell, traveler.

Adrian takes a cautious step forward. Once he confirms that the floating steps will hold his weight, he continues forth.

This, he recognizes, is a major step forward. He refuses to dwell on it for too long, because he knows that he’d spiral into either extreme panic or elation, but he thinks on it enough to understand a glimpse of what he’s done.

Adrian used his domain without the system. He remembers using his domain without the system. Magic is… not only performed by that?

Then what does the system do?

“Nope,” he tells himself. “Not going there.”

Before he figures out what to do with this newfound information, he needs to find Kirin. That man is his ticket up—he, too, has systemless skills, and he still has the power of someone a full Category above Adrian.

He wonders if the other operator also has Remembrance.

“Testing, testing, is this thing on?” he says as he carefully jumps from platform to platform, tapping his Communication Stone. “If you can hear me, I cleared the trial on the 25th floor.”

No response. Adrian shrugs and moves on.

As he does, more notifications brush through his vision, like the system is stretching its newly-unlocked muscles. None of them are terribly relevant to him—mostly random objectives he didn’t know he had, giving him a few dozen to a few hundred points of experience that isn’t quite enough to take him to level 247.

He bounces from platform to platform, using his Hydrokinesis to keep himself stable when he nearly falls—and broken gods, he’s glad that his skills are back.

It feels different now, he realizes. Now that he has a new trait and a new understanding of what it means to perform magic, the skill feels rougher around the edges but also more free, like the clamps holding it in place have just been released.

He’s not sure how much he likes the sensation, but this is the right track. It has to be.

Once he’s on stable ground again, just shy of the threshold to the 26th floor, Adrian checks the attributes the system has affixed to him again and distributes his new points. Body (Speed) gets the bulk of it, though he also adds a chunk to Magic (Regen). His mana still hasn’t recovered from the domain usage.

His highest stat is past 150 now. Adrian is pretty proud of that.

As for the skill points… he doesn’t affix those yet. He has a pretty wide array of skills, and he wants to save them until he’s more sure about what he wants to do.

Then he has a thought, and he checks the options for his Warrior class evolution again.

Just as before, there’s the classes his friends share—Relentless Demon from Evelyn and Blue Mage from Sierra. Both useless to him.

That’s not what he’s looking for, of course.

Class: ???

You have gone above and beyond, and you have begun to break through the impossible. Therefore, you now have the choice of sacrificing your Warrior class.

Adrian blinks. He rereads the description. Then he rereads it again.

“You have got to be fucking with me,” he says, not sure who he was addressing. All that work, and he’s rewarded with a class that just… eliminated fifty levels of progress? What kind of a deal is that?

He sighs, long and deep. Maybe it’s the sort of thing where the system would offer him more power if he waited longer? That isn’t unheard of, and the few stories that Evelyn was willing to share about her colorful history with the system seemed to point at that.

“While I’m here,” he says out loud, “Do you mind telling me more about the system?”

Adrian knows very, very little about the fae; mostly, he knows that they’re not to be fucked with and that most of them are old as dirt. The one that seems to be running this trial demonstrated knowledge of the system. Maybe he can learn something here?

“Traveler, you have taken only your first step into the waters of the framework that binds,” the pervasive voice said. It sounded amused, which was an utterly terrifying sound coming from a fae. “Seek ever higher in the spire and refine your purpose to be singular. You will learn no more from this Blessed One.”

Adrian bites back a curse. “Thank you, Blessed One.”

He waits at the threshold alone, thinking while he waits for Kirin.

The fae refuses to respond to him any more no matter how much he tries to poke and prod at it, so he turns its words over again and again instead.

Refine your purpose to be singular. Adrian felt the power in the word purpose, and he knows that meant something significant.

What did the fae mean? What purpose does Adrian have? He is already acting single-mindedly, wasn’t he? He wants Sierra and Evelyn back, and to do that, he needs power.

The fae has already demonstrated a frightening amount of knowledge, so he figures it knows his desire.

Then it must mean something else, he concludes, dearly wishing he’d spent more time researching fae before his entire world went to shit.

Purpose. What else could it mean? Drive, will, desire—no, those were all too similar. What else had infused the words with the same power that purpose had? That could be a clue.

Adrian thinks over his memories, recalling the sensations that the fae’s last message to him sparked.

Unfortunately, he can’t remember anything from before the fight, but maybe he doesn’t have to.

Purpose resonates on the same frequency that the framework that binds does. While that phrase is cryptic too, Adrian isn’t an idiot. He can guess from context.

“Refine your purpose,” he mutters to himself. “Refine your framework. Make your system singular.”

That sends a chill up his spine.

Does the fae know the option he’s just been presented?

Adrian is about to evaluate its words for the dozenth time when the world begins to shake around him.

#

The Eighth Circle, collapsing; frozen in a moment

I don’t know if I can stop an explosion of this power. At my current stage, it’s not even worth trying. The radiant light will scour my magic from the vaporizing blood ocean just as easily as it will atomize our flesh.

Trying to merely overpower it is suicide. I don’t have time to completely rewire us and try to find a way to create an exit with Defiance.

Right now, all I can hope to do is flee.

I shape myself where the system refuses to. Although it does not know what to grant me from my second Category, it shoves power into me, overloading my body until its authority spills over and floods outwards.

That flood is mine, and I reach out and take it for myself, not even entirely sure what I’m doing except that I need to run.

Of all the myriad skills I’ve developed, I’ve always leaned towards attacking. Mobility has only been useful as a means to the end of violence, so the one skill I do have is pathetically slow in the face of this angel.

But I can sense that skill. Bloodpath, Gold tier, acquired as Bloodstep all the way back in the Underground Site where I was created. I can feel the shape of the power; I can sense how it’s affixed to me.

This is no time for subtlety. My skin begins to crack under the radiant pressure of the light, even in this fraction of a fraction of a moment, and I start to shovel power in.

Even when I do it as fast as I can, it’s like trying to fit an ocean through a straw. There’s so much new authority granted to me just for advancing Categories that I can’t hope to expend all of it.

That steady trickle, though, is more than the skill has ever received, and I recall the framework that binds the skills together. I draw on my eidetic memory, carving power into the form I need it to act in, and my skill flowers.

Bloodpath (Gold) has advanced to Bloodstream (Diamond)!

Become a disparate, disconnected entity, capable of infecting any source of blood and spreading yourself through it. Lasts as long as your mana does.

Bloodstream (Diamond) has advanced to Bloodstream (Tourmaline)!

You are every blood cell around you. You can now teleport and reform through any body of blood within a mile of you.

Bloodstream (Tourmaline) advanced to Crimson Storm (Sapphire)!

Blood is your element. When this skill is active, you control all blood within a nine-mile radius. You and those you bring into the eye of the storm cannot die until the last drop has been annihilated or this skill fails.

I’m still holding Sierra, and the final form of my formerly humble Bloodstep can take her with me with effort. With a 393 in Magic (Meta), it’s simplicity itself.

There’s nothing around us but blood.

I activate Crimson Storm for the first time, and the drain on my pool of magic is immediate and harsh, mana greedily flowing into the unbalanced monster I’ve created.

I reach to become part of the blood ocean—and a presence intrudes into my mind.

Information floods me, but I disregard everything irrelevant.

Hyen. Titan of the Blood Ocean.

This may be a shadow, but the Blood Ocean is yet my domain.

With a Sapphire tier skill, even the authority of a Titan struggles against mine.

And I still have 100 attribute points remaining. I put each and every one of them into Magic (Power), and for the first time, I feel the will of a Titan fall in the path of another.

Not today, I hiss back.

Sierra and I turn to blood zero point three milliseconds before the angel’s death tears us apart.

Then, there’s nothing but light.

#

Angelic Tower — Root: The 25th Floor

“Shit!” Adrian shouts as his entire world tilts. It’s only with a sudden jet of hardened water that he’s able to keep himself from sliding into the abyss beside him.

The shaking does not subside for a matter of minutes. Thirty seconds in, the scraps of light that Adrian navigates by flicker, brighten, and then blink out completely. His magic shifts, and he finds himself struggling to hold onto the reins.

He persists, because that’s what he must do. It’s what anyone in his situation should be able to do, he thinks. Even as Hydrokinesis grows harder to hold on to, he stays there. Jess would have. Beaumont would have. If Sierra or Evelyn were here, they wouldn’t even struggle.

Even ensconced in his watery sphere, Adrian can feel the shaking. It’s not a physical sensation, because he feels it in his core even after he manages to activate Fluid Form, which removes much of his sense of balance.

When it finally stops, the light returns, bringing the platforms back with it. Suddenly, Adrian’s skills restore themself to full power—and it’s only as the system flickers back on into his vision that he realizes that it was off in the first place.

So that’s why he was struggling.

“Traveler,” the Blessed One running the trial says. For the first time, it doesn’t sound like it’s in control. “A fragment of the world’s shadow has been shattered. The hells reflect their damage upon the surface. Fly, run, and climb, traveler. You know not of the gravity of the fall of the foundation.”

Adrian struggles to pull himself together, his pitiful mana reserves nearly exhausted.

“Hold on,” he says. “You’re saying the hells are breaking?”

That’s the best guess he has at the meaning of the fae’s statement. He wishes that fae were less fond of speaking in riddles.

“Climb, traveler.”

It said that the damage is being reflected upon the surface, he thinks. A moment later, he realizes, Sierra and Evelyn.

If he takes what the fae says to be true, whatever’s happening in the hells is so significant that it’s affecting even the tower, which itself is a layer or two removed from proper reality, how are they faring?

That, of course, assuming that the fae isn’t lying. With no access to anything outside the tower, Adrian can only guess. He doesn’t see a reason for something that’s basically a tower entity lying to him, but it pays to be wary.

“Remain within the trial at your own peril, traveler,” the Blessed One says.

Adrian curses. “Kirin still isn’t out.”

“This challenge and that of the traveler’s companion are not one and the same,” it intones. “You will not find your companion here, traveler.”

“You couldn’t have told me that earlier?”

The fae’s only response is a laugh.

Adrian doesn’t waste another second. He passes through the threshold.

#

The Eighth Circle, moments from total collapse

Less than a tenth of a tenth of a tenth of a second in, the angel’s death annihilates a square mile of blood. I redirect all of my magic into Crimson Storm, pouring every piece of myself into my newly developed skill. There’s still an ocean of unbound authority waiting for me to use it, but for now, I have to survive.

For the time being, Sierra and I are one, both of our consciousnesses infusing the Titan’s shadow around us. She realizes what’s happening a fraction of a second after I do, and though her response is slower than mine, she pours her own magic in too, assisting with the Sapphire-tier skill.

The entirety of my focus is directed on the skill, and in the instants where we flee from the oncoming scouring devastation, I learn that Crimson Storm lives up to its tier. My speed is practically unlimited while there’s more blood to ‘infect,’ and so even at the absurd pace of detonation, we easily out-speed the angel strike.

It also grants me hemokinesis on a scale that the actual Hemokinesis skill doesn’t come close to. As we flee, we finally start to encounter the demons that we were missing earlier. They exist in pockets within the blood, hiding out in sparse communities. When I pass through them, I simply become part of their blood and tear them apart from the inside out. Their deaths fuel me, and rather than break them apart for experience, I take every piece of their magic and feed it into mine, providing me the extra reserves I need to keep Crimson Storm running.

I am a devouring storm of blood, and nothing can stop me.

Except, of course, for the angel behind us.

We travel hundreds of miles in the blink of an eye, and though Sierra and I outpace the explosion, it’s not slowing down either.

While my magic is being replenished by the demons I slaughter, it’s not coming fast enough. Crimson Storm is a Sapphire tier skill, and it consumes more of my power than all of my other skills combined.

The explosion isn’t slowing down, and the raw devastation it inflicts upon the fabric of this hell is far beyond anything Sierra or I managed in the Ninth Circle. There’s no time for cracks to spiderweb out from the attack simply because of its raw speed—but everything it touches vanishes into the void, obliterated.

I need to start using the rest of my authority, and I need to do it fast.

So, I split my attention. Half of my mind remains focused on sending our existence through the blood ocean even as the hell falls apart around us, and the other begins to work on the ocean of power the system hasn’t managed to affix to me.

And as I start, I feel another presence with me, guiding my hand. She’s not nearly as fast as me, but she doesn’t need to be to understand more than I do.

Sierra.

Determination, she signals, and I mirror the sentiment.

We will escape this hell.

#

Angelic Tower — Root: The 26th Floor

Once he’s on the 26th floor, finding Kirin is easy. The other operator locates him via the Communication Stone and whatever item or skill the Relic Hunter happens to have on him—Adrian doesn’t ask, and Kirin doesn’t provide an answer.

Convincing him is a different story.

“You won’t survive a ten-floor jump, let alone twenty-four,” Kirin says. “By the fiftieth floor, Category 2 monsters are commonplace. It’ll be a challenge for you to get through one of those, and there isn’t only going to be one.”

“I need to go through another trial,” Adrian replies. “The fae gave me important information.”

Kirin gives him a sidelong glance. “You remember your trial?”

“I have a trait. Didn’t you feel the world shaking?”

“I did,” Kirin says grimly. “I don’t remember the trial, but I remember that.”

“The fae mentioned something about the hells being damaged,” Adrian says. “Didn’t you say that—“

“Shit,” Kirin says, cutting him off. “If that’s true, then they must have followed through on their contingency.”

“They’re going to be in trouble,” Adrian says. “Our timetable is moving up. If we want to affect anything, we need to hurry.”

“You’re not going to survive the fiftieth floor as you are,” Kirin argues.

To be completely honest, Adrian isn’t sure about this either. He doesn’t know if the fae is telling him the truth; he doesn’t know why he’s able to disconnect himself from the system; he doesn’t know, if selecting the ??? class evolution will do anything positive for him; he doesn’t know, he doesn’t know, he doesn’t know.

Any normal person would play it safe here, but Adrian knows he can’t be normal if he wants to come out of this alive.

“Then I’ll need to become more than I am,” he says, and he selects the final class evolution with crossed fingers.

Class evolution selected.

Warrior -> ??? -> None

Friend of Titans and recaller of our kind, you have learned how to manipulate the power that we bound.

Future fae-friend, traveler, Adrian, accept our gift of singular purpose. Remember what lies in wait. Find us.

Stop the original Titan.

Adrian winces at the unfamiliarly harsh voice of the system, then again at the words.

And then again when his newly awakened senses tell him that part of him is being ripped away, torn from his soul, broken gods it hurt IT HURT—

Then, a fleeting instant later, a rush of power.

The ocean floods into him, and he welcomes it.

Warrior authority redirected.

Soul and memory profile complete.

Experience requirements adjusted.

Experience requirements met.

Affinity requirements met.

Soul alignment met.

Singularity met.

You have advanced to level 250 260 275 296 300!

Category 2 -> 3

Initiating ascension…

Singularity actualized: The Ocean’s Waves

#

The Eighth Circle, broken

We shape authority, reshape it, and reshape it again. Even though we operate in milliseconds, the process feels slow, methodical.

This is not something we can afford to fail on.

Sierra’s mind is slower than mine, but her intent guides me. Though neither of us have a blueprint to work with, we create our own. We brought our Defiance into this world out of nothing, and we build the skill up to work within it.

Unlike Crimson Storm, Defiance never fit within the framework of the system. There was no framework enforcing itself to guide the skill—hells, its rarity is marked as ??? within the system.

It’s nigh-impossible to shape it, and we’re rapidly running out of room within the hell. Though this may be the reflection of the Blood Ocean, no ocean is truly bottomless. I can sense the edge of this plane approaching us. It’s a region where we stand a better chance at breaking through, but I can’t use Defiance and Crimson Storm at the same time, and the moment I drop Crimson Storm, we’re dead.

Everything else in this hell is already dead. They just don’t know it yet.

So instead of trying to upgrade the skill, we feed it, pouring my systemless authority into it. Sierra’s firm instructions show me how to widen the amount of power I can affix to a single skill, and it balloons outwards, unbalancing my existence.

I seize onto it. Manipulating authority without a system is about intent as much as it is action, and the two of us have a single, shining purpose here.

The power I’m pouring into it still isn’t enough, though. I can feel the skill opening up, blossoming into a flower entirely unlike anything else I have, but it won’t activate without a sufficient fuel source, and I’m using literally all my mana just to keep us alive right now.

We need to do the impossible. We’ve always had to do the impossible.

Sierra’s soul brushes against mine, laden with information, and I pause for the briefest of instants, losing us dozens of miles of progress.

I… can’t comprehend what she wants to do. Her framing is far more complex than mine, and she wants to stop guiding me and take over instead.

A leap of faith, her soul whispers to mine.

I nearly pause again, but remember not to doom us a subjective instant before another nation’s worth of blood is annihilated.

I am Evelyn Carnelian, I think, and I advance, no matter the cost.

Today, here and now, the cost is to trust in another.

Trust is not something I was created to have.

If I let her into my soul, let Sierra’s hands mold me, she could kill me. She could change me forever. She could make me her slave.

The amalgam that I was programmed with bristles at the very thought, but my heart and mind are in agreement.

I relinquish my authority to her, ignoring the screaming in my soul.

#

For a frozen eternity, there is pain.

#

Sierra

She swims in a sea of Evelyn’s memories, and she remembers. She remembers the paths offered to her. Remembers how they would all make her a proto-Titan with no choice but to be a shadow of something greater.

She remembers Evelyn rejecting them all.

What, she muses, makes a Titan path? That question has plagued her ever since she dropped into a hell alongside the woman she loves.

In the end, she decides, it is a combination of factors.

One: it reflects a location. The Nameless Sea, the Shifting Sands, the Blood Ocean, the Forgotten Realm.

Two: it reflects a truth. The ocean takes, unforgiving; the sands bury and burn; the blood drowns; the forgotten forget.

A location. This one is simple. A circle of hell, home of demons, broken by a dying angel.

A truth. This one is not. What truth binds them? What truth lies at Sierra’s core? Evelyn’s?

After life and death together, Sierra thinks she knows.

Sierra. Her life is built on balance and contradiction alike. She gives to take, and takes to give. She is intensely loyal but can be fiercely indifferent. Her magic is black and white, life and death, order and chaos.

Evelyn. A girl who has defied what is possible and survived against all odds. A Category 0 with the power to forge a domain. A demonic angel. One who is built to trust nobody, but has allowed Sierra into her vulnerable soul.

Again and again, they have defied the world. Sierra’s magic rests on a precarious edge of balance. Evelyn’s has overcome impossibility.

The hells reflect that. Sierra realized this after interrogating Del; she lives and breathes balance. Every action has its reaction, and the hells are a reaction to the world above.

Evelyn breaks the cycle. She always has. Here and now, the angel’s corpse does the same.

They are not so different, Sierra and Evelyn, and Sierra prays to the the only god she truly trusts that her understanding is sufficient.

I can do this, she tells herself, and she pours everything she is into her authority.

The system granted Evelyn power, but failed to direct it.

Sierra takes the reins.

We will escape this hell, she thinks.

#

Evelyn

It happens less than a quarter of a millisecond before we hit the edge of the hell.

My Category ascension completes, and its direction shatters my wildest expectations.

ERROR. ERROR. ERROR.

ERR—alternative instructions enabled.

Category 2 achieved!

By reaching Category 2, you gain the following inherent bonuses what is yours now and forever:

Path of the Broken Hell

A hell does not break. A reflection does not disappear.

And yet, in this moment, it has. An existence that is a constant of the world, removed: now, all that remains is the primordial void.

The primordial void, and the paradox that resides within. You, Titan of the Paradox, survive.

You have gained the Demonic magic affinity at 9th level.

You have gained the Divine magic affinity at 9th level.

You have gained the ERROR magic affinity at 9th level.

Thank you, Sierra, I think.

I open my eyes, and we step into the Seventh Circle.

#

Elsewhere

The original fae looks beyond the veil, and for the first time, it smiles, for the one that may end its original foe has finally awakened.


Chapter 15

Name: Evelyn Carnelian

Age: 19

Race: ???

Class: Divine Demon/Titan

Level: 200/Irrelevant

Location: The Seventh Circle

I rise, and Sierra rises with me.

Never before have I been so powerful. It feels as if I have been experiencing this world with both eyes closed and both ears shut until this point, and I have finally taken the next step and allowed myself to see.

Sierra’s final bit of meddling has imbued me with power that I cannot yet even comprehend. She has begun to do the same to herself, I realize: the two of us now understand that which the system provides us on a level that nobody else can.

No, I amend, not nobody. Sapphire, Sersui, Scintilla, Hyen—the other Titans surely possess this kind of heady power too.

Before I can take a closer look at it, though, we arrive in the Seventh Circle.

Our arrival is not unceremonious. The gap in reality I slip through to take us in closes slowly, and even as we rematerialize into our humanoid forms, the hell we’ve escaped collapses fully.

I sense it collapse, and I feel it in a very different way from how I did in the Ninth Circle. This time, rather than a sense of impending dread and the call of the primordial chaos behind, I sense the intricacies of the failing reality in much the same way I can sense hot blood pulsing within Sierra’s veins. It’s just comprehensible in a way that it never has been before.

I could spend all day examining every new facet of my overflowing power, but first, I have a fresh hell to deal with.

This time, unlike the last, the system provides me the information I need to know about this place.

The Seventh Circle - The Burning Sky

The divine shadow of Ardael, the Titan of the Burning Sky. There is no breathable air within this hell. Fire does not extinguish within this hell. All gas is perpetually aflame within this hell.

I startle, remembering how Sierra nearly drowned in the Blood Ocean, but it turns out that I have no cause to worry.

Because around us, the air remains. I am the eighteenth Titan, and though I may be the weakest of the Titans, this hell is no true Titan. It is the shadow it casts, and I am more.

Ninety-nine feet away from me, the Seventh Circle burns, but around me, the eternal is temporary and the unbreathable is lifegiving. Impossibilities, because that’s what I am.

“Broken gods,” Sierra whispers. “You did it.”

“You did it,” I point out. “If you’re able to do this for me, you must be on the edge of ascension as well.”

“I am,” she says, “but I’m not quite there. I used the extant authority from the system’s inability to process your ascension to Category 2. I’m not quite at Category 3 yet, and I fear that I lack the anomalous properties needed to break the system’s perceptions enough to allow me to do the same.”

I nod. “Then for now, it’s just me.”

Sierra leans over and kisses me lightly. “And that’s more than enough.”

The Seventh Circle, just like the Eighth, is three-dimensional. The Ninth was easy enough to navigate, but the Burning Sky is just that—a burning sky. There’s thin layers of disparate earth here and there, but there’s no one true ground that I can easily walk on.

Not that I need to. Crimson Storm doesn’t need to be on all the way for me to utilize it as a movement skill, and the sudden leap in power means I have more than enough to keep it running at a low rate, keeping the two of us afloat with the hundreds of thousands of gallons of blood I brought through the hell with us.

Defiance isn’t ready to be used again—not yet. It was tough enough to break through the hells when our conceptual weight was limited to Sierra and I being proto-Titans. Endling made it worse, yes, but that trait still applies to me now, and now I’m a fully-fledged Titan.

I’m still a few steps away from being able to go toe-to-toe with something like Scintilla or Sapphire, but I’m much closer to them than I am to any mortal.

Hopefully, gathering enough fuel will be enough for us to break through the hell once more. If that fails, then I may have to break the hell to pieces and open my eyes once more, finding the slits in reality that allowed me to slide between the Eighth and Seventh Circles.

That new magic wasn’t a skill. Of the experiences I’ve had, I think shifting hells this time felt less like Defiance and more like crossing the threshold of the gate back in a certain temple. Then, my system told me that it was the remnant of a nullspace, and that was why it was so odd, but now I am far more familiar with the art, and I can confidently say that it was not a nullspace that made the gate so odd.

I make a mental note—once we escape the hells, a prospect that is looking less like a possibility and more like a surety, I plan to find the other fae. Adrian said something about the Towers holding them, didn’t he? Maybe I can find them there.

“Hey, Evelyn,” Sierra says, pointing. “Look.”

I look in the direction she points at, seeing nothing, but then I look with senses beyond sight, and I see what she means.

The angel nuke wasn’t just intended to take us out. Or maybe it was, and this is a knock-on effect, but I doubt that an angel as powerful as 191 simply decided to blow itself up on the Eighth Circle just to see us dead when it may have been able to do the same just by fighting.

When that final attack landed, it wasn’t just us it was targeting. The hell beneath us has collapsed entirely, and though we weren’t in the Eighth Circle for long enough to bear witness to the spillover effects of whatever my continued Annihilates did to the Ninth, it’s clear that the hells are connected enough that the angel’s detonation is spreading into our hell.

Already, the hell of the Burning Sky is destabilizing.

“It’s going to be a race against time again, then,” I say.

“It’ll be much easier this time, I wager,” Sierra replies. “We have enough time to make final preparations before we begin to clear the life from this hell, too.”

“Right,” I say. “I still have a lot of unbound authority, correct?”

“You do,” she says. “Can you shape it yourself, or would you like me to again?”

I test my perception. At first, I thought the ERROR magic affinity that I received was something to do with manipulating systemless magic, but evidently, it isn’t. That makes sense, I suppose—the system can’t govern that which exists beyond it.

So, I’m stuck with what I have already, but the knowledge I’ve gained is more than enough.

“I have a lot of spare power,” I say, testing the waters of my existence. “Do you think you could sap some?”

“Me?” Sierra asks, surprised. “If you allowed me to, perhaps I could. But why?”

It goes against everything the EV experiment is supposed to stand for, but I left EV3 behind the first night I saw Sierra sleeping and didn’t kill her.

“You need to increase your Mind (Speed),” I say. “We work best together, and that’s only truly possible on instantaneous timescales if you and I perceive reality the same way.”

“That’s true,” Sierra says, her lips quirking upwards. “So, I have to match a Mind (Speed) of… gods above, 219?”

“You should see the rest of my attributes,” I say. Divine Demon still possesses many of the same characteristics as Relentless Demon, and the eight free attribute points every level have added up across two hundred levels. “I will leave myself open. Take what you need.”

Just as I did before, I give her full reign over my authority. This time, though, I don’t just sit there and wait for her to take action.

After all, I have skills I need to advance, too.

It feels as if the best thing to do right now is to create skills outside the context of the system, but that’s extremely costly, and there’s no guarantee I can create a skill that will work as well as what I already have. More importantly, it’ll be expensive. Defiance requires so much mana that even Sierra and I put together can’t manage casting it without a massive sacrifice.

But I have dozens of other skills I can improve—and importantly, I know how to grow them. I can’t fully follow what Sierra did to bring me over the threshold from proto-Titan to Titan, but advancing my own skills?

That, I can do. Now that I know what it feels like to take one skill to the peak of its power, I know I can do it again.

There is the question of which skills I should be doing it on, though—even though the botched Category ascension has granted me a massive load of authority, I used a sizeable chunk of it to get Bloodpath to become Crimson Storm, and Sierra used another mass to activate my path.

Speaking of the path—I think I have more to do before I fully come into my power. I flex my nullspace, and it flashes into existence around us.

I understand now why Descent, Manifest, and Annihilate are all at an Irrelevant level of progression.

As a true Titan, I no longer need them.

But my nullspace isn’t properly defined. Even with my limited senses, I can tell that the shape of the path is undefined. It’s no more than a much more powerful Carnelian Domain right now, and though that might be enough against the residents of this hell, it’s nowhere near enough to defeat the other Titans.

If I want to reach the peak of power, that’s who I need to defeat.

Even if I didn’t, I promised Sapphire that she would die by my hands.

“You’ve decided to advance,” Sierra says. “Are you trying your skills? Your Divine Demon class? The nullspace?”

She sees the same things I do, then.

“Skills first,” I say. “It would be utterly embarrassing to set the framework to kill a Titan and then fall to one of its minions because I ran out of magic. I want the flexibility that my skills provide.”

My soon to be fellow Titan chuckles even as she manipulates my authority deftly, weaving it into her own soul. “True enough. What are you thinking of progressing?”

“I’m not sure yet,” I reply. “Ideally, it would be skills that my nullspace will not cover.”

As it stands, my nullspace involves perfect control over blood, divine, and demonic magic, just like my domain. Since I’ve been granted the twin titles of Titan of the Broken Hell and Titan of the Paradox, I imagine that I’ll have a similar divine and demonic contrast in the final nullspace. Impossibilities abound.

“You may be thinking about this the wrong way,” Sierra says. “In the end, your nullspace will be the strongest weapon in your arsenal. I doubt you will ever have a reason not to draw on it. The primary issue behind a nullspace is the amount of power it takes from you to use it.”

While I try to formulate a reply, I sense reality splinter beside us. A foundation cracks, and I have to use Crimson Storm to evacuate us a dozen miles away before the entire chunk of the hell we were just in simply falls away, revealing the void beneath.

“That angel’s death was far more powerful than a last stand has any right to be,” Sierra comments. “Its aftereffects are going to shake the hells further.”

“That can’t be good for the world above,” I say.

“From what little I know,” she says, frowning, “It will not be.”

“That’s tomorrow’s problem.”

“Tomorrow’s problem,” she agrees. “As we were saying before, though—I would advise you advance the skills that are important to you. Do not think with your nullspace in mind. Follow your heart.”

I think on that, then shrug. “Alright. Let’s see what we have.”

First and foremost, I want to advance the entirety of my Blood Magic. The overarching skill is interesting in that it isn’t the same kind of authority that wraps the individual skills—it’s less of a single powerful aspect of myself that sticks out, but a frame that collates them. One of the skills it oversees—Crimson Storm—already breaks the mold, extending far beyond the others.

Adding to the frame, I find, affects all of them except the skill already at the peak of progression.

So I add more, and I feed the skill until it cannot be fed anymore.

Blood Magic (Gold) advanced to Blood Magic (Sapphire)!

You have reached the pinnacle of blood magic. There is no magus alive that can challenge your superiority over the field of blood.

Blood Magic - Hemokinesis (Gold) advanced to Blood Magic - Hemokinesis (Sapphire)!

You have absolute control over all loose blood within 999 miles of your current location.

Blood Magic - Hemorrhage (Gold) advanced to Blood Magic - Eviscerate (Sapphire)!

Control the blood of living beings within 9 miles of yourself. At a range of 9 feet or less, you can make even a god bleed.

Instead of advancing Blood Clone further, I tear the skill from its foundation just like I did to Relentless, using it to feed the rest of my skills. Follow your heart, Sierra said. Though I think that a Sapphire-tier cloning skill could be useful, the Gold-level clone already had intelligence that was not mine. I do not want to unleash an uncontrolled copy of myself.

Blood Magic - Shapeshift (Gold) advanced to Blood Magic - Trueshift (Sapphire)!

You can change your form at will. You may Trueshift into a creature as small as 9 atoms or as large as 999 feet.

Blood Magic - Blood Sense (Gold) advanced to Blood Magic - Blood Sense (Sapphire)!

When you activate this skill, you may sense all the blood that is or was, living or dying. Current range: 9,999 miles.

I still have plenty of authority left over, though not enough to boost more than a couple of the skills I have remaining. I decide against taking Stealth, Acting, Imitation, and Antimemetic Cloak to Sapphire, because I have no illusions on how those will work against enemies of true power, and those are the only ones I care about now. Wraithfire and Corrupt don’t get a boost either for the same reason. Firearms can’t go past Gold, and neither can Knifefighting; neither of those are necessary at this stage of my existence.

That leaves Restore Self, Abyssal Echo, Ethereal Tempest, Appraise, Radiant Aura, Smite, Soulrend, and, of course, Devour.

I think I can manage one or two more skills before I’m fresh out of authority to twist and abuse, so I need to pick carefully.

Restore Self - no. I kill enough people that Devour serves my purpose better, since I steal their vitality for mine.

Abyssal Echo or Ethereal Tempest are also out, since I’m pretty sure my raw presence outperforms Abyssal Echo and the latter skill doesn’t scale all the way up to Sapphire. Radiant Aura has the same issue.

I spend some time thinking on whether I want to scale up Appraise—but I decide against that, too. The primary benefit of Appraise is giving me more information, but the scope of what I want to know about the world extends past what the system can offer me.

That leaves Smite, Soulrend, and Devour.

I think I can work with this.

Taking all three of these skills to Sapphire tier costs too much, but I don’t need to take Smite and Soulrend separately.

They are, after all, two sides of the same coin, just like me. I received them when I defied what was meant to be possible—when I took divinity into my demonic body. They were my first taste of real power.

Though I learned them separately, their fate has always been to be one.

I merge them together, breaking the frame that holds them together and letting the divine swirl together with the demonic, and I forge their flame anew.

Smite and Soulrend have been consumed!

New skill unlocked: Soulsmite

Tier: Diamond

Tear your opponent’s souls from their body, reducing their ability to recover, then embody the power of the heavens and strike with a focused blast of radiant energy upon a single enemy with a devastating blow. Stuns the target.

Now this, I can formulate into something greater.

Soulsmite (Diamond) advanced to Heaven and Hell (Sapphire)!

As an angelic demon, you break the bounds of what is possible, and you break your foes. This skill can be triggered when you connect an attack with a target or at distances under 999 feet. If the target possesses a soul and is not immune to both divine and demonic magic, tear its soul to shreds and return it to the primordial void.

If the target does not possess a soul, it dies.

And with that, I have just enough to amplify one final skill.

Devour wasn’t my first skill, but it’s the one that’s been the most important to me. It is the skill I have used the most. It is the skill that defines me.

Shaping it feels like embracing an old friend.

Devour (Diamond) advanced to Devour (Sapphire)!

You are the only one in this world to possess this skill.

Evelyn Carnelian, there is a truth to you that you have never acknowledged, but has been with you since the beginning.

You advance.

You kill.

You protect.

You devour.

I close my eyes, reveling in the surge of power that blasts through me.

The world fractures around us more, and it isn’t until after I’ve taken Sierra and I away from the vicinity of the reality breaks that I realize that it’s not only the aftereffects of the Eighth Circle’s collapse that’s blasting through the burning Seventh.

I… recognize some of the presences that have arrived.

Forty-four souls crack their way into the Seventh Circle of hell.

Locate: Sapphire Clearwater.

Not here.

Disappointing.

But as I run through the other names that it could possibly be, a smile slowly forms on my lips.

Twenty-one names. Twenty-one researchers.

Locate: Marie Jade.

An hour ago, this may have been an even match. I have no doubt that Marie is at the top of her field—I can’t Appraise her from here, but I remember how much more powerful she was than me when we met.

Now, though?

Now, my grin turns feral.

I have so much to show them.

I am the eighteenth Titan, and one day, the world will break before me.

Today, I’m content with forty-four souls.

“Here we go,” Sierra says.


Chapter 16

The First Circle, moments earlier

“You’re sure about this?” Sapphire asks, raising an eyebrow.

A chill runs up Marie’s spine. The Overseer’s eyes seem to bore into hers, baring the truth of her soul. She refuses to let herself be cowed, though, and she stares back defiantly. “Of course. This is an ideal opportunity to witness the formation of a Titan and the collapse of reality alike.”

“Reality collapsing may not have the effects you wish it did, Jade,” Clearwater says, clasping her hands together behind her back and leaning forward. On anyone else, the gesture would look immature. On Clearwater, it makes her look dominant, as if she’s saying I don’t need this to kill you. “I would never dare to imagine I know all there is to know about your desires, but I believe I know glimpses.”

That genuinely scares her. Overseer Clearwater has been around far longer than Marie has, and the tone in her voice…

It doesn’t matter. Clearwater is a means to an end.

“I am certain,” Marie says. “The others have prepared weapons, and I have my own.”

“Oh?” Sapphire asks, raising an eyebrow. “And what, pray tell, have you brought to the table?”

Marie displays three trinkets, each of them no larger than a thumbnail. All three practically vibrate with the amount of raw power that has been packed into them.

She doesn’t need to explain. People like Sapphire understand true power.

Clearwater whistles. “Powerful artifacts, hmm?”

She doesn’t need to explain, but Marie wants to anyway. She wants Clearwater to understand just how prepared she is.

It’s petty, but Marie has never claimed to be above pettiness.

Mastery of Jade

Category: 5

Tier: Sapphire

Current Charges: ??/??

A weapon fueled by the force of a bloodline. This blade feeds on the lives and power of the surviving Jade family to fuel its lightning. Using this blade grants complete mastery over the skills and power of those you sacrifice for it.

Heart of the Third

Category: 5

Tier: Sapphire

Current Charges: 9/9

The heart of the former Angel 3, shaped into a launcher. Any being tainted with demonic corruption within nine miles of the heart when it is activated will die twice over immediately. Grants the user the Divine affinity at the 9th level.

Founding Shard

Category: 6

Tier: ?

A fragment of the original god, intact after the fall. The energy stored in this shard is enough to shatter the world and send it hurtling into the void.

“Two Category 5 artifacts,” she crows. “One Category 6.”

“I await your triumphant return,” Sapphire says.

“You choose to remain?” Marie asks.

“I prefer not to suffer the effects of traveling into a hell too deep,” Sapphire says. “It is more difficult than I would like to descend six more circles.”

Marie has never seen Sapphire admit that she can’t do anything before.

It’s enough to make a woman suspicious, but she has already committed to her course of action.

She has a Titan to study and coworkers to sacrifice.

As she gathers the remaining researchers together, though, she finds that seed of doubt growing.

Marie quashes it. She refuses to let Sapphire dictate her feelings. She is a Category 5, for the sake of the broken, not a whimpering child.

Besides, she tells herself, if it comes down to it, she can always escape. Over the long, long course of her life, she’s gathered enough items to make an army blush.

Also, she’s not staying here. Angel 13 is not happy that Evelyn and Sierra appear to still be alive, and though she has angels coming with her, Marie doubts that 13 will bother asking questions before taking her head when her true intentions are revealed.

Not that that will be an issue. Even though 13 is a Category higher than her, Marie could defeat it.

Victory against a lesser being is all but assured.

“The Seventh Circle’s integrity is beginning to collapse. During this period of vulnerability, the proto-Titans will be open to our attack.” That part is a lie, but Marie doesn’t care. She only has eyes for the Titans, not the sacrifices she’s bringing with her. “Any last questions?” she asks, looking around. Seeing none, she nods. “Then dive.”

#

The Seventh Circle, now

Sapphire isn’t here.

I can’t decide how I feel on that. In the end, I decide that it’s a good thing. I’m sure that she has a plan of some kind, because she’s always scheming, but she has the presence of a Titan. I strongly suspect that she is the Titan of the Forgotten Realm.

So I can’t beat her yet. Better to kill who I can now.

There are a bevy of corpses that don’t know they’re dead yet arrayed against me, each of them surviving the Burning Sky through magic, technology, or their mere existence as angels. The closest is a mile away; the furthest, five. They’re further away from us than the ones that came to the Ninth Circle were. I wonder if they realize I can still sense them.

I almost regret not powering Appraise up before realizing that my senses have expanded greatly. Though I don’t get the scant few lines of occasionally relevant text that the system provides me, nor do I get an exact idea of their levels, I can estimate how strong the force presumably meant to end us is.

They run the gamut from Category 1—a few of the researchers—all the way up to Category 5. I can feel the differences easily; the difference between Categories, I realize, is not linear but exponential. That explains the rush of authority the system poured into me upon my ascension.

Marie is Category 5. One of the angels, one that I identify as Angel 42, is Category 5. Three angels and four humans are Category 4.

Everybody else is irrelevant.

“Eviscerate,” I order.

Objective: Marie’s monster

Kill your creators.

Targets killed: [9/32] -> [25/32]

Reward: ???

Their blood burns as it explodes from their bodies. Most of them don’t even have time to scream.

Objective: Marie’s monster

Kill your creators.

Targets killed: [25/32] -> [26/32]

Reward: ???

I turn to Sierra, who’s just showered the both of us in blood.

“I figured we didn’t need his advice anymore,” she says mildly.

Right. I clean us up with Devour, using the skill to siphon every bit of Del’s body that plastered us, and then I turn my attention to those remaining.

“Sierra,” I say. “Will you be alright if I leave you alone for a moment?”

“I can survive the hell,” she says. “Come back for me if I die, will you?”

“I won’t be long,” I promise.

With our Mind (Speed) attributes equally high now, she’s actually able to wave goodbye as I enter Crimson Storm. I watch her just long enough to confirm that she’s able to carve out a space for herself in the midst of the Burning Sky.

There’s only one issue: my Mind (Speed) attribute isn’t uniquely high here. If it weren’t for the fact that I’m a fully-fledged Titan, these people would fully outclass me.

Though the world around me seems to slow down to a standstill, the people and angels do not.

That’s fine. I can still kill them all.

The surviving Category 4s begin activating skills and domains, filling the hell with power.

But they’re not together. They’re fast, just like me, but Crimson Storm is a Sapphire-tier skill.

As I soar towards my first target—Angel 237—I use Trueshift, shrinking my body down and down and down and down until I may as well not exist. I activate Antimemetic Cloak at the same time, for what little good that does.

“The demon has vanished!” 237 declares, the magic around its body still glowing intensely. “Who vanquished it?”

I may as well have vanished. My entire existence is confined to twenty-seven extremely powerful atoms.

“It’s not gone, dumbass,” a voice I don’t recognize shouts from a few hundred feet away. One of the researchers. A Category 4 with an active domain of shadows that’s closer to a nullspace than any domain I’ve seen. An ascendant domain, my amalgam tells me. “It’s using antimemetics! It’s right—“

He’s less than 999 feet away.

Heaven and Hell, my existence screeches.

The Category 4’s ascendant Nightmare domain dissipates in an instant. I Trueshift myself into a body with eyes just in time to see the light leave his.

His soul shatters like an overinflated balloon, and his limp body begins to fall. It makes it a short few feet before the hellfire consumes it.

Objective: Marie’s monster

Kill your creators.

Targets killed: [27/32]

Reward: ???

Ascendant domain, I think, barely even registering the death as I Devour his body.

I haven’t considered what happens beyond Category 2. It hasn’t been relevant to me.

Now, for a brief instant, it is. It only matters in the sense that I need to know how to counter it, but still.

Category Four: the domain becomes accessible at all times. It becomes part of your power pool, and just as you can impose it upon the world, you can draw from it to power you.

Category Five: Ascendant concept. The concept you devote your existence becomes available at all times. You embody the concept, and your ultimate application of it can slip the bounds of the system itself.

Alright. I silently thank the stars that Sapphire didn’t annihilate that part of the amalgam.

Category Four’s power sounds like a worse nullspace. Category Five is different, but not outside my purview either.

Fantastic. That gives me a better idea of what I need to do here.

Interestingly enough, the power that surges into me from Devour is no longer experience. It’s raw authority, ready to be shaped into experience for myself, my traits, or my skills. Maybe it always has been, and now I’m just witnessing the power before my system converts it into experience.

I store it for now, Trueshifting back into a form so small that I can pass between the threads of the angel’s clothing.

I prepare to stab my way into it and eviscerate it with my bare hands when it burns with radiant power, throwing me off. As I fly away, I return to my humanoid form.

“Demon,” it snarls. “Anomaly. Chaos beast.”

I cock my head at that last one. Haven’t heard that one before.

237’s ascendant domain is Smite, which is interesting, and it burns through me almost as fast as I regenerate.

“Heaven and Hell,” I declare again, but nothing changes.

Also interesting. 237 either doesn’t have a soul, or it’s immune to both divine and demonic power.

That’s fine, though, because even as it tries to sear my existence from reality, it doesn’t realize it’s already lost. After all, within nine feet, I can make even a god bleed.

And powerful as 237 might be, it’s no god.

Eviscerate, I declare for the second time. 237 has time to widen its eyes before it explodes into a shower of gore.

I restore my body to full health by Devouring its body, and I set off for the next.

As I do, I realize that the excess authority I’ve gained is genuinely massive. My Devour stretches across miles, feeding me the power of the eighteen I’ve killed so far. I’ve rarely had the opportunity to eat those of Category 3 or higher, and though their blood is no sweeter than that of the most pathetic Category 0, their power is orders of magnitude greater.

I smile. There are four humans and three angels remaining. It’d be a shame if I had to do the same thing over and over.

As I turn my attention to the next Category 4, I amplify my next skill.

Soulblade (Gold) advanced to Soulblade (Sapphire)!

There is no range limit on your Soulblade. The only limit is the strength of your soul.

My next target is the three remaining Category 4s.

I extend my Soulblade out, making it a dozen miles long, and I swing.

#

Marie

Even by her most realistic expectations, this is going remarkably poorly. Marie expected the Category 3s to survive for a few minutes, at the very least, but it’s been less than fifteen seconds and there are only seven of them alive.

“Work together if you wish to survive,” she says, using her Mastery of Jade to steal Farspeak from a distant nephew and communicate to the other researchers. “There is security in numbers.”

You will not survive much longer, she thinks. There is, however, knowledge to be gained.

Marie sees the razor-thin blade made from the experiment’s soul coming towards her faster than the speed of sound. Fortunately, the remaining survivors are competent enough to teleport around it. One of them—Natalie, if she remembers right—has the ascendant domain Flicker, in which she has perfect control over minute fluctuations of time. She sends the three of them an instant forward, then back, barely dodging the experiment’s Soulblade. One angel dies, sliced in twain, while the others fly up fast enough to avoid it.

Marie, on the other hand, decides to attempt blocking it.

She uses the Mastery of Jade, meeting the experiment’s sword with one of her own.

The sheer amount of power the experiment has is shocking. Marie is quite near the peak of human ability. She possesses a Category 5 weapon, and her attributes are so high that she could walk straight through a less powerful being and turn it into bloody paste.

And still, her will nearly shatters against the force of the impact. The Mastery of Jade is the only reason she survives the blast, and even then, the blade barely holds.

Somewhere else in the world, nine members of the Jade family die.

“Such power,” she mutters. Marie will avoid the next attacks, then. Her family has paid for her to learn this, but that’s a sacrifice she’s willing to make. That’s what she made them for, after all—she has no love for family beyond the value they represent to her. “You will be useful.”

Carnelian cancels the Soulblade and disappears. In her place, an ocean of blood floods forth in all directions, slicing through the burning hell like it’s not even there. It forms itself into blades as it explodes out towards Marie and her allies.

The angels try to defend themselves, but a beast nearly a quarter mile in length springs out of the blood, exploding with power, and a dozen of the Soublades that nearly tore Marie’s bloodline apart cleave out in every direction. With her daughter’s life, Marie Flashsteps out of the way, blinking impossibly from point to point, breaking causality to slide her way through the tiny gaps in Evelyn’s attack pattern.

One of the angels does not have the mechanism to defend against it. 42 becomes semi-immaterial, allowing the Soulblade to pass straight through it, but 339 crumples, its soul rent apart. Moments later, it falls limp, another pulse of power tearing its broken soul from its body and sending it hurtling into the infinite sky around them.

The three Category 4s activate their ascendant domains together as the beast morphs back into the humanoid demon that escaped from Underground Site 17.

Flicker gives them the minute precision and evasion capabilities to prepare Infinite Prison and Dark Star, offensive domains that may actually allow them to capture or slay the nascent Titan.

No—not nascent. Not anymore.

Evelyn Carnelian’s nullspace does not force itself upon reality—that would imply that she has to break it again.

It simply is, and the world bends beneath it.

For the first time, a genuine chill of fear runs up Marie’s spine. Her senses are set aflame as she witnesses the Titan in front of her, and she realizes with cold certainty what her experiment has become.

Name: T-17 - Evelyn Carnelian, the Titan of the Broken Hell

Age: 19

Race: ?

Class: Divine Demon/Titan

Level: 201/Irrelevant

Category: ?

Kill Count: 3006

Witness what you have wrought, Marie Jade.

[APPRAISE FAILED]

Darkness passes over the battlefield, oppressive and all-consuming, and then there is light. Then, both exist, and the area around Carnelian is broken and bloody and whole and pristine and black and white and impossible.

The hell begins to crack apart at the seams, and it’s not just the aftereffect of the angel nuke Marie deployed.

She’s destroying it herself.

Marie’s last three human allies spend the last seconds of their lives realizing they have been bisected before the unforgiving fabric of the primordial void absorbs them whole.

It’s a twist of fate, Marie thinks, that the researchers who sent their knowledge about the system into a soul-construct may very well have been killed by the demon that received it.

That leaves two survivors. Her only remaining companion is Angel 42, also a Category 5. Its ascendant concept is survival; Marie’s is iteration.

She casts aside her fear—it’s a useless, pathetically human emotion. The weaklings have been weeded out. The true battle has only just begun.

At this stage in her development, Carnelian may prove to be useful even as a corpse. Examining a fresh enough body of a new Titan may prove to be as enlightening on the limitations of the system as subjugating it would be.

Of course, she would prefer to take it alive, but that’s no longer looking like a possibility.

Marie is one of the first people to have ever received the Scientist class, and she plans on being the first to use it to break free from the system.

Now, she decides to win.

Marie activates the Heart of the Third.

#

42

Angel 42 has been alive for a very, very long time.

When it was forged into existence a thousand years ago, it was Angel 10,381. Since then, it has slowly gathered power, advanced ahead of those who stagnate or perish, and it has survived.

42 has spent the entirety of its life in the hells. This is the first time it has ever borne witness to a Titan’s power, and it wishes it did not have to.

This… creature… is immature. If 42 had to judge, it would say that the combined strength of the force that its human ally brought with her was greater than what this creature could bring to bear, but that is no longer the case.

42 fears that it is only a matter of time before the difference is not even close.

It has to execute the newborn Titan before its power escalates out of control and destabilizes the system even further than it already has. Even as 42 dodges attacks that it categorizes as Soulblade, Eviscerate, and Hemokinesis, amongst others, it develops a pattern of the creature’s movements.

This has to end here and now. After the initial barrage of attacks, there are only two survivors on 42’s side—itself, and the human who chose to engage in the battle.

The creature is a full Titan, 42 transmits to 13. It knows that the greater angel will not descend to the Seventh to help it, but if this goes awry, 42’s contingency will keep it alive. The human’s plan was insufficient.

It turns its attention to the battle just in time for Marie Jade to shatter a piece of an angel’s heart.

If it were not for their mutual enemy, 42 would strike her down where she stands for this transgression. Jade wields the heart of the original Angel 3, dead mere decades after 42’s creation thanks to follies committed in the early days of the system.

This is a holy relic, not a mere weapon, but Jade uses it as the latter. If the original Three was truly here, 42 knows, the hell would already have ceased to exist.

Even a fraction of its power, however, is enough to slay any demon. Angelic power that defies anything 42 can output bursts out from 3’s heart, stilling the hell around it. Angel 3 was one of the first to ever define the order of the new world, and it was the one whose sacrifice paved the way for the system to be what it is today.

It enforces that order now, telling the hell to stop existing where cleansing power washes over it.

But it does not return them to the void, either—no, 3 and 42 and all the angels exist because their forefathers needed a race to prevent the advent of the void. The hell stills where power washes over it, and so do the cracks in its reality.

42 gives a silent prayer, and it uses its ascendant domain.

Amplification. It’s a simple power, but 42 has gained so much prestige and power across the centuries for a reason. Its ability to survive and allow others to be more than what they are has been crucial to its ascension.

With its Amplification, the Heart of the Third’s power simply shreds through everything in its path. The Burning Sky freezes, its atoms ordered to end their movement by the authority invested in a long-dead angel. Demonic influence vanishes, the chaos beasts banished back into the primordial void from whence they came—and then the power of the Third collides with the Titan of the Paradox, and it too freezes.

Moments later, its nullspace begins to crack.

42’s resplendent network of limbs does not let up. It crafts complex magic that humans could never even dream to use, shaping authority into a new skill, and it Cleanses the last fragments of the Titan’s power, Banishing them into the void.

Help, the Titan manages to cry, and then it’s gone.

#

Marie

Marie does not relax when Evelyn Carnelian disappears. She has witnessed false deaths before, and she will never be sure that something is truly dead until she has vivisected it and observed how it ticks.

She activates the Heart of the Third seven more times after the first, and each time, Angel 42 amplifies it, multiplying its power by a factor of a hundred. She saves the final charge, hesitant to use the last of its power.

It provides her with a Divine affinity, so she pours Smite after Smite into the Titan until its nullspace cracks apart, but she avoids touching the dead being itself.

After all, she still wants the corpse, and if she and the angel eliminate even the traces of its body, this will have been for nothing.

Marie approaches Evelyn Carnelian’s body, wading her way through the stilled time and energy with 42’s protection applied to her skin.

Victory is hers.

And then she hears it. From miles away, an authoritative cry in Sierra Jade’s voice.

Assistance.

#

Sierra

She’s twenty-seven miles away when she feels her aunt begin to fight, and she does not care.

Evelyn can handle herself.

Sierra closes her eyes and meditates, seeking the parts of her authority that prevent her from advancing to the same ascended state that Evelyn has achieved.

It’s only when the power of an original angel tears through the hell of the Burning Sky that she even looks in the direction of the fight.

She’s made her allies aware of the scale of Marie’s power before. Her aunt is one of the five strongest humans alive, if she has to guess, and the artifacts she possesses mean that she has a strong case for being the first.

This is one of those.

Sierra wonders if she should be worried about Evelyn, but their souls are bonded. She would feel it if Evelyn—her thought cuts off.

Pain as intense as any backlash she’s ever experienced tears through her soul.

Help, Evelyn says.

For an instant, Sierra worries. For an instant, she wonders if Evelyn has finally taken a fight she cannot win.

Except this isn’t a cry of despair. Their communication is impossibly nuanced, and the bond between their souls makes it even more so.

This is a cry for assistance.

Sierra closes her eyes once more, her mind speeding up to match Evelyn’s, and she analyzes the message.

The Titan of the Paradox has had more raw power than Sierra for quite some time now, but Sierra has always been the one with a better sense for magic. Evelyn breaks what should be possible, and Sierra learns from what she reveals.

This time, it’s an academic problem. A simple one, at that—simple for Sierra, at least.

Though Evelyn is proficient at progressing what she has and stealing from others, at her core, she’s someone who breaks.

Sierra is glad to put the pieces back together for her.

She sends instructions; bits and pieces of information coalesce to create a single message, one carrying what Evelyn will need to shape a new skill out of a dead woman’s disparate mana.

Assistance, Sierra sends back.

A moment passes. A moment Flickers.

And Evelyn is beside her again.

“Phew,” the demonic girl says, eyes blazing crimson, “that was close.”

“Welcome,” Sierra says, raising an eyebrow. “I presume Aunt Marie is still alive. She used a trump card.”

“So she did,” Evelyn replies. “That was closer than I would have liked it to be. Thank you.”

“You’ll always have me,” Sierra says.

Evelyn hovers down and kisses her.

Sierra doesn’t think that Evelyn finds pleasure in the act. Her body simply isn’t wired for it. But the demon girl knows that Sierra does, and so she does it anyway.

She’s more considerate than she realizes.

“I’ll be right back,” Evelyn says. “Let me know if you reach godhood.”

The Titan vanishes in a flash of blood.

#

42

Assistance, a being cries. A Titan.

No. It cannot be a Titan.

Except it is.

The facts click in slowly.

The Titan is gone.

It is not dead.

There is another.

42 is about to turn to its human ally when the demon Titan flashes into existence in front of him.

Fear has long been a useful emotion for 42. It is not one meant for angels, but 42 knows that fear means it is outclassed. Fear means it can survive.

It stares death in the eyes, and it is petrified. If 42 were human, it knows it would be unable to move. But 42 is not, and so it realizes that it must survive. It must Adapt.

There is no Adapting to this Titan’s attacks, 42 realizes. Not with the current state of power it has.

13 can still defeat it. 13 is dozens, hundreds of times stronger than 42 is.

42 must flee.

So it creates yet another new skill, condensing its existence and stripping the power away from the unnecessary parts of its soul. To escape, it will Shatter the barrier between the hells itself. 13 may choose to execute it for its transgression against the sanctity of reality, but there is no other choice.

42 Shatters reality, then activates Ascend—but no, the hell is intact but for the cracks created by the death of 191 and the Titan within it, and it is still in the Seventh Circle.

The Titan of the Paradox smiles. “Fun fact for you: at Sapphire tier, Siphon works on everything. And you’re not strong enough.”

“What are you?” 42 asks, distracting the Titan as it isolates its core self from the rest of its existence. It will send a piece of itself through the layers, and it will notify its master. It sees no shame in retreating, not against this monster.

The monster snaps her fingers, and 42’s body splits apart.

The very action of snapping gives it time to send its core spiraling away, though, hidden under so many layers of antimemetics that it will be long gone by the time the Titan realizes that it has not killed every last trace of the angel.

“I am Evelyn Carnelian,” the Titan says, her eyes refocusing.

Impossible, 42 thinks. Unless she has been exposed to thought-erasing entities of infinite power, there is no world in which she can see it.

Angel 42 doesn’t know it yet, but it is the first Category 5 Evelyn Carnelian will kill. It will not be the last.

“Today, I am death.”

And then there is nothing.

#

Marie

Carnelian is still alive is all Marie has the time to think before Angel 42 dies in a flash of Soulblades and blood.

She should have slaughtered it the first time when she had the chance.

The others that have died so far have been weaker than her, but Angel 42? 42 has—no, had—an ascendant concept, empowering everything it did to survive, and now, it’s gone.

Marie discards any thoughts of impropriety. The balance of this fight has been slowly tilting, and she’s been too busy thinking of her next steps to see it.

She’s going to put everything she has into killing this Titan. Marie has never managed a feat on that scale before—nobody has, not in living memory—but Carnelian is new, and she’s not aware of Marie’s diminished presence half a mile from her.

Marie sacrifices another twenty-four members of the Jade clan with her bloodline, charging her skills until her Tourmaline-tier Jade Lightning temporarily holds enough power to break past even the Sapphire tier. An emerald storm devours the air and the fire and most importantly, the shell of blood and flesh and Titan power that Evelyn Carnelian is now.

She is aware that she may be destroying her target beyond the point of no return. She does not care. As a Scientist, she has her ways to bring back part of that which no longer is. Marie is done playing around—even killing the experiment will provide useful data.

At the peak of Sapphire tier, this is the strongest skill Marie has ever wielded, even if it will only remain this way for a matter of moments.

For long seconds, the hell’s dominant force is not the Burning Sky—it is Jade Lightning. It outburns the fire, shattering pieces of the hell into the void beneath where it touches.

Her power outstrips the sun, and it is all focused on a single being.

Nothing can survive this, she thinks. Not even Carnelian.

But time and time again, she’s been proven wrong, and when the storm of jade finally dissipates, the first thing she hears is laughter.

Marie’s heart drops.

In the distance, completely untouched, Evelyn Carnelian stands atop a swirling mass of Marie’s lightning.

No, not Marie’s. Not anymore.

She’s stolen it. Marie doesn’t even need her Farsight to tell that the demon’s eyes burn with a fresh shade of green.

“Did you think that was enough to stop me?” Evelyn Carnelian cries. “That was barely an appetizer!”

Marie snarls, and she draws on her Mastery of Jade once more.

This time, she looks for a target to sacrifice. She knows that Carnelian has formed an attachment to her niece. She knows better than most how much it hurts to lose what you love.

I am no longer yours, auntie.

The sword cracks, and the connection is lost.

“You should think more carefully about who you hurt,” Evelyn says, and then she closes the distance in a matter of moments.

Marie doesn’t even react as sharpened fingers tear straight through her flesh, drilling through her heart. She doesn’t need it, and it’ll recover.

There is one final option. One item she can use.

But as she is now—as Carnelian is now—Marie doesn’t think she can kill the Titan with the Founding Shard unless she breaks it and annihilates not just this hell, but all of them.

She wants to live to see that, at least, and Evelyn has ensured that she can’t do that now.

Marie has the single most powerful item in the world, and the only thing she can do with it is flee.

“This isn’t over,” she hisses, and she draws deep on the living shard of the original god.

She reappears in the First Circle, bloody and battered and thoroughly defeated.

“Pathetic,” Sapphire Clearwater says.

#

Evelyn

“This isn’t over,” Marie hisses.

I force a fragment of my nullspace into her chest, and then she vanishes in a flash of power.

Unlike me, I don’t think she’s coming back.

I use Crimson Storm to bring myself back to Sierra.

“We won,” I tell her. “Marie escaped.”

“Her other trump card,” Sierra says. “She won’t be able to use it again, not anytime soon.”

“Then let’s kill her before she can,” I say. “Let’s kill all of them.”

I offer my hand, and she takes it.

Once more, I witness the truth, and we step into the Sixth Circle.

The clock is ticking. Marie, Sapphire, and the Titans—I’m coming for you.

I am going to end you all.


Chapter 17

Angelic Tower — Root

As it turns out, Adrian doesn’t even need Kirin to take him through the floors.

After his abnormal Category ascension, he’s flush with power. Against monsters that are Category 1 at best, he is practically a god.

Adrian is flush with power now, and the world bends to his will.

Up until this point, he’s never come close to understanding what a Category 3’s power entails. For a long time, he was weak enough that even a Category 3 could crush him with just their raw attributes alone, let alone their true power.

Now that he’s here, Kirin is a willing and able teacher—though also a bit of a flabbergasted one.

“There’s no fucking way,” Kirin says on the first day.

He still doesn’t believe it until Adrian demonstrates his new power. It’s roughshod and unbalanced, but the ocean’s waves emerge nonetheless, suppressing all magic and life around them.

Over the course of the next few hours, Kirin helps him discover what his power is.

“You can’t think of your concept in the same way that you think of your skills or domain,” he explains. “You may have noticed that you even your own perception of it is different, because it’s not attached to you in the same way that the others are.”

“I think I’m with you on that,” Adrian replies. It would be far tougher to understand if it wasn’t for the fact that he’s just survived—and crucially, remembered surviving—the trial on the 25th floor. “It’s less connected to the system, isn’t it?”

“Not exactly, but close enough. I mean, maybe it’s different for you. I don’t get the opportunity to work with other Cat 3s that much, because I’m usually not fighting Titans.”

“Why not?” Adrian asks. “You were decent against the proto-Titan back in Whitestar.”

“For Category 3s, there’s a ten-year mortality rate of something like eighty percent,” Kirin says drily. “If you survive, you have a much higher chance to advance to an even higher category, but personally? I prefer living.”

No wonder Evelyn thinks she could dust you in a fight, Adrian thinks. Out loud, he says, “Point taken. Okay. You were saying?”

“I think of my concept as a frame,” Kirin continues. “Watch.”

The 26th floor is a simple maze of pristine white marble and cages, with monsters and puzzles everywhere—this particular one is a dog-like creature with six heads. Category 1. Nothing particularly special.

“My concept,” Kirin says, “is Armory.”

He snaps his fingers, and a dozen items manifest around him—guns, blades, and esoteric cubes that seem to fold in on themselves.

They orbit him, speeding up quickly. They blur into a single ring-like shape within seconds, and  Kirin extends a hand.

Twelve different types of magic surge forward from his open palm. Adrian isn’t nearly as adept at differentiating magic as Sierra is, but he recognizes flame, electricity, and of course the high-pressure water that is his element. The others are more esoteric.

The poor mutant dog doesn’t stand a chance. It burns, then drowns, then is subjected to a number of effects that Adrian doesn’t understand. When it’s done, the creature is nothing but a bloody puddle of flesh on the ground.

Kirin’s weapons slow to a stop. “I’m not sure if you noticed, but have you seen what these weapons are?”

Adrian uses Identify Weapon, one by one, then pauses on the third one. Given what he knows now, he wonders, is it possible to expand his skill to look at them all at once?

He reaches out, forcing himself to think as little as he can, and he shapes the skill.

Hm. Not quite. Not yet.

Adrian continues trying it. He doesn’t need to examine all the weapons to tell what’s going on.

“The weapons don’t match the effects you were using,” he says. “This sword coats itself in spatial energy, but you shot it like a ray.”

“Exactly,” Kirin says. “Your concept is less like a skill and more like the base of your magic itself. When you exercise it, you are limited only by your perception of what it is. So long as you know in your heart, mind, and soul what your concept is capable of, you can do it. Using the concept is using the sum of your skills, but much less limited.”

Adrian raises an eyebrow. “That sounds… really powerful.”

“Of course it is,” Kirin says. “Did you think it wouldn’t be?”

“How long is your cooldown?”

“The time between uses is more flexible than a special skill’s or a domain’s,” the Relic Hunter says. “It depends on how the concept is utilized. This here was simple. I’ll be out for half an hour, maybe, and then I can use it again at full power. I could even use it again, though that would make it take longer to recover fully.”

“So it’s like a resource, not a single-usage skill,” Adrian says.

“Yep.”

“Alright. Let me try.”

The Ocean’s Waves. Adrian isn’t sure what to make of the singularity he’s achieved. Kirin’s is obvious—his entire existence is dedicated to using the array of weapons he’s collected, so it stands to reason that the sum of his skills is an Armory.

One word—a simple concept. Adrian hasn’t done much study of Category 3s before, but Sierra’s mentioned some of them in passing, and their concepts all sound similarly simple and effective. Scour. Control. Survivor.

Adrian’s is the only one he knows of that possesses a more complex concept. He’s unsure how much of that is because of what the fae ordered, how much of that is him, and, perhaps most importantly, whether that’s a good or a bad thing.

Waves can be many things, he thinks. He remembers his meditations inside the Titan Inome’s time bubble. The ocean gives, and it takes, and it does not forgive.

He goes with that for his first usage of his singularity in the next room. Adrian visualizes it using his domain as a base.

Here, the monster isn’t just a single enemy—it’s a swarm of amorphous creatures that remind him of the proto-Titan of Time’s fetal form, just way, way smaller. And less dangerous. They spit acid that has the potential to sizzle through even Kirin’s armor, but it’s so, so slow.

Adrian almost wonders how he ever struggled against creatures like this. His control over liquids that aren’t pure water isn’t nearly as strong, but he uses a simple Misty Spray, an old Silver-tier skill that he hasn’t bothered using in a while, and the acid burns the ground instead.

He closes his eyes, imagines his domain, and pulls on the new source of power glued to his soul.

The room fills with water immediately. Unlike his domain, which spills out from him in a matter of seconds, overwhelming everything around it, this room simply is submerged now, as if it always has been. A wave of force ripples through it, destabilizing the walls and the bodies of everything within.

Adrian doesn’t question it. He uses Hydrokinesis to pressurize the water around the numerous slime-like creatures here and obliterates them. It’s easier than it ever has been—he can actually feel the skill slipping its bounds, and he thinks that for a second, he might have even pulled on the fluids within the creatures’ body.

The ocean is gone as abruptly as it arrives, taking the corpses. Adrian and Kirin aren’t even wet.

You have advanced to level 301!

1 stat point gained.

1 skill point gained.

Huh. He didn’t even complete an objective for killing the slimes, but he’s leveled up? Maybe it’s the new sense of power that he has after the trial on the 25th—or maybe using his singularity is a new key to his progression.

Leveling feels different, too. He’s been granted a couple of points, as per usual, but those points have a feel to them. Rather than just telling the system to add them to his body, Adrian feels like he might be able to grab them and devour them himself.

He wonders if this is how Evelyn has felt, all this time.

His singularity, he notices, has barely taken a hit. Adrian is already basically ready to go again.

“I think we can work with this,” he tells Kirin.

Less than an hour later, they make it to the 27th floor.

Then the 28th. Then the 29th.

They have to stop to rest and nourish themselves, and there aren’t climber stations past a certain point, but Kirin reveals that his Hammerspace doesn’t only store weapons—he has enough rations to feed an army in there.

“My boss used to joke that I should’ve gotten the Hoarder class,” Kirin says, handing Adrian a surprisingly fresh bowl of hot soup.

“Your boss? Who was that?”

“You don’t know her,” Kirin says. “She died a hundred and twenty years ago against Lya, Titan of the .”

“Titan of the Living Moon?” Adrian asks through a mouthful of soup.

“Keep your mouth closed when you chew,” Kirin says. “Yes. That’s the only time it’s awoken in recorded history. I hope it won’t happen again.”

Adrian shudders.

The tower seems to shudder with him.

“Mm. I don’t like the look of that,” Kirin says.

Ah. The tower didn’t seem to shudder. It actually did.

“Reality’s not doing so hot, is it?”

“Doesn’t look like it. I wish I could see what the world is like outside, but that means throwing away progress.”

“Do you still have a reason to be here?” Adrian asks. “You said we were going to go for an angelic boon and jump into the hells, but… I’m pretty sure the fae implied the hells were already breaking.”

“Then we need to speed up, don’t we?” Kirin says. “Come. The earliest I’ve heard of getting one is on the fiftieth floor, but we’re likely not getting there that fast.”

“Then let’s go faster,” Adrian replies, handing Kirin his bowl back.

They reach the fiftieth floor the next day.

Traveler.

You must accelerate.

The first Titan. The original god.

Connect the dots, traveler, and ascend.

Sapphire Clearwater is coming.

Her ritual will never stop.

You and your partners.

Save us.

And the second trial begins.

#

The Sixth Circle - The Neverending Night

This hell is already breaking when we get into it.

I recognize it from my time looking through the paths that the system offered to me. This is the Neverending Night. It’s dark enough that I can’t see at all, and if I weren’t who I was, it would break my mind with darkness that reaches inside me.

Three circles ago, this hell might have been debilitating.

Here and now, I am the eighteenth Titan, and a shadow of another Titan’s nullspace will not defeat mine.

My nullspace still doesn’t have an exact rule within it. I can sense that its authority is loose, unformed, and undirected, but I’m not yet sure what I want to do with it. I don’t want to form it into something that the system understands, because being inexplicable has only ever worked to my advantage.

I figure that I’ll work on it when I have to. That’s how it always has been, and likely how it always will be.

Back to the hell, though—the darkness isn’t absolute for two reasons. First: my Titan ability is all about impossibility, and so I am one light in the infinite black.

Second: reality is coming apart at the seams.

I think the degradation from the angel nuke is scaling up through the hells. With my Annihilates, I destabilized the Ninth Circle until it started falling apart, so that’s probably gone. The Eighth has been shattered beyond a shadow of a doubt. There’s no way the angel’s explosion didn’t eliminate all of it, especially when it was so powerful that its effects reached into the Seventh.

The Sixth looks even less stable than the Seventh did.

“I suspect that the devastation of the Eighth Circle led to a chain reaction,” Sierra says. “Like knocking a load-bearing pillar down, perhaps.”

“That checks out,” I reply, surveying our surroundings. Unlike the last two hells, there is solid ground to stand on—pure black, of course, just like the rest, but it’s there. “I wonder if this is affecting the surface.”

“If Del’s theory on how the hells work is correct, I think it has to,” Sierra says. “It may simply be a reflection of reality, but if your shadow starts bleeding, there’s likely something wrong with you, too.”

“That’s true,” I say. “Give me some time to recover my strength. I don’t think there’s anything for us here.”

I can’t cross more than one hell at a time, which is disappointing. It makes some degree of sense, though—while my power has been vastly enhanced, my conceptual weight as been too. Crossing a single boundary takes a massive amount of power.

“You could try to eat the dark,” Sierra suggests jokingly.

“I might,” I say. I was able to Devour a bit of a hell before, and though I wasn’t able to hold it, I tasted the angel’s detonation. In the last circle, I was able to Devour a Sapphire-tier Jade Lightning, which indicates that I might be able to eat more of this hell. “I’d rather avoid destabilizing it too fast, though.”

That’s the only actual issue with this hell so far. I think that both of us can survive the primordial void now, but I’m not sure that we could make our way back.

Better safe than sorry. That’s a rare sentiment from me, but I haven’t come this far just to lose it all now.

“I’m going to see if I can get any progress with my nullspace,” Sierra says. “I still need, like, eighteen more levels before I hit a point where the system will give me enough of a kick for me to manipulate myself into going full Titan.”

“Are you unable to use my Devour?” I ask.

Sierra laughs. “Evelyn, I can copy most anything you do, but that one skill is yours and yours alone.”

“That’s not entirely true,” I disagree. “There were other experiments using it.”

She shakes her head. “Believe me, I’ve tried. It’s not possible for me to use. I don’t know why, but I can’t.”

“Weird. You were able to become a proto-Titan via your Blue Mage class, but you can’t use my most basic skill?”

Sierra shrugs. “That’s the way of the world, I suppose.”

I awaken.

Both of us snap to attention immediately, weapons and skills at the ready. That voice is a Titan’s. Not one we’ve seen before.

Carnelian.

It’s talking to me.

Neverending Night, I reply. What’s its name again? Skoton.

Come to think of it, it just said it’s awakened? How long has it been since the last Titan awakening?

“It’s too early,” Sierra says. “A Titan shouldn’t be surfacing this soon after the last one.

The awakening of an eighteenth is not insignificant.

What do you want, I reply back. The last few time I’ve talked to a Titan, it’s wanted me to keep my hands off its shadow. This one… doesn’t sound like that.

Your potential has awakened, eighteenth. The first chose wisely.

The first? Sapphire?

As I said, the first. We awaken together, and we see.

See what? Sierra adds.

Ah, the prospective nineteenth. Welcome, upstart. To answer: we see the future and the past as one. We see our original enemy. We see that which caused the fall.

Sierra’s eyes open wide, and I take that to mean the other Titan has just said something awfully significant.

The fall, she repeats.

The first plans our revenge. Rise, upstarts, and join us.

The darkness around us starts to fall away, and the Titan’s presence fades from our minds.

“Uhh,” I say. “This is going to be interesting, isn’t it?”

“Like you can’t believe,” Sierra says.

#

Elsewhere

The king beyond the gate opens their eyes.

The Titan scourge that the fair folk failed to eradicate a millennium ago have awakened, and their actions make themselves known across the anchored reality and those adjacent.

“What are you thinking, old friends?” they whisper.

A thousand plans are in play already from both sides. The travelers have been pushed by others to fight their mutual enemy, but the shattered divinity seeks to create themselves anew, perhaps with this Carnelian entity as a vessel.

The Titans—no, the gods. The broken pieces of the gods that survived the fae inquisition and the fall that came after—they seek Carnelian.

“We must intervene,” they say to themselves.

And finish what we started.

“Angel 1,” they say. “Finish it.”

The waiting angel departs, bound for the broken world beneath the gate.


Chapter 18

The Sixth Circle

Skoton’s presence leaves without further incident, leaving us alone in a darkness that isn’t quite as harsh as it was a few moments ago.

There are demons in this hell, I sense, but they are clustered, few, and far between. Whether that’s because there just naturally are fewer demons in the Hell of the Neverending Night or the ongoing reality collapse has something to do with it is anybody’s guess.

“I still need to recharge,” I say. “I’m going to commit some demon violence. Want to join?”

“Do you even have to ask?”

As a full Titan, the fabric of the world is more intuitive for me to understand now, and though I don’t think I’ll ever particularly understand the exact mechanisms of the hells, I can sense what’s in them well enough.

These demons can’t hide from me.

I take Sierra with me into my Crimson Storm, checking my attributes as I do.

Interestingly enough, the system does not consider normal demons to be my kin, because my Kinslayer trait has not increased. Also, the demons it counts as kills are inconsistent. It counted the Ninth Circle, but not the Eighth Circle. We didn’t kill any demons in the Burning Sky, so I’m not sure if they would have counted there.

I wonder if that means the demons further down have souls, since that’s what the system seems to count as a “life.”

I also wonder if I can manipulate my traits myself, then decide against it. The part of my authority that deals with those is more complex than I care to meddle with.

Then we get into combat, and I don’t bother thinking about that much more.

The level of ease with which we slice demons apart is verging on being boring. In the Ninth Circle, the restrictions of the hell combined with our lower power levels made the fights actually challenging—now, even though the demons might be more powerful, the hells no longer affect us through my constantly active nullspace, and our powers combined are enough to shatter a continent.

I look at a demon, and it dies under the force of my glare, Eviscerated into a bloody chunk of meat.

Theoretically, I could just go around at a pace greatly eclipsing the speed of sound with a porcupine quill sphere of Soulblades surrounding the Crimson Storm, but Sierra wants to get some practice in too, so I let her.

Her progression has not been advancing in the same way as mine. It’s kind of obvious, given the fact that she’s not a fully-fledged Titan yet, but even leaving that aside, she’s chosen different paths with her authority.

“I can mimic being a Category 4,” she tells me. “Their ascendant domains are similar to nullspaces—they infuse their domain into each one of their skills. Thus, if you take a Category 3 and a Cat 4 and give them the same skill with the same amount of mana, the Category 4 will produce a skill many times stronger.”

“You mimic that by forcing your domain into your skills?” I ask.

“Yes and no,” she replies. “Take me to a collection of demons, please.”

I locate a few and bring us to them. In this hell, concepts like “distance” are functionally meaningless. Anything less than five hundred miles away is right next to us, for all it matters.

“I count twenty-three,” I say. “Would you like to demonstrate?”

The demons hiss in fury, recognizing a hostile.

You are witnessed, I say at them.

The hissing stops, replaced by a slow, fearful retreat that soon turns rapid.

“You could at least keep them from running,” Sierra complains. “Watch.”

In front of us, a lightless explosion detonates in the center of the fleeing demon swarm, followed by a sphere of intense sunlight that illuminates the nothingness of the hell and a darkness even blacker than the Neverending Night around it.

The magic surges towards us, and then, just as I’m about to Crimson Storm to take us away from it, Sierra uses another swirl of magic, and the blast folds in on itself, crumpling into a ball.’

“In order,” she says, “that was the special skills For Every Shadow, There Is A Light and Eclipse Devastator followed by Vector Magic - Redirect.

“I’ve never seen you use that last skill,” I say.

“Because I didn’t have it,” she says. “Using it is an application of my newest special skill, Wrath of a Peaceful Soul.”

“Did you choose to be wasteful, then?” I ask, knowing the answer is no. Sierra isn’t the type of girl to waste three capstone skills just to show off.

“I discovered how to make them permanent,” she says, grinning wide. “I can infuse my domain into them, and while it’s not a true ascendant domain, I highly doubt any other Category 2 can manage the same.”

“That’s for damn sure,” I say. “Congratulations. You’ll be able to equalize with me if you reach level 300, then?”

“I’m not sure,” she replies, her smile fading. “I will try, of course, but—you won’t leave me behind if I don’t receive it, will you?”

“No, of course I wouldn’t,” I say automatically.

Wait, I said what?

It makes total sense for me not to abandon Sierra, I rationalize. She’s the one I protect, after all—except that wasn’t the reason I initially decided to join her, was it? At some point, she went from protector to protected, and yet I still react to her the same, instinctive way.

Is this what human attachment is like?

I think my late creators would hate to see me like this, so I lean into it.

“I won’t leave you,” I say, consciously this time. “We’re bonded in more ways than one. Do your best, and if that’s not enough, do more. If even that doesn’t work, then I’ll keep you safe.”

She floats over and hugs me. “Thank you.”

I… don’t have anything in mind on how to respond to that, so I just hug her back.

“You know, I have to wonder,” Sierra says, extricating herself. “How much do these demons actually fuel you?”

“Not much,” I admit. “These demons are Category 2, for the most part. There was a point where that would have been enough to fill my reservoirs up to full, but now it’s like trying to fill an ocean with a bucket.”

“Then why bother with them?” Sierra asks.

“It’s relaxing,” I say seriously.

She takes one look at me and starts giggling.

“What?” I ask. “What was funny about that?”

“It’s—it’s nothing,” she says, struggling to hold in laughter. “What a picture that paints. Evelyn Carnelian, demon killer extraordinaire. One month ago, one of these demons would have obliterated both of us, and here we are now, relaxing.”

She giggles again, then grows serious. “I asked because I have no objective here. I have no way to advance. The demons provide me nothing.”

“You want to move up a hell,” I surmise. “Alright. I still need fuel, though. It could take a while.”

“Would it take as long if you chose to Devour the hell as well?” Sierra asks.

I hesitate to answer. “I… did do that to some extent earlier. Doing it now might lose us the trust of a Titan, though.”

She stares at me, aghast. “Are you the same Evelyn I know? When has that ever stopped you?”

I consider my soul, then my mind. Mostly normal, yes, but that sentimentality—oh, that little seed she’s planted inside me is growing, isn’t it?

Throwing it away like I do with most human emotions is the right call, but I like her enough that I just prune it a little.

“Thank you for pointing that out,” I say. “Now, is there anything else you’d like to do, or should I start eating?”

“I thought you would never ask,” Sierra replies, taking my hand.

I begin to Devour the Sixth Circle.

At Sapphire tier, my skill is far more than the lowly magical coating on my teeth that granted me extra power when eating. When I consume the hell around me, I do it by turning into a red and black supernova.

Though it took all my willpower to do this before, I find that it’s as natural as eating human flesh now. The semi-stable reality of the hell slips from the void like I’m flaying the skin off a particularly juicy kill, and I surge with what I Devour.

“This does appear to have the side effect of utterly destabilizing the hell,” Sierra says. “I should have realized that earlier. Sooner would likely be better.”

I barely heed her words. Power flows into me, but it’s not true power. The hells are just the shadow of the gods, after all, and a mere shadow will never match the original.

Data flows into my mind, though. Memories. That which was lost.

For the briefest of instants, I remember the gods; then the memory flickers, the moment passes, and it slips from my mind like water through fingers.

The deluge almost overwhelms me, but it opens my eyes enough that I know I will soon be able to open my eyes.

By the time I have enough, my nullspace is a floating bastion of stability in a sea of a hell hanging on to reality by tenterhooks. Only tiny strips of the Sixth Circle remain, and I am barely in contact with them.

But I have Devoured what I need and gained much from this hell, so I draw upon divinity, and I create an anchor in the Fifth Circle, and once more, I take the two of us into the primordial void.

As I reach for the anchor, though, another, larger one appears in my way, blocking us.

I try to go around it, but it is infinite. Comparing this anchor to mine is comparing a pebble to a mountain.

The feel of this anchor is achingly familiar, and I burn with hatred at the sensation. I am going to end you, I think.

Carnelian, Sapphire Clearwater’s voice says. You have begun to see the true underpinnings of this world. Congratulations, experiment. You are a success.

The anchor slams into me, foiling every attempt I can make to escape it.

Shit, I think. Sapphire is far too strong. I can’t escape her.

“Hold on!” Sierra cries. “I can remake the anchor, just—hold on!”

I do.

I try.

But the void is merciless, and Sapphire never stops until she gets what she wants.

Sierra’s fingers slip through mine as my body becomes less real, shunting away from this unreality.

When I come face-to-face with my greatest enemy, Sierra is gone.
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Once again, Adrian’s system switches off for this level, but he’s ready for it. Thanks to Faetouched and Remembrance, the patterns he needs to follow in order to break through the limitations of the system are clear to him.

“Traveler,” a different fae’s voice says. This one is more feminine than the last.

“Blessed One,” he replies.

“This one is not merely blessed,” the fae says. “You may refer to me as Lyriel.”

“Lyriel, then,” Adrian says. “Is this the trial?”

Unlike the last time, where he was thrown into pitch darkness, he sits at the center of a pristine white temple, entirely empty but for him.

“Those who would traditionally select the trials have been dismissed,” Lyriel says. “The situation has changed, traveler.”

“I know the hells were collapsing,” Adrian says. “Has something changed outside?”

“The hells are a shadow of our blessed reality,” Lyriel’s sourceless voice says. “Yet they are more than that. Each reality—that of mortals, that of the blessed, and that of angels and demons—are a pillar of the consensus. Should one collapse, the others will follow in short order.”

“Ooookay,” Adrian says. “How does—no, I know how that concerns me. The fuck do you expect me to do about it?”

“You understand why there is no trial, now,” the fae says. “Traveler, you are one of a limited few who may understand how to use a key to the world.”

“What?” Adrian asks. “I genuinely have zero clue what you are talking about.”

‘The gate behind the gate beckons,” says the fae. “It needs soldiers, and the fae have long since grown accustomed to peace. It may already be too late to end the threat before it becomes unstoppable.”

“Threat,” Adrian says. “One that’s breaking the hells. That makes sense. Explain that to me.”

“The eighteenth Titan, guided by the hand of the first and guiding the hand of the one who may become the nineteenth. Your partner.”

“Evelyn?” Adrian asks. “Her?”

The fae does not respond.

He’s less surprised than he thinks he should be, but he figures that if anyone was capable of starting a process that will end the whole world, it’s Evelyn.

“I’ll take that as a yes, then,” he continues. “Then go on. Educate me. Why would I want to fight my partner?”

“Traveler, we do not take your services because you are willing to or capable of slaying a Titan,” Lyriel says, irritated. Once again, Adrian prides himself on his ability to annoy disembodied otherworldly voices. “Angels have been sent to pacify the situation already.

“No, traveler, you have been propositioned for that which you may yet achieve. The Ocean’s Waves, found in one whose eyes have been opened, may be the last piece we need to reverse this. To travel back and execute every last one of the ones we failed to.”

“Lady, I have no idea what you’re talking about, but if you’re trying to imply that you can use my powers to time travel, you’re dead wrong,” Adrian says, standing up. “I wish you weren’t, but you are.”

“Sit down,” Lyriel says.

Adrian blinks, then finds himself sitting down. He doesn’t remember moving a single muscle.

“Allow me to tell you a story,” Lyriel says. “One of the originals. One of the ones who once walked the world. Of the powers that came to be, of the desperation we face now that those powers have stagnated.

“A story about the fall. About fae. About angels and demons. About gods.

“A story of the system.”


Chapter 19

Nowhere, somewhere

I find myself in a familiar, empty space. It’s not the same oppressive darkness as the hell we’ve left behind. It is, instead, the absence of being. The nothingness is the same as my class evolution.

Now that I have broken the constraints of my existence, I understand this space in a way that I was never capable of before.

Behind the walls of this space, I know, lies the primordial void. What that void is—I still don’t have that level of understanding.

But I know that if I tried, I could break out of there. There’s just one obstacle in my way, and her name is Sapphire.

“Where am I?” I demand. I know better than to try killing her in this space.

And I try anyway. I bring my nullspace into existence, heady with rage and murderous instinct.

Time stutters to a halt just like it did the first time Sierra Manifested her nullspace into mine.

If nothing else, this meeting confirms that Sapphire has a nullspace, too. With the amount of power she wields and the antimemetics she’s used against me, this solidifies it.

Sapphire is the Titan of the Forgotten Realm. She is the first Titan.

That, if anything, angers me further, but though anger has allowed me to break through my limits before, this is far too insurmountable of a gap. Defiance alone is not enough for me to surpass Sapphire.

“There will be none of that,” she says, and my nullspace shatters like sugar glass. “I see that you have been successful, demon girl.”

“I’m not a demon anymore,” I reply. “Not just a demon, at least.”

I tamp down on the anger, then eliminate it. We may both be Titans, but Sapphire still outclasses me by a long shot. Inome was Category 5, and although I’ve broken through the limits of the system, I was Category 2 the last time I checked. I might be able to face Inome on equal ground, now, but Sapphire’s power dwarfs mine.

If she wants this conversation to happen, it’s going to happen.

I won’t waste it on distracting, pointless fury. There is a possibility for me to learn more about her and the nature of this world here, and so I’ll take whatever scraps I can get.

“You are not a demon,” she agrees amiably. “Nor have you ever been. Now, though, you are far, far more.”

“You seem happy about that,” I say.

“How can a mother not be happy for her child’s success?” the Titan before me asks. Just as I am not a demon, she is not a half-elf. Never has been. This form is the one that suits me best, and hers is the same.

“You’re not my mom,” I say flatly. From the twinkle in her eyes, she knows that too. “My mother was a test tube, and my father was blood.”

“True enough,” Sapphire says.

“Where is Sierra?” I ask, tired of this dance around the true topics of this abduction. “What did you do to her? And why am I here?”

“So many questions. The Jade child will claw her way back to reality or die. Adversity—”

“—sculpts excellence, I fucking know,” I growl. I’m not keeping as good a lid on my anger as I should be. What’s wrong with me?

“She is not yet one of us,” Sapphire says coyly. “If she is worthy of the title, she will prove it by navigating her way through that which is not.”

That makes a twisted sort of sense. Sierra likes me in part because of my power, but Sapphire sees nothing but power. Since Sierra’s not a true Titan yet, Sapphire just does not care.

“As to why I’m here?” I ask.

“The answer to that is simple. You are counted amongst the Titans now, little Carnelian, and so I sought to formally introduce you to our cause.”

“Our cause,” I say. “The Titans?”

“Who else?” Sapphire grins, which is a wholly unnerving on an face that doesn’t look like it should ever be warm. “Titan, though, is not entirely an accurate term.”

“Is it not?”

“Once upon a time,” Sapphire says, “we were called gods.”
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“The Titans stir awake,” Lyriel says. “All eighteen.”

“There are sixteen,” Adrian says.

“You are mistaken. A newborn was created mere days ago. The Titan of the Broken Hell, or the Paradox.”

At that, Adrian’s heart swells with pride. He knows that he’s barely contributed to it, but he feels as much a part of Evelyn’s journey as she has been of his.

And now, the girl he’s barely been able to keep up with has reached the pinnacle of power.

“That explains one,” he says. “Did Sierra become the eighteenth?”

“The newborn was the eighteenth,” Lyriel says. A flicker of light screams across his vision, and then the fae is there. “The first, Titan of the Forgotten Realm, has hidden its existence from the worldline.”

Adrian has had very limited chances to see a fae up close in the past, all of them involving the imminent death of someone he cared about.

This, here and now, is different. Lyriel does not exude the same murderous aura that the other fae have. They exude… not much at all. The fae’s face is flat, missing any of the organs that the other mortal species have—instead of eyes, lips, ears, or a mouth, their face is just a flat expanse of silver and gold. The rest of their body, similarly, is flat. Of the mortal species, Adrian would compare this fae to a skyfolk first and foremost, but he knows that even the skyfolk are not this unremarkably powerful.

“Is this part of the trial, too?” he asks. “You showing up?”

“I am one with the tower, and the tower is the bridge between your world and mine,” Lyriel says. “The barrier thins. It is beginning to break.”

Adrian makes an affirmative noise. Things must be getting really bad out there on the surface. He’s not terribly excited to see what’s happening.

“By all means, then,” he says. “Carry on with your story.”

Adrian is surprised to realize that he’s genuinely interested in what it has to say.

Then again, why shouldn’t he be? The fae has been alive for far longer than he has. There are chances that it’s even been alive long enough to see the world before the system. Adrian has everything to learn from this creature and nothing to lose except time.

Before, he would have been worried. Evelyn and Sierra are still in the hells, of course.

Now, though? With it all but confirmed that Evelyn has gone full Titan?

The hells should fear them.

Adrian thinks he even detects a hint of fear in the fae’s voice when it talks about her.

Good, he thinks. You should be scared.

“Once upon a time,” Lyriel says, “some one thousand years ago, the gods roamed this planet.”

“I know the story,” Adrian says. “Before the fall, there was no system. Power was gained through contracts with the gods.”

“It was a darker time,” the fae says. “By the end of it all, the mortal and immortal species alike lived in fear. The gods grew proud, and they manipulated the world to their whim.”

“Then, the fall,” Adrian completes. “Yeah. I’ve heard this one before. What about it?”

“In mortal literature, the fall is often stated to have been caused by the gods’ own hubris. They reached beyond what they could survive, they say. That is a lie.”

Adrian should be more surprised, he thinks, but so much has happened outside the context of the system that he’s able to just roll with the punches at this point.

“Then what’s your version of the truth?” he asks.

“The gods did stretch too far,” Lyriel says. “They sought to create new worlds to exert their dominance over. They meddled with the fabric of reality, even when they did not yet understand it. Our universe could only suffer their presence for so long.”

Adrian wishes Sierra was here. She would absolutely eat this lecture up. As it is, he’s alone, so he tries to burn every last bit of this speech into his mind. If—when, he tells himself—Sierra and Evelyn return, he wants them both to know what he’s learned today.

“Reality shattered at the seams,” Lyriel continues. “We began to slip into the primordial void. Into the chaos.”

“You’re going to have to explain that one to me,” Adrian says. “I’ve seen the void before, but there wasn’t anything primordial about it. Isn’t it just the absence of space?”

“The void and the chaos are one and the same,” Lyriel says. “It is not nothingness. It is the lack of order. It is unreality; it is the world, disassembled and blended. It is concepts, disaggregated.”

“That makes no sense, but okay. It’s not reality. It’s… under reality?”

“In essence,” the fae says, exuding a sound that approximates a sigh. “The gods began to break reality, and we blessed few were the only ones that could see it.

”And so, one day, there arose a hero. A small selection of heroes, perhaps—I know not who they are, not anymore. The information about those accursed days has been sealed, but I know enough. They were fae, and they were few, and every odd was against them.”

“Hold on, sealed?” Adrian asked. “What do you mean by that?”

“A god cannot be truly killed,” Lyriel says. “The fall of the gods was not some natural result of the cycle. No, what broke the gods were the fae. It was our heroes, all those years ago, who saved the worlds.”

“And that informs the seal how?”

Lyriel barrelled on as if they hadn’t heard Adrian. “Even broken as they were, the gods still exercised power. Their very existence threatened the stability of ours, and they could not be allowed to remain. Even at the edge of oblivion, they refused to see reason. They refused to bend the knee.”

“Well, the gods are all broken now. What happened?”

“The impossible. A god fell, and a deal was struck,” Lyriel says. “We know not the particulars, for part of the deal itself was that the deal not be made known. What we do know is that when the first fae emerged, they were victorious. In exchange for our memories, and in exchange for the destruction of the weapon that brought them to their knees, the gods allowed us to subjugate them and use their damaged bodies.”

“Broken gods,” Adrian said.

“Broken gods, indeed. You have seen that us fae are capable of taking and breaking the system. We can function without it just as well as we do within.”

“I have,” Adrian says, remembering the Blessed One that decimated his party. He thinks back to the 25th floor, too, where the fae was freely using magic while the system was off. “Why?”

He suspects he knows the answer already.

“It is, of course, because we made it.”
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Somewhere, nowhere

Sierra exists in a sea of nonexistence.

Without Evelyn here to be her paradox, there is nothing anchoring her to reality. There is no island for her amongst this infinite, unreal ocean. There is only the quickly degrading idea of Sierra Jade, held together only by her raw conceptual weight as a proto-Titan.

It is hard to kill an idea, but given enough time, the nothingness will assimilate even the strongest of beings. Of this, Sierra is certain.

She needs more power. Sierra needs to advance.

She can see the anchor that stole Evelyn a hundred feet/twelve inches/ten thousand miles away, but no matter how the distance fluctuates, she cannot swim to reach it.

Sierra Jade is not yet strong enough. If she had Defiance, she could create an anchor for herself, but the system’s domain does not extend beyond the pale of reality.

At this moment, she is not real, and it takes everything she has to keep her existence from realizing that.

Sierra would close her eyes to meditate, but she fears that she will forget how to open them.

Instead, she uses her new senses. Her authority is all that is left of her, a Sierra-shaped imprint of hardened sand slowly dissolving into the ocean of what is here and what is not.

At first, she starts changing it in a structured fashion, like she did with Evelyn’s wild existence, but that’s not enough with her. Sierra isn’t strong enough. She doesn’t have the same surge of power. She doesn’t have the system to guide her.

There is no blueprint for this. What has worked before will not work again. Everything is nothing. Existence is an illusion.

Sierra is running out of time.

What is magic? The thought floats through her head, unbidden. A memory. One more fragment of the ideological construct that can be approximated as the formerly living being known as Sierra Jade.

The memory is from when she was six years old. She asks Aunt Marie, who the young Sierra has not yet realized is the same cruel, cold, masked woman who teaches her the true meaning of pain.

Magic? Aunt Marie asks, a thoughtful look on her face. Later, Sierra will realize that these golden few years were a farce. An old monster, playing at being human. At this time, Aunt Marie was nothing but an aunt. Well, that’s simple, really. Magic is a delicate balancing game. It is life teetering on the edge of death. Magic is give and take.

Give and take. The words echo through the mind of the strongest Jade child, and they resonate again, and again, and again.

Give and take. Give… and take. Give—and the thought-being surrenders its fondest memories of its progenitor. It gives up years of its life, becoming less than it was—and TAKE.

Sierra will counterbalance this unreality no matter what it costs her. This is not her end.

Evelyn still needs her.

Give and take, she thinks once again.

She gives more; she takes more.

Bit by bit, the singularity of Sierra’s existence begins to form.

And with it, so does the beginning of an anchor.

#

Nowhere, somewhere

“The fae were the only immortal race,” Sapphire says. “They were the closest to gods, and they wanted our power.

“So they broke us, and they bound us, and they used our husks to fuel their world, and they thought they had won.

“Yet in their dealings, they forgot that gods have never followed their rules. Just like you, we sacred few understood what had to be done. We gnawed off our limbs to free ourselves from our bindings. We took but a limited portion ourselves, but even with our eyes gouged out, our ears cut, and our souls mutilated, a part of us became free.

“We became the Titans.”

#

Angelic Tower — Root: 50th Floor

“Talented though they were, the heroes who bound the gods did not foresee this eventuality, and though they eradicated many, the greatest of them were so great that a fraction of their might was able to slip free.

“They ravaged the world. Nine gods placed their hearts into nine Titans, and once again, the world began to slip. Without the weapon that had slain the gods, we were unable to do more than slow them.

“Fortunately, their desperation rendered them weak, and for a millennium, they were incapable of the same devastation they had once managed.

“In their wake, the forerunners were forced to find a way to preserve the world. To keep it from degrading into the screaming chaos it had almost fallen into once before.”

“And how’d you manage that?” Adrian asks. “The world hasn’t fallen apart yet, has it?”

“Though the created realities of many of the gods were unstable, remaining to this day as pieces that your people call ‘anomalies,’ there remained two of use. One, we claimed for ourselves. The other, swept clean in the final hours of the war against the gods, was a blank slate. With that, the savior of the fae began a working to save our worlds.

“We created the hells. All magic, no matter the age, survives on the principle of a mirror. Every iota of mana spent results in an iota of response. Understanding this principle, we directed these hells to be our dark mirror.

“When we created them, there were nine of them for nine broken gods, and though that number has always remained critical, that reality has grown vastly; there are hells now that reflect monstrosities that did not exist when they were made. Every skill cast. Every monster destroyed. Every Titan awakened. Every action ever taken is mirrored in the hells.

“Knowing this, we took our soldiers and created angels. Objects. Constructs. Each of them functioning with a fae’s soul, but built for the purpose of enforcing the authority of the system. Their very existences stabilized the rifts, though their deaths did—and still do—bring the beginning of collapse with them.

“And in those hells, reflecting that which we had wrought, emerged demons. They were the inverse of our perfect creations. They are born of the wounds in reality, and killing them begins the process of healing. Their existence means there is never a lost hope; their survival means that genocide may yet restore our reality.

“Now, however, the balance is lost. Eighteen Titans awaken at once, and the hells collapse.

“Adrian Stahr, your services are needed. The fate of everything you have ever known and loved rides on it.”

#

Somewhere, nowhere

Sierra survives.

She lives another second, sacrificing everything for it.

And her concept crystallizes.

She gives and she gives, and when she takes, she has formed enough of reality around her to remind the system who she is.

The bones of the gods realize what she has done, but the directions instilled within them cannot process what they should do.

So they give her power, and power, and power, and power.

It tears her apart. It keeps her together. It ruins her. It makes her.

At the end of it all, the idea of Sierra is less than what she was before, but Sierra is something far, far greater.

She creates an anchor with ease. Balancing unreality with reality is trivial.

Why did she ever struggle with this?

#

Nowhere, somewhere

“You said that there were nine gods,” I say. “Why are there eighteen of us Titans, then? Why are there so many proto-Titans? Surely, not all of them were gods, too?”

“The laws of this world are malleable,” Sapphire says. “And there were many, many gods to spare. Every proto-Titan is like you were—a god’s breathing corpse strapped to its soul.”

I think of the broken divinity that I ate to advance myself. She implanted me with that, and I wasn’t the only one of my batch of experiments.

Just how many god corpses are there?

“How did Sierra get there, then?”

“With divinity already residing within you, who do you think stole godhood from the death of Inome?”

My eyes widen a fraction, imperceptible to anyone but her and me.

“So now that there’s eighteen of us,” I say, filing the bombshell she’s dropped away, “you have a reason to take action? Why that, specifically?”

“With the eighteen, each of the gods has a mirror,” Sapphire says. “Throughout the centuries, we have added to our number, gathering until—at last—there is a reflection for each of us.”

I recoil in disgust. “I am not your reflection.”

“Are you not? Are you truly not the being who would do anything for power? Are you not one who chose their own identity, who strikes out against the impossible? Are you not one that defies the system that they made from our bones?” Sapphire practically hisses the last sentence. “In every way that matters, you are my mirror.”

That strikes me harder than it should. I wipe the emotion away.

“And what does this accomplish?” I ask.

“The first step towards our final victory. Nine mirrors for nine Titans. In the times before the fall, the final step to godhood was becoming one with your reflection.”

“You want to subsume me,” I say flatly. “No.”

“It is a melding,” Sapphire says, “not an elimination. You would remain Evelyn Carnelian. I would remain Sapphire Clearwater. We would be one for the purposes of our power alone. No more.”

“If the others have their mirrors, why have none of the gods returned?” I ask.

“We are not what we used to be,” Sapphire says. “Our ascension will see us restored to a shade of our former glory. One god, two gods, three gods—even all eight of the others combined would devastate the world, but they would ultimately fail.”

“And nine somehow makes the difference?”

“I make the difference,” Sapphire says. “We make the difference.”

It’s more tempting than it should be. She’s not wrong. In my heart of hearts, I am still the baby-eating demon that just wants to kill, advance, and survive.

There is no better way to do it.

And yet.

“After your return, what will you do?” I ask.

“Crush the ones who bound me,” Sapphire says. She sounds bored. “They have a weapon that they have no knowledge of. One that alters the very laws of this world.

“It would allow me to return to the era of the fall.”

I stop short, my next reply dying unspoken on my tongue.

“Time travel?” I ask. “That’s not possible.”

“You know it is,” she says. “An upstart Titan did it once, if only for an instant.”

“That was three seconds, not a thousand years.”

“What other weapon would have the capability to truly harm the gods?” Sapphire says, almost wistfully. “Then, they brought an end to this war by striking at our pasts, disrupting our divinities until it took the last of our energy to hold ourselves together. Now, we can strike at theirs, and together, we could fix that which was lost. We could build this world anew, and we could rule it. My perfect little creation.”

If what she’s saying is true, the fae’s weapon is the single most powerful item between the worlds. I could join with her. With her power and mine combined, I know we would slay the fae with ease, no matter how powerful they are. We could use that weapon.

And we could do it again, a thousand years in the past.

I would achieve the peak of power. It would be glorious.

But my answer has been the same this entire time.

“Your model of me has been wrong for a long time,” I say. “I may be your mirror in many ways. I do anything for power—but not just mine. I chose my identity, and I strike against the impossible, and I defy the system—but the system is not all I defy.”

Defiance, I cry out silently. A portal begins to open, directing my way out.

“Very well, then,” Sapphire says, sighing. “I had hoped to do this peacefully.”

My skill dies, snuffed out like a candle in a hurricane.

As I watch, Defiance vanishes from my attribute sheet. A chunk of my authority disappears.

It’s like it’s never been there at all.

“This will take a much longer time if you do not cooperate,” Sapphire says. “Years. Decades, even. Do you want this?”

“I know what I don’t want,” I growl, preparing myself for the fight.

#

In the distance, a nineteenth star flickers to life.

#

Nowhere, nowhere

Sierra is here and there and everywhere, and she sees everything. She knows this is temporary—she knows that this void will not be hospitable to her for much longer.

But she has almost all she needs.

Everything except for one person.

She wills the void around her to leave her alone for just long enough to see, and she identifies the anchor.

For every push, there is a pull. For every individual the void allows to continue existing, there is something that must cease.

Sierra dives straight into the anchor just as the primordial chaos arounds it begins to tear it apart.

#

Sapphire’s reality, degrading

Before we can fight, the darkness around us shatters.

The newest star in the constant map in my mind flares into existence, and Sapphire’s fragment of reality splinters into a hundred thousand pieces.

I only catch a glimpse of the crazed amalgamation of blood and authority and nothing and everything that I know is Sierra before she slams into me, sending the two of us spiraling away. Away from here. Away from Sapphire.

Then, as we dive towards our next hell, her form resolves into the same green-eyed beauty I have always known, and I see what she has granted herself.

Path of the Primordial Chaos

Nonexistence is not coherent, but you carve out your corner. For every light that the void devours, there is an equal darkness you distinguish.

Where there is disparity, you bring stability.

You give, and you take, and when it is done, reality is a little closer to equilibrium.

You are that which evens the odds. You are black and white, red and blue, life and death.

You are the Titan of Balance.

“Took you long enough,” I say.


Chapter 20

Angelic Tower — Root: The 50th Floor

“You need my—”

Adrian’s not quite finished with his sentence when the tower shakes like the earth beneath it is crumbling apart. He thought he knew instability before, but compared to this, that quake before may as well have been child’s play.

This time, though, Adrian has magic to keep himself upright. He uses Fluid Form and Hydrokinesis, and when even that doesn’t keep him anchored down, he draws deeper, looking into the concept within.

Just like Kirin said earlier, the concept is much looser than anything he’s grown used to so far. Rather than using a pre-defined frame and imposing it upon the world, Adrian operates solely by feel.

Though storms may break the surface of the ocean, stirring up waves, the ocean ultimately achieves calm. It achieves balance. When the storm has passed, it returns to the same form it has always had.

Adrian allows the tremors to shake him, knocking him off his feet and into a backwash of water, but when they subside, he finds himself standing where he began.

“What just happened?” he asks.

“The hells are collapsing faster than they should,” Lyriel says. “There are eighteen.”

The fae has no eyes, but if they did, Adrian imagines that they would widen in surprise. Without those organs, a faint recoil of surprise is all he sees. Given the context of the sentence, Adrian can imagine what the fae’s received news about.

“No,” he says. “That’s not quite right, is it?”

“No,” Lyriel agrees, shaken. “A nineteenth has awakened.”

Sierra. There is nobody else it could be, Adrian thinks. Not unless some random proto-Titan buried deep beneath the desert on the Aqus continent just happened to break through the barrier barely a couple days after Evelyn managed her ascension.

“Good,” Adrian says. “Then could you hurry up with your explanation? I don’t see what you need me for.”

“As I have said,” Lyriel says, drawing a runic circle in the ground as it paces, “the fae no longer have access to their greatest weapon. Though the power of a Titan may be to the power of the god that became it as a spark is to a flame, our kind no longer possess that which may strike them down.”

“You got lazy,” Adrian summates. “You stuck yourselves into an ivory tower somewhere, and you sat there for a thousand years and got fat and wasteful.”

He wonders what’s making him so confident in shit-talking the fae in front of him. A year ago, he wouldn’t have even thought of talking back to someone so far above him that their very presence makes his head swim.

Maybe it’s the lingering resentment towards their race from what a handful of fae have done to him, or maybe it’s the knowledge that when he exits the tower, it will be to witness a burning world.

Maybe it’s because he’s spent too long with Sierra and Evelyn.

Whatever the case, Lyriel looks like it wants to get angry, inasmuch as a faceless, emotionless being can express anger. It restrains itself when it speaks. “You may choose to perceive it as such, traveler.”

The rumbling returns. Although it does not send Adrian flying off his feet like it has before, this time, it doesn’t stop.

“Then how am I supposed to help?” Adrian asks. “And what do I get out of it?”

Coming into the tower in the first place was Kirin’s idea. Adrian remembers that the Relic Hunter said that climbing high enough could grant an angelic boon. Yet Lyriel says that the fae were the ones who created the angels. Adrian has not done enough research on the immortal species, but he is fairly sure that one thing the fae never do is lie.

So, if the fae are the ones who control the beings that could grant him the power to match his twin Titan friends, he’ll take whatever he can get.

“Your singularity, the summation of your existence, is the Ocean’s Waves,” Lyriel says. “Is this correct?”

“As far as I know, it is,” Adrian says, checking within his soul as if his new reserve of power could simply disappear since the last time he used it, two minutes ago. “Yep, sure looks like it.”

“Your concept, traveler, is one of a very limited few that may be capable of simulating the broad strokes of what our lost weapon could do. Moreover, your ability to conceptualize what your singularity is capable of goes far beyond that of the typical mortal.”

“I’m pretty far past the typical mortal in most ways,” Adrian says. That’s not entirely true, especially when most skyfolk elders are at his level of power, but he’s a lot stronger than the average human, and complimenting himself feels good.

“So you are. Your choice—”

“Wait,” Adrian says, interrupting the fae. They produce a sound that is probably supposed to indicate annoyance, but he barrels on. This is entirely too convenient. “I don’t buy that I, who literally just ascended to Category 3, am somehow the only choice for this.”

“Of course, there are others,” Lyriel said. “You merely happen to be within one of our towers; your presence is convenient. Think less of yourself, traveler. You are not the only one that is being offered a deal. You are simply the first.”

Okay. He can buy that. The number of people who even achieve Category 3 are pretty limited, and the number who have a concept like him are a tiny chunk of an already small demographic. For him to be the only one of that kind in the tower—that makes sense.

There’s a lot more that doesn’t check out, though. “And you’re saying that a Category 3 is somehow going to be able to help you replicate a weapon you don’t have. Shouldn’t you not even have the memory of it?”

“The provision of the final bargain struck between the broken gods and the heroes of the fae regarding our deicidal weapon was to eliminate it and burn the knowledge, not to forget we ever had it. The knowledge of its details has been sealed, true, but our king has an idea of what was lost.”

“And you’re telling me that I, a Category 3, somehow conveniently awakened into the right concept right before you needed me to, conveniently leveled up to 300 via a system ass-pull, and I can somehow do something that affects a Titan?”

“There is no such thing as coincidence when it comes to the fae, nor the gods,” Lyriel says, their voice ice cold. “The coincidence of your concept—traveler, do you truly believe that the Ocean’s Waves are the only singularity you could have awakened to? The Ocean, the Flood, Survival, Defiance, Gladiator, and Stealth. Those six concepts were equally as likely to manifest themselves in you. The administrator of my kind tilted our system to favor the odds that we require.”

“Right,” Adrian says. “You fae say you created the system, and so you control it.” It’s more than a little creepy that Lyriel alleges that his very existence’s direction was determined by forces beyond his control, but Adrian resolves not to think about it until it starts actively causing him harm. Honestly, it makes more sense to him this way. He’s never been lucky—but if someone else was meddling, then the pieces fall into place. “Then why not just raise me—or hells, yourself—to Category 5 or 6, then give yourself what you need?”

“To control the system does not mean to control the gods,” Lyriel replies. “Should those become one and the same, we would have slaughtered the last fragment of divinity eons ago. We can guide it, and we can take it away, and we can do more than you could ever imagine with it. We cannot grant power that is not already there. That, we have learned, is the decision of the soulless husks of the gods.”

“And so you believe that I can, what, kill a Titan? Kill something greater than a Titan?”

“On the contrary. I believe that you would perish if a god merely deigned to glance at you.”

Adrian isn’t sure if that’s supposed to insult him. “Okay. I feel the same.”

“You seem to misunderstand. You are not the weapon, alone. Your power will merely be the fuel.”

“That’s ominous,” Adrian says. “And still doesn’t seem right to me. I refuse to believe that you can’t find someone much better suited to god-killing than me.”

“Yet we choose you anyway, traveler,” Lyriel says. “Think, child. For a flame to take root, we must have fuel, but we also require a spark.

“Your allies are the greatest spark we can fathom.”

That’s when it finally clicks. Maybe Lyriel isn’t lying about Adrian’s ability to mimic the fae’s final weapon, whatever that was. Maybe they are.

That’s not really important, is it?

What really matters to them is that he’s the closest friend of two girls that have recently become the eighteenth and nineteenth most powerful beings on the planet.

Slowly, a smile spreads across Adrian’s face.

“I’ll have to think about it,” he says. “Why don’t you give me some more reasons to fight for you?”

#

The Crowned Islands: Underground Site 17

Sapphire Clearwater looks upon the absence of space that is all that remains of the birthplace of her greatest experiment.

She lifts a finger to wipe away the wetness in a corner of her eye. It comes away blood red.

Carnelian, she thinks, looking at the color.

Working her way into the highest echelon of the United Containment Coalition may have been one of the best decisions she’s made. Throughout the centuries, it has given her access to anomalies that her greatest enemies seek to eradicate from the worlds.

Again and again, they have been disappointments, but Sapphire always knew in her heart of hearts that it is through this organization that she would find her ultimate success.

And so she has.

The Crowned Islands, once a hotbed of Category 0 activity and the training area for angels past the 999th ranking, is slipping into the void, but Sapphire will always treasure it for what it has brought her.

Evelyn Carnelian, Titan of the Paradox and the Broken Hell, is her perfect mirror. She may have chosen not to bond with Sapphire now, but the woman once designated by her own organization as the Titan of the Forgotten Realm does not need that bonding now.

In truth, she never did. To fight the fae in this era, she thinks, is a trivial task.

It is the forces of a millennium ago that she worries she needs strength for.

But that is a worry for then. When Sapphire succeeds, she will take Carnelian for herself, and with her full power, the successful experiment will not even be able to resist.

The sound of screaming interrupts her thoughts, and Sapphire turns to witness what has happened to the Crowned Islands.

She uses Sight Beyond Sight to witness the reality around her. It disgusts her, using a system built on her own corpse, but if the rest of the world may profit off her labors, so will she.

Demons and anomalies alike swarm the island. Every anomalous fragment laying just beneath the surface shatters its way into existence, tearing holes straight to the primordial void.

The mortals of this region do not stand a chance. They die in a hundred thousand different ways—frozen, broken, mauled, eviscerated, liquified, beheaded, disemboweled, dismembered, sublimated—and some are not even given the chance to perish, instead stumbling into the amalgam of everything that never was.

It almost moves Sapphire to tears. Not the deaths, of course; Sapphire has killed hundreds of millions in more creative ways than this. It is the resemblance to the final days of her true existence that strikes at her heart.

Had she possessed her full power then, or if she possessed her full power today, she knows that she could end it. She had been putting the world together again when the fae had made their final, incorrigible attack. She could do it again.

She will do it again.

The fae of the modern world believe they remember what their shattered weapon was. Sapphire knows, because her last action as divinity was to replace their memories with a more convenient reality. These fae know not the truth, even when it is laid bare beneath them.

The weapon has never been broken. It lays in a deep vault, of course—guarded by Angels 1 through 9, hidden behind nine layers of fae protection.

It is ironic, Sapphire thinks, that the fae who ended the worship of the gods still choose to continue it in their own ways. All these centuries, and they have still yet to break free from her nine divinities.

Sapphire knows where that vault is, and now that the stage has finally been set, she is prepared to prove to the fae why their reverent fear of the nine is justified.

The screaming reaches a fever pitch. Annoying. She puts an end to it, erasing every surviving individual from the Crowned Islands. Their memories will live on in the void.

Awaken, my brethren, Sapphire says, drawing on the divine tongue as naturally as Common. We advance.

She slips sideways.

Half a reality away, Angel 1 pursues.

#

The Fifth Circle

We step into an ocean.

A proper ocean, this time, not one made of blood.

Our soul bond has advanced to Bonded (Titan), which retains the same characteristics as before—in essence, our nullspaces can coexist.

As such, neither of us start to drown this time.

The sea around us is unrelenting, trying to crush us with its pressure, and unlike the last couple of hells, it is teeming with life. The beasts within are faintly familiar, though they are unlike any mortal species I know of.

A second later, I realize why.

The Fifth Circle reflects the Nameless Sea. Scintilla’s domain.

Before I can explain this to Sierra, she assails me with her body, wrapping me tightly and kissing me so hard I forget I don’t need to breathe.

Even when she separates from me physically, we are still closer than any two mortals could ever be. Our souls are tied together, and our destructive, horrific power calms itself so I can coexist with her. I sense her heart racing in her chest, and I feel what she feels.

“That was a lot closer than I thought it would be,” she says breathlessly. “Don’t you dare take a hopeless fight without me again.”

I laugh. “Look at you. You did it! With the two of us together, I don’t think there’s such a thing as a hopeless fight, anymore.”

She lets out a laugh then, too.

You have proven you can become more, the water around us seems to say.

Ah. We are, in fact, still in hell.

Not just any hell, either. This is Scintilla’s. This is the domain of the Titan who first made contact with me. The one who chose to witness me, drag me into a realm that I now recognize was a fragment of its nullspace, and tell me that I needed to adapt or die.

So we have, Sierra says. I don’t need to tell her about Scintilla for her to know. I give everything to her, and she gives everything to me. What do you want?

Congratulations, newborns, Scintilla’s authority says. It feels… lackluster. You are witnessed.

In the Ninth Circle, the part of Sersui that was embedded in the hell had a pressure that crushed. I genuinely thought that the Titan itself was there, back then. I feared it would kill us.

Now, it’s transparently obvious to me that that’s not the case. Up in reality, I know this Titan is stronger than me. It might even be more powerful than the both of us.

This is not reality.

We are far more than we were four circles ago.

We will be the queens of hell.

“No,” I tell Scintilla. You are witnessed.

Just as it did on that ship half a lifetime ago, I send it images of realities that don’t exist. I only have a glimpse of understanding as to what Scintilla’s true form looks like, but that’s enough for me.

I show it dying. I show its Nameless Sea drying up. I show it a vision of me, devouring Sapphire Clearwater. I show it death, and failure, and everything it has never experienced.

You will die, I tell it, mirroring its own words. You will die, because I am coming for you.

Before Scintilla’s echo can even begin to respond, I force the Titan out of my head.

And then I eat the hell.


Chapter 21

The Fifth Circle, devoured

I can’t obliterate the entire hell with a single Devour, of course. I’m still a long way out from being powerful enough to collapse a reality with a single skill, no matter how much of a Titan’s power I put into it.

But the hell will fall. It’s already destabilized from the ongoing collapse of the hells beneath it, and I am as strong as I ever have been.

At the level I’m using it at, Devour isn’t just a skill anymore. I control the skill as much as the system does, tearing raw authority away from the hell and repurposing it for myself.

Scintilla’s hell is nowhere near as potent as its true nullspace, but the energy I gain from it will serve.

No immediate threats appear. Nothing can threaten us here. The shadow of a nullspace still has strength, but together, Sierra and I override it.

The Path of the Nameless Sea would have granted me high affinity with water magic, but I see traces of antimemetic power in the hell around us, too.

It’s not the same as Sapphire’s, I note. While I might not have been able to tell the difference before I opened myself up to a new world of senses, I can see it clear as night and day now. This magic is not powerful in the isolated facets of Water and Antimemetics—no, it’s the combined concept of the Nameless Sea, that which washes away everything you love and makes you forget that you ever loved it in the first place that Scintilla draws power from.

I wonder if that’s what the Category 3 concept revelation is like.

Not that the concept of categories matters that much to me anymore. I’m still technically Category 2, but not even a Category 5 can escape me anymore.

That will be even less so when I’m done with this hell.

Sierra is working on her own authority, I sense. She’s even newer to being a Titan than I am, if only by a few hours, and there is still much for her to decide on.

To be fair, there’s a lot I still need to work on, too. My nullspace still doesn’t have a rule.

Before I figure that out, though, I want to make myself the strongest being I can possibly be. When I prepared myself to fight against Marie earlier, I had the issue of not having sufficient authority to advance all the skills I have, but now?

Now, an entire hell is mine.

“We’re going to fight her again,” Sierra says, as if she knows what I’m thinking. “Aunt Marie, I mean.”

Oh, wait. She does know what I’m thinking.

“How do you feel about that?” I ask.

Her grin is feral. “She doesn’t stand a chance.”

I meet her vicious expression with one of my own.

It won’t be as easy the second time, I figure. Marie came in expecting to find a pair of proto-Titans, likely weakened from their trip through the primordial void, but she instead found me.

That last item she used was a Category 6. All of her artifacts pulsed with power, but that one alone struck genuine fear into my heart.

But just as she’ll be ready for us the next time, we’re going to be ready for her.

Even as I tear the hell to shreds around us, consuming the thick layer of watery reality and condemning this place to the void, I build myself.

Although some of my skills—Knifefighting, Ethereal Tempest, Firearms, Radiant Aura—won’t be able to advance to Sapphire, the others can be. They’ll be less useful, of course, but I want every part of me to be as powerful as it can be.

For the ones that will forever be stuck at Gold, I simply reach into my existence and tear them out. That amount of power is pathetically low for the enemies I will be fighting, and without the potential to grow further, I no longer need them. Their authority is better suited fueling another skill.

Manipulating myself is getting easier and easier now that I know what to look for. It was a tribulation to tear out Relentless for its authority, but removing those four limited skills is as easy as tearing a limb off.

I pour the broken skills into Appraise.

Appraise (Gold) advanced to Appraise (Sapphire)!

Nothing can block your sight but the gods.

Honestly, I don’t think this is that useful. My remaining enemies, as I see it, are the remainder of the angels, then the Titans, then Sapphire.

Two of those three groups are immune to this skill.

Oh well. I still have plenty of Scintilla’s authority to burn.

Stealth (Gold) advanced to Stealth (Tourmaline)!

You make no noise unless you desire it. If you choose not to be seen, you will not be seen. You are a complete blind spot.

Again, not particularly useful against enemies that can detect where I am across planes, but if I ever have a mortal settlement I want to infiltrate without totally destroying for some reason, the option is now there.

Interestingly enough, Stealth doesn’t go all the way to Sapphire. Instead, it caps out at the peak of Tourmaline—level 500.

I wonder why the system places such arbitrary limits on the skills. Why does Stealth not reach Sapphire, but Appraise does? Why can it reach Tourmaline, but Knifefighting and Firearms can’t?

Sapphire claims it’s the fae’s fault.

Maybe I can get an answer out of them while I kill them, too.

Acting (Gold) and Imitation (Gold) became Emulate (Sapphire)!

You can perfectly copy the mannerisms of any being, real or fictional.

Same issue as Stealth. Still useful, but I doubt I’ll be using it anytime soon.

Phantom Shape (Gold) advanced to Phantom (Sapphire)!

You can create phantom projections of any size at ranges up to 9 miles.

This one could actually be useful. Reshaping a battlefield to work in my favor is a welcome benefit.

Locate (Gold) advanced to Locate (Sapphire)!

This skill costs more mana the further you are from your target. You can Locate anything or anyone, no matter where they are. This skill works across 1 plane of separation. You can only Locate one target at a time. You can only Locate targets more than 999 miles away from you once an hour.

One plane of separation is an interesting caveat. Sapphire mentioned something about a plane that the bulk of the fae live in. Does the wording of this skill mean that I can Locate people in the real world, but not in the fae one?

To test it, I Locate Adrian.

Sure enough, I find him. When I received it, this skill began as Locate Person, and it created a burning dot in my mind where my targets were. Now, that sensation has changed—it’s similar, but not quite the same.

At Sapphire tier, it’s more like the map of the Titans. A burning star presents itself, but I can tell that it’s not on the same plane as us.

Interestingly, the skill also provides me with a description of his surroundings, even though I can’t see him.

He’s still in the Angelic Tower, and he doesn’t appear to be dead. He’s on the fiftieth floor, and—that’s all I can get. There’s another layer of information that is frustratingly blocked, but I’m not good enough at manipulating my authority to figure out how to get around it. Maybe I’ll ask Sierra to help me, though she’s busy right now.

For now, confirmation that Adrian is alive is enough.

Restore Self (Gold) advanced to Heal (Sapphire)!

As long as even a drop of blood remains, you can become whole again. Usable once per hour.

Even though Devour has largely been covering my healing needs, a skill this powerful is entirely welcome. With Trueshift, I can hang on to existence for a long time now, and this new power will let me return myself to full power from the brink of death.

A few weeks ago, I would have slaughtered hundreds if it meant even a chance at getting a skill on this level. After everything that’s happened, though, all I can think is, this might be useful.

There are still more waiting for me, and there is still more of the hell I have yet to use.

Antimemetic Cloak (Gold) advanced to Excise (Sapphire)!

Even a god has to exercise its will to detect you when you Excise your existence from reality. You can extend this power to any item within 999 feet of you. If this skill is active when you kill another, their death will go unnoticed. With an additional use of this skill, their life will go unnoticed too.

You may also use this skill offensively to erase a target’s memories.

I have a hint of a memory of this skill being used. It’s only thanks to my enhanced  Antimemetic Resistance that I even have that flicker of an image.

This is Sapphire’s skill.

Mine now, I think. I know her skill in antimemetics must vastly outclass mine, but if I ever get the opportunity to, I will Excise everything she has ever known and loved.

“I can see you growing stronger,” Sierra says as I advance my latest skill. She’s just off to my side, her eyes closed as she manipulates her own authority. “I wish I could use your Devour.”

“You were able to use it, once,” I say, frowning. “Why not again?”

“I wondered the same,” she replies. “Then I became the nineteenth, and I think I understand now. I am the Titan of Balance, which means that while I can break the rules, they have to be in service of the magic I have exemplified. Magic is give and take, but Devour only takes.”

“Hmm,” I say. “I guess that makes sense, but can you not take my authority?”

She startles. “I can, but… you would give that up?”

“I have before, haven’t I?”

“In desperation,” she says. “I wasn’t expecting you to surrender power if you didn’t need to.”

“Sierra, you are closer to me than any living being has ever been. ” I say, meaning every word. “You have been inside my soul. I’ve bared my throat, my heart, and my existence to you, and I don’t regret a second of it. Do you think I would stop now?”

That actually renders her speechless, and then she collides with me, her warmth and mine becoming one.

“You’re getting soft,” she whispers into my ear, but the smile on her face tells me everything I care to know.

Our bond isn’t only there to avoid getting in each others’ way. Mortal species have the concept of marriage—my decreasingly useful amalgam tells me enough about that for me to understand it. It’s an idea of tying two souls together as one, taking two people and making something more out of their union.

In every way that matters, our bond is closer than anything two mere mortals can achieve. We have survived everything the world has thrown our way. She has protected me, and I have protected her; whether the enemy is the Coalition, cultists, demons, family, the Titans, or the gods themselves, we have weathered them together.

With everything we are to each other, giving up a portion of my potential power is nothing.

I feed authority into the bond, and Sierra saps it hungrily, shaping her soul as fast as the power comes.

Give and take, she said. I give, and she takes, but that isn’t all. Our relationship is and always has been mutually beneficial.

When I continue trying to shape myself, I sense her hand influencing mine, quietly guiding me. With every level of power I pour into my skills, she enhances it, making my authority usage more effective.

I need to shatter the system to advance, and though I know how to break it, it’s Sierra who knows how to create something in its absence. Instead of just leveling a single skill, she draws my three remaining non-Sapphire powers together, crowning myself with one final weapon that is more than the sum of its parts.

Alone, we’re powerful.

Together, we’re unstoppable.

Abyssal Echo (Diamond), Wraithfire (Gold), and Corrupt (Gold) became Demonic Star (???)

This one’s for you, Evelyn.

We will become infinite.

Around us, the Fifth Circle crumbles.

Scintilla’s presence isn’t even present enough to message us anymore, but I know it can hear us.

I hope it’s scared.

If it isn’t, we’ll teach it the meaning of fear.

“Let’s get to the next hell,” I say once I’ve had my fill.

When we finally advance to the Fourth Circle, there is nothing left of the shadow of the Nameless Sea.

#

Angelic Tower — Root: The 51st Floor

Kirin wonders what’s taking Adrian so long.

He should be done by now, he thinks. With a singularity that powerful, it’s a wonder he didn’t finish ahead of me.

Adrian isn’t dead, he knows. Though the tower might be half a reality away from the anchored world, and the trials removed from the tower itself, Kirin’s Arsenal possesses enough communication and location artifacts for him to use an amalgamation of them to locate the other operator.

He’s still alive, but he hasn’t moved.

Kirin has gained a measure of affection for his junior.

“Well,” he mutters to himself, “He’s probably not going to be your junior much longer.”

Adrian reminds Kirin of himself when he was younger, only truly successful. Kirin’s forced to admit that without the constant pressure to evolve and be better, he has stagnated.

That shouldn’t be true—Kirin is young for his power level. Administrator Marie Jade, one of the few Category 5s in the Coalition, is over five hundred years old. If the histories are true, she didn’t even hit Category 3 until she was over two hundred.

If the histories are true. With the Coalition’s betrayal and Adrian’s frankly meteoric rise to power, Kirin can’t be sure of anything anymore.

He wonders if there’s a way for him to do the same. Kirin isn’t as invested in Sapphire’s plan as Adrian is. At the end of the day, all he wants to do is eat good food, see the world, and live.

Adrian is nothing like him. That little upstart doesn’t just want to ascend—he needs it. Even now, when Kirin knows his life is at stake no matter what he does, he finds it hard to take the situation seriously.

The Hydrokinetic, on the other hand, puts his mind, body, and soul into everything he does. He wears his heart on his sleeve, and Kirin recognizes a fire in him—ironic, given his power—that has long since burnt out in the Relic Hunter.

Before Kirin can think of ways he could potentially recapture that and find his way into an ascendant domain, the world splits apart.

That isn’t an exaggeration. Kirin has grown used to the casual rumbling that has shaken the tower. He’s been afraid of what he’ll find has happened to baseline reality when he returns to it, but for the time being, he’s been able to ignore it.

When the ceiling above him tears into a colorless sky, however, he knows that the reckoning has come.

Whatever has been affecting the hells has made its way to the tower.

Kirin draws everything he has. He recognizes the odd pull of the empty rip in the sky.

That’s the void. If he’s lucky, it’s a demon. Full breaks like this are rare, but incursions from the hells into baseline aren’t unheard of. This is far larger and more dramatic than anything a demon could manage, but he holds out hope nonetheless, even as he starts activating his skills.

With his concept infusing his skills, Lucky Chance doesn’t just give him a weapon from the set in his Hammerspace. Kirin’s interpretation of Armory is wide.

My armory isn’t just what I have. It’s everything that can be a weapon.

And as someone who’s spent the better part of a century finding and collecting weapons, Kirin knows everything can be a weapon.

Lucky Chance grants him a random weapon not just from the collection he’s generated, but from everything he’s ever seen. It’s a skill that scales wonderfully for the battles Kirin takes, because not only does it gift him weapons that are proportional to the level his opponents are, it also lets him keep them. For decades, Kirin has been able to punch above his weight class just by attending the final parts of Titan fights and summoning weapons suited for that.

Now, a single wickedly curved blade slides into his hands, black as the night sky.

It hums with power. Kirin isn’t sure if he imagines the screaming emerging from it.

His stomach drops as he examines it.

It’s not going to be a good day.

Dagger of the First Night

Category: 6

Tier: Irrelevant

Charges: 1/?

Once hidden deep within the first circle of hell, the Dagger of the First Night was first used before the fall. Legends claim that it is what tore the sun from the sky.

It was once used to mortally wound a god.

Use its charge well.

A single woman emerges from the void, and Kirin’s grip on his new weapon tightens.

“You,” he hisses.

“Me,” says Sapphire Clearwater. She tilts her head. “Unfortunate. I had hoped you would select another weapon. You have a needle, not a cannon.”

Kirin dashes forward without preamble, activating his Armory once more to grant him speed.

He has to strike her down now. His weapon is the most powerful item he has ever wielded, but that means nothing. Lucky Chance has never granted him anything powerful enough to strike an enemy down without him putting everything he can put into it.

“I’ll come back for you later,” Sapphire says.

#

Kirin blinks.

“When did I get this knife?” he wonders aloud, staring at the world-ending weapon in his hands.

#

Between the realities, degrading

Angel 1 reassembles reality as it flies.

It is and has always been the first. The strongest. The original.

It has never failed, and today will not change that.

Sapphire Clearwater, Titan of the Forgotten Realm, flees through realities, but 1 knows exactly where she is.

As powerful as she is, the Titan is ultimately still bound by the system. She is limited by a system built with her own entrails.

There is poetry in that, 1 knows, but it does not care.

All that remains is the task.

When the fragment of the first of the nine slips into a tower built to house those of 1’s kind, it does not even pause to think about what it will desecrate before it follows her through the void, stitching the wound in the world behind it. Its limbs knit the baseline together, and as it enters, Sapphire opens another and dives through it.

Angel 1 scours the 51st floor of Root’s Angelic Tower with divine light.

It doesn’t notice Operator Kirin Uten die, but it sees the weapon he drops.

Misplaced, it thinks, warping causality to bring the Dagger of the First Night to its hand.

1 will return it when the time comes.

For now, it has the original enemy to kill.


Chapter 22

The First Circle

13 has waited long enough.

The surface degrades. The hells bleed because of the twin Titans born within it, and they burn because of 191’s sacrifice.

Evelyn Carnelian. Sierra Jade.

Marie Jade.

There are three beings of questionable mortality still within the hells. 13 knows they need to die.

They will not be easy to bring down. 42 fell against the Titans, managing only to send 13 a final warning before it was slain. Marie survived where 13’s greatest soldier did not.

Above the hells, however, Angels 1 through 12 and their armies have been called to defend the baseline. 13 is the primary point of contact in the hells for the fae, so it is the one who bears witness to the death of everything they have fought for.

The Titans wreak havok above and below. For the time being, the angels above have engaged the seventeen on the surface in combat, sacrificing their lives to ensure the stability of the worlds.

13 must do the same below.

Its first priority is the other Titans. While Marie may have betrayed it and begun the process of sending the hells sliding into the void, her punishment can be meted out later. The human is a Category beneath 13, and though it has committed the gravest sin, it is not an immediate threat.

The Titans, on the other hand, are. They will continue to sever the hells from the baseline until they are killed.

13 knows that killing these will not be the end of it. Though these two Titans may have enabled the awakening of the seventeen on the surface, their deaths will not force the others back into their slumber.

Yet this is its duty, and it will see it done.

“Angels,” it declares, its voice resonating across the entire hell, “descend.”

Under normal circumstances, angels of 13’s power would not be able to cross the barrier between hells. This realm was structured to make transit between circles difficult for demons of any truly significant strength. For centuries, the circles of hell have been optimized to minimize the risk of the primordial void encroaching and to maximize the potential for angels to grow.

These are no longer normal circumstances, and 13 has never been a normal angel.

It calls, and its charges answer.

Two hundred angels slip into the Second Circle.

#

The Third Circle

Marie knows that she’s only going to have one shot at killing Evelyn.

Sierra now, too. She regrets the fact that she’s going to have to lose an investment, especially when it’s been this successful, but at this point, she knows that there is no other choice.

She has gained enough data for a decade from this venture. With the hells falling apart, she has learned more about reality and the system than she has in the last century.

Of course, none of that matters if she can’t get out of here alive.

After all her years of rising through the ranks of the United Containment Coalition, Marie has become a master of manipulation. It’s hard not to know people, inside and out, when so many of your experiments rely on them.

Though Evelyn may not be human, she carries more human traits than she thinks.

To Marie, that’s a blessing and a curse. A blessing, because Evelyn isn’t entirely unpredictable. A curse, because it’s her behavior that Marie can predict, not her power, and she knows that the fresh Titan wants nothing more than to see her dead.

Marie can still win. She knows the odds don’t favor her, but she has an equalizer on her side.

Though the power of the Mastery of Jade has diminished thanks to the pandemonium on the surface, she still has dozens of members of the Jade bloodline to consume before she’s fully out of power.

The Heart of the Third has proven to be nigh worthless. Marie knows better than to rely on it.

She still has her trump card remaining—the Founding Shard is the strongest artifact she has ever laid her hands upon. Marie knows not to trust that alone, though.

Evelyn has come to every fight with progressively more power.

This time, Marie will do the same.

She has a modified hellscope from the UCC, and with it, she sees the oncoming rush of the angels.

The weakest of them are beginning to percolate into the Third Circle, and she’s ready for them.

Angel 272, 288, and 234 dive within fifty miles of Marie, and she finds her way to them. Her Mastery of Jade doesn’t even need to sacrifice anyone to fuel her Jade Ascent, sending her twisting through the Third Circle with a sphere of green power surrounding her.

Taking them down is trivially easy. After struggling to even survive against the Titan of the Broken Hell, it is a pleasant reminder that her power eclipses most.

Jade Lightning takes down 272 and 288, but Marie chooses to catch the last with her bare hands. She watches the light fade from its soul as she tears it apart, bit by bit.

She wonders if this is the same rush of elation Evelyn feels when she slaughters and devours a foe.

It has truly been too long since she’s taken joy in the act of killing.

As angel after angel comes in, Marie kills again and again and again. She eschews her usual indirect methods in favor of a raw, brutally violent fighting style that she hasn’t had cause to use in mortal memory.

Her ascendant concept is iteration, and she is the embodiment of one who can make herself and everything around her greater. Evelyn is her greatest creation, and may even have surpassed her, but Marie will not go gently into the night.

Every angel she kills is another piece of the puzzle. Their deaths turn small lacerations in reality into gaping wounds, but that’s not what Marie seeks out of them.

The Heart of the Third is the fragment of a dead angel, but it has failed her so far.

That only means that it can be improved.

She Combines their souls with the heart of the dead angel, Perfecting it to ensure that her handiwork’s edges are smoothed out.

Somehow, it doesn’t feel like enough.

During the course of their fight, Marie had ample chance to observe the newborn Titans. She’s been to battles against the sixteen observed Titans, and she’s even recorded an instance of the nearly unknown Titan that hides itself behind antimemetics, but their power is always cloaked. The mechanics are hidden.

Evelyn, however, proved to be quite illuminating. Never before has Marie seen someone defy the system to that level. Even in those brief moments, the amount of data she received was staggering.

Marie is a researcher with hundreds of years of experience under her belt. If she can’t manage to replicate the systemless magic Evelyn performed, she doesn’t deserve to win.

She kills, and she practices, and she learns.

Evelyn Carnelian is coming to her.

Marie will do everything she can to make sure the Titan loses.

#

The Fourth Circle

The dynamic between us and the hells has shifted. On the Ninth Circle, it was a struggle just to survive. While we were effective at slaughtering the locals, the effects of the hell itself bled through into us and kept us from healing, using our nullspaces, or generally doing anything of actual use.

In the Fourth Circle, I get the distinct impression that hell is shying away from us.

The hells themselves aren’t sapient in the way that can feel fear, but the Titans that they reflect are.

I hope that the Titan of the Empty Void trembles at our existence.

Interestingly enough, the hell of the Empty Void and the primordial void itself are two wholly different entities. The primordial void appears to be nothingness at first glance, but a greater understanding of it—something like what Sierra and I have, now—it is more than that. Trying to make meaning of the mess of non-concepts and unreality in the void is madness, but we can at least understand that there is more there.

This Titan is one whose power revolves around the removal of matter. Its hell may actually be the most hostile environment so far—there is no matter within the area other than what we have brought into it. All that remains is a thin imposition of grey reality over the top of the primordial void beneath.

“A vacuum,” Sierra says. “I wonder how this Titan battles. I would imagine that removing so much from reality would risk tearing a hole in the fabric of the world.”

“There are holes here,” I point out. I don’t know whether they were made by us, the ongoing effects of the angel nuke, or if they were already here, but this is the closest to the void that any hell has been upon us entering it.

I wonder how the Coalition tends to survive this kind of an environment. I remember the researchers that managed to dive all the way down to the Ninth Circle had equipment that allowed them to survive the harsh environments of the hells. Maybe their suits were able to hold pressure and provide them with air in this empty region.

“There are living beings present within this hell,” Sierra says, a hint of awe in her voice.

“Other than us?” I ask.

“Other than us. Angels and demons both. I do not sense many, but they are all capable of surviving in the nothingness.”

“I do have some skills I’d like to test,” I say. “Shall we?”

Sierra smiles, and we take off.

With my borrowed authority, she no longer has to come with me into the Crimson Storm. She travels with Greenshift, which infuses her body with her bloodline’s signature emerald energy and sends her off at speeds that outpace even mine.

She slows down for me, and we spiral around each other, two Titans manifesting themselves as red and green stars across an empty sky.

The demons here are no stronger than the others, though the angels that herd them around and execute them are. These are in the high 300s to low 400s, which means that they’re largely Category 3 to 4.

Perfect for practice.

Sierra takes on Angel 413 while I split a mile off to find 381. Predicting that Heaven and Hell won’t work on it, I instead choose a more insidious path.

I Excise my existence from reality as I approach, cloaking myself so thoroughly that, while the skill is active, the only beings that know of my existence will be the Titans and Sierra.

As I get closer, I observe 381 and 413 alike, clocking their mannerisms in my mind, and then I Trueshift my body to match 413’s.

It’s a good thing I do it then, because a second later, Sierra glows with violet light as she turns into a comet, then smashes through the lesser angel so many times in a fraction of a second that there is nothing left of it but scraps when she is done.

I Emulate 413, then drop Excise.

“381,” I find myself saying. “There are intruders in this realm.”

The sound percolates through the vacuum despite there not being a medium for it to travel through. I wonder if my nullspace is manifesting itself just enough for me to speak, or if it’s a property of simply having enough authority to survive in the blank, starless void.

381 recoils when I appear, then slows as the pieces come together in its mind. I watch the gears turn in its angelic mind, and I wait for it to realize that a being resembling its comrade has just disappeared from its post miles away to come join it.

“This is known,” 381 replies. “Return to your post, lesser one.”

I float forward. 413’s body is a mess of sharp angles that change every time anything perceives them. I’m honestly not sure how exactly it’s supposed to fly, and although I have its form, I don’t have its powers. Instead, I use the barest hint of Crimson Storm to keep myself going.

381 is perceptive. The greater angel takes a more humanoid form, and it seems to realize that I’m not its ally.

“Traitor!” it snarls, forming angelic magic in its palms.

It never manages to use it. During the fight against Marie, I leveled my Siphon up to Sapphire. A Category 3 angel can’t resist that type of power.

Especially not when I’m the one using it.

I take its skill. Then, when it tries to fight back, I take its special skill, too.

Then, when even that isn’t enough for it to realize, I take its concept.

Sierra was right. I don’t do the whole give and take.

I take, and I take, and I take, and by the time my Siphon has worn out, there is not a speck of magic left on the angel’s body.

“Special skill,” I say, savoring the flavor of stolen angelic power, “Birth of a Star.”

It’s not particularly strong after I’ve stripped the majority of its authority for myself, but 381 isn’t even 381 anymore. Its number has fallen into the thousands.

I’ve knocked it down to Category 0.

It dies in a burst of its own flame. A moment later, Excise makes it so that it never existed at all.

“Well, that was illuminating,” I say to myself.

Against Marie, I brought Siphon to Sapphire in order to steal a dying woman’s Flicker, giving me a defensive option and removing hers in one fell swoop. I could already tell it was more powerful then, but now, I realize it may be more potent than I thought it was.

I wonder if I’d rather see my remaining two creators die screaming or live with the knowledge that they will never have power again.

A question for another, more victorious day. For now, I rejoin Sierra.

“Was your experimentation successful?” she asks.

“Somewhat,” I reply. “I’d like to do more, of course, but it’s going well. Yours?”

“Fantastic,” she says, smiling wide. “I have every magic affinity under the sun, with the exceptions of Demonic and Divine. I think that attempting to gain either of those would involve erring against what makes my singularity thrive.”

“Those two don’t balance,” I agree. “They shouldn’t be able to be together.”

“They do with you,” Sierra says. “Together, we complete the circle.”

“So we do. Would you like to spend some more time practicing?”

“I don’t think so,” she replies. “If I know one thing about Marie, it is that she never takes defeat lying down. We need to grow stronger too, not just sharpen what we already have.”

“You think she’s going to be more prepared for us next time?” I ask. “You’re a Titan now, too. Should that not be enough?”

“I know she will be,” Sierra says. “Of course, we already have enough power.” She grins evilly. “But why not go for more?”

I return the gesture. “Why not, indeed? What are you thinking?”

“That’s simple. We are both Titans, now, but neither of us are properly ascended yet.”

I tilt my head quizzically. “We have become the eighteenth and nineteenth, haven’t we?”

“We have,” the nineteenth Titan says, nodding. “Yet our nullspaces remain nascent. I have some ideas on how to form them. When we face the rest of the Titans, we should face them as superiors, not equals.”

“Then let’s do it,” I say. “Show me the way.”

#

It takes time for Sierra to demonstrate to me what she wishes to do, and it takes more time and fuel to actually do it.

During the hours we spend working together, the Fourth Circle begins to degrade, too. The nothingness of the dark vacuum slides away to reveal the chaos beneath, slipping yet another thin veneer of reality away from what lies under all the worlds.

If Sapphire’s story to me was true—which I definitely can’t count on—then that void is what led to the fall of the gods.

I wonder for a brief moment how we’re going to fix it. Sierra mentioned wanting to take me around the world, once upon a time, and that’s not entirely possible if the world no longer exists.

For now, I discard the thought. I can’t focus on what happens after our victory yet. Though our chances are astronomically higher than they were when we entered the hells, there are still seventeen Titans to face and Sapphire’s plan to thwart, and that is no small task even for us.

Hopefully, Sierra’s plan will trump our enemy’s.

“This is going to be risky,” she warns, shaping our authority into a mold that I recognize, even if I didn’t know what it was when I first experienced it.

“Are you forcing us to undergo a class evolution?” I ask. Apart from the memories that Sapphire stole from me, my recollections are perfect. This is the exact same working that I stepped into that very first time, in what feels like a much, much simpler world.

Then, I faced a copy of myself with an audience of what I believed to be dead gods, and I gained Relentless Demon. It was wholly uncontrolled, and I now know that the fragment of divinity that Sapphire implanted me with was the reason that it played out the way it did.

“What better way to evolve?” Sierra asks. “The system played a part in your evolutions before, but now, we want to become more than it. We need to function beyond its bounds, and if that means we recreate its power for ourself, then that is what we will do.”

I don’t know how much I trust that logic, but even if this is suicidally risky—this is what I do. It’s what we do.

Unfortunately, I have to agree with Sapphire for once.

Adversity sculpts excellence. I will never forgive her for what she’s done to me, but I think I understand her methods a little better, now.

“I’m ready,” I tell Sierra.

She gives me a peck on the cheek. “You always are.”

And then my mind is falling, falling, falling—and my existence is dragged yet another layer away from the anchored reality.

Darkness surrounds me, and it is a different darkness from the vacuum; it is a different darkness from the primordial void.

It is the darkness of a false god’s domain.

Then, a scene resolves itself. I’m in a lab full of shattered glass and corpses. It looks every bit the way I remember it.

Standing in front of me is my copy.

The first time I entered this evolution, I faced a bloody, demonic Evelyn who cut me apart again and again, tore me to shreds from the inside out. Back then, I fought and died thousands of times over in hopes of gaining a class that could one day make me like her.

I know that if I face her again, she won’t even be able to blink before she’s dead a million times over.

This time, however, I am not entering the domain of a god fragment that’s been stitched on to me. I am entering my own.

“Hello,” the copy and I say at the same time.

As if by silent agreement, we step forward once together. Then twice.

We get close enough to stare into burning, hateful red eyes.

She lands the first blow.

I land the second.

This is what will become my nullspace, after all, and I have never grown without a fight.


Chapter 23

Unlike the last few times I did this, my copy is not an all-powerful force. The first time I fought this alternate version of myself, I was vastly outclassed by a woman who used what I now recognize as Gold and Diamond tier skills without resting.

I wonder if the system can predict people’s futures. The version of myself I fought against then had roughly the same power set I did right before I gained my proto-Titan status. The system stopped processing everything properly the same way after I Equalized myself with Inome. Maybe way back in my first evolution, it was simulating where I would be before it lost the ability to track my progress.

That’s a discomforting prospect. I don’t like the idea that the system might be able to see the future—though realistically, it just showed me what my current skills would be like at higher tiers.

Now’s not the time to think about that. I match my clone blow for blow, skill for skill. Fighting myself is a far different experience from what it once was.

Neither of us are capable of ending the other with the nullspace, because how can an aspect of ourselves turn against its wielder?

None of the one-hit-kill or stealth skills work, either, which means that we’re reduced to using Crimson Storm and Soulblade at supersonic speeds.

It’s a far more even match than I expected, but the copy shows obvious limitations when it doesn’t have the benefit of devastating, overwhelming power. There’s only so much that a simulation can do, even one of me.

I overwhelm myself bit by bit. The copy gets predictable. She loses her edge. I don’t know which of us has more power to start with, but after a few objective seconds—an eternity, subjectively—the victor is clear.

When the dust and blood settles, I am the only Evelyn remaining.

Honestly, I have to admit to myself that the fight felt… unsatisfying. It’s nice to know that I’ve irreversibly jumped one of the many hurdles I once faced, but as much as I hate Sapphire, her core philosophy isn’t wrong.

There was no adversity in that fight. I don’t know how I can force myself to have harder fights, but as I float alone in my nullspace, I realize that I can’t just battle my way into a functional domain.

This is something I’m going to have to do myself. I’ll be able to refine it in battle if I have to, I rationalize, but even getting started feels like a challenge.

I wish I had Sierra to help me right about now, but her guidance is meant for her work. Her hands instructing mine would just result in Evelyn’s nullspace as drawn by Sierra, and while I have no doubt she would be happy with that, we both know that the greatest power I can wield is that which is mine and mine alone.

With a deep sigh, I start working on crafting myself a nullspace.

#

The Fourth Circle, not so far away

Sierra closes her eyes and recedes partway into her own mind. She doesn’t know what horrors lie in this segment of Evelyn’s soul, but her own is serene. It’s calm enough that she knows that she will be able to react to any oncoming enemies.

Not that there seem to be many. Neither she nor Evelyn are making much of an effort to conceal their presence, and every angel and demon for miles around turns tail and runs for its life.

If anything attacks them, she figures, it’ll be coordinated. In a hell this empty, though, her senses stretch to infinity.

Sierra has plenty of time to manipulate her own authority. She knows Evelyn isn’t as capable as her, and she dearly wishes that she could help her other half, but the two of them share enough knowledge to know that doing so will only hurt the end product.

It’s hard to explain to her when their fundamental perceptions of magic are different. Sierra builds, borrows, and constructs, while Evelyn steals, ruins, and destroys. They are fundamentally opposed, which is part of why Sierra finds her so alluring.

It does, however, mean that she isn’t going to be able to help her find her own way.

For now, Sierra will do what she can for herself. Just because she wants to help Evelyn doesn’t mean she can forget to forge her own strength.

Her path is simple, but shaping a nullspace is not. Balance is a simple concept, but creating a single implementation of it?

That’s a little harder.

Her perception of magic is not the same it was even a few months ago. A few weeks ago, even. Before she became one, it was nearly impossible to conceptualize the raw power of a Titan’s nullspace.

Even now, it is.

If she time traveled back to ask the Sierra of one year ago what she wanted out of a nullspace, she might have answered something like her domain, exemplified. She can even picture herself asking for a skill with the same description as Wrath of a Peaceful Soul.

This has to be her capstone, she thinks. The actualization of everything she is, was, and ever will be—much like her singularity, in that sense, but this is more final. This is the last step in becoming a proper member of the ninteen most powerful beings to roam this planet.

She cannot give perfect direction to her nullspace, she finds. Sierra is able to shape it, but she only lays the broad strokes. Much is left to blind chance here—no, not chance.

Hm, Sierra thinks. If my nullspace ultimately just reflects who I am, then maybe it’s just a leap of faith.

She floats in empty darkness—the same that she saw when she evolved from Mage, twice over. There is no system message waiting for her, because the system is incapable of quantifying the mechanics that guide the Titans.

Sierra wants to keep on shaping the authority of her nullspace, perfecting it, but she can already tell that her workings are imperfect.

She could choose instinct. A leap of faith.

Does Sierra have that faith to spare?

She remembers the image of Evelyn, running straight towards a Titan that dwarfed her in terms of every metric of power.

Sierra lets go of logic.

#

The Third Circle

Marie has killed seventy-one angels and at least ten times that number in demons.

Every successive kill is more pleasurable than the last. She is very aware of the human physique. Marie is fully aware that chemicals that indicate satisfaction are pouring into her brain with every kill in the same manner that it does to those who have thrown their lives away to addiction.

She doesn’t care. She will do whatever it takes to break the Titan when she next faces them.

Aside from her physiological reaction, her soul is changing. The very act of killing in such an abnormal, brutish way is revealing sides of her she hasn’t opened in centuries, and in doing so, she experiences revelation.

The data she has gathered from the Titan fight is not fully conclusive, but she has learned much from it.

Marie has begun to learn the art of forcing the system to bend under her will. Even if she is incapable of working so far beyond the bounds of it as the Titans clearly are, she is one step closer to the truths of the world.

With her ascendant concept and her half a millennium of experience, she is more qualified than almost anyone else throughout every reality to create something that can slay a Titan.

The Founding Shard will be crucial in her final reckoning, she knows. The power of the gods is said to have eclipsed even the Titans in the days when they walked the world.

Marie is willing to demolish every last hell if that’s what it takes to kill her foes.

Her latest weapon incorporates everything she’s been working towards. Before, when she’s created or harvested weapons, she has always allowed the system to assign an effect to it—it defines what the magic from a given artifact can do.

Now, she has grown to understand how she can convince the system to give her even more power. Before it is entrapped by the system, there is magic everywhere—an infinite energy source based in the fabric of reality itself.

Marie nearly killed herself trying to tap into it, but she has now begun.

After a few test trials, she has three Category 5 weapons at the ready. It is almost scary, knowing that with what she has learned, she has more power at her fingertips than she ever has had before.

Almost.

While a tiny, cowardly part of Marie wishes to shrink away, the rest is determined and ecstatic at this prospect.

She hasn’t broken through the ceiling of power, not exactly—but she’s discovered a way to get herself much, much closer.

The angels that come into the Third Circle are arriving with more stability, now. They come in groups, which makes them harder to pick off alone, and their Categories are increasing. The last batch included Angels 101, 108, and 115. It’s a testament to Marie’s new weapons that she was able to take them down.

She wonders if this is how Overseer Clearwater reached the height of power she did. The possibilities are endless.

Her latest creation involves the Founding Shard once more, but that’s not all. The nine most powerful angels and the ninety-nine strongest demons she could find have had their wispy remnants sucked into this newest item.

It is, she thinks, her greatest yet.

Her magnum opus is a pure-white quarterstaff. The weapon is simple, but it is anything but unassuming. Marie is long past the point of hiding the power of her artifacts, and the radiance that this one sets off is enough that anyone with proper mana senses might mistake it for the sun.

Angel 98 breaks into her reality less than an hour after she finishes her final item.

“Perfect,” she says aloud. “A volunteer.”

Her Mastery of Jade is more powerful than it has ever been. Marie knows she’s killed almost half of her remaining bloodline in the process of perfecting it, but it has been worth the price she’s paid.

Mastery of Jade

Category: 5

Tier: Sapphire

Current Charges: ??/??

A weapon fueled by the force of a bloodline. While the Jade bloodline survives, you wield its power.

It was the first weapon she experimented on, and now, she uses a deceased member’s Teleport to bring her to 98.

This angel is humanoid, which is good. Marie has found that she has a taste for the humanoid ones. Their deaths feed her inspiration more. They give her the opportunity to advance.

“Marie Jade,” 98 greets her. “You have violated the natural order. The sentence—”

Marie brings her quarterstaff out from the pocket dimension she was hiding it within.

“—Is death,” she finishes, directing the full force of her staff at the angel.

Aspect of the Founder

Category: 6+

Tier: Irrelevant

Current Charges: ??

A weapon imbued by the power of the founding shard, the children of its original enemies, and the monsters they created. Any being targeted by this item is severed from the light.

Marie has spent enough time with arcane descriptions to understand the meaning that she has forced the system to give her.

She watches intently, her ascendant concept of iteration allowing her observation skills to function perfectly.

Marie watches as the light of the system leaves the angel. Angel 98 becomes a nameless, powerless being in an instant.

The Aspect of the Founder, carrier of a fraction of the Founding Shard, absorbs it all, and its power grows.

Marie throws her head back and laughs as the terrified lump of divine flesh that used to be 98 begins to fall.

She rips it apart with her bare hands before it hits the ground.

Soon, she hopes, she will be able to do the same to two Titans.

#

The Fourth Circle (Sierra)

Advancing, Sierra finds, is a much more peaceful task now than it has been recently.

This is more like what she grew to expect before she met Evelyn. Upon meeting a threshold, she would meditate until her power coalesced into an advancement.

In the time since meeting her fellow Titan, that hasn’t been the paradigm at all. She’s begun to grow used to only being able to level up while in the midst of the most dangerous combat of her life so far.

This is nice change of pace.

She shapes her authority, not bothering to slow and check for what she’s doing. Sierra runs entirely on instinct, trusting that at her core, she knows balance.

Her breakthrough is quiet for her, but not for the area around her. She knows that she’s done it when the vacuum ripples, then stills, then becomes something else entirely.

Sierra, Titan of Balance, opens her eyes to see her nullspace overpowering the hell.

Path of the Primordial Chaos

Despite its name, this is not a chaotic nullspace. The void is unordered, but within this nullspace, it is not. The primordial void is the average of everything within it; the Titan of Balance ensures that all is even within.

The strong force of subatomic particles, gravity, and electromagnetism cease to exist while within this nullspace. Any who cannot resist the nullspace will be disassembled and have their particles ordered symmetrically around the center of the nullspace.

All magic cast within this nullspace is amplified to the third power if it is cast to counterbalance magic of an opposing type.

“That was easy,” Sierra whispers to herself. She hopes Evelyn hasn’t heard her.

She doesn’t spend long looking at it. The newfound core within her, weak and budding as it is, is proof enough that she is ready to fight alongside her love.

#

Evelyn

I shape, and I shape, and I shape, and still, it doesn’t feel like enough.

This is wrong, isn’t it? I’m not meant to create. My breakthroughs come from defiance. They come when I need to retake control, not when I have to create them from the ground up.

I can’t help but get the feeling that this is not how I am supposed to advance.

But what other option is there? The being that resided within the part of me I wished to shape into a nullspace was able to give me a challenge for a few moments, but it wasn’t enough. Even a thousand of them won’t be.

The Paradox. That’s what I am.

I spend some time thinking on it, but though I’m not unintelligent, thinking has never been my strong suit. Action is.

The chain of logic that leads me to my ultimate “plan” is simple.

If I’m the Titan of the Paradox, it stands to reason that my nullspace should involve the impossible.

The only issue with this, as far as I can tell, is that it’s not exactly possible to create the impossible while working within the confines that another has set. Even if I have broken free of the strictest chains of the system, I’m still shaping my authority to force the system to give me a description for my nullspace.

There’s a much easier way to do this, and it exemplifies who I am.

I am the unexpected. I am the wrench in the plans. I am the flaw that you never see.

I am Evelyn Carnelian, and I choose my own path.

This space—my future nullspace—is what will decide the direction of my Path as a Titan.

What is more paradoxical than a being defined by a Path no longer possessing one?

With a force of will, I Devour the space around me.

Reality breaks.

#

The void is a familiar sight. This is not. This—these are splinters.

#

I eat the nullspace, and I die.

#

I eat the angel that appears before me, and I become it. I rise through the ranks. I become the first.

#

I eat the demon in front of me. Yet another victim of my insatiable hunger. I am the queen of the hells, and every last demon beneath me knows my name.

#

The god in my head takes over a month ago. It reveals itself, and Evelyn Carnelian is no more.

#

I am eaten by the first demon I see. The last thing I see before death is the text “Name: EV2.”

#

I am never born.

#

“Jade,” I tell the guard. “My name is Evelyn Jade.”

#

I Devour Sapphire.

#

I am a god. I always have been.

#

I am a human girl, in over her head. I gasp awake, terrified of the monsters I dreamed of.

#

I am an Overseer, and I Witness the splinters of the realities that could have been. It’s a shame so many of them end in horrific death.

#

I am a

#

I am

#

I

#

UNDEFINED BEHAVIOR: ERROR

#

YOU COULD BE ONE OF THE NINE.

#

YOU COULD BE ALL OF THEM.

#

remember us

#

And somehow, somewhere, the mess of experiences begins to make sense. The fragments of lives that are mine and are yet not mine in any sense coalesce together.

It takes me a while to remember who I am. Why I’m here. What I’m doing.

I think I may have just dug far deeper into the system than I anticipated. My mind is sore from the barrage of information it’s just absorbed, but it’s greater in a sense I can’t quite quantify.

The nullspace around me remains as if I never even touched it.

No, not as if I hadn’t touched it—it’s more. Far, far more.

Whatever trial I have just forced myself through, it has succeeded.

Path of the Paradox

???. ???. ???.

When this nullspace is activated, it cannot be moved, not even if its creator leaves its radius.

Time, space, and causality do not exist within the nullspace.

#

Elsewhere

Angel 1 accelerates its pace when it feels the newest Titan fall into existence.

This one, it fears, may be the one that breaks it all.

#

Somewhere, somewhere

Sapphire hides her presence, halfway inside a pocket of preserved space, and she laughs, high and clear.

“With a Titan like you,” she says, watching Evelyn Carnelian ascend from a dozen realities away, “They will have to act.”

#

Elsewhere (further)

The original king cries out in rage, and it rises.

The eighteenth must die.

It will die before it reaches the surface, or all is lost.


Chapter 24

I return to a degrading reality feeling powerful.

My nullspace isn’t even active around me, but the vacuum of the Fourth Circle doesn’t come close to touching me. What I thought to be my nullspace before, I realize, was a mere mockery of one.

Even though my Path is yet in its infancy, I can feel how much more raw power it holds. It’s more ordered than my proto-nullspace was, which is ironic, given that its ultimate goal is apparently to eliminate order entirely.

“You did it!” Sierra exclaims. “Of course you did it. I knew you would.”

“You did, too,” I say. Her presence feels different in the Titan network. More developed. Both of us have stepped out of our infancy.

Sapphire might stand a chance, but I doubt Marie does anymore.

Sierra and I are bonded, and so it takes no more than an effort of will to see her Path. She views mine, too.

“Your nullspace eliminates matter,” I say after a moment. “Anything that can’t resist it just dies, does it not?”

“I believe it does,” Sierra says. “Yours seems to be the same. Together, we may be able to create the absence of reality. We could use the void itself as a weapon.”

“Better than the void, if we can bypass resistances,” I say. “We can survive in the void. If we can enforce our nullspace to the point where not even we would be able to survive it without owning them, we can kill a Titan.”

“Ambitious,” Sierra says, lips quirking into a smile.

“Necessary,” I reply. “My end goal is to kill Sapphire. If I need to kill all the other Titans in my way, then so be it.”

“Our end goal,” Sierra says. “Somehow, I don’t think your ambitions stop at a single murder.”

I shrug. “You may be right. We’ll have to see about arranging that murder, first.”

She laughs. “I love you. Do you want to take time to practice your nullspace, or should we advance to the Third?”

I scan this hell with my Titan senses. It’s degrading, too, though not nearly as fast as the last few have. Perhaps it’s because the vacuum is close enough to the void to resist its pull, or maybe we just didn’t damage it very much yet.

“We may as well practice,” I say. “Though I imagine it’ll be nothing close to how it’ll work in a fight.”

Apart from upgrading all my skills to Sapphire tier, it’s been a while since the last time I gained a new power that I don’t immediately have to use to save my life. It’s… nice, to have some time to experiment.

And this power is stranger than most. I understand Sierra’s ability, to some extent. Hers is the concept of balance taken to a logical extreme—not only is balanced magic incredibly amplified, the very molecules in her nullspace are.

Mine, on the other hand, is the same with the concept of paradox—and how do you quantify something that’s not meant to be quantified? It says that it breaks time, space, and causality, which I recognize thanks to the little remaining knowledge I have in my amalgam.

Time and space, I can somewhat understand. Temporal distortion is a weapon that exists and has been used against us before—notably by Arthur, the Guardian of Time; Inome, the proto-Titan that exemplified his power; and Rin Starsea, the woman who bought us a single second and perished in the proto-Titan’s final moments.

Spatial distortion is trickier, but I can conceptualize that too.

Causality?

I bring it up with Sierra.

“You’ll just have to figure it out,” she says, half-teasingly. “Causality is the principle of cause and effect; given the name of your Path, maybe it means that the impossible will happen? Or maybe the effects of an action are divorced from the action itself somehow, which… I fail to understand it, too, but I assume it will be remarkably lethal.

I think back to the flurry of—I’m not sure what to call them.

They weren’t visions, not exactly. I’ve seen visions before, partaken in them, and witnessed them when a Titan delivered them to me.

They weren’t ramblings of the void, either. They felt like whispers of alternate paths. Alternate realities.

I wonder—if causality breaks, could those spill into ours? From the description, my nullspace deserves the title of Primordial Void more than Siera’s does, but then the name of a nullspace has never entirely aligned with its effect.

There’s only one way to find out.

We locate the nearest demon settlement. I want to go for angels, but when I scan the hell for them, they’re entirely gone.

Huh. That makes one species intelligent and able enough to run from us.

It’s fine. We’ll kill them when we get there.

The demons of the Empty Void are few and far between, and they are much less recognizable as living beings than any of the demons in the previous hells. They look more like complex geometry, constantly undulating upon themselves and changing shape.

There is more mass to them than it appears, at first glance—they must exist beyond the three dimensions I can perceive. Is that an adaptation to survive in the vacuum? Or is it just a byproduct of the fae’s influence on this hell in particular?

Neither of those are questions we can answer, but there is a third, much easier question.

Do they bleed?

Sierra goes first. There’s a group of three serpentine creatures stretching at least two hundred feet apiece. Based on the amount of power stored within them, I think they’re Category 3, but the system refuses to give me a proper answer. Looks like Sierra’s spiel about more powerful anomalies not being classified by the system was correct.

I wonder why Inome was.

Questions, questions, questions.

At least we can get one answer.

Sierra floats away from me and strikes a pose, bathing herself in red and blue light.

These demons are completely unintelligent, it appears. They barely react to her presence, even though our power is overwhelming. Are they still alive because everything else is equally as stupid, or because they’re remarkably durable? Based on the way they seem to shimmer in and out of reality, I’m betting on the latter.

It doesn’t matter.

It’s not very bright in here, by which I mean it’s completely dark; both of us have been making our way around by making use of our Titan senses. An empty void has no light, after all. Sierra’s magic exudes radiance, casting light upon her active nullspace.

The shift from passive power to active hits me like a truck, and I’m bonded to her. I’m immune to her nullspace, but the sheer presence of it nearly overwhelms me.

All three creatures continue to move, squirming along—but they can’t escape the nullspace, it seems. Their path changes, and they begin to orbit around Sierra.

As they orbit, they come apart. Scarlets and turquoises illuminate midnight-black flesh as it dismantles itself, the particles flying apart at the seams.

It distantly reminds me of the Forgotten Queen, the fragment of a deity that I killed on the first level of Novarath. That anomaly was antimemetic, and it also was capable of shattering the laws of physics like a child’s toy.

Broken divinity really is a dime a dozen, I think. Sapphire talked about the nine original gods, but how many fragments did they leave behind? How many lesser gods?

I killed a piece of a long-broken god at level 15. To compare the Forgotten Queen to Sierra now is like comparing a single raindrop to the Nameless Sea.

A heartbeat passes, and she pulses with power.

The change happens so fast that even my senses can’t perceive it. In one moment, the slowly-dissolving serpents circle around her like oil dissolving into water.

In the next, a dozen perfectly spherical, perfectly even web-like structures surround her in shades of black and a deep, rich red.

She’s dismantled them and balanced them.

The damaged hell heals itself, just a little. Now that I know what to look for after Sapphire explained the firmament of the world to me, I must admit that I can see the effects of the fae’s machinations.

“This feels good,” Sierra says. “It feels right. Is this how you feel when you Devour something?”

Because of our link, I can glean a hint of her emotions.

“It’s close enough,” I reply. “Should I try?”

“By all means,” she says.

It takes us a bit longer to find another demon. Even with their relative unintelligence, they’ve learned, and they hide, run, or dive deeper through the hells to avoid us.

The ones that dive are the funniest by far. I wonder if they know there’s nothing but the void on the other side.

We do, eventually, find a single demon. This one is longer than the previous ones—nearly a half mile. It’s Category 4, I think, though the number doesn’t particularly matter to me anymore.

My nullspace is a bit unusual. Once activated, it says it remains where I cast it, even if I leave it. I want to know the exact parameters of that.

So instead of activating my nullspace right next to the demon like Sierra did, I use Crimson Storm to get a quarter mile ahead of it.

I bring it out into existence.

The first thing I notice is that my nullspace extends exactly 999 feet from the location I cast it. I’m still bound by the system in some fashion, so that makes sense.

The second thing I notice is that nothing makes sense.

I travel forward, my personal power protecting me from the vacuum around me, except it’s not just vacuum. It’s the (Nameless Sea) (Blood Ocean) (Shifting Sands) (primordial chaos) (space beyond space). I take one step forward on solid ground and suddenly, I’m three hundred feet behind where I started.

Causality doesn’t exist, I think. But this is still my nullspace, so I take control of it.

Most of my magic so far has come intuitively, but while I may still be constrained by the system, the raw power I can bring to bear here is beyond the fae-construct’s scope.

I’m not yet able to completely control this, I realize. I feel like a child trying to ride a temperamental horse without a saddle right after it’s been whipped. Without using my arms.

Even then, I can establish some semblance of normalcy. I can exclude myself from the effects.

I take a single step backward, and I’m out of my nullspace.

From the outside, the nullspace is chaotically beautiful. It breathes color into the lightless void, overwhelming my vision with an array of every shade of every pigment that exists and many that don’t. It’s painfully enchanting to look at, and it’s mine.

“Wow,” Sierra breathes, teleporting to me the instant I’m out.

The serpent enters it, and—

That demon does not exist.

It hasn’t died. I haven’t removed it from reality or shunted it into the void, or whatever. This isn’t even an antimemetic effect. I would know best.

No, there is no demon. My memories tell me that I saw a half mile long demon enter, but there is no evidence it does or ever did exist. It takes a moment for my mind to catch up to reality, but when it does, I realize that I’ve just used the nullspace on nothing.

I flex my power once more, and the nullspace closes.

“Broken fucking gods,” Sierra says.

“We can work with this,” I say.

I get to work consuming the hell.

Once again, I feed half of the authority to Sierra, who uses it to strengthen her hungry nullspace.

I do the same, but I don’t stop it there. Though our nullspaces are incredibly powerful, neither of us are foolish enough to believe that we can overwhelm Titans with raw power. We need more options, offensively and defensively.

I know that we’re both recalling the same incident. When Sierra first received a nullspace, we froze in time and had a contest of will against each other until I let her in and we bonded. Against another Titan, it’s a very real possibility that we will simply be crushed.

So I increase the power of my skills, and I increase my resistances. Sapphire skills cap out at level 1000, which takes quite a lot of energy to reach, even with the power of a hell on hand. I only send Devour and Crimson Storm to that level, wanting the rest for my resistances.

Enhanced Pain Resistance (Gold) advanced to Pain Immunity (Tourmaline)!

You do not feel pain unless you choose to.

Enhanced Antimemetic Resistance (Gold) advanced to True Antimemetic Resistance (Tourmaline)!

There is only one being that can evade your notice.

Enhanced Divine Resistance (Gold) advanced to True Divine Resistance (Tourmaline)!

The rest of my resistances are near meaningless. Once again, I find it interesting that they’re only able to make it to Tourmaline.

The remainder of the new authority goes into my attributes. I haven’t gained levels in a little while now, mostly because it means very little to me. That has meant that my attributes have been the tiniest bit neglected.

I’m not very good at directing new authority into enhancing specific attributes, but Sierra helps me.

All attributes increased by 100!

I barely feel the difference. My Titan side must rely less on these attributes, because all the power I feel in my body seems to originate from my nullspace.

“Ready?” I ask Sierra.

“Of course,” she says.

I use the remainder of the authority of the rapidly collapsing hell of the Empty Void to send us hurtling through the hells once more.

#

The Third Circle

Marie senses them coming.

Coming from below are the Titans. Coming from above is the strongest angel in the hells and the remainder of its army.

She is stuck between a rock and a hard place, yet she has never felt more alive.

Breach in five… four… three…

Marie prepares her weapons. The staff that shatters the heavens; the sword that draws upon her bloodline; the gun that pierces the stars.

Two.

She is ready.

One.

Marie Jade attacks the Titan of Paradox and the Titan of Balance zero point one seconds after they enter the Third Circle.


Chapter 25

The two of us step straight into an ambush.

Of course we do. I’m not even that irritated over it. The stability of the hells is decreasing, in large part due to us; according to Sapphire, the integrity of the surface reality isn’t doing much better.

The angels are getting more active too, supposedly. Given what I now know about the fae and the nature of the system, I somehow get the impression that the death of angel 191 and the subsequent collapse of a hell it triggered was not planned by them.

That means it could have only been Sapphire or Marie; with how powerful I know the Titan of the Forgotten Realm must be, she could have simply come and done it herself. That leaves Marie.

If the angels are pressuring her from above, and the hells are collapsing from below, it simply stands to reason that she be prepared to ambush us.

Unfortunately for her, the tenth of a second she gives us before attacking is time aplenty for me to make a plan and react.

Marie isn’t slow, not exactly, but she hasn’t engaged her Mind (Speed) to the fullest. Sierra and I, on the other hand, know what we’re walking into, so we do.

She’s not close enough for me to make it to her in the remaining time before her first weapon triggers.

The Third Circle is the hell of the Ceaseless Storm. Unlike Scintilla’s domain, there is a clear ground here. It’s difficult to travel through, though—though our Titan presences trivialize the shadow of a nullspace that this place is, it provides more resistance than the last.

Pounding sleet streams down from endless skies, restricting visibility to anyone with eyes constrained by the bounds of mortality.

Those limitations don’t apply to us, thankfully.

Marie Jade is over five hundred miles away. The fact that she is preparing a weapon to attack us at that range means three things.

First, she’s noticed that we’re in the hell.

Second, she thinks she can hit us at that range.

Third, she thinks she can hurt us at that range.

I almost want to laugh it off, but I need to give her some respect. There is a time and a place for arrogance, and that comes when I know I’ve already won.

She feels different, somehow. Less chained. Not a Titan, of course, but not just a human anymore.

Has she also seen what lies beyond the system? So quickly, without the Titan’s power?

Danger, Sierra signals, and I can’t help but agree.

Whether we approach this carefully or not, we’re not just going to take this attack lying down.

I activate Crimson Storm, sending us careening towards Marie.

Sierra has a teleportation skill, I know, but it has a wind-up period for longer distances. It’s not going to be able to send us five hundred miles before Marie’s attack fully activates.

My skill doesn’t, either, but we get close. We travel three hundred miles in the fraction of a second before Sierra’s aunt—my creator—activates the first of her weapons.

When it fires, it feels different from before. Her Mastery of Jade—I think that’s what it was called, at least—was powerful, yes, but it was powerful in a very mundane way. If I had to conceptualize it, I would say that it was powerful in the same way that my Soulshard Rifle was, back in the baseline reality where I actually used said rifle.

Now, the power feels twisted. My senses scream that this authority has been let off its leash, that it must be stopped—that it’s like me.

Not Titan magic, not exactly, but not wholly within the bounds of the system, either.

I separate Sierra and myself as the beam of pure white light streaks towards us, streaking between individual raindrops and somehow avoiding every last one of them. Two targets are harder to hit than one

Her Mind (Speed) stat has caught up to mine, so we’re both able to engage our individual evasion tactics.

She dodges out of the way with a series of chained teleports, using a skill that the system can’t name to swap the matter of her body with an equally sized chunk of the hell within her line of sight, and I use my Crimson Storm.

At the speeds we can reach, we’re a mile apart from each other by the time Marie’s new weapon attack reaches us.

Marie’s attack carries true power, though, and I observe from afar as the beam deflects in its path, chasing me.

Her attack isn’t moving at the speed of light, but it is far, far faster than either of us can move. Even with my perception sped up so fast, it travels faster. I think it might even outpace the angel nuke that Marie deployed before.

My range with my skills is solid, and Crimson Storm keeps me moving fast enough that I have time to try my arsenal on it.

When Siphon doesn’t work, I realize that the rest of my kit is unlikely to fare any better. I try anyway. None of my attacks do anything against it, but I don’t regret the wasted mana.

I want to try Demonic Star or Devour, but I can sense the angelic power in the narrow slit of Marie’s attack. It’s as good as a hard counter against the demonic skills I possess, and unlike 191’s sacrifice, there’s more than just raw power in here.

The last thing I need right now is to hit an unknown part of an attack and lose a part of my authority that I can’t afford to. If I lose, say, Devour, I won’t be dead, but killing the Titans will get substantially harder.

Not that that matters if I don’t survive this.

I think back to the experimentation we did in the previous hell. Both Sierra and I have instant-win buttons. Even compared to the wrath of the other Titans, our nullspaces are abnormally powerful.

Offense shouldn’t be the only thing I can use mine for.

Nullspace, I project to Sierra.

Agreement, she replies. Good luck. Apologies.

I don’t waste the energy to tell her that she doesn’t need to worry. Marie is focusing the entirety of her power on one target at a time—and I’ve always been her experiment. I’d rather she focus on me than hit both of us at the same time.

Marie might be able to hear us converse. I don’t particularly care. She’s already loosed her attack, and I think we may actually process this reality faster than she does.

The ray of absolute authority draws closer, and when I’m sure that none of my other options will work. I try Crimson Storm to evade, but the attack outspeeds me and matches my ducking and weaving.

Theoretically, I can survive with this skill so long as there’s even a hint of blood in the miles around us, but I feel with absolute certainty that the power of this attack can and will obliterate everything I am if it makes contact.

I’m not going to risk that. Appraise gives me very, very little information on what the attack is, but it claims that hitting it will “sever me from the light.” While I don’t know exactly what that means, I do not want to get hit by it.

So I wait until the light enters my radius, and I activate my nullspace.

Causality breaks.

#

Marie

Her timing is off. Though she accurately detected the arrival of the two Titans, she missed timing her usage of the Aspect of the Founder to match exactly with their intrusion upon this reality.

That’s given them time enough to close the distance, but Marie’s mind is functioning at incredible speed now, too.

The raw power of the Aspect of the Founder is like nothing she’s ever seen before. Through her testing, she knows that it will simply end the connection of any being to the system.

She can only hope it works against a Titan, too. These two—Evelyn, especially—have always been unconventional. There’s no telling what the result of this will be.

Marie pours her life into her magic.

It’s a rare technique, but it’s the one the Jade bloodline is founded on. Equivalent exchange—to give so you can take. For centuries, Marie has sacrificed the fruit of her blood to extend her own lifespan, and now, she returns that life to the nothingness of the void beneath, converting her longevity into pure, raw power.

Ten years. A decade of her life pours straight into the Aspect of the Founder, which suctions it up greedily. It has been a millennium since the original god has tasted mortal life, and it sparks with incredible power—power that eclipses the Category system.

If Marie had to grade this magic, it would be beyond Category 6. Beyond the power of the Titans, even. During her brief encounters with them, they never wielded anything like this; while Inome’s time reversal affected the entire world, none of the now nineteen Titans have ever wielded a single direct attack as powerful as this one.

And yet—a nullspace flickers bright, and her overwhelming magic abruptly ceases to exist.

Consensus reality folds upon itself, and it is only through her overwhelming resistance to every manner of reality-altering event, built through centuries of service with the Coalition, that Marie is able to even remember what’s happened.

She remains anchored. A mere break in causality will not end her attack.

The Titan. Whatever nullspace Evelyn Carnelian has grown into, it is far more powerful than Marie anticipated. The light has not been severed; in fact, it is her light that is no longer present.

Marie snarls and fires again before the first attack is even done vanishing.

She will give everything up if she has to. She’s spent ten years of her life, but she has over a thousand left to use.

Twenty years, she thinks, but she decides against it at the last second.

Increasing the amount of her lifeline spent may align with the concept of iteration, but Evelyn, just like her fellow experiments, never stops adapting. Marie will not give her a progressively stronger series of attacks to harden herself against.

She has very little time until the Titan recovers and attacks her—and there’s her niece to consider, too.

Marie is confident in believing that Sierra’s power comes nowhere close to the Titan of the Paradox. Sierra is constrained by the same rules that tie Marie down, after all—she may be a Titan now, but she is still only human.

This next attack will kill them both. It has to.

She will not give either of them a chance.

Marie Jade will win.

She draws on the bloodline she has cultivated.

In baseline reality, Category 3 and 4 UCC operators start dropping like flies, the reports of their casualties lost in the midst of the ongoing total collapse in reality and the awakening of every single Titan.

The Mastery of Jade grants her the power of her bloodline so long as a single Jade is alive.

As long as Marie lives, the rest of her family is nothing but fuel.

For my niece, she thinks, I sacrifice ninety-nine years.

Evelyn, on the other hand, is even stronger.

Marie will win this no matter the cost. She can always make more family members. She can never replicate herself.

Decade after decade, century after century, she gives, feeding the crackling mass of power at the end of her weapon.

A single year is all she needs to restart the rituals that grant her eternal life. Hold back nothing.

She spends nine thousand nine hundred ninety-nine years on the attack that must kill Evelyn Carnelian.

And she unleashes both beams at once.

#

Evelyn

Marie’s a tougher nut to crack than I thought she’d be. My nullspace effectively made it so that her weapon never fired in the first place, but she has a few of her own tricks. Somehow, her presence remained, and she fires in the same instant she originally did.

This time, the power she funnels into her attack is a world apart from what it was before—if the first blast was a spark to the flame of my nullspace, this one is the unfiltered power of the sun.

A tiny chunk of it splits off, still orders of magnitude greater in strength than the first strike.

I may have underestimated Marie.

Nullspace, I say, more urgently this time.

Agreement, Sierra repeats. Quickly.

I feel her activate hers.

My magic is depleting rapidly. A single use of my full nullspace drains me unlike anything else. Instead of just taking mana, it seems to cost authority itself; while it’s easier to activate, it costs far more to sustain.

I put everything I have into it.

Sierra does the same.

Impact.

#

the fabric of existence tries to reconcile itself and it fails

paradox begets paradox

how can you sever that which is already severed

how can you break that which is already broken

the system examines and calculates and and and

it screams and it bends and it breaks

#

The attack kills me; the attack misses entirely; the attack never began; the attack reverses itself.

Again and again, our wills war against each other.

An unstoppable force strikes an immovable object. The result is a moment, frozen in time. Nigh-infinite power courses around and through a nullspace where the concept of power itself grows fuzzy.

My perception jumps in and out, showing me shades of eternity and fleeting instants of nothingness. It’s impossible to gain anything of use from my senses, so I simply stand and survive.

I will not let this break me.

#

The Primordial Void

When the light finally fades, we are both still standing.

Our survival hasn’t come without a cost. Every inch of me is damaged beyond repair. My soul has been obliterated. The authority that still clings to my Titan form is shaky, but thankfully still intact.

My nullspace has gone dark. Not destroyed, but inactive. Inaccessible, for all intents and purposes.

And, notably, we are not in the hell anymore.

Sierra and I float, adrift. The sheer conceptual weight of our existences keep us from fading into the infinite nothing, but I can feel it begin to tear away at us.

A ways away—the exact distance is meaningless, here—the Third Hell awaits.

Marie has used her strongest weapon. Though my senses aren’t what they should be, I don’t think she’s going to be able to do something like that again.

In the process, she’s taken our most powerful weapons from us. Our magic sources have been brutalized.

Marie has just taken the upper hand, but we’re still in this fight.

You are witnessed, I force out, targeting the woman I know is still in the hell.

Sierra and I create an anchor together with the remnants of our power. We are battered and bruised, but we will emerge victorious.

Run or hide, I say. It makes no difference.

You will die, Sierra finishes.

We return to the hell together, murder on our minds.


Chapter 26

The Ceaseless Storm pounds down upon us. Our nullspaces are inactive, their power burnt out from the raw force of the attack Marie brought to bear on us. My body, soul, and spirit aches. My authority aches.

I have never been so sure of our victory.

Sierra and I have come this far. We are not going to let Marie stop us.

To only temporarily disable our greatest weapon, she has given hers up.

And unlike us, she has not entirely eschewed the system. Though her weapons may carry the systemless authority that enables Sierra and I to devastate everything we lay our sight on, she does not.

Her skills are not stronger than mine.

Locate: Marie Jade.

You cannot hide, I declare. Even with my nullspace down, I am still a Titan. Marie’s efforts will not keep me down.

Her universe-shearing attack has split this hell in two, I note. The void encroaches upon the two halves of the Hell of the Ceaseless Storm, and Marie is on the other side of the chasm, nearly a thousand miles away.

For most, that’s an impassable gap. Marie has long-distance weapons capable of killing a Category 5 a dozen times over before we even make the first hundred miles of that trip.

For us, it’s less than nothing.

“Would you like to take us?” I ask Sierra. “I haven’t gotten to experience your form of travel, yet.”

“Gladly,” she says, offering me her hand. “I’ve been working on creating a skill. It will need some time to align, but once it does, we should be there near instantly. Are you ready to fight?”

“Is water wet?”

She laughs, soft and sweet. “Then hold on.”

I pass her the knowledge of Marie’s location through our soul bond, and I sense her manipulating the magic and authority around is in a way I have never seen before. It’s reminiscent of her Balance domain, but it’s far more complex than that.

To oversimplify it, I think I can boil it down to shrinking and expanding, which doesn’t make much sense to me.

“What are you doing?” I ask her. “What type of magic is this?”

“Vector, space, and reality manipulation,” she says. “I’m still a Titan, even without the nullspace, and I kept all of the powers. I can do anything, so long as it is balanced.”

“This is balanced?” I ask. “I’m sure it is, but I’m not sure I understand.”

“I’m aligning with the target,” Sierra replies. “Once I do, I shrink the space in front of us and expand it behind. With a dab of reality manipulation, it should enable us to…”

Something clicks into place, and I feel Sierra’s magic snap into the pattern she’s designed.

A blink of an eye passes, too fast for even me to process. For the merest of instants, I sense movement, and the area around us shifts.

The void wall is six hundred miles behind us now. I can feel it.

Locate: Marie Jade.

We are less than five miles from our target.

“You are something else,” I tell Sierra. “Well done.”

She smiles. “Tell me that when we kill my aunt.”

Marie fires a Category 5 weapon before Sierra finishes her sentence, and we leap into battle.

#

My frame of reference for what is threatening has irreversibly changed. I know that in my current, beleaguered state, a Category 5 weapon will be able to hurt or kill me.

Yet for some reason, I feel none of the fear I should. I recall the raw sense of powerlessness that Marie inflicted upon me back in Ravendale, back before I even knew about the Category system and just thought she was an unreadably high level.

None of that is present now. If anything, it’s her movements that feel increasingly desperately erratic. Her weapon is an encapsulation of angelic power. I Appraise what I realize is a massive angelic corpse as it screams towards us, completely ignoring the effects of the hell.

[APPRAISE FAILED]

Sierra tightens her grip on me, and space warps around us. It’s not the same skill combination she used the last time, but I don’t have time to question her before I split away from her, using Crimson Storm to back away from the widespread ruin Marie’s attack inflicts.

Interesting, I think as I dash away from the afterburn of the weapon.

Though I can use my Titan senses to assess the raw strength of the angel bullet she just fired, the system doesn’t want to process what it is.

That means that she, too, has ventured outside it. I knew that before, but not only does this confirm it, it tells me that Marie knows more than I thought she did.

She’s learning, and she’s learning scarily fast.

I wonder what she would be like if she had Sapphire as a teacher. Would she surpass me?

I dismiss the thought. There’s a reason I’m the experiment and not her.

Marie fires again. It’s the same weapon.

The speed it travels at is not quite as breakneck as the weapon that eliminated my nullspace, and there’s a lag time between shots. Almost a quarter second.

Now that I know it’s coming, dodging the second shot is simplicity itself.

I lick my lips. This will be fun.

Crimson Storm takes me from six miles away to right in front of Marie near instantly, a Soulblade in hand.

The space around her is free from the Ceaseless Storm, a property of some item or another—or maybe she already knew how to survive in the hells. I wasn’t paying much attention before.

Dim light and a lack of rain mean that I can see the smile slowly spread across her face.

Her travel speed might be lower than mine, but she’s not unprepared.

Marie has a knife in her hand, and as my Soulblade swings into her from both sides, she lashes out with it.

Whereas her gun seems to shoot angels, this blade is infused with the power of demons. Again, Appraise fails.

Not that I need it. Her dagger shatters my Soulblade when the two collide—and not just the edge I hit it with. My entire skill collapses, snuffed out in an instant. My reserves of power drop lower.

The dagger’s presence grows.

I raise an eyebrow. “Soul devouring’s my thing, you know?”

In lieu of an answer, Marie swings the dagger again. It grows as it moves, lengthening into a sword that projects itself a mile out.

Even with my durability attributes as high as they are now, I definitely don’t want to get hit by that, so I Trueshift myself down to the size of a few dozen molecules.

Sierra takes advantage of Marie’s focus on me, firing an array of matter annihilation skills from her position. They’re not very strong—not when I take her true power into consideration.

She has a longer game going here, I think. Sierra’s not one to pass up an opportunity.

Sure enough, Marie cancels her swing to create a field of Vector Magic to deflect Sierra’s current rendition of formerly-special skill For Every Shadow, There Is A Light.

I attempt to use Heaven and Hell on her while she defends, and Marie screams loudly enough that I almost think it’s worked.

Jade power courses through and over her, though, infusing her with an aura that rebuffs my skill.

“You are strong,” Marie admits. “You will be a fine addition to my collection.”

“And you’re stalling for time,” I tell her, drifting closer. “Let me tell you how this is going to go.”

I activate Demonic Star, and my existence expands, infecting and devouring the hell around me.

Before the explosion of demon magic can envelop Marie, though, she blasts it away with another cleansing corpse.

The sheer force of her counterattack scours the flesh from my bones, and it takes all I have to continually Heal the damage.

Where is Sierra? I can feel her, still a dozen miles away, but she doesn’t join the battle. What is she doing?

Trust me, she sends.

I reply with the mental equivalent of a shrug.

If Marie starts to win, she’ll know it’s her time.

To give the Jade matriarch credit, she’s holding up quite well against me. Even without my Titan status, I cannot be considered a Category 2 in any sense anymore, and she’s landing more hits than she’s taking.

Of course, none of the damage sticks. I have an entire hell to draw from. Devour will keep me satiated until this reality has fully collapsed.

Frustratingly, I can’t land a lethal hit on her. I use the ascendant Flicker domain I stole from a Coalition helldiver to mitigate the worst of her attacks, and she seems to have something similar.

For every attack I throw out, Marie matches me with a mirror or a counterpart. It’s getting to the point where I wonder if she has the same kind of magic-copying ability that Sierra had with her Blue Mage class.

“Would you terribly mind dying faster?” I ask her, firing ten thousand spears of blood at her.

She deflects all of them with the same damnable application of Vector Magic, careful to constantly stay out of my range.

If I get within 9 feet of her, I win. Eviscerate will be able to break through her boundaries.

If I get her to drop her guard, I win. Heaven and Hell, Soulblade, and Demonic Star are all nigh-instantly lethal skills.

It should be simple. I outpace her with Crimson Storm, and though her raw power might be greater than mine right now, she has to have a limit to her magic well. I’m using almost all of my magic just to use skills from moment to moment—it’s the constant Devouring of the hell that provides me the fodder I need to keep myself from running out at any given moment.

And yet, every time I get within range, Marie’s body flickers back. Every time I exhaust a shield, three more spring up to take its place. Siphon clears a layer of protection, then encounters a deadly layer of autodestructive power that does nothing except drain my magic when I absorb it.

Excise removes me from her consideration for an instant, but I’m not Sapphire, and I don’t have the level of proficiency that she does with antimemetics. Marie’s resistance must be strong, because though her attacks get sloppier against me, she barely reacts to my existence apparently vanishing from reality.

One of her weapons flares up with magic every time she uses a skill I haven’t seen before. I assume that it’s what’s fuelling her constant usages of different magic, but I can’t destroy it. If nothing else, Marie is incredible at fighting defensively.

And she’s not terrible at the offense part, either. I can’t let myself get cocky. She punishes every mistake I make with an opportune blast from her dagger-sword or the angel corpse gun. I’ve counted ex-angels 103, 158, and 123 so far. Her gun is potent.

To the untrained observer’s eye, one might witness a mile of the hell get torn apart in instants, two tiny figures constantly flickering around and fighting within.

To our eyes, it’s a deadlock.

Name, Sierra asks me. Question. Request.

It’s an odd ask, and I’m still in the middle of the fight, but I humor her. Agreement.

Before I can consider the ramifications, Marie takes my head off with 108’s body. I regenerate it a moment later, but that’s a valuable usage of magic. I can’t afford to stumble.

After nearly a minute of back and forth, I think I’m starting to get a sense for her attack patterns. She’s avoiding the void far more than I am. Does she not know what it is? Does it hurt her more than it hurts me? Or is it just a bluff?

Either way, it controls her behavior, which means I can control her.

I start focusing more on my Devour. None of my other skills are capable of getting through her defenses. If I can carve out a patch of reality isolated from the rest of the hell and slowly Devour that patch until we tumble into the void together, I can win.

As it turns out, that’s unnecessary.

Sierra rejoins the battle by stabbing Marie through the heart.

#

The Aqus Continent, 15 years ago

“Category 3,” Aunt Marie says. “Go.”

“Concept!” Sierra replies brightly. “You get to be the things you like most!”

“Very good,” the older woman says soothingly. “Category 4?”

As Sierra answers, she tries to take her mind off of what is happening to her. This is the game they always play. It’s a fun game. Marie quizzes her on what she has learned, and she answers.

It is also meant to distract her from the needles. Even as her aunt kindly asks away, she stabs Sierra and it hurts it hurts it hurts.

She does not know why the “primer” Auntie always talks about needs to be inside her, but she trusts her.

Marie injects her in the arm, the gut, the neck, the eye. She tries to be strong, but she never succeeds.

Sierra breaks down on the twenty-seventh injection of the day.

#

Whitestar Kingdom, 10 years ago

Sierra screams, pleads, begs, but it won’t stop. It never stops. She hates examination days.

Pain tolerance, mana capacity, mana affinities, and, of course, mana compatibility tests. She hates them all.

Aunt Marie knows that little Sierra hates them, and she increases the intensity for it.

“You will reach Category 1 within the year, child,” Marie says. “I have given you everything. Do not squander it.”

Sierra can do nothing but scream.

If she were a normal human being, she would have gone hoarse ten times over. The primer she was given, however, is part of one of Auntie’s experiments.

It is a blessing and a curse, Auntie says, but Sierra thinks it is only the latter.

#

An unnamed city, 4 years ago

“One more experiment,” Aunt Marie promises. It is the same promise she has made for the last ten.

Sierra is surprised that she is still alive. Each of the last few have produced no fruit, only bodies. She is the only one of her initial test group still standing; technically, Salia and Orion Jade survived, too, but they have no higher brain functions.

The new batch are full of people with names and faces she doesn’t recognize. Jess. Beaumont. Kenneth. Christopher. Rias.

Adrian.

The last of them looks peculiar, she thinks. He has a scared mouse look to him, and yet, he’s the one reacting the least. The others are confused or worried, but Adrian just sits there, eyes dead, waiting for this to be over.

“This will only take a second,” Aunt Marie says, pressing five fingers against Sierra’s breast.

It is the longest second she has ever experienced.

At the end of it, she does not know if she is alive or dead.

“You are a Jade, little Sierra.” Marie’s cold voice cuts through the heat of the pain. “Your purpose is to serve the family. To serve me. Live for me. Fight for me. Die for me. Do you agree?”

In the moment, Sierra hurts too much to do anything but nod.

#

The Third Circle, here and now

The anger of a lifetime spent under her aunt’s thumb encases Sierra, but she sets it aside. This is a time for cold calculation, not emotion; while Evelyn may be able to get away with the raw strength of her defiance, Sierra needs to understand.

She feels bad, leaving Evelyn alone to fight against her “aunt”, but after the first few soul-shocking instants of the battle, Marie doesn’t seem to be able to use her power again.

Sierra felt Marie spend her life in that attack. She hopes that she’s already at death’s door, but given the way her fight with Evelyn continues to tear holes straight to the void, she doubts it.

Given time, Marie will adapt. Evelyn is a perfect match for her because of that, but Sierra can’t ignore the possibility that Marie will be able to recharge her ultimate weapon. With her ascendant concept, it would make her weapon too strong for either of them to resist without a nullspace.

Sierra needs to end this battle with a single blow. Marie knows her tricks. Though Sierra was able to sever herself from the Mastery of Jade, preventing herself from being sacrificed for her aunt’s power, she’s still a Jade. Marie knows where she is and what she does at all times. Once she uses her first attack, Marie will adapt to it instantly.

That won’t be a problem if Sierra kills her on the first blow. Bit by bit, the Titan of Balance regrows her connection to her nullspace. It’s tricky work, but this hell isn’t immediately dangerous to her, and Marie is wholly engrossed on trying to kill her experiment.

That’s Marie for you, she thinks bitterly. The woman can think of nothing but experiment after experiment after experiment. Sierra guesses that Marie barely even remembers their relation now that she’s no longer tracking Sierra’s progress.

She wishes she had a true childhood, but that thought brings melancholy when she needs focus. Sierra stows it away.

As she works, she wonders. Will Marie be able to adapt to her nullspace before it even hits her? There is every possibility that she is observing Sierra even now, even as she fights. If she is, then anything Sierra tries here will be for naught.

Unless, that is, she can break free of her bloodline.

She is soul-bonded with another Titan. Together, they have produced bonds tighter than any mortal could manage, but a flicker of relevant trivia bubbles up to her mind.

The system changes bloodline affiliation in married couples that choose to bond further.

If the system can do it, so can she.

Sierra thinks quickly, then sends a query to her lover.

Name. Question. Request.

A moment later, an amused Agreement returns.

And so she gets to work.

#

With a Mind (Speed) stat as high as hers and Evelyn’s, a minute might as well be a day. Sierra hasn’t managed to get her nullspace back to full functionality, but even a single well-placed usage of it will be sufficient.

She sends her senses over to the ongoing battle and judges that Evelyn is not, in fact, about to win. It reminds her of her fight against RI1, long and slow and seemingly hopeless in the long run, except Evelyn will never give up hope. Even if they had swapped places, Sierra feels that she could never be the savior for someone who refuses to need saving.

She smiles at the thought, then begins to enact her plan.

Step one: Projection Magic - Simulacrum. Using her access to every magic affinity under the sun, she creates the form of Sierra Jade, placing it next to where she stands.

Marie should be able to detect that.

Step two: Vector Magic - Anchor. Spatial Magic - Shrink. Spatial Magic - Expand. Spatial Magic - Target. All high-level skills, inaccessible to near anyone of the mortal realms, but Sierra is not merely mortal. Not anymore.

She warps behind Marie before any of them can even blink.

Sierra knows that she should end it now, but for the first time, it is Marie at her mercy, not the other way around.

Soul Magic - Soulblade.

Even knowing it will not kill her, Sierra finds the sensation of piercing Marie’s heart extremely agreeable.

Marie’s head whips around in an instant. “YOU. You failure. Sierra Jade, you belong to me, and so you will die.”

Sierra feels the weight of that last word. It’s not quite Titan speech, but it’s close.

“Impressive,” Sierra says.

She will cherish the memory of Marie’s face dropping slack-jawed in shock for the rest of her days.

Marie’s command, implanted across years and years of her life, has been broken by a simple adjustment of authority.

It’s a cruel, delicious irony. The woman who sought to experiment her way into breaking the truth behind the world, foiled by the niece who stumbled into that very truth.

“I am not a Jade,” Sierra hisses.

Twenty years of constantly fearing Aunt Marie’s control and her experiments, constantly being treated as nothing more than a mere object, spill into her words. Twenty years of pain culminate in one, beautiful sentence.

“My name is Sierra Carnelian.”

She activates her nullspace.

#

Evelyn

Even trapped in a nullspace so powerful it will reduce even an angel to atoms in seconds, Marie manages to survive for a few seconds longer.

I embrace Sierra. It feels right, somehow.

“Would you like to do the honors?” Her voice is husky with raw emotion.

I shake my head. I’m unaffected by her nullspace, so I could easily make my way to Marie and Eviscerate her, but I’ve suffered through a few months of Marie’s attention. Sierra has had a full (human) lifetime.

She nods.

“Know this,” Sierra says to her aunt. “You are a fucking disappointment.”

I send the hell’s authority pouring into her, and Sierra uses it to its fullest potential. A twist of power courses through her nullspace.

Marie has time to scream, long and high.

In the end, you die like the rest of them.

Objective: Marie’s monster

Kill your creators.

Targets killed: [31/32]

Reward: ???

“One to go,” I whisper.


Chapter 27

With Marie dead, there remains only a single target for me to kill. Sapphire, Titan of the Forgotten Realm, is somewhere far above the hells, back in the anchored reality. I suspect I know where she’s gone.

When she pulled me into a pocket world to discuss our future, she didn’t get to eliminate my memories. Sierra acted as my last second savior, preventing me from losing any more of my experiences to Excise.

Sapphire is likely aiming for the fae’s separated reality. They possess a weapon that she thinks can kill even the gods. Even Titans.

That means that Sierra and I have the same destination. We need to escape the hells, then escape the base reality.

Before we get there, though, we need to deal with the remaining angels here.

I can feel them. With every battle, I feel like I’m discovering more of the truth that is Evelyn Carnelian. After this most recent one, Sierra is tied to me closer than she ever has been, and thanks to my consumption of Marie’s body, we are stronger than ever.

I’m not sure if it’s because of my increased power or if the barrier between hells is growing steadily weaker than it has been, but I can feel the angelic presence waiting for us in the next hell over.

The Third Circle is already breaking, unable to handle the weight of our battle. In the Second Circle, an army of angels awaits us. None of them have chosen to come into the Third, which indicates that they’re either too powerful to break the barriers or unwilling to.

Given that the Aspect of the Founder had been imbued with angelic power, and given that one of Marie’s weapons shot actual angel corpses at us, I have a guess as to why.

“Sierra,” I say. “Do you feel it?”

“I do,” she replies. “Are you ready?”

“Is that ever a question?”

She laughs. “Is your nullspace ready?”

“It’s hungry,” I say. “As am I.”

“Then let’s get you fed, shall we?”

Sierra and I have souls that are a small shift away from being one and the same. What I see, she sees.

With our power, neither of us needs the other to help us make the transition.

Of course, we do anyway.

I don’t know who takes the first step, but we take the second together.

Side by side, we slide out of the Third Circle.

#

The Plane of the Fae

Her captors have strengthened their security. She admires the effort, to be honest. It soothes her twisted divine soul. Sapphire longs for the power of days long past. Her presence as a Titan is nothing compared to what she wielded as a god. To be treated as a true threat again, all these centuries later—it is almost heartwarming.

Not that Sapphire has a heart. Or a body temperature, for that matter.

Nevertheless, these protections are not enough.

The fae are powerful, and there are those among them that may give her a challenge as she is now, but the security measures posted at the gates of their kingdom are not at that level.

They are, she admits, quite ingenious. They can track the wound in reality she creates when she Excises her presence from it, and they are built with materials that result in a Category 5 defense. Should an attacker fail to break through a thousand layers of shielding, each of them rated to take a full-on blast from a dying angel, these reflect their attack back at them with its power doubled.

Unfortunately for the fae, Sapphire is not the everyday attacker. Even the angel pursuing her now, first and strongest of its kind, wouldn’t be able to open this. After all, Sapphire knows that the original purpose of these protections were to contain the angels and demons should they revolt against their masters.

Those days are long gone, though, and they have been repurposed.

“Insufficient,” she tells the gates.

There are a hundred eyes and ears on her location, but she is stronger in the way of antimemetics than these fool fae think she is. Her Excise is a hammer; her systemless magic, a scalpel.

With a careful application of mana, Sapphire has erased herself from existence and replaced her presence with the ambient magic and matter that should be there. To anyone else’s eyes, she doesn’t exist anywhere.

Anyone’s but Angel 1, who is almost certainly at least somewhat aware of Sapphire’s current position and intentions. She does not have time to waste, so she gets to work dismantling the protections.

They are intended to reflect every attack she has back onto her, but when a layer has never existed, how can it affect her?

Sapphire clears the protections in just under three tenths of a millisecond.

In that time, Angel 1 slips into the fae realm.

It shouldn’t be able to do so, but desperate times call for desperate measures, she supposes.

This is well within her calculations. Though her ability to predict the future is a shadow compared to what it once was, she has basic intelligence to back her up.

The hells have collapsed. Those who are still within them simply haven’t noticed yet, are in the process of escaping, or have accepted their fate.

Or they’re dead. That last marker applies to most of them.

Anchored reality is suffering too. It is one of the rare few things that makes Sapphire want to tear the fae down from their kingdom even more than the system they have constructed from her bones.

The mortals ended divinity because they thought they could handle reality better. Now, their false heavens and twisted hells are crumpling in on each other, and the anchored reality that is the baseline for their worlds is sliding into the same abyss that Sapphire’s kind very nearly permanently saved them from.

She eliminates the anger. Emotion is useful to some, but to most, anger only makes their attacks sloppy and predictable.

If there is one thing she cannot afford to be around Angel 1, it is predictable. Although she is easily capable of obliterating the supermajority of the angels and fae, Angel 1 has enough raw power stored within its body to eliminate her if it catches her off guard.

Sapphire knows where it is at all times, though, and it does not have the luxury to claim the same.

The benefit of her temporarily mortal form over the actualized form of a Titan proves itself once again when Sapphire dashes away from the gates at a speed none of her brethren can hope to match.

She approaches half the speed of light, the shell of mana surrounding her preventing the molecules in her body from fusing with the particles in the air.

The false heaven of the fae is split through several different layers of reality, decentralized and barely connected so that no single foe can annihilate the entire kingdom in a single blast, but the bubble of it that she enters is populated. While some of them may be strong enough to contend with her, most aren’t.

Angel 1 doesn’t perceive her speed up, so it does not engage its own speed.

There are exactly 999,999 fae in this bubble. Their worship of the Nine is the only salvageable part of their people, she thinks.

Of the million people within the section of the false heaven containing their darkest vaults, unknown to even the fae themselves, there are perhaps twenty that are capable of surviving longer than a nanosecond against her. The original fae and their heroes are not here. Why should they be?

They willingly gave up their memories of what this reality contains, though they knew it not.

This is the last place they would look to find her. Sapphire is cruel, but she is objective-focused. Even in this frozen instant, she can sense that Angel 1’s direction is towards the high command—she has time here.

Sapphire gives in to her baser impulses and allows herself a moment of catharsis.

Rather than simply erase these people and this pocket of reality from existence, Sapphire makes them suffer.

She does it by hand. Her mana surrounds her tightly enough that she is capable of moving at the speed of light without violating the physics that her kind enforced upon the worlds. To her, it is as if the entire rest of the world is frozen, and it is only Sapphire who can move.

The fae are not entirely mortal, but they bleed and die just like the rest of them. They’re hardier, which only makes this better for Sapphire.

At the speed she is at, her fingernails can carve straight through flesh as if it is simply not there.

Sapphire rearranges the fae.

She pulls beating hearts from chests, taking great care to ensure that the blood vessels are still attached to it, and places them in her victims’ hands; she plucks out eyeballs, their stems still attached, and places them in open ribcages; simple telekinesis serves to tear out nerve systems. Sometimes, she skins fae; other times, she removes their bones, leaving them to collapse in a lump of muscle and blood.

She disassembles some of them, leaving them alive even as their muscle systems are a dozen feet from their skeletons and another dozen from their blood vessels.

Sapphire uses her antimemetics, but she does it carefully, lovingly, eliminating all memories but pain—and one brief moment without, so the fae will know what it feels to have once been whole.

She does not allow them to die. Not immediately, at least.

The Titan knows that this will near certainly attract Angel 1’s attention. While she plans to have long since vacated this disgusting mockery of a god’s realm by the time her assailant finds her, she plans for the occurrence that it finds her before she finds her weapon.

Faced with the choice of saving nearly a million of its masters from unending torment or annihilating them all, the angel should, at least, hesitate.

Or it might not. It’s all the same to Sapphire. She cares only that these fae suffer as she has.

In her mind, she pictures them begging for help. Screaming, maybe.

Suffering is only sweet when she knows it was her that inflicted it.

Why do this, one of the hardier ones might ask. What crime have we committed?

Existence, Sapphire thinks.

When she is done subjecting the final fae to a life of excruciating pain, she returns to her search. To fulfill their end of the deal, the fae placed an enchantment on the weapon that makes it impossible to find.

Impossible, that is, for anyone but her.

Even with her power, even with her natural affinity towards divine artifacts, it takes her some time to reach the proper wavelength. When she gets it, though, the long-forgotten sensation of elation surges through her soul.

This isn’t the final step. Without the Carnelian Titan’s cooperation, Sapphire knows she will have to take her vengeance from them by force.

They will fuel her whether they like it or not.

And even if they don’t, their existence has already paved the path to her final victory. This weapon would not have revealed itself to her had there been any fewer. As part of the oath that sealed the gods and the weapon alike, they stipulated that the weapon could not even activate until beings at least a tenth as powerful as the gods roamed the planes. It is a condition that Sapphire has regretted for a long, long time, but she knows why she set it for herself.

When she returns to the era of the fall, she will be strong enough to make a difference.

With the creation of the most recent Titan, the weapon appears to her once more.

Sapphire descends through a sea of bloody carnage and finds her target.

It is a simple weapon, an artifact that depicts the life-giving sun, and—no.

Rage blinds Sapphire, and she allows herself to return to a normal perception of time, even knowing that 1 will find her.

She needs the screams to serenade her.

The weapon is here, partially, but the fae did not adhere to their end of the bargain.

It has been split into halves, and the other has been stolen.

#

Angelic Tower — Root: The ???th Floor, some time ago

Adrian is far past the point of his objective. The fae group that has taken him in, leaving Kirin behind in the tower, has not stopped moving once. They ascend, and the tower folds, allowing them through its floors without a single hint of resistance.

He has been rewarded with all manner of experience and power for it, but he is still unsure what, exactly, he is supposed to do.

When he asks, he does not get a straight answer. Lyriel, the fae he met on the 50th floor, evades his questions, simply telling him that he will be the “fuel.”

Adrian wants to question it, but when the tower starts to shudder far more than it has before, he shuts up. When it begins to collapse beneath them, he holds on for dear life as the fae cast a ritual that he has never seen before.

When he opens his eyes, he is somewhere else. A kingdom, he thinks. The buildings are a radiant white so pure that they look flat to his eyes. The sky around them is black as midnight, but the radiance of the land itself is enough light to go by.

It feels different, he thinks. Reality isn’t the same here. It’s not under attack like it was, outside, but somehow, it feels more limited. Tenuous. Like if he reached out with his Waves, he could tear a hole straight to hell.

Maybe he can. He wonders if that’s worth a try.

The fae don’t waste any time in instructing him to do just that—well, not the open a portal into the hells part, but the use your concept bit.

Adrian doesn’t know what they want him to do exactly, but he leans into it, drowning a world in water—and then the fae cast their ritual again, taking him somewhere else.

Then again. Again.

Again.

They repeat it so many times Adrian loses track, but he knows it’s enough that he runs out of and refills his mana at least a dozen times. He is physically exhausted within minutes, and by the time he’s on his tenth or eleventh mana refill, he has no idea how long it has been. Just that a bone-deep tiredness has settled within him, but he cannot stop.

Eventually, what feels like an eternity later, he thrusts his concept out, and something is different.

Adrian controls the Ocean’s Waves, and under the magical guidance of the fae, his mind has expanded it, stretched that definition to include waves beyond the physical.

That definition doesn’t mean anything to him until this reality, and otherwise unremarkable one that looks nearly identical to the last hundred.

But in one small corner of this place, there is a wave that does not jibe with the others. Adrian can’t explain it properly, but where the rest of this reality-that-isn’t-really-real seems to flow forward, there is a section that goes against the flow.

When he mentions this to the fae, they practically go feral with excitement.

“I was correct,” Lyriel crows. “The myths spoke true.”

In the daze he’s in, it takes Adrian a bit to put two and two together.

“You will fuel the path to restoration,” another fae says. “The original will praise us for this.”

“You weren’t just carrying out his orders,” he realizes woozily. “You were… you were doing something else.”

Lyriel vanishes for a minute. In his addled, exhausted state of mind, Adrian doesn’t even panic at her disappearance. He just waits.

When she returns, she holds a sphere shaped in the fashion of one of the world’s twin moons.

“Take this, traveler,” she says, presenting it to him. “Our journey has only just begun.”


Chapter 28

A Fae Realm, somewhere

Sapphire has not been this angry in decades. Centuries, perhaps.

She should have foreseen it. It is not in her nature to be sloppy, but perhaps it is to be arrogant.

Her plan hinged on her and the other Titans being the only ones to remember the existence of the weapon.

Yet someone else evidently has.

Angel 1 strikes at Sapphire as she works through her chain of logic, and she bats it aside.

The angels are powerful, yes. The others are giving her brethren trouble.

Sapphire has always been a cut above the rest, though, and her escape from her divine body was no different. While many of the other Titans are only capable of manifesting themselves as island-sized beasts, Sapphire has enough control to maintain a form more suitable for her needs.

“Your existence wounds reality,” Angel 1 rumbles. It sends a wave of scouring light forward, devouring the souls of the fae it was meant to protect.

Not even a moment of hesitation, Sapphire thinks. She will never hold a shred of respect for her captors, but she can admire the angel itself, at least. It recognizes the impossibility of saving the fae that Sapphire has dismantled, choosing instead to condemn their souls to the primordial void.

With how unstable the worlds are right now, it is nearly a certainty that the recapture of fae souls is not possible. None of those that she tore apart will be harvested for use in future angels.

1’s attack reaches her, and Sapphire flickers it away. Just as the fae she took apart no longer exist, neither does the attack. She eliminates cause, leaving behind only the effect.

On a good day, 1 might be able to challenge her. Even as they are right now, she’s not capable of eliminating it in a single blow.

But today, Sapphire is filled with fury and need.

She will tear apart heaven and hell to find the remaining half of the weapon. This she swears.

In the meantime, she will prepare for the worst. The weapon is one of the few items that she is incapable of sensing across time and space. Sapphire is a logical being, at heart. There is every possibility that somehow, whoever found the other half destroyed it.

If that is the case, then there is a need for recreation. Sapphire does not need the weapon to function as it did when the fae used it to threaten her existence. She just needs it to work.

Angel 1 is one of the longest-lasting fae creations. It possesses materials and power that she cannot fabricate herself.

1 is not her killer. It is barely even a roadblock.

Today, the most powerful angel alive will help her destroy its creators, whether it wants to or not.

#

The Second Circle

We spend all of a single millisecond before angelic light tries to scorch us.

Frozen in the moment, my first instinct is to carry on as we have and find a way to kill the angels—the easiest solution, of course, is to get close to them and activate our nullspaces.

But there’s something different about this hell. Rather than a simple ambush, I get the sensation that we’re getting closer to these angels’ home turf. Their plans stretch beyond the simplest idea of throwing attacks at us until we fall, I’m sure.

Even if they aren’t, I’d rather not take the risk, especially not when we can collapse a world instead.

As the two of us dodge and weave through the angels’ web of attacks, I Devour the hell.

This isn’t going to end the way the angels want it to. I refuse to allow it.

Sierra, bless her beautiful heart, understands exactly what I want to do, and she infuses my authority with her own, granting my Devour the power it needs to eliminate the hell.

For the first time, something rises to fight against it. This is the hell of the Fallen Angels, and whatever effect it has on the area, it empowers the angels enough that they actually manage to slow me. Their angelic skills latch onto my demonic ones, and there’s an aspect to their authority that defies everything I know about angelic skills.

Fallen Angels. That’s the name of the hell. Something about the shadow of this Titan’s nullspace must be empowering them.

The Titan of the Fallen Angels is silent, unlike many of the others. What’s the difference? It must  not be one of the original nine—that, or Sapphire was lying, which is eminently possible—because angels didn’t exist until after the fall.

They know what they’re dealing with. According to Sapphire, angels are part of the mechanism that holds the worlds together, the fae’s answer to the ongoing backslides in reality.

Since the Ninth Circle, Sierra and I have done nothing but burn and break the hells we’re in. I can feel it in the way that they have a measured, careful response to the skills I can use—they know what we have to offer, and they have ways to counter it.

At our current level, most of those methods are trivially easy to dismantle. The bulk of our opponents range from Category 3 to 4, which would have given me trouble before Sierra and I created our nullspaces.

Devouring Marie was a fantastic first step towards restoring our nullspaces to full power, but they’re still recovering from the devastation she inflicted upon us with the Aspect of the Founder. We’re not going to be able to simply run them over with the sheer power we have to offer.

Ascend, I suggest.

Sierra doesn’t disagree.

The angels have created a web of attacks, each of them intended to home in on us and activate any number of esoteric effects. Alone, they’re pathetically weak. Together, they might actually be able to manage to land a true hit—and there is true power here in the mix.

Somewhere in the Second Circle, I can feel Angel 13. A Category 6.

I don’t know how we’ll match up against it right now, but I know that that is not something I want to face when neither of us are at our full power.

Theoretically, we could restore ourselves by having me Devour the angels and the hell around them, but they have linked together into a network that is more than the sum of their parts. As things stand right now, fighting them simply isn’t a good idea.

Making it to the First Circle isn’t much less of a challenge either, especially when the web draws tighter with every passing second. I have to Trueshift the both of us down to near molecular sizes to make our way through the tiniest gaps in angelic power to keep us from taking too much damage.

Practically this entire hell is enveloped with their power right now, and every fraction of a second we spend in it is an eternity for them to wear us down until there is nothing left.

Working under these conditions is difficult—but it’s nowhere near impossible, and we’ve done the latter enough times.

I will take us, Sierra says. Keep us alive.

“Gladly,” I say when I Trueshift us back into beings with functional vocal cords

My connection to my nullspace is damaged, and its effects are unpredictable, but I draw on it anyway, forcing broken connections back together with all the power I have.

We will not fall here.

#

A Fae Realm, falling

Adrian feels as if his entire world has been turned upside-down enough times that he’s not sure which way is up anymore.

He knew that the fae were practically untouchable creatures before, but now he knows why. Until a few hours ago, he thought that the fae king had manipulated the system to create a weapon out of him, but that’s changed too.

It makes so much sense in retrospect. Adrian is glad that at least one of his suspicions has been answered—why use a Category 3 to attempt to kill Titans that were a hundred thousand times stronger than him?

Because, the fae answered, they weren’t doing that. Adrian was a glorified metal detector searching for a weapon, not the weapon itself.

At least, that’s what he has pieced together over the course of the last half a day. Not that he’s had much peace to do it with.

The fae shed realities like a snake does skin. Part of the issue, as he understands it, is that the reality that holds the first and strongest of them is hidden behind so many layers of protection that not even the inhabitants of Root’s Angelic Tower are capable of getting there easily.

And there’s a monster after them.

Sapphire Clearwater, the same half-elf who built the force of nature currently known as Evelyn Carnelian, passed through the 51st floor of the Angelic Tower less than an hour after he left it. The fae with him say that there are ancient angels built from the bones of their greatest heroes pursuing her, but given the increasingly grim tones in which they speak, Adrian figures it’s not going well.

Every last one of the fae he’s with is more powerful than him. The weakest one is at the peak of Category 4—and yet, their first response to the news that Sapphire is pursuing them was to run.

That does not particularly fill him with confidence for his survival.

The “weapon” doesn’t even look like a weapon. It’s just a sphere. Yes, he can feel the power when he tries to pass his mana into it, but that’s only in the abstract sense that he simply doesn’t have enough to fill it—not even close.

From their conversations, he has a vague idea of what the sphere is supposed to do when united with its twin, but as far as he can tell, those are just stories.

“Are we planning to actually use this at any point?” he asks. They’ve been in this particular pocket of reality for nearly half an hour, which he thinks might be a record.

“It will kill you if used alone,” Lyriel replies. “The legends spoke of a weapon of two parts.”

“To be clear, this is the same legend that said the weapon was gone and destroyed, right?” Adrian asks.

The fae stares at him. At least, he thinks it’s staring at him. The lack of a face makes it hard to tell, but he certainly feels perceived.

Suddenly, the entire group of fae that he’s been glued into tense. It’s not subtle at all—they’re horrible at controlling themselves.

“What is it?” Adrian asks, his question forgotten. “Is she coming?”

“We discovered elements of our oldest fables were inconsistent,” Lyriel says after a while. “Many of us believed the weapon’s pieces still existed. You proved us correct once, traveler. Sapphire Clearwater has just done it a second time.”

“One hundred thousand dead,” another fae says. “Or worse.”

“Insignificant,” Lyriel replies. “There are two entities that mattered, and both are gone.”

“Broken gods, can someone explain this to me?” Adrian says, annoyed. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I can’t see across realms or whatever it is you do.”

“We see all the realms,” Lyriel says. “Always. To answer your question: Angel 1 has perished. Sapphire Clearwater holds the other half of the forgotten weapon.”

Adrian’s heart drops.

“Ah, fuck,” he says.

“The schedule moves forward,” a fae says. “We must prepare for activation, complete or not.”

“The activation that will kill me,” Adrian says.

“In the face of every being that is and ever was, one life means nothing,” Lyriel says. Despite lacking eyes, Adrian feels as if their gaze is boring into him. “Traveler, would you prefer a death that matters or a death of cowardice?”

Adrian shakes his head. “I’d rather not die at all. But if those are my only choices, I think you already know.”

“Good.”

The realm shakes, just like the Tower did before.

It doesn’t stop.

The fae make a dissonant sound, their voices blurring into one as each of them launches into an incomprehensible dialect of a language that is not Adrian’s before, abruptly, they fall silent.

“Traveler,” Lyriel says, its voice an octave lower than it was before, “we are running out of time. Return to the surface with us.”

“I don’t have much of a choice, do I?” Adrian asks.

“You do not.”

He extends a hand nevertheless, and he blinks out of this world with the rest of them.

#

Reality is much worse than he remembers. He has been in the Angelic Tower for weeks, and has subsequently spent all of his time dancing from fae world to fae world.

Adrian expected some level of destruction. After all, he’s heard that all of the Titans have awakened. That can’t happen and not result in devastation.

What he gets is far beyond anything he could have imagined.

He remembers his brief excursion into the malformed anomalous fragment underneath Ravendale. He recalls the void he saw there—the wrongness in the emptiness, the lack of order, the way it called to him.

That chaotic, primordial void is everywhere now. It runs through the air as if the corruption is a cloud, except it’s made out of nothingness instead of water. The land is overrun by demons and anomalies, and it’s only thanks to the constant shielding that the fae apply to him that it doesn’t stretch towards them.

It’s spreading, he realizes. The void’s tendrils smash through the world like reality is a paper-thin piece of fabric tearing apart at the seams.

They stand amongst ruins that Adrian doesn’t recognize at first, but when he sees the spire at the center of a blackened, shattered mountain, he realizes where they are.

“Is this Root?” he asks.

Lyriel nods.

He remembers the city being in a state of disarray after the final fight against Alexander Callen, but this is absurd. This—he can’t even identify it as a city, and as far as he can tell, there are no survivors but the anomalies pouring out of the chaos.

“What the fuck happened here?” he asks.

“The beginning of the end,” Lyriel says. “As the heavens and hells collapse, so too does our anchored reality. Our great achievement as a species was stabilizing the world with realms above and below. Below, two anomalies and the humans that failed to kill them devour the world. Above, Sapphire Clearwater wields the power of a Titan.”

“And so the world is collapsing,” Adrian says. He struggles to process that.

After years of traveling the world with Sierra and the late members of their experiment group, he still hasn’t built many human connections beyond his party. That dulls the statement, makes it harder for him to properly process the scale.

“So it collapses,” Lyriel agrees. “Billions have already perished. Billions more will.”

“And we’re going to fix that with a weapon?” Adrian says.

“Ideally,” Lyriel says. “When the conditions are right, we can use your life to return to the era of the fall and end the gods properly.”

“Except you have half a weapon,” Adrian counters. “Do you even know how this thing is supposed to work?”

“No.” Lyriel turns to face him, and a chill runs through his spine. “But you will.”

#

The Second Circle, collapsing

Our very existence degrades the fabric of reality. Our nullspaces violate fundamental laws of the world, and that invites the void to break through the thin facade laid above it.

I can see what Sapphire said now. The handiwork that built the hells is shoddy. Incomplete. If I came in here with a mind to destroy it, not even the angels could stop me.

Their attacks start, stop, begin, end, cease to exist, amplify, and disappear within my nullspace. Though the power I have to offer is limited, I’m growing to understand it better. Cause is separated from effect, which allows for that which is utterly impossible to occur. Stars are born and die in instants, attacks kill me and bring me back to life, and above all—they leave Sierra unaffected.

The angels can attack and attack and attack us as much as they want, but until I run out of power for the nullspace just large enough to encompass us both, she is untouchable.

Angel 13 appears.

No, not 13, I realize.

This is Angel 12, now.

Someone killed one above. A Titan, most likely.

The number of Titans in the network remain the same.

So they can be killed, and they’re not stronger than us.

Angel 12 spreads its wings, and a dozen angels die, fueling 12 with the power of their lives. It glows brighter, and I feel with bone-deep certainty that its attack will outclass even the ultimate last stand that 191 emitted.

Sierra drops us out of the hell before it can even begin.

#

Somewhere, nowhere

This time, we’re both intact enough and strong enough to guide our own way through the nothingness between hells.

We could go to the First Circle. I can perceive it easily—the closest stable anchor in this sea of chaos.

First Circle, negation, I say.

Agreement, Sierra replies.

The hells are collapsing. Even now, that anchor is beginning to crumble. More importantly, that’s the home turf of the angels. When we have the power to avoid a trap, we will.

Instead, we pass straight through the anchor, spending only enough time adjacent to it to orient ourselves, and we continue on.

As we travel, I sense the addition of a few more presences to the space between space.

The angels.

They’re not going to be able to catch up to us, and they can’t hurt us in here. We can’t hurt them, either.

Advance, I say, and Sierra agrees.

Together, we spiral past the First Circle to the final anchor, oh so far away. Just like the hells, it’s destabilizing, but we have business to complete there.

We need to find Adrian, and we need to find the fae’s god-killing weapon.

We need to kill Sapphire.

Two Titans spiral towards baseline reality, and the surviving angels follow.


Chapter 29

Reality, collapsing

The world, Adrian knows, is a very large place.

At least, it was. He’s visited more countries than he can count, including four of the five major continents. Though many places are uninhabitable, the planet is so large and civilization so plentiful that he could have never hoped to visit the entirety of the world within the span of a natural human life.

He wonders how much of it is still intact now.

They don’t spend much time in Root, which is just as well, because in the short few moments they’re there, the ruins start to collapse. Cracks form through the ground, which turns from solid, packed earth into dry, ephemeral sand.

Sersui is near, the fae tell him, and so they flee. As powerful as they are, they can only fend off a Titan’s direct influence for a few minutes. They are not ancient enough to take on a god in single combat, even a neutered one.

So they flee, and they flee. The fae move at breakneck speeds, transporting Adrian so fast that he barely has instants to see the land change beneath them.

All his life, he’s wanted to see what the corners of the world held, but not like this. Everywhere he looks, it’s breaking.

The fabric-tears grow more frequent as they travel, and there is no place that lays untouched.

The Crowned Islands, recognizable only by the familiar sea around it, are entirely gone, replaced by a massive rift where there used to be hundreds of thousands. They’re only there for an instant before the sea around them starts to churn, spitting out building-sized monsters.

Scintilla’s influence.

They continue to flee. Most of the places they pass are unfamiliar to Adrian, but he mourns their loss.

There is a temple to not-quite-dead gods that he would dearly like to have visited, but it is split in half by an entrance to the void.

Novarath is nothing but ashes. As they pass it, Adrian actually glimpses Ardael, Titan of the Burning Sky. It looks like a phoenix of legend, he thinks, feathered royalty with a wingspan measured in miles.

They teleport away before any of them can be burned.

City after city after city, landscape after monument after wonder—it’s all dead or dying. Adrian witnesses the deaths of millions happen in front of his eyes when he looks down from their location high, high in the sky only to see a red ocean overtake an island and drown it all.

Piece by piece, Adrian watches the burial of a world he will never get to know.

And all the while, Sapphire follows.

#

Elsewhere

Sapphire can feel the weapon. Its presence tries to hide itself, but she knows better than anyone else how to hide from existence, which means she knows better than anyone how to find that which wishes not to be found.

It’s not entirely clear, but she knows it is on this plane. She knows a group of fae have it.

Angel 1’s corpse decorates her half of the weapon. Though Sapphire may be able to activate it as it is, she won’t have the full effect without the full weapon—and besides, she still has a Titan to merge with.

And one to kill.

Whether Sierra or Evelyn lives is of no consequence to her. Both will surface from the hells, which are far beyond saving, and she or the angels will kill one. The other will accompany her a thousand years into the past.

She closes her eyes, drawing on the insidious system’s power to provide this body with Sight Beyond Sight, and she finds her target.

Adrian Stahr. Category 3. Friend of Titans. Tool of fae.

He runs, but he cannot hide.

And if she knows where one of them is, she knows where all of them are.

Sapphire bides her time.

Her victory will come to fruition. It must.

No matter who gets in her way.

#

???

Breaking through the layers of reality is harder the further we take it. Until now, the hells have acted as jumping-off points, working as anchors in their own right.

Difficulty is a hilariously useless metric, though. Of course we’ll make it.

When my existence makes the impossible not just possible but probable and Sierra’s understanding of magic outstrips damn near anyone not named Sapphire Clearwater.

When nothing makes sense, we will force it back into order.

Reality is a yawning chasm before us, and we dive towards it.

I wonder if Sapphire saw this coming. Her gambit to send us to the hells has raised our power to truly unimaginable levels. Titans excluded, I believe we may be the most powerful beings on this planet, and I’m not so sure about those exclusions.

When she sent us in, the world was intact. The only one affected by her schemes was me. Together, we forced Sierra in, too.

Now, we leave the hells in collapsing shambles. We have awakened the Titans.

We have begun to end the world.

I hope you’re ready, Sapphire, I think. Because we are.

We’re coming for you.

#

T-17 and -18

[Clearance class requirements have been eliminated. All surviving Coalition personnel are recommended to follow the steps enumerated in this file].

Alternate Designations: Evelyn Carnelian; The Titan of Paradox; the Titan of the Broken Hell | Sierra Jade; The Titan of Balance; The Titan of the Primordial Chaos; Probability Project 447-7

Category: Esoteric (2, presenting as 6) | Esoteric (3, presenting as 6)

Alignment: None | None

Containment Status: Uncontained | Uncontained

Description: Evelyn Carnelian and Sierra Jade are uncontained Coalition experiments. Their capabilities are currently unknown. T-17 and T-18 are true Titans; as such, all observers cease to exist within ~1,000 feet of one of the targets (see Incident T-17-1).

If you are under Category 5, do not attempt to contain the Titans.

Surviving personnel report that the paired Titans are capable of eliminating any being of Category 4 or lower within 0.0001 seconds.

All non-combatant personnel, evacuate immediately. Due to the destabilization of the baseline (see Incident T-17-1 and T-00), evacuation is not possible within the mortal realm. Any personnel with access to an anomalous fragment is advised to shelter within.

Any personnel without access to a fragment are considered to be lost.

Addenda

Incident T-17-1

Due to the ongoing nature of this event as well as the tendency of observing operators to expire, this is a tentative document.

Event Witness: [contributor list collapsed]

Time of Event: [REMOVED], 00:18:27

00:18:27.05

An entrance to the hells is formed in the Seven Kingdoms, enveloping the entirety of the nation of Tsubera. T-03 (Ardael, Titan of the Burning Sky) attacks this entrance immediately. T-06 (Scintilla, Titan of the Nameless Sea) redirects itself.

00:18:27.10

T-00, tentatively referred to as the Titan of the Forgotten Realm, reveals its existence in an the Aqus continent. Reality anchors record the loss of the continent.

Note: there are no records of the Aqus continent.

Observation tools note that T-00 carries mana signatures that places it as the oldest of the Titans.

T-00 disappears.

00:18:27.15

Nullspace: The Nameless Sea activation confirmed.

Nullspace: The Burning Sky activation confirmed.

00:18:27.20

Nullspace: The Broken Hell activation confirmed. This nullspace has not previously been observed. Capabilities unconfirmed. Ability to nullify opposing nullspace hypothesized. Ability to conceptually destroy items within the space hypothesized.

Nullspace: The Primordial Chaos activation confirmed. This nullspace has not previously been observed. Capabilities unconfirmed. Ability to nullify opposing nullspace hypothesized. Ability to forcibly dematerialize objects within the nullspace confirmed. Ability to “balance” magic within the nullspace confirmed.

[00:18:27.25 to 00:18:45.00 removed due to the immediate expiration of all observers within 1,000 miles.]

00:18:45.00

Nullspace: The Burning Sky deactivation confirmed.

T-03 flees.

#

I had thought we would leave the slipping reality behind in the hells, but it takes only a few instants in the baseline reality to realize that this is very much not the case.

The first seconds are as gratifying as they are hectic.

Sapphire’s plan, whatever it is, isn’t going off without a hitch.

The Titans require power to exist, and awakening has taken a lot of it. If they had more time—days, maybe—then perhaps they would have grown too powerful for us to handle.

But unlike the Titans, which are bound by the system as much as we are because their true bodies are the system, I can Devour that which I destroy.

In those first few instants, I witness the Titans around us, and our nullspaces clash.

Once again, our wills face each other. The first time this happened, way back on the boat to the Sunken Kingdom—which I’m pretty sure we just accidentally destroyed—Scintilla’s mere presence overwhelmed me, even hundreds of miles away.

Now, we wield the power of Titans. Now, we are the breakers of hell.

Now, we are more.

If it were just raw will against raw will, the existing Titans would trounce us, but they are slow to wake. With their power comes restrictions, losses that they were forced to take when they abandoned their divine shells for these clunky, city-sized bodies.

It takes time, but we get an inch.

And when we get an inch, we can take a mile.

Ardael’s nullspace collapses first, and it flees.

A Titan flees before us.

Then Scintilla’s nullspace falters. It doesn’t cancel, not entirely, but we win the battle of dominion.

The Titan of the Nameless Sea does not run. It faces us arrogantly, still the same monster that believes that I am nothing more than a pathetic insect to be squashed.

Overconfidence is a killer. Nobody knows that more than me. All my life, I have been underestimated.

You are witnessed, it tells me.

As are you, I reply.

The Titans of the Broken Hell and the Primordial Chaos redirect our nullspaces at the same time.

So die, all three of us say together.

Ardael no longer controls its nullspace, and I Devour it hungrily alongside the burning reality it  has wrought upon the city I once struggled to defeat a fragment of a lost deity within.

I am so much more than I once was. We are more. We are greater.

Scintilla is ancient, yes, but it is restricted. It awakened less than two months ago, and though time may have passed at a different rate while we were deep inside the hells, it has not been long enough since it last expended its energy to regain it.

I know that, given the time, we will not be on even ground. Once the other Titans recover their full power—or at least, what fraction of the gods’ power they can wield—they will be able to crush us once more.

Simply put, we need to do as much as we can right now.

Scintilla, bless its stupid, egoistic existence, has provided us a perfect opportunity.

The Nameless Sea crashes into Tsubera, obliterating whatever remnants of the kingdom remained. The landmass begins to sink, the antimemetic element of it retroactively flooding the Sunken Kingdom from memory.

My resistances, propped up by the insane amounts of authority Sierra and I now handle, make Scintilla’s rampage mean nothing to me.

The Titan is the size of a city. While Inome was still discovering what it was, Scintilla is a fully formed being, resembling a sea serpent with fins broad enough to smash a city to shreds just by swimming over it. Waves of monsters flow out from under it, populating its extant nullspace.

Everywhere we go, the Nameless Sea shies away.

Sierra and I hit the ground, then approach the Titan.

At the speed of our perception, the monsters pouring into the sea are practically frozen.

Not that I care. I don’t even need to Eviscerate them to kill them.

Sierra and I part the seas. Everything that enters our overlapping nullspaces dies.

Everything.

#

00:18:45.25

Nullspace: The Nameless Sea deactivation confirmed.

T-06 expires.

This is the first recorded Titan killing.

00:18:45.50

Skill: Crimson Storm activation confirmed. This skill has not previously been observed. Ability to near-instantaneously transport T-17 and T-18 confirmed.

00:18:46.0

T-17 and T-18 reappear roughly 5 miles above the ground.

#

With Locate at Sapphire tier, I find Adrian in instants.

He’s not alone.

There’s a group of fae around him, and I can sense that it is only because they allowed my skill to work that it was capable of finding him.

Crimson Storm brings us to them in instants. They’re sheltering in a broken skyfolk settlement, I see. The shattered corpses of dead skyfolk are scattered around the ruins of the solid cloud we stand on.

“Adrian,” I say.

“Holy fucking shit,” he replies. “You’re alive. You’re… broken gods, what are you?”

“Numbers eighteen and nineteen,” I say. “We don’t have much time, do we?”

“None,” he says. “I—it’s a long story.”

“We need more power,” one of the fae interrupts.

“Fantastic,” Sierra says. “I think we may be able to help.”

“Not now,” I say.

In the real world, my senses stretch so much further. The Titan network, active as always, is no longer as rigid to me as it once was. I can navigate it myself, speak back, influence others.

And I see that there is a Titan hundreds of miles above us. One that is rapidly approaching.

A dead Titan has been witnessed before, but until now, nobody has successfully killed one.

Today, we will make history twice. Thrice. As many times as we need to.

“Take cover,” I warn them. “However you can.”

A Titan pursues us, and we rise to meet the challenge.

#

00:19:05

T-05 (Lya, Titan of the Living Moon), awakens.

T-05 engages.

#

00:25:18

T-00 appears.


Chapter 30

“Take cover” was a ridiculous statement to make, I realize. How can any of them do so when the landscape around us are either Titans or about to be ruined by them?

I suppose “survive” is a better command. Not that I expect them all to do so anyway.

Given the fact that Adrian is with fae—Sapphire’s self-proclaimed enemy—and neither he nor the fae are at each other’s throats, Sierra and I have missed out on a lot.

As long as Adrian survives, I don’t need the rest of them. Unlike Sapphire, I have no vendetta against the fae. In fact, our goals might be aligned, assuming they want her dead.

That doesn’t mean I particularly care if they survive or not.

I don’t have the time to worry about them. Adrian has gone from Category 2 to 3, and the item he carries in his hands resonates with so much power that it can’t be anything but the god-killing weapon Sapphire described—or, at least, a piece of it. The fae are Categories 4 or 5. If they can’t survive, that’s on them.

If Sapphire’s anywhere near the same plane as us, she has to be coming for us right now. She has the other Titans on her side, and I think Sierra and I have made it abundantly clear that we’re not particularly interested in joining them.

My musings are interrupted by the fucking moon falling on us.

Not the natural one, of course. Lya is nowhere near the size of the giant moon that sits further out from the planet, but it is still at least the size of a small continent. It only increases its speed as it falls.

Sierra moves us both. While my Crimson Storm is ridiculously fast over short distances, her pace is genuinely unmatchable when she gets a spare few moments to set up.

“Ready?” she asks me.

Always.

She activates her Vector Magic and Spatial Magic at once, shrinking the space ahead of us and increasing it behind. The propulsion that provides us is so fast that I swear we outpace light itself.

It may as well be teleportation. We move nearly two thousand miles in a fraction of the time that it takes a human to blink an eye.

Brethren, I greet Lya. Do you fight?

The only Titan I burn with desire to kill is Sapphire. The rest of them are obstacles at worst.

Lya answers by sending out a wave of killing intent so fierce that the air itself ignites in its path.

We reply in kind.

#

Lya has been alive for a very, very long time. Its ardor is great. As the last of the original nine to escape and the weakest, it chose a sedentary lifestyle, but one with great potential. The others need to wake to reassert their authority over their domains. Their power wanes if they do not feed frequently, and it wanes when they do wake.

On the other hand, Lya has only awakened once since the fall. Where it rests, thousands of miles away from the surface of the planet, it receives the unfiltered cosmic rays of the star that fuels the planet that is has always called home.

Across a millennium, it has gathered enough power to demolish everything that sits below.

Reality slips away beneath it. Disappointing. It had thought that its brethren would be more capable of holding their world together.

Then, the culprits present themselves. The two newest additions to their network, the Titans of Paradox and Balance. Not ones created from the shells of gods, but from the species of man, elevated until they are infinite.

The ones that will be consumed to send the true rulers of this world back into a time where they can make things right.

At first, it appears that all adheres to the plan that the original has outlined for them all. Lya’s brethren, awakened, rampage across the world. Billions are dead, their souls never escaping into the cycle of rebirth and hell. Instead, they fuel the reawakening, granting them strength.

Lya draws upon centuries of built-up power, propelling itself through the cosmos and back towards the cracking reality that its allies are on.

And then the first Titan dies.

It pauses.

Titans are not immortal. Not even the gods were.

Despite that, true mortals have never learned the ways of slaying. The only Titans that have fallen in the past millennium are artificial ones, deemed unworthy or unusable by Lya’s brethren.

This, however, is not a culling.

The one that dies is the sixth. Scintilla, once the god of the ocean, now the Titan of the Nameless Sea, flickers out into the infinite nothing.

Its energy swirls away, devoured by a single pair of beings. The newest Titans.

Lya decides in that instant that it will annihilate them both, regardless of the first Titan’s wishes. It has enough power to be a star of its own, and it refuses to let the death of an original pass.

They approach it, and one of them dares to ask it a question. As if Lya would choose not to fight. As if it would choose to surrender.

The Living Moon fills with power, shining bright enough to vaporize steel. Air disintegrates, turning into hot plasma.

Once upon a time, Lya was the god of the sun and the moon. Like the rest, it was forced to choose a narrower field.

Now, though, after so much time spent lying in wait, it can be the sun once more. Even if it is not the true form of the star, it shines brightly enough to scorch the surface. Hundreds of miles beneath it, continents die in a flash, burning in the heat of the Living Moon’s light.

It directs all of its power on the upstart. Lya’s nullspace is unusual. Its very existence is its nullspace, exemplified. The power it gains, recycles, and regains is its unique power. Nothing can stand in its way.

Lya creates a supernova a thousand years in the making right between the twin Titans.

They are not of the same monstrous form that the rest of its brethren have taken, Lya realizes. If it were not for its certainty that this attack will kill them, it may have even realized that was reason to be worried.

For while their forms were powerful, they are fixed, and there is nothing more flexible than a mortal.

The light burns the sky, consuming half of the planet’s atmosphere in instants. The weaklings beneath that did not burn to death begin to choke to it instead.

Yet when the light fades, the two newest are still there.

And worse, they are untouched.

They have engaged their own nullspaces, Lya sees. It didn’t even sense its clash with them, and yet they managed to activate an isolated instance of both of their nullspaces combined.

Within their sphere of influence, it’s as if nothing at all has happened.

Disappointment, Balance says.

Thought you’d be stronger, Paradox adds.

Paradox flashes forward in a burst of blood, and her nullspace stays where it is. Lya redirects its power to focus on the Titan once more. It will kill this one properly this time.

Except, when it reaches for the power, it’s not there.

Paradox shines a bright shade of pure, flat black. Its Demonic Star devours reality itself, illuminating it with the eldritch light of the unfeeling void beneath that which exists, and it absorbs the supernova like it’s a child’s party trick.

For the past thousand years, Lya has known power. It has known the sensation of growth. It has known joy, even, when it chooses to awaken and annihilates a country.

It has almost forgotten what it is like to feel fear.

Paradox and Balance strike as one, and it remembers.

#

00:20:01

T-05 expires. Its body falls towards the planet.

00:20:02

[DATA LOST]

#

The fae around Adrian see the writing on the wall as he does. Unlike him, thankfully, they have the capacity to do something about it.

As Evelyn and Sierra skyrocket towards certain death—whether that’s for them or their enemy—the fae grab onto Adrian and send him hurtling into yet another pocket reality.

“There isn’t time,” Lyriel says. “You have to begin the process now.”

“To be clear, this is the process that is going to kill me because I don’t have enough power?” Adrian asks. “Will it even work if I give up my life?”

Lyriel gives him an expression that he thinks is the faerie equivalent to a shrug.

Fantastic.

“You may be able to begin the process,” Lyriel says. “Your life may prove sufficient to fuel it to the point where we can acquire an alternate source.”

“That feels real fucking great, let me tell you,” Adrian says, but he accepts the weapon anyway.

The world is ending. Even this pocket dimension they’re in is actively degrading, its connection to the anchored reality fraying.

Although he’s never had a particular sense of compassion for his fellow man, Adrian has always wanted to leave his mark .

If that comes in the form of sacrificing himself so that the mortal species of the world—and, hells, the worlds themselves—can breathe just a while longer, he can accept it.

“Tell me what to do,” he says.

The fae give him directions, but they all boil down to the same thing.

This weapon deals with time. The reason his concept of waves can affect is because, in some fashion, the fae or gods that fashioned this weapon treated time as a wave. It’s a tenuous connection, and his power is low, but the fae around him are every bit as dedicated as he is to getting this effect to work. More, if possible.

All of them except Lyriel gather around Adrian, and they begin to chant.

“Sorry, what’s happening?” he asks the one fae that actually talks to him.

“Their knowledge is my knowledge,” Lyriel says. “We will not let your sacrifice be in vain.”

Their chanting increases in pitch, and Adrian realizes what they’re doing as he sees the first cracks pass through their bodies.

He’s not hte only one who plans on giving his life up here.

Power flows into him, foreign and fae and wrong, and he accepts it all.

Adrian closes his eyes and draws on his concept, hoping beyond hope that they were right, that sensing its presence means he can actually use this weapon.

He’s exhausted. The last day of his life has been nothing but chase after chase after chase, and he has barely had a chance to rest.

But the end of the world won’t wait for him to recover, so he draws deep within himself. He draws from the beings around him, fae that are more powerful than he could ever hope to be.

Although he does not know it, his exhaustion helps him. His mind, addled and tired as it is, can interpret his concept in ways his conscious, cautious brain would never.

Adrian applies the concept of waves to the weapon and tells it to work for him.

It’s unyielding at first. This weapon has not been used in millennia, if the stories are to be believed, and it will not be so easily persuaded into use again after so long.

But bit by bit, Adrian convinces it he is kindred. The device utilizes the endless waves of time—his element, if only by interpretation. The weapon is fae—but his magic is fae now, too, provided by the dying beings around him.

After a minute that seems to last an eternity, he breaks through the boundary and finds a gaping, empty hole.

Not a hole, he corrects himself. That’s the wrong way to think of this.

This is an ocean bed, and it is completely dry.

As he pours the fae mana into it, he realizes what that emptiness must be.

He has a waterfall to pour into the drought, but he needs a full ocean to power it completely.

Adrian grits his teeth, and the fae around him stand their ground.

They will not be broken here.

#

Killing Titans, I’m beginning to realize, isn’t a uniform process. In order to eliminate Scintilla, we had to eliminate every last piece of flesh it had. That was almost as easy done as it was said. As it turned out, when I could Devour pieces of it to boost Sierra’s nullspace, we could override its Nameless Sea and tear it apart bit by bit.

Lya is a different story. Its true existence is curled up deep within the Living Moon, spreading its tendrils to control the rest.

I dive through the rocky layers of the moon like water, parting stone with my bare hands.

It poured too much power into a single attack. Sloppy.

Demonic Star carves me a path, and my nullspace finishes the job.

I drink in the Titan’s fear as it dies.

The most powerful beings on the planet, and they fear us.

As they should.

#

Three worlds away, Sapphire watches, her half of the weapon in hand, and she prepares.

Soon, everything will coalesce. Her golden opportunity is coming.

Her plans are in shambles. There will be no perfect fusion of Titans.

She will have to be enough. It will have to be enough.

The boy is capable of opening the conduit to the weapon. When Paradox and Balance return, they will be able to fuel it.

And by extension, they will fuel Sapphire’s half.

All she needs to do is enter at the last second, so she watches and waits.

Everything is coming together.

Sapphire, Titan of the Forgotten Realm, finishes annihilating the last pieces of the fae realm she resides in and smiles.

Victory will be hers.


Chapter 31

We may not be the most powerful beings in this reality yet, but the other Titans can't match us after so short a time awakened. With time, they'll be able to. Not that we’ll give them any.

The world is ending around us. Lya, the Titan of the Living Moon, is dead, but it isn't the only enemy in our way. I can sense the other Titans activating, awakening, destroying. I wonder how many of these others are like Sierra and me; Titans that were experiments once. Beings that were coerced, manipulated, and forced into being the original gods' weapons.

None of that matters anymore. Right now, they're in our way, and that means that they won't survive. The world is unstable, and I can sense the hells beneath crashing into us, ready to unleash  the angels that still pursue us. If this goes on any longer, the combined chaos of that which is above and below will shatter everything I've ever known into a million disparate pieces floating in the void.

As much as I don't care for the state of the rest of existence, advancement means very little if there is nowhere to do it in. I don't need to save the world, but if I happen to do so while killing everything that threatens to destroy it, that's not unacceptable.

Not all the Titans are acting the same way. With Lya and Scintilla dead, a fair chunk of them must recognize that after consuming a large part of the hells, Sierra and I, Titans of Balance and Paradox, are more than they can currently handle. With two Titans down and Devoured already, we're only going to get stronger.

I have a guess as to who’ll make a move first. Sapphire is already more powerful than either of us. That much is obvious. She is the only Titan that's been active for so long, the actualized result of decades if not centuries of building power in a humanoid form.

I can sense her, the Titan of the Forgotten Realm, who, to my knowledge, is the first Titan, waiting for us a few realities away. I don't recognize the reality she is within; it is not fae, it is not a hell, and it’s not even a fragment. I don’t care, either. Not until she comes after us, at least.

Right now, I need to find out what Adrian's weapon does and I need to activate it.  Sapphire desperately wants this weapon. If my guess is correct, it provides a way to undo the mess that we’ve made of the world, but more importantly: if it is strong enough to kill the gods themselves, it is strong enough to kill Sapphire, who claims to be the shell of one.

I need her dead. If this half-complete weapon can give me even a ghost of a chance at ending her, I’ll take it.

With both Lyla and Scintilla dead, we have free reign to return to Adrian. So, Sierra and I, bound by mutual agreement, use our respective skills to return to our erstwhile companion.

"Holy shit," Adrian says again as we settle down in a rare stable space, "what the heck, what the fuck happened?"

"I could ask the same of you," I say. "You’ve picked up some new companions."

“The Titan,” the fae besides him says.

I activate Appraise. Its name is Lyriel, and it seems to have some familiarity with the Hydrokinetic.

"Which one of us are you talking to?" Sierra asks. "There’s two of us here, you know."

"Balance and Paradox,” the fae says, “are two sides of the same coin."

I close my eyes, reaching out through the Titan network. I sense the location of my brethren. They’re closer than I’d like, and though none past the first two have made a move against us, there’s no guarantee that that’ll be the case for long.

"We don’t have time for your fae bullshit," I say. "I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the world around us is a few moments from falling into the void. There are,”—I pause a moment to check the number—“fifteen Titans and over forty proto-Titans converging on our location. The only reason they haven’t come here and killed you all already is because the two of us are here. Now hurry up and explain what this does before I change my mind about letting you live.”

"It's one half of a weapon thought lost forever,” Lyriel says, completely uncaring of my thinly veiled threat upon its life. "We have only myths to speak of, so we know not what precisely its mechanisms are, only but the one who commands the waves it was built upon is capable of wielding it."

I look at Adrian. He’s Category 3 now, and that means he has a concept which is currently active. I don’t even need my skills to sense the direction of his existence, it’s so loud.

"You," I say to Adrian, "the fae is talking about you."

He grins. "That’s right.”

With the perception skills I’ve learned, I can sense the lack of surety, the cracks beneath the façade.

Because Adrian is strong now, but for a weapon to be capable of destroying the gods, it has to be at least Category 6. No matter how much he might have been able to break his limits, there is no chance that Adrian is capable of activating this weapon himself, let alone fuel and wield it.

“You need our help,” Sierra says. She has always been the perceptive one, and now is no exception.

"Yeah, no shit," Adrian says. "They're telling me that I'm the one that's supposed to power this thing. Can you sense the depth of this thing's pool? I think I could use entire lifetimes—ten, a hundred lifetimes of mana—and I wouldn’t even get halfway through."

"I don’t think you’d get a quarter of the way in,” Sierra says.

"Exactly my point," Adrian finishes. "And like you said, every Titan is coming for us. I don't think I need to emphasize how little chance I have of surviving against seventeen damn Titans. I nearly died twice against one. So can we please hurry this up? Because Sapphire—you remember her? She's chasing us too, and I think we would much rather not deal with that."

"Sapphire," I say, "is still several realities away. I don’t doubt she’s watching us at this very second, waiting. But you’re not wrong. We’re running out of time, so let’s get this done. Show me the weapon. Tell me what I need to do."

“It’s pretty simple,” Adrian says. “Mana transference. Sierra’s the one that does that, isn’t he?”

“Evelyn and I are basically the same person at this point," the woman in question says. "We share a lot now, a lot more than you remember. That said, hand us the weapon and let’s see what we can do."

"My brethren and I have sacrificed their lives to begin a futile spark in this," Lyriel says. "Do not let their sacrifice go to waste."

I startle at the fae’s proclamation. Their power is so irrelevant to me that when they didn’t immediately present themselves as a threat, I started ignoring them.

Hm. There are fewer of them than there were before. I wonder how they died. Judging from the residue of their magic, they might have sacrificed themself.

To be honest, I couldn’t give less of a fuck about these fae, but I would rather Adrian stay alive, so I link our existences, and I feel the yawning ocean of emptiness that is the weapon.

It’s shaped like a moon, I realize. The real moon, not the living mockery of one that we just annihilated. I have a sneaking suspicion as to what the other half looks like—and who has it.

"Sapphire, can you hear us?” I croon. “Can you see us? I don’t know what your plan is, but it’s not going to work. Show your face, why don’t you? I am eager to rid this world of you."

With the Titans held at bay for the time being, we pour mana into the weapon. The tiny, metallic scultupre of a moon seems unassuming at first, but touching it reveals the never-ending well that we must fuel.

I can tell that it’s incomplete in the same way that a door without a knob is. It’ll still work, but not nearly as effectively as it should.

Despite that, it’s still more powerful, more significant than anything I’ve ever seen. Even Marie's Aspect of the Founder pales in comparison.

It's a god killer. We dump mana, authority, and everything we have into it. Our lives, our souls, our hearts.

Because we have fifteen gods left to kill, and I don’t plan on letting a single one of them survive.

#

Sapphire

Sapphire hears the Titan of Paradox address her and the sun contained between her hands, one half of the god killer, resonates, eager to be united with its partner to fulfill its purpose.

"Quiet," Sapphire says. "You will have your time soon enough."

Even as the Titans of Paradox and Balance assist the Stahr boy and the fae in assembling a piece of the blade, they unknowingly spell their own doom. Poetic justice, Sapphire thinks, for them to be the engineers of their own demise.

The fae that assembled this an eon ago will be the first to suffer under its wrath.

“Demon girl," Sapphire promises, addressing the fae, kings, mortals, and all who defied the will of the gods, "I will cut you down. Tear you apart. You will not even know how to beg for mercy. Your entrails will paint a new constellation amongst the skies.”

Sapphire is the original goddess. The two new upstarts, Evelyn and Sierra, think they know the system. They think they know the workings of the Titans.

Their understanding might eclipse those of most mortals. It might even surpass many of the Titans.

But Sapphire is she who understands the system of the Titans better than anyone. It is her body that was mutilated to provide mortals with sparks of her power, and it is her soul that stretches across the stars.

When she speaks, she addresses the original Titans—the ones that were once divine. With Scintilla and Lya gone, only five remain.

Brethren, she says. The time is almost here. Prepare for our victory.

Her plans have gone awry. Should that damned Category 3 insect not have interfered, this would would be perfect already. Unfortunately, she cannot alter the past—yet—but Sapphire is adaptable. She is confident of her victory nonetheless. Plan or no plan, she will win.

To the Titans that are not of divinity—raised from mortals, monsters of legend, and experiments, she commands, Attack on my signal.

In a world that threatens to slip into the void once again, time is not an entirely static concept. The minutes that pass for Sapphire don’t pass the same for the others. Where there is power, however, there is stability, and the moon half of the god killer has that in spades.

She waits, and she waits.

After an eternity, after an instant, the weapon teems with mana and authority. Her sun-half burns with the desire to meet its mate and activate fully.

This time, when Sapphire speaks, she addresses all of her forces. Fifteen Titans, forty-three proto-Titans, and every single remaining anomaly in the world.

Kill them all.

#

Somewhere, nowhere

For the past seven centuries, Angel 1 has not been Angel 1. It was the thirteenth—but today, the other angels have failed in their duty to protect the world from the Titans.

Unacceptable.

One is the last defense against the former gods and the end of the world, a bastion standing strong against the forces threatening to plunge the world into oblivion. A millennium ago, it was instructed to protect, and its ordained commands hold true to its heart even now.

It will stand in the face of everything that threatens to take this newborn world screaming back into oblivion, and today… today, it will kill. It will kill and kill and kill, because a dead world is preferable to a nonexistent one.

In its previous state, Angel 1 would not be able to defeat the Titans as they are. It failed to even prevent them from escaping the hells, and that represents complete and total failure.

But with its siblings dead, 1 is now the foremost angel. The number of an angel is not only a descriptor of power, it’s a source of one. Authority floods into 1, and it thrums with the strength of its fallen brethren.

It will use every last drop of its new power, but for this threat, that’s not enough. These enemies are beyond comprehension, acting on a scale unseen since the fall.

Angels are created to value the existence of their world more than any being, including themselves, so when One reaches out and takes, the angels beneath it give.

It takes, and it takes, calling upon every last angel in the hells and the heavens and the anchored reality to stand one last time. To give their lives for the chance to strike their greatest enemy down.

Angel 1 knows this may be the end of its own existence as well, but that is inconsequential; for angels can be rebuilt, but the world cannot.

The last angel sallies forth beyond the point of no return.

#

00:25:18

T-00 appears.

00:25:19

Angel 1 appears.

All Titan activity ceases.

00:25:20

Every active Titan and proto-Titan appears within a 10 mile radius of T-17 and -18.

#

The Anchored Reality

We aren’t the only one pouring magic into the miniature moon, I see. The fae around us are between Category 4 and 5, and their contribution is not insignificant—compared to Adrian, at least.

Even their lives are a pittance compared to Sierra and I. We have the power of Devoured hells and Titans, and I pour all the excess waste away.

Yet the fae continue to sacrifice themselves anyway. It’s foolhardy and stupid, but I have to admit that I respect it.

Not that respect will matter to them when they’re dead.

The moon grows heavier and heavier as we fill the reservoir within, channeling it all through Adrian. Sierra spends most of her effort on keeping him alive, reinforcing his weak Category 3 body to survive the raw magic flow of multiple Titans.

Soon, it’s heavy enough that even our magic is barely enough to hold it up. It drops down towards the ground, and I let it, adjusting our position with Crimson Storm only enough to keep the god-killer from falling into a patch of unreality.

The worlds around us have gone eerily quiet, as if the weapon itself is draining the sound and the power from everything. Reality discolors, shades of eternity fading away, and I can’t tell if it’s the gaping paths to the void or the weapon.

I pour everything we have. Two dead Titans and nine dead hells feed straight into the moon, and it balloons with power and weight that goes beyond the physical.

The Unbreakable Mortal Spirit - Moon

Category: 6+

Tier: Irrelevant

Charges: Irrelevant

Description: [APPRAISE FAILED]

The moment the weapon fuels, the hells break lose.

Literally.

My perception speeds up, but it’s not fast enough to figure out the activation sequence for this half of the weapon, especially when not even a Sapphire-tier Appraise works on it.

From above, the Titans.

From below, the angels—no. One angel. 1, formerly 12, formerly 13, glowing with enough power to wipe the planet’s surface clean in an instant.

And right in front of us, two piercingly familiar blue eyes materialize, followed by the rest of a half-elf that is not a half-elf.

Hello, Sapphire says. This is the end.


Chapter 32

Shit. I assumed that Sapphire would attack as soon as we finished assembling and fueling our half of the godkilling weapon, but this still feels too early.

We don’t even know how the weapon is activated, but I suppose that she knew that.

Sapphire, the one who announced the existence of this miniature moon to me in the first place, is definitely capable of using it.

I have to admit, we've been in better positions before.

Right now, with angels approaching from the hells and the Titans appearing around us… for most people, merely existing here would be an impossibility. Even for us, it's quite possible that we’ll meet our end here. The raw pressure that they exude is crushing in itself; when their power is brought to bear against us, we will die. Permanently, this time.

But I refuse. This is not where our story ends. No matter what it takes.

Sapphire tells me that this is the end of the road, so I reply.

Not for us.

It’s going to be a challenge to survive. Already, Adrian and the fae around him are struggling to even exist. The fae have some kind of item or magic that I’m unfamiliar with, stabilizing a pocket of existence just enough for them to avoid tumbling into the mix of nullspaces or the gaps that lead to the void.

Systemless magic that isn’t properly defined by my eyes is slightly disconcerting, but they’re not actively attacking us, which places them firmly at the bottom of my priorities.

And oh, are there so many enemies attacking us right now.

Some of them I’ve seen before. Most of them I’ve sensed before.

All of them rip our world apart in their efforts to kill us.

Sapphire is the closest one to us, but she hasn’t attacked us yet. Simple deduction tells me that she must know that we have the weapon, and if she hasn’t already attempted to Excise us, that means she fears it. And if she fears it, we can use it.

But I get the impression that as much as we filled up this miniature moon with an ocean of mana, it’s still only good for a single use.

The raw significance of this weapon is too great to be used and abused. When all is said and done, I anticipate that we’ll have one shot at using it, and I'm not going to waste it on a Titan, or a proto-Titan, or even the last angel, no matter how fierce they may seem.

Because I am here for one reason and one reason only, and that is to see Sapphire dead.

I need some target prioritization. Not all these Titans will be able to affect me the same way. Many of them have only barely awakened. Some of them are still weak, and some of them I already know I can overpower.

The proto-Titans don’t even stand a chance; they are here to wear me down, to distract us, and hope for a lucky shot. While there are almost sixty enemies here, each of them continent-destroying threats in their own right, there are some that are far greater than others.

Aside from Sapphire, I don’t think it’s the Titans I need to prioritize. Right now, with my senses as amplified and intertwined with Sierra’s as they are, I am pretty sure the final angel presents the most pressing threat.

The pressure I feel exuding off of its body is an order of magnitude stronger than the Aspect of the Founder. With this amount of power, it might even be able to match the Mortal Spirit. Its radiance outshines the sun, angelic light devouring every inch of the land.

Fortunately for me, I am not its only target, which I can tell because the slowly expanding hypernova centered on its position doesn’t discriminate its targets as it moves.

It stabilizes our reality by virtue of wiping it clean, because even an empty vacuum can still be real so long as the pathways to the primordial void behind it are sealed. The expanding wave of force scrubs matter away, erasing it and replacing it with the certain nothingness of empty reality, protecting the world from the void.

Angel 1 has advanced twelve positions. When I saw it briefly in the Second Circle, it was Category Six.

In the eternity of the minutes since then, both of us have changed. I am flush with the power of two dead Titans and the hells we ate. Sierra and I have awakened, and under ordinary conditions, we would be unstoppable.

These are not, by any meaning of the word, normal conditions.

The angel has grown too, and the lack of an army with it even as the hells separate from us and dissolve tells me everything I need to know. Its power burns with the residue of its species.

The angels are a created race. According to Sapphire’s little speech to me,each individual angel is inherently weaker than the hero of the fae that was the basis for their creation.

That’s how it’s always been, because the fae can’t be at risk of their creations destroying them. But in this moment, One is far more than just a shadow of a fae.

Appraise confirms my fears and my foremost theory at the same time. Through our link, Sierra sends me a note of alarms:

Name: 1

Category: 6+

Last used skill: Reconstruct

Angel 1 is not just the first angel. It is the last; it is every angel. It is the prime directive of the fae manifested. To the world, it is hope; to you, it is destruction.

1 appears, and less than a second later, a familiar being engages it.

In this accelerated perception of time, I’m able to see what’s left of the world by expanding my mind, using the Titan network as a jumping-off point to scan the entire plane.

To my surprise, even with the ongoing rampage of all the Titans and the hasty degradation of reality, there aren’t as many dead as I thought there would be. There still seem to be a solid few billion alive, though that number drops by millions with every passing second.

Parts of the world have gone nearly completely untouched. I wonder if they’ve even noticed what’s happening.

If they haven’t, they will. I recognize Sersui, Titan of the Shifting Sands, the monster that crushed me and the proto-Titan that forced me to advance.

Miles under me, I sense the offensive activation of a nullspace. Water ceases to exist, and a hundred miles of land turn to dried-out, cracked desert.

The shifting sand seeks to burn the angel, but what can a candle do to burn a star? The sands sap its power, but it’s like trying to bail out the ocean with a thimble.

I remember that the hell of the Shifting Sands stopped us from healing, from using aspects of our magic—as long as Sersui held domain over it, that is.

Here, here it’s a struggle for control, but… it’s not really a struggle.

The power of every angel pours into the Titan as I watch. The nullspace doesn’t even slow the progress of the creeping radiance.

Angel magic spreads like a virus, vaporizing, infecting, cleansing.

It makes contact.

The continent disappears.

In an instant, its surface is wiped clean. A single drop of the manifested angelic power touches it, taking with it the Shifting Sands, a handful of Titans, and a billion lives.

And the angel isn’t done yet. I realize quickly that it isn’t the Titans I have to fear; it’s this last bastion of the fae.

I can do battle over a nullspace—that’s something I have experience with. On the other hand, while I’ve been able to run from an angelic explosion before, that was when there was further reality to run into.

Sierra and I created ourselves and our paths in breaking hells and the void, and in the process, we granted ourselves the ability to see beyond the pale.

What I see is emptiness.

The heavens burn. The hells collapse. All of reality splits apart, ready to dissolve into the primordial chaos that waits beneath.

The last angel's attack wants to reduce everything to nothingness, because an empty world, I suppose, seems preferable to it over no world at all.

My focus changes from figuring out how to kill these other Titans to surviving the oncoming assault of the angel.

Sapphire Clearwater will survive this; she has a miniature sun in her hands, teeming with the power that matches our weapon, and she hasn’t used it yet. That is the key to killing her. I need her weapon. I need her dead by my hand. Then, and only then, can I consider what to do with this world.

For that, I need to survive this first. I need Sierra, I need Adrian, and… well, I don’t really need the fae, but if they happen to survive, I don’t need them dead, either. The power they can grant me is basically nothing when compared to what we have.

I remember Marie’s modification to the angel that sacrificed itself.

The two of us are so different from how I was when that went off that I’m sure if it happened again, we could contain it.

That might be arrogance speaking, but it really doesn’t matter, since the last angel’s scouring light is not something I can stop.

My perception so fast that Sierra and I are the only ones, save perhaps some of the other Titans, that can properly understand what is happening. Even in those moments, even before a single millisecond has passed, the magic spreads hundreds, thousands of miles.

Sersui, Titan of the Shifting Sands; Ardael, Titan of the Burning Sky; Anaris, Titan of the Ceaseless Storm, and Hayel, Titan of the Restless Dead die.

Their nullspaces are powerful and only grow more powerful with the total consumption of the land they have annihilated. And yet, the will of a millennium of angels combined shatters them like so much glass.

Sapphire barely even acknowledge the death of our brethren. I sense her activate her nullspace. It’s only my Titan power and authority directed towards not forgetting, towards not allowing herself to meddle with my mind anymore, that enables me to even tell what she’s doing as she Excises herself from this world.

I suppose the logic is sound. How can you take damage if you never existed at all?

That leaves me, Sierra, Adrian, and three surviving fae to weather the storm. I stop paying attention to the Titans after the first few moments, because even if they are surviving amidst the matter-annihilating storm, it destabilizes the Titan network. The angel's power breaks through the god-borne system itself, and I lose contact. I know not whether they’re dead or just unreachable.

I can’t assume anything right now other than what I already know for certain.

And what I know is that the angel is attacking us, and Sapphire has half of the weapon. We need to kill her.

There’s one flaw in Sapphire's power: she can’t hide herself from other Titans. Even if the angel's power is able to separate them from the network, she does not have it, and combined with my near-immunity to antimemetics, that means I can see her. We can both sense her location even if she’s half a reality away, no longer properly on this plane.

Even while she’s hiding from the light, I can find her, and Sierra can too.

Kill, I communicate to my partner, and the Titan of Balance, her mind exactly as fast as mine, replies, Agreement.

Underneath us, the angel's power continues to spread. It seems to be soaking into the planet itself first, scouring the surface to the core before spreading over the air.

The cleansing light dances over the world, annihilating everything and everyone. I sense it break through an entire world. When it directs itself at a Titan, even the former gods die. The rest of the mortals don’t stand a ghost of a chance.

In one percent of the time it takes a human eye to blink, the population of this world has been reduced from over ten billion to less than a hundred.

That doesn’t particularly concern me, but I think Sierra and Adrian will be less happy about it.

If my understanding of this weapon is right, though, activating it will reverse the death of the world.

Without the second half, though, we can’t even use it.

Sierra and I blink towards Adrian and take the weapon from his hands, our linked existences analyzing the concept he used to infuse it with power. He doesn’t need to be touching it, anymore—at least, I don’t think he does.

The Unbreakable Mortal Spirit is full, but won’t initiate its ability until it's complete. To complete it, we need to take the weapon back from Sapphire; completion means the eradication of every last living being on this planet.

I begin to activate Crimson Storm, but at the speeds we are operating at, that’s not fast enough.

Sierra, bless her soul, makes the breakthrough.

Within us, we have the powers of our brethren, just like the angel. Whereas 1 took its power from willing participants, ours was taken violently.

And even after pouring our mana into the god-killing weapon, we still have the weight of Titans within us. I can use it to kill, but Sierra knows exactly how to shape it.

ERROR: UNDEFINED BEHAVIOR DETECTED

ERROR: UNDEFINED: ERROR: BEHAVIOR: ERROR: ERROR: ERROR

We are pushing the system beyond its limits, and I think part of that stems from the fact that said system is not long for this world. Without a world to impose itself on, there is no system; without any existence left in reality, there is nobody for the skeleton of divinity to attach onto. Without subjects, a god is dead.

At the end of everything, the system is flexible. Authority is flexible.

Trust me, Sierra tells me.

Forever and always, I reply.

I trust her, even when tearing pain rips through my existence, even as she reshapes our souls. All my instincts scream at me, telling me she’s killing me, but Sierra is the one being throughout the dissonant layers of reality that I will trust as much as myself.

Through fire and flame, she redefines what we are, and she says, nullspace.

Unsure of what she means, I draw upon my own.

Paradox, in which nothing can survive for long because nothing is and everything is not. My nullspace is a lack of reason. It’s impossibilities. Every last one of them.

Which is exactly what we need right now. There is no possible future where I can tank the power of the angel’s wrath with just my body, no matter how much I strengthened it, but within my nullspace, there is no future.

When it activates, it’s not limited to only a few hundred feet; when it activates, it doesn’t immediately kill everyone within it, because I find I have control. Just because my nullspace is by definition nonsensical, doesn’t mean that it’s undirectable. I’ve been able to paint broad strokes, and now, with our authority refolded and refined, I can do more than that.

I tell my power to avoid Adrian, Sierra, and begrudgingly, the fae, since I still don’t know if we have all the information we need from them.

Within the space, effect can come before cause, and now, I can dictate how that occurs. I separate myself from basic concepts like causality, reason, consistency, and reality, for I know what we need to do.

I reappear in front of Sapphire, Sierra by my side, and then my Crimson Storm activates. Effect, then cause.

Sierra acts.

Nullspace: Balance.

Sapphire’s eyes widen with surprise. With the confounding factor of our sudden evolution, we catch her off surprise. Within the bounds of Paradox, I am functionally a god, and Sierra unveils her new power—but Sapphire’s expression narrows, and suddenly, she is holding an item that she was not before.

Effect before cause.

It’s my turn to be surprised when I see what the half-elf is holding.

The Unbreakable Mortal Spirit — Angelic Sun

Category: 6+

Tier: Irrelevant

Charges: 1/0

Description: One half of a whole. It has been mutilated, engineered, experimented upon. Infused with the corpses of the 12 greatest angels, this is more than the sum of its parts. Though it may not be whole, it is, for a time, functional.

Goodbye, Sapphire communicates.

I realize too late that she, too, is knowledgeable of the impossibilities within my still-expanding nullspace.

She, too, is able to access the depths of our brethren as a power source.

Her choice to gather them here wasn’t just to send them to attack us. It wasn’t just to force us together. I thought her plan would be to forcibly fuse herself with Sierra or I, but no. The presence of the Titans was so she would have a fuel source.

Her half of the fae weapon is bound by angelic power. Fae creation meets fae creation, and together, alongside the bundled power of the fallen Titans, it activates.

Sapphire vanishes.

#

This is not good.

As soon as she disappears, things start getting unstable much, much faster. The cracks start to widen faster, the void encroaches, and even in this sped-up, hyper-accelerated pocket of time, I can see the yawning abyss beyond.

This world is not long for existence.

I realize why quickly enough, the pieces falling into place. The weapon allows the user to travel through time.

Sapphire, the original goddess is changing what is and what was, because what better way to ensure that the gods return than to make them never fall in the first place?

In her final moments, though, I catch an insight. If I see it, then Sierra does too.

It’s the angels. The angelic power that infused her weapon is the same as the power that ravages the planet below, and with her Titan magic, it was enough to activate the Unbreakable Spirit.

An idea forms itself in my mind, and I communicate it to Sierra.

It’s a stupid one. It relies on our ability to essentially take an explosion and turn it into fuel

No choice, Sierra says. She’s not wrong.

Our intent flows between us. Words are unnecessary, but we choose a few anyway.

I love you, she says.

Agreement, I reply.

She holds my hand, mana coursing through me as we exit our shared nullspaces.

And we begin to Devour what is left of the world.


Chapter 33

If I thought the hells were in a bad state, the anchored reality is a thousand times worse.

Even in the final moments of a hell’s destruction, the sheer scale of the devastation never even approached the size of this world.

Unlike the dying hells, there is actually something that stabilizes reality, but that doesn’t make it any better.

While Marie’s angel nuke was designed to invert the nature of the angels—to destabilize instead of restore and protect—the last angel's power follows the intent of the fae. It is a restorative force, so it brings balance, even if that comes in the form of reducing every particle into the empty vacuum.

Part of the world—including most of the surface—has already been cleansed, and that which is not is quickly going the way of the void. Where the angel's light has not yet scoured and stabilized, the framework breaks away, piece by piece. What few pieces are still firmly in place only do so thanks to our combined impossible nullspaces alongside the continuing efforts of Adrian and the fae.

We are not going to contribute to the angel's mission. My Devour—though with how intertwined we are now, it’s more realistic to call it our Devour—tears through air and land and flesh and blood, just as the void does. At Sapphire tier, this skill is powerful enough to rend the world apart.

And so rend it does.

Everywhere outside of our space is either covered by the angel’s attack that I want to use as fuel or in our way to it. The latter goes the way of the gods, ripped apart and torn until there is nothing left.

I return the atmosphere and the land that I can affect to a vacuum of its own, one unlike the one Angel 1 creates. We both annihilate, but if the last angel stills, I create chaos, sending this already tenuous reality spiraling further into the primordial dark.

It is the angel's scouring, scorching, Reconstruct that I need to consume and take possession of. If I don’t, this reality will collapse with us still in it, and Sapphire will have for all intents and purposes achieved her perfect victory.

I don’t know if the angel recognizes this, though I doubt it does. Angel 1 is so focused on killing every last one of us that it doesn’t even realize that doing so will ensure its defeat. As far as I can tell, there is no way to activate the Unbreakable Mortal Spirit without its body, and I highly doubt it wishes to keep the weapon intact.

The wave of devouring white reaches out for us, radiating forth from the progenitor, brilliant and divine magic spiraling out in a flash.

Tendrils of it reach for us, and from the impossible sphere I hold influence over, demonic magic does the same, tumbling out in quantities I would’ve thought physically impossible up till this day. My Devour pours out in waves, and the might of a millennium of fae and angels rises to meet it.

As our magic burns, twists, and consumes, I feel the same burning sensation that I did when I tried to Devour the modified corpse of 191 as it detonated and eliminated the Eighth Circle.

I can sense its influence amongst ten thousand others, all of them combining to form a single monstrous presence that burns me from the inside out, gnawing its way through my greatly expanded existence.

Since the Eighth Circle, however, Sierra and I have both gained a vastly enhanced insight into the forces that govern our souls—our authority. It is not only my existence that contends with the angel's power.

While Sierra holds us stable, I draw upon the endless well of hunger, the depthless desire for power, reaching for the fundamental truths that I found my existence on.

I advance, but advancing requires surviving, and consuming all that remains of the fae forces in this world.

I kill, but the only being I need dead is outside of my range.

I protect, but the people that I need to keep alive are either defending themselves or surviving within the bounds of my nullspace.

With Sierra’s presence guiding me through our soul bond, we enforce the last and final truth I carved out for myself.

I devour, and my existence has been shaped such that there’s nothing that can stop me from doing exactly that. Not even if it kills me.

The combined power of all the angels may threaten to wipe my existence from this world, but it’s not only my lifeline that burns as I feed upon the light that burns the sky.

Over the course of the past several minutes, an eternity when operating at our speed, we have seen and consumed some of the strongest beings that have ever walked this world.

It’s not only my life that we're burning; it's every victim I’ve claimed. It’s what remains of the titan Sapphire did not take with her. I shine with the reserves of a dozen broken gods and what little pieces of the population I managed to consume before the angel.

And yet, it's still not enough, because this attack was meant to overwhelm every Titan. Their dormant power is not the same as it would be if they were all active at their full strength, and the angel’s light burns us faster than we can supply more life.

I remember the angel tide sweeping over them like they were nothing but pebbles, sending them hurtling into the forever, infinite nothingness that will exist for a few short, peaceful moments before this world collapses forever.

Once upon a time, this would’ve been enough to crush me like the insect I was, but with all the conceptual weight I now command, I am more than just a single living being. I matter more. My very existence stabilizes the space around me, and that’s not just my nullspace in action. I simply am an anchor.

Suggestion, Sierra sends. System. Manipulation.

As always, she’s right. With the system as flexible as it is, with the world it rules over unraveling, we can re-thread, recompose, re-create. We can do that which could not be done.

I look at Adrian and I look at the fae.

I only need one of them alive.

Adrian still holds the Moon half of the weapon, and he continues pours his concept into it, modulating it, preparing it for its first and final activation, but the fae? The fae are only here because they can provide information to me.

Devour more than the soul, I send to Sierra. It’s a nonsensical message, but I have grown proficient in the language of the Titans. I encapsulate my ideas into it with ease. Possible. Question.

She tells me, With you, everything is.

With her go-ahead, I retract my nullspace just a little, allowing Sierra’s to overtake it. Understanding my intent, she activates the nullspace of Balance.

It happens so quickly that the fae don’t have time to react. Before any of them even notice that a new burst of magic has exploded from our location, they are reduced to nothing but their component particles orbiting around Sierra.

With my nullspace overlapping hers, it is simplicity itself to absorb their authority, their souls, their lives. With Devour as strong as it is and the nullspace making the impossible ordinary, I consume and gain all of them. Not just their magic, not just their skills, not just the authority which the system recognizes as experience; no, I get the sum of everything they are.

I get their memories, their final thoughts. Everything.

They died terrified—not of the angel, but of Sapphire. And, I see, of us.

A smile creeps its way across my lips as I look deeper.

I see the reasons why Sapphire didn’t encounter more resistance in the fae realms. I witness memories that prove the fae kingdom was a dying one, that the hero who brought the gods down from their skies a thousand years ago has been absent for centuries.

More importantly, I see the shape of the system. With our link established as it is, so does Sierra. I ask her if this is enough.

I don’t know, she replies. When has that stopped us?

Point.

This system is an amalgamation of pieces of gods that are as alive as any of us are.  In its own twisted way, it too is a living being.

Living things can be bent, broken, manipulated, experimented upon with enough force.

We can twist our authority into something the system will be forced to recognize as a skill. We’ve done it before, worked outside the bounds of the system, but we came back to it eventually because we are not yet gods of our own.

To do the same now to a greater extent—to enable a power that will allow us to consume the world and leave it sliding into the void, which surely goes against the purpose of what the system was created for in the first place—would be significantly more difficult if not for the fact that the framework of corporeal existence is built on is actively crumbling.

I can sense its presence as it, too, begins to fall. Without anything living in this world, there is nothing left for it to enforce its rule over, and with few users, its facade begins to crack.

Before the system crumbles away into the empty space that Angel One has created, before the last remnant of the gods in this timeline that Sapphire will end can fade away, I bring it one last request.

Well, not exactly a request. More of a command.

Even with all the life we are burning to even touch the last angel’s Reconstruct, even with the oceans of mana we Siphon and Devour together, the two of us alone still can’t triumph over this culmination of a thousand years of fae and angelic power.

I need to force fragments of to into grant me what I do not yet have and should never have.

The raw presence of the gods in the system is as great as anything I’ve ever experienced, but with the fae realms disconnected, they no longer have anyone to guide them. With Sapphire gone, seeking her original body, the framework built on her skeleton loses a major part of its indomitable will to resist.

The foundational parts of them that once were have either been eliminated from this world or have departed it in other ways; there are no gods remaining, and the largest pieces of them burn in divine light.

Even though the system’s sheer power might be enough to overwhelm me, its willingness to do so is not as great as it might be.

We give it instructions, demand of it nigh-limitless power.

The system isn’t willing to roll over and play dead just yet, though, so we offer a trade.

The built-up authority we stole from the deaths of our brethren, all the shapeless power we have but cannot yet use—enough to keep a dying system alive for a blow or two longer, perhaps—in exchange for a single skill that will allow us to survive, using every bit of the framework that remains.

Under normal circumstances, the dead gods within the system would enforce the will of the fae, but the last fae are dying or no longer connected to this world. Their will is fractured, and the constant encroaching pull of the void worsens it.

WITNESS US, we cry. WE WERE HERE. WE ARE HERE. AND HERE WE WILL REMAIN.

Processing…

ERROR: Undefined behavior detected.

ERROR: No definitions for behavior found.

Falling back on Protocol One.

…

…

You are witnessed.

#

New skill unlocked: Tautology (Sapphire)

You cannot die as long as you live. Your existence weighs upon the world, and unless the world itself is gone, you will remain. While this skill is active, you cannot die.

#

Now grant us peace.

I break myself out of my soul just as Sierra does, new skill flaming active, and even as the angel’s heavenflame burns us from within, even as it tears us apart, we survive.

There are no impossibilities. Only avenues we have yet to explore.

Demon, angel, Titan, god—I will Devour them all.

The light sears into my nullspace, and I realize that for once, I do not have the upper hand. The last defiance of the angels cuts through with no resistance.

It is only the sheer scale of destabilization that prevents my nullspace from popping like a soap bubble. We’re sliding into the void with increasing speed, now. Even areas the angel has scoured clean begin to rupture and break away.

Less than half a second has passed.

Adrian has not even moved. His will is the only part of him that is even relevant at this speed.

I judge the distance between the searing light, the collapsing world, and the Category 3 that has survived by the skin of his teeth up until this point.

Activate, I say.

Activate, Sierra agrees.

We use a Sapphire-tier skill from her Blue Mage class to bestow angelic power onto Adrian.

Immediately, I know it’s too much. Adrian’s frame is not designed for this kind of power. His Mind (Speed) isn’t even close to being up to par to react.

And yet—the Paradox is a nullspace that separates cause from effect. Adrian’s will is ironclad. Even if he does not have the speed, his will manifests before he can even process what is happening. His raw intent is so single-minded that I can drive his body beyond what is physically possible for him.

It’s going to be a nasty job. We haven’t even consumed the entirety of the angel, and even with the fae’s memories, any knowledge of what the weapon actually does and how to use it has been lost to the ages.

As Sapphire’s actions take hold a thousand years ago, though, we don’t have a choice. This reality is not long for the world, and if we don’t act now, we will join it.

Effect: Sierra and I blink to Adrian’s side.

Cause: I activate Crimson Storm a moment later.

Effect: Adrian activates the Unbreakable Mortal Spirit — Moon, injected with the power of an endling’s last breath.

Cause: We join hands with each other.

Effect: The world slips into pure, unfathomable darkness.

Cause: I do not know. I will never know.

We are not alone in the darkness. In this emptiness there is infinity, and in that infinity is the target of the weapon that pulls us.

I bear witness to it for a single second before the system fails entirely.

And then we are falling and falling and falling.


Chapter 34

In this nothingness is all of existence—yet again, a paradox. Though I am well acquainted with those, it takes me longer than I’d like to understand this emptiness we exist within, kept alive by our Tautology and our weapon and nothing else.

The system is gone, I realize. Rather than the framework that understands and categorizes our power, there is simply nothing. Our authority floats freely through the nothingness, and it takes everything we have to even keep it close to us.

Even if the system was fading away in the last moments of the dying world, it is undeniable that it still played a major role in serving our skills. With it gone, the bulk of our power has gone from solid to liquid, and it is only through great effort that we can keep it in a shape that resembles what it was before.

Without the skeleton of the dead gods putting our skills together, there is just raw power and nothing to direct it other than what passes for divinity here.

This is, I realize, the primordial void—except I clearly never understood what the void truly is, because this is nothing like the dreamlike ocean of broken unreality and eternal instants that we floated through. Instead, there is nothing except what is not; it is inherently contradictory.

If my nullspace gives a taste of reason breaking, the void is the full course. While I can break the concept of causality within my power, concepts as a whole appear not to exist within the void. At best, they’re a dissolving, blurry slurry. Things like time and space are irrelevant here.

We, too, risk disappearance. With the power we keep holding onto, though, we can define ourselves, draw the lines to contain our existences.

For now, at least.

I give up trying to wrap my mind around the entire expanse. The void that all of creation is built upon is inherently incomprehensible, and even as it changes, altered by the weapon, it stays the same. It’s a contradiction beyond even me, and though I may overcome it some day, that day is not today—or what passes for today in this timeless place, at least.

Instead, I narrow my attention down to the threads that I can comprehend. The world, collapsing away… and the path that the Unbreakable Mortal Spirit carves from its corpse. Though we may have left a dead universe behind us, it was not always dead.

The weapon is incomplete. It is only half of the god-slaying tool it once was, and the other half is stitched together with the dying breath of the angels that the fae created. Even if it was fully intact, this weapon hasn’t been used in a thousand years. If my understanding is right, it might not have ever been used.

There is little that I understand about the weapon. The fact that it pulled us beyond the breadth of the world we were in is miracle enough, and to my surprise, I don’t need to encompass it with our power to keep it existing. Its conceptual weight is enough.

Still, the void is a cruel, unforgiving, incomprehensible place. Adrian is unconscious, and I can detect Sierra’s worry that he will never wake again if we don’t leave immediately.

We need to return to reality. Though we can survive here for a time, living a life in this nothingness is no life at all.

And I still have a god to kill.

Direction, question, I send to Sierra.

Unknown, she replies. Sound is too difficult for us to maintain, and there is no medium that we can pass it through, so we stick to the divine communication.

Okay. Neither of us are capable of using the item properly—at least, not in a way that allows us to direct us through this impossible space. We conceptually do not possess the correct alignments to handle it—it is the concept of waves that powers it, and Adrian’s the only one of us who has it.

Even though the man in question is unconscious, he’s still holding the weapon, and it’s still working. At least, I think it is. It thrums with power, forcing pieces of the void to remain real, to stay consistent. It pulls the thread of the dying world and unrolls it, revealing a path through its history.

If this weapon does what I think it does, then at full strength, it would send us down that path; but as it is, all it can do is create it, not guide us. With how conceptually strange this absence of a world is, even having the weapon isn’t enough to keep track of the path.

I could try killing Adrian and taking it from him, but that isn’t a sure bet, and it would be kind of sad to come this far with a companion—one that Sierra likes, no less—just to fail at stealing his power.

I leave it as a last choice. Instead, I draw on the cloud of magic that we’ve managed to hold close to ourselves.

It’s rougher, more primitive than anything we could have managed while operating under the structure of the system, but it is power and authority nonetheless.

Nullspace: Paradox.

Normally, activating my nullspace is like ripping a hole in the world, but there’s no world to tear apart now. Instead, it’s like I am becoming one with the contradictory nothingness.

Impossibility is mundane here, after all, and all I’m doing is introducing my particular flavor of it to the void.

The shift is perceptible. As my nullspace expands, it’s like my magic is settling on the same frequency as the void. My senses attune, and rather than drifting through the abyss of the void, it feels as if we are swimming through it. There becomes a true sense of direction, which doesn’t seem like a lot—but in this sea of nothing, anything is a boon.

Our Tautology flares, the three of us stubbornly clinging to existence with the stolen magic of the strongest beings to walk the planet and the remnants of the gods that once oversaw it, and we continue on.

Sierra activates her nullspace seconds after I use mine, and the truth of our existence reaffirms itself.

My nullspace is suited towards impossibility, but Sierra created hers within the primordial void. I bring contradiction; she brings balance.

And so, the fuzzy, blurry edges of our lives sharpen. Our magic falls back within the boundaries of our skills, and our authority reshapes itself into… not quite what we were before. That’s impossible, with the system gone.

Amidst our twinned nullspaces, Adrian wakes. I’m not sure if it’s my Paradox giving us a lucky causality break to heal him or Sierra’s Balance returning his consciousness to him along with the true shape of his life, but he wakes, and that’s what’s important.

Direct us, we tell him at the same time.

Adrian flinches. The raw force of our words is too much, especially in this space where nothing is certain, and I can actually see him begin to disintegrate.

We both pull on our nullspaces, and in a flash, Adrian is whole again, but it’s a sobering reminder of how mortal our partner is.

He doesn’t have the Titan communication, and sound doesn’t propagate within the void, but Adrian is in the 300s. Even if level is a moot concept here, he still has that power associated with him, and through it all, he has kept the concept of waves.

That concept is, right now, the defining characteristic of his existence, and he understands what must be done.

Even if he can’t speak through sheer force like we can, Adrian attempts a precursor to it. He can’t get across actual words, but with all the will he has, he shares with us his concept, and he pours it into the Unbreakable Mortal Spirit.

The item still doesn’t take us anywhere, but with Adrian active, it begins to guide.

Within the void, we are still capable of travel, and so we do, following the threads extending from the world we have left behind.

That thread is crumbling. It has also been recently traveled, if the presence I sense is any indication.

Sapphire.

She’s influencing the past and creating a new present. In the process, she’s consigning a world that we’ve escaped to nonexistence.

I wonder, briefly, if that means that the three of us, whose existences began not so long ago, will cease to exist as well, but we have broken free of the reality that binds us, and we follow it back, back, and back. The weapon in Adrian’s hands pulses with infinite power, and with every passing second, the shape of the timeline becomes clearer.

At some point, the Moon part of the weapon must recognize its other half, because I lose control over the direction of our descent, and from the surprise emanating through our bond, so does Sierra.

We tumble faster and faster, guided only by the weapon Adrian wields. I try to judge where, when we are, but it’s a tough job, especially when the knowledge I have of the world comes from memories made from people born long after the period the weapon is sending us to.

What I do know is that with the hasty, jury-rigged solution we used to enable its usage, the weapon isn’t going to allow itself to be controlled. Adrian struggles to even hold onto it, even with our nullspaces and Tautology giving him the best chance he has, and neither I nor Sierra can direct what it’s doing.

I think it might be following its sibling.

If I could grimace, I would. I would have liked more preparation. If the Unbreakable Mortal Spirit is a weapon that can travel through time, a decade before Sapphire’s choice would be perfect. Unfortunately, it does seem like the two halves do not want to be separated across years, and so we’re going to land in the same time.

Fine then. We’re just going to have to adapt. Quickly.

Time passes. In the void, that could mean a couple of nanoseconds or a thousand years. To our perception, it’s both. Neither. Perception is a lie, anyway, so I pay it no regard.

What I do pay attention to is the sensation of the world rapidly approaching. I sense reason at the border of my existence. Consistent, logical reality.

The world-thread is solid here. It’s taking everything I have to keep my nullspace and our existences together at the same time, and I prepare for the impossible task of breaking into a reality that doesn’t want to be broken—and then the Unbreakable Mortal Spirit spirals us straight through.

For an instant, a gaping wound opens in the world, and we find ourselves reborn within it.

The border between us and the solid, real plane thins, then shatters like glass.

#

Once again, we fall.

The weapon, inasmuch as it could be called a weapon when it never directly did any damage, is inactive now. I can feel the lack of power emanating from it. Opening a hole into this world must have been the limit of the weapon. A thousand years of storage, and that’s all that was left.

I don’t have time to be disappointed, because we did not return to this world at its surface.

Judging from the fact that I can make out the curve of the planet, we are several hundred thousand feet above its surface and rapidly falling.

This isn’t a problem. I reach for Crimson Storm, which will have us down to the surface with our momentum cancelled out in under a second—and I find, instead, shapeless, formless magic.

Fuck.

Power, question, I communicate, thankful that I’m still capable of doing that much.

“I don’t have any of my skills!” Adrian shouts, barely loud enough to be heard around the wind. “Shit!”

We’re in the past, Sierra replies. Primordial. No system.

She’s right, I realize. The weapon just threw us who knows how many years into the past. Assuming we’ve landed in the same time as Sapphire, we’re at least at a time before the fall. That means over a thousand years in the past—and, more importantly, a time before the gods only existed as skeletons to hold up the magic in our world.

We have so much power attached to us. So much authority. That hasn’t changed, thankfully. We haven’t regressed at all, but we no longer have the framework to use our skills from.

This is within acceptable bounds, I think—I hope. We’ve created skills from nothing, before. Now, the two (or maybe three) of us simply need to do it again, this time without a system guiding us.

Sierra must be thinking along the same lines as me, because she starts reshaping our authority immediately. I join her.

It’s harder than it was with the system, which doesn’t surprise me. There’s no pre-existing framework for us to mold ourselves into. That means we have more freedom, but actually operating with our magic is going to be much, much more complex.

Overall, I say this is a net benefit. If we weren’t actively falling to our deaths, that is.

Something as refined as, say, Crimson Storm or even Sierra’s faster-than-light Vector Magic combination is not going to be possible within the time we have remaining.

But Sierra is a godsdamned genius when it comes to authority, and as we fall, she helps me shape a basic movement skill. It doesn’t work like the skills did, not exactly. Rather than attune our mana to a certain type and shape it, trusting the system and our authority to do the rest, she shapes our authority into a frame. Our magic serves to fill it up, fueling it.

Activating it will only take a spark.

I don’t know how she’s intuited the mechanics of the magic so fast, but I sense her activate the new magic—

[INTEREST]

In this instant, I experience a fraction of what Adrian must have felt when we spoke directly at him, because unlike the Titan speech, which I have learned to tolerate, this strikes me like a physical blow, burrowing into my soul.

“Oh.” Sierra seems like she’s almost forgotten we’re falling. “Oh, wow.”

“What the fuck?” Adrian shouts.

Who are you? I ask.

In lieu of an answer, the sky around us and the planet beneath us disappears.

#

We stand in a vast expanse populated by massive, undulating crystalline structures. Powerful magic ripples through the space, tinged with a flavor I have yet to taste.

This is a nullspace—or, at least, that’s the closest concept I can assign to it.

Except nullspaces have an end. The Titans are limited in power, and that includes Sierra and I. Even if we enter our nullspace instead of Manifesting them, they’re not infinite. This, though… it seems like it never ends.

“Sierra,” Adrian says. “We made it to before the fall, didn’t we? Is this…”

“It might be,” Sierra replies grimly. “Be on your guard, Evelyn.”

“I always am,” I say. “What am I on guard for?”

[QUERY]

Whatareyouwhyareyouherehowareyouhereyouareinthewrongageyouaredifferenthowwhywhatwhoyouarenotsupposedtobehere—the message is, once again, an order of magnitude more overwhelming than the Titan-speech.

Sierra clicks her tongue as the last piece of the puzzle slides into place.

There is one being that I know is stronger than the Titans. I know, because they came from it.

“On guard for that,” Sierra says. “A god.”


Chapter 35

A god. A true, proper god. I don’t know how strong it is, though my senses for authority tell me that its power is immense.

Without the system, though, there’s no good way to solidly categorize it. I can’t tell if it even fits into a proper Category, because there are no Categories.

To the best of my understanding, this isn’t exactly the past. If all the weapon did was send us time traveling, it wouldn’t be a godkiller. I made enough sense of the disparate nothingness of the void while we were within it to have some understanding of what it’s actually done.

We aren’t a thousand years in the past. Thanks to the weapon, this, here and now, is the present. Sierra, Adrian, Sapphire, and I are the last relics of a time a thousand years ago that no longer exists.

The worldline that we were following disintegrated as we traveled along it. Part of that is no doubt because of the general collapse of reality and the end of everything in the world, but that can’t be all. That’s not enough to retroactively destroy everything and every point in its history.

That, I’m assuming, is what the two parts of the the Unbreakable Mortal Spirit accomplished. We have, in essence, destroyed a thousand years of history and stolen the scraps for ourselves.

And some scraps they are. The authority that I Devoured from the Titans in the final days of the world we came from floats between me and Sierra, and it is overwhelming in its intensity.

Problem: although Sierra can use magic to some extent, neither of us have access to our skills. The lack of a system really is a rather major inhibitor to us.

I hope the same restrictions apply to Sapphire, but I know better than to rely on something so foolish as hope. Her corpse is—or was, I should say—one of the foundational parts of the system, after all. She existed for centuries prior to the creation of the system, and even though it’s been a full millennium since she last operated under conditions like these, she definitely knows how to handle herself better.

Which brings me back to the current matter at hand.

The god.

You are witnessed, I tell it, which is the best approximation I have to return its [QUERY]. This is going to be a difficult conversation, I gather.

“What the fuck is this thing?” Adrian asks. He doesn’t seem to be as affected by its speech as I am, which is curious. I wonder if it’s because of his comparative lack of power making him appear like less of a threat to the god in front of us.

“It’s a deity,” Sierra says flatly. “We swear to broken gods, yes? It looks like they’re not so broken anymore.”

[MISPLACED], it says. I’m prepared for the deluge this time, and I try my best to process it, but even the mere act of processing its communication stretches my mind to its limits. It takes all I have to keep my authority intact and close to me, let alone use it to understand what the god is trying to tell me without bending the figurative knee. If I let its speech overwhelm me, it’ll sweep me away into this… this prototype of a nullspace, I suppose.

I manage, but it takes literally everything I have just to stand here. Sierra seems to be managing better, but I can feel through our soul link that she isn’t having the easiest time of it either. It’s only Adrian who’s mostly able to stand his ground, and I get the feeling that that’s only because the god doesn’t think he’s worth its time.

It’s telling us about its perception of us. We three are complete outsiders to this world, and it can practically taste the difference between us and the natives to this world.

I try to delve deeper. To understand.

The god lets me. I don’t know if that’s a good thing.

#

???

This god was the first to react to the disturbance, but it knows it will not be the last.

This disruption… it is nearly unprecedented. It has witnessed only one disruption of the weave like this before, and that creature is one that is all too familiar to the god.

While the other carried the markings of the greater ones that makes this god pause, these new arrivals do not.

This god considers its own name to be meaningless, but when its memories are probed, it reveals what mortals tend to address it as. Atakai, the Patron of Darkness. It is a weak god, the distance between it and the core nine as great as the difference between an ant and a fae—or even the difference between the fae, greatest of the mortal species, and a god.

It is one of hundreds, thousands. Though they number the fewest out of the species mortal or immortal, the gods are still resplendent with those who seek power. Atakai wishes to advance from its position. While it may not even dare to dream of entering the core nine, it can travel through the hierarchy and reduce its chance of being forgotten.

The prime imperative of a god is to survive. They cannot die to mortal means, of course, but to other gods? A god cannot be destroyed, but it can be subsumed.

In order to continue surviving, Atakai seeks greater power, and this disturbance brings with it great promise. The power of the interlopers is completely unbound. They are not of this world.

This is a gift indeed. Atakai is not entitled to the prize, but it happened to be the first to it, and it has drawn them into its being. No other deity, not even one of the nine, can access them without breaking Atakai first.

It will consume them. One of them is merely a morsel, but the other two brim with the promise of unaffixed power. Atakai does not know how they have survived this far. They must be nascent gods, if not fully realized divinities, but though they possess power, they cannot use any of it.

The god, of course, can, and it will.

#

Evelyn

“Shit,” I say. “The god—”

”—Wants to eat us,” Sierra completes.

“Shit indeed,” Adrian says. He sounds unsurprised. “If it can siphon power like you can, it makes sense that it wants you two. You’re like living batteries to it.”

“Did you see it?” I ask. “The vision.”

“Bits and pieces.” His tone does not change. “It’s definitely directing its attention at you guys more than me.”

“You seem remarkably unconcerned,” Sierra comments. “That’s unusual.”

“We just fought the Titans. Not a Titan, every Titan. And then the world started falling apart. And then everyone on the surface died. And then. And then! After all that, the universe fucking blows up behind us. And it doesn’t even end there! After the literal apocalypse, you used me as a steering wheel to swim through a thousand years of undone history to return to a time before the system,” Adrian says, throwing his hands up in defeat. “Oh, and also, I don’t have any of my skills anymore, so I’m basically useless. If you’d like me to react, I can do that for you, but honestly, this just feels par for the course.”

[QUERY]

This time, the message carries the same overtones as the last one. I don’t like the direction in which this is going. Although the god isn’t mortal, its manner of thinking isn’t entirely alien. It still thinks like an animal. It thinks like I did when I was created.

It’s too focused on just the value that can be extracted from its targets. From us. It hasn’t thought of what the implications of our power is. I don’t think the idea of us being a threat to it as we are right now has even crossed its mind.

To be fair, we aren’t a threat right now. Sierra might be able to draw her unbound magic together to create something that approximates a skill, but we can’t match the complex power that defined us as Titans.

Though this isn’t a nullspace, it follows the same principles. It’s essentially an extension of the god’s being, and in here, the rules are what it decides they are. At full power, I think we could chance fighting this thing. I’m sure one of our nullspaces would be capable of breaking through its domain. It’s even possible that Adrian might be able to carve out a space for himself with The Unforgiving Sea.

But the system doesn’t exist, so none of us have shit.

“In that case,” Adrian says, sounding almost bored, “we should probably try to kill it first, right?”

“If you can figure out how,” I say.

We will not go quietly, Sierra tells the god in the meantime. You will not find an easy meal here. We are dangerous. Tread carefully, or we will be your end.

The god ruminates on that for a while. The facets of its domain twirl, inverting themselves or changing in size and shape. It has no physical manifestation in here, which, to me, means that this entire space is Atakai.

I pass this on to Sierra, who agrees.

“Great start,” Adrian says. “What’s next?”

We’re not going to be able to buy time forever, I think. I can feel Sierra manipulating her authority, seeking to replace the system we’ve been leaning on our entire lives, but it’s not progressing fast enoguh.

She’s not going to create a god-killing skill before Atakai decides to take its chances with us. Even if it dallies on killing us for an eternity, I saw enough through its densely packed communication to understand that it isn’t alone; stalling will only doom us to the clutches of another, more violent god.

Sierra glances at Adrian. I don’t know how much he can glean from that one look, but his expression turns sour.

“Fucking fantastic,” he grunts. “So no power, no help, no plan?”

“Sounds about right,” I agree. “Are you just going to sit there and whine, or are you going to do something about it?”

That might be a little unfair of me to say. Adrian hasn’t had the completely lopsided advantages I’ve found and Devoured for myself across my short life. By all metrics, he’s followed an astronomically fast progression, but he’s still nowhere near as strong as he needs to be to even keep up with the two of us, let alone help with this.

To my surprise, he replies.

“I will,” he says, a tinge of anger coloring his voice. “As I have been. Do you know how fucking hard I’ve been trying?”

[DESTRUCTION], Atakai intones. A verdict. It has processed a hundred thousand million possible paths, and it foresees victory in all of them. Though it may have paid a price measured in life to perform those calculations, it it has decided it is worth it.

This time, even Adrian gets the message. The images and concepts flow freely, requiring no power to parse, and I get the impression that Atakai wishes to spread this beyond the confines of its domain. It’s telling the other gods that must be encroaching on us that no matter what they do, it will have us and there is nothing that anyone can do about that.

Our death is written out for us in cold, divine speech.

I grit my teeth. We have done the impossible before, but this is an entirely different matter. My nullspace still exists, I’m sure of it, but neither I nor Sierra can access it without the system helping us along. Even as we were trying to break free of it in our final moments in the future that no longer exists, it still held all of our power together.

“Alright then,” Adrian says with surprising strength. “If we’re all dead anyway, I guess this can’t hurt.”

I’ve grown used to Adrian being the odd one out in our little trio. He’s consistently been the weakest, lagging behind even our enemies, and with a couple of exceptions, he has had to rely entirely on us for his continued survival. My deepest impressions of him are of a coward whose primary tactic is to run and hide.

Now, though, there isn’t a trace of fear written on his expression. Gone is that cringing, pathetic mess who practically bowed down to me on the train ages ago.

In his place…

#

Adrian

The message the god intends to send floods his mind just as it does the others. Adrian was growing convinced that he would never be surprised by another threat, but being taunted by a prediction of every possible future and the sudden terminations at the end is a new one to him.

He wasn’t lying when he said that he’s done giving a shit about this. During the last few months, he’s been equally baffled by the sudden exponential increase in power that he and his companions achieved and the truly insane variety of opponents they’ve had to face.

To Adrian, another impossible foe is nothing more than what’s expected.

Of course, the difference is that this time, Sierra and Evelyn don’t have their usual bullshit to take it out, Adrian thinks grimly.

Sierra is usually the planner, and Evelyn the executor. Even while alone, Adrian has spent far too long being thrown around and following other people’s plans. Kirin’s, Sapphire’s, the fae’s. Being the only one with a clue as to what to do next is wholly alien to him.

And yet here he is. For quite possibly the first time in his life, Adrian has identified a path where others haven’t.

He recalls the sensation of using the weapon that killed one god and threatened to annihilate the rest, the existence of which led directly to their fall. It is not entirely functional, separated from its partner as it is, and the angelic power holding it together is beginning to come apart at the seams.

But it’s functional enough, he thinks, and even if it can’t kill a god in its current state, maybe it can wound one enough to take them out of here.

In the now that has replaced his present, this weapon has yet to be invented. Angels will not exist until the fall—which could be centuries from now.

That means that the god that has trapped them does not know what his weapon is capable of. It has written him off as a non-threat. Although Adrian’s mental processing is nowhere near as fast as his partner’s, his mind is quick enough to comprehend the vast scale of the simulations the god has run.

In none of them does he use the weapon.

He closes his fingers around it. The weight is anything but reassuring.

The last time I held this, I nearly died, he thinks. It wasn’t only the environment around him actively slipping away—the weapon bound to him, using his life as an anchor on top of the oceans of mana pouring into it. He will be able to use it again, but he doubts he will come out the other end in one piece.

[HUNGER]

But if the choice is between a suicidal last stand and dying with a whimper, Adrian knows which he will choose, every time.

He’s been done running for a while. Today, he’ll show everyone who matters that he means it.

“This may be the last time we speak,” he warns the others. “So I wanted to thank you. For everything.”

Sierra realizes it before Evelyn does.

“There has to be another way,” she says. “You and I are the last of us, Adrian. Don’t leave me alone. Please.”

Faces bubble to the surface of his memory. Friends that were closer than any family could ever be. Lost to the waves, to the unforgiving abyss.

I’m coming home, he tells them.

“You’ve never been alone,” Adrian says, smiling sadly. “Remember us, will you?”

[DIE]

The god’s domain flashes.

Adrian activates the jury-rigged weapon of deicide and offers it everything.


Chapter 36

In the instant it happens, I finally understand.

I have been underestimating Adrian. Though he may have trailed behind both of us in terms of power, and though his mentality may not be as single-minded as ours, he has resolve to spare.

Sierra doesn’t stop him. I can tell through our link and her tight expression that she wants anything other than Adrian to give up his life, but she knows just as well as I do that there is no other option. The god’s clutches on us are otherwise inescapable.

The remannt of a weapon activates immediately. It’s falling apart, its power exhausted, but it has enough of a spark left to be used against this being.

As the domain of the god begins to collapse in on us, parts of it fall away, and I realize that all of us are being dragged into the primordial void once again.

The line of the world is much more defined now than it was when we first used it. This world is healthy. It has yet to begin collapsing, though I know it will not stay that way forever. Without the heavens and hells to stabilize it, the existence of the gods will begin to rub away at the fabric of existence.

I begin to get what the weapon actually does when I see the god and us represented as our own branching threads from the main line. It was indistinguishable before because of how messy the worldline itself was, but now? Now, I see it.

Adrian’s connection begins to shake. A moment later, so does Atakai’s.

The weapon doesn’t perform time travel, I realize. It severs. The reason it exhausted nearly all of its charge in a single usage is because the line being severed was an entire world.

If I understand everything correctly, gods cannot be killed. They are not, after all, mortal. The Unbreakable Mortal Spirit, however, destroys them. It tears them from the world and casts them into the unforgiving void without a way to reconnect to anything that even faintly resembles reality. Eventually, whatever has been thrown into the void becomes one with it. A killing in effect, if not in name.

Adrian is consigning himself to the same fate. He casts his existence into the weapon, which uses him up and ejects what remains into the swirling chaos beyond. In exchange, it shudders with the remaining power that it possesses, sparked by Adrian’s fragment of life.

He’s no slouch in terms of power—of course, he can’t compare to us, but he has the equivalent of 300 levels of experience to put into this. The disparity in power between us doesn’t even matter. The weapon bonded to him, not us, and it’s the act of sacrifice that matters more than anything else.

In the fractional slices of time between instants, an understanding passes between Sierra and I. Our thoughts are in sync, our souls bound even without the system to facilitate it.

Neither of us could have managed this. She and I are not so dissimilar. Everything I have ever done has been, in one way or another, intended to progress myself; Sierra, too, has given up much for the pursuit of power. After sacrificing everything else, we cannot surrender what we have carved ourselves into.

Even if we could offer the amount of power Adrian had, the weapon wouldn’t accept it. I am certain of it, having managed to pilot it for a short period of time.

Adrian is not us. He has made sacrifices too, but from what I know about him, power is not a goal in and of itself. At the end of the day, he just wants to live. For us, a life without power is not worth living. For him?

For him, I can only guess.

#

Adrian

He is dead from the moment he activates the weapon, and he knows it. His body hasn’t realized it yet, but it will.

It’s honestly a surprise to him that he survived the last activation. Then again, the moon in his hands had a thousand years of charge before the first use. Sure, it was activating on an entire world instead of a single being, but now there is nothing but fumes and Adrian’s life.

Darkness falls upon his vision, then light. Then—he doesn’t even try to understand the colors that go beyond sight. Adrian doesn’t have long until his brain ceases to function. He’s not going to waste it trying to comprehend an area not meant for mortal minds.

Slowly, the form of the god comes back into his perception. Sierra and Evelyn are there, too, but they’re fading.

No. It’s him that’s fading. The god is the most solid being to him, but that’s because of the weapon. The two of them are linked, spiraling into the endless abyss together.

Adrian smiles, and the edges of his lips dissolve. Movement is dangerous right now. Speech is impossible. He has chosen his last words, and he’s content with them.

Death is not always the end, he knows. Souls can find their ways back into the cycle of life in some way or another, and in his time, there are (or will be, maybe?) hells.

That isn’t the case here. Though he lacks Sierra’s genius-level understanding and Evelyn’s intuition, he can tell that this end will be more final than most. There is nothing waiting for him except the paradoxical, empty chaos of eternity.

He does not close his eyes. The borders of his existence are falling fast, and he wants to at least see his death as he approaches it.

The sensation of the Unbreakable Mortal Spirit breaking his body and soul is, at the very least, merciful. Judging from the deluge of visions that Adrian’s fracturing mind can only describe as “piercing screams” coursing through him, the god doesn’t feel the same way.

Small mercies.

Stupidly, Adrian’s mind wanders to what could have been as his vision darkens, familiar reality-distorting cracks crawling through his eyes. Somewhere in the random disorder of the void, he could have led a different life. His imagination is somehow a dozen times more vivid at the brink of a forever nothing, and he decides to indulge himself. It’s not like he’s going to have a chance to fantasize later.

If he just ignored Sierra that fateful day, Adrian could have led a peaceful life. He pictures himself leaving the facility, allowing Sierra a degree more of freedom but leaving her an ally short. He doesn’t know what would have happened to her, but he thinks of how he could have rebuilt.

Adrian dreams of opening a bar. Leading a simple, peaceful existence, forever stuck at Category 0 but blissfully unaware of the devastation that lays beyond. The him of this timeline does not know that one day, years down the line, the world will end in a flash of chaotic fury. He leads a simple life. A peaceful one.

Maybe one day I will be reborn. Maybe I can try again then.

It’s impossible now. Adrian left that fantasy behind a long time ago. His life until now has seen near everyone he’s cared about die for him. Adrian wonders if it was better to know them and lose them to never have them at all, then discards the question.

He’ll be joining them soon enough.

The god is shuddering. Or maybe Adrian is. He can’t feel any part of his body, his senses scattered like he’s a dozen different fragments of someone that used to be a person. He sees everything and nothing.

His mind is all that is left to him, and even that is sliding fast.

Memories, personalities, lifetimes slip away from him. Soon, there will be nothing left.

He can’t even tell if the god is suffering. The man with the weapon hopes it is.

There is no purpose but to kill the enemy. There is nothing but the weapon. There is nothing but the void.

The enemy.

The eternity.

Emptiness.

As the last thread of his consciousness begins to become one with eternity, the man thinks he hears a voice.

Thank you, someone whispers deep into his core. We’ll make it count.

And then there is nothing at all.

#

Evelyn

Sierra is uncharacteristically quiet as we watch Adrian dissolve. It’s a wondrous thing to behold. With the partial comprehension I possess of the void, his death is a work of art. Crimson blood mists in a spiral, his body distended and twisted until it is no longer recognizably human. His soul and authority intertwine as one, then separate, never to be reunited. It’s a dance of color and death.

And in the process, he saves us. The Unbreakable Mortal Spirit becomes more than just the moon in Adrian’s hands, extending and encompassing even the god. The proto-nullspace splinters, and though it is not entirely broken, enough of the void around us filters in through the cracks.

Even without the gaps, though, the god is suffering. It thrashes, the crystalline fractals in its domain pulsing with fear and pain, and it is too occupied trying to make it stop to turn the force of its wrath on us. It tries to nullify the Unbreakable Mortal Spirit, but even if it’s only half-complete, that weapon was still intended to kill gods.

Thank you, I tell Adrian.

“Wasn’t expecting that out of you,” Sierra says. Her voice is thick with emotion. I don’t need to look at her to tell she’s holding back tears.

To be honest, I still can’t sympathize with the reaction, but I don’t want Sierra to suffer.

“He did something neither of us could ever do,” I tell her. “He’s earned my respect for that.”

That brings another surge of emotion up in Sierra, and I take her burden upon myself through the link, forming it into a crude form of Titan speech that every living being in this place can understand.

We’ll make it count.

The weapon reaches its peak as Adrian dies. A wave of still, golden light pulses smoothly out from it, wrapping the god in burning radiance. Sierra and I begin to blink back into the reality that Atakai took us from, watching as the weapon slashes and burns holes through the godflesh like it’s nothing more than mortal.

Except—it’s not incinerating it entirely, is it? Adrian’s sacrifice is crippling the god, that much is clear. Massive chunks of it explode, crystals shattering into a million pieces before dissolving into the hollow void. The damage is enough that even in our weakened state, I think we have what it takes to overpower it.

But it’s not dead. It’s a husk, yes, and I have no doubt that if it returns to the real world, it will be easily overrun by one of its divine brethren, but it’s alive.

Somehow, that feels unfair. A life and a weapon of this power should be able to trade for a life. Then again, fair hasn’t been a factor in my life for a long, long time.

On the other hand, this could be exactly what we need.

I don’t bother waiting until Sierra manages to get herself under control. It might be a touch cruel, but we don’t have the luxury of time. If this god’s perception was correct, divinities are going to descend on us like flies to honey the moment we exit the void, and even with our authority holding us here, we can’t survive in the void forever.

“You can mourn Adrian when we’ve won,” I say. “If we’re going to make it count, let’s not follow him straight into the grave.”

She wipes away a corner of her eye. “Right. What are you thinking?”

Her tear, I notice, is blurry and indistinct. Without the Tautology protecting us, we are experiencing the void without a proper filter. The remnants of Atakai around us are still burning, and they protect us a little, but with every passing second, more of the god’s flesh sizzles away.

It’s certain death if we stay here. The void will take us before we gain enough control over our authority to maintain our position. It’s less certain death if we go back out there, but without our skills, that’s still a tough ask.

But even without my skills, without the magic, I am still Evelyn Carnelian.

I advance, no matter what.

“I can’t use Devour yet,” I tell Sierra. “I suspect that I might have more luck if I stole the dying god in front of us.”

She catches on instantly, bless her heart. Sierra clears her throat, then says, “Right. This is about what you said Sapphire told you.”

“If the system in our world was made from the gods, then I figure we can create something similar. It won’t be as effective, because we don’t have the entire fae race behind us, but if we can harness this god, that’s a fair sight better than where we were before.”

“Then what are we waiting for?” Sierra asks, her voice trembling ever so slightly. “Let’s get on with it.”

She’s not going to be able to shake off Adrian’s death as easily as I have, I can tell. In another time, another place, I could give her the space to do so, but the past month has not been conducive to taking a breather. I need her here, and I need her now.

“Breathe,” I tell her. My amalgam is a broken mess now, ruined by repeated reassembly, Sapphire, and our trips into the unreality that lies beneath the surface of everything, but I have learned my own lessons on how to interact with people. I do not need Acting or Imitation anymore; I can simply be who I am. “Adrian is gone, but we aren’t. Prove his decision was right with me. Don’t let him sacrifice himself for nothing.”

It’s similar to what I told her earlier, but the sentiment rings doubly true. Sierra is the one whose mind can process the esoteric mess that is the magic of this world, and it’s her I need. I can’t do this alone.

“Yeah,” she says, shaking herself. Her existence blurs, a fragment of her authority escaping free and returning to the void. “Shit. We don’t have much time.”

“All the more reason to hurry.”

We reach out together with our authority. We’re still within Atakai’s domain, but it’s not much of a domain anymore. At this point, it’s just the creature’s body, and it’s losing integrity. The god has enough authority structured within itself to survive in the void for a very, very long time, but it’s rapidly losing the ability to preserve its meal within.

“Shape the magic,” Sierra says. “Don’t fight it. Follow your instincts. I doubt you’ll get anything terribly complex, but you can distill what’s important and pour a whole lot of power into it.”

Raw shaping doesn’t feel possible right now. My beleaguered existence struggles to keep itself intact, let alone force magic into a shape, but I try to listen.

“How am I supposed to just let my instincts act?” I ask, more than a little frustrated. “It’s taking everything I have just to not lose my power to the abyss.”

“You need to let go,” Sierra says. “It’s a complicated process, but that’s what I’m here for. Take the leap of faith and just let your unconscious mind take over.”

I hesitate. Even if I have implicitly and explicitly trusted her with my life, I don’t know if I can do this. Just now, I was thinking about how neither of us can give up power, but the issue is magnified tenfold for me.

You advance. How can I advance without my magic?

It’s a silly thought. I don’t have access to my magic right now, and even if I try to hold onto every drop of it, I won’t get my power back.

And yet I can’t do it. I can’t just stop holding on and let all my carefully-built control go to shit. This is who I am, just as much as the violence. I am who I am, and even if I know it’s for my good, I can’t let go. I can’t.

“I’ve already asked you to trust me too many times,” Sierra whispers, sounding shockingly unhurried. “So I’ll ask you to trust us. Trust yourself in keeping control even after you fall. Trust me to catch you. Trust us to win.”

I breathe in deeply. Exhale. I’m painfully aware that every wasted moment here is another percentage point of our power consigned to the eternal nothingness, every passing second another opportunity for us to lose it all and die ourselves.

Let go. It should be simple, but it’s harder to stop than it should be. I can’t stop a train that’s been going my whole life.

Sierra wraps her arms around me, and the hazy mist of the void blurs the boundaries between her and me. It doesn’t just do so on a physical level, either. The two of us are already tied tight with our soul bound and the modifications Sierra made to the link between us. She’s taken the name I chose for myself, eschewing the one she was born with.

Conceptually, we are closer than any two mortals in this world could possibly be. The warmth she provides me goes beyond a physical gesture. Sierra is offering herself to me. Her existence.

I let her in, let the two of us turn our boundaries indiscernible. Her thoughts, her values, her life intertwines with mine.

And I let go.

“There you are,” Sierra murmurs. Her voice is hazy—the words seem to be coming from her throat and mine at the same time. It’s not a wholly unpleasant sensation, but we need to get out of here. Fast.

Authority escapes me like air from a deflating balloon, my magic dissolving into the great nothing, but Sierra’s calming influence keeps me from trying to claw it all back.

Focus, she thinks for us. Flow with it. Catch it. Control it.

Sierra can’t do everything for me, though. She has her magic under control, for a certain value of control, but she hasn’t tried to take over the god. Not for lack of trying, either.

But her magic imitates, and it balances. That’s the core of who she is, and there’s not much she can do to balance out a living corpse.

That’s my job.

Instinct. It all comes back to that. I’ve had a complicated relationship with them. Though I trust my instincts for the most part, it has always come with the caveat that Sapphire is the one behind my creation; she is the one who set them in the first place.

Sierra told me to trust in myself, though, so I must. I am not the same being I was when I was born. Though the truths that define me may still remain, I have carved out my own. I have learned. I have grown.

I can do this.

Our magic has long since fallen out of the carefully shaped form that it held during the time of the system. Despite the power of my memory, there’s no proper reference I can use to copy. I cannot mimic any existing skill, so I must create my own from the ground up.

I reach out, and instead of trying to hold the magic I still possess still, I draw it around me. I will it to do what it wants to do most.

This is, after all, Evelyn Carnelian’s magic, and if there isn’t a system to tell it what to do, I’ll do it myself.

“Objective,” I whisper, willing my magic to follow. “Devour the god.”

And so it does.

It’s messy. Incoherent. Not anywhere near the grace of the Devour the system granted me.

But it’s mine, and it is power. Bright red—carnelian—spirals out with a black darker than the darkest parts of the void, and it seeps into Atakai.

In the void, the rules are different. Physics don’t apply unless someone is forcing them to. Existences merge if they’re not held onto.

So when I Devour the god, I’m not just taking from it. I am overtaking it. I annihilate its personality from existence, and I take Sierra and I and implant us into it.

There are fragments of Adrian in here too. Memories. Impressions.

I won’t forget your sacrifice. The thought crosses my mind, and I can’t tell if it’s me or Sierra that had it. We won’t forget.

What was that phrase Atakai conveyed to us again?

A god cannot be killed, but it can be consumed.

It can be Devoured.


Chapter 37

Reality begins to come back into definition as I sink my hooks into the flesh of the god. My Devour may not be the most effective at directing power into my existence, but it feels truer than it ever was before. I think it was on the way to reaching this state before the world we were in disintegrated, but that was still within the constraints of the system.

This is mine. Really, truly mine. It takes more from the past life of what I’m consuming than just raw power. Memories that aren’t mine come flooding into my mind. There’s a massive storm of them, each of them a confused, garbled mess of images and sounds and concepts. I can’t hope to process the entire god in this moment, but what I get from it is enough to give me a framework.

If Atakai’s history is a flood, Adrian’s is an island amongst them. Though I am not human, Sierra is, and my mind was formed after the fashion of humans and human-adjacent species. Atakai might be incomprehensible, but the late Hydrokinetic is everything but.

I share his memories with Sierra as best I can. She’ll appreciate them more than I can. There is a long history in there. Moments he hasn’t shared with her, perhaps. Their shared past, preserved in death for as long as the two of us survive. I mentally skim through it just to check for anything important, but there’s nothing super relevant to me in there.

The part I care about is encompassed in the last couple of weeks. Time seems to have flowed differently with the fae; Adrian’s recollections of them last for a longer time than I remember us being in the hells.

The fae have the other half of the story. Summing what they and Sapphire have said won’t result in a perfect understanding of the system, because of course both of them are likely to leave critical points of information out of their retellings of what they understand, but it should be enough.

It might not be enough for me to recreate the system exactly, but it’s a start. I’ve managed to force my magic into a Devour that is unlike any I’ve created before.

With my budding control over the deity Adrian brought to its knees, I may be able to do the same for everything else. It won’t be the same, but that’s alright. Change is the only constant in my life, and I welcome it so long as it can benefit me.

The first order of business is getting us out of the void. Adrian’s usage of the Unbreakable Mortal Spirit targeted the god, not me, but it dragged us in here alongside them. We haven’t been further affected by the weapon, but we do need to find a way back to baseline reality.

The last time we did this, we found our way back to reality using our Titan abilities. We may be Titans still, but we don’t have the powers associated with them. The two of us are blind compared to who we were millennia from now. My senses work to understand raw power, but they can’t locate the anchor that indicates where baseline is.

Can’t stay here long, Sierra says, not speaking for fear of distorting her existence further. Need to reform.

Trying, I reply. Unsure where to begin.

You have one skill, she continues. Extrapolate.

I don’t know how to just extrapolate, but Sierra is trying to do the same thing, so I can’t fault her for an unclear answer.

Okay. How was it that Sierra used a skill earlier?

Frame. Fuel. Spark.

The frame is the important part. I have the fuel lying within me and around me—the overwhelming intensity of the god alongside our own fountains of power. Any bit of that can become a spark.

I just need to form the shape of the magic. There is no exact skill that I can replicate to return us to reality; in the void, concepts like distance don’t apply, so even if I remade Crimson Storm from scratch, it wouldn’t be able to bring us back.

Having the god as a shell certainly helps with that. It also doesn’t have tools to navigate the void—that explains why even the gods feared the fae’s ultimate weapon—but it has a framework to build off of. An unnamed, dead framework, but now it’s ours.

We need to return. Reality lies some conceptual distance away, and we need to get there.

I construct the skill piece by piece. In this blurry, unreal space where we are currently the only living beings, it is somehow easier to manage. When there are no rules, we can create our own.

I discard firepower, consumption, and everything that doesn’t relate to movement. There are other skills that I can recreate to do that. What I need right now is just get out.

The god’s knowledge flows into me, and I use it as much as I can.

You’re getting it, Sierra says. I can feel it.

As can I.

There is no system to speak for the skill I shape, so I speak it into existence. My definitions hold power, now. The god’s memories, though confusing to parse through, hold that information.

The boundaries between the god and I blur. Atakai’s sense of self-identity is strong enough that some semblance of its will still remains, and it begins to fight me as I dig deeper into it, entrenching myself further into its being.

Our minds are one and the same, my Devour linking my even closer to it than Sierra’s. The more I consume, the more we overlap. There can only be one of us in this divine body, though, and I refuse to let this prey animal of a god win.

You don’t even exist, I think to it. Thousands of years from now, nobody remembers you. They cripple your brethren and use their skeletons as fuel, but you don’t even rate.

At some point in this thing’s pitiful future, it is absorbed. It called itself the Patron of Darkness; perhaps Skoton takes it. Or maybe even Sapphire. Who knows? All that matters is that I know it does not survive in its current form.

Though I may not be able to show it [DESPAIR] the same way it might be able to, I have learned the way of the Titans. Sierra, Sapphire, and I are the last of the race that followed the gods, and even if we are less than divinity, this god can’t stop any of us.

You are not a survivor, I tell it, forcing images of the future into what passes for a divine mind. I have killed the beings that replace you. Do you think you stand a chance against me?

It shrinks back, flinching at the sentiment. Atakai, I can tell, is not used to being assaulted by a mortal like this. This may be the first time it has ever experienced anything like this—the second time, I amend, remembering the reason why we’re here in the first place.

It will also be its last. The god gives me an inch, so I take a mile.

[STOP]

I don’t.

When it is done, I am more than I was before and Atakai no longer exists. If I was blind before, I can see clearer than ever now. The well of magic and authority that the half-dead god represents is greater than what either Sierra or I possesses right now, and more importantly, it possesses structure.

Bursting with power, I will words into existence.

Extrapolate, indeed. All I needed was to finish killing the god. It’s clear now what I have to do.

Shearing off a fragment of divinity allows me to create something that will eventually be called a skill. I wonder what it’s called in this time period. A spell, maybe? A magic formation?

I don’t know. I don’t really care.

Sierra’s guided me through this once now, and the memory of our Defiance settles over me like a warm blanket. With her hand guiding one of mine and the skeleton of Atakai guiding the other, I utter my first declaration of my own.

“New skill unlocked,” I say, blazing with divine power. It won’t be perfect. I haven’t finished subsuming this god yet, and I doubt it’s the strongest one we’ll see.

But it’ll be enough.

When I return to the mortal realm, it will not be as a bloodspawn, nor a demon, nor a Titan.

I will be a god.

I speak, actualizing my skill as I do, and I draw on my nascent ascension for all it’s worth.

“Aspect of Divinity - Awaken.”

#

The Darkmoon Empire

The ritual stops halfway through the execution step.

Emperor Anaris looks down upon his Archpriests in displeasure.

“Order. Truth. Justice. You have ceased.” The Emperor does not raise his voice, but danger sparks within it.

He will not sully his hands with the foul work of ending their foes across the Nameless Sea, but executing one of those responsible for failing the ritual? That is simplicity itself. There are a dozen priests and hundreds of initiates waiting to take the places of the Three Virtues.

“Emperor, this one is not worthy,” Order begs, prostrating himself, “but the Patron’s darkness has been severed.”

“Has it, now?” the Emperor says, his mana roiling around him in a storm. In ritual form, the Virtues eclipse even him, but in a fight, he knows he can annihilate them. His contract is not with the Patron, either. If Order speaks true, there will not be a fight.

“You must believe us,” Justice says. “Atakai is… unresponsive. It’s unlike the god to abandon us like this. We have proved faithful all these decades. You know this, my Emperor.”

“So I do,” he muses. “Then perhaps this ritual has lost your Patron’s favor.”

“It would never,” Truth adds, hurriedly bowing his head to the floor when the Emperor’s gaze sweeps over him. “Atakai thirsts for the blood of the impure. Our Patron would never disallow a ritual meant to cleanse a land.”

“Perhaps your god wishes to see it cleaned by hand,” Anaris says. “Perhaps… perhaps Atakai wishes to sponsor a champion.”

“This may be so,” Truth hedges. “We cannot tell. Our connection has disappeared in its entirety.”

Emperor Anaris regards his Virtues with irritation. Though the ritual may have ceased, the myriad sacrifices to fuel it are still gone. Ten thousand of his people, consumed for nothing.

He will ensure their death has a cause.

“We shall take the battlefield ourselves, then,” the Emperor says. “You are all of the eighth circle, yes?”

“Unworthy beneath the ninth,” the Three Virtues recite at once.

Nine circles for nine gods. A man can spend a lifetime without advancing a single one, and the Emperor is at the peak of what is possible with mortal power.

Eliminating a nation himself will be another irritation, but he knows that there is power yet beyond what he has. The nine circles are of the weave which the gods deem fit to be distributed to mortals, but there must be a tenth, eleventh, and even further beyond. The gods hoard their power, and the Emperor seeks it.

Perhaps a bargain with the Patron of Darkness can be struck. Perhaps the Emperor can grow beyond the confines of this mortal realm.

“To Valirhine,” he orders his Virtues. His [Divine Voice]—a third-circle boon granted to him by the goddess of the moon—radiates throughout his forces, touching upon some hundred thousand magical troops. “Today, we cleanse the continent.”

[Lunar Gate], a seventh-circle boon, sends each and every one of his soldiers, including himself, to a staging area within the domain of the goddess that provides for him. Minutes later, after he has ensured that his troops are ready for war, it returns them to the planet, thousands of miles from the capital city where they resided.

The Valirhinian people have grown fat and lazy, Emperor Anaris notes with disgust. Their army is wholly unprepared for the sudden incursion of another force into their ranks, and his troops wreak havoc upon the enemy. Even those who cannot access Atakai’s power can utilize the items created during the Great War, pouring fourth and even fifth-circle boons into the unwitting followers of the Impure.

The gods must be feasting.

As the bloodbath continues, however, the tides begin to turn. It is an almost imperceptible change, only detected by the Emperor because of his vantage point high above the battlefield. A battalion falls here, swept out in a wave of burning light. A squadron flees there, half regulation size but missing none of its members.

“The Sins,” he hisses. “They wield the Impure. We attack.”

“But Master,” Truth says, “we have no magic. We are wholly devoted to our Patron. All of our items are gone.”

“We. Attack.” Emperor Anaris leaves no time for argument and drops down.

Ninth-circle boon: [Lya’s Body]. Already an imposing man, the Emperor grows to be a hundred times his size, flattening both his troops and the enemy’s as he lands.

Ninth-circle boon: [Lya’s Light]. The unfiltered power of the goddess expands from him, consuming everything in a hundred-mile radius. His own soldiers remain unaffected, protected by his blessing, but the others are reduced to a fine, thin mist.

The heroes of Valirhine make their stand, using their own ninth-circle boons to survive.

“Heretic!” one of the Sins shrieks, following suit with [Lya’s Body]. “You will suffer for this!”

And yet they cannot protect their own people. In an instant, fifty thousand soldiers die. Five seconds later, another hundred thousand civilians are reduced to ash.

Emperor Anaris looks up to the sky and laughs as the power of the dead surges into him.

“Atakai, are you pleased?” he shouts. “Are you sated? Shall you pick your new champion?”

“Master!” Justice cries in return. Anaris looks at him like he’s a particularly annoying ant. He had almost forgotten Justice was there. “Atakai! The Patron’s power returns!”

And indeed, the Virtue glows with dark power… and yet it is not correct. Anaris has grown to understand the ways of the gods, and Atakai has chosen to manifest itself differently.

He discards the thought. There is a battle to be won.

“Then use it,” he growls.

The Virtues get to work, preparing their own boon to counter the Sins’, and suddenly, everything goes silent.

Dead silent.

Darkness seems to descend on the battlefield, but it is tinged with crimson. A shade of red that Anaris recognizes from his vault of jewels.

Carnelian.

Overwhelming power gathers above. More than a ninth-circle. More than a tenth, even.

This is, without a doubt, a god.

Emperor Anaris does not quake in the face of the gods, however, and so he welcomes the divine presence that is surely Atakai come to bestow its blessing upon him.

“Patron of Darkness!” he shouts. “Witness my sacrifice in your name! Grant me power befitting a true Virtue!”

The god of the dark manifests itself as a pair of women, pitifully small in the face of the Emperor. They appear through a rift in the world, which closes behind them immediately yet remains crackling with permanent power afterwards.

One of them is clad in black, her aggressive darkness representing one half of the god, and the other is painted in red. Despite the colors, it is the dark who seems vibrant, the red that seems sinister.

Emperor Anaris stares up the god that his empire has spent a century worshipping and prepares for ascension.

“Who the fuck are you?” Evelyn Carnelian asks.


Chapter 38

Who the fuck is this guy?

The skill I’ve just finished activating has aspects to it that I don’t understand. Importantly, it brought us back to reality, opening a vast tear in the framework to do so. This world is much more stable than ours was in some ways, but in others, it’s not. It feels more alive. I see the differences between a world run by gods and one by the manufactured remnants of their corpses.

This world is more flexible, but it matches that in shallowness. 

Apparently, it also notified someone else of my existence. I don’t have Appraise anymore, and I don’t even have the instinctive senses of a Titan—or, I suppose, it’s better to say that I do, but they don’t apply as well in this time.

He’s powerful, I can tell that. Amongst a battlefield of mortals, this thousand-foot-tall behemoth is a standout. There are others, clad in a brighter shade of white than the abyss-dark armor the one addressing me is, but their luster seems lesser than his.

“Emperor Anaris of the Darkmoon Empire,” the strange giant declares. “I am the beginning and the end of my bloodline. For a century, I have served—“

“Darkmoon Empire?” I interrupt. That’s not in my fragmented memories. I look askance at him. “Sierra?”

“Let me think,” she says. After a moment, she shrugs. “Our records before the fall don’t—or didn’t, I should say—extend very far.”

She speaks quieter than she usually does. Adrian’s death must still be affecting her.

I can’t help her with that. All I can do is hope she won’t let it get in our way.

“You’re going to have to enlighten me as to what your empire is,” I say drily. “I’m not familiar with it.”

The behemoth shifts. “You are not Atakai.”

Before I can reply to that, I sense a burst of energy coming from miles away.

My mental stats aren’t stats anymore, but my mind has just overtaken that of a god’s. Until I can figure out how to reestablish stats like I did my first skill, I’m going to just use what I can.

The energy blast currently splitting the clouds apart bears a resemblance to the menacing aura pouring off of the self-styled Emperor. They both stand at the edge of familiarity. I’ll think about it more once I survive this.

Incoming, I tell Sierra.

I see it, she replies. You’re the god.

Right. She has a significant chunk of power invested in her, but the framework is mine. Though the boundaries between us are loose enough that she may be able to ride along in my mind or even divest me of my power, she hasn’t and won’t execute on that.

We’ll have to find her another divine corpse to feed on later.

Not the time, I think to myself. My thoughts aren’t as fast as they were before. I need to solidify my position.

This is the time to do that, I suppose. Right now, all I have is the Rebirth skill I used, which allowed us to burst into reality and further integrated me into this thing’s body—but other than that, I’m still totally bereft of weapons.

I don’t know how the other gods handle their power, so I’ll just have to make my own path. Business as usual, really.

The power I have available to me isn’t unlimited. It took nearly a quarter of it just to create Rebirth, and though I assume much of that power was invested in finding a way back to baseline reality, I can’t assume that other skills I make will be that much cheaper.

First things first: I need to be able to react. The light is already halfway to us, and it’s closing fast.

My existence is roughly shaped, the union between my body and Atakai’s imperfect and misshapen, so not all of its abilities have translated to me yet. I focus on the idea of the mind, perception. There’s no system to guide me through it, so I lean heavily on Sierra, who lends me her processing power to shape myself.

I speak it into existence once more. It’s a strange process—it’s like the Titan speech and the god’s deluge of concepts but differs from both. Rather than try to pass along information, I’m forcing an idea upon the world and telling it to stick. With the amount of power I now wield, reality bends under my word.

It’s not the easiest way to handle things, but I search for the parts of me that used to correlate to the mind. Appraise, unrecognizable in its current state. Stealth. Emulate. Locate. My Antimemetic Resistance. None of them are usable, but there are faint impressions of them still remain where they once were.

Their authority is of the correct type. I sweep them all together, compressing a dozen different aspects of what I once was and coagulating them with what I will be. A simple decision to make, all things considered—not even a sacrifice.

“Create Attribute: Mind,” I order, forcing the first part of my new system into existence.

I bend reality, forcing a screen to appear before me. The fae have yet to defeat the gods, yet to create the system after the fall of divinity, so I’m forced to use Sierra and my memories the best I can to shape a part of myself into displaying the attributes of the rest of me.

It takes another fraction of a second to replicate the scale at which the system used to operate, in which the all-consuming light bears down further. The originator of this can’t be as strong as the Titans were, I think. Otherwise, we would have been overwhelmed by now.

As it is, I have the time to give myself a luxury. The numbers aren’t strictly necessary, but the quantification of my strength has always helped me gauge my ability.

The system I have created for myself is still bare-bones. I bring up my stat screen, and it only displays two lines of next. Not even a name.

Attributes:

Mind - 924

But that’s enough. By the metrics of the system, I have nearly tripled this attribute—though it shows less detail than before, and it is at the cost of a chunk of my skills. Two-thirds of my authority remains free, ready to be bound.

It’s a costly endeavor, but my thoughts speed up until the hundred-foot-sunbeam is moving at a crawl.

Okay. That’s one attribute sorted, but I’m not actually able to move. Through the power of the raw magic we wield, we’re hovering half a mile off the ground, but I can’t do much more than that. I need enough control over my magic and body in order to deflect or nullify the incoming energy.

Blood Magic. Siphon. Soulblade. Heal. Heaven and Hell. Excise. Demonic Star. My magical immunities and resistances. I blend those parts of me together, searching for similarly-formed sections of the god to consume alongside it, and I repeat the process.

Create Attribute: Magic.

Then, once more. Roughly mapping the remaining fragments of what I was in the future to the corresponding parts of the god allow me to shape a third part of myself.

Create Attribute: Body.

When all is said and done, I have used up the bulk of what the god has offered me. It was a weak one, it seems—well, weak is relative, since it does appear to have given me something like twice what I already had, but I expected more out of proper divinity.

Then again, I was already getting close to the peak of strength the world when we left it. I suppose the lower end of the gods weren’t that much stronger than the Titans.

Oh. To be fair, Adrian did also blow up most of it with the godkiller. That would probably do it.

Not the point. I’ve just used up the bulk of the excess that Devouring the god granted me. Time to see what I can do with…

Attributes:

Mind - 924

Body - 958

Magic - 1609

Wow. Yeah, I can do a lot with that.

I have no skills with which to use that monstrosity of a Magic stat with, but that’s fine. I can always make more.

I’d like to know what the strength of the other beings here are. With my enhanced body and mind, my vision is sharp enough to filter out the blinding light of the sun and see the others on this battlefield.

It’s a mess. We appear to be in a city of some kind, but I can’t discern any features other than that. There could have been castles or cottages or any type of building here, but they’ve all been reduced to smoking rubble.

The best comparison I can think of is the devastation inflicted by a high-yield nuclear bomb. It’s not the total, scouring effect that the greatest angel inflicted upon the world we escaped. Not even close. Hells, there are even people alive down there, and I don’t think all of them are on the same level as the Emperor.

There are a few that seem to challenge him. One of them is the one that this blast of energy came from. They too are giants. I count a dozen of them opposing the Emperor and his army, which I don’t bother doing a total headcount on. There are definitely tens of thousands of them at a minimum, but compared to me, they’re not very strong. That makes them irrelevant.

These people rival proto-Titans in size. Without a skill to tell me how powerful they are, though, I can’t tell if they rival my onetime company in strength as well. They’re powerful, no doubt about that, but…

Lya, Sierra communicates to me. They are mimicking Lya.

The pieces click into place. That’s where the familiarity came from. Just a few hours ago, millennia from now, we fought and annihilated the Titan of the Living Moon. It’s alive now, and it’s in the form of a god. Its power in a now-destroyed future was a shell of what it is in the present. I anticipate it won’t be nearly as easy to annihilate it now.

Its subjects, on the other hand…

Most of my authority has been affixed, packaged into quantifications of the abilities I now hold. When I gain a skill, I will be able to use it with devastating effect.

In order to gain a skill, though, I’d very much like to have more fuel to do it with.

Conveniently, we hover above two warring armies in the cradle of a civilization. Even after a devastating blow, there’s still plenty of people remaining. Stronger ones, presumably, since they survived.

A perfect setting for me.

Hold on, I communicate to Sierra. Her body doesn’t move quite as quickly as mine, but our existences are intertwined enough that she won’t be ripped apart by the movement. I’m going to get us to a safer spot.

Acknowledgment.

I don’t have a skill that can move us, and I’m not sure if I can replicate Crimson Storm with what I have remaining, but the sheer power I hold is enough for me to manage some basic tricks without even utilizing a skill.

For instance, I can gather together enough raw magic to create a hard surface. I am faster than I have ever been. My body hums with newfound power, and I can’t wait to try it out.

Time isn’t exactly frozen, but it may as well be. The beam of Lya’s energy courses towards us at speeds that must be blinding to a typical human eye. I turn upside down, balling myself up, and kick off from the gathered magic.

The Emperor’s eyes follow me lethargically in the slowed time. Interesting. His perception is fast enough to catch a glimpse of me, but at his size, I suppose movement isn’t quite in the cards. I’ll keep that in mind.

Gravity is barely a factor when time is this accelerated, but my momentum keeps us going, splitting the air apart. I use the unstructured magic to slow me back down as I approach the ground, but I still hit it at speed.

Honestly, the slow probably isn’t even necessary. The fields beneath me split under the impact of my body, kicking up grass, ash, and mortals alike. At the speed I’m perceiving, the impact propagates slowly enough for me to watch as an elven man’s skin tears from his body in slow motion.

A moment later, a light green aura envelops him, dragging his flesh back into place.

This elf isn’t a total pushover. My senses aren’t aligned perfectly, but I’d guess he’s at least the equivalent of Category 2. Possibly higher, even—but of course, the Categories don’t exist. The level of magic he possesses may rival a Category 2, but this man has no domain. Not one he’s using right now, at least.

He hasn’t visibly reacted yet, so it must be a passive skill. Spell? I’ll figure the nomenclature out later.

Or I won’t. I can’t tell which army he belongs to, but I know one truth.

I advance through any means necessary, and this battlefield is full of means.

Of all the skills I blended into my new attributes, there is one that remains. It isn’t formally a skill, but it has impressed itself upon my existence so thoroughly that shaping it into one is nearly effortless.

Create Skill: Devour.

It’s not fast enough nor strong enough to descend over the entire battlefield, but I don’t need it to. I can strengthen it later. For now, I just need fuel.

I run through the elf.

His magic gives me trouble for a moment, and then I break through. I am a living bullet, propelled by the sheer weight of my existence upon reality as a nascent god. Devour cleans the blood off of my skin and most of the pulverized skeleton, and then I move on.

1.

If it were just the force of my movement, I might not have gotten as far as I end up managing, but I possess far more than just speed. The speed will run out, but my conceptual weight will not. Although I’m unsure of many, many things, I know that I have not dropped in that sense at all.

Though I might not be in my most powerful state at this moment, this is the most potential I have ever wielded.

I run through another member of the elf’s party. This one has the aura on her too, I see. Interesting. It seems to be some kind of shield-healing combo. I would have loved this a while ago. I might still love it once it’s scaled up.

Right now, all that matters is that I can break it.

2.

10.

100.

With every kill, my Devour grows just a bit. I’m a lightning bolt, running through the damaged, sheltering remnants of whatever fresh hell must have just rained down upon them. Most who survived the first blast—Emperor Anaris’, presumably—are weakened enough that I can break through their defenses. There are a number of shelters interspersed through the area, but they’re meant to protect against the wide spread of large-scale attacks, not an individual moving at hypersonic speeds.

1,000.

I don’t discriminate. Darkmoon Empire, whoever their enemy is, civilians in exposed shelters… I break through them all.

5,000.

Some people are capable of reacting, but I don’t think they’re doing so out of superior mental stats. A few soldiers on both sides trigger a reaction as I pass by or through them, ranging from a sudden omnidirectional pulse of force to a short-range explosive teleport.

The detonations don’t all make it to me, but the heat that does singes my skin. It doesn’t pierce it, but it hurts a surprising amount.

Right. Pain Immunity isn’t a factor now.

It’s a strange sensation, to be reminded that I’m not quite there yet. Not to the point of full immortality.

Then again, the gods aren’t immortal either. We’ve proved that already, and the fall itself proves it.

I’ll just have to be better. Sapphire certainly is.

10,000.

Every now and then, someone triggers a skill, but nothing happens other than an odd pull at my core. I realize what’s happening after the hundredth or so time it happens.

They’re calling to me.

Earlier, the Emperor kept addressing me like I’m the god Adrian killed.

I laugh, catching a mouthful of sweet, metallic blood as I do. Devour surrounds me like a storm, absorbing the remains of anyone I hit.

20,000.

I am a god now, aren’t I?

That skill I created and used earlier, gone now that I’ve exhausted it, made that true.

40,000.

I need to exert this. To thrive in this world is to enforce a truth upon it.

57,623.

I don’t kill every last one of them. For one, it’s tiring to keep both my body and mind at this pace. For another, there are dozens whose defenses are too strong for my raw speed to break through. They have the power of gods on their sides. Proper ones—I recognize Lya’s power again, and then flickers of other memories. Other gods, their powers a world greater than what they were in Titan form.

A smile crosses my lips.

This is fun. I’ve been running for my godsdamned life for far too long. It’s been a while since I’ve been able to simply inflict wanton destruction upon a populace.

But it’s still not enough. Though I slaughter them by the tens of thousands, there are half again the number that survive my attentions. They survived the Emperor’s wide-range strike, and now they remain.

In the grand scheme of things, they don’t matter that much. I need to find and kill Sapphire, not these two armies.

But they’re potential fuel, and I need more power.

By the time I return to Sierra’s side, the grey-and-brown mess of the battlefield has over fifty thousand crimson flowers blossoming across it. Many of them are missing the majority of their blood, though—Devour doesn’t discriminate in what it takes, and I absorb most of what I kill. Waste not, want not.

That said, it’s not enough. Sure, every bit helps in my relentless pursuit of Sapphire’s power, but I crave more. More magic. More destruction.

I return to Sierra’s side as I run out of time and stamina. She’s… meditating, for lack of a better word. While I’m separate from her, her attributes are less enhanced. She doesn’t have the same ability to overtake a dying god’s body, and her most accessible skill must revolve around balance, not imitating. Her ability to match my Titan form was a Blue Mage power, which was her second class. She lost her skills alongside me, and I doubt she can instinctively copy me or a god.

We’ll figure something out.

Although I’m out of stamina to keep this sped-up state running, I’m practically bursting with energy. It just needs a place to direct it.

#

Emperor Anaris

This is an imposter. Though the Emperor has never seen Atakai in person before, he knows that this is not how the Patron of Darkness speaks to its followers. No god is content with taking the form of a mortal woman.

“You are not Atakai,” he tells the imposter.

That’s fair enough warning. An enemy is already building up another usage of [Lya’s Light] to scour the air. Anaris has the sixth-circle boon [Lya’s Invulnerability] prepared already. He will be unaffected. The imposter, on the other hand, will have to contend with both the enemy and the Emperor.

Ninth-circle boon—

Emperor Anaris blinks, and half of the remnants of the battlefield are dead. He senses their deaths through the implants he places in his soldiers.

[Lya’s Light] ignites the sky, blasting through layers of magical defense before ultimately stopping at his ultimate boon. Anaris is forced back a step. In the crossfire, he crushes a castle. With the moon goddess’ blessing, the air converts into a twisted plasma. It’s a cruel boon, one capable of making this land lethal to human life for decades.

The women he saw earlier are unaffected. One of them rises to his eye level. She is covered in blood.

And she shines with mana.

#

Evelyn

“No,” I say, “I’m not. My name is Evelyn. I’m looking for a Sapphire Clearwater. Or, I guess… she’d be known as the first god around now, wouldn’t she?”

That gets a reaction from the behemoth.

“Foolishness,” he barks. At his size, his voice is loud enough to ripple the air into a cyclone. It must be intimidating to any weak foe, to have a voice capable of blowing one to bits, but it doesn’t budge me.  “You possess strength and trickery, imposter. I will grant you that.”

“Enough strength to kill most of your army, evidently,” I say. “I will ask you one more time, Emperor Anaris. How can I find Sapphire?”

“I know not of what Sapphire you speak of, imposter,” he says. His monstrous lips curl into a smile. “But I can show you the path back to your creator.”

I don’t like where this is going. I do need information, since I haven’t the slightest clue of what the world is like in this day and age, and I can’t get that from a corpse.

Assuming I can make a corpse out of him, that is. I have a better sense of reality now, and he is quite strong. Titan strong, potentially.

“I killed most of the other army, if that helps,” I suggest.

“A trifle for one such as myself,” the Emperor booms. “Demonstrate to me true power, imposter, or I will take it from you.”

His body flickers, and his magical presence redoubles. He’s activating a skill-equivalent.

I sigh, but it isn’t exasperation that fills me.

It’s excitement.

Finally. I finally have a purpose to this little excursion beyond just fueling myself.

I have a direction for my magic. What can’t the Emperor do? I don’t want to kill him—not yet, at least.

Maybe I’ll just do everyone else.

There are still tens of thousands of survivors. The Emperor may consider it to be easy to kill the ones I’ve slaughtered, but there are plenty that are still alive. The ones who are directly fighting him seem to be strong enough to resist his power too. They can resist mine, too.

And honestly, that annoys me enough that I’d like to try again.

I am going to kill them all.

I am a god, but only by definition. I have awakened as one, but I don’t have the external power to match.

I recall my nullspace. The sensation of absolute power and absolute incoherence within.

That’s what I want right now. My nullspace, realized like a god’s domain. Like Atakai’s was. Its nullspace seemed to stretch to infinity. If I can place something like that down upon this battlefield, I will control it all.

Create Skill.

No. That’s wrong. This isn’t just a skill. This is the expression of a god. This is my truth.

“True power, you said,” I tell the Emperor. “Okay.”

He draws his skill-equivalent out. It’s another artifact of Lya’s, it seems. One rivaling the planet-burning beam the Titan fired at me in the dying moments of the previous world.

Very well, then.

Aspect of Divinity - Manifest.

“Your world is my canvas,” I say. “Allow me to paint it red.”


Chapter 39

The capital of Valirhine

Nyssen D’lain has been alive for quite a long time. In the service of his Lady, he has grown to understand the ways of longevity. His boons allow him the gift of life and death, but they saddle him with the regrettable duty of acting as one of the Lady’s blades. Nyssen exists to serve. Death pains him, but it is his purpose.

Today was supposed to be another day acting as the blade. Excising the parts of Valirhine that seek to destroy the Lady’s glorious empire. It was supposed to be a simple operation. The Lady’s blades finding the traitors within her ranks.

And now…

[Shield of the Moon Goddess], Nyssen commands, his mind unfolding alongside his body. [Lya’s Body] is already in effect, so the new seventh-circle boon expands to cover hundreds, if not thousands of his men.

His perception is fast enough to catch the lightning-fast presence scouring the battlefield, but his body is not prepared to catch it. All he can do is defend them with his soul, trusting in his faith in the goddess.

In an instant, the ruins of what was a peaceful, prosperous supercity crumble, showered in the blood of the people who inhabited it.

A piercing cry rings out through Nyssen’s mind—the psychic echo of tens of thousands. It’s a sensation that he once wished never to experience, but he’s felt it twice today alone. Once to the Dark Emperor mere minutes ago, and now again to the weapon that he must have unleashed.

It’s a truly terrifying presence. Though Nyssen has widespread attack capabilities that can destroy a city in the form of his horrific ninth-circle boon, a blade he hopes will never see the light of day, the attack that devastates his homeland is no mere boon.

Lya’s blessings include the basic [Magical Sight], a first-circle spell that, when cast by one as learned as Nyssen, allow him perfect knowledge of the magic being used.

He searches for the lightning strike, and he observes it as well as he can with his senses. What he sees sends a chill running through his spine.

That thing isn’t using a boon. In fact, it is using no magic at all.

All his enhanced sight enable him to see is the lives of his men, blinking out one by one, thousand by thousand.

Then the strike hits him with the force of a god.

[Shield of the Moon Goddess] is an eighth-circle boon. This shield has held against the Patron of Darkness’ direct attentions. Even thinned out and spread across a nation, Nyssen has used it for forty days and nights, protecting it from the malicious thunderstorms of the west without faltering.

But underneath a single, direct hit, he feels his shield crack. It will hold, but that one single impact threatens to shatter his very soul.

And this is without magic, he thinks. Is this a new god made manifest?

It cannot be Atakai, for the very presence of the Patron of Darkness makes Nyssen’s skin crawl in a very particular way. Lya does not recognize this being, and so neither does he.

In the instant of contact, however, he senses his soul brush against the weapon’s, and he receives the distinct impression that it recognizes the Lady.

The moment passes, and the lightning bolt continues to shred through the best and brightest of a generation.

Nyssen watches in despair as his country falls to shreds, as the bright future of a glorious empire clouds over in a fraction of a fraction of a second.

The despair bleeds into anger, and he thinks he can hear the goddess’ voice as what remains of the bodies begin to drop to the floor, their blood consumed by some heretical dark magic.

[RISE], Lya whispers into his ear. Rise, my champion.

It is his duty as the Lady’s blade to defend her people from harm. He has already failed in that duty, but he will not allow himself to fail those who remain. The other survivors—only those in the seventh circle and above, who number pitifully few—are lesser than him. He will do right by them where he could not for the rest.

The speeding monster comes to a stop in front of the Dark Emperor, resolving into… the figure of a single woman.

Deep down, instincts of a boy forged in eternal war tell the centuries-old warrior to run.

Nyssen shivers within, though [Lya’s Body] ensures that the shameful gesture does not make it to his massive stature.

He cannot listen to the terrified child he once was. He has ascended past that.

The woman who decimated his forces may be a godhead crammed into the fragile frame of a mortal, but even nascent divinity has its limits. Nyssen’s sight does not work against her, but he knows everything he needs to.

For anyone, even the Dark Emperor, to use an ability on the scale of what this unknown has? That would require unparalleled sacrifice.

Just to be sure, Nyssen uses basic magic. A spell afforded to all who ever contract with a god.

First-circle boon: [Identify].

[NAME MISSING]

Circle: [UNKNOWN] -> 0

Patron: Evelyn

[INCOMPATIBLE INFORMATION]

Odd, and the god is a mystery to him, but it provides the only information Nyssen needs. She’s used up all of her power. A permanent trade, perhaps—circles for a one-time attack.

He cannot hear what she says, but he can tell that the Dark Emperor is off guard talking to her.

In one fell swoop, he can avenge his kingdom.

I’m sorry, everyone, he thinks. This boon is a cruel one, indiscriminate in its attacks, but with the devastation as widespread as it is, he will do what he must.

Ninth-circle boon: [The Reflection That Erases The World].

As the storm of Lya’s full power surges through him, using him as a conduit to burst upon the world, he hears a single sentence, spoken in a divine voice he has never heard before.

“Allow me to paint your world red.”

It is at this point that Nyssen realizes he has truly, vastly misjudged the situation.

#

Evelyn

It’s a glorious feeling, reclaiming my strength.

And this goes beyond a simple restoration. When I was a Titan, my nullspace stretched several hundred feet. There was an opportunity for expanding it, given the fact that the system never explicitly told me the range limit, but I never got the chance to do so in the crazy non-stop barrage of battles we faced before the end of the world.

This, on the other hand, is truly widespread. As I declare my intent, I overwrite the surrounding miles with my will. The sky is a bright blue, mottled by clouds, and I fix that. I paint over the world in vivid carnelian, and the sky itself bleeds. The ground melts into blood that forms from nothing, and what little remains of the city sinks into it.

Elsewhere, one of the people that was attacking the Emperor activates a truly prodigious skill. I still don’t have a proper version of Assess, but I’m quickly tuning my senses with the ones that Atakai used before. I can get a general idea of what’s happening.

Oh, wow. That’s not a pretty skill at all. If I had to put a name to that, I would deem it something along the lines of Sacrificial Radiance. It’s a hauntingly familiar skill. If left alone of the influence of Sierra, Adrian, Sapphire and I, the race of angels will eventually come into existence and use a power that follows the same lines. It’s a pre-prepared ritual, one that consumes the life force of the user and their allies to obliterate their opponents with radiant power.

Unfortunately for my opponent, they’re facing me. I know what an angel’s power looks like, and this is an unrefined version of theirs. It’s an impressive skill, no doubt—perhaps even enough to kill a Titan.

Not enough to kill me.

My nullspace was one of paradox, and so too is my canvas. It doesn’t work in the exact same way, but I am divinity. Even if I am the lowest tier of god, my will is truth regardless of whether reality wants to cooperate or not.

I place effect before cause, teleporting me to the radiant giant that’s preparing to sacrifice everything in an effort to take me down.

His eyes open wide as I arrive in front of his face, but he doesn’t stop even as his body begins to degrade.

As I watch, his allies collapse, their bodies dissolving into the blood plain I’ve created.

“Admirable,” I tell him honestly. “I have a fair amount of experience with putting everything on the line in an impossible scenario. I can respect it.”

He does nothing but glare, the power in him growing greater still. This five-hundred-foot-tall man is one of the people I couldn’t properly kill earlier. Looks like he’s still hung up about that.

Or maybe it’s because I just killed and ate most of his army. And also the civilians they were protecting. Could be anything.

“Listen, if you’ve got information on Sapphire Clearwater, I’ll leave you alone,” I say. “I only want one being dead, and it’s not you.”

Though I certainly wouldn’t mind taking this skill. It’s a powerful one, and he does look quite tempting.

Come to think of it, is Sapphire really her name? She took it in her half-elf form, but she’s not of that race. She’s a god. It’s entirely possible she’s had a different name this entire time. Judging by the naming scheme of the other gods, I think it’s probable.

“Sapphire is the… I don’t know what she’s the god of, actually,” I muse. “Antimemetics? Forgetting? Destruction? Creation? Experimentation? Do any of those ring a bell?”

One of them does. I can see it in his expression, the way it shifts ever so slightly.

“Heretic,” he spits out finally, his voice distorted by the Titan’s worth of power he’s gathered within him. “Monster. You will pay for what you have done.”

I sigh. I wonder if this is how Sapphire felt when she was trying to talk to me. I find that I don’t particularly have any sympathy for either of them.

“If that’s how you want to play it, then,” I say. “Come at me.”

He does.

The light becomes painful to look at, expanding from his body. I don’t have the stamina to return to the slowed time state, and Sierra certainly doesn’t.

I don’t particularly care.

I have chosen this battlefield as my canvas, and I will not allow anyone to paint it another color.

The aspect bubbles into existence even as I formulate the words. My will, sharpened into a weapon.

Aspect of Divinity - Command.

“No,” I order.

The light burns brighter—and then it burns red.

Even a weapon can be made to bleed. Even an attack can be killed. Even a god can be Devoured.

As the radiant blood sinks into the plains, bending to my will, the giant looks upon me.

His gaze isn’t just terrified. More than that, he seems defeated. Resigned.

Weakling, I think. All that’s happened is that everyone around him is dead and his attacks have failed.

“This is what the difference is between you and I,” I mutter.

He closes his eyes. Contemplating his existence? That’s not going to last for very long.

“I am the blade of Lya,” he rumbles. “With her land gone, I have no purpose. You would not understand, creature of blood.”

“Exactly this,” I hiss. “You lose once, and you give up. If I lose everyone that matters to me, I will fight on. If I lose my magic, I will use my claws. If I lose those, my teeth. Without my teeth, I have my soul. And even if you take everything from me, if you take my teeth and my weapons and my magic and my soul, I will never stop fighting. Death did not stop me. Why did you think someone like you could?”

He regards me with disgust. “Abomination.”

“In my time, I have a better name for myself,” I tell him. “Victor.”

I do not let him go gently.

When I return to the Emperor, there are three living beings within a dozen miles of us. Sierra is one of them. We are the other two.

“The world is red,” I tell him, power infusing my words as I gently remind his cells that I could tear them apart at any point. “Would you care to join it, or will you tell me what I want to know?”

The Emperor stares at me, silent for once.

And then he tilts his head back and laughs. The sound should rumble the air in front of him, but this is my space. His roaring guffaw turns to misty blood in the air before it can shake my perfect painting from existence.

“Not Atakai, indeed,” he says. “I admire you, traveler. You are not from this plane.”

That’s an odd direction to take the conversation, but he’s not wrong. “Correct. Given that you haven’t chosen to die, tell me everything about this world.”

“Then I propose an offer,” he says. “In exchange for your otherworldly—“

“That was not a question.” I clench a fist, and his skill fractures.

The Emperor shrinks, shedding a titanic body that melts away into the serene crimson below. I bring him to me, preparing to end his existence. With his level of power, he can surely tell what I intend to do.

His expression twists into a snarl, then returns to a beatific smile.

“As you say, traveler. What would you like to know?”

“Everything.”

“Very well. Then I shall begin with the gods.”


Chapter 40

The sky bleeds rain upon us as the Emperor begins his explanation.

Idly, I wonder if the god that eventually becomes the Titan of the Blood Ocean is active right now. How similar are its powers to mine, I wonder?

It’s probably not the exact same, if the hell that was comprised of its power is anything to go by. My divinity has a significant element of consumption and growth to it. Every death within it fuels me further, and the deaths aren’t occurring because they’re being drowned in blood. I break their souls and authorities apart. We are similar visually, but we don’t operate the same.

That’s not terribly important right now, I don’t think.

I listen to the Emperor explain how this world works.

Skills, it seems, do not exist in the same way that they did in our time. There is, to my surprise, something that resembles a system. I thought that it was only after the fall of the gods that the fae structured it, but this isn’t the same thing. Rather than a complex, multifaceted system that holds a world of hidden secrets, what these people see is a basic list of what they are capable of doing. It’s a blessing granted by their gods themselves.

I suppose that makes sense. If their corpses are good enough material to create a magic system, their living bodies certainly hold enough power to do the same.

He gives me histories, which Sierra seems much more interested than I am. Our world was relatively young—we only had around a thousand years of history, since the fall erased the majority of what happened in the times we now live in.

The parts of Adrian that lie within me tell me of the fae he spent time with, giving me the perspective I need to guess when we are.

According to the fae, the gods destabilized reality so much that their culling was necessary for the continued existence of everything in reality. Judging from the relative stability of the world and the way the gods aren’t actively creating entrances to the void, I’m going to guess that we undid enough history that the fall is still a few hundred years out at minimum.

It appears that much more time passed before the fall than after. That makes sense, though Emperor Anaris doesn’t have any hard numbers on exactly how long.

“Our best records are thousands of years old,” he says, clearly enjoying his conversation with Sierra. It’s the one part of this interaction that he has any control over. Small victories for him must seem heavenly just about now. “But the ones we have dated to be older than seven hundred are unintelligible. A great disaster must have occurred, for the language is not ours.”

“Our languages match, and we’re not from the same time,” Sierra muses. “A gift of the system, perhaps?”

“I doubt it,” I say. “The system broke on reentry. We don’t have it, and we were able to understand them even before then.”

“It might be a lack of linguistic drift then,” she says, thinking aloud. “Maybe the fae? They’re extremely long-lived, and since they were responsible for the system, they might have preserved the languages used right now and translated them into it.”

“You’ve spoken much of this system of yours,” the Emperor says. “Would you care to elaborate?”

“I’m the one asking the questions,” Sierra says. She sends a wisp of magic swirling around her, orbiting her head at speed like a halo. “If you’d like to keep your head, I advise you not ask too many of your own.”

She returns to questioning them, and I let the sound fade into the background as I process the glut of energy that surges through me.

This is the most death I have absorbed in a single sitting. Though I think the death of the Titans offered me more power overall, this is likely the most people I have killed with my own hands on a single battlefield.

Processing it is a strange experience. When I had the system to assist my Devour, it was simplicity itself to absorb someone’s essence. Godly skeletons processed it and turned it into easily digestible experience.

Now, I need to break them down myself. It’s very possible, especially with my expanded mental faculties, but it’s not simple to extract the essence of the people I’ve killed and take their power without also absorbing their personalities. Adrian’s was easier to handle, in part because I knew him as a person and in part because compared to some of the people I’ve killed this time, he frankly just wasn’t that powerful.

If I absorb everyone without care for the parts within them, I run the risk of overpowering myself. It’s a small one—my personality is very overpowering. I would know. Sapphire created me with a god in my head, and though it might have been a weakened fragment of one, it wasn’t enough to take over who I am.

Still, I’d rather not contend with the possibility. Against one being, I’m sure I will remain who I am. Even Sapphire won’t change who Evelyn Carnelian is at my core. This I know for a fact.

Against a hundred thousand warring voices at once, though? That’s a different story, and that’s a battle I’d rather not risk. It’s not one where I can grow, anyway.

So instead, I inspect the souls piece by piece, using a god’s intuition to identify which parts are the person and which are their power. I mercilessly discard the personalities into the void. Maybe they’ll wander around to the heavens or hells when those are created, or maybe they’ll be reborn. I neither know nor care.

Atakai’s knowledge doesn’t perfectly translate to mine, though, and its skills weren’t perfect either. Pieces of the people I Devoured thread their way into me, and I gain memories of lives lived, battles won, friendships had. It’s diluted enough that it doesn’t affect me much, but it does make it slightly more irritating to break down their powers.

Hmm. I may be able to restructure how I handle this. Right now, I’m trying to take them apart for raw components by extracting just the authority from the dead. Instead, I’m getting discrete packages of magic—boons, as the Emperor calls them. Skills, in essence.

For the weaker ones, I can just accept the incompatible power. It’s a loss of efficiency, and it means that the amount I’m able to amplify myself with them is lesser, but for powers that weren’t going to give me much anyway, it’s not that bad. Anything that wouldn’t be able to scratch a Titan is essentially useless, so I’m okay with burning power to absorb them.

The larger skills, however, I keep. That last one that the guy who identified himself as the blade of Lya used is of particular note, and I have all the sacrifices he used stored within me. There’s quite a few others of interest too.

In order to access these, I’m going to have to do more than just release the energy stored within. Like Sierra described to me earlier, magic needs a frame, a fuel, and a spark. The soul imprints are the frame, and I have fuel aplenty, but the sparks need to be exact and particular.

My ultimate goal here is to recreate something similar to my one-time special skill Last One Standing. If I can reuse the powers of those that have failed to defeat me, I’ll have a diverse toolkit to throw at anything in my way. Gods know if it’ll be enough to take out Sapphire, but it’s potentially enough to kill something that has the right set of weapons to kill her.

I think I have enough fresh, undirected power to create one more Aspect of Divinity. Manifest allows me to expand my divine domain from within. Command is a way to make my words become truth.

This one, I name Call. It’s a simple enough name, but it feels right.

Naming and creating takes a surprising amount of energy. You never really understand how fast a hundred thousand powerful mages’ lives can be expended until you try it.

That’s all the flashy god work from me for the time being. I relax my truth. Anyone caught within it is long dead, so I don’t need to worry about people suddenly returning to attack me. I scale it down from a couple dozen miles to less than half a mile. Enough to encompass Emperor Anaris and any manner of escape he might want to try, but it’s a much more reasonable distance to hold my power over.

The Emperor notices and laughs. “Running out of power?”

“I wouldn’t be laughing in your position,” I say idly, still focusing on my skills. “Listen to Sierra or die. Your choice.”

I return to the stolen skills. Without a system, it falls to me to name them. I do the best I can, based on what the combined instincts of myself and the menagerie of gods and monsters I’ve eaten tell me they do. I haven’t formed true perception skills, but divinity is different.

Of course, most of what I’ve killed doesn’t have the ability to differentiate between skills like we did, but that’s fine. I don’t need the ranking system anymore. If a chunk of magic is even worth considering, then it’s likely already the equivalent of a Sapphire-tier skill.

Sacrificial Radiance

Bind everything in a soul to this attack. Angelic light envelops a radius ranging from 100 feet to 100,000 miles depending on the quantity of energy utilized. This skill scours all matter from existence.

That’s based off of my perception of what it should do, at least. I’m guessing it does something similar to Angel 1’s final attack, but I can’t be sure.

Gargantuan Form

Increase your size up to 1,000 times. Your strength and resilience increases proportionally to your size.

Thankfully, the skill they were using to make themselves massive isn’t purely cosmetic. I’m sure I can break the limits on this, though I’m not sure why I would use it. If I ever fancy destroying a city underfoot, I’m sure I’ll appreciate this.

Invulnerability

While this skill is active, you or someone you target cannot die.

This one is less useful, since it can obviously be overridden by a god, but it might be able to keep me alive for longer in the primordial void, and it’s a good defense against anything less than a god.

There are a handful of other potentially useful skills, but for the most part, I just absorb the power as well as I can.

When it’s all done, I spend some time rearranging my existence, forming a quantification of my abilities that I can understand better.

Evelyn Carnelian

Attributes:

Mind - 1499

Body - 1611

Magic - 2043

Skills:

Devour

Callable Skills:

Sacrificial Radiance

Gargantuan Form

Invulnerability

Aspects of Divinity:

Manifest

Command

Call

I’m a monster, I think with satisfaction.

Evelyn, Sierra communicates, bringing me back to reality. I have what we need. Do you have more questions?

The Emperor doesn’t hear her. Huh. When did she learn to make Titan-style communication private?

I still can’t do that, so I shrug.

“Can we find the other gods? Do we know how to kill them?”

“Yes to the first, no to the second,” Sierra replies out loud as well. “He doesn’t know the latter. I’ll explain to you once we start moving.”

“You’re sure on that front?” I ask, looking at the Emperor dubiously.

Sierra snaps her fingers, and the overlord of the Darkmoon Empire convulses in a silent scream. “I figured out a few tricks. I’m sure.”

“Then we’re done here,” I say. “Emperor Anaris, I thank you for your time.”

He must recognize the cold tone in my voice, because he stills, his soul burning bright with defiance.

The Emperor throws up another skill. Something single-target, it seems, aiming directly at me. It feels rough. Untested. Like he was trying to achieve a breakthrough, but hasn’t quite managed to follow through with it. This is a desperation play. He’s hoping that in his final moments, he’ll be able to smash through his limits.

“Now this,” I say, “is what I was talking about.”

Despite all her flaws, Sapphire’s words from long ago still hold true.

Adversity sculpts excellence.

Whatever he’s attempting, I haven’t seen anything like it before. Everything leading up to now has been relatively uninnovative in terms of creativity—it’s all blessings from a god. Worse, they’re blessings from a god that I have fought and killed before, so I recognize the powers they’re using.

This, however, is something entirely new.

I watch with fascination as he forms it.

“Come,” he says through gritted teeth. “[Return to Ash] within me.”

The shape of his skill isn’t the same structured type of magic he’s used up until now. This is a creation, not a blessing, and it…

I think he’s trying to absorb me.

Ambitious.

The skill is malformed, unfortunately for him, and it just doesn’t have the fuel necessary to overwhelm me. That fuel is mine, for the most part. I killed every sacrifice he might be able to use.

“Thank you,” I say, meaning it this time. “Now, I kindly request that you die.”

Aspect of Divinity - Command.

His skill crumbles into ash instead of me, and he follows shortly after.

I absorb as much as I can. Even if it’s incomplete, this kind of breakthrough is exactly in line with what I wish to accomplish.

When it is done, Sierra and I fly alone above a vast, flat plain of blood.

“Now,” I say, inhaling the scent of death. “Where do we go now?”

“About that,” Sierra says hesitantly.

“Yes? Please don’t tell me we needed the emperor to find the gods.”

“No,” she says, shaking her head. “The gods operate in a similar manner to the fae millennia from now, except rather than one conjoined reality, they each have their own domains, tenuously linked to the baseline.”

“Just like the anomalous fragments?”

“Essentially, though there’s nothing anomalous about this. It is, I suspect, what eventually causes the fall.”

“That’s all well and good. We can just find places where reality is weaker and break through. What else is there?”

“Killing the god, of course.”

“Of course.” I nod. “What’s the problem with that? How do I kill them?”

“You’re going to have a lot of victims,” Sierra says.

“I always do. I already have. What’s wrong?”

She sucks in a deep breath, then hovers over to me, holding me tight.

“The first one may have to be me.”


Chapter 41

“Explain this one to me,” I say slowly, an unfamiliar sense of dread settling into my body.

“I should, shouldn’t I?” Sierra’s voice is abnormally uncertain. “Could we go somewhere a little less… dead?”

“Doesn’t make a difference to me. Sure.”

The versatility of the skills I possess is much lower than it was before, but within the region I have manifested, I can just transport the two of us to the edge of it. My truth is still clarifying, but this area has many of the aspects my nullspace did. I take effect without cause and force the world to bend to my whims.

Past the edge of the area my godhood affects, I don’t even need skills. I carry Sierra and just run.

The desolation caused by the minute-long battle extends far beyond the edge of my influence. Some of it was caused by the Emperor and the skills he used. Lya’s ultimate attack could have easily annihilated this entire nation, but the effects are similar. I don’t think I took the skill that did this, mostly because it’s just an inferior version of an attack that failed to harm me.

Much of it, however, is because of me. I don’t have perfect control over my godhood, and it shows. Blood plagues spread beyond the boundaries of my power, degenerate cycles of uncontrolled death tearing people and buildings to shreds.

We travel further. Even once we get to an inhabited region of whatever kingdom this is, the people there are evacuating, fleeing the advent of my influence.  It takes nearly a minute before we arrive at somewhere that’s not currently suffering thanks to either me or the late Emperor. I cover less distance than I’d like, mostly because I don’t want to have to take the extra time to finish slaughtering a city if I run a trail of destruction straight through it.

Sierra tells me that a clearing overlooking a small, quiet village is sufficient, so I stop us there. The sun shines down upon us. A small creek burbles pleasantly by our feet, feeding a tributary further downstream. Birdsong from a species neither of us recognize hums through the air.

It’s peaceful. Not a bit of the death I seem to bring everywhere has touched this place. This feels wrong. Unnatural.

Sierra smiles ever so slightly, and my concerns slip away like snowmelt. The tension fades out of her posture, and she beckons me to take a seat next to her.

I still don’t know what the meaning behind her words is, but she doesn’t seem to be in a hurry to explain. For once, I can assume that there are no immediately lethal threats to us. Sapphire is out there somewhere, but whatever impact she’s made on the world hasn’t been as noticeable as it was in the twilight hours of the future. If the elf-Titan-god hasn’t come for us yet, I can assume she won’t for a while.

It feels wrong, to sit still as the world around us marches on, to do nothing when I could be preparing, growing my power, killing, but if Sierra is making me stop, I will.

If I heard her correctly, she wants me to kill her. I can’t ignore that.

I let my magic out into the wilderness around us. Even here, I can practice shaping it. It won’t do me much good since I’m not trying to kill anything, but a bit more control over everything certainly can’t hurt.

Sierra leans her head against my shoulder, eyes closed. “Stop that. Let the two of us just have this moment, okay?”

I let the magic dissipate, absorbing it back into my soul. My awareness settles back down into my body. Apart from the most basic senses—the ones that will let me know if another god tries to jump us like Atakai—I barely perceive the outside world beyond what the senses built into my body. Sight, sound, touch, smell, and taste feel so limiting compared to what I can bring to bear, but when I limit myself to them, they grow more vivid. It’s a trick of the mind, I know, but it helps me settle into the moment more.

I’ve grown familiar with the sensation of Sierra’s warmth against mine, but in this moment, I grow acutely aware of her body. She’s shaking ever so slightly, leaning into me for comfort. I realize that she’s crying when a tear traces its way down her face and drops onto the cloth covering my shoulder.

The little parts of humanity that I’ve gathered across my rather eventful life tell me to hold her, so I do.

“We’re going to be okay,” I say. “No matter what we have to do.”

She shakes silently. Sierra has never been very vocal with negative emotion, and this is no exception.

“He’s gone,” she whispers. “Everyone is gone. It’s just me now.”

I don’t need Acting to tell her that at least you have me will not help her, so instead I tell her, “Then we’ll make it count. We’ll win for them.”

“You will,” Sierra breathes, clutching her arms around me like she’s afraid I’m going to melt away. “For all of us. For everyone Aunt Marie and Sapphire and everyone in their fucked-up web left behind.”

“You keep talking like you’re about to die,” I say, holding her to me. “Why?”

Despite everything we’ve been through, she’s somehow kept herself from even touching the worst of the gore. Sierra’s hair smells faintly sweet, masking the deluge of blood that I still haven’t completely removed from myself.

“We’re safe here,” she says. “Let me have this? Just for a while?”

I’m burning with the desire to know, but if there’s one person I can suppress my instincts for, it’s her.

“As long as you need,” I say.

Sierra’s eyes are bright as she brings her lips to mine.

“Thank you.”

#

The woman I walked through the hells with is a strong one, but even the strongest of us can’t be strong everywhere all the time. Even I have my weaknesses.

Still, after a few minutes, she takes a deep, shuddering breath, lets go of me, and sighs.

“Did you hear what the Emperor said?” she asks.

“I was watching him in case he tried to kill us both, which he did,” I point out.

“Fair. Let me give you a breakdown, then—at least, as far as I understand it.”

“You’re sure he wasn’t lying to us?”

“Yes,” she says confidently. “Not knowingly, at least. I made sure to focus on building skills pertaining to this kind of situation as soon as we got past our initial mess.”

“What? Why? Is this some balance thing? Your soft power and mine… not so much?”

Her lips quirk. “In some way, I suppose. Let me start with what the Emperor told me. First, there are a lot of gods. Hundreds of them. Thousands, potentially.”

I raise an eyebrow. “More than the Titans. Interesting. It checks out, though. We’ve—or I’ve, I guess—seen a few broken gods that definitely weren’t nearly as powerful as the nine.”

“The nine are the ones we really care about,” Sierra confirms. “But though the other ones are less powerful—“

“Like Atakai,” I interject, laying a metaphorical finger on the thread of divinity running through me. It chimes pleasantly, but I know it can shine brighter. I have seen mortals who can transcend this.

“Like Atakai,” she agrees. “The nine become Titans one day, and they were the only ones to truly survive past the fall.”

“They won’t become Titans if we kill them first,” I say.

“If you kill them first,” Sierra stresses. At my concerned look, she waves a hand. “I’m getting there. Our goal is to kill Sapphire, isn’t it?”

I nod.

“She’s going to be one of the nine. If you’ve gained godhood, I have no doubt that she’s managed to claw hers back.”

"How do we kill a god, then?” I ask. “We don’t exactly have another copy of the Unbreakable Mortal Spirit laying around, and I don’t know if we can create one.”

“With our current resources, probably not,” Sierra says. “I’ve seen the glimpses of Adrian’s memories. The fae were working on the weapon for a very, very long time. It’s not a process we can replicate while Sapphire lives.

“No, what you can do is take the gods into you. In their current state, they cannot be killed, not properly, but you’ve seen that they can be overtaken. Kill their followers, and they lose the conceptual anchor to baseline reality that protects them. Overcome their divinity with your own, and you can merge the two of you into a gestalt where your consciousness is the only one that exists.”

“Just like I did with Atakai,” I say. “Though I suppose its followers are still alive.”

“Not quite,” Sierra reminds me. “You do remember how much destruction you just caused, right?”

“Right. How do we find the gods?”

“Fragments,” Sierra says. “Or ‘pocket dimensions,’ as the Emperor calls them. It is a more understandable term when you consider that anomalies as a whole haven’t come into being yet. Divine presences in realspace tend to break the world, so gods stay half a reality away from baseline.”

“I can find those,” I say. “If the Titan senses can, then the god ones definitely will.”

“Exactly my thinking.”

“Great. Okay, so I weaken a god conceptually and then overwhelm it with my own power. Sounds like I should be working my way up the food chain.”

Nostalgic, really. I started life as a newborn demon, forced to consume my brethren to survive and advance. Here I am again, a newborn god, offered the choice to devour my brethren to kill my creator.

“I would advise so, yes.” Sierra takes my hand in hers, tracing circles on my palm with her fingers. “You can create a snowballing effect. With each successful subsumption, you’ll be able to do the next one more easily.”

“Sounds doable,” I say. “What about you?”

She barks out a rueful laugh. “Evelyn, look at me.”

“I have been,” I say honestly. Of all the beauty there is in the world, the only one I care about is the human in front of me, still living and breathing despite every impossible set of odds we’ve been through.

“I… I can’t keep up with you anymore,” she admits, wincing as if saying the words physically hurts her. “You were already ahead of me by a lot, but…”

“I cheated,” I point out flatly.

“So did I,” she replies just as evenly. “Fortune smiled upon me, because my truth of balance allowed me to be the counterweight to you. It let me bullshit my way into becoming a Titan.”

“Are you telling me you can’t do it again?”

“Gods and Titans aren’t the same thing. Titans are made. You saw Inome. You saw the other proto-Titans across the globe. Gods just are. You hijacked one because that’s your truth. That’s what you do. You consume, you grow, you overtake. I can’t do that.”

“There is nothing we can’t do,” I say.

“That’s an excuse, and you know it,” she says. “Yes, maybe you could find a way to force me into godhood. Then what? Then you would have a weak god that you would have to give your meals up to. We would be splitting every kill two ways, and all the while Sapphire could get stronger. Don’t take pity on me, Evelyn. I know full well what I’m doing, and I refuse to drag you down with me.”

“You can’t seriously be suggesting that I just kill you for power,” I say in disbelief. “You can go somewhere else. Somewhere safe. I can make someplace safe for you. Like you said, the gods hide out in pocket dimensions. I can try making a fragment. Even if I can’t now, I can kill something and learn from it. You still have other things you want to do in life, don’t you?”

Sierra really has changed me. There was a time when I wouldn’t have thought twice about someone offering themselves up as a meal for me. XP—a quantification of authority, I realize now—was more appealing than anything else. To be honest, nearly anyone else doing the same would likely elicit the same reaction from me now.

But she’s different. I might be about as similar to the average human as the ocean is to a puddle, but if so, Sierra is my island. I can’t let her go. I refuse.

Her eyes glint dangerously. “I told you once that I wanted to see the world, but that was never the true story. Adrian might have been satisfied, but not me. I want to witness the peak of power. I want to be by your side for it. I want to remake the world in our image, and I want to achieve that peak myself.”

“Which you can’t do if you’re fucking dead,” I stress.

“On the contrary,” she counters, squeezing my hands tightly. Her hands seem so fragile in mine. Sierra’s attributes just can’t match up to mine.

“I don’t see how being dead helps you here.”

“I won’t be. We’re linked. You can still feel Adrian’s memories, can’t you? You can access them?”

“Yes,” I say, an inkling of realization beginning to dawn on me.

“Death isn’t the end for me. It wasn’t the end for us before, and it won’t be this time. We’re demons, both of us, and we’re demons in an era where they don’t exist. We are rulebreakers by nature. If you absorb me, that’s just finalizing the last in a long series of steps to bring us together.”

“Making you part of me,” I say. “You won’t be you.”

“Again, not quite,” Sierra says. She pauses, then holds up a finger. “I think. Most of this is conjecture and based on a very shaky understanding of the world, but… this world is flexible. I know you’ve felt it, because I’ve heard you thinking about it. The old—new?—the world we destroyed, you get what I mean, that one was rigid as steel and we still bent the rules. Here, I’m sure we can outright break them. You’re capable of holding pieces of your information in different parts of your existence, aren’t you?”

I close my eyes, analyzing myself. “I suppose so. Adrian’s memories, at least, haven’t mixed with the rest. I know I’m accessing one of his when I do.”

“Then when you absorb me, I’ll be one part of your mind. A voice. A guiding hand. I can observe from within you, and most importantly, I won’t be an obstacle.”

“That’s… more reasonable than I thought,” I say. “Though I’m assuming it still requires killing you.”

“Again, that remains to be seen. I have a ritual in mind. I’ve been thinking about this for a while.”

“And I haven’t caught you on it?”

“I say this with all the love and respect in my heart, but you’re really bad at using the bond.”

“Oh.” I pause. “Damn.”

“Damn,” Sierra agrees. She practically melts into me, looking as if a great weight has lifted from her shoulders.

“You’re set on this?” I ask. “You don’t want to find another way?”

“Absolutely,” she says. “I was thinking it when we were fighting Atakai, but seeing you in action solidified it. If—when you win, you’ll have power aplenty. If this works, I’ll be able to guide you to get me back.”

“Sapphire can Excise parts of the mind,” I say. “There’s a chance you’ll cease to exist entirely when we fight her.”

Sierra waves dismissively. “She can Excise living beings, too. That chance exists either way. I’ll be safer in your mind than as a useless god on the field.”

I’m running out of reasons to deny her, but for some reason, I just can’t bring myself to accept this.

She must be able to tell through the link, because she kisses me again, silencing my next protest.

“I know, I know,” she murmurs. “Believe me, if I thought there was another way, then I would have done it. But Sapphire’s not going to be idle, and you can’t afford to be waiting for me.”

“You wouldn’t have a body if we do this. You wouldn’t be able to do anything but watch me.”

“That’s why I asked for you to pick a nicer spot to discuss it,” Sierra says, pressing her body against mine. “One way or another, my hours are limited. I wanted to enjoy the last few of them.”

I can’t deny her this, I realize. One way or another, she’ll manage it.

And she’s right. This will be a better way. If it works. If Sierra doesn’t cease to exist during whatever ritual she casts. If, if, if—there are a thousand ways this can go wrong, but… but that’s never stopped either of us, has it?

“Alright,” I allow. “We’ll do it.”

“Lovely,” Sierra says, her voice quavering slightly. “Not quite yet.”

She smothers me with an all-encompassing kiss so fierce I swear she wants to merge our bodies now.

We don’t get much more discussion in for a while.

#

“What do you want to do when we’ve won?” Sierra asks, formulating a ritual circle that I’ve never seen before. Ritual magic was never my thing, to be fair, but this looks positively incomprehensible.

“I haven’t really thought that far,” I admit. “Killing Sapphire is everything I want right now. Becoming the strongest, I suppose, but getting to the point where we can kill her will necessitate that anyway.”

“Conquer the world, hmm?”

I shake my head. “I don’t need to conquer anything. I just need to win. I need to advance. I refuse to stop.”

“That’s my girl.” Sierra grins as she finishes off a particularly arcane set of runes with a flourish. “There. That’s one part done. Hopefully.”

“It won’t stop here,” I say. “There’s a void to be explored out there. I refuse to believe that this world is all we have. The universe only extends as far as the stars. The void is infinite. There must be other worlds out there. Other possibilities.”

“You’re telling me you want to find every possible way the world could end up and be above them all?” Sierra asks. “No wonder I fell for you.”

I shrug, but I can’t hide my smile. “It’s not relevant. Just wild speculation about something that might not even be real. It’s not even a goal, really. I just can’t imagine a world where I ever stop fighting.”

“Then we never will,” Sierra says. She closes her eyes, and the web of arcane lettering she’s woven across the clearing ignites. Her eyes glow bright as she passes her magic in. “Alright. Let’s get this done. We have every god to kill.”

“Let’s do it,” I agree, stepping forward nervously.

“And for what it’s worth, Evelyn—if this doesn’t work, it’s been a pleasure.”

“I could search the world a dozen times over and not find someone as perfect as you,” I reply. “A ‘pleasure’ barely begins to describe it.”

And with that, the ritual commences. Even as a god, all that I can sense is that it’s a powerful casting. It takes nearly everything Sierra has left.

Her body glows bright with authority—and then in an instant, a flash so quick that even my eyes don’t catch it, there is no body, only the glowing remnants of soul and magic. I draw upon my divine power, absorbing all of her—except no, not all of her is flowing into me. Something else is influencing the ritual, pulling parts of her away faster than I can take them, taking her beyond my grasp into the unknown.

It’s an invisible tug, originating from somewhere far, far away, but I’m not the only one trying to consume what Sierra’s left behind.

Sapphire.


Chapter 42

I snap every mana, authority, and divinity sense that I have back into sharp clarity, forcing myself out of the relaxed state I’ve allowed myself to slip into, and—and that motherfucker is nowhere to be seen. Or sensed.

Though the boundaries of my senses aren’t particularly clear to me either, I know at least that they stretch as far as any singular attack can reasonably be expected to go. There’s no trace of Sapphire within that distance.

I can’t discount the possibility that she’s using her antimemetic abilities to hide herself from my perception. With my skillset totally revamped to work within the context of a systemless world, I lack True Antimemetic Resistance.

Still, I remember what antimemetics do to me. I twist parts of my perception, attuning them closer to reality. No matter how effectively Sapphire can Excise herself from reality, I am a god. She cannot hide from me.

Except, frustratingly, she can. I can make out a general direction of the tug even more clearly now, but it’s coming from so far away that it may as well be a force of nature I’m fighting, not Sapphire.

The worst part of it all is that we’re nearly evenly matched. Power dissipates with distance and time, which means that Sapphire is currently operating at a significant disadvantage while I have every tool and opportunity available to me. Despite that, despite the fact that she has to be at least half the world away—sealed in a pocket dimension, perhaps—it takes everything I have to hold on to Sierra. What’s left of her, at least.

My perception speeds. To any outside observer, this event will occur so quickly it can be dismissed as an errant flash of light. The attack and my defense occur on the scale of microseconds. Even as my mind turns time to a crawl, Sapphire’s draw doesn’t let up. With a cold chill, I realize that her mind is every bit as quick as mine. Judging by the complexity of the attack, the way every tiny adjustment I make seems to be countered before I even try it, she might even be faster.

Sierra’s given everything up for this. I can’t let her sacrifice be in vain. I can’t stomach the idea of never hearing her voice again.

I have to think fast because Sapphire can think faster.

None of my skills are applicable to this scenario apart from Devour, but that’s not doing enough. Using it at full power means I have the pieces of Sierra within me, but I have to process them myself. Sapphire is yanking them out before they can enter that processing part, sucking them away to some place I can’t see or reach.

For the time being, I still hold on to the bulk of her existence, but every passing microsecond is one in which Sapphire siphons a way a bit of the woman I love.

Unacceptable.

I can’t kill her from here, though. Even if I was able to find and teleport to her right now, the clear power disparity between the two of us tells me everything I need to know. I’ve been able to overcome impossible odds before, but like this? Against what is quite possibly the single strongest being every known? I’m not that delusional.

I can’t afford to lose more of Sierra. Sentiment aside, I need her knowledge and her guidance if I want to have a snowball’s chance in the Burning Sky to survive this. I want to keep her as Sierra as much as possible, but I don’t have a solution that lets me do that and also continue fighting off Sapphire.

My creator isn’t attempting to absorb me and hasn’t been. Based on that, I can guess that she isn’t capable of doing so from a range this far, but Sierra, whose existence is yet unbound and free for the taking? That, she can take from me.

I refuse. Sapphire has dictated far too much of my life already. Sierra is one of the few pieces of my puzzle that I managed to pick myself. I will not let Sapphire have her. No matter what it costs.

I’m sorry, Sierra, I think.

Earlier, the Emperor tried a skill on me that I was reasonably certain was supposed to absorb me. It was incomplete, and it was clearly a skill he had been working towards building for a long time. He was nearing the peak of mortal power. Of course someone like him would want to go beyond.

We’re kindred spirits, him and I. The difference is I haven’t lost. Not yet.

Focus. The important part is that the skill is mine now, and I use my divine intuition to fill in the gaps. There isn’t much else I can do but hope this works.

I don’t know the exact details of this skill. There’s every chance that I absorb Sierra and she just melts into the gestalt that is me, but I think she would prefer that over becoming Sapphire’s forever.

I hope I understand her well enough.

“Serve your purpose, Emperor,” I whisper.

Aspect of Divinity - Call: Return to Ash.

The tug-of-war over a soul abruptly changes in balance, as if one of us has just been knocked off of our feet. Suddenly, I feel like I’ve created a sinkhole centered on myself, a whirlpool dragging everything towards an inescapable center.

Myself.

Sierra’s soul isn’t the only thing that spirals in. The earth beneath me twists, melts, and funnels into me, turning to grey, lifeless ash as it does. The trees, the creek, even the very air shifts to become one and the same.

The sensation that rushes through me isn’t the same as the ecstatic energy that Devour brings. It’s a more complex set of feelings. Less primal.

And, importantly, it holds everything I take far closer to me than Devour. It skips the processing step by forcibly compressing everything into my greater gestalt.

Despite the sudden force of the skill, I’m not able to withdraw all of Sierra’s accumulated life. Even from worlds away, Sapphire’s grasp upon me is too strong. She tears a chunk of Sierra away from me, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

I hear a crack as air rushes to fill in the vacuum I’ve created, and then it all falls silent. For a long moment, everything is still. Seemingly satisfied with what she’s done, Sapphire’s influence lifts from me. Whatever skill or technique she used to draw away a piece of Sierra, she’s not trying it on me.

Death can’t help but follow me wherever I go, it seems. I stand in the center of a crater a quarter mile wide. In the distance, someone is screaming. The town I passed on my way here is raising an alarm.

It’s too late for them to catch me. By the time they can mobilize, I’m gone. Return to Ash is a skill without lingering effects, so though I might have erased a fair chunk of their countryside, nobody else will die.

The skill is imperfect, given the way it seems to have categorized literally everything in this space as something to be consumed.

I don’t know if I’ve done enough. Estimating how much of a person remains within me is a challenging task on the best of days. Now? Right now, trying to identify which parts of my divinity are Sierra is like trying to separate salt from water with my hands. Possible, maybe, but not probable.

With her memories floating around somewhere, indistinguishable from the others in my amalgam, I have gained experience to understand how to reconstruct parts of myself. Sapphire’s done a number on the pieces of Sierra’s soul mixed into me, though. Much of the knowledge that I know I should have is inaccessible or incomprehensible.

I have enough remaining to understand more about theories of divinity, though. I contemplate it as I run.

My focus right now is to get Sierra some semblance of life back, not to find a god to kill—though if the latter is necessary for the former, I won’t hesitate to do it. Even if I can find my way with her knowledge, I need her here.

Sierra is the only link left to reality I have. The only one I don’t plan on killing, at least. On some inexplicably human level, I need her.

She’s dead and scattered, and I want to figure out what my reactions to that mean and how to bring her back to life. The only issue with that is that emotions and the more technical parts of magic shaping were never my strong suit. Those, I learned best through discussion with another person.

Sierra is that other person.

“How am I supposed to talk to you about how to bring you back if you’re not here?” I ask, my words stolen by the wind. In the seconds I allow myself to ask the question, I blitz across an empty desert, tunnel through the heart of a mountain by running straight through, and carve a line of water straight over a lake. “You weren’t supposed to leave me.”

I sift for information I know is hers. Memories of being experimented upon that aren’t mine. Incredible pain. Balance. I can barely trust the memories of us together, because her memories of those nights are as vivid as mine. I won’t be reviving Sierra if I force pieces of me into her reborn soul.

Where I end up truly striking gold is in my attempts to section off a part of my existence, relying heavily on my memories of the broken god that took possession of me in Ravendale and assisted me under Novarath. I can remember how it feels to have another entity in my mind, but the amalgam memories that might have assisted me in finding a way to create one are long since gone, victims of soul damage or Sapphire’s Excise.

Sierra, however, has an intimate familiarity with rearranging parts of her own existence. Her talent in doing so is a large part of why we survived the hells, after all. The memories are fragmented, damaged by the tug-of-war and the Return to Ash. The life is gone from them. I can’t feel any trace of her guiding me, though I know objectively that these are likely her memories.

I tell myself that the constituent pieces are naturally going to contain less of her essence in them. I don’t know if I convince myself.

Whether or not this will work, though, I can use the knowledge stored within. It’s a patchwork job. Damaged pieces combine with the imperfect intuition that I hijacked from this god.

Bit by bit, I reassemble Sierra. I keep running as I do, not willing to stay put for fear that Sapphire will find and attack me while I’m vulnerable. For the most part, I avoid settlements. I don’t even kill the people I find, electing instead to blast past them.

Nothing short of a focused attack can actually hurt me right now. Walls, mountains, monsters—they’re all the same to me. Physical objects hitting me at speeds that would turn a mortal into paste.

I don’t even take them for fuel. Though my movements on land are brutish, my mind is fully concentrated on fixing Sierra.

Form strict barriers. A nullspace can be flexible. A skill, a level, a soul—those must have firm conditions. They are mutable, but their limits are far lesser. Specify everything.

The parts of my memory that are truly mine, not provided by Sapphire or her late servants, give me near-perfect recall.

I can’t construct everything that Sierra is. I don’t think I know how to. All I see of her is one facet.

But I trust her to be able to put the rest of herself back together. I’ve done it before. She can too.

If there’s one thing Sierra won’t do, it’s give up.

I define every detail of her that I can remember, and I remember a lot. The slight tilt of her head when she laughs. The way she tends to try to gain power through understanding, not overpowering. Every inch of her body laid bare before mine.

Our united goals.

We will never stop. We can’t ever stop.

I’ve run far from the continents I’m familiar with by the time I have something that could be reasonably considered to be a separate part of my soul. As I run across an ocean wider and brighter than any body of water I’ve seen before, I find that the glued-together construct I’ve built within myself is solid enough to be recognizable as something—someone—different.

That’s the frame done. I need fuel and a spark. The former is easily accessible—after all, I have a hundred thousand freshly processed deaths to pour into anything.

The spark, however, is a little tricker. I can’t just use a piece of magic to ignite this. Sierra doesn’t know how to create life. Well, with magic, at least. We both know the normal and laboratory way just fine, but these circumstances don’t come close to matching those.

I have a suspicion as to what I could use for a spark. When my divine domain is active, my existence seems to pulse with greater authority than usual. It’s a sudden kick of power, my truth made manifest.

That sounds like a hell of a spark to me.

After what’s just transpired, though, I find myself wary of manifesting my will in some random location. I don’t want to make it even easier for Sapphire to find me.

In Atakai’s memories, the other gods are plentiful and hungry. They haven’t chased after me yet, which I assume must be because I have established that I have enough power to be a problem for them.

As of right now, Sapphire is the only one that’s been a problem for me. She is the problem for me, though, so I’m still not comfortable in burning energy for something that’ll almost certainly leave me vulnerable.

Also, I don’t want to waste a usage of my divine domain on nothing. Divinity makes the costs of power far more tolerable, but they’re not insignificant.

When I use Manifest, I want to kill something. I don’t know if I’ll be able to function if I don’t.

Alright. I have a plan formulating, inasmuch as it can be called one. Theoretically, I should be able to kill two birds with one stone, but there’s every chance that the only one who ends up dead is me.

Not that I’ve ever let that stop me.

The first step of executing this is finding a god. I know where at least a few of the nine are based on their future Titan designations, but I don’t think I’m at the level of power I need to break through them yet. Before I reach for the stars, I’d like to understand what it means to kill a god. Sierra’s told me the basics, of course, and I’d love to gain true comprehension through practice.

Where can I find one? Supposedly, they’re largely locked away in individual pocket realities. I can see where this might lead to problems eventually, given the destabilizing effect that the fragments and hells had on our reality, but I suppose the scale is smaller here. For now, the world remains peaceful and undisturbed.

If they are damaging to the framework that supports the world, that’s how I’ll find them. Most fragments had some anchoring point in baseline reality, so the gods must too.

I slow the pace at which I run, searching for temples and steering clear of anywhere that is likely to hold stronger gods. As a relative newcomer to my own world, I don’t have a grasp on the hierarchy of the gods, but I can guess.

Eventually, I strike gold in a mountain range tall enough that the air thins to a near vacuum towards the top. At the snow-capped peak of the greatest mountain, a single shrine barely large enough for a single person’s offerings sits at the center of a divot in reality. The barrier between worlds feels weaker here, rawer. At some point, someone punched a hole through this and affixed their own fragment of divinity to it.

Another god. Not one I recognize, though admittedly that list is vanishingly small.

I don’t have any skills to enter its domain, and I’m not sure if I would be able to with the powers I have alone, but I don’t think I need to. Atakai simply enveloped us. I should be able to do the same.

Die for me, god of the mountains.

Aspect of Divinity: Manifest.

My divine domain unfolds over the mountain, drowning the serene white of the snow in red, and reality ruptures. The whole of my existence ignites with godly flame.

Another world manifests in this one. I fall into it and it falls into me, replacing the scenery with an all-encompassing domain like Atakai’s.

This one’s divinity is composed of spiraling patterns that stretch across the sky and beneath me. Mountains rise near and far, their bases hidden in fractal mist. Mine clashes with the foreign god’s, filling in every space between the spirals with blood and dark, demonic power that this world cannot yet handle.

For a moment, nothing happens.

And then, the spark finally hits. The construct awakens, separating itself from me as a being but latching onto my existence like a parasite.

That could have gone better.

Sierra’s voice fills me with so much relief that the sky itself wavers as my concentration falters for a split second.

Let’s kill a god, shall we?


Chapter 43

Thank the… not the gods. The only thing I plan on thanking them for in the near future is the power their corpses will provide me. I don’t have a higher power than myself that I particularly want to thank, so I guess I can thank myself.

That feels a touch egotistical, but maybe I’m at the point where I can afford to have my ego inflated.

Whatever. That’s not the point.

What’s important is that Sierra is here. She’s not as whole as she could be—there are pieces of her missing, and the process I used to glue her to my existence can only charitably be described as “rough“—but she’s here. For some value of life, she’s alive.

“How are you feeling?” I ask, knowing that the god can hear me. It hasn’t attacked yet, so I don’t bother acknowledging its existence.

Broken. Feels like I’ve just woken up after a nightmare that lasted forever.

“Do you need more time?” I ask. “I can run from here, I’m sure.”

No. We have a world to conquer. Putting me back together is not our top priority.

“As you say it, then.”

Her voice was rough at first, but she’s regaining vocal fidelity with remarkable speed. Well, she’s proven herself to be unparalleled in this type of system fuckery, so I can’t be too surprised. I’ll still give her the benefit of my being impressed, though.

“So how do we kill this thing?” I ask. “You gave me a broad outline, but I’m not so sure of the details here.”

My memory is unclear. I can do analysis, but…

Hearing the system voice trail off is uncanny, not to mention the fact that it’s Sierra speaking and not some unknowable deity.

“Got it,” I say. “Fight and figure it out. My favorite.”

Alright. I… am not sure if the other god actually knows I’m here. Is it sleeping? I was under the impression that they’re not bound by mortal constraints. I, at least, haven’t felt the urge to sleep yet, though to be fair it hasn’t been terribly long since I got this power.

Maybe that means this one’s weak. That would be a rare mercy.

I think I could manage the strange type of communication the gods have, even more focused than Titan speech, but it feels unnatural. I don’t think there’s that much increased effectivity when it comes to packing the same concepts into fewer words, so I just use the less image-laden method that’s been working for me.

Nameless god, I project. Face me, coward.

I add the last part on just for extra effect. The gods still have mortal features, though it might be more accurate to say that mortals have divine features. Or is it? I’m not sure. I’m a mortal that ascended. It stands to reason that many of the other gods are in similar straits. We didn’t destroy enough of this planet’s history for us to be in an age where we can confirm that, so it’l remain a mystery for the time being.

Anyway. The fact that they can still be swayed by emotion should make this message a little more effective at bringing this god out.

The domain around me stirs, shaking my soul, and I reach out to tighten my grip on my divinity.

The god of the mountains has awoken.

[QUERY].

A flood of images, though I’m far better equipped to process them this time. They don’t come close to bowling me over. Instead, I digest them as their independent pieces, mind flying as I flicker through a lifetime’s worth of concepts packed into an instant.

It wants to know your intentions.

Sierra can access my mind the same way the broken god could, I realize. That makes this significantly easier.

The combination of domains isn’t necessarily a sign of war. I see memories of this god accepting voluntary sacrifices from other, weaker divinity. It’s had merges, too, where it decides to become one with an equal, the resultant amalgam possessing traits from both of them. Those are only done in times of crisis, generally to defeat some greater enemy..

Apparently, what I’ve done so far is one of the ways to initiate said merger, though it would require me to be as open with this god as I have been with Sierra, which is an absolute no.

It’s asking me why I want to merge.

It wants to know what the crisis is.

I grin. “Are you sure you want to know that, mountain god?”

[AGREEMENT], it says. This one’s much simpler to parse. In the agreeing statement, notably, is the god’s name. Kraiele.

Kraiele, I say, testing the word out on my divine tongue. The crisis is me.

I don’t fully control the reality around us. I’ve invaded its personal fragment, which should mean that its authority dominates this space, but I’ve already forced my magic upon it.

Once again, I find myself in a strange tug of war. I gain the advantage early on, since Kraiele doesn’t realize I’m attacking it until I order the fractal sky to bleed and the space around me to Devour everything within.

Unlike me, though, Kraiele actually has some idea of how to fight like a god. I’m just trying everything that I know works and more.

I should have killed the followers, I think. That was the first step Sierra outlined for me, but I was so focused on finding a place to Manifest my divinity that I didn’t stop to look for this god’s people. That would have severed it more cleanly, but as it is right now, I can still feel the connection to reality. Kraiele is still anchored.

If there’s an anchor, you can leave with it, but please stay here a little longer. I’m putting pieces together.

That’s reason enough for me to keep fighting.

Kraiele starts pushing back in ways I didn’t know were possible. Mountains emerge from the lakes of blood around me, piercing through the dark sky and establishing Kraiele’s existence further.

Aspect of Divinity - Call: Return to Ash.

Once again, I designate myself as the center of an intense gravity well that annihilates the life out of everything that comes close, but this time, it stops before it’s a hundred feet from me, and the mountains beneath don’t even sink into me properly. Instead, they simply vanish, recycled by the god I targeted.

An imperfect spell, I think. It’s a fantastic effort from a mortal mage, but it’s just that. It’s not good enough to be a god-killer, not yet.

Idly, I wonder if the fae took inspiration from Emperor Anaris in the history that will never come to pass. I definitely see some resemblance between the Return to Ash and the Unbreakable Mortal Spirit.

Food for thought, but not useful for me in the moment. This situation is not good. I can feel my domain being pushed back, but I can’t even tell how Kraiele is doing it. I think it might be operating on a similar level to nullspaces, though that analogy can’t be perfect.

Sierra and I were bonded by souls, so our nullspaces never interfered with each other. When we faced an enemy nullspace, which only happened a couple of times towards the end, we were facing Titans that were still weak from waking up and simply overpowered them.

I think Kraiele and I might be on even ground, but it understands how this domain clash works in a way I don’t yet.

I think I might have it. Evacuate.

Admitting defeat is not exactly what I’m most known for, but I listen, withdrawing my divinity. It sinks back into me, and the fractals start reaching for me, seeking to encase me and draw my essence into the god.

Aspect of Divinity - Call: Invulnerability.

Pain slinks its way through my nervous system like wildfire, which I ignore. For a human or even a demon, pain is a signifier that something is wrong. I know something’s wrong, and pain isn’t going to help me fix that. Kraiele is trying to consume me like I did to it, and it’s a lot better at this type of fighting than I am.

One of my initial disadvantages in fighting comes in handy now. Without severing the anchor that binds the god of the mountains to baseline, I can use it to navigate my way back to baseline. I’ve done the same thing before in the primordial void. Within a well-defined fragment? That’s easy.

“Get out of my way,” I command the pieces of Kraiele.

Without a centrally designated body, its influence is spread out evenly through its domain, and though it might be able to resist my push in aggregate, the full concentrated strength of my soul focused on a single target is enough to break through Kraiele’s inherent defenses.

Fractals crumble to ash and mountains bend as I spiral through the domain, creating platforms out of solid, unstructured magic to utilize my incredible speed.

Kraiele tries to stop me, but though its defenses against conventional attacks might be good, it’s nowhere near the level of the nine. I know this for a fact. I don’t share that fact just yet, but I know that Kraiele never made it past the fall. It is weak, and that heartens me.

Because I’m not. I will not be one of the nine. I will be alone.

Even though Kraiele overpowers me in this moment, I know with utter, possibly misguided certainty that I will win. I refuse to acknowledge any other outcomes.

There’s my girl.

I smash through the barrier between god-space and baseline with the practiced ease of someone who ended the world once already.

A rift between worlds opens above the shrine at the top of the mountain, and for a brief moment, I catch sight of the void. It’s far less present than it was in the anomalous fragments. It’s only because of my inhuman attunement to the void as well as my perhaps regrettably high amount of experience being in it that lets me catch it.

This world is doomed if the gods remain in it, I think. The fae were right about that.

The rift closes moments after I exit it, and I’m back atop the mountain. A few hundred gallons of conjured blood splash out over the shrine, knocking it down and painting the snowcap cherry red.

“Lovely,” I say out loud when it becomes clear that Kraiele isn’t pursuing. “It has self-preservation instincts, but doesn’t want to hunt?”

It may be satisfied with its growth. Once an active threat is gone, it may no longer care about eliminating it.

“Disgusting,” I say.

A faint pulse of agreement comes from the part of my divinity that Sierra resides in.

“So,” I say once I’ve caught my breath. “You were saying you caught something?”

Only a theory.

“A theory is more than what I have right now.”

Divinity is your truth made manifest, yes?

“Right. As far as I can tell, it’s really similar to the kind of concept actualization you get at Category 3 and especially the ascendant concept at Category 5. Not that those exist anymore, but they’re the closest parallels I can think of.”

I think it may be just that. A concept, actualized and made divine for centuries. Millennia, maybe.

I frown. “If all you need is a concept and time, then why didn’t the gods return to their bodies? They had a thousand years after the fall, didn’t they?”

Power, for one.

“But the Titans had those in spades. We had that power.”

Under the constraints of the system, which was made from their bodies. My theory is that their truths were diluted by being made the system. They became shells of gods—Titans. In order to kill one, I believe you need to overpower its truth with yours.

“That would make sense,” I muse. “How am I actually supposed to do that, though? Kraiele had options in there that I definitely didn’t.”

There will be some that you can outright overpower. Remember the Titans.

“I’m sure there will be,” I say. “This one’s at least consumed some other gods, which means that it’s not totally pathetic. It’s not the lowest rung.”

Not too high a rung for you, either.

“No, it’s not. But I can’t just overpower it. My domain… ugh, that’s such an awkward name. Did the fae really decide to give a watered-down version of divine skills to any idiot that could reach Category 2?”

I doubt we’re going to get answers to that. Everyone who could answer is dead and will never exist.

“Fair enough. You saw what was happening, though. It was winning the push-and-pull.”

So it was. Weaken its truth, and you can annihilate it. Adrian did so at the cost of his life.

“He dragged a god of darkness into the void,” I say. “You think that weakening its truth is what killed it?”

The void is capable of weakening anything. Us included. It was not dead, remember? You were the one that overtook a weakened deity.

“Okay. Then how do I weaken its concept? Do I just kill its followers? Annihilate its domain? I could start with these mountains, I guess.”

That would be a good start, yes.

I use my Call to do my best impression of Emperor Anaris. I could create a new skill or use my Manifest, but nothing about the former can outpace what I can do within the latter, and using my Manifest now will just bring me back into Kraiele’s realm.

Gargantuan Form.

Invulnerability.

Sacrificial Radiance.

The final skill requires a massive sacrifice of life to be activated, but I have the lifeforce of the very same sacrifices the one who originally tried this skill used.

I pour power into the skill, using the bulk of the reserves that I haven’t fully processed into undirected authority, and I shine brighter than the sun.

Choosing this path instead of using my divine domain carries its own risks. Kraiele will still almost certainly notice that I’m annihilating the territory it has claimed as its own.

But I’ll have more time to do so. Even if I have only a few seconds, that’ll be enough.

I leap from the side of the mountain, my invulnerable body growing exponentially as I do so. By the time I hit the ground, I am as tall as Kraiele’s mountain.

I don’t know if the god’s power is based on the height of its mountains, their complexity, or some other esoteric component of them, but I know based on my time in its realm that Kraiele’s attachment to this region matters.

When I unleash my radiant supernova, I am a dozen times larger than the ones who tried to kill me with this skill. Every last flake of snow on the mountains sublimates in the same instant that I become a new star in the sky.

Less than a second later, the mountains themself follow. Massive rock faces blast away before crumbling into burning ash and dissolving. If there was still snow atop any of them, every one of these mountains would experience an unprecedented avalanche for the brief period of time before they fall apart altogether.

There are people living here, I realize. There aren’t that many, but a few thousand souls vanish under the force of my stolen light. Some of them try to mount a defense based on some sort of danger sense, but all they manage to do is break off pieces of the crumbling mountain before they disappear entirely.

A noble effort, though ultimately a futile one. I have more respect for this god’s people than the deity itself. Both of them fight back, but Kraiele won’t even push its advantage while its people fight against impossible odds.

My radiance expands further, utterly annihilating anything that dares exist in my vicinity.

I sense a disturbance in the rift that the mountain god exists in. It’s waking up to the fact that its earthly domain is being torn to shreds.

Come on out, I think.

It does.

Space unfurls as Kraiele’s existence punches through the rift above the peak.

[CEASE], it commands.

Sacrificial Radiance ends immediately. It’s not a gradual fade out, either. The light just blinks away, leaving me with nothing but the massive crater I’ve carved.

This would have been a truly impressive skill if the one I stole it from was capable of executing it in its entirety. I didn’t sense any limitations on it.

I have an instant to see the blue sky above me, the clouds blown to the winds by my skill usage, before it fades to white and brown.

Kraiele is imposing itself upon this world.

This time, though, it’s obvious that it’s been weakened. The fractals propagate slower, the mountains simply aren’t there, and it just feels slower.

“You stop,” I Command.

The fractals freeze.

“Wow,” I say. “That bad?”

It had to abandon its world. If I had to guess, it wasn’t prepared to do so.

I recall the Titans shortly after their awakening. They’re still a force to be reckoned with, for sure, but compared to what they can be? Compared to what I’ve seen before?

It’s been declawed. I may not fully understand how to overwhelm it in the conceptual sense, but without its greatest advantages, this is more than doable.

“Sierra,” I say. “You’ve been with me for a fair chunk of my life. What would you say my truth is?”

An unexpected question.

“Well, I figure we know this god’s.” I fly well above the reach of Kraiele’s domain. It reaches for me, trying to pull me down, but it’s lost its ability to surround me. Reality doesn’t bend to its imposition nearly as much, and I find one of the many safe spaces in the sky. “Something to do with the mountains, yeah?”

My assumption was along the lines of “mountain paths,” yes.

“Right. So I’m asking what you think mine is.” I have a strong idea, but I want to hear confirmation. I want to be a hundred percent sure that I know how I’m going to overpower this god.

There’s a thousand ways to say it. You’re a paragon of destructive growth. You’ll burn it all down to give you the spark you need to advance. You’ve spoken about this. I can see it in your memories.

You devour. You advance.

You cannot be stopped.

Power surges within me as I align with the truths I have always held within me and the ones I have created. The first truth, I belatedly realize, was influenced by Sapphire, primed to set me up for eventual godhood. As a gestalt, though, I am my own.

I will never be constrained again. Not by Sapphire, not by mortals, and most certainly not this husk of a god in front of me.

Aspect of Divinity: Manifest.

The mountain god’s divine domain imposes the offbeat colors of snow and rock upon every solid piece of material within.

I dye it all red.

“Adapt or die,” I hiss, knowing full well that this god will not, cannot do the former.

Causality breaks. The sky shatters.

Devouring blood covers the enemy god’s existence.

It’s not death, I suppose. For this god, it’s something worse. As my power works its way through the framework of its divinity, I sense its consciousness flood into mine. It’s the same way that Sierra’s pieces sank into me, though these are more vivid. It’s a god, after all. Its conceptual weight is such that it retains some semblance of self even as I try to annihilate it.

Permission to help?

Go for it, I think.

It retains some semblance of self, that is, until Sierra sends me a deluge of information. She’s a being of pure information now, capable of working at the speeds my mind manages.

I restructure my divinity away from the shell of the god of darkness I overtook and into one that matches me better. Clouds of uncertainty fade, resolving into cold, sharp teeth.

The god struggles. In another life, against another Evelyn, perhaps it could have succeeded. Perhaps it could have done more against me.

Now, though? Now, it doesn’t even register. I have Sierra on my side and godhood to work with.

“Goodbye, Kraiele,” I whisper as blood fills the crater where there once were mountains. “You will not be remembered.”

The god of the mountains has the decency to scream when I consume it.


Chapter 44

As it turns out, when a god straight up subsumes another one, they don’t incorporate the subsumed’s domains into theirs. It should have been obvious, but I only notice when I Manifest my divine domain for the first time after Kraiele’s death.

Having Sierra as a construct within my existence is more helpful than I possibly could have imagined. She is closer to me than anything else can possibly be, and her perception over who I consume is extraordinarily sharp. As it turns out, when she isn’t focusing the majority of her mind on using skills to survive, she’s worlds better than me at analyzing the inner workings of the system.

To be fair, I am now the one focusing the majority of my mind on using my limited set of skills to survive, but that’s besides the point.

Devouring Kraiele is one of the greatest boosts of strength I have ever experienced. Given the fact that I had to use the accumulated power of the Titans I ate to counteract the angel tide that wiped the world clean, I don’t actually know how much magic was stored in them, but this has to at least rival that time.

If our understanding of how the attributes scale in the system is correct, I am nearly untouchable now. I remember way back when I wasn’t even aware of the Category system. In Ravendale, I had a temporary boost from consuming a demonic tree that enabled me to have attributes in the low hundreds.

My lowest attribute, Mind, is at 2356, over fifteen times what my peak was back then. In Ravendale, that temporary boost made me feel unkillable.

I test how powerful my current attributes make me the next time I find a city with a connection to a god. It is a greater one than Ravendale, though the level of technology is not quite so advanced.

The magic system of this era appears to be based on “circles,” which Sierra figures out roughly correlate to Categories after extensive analysis.

The Emperor of the Darkmoon Empire was a ninth-circle, which correlates to anywhere from high Category 4 to the peak of Category 5 in terms of raw strength, though obviously the system-related benefits that come with that weren’t present.

This city lies somewhere in the heart of the Darkmoon Empire, actually—at least, I think that’s where we are, judging from the ubiquitous flags depicting what I assume is a lunar eclipse. There is also notably a lack of significantly powerful people, which makes a lot more sense when I see desecrated temples everywhere. I can’t read the text, but I can roughly ascertain what it means. Protective texts, mostly. Religious ones.

This kingdom was protected by Atakai, wasn’t it? That would explain why I sense an odd connection to so many of the people here, even when they don’t possess any real power of their own.

It also explains why even this great city seems so weak. The highest power here is third-circle, which ranks somewhere around Category 2 in terms of power. They would have made mincemeat out of me even at the end of Ravendale, but they’re close enough to the Category 0s in terms of relative power for me to treat this as an experiment as to how the same incident would go.

From start to finish, I kill the entire city in roughly a quarter of a millisecond. Nobody even blinks in the time it takes me to destroy them. I run through some, blast others with pure magic, and Devour the rest whole.

Another god has taken up residence here, it seems. It’s… not as strong as Kraiele. I’m not sure what its anchor is, but slaughtering the city around it can’t have helped.

Just to be sure, I do the neighboring cities too. Then the ones further. Then, since I’ve committed to it, as much of the empire as I can manage. Moving at top speed gets tiring after a while, so I don’t bother wiping all of it out, but I clear out most of a hundred mile radius in an hour or so.

There are even a few notable magicians that grant me new callable skills with their deaths. Some of them try to mount a defense. Most don’t get very far.

The ones that do, I make sure to consume carefully. Sierra helps me formalize the pseudo-system I’ve created for myself, adding on garnishes she remembers from the old system. Her help is invaluable in affixing the skills I create to sources of power they can actually draw from. It’s not until I use Sacrificial Radiance against a group of seventh-circle magicians that I realize how much power I was wasting before. With her help, my skills are efficient enough that I’m pretty sure I could walk around as an invincible gargantuan sun.

I don’t anticipate my callable skills being of much use to me against a god, but I take the few that cause me trouble.

I find Prismatic Scales in a secluded lake populated by a small cult. It creates layers of conceptual defense as well as conventional forcefields, which could buy me valuable time if I give it enough power. They manage to hold me off for a record three minutes before I kill them.

Assimilate is another interesting one. It seems like it serves a similar purpose to a god’s truth, but it does so in a very mortal way. In some ways, it’s the polar opposite of Return to Ash, seeking to extend influence rather than absorb enemies. This one is located far in the north, hoarded by a small group that lives in a tower that stretches to the sky. I topple the tower and the people within it, breaking their hold with Assimilate, but they do offer quite a bit of resistance.

Other than that, there aren’t many that are notable.

Satisfied with my spree, I return to the city. The god has already deployed itself across the ruins. Its influence barely stretches three miles.

Hello there, I tell it. And goodbye.

#

Kraiele is the first of many.

The one who took over the Darkmoon Empire is named Lysgrail.

A god located in barren plains where nothing falls but grey snow is appropriately named Ashen.

The one who resides in reflections is named Onykros.

At first, I search for the weaker gods. Scavengers like Lysgrail. Those, I can simply overpower, especially once I’ve cut off their concepts. Ashen is similarly easy to deal with. As it turns out, igniting the ash and drowning it with blood is a rather effective way to lower the effectivity of a god that cannot leave the boundaries it has set for itself.

Every kill is a lesson. Sierra and I grow together, developing increasingly effective ways for me to weaken and ultimately defeat the gods.

It is much easier to overtake one of them when its power base has been pummeled into the ground. For some gods, this is easy—they’ve bound their anchors to mortals, and mortals are very, very fragile. For others, however, the challenge is significantly greater. Eliminating every reflection, for instance, is not as feasible as destroying a few cities.

When it comes to these, we have to take a slightly different approach. Onykros is persistent, but it’s not terribly strong. It ties its divinity to reflections, which does embolden me a little. I know that it doesn’t make it past the fall, which means I can take it.

It would help if we actually knew what the fall was. Thanks to my interactions with Sapphire and Adrian’s with the fae, I know at least to some extent that it involved a contract with the core nine gods after threatening them with the godslaying weapon. How exactly that proceeded, however, is a mystery. When Adrian asked, he was given responses that make it clear to me that Sapphire had some role in removing those memories from history.

To me, that indicates that the key to victory lays around that time. Well, obviously it does—the fae created quite possibly the most powerful weapon across all of time.

My question: how can we use that?

The weapon involved the void, did it not? You might gain some insight with my nullspace.

Sierra sends me snapshots of the past from her own point of view. She knows the shape of my mind and soul like nobody else, and with her bound so tightly to my existence, I get a uniquely personal flashback.

For a brief moment, I’m back in a series of hells that don’t yet exist, using my power to create a link to the primordial void.

I blink back to reality seconds later.

“Rude,” I say, avoiding the reflection of the lake as divine power erupts out of it. “Almost got me killed there.”

You’re better than that.

Her voice is light-hearted and whimsical. I can’t help but smile at that.

I think back to what I just experienced, then Adrian’s successful hollowing out of Atakai’s body.

“Could you have gotten to that point?” I ask. “Killing gods with a nullspace?”

Doubtful. My nullspace created a link to the void, but my truth was balance. Developing further that way would not have led to the weapon.

Hmm. Fair enough.

A link to the void. Can I create something like that?

Can Sierra make something like that? With the increased fuel coming from Sierra’s power distilled into me and the gods I’ve consumed, we have enough to at least try something.

Like you said, I can try.

That’s not a very confident answer.

Onykros has strong defenses, but though it can manifest its domain from every reflective surface, it isn’t fast enough to catch me. I don’t need a skill to fly, and I don’t need flight for speed. As long as I have enough raw magic to create a platform with, I can run forever. I pepper it with attacks every now and then, but it’s clear that just trying to overpower it won’t work. It’s slippery, and it’s very good at surviving, which I can respect.

“Look,” I say. I know Sierra can understand me even if I just give her a directed thought, but speaking out loud feels more natural. “We need something that Sapphire can’t counter. She’s one of the core nine. She is one hundred percent capable of overpowering me in a one versus one clash. We need a wild card like Adrian’s weapon to have a chance.”

Also true. I’ll give it a shot.

Fantastic.

In the meantime, I need to eliminate and consume Onykros.

There’s more than one way to weaken the gods, I’m sure. Return to Ash and simple divinity clashes work, but that can’t be all.

I have a few things I’d like to try. Onykros is a perfect being to experiment on.

The first thing I try is a laundry list of the magic I’ve stolen. Traditional skills are basically ineffective on some gods. The Gargantuan Form and Sacrificial Radiance combo is effective at eliminating a chunk of its divinity, but there is so much left that it’s a waste of magic. Assimilate does a little more work, and it does seem moderately promising, but it’s not in a state where it can fully dominate a god yet.

I do give Sierra a note on that last one, and she agrees that it could be instrumental to defeating other gods. Maybe in combination with another skill, later down the line.

The next thing I try is shit talking it. It’s a rather crude tactic, but when infusing my speech with the full force of my divinity, it does hold more significance than before. Even with our conceptual weight as Titans, Atakai nearly blew us away just by speaking. I wonder if I can do the same.

To my surprise, it isn’t entirely ineffective. I force Onykros to confront a separate truth; I show it scenes of a future where it is long dead. Reflections will one day not hold magic. This god will be broken. Its divinity is not eternal.

While that in itself isn’t enough to break it, it’s enough to shake it.

That makes my next step a fair bit more effective.

I dive straight towards a reflection and let Onykros swallow me.

I don’t even wait to see what its domain looks like before choosing to Devour reality.

Though my signature skill might not be effective enough to eliminate the domain itself, I can break through parts of it. I’ve used it to consume hells before. The baseline is no different.

Just as I suspected, the skin of the world is more resistant to punishment, but the moment I manage to sink a fang in, it doesn’t have to pierce very far to reveal the infinite underneath. In the destroyed world, the fae stilled what they could, anchoring everything and layering on protection. That extra durability doesn’t exist here.

The primordial void comes screaming into Onykros’ domain. I ignore the sensation of wrongness that comes with it. Onykros, however, must not have much experience with the void, because it makes the mistake of trying to perceive it. It then furthers said mistake by deploying its divinity in full force, trying to absorb the void into the crystalline mirrors that comprise its internal world.

It screeches out in [PAIN] as parts of its domain crack, then shatter.

For once, I try using the god’s tongue on itself. They can comprehend the Titan-style speech that still resembles Common, but I want to get the message across properly.

All things considered, the duration of my life isn’t that long yet, but I’ve fought a dozen lifetimes’ worth of enemies. Every single one of them except one fell against me, whether that was because of sloppiness or underestimating me or simply being outclassed.

“There’s one thing you have in common with them,” I tell the god. I don’t know if it hears me. “You all made the same thing.”

I pack images of death, defeat, and my ultimate victory into a single thought.

[MISTAKE].

The mirrors break further, and I use the opportunity for all it’s worth.

Aspect of Divinity - Manifest.

Onykros’ domain shatters into a trillion tiny shards, each of them glinting blood red.

As I absorb its body into mine, I observe with fascination as the rift I created mends itself. The world really is healthier in this age. This tactic would have sent the entire lake system I entered slipping into nothingness in the ruined world.

That’s not going to work against Sapphire.

“No,” I agree. “It won’t. But it’s a start, isn’t it? I just fought against a god in its own territory without noticeably weakening it first, and I won.”

Definitely a start.

Sierra suffuses her words with warmth.

We can do this.

“We can do this,” I repeat. “Alright. Onto the next one.”

#

After a point, I stop bothering to learn their names. None of these gods survive regardless of my influence. If their names weren’t remembered in the future, I don’t need to bother comprehending them now.

There’s no great artistry to it. I do the same to most of them that I did to Onykros, improving the speed and power with which I do it each time.

I start seeing diminishing returns when my lowest attribute is above 5,000. At this point, my Devour is so powerful that some of the lesser gods can’t even stand up to that skill alone. With divinity fueling it, I’m able to Devour some of them outright. Patron deities of a single castle, gods of minor monuments, and the like—those don’t stand a chance against me anymore.

At some point by the end of the first week, I realize that it’s getting harder to find gods. There should still be plenty of them in the world based on the spikes of divinity I sense, but I often find myself arriving in a pocket reality only to find that the god I’m searching for already gone.

They’re afraid. The gods are afraid of me.

As they should be.

That thought is rather pleasing.

It can’t just be that, though. I need to remember that I’m not the only player on the board. After taking parts of Sierra, Sapphire has gone quiet, but I’m not so stupid as to think that she’s just laying idle. I represent a real threat to her now. She is almost certainly organizing a response of some kind.

I just need to find what that is.

On some level, I’m worried that Sapphire is going to use Sierra against me. Sierra’s memories are mostly intact, as is much of the loose authority she has, but there are spots missing. Sapphire’s influence is such that it’s nearly impossible to identify a pattern with what’s actually gone, but I confirm with her that a decent chunk of her memories of the UCC feel wrong, and she definitely can’t recall portions of the Ninth, Seventh, and Fourth hells for whatever reason.

Was Sapphire intentional with what she picked? Is there important information from those times? Or was she just trying to take and keep me from having Sierra?

Damn it. I can waste all the time I’d like speculating, but time is of the essence. I have more gods to consume.

By the end of the second week, I decide that chasing after the minor deities is starting to become a waste of time. They were useful to find applications of my divine domain—Manifesting part of it instead of all at once, for instance, and as a consequence of that, shaping my divinity into a weapon—but they’re no longer satisfying my urges.

I have my sights set on bigger prey.

“You think we’re ready?” I ask atop a now-dormant volcano, the lava neutralized by blood rain.

Are you ever not?

“Fair point.”

I Manifest my divine domain enough to cover my body and a little more space. That’s all I need for the time being. It’s enough to give me control.

Then, I run to a part of the planet where it’s nighttime. It takes a fair few seconds. The planet is big.

I look up. There are fewer stars at the edge of existence now than there were in the lost timeline. Those, I’m fairly sure, never held living gods. There’s nothing for me there.

Besides, my target is a lot closer. I align myself as well as I can, and then I jump. The force of my departure blows a hole in the field I leap from.

As I ascend, I use my divinity to direct me. Within my divine domain, I am queen. Though I don’t have Crimson Storm, I can do something pretty damn close, preserving my speed as I fly ever higher. The temperature drops beneath freezing. Air ceases to exist.

I enter the vacuum, and I don’t stop. I have to pause to redirect a few times, but I know where I’m going.

There is only one moon right now. Eventually, the god that escapes it in the form of a Titan will become another.

Wordlessly, I land upon the living moon. The impact of my landing creates a brand new crater on the otherwise smooth surface.

Come out, come out, wherever you are.

I fully Manifest my divinity.

One rule I’ve learned is that it’s much easier to defend as a god than to attack. They are strongest in their own realities. When they pull their domain into existence, it opens them up to attack. Doing so to another god is an indication of strength, of being so utterly confident in your own victory that you’re willing to kneecap yourself to fight.

Even though I have so much magic now that the mere act of drawing out my full divinity can cover an empire, the moon is nearly a separate planet of its own. Anyone from the planet watching will see the face of the moon turn a deep red, but much of it is still intact.

This god is one of the core nine, making it the ninth most powerful being to ever exist at bare minimum.

I won’t let that stop me. I’ve killed this being once before.

The moon awakens.

Hello, Lya, I think.

Time for round two.


Chapter 45

The last time I fought Lya, we were three Titans. Lya, Titan of the Living Moon. Evelyn, Titan of the Broken Hells. Sierra, Titan of the Primordial Void. Then, its ultimate attack, a sunbeam supernova that glassed half the planet beneath us, was just an attack. It didn’t hurt us then, and it can’t hurt me now.

Of course, now, Lya is stronger. It is whole.

Careful. It may hold domain over more than just the moon.

I can assume that that’s a given. The core nine ended up being Titans of locations, and after absorbing so many of them, I’m fairly confident in saying that gods that are only tied to a location aren’t particularly powerful.

Lya’s domain covers the entire moon, and it shines bright with cleansing light. It’s an almost familiar wave of radiance, rendered slightly askew.

Did the fae base the angels on this god?

The amount of sheer force Lya brings to bear is staggering. The resemblance to the surface-wiping cleanse of the last angel is stark. There is very little atmosphere upon the moon, and what little there is ionized and converted to plasma instantly. The surface melts under the force of its own power.

[TRESPASSER].

Lya is on a completely different level compared to everything I’ve fought and won against.

Unlike the rest of them, it hasn’t tried to suck me into its reality to fight. Instead, Lya has imposed its—her divinity, I think, recalling the references to Lya as a goddess—upon the world. Its domain is open, just like mine.

It’s making the same statement as me. That comes through the message quite clearly. It looks down upon me as I might look at an ant. Or a human, for that matter.

In terms of raw power, Lya the Titan was weaker than Sierra and I individually, let alone the two of us together. Lya the god, however, has more power and more experience as a deity than I can bring to muster at the moment.

In short, I have a bit of a problem.

Sapphire is going to be another step up from this, though, and I will not be satisfied until she is dead and forgotten. I cannot let Lya stop me now, no matter the cost.

My bloody sky crumbles as the moon shines as bright as the sun itself, shearing pieces of my divinity away and burning it to ash.

Winnable.

To her credit, Sierra doesn’t even sound sarcastic.

To mine, I don’t disagree. I wouldn’t even say the odds are stacked against me.

These gods are powerful, yes, and Lya may even be capable of squashing me like a bug, but I’m still standing. So long as I’m still standing, I haven’t lost.

Call: Invulnerability.

Call: Prismatic Scales.

There. That should buy me a little more time while I try to attack. No mortal would be able to defend against even my failing domain with these skills, but with a magic attribute of 6520, I am two or three orders of magnitude more effective than a Category 5 human mage. It’ll hold for a time, at least.

Do you hear me, brethren? I speak, using the Titan-speech that Lya was once (will once be? Thinking about a future that has ceased to exist is odd) forced to use. We are not so different.

We are quite different, in fact, but all I need right now is to get its attention. The next part can come later.

It’s quite necessary to do so. The range of my influence started at somewhere over a thousand miles, and Lya has already reduced that to merely several hundred.

She pauses.

[QUERY].

Whoareyouwhyareyouherewhydidyouattackmewhywhowhenwhat—I shut out the meaningless noise. I get the point.

I am an envoy of your future, I say. I mean you no harm.

Titan-speech is, in aggregate, almost as concept-laden as what the gods use. I pack my second sentence with not-so-subtle imagery of a threat.

I mean you no harm yet. That’s also pretty much a lie, but I’m far beyond the point of considering lying to an enemy a problem.

[CURIOSITY].

For as much as Lya is a goddess, she’s not very good at this, is she?

I resist the urge to chuckle at Sierra’s message. Sapphire is their leader; that much was clear even when they were all in Titan form. Of the Titans, it was only her that who was both a monster in combat and as a person. The others were simple. They slept, they woke, and they rampaged.

They’re intelligent creatures, but they’re so used to using force to annihilate any potential problem in their way that a being capable of surviving long enough against them to communicate with them genuinely piques their interest.

Fool.

“Allow me to show you,” I say.

Lya is a bit of a different case. For most of the gods I’ve fought so far, it’s been possible to weaken their truth by just showing them my memories of the future where they’re dead and gone. That’s not as applicable here—even though Lya is a shell of itself over a millennium from now, it’s still got a lot of power to its name.

Conveniently, I happen to have a fair few memories of its dead husk of a moon crumbling to pieces and burning up on re-entry.

It doesn’t have the same dramatic effect that memories of its nonexistence do, but to be fair, I’m holding part of it back.

Still, it’s enough to metaphorically gut-punch Lya, giving my divinity a bit more breathing room.

Alright. Now that I have the time and room to do it, I can deliver the second part of my blow.

Be patient, I tell Lya. Let me pass and I will prevent this.

The god of the moon is at least intelligent enough to understand that it shouldn’t trust me right away. It might not actually know what trusting someone looks like. My interpretation of the relationships between gods is rather incomplete, but I’m pretty sure the Titans only knew to listen to Sapphire.

Lya doesn’t turn its power off, but it does at least stop actively trying to crush me.

[CONCERN].

[QUERY].

Rather than try to expand my influence over it—that will surely end in disaster—I kick off from the moon, tossing myself into a loose orbit around the heavenly body. I sense Lya tracking me with its own abilities, though it’s doing so in a much less cautious and far more curious way than before.

It doesn’t question the validity of what I’m saying. She’s a goddess, after all, and though Lya can’t tell if everything I say is true, I open up my memories enough for the god to determine that those, at least, are accurate.

Idiot. I don’t let that thought surface.

Wow, it’s stupid.

Sierra seems to agree.

I doubt that Lya is going to let me prepare forever, but it’s not attacking nor actively defending for the time being.

I’ve spent some time thinking about what would be appropriate for annihilating a moon. When Lya revealed its defenses, I had to readjust, but I think I have it now.

Just keep staying still.

My Manifest is still a few hundred miles wide, but I can bring out more of it with the power I’ve built up. More importantly, I can reshape it.

At peak, I can bring up a thousand-mile radius influence for my divine domain. I’m not sure how much volume that is exactly, but for a mile-wide blade about three millimeters wide, I can easily create a ten-thousand mile long sword just made of my domain and have enough left over to surround myself a few miles out.

By infusing my divinity with my Devour, directing my truth towards the destructive part of destructive growth, I harden the edge of it, creating a razor-sharp scythe that extends far past the moon.

[QUERY].

I flick my wrist and cut the moon in half.

As soon as my oversized scythe breaks through the entirety of the moon, I expand my divinity, practically detonating my power in the vast swathe of moon I’ve cut through.

Lya reacts a millisecond too late. The two halves of the moon split apart, bursting with the force applied by my domain. I didn’t hold anything back with the blow, and I sense that I have severed reality with the massive slice. The void rushes in to fill the gaps I’ve made, and chunks of the moon fall into it.

The goddess’ domain expands to protect its territory, but it’s transparent that it’s been weakened. Though I’m not yet incredibly skilled in god-to-god warfare, when I redeploy my divinity, it can’t push me back nearly as quickly.

Her attention is split. One part of it is dedicated to trying (and failing) to protect against my renewed onslaught. The other is trying to piece together the rift I’ve created. The gods don’t like the void, I see. Do they not understand it enough? Are they just scared of it?

I split off a portion of my attention to continue tearing holes to the void with vicious glee. Every time I send another segment of vacuum hurtling into a nothingness that is far stranger than just the lack of matter, Lya forces itself to go patch it up, giving me an inch.

Every time she gives me an inch, I take a mile. Lya’s own power has scorched the surface of the moon, and the crumbling celestial body breaks even faster thanks to its efforts. It’s a degenerate cycle, and slowly—well, slowly by my standards, at least—I take over the surface of one of the moon halves. Lya decides better of trying to fight me and shrinks its domain to its half as I crush this part, Devouring it whole.

Lya screeches.

[MISTAKE].

In that message, I see a stream of concepts, images, scenes played out from Lya’s point of view.

Ah, fuck.

Ah, fuck.

Lya isn’t just the god of the moon.

Earlier, I wrote off the stars as not having gods in them, but I forgot to check the closest one.

A solar flare arcs out across empty space, reaching far further than it should, and I feel Lya’s presence slip away from the moon.

No. I can’t let her return to the sun. Lya’s power while resting in the lesser part of its domain was great enough. I can’t let it get more.

Aspect of Divinity - Command.

[STOP], I cry, imbuing the word with as much malice as I can. Sound doesn’t travel in a vacuum, but intent does. Do you know why you died? It’s because I killed you! Do you think you matter? You didn’t even put up a damned fight. All that, and all you were good for was to be a pawn for your leader. Is that what you want to amount to? A fucking meat shield?

I may not know the ins and outs of every god, but I do know this: they are proud. Only a being with a truly ridiculous amount of pride could be reduced to a pathetic shell of its power and still use its mere existence as a threat. No being but one of arrogance would tell someone like me that I am witnessed, and I am no exception.

Lya isn’t, either.

It pauses mid-transfer.

[QUERY].

And I know I have it.

I’m using entirely too much energy to speak, which makes my speech sparse on information density, but my point is made, and Lya has heard me and—hopefully—internalized it.

Look, I tell it. You know I can’t lie with my memories.

I show it the last moments of the world.

I give it memories of a future that is now in our past, showing the futility of its final resistance. It gave one genuinely powerful attack, but even that barely eclipsed the conceptual power of its domain now. In the end, the only thing its resistance amounted to was a power-up for me and time bought for Sapphire.

Lya wouldn’t have been able to see what transpired afterwards, mostly by virtue of being dead, but I was there to see it. I show it Sapphire consuming the fallen Titans in order to further fuel her half of the godslayer. In the end, I don’t think she cared for any of them. I think Lya, who most certainly knows Sapphire more intimately than I do, senses that.

The god before me radiates [DISAPPOINTMENT].

The particular tinge of this one is familiar. The nuances of the disappointment are angled at itself in part but especially at Sapphire, which it has another name for that I can’t quite parse. Lya’s anger in the latter part is useful. Not every god I’ve seen has had the same emotional range as a mortal, but this is good. It’s a quiet, murderous anger.

What was that saying again? Something about birds of a feather.

Now comes the tricky part.

Indeed. Sierra’s divined what I want to do with this.

I think through what I put in my words slightly more carefully this time, then I speak. You waited a thousand years to use a single attack. You never thought to question the other gods, brethren.

Lya’s [DISAPPOINTMENT] increases in intensity, and I can sense that its confusion with itself is growing too. Perfect. That’s what I need.

Even then, I add. Even then, all you did was protect the one who saw you as nothing more than fuel.

I see her as the same, but I have never ostensibly been Lya’s ally. I had no reason to kill this god as a Titan, but it chose to defend Sapphire.

When Sapphire was still in her Titan form, I was fully prepared to fight her. As a god, though? One who is almost certainly returning to the height of her power? One who can fight me from worlds away? I’m not so sure. I need more fuel, and if Lya is going to act as an obstacle either way, she may as well work for me.

Its [DISAPPOINTMENT] morphs into [CONFUSION] and then into a discordant mess of jumbled thoughts.

It really is immature.

Lya doesn’t have the ability to regulate its emotions, it seems.

If you think about it, a lot of the gods likely don’t. If something gets in their way, they kill it or die. They may have been mortal once, but apart from Sapphire, they feel developmentally like babies.

Huh. I… hadn’t thought of it like that, but that makes entirely too much sense.

That gives me more opportunities, though, so I’m certainly not complaining.

You serve no purpose, I tell it, not giving it a moment to recover and regather its scattered mind. You have an option to, goddess of heavenly bodies.

[QUERY]. It’s genuinely curious. Fantastic.

You do not adapt, I assert. You preserve your power. You rest atop a mountain of strength, and yet your very existence is one that cannot and will not use it.

Sierra guides the messages, modifying the pure vitriol I inject into it. I’m not just here to get mad at Lya wasting its potential, after all. That’s just a step.

When I speak again, it is with the authority of a god.

[SURRENDER], I tell it. Give up. If your only purpose is at a stepping stone, then let it be used by one who will use it for a cause. Your existence is meaningless, but with it, I will burn everything down.

I genuinely mean what I say. Even if it might be able to outclass me with the power of the sun, it won’t be able to forever.

If I don’t win today, I’ll win the next time. You won’t chase me, because that’s not what you are. I’ll grow, you’ll stagnate, and at the end of the day, you’ll meet your end by my hand or hers.

I don’t know what Sapphire ultimately plans on doing. She obviously plans on preventing the fall, and if the plans I heard from her last time were correct, she’ll prevent reality from tumbling apart with some grand scheme of hers.

Stagnate and be fuel for an authority that has never and will never protect you, or help spark the fire that will consume it. It’s your choice.

Lya pauses for a long time. An actual long time, not just the mere seconds that I associate with duration now. I don’t make any sudden moves, though I do prepare my divinity for the eminent possibility that Lya decides to abandon the half of the moon it’s in right now and use the sun as a weapon against me.

The goddess thinks out loud. Half-baked concepts and unfulfilled ideas project from its existence so strongly that I’m easily capable of gathering the general gist of its thoughts.

Sapphire is the only one of them that Lya bent the metaphorical knee to. Lya thinks of her as “the original” alongside a name that I can’t understand. Sapphire is the one who lays out the plans, who instills the core nine as the absolute monarchs of this realm. She’s the one who arranges minor gods to be fed to them to maintain their hegemony, as well as the only one who seems to have an interest in manipulating world events.

Lya trusts Sapphire much more than I thought it would, and that’s coming around to bite it. Sapphire has a nasty habit of not showing others her true self, it seems. I’ve learned with Sierra that trust is a two-way street, and in this case, one of those ways was evidently closed. The revelation that Sapphire ultimately uses Lya as nothing more than what a river of Devoured corpses could provide shakes it to its core.

It thinks, and it thinks, and it thinks some more. Time stretches on long enough that I have to keep an eye out on the world around us. The tides have been ruined under us, and chunks of the degrading moon-half that Lya’s anchored in at the moment fall into the atmosphere. No other gods come after us, which is surprising. I figured Sapphire would have taken notice by now, but either she hasn’t or she has and has decided that other occupations are more worth her time.

The latter thought scares me a little. This is one of the core nine. I’m not sure where Lya ranks in terms of power, but Sapphire surely has to know that the potential of losing one of the nine is a major threat to her.

And yet she remains strangely silent. What else could be more important?

[QUERY], Lya rumbles after a day.

This time, the message is crystal clear.

Do you have a chance of winning?

Of course. It’s a sycophant. Even in death, it wishes to be on the victorious side. It wishes to be honored.

Lya has accepted that its immortality will end by someone’s hand. Whether that’s now or in ten thousand years doesn’t matter—in the end, the result is the same to it. I don’t know if I see eye to eye on that, but it works for me.

More than you, I tell it. And more with you.

I don’t know what my odds against Sapphire are, but even if they’re one in a hundred, one in ten thousand, one in a million, I’ll take it. If the possibility of victory exists, I will find it.

[RESIGNATION].

It’s a simple message, and it means victory.

Let’s make Sapphire regret ignoring us.

I close my eyes, and I Manifest my divinity once more.

Lya gives in, and I eat the moon.


Chapter 46

The number of gods remaining is rapidly shrinking. I thought I might have been imagining it earlier, but during the weeks it takes me to process everything from Lya’s body, I confirm it for certain.

New Aspect of Divinity unlocked: Observe

Truly see the world. See anything and everything as far as this world stretches.

Sierra takes over the role that the system used to occupy. With her so closely bound to me, she’s able to convey the messages of my advancement—and more importantly, she can structure it. With the assistance of the power from a god of the core nine, she has much more to play around with.

She forms Observe from the parts of the god that she believes is responsible for exactly that, and I make good use of it.

The world is dying. It’s not doing so in the same way that it was in the destroyed timeline, though. As far as I can tell, the fabric of reality is in pretty great shape, though it’s not as intact as it could be, mostly thanks to my efforts. There’s still a massive rift to the void where the moon used to be.

No, what’s dying are the beings, and it’s not just who I’d expect. In fact, the mortals on the planet aren’t doing amazingly, but they aren’t suffering that much. Sure, I eliminated a couple empires, and there were a few major meteorite impacts thanks to the fall of the moon, and the solar storm has scorched swathes across the continents, but they still have more than half of their population.

The fae are conspicuously missing, but I take that to mean that either they have already established a position outside of the world or Sapphire got to them first.

It’s the gods that are vanishing. With Observe, I lay my eyes across the entirety of reality. I can see atoms pinging off each other on the other side of space, watch mortals live, replicate, and die, but what I really value it for is the network it gives me access to.

Unlike the Titan network, this one shows me gods. I’m not sure at first whether it gives me the ability to see them when they’re hiding away from reality, but I confirm that it does by finding a minor god—seriously, candles? Surely it could’ve picked something more relevant—and looking for it in baseline. It isn’t where my skill tells me it is, but there is a notable pressure upon reality there.

I tear it open and drink the essence of the god within, confirming that I can indeed sense the entrance to divine domains.

I’m pretty sure there were hundreds, if not thousands of gods when we entered. After about a month, there are less than fifty, with more vanishing every day.

It’s not just me killing them, either. It takes time and effort for me to process the power I Devour without risking it taking over my body like the broken god did all that time ago, and Lya is a more stubborn meal than most.

Someone else is killing gods, and I suspect I know who.

Usually, the most obvious answer is the right one.

Fucking Sapphire. I can’t actually locate where she is, nor the other members of the core nine. She’s still alive, I’m sure of it, but either her presence is shrouded or she’s so far off this plane of existence that she doesn’t even register to me. I suppose it stands to reason that the strongest gods would have ways to hide themselves.

Sierra as good as confirms that.

New Aspect of Divinity unlocked: Shroud

You can run, and you can most certainly hide.

I’m rapidly getting to the point where I have more Aspects of Divinity than I do skills or callable skills, which is fine by me. Devour is handy for breaking open a hole to the void as well as processing the gods I defeat, but I don’t think any other offensive skill would do anything for me.

Maybe that’ll change. Sierra’s open to adding more, and because she no longer has to concern herself with her own survival, she can do it during the heat of battle.

I’m not sure if I’m ready to fight Sapphire yet. If she was merely a Titan, I think I could wipe the floor with her. I could easily roll through any Titan now, really. Two of my three consolidated attributes are over 10,000 now. When I’m around mortals, which surprisingly does happen on a few occasions when I decide to indulge Sierra in seeing monuments from a past long forgotten, I find the need to actively restrain the sheer force that just existing in the vicinity of them exerts.

That lesson comes after I accidentally incinerate a temple. Oh well. I killed their god before that, so I doubt that was long for this world anyway.

The thing with overwhelming power is that I know Sapphire is more familiar with this time than I am, and she’s almost certainly the one snapping up the gods I’m not. The differences of strength even between gods is insane. I can use mundane skills to slice my way through the household gods now. If the difference in power between me and Sapphire is anything like the difference between me and most of the other gods I’m facing, I’m going to have a real problem.

The number continues to dwindle. The remaining ones begin to pose actual threats—or, at least, they pose threats to those other than me or Sapphire.

Some of them fully manifest their domains, confident in being able to take an upstart down. Those die the fastest, often accompanying the city, province, or country around them. Others wall up, forcing me to break into their domain. I try a few variants of skills with Sierra’s help, but none of them really get the job done better than Devour.

The last group is the most common, and unfortunately also the most irritating to kill. They know whe I am now. They can’t sense me approaching, but they can sense me fighting. The moment I Manifest, they run.

Gods don’t just run through the world, either. They launch themselves into deep space, burrow through dimensions, and some even make desperation plays by trying to use the void against me.

They clearly haven’t spent as much time in the void as Sierra or I have, though, because the amount of exposure they offer me is frankly just not enough to do anything of note.

With every kill, I grow. This level of power is frankly unimaginable compared to what I was at before. With Lya’s power not fully dissolved, I can borrow her domain to use with mine. Whenever a god decides to exit the planet as an attempt to escape, I Call a skill that Sierra simply names Celestial. As it turns out, even the stronger gods aren’t terribly used to being hit with the sun, especially not when it’s followed up by a Manifestation of blood and death. Lya’s divinity modifies mine, but the core truths remain the same. I destroy. I grow.

Honestly, it’s quite reminiscent of my system-provided domain back when I was just a mortal. That’s about as relevant to me now as a candle, but the mixture of darkness, light, and blood is familiar and comforting, just… on a much, much larger scale.

The last of the non-core gods are craftier than the others, but even the most cunning of them can’t last forever. They do survive for much longer, but within another month, I sense no gods in reality.

That means the rest of them have Shrouded themselves, just like me.

I can’t slow down. With the gods gone, there’s only a matter of time until Sapphire finds me and… incorporates me? I’m not sure if that’s still the plan, but I need her dead and I doubt she’ll let me do that. Sapphire has sculpted history to her whims. I refuse to be eliminated for them, and I have no doubt that she’s not going to fold to the same tactics I’ve used on everyone else.

If anything, I’m sure Sapphire will be more capable. I have, optimistically, a year of experience. Lya called Sapphire the original. Assuming that means the original god, first and foremost, that’s, what? All of history to practice? How long is that?

A few thousand years, if you’re asking me to guess.

Great.

The fae were able to defeat her and her entire species once before, so I know it’s not impossible, but Sapphire has the experience of dealing with them under her belt now.

Still, I’m not fighting her until I have something she can’t handle—or at least a way to take us both down.

I wasn’t able to find the fae earlier, but it’s possible that their realm still exists somewhere. Either I’m fully immune to antimemetics, Sapphire hasn’t wiped the memories of them, or she actually hasn’t killed them yet. I’m hoping it’s the latter, but I wouldn’t bet on it.

The hells don’t exist yet, so it’s possible that the fae haven’t established their own realm outside baseline, but there’s a chance that they have. I should follow through on any chances I can muster.

Aspect of Divinity - Observe.

When I was looking for gods, I also spent some time looking around for fae. That was an idle search, but even with a fraction of my attention, I could see that there weren’t any significant groups of them on the planet.

Fragments off planet, however, are a different story. I’ve been looking for divine signatures this whole time, not fae ones. Fae are mortal, too, so it stands to reason that I’ll have to look a little closer. The impact they make on the fabric of reality is likely going to be a lot lower.

I spend less than a day scouting out the planet. Even that feels like too much. With the rest of the gods gone or shrouded, there’s nothing stopping Sapphire from finding and targeting me. Every wasted millisecond feels like another opportunity given up.

That time isn’t just spent looking, of course. If I just wanted to use my eyes, I could use Observe or just run the entire surface area of the world a few times over. The Aspect of Divinity is more effective the closer my perception is to me, though, and I don’t want to miss out on something potentially important.

Besides the observation, I spend the better part of my time examining what the ridiculous upgrades to my divinity entail.

As it turns out, with my magic amped up so high that I kill people just by being next to them, I can just… do things when I want to. Devour still works most tangibly as a skill, but Sierra guides me through simply manipulating raw magic how I want to, and I find that I can simulate most of the skills I used to have. My fine control is fantastic, too. I don’t need to run everywhere when flight can hold my hand and move me.

Of most interest to me are the ability for me to erect defenses on the fly, which means I can give myself immunities to damn near anything under my sun, and the casual ability I have to just tear rifts into the baseline.

It’s much harder to take it all the way into the void, which makes sense—it can reduce even gods to the everything and nothing of the chaos there. I can do that, which I note down for future use.

What it seems to be meant for, though, is creating and opening gates. The first time I use it, I accidentally create an empty fragment of my own. It’s nondescript and is more raw magic than anything else, but it’s a separate reality from the baseline—parts of it are even solid!

I find my target towards the end of the day. My previous mistake, it appears, was that I just was looking far too much at inhabited areas, which is where most of the gods tended to be.

There is a dent in reality so slight that I’m surprised it hasn’t already closed located two thousand miles from any landmass and a mile above the ocean.

This is where the second part of my casual reality-warping comes into play. Instead of wasting my energy on the increasingly costly Manifest, I can just enter. With nothing but a twist of will, I force the path between worlds open, and I float through the swirling mass of magic.

Well, shit.

I step into carnage.

There’s confirmation of one of my theories, at least. Sapphire didn’t erase them from existence.

I’m not sure who this is a message to, but it definitely is one. The fragment I’m in isn’t terribly large, but it’s a wholly self-contained set of structures with no visible link to the void. It’s well-made, quiet, and hidden. The previously pristine marble and what appears to be testing chambers that I can pick out beneath the gore that covers everything makes me think that this place used to be something like the UCC laboratory I was born in.

Except, as far as I’m aware, the UCC doesn’t exist here. These fae were up to something themselves.

At least, I’m pretty sure these were fae. The macabre display makes it hard to tell. It might have been a laboratory or a school or a damn outhouse for all I know—what dominates it now is something akin to a work of art. Body parts are scattered all over the place, interconnected by hardened blood, internal organs, and a motley arrangment of other things that aren’t supposed to be outside the body.

Written out in bloody, fleshy script are the words NO HEROES HERE.

You’ve done worse.

Sierra’s voice is playful, but I can hear and feel the edge of nervousness in it.

“I wouldn’t,” I reply. My voice feels strangely loud in this fragment. “You think I’d waste power like this?”

Fair point.

Movement in the corner of my eye. I turn to it, divinity ready to deploy and annihilate this place down to the atoms, but it subsides immediately.

Observe.

Nothing. There are no threats to me here. Unless another god has deigned to take humanoid form and follow me this far without attacking, I am alone.

With a start, I realize that’s not entirely true. When it comes to beings that can feasibly threaten me, I sense nothing, but beings in general?

There are plenty of them. They’re on the floor, the walls, the bannisters, the test tubes…

The broken, twisted bodies are still alive. I look around for a set of eyes that seem to still be functioning. It doesn’t take too long, surprisingly.

They respond to stimuli. Fantastic.

Somehow, Sapphire has let them survive. Not only that, she let them survive with as many senses as possible as intact.

“Someone really doesn’t like the fae,” I say, putting the eye, the nervous system its connected to, and what I think might be a brain out of its misery.

Did Sapphire know I was going to come here? As I kill the rest of the fae here, absorbing their existences for everything they’re worth, I try to look through whatever records they might be keeping, hoping for some semblance of research.

There’s nothing. That makes some degree of sense. None of the fae have gotten anywhere near the stage of creating a godslaying weapon, and they won’t for quite a while.

…huh.

Interesting.

Sapphire hasn’t wiped the memories of the fae that she condemned to a living hell. That’s… unusually unwise of her.

With a start, I realize that she doesn’t know. Even though Sapphire has demonstrated a perfect control over near everything that’s occurred up until this point, she didn’t factor this in.

Devour doesn’t just consume magic. It doesn’t even stop at authority. It absorbs experience in the most literal of forms. The memories of these fae are segmented, broken, and don’t appear to hold that much of use, but these can’t be the only fae in existence.

When I’m done with the fae, I Devour the rest of the fragment for good measure, leaving it tumbling into the void, and I step back into reality.

This is it.

Sierra’s right. It might not be much of a weapon, but Sapphire’s arrogance and hatred for the fae have created a golden opportunity.

I just need the time to make use of it.

The fae aren’t the only ones I need to find, either. Sapphire has beaten me to them. She has beaten me to a number of the gods.

I can’t let her beat me to the rest.

So I start doing double duty with my searching. Shroud is an exceptionally effective Aspect of Divinity, but just like the way the fae hid themselves, it stops being as effective at close range.

I am very, very fast, and I recall the names of the Titans I faced. I don’t know which one of them originated from gods, but I can just check everything and everywhere they might be with Observe active.

Keep in mind, their domains might be different. Lya’s certainly was.

That’s an acceptable risk.

I traverse the planet, its skies and seas, and the space beyond, searching for anything I can exploit. I find fae settlement after fae settlement hidden in the air, though never the sea. Slowly, I gather information. I put Sierra in charge of handling it, focusing the entirety of my attention on my search.

The first god I find is Skoton. It’s hidden away on the side of the planet that doesn’t face the sun—or, at least, its domain is.

I arrive to find a divinity abandoned. There is complete darkness, but it is not oppressive because the living being within has disappeared.

Has Skoton fled? No, it shouldn’t have. There wouldn’t be so much of its presence left if it just ran.

A cold chill runs up my spine as I recognize the ever-so-faint traces of someone else.

“This is getting interesting, isn’t it?” a hatefully familiar voice croons from all around me.

I Manifest my divinity immediately. With the amount of power I have available, it tears through the remnants of Skoton’s domain in instants, wiping the darkness away with blindingly bright blood.

“Not quite yet, I’m afraid,” Sapphire says, her voice somehow still projecting towards me despite the fact that there’s nothing here. No magic, no authority, no beings. “You’ve grown quite wonderfully, Evelyn.”

“And you’ve remained much the same,” I say.

“I see you’re missing your partners. A shame.”

She damn well knows what happens to them. Sapphire fought me for Sierra.

“You’ve killed Skoton already,” I say. It’s not a question.

“Killed is a strong word. Gods do not die.”

“Fine. Absorbed, dominated, whatever. I don’t give a fuck.”

“Then yes. The Neverending Night is mine, as are the Burning Sky, Empty Void, Shifting Sands, Restless Undead, and Blood Ocean. They are not in that form now, but that should be how you understood them as brethren.”

Counting Sapphire and Lya, that makes eight core gods accounted for. She has the power of seven.

“And the last?”

“The last, I leave for you,” Sapphire says. There’s no missing the playfulness in her voice. It is uniquely rage-inducing in a way nobody else really manages. “You’re a new experience, demon girl. The others are not. I would love an entertaining challenge before the end.”

“Then why not fight me now?” I ask, burning with fury.

I need her dead. Everything else I have ever sought to do in my life, I have made inroads towards or succeeded at. Sapphire is the last roadblock. A constant authority tugging at the threads of my life from before I was even born.

“Why, indeed?” Sapphire says. “It would be unfair.”

I hear the sound of a snap.

My domain disappears, and I fall, my magic suddenly disorganized. I scramble to repair it, and I feel warm hands assist mine, moving pieces into remembered place.

My magic returns to its full strength an instant, but the message is sent.

I could kill you now, Sapphire seems to say.

Did she…?

No, I think. She didn’t notice.

“Good hunting,” Sapphire says, none the wiser.

I step back into reality, the end of everything fully in sight.

“This could be it,” I whisper, knowing full well Sapphire can hear me. “Are you ready?”

There are factors Sapphire hasn’t accounted for, I hope, but there’s nothing more we can do.

As ready as I’ll ever be.

“Great,” I say. “Two gods to go.”

#

The Ocean

Scintilla, god of the ocean, has watched in silence as the rest of the gods perished around it. It has persevered, preparing the oceans for a final stand.

For reasons he knows not, the creator has turned against her brethren. A usurper has joined as well, ardently pursuing the death of the gods.

Scintilla is ready. It is the second oldest of the core, and strongest behind the creator. It will—

The god registers the abnormal proximity of the sun too late. The oceans evaporate in seconds.

It doesn’t take much longer for the god, too, to fall.

#

Evelyn

That was disappointingly easy.

The next one will not be.

All too quickly, this adventure, this lifetime, has come to an end.

Only one task remains before I can even begin to think about what comes next.

“Sapphire,” I call out. “Let’s finish this.”

Sierra shapes the magic in my soul, giving me one final system screen reminiscent of days past.

Objective: Sapphire’s monster

Kill your final creator.

Progress: [0/1]

Reward: We’ll find out.


Chapter 47

I feel as if we’ve returned to the ashes of the dying world we escaped from. The fabric of reality is significantly more intact this time, but the amount of damage we’ve done to the planet is rapidly approaching what we’ve seen.

Bringing the sun closer was not, in fact, healthy for the surface. I can endure it just fine, but most of the mortals on the planet evidently can’t. Earlier, I remarked that half the population, at least, was still intact, but that definitely isn’t true anymore. There’s more survivors than I would have expected, but the land is scorched and the oceans are gone.

Whatever. If I want the world to have a functioning ecosystem and people, I can figure that out later down the line.

For now, I’ll burn everything and everyone if that’s what it takes to win.

“Impressive,” Sapphire whispers. I still don’t know how she’s speaking to me. There’s obviously some magic involved, but purging the air around me with Manifest doesn’t even put a pause in her speech. “Show me a good fight, will you?”

“Is that all you wanted from me?” I ask, extending my divinity as far as I can. “A good fight?”

“What I will get is the power to shape the world as I please,” Sapphire says. “Entertainment is a benefit.”

I can read between the lines. To her, I’ve outlived my primary purpose. Reaching Titan status was enough to kickstart the process she needed to revert the world to this state. Her plan was, in retrospect, relatively simple. She never intended to restore the glory of the gods, only her own.

We’re alike, in some sense. That knowledge burns, but she is my creator. It stands to reason that she would fashion me in her own image.

I draw on my domain, creating a second star in the sky, drawing heat from the sun as I do so. While the powers that Lya’s divinity grants me are incredibly powerful, I have no doubt that Sapphire is as unworried about the sunfire as I am.

She’s still shrouded, which is an advantage I can’t surmount at the moment. It’s obvious that my Shroud doesn’t work against her, so I don’t bother wasting energy on it. I’m not going to spend a non-negligible amount of power on something that doesn’t change the outcome of this fight.

I’m sure that Sapphire still has some control over antimemetics, but I shouldn’t be nearly as affected by them as I was as a mortal. While shaping the full set of my godly abilities, Sierra put together the best of our resistances and immunities. Unless Sapphire has significantly widened the proportional gap between us, she shouldn’t be able to hide her existence from me. Theoretically, my perception should be totally unaffected by those powers.

And yet I can’t find her.

This is what everything has been building towards. This is what my development was meant for.

Come out and fight, Sapphire, I snarl.

If my presence won’t bring her out, then I’ll do it another way.

Lya’s power came with most of its abilities intact, but thanks to my total annihilation of most of the water on the planet’s surface, Scintilla’s power over the ocean came to me as just raw magic. That gives me a lot more flexibility and range with my divinity.

If I can’t find Sapphire, I’ll make her come to me.

I don’t just want control over the space around me. I want it gone.

“Sierra,” I mutter. “Help me out here?”

Of course.

New Aspect of Divinity unlocked: Annihilate

Expend a usage of your domain to use it as a weapon.

I shape my domain into a second planet, mimicking the size and mass of the moon. I have more than enough magic in the tank to do so. Though I could theoretically add more, I don’t want to use too much of my strength. This is about what amounts to a subtle strategy now—I still need to preserve the majority for the actual fighting part.

Aspect of Divinity - Annihilate.

In an instant, the bloody star I’ve created dissolves, each drop flashing with the impossible colors of the primordial chaos. Destructive power resolves within the vacuum, and the void comes raring into existence.

Though the layer of baseline reality here is thinner, it seems more alive. When Annihilate resolves, it doesn’t come with the same cold, powerful surge that came with Devouring the hells. Now, it feels like a tangible act of violence, like I’m back in the laboratory ripping throats out with my teeth. It’s visceral in a way I haven’t experienced in what feels like a very long time.

To be honest, I can understand why Sapphire tore the fae apart. In the violence is a deep catharsis that I’ve needed for far too long.

In this moment, though, that doesn’t matter. What does is the moon-sized wound I’ve just carved into space.

Sapphire wants control over everything. I can’t deny her the control—that is much more her element than mine, and in a direct clash of wills, I’m sure that she’ll come out on top.

But what I can deny her is everything.

When a rift is created in realspace, air tends to flow towards it thanks to the vacuum-like properties of the void. This is the second time I’ve deliberately made one outside of the confines of the planet, but it’s the first time I haven’t immediately followed on it with an attack, so I Observe it.

There is no atmosphere to flow towards the false vacuum of the entrance, but space crumples inward anyway as if the massive hole in reality is a sinkhole with its own gravity.

“I wouldn’t have done that in your place,” Sapphire says.

I would have killed myself in your place, I reply, preparing to draw on Manifest again.

Sapphire’s appearance doesn’t take me by surprise, but the supernova that tears across the empty space of the void does.

“Ardael. God of the eternal flame.”

As the flame flickers across the entrance to the void, I sense the edges of reality mending themselves, stabilizing with every part of the attack.

That’s not Ardael’s power. No eternal flame should repair the world—hells, the whole reason the fae had an issue with the gods in the first place was because their existences and attacks had the nasty side effect of setting the world on a slow descent towards the chaos.

Sapphire had a plan to fix that, didn’t she?

It looks like she’s succeeded. All it took was absorbing every other god to do so, it seems.

Then I’m out of time to ponder that. A spout of black flame sears through the abyss, reaching towards me.

Against the light of the sun, the rapidly ballooning manifestation of stolen divinity paints a somber eclipse. It moves with startling speed, enveloping the space of a moon within moments.

Oh. Interesting.

I raise an eyebrow as I prepare another platform for me to run from. Something new?

It’s not all that important. I think this god’s power is an ancestor of wraithfire. The fae may have made the demons from its body.

Now that she mentions it, the energy present in the blossoming black star is vaguely familiar. It’s not quite demonic, but I can see the faint resemblances.

Then, I need to move. Though I’m confident in my ability to survive a full on blast from any one of the gods whose power Sapphire draws upon, I would much rather not have to take multiple. I will not be felled by arrogance. If I have to take damage, I will survive and adapt to it, but if I can avoid it, I will.

I form a platform and leap off up and over Ardael’s divinity. It’s already well past the size of the moon. Soon enough, it’ll eclipse the size of the planet. The heat singes my skin through the vacuum and the layers of my divine protection, but pain is just that. A collection of physical responses that’re useful enough as threat indicators for me to keep some semblance of the sense, but otherwise ignorable.

“Over” is a tough concept in outer space, but I orient myself towards the sun and that works out well enough.

The attack is fast, but I’m faster. I’m fast enough to break escape velocity just by leaping from the ground, fast enough to measurably progress towards the sun with just my body.

And then, abruptly, I stop.

A single being comes into my perception, burning with murderous intent.

“Where are you going?” Sapphire lilts.

A finger touches my forehead, and I reorient just in time to see the form of my most hated enemy.

She doesn’t have the same half-elf form she favored in the future, but I would recognize that face anywhere. I would recognize this existence anywhere. No matter where, no matter when, the spike of pure murderous rage tells me everything I need to know.

In the dark light of Ardael’s power, her human-shaped form looks positively demonic.

Aspect of Divinity -

Sapphire flicks her finger in the split second between activation and resolution, and my body nearly shatters.

Hold it together.

At Sierra’s command, I do. The force of what should be a pathetically weak motion is reinforced by all of Sapphire’s divinity, and it sends me flying back down towards the still-expanding dark flare.

I draw on my Mind attribute, slowing my perception as far as it’ll go. With my attributes as high as they are, it takes genuine effort to push myself further. I’m not sure why.

Then I sense Sapphire move faster than the faint impression of the light reflecting from her afterimage, and I realize that it hasn’t gotten harder to slow my perception to the point where I used to get it to—it’s hard to slow it to the level that I’m at. I’m not entirely sure exactly how quick my mind is, but when light struggles to keep up with my senses, I can tell that it’s very fast.

I activate Celestial as I fly through space at speeds that test even my strength. We’re fighting on a scale that I have no experience in, and to be honest, even though I don’t have a single clue what I’m doing, I feel alive. This is the culmination of everything I have ever done. In every way that matters, this is my final test.

Let’s see what I can do about this.

With a flick of power, I send the sun hurtling at the false star Sapphire has made. Lya’s true power, now mine. With another segment of my magic, I create a bubble around myself, slowing myself even as I Manifest my domain once more.

I remember some magic that I think you might like to use.

Skill recovered: Demonic Star

Demons and angels don’t exist in this time, but the foundation for their existence certainly does. It exists within me, even, thanks to everything I’ve consumed.

Nevertheless, this world isn’t built for their existence. The sun isn’t coming fast enough, so I create my own, third star. Darkness and light blend together and explode out from me, annihilating existence.

Two stars collide. Sound doesn’t traverse very well in space, but the clash of eternal flame and a fire that burns with the light of artificial life is a festival for my divine senses. The resulting corona of magic and matter coalesces for a moment before detonating out at speeds far eclipsing even the ones I can achieve. Sparks of antimatter lance out in every direction. A beam pierces through the much-abused planet, igniting a swathe of it in demonic flame.

Skill recovered: Wraithfire

Skill recovered: Wraithfire Immunity

And just like that, we’ve witnessed the birth of the fire that consumes forever. It’s a familiar flame. The first time I saw it, I experienced true pain. That was one of the pivotal moments early in my development, I think—knowing that there was something more. That there would always be more in the world that I had to experience and Devour.

Not so anymore. I look back at the memory with fondness, and I relish the fire. Ardael’s power cannot burn me now.

The sun still hasn’t impacted the dual star I’ve created. I expand my senses, and I realize that at the distance it’s at, the speed of light simply isn’t enough. That’s a little problematic, given the fact that the sun is currently one of the safest places for me to be.

Sierra. Can we get there faster?

On it.

Skill recovered: Vector Magic

Skill recovered: Spatial Magic

I remember this one. Sierra guides me through the process, since the exact calculations required for it are still somewhat beyond me.

As we initiate the skills, though, Sapphire speaks once more.

“Skoton. God of death. God of darkness.”

I die.

Skill recovered: Tautology

And I live again.

Sapphire isn’t using her full strength. She hasn’t even manifested her divinity. This… this is just her giving her companions one last hurrah. We haven’t clashed properly yet. Her skills against mine. That’s what this is looking to be.

If she’s giving herself the chance to mess up, I’ll take it.

Skoton’s domain stretches faster than light. The stars wink out, one by one and then hundred by hundred.

It isn’t putting them all out. Sapphire might be able to do that, but her manifestation of Skoton’s domain shouldn’t be able to. Not yet.

No, I can sense the domain closing around me. It’s not small. I’m still moving at speeds fast enough to distort my visual perception of the world around me, and yet the domain of night expands faster than I can move. Once again, it’ll end up being around the size of the moon.

It snuffs out Sapphire’s replication of Ardael’s divinity, then my Demonic Star. It’s not a simple cancellation ability, either—the skill becomes inaccessible to me. Dead. Given the chance, it’ll kill everything I have.

I won’t give it the chance.

Vector Magic - Anchor. Spatial Magic - Shrink. Spatial Magic - Expand.

The strange sensation of warping the space around me to effectively travel faster than the speed of light is a layer more complex this time than it has been when Sierra used it to transport the both of us. Using it myself makes it feel more like actual speed, less like a teleportation.

I smash through the edge of Skoton’s domain and land straight in the core of the sun.

That is not a statement that is typically succeeded by anything other than “I burn to a crisp,” but with Lya’s domain under my control, a surge of strength is all that burns through me as heat bright enough to heat the planet from millions of miles away laps me like a warm summer breeze.

“Vanuos. God of antimatter. God of vacuum.”

Although my vision is entirely occupied by the bright white of the interior of a star, I sense the network of space that abruptly closes in on me. The vacuum shouldn’t be able to affect a star, but when it turns every chunk of the sun it touches into antimatter and consuming it in an ongoing set of explosions greater than anything the star itself can manage, it makes a dent. My power starts to noticeably wane as the sun begins to shrink.

Skill recovered: Siphon

Fine, then. If Sapphire’s going to create energy from the sun, I’ll take it back.

As the antimatter detonates at the edge of the star, I pass Siphon through the sun itself, using my control over Lya’s divinity to use it as a vessel for my skill.

My power stabilizes, as does the sun.

“Marata. Goddess of the undead. Goddess of degenerate growth. Hyen. God of blood. God of life.”

The core of the star melts, which shouldn’t be possible. Then again, nothing that’s happening should be. We are titans amongst gods, so far above mortals that the laws of the universe are barely even suggestions.

The core of this star is made of plasma, gases, and metals that feed upon themselves in an uneneding nuclear reaction, and I have enough time to watch that process fail before they abruptly transmute into a black-tinted blood.

This isn’t the same kind of blood I’ve grown so used to commanding. Blood and the literal sun tend not to mix very well, but this tar-like substance survives the insane heat of the star nonetheless, darkening and hardening as it slithers its way through the light.

From the hardened black tendrils of blood come beings, replicating a hundred thousand times in an instant. They break free of the tendrils, increasing the spread of the domain even as they forcibly birth themselves. They’re humanoid and fractal and wrong.

They burn as they leap forth from their artery-wombs towards me, but they do not go gently. When they die, they release necrotic energy. This is a form of magic that I’m not wholly familiar with—it reminds me somewhat of demonic magic, so it may well be a precursor to demons, but I’m not actually familiar with this.

They’re similar to demons, it seems. They lack souls.

I don’t need any of my former skills to examine souls anymore, so I just lean on Observe. Interesting. She’s right—these beings have no souls. There’s some other form of life within them, absolutely, but whatever intent lies within them, it is not the same one that once powered me.

Skill recovered: Eviscerate

Even if they don’t have souls, they are creatures of blood. As a Titan, Eviscerate was capable of making a god bleed.

As a god?

I crush the creations of the twinned divinities. The myriad horrors abruptly stop mid-creation, crumbling where they stand. The sun comes to fill the gaps.

“One last god, just for you. Sersui. God of the land. God of fatigue.”

I sense the planets detonate, both ours and the uninhabited ones throughout the rest of the solar system. Whoever was left alive must be having an awful day.

Chunks of earth large enough to have their own gravity sail towards the sun with more speed than should be possible. They collide with each other, hitting microparticles in the vacuum between, and they surge towards me as an array of divine missiles.

Using planets as projectiles. Oh, how we’ve grown.

This has been surprisingly entertaining, but it ends here.

Aspect of Divinity - Manifest.

I’m done playing around with these domains. I’ve proven I can stand up to the gauntlet of gods that Sapphire’s consumed, but that’s all. I will not let her toy with me any longer.

Aspect of Divinity - Call.

I draw on every notable skill that I have ever used or faced, infusing it all into my expanding domain.

Excise. Wraithfire. Heaven and Hell.

My soul burns with power as my divinity imposes itself upon reality. My truth runs parallel to my most iconic skill, and my Devour threads through my domain as one of its core tenets.

Silence. Starfall Barrage. Reality Break.

The power I have managed to escape death from sinks into me, fueling my expansion.

Path of the Living Moon. Path of the Nameless Sea. Path of the Burning Sky.

I know that I’m not absorbing all these gods have to offer, but Sapphire has been remarkably sloppy with handling their divinities. I snag pieces of all of them, and the boost to my strength is significant.

I will be the Last One Standing. No matter what it takes.

I won’t let you get away this time, Sapphire.

The sun burns red as I manifest my reality from it, and it expands and expands and expands. It smashes the broken pieces of the first few planets to dust in subjective instants. Sersui’s power infuses them, but I have far more strength stored in me than Sapphire’s proxy does, and I crush it before it can do whatever it was supposed to do.

I expand it twice the diameter of the sun. Thrice. Ten times. A hundred. Sapphire’s presence flickers into mind, resting in the core of where the planet once was.

I can’t trust that that’s the only manifestation of hers, so I push my Manifestation until it cannot go any longer.

After thirty seconds have passed, I occupy the entire solar system.

Sapphire has remained still throughout the process.

I don’t know what else she has up her sleeve. I don’t intend on letting her use it.

A god is not a simple thing to kill, especially one that isn’t in its own domain. Every fight I’ve taken so far has been against one in its home turf or in a neutral ground where both of us were fully realized.

Her existence is durable. Conceptual weight is a concept I never really got, but looking at her with divine sight makes me understand. She is an anchor upon this universe. She will not end before it does.

I’ll just have to wipe her out, then.

I throw everything at her. Every skill, every attack, every possibility I have ever experienced and am able to replicate.

Again and again, I Devour her body. I do it with the domain alone at first, then physically, using the Vector Magic and Spatial Magic combination to get to her near instantly. Tearing chunks out of her invincible flesh is frustratingly easy, but she grows it back.

The power of broken gods and dead Titans. The power of a lifetime spent struggling.

“Are you quite done?”

Sapphire’s voice rings in my ear like a bell tolling. There is quiet power in those words.

“I’m sure you’ve been wondering for quite some time,” she continues, “what, exactly, I am. Allow me to answer.”

She shouldn’t be able to speak. Even as her words reach me, I tear her apart. I know this is her. It may only be an avatar, but this is her.

“Before there was time, there was a single being. It chose to create the world, and in doing so, it broke itself. From its pieces sprung the gods, and from the gods came mortals. Some call it the creator.”

She won’t fucking die.

“That being was not me.”

I do not care, I say. [DIE].

“I was the first of my kind, and I will be the last and only. I will not make the same mistake it did. I will create a world of perfection.”

Sierra realizes it before I do.

She never revealed what she’s the god of. I think it’s—

“It has taken me a long time to accumulate the power I need,” Sapphire completes. “At the end of one era and the beginning of the next, I stand here, nearly complete, and I am authority. I am magic. That is and always has been the truth.

“Divinity: Manifest.”

For the briefest interval of time, I almost feel like nothing has changed, and then I realize.

I don’t have control over my domain.

#

Sapphire tilts her head, and the blood around me grabs hold of me, sapping the life out of me. My soul drains out of me like sand through a sieve.

“You are the final piece,” she says, hovering to me and cradling my chin. “Alone at the end of the universe. Congratulate yourself, Evelyn. You have gone above and beyond every expectation. When I remake the world, you will be remembered in its perfect glory.”

She’s gloating.

Of course she is. Everything I have gone through, every possible timeline, every possible Evelyn, ends up here, doesn’t it? If it wasn’t Sapphire, it would be another monster. Another god, or a Titan. Maybe a strong cultist, a fae, or even another demon. I’m sure the god who controls almost everything and seeks to complete its absolute dominance has seen the other paths.

As I choke on the devouring blood, helpless against my own power, I think, This could be it.

Except she missed one critical thing.

“__ __ ____.”

The blood forcing its way through my body pauses, disintegrates for a moment.

“Last words?” Sapphire asks, inscrutably playful to the last.

I spit blood in her face. It’s petty and does nothing, but it feels so damn good.

“I am not alone.”

Skill recovered: Defiance

One last impossibility.

I love you.


Chapter 48

Defiance is a skill made in spite of the system. It is an impossible task that Sierra and I forced our way through to break through the hells. Its actual effect isolated from the hells was unclear even to the two of us, and we were the ones using it.

Today, here and now, I finally learn.

This skill is a Defiance of reality itself.

I can’t use the skill myself. Sapphire has revealed her truth, and in all honesty, it is terrifying. As she is right now, not even at the full omnipotence she seems to want, Sapphire possesses a level of control over authority that I could never hope to achieve. After a thousand years as a Titan whose power hid the truth of the world, she has finally unveiled what she is.

Even at this stage of her existence, she can stop my godhood from functioning. She controls authority and magic, the two keystones upon which I am founded. I can’t kill a god with just my fingertips and teeth.

But even if she can take my control away, even if she’s capable of dampening every ability I have to interface with my skills and divinity, I still have that power. She cannot take what is mine until she has fully consumed me, and I will not go down without a fight.

Earlier, in that instant where she threatened me, Sierra was well on the path to restoring my abilities. I didn’t get to experience how it would have worked, but the possibility was there.

That possibility is now our only chance.

Sierra guides my magic and slams me through reality, straight into the void beyond.

#

For a time, I simply float in the chaos. I’m aware that spending time down here is a recipe for disaster, but with the amount of conceptual weight I possess, I have a decent margin for failure.

Sapphire doesn’t pursue. She knows I have to come back eventually.

The void is anathema to her. She’s walked it before, but every time I’ve had the misfortune of running into her, it was either in baseline or a world of her own creation. Memories click into place. This is no grand revelation, but it contextualizes a few parts of our history.

When Sierra saved me from Sapphire’s fragment, sending us both hurtling into the void, she didn’t pursue. Sapphire has intercepted me in the void before, but I have not seen her enter it herself to find me before.

With the knowledge that her truth is authority—that her truth is the very power that runs this world—I understand. Of course she would prefer not to wander into the negative space of this world. There’s no easier way to weaken the core of your divinity than to enter a realm that runs exactly counter to it. Where she enforces order, the primordial void is incapable of being shaped by nature.

That makes the meaningless infinity here useful to me. It means a temporary safe harbor.

I’m going to have to return before long, though. I can sense the anchor of baseline reality slowly drifting away. If I let it get too far, I’m not going to be able to get back. Sapphire is surely waiting there, ready at the wound I made. She’ll be using everything she can against me. Her shift in tactics at the end tells me everything I need to know.

Finally, neither of us is holding back. Finally, I am fighting the monster who made me.

I just need to find a way to break her before she can do the same to me.

As I float in the void, I let my perception envelop the non-space around me. It seems like the chaos changes every time I enter it. Even as my ability to comprehend it increases, its complexities spiral out in ways I don’t yet have the mental framework to understand.

This time, I can draw parallels to what we saw when using the Unbreakable Mortal Spirit to send us back here. The world is visible and interpretable as something of a bright line, an area of order amongst the emptiness.

Elsewhere, I think I might see glimpses of other lines, but I blink and they disappear. A trick of the imagination, perhaps, or just a reminder from the unformed world around me that I have only one issue to pay attention to.

If she doesn’t want to enter the void, we can use that against her.

I nod my head in agreement, careful not to disturb the shape of my existence too much.

Sapphire wants to take control of the universe. Her ability to dominate is unparalleled—there is no fighting her directly for that.

We can, however, deny her the universe.

I try to communicate to Sierra with the Titan-speech, but I find my faculties in too much disarray to do that.

Don’t worry. I can be your hands. We can do this.

Thank you, I think. What do we have access to?

You are still infused with your magic. Sapphire will find more ways to limit us, but right now? Everything.

Right now, what I want to do is break reality from the outside. I recall the fae both future and present. Their race is extinct now, but the insights their deaths gave me are valuable.

These fae had yet to succeed in their attempts to kill the gods when Sapphire killed them, but the seeds of rebellion were there already. Even though none of them would have come close to a functioning weapon for a millennium, they knew already that the system of gods they operated under would lead to disaster.

They might not have had the blueprints to a weapon, but the conceptual underpinnings are there, and they provide another reason for Sapphire’s fear of the void.

Adrian, a mere mortal, overpowered Atakai with a weapon that burnt his life to force the god’s identity into the void. The shell remained, the power encapsulated int he vessel I now reside in, but the will that drove it was gone.

That’s what we need to do.

I see what you want to do. I don’t know if it’ll work, but I have to try.

We’ll break the world together, you and I.

Are you ready?

Always.

Then here we go.

Skill recovered: Annihilate

A skill and an Aspect of Divinity both, Annihilate works by drawing the power Sierra knows is still within me and using it for its purest purpose.

Destruction.

Together, we create a space of reason and logic long enough to direct it and myself towards the shining island of reality.

Calling my divinity a space of reason is a bit of an overstatement, but it follows more consistent rules than the void around me does, and I surge back towards the baseline.

Sure enough, I can sense Sapphire’s presence hovering over the still open hole we made with Defiance.

That won’t be enough.

I send a thousand spears of my divinity spiraling towards the baseline. Time doesn’t function in the void, which gives me the flexibility I need to ensure that every single one of these spears, fired at different times, carries the entire weight of my divinity and lands at once.

Reality screams open, and I impact the holes I’ve created at the same time.

With one entrance, Sapphire can control the location of my appearance, but she evidently hasn’t learned from our last encounter.

I can always open more.

I burst into deep space, orbiting over a planet that is not mine and by all metrics seems uninhabited. The rift I’ve created twists behind me, tearing through the land of the planet, and it widens.

This is not the same solar system I left. I’ve entered it at some other point.

Sapphire couldn’t put the world back together when it was falling. She had to retreat. She has more power now, but there’s a reason she still fears the void.

Despite being light-years away from her. Sapphire finds me nearly instantly. I feel her enter the solar system barely a second after I arrive in it.

“You’ve done well,” she says, and I finally understand how she’s communicating across such distances.

It’s the authority around me. Magic suffuses the entire universe, and even I can’t ensure that the authority around me is wholly mine and entirely pure. She’s manipulating pieces of it to speak to me.

Sierra? Can we do anything about that?

Of course.

“But,” Sapphire continues, a hint of anger evident in her voice, “it is time for you—”

Annihilate.

I tear another rift, tearing out all the magic in the space around me—Sapphire’s voice included.

I fall back into the void.

With Sierra acting as my system, I weave in and out of the void. I avoid staying in either place for too long. Even with Sierra acting as a protective layer, Sapphire’s power is simply too immense. I can’t survive for long there.

Sapphire sends a new message every time I enter. Each and every time she tries to do so, I Annihilate it. I improve at doing so quickly. By the tenth or so time I dive back into reality, she only gets a single word off before I eliminate the message.

I toe the line between life and death, between existence and the abyss beyond. Each time I dive, I take more of the world with me. Now and again, I enter a skirmish with Sapphire. She uses every single form of magic that has ever existed, burning through stars and solar systems with her strength.

For my part, I don’t try to hurt her directly. It’s clear at this point that simply attacking her won’t work. Instead, I Annihilate her attacks, using my divine power to turn her power against the world. I send further cracks spiraling through the baseline. Unlike the last time reality breaks on this scale happened, the world is younger and more alive, so it doesn’t spiral out into total destruction even as we casually eliminate every star and planet in the night sky.

It’s not a winning strategy. I make dents in Sapphire’s existence, but we are the only two remaining gods—indeed, we may be the only two properly living beings. We are the sum of the magic in the world, and she has a lot more of it than I do. Any attack I make against her can break her flesh, but it’s like trying to empty an ocean with a spoon.

But it keeps me alive, and it ruins her ability to move towards her objective. If I can’t kill her, I can at least deny her victory.

If. I think we have a way. It’s possible, I’m certain of it.

And so we continue our game of cat and mouse. I find that the supposed inevitable death that should happen with void exposure isn’t quite so keen on finding me. Tautology sustains me, but that’s not all.

Sierra is guiding me. Though I may be the one actually fighting, her role is no less important. Her magic made balance where there shouldn’t have been any, and her nullspace was of the primordial void itself.

She’s holding me together.

Sierra spent hours in the void trying to find me between hells. It’s what led her to save me from integrating into Sapphire’s being in the fragment the latter created.

Except time doesn’t work properly in the void, does it? Whereas it presents a certain death sentence for most, she entered it as a proto-Titan without an actualized nullspace. I don’t know how long hours from my perspective would have been from hers, but at a guess? It was far, far more.

She has knowledge of the void that nobody living or dead possesses, and she’s using it to keep me from disintegrating into it.

It’s knowledge that even Sapphire doesn’t have access to.

This is how we win.

Sapphire doesn’t change her tactics. Every time I re-enter reality, she’s there nearly instantaneously, bringing the entire force of her divinity to bear. She crushes billions of miles of space back into vacuum with her magic, creating twisted mockeries of them in their wake and leaving nothing but ruin—all very impressive stuff, but it isn’t working.

She damages me, yes, but though she starts trying to restore the breaks in reality, I can always make more. She doesn’t want to use too much of her power when she still needs to break me.

It is far easier to tear down reality than it is to create it, and Sapphire can’t put all her focus on the latter. Bit by bit, I tear greater and greater holes in the baseline, destabilizing this world thousands of years before its time will naturally come due.

We fall into a rhythm. At first, every encounter is a nightmare, and I fear that the incredible amounts of power Sapphire possesses will end me no matter what I try, but then we do it again, and again, and again. Seconds become minutes become hours become days become months become years.

Sapphire does not change her tactics.

Every now and then, I let her get a message through. She tells me everything I would expect to hear from her.

“You are delaying the inevitable.”

“You cannot hurt me. All you are doing is prolonging your fate.”

“Stop. You can yet repent for your mistakes.”

“I will permit your continued existence if you submit.”

And the like. None of it sways me. After so long, she still assumes the power dynamic is the same. She still treats herself like that mysterious stranger she was back on the train all the way back then.

She’s not. I know what she is. I know what I am. And I know that even if I can’t defeat her in combat, I can survive.

Unlike her, I have another factor on my side.

The fury of the first few fights is intense enough that Sierra doesn’t hace the time or space to work on anything other than my survival, but over the course of years, she adapts. She finds simplifications, improvements to the cycle, and ways to process input more efficiently.

“You can’t do this forever,” Sapphire tells me.

Through it all, I still haven’t recovered my ability to speak with the force of divinity, but I know she can hear me when I speak normally.

“I waited eighteen years in an empty abyss because I knew there was going to be advancement on the other end,” I reply. “You built me to fight forever. This is nothing.”

Hit and run and hit and run. Sapphire slowly improves her tactics, too—throughout the years, it becomes evident that the broken parts of reality are being repaired quicker. She’s keeping the world together.

The starting state of the world was much more durable than it was the last time we broke reality. It stands to reason that Sapphire is able to patch it up together more easily, especially since she started all of this with a plan.

But ending the entire universe isn’t our end goal. It never has been. I will become the strongest being alive, and that doesn’t mean much if there’s no world to be the strongest of.

A hundred years pass, and our stalemate starts to lean towards Sapphire. She repairs tears almost as quickly as I create them. The impacts of the void leaking into reality are lessened each time. The goddess really is creating her perfect world.

“I know everything. I have taken your every ability into account. I have always known all there is about the world, and I am undefeatable. All you’re doing is wasting your time.”

Sapphire may control the supermajority of magic in reality, but that isn’t going to stop me.

She is the first god. If her story is accurate, she is the largest piece of the original omnipotent being that split when the world began. She has been manipulating everyone and everything since the beginning of time. It’s only natural for her to believe that she will be the ultimate victor.

That belief will be her downfall.

“Are you truly undefeatable?” I ask. “You must have thought you were before, but the fae beat you, didn’t they? They tore your skeleton out and used it to run a world. Did you win then?”

“Inconsequential,” Sapphire replies. NO matter how much she tries to hide it, though, I can hear the impact of my statement in her voice. “I have defeated them. I have been restored to my rightful position.”

Let’s see how long that lasts.

Two hundred years.

Our eternal battle evolves in minute ways as we continue. Sapphire is untouchable as she stands, but I manage to snag pieces of her. With Sierra developing a more thorough understanding of the role she’s serving as a system, I have the freedom to start Devouring pieces of the magic Sapphire uses, feeding myself more power. It’s minute enough that I’m certainly not going to be able to simply overpower her with it no matter how many centuries we spend in this back and forth, but that’s not my end goal here.

Three hundred years.

Year by year, decade by decade, we work. I fight. I adapt. And Sierra takes the knowledge of the fae, extracting pieces from my perfect memory to find every bit of knowledge I’ve gained or consumed.

The fae didn’t create their ultimate weapon with sheer power. They researched, iterated, and sacrificed until they could kill the gods.

And they were mortal.

Four hundred years.

We are far more than them. The fae were long-lived, but they were prone to the same issues that befall any mortal. Lack of memory, poor record keeping, and the like… but most critically, a lack of power to shape.

We don’t have a dedicated research team, but we do have all the time in the world, a god, and a woman who has absorbed more knowledge about the world and its system than anyone living ever has.

Four hundred and sixty years after we begin, Sierra makes the breakthrough.

Less than a year later, she has the weapon prepared.

“Why won’t you just die?”

Sapphire’s patience appears run out before mine.

I am not surprised.

This time, for the first time in a long, long while, I stay in reality long enough to answer.

“Because of the two of us, you’re the one used to winning,” I say. “Of the two of us, you’re the one who’s never had to scrabble in the dirt for the barest scraps of power. You were born strong, and you are strong, and that’s the truth of your world.

“You know everything, you claim, but you clearly don’t—the nature of the void, what other worlds lie beyond this one. You’re an undefeatable goddess who’s been defeated by the fae. You were subjugated for a thousand years, and somehow you didn’t learn what I’ve known since the day I was born.

“The moment you stop advancing, you are dead. You were strong, so you didn’t need to advance, but you were dead anyway. From the moment you accepted that your strength would be enough, that your control would be enough, you lost.”

A surge of energy twists the star I hover over, and I Annihilate it just like I have many times in the past. The solar system does not go dark, for I am glowing with enough energy to illuminate the universe.

This time, however, I do not retreat into the void.

“During these centuries, we’ve fought, and you might’ve adapted your strategies, but I’ve grown. We’ve grown.

“Four hundred and sixty-one years of this. A thousand years before that. Who knows how many thousand before that. Throughout all of it, you sought an end goal, and the moment you reached it, you were satisfied. You thought that it was the end of the line, that there was only one more obstacle to victory and that you could rest easy knowing you would win one day.

“Sapphire, you stagnated. You forgot to advance. You never tried to survive the void. You never tried to adapt to the new terms of our battle. But me? I should thank you for this. I will never stop advancing.”

An angry scream tears through the fabric of the universe. “I created you. Kneel. Die. End this.”

Sierra barely even has to spare a fraction of her attention to assist me in obliterating the authority that tries to bend my mind before it can touch me.

“Then again,” I muse, “I suppose I should have seen this coming. A long time ago, you told me that adversity sculpts excellence. You weren’t wrong about that, but the fact that you chose the word sculpt tells me everything I need to know. You looked for perfection, and you thought there was a final state of it. A logical end goal.

“There is no end, Sapphire. There is always something more. The truth at the center of your world is wrong. Adversity sculpts excellence, but it nurtures greatness.”

“That’s a lot of talk,” Sapphire says, clearly struggling to control her anger, “but you have nothing to show for it. I can do this all millennium. I will do this forever, if that’s what it takes. You cannot win.”

I shake my head. “I’m disappointed in you. You lack imagination.”

Skill recovered: The Unbreakable Mortal Spirit - Complete

End this for us.

Sapphire’s been in the same solar system as me this whole time, but that doesn’t matter. Before, Adrian fired half a weapon with the power of a mortal.

I have a complete one, refined from the ground up, and I have the power of a star-eating god behind it.

“Fuck you, Sapphire,” I say, pouring centuries of pure hate into those words. “I hope this hurts.”

Skill activation: The Unbreakable Mortal Spirit - Complete

I can’t see her, but my senses have been refined enough by time to tell the shape of her existence. She doesn’t have a mortal avatar in play right now, but her divinity is doing the equivalent of flinching back in shock.

“No,” she says, primal fear gripping her voice. “No, no no NO—“

The skill finishes triggering, and the entire universe cracks away into the void.

The weapon works by throwing its target into the chaos and forcing it to shatter into the nothingness. Nobody has a real defense against the void, not even gods—Sierra and I have figured out a way to stay intact temporarily, but if I was broken apart in here, not even I would survive.

Sapphire has never learned to adapt to the void. She’s never had to. All her life, she’s thought that she is in control. Until now, she has been.

“I made you, demon girl,” she begs. Pathetic. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”

“It’s Evelyn,” I say. “I’m glad you finally showed me what you really are. Goodbye, goddess of ambition. You will not be missed. You will not be remembered.”

I split Sapphire into twenty thousand screaming pieces.

Objective: Sapphire’s monster [COMPLETE]

We are more than she was and ever could be.

#

In the past, I’ve witnessed the Moon half of this fire twice as well as the afterimage of the Sun part. This time, in its complete glory, the weapon targeted far more of an expanse than I ever imagined it would. With divine power driving it, it has broken the entire universe. The worldline lays shattered, dissolving into the void—pieces of eons of history just waiting to be consumed… or reassembled.

Sapphire lays similarly scattered across the chaos, but I will not let her just fade into nonexistence. By now, it’s second nature for me to spread my domain across the void, recovering what coherent bits of divinity remain intact amongst the chaos.

I consume Sapphire like a luxurious meal, reveling in every last bit of power.

And oh, does she have power. I’ve grown to terms with my strength over the endless battle between us and reestablished what my “normal” is, but this…

All of this, and she still couldn’t beat us.

I curl my lips.

I have proved the truth of everything I am. Against Sapphire, I advanced my strength, I killed, I protected the woman I love, and now, I Devour.

So. What next?

As I consume the last pieces of the being once bearing the names of Sapphire Clearwater, the creator, the first god, and who will never again be known as anyone more than an enemy who could not defeat me, magic surges through me and around me.

I see the fragments of the world, and I don’t see a broken universe.

I see one ripe for creation.

“What next?” I repeat. “Anything in the world.”

Then let’s get to it.


EPILOGUE

One minute later

Putting together a broken world is much easier than one would expect.

In fairness, I am the single most powerful being that this world has ever witnessed. With a system that has worked tirelessly to support me on my side, recreating a universe is as easy as commanding the broken pieces to come together and placing a grand spark within.

The creation of a universe is a beautiful thing. For a moment, I can see why Sapphire adored the concept of controlling a world so much. The moment passes, but the beauty lingers.

Wow.

#

One hour later

I create stars, sending them hurtling off into deep space. For each of those, I create a system of planets. Creating just any planet is easy enough. Burn authority to create a rock or a mass of gases, then add enough mass to give it gravity. Finally, give it enough speed to put it into orbit.

Actually sparking life on those planets is a little harder, but that’s fine. For now, I only need one planet that I can make habitable.

I create water, oxygen, nitrogen, and what I think should be habitable soil.

Hm. I’m not sure you know what you’re doing.

…in my defense, I haven’t spent my entire life researching how to create life.

Just finish populating the sky. I can help you later.

#

One day later

The night sky is missing a lot of the stars that it used to possess, but this is close enough to what I’d like. A hundred major stars, each of them with ten planets.

I name the dimmest of them Sapphire.

The planet I stand on is the one I’ve spent the most time working on. I don’t know if it’s habitable for any form of life, but it theoretically should be. I can’t judge perfectly, since I don’t need to eat, or breathe, or really any of the annoying things that come with being a mortal, but it feels comfortable at least.

Creating life is a separate process in its entirety, but thankfully, the person whose life I want to restore is also the one guiding my hand throughout it all.

It has quite literally been centuries since I saw her in a human form, but my memory serves me as well as it ever has. I shape the form of a human girl, though she’s so entangled with me that she is most certainly not only human anymore.

I can take it from here.

Authority swirls around me with as much surety as I’ve ever had, passing divine strength into the flawless humanoid form.

Blue light glows softly from her eyes. Sierra’s lips part ever so slightly. Her fingers flex, and her human vessel blinks a few times.

Then she registers me.

“Evelyn,” she says, her voice laden with half a millennium without touch, without true speech.

I open my arms, and she pounces, locking the two of us in a deep kiss that lasts so long it takes my unnecessary breath away.

We don’t get much done for a while after that.

#

One week later

“You do not know how long I’ve been waiting to do this,” Sierra says, sighing peacefully.

The planet barely resembles its original form—it barely even resembles the planet that we destroyed twice. Sierra’s created something entirely different, and yet… it feels more alive. It’s not segregated by Category zones like the planet once was. I struggle to understand what, exactly, feels the most different besides that.

Sierra knows what I’m thinking. Of course she does.

“It’s meant for growth,” she says. “So that anyone can be like you. There are habitats for monsters. Areas of great danger with fantastic natural resources. There is no secret society of gods behind this, just a world where people can advance.”

“And the people?” I ask. “We need to make those too, right? What are you thinking?”

“The same races as before,” Sierra says, then pauses. “Though I suppose we’ll have to keep an eye on the fae.”

“We have the entire world,” I say. “We can keep it from slipping into the dark.”

“True enough,” she says, hugging me with one arm.

We look over the dawn of a new world under a sun that has yet to live its first month.

It’s not the worst feeling.

#

One month later

We realize the problem with actually populating the world when we create our first generation.

Unlike Sierra, we don’t have other fully realized people stored within my divinity to recreate. I have the experiences of the millions—billions—that I’ve consumed, but none of them were anything like Sierra. Over the centuries, they’ve dissolved into the gestalt that is Evelyn Carnelian. Adrian’s set is more intact than the others, but he went out nearly five hundred years ago using his life as fuel for a weapon that destroys everything it touches.

In short: we don’t have full-grown adults to repopulate this world.

“Hey,” I say. “You know what the system did with me and my people when I was a baby?”

“Don’t even think about it,” Sierra warns. She manages to keep a straight face for all of two seconds before doubling over in laughter. “Could you imagine? We create twenty billion beings, and tell each and every one of them to eat the other babies?”

“It would certainly be one way to start,” I say, failing to keep a straight face myself. “There were other worlds out there, weren’t there? What do you think about trying to find one and steal its people for ours?”

“That sounds like an awful idea,” Sierra says. “I love it.”

I laugh with her. “Maybe when we’ve established this world a little better.”

“We could just accelerate the growth process,” Sierra points out. “You had a bunch of memories that aren’t yours when you were born, right?”

“Good point,” I say. “I reached human adulthood pretty damn fast.”

“We are gods. The only gods, in fact. We may as well.”

#

One year later

“There’s a lot less violence than I would’ve thought,” I say. “I’m not sure whether I should be disappointed.”

Sierra shrugs. “You are an exemplification of a part of humanity that very few mortals possess. Most everyone wants to advance, but not always through simple killing.”

“Interesting,” I lie.

She chuckles. “The ones who are getting into it are really having a great time with it, though. The ones that survive, at least.”

“It’s not too much of a load for you?” I ask.

With no dead gods to make a system out of, Sierra volunteered to take up the role. I worried a bit for her at first, but she seems to have taken to it nicely.

“Not at all,” she says, waving a hand. “If a dead god can do it, why can’t I? It’s honestly pretty trivial. I barely notice the draw, most days.”

“Keep an eye on it,” I say.

“Of course.”

#

One decade later

“I know it’s not actually Adrian, but damn if he doesn’t remind me of him,” Sierra says wistfully, looking from the heavens down towards the level 87 Hydrokinetic human born shortly after our first batch of accelerated-growth creatures. “I miss the poor bastard.”

“He went out swinging. In the end, he was one of a very limited number of people who made a real difference.”

“He’d be happy to know that his reincarnation started out a lot more decisive than he was,” Sierra says.

#

Elsewhere, a little experiment of mine achieves fruition once more. See, when I Devoured Sapphire, I annihilated most of what she was. However, that woman was undeniably powerful, and traces of her consciousness remained in parts of me.

Since I don’t want her tainting any part of my divinity, I cast those pieces out into a messy, inhuman, monstrous form I took a long, long time ago. Eleven of them, each with their own unique capabilities, sequestered away in a lab far removed from reality. Each of them holds a fragment of Sapphire’s consciousness.

Each of them receives the same message.

Objective: First, eat the other babies

Devour the others.

Targets devoured: [0/10]

Reward: 100 XP

I’ve run this a few dozen times now. Inevitably, it self-destructs. Sapphire hasn’t made it out of the lab a single time yet—the lowliest monsters beyond it are enough to kill her.

I’ll let her suffering end one day, but until she’s experienced as much time under my thumb as I did under hers, I’ll let it keep going. Then I’ll finally kill her.

Or maybe I won’t. When I told Sapphire that I would never stop advancing, I wasn’t lying. It’s been a decade of tumultuous creation, but we’re finally reaching completion on our ten star systems. One day, the people here will rise, and some may even challenge me.

One of them might even be Sapphire.

…Probably not. She can barely figure out that using her claws is more effective than trying whatever pittance of magic a baby demon can manage.

I have reached the peak of power, but there is more beyond. I want to see the other worlds with Sierra one day, and I never want to stop growing.

#

“Thinking violent thoughts again, are we?” Sierra asks.

“Maybe,” I say. “What of it?”

She kisses me on the cheek and grins. “Nothing. Just thinking how even after how far we’ve come, some things never change.”

#

One century later

She’s not wrong. Some things never change.

We create worlds together, expand the universe. We walk amongst the peoples we’ve made, the cultures that inadvertently spawned out of Sierra’s designs, disguising ourselves amongst mortals. Every now and again, a great evil rises, and heroes comes to defeat it.

Some of those heroes manage to fight me. Some of the evils do, too.

None of them win, but I don’t kill them. There’s potential in them, and so I tell them to try again when they can manage to land a hit on me. Someday, one of them will.

Throughout it all, Sierra and I stay side by side. We are the queens of this world. One day, we may be queens of all of them.

One night, we stare off into the primordial void, looking into the abyss—and, ever so faintly, the lines beyond.

By mutual agreement, we send probes. Pieces of ourselves, extending our reach beyond every star and into the void beyond. It’ll be a long time before any of our efforts bear fruit, but one day, somewhere, somehow, fragments of our soul will reach another universe.

But that’s a story for another time.

For now? For now, I can enjoy good company, good fights, and everything the world we created has to offer us.

“We’ve had a damn good run, haven’t we?” Sierra says, sitting beside me in the flames of a newborn star.

“Absolutely,” I agree whole-heartedly. “Let’s make sure it never ends.”

“I can get behind that,” she says.

When we leave, we do so together.

We move onto new adventures and new worlds. Forever learning. Forever advancing.

It is the best life I could have ever asked for.

THE END


Afterword

Thank you to MelasDelta, COTEH, Aven Shore, and everyone who's stuck with me to the end of the series.

I'll see you in the next one.


Books By This Author

Dungeon Tour Guide

Lucas used to delve dungeons. Now, he has to run one.

After Lucas dies during a freak explosion, divine intervention sees him brought back to life with the power to control a new dungeon.

There’s just a couple of issues: his old body is bound to his dungeon, and the craziness of what he thought was his final act is only getting weirder. When he sees newbie adventures entering his dungeon, though, he decides to help them survive and complete their quests.

After all, adventuring is a process, and someone needs to guide the rookies.
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