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Recap: The story thus far


Tad Harrington was a normal 16-year-old boy when, during his rebirth ceremony, he was reborn with a zero power score. It was a special rebirth, one never seen in the world before. He was forced to start with no special strength or abilities, except for the ability to level up and grow according to his choices. He chose to enter dungeons on his own accord and grew in strength from dungeon to dungeon. 
Despite starting as a void, he quickly ranked up to Soldier after hitting the level maximum after his first dungeon and completing a rank-up trial in a strange, infinitely climbing tower called the ‘Class Tower.’ In his second dungeon, Tad accepted a special obsidian dagger called “Raekast’s Fang,” which, beyond being a powerful weapon, also held a dangerous entity. Disaster struck in that dungeon, and Tad lost all of his party except for a Warrior-rank slayer named Bunta.
For a while, Tad went off on his own, climbing in strength, closing dungeons, and learning more about other creatures like himself, voids, in the strange Class Tower. He first learned about a void who had climbed higher than any other voids within the tower, a monstrous void named Zero. He was also infected with a ‘dungeon destroyer’ program as he was going through his Warrior rank trial, which caused the dungeons to act strangely once he returned to Earth. A black orb of power swirled above them, and if the countdown reached zero, they would explode with the force of nuclear weapons, destroying cities and more.
In the meantime, news about his special rebirth had spread enough to fall on the ears of a creator-ranked slayer, Gabriel Hawk, also known as the Defector. The Defector had fought within a dungeon and was crushed by someone who revealed, according to himself, the secrets of the universe.
Tad leveled up and entered the Class Tower to become a warrior.
Under the threat of duress, Tad entered a dungeon that Bunta and a team of slayers were already trying to close. Within that dungeon, he met a couple of new people, Alizandra Denth, or Liz for short, Fat Jack, and Ethan Flint. The clearing of the dungeon was going fine until the preeminent warrior-ranked slayer, a dangerous Salvation Cain, showed up to steal the dungeon from them - sent by the Defector to test Tad’s strength.
Through trickery, Fat Jack was able to mislead Salvation Cain, and the four of them, Tad, Fat Jack, Liz, and Ethan, entered the boss fight where they met a chained creator named Fenrir.
Fenrir was insane. Yet he was also similar to Tad in the fact that he had once been a void who had climbed all the ranks, all the way to the highest heights to creator, then been chained by the God of the universe themselves, a being named Alpha.
After a trading of best attacks, Fenrir declared Tad worthy and joined Raekast within her ‘Fang,’ abandoning his own body, or ‘vessel’ as voids called it. To allow his friend, Fat Jack, who was too heavy to escape the dungeon, Tad went and retrieved Salvation Cain who gladly came to capture Fat Jack to get his revenge for being tricked. Cain threw Tad into the dungeon just before it closed, leaving him trapped within the dungeon, which should have been certain death.
Fenrir later explained the reason the dungeon didn’t close. Dungeons were a space created to imprison creatures, and part of their features was to sense whether or not a ‘void’ was trapped within, and if so, it would stop the countdown.
Tad found a way to escape, but due to time dilation, it would take him two years before he could return to Earth. In that time, he was able to befriend Fenrir and even be trained by him in combat.
Once out, Tad finished his Warrior rank trial, but found the world in terrible shape. He also found his family in disarray. To punish Tad for failing to live up to his expectations, the Defector had come to his house and taken his brother. They were rushing to close all the dungeons before they would explode. As a void with access to the Level Up Program, Tad could see the timers above the dungeons. One dungeon loomed above the rest, Warrior Titan. It was a dungeon that hundreds of warrior-ranked slayers had tried to enter to close, but none had yet come out of it. Gerald, an old man who had acted as Tad’s mentor from time to time, made a trade with Tad that if he were to enter Warrior Titan, then Gerald would go after Tad’s brother, Liam. Tad was shown that Salvation Cain had even gone inside with a mutilated and blind Fat Jack held over one shoulder, with his friend Bunta in tow, who had seemingly joined his party. But even they had failed.
Tad leveled up, racing against the clock, trying to gain enough strength to be able to tackle Warrior Titan where all else failed. Liz and Ethan became his standard party. The last night before Warrior Titan was set to explode, they were making their preparations and Tad and Liz found themselves in a hotel room, alone. They entered Warrior Titan the next morning. Within the dungeon, they found another void, one named Leontus, a lion void, who had decided to make the dungeon his kingdom. After a series of tests and tasks, Ethan fell in combat against Bunta, and Tad decided to fight his old friend after seeing the monster he’d become. Tad’s blindfold training with Fenrir took over and Bunta was killed in the fight. Then Leontus set Salvation Cain to fight Tad, as a test to see how strong he was.
The fight shook the earth and the heavens as Tad narrowly defeated Salvation Cain, but it left him vulnerable and weak. Leontus declared his victory, making Tad his prisoner alongside Liz, where he tortured both.
Leontus then killed Tad, in an attempt to steal a void egg he had won in his warrior rank trial, and Tad defeated him in a void assimilation, where he had to leave his original body, and he became a lion void. He stuffed his body in his void equipment slot and escaped the dungeon. He had saved the world, but he now was in the body of the void who had tortured Liz.
Back on Earth, Tad went into the Class Tower to become a champion. Within, he used the void egg to create a ‘reforge’ aspect. Once again, Tad took to closing dungeons and entering the Class Tower to gain strength. Fenrir was ever criticizing how Tad acted and trying to imitate his techniques. Tad and Liz were able to resolve much of their differences, but she found herself pregnant from their night together, with twins. Fenrir revealed that voids kill their mother upon birth, and Tad flew into a frenzy trying to find any way to solve the problem. He desperately chased after strength, hoping to find a spell that could bring her back to life, despite Fenrir claiming it was impossible. The dungeons progressed from having black orbs above them, set to explode, to each of them shooting colored lights beyond the blackened sky, covered with titanspawn. Nobody knew what these lights did.
To save his brother, Liam, and at a promise from his mother, Tad entered Oblivion I. The Defector, Gabriel Hawk, the strongest creator still on Planet Earth, had coerced Liam into the dungeon to punish Tad for failing him. Inside the dungeon existed a boss with an unimaginably powerful aura, a constructed being named Vulcano.
During an impossible battle against Vulcano, the diamond protector-boss of Oblivion, and with seemingly no options left, Tad attempted to master two voidsigns simultaneously. This gambit was successful but came with unexpected results. Tad and Fenrir fused their void essences in a state that seemed to have merged into one. Raekast, the void panther, was forced into Tad’s void armor, giving him a further power-up.
Through this union, and with their voidsign mastered, Fenrir transformed into Mega-lion, giving them the advantage. Tad, possessed by the thrill of battle, squandered his opportunity for victory, forcing him to rely on Fenrir to deliver the final blow. After the battle, Fenrir and Tad spoke and found the path toward an alliance. With the dungeon closing, Tad looted Vulcano’s body, retrieving his essence, his flaming sword, and a sparkling diamond treasure chest. Then together, Tad, Liam, Gerald, and Fenrir finally escaped Oblivion.
Once outside its gates, however, through a magical crystal earring, Tad heard his mother’s voice telling him that Liz was in the midst of childbirth and needed help. Liz gave birth to two children, one void and one normal, after which she died and her essence parted with her body. Tad, unable to accept her loss, used the power of the darkness covering the sky to tear her essence in half. He returned the void essence half back into her body and placed the gleaming golden essence into his soul lantern.
It was apparent almost instantly that something was different with Liz, beyond her looks. She escaped Tad and vanished, eager to climb and grow as Tad had done.
Tad wanted to go searching for her, but the Defector would not leave Tad alone. He decided that now Tad was strong enough to fulfill the requirement. His plot was that if he were to kill a void of sufficient strength, he would awaken ‘Eve,’ the mother of all humanity - she who was Alpha from the beginning.
Tad was forced to flee to the Class Tower, where he began his Warlord rank-up trial. With his immense strength, he was able to fly through the mundane challenges while collecting a void who had used Tad’s Reforge aspect to gain notoriety in the Voidspire. Tad fed this void to Fenrir, who took the reforge aspect for himself. Tad then went into a special trial where he would gain the creator aspect. He was to be given a new vessel, but he was able to use his old vessel, the body that Leontus had killed, as a template. He was warned that this human vessel was special, and that it had the ability to be either filled with creator essence or void essence, and that if he were to tilt it toward the void, it would consume him.
He also went through another trial, to become a ‘Zero Candidate’ so he could receive the Zero aspect, should he defeat Zero down the road. In that trial, and unbeknownst to him, nine months raced by in what felt like minutes. Before he returned to the world, he climbed the Class Tower and found Liz deep within the structure, in a trial. They fought, but upon recognizing each other, they ceased their conflict. Liz told Tad about someone named ‘Meg’ who had been helping her get stronger. She had already become a Warlord and even earned her own creator aspect.
He finally returned to Earth, and it was worse than ever. Endless dungeons dotted the landscape, the colored lights shining across the entire landscape. Slayers no longer closed dungeons, as they had been taken over by a strange dark tar that threatened to tilt his vessel toward darkness rather than toward a creator vessel.
Tad set out to find his family. He was tired of running from fire to fire and just wanted to find Liz, his babies, and hide out for some time. In his search, he went to find the only person who knew where his children had been hidden away - Songheart.
He found her in a tall, twisted tower with a room near the top. Within, he found someone who called himself Omega. Omega was the opposite of that eternal being, Alpha, and used its strange powers to lock Tad out of the Level-up program. Tad was forced to absorb all of Omega’s darkness, which permanently twisted his vessel to absorb void essence. His body was consuming his essence. Omega turned out to be wearing Gerald’s body.
Tad learned from Gerald that Omega had emerged from within Titan, wearing the body of a creator that had entered. They adventured for a time, freeing Liam and returning to meet Tad’s mom and children. Tad also discovers that ‘Meg’ is the same creature as the ‘Omega’ that he fought.
Along the journey, Tad runs into the Defector who tries to kill Tad. Utilizing the darkness of his arm, the Darkness he’d gained from fighting Omega, Tad absorbed some of the sky and found himself stronger than the Defector. The sky bulged downward in Tad’s attempt to use its power, and the Defector revealed that the colored lights from the dungeons had pulled the Earth into the center of the sun, and that all was prepared; all Tad had to do was die, and Eve would be awakened.
The Defector fled, and Tad prepared to fight Omega. Knowing that Tad was stronger than him, the Defector was told of another way to accomplish his task. Using the same loophole that had saved Tad back in Fenrir’s dungeon, Eve instructed the Defector to go after Tad’s son, who was also a void. They only needed one strong void on the planet, and it didn’t matter which one died.
The Defector kidnapped baby Ethan, Tad’s void son, and Tad gave chase to the Defector’s continent of promise that he’d raised from the ocean. There, he opened the eternally blocked door to the Defector’s tower, and Omega rushed ahead inside while Liz fought Tad, trying to consume him to steal his Zero aspect.
Fenrir wrenched control from Tad, and Tad accidentally fell into his vessel. When he made it back, Fenrir was having a hard time fighting Liz. Fat Jack flew in like a meteor and told Tad that he would fight Liz, and Tad could go in and save his child.
Tad went in and found baby Ethan atop a sacrificial altar. Omega was in the process of vomiting his blackness across the Defector, in an attempt to take over his vessel. Tad fought Omega, and using a glitch in the Level-up program, was able to reforge hundreds of times to keep up with Omega’s stretching creator power. In the intensity of the fight, however, the Defector crawled to the sacrificial altar and killed baby Ethan.
Upon seeing his son murdered, Tad snapped. He threw himself into his vessel and then threw himself into a vortex that would swallow both him and Fenrir whole.
Tad transformed into a mindless demon that absorbed Omega’s darkness as fuel, then killed Gabriel Hawk.
But the damage was done. Eve was awoken. She descended from the heavens and tried to join with Liz, who had the creator aspect.
Demon Tad grabbed her wrist, which she promptly cut off and sacrificed to Demon Tad, before using its power to trap Tad in a golden sarcophagus.
Eve joined with Liz and then vanished.
In a final, desperate attempt to save humanity and everything, Gerald carried Tad’s withering body into the gates of Titan, where the tar of Titan might be able to sustain him, even though it cost Gerald his own life.
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Prologue


The original Vander woke abruptly. He no longer saw himself as the creator who had once been part of Charles Tidwell’s party - the ones who had so arrogantly entered Titan to defeat it. To defeat the monster that lived inside of it. 
Now he was just a man, a weak, scared man - doing anything he could to survive.
He wiped a sheen of golden sweat from his forehead; his dreams had been troubled. How long had it been? That was the wrong question to ask. Even after all these millennia, he still sometimes thought like a mortal. Time was meaningless in this place, and he would yet be trapped here for all time and eternity. 
The thought used to send Vander into a depressive spiral, but no longer, not since he’d rebuilt his psyche from the ground up with Mother Omega as his guide. Vander reached out and tested his locks. He pulled himself from beneath the golden vines he used as cover, then twisted the dimension he was in, pulling himself to the first line of his defense - a minuscule turtle shell on a remote beach in the middle of one of the ocean dimensions. The turtle shell lock, the outermost one, hadn’t been tampered with, which meant that he was safe. Eventually, Zero would find him. With infinite time to stretch before them, it was a virtual certainty. Until then, Vander would continue this endless game of cat and mouse. He used his state of stasis to reduce his footprint, to make him virtually undetectable. That, combined with the increased footprint of his subsequents, had shielded him from unwanted attention for an untold amount of time.
Vander sat at the edge of a small rock outcropping, the water lapping almost to the edge. He dipped his legs in up to his knees as he sat. The water was brutally cold, but it served to sharpen his focus. Even if he were to get captured a second time, he doubted that the results would be the same. He had structured his mind differently this time, intentionally. He would no longer be able to retreat into the mindless state he’d discovered. To rebuild, he’d had to overcome that and replace it. He’d had to kill off his mindless state to become mindful. It had been a deliberate choice, knowing that he’d be susceptible to increased torture the next time Zero got his hands on him. 
So far, he thought it was worth the trade.
He wondered how many millennia of pure torture it would take for him to think otherwise. Vander twisted the small sapphire knob atop the turtle shell and three floating orbs of light danced and began to rotate around the turtle shell - messages from his subsequents. The lights were more than mere messages. They were relivable memories of his seven subsequents that only returned to the turtle shell when his subsequent had perished. That he’d lost three so close together caused a mild wave of surprise to ebb and then flow; the emotions were within the acceptable parameters.
With a pinch-grip, he grabbed each from the air and twisted them in his fingertips - trying to discern the quality of the memory. The longer they had been resting within the shell, the more their light would degrade. It didn’t affect the viewing experience of the memory, but was a feature instead used to date the memories. His alarm shot past acceptable parameters for just a glimmer, before he dampened it. It must be a mistake. He peered at each orb, and there was no apparent difference in quality. Had he made a mistake in scrambling their frequencies? That Zero had found three in so short a time made Vander’s heart beat quicker in his chest.
What if he had awoken to the sneering smile of that dark-haired, dark-souled man? He felt another golden sheen of sweat form on his forehead. 
Seven was his limit, and to almost lose half in one stasis was alarming. Zero was progressing as always. 
It was just a matter of time until his original was caught. He almost felt like it had been, back when he’d been mortal - so long ago. He ran from death as hard as he could, yet death could not be evaded. 
Not until the ceremony of rebirth was discovered, anyway. 
Vander took the first ball of light and set it in his mouth between his molars and cracked down on it. 
His mind went blank, and his subsequent’s memory played like a video. 
Alarm spiked, out of acceptable parameters. 
The first subsequent had died; he needed to hurry before the boy destroyed himself! 
What boy? The real Vander mused. 
He fast-forwarded the memory until he came to the next part. He flinched, hissing in recoil as his subsequent stood silently behind a pale demonic creature. “Do you always do this?” He spoke to the demon. Why had his last subsequent called this a ‘boy?’ 
He put the memory on fast-forward, watching. The demon seemed to be doing similar exercises to what Vander had been given to rebuild his own psyche. Why on Earth might that be the case? The dialogue between him and the pale demon wasn’t enough to grasp the full context. 
He glanced at the duration of the memory and his blood went cold. 
Why was there so much left on this recording? He had never seen a memory this long. He hadn’t slept this long! Vander felt the light of the footage swelling, growing. It was as if the memory itself was about to get much deeper. He had never felt this sensation before, not from one of his subsequents.
The cautious part of Vander withdrew from the memory almost fully, until it was just fuzzy shapes and thoughts. The pale demon continued his rehabilitation, doing the mundane task he’d been given. He’d been making good progress, and today was the day he’d finish debarking his first tree. 
The tree screamed, and the sky twisted. Every cell within Vander screamed for him to extricate himself; he could see what was coming. Through Titan’s gateway came the man himself. Vander worried for the demon, surely there was a reason that Vander was helping him. “To the cabin!” he heard himself say, but he knew it was useless. Zero would find him! It was the end of them both! 
Vander tried to extricate himself from the memory, not wanting to see what Zero would do to his subsequent - he could hear the man’s voice ringing out his favorite words! 
Suddenly, from the light in his mouth, dark tendrils exploded outward, digging into his perfect flesh. The tendrils wriggled down his stomach, up the back of his throat, into his nose and brain, until they permeated every inch of his body. Sheer terror gripped Vander’s mind as he tried to fight against the sudden unexpected invader. 
He wouldn’t make it. The memory was about to hit in full! It was a trap! The length of the memory was a new trap! 
The light pulsed stronger, blinding him from inside his own mouth. Vander mustered all of his grit and with his last bit of consciousness, he threw himself back into the turtle shell, back through the side door that would take him to his inner sanctum, to the safest place in all of Titan. 
He hoped it would be enough. 
He arrived in his sanctum the same instant the memory took full root - he’d not even had time to lay on his bed, but instead crumbled on the floor. His own thoughts merged with his extension; he now felt what it felt, saw what it saw. Any external thoughts died. They were one and the same.
Vander fled through the forest and reached the cabin, his hopes rising. If he could just get to the emblems! He could escape to the workshop. It was his only chance! He twisted the handle to his bedroom the exact instant a vice-like grip clamped down on his neck and threw him back to the foyer of the cabin. He smashed through the impossibly hard walls, headfirst, causing his vision to spin. No! He’d been caught!
Invisible chains wrapped up his arms and legs, leeching his own golden essence, causing them to go inert and unusable. He fell from his half-seated position, trying to crane his neck to look at his attacker. He knew what he’d see.
Soft footsteps entered the room. “Vander, Vander, Vander. What am I to do with you?” Zero’s voice purred. It was the same line Vander had heard millions upon millions of times. Vander’s emotional regulations evaporated in an instant, sheer terrifying panic rolled through him, overwhelming all and every thought. Zero had caught him!
At least he was only a subsequent! Eventually, his suffering would end.
That thought was his only relief.
Strong fingers gripped his hair and he felt his head being turned to meet his attacker. Zero’s black eyes somehow seemed darker than Vander remembered. His black hair, black eyebrows, and viciously handsome features were exactly as he’d remembered. How could he ever forget that face? The man had no ears, just holes in the side of his head that served the same purpose.
“Hello Vander.” The man didn’t even smile. Whether he felt pleasure at capturing his prey or not, he didn’t even show it. Zero exuded confidence. Vander’s terror caused his thoughts to race faster.
“Infinite acceleration.” Zero’s rich voice rang out in complete control.
Vander wanted to scream, but his lungs couldn’t muster the strength. He’d never seen this spell from Zero before, even now the man was innovating, growing.
“You have been a thorn in my side for longer than I care to admit,” Zero spoke softly. “I have discovered the nature of your duplicates, however.”
“Impossible!” Vander struggled to even get that word out.
“You were careless. Didn’t you think it odd that one of your ‘subsequents’ never returned?” If it were anyone else, they would have smiled to gloat, but not Zero. His chilling and calculated coldness never broke, not unless he was in one of his fits.
Vander felt the stranglehold on him recede just enough to speak, and Vander let out a choked cry, hot tears already pouring down his face. He knew exactly what Zero was talking about. One of his extensions just winked out; he’d thought it had been an error of casting on his part. That Zero knew the name of his ‘subsequents’ caused his blood to turn to ice, and then freeze further. For only he could betray himself.
“Your subsequent told me everything. Everything it knew. Unfortunately, the little details I wanted to hear most were not included. For it knew not the location of your original,” Zero’s eyes burned ice cold. “It matters not, for I learned something in tearing down your subsequent right down to the very basic elements. Something that will drive even you to the brink of madness.” He spoke as if he were giving a clinical presentation.
Vander was hyperventilating; he vomited then aspirated. Though as a creator it wouldn’t even damage him, he had no control over his own body so thick was his fear. Everything was wrong, everything had gone wrong. It was only a matter of time before the original was found, then it was all over!
“I am a merciful god,” Zero spoke. “I will allow you to ask a single question.”
Vander’s fear spoke for him. “What was that spell you cast?”
The man nodded, finally showing a hint of satisfaction. “You asked well. Infinite acceleration allows me to spend as much time with you as I wish. It is the same power that Alpha used upon Titan to cause it to progress much faster than the outside world. It is the power that once drove me to madness, but never again, for now I understand it - I have mastered it and made it my own, as I do with all techniques I come across.”
Vander’s heart felt like it would explode in his chest, but he knew it wouldn’t for his body was perfect.
Zero reached out two fingers, stiff as steel, to each side of Vander’s right eye and pressed inward. The pressure built up and felt like his eye was going to explode, but then it released all in an instant as his eye fell from its socket. Vander tried to scream, but Zero’s other hand covered his mouth in an iron vise. Through his muffled screams, he could do nothing but watch as his unblinking eye saw everything. Zero slowly stretched his optical nerve, just far enough to damage it, before allowing it to heal through Vander’s natural creator powers.
“I will let you witness my work. Just this once, Vander, I will treat you as my very favorite toy.” Zero’s voice was like the buzz of a hundred bumble bees. “I will treat you as I treat Tidwell.” Once the optic nerve was long enough, Zero turned the eye around and then placed it in the air, pinning it there by some invisible web. Vander saw himself. He tried to close his eyes but closing his eyelid did nothing to stop the constant stream of images. He screamed again as he was forced to watch Zero extract his second eye and place it next to the first. From inside his pure white robe, Zero pulled out a delicate surgeon’s scalpel and waved it before Vander’s vision with a delicate flick of his wrist. Vander bit his lips, and felt golden blood rush in. He had been caught. It would be like before! Knowing what was to come was the worst part of it. The first time, he wasn’t even this unhinged; his panic swelled to new heights. 
“Now, my sweet Vander,” Zero crooned. “Let’s see how well you’ve trained yourself. How long will it take until I hear you really scream.”
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Chapter 1


“Once you transform, you must feed. If you don’t feed, you will die.” The voice spoke directly to Tad’s mind. “You will not be able to rely on the darkness of Titan anymore.” The voice spoke again, though he ignored it, his whole being filled with wonder. He was filled with awe as he stared at something so massive above him, its branches spreading across the horizon. 
An eternal tree.
There were no other words to describe it.
The golden leaves shimmered in the expanse above, filling the entire sky, blocking the view of whatever might lay beyond. The strong black branches extended like a network of highways, supporting the golden leaves that rustled metallically, the noise was like a soft tinkling laugh of endless fairies.
Tad stood before that tree, an ant before one of the most beautiful creations in existence.
And yet, he had to kill it. He had to rip out its heart, and turn those tinkling laughs of the leaves into blood-curdling screams. The man had told him as much, the man with the long flowing white hair and the longer eyebrows, and it was a face filled with such kindness and familiarity that Tad inherently trusted it.
You have to feed, before you wither away. The man’s voice came again.
“Right.” Tad said aloud. Within this tree was a fruit, a fruit that could bring him immense strength and power. Along with the power, he’d be able to repair his fracturing soul. To piece together and remember what he was even doing here.
Sometimes when he strained, trying to force himself to remember, he’d remember darkness. A dark swirling vortex filled with endless burning and pain - better to retreat from that.
The fruit would lead him to tranquility and power - though the two seemed at odds, the man had said you couldn’t have one without the other.
Tad lifted the midnight satin sack in his left hand, almost worried that his fingers might bite the sack, though where that thought came from, he wasn’t sure. He brought his right hand before his eyes and his hand looked as it always had, fleshy-cream colored fingers wriggled with a pinkish tinge. His hands were utterly unremarkable, yet he swore that his fingers were... asleep? Was that the right word? Tad opened the sack, where a sea of bubbling oily tar sloshed within. 
Harvest the fruit using only this bag, then return it to me. Whatever you do, do not touch the fruit to your lips. Only then will I be able to return your memories.
He closed the sack and tied its drawstrings around his wrist, then strode forward, starting the long journey to the tree whose bottom half of the trunk wasn’t visible over the horizon. Just over six-feet tall, his strides quickly ate up the distance between them. The loamy grass tickled his bare feet and a gentle gust flowed from the direction of the tree smelling faintly of cinnamon and fresh-oiled leather; a strange but intoxicating combination.
“What do you think we’ll find there?” Tad spoke aloud. 
Only silence met him. 
Somehow it felt like that shouldn’t be. He tried again. “Hello, are you there?” He wasn’t sure what, or who, he was waiting for. Did he want a voice to respond in his mind, or was he looking for an audible whisper? Perhaps all he wanted was just the feeling in his heart that he wasn’t alone, but only the tinkling metallic leaves, far above, answered with their tiny fairy laughter.
Something was missing.
He quickened his pace to a jog. Focusing on what was missing, on the void, wouldn’t help. Only killing this tree, and returning with his harvest, only that would bring the thaw of his eternal freeze, resuming his progression once more. The old man had promised it to be so.
The loamy grass turned to cobblestones, then to coral and volcanic rock as he ran. The sharp edges of the ground below sliced his feet to ribbons with each step, but before his next footstep, the flesh would knit up and heal before his next tread would tear it anew. He gripped the satin bag with his fingers, once again worried that they might consume the bag, but it was such a strange impulse that he ignored it. He was human. He’d always been human. Fingers didn’t have mouths.
The base of the tree finally came into view. Jutting from the trunk, eight enormous spider legs sprouted. They skittered away, seemingly in slow motion. Each humongous leg took step after step to flee away from him. For each of its steps, Tad had to take a thousand. He doubled his pace once more, almost reaching his maximum speed on the ground, and he quickly outpaced his fleeing adversary.
Tad reached out his hand as if to summon a weapon, but nothing came. Where had his weapons gone, especially Voidslayer? He checked his five void slots and found all five empty.
The enormous spider-tree fled his pursuit. From the sky, the tinkling laughter grew louder. Countless gold leaves with black trim fell from the sky, floating like feathers, but as they grew closer, Tad saw them for what they were. Each was as large as a dinner plate, with razor-sharp edges that caught the air only to slice back the next moment. The laughter shifted from tinkling to a roaring howl of grinding metal as countless leaves descended downward like a falling sheet.
The first one came at Tad, seemingly by sheer chance. He leapt over it, only to have to duck under a second. The first hit the ground and exploded in a cloud of shrapnel. Tad flipped over to face the black shrapnel, his perception tendrils warning of each of the impact zones. In a blur of hands, he carefully blocked each of the leaf shards, which were now jagged, sharp obsidian bullets.
Tad glanced around. Hundreds of the leaf grenades were about to hit the ground simultaneously. He prepared for impact. 
A wall of jagged stone rushed toward him, but it had its cracks. He slipped into the cracks; his hands were a blur of constant blocking, but he couldn’t block or dodge all of them. He allowed the ones that would cause the least damage to impact. They sliced skin superficially, and soon his entire body was dripping from shallow cuts as he dodged the best he could in the maelstrom of bullets. 
Another wave of leaves hit the ground and his perception tendrils were overwhelmed. His eyes were blind. Tad leapt, landing on the underside of one of the leaves and instantly it exploded, sending its shrapnel deep into Tad’s abdomen, blasting out his back. He spun and switched to flying as he tried to navigate the endless leaves in the sky, but it was as if a blanket were dropping to suffocate. There were just too many leaves. 
He reached for the power within. 
A wrenching of his gut told him that he wasn’t supposed to do this. 
Something bad would happen if he did. 
But he didn’t see any choice; the situation had forced his hand. 
You will need to feed! 
Pressed in desperation, Tad felt for the tiny thread, for that place where his void transformation had always been in his lionvoid form, and instead of a lump of power there, he found a devouring vortex. 
He couldn’t jump in, that he knew. Every instinct told him that it was death, pure and simple. Instead, he allowed it to embrace him. He allowed the wisps and tendrils to envelop him, infect his flesh.
Endless black chained horns jutted from his skull, his cream-colored skin completely drained to a pale white. His lips grew hot and bright red, and a sudden growing pain erupted from two spots between his shoulder blades as twenty-foot-long wings jutted out. Pools of blackened wet feathers twisted into a mass of absolute darkness, but a closer inspection showed how thin his wings were on the ivory frame, many feathers missing. His sleeping fingers woke instantly, wriggling and chirping with a feverish hunger. His spine elongated, his shoulders sharpened, and his toe claws curled.
A singular hunger devoured his emotions, all of his pain. The hunger deepened excruciatingly every instant he was in this form. His muscles, initially sleek and powerful, began to consume themselves, his sight began to dim, his hearing began to dull. His hunger was so great that it began to consume him. He wouldn’t forget the old man’s decree. He would feed.
In this form... yes, in this form he found what he’d been searching for.
Power!
He flipped upside down, his toe claws gripping the underside of one of the golden-trimmed leaves, and he leapt, charging through the underside of the sea of razor leaves. He brought his arms up to absorb the impact as a leaf came straight at him, except where he expected slicing and cuts, the leaves incinerated where they touched his skin, and he tore through them as if they were made of paper, tore through the entire sea of glistening golden leaves to reach the enormous spider tree.
This close, he couldn’t even recognize the legs for what they were, they looked like enormous black walls that stretched further than he could see. He had the view of an ant, but his perception tendrils, more powerful than ever before, wrapped the spider-tree in his mind, mapping it out.
The hunger was absolute, and it guided him on what to do.
With one hand, Tad pulled his fingerteeth from the other, and they stiffened, their nails sharpening into curved dart-tips, their mouths opening wide for the coming feast. Tad threw them all through the leg before him, each aimed at different targets. He threw one to every other leg, and his hungry thumb, he threw straight at the junction where the tree met the spider. 
A tremendous hiss of pain filled the air. Perfectly smooth tunnels appeared anywhere the fingerteeth devoured, but it did nothing to sate their hunger, nor would they until they reattached. 
Tad flexed his knuckles instinctively, as if to make a fist without fingers, and a sleek bladed edge of knuckles emerged from his skin. 
He flew like a rocket, a single punch detonated the leg before him, sending it flying, before he pivoted and turned to where he could do the most damage, to where he’d sent his thumb - the junction of spider and tree. 
Mid-launch, however, his perception tendrils warned him of something flying toward him at meteoric speed from above. 
The guardian of the tree.
A white-haired spidermonkey intercepted Tad’s attack at the tree. Its eight crossed-spider legs absorbed the impact of Tad’s first punch, then exploded outward, knocking Tad backwards. A flurry of white webs chased after Tad, but a single flap of Tad’s decrepit wings had him soaring easily over the attack as he tore through another sheet of crumpling leaves. A black-creeping rot spread from the impact where the spider had blocked Tad’s bladed fist. The spidermonkey howled in pain before it flexibly bit off the two offending rotting limbs. It regrew them in a slimy display before hurling the two removed spider legs like boomerangs. Too quick to dodge, Tad brought up his narrowing forearms to block. The tips of the spider legs pierced through his flesh, right between his two arm bones. Tad twisted his arms outward, using his bones to pin the missiles. Yet, the captured momentum of the attack caused his arms to slam into his chest. He wheeled backwards through the sky, tumbling through sheet after sheet of leaves that blanketed the sky, blocking all vision.
The monkey leapt dexterously from leaf to leaf in chase. Tad flapped his wings through even more leaves, correcting his position just as the spidermonkey took him in a bear hug. The spider legs gripped Tad’s torso like a vice, each slicing through skin, stopped only by his ribs and ridged spine where they cut through flesh and grated against bone horribly. The spidermonkey opened its mouth wide, where a host of miniature spiders wriggled inside. With its terrible gorilla teeth, it bit down onto Tad’s shoulder and Tad felt the horde of spiders invade his flesh.
But it was exactly the nutrients that Tad’s starving body desired. The spiders died almost instantly, their flesh repurposed and burned as fuel. The spidermonkey grunted in surprise, but it was too late. Tad opened his own fanged mouth where his own host of fingerteeth wriggled eagerly to feed. He bit down hard on the monkey’s neck and off they went.
In the single blink of an eye, the spidermonkey was eaten from the inside out. Organs, bones, brain, blood, even the monster’s void essence was slurped up by Tad’s countless wriggling fingerteeth in an instant. Only the hollow skin was left; it dropped to one of the leaves, like a deflated grocery sack of leather brown skin that wriggled as if a thousand maggots were inside.
“Return,” Tad commanded in a billow of darkness from his mouth. His mouth felt strangely empty. The teeth rushed towards his open jaws in gleeful anticipation. His arms and legs had shrunk dramatically, only an inch in diameter. He was emaciated from the short fight in this form; his ribcage sunk deeply, the hunger burned brighter than anything he’d ever felt before. It overwhelmed grief, pain, love, and joy. It was the pure need for survival.
The fingerteeth launched back to his open mouth and immediately, sustenance rippled through him. The nectar of their hunt was so sweet, so incredibly rich that his body returned to its normally sleek, muscular state in a single beat of his heart.
Tad wasted no time in the demented pleasure that washed through his body. He pushed through it to fly toward where the trunk of the tree now rested on the ground. Its legs had been completely detached and were still being consumed by his fingerteeth. His thumbs had wreaked havoc on the trunk, exposing a sickly-black beating heart. All its vasculature was still intact, and with each beat, Tad could see it pump nutrients to the bark of the tree, infusing it with life.
With a single bladed punch, Tad collapsed the heart of the tree.
The midnight bark starched white in an instant.
The leaves, both connected to the tree and those still midair, disintegrated as the tree died. A breathtaking view of an emerald green sea opened above, beyond the black skeletal limbs of the tree. The sky flowed from one side to the other, a river of flowing emerald liquid that glowed a soft pale green. Tad took a full moment, forgetting even his hunger, to appreciate that view before he sat down and faced the demon he’d become. 
His fingerteeth flew back, pumping his form back up to his normal state, but it wouldn’t last long. His demonic form consumed too many resources. He had a single minute before he would fall into unconsciousness, where his body would finish itself off, burning too hot. 
He had not meant to use this form. He had intended to keep it sealed away forever, but he’d needed the strength of this form. 
And now it was time to pay the price. 
He closed his eyes and saw through another pair of eyes. 
He wasn’t himself. 
She leapt with agile muscles from leaf to obsidian leaf, her children desperate to feed, and they were about to shortly. 
The great spidermonkey didn’t think in thoughts, but in pictures and instincts. 
She hugged the pale, red-lipped demon and bit down hard, releasing her children. All at once, they screamed. She jerked back in horror, as a wave of grief flowed through her. A sharp pain on her neck was the last thing she cognitively felt before the pain hit. The fear of death swallowed her up before darkness. 
Always darkness. 
Tad came to the next moment, sweat dripping across his cream-colored flesh. He formed his fists a couple of times, the claw-like motion of his fingers felt strange; no more did they wriggle and twist as they liked, but instead predominantly moved up and down in that single grasping motion.
Death was the price he paid to regain his humanity. His heart beat heavily in his chest as the realization flooded through him. The death of another, caused by his hand, allowed him to return, to staunch the endless hunger. Death was the shroud, that black blanket pulled over his soul... it caused the mortal part of him to quiver in fear. The end that the great spidermonkey had met... its permanence was haunting. 
No golden essence had emerged from its corpse. Tad had consumed it fully. It should have continued on! His breathing was heavy, his thoughts swirling in dismay. Whether essence or void essence, it should have continued in some form.
He stood on shaky legs, then fell to the ground, to his hands and knees, and found himself staring at something that should not be. 
A ruby fruit gleamed before him, though his perception tendrils couldn’t find purchase on it. To them, it was as if the fruit before his eyes didn’t exist.
This must be the fruit that the old man was talking about. Tad reached for his wrist, but he’d dropped his sack somewhere in the fight. When, he wasn’t sure, as his memories weren’t perfectly intact from human form to demon. Remembering anything was like watching a video through a foggy, dirty window. He could only see the broad strokes of what had happened.
The sight of something within the blood-red fruit banished his half-forgotten memory from his mind. It was roughly the size of an apple, perfectly round without blemish. It was transparent and seemed to pull his gaze to its center where a churning black hole twisted. It was as if the center of the orb was trying to consume even itself.
Tad reached out to grasp the fruit. He would heed the figure’s instructions; he wouldn’t touch it to his lips.
As his fingers came into contact with the fruit, they transformed into grey-green fingerteeth. With a greedy hiss, before Tad could even stop it, his fingers opened their mouths and consumed the fruit whole.
Suddenly, he had the strangest feeling that he’d done this before...
He blinked. That couldn’t be right.
He pulled open his skill tree reflexively. An image of a giant tree, like the one he’d just killed, sprawled across the transparent pane of his level-up program. Two separate roots started from the ground, twisting up in three different pathways. Two different skill paths were labeled ‘Immolation Resistance Path’ and ‘Darkness Path.’ Halfway up the tree, two branches jutted out from either side labeled ‘Hand Path.’
*Skill point: 1*
*Warning, you will not be able to reallocate these points*
Tad read each of the unlocked points at the roots of the tree.
*Tier 1 skills:
Immolation Resistance Path: (Allocate 5 points in tree to unlock tier 2 skills):
Immolation Resistance: 0/10 Reduce self-immolation by half
Capacity for the Infinite: 0% Unlike creators, or voids who swallow infinity whole, destroyers must do it piece by piece. For each skill point allocated, draw closer to the infinite.
Rebirth of the Fallen: 0/1 Bring back any unit you’ve destroyed. (Maximum increases with the number of units destroyed.)
Darkness Path (Allocate 5 points in tree to unlock tier 2 skills):
Darkness Capacity: 0/10 Increase darkness capacity in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite. 
Decrepit God of Ages (DGoA): 0/10 (Unlock second Omega Transformation (Requires Titan to unlock))
Titan’s Courage: 0/10 Each point adds courage to face the infinite.
Hand Paths:
Unlock left hand skill tree: 0/1
Unlock right hand skill tree: 0/1*
This was everything he could put his current skill point in.
Tad paused - without going to look at the tier 2 skills yet. He immediately saw the value of immolation resistance. Even the five points to unlock the next tree would halve his self-immolation five times - which, doing the quick mental math, was almost a 95% reduction in how quickly he burned himself up, extending his transformed state from just 1 minute to 32 with just 5 points. He’d barely been able to fight long enough to fight the spidermonkey, not to mention a longer fight. The last 5 points were likely unneeded, though they would increase his transformation to 17 hours long at full points - which seemed useless, no fight went on for 17 hours, not at his speed. Just a couple of points would make his transformed state much more sustainable. He continued looking at the other skills.
The Darkness path seemed useful too. In his transformation state, he burned through his darkness like mad - it was like his health - so this would be useful too. Tad continued.
And then there was ‘Capacity for the Infinite.’ Each skill point would make him ‘more infinite,’ whatever that meant.
Moving down the list and out of curiosity, Tad pressed on Rebirth of the Fallen.
*Great White Spidermonkey*
It was the only name on the list.
That couldn’t be right...
A face flashed before his eyes, of glowing eyes and curly brown hair. A wave of fire and death flowed through his veins. He didn’t even remember the man’s name, nor even the details of his face. He couldn’t help but wonder how he could forget the face of the man who had caused him so much pain.
He recovered quickly, pushing the darkness away. A calm settled in his chest, flooding through him and his eyebrows jumped in surprise.
He sat for a moment and explored that feeling - he didn’t remember, but it felt like he should have been sucked into the darkness, swirled around forever as it tried to consume him, but just like that, he’d returned to peace and calmness.
Tad wasn’t sure what to think of that. He returned to the study of his skill tree.
He had a left-hand and right-hand skill tree - but it seemed like a total waste to use his very first point and not get anything out of it. 
He moved up the two different paths to view what was possible in the ‘locked’ tier 2 skills. 
*Immolation Resistance Path (Requires 5 points allocated to unlock tier 2 abilities)
Tier 2 skills (Locked)
Destroyer Resonance: Increase all parameters in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite. 0/10
Destroyer Energy: Increase power of all energy attacks in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite. 0/5
Destroyer Physicality: Increase physical abilities in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite. 0/5*
Tad looked to the other skill path.
*Darkness Path: (Requires 5 points allocated to unlock tier 2 abilities)
Tier 2 skills (Locked)
Darkness Regeneration: 0/10 Increase darkness regeneration in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite
Darkness Compatibility: 0/5 Increase absorption abilities to include more types of darkness
Destroyer Reunion: 0/5 Deep integration with Destroyer-self with human self.
Unlock New Skill Tree for DGoA Form: 0/1 (Requires Titan to Unlock)*
The tier 2 skills for his ‘immolation resistance path’ seemed to have all the buffs for his current demonic form, which was apparently called a ‘Destroyer.’ He had been right in the fact that he was the opposite of a creator.
The Darkness path was an interesting one. Taking a full 15 points, which meant hunting down at least another 14 titanfruit, would unlock a 2nd transformation - though he had no idea what it meant that it ‘required Titan.’ His imagination was swimming wild, wondering what a second transformation would look like, but simultaneously, it would take him 15 points to get there without making him stronger at all. Titan’s Courage was ominous, and he wasn’t sure what good it would do. Darkness Regeneration would clearly be useful - even a couple of points in that paired with his immolation resistance would make his transformation permanent - if he wanted it. Darkness compatibility was interesting - was it the reason why he must feed instead of pulling the darkness into him, like he used to?
The plan going forward seemed simple to Tad, put 5 points into the immolation resistance path to unlock the 2nd tier of skills, extend his transformation time and be able to buff up his Destroyer form’s strength. Although, after a few points, it would be tempting to toss a point into his left or right hand, just to unlock their skill trees and see what lay within...
He placed his only point into immolation resistance.
*1% Infinite!*
Several things happened at once. The tree on the screen swallowed up the fruit and where the root had been a healthy brown, now tendrils of rot started to climb up its surface. Capacity for the infinite flashed, flipping from 0% to 1%. Deep within himself, he felt a surge of power steadily increasing. He waited for it to stop, to plateau, but it kept rising, at a steady rate upward and upward, he felt like he was falling backwards just enough to catch his stomach, yet the upward progress never stopped, never plateaued. It felt like his power was increasing a single percent every moment, endlessly stretching towards infinity.
It finally clicked.
His power increase would never stop, for that’s what it meant to be infinite.
Even in just the time he’d been sitting here, wondering about the increase, his power had easily doubled and was smoothly on its way upwards. 
It was infinite growth. 
From his memories, a dark glowing creature covered in tar flashed before his eyes. The pressure of its aura racing upward crushed his chest. Tad fell to one knee, breathing hard. What was that creature he’d just seen? And what of its aura? It had shot upward without slowing, like his did now, only faster. Whatever it was, it felt similar to his own internal growth that wouldn’t stop, only thousands of times faster. 
He’d finally entered the path of infinite power, the same path that the tar monster had made its own. He still had 99% to go. His mind spun at that thought. Just how would it feel to constantly be growing at that rate? It would be shooting upward almost a hundred times faster - but even that pace wouldn’t match the tar monster that had flashed through his memory. 
There had to be some way to get it to accelerate more. 
More than anything, however, his heart sang. He could progress! The old man hadn’t been lying to him. After all this time, all this time! 
He could progress! 
That thought vanished as an overwhelming wave of tiredness hit. Was it the fighting, or the feeding that had made him tired? He didn’t know. 
Tad searched around for somewhere to sleep, then nestled into one of the hollowed-out spider legs, where one of his fingerteeth had burrowed a tunnel large enough even for his transformed state. He yawned and lay down, resting his head in the crook of his arm. He would find the glowing old man and tell him what had happened later. For now, he fell into a restless and nightmare-fueled sleep.




[image: image-placeholder]











Chapter 2


Burning. 
There was only acrid burning.
Endless flashes of death were constantly before his mind’s eye.
King Wraithford’s fingerteeth dove into his abdominal cavity and feasted, tearing out precious organs. Didn’t he need those? The blackness of death came.
Who was that?
Metzlegoph the Mosquito Conqueror flew past him, his head fell from his shoulders, staring at his body lying limp. He saw Gruff, his expression quickly shifting from shock to subtle regret, then even that vanished as he turned and charged the giant mosquito. The blackness of death came.
For whom had the blackness of death come?
He strode up, wearing his new wolf paws he’d just received as a quest reward for defeating the werewolf twins. He grabbed the arm of Salvation Cain who held Liz by the jaw, but his grip was as immovable as a stone mountain. Faster than the snap of a whip, a blur of motion detonated his skull inward. The blackness of death came.
Who had died from that violent blow? The name, which should come unbidden, eluded his grasp.
Yet throughout all the flashes of death, the burning persisted. The everfire stone of pain, of pure consumption, that inferno that wouldn’t extinguish.
Why wouldn’t it extinguish!
Why wouldn’t the blackness of death come!
There had to be relief somewhere!
A familiar voice, an older voice, spoke somewhere. His words were comforting, seeming to plead with the heavens, but the meaning of the words was lost in the burning. In the roar of endless flames that devoured his very being.
The kind voice screamed, though quickly muffled. A series of wet pops and crunches died just as fast.
It was then the blackness came, but it wasn’t the blackness of death.
Not fully.
A cooling balm of slick grease coated his burns, and the inferno lessened.
Walls of flame slowly shrank, smaller and smaller, until they flickered like a candle. A torrent of liquid darkness swept through empty corridors, suffocating the flame in its passing, the pain dulled.
With the darkness, came relief.
But it was not the blackness of death.
Not entirely.
Like a dam had shattered, the blackness flooded his soul. Endless blackness. So much darkness! It roared and expanded through the infinite space of his vessel, toward the incessant thumping seed of darkness, yet the seed was not as he’d last seen it.
The entire surface of the obsidian planet was cracked and scorched. Dark clouds of smoke billowed upward endlessly as the planet fell apart, piece by piece, in an endless avalanche of obsidian.
Had it not been for the cosmos of darkness flooding its way, the seed would have surely consumed itself, burnt up in its own conflagration.
The new darkness crashed across the seed with the force of a million suns and gave the seed new life, lifting the seed to float atop the darkness.
The new darkness soaked into the cracks, both dousing and feeding, repairing the damage from the endless burn. More darkness came. Then more. It flooded every part of him, until instead of burning, there was drowning!
It was too much!
He-who-knew-not-his-name tried to flee, but the darkness washed over him, pushing him down into the obsidian seed once more. The seed wriggled beneath him, as if alive, obsidian spikes jutted out securing his hands in manacles sprouting from the ground. He struggled against his new restraints, but they had him. A giant fist closed around him and pulled him downward, toward the center of the sphere.
He fought with the savageness of a wounded wolf. No, the wolf was someone else. But he fought like a lion, tearing and snapping. He couldn’t go back to that place, anywhere but there!
It pulled him down, back to the center, back to the swirling vortex portal which he had thrown himself through before, the portal that should have swallowed him whole the first time to leave nothing left. But it wasn’t a portal of complete obliteration.
Having been through it once already, he recognized it for what it was. It was the hub that had always been in his mind, connecting body and soul, yet this was improved. This hub had been designed to consume endlessly, to burn up whatever was thrown within, turning it into pure and endless power. 
More darkness roared across the seed of darkness above. He could hear the waves crashing into new crevices, bubbling down the cracked obsidian, eager to reach him. They rushed toward where he struggled in vain against the black mirrored restraints that held him.
The torrent came and it washed over and through him.
He screamed. This wasn’t his darkness.
It washed the two of them through the portal together.
***The boy opened his eyes.
Though he might as well have kept them closed, for he could see nothing. He floated in an endless dark wetness and instinctively he tried to hold his breath, only to find that his lungs were already filled with the smooth liquid, and yet he did not suffocate.
“Are you finally awake?” The voice seemed to come from within his own mind.
“Who are you?”
“You don’t remember?”
The boy shook his head. “There was pain.” Just the memory of the pain caused an involuntary shiver to flow through his body. “Pain and fire. Blood and screaming.”
A soft growl filled his mind. “The screams were yours.”
The boy waved his hands through the dark warm liquid, his fingers wriggled and drank their fill before falling contentedly asleep. Instinctively, he pressed his awareness outward and his perception rolled outward endlessly, though he sensed nothing. No, not nothing, that was something different. Whatever this liquid was, it was undetectable. “Where are we?”
The voice paused for a long while. “We are in our lair.”
The boy nodded slowly. He brought his hand to his forehead, as if to wipe off the liquid, then ran his fingers up and over his horns, then down the backside of his skull. Everything was where it should be. “When do we leave our lair?”
“That is up to you,” the voice changed, holding a hint of warning. “To leave here is to throw ourselves into the den of monsters.”
Not knowing why, the boy shied away from that. “Let’s stay here then, at least for now. I just need to rest, just for a bit.”
“As you wish. Here we have nothing but time.”
Somehow, that was an immense relief for the boy.
And for the first time in what felt like forever, the boy relaxed in the pool of endless darkness and slept.
Whatever cares of expectation he’d held rolled down his back and melted away.
He fell into a deep and restful sleep.
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Chapter 3


Tad gasped, jerking awake from his nightmare. He was still in the hollowed-out spider leg. But this time... something was different. It took a minute for him to place his finger on it. 
He could remember his dream.
He blinked and shot up to a sitting position, completely startled. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d woken up and remembered something. But waking up and having memories... it was so new that it shocked him.
He shivered, beads of sweat dripping from his hair down his neck, off his arms. It was a bad dream, but those voices... first, the calm hopeful old voice had been crushed by something... it sounded exactly like the glowing golden man telling him to enter the creepy clasped finger dungeon. Tad blinked in surprise again. He remembered even his actions before his fitful sleep! Was that normal? He wasn’t sure. It was as the old man had promised, if he continued to grow... perhaps more memories would return. Visions of the spidermonkey and its death rolled through his memory, and even flashes of his new skill tree. Still, he didn’t know where he was, or why he was even here, though he’d moved past both those questions a long time ago. At least it felt that way.
The second voice, that one had been so familiar that it sounded like it had come from himself, from within.
“Hello? Are you there?”
The image of a wolf howling at the sky blinded him for a moment. He held his head, wincing.
Nothing replied.
Tad climbed to his hands and feet before crawling out of the hollowed-out spider leg. The green light streaming down from the liquid sky bathed his skin; its touch seemed to cool him down. It was an odd sensation that Tad hadn’t noticed before, with all the new things to study. He took to the sky and flew, following the spidertree’s trail of destruction in its flight. He flew back past the volcanic ground, past the shards of white rock, past the cobblestone, back to the green spongy grass where Tad found his own footprints. Back to where a giant obsidian fingertooth lay out of place on the lush green lawn. It lay like a fat slug, its mouth open wide, tall enough to enter - it was the tunnel from which he’d come. And it was the way back, to the glowing man who had sent him here in the first place.
Somehow, he felt a wave of shame. He’d lost both the bag given to him and accidentally consumed the titanfruit... though seeing how much power had been in that titanfruit, Tad was having sudden doubts about trusting the glowing old man.
Why wouldn’t he want Tad to consume the fruit, but instead to return it to him?
Betrayal was the only answer that Tad could imagine, but he had so little memory to go off of, that his thought of betrayal felt like paranoia.
Tad climbed into the maw of the gaping fingertooth and wound through a long and black tunnel to find himself back to his earliest memory. He came out of the small tunnel of the fingertooth to stand in a much larger black cavern. One wall had been drilled out; it climbed up almost at a 45% angle, up and out of sight. Tad turned and looked at the fingertooth he’d come from. Before him stood dozens of giant clasped obsidian hands.
The hands jutted out from a stone tablet easily a thousand feet tall, each pair of hands clasped together tightly, their fingers intertwined. Each hand was made of shut fingerteeth, all frozen in time. Tad had emerged from one of the smallest pinky fingers nearest the bottom, which was now standing stiff and out of place, the only finger on the entire stone tablet to do so.
His perception tendrils filled the cavern, but he sensed nothing. He walked a hundred feet across the obsidian floor to where the tunnel was dug out. “Hello?” Tad called into it, his voice echoing repeatedly upward. There was still no response, neither from within nor from without. The glowing old man was nowhere to be found.
Tad turned back toward the statue of the fingerteeth. He had entered the smallest one, closest to the ground... and within he’d found a titanfruit.
He wanted more. He wanted to continue to progress... to progress and find out what he was doing here, how he’d gotten here.
Looking over the tall stone tablet with countless fingerteeth clasped together, he wondered if he could enter the rest? If so, they too might contain titanfruit. He walked back across the empty cavern and placed his hand on the other pinky finger tooth that clasped the one he’d entered, but nothing happened. He frowned, and then floated upwards the twenty feet to touch the first of the ring fingers closest to the ground, above the pinky he’d already entered. He touched it and it hissed and stiffened, opening wide, a dark cloud of dust and silt falling from its mouth. Perhaps he had to go finger by finger, all the way up to the thumb before he could start the process over on a different pair of clasping hands.
He hesitated only a moment, looking around once more for the golden man with long white hair, then turned and entered the mouth of the hungry fingertooth. He found himself in a new place. Tall stalks of grass grew far over his head, blocking his vision. Worse yet, this grass was especially bright in his perception tendrils. His perception tendrils were even more blind than his eyes. He pushed his tendrils out further, trying to explore, but a strange orange light filled his mind, refusing to solidify into a picture.
For the first time in ages, Tad turned off his perception tendrils.
He blinked several times, trying to get used to it. He felt naked, as if there might be threats all around him, just feet away in the endless tall grasses, but he was unable to check. The grass rustled behind him and he flipped around, waiting for the worst, but nothing emerged. His heartbeat raced, but he forced it to slow down.
If he couldn’t use his tendrils, then he’d just fly out of here and inspect the field from above. Tad flew upward for a good twenty seconds before he rammed headfirst into solid dirt, going a good three feet before he could stop himself. He wriggled out of the dirt, and floated there, examining the grass all around him. At some point, the grass had stopped growing from the floor and had begun to descend from the ceiling.
Tad fell back down to the floor, the soft earth absorbing the impact beneath his feet. He blindly picked a direction and started walking. Arm after arm, he parted the grass, blindly climbing through, to where he had no idea. He just tried to keep the direction consistent, but after some time he was thoroughly and utterly lost, unsure if he’d returned back to where he’d started.
A distant rustling noise caused Tad to freeze and listen. The rustling stopped as his exploration did. He swiveled around, trying to pinpoint where the noise was coming from, but it was hopeless. It sounded like it was in front of him, then to his left, then again to his front, then behind. Tad calmed his breathing; it was likely just multiple attackers making their way to him, only moving when he moved. 
This grass was a problem, but not for long. 
“Firewall.” 
Tad cast four firewalls in a square pattern around him. The grass ignited and in a rush of flames, it washed over and past him, finally clearing his vision. Thick black smoke filled the cavern, causing his eyes to water, but Tad held his breath, finding he could do so almost indefinitely. The fire spread rapidly, consuming the dry grass in an ever-marching sphere around him until it reached the ceiling and flattened out. Fire burned on all sides of him, revealing more and more land, but still no attackers, nor any monsters in the vicinity. The smoke blocked vision of the ceiling, but it was thickening almost thirty feet up. His perception tendrils followed behind the flames, filling his mind with vision once more. 
The earth beneath him trembled as a deep bellow rang out behind him. Tad turned to see a large moose, fifteen feet tall, step from the cloud of smoke and burning. Its eyes glowed a furious blue, and its antlers were made of endless twisted limbs, hands, and fingers making grasping and tearing motions. It raised its mouth to the sky and bellowed once more. 
A dozen calls returned the first, and soon, Tad found himself surrounded; he counted thirteen. Some of the moose stood on the ceiling, their icy eyes all fixed on him, their antler-hands eager to grab some flesh to tear.
The first moose to emerge from the smoke charged, its hooves tearing up the charred earth rapidly. Tad once more wished he had a weapon. Tad reached for a spell; it felt like dusting off a tool long forgotten. “Ultimate tribolt.” For five seconds, Tad could cast an unlimited number of these basic bolts, a mixture of firebolts, icebolts, and thunderbolts, twisted together like taffy.
Tad pointed, and where he did, mixed bolts of fire, ice, and lightning shot from his fingers, but they bounced off the thick hide of the moose, unable to even scratch it. Tad wove in his void energy, turning the tribolts into void tribolts.
The antler-hands suddenly leapt forward, deflecting the void energy tribolts with a shake of their heads, despite his spell’s enormous increase in power.
Tad clicked his teeth. Fine. He spun up his most powerful attack. “Omega tribolt.”
Burning black energy shot from his finger, and the antlers swung forward, crossing their arms in defense. For an instant, the entire moose was swallowed by the darkness, but the next, it charged through, unfazed, the flesh of its arms slightly singed.
The horde of moose seemed to take courage from Tad’s inability to harm the lead charger, and they too charged from all directions.
He didn’t have any weapons, and his spells did nothing to these monsters of Titan. He was completely helpless here in his human form. That left his last and only trick.
His skin glowed in transformation, but it wasn’t the bright white light that accompanied his void transformations. No, his skin glowed a sickly pale blue, seeming to suck in the light all around, darkening the whole room. In a flash, he stood in his demon form, his fingers wriggling with hunger, his soul alight.
He had no weapons, but his bladed fists were just as good. Tad pulled and threw his fingerteeth from his left hand with his right, then, one by one, he launched his right hand’s fingerteeth with a sudden snap of his hand and wrist. The fingers flew like darts, each hitting a different target. 
Bellows of pain and death filled the cavern as each one infected by a fingertooth fell, one from its leg muscles being consumed, another whose heart had been eaten whole and just died on the spot, even another rammed into each other, coughing as if they were choking. He’d run out of fingers, and three of the creatures charged on, uninfected.
The first lowered its head to headbutt Tad. At this distance, Tad could see the arms on its antlers in great detail. They were insanely muscular with metallic fingernails far too long and sharp, eagerly reaching as far as they could, grasping hungrily to tear his flesh. Tad ducked beneath the charge and slammed his bladed knuckles into the underside of the creature’s jaw.
Its head exploded in a cloud of gore, dismembered arms flew, slapping across all ends of the revealed cavern in dull, fleshy thuds.
Tad slipped another’s charge and a quick punch to the side of the neck decapitated the moose, its body fell limply, sliding a good thirty feet before it came to rest.
Tad pointed his entire arm straight. His spells hadn’t affected them in his human form, but transformed? “Tribolt.” The blast came out, a geyser exploding from the earth. It swallowed the moose in a flash of blinding light. Tad still heard the pounding of antlers charging forward. Tad flung himself backwards fifty feet with a single flap of his decrepit wings, away from the creature’s grasping hands. The arm-antlers were burned, with chunks of ice embedded deep into their flesh, arcs of electricity still leapt from finger to finger, its body now strangely naked, its fur completely gone.
This transformed state was something else.
Tad pointed forward again with his arm, incrementing upward with his spell. “Void tribolt.” His hunger deepened in his chest as black energy roared through the cavern and obliterated the monster, leaving no trace of it except for four hooves that ended at the knee. They fell over one by one. 
He was breathing hard, his heart hammering in his chest. With a hand, he opened his level-up program and searched for his health bar.
He found it. It was labeled ‘Darkness bar,’ and was down to 63%, draining quickly even though he’d not had any attacks landed on him.
Tad had one attack left, his Omega tribolt. He’d not been able to test it out yet-
Just then, a creature emerged from the far grass. It stood thirty feet tall, on two hooved legs, covered in fur. Its torso was human, muscles rippled upon muscles on its thick abdomen and chest. Its right arm was covered in fur, bulging with muscle. In an all-too-human hand, it carried a lance with a sharpened-obsidian hoof at its point. In its left arm, it held a gigantic hand-antler shield, with dozens upon dozens of arms reaching hungrily for Tad, seemingly torn or made from the antlers of his fellow moose. The worst was its head, or at least, the lack of one. A gigantic tongue sprouted from its neck, lolling halfway down its chest. The tastebuds blinked open and closed, watching Tad’s every move.
A small shiver of disgust rolled through Tad. He’d seen gross monsters before, but these monsters were a special breed of disgusting. It was as if the designer of the creatures didn’t understand the why of life, throwing its favorite sensory parts together.
Tad pointed his arm forward and shouted, “Omega tribolt!” Using the enhanced darkness of his own soul, causing his body to deplete its darkness even faster than usual, he shot a black and white, twisting bolt of pure death. The tongue-minotaur leapt forward and bashed it to the ground with his shield, giving a sloppy roar of self-satisfaction.
Tad glanced at his health bar, well, his darkness bar. It had dropped 18% from the single cast. The monster bellowed again victoriously, and Tad snorted. It was proud of itself for blocking that? Fine, then have a present from Fenrir.
“Omega Ragnarok.”
Tad opened his own mouth, the plethora of fingerteeth all pointed straight out. From each of their mouths formed a tiny black and red sphere infused with pure death. Simultaneously, they fired their attack. It blasted forward, warping and twisting reality as it went. Tad’s limbs suddenly shrunk as more darkness was pulled straight from his body. The Tongue-minotaur leapt forward again and smashed its shield into the blast.
Yet the blast dissolved through its shield, as if it had been a spider web. The monster screamed as everything from the torso up dissolved in a flash. Its bottom half collapsed like a bowl of jelly.
Fenrir. Tad stiffened in shock. “Fenrir.” The name had come unbidden, almost reflexively. A flash of memory came and waned, as a painful icepick jabbed into his brain, forcing him to a knee. Despite his calls, there came no response. “Fenrir! Are you there?” His voice was swallowed up in the inferno of the spreading fire. How had he forgotten about Fenrir of all people? Tad’s surprise turned to panic as he called again and again, listening in between calls deep within himself, yet nothing ever returned his call.
A thousand horrible thoughts all rushed into Tad’s mind simultaneously. Had he been abandoned? Or had he abandoned Fenrir? Had he burned up in the vortex he’d thrown himself into, or had he been swallowed by his vessel once and for all? Tad fell to his other knee, gripping his chest in pain. Confused images and scenes flickered before his eyes. What was going on? All he could remember was his dream, and none of it made sense!
Confusion surged into the forefront of his mind. He didn’t remember anything beyond the day before. Panic swelled and his breathing raced out of control.
But then he found his center for a second time. Calm flooded from a place of deep strength, a place of eternal practice, and the panic melted away. 
Tad walked over to the tongue-moositaur’s corpse, what was left of it, and unhinged his jaw, releasing his countless tiny fingerteeth from his mouth. They feasted quickly and reattached, along with his other fingers, inching across the scorched grass at record speed. 
Tad stood as he lived his opponent’s deaths. The boss stood out in his mind, standing tall, fierce, and proud. The tiny demon before him was killing his pack and his time to shine had come. The demon threw a spell and he slammed it down with ease, bellowing. He was not like the others, he was special! He bellowed again, and his last memory was the demon opening his mouth, of red orbs infused with black forming. 
Then the darkness of death swallowed him. 
Tad stood panting, and shaking his head, trying to clear his mind of the strange images, the odd emotions the monster had felt. Even the smell of himself in that form still lingered in his nostrils. Two bright red titanfruit sat within the boss’s remaining skin, sloughed in death. Even with one point in self-immolation resistance, this fight had gone far more smoothly, though he needed to be careful with his void spells. Tad scooped up the two titanfruit and his fingers transformed and devoured each. 
He put a second and third point into immolation resistance. 
*2%, 3% infinite!*
This time, the upward rush of power and energy caught him off guard. It swelled upwards, a sudden jet-coaster causing his stomach to clench as if he’d hit a sudden drop. The first point allocated had been dramatic, but he’d thought that the first fragment of infinity would be the most extreme. However, it was the opposite; each subsequent point seemed more potent. The climb didn’t stop, but somehow he got used to it. Already, he was looking forward to the next fruit hungrily, exhilaration flowing in his veins. His power had never grown so quickly, not even when he’d reforged several hundred times with Fenrir in a row. 
And this was effortless.
It just wouldn’t stop climbing. Yet, more than his endless climbing power, Tad marveled at his ability to calm down, to meet that rush and flood of negative emotion with the calm serenity of a mountain awaiting a tornado.
He couldn’t remember many things, but one thing was for sure. Somehow, he’d grown. He felt... sturdier than he’d ever felt, memory intact or otherwise.
This had been hardly a fight, though it had required his full-powered blast to win. It hadn’t even dissolved fully. The promise of challenge caused Tad to smile, a fire igniting in his stomach. He might not remember much, but he remembered this feeling. The feeling of climbing a mountain, not knowing what was to come, but knowing that he could grow to meet it.
He gritted his teeth in a grin.
Titan, watch out. Tad Harrington is coming.
Harrington! The name was pulled out from his foggy memory, but it felt right. That was his full name. Tad Harrington.
He wanted to go to the next dungeon right away, but already he was overcome with exhaustion from his transformation. The deep weariness made his eyelids feel like lead. Was this sleep or was this healing?
He wasn’t sure, but the thought fled.
In a wave of exhaustion, he fell to the ground, in the middle of the cold and gooey remains of the tongue moositaur’s corpse, and slept.
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Chapter 4


The boy woke in the darkness, disoriented, before remembering that it was time for rest. He slipped back into unconsciousness. 
What he was resting from, he was unsure, but each time he closed his eyes, he found sleep, and in unconsciousness, his worries evaporated. For a time. Each time his eyes opened, even though there was nothing to see, an unsettling feeling of urgency would begin to creep into his bones like a child abandoned in a dilapidated warehouse at night.
That barest hint of urgency threatened to break him. And so he fled. Fled back to sleep, fled back to unconsciousness. But one can only sleep so long before restlessness invades. And with the restlessness, followed the anxiety, and once more the desire to push forward, to find something, anything, to do, but the darkness was perfect. There was nothing to do, even if he’d wanted to search something out. The boy wasn’t ready. Not for the monsters that the other voice had warned him about.
Here he was safe.
Safe where nothing would happen to him.
Where nothing bad could happen to him.
Alone in the darkness, he clung to that thought desperately. If he were to move forward, or move at all, tragedies would beset him once again. He didn’t remember the tragedies during his moments of consciousness, only that they had been bad.
Once more, he closed his eyes, and sought the embrace of unconsciousness. Almost pleading that it stay forever - for it was the closest thing to non-existence that he could think of.
Again the boy awoke. How many times had he done this? At first, he had been exhausted, and sleep came quickly, but over time his eyes refused to stay closed long enough to find sleep. The thought that his eyelids might be disobedient cretins stirred the hot vortex of anxiety in his chest. Despite searching for unconsciousness, he couldn’t find it. It fled from him now, more often than not, leaving him to wrestle with his demons. And the worst part was that he could feel them growing. His demons, his anxiety, and his discontentment all seemed to be growing larger with his inaction. The more he tried to flee, the larger his enemies loomed.
“It’s getting worse,” the boy spoke to the other voice.
“What is?”
He pressed a wriggling hand to his chest. “I thought that rest would help.”
The voice came again. “Rest only helps in times of peace when one has learned to keep his hands and mind busy.”
The boy bristled at that. “We’re at war?”
“Our kind has always been at war, but yes, even here in this darkness, we are at war.”
The boy frowned. “War with whom?”
“At the moment?” The voice seemed to pause, considering the question. “I believe we are at war with ourselves at the moment, but that is contained within a bigger war, with the monsters beyond this darkness, which is contained within an even larger war within this prison, which is once more contained within a war with the creators themselves.”
The boy considered this. “We’re losing, aren’t we?”
“For a time, I thought we’d lost. That we are here at all is a gift, one I intend to utilize fully.” There was a hunger within the voice, one the boy could tell was restrained by an eternal patience, but the hunger was still there. The boy only felt empty. A green flash of envy illuminated the blackness for just an instant.
The voice came again, insistent. “Say it.”
The boy was taken aback. “Say what?”
“Say what you felt, that flash of desire. Acknowledging it is the beginning.”
The boy shook his head, wishing to retreat back into unconsciousness. Engaging the voice in conversation had been a mistake. “I can’t, not yet.”
Despite all the time he’d slept, the voice hadn’t called to him, not even once. It seemed to be waiting for him to make the moves. Once more, the other voice settled into his eternal patience, and the boy closed his eyes, wishing he could once more fall asleep.
***“I only feel empty.” An eternity had passed since their last conversation, yet the darkness had seemed to grow blacker, thicker, staining his thoughts and mind. The boy’s anxieties now felt like claws scratching at his throat, spilling his black blood with each scrape.
“I’ll tell you a secret,” the other voice was gentle, lacking any hint of the hunger that had filled his voice prior. “Everyone is empty.” The voice paused, letting his words work within the boy. “The secret is to choose how we fill ourselves.”
The words shocked the boy. “But you had hunger. I felt it.”
“I chose that hunger and I fed it. I fed it fantasies, fed it failures, and eventually, I fed it accomplishments of which others can only dream.”
The boy shook his head. “Everyone can’t be empty. I wasn’t empty before!” That’s right! Before, the boy had wanted things, wanted to live, wanted life itself. He dreamed of beauty, filled with beautiful dreams, and surrounded by beautiful people. He was sure he had!
“Everyone is empty,” the voice insisted. “Some run from the emptiness, some hide, some seek shallow pleasures, others seek pain. I’ve even seen some face horrible monsters to avoid acknowledging it, but eventually, all come face to face with the realization that they are empty. They find that what previously drove them is no longer enough. That, or they die before they discover it.”
The boy felt as if everything was crumbling around him once more. “If everyone is empty...” His voice was as small as a mouse’s. “Then what hope do I have to escape this darkness, to escape this doom in my chest!” His anxieties surged up through his throat, like an erupting volcano. The voice had to be wrong! He pressed wriggling, disobedient hands to his ears, trying to block the voice, even though it came from within. He closed his eyes desperately, wishing unconsciousness would take him, that he would find rest! But no rest came.
Neither did the voice.
***Time had passed once more; how much, the boy could only guess. Sleep eluded him now, almost entirely. The deep weariness that he’d first felt had now been swallowed by an endless sea of churning, molten anxiety. The darkness around him had grown even darker yet, as if it matched his mood. He felt like he was struggling in quicksand, only hastening his certain demise, and that thought drove his panic further.
“Is there a way to escape this?” The boy gripped his forearms, his nails cutting into his skin; wet blood dripped down to his elbows, falling in great drops.
The voice paused for a long time, though the boy could feel it working. “There are only two ways to escape, though I fear you are not ready to listen. Not yet.”
“I don’t know how much more of this I can take. It’s so dark, there is no light! There is no hope!” The boy fell to his knees amongst the black liquid; he raked at his face with his squirming, chirping fingers. Great tears filled the grooves he carved, stinging the flesh. He turned his thoughts inward. “Please. Please tell me. How can I escape this monster within me?”
Silence was his only reply.
***The darkness was all-encompassing. It oppressed the boy’s every thought. He lay in the darkness, a living corpse waiting for the ravages of time to finish him off, but time would never come, not for him.
“Death is better than this,” the boy whimpered.
“You’ve found the first answer,” the other voice instructed. “Though none still living know what follows its forever embrace. Perhaps, even after death, you will remain the miserable wretch you currently are.”
The boy crumpled inward. “That would only make it worse.” Snot and tears streaked down his face, a flash of memory sparked in his mind. “Tell me,” the boy’s voice ached with need, “What is the other answer?”
The voice held a sharpened edge of steel within. “You are not ready.”
Something in the voice’s tone lit the smallest flame of anger in the boy’s chest. “Tell me how to escape this!” The boy roared, gripping his hands into fists so hard that they cracked, a red-hot aura generated at the center of his palm. His flesh burned and twisted, his fingers screaming in high-pitched squeals of pain.
“If I tell you now, you will choose the first answer you found! You will choose death! The slender hope of the second option is the only thing that props you up as you are!” The voice thundered furiously and the boy’s anger snuffed out from the sheer intensity.
“I can’t take anymore.” The boy’s voice was weak.
“You can. You’re stronger than this.”
The boy shook his head. “I’m at my limit.”
“It’s darkest before the dawn.”
The boy scoffed involuntarily, wiping snot onto his forearm. “That can’t be true.”
The voice darkened. “What do you know of truth?” The question hung in the air, the boy had no answer for it. “You lack the perspective of time, of age. You’ve only known immediacy, only known the suffering of rushing from fire to fire. Despite all your suffering, you’ve failed to ask yourself one vital question.”
The boy yearned to know his failure, his lack, he only feared the voice would withhold this answer too. “What have I not asked?” He spoke the question, his voice a whisper of dread, he wanted to plug his ears, not wanting to listen to the answer, but he’d already spoken the words.
“All this time I’ve watched you, I’ve seen you grow. It is true that you suffer; in fact, your capacity to endure the weight of agony far outstrips my own ability. The same weight that crushes you also blinds you to the question you should have been asking the entire time. You’ve not asked whether your suffering is worth it.”
Clouds of confusion formed within the boy’s heart. “What do you mean? How could all of this pain have any value at all?”
“Suffering is the price you pay to bring the fullness of your being to fruition. To impose your thoughts on reality itself requires sacrifice. To create life, to create the wellspring of wonder and beauty, to shape the world in the image of your imagination, it comes at a cost.
“Anything you can imagine, you can summon from the depths of your being. You can summon it to this existence, whether that be kingdoms or chains, riches or poverty, power or pleasure, it is all within your grasp if you are willing to pay its cost. The larger the dream, the higher the price, the brighter the light, the longer the shadows.”
The boy wrestled with the words. “That can’t be true, I have no dream, I just want to escape this pain.”
“Lies,” the voice accused. “Your cowardice chokes your willingness to state your desires.”
The boy shook his head violently. “No!” he roared, endless images flashed through his head. “It’s too late for that! They killed him, they killed my son!” The boy shoved the images back down, shoved them back into the box from which they escaped. He wasn’t ready to face them, not yet.
“You’re right,” the voice had dropped to a dangerous whisper. “It is too late to save your son.”
The boy nodded, unable to stop the tears from streaming down his face. “See? Then what’s the point of going on if it’s already too late?”
“And what of your next son?”
A surge of adrenaline caused his heart to beat wildly in his chest. He almost didn’t dare continue the conversation. “What do you mean?”
“As I have said, there are two answers going forward, but you must find the second yourself. I cannot give it to you, but this much I can say. If and when you have a second son, how will you change fate? How will you stop them from taking everything you hold dear?”
“I... I...” the boy stammered, his thoughts turning to mush. He pushed his hands to his ears once more to escape, but the voice didn’t come. It left him to his storm of thoughts swirling around the answer to that question.
If he had another son, how could he stop them from taking him too?
As he was, as weak and broken as he currently was, he knew that if they came for his next son...
He wouldn’t be able to do anything to stop them.
They would take what they wanted, and he couldn’t do a thing.
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Chapter 5


Tad awoke with a start. The dreams were growing more intense. He wasn’t entirely sure which dreams were real memories or which were his imaginations, but this one felt real. The voice that the boy had spoken to was almost certainly Fenrir, confirming his earlier suspicions. His curiosity burned hot and wild as the new memories or dreams flooded his brain. Now able to retain his memories, it was like he was a dry sponge thirsting for what had happened. A son! He’d heard about a son! Painful flashes of memories came and went, but he didn’t shy away from them like the boy in the memories - he was made of sterner stuff now.  
How that came to be was remarkable.
For the boy in the dreams was a wretched thing, tossed this way and that by an inescapable and overwhelming swell of ever-constant guilt.
His curiosity hungered to know what had happened to his son. Just as much, he hungered to remember just how he’d come to be as he was. How did he get this intense mental strength that welled within him? That was able to keep the darkness at bay even when he was the same creature in those dreams, that creature whose very thoughts swirled in endless darkness? How had he calmed his panic, and just what was that wellspring of peace that flooded his heart?
He knew none of the answers but knew that only through consuming these titanfruit would he be able to put himself back together, piece by piece. That knowledge drove him forward, drove him into the middle fingertooth dungeon where he immediately knew it was different from the other two so far. Water babbled gently somewhere off in the distance. His perception tendrils were just as useless in this dungeon as the last. Glowing red grass illuminated atop rolling hills, casting everything in a red hue. The grass screamed at his senses, blinding him. For the second time, he turned off his perception.
What was this dungeon trying to tell him?
He could almost hear the words of the being that created it speaking to his mind.
“Overreliance on your perception could be fatal.”
Tad’s head swiveled on his shoulders as he surveyed the dungeon. Just what was this dungeon designed for, that enormous stone tablet with countless clasping hands? It seemed different than the rest of Titan, almost like a training ground - but a training ground for who, and for what purpose?
With no answers to his questions, he continued to search the empty red expanse, listening to the sounds for anything out of place.
A small chirrup pealed in the distance to his left. A small splash to his right, just over the hill. Something soared high above in the jet-black expanse above. Something else moved atop a hill behind him, rustling the glowing grass. He saw something far off in the distance; it looked almost like a turtle. Not in a great hurry, Tad strolled through the red grass, over the babbling brook, and even found a moment to poke a strange creature in the water that looked like a small pufferfish, except it popped when he touched it. Soon, he stood before a familiar turtle-shell shaped structure jutting from the ground, its door shone, huge and golden. Letters shifted and twisted mystically on its surface, though it lacked any symbols that denoted dangerous conditions. Black tendrils twisted from the back of the surface of the dungeon, beckoning him forward. The door itself stood twice as tall as Tad in his human form, though the handprint on its surface was clearly designed for his transformed state, the handprint twice his size, and carved to look like fingerteeth.
Was this another message whispered by the creator of this dungeon? “Do not enter unless transformed,” perhaps?
Tad reached for the dark vortex and allowed it to envelop him once more, his form elongating, stretching to over nine feet tall, taller if you counted the horns. Darkness still exhaled with each of his rapid breaths, but with three points into self-immolation reduction, he looked at his darkness bar. It was draining, but very slowly.
He should have a grand total of eight minutes in his transformed state, and with how quickly he was moving, he could hardly see his form unraveling anymore. His muscles didn’t shrink so rapidly. A prolonged fight would still find him in trouble.
Tad looked at his ‘health bar’ once more. It was completely black with a white background. It measured the darkness within him. His Omega spells had cost him at least 15% of his health bar back in the fight with that strange tongue moositaur. He’d have to use those sparingly.
Taking a deep breath, Tad ignored his struggling fingerteeth and placed his hand on the golden plate before him. The door opened vertically, sliding into the ceiling of the dungeon. He moved swiftly through its opening; he was on the clock, already his bar of darkness was like a lit match, the head burning steadily down its handle - though his three points had bought him some time.
He had to win, relatively quickly, and not use too many of his void spells to do it.
The dungeon sprawled open into a giant stone jail. Thousands of thin, two-foot-long candles were lit and stood on every surface. Besides the candles, the room before him was covered in junk. Candles stood atop tables with missing planks, dilapidated chairs standing at all angles, and small wooden crates. The cells, carved into the walls, had small beds without bedding, with candles burning on their surfaces as well. Off-center in the room, two rows of pillars stretched up into the darkness, past where the light carried. Tad froze as the exit vanished behind him, the candles all flickering as one. He crept carefully past stone pillar after stone pillar, looking for any sign of what he might be fighting. Was this the boss room, or was it just the entrance to the dungeon? The print on the door had gleamed golden, but he was already inside one of the strange finger-tooth dungeons to begin with, so he was unsure what the rules were.
Candlelight rippled to his right. He turned to search the motion, but the candle’s flickering flames stabilized. Was something there?
This time to his left, another swath of candles flickered. Tad turned, but the flames flickered behind.
Three more patches behind him flickered closer. Tad activated his perception for an instant, to see if he was still blind, and a bright light blinded his mind. Simultaneously from three sides, howls, as if from wildcats, rang out. Claws raked his chest, back, and neck, and Tad spun, punching after the attackers, but his punches hit only air.
The flames stabilized.
He turned slowly, watching for any flickering, the dazzling endless flames steady as flashlights.
To his immediate right, the candles flickered and Tad timed his punch, but it soared through the air the same instant a new scratch mark sliced across his chest. Deep black blood dripped across his pale skin, his darkness health bar dropping a couple of percentage points down below 90%, even after his skin reabsorbed the blackness.
Sweat dripped down Tad’s face, past his neck. His punch should have landed; he’d timed it right. The monster, whatever it was, had attacked through Tad’s own attack. 
The candles flickered before him. Tad watched closely, both arms up before him to block. Deep scratches started at his elbow, raking to his wrists, but it was the gust of air following the attack, and the angle of the attack, that illuminated the puzzle in Tad’s mind. 
The monsters were attacking from above. Tad looked up into the endless darkness. 
He knew he could bait them closer; he’d done so once on accident. 
Tad pointed a finger upward and reached for his perception tendrils for the briefest of instants. Wildcat-howls hissed once again, the bright red light blocked his sight and he heard the candles flutter before him. 
“Void thunderbolt!” Tad blasted into the sky, upward towards the ceiling that must exist somewhere up in the darkness. 
The entire sky was illuminated for one horrible moment. Tad’s blast consumed the three limbs of the creature who had been attacking incessantly from above, but stretched alongside the entire roof, the darkness that Tad had thought was the lack of light was actually a midnight gelatinous creature. Bones and skulls rolled within its body. Suddenly illuminated, hundreds of dark claws leapt to attack, closing in all around Tad. From its goo, bleached-white bones emerged as claws. Tad reached for one of his speed charges and burst it, but nothing happened! 
In a panic, Tad flapped his wings as hard as he could. The single flap of his wings forced him out of the path of the claws, but the gust of his flap blew out thousands of candles before him and in his path.
A swipe caught him across the face, tearing off one of his eyelids, and throwing him into a candle fire. He knocked many over, spraying hot wax everywhere. He leapt up, away from another flicker of candles, dodging another attack, and then he froze. What was the best way of handling this strange creature?
Why hadn’t his speed charge done anything? “Godspeed,” Tad said, but that too, didn’t change his speed. He racked his mind for an answer. Was it because he was infinite now? At least partially?
More candles flickered just before him, and the thoughts vanished. Tad managed to duck beneath the swipe, avoiding his first attack successfully. In reprisal, Tad tore off one of his fingerteeth and tossed it up to the ceiling.
He felt it die above, heard its squeal of pain, hissing as it dissolved above. His health bar dropped another percent.
That wasn’t good. Whatever it was made of, it wasn’t pure essence.
All he could imagine were those terrible, gooey claws circling his head like the toys over a baby crib, each waiting to strike. Revealing the creature had caused it to attack like mad. Tad looked to where the candles had gone out, a sickening thought dropping his stomach.
Carefully, he cast a small thunderbolt down the darkness like a ray of light.
The black, gooey creature was revealed again. Hissing, it threw a dozen claws across the candlelight to where Tad stood, but Tad could see these ones as they traveled over the light itself. In a whirl of defense, Tad blocked or evaded each of the blows and once again, silence settled.
The creature would expand into the darkness. He had to be careful not to blow out all the candles, or his arena would disappear and he’d be swallowed alive.
Did that mean it would also retreat away from the light?
With his mind, Tad drew a green allocation of a firewall right in the darkness where the candlelight had been. “Firewall!”
The gelatinous creature of darkness roared to life, hissing. It retreated from the light, but Tad pressed forward, giving chase, casting firewall after firewall. His mana surged in his soul, infinite and strong, until the entire floor was reclaimed where the candles had been extinguished. He turned the firewall allocation upward. His stomach clenched as the green allocation turned red. He could not cast it up there where the creature was.
He deftly dodged three consecutive flickers before he returned his mind to the ceiling. A certain technique flickered into his mind as a possible solution. With his faulty memory, he didn’t know where, and he couldn’t place when it happened, but he saw so clearly the image of a lionvoid raking the sky with his claws, filling it with firewalls pressed into his mind.
There had to be a trick. Tad twisted the red-allocated firewall, an indication that he couldn’t cast it, and tried to place it in the air, but it would jump from the highest point on the ceiling in the darkness, where the monster surely lurked, back to the ground where it would turn green and nothing in between. He could get it to stay green along the pillars reaching into the sky. Perhaps that was his best bet, to light them all aflame.
His pride, however, wouldn’t accept this answer. If that lionvoid from that still frame of his memory could do it, he could figure it out too. Between dodging attacks, he tried to paint a plane of darkness with his tendrils, but it wouldn’t hold the firewall. He tried to stack firewalls atop each other vertically - the first one worked vertically, but the second wouldn’t stack - and he even tried to rapidly shift it from ceiling to floor, casting it halfway between, but more fire just erupted onto the ground. Tad pulled up the spell info.
*Firewall: Consumes 20 mana upon use. A magical wall of fire twenty feet across will appear where you designate. Duration: 600 seconds.*
The spell said nothing of requirements that it had to be cast on a flat plane, just where you designate.
The image of the lionvoid casting the spell flashed into his mind. The image of him tearing the sky with his claws, casting it freely wherever he liked, flickered then vanished. He frowned suddenly; it couldn’t be that simple.
Tad focused on his wriggling, regrowing pointer-fingertooth and used the tip of its mouth as the focal point for the spell. He pointed midair and designated the place in his mind. “Firewall,” he spoke as he drew his finger across the sky.
Fire erupted to the squeal of the gooey creature as it batted at the flames with countless hands, extinguishing the flame that had sprouted in its space. No attacks came towards Tad. Tad blinked at the successful cast. The lionvoid in his mind’s eye had filled the whole sky with firewalls. Likely one firewall per finger then scraped it across the sky, designating and drawing the flame to chase Tad.
He visualized eight firewalls, one on each of the tips of his fingers, and tore across the sky. He raced the monster, his flames sprouting out of nothing and the monster batting to extinguish them. He chased its boundaries closer and closer, instead of sprawling on the ivory ceiling below it, he forced it into a twenty-foot box, preparing the final spell. The monster now drooped deep, stretching down halfway to the ground, trying to stay away from the flame and the light.
With an eye on his darkness bar, Tad cast a void firewall, chasing the blob. His own darkness dropped by 2% in the cast - much less than the Omega spell. To Tad’s great relief, the monster batted at the void firewall, but was unable to put it out, further retreating into a smaller box.
Tad planned the attack in his mind. Three claw-waves of his hands, two vertical, two horizontal to form a box, pinning the monster inside, then an ‘X’ torn through its center, filling the box with void firewalls would be a big chunk of his remaining darkness.
So be it.
“Void Firewall!”
Unquenchable black flames exploded from ceiling to ground, and in two carefully drawn veils of fire, Tad had it completely caught in a rolling box of flame. He’d successfully pinned the screaming ooze creature within, but he was also inside.
That was alright with him. A little flame wouldn’t kill him.
“Void firewall.”
Tad tore the firewall straight through the center of the monster diagonally. Tad ripped the creature in half with flame. The flames licked his skin, his darkness dropping rapidly, but a single flap of his wings shot himself backwards, through the void firewall, back to the dimly lit candle room. The room before him roared with black flame.
The creature died in a horrid gurgle, the sweet and acrid scent of black licorice and burning plastic filled the air, the liquid of its body extending past the burning firewalls.
Tad approached and unhinged his jaw, releasing his fingerteeth. They dropped to the floor and slurped up the pool, drawing more and more into themselves. Tad retreated, knowing what was to come - the intense weariness. He cleared a bed in one of the cells from the dozens of candles within, then sat on the side of the lumpy bed, waiting for his teeth to return.
He became the ooze of darkness.
He saw the demon walking over the candles, the light of the flames too bright to endure for long. It swiped and swiped, at first tearing darkness for his own, drinking the rich blood still on his bony claws. A wide swath of candlelight vanished and he invaded it with glee, attacking with the new angles, but then something unexpected happened, the demon turned, its eyes glittering wickedly in the dark, its deep red lips glowing, it muttered a sound. Bright firelight exploded and the creature withdrew.
Panic filled the creature - the fire had made the candles look pitiful in comparison. What if the invader cast the flames up here? It wasn’t a thought so much as a deep primal fear!
The creature attacked, its claws catching only air. Somehow, it avoided its attacks. Frustration grew throughout its entire gelatinous substrate until the demon brought its fingers to the sky and scraped. 
The creature fled from the light; it was too bright, too hot! Suddenly, it was boxed in, forced to leave the safety of the ceiling. 
With one glance at the red-lipped demon, it knew fear. Its head was tilted down, its eyes practically burning with reflected firelight. Its lips moved, its fingers tore at the air. 
Dark flames roared to life. 
Its skin evaporated in a flash of heat, its juices boiled, and it screamed in its final pain with no place for escape. 
Tad opened his eyes, back in his human form, a deep weariness filling his bones. The boss was defeated. 
It would be safe. 
Safe to sleep. 
Even knowing the nightmares would come, Tad hungered to see his past, to see anything that linked who he had been to who he was now.
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Chapter 6


“Wake up!” The other voice hadn’t spoken to him unbidden, not since the very beginning. “You must act, a true monster approaches.” 
The boy opened his eyes wide to a surge of adrenaline and saw nothing but darkness, but what he felt was unlike anything he’d ever imagined.
A cascading torrent of never-ending power blazed in his mind’s eye as it crossed the vast infinite darkness like a flash of lightning through the sky. The being’s aura held a frenetic and demonic glee that grew as it approached. The monster would be here any second! The boy didn’t remember why it would be bad if the monster found him, but he knew it would be.
With both hands, he gripped the fabric of darkness all around him, the liquid in which he floated endlessly, and pulled down as hard as he could. With a flash of motion, he stretched taut the darkness. The fabric stretched to the breaking point and snapped, and the boy stepped through it. Suddenly, the enormous power vanished as if it had never been there.
The boy blinked in surprise, bringing his hands before his face reflexively. He could see them. Shadowy outlines danced in the darkness, his trembling fingers. More than his own surprise, was the stark shock of the other voice inside of him. The boy looked inward, towards the source of the shock.
There, in the stillness of his soul, he found what must have been speaking to him all this time. His trembling grew stronger as he wished to look away from that veritable monster within, but he couldn’t! An enormous wolf-being of unlimited concentrated power was bound by a thin golden collar made from delicate chains. Across his chest bubbled a golden brand; the number ‘7’ was drawn across his chest, weeping a clear fluid. The boy watched with intense curiosity, and a flash of fear, as he could see the monster wolf’s strength pulsating from his very being. But before he could wield it, the delicate golden chains absorbed the strength before it could ever manifest. The chains roved across the wolf, diving deep into its flesh, emerging from wounds that could not heal, before diving back down to infect bone and organ meat. The wolf bit at the golden chains, like a cur snapping at flies, his jaws and throat covered in a frothy lather. Suddenly, the wolf turned its head to where the boy sat watching, his eyes gleaming a piercing, intelligent yellow. It was the first light that the boy had ever seen, at least as far as his recollection went.
The boy recoiled from the sight, whether from the light or from the wolf he didn’t know. He thrust himself back to the place of dark stillness.
“You saw me,” the voice of the wolf came, more surprised than angry. “The true me. You’ve never seen that deeply before.”
“What happened to you?” The boy’s curiosity got the better of him.
“I didn’t see deep enough.”
“What do you mean?”
The wolf was quiet for a time. “In retrospect, the treachery was so obvious, so clearly designed to inflame my hubris. Designed to stir the pride of our species.”
The boy had no idea what the wolf was talking about.
The wolf’s voice came again. “How did you do that?”
“Do what?”
“Move us away from... the boss.”
The demon boy ran his fingers over his smooth horns. “This is our lair, you said so yourself. Why shouldn’t I be able to move us away?” It seemed as good a question as any, but it seemed to stump the wolf.
The boy sat in silence for a moment before he returned to their previous conversation. “You asked how I would protect my second son...”
“Do you have an answer?”
The boy shook his head, then paused. “I’ve thought about it a lot, but I’m not sure I have an answer. At first, I thought the answer was to become stronger. So strong that nothing or nobody would be able to hurt him.” The boy trailed off.
“What is your hesitation with that answer?” The wolf asked with more interest than the boy had heard before.
“It seems... too simplistic.”
“In what way?”
The boy furrowed his brow. A flash of pain was followed by a hundred images in his mind. He shook his head clear of the images. “It seems too simple. No matter how strong you are, you can’t be everywhere at once. You can’t stop every bad thing from happening.”
“You could stop the things that mattered to you.” The wolf snapped defensively, almost belligerently.
The boy’s head began to pound as he had to think harder than in recent memory. “I... I’m not entirely sure you could do even that.” The image of the chained wolf returned to the boy’s mind. “For example, you are strong, but those chains still took you. You weren’t able to stop that from happening.”
For the second time in the short conversation, the wolf seemed to be speechless.
The boy continued his thought process aloud. “So then, if strength can’t help you when things go wrong, then what good is it?”
The wolf’s growl was so full of threat that the boy thought the wolf might lunge at him from within. “When a bear invades your cave and your cubs lie sleeping behind you, you better not be found without strength in that moment.”
The boy nodded. “If you can fend off the bear, then you can protect your cubs.” That made sense. “But suppose it was a missile and not a bear, and they shot the missile to kill you because you were so strong. In that scenario, there’s nothing you could do about it. And suppose you were so strong that only you survived the blast, then what? Then you have to live through your cubs being slaughtered by enemies trying to kill you, your strength ends up hurting you even more while all those around you perish.”
“Then you can go after those that hurt your cubs and tear them limb from limb,” the wolf retorted hotly.
The boy shook his head. “That wouldn’t bring them back.” Despite his words, the boy felt a strange sense of hope in his chest. All this time, he’d thought that power, that strength, was the answer to all his problems, but he finally saw it for the paper-thin lie it was.
A shallow excuse to chase power endlessly.
But if power wasn’t the answer... Perhaps there was something that lay beyond power. Beyond where he’d never looked before.
“Wolf, do you have a name?”
The wolf bristled. “My name is Fenrir.”
More images flashed in the boy’s head, but he pushed them away again. The name was familiar. “Fenrir. That’s right.” The boy paused. “I’m not sure what lies beyond power, but for the first time, I feel like there might be something there. A hope to pit against the bad things that happen, whether you have power or not... right now, I’m not sure what it is, but if I keep going, if I just walk a little further, I feel like I might find it.”
“And what of the darkness? What of all the pain that wracks your soul?”
With one hand, the boy closed the snapping jaws of his other fingers, one by one, as he thought. He looked inward, toward the ball of pain and darkness that had almost fully consumed him. “It’s still there. But it is as you said, maybe there’s something out there that will justify all this suffering. Something that will make it all worth it.”
The boy paused and looked around himself, at all the darkness that surrounded him. “One thing is for sure, I can’t find the answer here. There is only darkness.”
The wolf sounded more curious than the boy had heard him. “Then where will you look?”
Once more, the boy grabbed the black fabric of this place and pulled it taut until it broke. He stepped through. He stood before an ascending staircase, made of endless interconnected bleached bones. It stretched upward to where a doorframe loomed like an open set of jaws ready to snap. The door was open and black gunk flowed inward endlessly. Bleached leg bones seemed to make up its construction, a pair of humanoid skulls hung as the doorknobs of both open doors.
“Where will I look?” The boy climbed the stairs, standing before the gaping entrance, the darkness pulled on him, eager to swallow him whole. “I’ll look the only place I can. I’ll leave my lair to search for the answer in the place filled with monsters.” Golden letters morphed and shifted just above the frame. “Fenrir, what does this say?”
“If I had to guess,” the wolf replied, “It says ‘Entrance to Titan.’”
The boy strode through the open door frame, with more courage than he’d felt, a hope that burned alive like a single candle in the darkness. 
He only hoped that candle was strong enough to avoid being extinguished - that the flame would have time to grow into something that could keep the darkness at bay.
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Chapter 7


Tad lay on the bed in the prison, his eyes opening slowly. He lay there for a long time, sorting out his thoughts. If his dreams were to be believed, without even knowing it, he had entered Titan, left that dark substrate that had fed him and even as a pitiful wretch with only a glimmer of hope, he had chosen courageously to face the monsters within, to face that impossible power that had rushed toward them to consume. 
Perhaps...
He shook his head, that couldn’t be right - but the thought wouldn’t leave him.
Perhaps, it had been the strength of the monster that had beckoned him inward. Something inside of himself forced him to chase the fire, to run full strength into the flame. He knew not everyone was like that, though he couldn’t remember any instances. He just knew. Some people crumbled under the pressure, others ran. Most just died.
But even at his worst, when he was crushed by despair and pain... somehow he knew that the only way to grow, the only way to leave his pain and darkness behind, was to charge headfirst into the den of monsters. Only there could he be measured.
He shook his head with a chuckle. There was something seriously wrong with him.
Idly, he wondered if those were all the memories. If he’d just entered Titan, and now here he was fighting. There had to be more, Fenrir wasn’t here. The image of the wolf ran through his head. Strong, full of pride, dangerous - but he was also more than that. Tad blinked hard, unable to remember anything more.
He got to his feet with a smile on his face. His firewalls had long since extinguished, the candles all had burned down to nubs, and darkness filled the ivory temple, but the gloom couldn’t crush his spirits.
Nothing could, ever again.
Tad walked to where the light shone out the entrance and retraced his steps out of the dungeon back to that strange and peaceful landscape, that glowing place with the red roving hills and the midnight sky, back to the lair of the enormous stone tablet with far too many fingerteeth.
Looking at the towering fingerteeth, he finally pinpointed his odd feelings that he’d been here before. An endless tower flashed before his mind’s eye, and he winced. This place was similar to that place, he was almost certain. There were too many eyes, too many tongues and fingers; it was likely the same person. 
He wondered if he’d ever meet them. 
Perhaps he already had. 
That thought unsettled him more than any of the rest - not being able to remember what happened to you is a horrid thing. It felt like he was playing a game using someone else’s save file and trying to piece together what had happened so far. 
With only one point to allocate, Tad opened his skill tree, but instead of following the plan - to get to 5 in immolation resistance, his curiosity won out. He had been able to fight without a huge time constraint and was looking for a closer source of power. His eyes fixed on the two locked skill trees at the bottom. 
*Unlock left hand skill tree: 0/1 
Unlock right hand skill tree: 0/1* 
He long-pressed on both these options, but no additional information came up. 
Tad tapped his point, unlocking the left-handed skill tree. 
*4% infinite!* 
The text scrolled across his vision, and certainly a voice read the words but Tad heard none of it. 
It was like the rollercoaster he was on took a steep plunge, his stomach rose to the back of his throat, he waited for it to settle, but it felt like it just accelerated faster and faster. He sat down, suddenly dizzy, placing his hand behind him to keep upright. Finally, his stomach settled, though the trajectory of his strength never did. It continued its upward march endlessly. 
Tad shook his head to clear his thoughts. The idea that he was getting stronger every moment at an increasing pace hurt his head. Was every monster here in Titan doing the same thing, just at different rates?
He banished the thoughts and looked at the new skill tree sprawling before him. The left branch of the expansive skill tree shot sideways on his level-up program window. It shifted over to an accurate depiction of his left arm. One pathway climbed up each finger.
*Left Hand Skill Tree:
Defense form: Unlocks shield skill tree 0/1
Energy form: Unlocks energy augmentation skill tree 0/1
Support form: Unlocks weapon support tree 0/1
Transport form: Unlocks combat mobility tree 0/1
Recovery form: Unlocks Recovery tree 0/1*
Tad cursed aloud. He needed five more points. The five skill lines ran parallel up the depiction of his wrist before diverging their angles slightly - The Defense form ran up the thumb, energy up the forefinger and so forth, yet the next nodes were covered in opaque glass, blinding him to what the next skills were. He had hoped that this point would have illuminated where he’d want to put future points, but it had been only slightly helpful. He wasn’t really interested in defense or Recovery form. He was a destroyer, not an endurer. Support form seemed interesting, but he needed a weapon first, which now that he’d seen his left arm, was almost certainly locked behind two more skill points into his right hand skill tree. It hurt to put any more points blindly into these where he could see immediate power-ups down his immolation resistance skill tree to increase his raw stats.
Energy form seemed promising - his own augmentations for his tribolts and void rays had already made his attacks increasingly devastating. Any form that could enhance those seemed attractive. Also, since his speed charges, godspeed, and other speed augmentors didn’t seem to work now that his power was racing upwards endlessly, the Transport form was alluring as well.
“When I have extra points,” he muttered under his breath, getting to his feet. He focused his gaze on the source of the titanfruit structure before him.
Tad floated up the 60 feet to the next dungeon and stroked the index fingertooth with his own; it stiffened and opened. He climbed inside. 
This dungeon was even stranger than the ones he’d already explored, as if the creator of these dungeons was testing their capabilities. Round transparent lily pads floated atop a swirling colorful liquid below. The sight of it tickled his memories; he wasn’t sure what about the sight was familiar. Colors swirled and touched without mixing. It was like an entire soup of bubblegum ice cream swirled just beneath the transparent lily pads. The colors were so bright that it was hard to tell where the glass-like lily pads ended and the liquid began. 
Once again, Tad flicked his perception tendrils on and a wave of multitudinous colors flashed in his mind, before he turned it off. The creator of these dungeons was determined to tear that tool from him; he idly wondered why. 
Tad leapt from the first lily pad to the second, the scent in the air changing as he landed. One smelled heavily of citrus and the next of rot and refuse, then back to something refreshing, like mint, followed by the foul odors of sewage. Each of the appealing odors made the bad odors seem much worse by comparison. 
Off in the distance, Tad saw a glass-domed turtle dungeon jutting from the ground, though its proportions were all wrong - it was too long and flat to be a proper dungeon. Making his way toward it, he saw that this one was much more intricately carved than the last, but it wasn’t an improvement. Its design was busy, with endless squiggles overlapping each other in a clashing artistry that caused his teeth to itch just looking at it. On the squat wooden door, another golden handprint shone.
The front of the door bore a familiar symbol. Two winged figures held hands, each identical to the other. They seemed to spin in a circle with smirks on their faces, almost looking like angels - no, that was not what they resembled to him. They appeared far closer to Tad’s destroyer form - the halo over their heads was their infinite-looking horns touching in a circle, their wings decrepit with few feathers. The symbol was a crude duplicate of one he recognized.
The twins.
The name of the symbol came to him unbidden - how he could remember such trivial details, yet nothing about his life before Titan was astounding to him.
This symbol indicated that there were two identical bosses within. Tad frowned. It was as if he was exploring the evolution of dungeons, as if he was walking the path of the creator of dungeons, or a counterfeiter, as they tested or copied each feature. First, there had been a boss monster free roaming, the second time too - but it had minions. The third had a rudimentary dungeon within and now the fourth was using augmenting symbols. The monsters were all darker and more gruesome than those that usually acted as the dungeon bosses.
Tad’s frown deepened. There was something wrong with the creator of the dungeons being within Titan, but if it wasn’t them, then who could it be?
He pushed past the frustration and reached for that place of darkness within him, allowing it to envelop him. He would need to transform in each of these dungeons to stand a chance. Then he pressed his wriggling fingers to the door, entering.
He stood in a room where, at the center, an enormous brazier burned. The green fire roared, staining everything a bright green, its highest flames easily licking fifty feet high. On opposite sides of the brazier sat two lizardmen who were anything but green. A bland, empty grey - the two of them stood, staring longingly into the green flame. The expansive, smooth marble floor, too, was stained a rich green, giving the appearance that they stood atop an endless jade floor. The dark striations within the marble snaked out in every shade of darker green.
The grey lizardmen turned their heads simultaneously to stare at Tad, getting to their feet, their movements silky smooth. Both held a blade, though it was not a traditional sword. The haft was only long enough for both of their hands, quickly shifting to a long, straight blade which curved sharply at the end. The word “Dacian Falx” pressed into Tad’s mind, and once again he was astounded that he could remember video game facts like that, but the rest of his memory before that dark abyss was nowhere to be found.
The lizards leapt forward as one in perfect synchronicity, and Tad rushed forward in a flap of his wings to meet them, wishing he had a weapon to meet their long blades. He ducked beneath a horizontal swing of their flashing blades, rushing to close the distance. He drew both his arms back in a tremendous double punch.
Pain exploded as the tips of the blades sliced cleanly through his collarbone on both sides in a clean snap, jutting through the backside of both of his shoulders. Deep darkness ripped from his health bar. The power of his punches was completely neutered from his damaged shoulder muscles; his fists landed ineffectively on the stone-hard abdomens of his opponents, jarring his arms. He rolled through the opening between the lizardmen to the other side, barely dodging their follow-up downward slices, their blades crossing perfectly. They spun in perfect unison to meet him once more.
Tad retreated from another attack. He should have cleared those blades, yet only the tips dripped with his dark blood. They’d turned them, Tad realized, extending the reach of their curved tips. He’d never fought a weapon like that before. He almost needed to add an entire foot of clearance on either side of his dodges. He made the mental adjustment, readying himself again as the huge lizardman launched forward. Tad darted to their left, but something strange happened. Both lizards, as one, pivoted smoothly, the left one retreating, the right one advancing, the exact perfect distance to keep Tad between them - they advanced again, their blades flashing. Tad ducked beneath their blades again, making the mental adjustments this time, focusing on dodging properly. He didn’t even prepare a punch. He slipped under the blades, but this time their bladed tails whipped straight into his abdomen, piercing organs and knocking him back. Their sword cut deeply across his chest in an ‘X’. Tad rolled backwards to his feet, coughing up a lung as his flesh hissed in healing. The grey lizards advanced. He backed up, dodging and blocking the sides of the blades with the backs of his hands when he could, but they were fast. Despite his mental adjustments, their blades caught him time and time again, the side of his waist, the muscle above his knees, his calves. The slices weren’t deep, but over time they were adjusting to him, more than he was to them, their attacks getting deeper. Tad was doing all he could to avoid them. “Ice vortex!” he yelled, but just as his speed charges were useless at increasing his own speed, the ice vortex didn’t seem to do anything but wrap them in a bright green ice.
His arms were a blur as he blocked their ever-advancing assault, but he quickly found the problem with his defense - the insides of the weapon, where he thought it was safe to defend, were actually bladed. Deep cuts to the bone appeared faster on his arms than they could heal, but he couldn’t stop blocking or else the blades would reach his neck and torso. A quick glance at his health bar showed 62% as the accumulated slices were adding up, his thick black blood dripping endlessly down his arms. These two were much stronger than the black blob had been, and also the two before it!
If only he had a weapon!
Or at least a way to block - suddenly he found himself wishing he had another point to put into his defense skill tree.
He aimed a void tribolt at the one on the left, but breaking their synchronicity, the right lizard swung his blade into the tribolt, slicing it through the center, sending its halves shooting harmlessly to the sides. They pressed forward endlessly, continuing their assault.
The image of a dome of ice pressed into Tad’s mind, slayers frantically slicing into its surface without causing damage. Bunta. The name filled his psyche as he grabbed both his shoulders simultaneously. In a slick of his hands down both arms, he cast icebolt, coating the surface of his arms with ice, the instant before wide slashes of the curve-tipped swords reached him. Tad leaned his head forward, just a step to prevent himself from being brained by the weapons, the backs of his arms caught the bladed weapons and deflected them for the first time in a solid ‘tchink.’ Surprise showed on the usual stony face of the lizards and Tad desperately moved forward to end the fight. He formed his strongest attacks in both of his wriggling forefingers. He leapt forward in a tremendous flap of his wings, punching holes through the teeth of his foes with stiffened forefingers, driving them deep into their mouths, his fingerteeth greedily swallowing up the material. “Omega tribolt!”
30% of his health vanished as his darkness was consumed in the blast. The heads of his foes exploded as if dynamite had gone off in their closed mouths, the omega tribolt blazing off into an endless night. 
Tad breathed hard. All he had needed was that one opening. Without a weapon to deflect their own, it had been a tough fight. The intensity of the battle seemed to pierce the wall of his memory as though his subconscious was constantly scrolling through his past life, searching for memories that could solve his current problems. Bunta. The name washed over him again, and the outline of a kind figure pressed into his mind’s eye, though the face was blank, lost in the ravages of time. 
His health bar was at 23%, and he looked to his opponents. He unhinged his jaw, his fingerteeth dropping into the remains of their bodies, to consume them wholly. 
Tad picked up the weapons of the lizards, one in each hand, feeling their weight in his grip. He needed a weapon. Experimentally, he clashed the two weapons together to test their mettle, and his fingerteeth bit great chunks out of their hilts in a flash, the blades falling to the ground. 
He kicked at the blades, sending them flying over the green burning brazier. This form was proving difficult. 
The fingerteeth wriggled back, their feast taking only seconds. It was like watching a timelapse video where worms devoured meat on fast forward. His fingerteeth climbed up his body and wriggled between his lips to reattach. 
He was both lizards simultaneously. They spoke in their minds to each other in images, their perfect synchronization mirrored through their actions. They charged the tall and evasive intruder, the first ever, and they were winning. 
Black blood stained the green floor of their sanctum. 
It was their duty to protect it. 
Everything changed in a flash; their blades no longer cut. Ice? The two thought simultaneously of the blazing brazier, of heating their blades to remove the enemy’s attacks.
The wicked gleam in their opponent’s blue, Omega-shaped eye brightened as he flapped his wings, simultaneously shooting forward. Pain erupted in their face in a blur of motion that was the last thing they remembered before darkness came. 
Tad found himself on his hands and knees, two gleaming titanfruit only inches away from his hands.
Where did they keep coming from? 
They weren’t there when his enemies died, but always appeared after his visions of their death. However, his eyes were blocked, his mind’s eye filled with the experiences of another, so he never saw their origin. 
Two unsettling thoughts pressed in simultaneously. Either he was creating the titanfruit himself, or someone was placing them before him when he was in his helpless state. 
Both possibilities caused his skin to crawl as the customary wave of intense tiredness filled his human form. 
Victory, however, shone bright in his heart. 
He had two more skill points to allocate, and if it was a weapon he wanted, he was sure he could find it in the right-hand skill tree. 
The predictable wash of weariness flowed through him, and Tad lay prone on the greenish marble, waiting for the nightmares, for the memories to return.




[image: image-placeholder]











Chapter 8


Beyond that vast door with human bones as framing, the boy courageously entered. He found himself in a tiny obsidian cell, the entrance to the dungeon slamming shut behind him before it melted away, fully merging into the wall. The sight didn’t bother the boy, but the bars on his cell irked him. 
Did this dungeon think it could contain him with such flimsy restraints? The boy put his hands onto the black bars of the cell and immediately the darkness was sucked into his fingers. He strode beyond, into a larger, cavernous room. Black torches sprayed their purple light across the shimmering glassy walls. He approached one of the walls to look at his reflection.
His skin was a pale white, his lips blood red, and he drew closer to look into his eyes. The whites of his eyes were completely black, but his iris gleamed a pale blue. He started and drew closer to inspect the shape of the colored part of his eye, the iris. It looked like the head and shoulders of a person. The iris didn’t connect at the bottom, but instead, the darkness of his pupil was directly connected to the blacks of his eyes. The boy was sure that it was a symbol he’d seen before, perhaps a Greek symbol, but he wasn’t sure which one. His cheekbones were high, and the insides of his lips wriggled from the motion of his anxious teeth. His chin was prominent and his cheeks were gaunt, but that was likely because with each exhale of his breath, a puff of darkness came out, and with each breath, he could feel his body consuming itself.
Out there, in the liquid darkness, he’d had his fill of darkness, but in this place that the wolf called Titan, he was disconnected, and so his body consumed itself. He watched for a few more breaths and his cheeks sunk more and more, his forehead growing more pronounced, his eyes sinking inward, his limbs visibly withering. It was a fascinating feeling to be able to watch yourself starving to death before your very eyes.
The boy wasn’t alarmed, however. How could one starve to death with so much rich darkness all around? He looked past his withering form, down to his torso, and then turned to examine his back. His wings were folded in on themselves, sparse wet black feathers dripped across a bone-white frame. Experimentally, he extended his wings to their full length and they shot out twenty feet wide. He had full control of their angle, height, and could even flap them independently, though feather after feather dropped from the frame as his strength continued to wane. Next, he looked to his withering torso, then downward all the way to his feet. They were taloned and slightly curved downward, almost like a harpy’s foot, though vaguely more human.
Human.
The boy shook the memory from his thoughts. He turned once more, inspecting where his tail should be, but there was nothing but a small pit. The boy frowned. That was strange. He should have a tail. He closed his eyes in concentration, and his flesh at the base of his spine began to wriggle and elongate, until it was a sleek whip of darkness, ending in an obsidian-tipped point. He opened his eyes and surveyed his work. The tail flicked at his request, cracking like a whip, before it floated behind him lackadaisically.
The wolf’s voice came to him. “You must find a way to feed, and soon. Or we will wither away into nothingness.”
A slight irritation flowed through the boy. He knew that. Why did the wolf think he’d made the tail? The boy drove the tail into the ground beneath him, connecting himself to the greater darkness, and immediately his entire body plumped up, his muscles firming, and his cheeks filling out once more, the few feathers on the ivory wing frame regrew.
The wolf’s shocked silence was only slightly gratifying.
“Fenrir, do I have a name?” The boy asked.
The wolf paused. “You do, but I am hesitant to speak it.”
“And why is that?”
The boy could feel the wolf’s thoughts forming. “Your mind is shielding you from your memories. To force those doors open before you have found your answer might cause irreparable damage.”
The boy nodded, satisfied with the answer. He followed along the glassy wall, in no real hurry. His tail flowed smoothly through the obsidian below, as if it were water, until he’d circled back to the starting jail cell.
There was no exit.
“Fenrir, where are we, exactly?”
“We are in the ultimate dungeon. According to legends, it is both infinitely deep and inescapable. It is filled with the greatest monsters imaginable, holding one even greater than them all.” Fenrir’s mind voice sounded slightly intimidated.
“Is that what was rushing to meet us back there in the blackness?” The boy remembered that awesome power speeding to consume them.
“That was merely his projection. He cannot leave Titan any more than we can.”
The boy nodded. “Then how do we go forward? How do we make it to where the monsters are?”
The wolf’s silence was his only answer.
“You’re no help.” The boy closed his eyes and pushed out his perception as far as he could, but he could sense nothing. The cavern in which they stood was surrounded by endless darkness, but somehow, he felt more connected to this darkness than any before, guided almost by... a light?
It made little sense.
He glanced back at his tail, then removed it from the floor. The connection severed with the dungeon. He frowned in thought. This place wasn’t like any other dungeon; this one was alive.
Tentatively, he put his tail back into the floor and then spoke. “Take us to the first floor.” The walls and floors trembled around them, an earthy tone resonated from the vibrations. Despite standing still, he could tell that their chamber was moving at a speed unmatched by anything he’d ever felt. The tone’s pitch rose, higher and higher, until it was a single solitary note that filled his entire being. Even his flesh trembled of its own accord, singing the same note back to the walls.
And then it was over.
The shattering of glass rang out from behind, and the boy turned to face a wall of shrapnel flying his way. He brought up one hand and through sheer force of will, he caused the obsidian bits to stop midair, before he allowed them to fall to the ground.
“How did you do that?” Fenrir sounded shocked.
The boy looked at his hand, his fingerteeth nuzzled each other softly. “Should I not be able to?”
Fenrir was quiet once again, retreating into deep thoughts.
Behind where the wall of black glass had shattered was an oak-paneled dungeon door. Well, it might have been oak except for its color. Like everything else, it was a perfect black. The boy strode to the door and gripped its black-iron handle.
An audible, yet familiar, voice rang out. “Welcome to Titan. This is the first floor. Recommended level 84 Billion. Would you like to proceed?”
“Are we level 84 billion?” The boy asked the wolf.
“With how many times we’ve reforged, I’m sure we are likely stronger.”
The boy nodded satisfactorily, then replied to the voice. “Proceed.”
A faint whirring sound rumbled from behind the door as it slowly ratcheted open. A mist of darkness shimmered behind the door, and for the first time, the boy recognized it for what it was. It was similar to the fabric of darkness he’d pulled taut and torn, except the darkness had already been torn. Walking through the mist would teleport him to another space.
He strode through the mist into a tidy stone garden. A cobblestone pathway, made of various colored river rocks, stretched before him. Walls made of the same rock climbed on either side of him, tall enough that he couldn’t see over them, though he doubted there was anything but more darkness beyond. The pathway wound forward before it curved to the left, the walls obscuring his view. He blinked his stinging eyes against the natural light that filled this place. He hadn’t expected light.
The boy placed his right hand on the right wall, enjoying the smooth rock trailing beneath his fingers. He ambled forward, in no great hurry, toward where he was certain monsters awaited.
He followed the twisting pathway until it opened into a great clearing. The walls sloped downward until his fingers had nothing to feel. The walls continued to shrink until they were level with the flat plains. Countless beds of sand stretched before him, racing off toward the horizon. Some were filled with pebbles, others with multicolored sands, but each was designed in mesmerizing patterns. The boy paused, then continued his journey down the central stone path that cut through the rock garden, careful not to disturb the artistry. In a constant roving swivel, the boy looked at the mesmerizing patterns all around. Some swirled endlessly, some were interconnected, woven zig-zags, some formed portraits of angels in what had to be a glorious heaven, some depicted the darkest of demons - one even looked almost identical to him. He kept his slow and steady pace.
Never did a painting repeat, and never did one break the themes of each section. Instead, the sections seemed to naturally morph and evolve from one, slowly to the next, as if the endless rock garden were one enormous hieroglyphic wall, telling an immense tale.
The boy strolled through a long section of pure golden sand, filled with a glorious light to the horizon. For a time, he walked in it, bathed in light, the sand an endless golden landscape. Then, in a miraculous twist, it suddenly morphed from a glorious light to the deepest darkness, and for a time he had to watch his step, so dark it was that he might leave the path. 
Past the darkness, however, creeping in on every edge of the horizon was a color of sand that set his teeth on edge. He continued his journey, step after step, as the entire landscape before him became a pure and endless grey. Each grain of sand had been set so that he couldn’t pick any one out, until they blended into a never-ending blandness. The boy felt Fenrir shy away at the sight, but he continued his walk, through the endless nothing.
Time passed, and despite the wolf’s growing anxiety in his chest, he kept his pace. He walked and time lost its meaning. Everything seemed to lose its meaning, and if it weren’t for the cobblestone path stretching forward endlessly, he thought it an almost certainty to get hopelessly and utterly lost in this place. He never would know how long he actually walked, but he kept his pace, certain that someday on the horizon, something would appear again.
It was a comforting thought, as it mirrored the boy’s mental state. He too felt like he was just on the precipice of discovering something. If he only kept pushing forward, he might find out what it was.
It was that hope that kept his feet moving, even when everything else told him to stop.
Hope that the future might be better than the present.
Finally, after what felt like years and felt like an instant all at the same time, something appeared in the distance. It was a portrait of a face that was intensely familiar, though the boy couldn’t place it.
“Xethdar.” Fenrir breathed the word.
There in the sand was a full-bodied portrait of a stunning figure. His eyes were black ice, his midnight hair was kept in a tidy ponytail almost touching his shoulders. His eyes almost looked alive, tracking the boy as he approached the portrait. If the boy had to guess the man’s age, he would have guessed forty by the crow’s feet around his eyes that only served to intensify the man’s gaze. His face wasn’t gaunt, per se, but it was thin, ending in a sharp chin. His expression held a deep hunger, both physical and something more. From this angle, the sand-portrait had been designed so that it looked as if the man was standing in the distance, his black cape flowing behind him. He wore a leather doublet with silver clasps on the left side, and dark blue breeches, his taloned feet bare. As the boy got ever closer, the man grew, standing taller and taller. Within his jet-black raven eyes, the boy could see the same empty greyness that he had just walked through.
Finally, they got close enough that the illusion shattered, but the portrait instantly flipped, becoming endless paintings of carnage. The greys turned to bone ash, the blacks into images of death and tar, the blues into countless images of drowned and frozen corpses. For the first time since the start of this strange journey, the boy’s feet stopped. 
He marveled at the illusion he’d just witnessed.
The sheer artistry to make a mosaic that seemed to come to life, growing larger and larger endlessly, until it shattered into its individual bits of carnage was a gargantuan task. How much time had it taken to set all this sand and rocks just right? Surely this section alone had taken more time to arrange than even the endless grey wasteland that had stretched on seemingly forever.
The boy stood, unable to banish the awe growing in his chest. He wanted to go back to the grey emptiness and re-experience what he’d just seen, to look for any imperfections, to notice the first hint that the larger picture had been made of smaller pictures. But before he could do so, something ahead caught his eye.
Motion.
The boy zeroed in on the motion to find a small creature, standing only four feet tall. The boy strolled closer at his normal pace. The creature’s head was reptilian, its torso and arms were covered in scales, and between two pinched claws, the creature delicately placed a single grain of sand in a single smooth, slow, practiced motion. Painful-looking sores covered the creature, especially on his neck and around his mouth, bulging as if he had goiters inflamed just under his skin. The bottom half of the creature was nude, but it resembled a naked doll; the private parts were missing, instead, the entire groin region was entirely smooth.
The boy approached, standing a dozen feet away from the creature, and for a time, he just watched as it worked.
From a small wooden palette he held in one hand, the reptile-hybrid would select a colored grain of sand from among thousands of tiny clumps of color. Then, he would bend and place it atop the pure white backdrop of sand that stretched out toward the horizon. Slowly, ever so slowly, he would shuffle sideways, working down the line of incomplete white sand. The boy watched for a while more, the palette refreshed itself, never running out of the colored sand. Endlessly, patiently, the creature took sand, one by one, and placed it, never pausing to think or even hesitate. He moved with the smooth expertise of a craftsman, a motion borne through infinite practice.
“What will you draw next?” After walking through his marvelous landscape, the boy could think of no other question.
“You didn’t disturb my creations, did you?”
“I did not.”
Finally, the creature took his eyes off his work, inspecting the boy. “Ahhh. Your visage,” he let out a sigh of relief. “Has the time finally arrived?”
“Which time?”
“For the end of all works. For the end of existence. For the fabled Ragnarok.” Before the boy could ask another question, the creature continued. “You have just lived it. Walked the story from the very beginning, that of Alpha and Omega. A studious void would know of what I speak. You must at least have noticed I made your own image, surely you saw it.” His eyes searched the boy’s, hopeful, yet falling to disappointment with each passing moment. “I placed your form, piece by piece. I formed the image of the first transformation of Omega, the archangel of the apocalypse, he who ushers in the end of all things.”
The boy frowned slightly. “I saw something that looked like me, but it wasn’t me.”
Apllnhtm grunted. “It is not you, but the form you wield. It was destined from the beginning. If not you, it would have been another. If not now, it would have been a different time, but since the beginning, the march has been inevitable. The ultimate clash of light and dark, of order and chaos, of life and death, all encapsulated, nested, within the greater battle of being and of nonexistence.”
The boy looked back to the work that stretched out behind him. From this side, the mosaic had changed. He could see demons of concentrated darkness that tore out life and limb from beautiful beings. He could see humanoid monsters of all types, transforming into multi-eyed beasts and consuming the creatures of Alpha. This horrific landscape stretched back to the sheer grey nothingness. He pointed at the endless grey. “Then what was that land, that endless grey?”
“That is the final destiny of all creatures, no matter how Alpha has attempted to thwart it, it is coming, for its avatar has already incarnated, breathing, yet trapped within this final and greatest dungeon.” Suddenly, the reverse lizard satyr fell to his knees, his hands running through then gripping completed sand, ruining its perfect surface. A sound of wretched anguish was torn from the creature’s throat. “Eve, why did we think we could alter its course! We only hastened the end, hastened the time when no mind should think, where no being can act!”
The boy perked up at hearing Eve’s name. That was important, though he didn’t remember why. “What did you and Eve do?”
The lizard convulsed again, this time falling to the ground, his carefully placed sand scattered into a cloud of greys and blacks around him, another wail escaped. He clutched at his chest, and then went very still. He remained that way, statue-still. The boy watched, for a long time. Just as he was about to ask a second time, the lizardman spoke. “It was Eve who acted first. In the eternities, in that place of pure light and goodness, she stumbled upon an artifact that shouldn’t be, that had no place in the heavens. She came upon what is now known as a shard of the void, and she consumed it.” The lizard shuddered. “Then she had me partake,” his eyes flicked upward, flashing with guilt. “From that pivotal moment... the two of us grew alone - away from the rest of Alpha. The oath we had sworn, as Alpha, the pact we had made chafed. It felt like shackles on our wrists, chains on our throats, and so we searched for a way to subvert it. The oath was meant to unify the shards of Alpha, the promise that stretched beyond, back to when we were one, the oath bound us as certain as the natural laws of the cosmos.”
Fenrir’s curiosity burned like a star being born, but the wolf was cowed in a way that the boy had never seen before. In fact, the prominent feeling from the wolf was almost... Reverence? Reverence for the being that stood before them. The boy asked the question that plagued the wolf. “What did the oath entail?”
“The oath was threefold.” The Lizardman’s eyes flicked up to meet the boy’s, a great calculation going on behind those eyes. Finally, he sighed. “You will find out soon enough. I see not what harm revealing the oath could bring about, now the end is so nigh.” The Lizardman stood tall, his frame glowing softly, his voice grew deep and thunderous. “Our first pact: Swear on existence to uphold the truth.” The Lizard slumped, the light going out of him, he breathed as if he had just finished a marathon. The light returned, brighter than before. “The second: Swear on existence itself to never undo our own creations.” He breathed hard, gasping, clutching at his chest. His eyes flicked up to the boy. “There is a natural order of things, and separated as we were, it was only natural that our temperaments and interests would diverge, inevitably to the point in which we would no longer be able to understand the other shards of Alpha. If, however, we started to undo the work of the others, then it would destabilize the eternities themselves. A kingdom divided against itself cannot stand - it would have been the genesis of war between Alpha themselves.”
“And the third?” The boy asked, curiously.
A deep weariness filled the breast of the lizard, his eyes blinking heavily, but he nodded. “The third: Swear on existence itself, to honor the agency of our own creations.”
A small yelp escaped from Fenrir, though it was only internal. The Lizardman cocked his head and looked deeper within the boy, but he only blinked in confusion. If he’d heard Fenrir, he obviously couldn’t find him.
“The oaths explain much,” the wolf pulled on his chains. “I’ve been tormented with questions for endless aeons, wondering why Alpha would go through the trouble of chaining me. Why not destroy me and be done with it? Why not kill me? Did they want me to suffer in proportion to how high I had climbed?” The boy felt Fenrir’s growl deepen.
Once again, Apllnhtm cocked his head the other way, once again searching for the source of the sound. “Nothing should be able to exist within the archangel of the apocalypse. Come out, whatever you are.”
Fenrir tried to obey the command; the boy could feel the wolf struggling to do... something, but then the wolf gasped in shock. “I can no longer control the vessel?”
The boy was unsure of what that meant. “Did you want out?” He asked gently.
The wolf howled again in dismay, a forlorn sound of deep loneliness.
“Fenrir, calm down.” The boy spoke softly. “If you wanted out, you should have just said so.” The boy closed his eyes for a moment and drew more darkness in through his tail that sunk below the cobblestone, still attached to that ultimate, never-ending darkness of Titan. It filled him until he felt like he was about to burst. Three images sprang to his mind simultaneously. The first was a great wolf that stood as high as his elbow, with golden eyes and razor-sharp teeth. The second was a boy. His hair was black as night, his eyes golden, his face was handsome in its youth, yet it belied his crafty nature with an intelligence that shone behind his eyes. Black wolf ears perched atop his head with a bushy wolf tail behind him. The third form was a mixture of the previous two, but colossal in size compared to the other two. It was half man, half wolf, and filled to the brim with destructive potential, its paws more human than animal, though its claws were sharp and deadly. The boy held all three images in his mind as the darkness swirled within him. “Which form do you want? Wolf, boy, or monster?”
A wave of Fenrir’s consternation flowed through him, almost shattering the images of the three. “What do you mean?” He barked.
Tad gritted his teeth with the effort of speaking alongside the momentous task he’d put on pause. “I will make you a vessel in which you can act. Which do you want?”
The wolf’s confusion evaporated in an instant from the heat of his fury. “You know not of what you speak! The chains that bind me-“
The boy cut him off. “Just pick one, or I will.”
The fury shattered like a popped bubble, replaced with bewildered surprise, though behind even that, a warm and misty curiosity was building. “Wolf. If I must have one of the three, make it the wolf.”
The boy nodded and breathed out a sigh of relief. The image set firmly in his mind as the other two melted away. From his mouth, a black cloud of darkness flowed like an ethereal ghost until it pooled on the ground before him. Once there was enough of the darkness gathered, Tad said a single word. “Wolf.” The darkness froze, paralyzed for an instant, before it instantly snapped into the form in his mind’s eye. The wolf’s fur flowed, soft and endless, made of perfect blackness, his claws sharp obsidian matching his fangs. His eyes were perfect black pools of undisturbed liquid, but that would change soon.
“What are you doing and how are you doing it?” Fenrir spoke in a shocked whisper.
At the same time, Apllnhtm laughed. “The avatar of destruction, that of Omega, cannot create by the power of his word alone, that is reserved for Alpha and Alpha alone.” His laugh turned mocking. “Omega can only destroy.” He spat the word as if it was an insult.
The boy ignored both of them. He could feel the path leading him forward, and he chased it like a blind dog. He pursued the path into the darkness, guided by his remaining senses alone, until he found the place where the wolf resided in his soul. He was connected by a small prong of darkness, perhaps a blade, but its craftsmanship was crude and shoddy at best. With the infinite darkness flowing in through his self-made tail, the boy thrust an endless stream into the blade itself. Fenrir’s howl was born suddenly and then vanished just as quickly, and the blade itself wriggled backward, trying to escape the flow of darkness. This was what the boy wanted; he allowed it to flee, flee up his arm, through his chest, up his neck until he spat it out of his mouth. Then he propelled it deep into the core of the wolf he’d created, settling it in the quiet space, deep in its center, to the place where only a soul could reside.
Then he spoke the word to bind soul to body. “Awaken.”
The wolf gasped, its eyes flicking open. The perfectly black eyes twisted and morphed, chains took root falling endlessly within the pupil, until the wolf’s eyes gleamed golden, just as the boy had imagined it. His black fur flowed backward like a river, to where his tail stood stiff and alert, as the wolf spun in a quick circle as if checking for danger.
The giant wolf was bigger than the boy had intended to make it. Or perhaps it swelled to contain its new host, but now it stood, its shoulders up to the boy’s own shoulders, almost seven feet tall.
A host of feelings flowed from the wolf. Surprise, disbelief, embarrassment at his own doubts, and swelling above all of those, like a rising tide, was a feeling he couldn’t remember ever feeling from the wolf. It was a deep gratitude and overflowing joy.
The wolf howled.
The feeling was so potent that the boy’s face was stained with his own tears. The joy wasn’t even his, neither was the gratitude. But somehow, both of those feelings were like long-lost friends, and even though they weren’t his own, Fenrir felt them so strongly that for a moment the boy welcomed them as his own. 
It hit him like a lightning bolt, like an answer from heaven - This was it! 
Not caring what the other two thought, the boy fell to his knees, his tears streaming down his face. 
This was it. 
This was what he had been missing. 
Before, he had felt so hollow and empty. He’d focused on his suffering to the exclusion of all else, ran from it, and wished to hide. A thousand memories tried to bombard his mind, but he pushed them back, focusing only on the feather-lightness of Fenrir’s howling gratitude. 
Somehow, lifting another had lifted himself. The act of helping his close friend and ally had relieved the weight that crushed his own shoulders. Another thought raced through his mind. If lifting one person, or being - he wasn’t exactly sure what Fenrir was - could fill him with such fire, then how much more joy could he feel if he lifted many people? Faces pressed into his mind’s eye. Faces of those he loved, though he knew not their names. What gratitude would he feel if he could enrich the lives of all those he cared about, and then reach further? 
Would that gratitude and joy make all the pain he endured worth it? 
Somehow, he didn’t think this answer was the same as what Fenrir had intimated - but it sang in his heart. 
What price would the boy be willing to pay if he could lift the whole world, as many as he could, to feel as Fenrir felt now? 
Perhaps, if he chose to live, chose to push further in his search... 
Perhaps someday he too could feel joy. 
Joy of his own. 
Perhaps he could feel gratitude. 
Gratitude that he hadn’t given up, that he’d been given a second chance. Gratitude that despite the pain and darkness, he was still alive.
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Chapter 9


Tad awoke, nodding, the feeling of rediscovery of joy and gratitude still flowing through him. He wiped the tears from his cheeks. He longed to reach back in time and clasp the poor wretch he had been in a giant hug and whisper in his ear to hang on. To keep going! That there was something more for him if he didn’t throw in the towel. His mind was filled with such thoughts as his feet found their way back to the stone tablet, with the intertwined pairs of obsidian hands dripping down its exterior. 
He might not have his memory, he might not have all the answers, but he was moving forward once more. He was growing! He was... healing.
The dream faded slowly. He wanted to hang onto that feeling, that joy that had filled his breast. He owed it to that boy who had struggled so hard to go forward and to do it right. To carry the weight that was his to bear. He looked to the first hand, four fingers were stretched straight out, as if they were trying to escape the grasp of the other hand. Each fight had grown more difficult, he’d been forced to rely on old tricks to get through it. Despite the trajectory of his upward growth, and the ability to stay in his transformed state longer, the monsters of Titan seemed to be outpacing his growth.
His eyes roved across the stone tablet.
He had to imagine those monsters in the first dungeons were the weakest of the weak.
Tad opened his skill tree, navigating to the hand skill trees.
*Unlock left hand skill tree: 1/1
Defense form: Unlocks shield skill tree 0/1
Energy form: Unlocks energy augmentation skill tree 0/1
Support form: Unlocks weapon support tree 0/1
Transport form: Unlocks combat mobility tree 0/1
Recovery form: Unlocks Recovery tree 0/1
Unlock right hand skill tree: 0/1*
Tad had two points from his last dungeon, and he was anxious and eager to explore the left-hand skill tree, but he wanted to make a small pivot. Two points should unlock his right hand and even a weapon to wield, as he couldn’t wield traditional weapons. The Lizard’s Dacian Falx had been unwieldable in his destroyer form, his fingers eating what they touched. Traditional equipment wouldn’t work, but there was sure to be treasure within these ‘hand skill trees.’
Tad allocated his first point into unlocking the right-hand skill tree. 
*5% Infinite!*
*Rolling weapon categories.*
Power soared through his soul, the swell and increase so large that Tad went temporarily blind as sheer power poured through him. It took a solid minute to recover - the sensations were so different than what he was used to. He was used to pain, built for it even, but this was like pure adrenaline, a condensed thrill injected straight into his heart and soul.
And it was only his fifth skill point. What would the hundredth be like?
Intensity beyond imagining.
Tad’s heart beat faster at the thought. He almost felt like an addict, chasing his thrill. Had he felt this before, he might have gotten along better with Fenrir.
He blinked through his restoring vision at the right-hand powers scrolling before his vision.
*Right Hand Skill Tree:
Odachi: 0/1 Unlocks upgrade tree for Odachi - a slashing sword longer than a Katana.
Yumi: 0/1 Unlocks upgrade tree for Yumi - a Japanese-style longbow.
Estoc:  0/1 Unlocks upgrade tree for Estoc - a type of longsword optimized for thrusting.
Rondel:  0/1 Unlocks upgrade tree for Rondel - A stiff-bladed medieval dagger.
Ω(Omega): 0/∞ Consumes a skill point to reroll one unallocated mode (Left Hand) or unallocated weapon (Right Hand).*
Tad read down the list of the left-hand and right-hand skills. The first letters of each spelled out DestroyerΩ. He only had one point left; rerolling would leave him empty-handed. Out of the four weapons, only two caught his eye - The Odachi and the Yumi. Glittering in his mind’s eye, he could almost see both weapons: a long-bladed katana forged of smooth obsidian, or an over-large longbow glistening darkly, powered alongside his endless increase of strength.
He read the Omega line again and again. It would be a waste to put a point into this now, but at maximum, he could have four weapons for his right hand to shift between, and five different ‘modes’ on his left hand, and he could reroll the ones he didn’t like, for a cost. He’d never been so agonized over allocating points. Before, it was a choice between stacking points into strength or dexterity, but here there were so many things that called to him, on both his ‘hand’ trees, and on the main tree.
His fight with the Lizard twins had shown his lack; he needed a force multiplier. He needed a weapon, and what better than a sword. He allocated his second point into Odachi.
“6% Infinite!” The voice called, but already his mind was gone, focused on the obscene power rushing through his veins. His sight vanished again, his hearing became a muted static, as power swirled upward in his mind like a crushing pillar where before it had been a lit match. Finally, his mind stabilized, becoming used to the constant rushing, though his stomach caught in his chest constantly.
At the same time, he felt something substantial fill his soul. He tried to reach for it, but nothing happened. Tad frowned - it had to be like everything else. This weapon was likely only accessible in his transformed state. He looked to the thumb dungeon; he’d enter it shortly, but first, he wanted to sate his curiosity. He wanted to try out his new sword. He reached for the darkness, and he grew to nine feet tall, his fingers wriggling to life.
Something hard crystallized atop his right shoulder. He looked at his shoulder and was surprised to see the hilt of the weapon had replaced one of his shoulder spikes. He reached up with his right hand and gripped the hilt. In a single motion, he drew the entire length of the blade from his body. With the drawing of the weapon, his body shifted. His arms and legs lengthened as he grew an additional two feet, his muscles bulging, his reach increasing. The power within him swelled as well. He felt faster, stronger, and was clearly taller. He towered, almost twelve feet tall. He exhaled in wonderment as he examined the blade. It was easily ten feet long and sleek, deadly sharp - it glimmered in his dark vision, almost hungrily. The sword looked like an oversized katana, the hilt wrapped in a crisscrossing diamond pattern down its entire length - a velvety fabric made of his own eternal darkness, yet it sat securely in his hand. Tad gripped the weapon in both hands, holding it before himself, and he felt his power connected to the blade. This weapon was like a mini transformation, a way to shift his capabilities mid-battle. 
His fingerteeth almost purred across the hilt as he held it. This sword would not break as easily as the Lizard weapons had. Instinctively, Tad tried to banish the weapon, but it didn’t vanish. Tad frowned, then in a smooth motion, he resheathed it into his shoulder. His size shrunk, the acceleration of his speed and strength slowed. 
Tad looked back at his right-hand skill tree. He noticed with a jump of excitement in his chest that the first finger had transformed into his new blade on the screen. Five new allocatable points were spread from the hilt to the tip of the blade. Tad pressed on each, reading from the hilt to the blade.
*0/1: Unlocks Zanbato form (Horse slaying sword)
0/1: Unlocks Daisho form (Katana and Wakizashi pairing)
0/1: Unlocks Naginata form (Bladed pole weapon with longer reach)
0/1: Unlocks Quickshift
0/1: Blade form strength increases in relation to capacity for the infinite.*
Tad read the descriptions of each, hungrily envisioning the next five points he would place into it. Quickshift seemed self-explanatory, but the ability to transform his blade to fit his purpose was extremely attractive. 
Eager to gain more titanfruit, he climbed the ladder, hopping the twenty feet from the pinky finger up to the ring finger and beyond, until he stood on his tiptoes and pressed his thumb to the base of the steepled thumb.
This was his first thumb dungeon.
The entire statue shook. A scream pealed distantly. Light flashed, then darkness swept through the room. Tad was knocked off the webbing between the thumb and forefinger, as something huge almost crushed him where he stood. His wings flapped to keep him airborne. When the lights came back on, the thumb was no longer steepled against the opposing hand’s matching thumb, but instead rested exactly where Tad had been standing, resting on the top of the hand parallel to the index finger. Despite four fingers and a thumb straightened, the other hand grasped it desperately, as if it were trying to flee.
Tad wasted no time and flew into the open maw of the thumb.
He was moved.
He flapped his wings in the darkness. Eternal night stretched as far as he could see. He tried to sense outward, but his perception tendrils moved like spilled syrup, slow and lethargic in this place. He turned them off; they wouldn’t be any use.
A golden light glimmered behind him. Tad spun to meet whatever monster was king of this thumb dungeon.
Before him stood, like a shining golden spectre, a man. His face was pale, his eyes closed, and his white hair was down to his waist. It flowed freely, joined about at his chin by his long eyebrows that crested the sides of his face. It was the same golden man who had started Tad on this journey, the one who had asked him to bring back the fruit.
Tad felt like he recognized the man, from even before then, but couldn’t place it.
The figure turned away from Tad, pointing distantly. “Your opponent is out there, but beware, this is the first guardian set by Omega.”
Tad looked the old man up and down. “What do you know of Omega?”
The old man didn’t answer. “The harvest is greater than before.” He reached out his other hand and gave Tad the midnight sack that he’d lost. “Bring back a single fruit. Eat the rest if you like. Do not fail me again.” There was a hint of threat in the man’s tone that caused the hairs on the back of Tad’s neck to stand. This wasn’t like him at all. How was the old man able to be here in his essence form, in a dungeon that swallowed all light?
“Why not get it yourself?”
He ignored Tad’s question. “Remember. You must feed to refill your stores of darkness and return to your human form.” The man shook his head sullenly, then he faded and vanished. The golden light faded from Tad’s eyes like a mirage in the dark.
Tad already knew that. It was different than he remembered in those strange dreams and nightmares where he could join with the darkness of Titan, but he still wasn’t sure why. What had changed?
He tried to settle his thoughts, but he found nothing to settle. His frustration vanished as he flew in the direction the old man had pointed. The black sack still gripped in his left hand, his fingernails snapping and pulling at the fabric.
“The harvest is greater than before.” The words repeated in Tad’s mind. How many titanfruit would he get for defeating this guardian? The anticipation of allocating the points, of increasing his capacity for the infinite was almost a maddening prospect.
He glanced at his health bar, it had already dropped to 96% from his self-immolation.
He raced through the darkness, but he found no monsters. His health dropped to 90%, then 80%, then 70% without any sign of his enemy. Had the old man been lying to him? His wings flapped at full speed and he soared in the darkness. He needed to find the monster, and soon - or he’d burn up from his own power.
Directly to his right, a giant black eye as tall as his entire transformed body, and twice as wide, slid open with a wet slicking noise. The whites of the eyes were completely black, the iris bright white. It stared at him from point-blank range. Out of sheer startle reflex, Tad flapped his wings, throwing himself tumbling to his left. His right wingtip slapped the surface of the eyeball, and the sound of bone on glass rang out. Something in the darkness howled in pain.
The white iris vanished.
Tad looked all around him, searching.
It appeared once more in the darkness, this time twenty feet in front of Tad. Tad gripped his Odachi hilt on his shoulder, but before he could draw it, another yellow eye slid open, directly to the white eye’s right. To its left, a third eye opened, this one’s sclera and iris were both an angry shade of red, only dark pinprick pupils stood in the middle, watching him.
The eyes were unblinking. Tad didn’t blink either as he tried to figure out what kind of monster they were. Tad gripped the hilt of his sword with his right hand, ready for anything.
The monster didn’t move.
Tad didn’t either.
Well, if the monster wasn’t going to make the first move, then Tad would. In another tremendous flap of his wings, he flew forward in a burst of speed, closing the distance in an instant, toward that center white eye floating high above. He drew his blade and spun three times, his blade screeching as it sliced through the glassy defense of the white eye.
The attacks landed almost simultaneously. Three huge slashes looked like a claw mark across the center eye for an instant before the surface of the eye shattered like a mirror. The three eyes retreated almost a hundred feet up in the darkness.
Tad leapt back, unsure of what the monster was or even what it was doing. The eyes swooped forward, eating the distance in an instant. A single blink from the red eye set the entire monster on fire. Suddenly illuminated, Tad saw the monster he was fighting. Wreathed in flames, its enormous dog-shaped body stood on four legs. Atop its body stretched three necks, at the end of which sat the three unblinking eyes instead of heads. Tad had no other name for it than an Eyeberus.
The yellow eye blinked.
Tad was hit so hard, his vision went black, his sword was torn from his grip, spinning away in the dark. He flew backward at an incredible speed, his ribcage had been completely shattered, fiery chains restrained him, pinning his arms to his chest, his legs bound. Tad struggled against the chains, their burning light illuminating his immediate surroundings, but there was no sign of his opponent.
How far had he traveled?
He could feel his sword, a pinprick an unfathomable distance away. Had he really been hit so far? Tad reached through the darkness, and the sword snapped across the great distance, called to his fist. He leveraged the blade between his fire chains and collarbone and sliced through them, then sliced through those at his legs. The chains dissolved and he was plunged into darkness once again.
He breathed hard, his chest healing with each deep breath, the bones snapping into place.
A glance at his health bar showed him down to 45%. That single, fiery attack had torn almost 30% of his health away. He couldn’t take more of those.
The white eye blinked open directly before Tad again. It was fully healed; no evidence of its damage remained. Desperation rose in Tad’s chest. Where had it come from? The flames were extinguished. Tad leapt forward, eager to finish the fight before he took another giant attack. It had been so fast, and he hadn’t seen a glimmer of it. In a frenzy of slashes, Tad carved and sliced through its lens. Once more, the eyes leapt into the sky, but Tad was ready for it. He gave chase, flapping his wing, and just as it reached its peak, Tad slammed the whole of his blade deep into the white eye. The monster screamed. Out of the corner of Tad’s eye, he saw the yellow eye slide open. He turned, trying to pull his blade from the white eye, but its eyelid had slammed shut, holding it in place. Tad leapt, and his fist clanged harmlessly against the yellow eye’s glassy lens. Tad pointed his finger forward; its mouth snapped open. “Omega Ragnarok!” The beam shot straight into the yellow eye. The dark blast froze as it collided with the glassy lens; it paused for a solid second. The war between his blast and the monster’s defense caused the air to vibrate. Finally, Tad’s blast bounced off, ricocheting into the distance. His stomach dropped, and the yellow eye blinked closed. Somehow, Tad got his arms up to block the attack. The full force of another godlike blow knocked him reeling. For the second time, Tad felt the concussive force of a god’s fist crashing into his soul. He flipped and spun a thousand times in an instant. The bones in his arms shattered into a hundred pieces, and his sword was once again spun endlessly, what felt like hundreds of miles away, as he soared from the attack. He calmed his mind, searching for a solution to this monster. His wounds already healed, his sword once more pulled to his healing fist, snapping through the vast distance in an instant.
He rolled through the darkness to a stop, battered and bruised. After his Ragnarok and eating another attack, his darkness sat at 12%. Getting his arms up to absorb the blow might have saved his life; he had to end the fight quickly. 
The creature was entirely void-made - impossible to sense. It seemed its skin was completely black, at least when it wasn’t enshrouded in flames. The only warning Tad had of the oncoming attacks were its eyes. A blink from the red eye seemed to wrap it in fire. The fire chained him, but more problematic was the yellow. Tad didn’t even see what was happening; he only felt the attack after he’d already flown so far he couldn’t even see the eye-dog. He still had no idea what the white one did. This was bad and getting worse fast. 
The thumb dungeon was a huge upgrade in difficulty from the last one. He felt rusty, as if he hadn’t fought in ages, and he wasn’t used to being weaker than his enemies. He’d spent too long being king of the hill, where he could crush others like a bug. 
He felt hollow. His ultimate attack, his Omega Ragnarok, had done nothing. It was the first time a monster had so casually deflected his ultimate attack. It hadn’t even defended; its eyes were just stronger than his attack. Only his new sword seemed to be able to pierce their defenses. 
“Ultimate Thunderbolt.” Tad cast hundreds of stable thunderbolts around him, illuminating the darkness. He had to discern how this creature was moving, how it was traveling. He couldn’t allow it to swim through the ocean of darkness. 
The Eyeberus winked into existence just before Tad. Its enormous midnight body appeared like a giant wall of darkness, with its center closed eye staring directly at Tad, not even a foot away. The thunderbolt mines that shared its space fizzled out without causing it harm. Predictably, the white eye opened slowly. Completely healed. Tad slashed in an instant, a great rift opening along its center. 
The monster reared.
That was what the white eye did! Tad realized with a start. It teleported! He flapped his wings, chasing after the location where the yellow lens was about to open. He had to stop it from blinking!
The yellow eye opened fully and slammed closed just as quickly. Dread caught in his stomach. He was just going to make it! He slammed the blade down into the giant eye’s bottom lid, and forced the hilt against its glassy surface.
The yellow eye blinked, but the sword held; the hit stopped the eye from fully closing and the godlike smash to his soul never came.
Tad breathed heavily, black sweat or blood poured down his entire right side, he wasn’t sure which it was.
The white eye blinked repeatedly, though its blinks had no effect. Was it because it was damaged? Tad pulled his Odachi from the bottom lid and in a spin and a mighty flap of his wings, he shattered the entire lens of the yellow eye. The red eye slowly slid open, but Tad predicted it. His blade slammed deep into its pupil, cracks shattering to all sides.
Without the yellow eye to attack Tad and send him sprawling, it had lost the time to recuperate. The blinks of the white eye were clearly how it teleported across the vast distance, and as long as it was shattered it couldn’t flee. A glance at his health bar showed 11%, he had to end this now, but how? The three-eyed heads tried repeatedly to headbutt him away from the red eye but he attacked with more fury, more cuts opened across the three lenses as he refused to let them heal. Black blood sprayed all over, but his body couldn’t absorb it - the old man had told him darkness wouldn’t serve him anymore, but he couldn’t remember anything else!
In a huge X-slash, the glass lens of the red eye shattered completely. More black blood spilled out. Tad ignored it and moved to the white eye. The yellow was still more damaged, and Tad couldn’t let the monster retreat. His sword struck a hundred times an instant. The red eye’s head had started smashing into the white, trying to dislodge Tad, but it was too slow. He evaded it easily enough to continue his furious assault. 
He broke through the white lens and slammed his sword to the hilt into the yellow eye. The Eyeberus reared up like a horse once more, ripping the blade from Tad’s hands. The monster writhed in pain, the three heads stretched high and straight into the sky. 
And then Tad saw something that stopped his heart. 
From its torso, a new eye opened. 
Just from the junction where all three necks met. 
This one’s iris was a pure temperate-forest green. 
Tad’s soul shrieked as he saw it racing to close. A green of that color could only mean one thing! He was just before the green eye, but too far away to retrieve his sword. It was about to heal all the damage he’d just done. The yellow would be refreshed, blink, and that would be the end of him! 
He raced forward, thinking only of stopping the eye, yet this eye was enormous, easily three times bigger than the others. He got there just in time with a gigantic flap of his wings. His toe claws sank into tough flesh, right in between huge thorny eyelashes. He raised his hands up as if to hold up the entire world. 
The top eyelid raced toward him, blinking closed.
The weight of the eyelid was immense, and the crushing power of the muscles around the eye strained to crush the toothpick that held the eye from closing. The fingers of Tad’s hands bit ferociously, tearing at the eyelid flesh repeatedly, swallowing what they could, but it only healed a trickle. Tad strained, stretching tall. He couldn’t let it touch! He arched his back and stood as tall as he could, his body stretched to its fullest, forming an X. The monster groaned, and a whipping black blur raced from above - it was the head of the blinded red eye. It swung like a pendulum, sideways, clearly trying to swipe the debris that was Tad from its great healing eye.
The yellow eye had swung around, its neck curved, its shattered lens slowly healing as it stared hotly at Tad’s back. Tad craned his neck, his sword was right there, hanging from its pupil, the last of the damage that wouldn’t heal. 
Tad had a single flash of genius, as a path to victory gleamed in his mind’s eye. The yellow eye opened fully and raced to slam shut again, but his sword would stop its blink. Tad glanced at his health bar. Would he survive this? He had to chance it.
Tad released his right hand and pulled. His sword instantly snapped to his hand, the force of the green eye bearing down harder, drooping to close. The yellow eye’s lens sealed shut just as it closed fully. Tad pressed the tip of his sword at the lens of the bright green wall before him and hung on for dear life.
The full force of the yellow eye’s attack crashed into Tad and the green eye simultaneously.
The monster before him exploded in a giant shower of goo and death as Tad himself went spinning and careening, but nowhere near the leagues and countless miles that he’d done before; most of the momentum slammed into the eye around him. He wasn’t even too far to miss the three necks of red, yellow, and white going completely stiff, writhing in pain, before falling limp forever. A black goo spread around its corpse, but Tad didn’t approach. He breathed heavily, dark vapors emitting with every exhale. He was soaked in sweat from his exertions.
A glance at his health bar showed 4%. Had Tad borne the full brunt of its attack, it almost certainly would have killed him, but instead, that massive crushing force had been directed straight into its own green eye, and the effect had been disastrous for the guardian of Omega. Between quick thinking and his new Odachi, he’d found the path to victory. Barely. He looked at the corpse, his knees suddenly weak as his health dropped another percent. He needed to live its death to return to his human form. 
Tad remembered the glowing old man’s warning, to deliver him a single fruit, but that black sack was nowhere to be found. It had been lost in that first giant attack. More than that, however, something was deeply wrong with the glowing man. Why didn’t he open his eyes?
He forgot both questions as he moved to the corpse and unhinged his jaw to release all of his fingerteeth at once. Then he allowed his fingers to drop from their perches to feed as well. They roved through the darkness, swallowing the darkness that resisted his natural pull.
It didn’t take long for his fingers to consume the dead beast. Only the skin and soft fur were left of the Eyeberus.
Tad lived through its memories and saw himself as a gnat, endlessly attacking from several different perspectives. He felt the beast’s hope rest in the blinking of the final green eye, to restore itself to its full glory and tear the invader apart, to please the Mother. Its final thought had been focused on knocking him free, whether from the swinging red neck or from the blinking yellow eye. It hadn’t even seen the danger of its own attack before the blackness of death swallowed the monster.
The transition back to humanity through the death of the creature caused his head to spin. He had felt what they felt, knew their pains, hopes, and duty. In each of their memories, he was the bad guy, invading their home - though this time the creature had been trying to please someone else.
The Mother...
Tad rubbed his fingers across his thumbs in thought, finding no teeth or mouths whatsoever. He couldn’t keep the death vision in his head long, not with five glistening titanfruit floating in the darkness, waiting to be consumed.
With five skill points... his mind raced with dreams of what he might unlock. The monsters had been getting harder and harder. This guardian had even shrugged off his Omega Ragnarok like it was nothing. Perhaps he should have broken its lens before he fired that attack, but his sword had been pinned. He didn’t think he’d be able to rely on that spell anymore, especially with how much health it tore from his chest. He would need to use each skill point to get enough strength to progress. No more gambles on empty points - to unlock something that might be useful. The monsters had been getting stronger, and faster. He needed power.
He needed it now.
Opening all of his skill trees simultaneously in different windows before him, he contemplated his options.
*Skill points to allocate: 5.
Immolation Resistance Path: (Requires 2 points in tree to unlock tier 2 skills):
Tier 1 skills:
Immolation Resistance: 3/10 Reduce self-immolation by half.
Capacity for the Infinite: 6% Unlike creators, or voids who swallow infinity whole, destroyers must do it piece by piece. For each skill point allocated, draw closer to the infinite.
Rebirth of the Fallen: 0/6 Bring back any unit you’ve destroyed. (Maximum increases with the number of units destroyed.)*
Tad looked over each closely. If there was strength to be found, it was surely past these in the tier 2 skills.
*Immolation Resistance Path (Requires 5 points allocated to unlock tier 2 abilities)
Tier 2 skills (Locked)
Destroyer Resonance: Increase all parameters in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite. 0/10
Destroyer Energy: Increase power of all energy attacks in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite. 0/5
Destroyer Physicality: Increase physical abilities in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite. 0/5*
These looked intensely promising, each buff synergized with his never-ending strength upgrades. The fact that it would take 2 of his 5 points to get him into this tree was the only thing that held him back. He’d keep these in mind.
*Darkness Path (Requires 5 points allocated to unlock tier 2 abilities):
Darkness Capacity: 0/10 Increase darkness capacity in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite. 
Decrepit God of Ages (DGoA): 0/10 (Unlock second Omega Transformation (Requires Titan to unlock))
Titan’s Courage: 0/10 Each point adds courage to face the infinite.
Tier 2 skills (Locked)
Darkness Regeneration: 0/10 Increase darkness regeneration in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite
Darkness Compatibility: 0/5 Increase absorption abilities to include more types of darkness
Destroyer Reunion: 0/5 Deep integration with Destroyer-self with human self.
Unlock New Skill Tree for DGoA Form: 0/1 (Requires Titan to Unlock)*
Darkness regeneration would be useful, offsetting his immolation, but he needed 5 points in either darkness capacity, Titan’s courage, or Decrepit God of the Ages - which was locked. The fact that he had a second transformation available, like Salvation Cain’s second golden Alpha mode, was an alluring prospect, though it required Titan to unlock, and Tad didn’t want to think about what that meant. Not yet.
The only one of these tier 1 skills that he might want to put into that was Darkness Capacity, but even with higher maximum health, he was sure his self-immolation wouldn’t slow down without more points into immolation resistance. It definitely wouldn’t give him the strength he needed to keep up with the monster power curve. He kept looking.
*Left Hand Skill Tree:
Defense form: Unlocks shield skill tree 0/1
Energy form: Unlocks energy augmentation skill tree 0/1
Support form: Unlocks weapon support tree 0/1
Transport form: Unlocks combat mobility tree 0/1
Recovery form: Unlocks recovery tree 0/1*
Here was where Tad felt he could get the most bang for his buck. There were so many options. Recovery form was deeply alluring. It likely would give him some healing abilities without needing to use all 5 points in darkness capacity, and not even being able to reach darkness regeneration. Though it would likely still take 2 points, one to unlock the mode, and another to get any benefit from it, so it was a risk. Transport form sounded fascinating, what could be bad about combat mobility? Even the Energy tree and the Support form would likely have offensive boosts to keep him in line with the monster power curve in this strange finger dungeon.
He kept these skills in mind as the most viable candidates for his continued growth, moving onto the last skill trees.
*Right Hand Skill Tree:
Odachi: Unlocked!
Yumi: 0/1 Unlocks upgrade tree for Yumi - a Japanese-style longbow 0/1
Estoc: 0/1 Unlocks upgrade tree for Estoc - a type of longsword optimized for thrusting
Rondel: 0/1 Unlocks upgrade tree for Rondel - A stiff-bladed medieval dagger.
Ω(Omega): 0/∞ Consumes a skill point to reroll one unallocated mode (Left Hand) or unallocated weapon (Right Hand).
Odachi Skill Tree:
0/1: Unlocks Zanbato form (Horse slaying sword)
0/1: Unlocks Daisho form (Katana and Wakizashi pairing)
0/1: Unlocks Naginata form (Bladed pole weapon with longer reach)
0/1: Unlocks Quickshift
0/1: Blade form strength increases in relation to Capacity for the Infinite*
He wasn’t interested in any other weapons just yet; in fact, he actually wanted to keep them open so he could reroll them later in case he found a use for them. His Odachi skill tree, however, seemed like the other likely place for solid power-ups. ‘Blade form strength,’ was his first definite yes. When wielding his Odachi, his strength, speed, and height were all increased; he wanted to tie that to his Capacity for the Infinite. Zanbato and Daisho forms also called to him. What kind of weapon was a horse-slaying sword? All he could think of was power when he thought of a weapon that could slay a horse. It could definitely come in handy. The dual-wielding Katana/Wakizashi combination would likely be a speed form, one of Tad’s most favorite stat improvements. He wasn’t very interested in the Naginata form, unsure if reach would be important in most fights, especially if he put some points into the combat mobility tree. Quickshift seemed interesting, though he could wait until later for it.
Tad counted possible points, frowning. He hadn’t even unlocked everything and he could already tell that there would be more points than things he could allocate. There were 84 already available, not to mention that the Omega Reroll could take an infinite amount of points. Could he even use more than 100 points? He would need to be careful not to put his points into something he’d regret. If he could skip it, Titan’s courage would save him 10 points right there, and Omega Reroll should only be used after he’d exhausted every other avenue.
He went over the options one last time, then placed his first point into Blade form skill increase.
*7% Infinite!* His soul soared and he had to grit his teeth, a hiss forced from beneath his teeth. He put a point into both Zanbato and Daisho forms.
*8% Infinite!* 
*9% Infinite!* 
His vision whited out, his blood pounded in deaf ears. He couldn’t feel his face, or even his arms. He waited for the power swell to calm, and he blinked through the power blindness to allocate his fourth point. He warred between Recovery form and Support form. One would help him fight longer, allowing him to wait for his natural growth to catch up to enemies, the other would help him end the fights quicker, in case enemies were growing faster than him.
Support form won out and he tapped his first point into it.
*10% Infinite!* Tad gasped as fire seemed to alight in his heart, pounding pure adrenaline with every beat.
He blinked, still trying to clear his vision as he looked over the Support form’s skill tree.
*Support form Skill Tree:
One-handed Skill Tree: 0/1
Two-handed Skill Tree: 0/1
Ranged Weapon Skill Tree: 0/1
Unarmed Skill Tree: 0/1
Throwing Weapon Skill Tree: 0/1*
“Damn,” Tad swore, almost falling over in the grips of his power increase. It made no sense to put any more points into this yet, not until he had two points. He glanced back over the list and settled on putting a fourth point into immolation resistance.
*11% Infinite!* Another gasp was ripped from his chest as the elation of his power increase roared through his mind, soul, and body. His strength climbed upward ever more.
He only hoped his improvements would ready him for the challenge to come.
As he reached the peak of his power lust, the debt of death caught up to him.
The deep weariness overpowered his strength; he’d held it off longer this time. He wanted to try out his new forms. He wanted to go and fight more monsters, to see what he could do...
He lay in the corpse of the Eyeberus, wrapped up in its skin like a blanket, and closed his eyes to sleep.
Wondering what he’d remember this time.
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Chapter 10


“Why can you create?” The green scales on Apllnhtm’s face had completely drained of color, turning a dull grey.  
“Should I be unable to?”
“This is not how it was supposed to be.” With utter shock, the Lizardman turned back toward the endless landscape of his creation, his eyes filled with the stillness of overwhelming dread. “Was it all wrong? Was everything I designed in error?”
Fenrir sat quietly at the boy’s side, though he could feel the wolf’s desires.
“Go,” the boy spoke. “Stretch your legs.”
Fenrir was off in a flash, barreling headlong toward the vast empty greyness, the infinite nothingness. Despite his speed, he stuck to the cobblestone path and disturbed not even a single grain of sand. In a streak of blackness, the wolf vanished past the horizon. The boy closed his eyes and saw through Fenrir’s.
Fenrir ran so fast, it was as if he flew across the ground, but the wolf didn’t want to fly. His muscles pumped as his hind legs reached past his head to propel him forward at untold speeds, his powerful forelegs sprang forward even faster. He was through the endless grey landscape in mere moments, and another moment later he was back at the beginning of the entire rock garden. The wolf panted, not with exertion, but with exhilaration, at the joy of having his own vessel once more. Fenrir turned to return, the boy pulled on the wolf, as if he were summoning a blade.
The wolf popped into existence in a cloud of dark mist right next to him, and once again the boy opened his own eyes.
Fenrir stood, eyes bulging, disoriented in where he was. His perception tendrils were swirling in the ever-storm that they were, and recognition filled his golden eyes. “Did you just summon me with your equipment system?”
The boy wrinkled his brow in confusion. “I don’t know. I knew how to do it and so I did, it’s as simple as that.”
The gold-chained eyes of the wolf studied him, searching deep.
The boy looked inward too, then frowned, looking down toward his chest. He placed a hand just above his stomach. “There’s one more in here, though she’s much quieter. A panther.” He looked at Fenrir, whose eyes had taken on a look of alarm. “Should I release her as I have you?”
The wolf’s eyes were calculating. “She has not been a friend, but as we are, she is no threat. Do what you think best.”
“I’ll keep her contained, for now.” The boy probed deeper inward. Somehow, the panther felt... incomplete. “As she is, I don’t think she’d be able to control a vessel very well.”
Fenrir blinked slowly. “We’re still connected, but we’re separate.”
The boy nodded, then put out a hand and plucked an invisible harp string from the air. Now revealed, the golden interlocked chain shot between them. “We can’t escape these, but I can hide them.” Once more, the boy focused and the chain vanished.
A feeling of relief flowed through the wolf, though he didn’t show it on his face. “There is something you need to see.”
“And what would that be?”
Fenrir’s eyes glanced at Apllnhtm, who was still staring across the vast sand garden, his face vastly weary. “It has to do with him.”
“Alright, let’s see it.”
Fenrir muttered, “class swap,” then paused. A few moments later, he focused on a small space in front of him and concentrated. A shining orb floated in the air, miniature figures within acting seemingly of their own accord.
“What is this?” The boy asked.
“It is from my class, All-Seeing Observer. I can replay any memory I have.”
The boy inspected the floating orb closer. “How do I see it?”
“I’m not sure, this is the first time I’ve used this class.” With a paw, Fenrir pushed the orb. It distended, like a bubble about to pop, before it moved. Fenrir sat back on his haunches and brought the orb before the boy’s face, pawing it into his mind.
At first, nothing happened, but he could feel the orb tickling his memory, as if he were trying hard to remember something that happened a long time ago. The more he thought about it, the more it seemed to rush to the forefront of his mind, until suddenly, he stood somewhere else.
No, that wasn’t right.
Fenrir stood somewhere else.
He stood in a dank dungeon, torches on the wall flickered weakly, spilling a dirty orange light across the brick walls. Against the far wall, at the termination of the hallway, stood the exact opposite being of Apllnhtm. Instead of his head, torso, and arms being reptilian, it was his legs and feet. This creature was covered in painful-looking sores, each inhale of breath sounding like a death rattle, his face wincing with pain every time he swallowed. His features were as plain as any man the boy had ever seen, his dull grey eyes seemed lifeless compared to the whites of his eyes that bulged bloodshot and yellow, and he wore no features of note. It was almost as if the half-lizard satyr before him had been robbed of any feature that might distinguish him from another, making him completely and utterly unremarkable.
The satyr spoke. “Ah... the next void finally arrives.”
The boy saw the scene from Fenrir’s eyes but it seemed so familiar that he couldn’t help but feel like it was déjà vu.
“Who are you?” Fenrir’s voice sounded young and hungry, almost defensive.
“Who I am, was, is not important. My name was Athnllpd, but that was another time. Please kill me quickly, I am in so much pain.”
Athnllpd. That was oddly similar to the being that stood before them now. Suddenly, the vision froze and the boy stood back before Fenrir, with one clawed nail, he wrote out the two names in the white sand.
Athnllpd Apllnhtm
Then he crossed out most of the letters with his index claw.
Athnllpd Apllnhtm
He locked eyes with the boy; they flashed with great meaning. “You may not remember any of this, but you will eventually, and this is too important for you to miss. This creature before us is Adam, though only half.”
The half-man half-raptor hissed at the name, spittle flying from his mouth. “Speak not of that name; it is too painful to hear.”
Fenrir faced the small creature. “You are the architect of the level-up program.”
Apllnhtm nodded heavily. “Though I gave my half of the control over to Omega almost before time began.”
Fenrir growled softly. “Athnllpd controls the other half?”
Apllnhtm’s eyes were closed, nodding back and forth with his whole body, his arms hugging himself. “It was the only way Omega would accept the terms.”
Even though the boy didn’t understand the context of the conversation, his curiosity peaked at that last part. “The terms for what?”
Apllnhtm froze. Finally, he opened his eyes and locked his gaze onto the boy’s, without blinking. “Omega was formless, a conscious infinite entity made only of dark essence. Her deepest desire-“
The boy interrupted. “I thought Omega was male.”
Apllnhtm blinked, heavy-lidded. “You speak of Zapharios, he who weakened Omega further, but it was not he who existed alongside Alpha eternally.” He went back to his story. “Her deepest desire was to receive a vessel, like each of the children of Alpha. To feel and to live. To die and to be reborn.” A hint of shame flashed across his face. “We had already fractured ourselves and taken our oath to search for deeper meaning, and as such, we were no match for Omega in all her might. Eventually, we would be overcome; each of us knew it.” Apllnhtm paused for a long time. “And so we tempted her as she had tempted Eve. Promised her the single thing she couldn’t attain herself. We promised her a vessel.”
Fenrir growled. “In exchange for what?”
“This wolf is shrewd,” Apllnmtm’s eyes narrowed. “The eternities had been destabilized by our... discoveries. We required Omega’s cooperation to plug the rift we opened before we had discovered Omega. To once again separate the eternities from the void, we needed a sliver of infinity, one from Alpha, and one from Omega. It was I who volunteered to become less, as it would also lessen Omega. At first, our cooperation was only to extend this far, but Omega, in her boundless greed, wanted more. She wanted children of her own.”
Fenrir’s breathing caught at this, but Apllnmtm missed it. “And so we knew we could force Omega to lessen herself even further, perhaps to the extent that we already had. She wanted her children to grow in power, and so we required her to provide more shards of the void, further weakening her. Using them, I formed the Level-up Program.”
“You gave control over to Omega,” Fenrir’s accusation hung in the air.
A guilty look crossed Apllnmtm’s face. “Not entirely, I left a backdoor open for my other half. Even now, he should have access to it, waiting endlessly for the day that Eve should awaken.”
Fenrir began to say something, but the boy had heard enough. He turned and continued his stroll down the path. Something about the future that wasn’t painted yet beckoned to him, drew him like a moth to the flame. He didn’t know his past, though the lizard claimed he’d just walked it, and he didn’t know his future. He felt like he was about to meet an old friend and he wanted to go forward and discover what lay ahead. It was a small and tender desire, but he feared that if he didn’t listen to it, it might die, and he might return to that darkness.
And so he walked forward, leaving the lizard behind. Fenrir stayed and spoke with the lizardman for quite some time, but he was fast, and when he decided to, it didn’t take him long to catch up. When he did, the wolf followed silently behind. Finally, the edge of the endless white plane came into view. Almost as if the horizon had been cut by an impossibly large pair of scissors, a deep blackness appeared and then continued on forever.
The two walked until they stood at the junction, at the very ledge, the ground below them vanishing, a pit opening up eternally downward. Only then did the boy pause. He turned to Fenrir. “I don’t remember much about before, but I remember it was dark. It was hopeless. As hopeless as finding light out there.” The boy pointed at the infinite blackness ahead.
“You will find no light out there,” Fenrir agreed.
The boy’s thoughts churned slowly, as if he both wanted to find the answer and was scared of what he would find. He stared at the darkness before he turned back and looked at the great artwork of the other half of Adam. A deep pain clutched his chest, and he dropped to a knee gasping.
“What is wrong?” Fenrir almost sounded worried.
The boy breathed deeply to catch his breath. “I just had a thought, yet it caused me physical pain.”
Fenrir’s gold-chained eyes gleamed with curiosity. “And what thought was that?”
The boy inspected the darkness before him, and then once more turned to stare at Adam’s creations, which were bright, almost as if they were illuminated. “That the darkness will always be pressing in, yet Adam made it shine from horizon to horizon. He was a light in the darkness.” The boy took a step toward the pitch blackness. There was nothing there but he still found footing. “And if I learn to do as he... that no matter where I go, perhaps I could become my own light.”
The two walked forward until there was only darkness.
Only then did Fenrir reply. “Light cannot survive in this place.”
The boy wasn’t so sure.
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Chapter 11


Tad came to, still sleeping in the corpse of the giant Eyeberus. 
“Why can you create?”
The thought echoed through his mind as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes. How had he done that? Experimentally, Tad reached out to the side and tried to create something once again as he’d done for the wolf.
Nothing happened.
In the dream, he remembered how he felt, that swell of power, of pure creation at his fingertips and the simple task it had been to form a vessel for his... Fenrir.
Now, all he felt was empty - not in the psychological sense, as if he were worn out or tired, but physically. It was the pit that was inside of him, aching to be filled. Something had been different in that dream so he could create, surprising that raptor/human hybrid.
Adam.
The thought came, fuzzy at first, and then more clearly. It was Adam. One of seven... or was it eight? Eight. Fenrir had been wrong in his story. Alpha. The details were slowly dripping back from the trickle in his consciousness. Alpha was the enemy. The creator of Titan. That meant it was their fault that Tad was stuck in here. He felt like there was something more, something he was missing - something about another Alpha creator...
Eve.
Pain flashed in his head, an image of a god with a finger outstretched, reaching... reaching... but for what?
He shook it off, the deep well of his strength swelling in response to the pain, and he controlled his mind, a calm heartbeat followed.
To dwell on that image would do him no good.
In the utter darkness, Tad stood up and flew forward at a swift pace. Now that the Eyeberus was dead, his perception tendrils sprang to life, filling the endless space. Far off in the distance, immensely, incredibly, and terribly far away, he could feel the dungeon exit. The journey would take time in his human form, but he knew something about eternal tasks. He found that place in his mind and set in for the task, increasing to the edge of his speed where he could continue forever. His mind fell into the pace of the work. In his mind, he could almost hear the sharp ‘thwack’ of an axe slamming into wood. The sharp smells of the sap, of the sawdust underneath his fingers, wood dust from sanding filling his nostrils. The things that he associated with the passing of time. 
The vast distance was crossed in what felt like no time at all. 
Soon the glimmering black thumb exit came into view and Tad found that he was breathing hard, sweat coursing down his bare chest, soaking into the shadowy fabric he wore for pants. 
Tad searched for the glimmering spectre of Gerald, but he was nowhere to be found and he made his way back to the fingertooth dungeon statue. He emerged from the top of the thumb, which was now lying flat, and hopped down to the ground to get started on the other fingers that were still clasping the straight ones with a fierce desperation. He looked up to the dozens of other hands still clasped in waiting. To finish all of these... it was a gargantuan task, especially with how strong the monsters were becoming. 
He caressed the pinky fingertooth and entered yet another world.
The smoky light of dusk spread calmly over a moth-eaten world. Tad stood in the midst of a giant dusty crater. All around, it looked as if small stones or meteors had peppered the landscape endlessly. He moved across the ground, the dust soft beneath his feet, to the back of a turtle-shell-shaped dungeon. Its surface was black and shiny, obsidian. Tad paused as he circled to where the door was to be found and hesitated.
It was the customary wooden door with the iron-ringed door knobs. It had no golden handprint. Something about that detail tickled his memory. He searched the outside for any signs and found none, entering within.
He stood in a small box-shaped room. The walls, ceiling, and floor were covered in endless flakes of what looked like dungeon dandruff. Tad knelt down and peeled it away with a crack, a rank musty odor filling his nostrils. He tried his perception tendrils, but it felt like his mind was vibrating violently, so he shut it off. He removed more and more flakes to find a decorative carving. He looked to the walls. “There will be a light, somewhere,” he spoke to himself, though how he knew, he wasn’t sure.
He took his time, carefully peeling the dry white flakes, like dehydrated mashed potatoes, from the wall until he found it. A small square button stood, a domed glass bead at its center, pulsating a soft white light. “It’s a sequencing dungeon,” he said aloud, still half expecting Fenrir to reply.
He didn’t.
He had no recollection of doing any other sequencing dungeons, but he knew that once he pushed the button, the walls would come down and he’d fight monsters. Then he’d have to search those walls for the next button and continue until the boss. Did that mean there would be normal monsters as well? So far, he’d only fought bosses, back to back, dungeon after dungeon - well, he fought those strange hand-moose things, if they counted as non-boss monsters. But if this dungeon had a proper ‘normal monster’ phase, it meant that whoever had made these dungeons was continuing their progress and experimentation. 
He bit his lip, his hard teeth on soft flesh. This wasn’t good. These types of dungeons took time to search. He’d gone as far as he could without transforming, but the second he did...
Tad was glad that he’d put his last point into immolation resistance - it would go a long way in this one. Sixteen full minutes of transformation at the height of his speed should count for something. Tad reached for the dark, hungry vortex of transformation; power filled his veins, his torso elongated, his fingers shrilly squealed to life, his lips pulsed hot, and he felt the irises in his eyes twist to the Omega symbol he’d seen in his level-up program. That’s what it was, he realized. His iris was the symbol of Omega.
He shivered at that thought.
With the press of his fingers, the walls came down in a plume of flaky, acrid-smelling dust. 
Stone clattering on stone rang out in tremendous footsteps. Tad looked to the noise.
A singular, enormous, grey stone statue was charging towards Tad - it had to be thirty feet tall. The statue had the head of a bird, its beak tip twisted at the end as if it had charged headfirst into a hard wall. Feathered wings were spread wide, showing more of one, then the next as its body rotated slightly through its sprint. Everything else, however, was the body of a man. It charged, holding a huge two-handed stone blade that had no hilt. Still a hundred yards off, Tad took his eyes from his opponent for a brief moment to check the surrounding terrain and to search for additional enemies.
And it was a good thing he did.
Two much smaller birdmen were standing behind him, against the back wall a hundred feet away, bows stretched taut, about to fire. The ground was flat, without any cover. Tad burst forward toward the stone runner and slid feet-first between its legs, just as its sword slammed into the ground, narrowly missing his head. The two arrows cracked off his chest harmlessly.
Tad got to his feet, and the two bird bowmen drew and fired. The swordsman took both arrows in the back - the arrows disintegrated into a shower of pebbles. Tad reached up to his sword hilt atop his shoulder and unsheathed his weapon from his own body. His muscles bulged, his power screamed upward unbelievably fast, the point into blade form strength roaring alive in his muscles. The arrows slowed and the movement of the creature before him turned sluggish.
In a flash of weapons, they collided, Tad striking four times for the monster’s one, which he ducked under. All of his attacks landed clean, but his blade didn’t scratch the stone torso. More arrows shot into the back of the stone swordsmen as they crossed weapons again. Tad struck with full force, but his blade bounced off the stone surface of his enemy in a dull clank. Tad rolled past a stab and resheathed his sword, his power and speed dropping. He reached for his new sword form, his Zanbato - the horse-slaying sword. The hilt of the weapon jutted up directly at the bump at the back of his neck, directly out of his vertebrae. He reached up with both hands and pulled with all his strength.
Tad grew. His entire form shot up until he was staring at the thirty-foot statue directly in its eyes. His sword was almost fifty feet in length. With his arms fully extended above his head, the tip scraped the hundred-foot-high ceiling. The straight obsidian blade gleamed sharply on one side, leading to a flat, blunted side. The blade grew too thick in the middle but cut smoothly.
Tad couldn’t stop his laughter; it boomed deep and reverberated throughout the room as two stone arrows took him in the chest. Now this was a sword! The blade still held above his head, his opponent ran forward, his sword down by his hip, thrusting forward to impale Tad’s abdomen. Tad flexed, bringing all his strength to bear. The blade raced downward, its immense weight adding to his tremendous slash, landing cleanly atop his foe’s head.
He crushed the statue to dust, to pebbles, like the arrows that had broken across the statue’s back. Tad was laughing like a maniac, his deep voice booming as he tread forward like a giant. His motions were sluggish, but he twisted and brought his sword around for a great arc slash. It hit the wall, but tore through it in a huge scar, racing toward the two bird bowmen. They fired another volley that took him in the shoulder, tearing through it cleanly, the same instant that his sword took the two of them, crushing them to pebbles and dust.
Tad’s deep laughter was the only sound once the stones settled. He swung his giant sword over and over; he was twice the size of even his Megalion form!
His whole body moved slowly, like he was a powerful giant, each of his steps causing the pebbles to bounce across the ground. He glanced at his darkness bar; it was only down to 97%. The newest point in it had heavily staunched the bleeding.
As much fun as he was having in his Zanbato form, he was eager to try his Daisho form. Though to do so, he needed to sheath this weapon that was twice his height first. Tad inverted the blade, lifting the massive weapon and placing the tip of it just on the bump of his vertebrae atop the back of his neck. This form was a blast, but he needed to watch out for it - he could get stuck in it due to the difficulty of merely sheathing it. He slammed it into his spine, pushing the sword down in two solid chunks, the long blade vanishing into his flesh.
His body shrank dramatically, back down to his normal transformed height, and he grabbed at his left hip, where two new hilts jutted out since he’d placed his last skill points. He grabbed the top sword, the shorter blade with his left hand, and the bottom with his right hand, drawing them both simultaneously. A ringing sound echoed across the bare stone dungeon. His size shrank, the swords seemingly growing larger, until he stood only six feet tall. His heartbeat almost tripled in speed, his eyes twisted in his head strangely, his vision sharpening. He sped across the dungeon, using both swords with delicate precision to slice each grey flake from the walls in a blur of motion even to his own eyes.
Tad’s smile widened once more. He was going to like this form too.
He found the button three feet from an actual corner and pressed it. The second of three lights illuminated. The boss would be after this next room.
The walls shook as they dropped, the ceiling shot way up, over two-hundred feet high. Dust swirled in a great cloud that swallowed him up, blinding his vision. Tad gripped both of his swords, straining to see the first ripple of motion. Nothing came.
The dust began to settle.
Dozens of half-bird archers, these much smaller than the first two he’d fought, crouched along each wall. They were all frozen in the act of drawing their powerful stone bows. They fired. Tad spun in a quick circle and leapt, twisting and spinning in the air. His two swords deflected every arrow, and he landed, shooting off straight ahead to the first of the walls so quickly that the archers hadn’t yet begun reloading. He darted to half the wall, where his Zanbato could reach half of the archers in a single swing. He leapt and in a smooth motion sheathed both his swords in his hip once more. His form began to revert to its normal size, but he turned sideways in the air, his body parallel to the ground. He spun and reached for the hilt on his spine, drawing it with both hands.
His body inflated, his form massive. His singular slash carved a ten-foot-deep gouge into the wall; the bird-archers that had been there were dashed into stone. Arrows flew and pierced his hide, but he was so big that it was like they were shooting toothpicks. He thundered across the ground, one hand dragging his enormous sword through the wall as he ran the entire length around the room. His sword caught for an instant on each bird-archer before it exploded in a satisfying detonation. 
Silence enveloped the room once more. 
Only the boss was left, but first, he had to find the button once more. The ceiling was higher this time, so he tossed his weapon into the air, rotating it just so that it would fall tip-first towards the ground. Then he leapt to meet it; it slammed down back into his spine, the hilt resting against the back of his head when he leaned back. He drew his Daisho form, the katana and wakizashi from his hip before he hit the ground. 
The search took longer this time, and between the arrows and the search, his health dropped to 86%. 
His heart beat thunderously as he pressed the button. What kind of boss would this be? The monsters had been so ordinary that they didn’t feel like they belonged in Titan. There had been no strange excess eyes, tongues, or whatnot. These monsters were tougher too; not even his Odachi sword - the only weapon that had damaged the Eyeberus - could scratch them. He’d had to use his superpowered Zanbato to pop them like grapes. 
The walls dropped again. 
Tad waited with bated breath for the dust to clear. 
When it did, he had to stifle his surprise.
A solitary figure, a birdman, stood only six feet tall. Unlike his counterparts made of stone, his flesh seemed to pulsate with twisted veins of darkness, his skin deathly pale. The birdman turned its head sideways to study Tad with one of its blind eyes, a white film stretched over its surface. Its skin drooped across its body, as if it was either ancient or exposed to endless radiation, and its skin was melting. Held in its hands was a single short-sword, about the size of Tad’s smaller sword, his wakizashi, and it held a small buckler in the other. A bow was strapped across its back.
Tad smiled at his gruesome opponent. “This is more like it.”
The birdman opened its beak and worms wriggled within its mouth. It screeched a horrible noise, grating on Tad’s psyche, as it spiraled toward Tad in a single beat of its wings. It was fast!
Tad rushed to meet it, his swords racing to deflect his opponent’s weapon. Their main blades clashed, and Tad swung with his offhand toward the monster’s neck. Its buckler met Tad’s second attack. In a furious exchange, their weapons darted and sliced, each trying to gain the advantage. The birdman was more defensive, light-footed and dexterous. It deftly dodged and blocked all of Tad’s advancing attacks, but Tad was quicker in his Daisho form and he pushed the bird to the edge of its abilities, until he saw his first opening. The buckler had been knocked across the birdman’s front, exposing his side. Tad’s wakizashi blurred as it dove into his side.
The Birdman’s wing flickered outward, something immensely strong gripped and pinned Tad’s wrist. The Birdman screeched again, victorious as it flipped into the air, using Tad’s wrist as leverage, and drove its shortsword toward Tad’s heart. Tad rolled backward, taking the bird down with him. His foot caught the side of the shortsword and his other foot planted firmly on the Birdman’s chest. He kicked as he came out of the roll, sending his opponent soaring, but not before its blade sliced across Tad’s leg.
The Birdman soared through the air gracefully, landing a hundred feet away. Turning to look at Tad with its other eye, it drew its bow. 
But not with its hands. 
Tad watched in slight disgust as he saw what had grabbed his wrist. The bird’s wings were made up of endless hands that had been folded down to look like feathers. The wings were stretched above the Birdman’s head, the bow turned sideways as it was drawn and the arrow released.
The arrow was so fast that it slipped through Tad’s two blades as they flashed to block it. It shot straight through the bottom left side of his abdomen. Tad grunted in pain as a chunk of darkness dripped off his darkness bar. He sped toward the Birdman, trying to close the distance. Another arrow flew, straight through his shoulder this time, but then Tad reached him, engaging him in another whirlwind of violence. The shortsword and buckler flashed, its smaller range perfect for close defense. The bow stretched taut on its back once more.
It was going to fire, at this range? Even fully engaged in combat?
The arrow struck Tad straight through the throat, pinning him to the hilt of his Zanbato behind his neck and forcing his flesh to heal around the shaft. Simultaneously, Tad’s katana finally pierced the birdman’s defenses, its blade dragging across the hardened skin. A terrible grinding noise rang out as sparks flew. Dark blood filled Tad’s lungs as he dropped his wakizashi and rolled away, pulling the stone arrow from his throat. He dropped it to the ground as he got to his feet, summoning his wakizashi back to his left hand. He coughed once to clear away a bubble of black blood that hadn’t yet reabsorbed into his lungs. His stomach dropped at the results of that last exchange.
The birdman boss before him only appeared to have flesh but was made of the same hard material as all the other monsters he’d fought in here, though it had the speed of his Daisho form. 
Tad glanced at his health bar; it had dropped to 62%, most of which hadn’t been from self-immolation. He retreated with a giant flap of his wings, barely dodging another arrow with the increased distance. He studied his opponent. How the crap was he supposed to beat this guy with his current abilities? He had been right to fear that the monsters of Titan were scaling faster than him, and now he was here with a boss that seemed to exceed him in almost every category.
Grow to match him.
The feeling pulsed through his soul. Tad nodded as he exhaled deeply. All this time, he’d felt rusty. The fights had been thrilling, but they hadn’t felt right. This was the feeling he’d been missing. The monsters up to this point had all been near or below his level, but not this bird monster before him. It pressed him beyond his ability, forcing him to innovate and grow. He basked in the feeling of challenge, knowing that he was either going to perish or grow.
Even the Eyeberus hadn’t felt so oppressive, but Tad found himself gritting his teeth into a smile. With 62% of his life remaining, he’d have to be careful. This quickly in Daisho mode, his self-immolation barely tickled his health bar. His eyes rested on the birdman, who strutted forward, as if he’d already won, beak held proudly in the air. Tad’s blade hadn’t even left a mark. Tad slipped another arrow as he backed away, at the same pace as his approaching enemy. 
He would have to trap him, pin him somewhere that he couldn’t dodge, and then smash him with his Zanbato form. 
If he mis-timed it, Tad was certain he wouldn’t have a second shot. With how strong this monster was, and Tad’s inability to revert to his Daisho form quickly, it would be fatal. 
He had one chance at this. A glance away from his enemy showed no great place for an ambush like the one he’d envisioned in his mind. Tad gritted his teeth. He’d have to corner him, corner his enemy and then go for broke. 
His fight with the twin lizards flashed before his mind. 
Perhaps he could do it again. 
“Ultimate icebolt.” Tad cast the spell, summoning up a huge wall of ice before him as the bird launched another arrow. 
Tad watched with bated breath; it was magical ice, it should be impervious to physical attacks. 
The arrow slammed into the ice, stopping dead in its tracks. Tad pressed the handle of his wakizashi into his mouth. As he’d done before in the lizard fight, Tad slicked his left hand over his other arm, but he didn’t stop there. He slipped back past another arrow before he drew a plate of ice across his chest, legs, down his shins, careful to skip the joints. He painted his face, all he could without obscuring his vision or hearing. He let the next arrow hit him, square in the chest. It bounced off. 
He could do this. 
Lastly, he spat his wakizashi out, and caught it, tossing his katana in the air only long enough to slick ice across his left arm, then catching it too.
He flew forward and engaged the birdman again. The screech of metal on stone rang out as Tad slipped past the birdman’s defenses time and time again, trusting his impromptu ice armor to stop the birdman’s shortsword.
It worked.
Each stab felt like a sledgehammer driving into his ribs while wearing plate mail, but the brunt of the damage was deflected. The perfectly clear ice didn’t chip or even crack. Still, Tad had not been able to cause any meaningful damage.
Pressing the wakizashi handle in between his jaws once more, he couldn’t sheath it without losing speed. He bit down hard and slipped past his enemy’s defenses, touching the monster’s joints and freezing them, the opposite of what Tad had done to himself. 
The battle turned quickly. Tad froze the birdman’s elbows, then knees, then froze an arrow to the bow that was firing periodically, jamming the string in place. Then Tad gave his opponent a huge shove. It twisted and flew through the air, but Tad flew faster, freezing its wings in place. It fell like a stone.
Why had he never used icebolt like this before? It might not work on a void, but on monsters who couldn’t use magic... They didn’t stand a chance.
Tad followed the plummeting birdman with a flap of his wings. He spat out his wakizashi and gripped its handle, sheathing both swords directly into his hip as he spun and reached overhead to unsheath his Zanbato.
“Void Firewall!” Tad cast the spell along the length of his Zanbato as he drew it from his spine. The black fire roared incredibly hot. He landed on the ground, smashing all the weight of his giant form and enormous flaming sword right atop the stone bird.
With an enormous crack, the melting-skinned bird exploded in a cloud of shrapnel. The flame of Tad’s sword melted the ice the instant before contact.
Tad roared in victory, exhilaration flowing through him. He felt back in his element, using everything that he was, that he had, and pouring it into combat to outwit and defeat a superior opponent.
Even aflame, Tad threw his sword in the air and sheathed it into his spine, returning to normal size; the flames extinguished in his soul. 
He walked over to the bird and unhinged his jaw, allowing his fingerteeth to consume its gooey flesh interior. 
He replayed the bird’s death in his mind.
The bird was winning. It was superior close and superior far. It would be a battle of attrition. He fired arrow after arrow, but the demon dodged. So be it. Did the demon think he couldn’t see it burning up before his eyes? It had been completely unable to harm him.
Then the demon did something that unsettled all his confidence. It painted a shell of ice carefully across its body. He shot an arrow straight at its chest; it bounced off harmlessly. The demon flashed forward. Too quick! Quicker than before! He brought up his buckler, swung his shortsword, but it clanged harmlessly off. He tried to twist, but his joints were locked.
He looked at his knee. Ice! He’d gotten caught! 
More ice froze him, robbing him of his ability to defend himself. 
It was then the demon took to the sky. The birdman craned his neck to follow him. The demon grew large, his blue eyes flashing in death, his sword exploded fifty feet long, then exploded into black flame.
Terror settled in the birdman’s chest. 
What in all of Titan was he fighting? 
The blackness of death swallowed him; he barely registered the enormous crushing force or the heat of the flame.
Tad pushed past the death vision; it didn’t bother him as much as the others. He blinked to regain his vision, to stare at two gleaming titanfruit before him on the ground. Black holes swirled at their center, their flesh as transparent as red glass.
With two more points, he only had two options. He brought up both options.
*Destroyer Physicality: 0/5 - Increase sheer physical abilities in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite.
Support form Skill Tree: 
One-handed Skill Tree: 0/1 
Two-handed Skill Tree: 0/1 
Ranged Weapon Skill Tree: 0/1 
Unarmed Skill Tree: 0/1
Throwing Weapon Skill Tree 0/1*
He could unlock his support tree and hope for something that could increase his strength, or he could go for the sure-fire upgrade, past immolation resistance, and choose Destroyer Physicality. As much as he wanted to explore the one and two-handed skill trees, they were a gamble, and right now he needed a sure thing.
Tad placed a 5th point into immolation resistance, unlocking his tier 2 skills, and put his final point into Destroyer Physicality.
*12% infinite! 13% infinite!* 
For an instant, time seemed to stretch before him, his heartbeat stopped in his chest. He was strapped to a rocket, as he flew through his journey of growing power. His legs and toes both went numb, his breath stolen from his lungs, but even this sensation became his new normal as he grew accustomed to its upward trajectory.
More text scrawled across his vision. *Allocate 9 more points into any tier 2 skill to unlock tier 3 skills*
Tad scrolled up the tree, looking for the tier 3 skills, eager to read their descriptions, but even their descriptions were locked. Tad frowned at that. He wished he could see what he was working toward, like the tier 2 skills had allowed him to do.
The urge to transform again to see the new modifications to his destroyer mode flowed through him. Just how had his physicality changed, how strong had he become?
Even before the weariness hit, he laid down in the rubble of his fallen foe, out of habit, knowing that the weariness was about to hit.
Then it did.
And he was whisked off to troubled dreams.
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Chapter 12


The boy and Fenrir wandered in the darkness for a time. 
“Where are we supposed to go now?”
Fenrir walked, silent footstep after silent footstep. “Floor two.”
“Oh. That makes sense.” Through his tail, he felt his connection to the darkness and searched for the second floor of Titan, pulling it to meet them.
Fenrir’s fur stood on end stiffly, his walking stopped abruptly. “Do you hear that?”
The darkness seemed to groan and tremble, physical vibrations causing the darkness to quiver. “It’s floor two. I’m bringing it to us.” The boy’s reply caused the wolf to relax, not fully, but somewhat. Fenrir studied him with another wave of curiosity blooming in their bond.
A giant, white-boned door appeared in the darkness, like a ghost against the black. As it drew closer, the boy noted that it was dripping with a deep red liquid that seemed too viscous to be blood. A large red number ‘2’ was written at the center of the door. The door itself screamed a horrible howling noise that sounded like the wind passing through trees as it drew closer and closer.
Something about the appearance of this door caught in the boy’s gut. Door two was the wrong door. They weren’t ready for what lay inside of this one. It was something living, something eternal. The boy turned and broke into a sprint. “Fenrir, run! This is the wrong floor.” The two fled like roaches before a sudden light, and they were fast. Faster than fast. The two slipped through the darkness and the door scraped and howled, giving chase. He knew it wouldn’t stop, not until it caught them, but he’d bought time.
“If not floor two, where should we go next?” Fenrir’s voice was alert, yet it seemed to hunger.
The boy closed his eyes for a moment, feeling. Fenrir raced past, only to double back. A number came to his mind’s eye. “Four. We should start on floor four.”
The wolf growled. “And why is that?”
“It’s where the weakest one resides.”
Fenrir’s head tilted to the side. “The weakest what?”
The image of a sun flashed in the boy’s mind. “The weakest creator,” he strained to summon the fourth door, but it wasn’t as eager as the second door. He pulled with the might of his will through his tail, and finally, the fourth door budged. “This way,” he took off in another sprint, back the way they’d come.
“But that’s directly toward door number two!” Fenrir made a confused whimper like a dog.
“It’ll be a close pass, but we’ll make it.”
The two of them raced through the darkness, the howling of the second door growing doubly loud with every step as they raced toward each other.
Finally, the blood-red ghastly door appeared in the darkness, louder than ever. They would miss it by a good foot. He turned to call over his shoulder, “Ready, Fenrir?”
The wolf howled in response.
Suddenly, the door was upon them and time seemed to slow. The number 2 burst into purple and gold flames and the boy pivoted, aiming to blow right past the door on his right, Fenrir flanked his left side.
The frame of the door seemed to unravel, the bones turning into a claw that exploded gold with brilliant light. A sudden explosion of light, where there should be none, blinded the boy fully, stopping his step for half an instant. Fenrir’s jaws clamped on the boy’s wrist, throwing him out of the way of something that swiped like lightning.
And then they were past the door, it hissed with fury, but struggled to turn to give chase, as if its orientation were fixed, or incredibly difficult to move.
“Alpha’s creations!” Fenrir swore. “That was the creator third of Raekast in that door.”
“Yeah, wrong door,” the boy panted, not entirely sure what he meant.
Once again, the still silence of Titan took root as the howling door behind them extinguished. The further they went, the more the darkness before them seemed to stiffen, growing colder and colder. Even though it was all made of the same darkness, the quality of this blackness was completely different. They pressed forward, as if they were climbing through a million needles all pointed in their direction. It felt like they were about to puncture themselves with every step they took. It almost forced the boy to stop. Just as he was about to, a new door appeared.
The frame was a slender gold, made as if from thousands upon thousands of gleaming hairs plucked from an angel, then woven into an intricate material that seemed to be collapsing under the weight of itself, almost as if it were melting. Yet the door was intact.
“This door has none of the power of the last,” Fenrir noted.
The boy nodded. “To go in order was a mistake. If we were exploring the dungeon naturally, it never would have taken us there.”
Fenrir grunted. “What do you mean?”
The boy frowned, thinking. “I think it’s counting down.” After a moment, he continued to the door. “As you said, this is our lair, and it reacts according to our wishes.” He paused just in front of the door; the golden handle looked like a small doll’s head dripping with the same golden hair. He looked back in the direction from which they came. “I believe intruders would have had to use the stairs. The raptor man back there would have directed us to them had we asked.”
Fenrir growled softly. “We should stick to the stairs from now on then, to avoid any further... mistakes.”
“If that’s what you want.” The boy blinked twice at the soft glow of the door. Now that he was right before it, he could see the darkness of this place infecting each strand of golden hair that made up the door - it was almost the same phenomenon as Fenrir’s chains, but the opposite. Here the dark encroached on the light, not the other way around. The boy looked back at his companion. “Ready?”
“What should I expect?” Fenrir asked calmly.
The boy felt inward. “I don’t know, but whoever is in there doesn’t want us to intrude. It’s not the same eager hunger as the last door.”
“Even the darkness feels like it has fangs,” Fenrir said.
“It suffers, and wishes to push everything away, so that nothing will hurt it further.” The boy knew a kindred spirit when he felt it. This being inside knew a great pain. 
Perhaps this creature knew the answers his heart yearned to know.
The boy gripped the handle, which squished under his grip like rotten fruit. A foul, dark liquid dripped from the hairs he grabbed. His fingers eagerly slurped up the darkness. He turned it and it opened with an audible click.
The two of them stood somewhere completely different.
They stood in the center of what could only be an ancient holy building, but everything was completely bled of color. A large and grey cavernous room had been erected, the vaulted ceiling was made of a polished stone. The center of the roof was even further elevated in a dome, at the very center of which hung a grey male figure. He was pinned to the underside of a beam that hung at the very center. A pure black nail was driven through his wrists. His thin, emaciated body was inverted, his arm and abdominal muscles flexed to hold himself unmoving in the air. The rest of the man was completely bare besides a small wrap around his loins.
The hanging figure’s face was screwed up as if he were in some great agony. An impossibly long grey beard grew, twisting down more than fifty feet to coil in a spiral that grew upon itself, forming a tidy volcano around a pedestal that it hugged. Grey blood dripped from his wrists, ran down his arms, then down his neck to pool on his forehead where it formed into droplets, splashing into a chalice on a raised pedestal directly beneath him. It splashed rhythmically, one drop per second, never faster, never slower.
“What is this?” The boy spoke, half in horror, half in awe. He couldn’t tear his eyes from the figure at the pinnacle of this building, of this suffering figure. It was as if the entire building was designed to point to him; everything was sloped upward, and even the patterns on the walls and floors drew the eyes to where this man suffered. His voice echoed once amongst the stone walls before it died unnaturally, a man suddenly suffocated by a pillow.
“Why do you intrude?” The voice rang out from above. The tone of the man’s voice was dead and listless.
The boy answered with the truth. “We’re here to progress through the dungeon.”
The man’s torso trembled slightly, though he kept his arms perfectly still, and the blood continued to fall at the proper pace. It took a moment for the boy to realize that the man was laughing.
“Fools. You wish to hasten your discovery?” The man finally looked down, and a wave of familiarity crashed through the boy. Somehow he knew this man. He’d seen him before. “Though perhaps you seek redemption and penance as I do, even now. I have come further than some, but not as far as others - the trinity is above me, their faith unwavering.”
The boy tilted his head with curiosity; he spoke to the man on the ceiling. “If you’re a creator, why do you let those restraints bind you?”
The man’s shoulders drooped, as if deflated, but his legs stayed above his head, inverted. “It is as you say. At any time, I could break my restraints, but I willingly embrace this punishment, now and forever.”
“Why?” The boy couldn’t understand; he yearned to understand. This was a man who knew great suffering; he might know the way through it.
“His holiness teaches me the way. He designed my trial to hold my mind to this realm. I submit of my own free will and volition, that I may not suffer a worse fate than this.”
“So he’s coercing you?”
The grey man shook his head, careful not to interrupt the perfectly steady patter of grey blood dripping into the chalice below. His control was mesmerizing. “This suffering is what keeps me attached to reality. It sustains me against the futility of existence itself.”
The boy had no idea what this man was talking about. “What is your name?”
“Gunter. Gunter Hyde.”
Almost like a vision, a memory of a golden streak stopping in the middle of a perfectly black sky appeared in the boy’s mind. In a golden shockwave, the darkness retreated back beyond the horizon. He’d seen it dozens upon dozens of times. Somehow he knew that this creature before him had been the same as the one in his fragmented memory.
“You’re grey now; you weren’t always like that.”
For the first time, a spark of life seemed to ignite in the man’s eyes. “Have we met before?”
The boy shrugged. “I don’t think so. But I’ve seen you...” He searched for the word. It came. “You scrubbed the sky before.”
The ember in his eyes died. “I’m grey because I’ve lost the will to live, but my eternal nature compels me to live forever. Within Titan, this place of unending darkness, there is only suffering. Only the suffering fills me with meaning enough to justify my existence. It is better to suffer than to not feel anything.”
That last sentence stirred a hot wave of anger and pain in the boy’s chest. He withdrew only a step from the grey creator held by the spikes, but the man saw it.
“You are one who has suffered great pain,” the man studied him with his lifeless grey eyes that slid over, yet there was no pupil. “His eminence claims only through the path of pain can you find peace.” His eyes slipped from the boy to the pedestal of grey blood. It was filled to the brim, and each splash of new blood should have overflowed the chalice, but the ripples never spilled over the edge. “My beard proves my perfection. It measures my mastery. It contains a record of trials, of my victory of dripping my blood into the chalice.”
The steady patter and splash continued like a metronome, perfect every second.
“What happens if you miss?”
Hyde looked back at the boy, as if considering something before shaking his head. “In the end, it matters not whether I continue this task. I have already grown my beard long enough to increment.” Hyde concentrated, as if stretching a muscle he hadn’t used in a long time, and suddenly his flesh steamed, the wounds healing around the black spike.
For three seconds, the patter continued from still-airborne drops of grey blood. Then, silence.
Black flames rippled across the surface of the grey liquid, overflowing from the chalice. The flames poured down the pedestal, igniting the ancient grey beard wrapped so neatly around it. The flames took only a moment to climb the 50 feet of the beard to where Hyde began to scream. His entire body was engulfed in black flame.
The boy’s stomach wrenched at the sight, but Hyde tore side to side, with careful control against the restraints pinning both of his wrists together, opening the wound ever-so-slightly once more.
The flames extinguished at the second drop of blood that landed within the now empty chalice, the pitter-patter sounds several octaves higher now that it was empty.
His eternally long beard had been consumed in an instant, his face healed from the black flames, his natural skeptical sneer rested on his face, his eyes heavy-lidded. “Do you know how long eternity is?” His voice echoed once against the stone walls before it died unnaturally.
With the beard no longer wrapped around the pedestal holding the chalice, the boy saw a number carved into its side. It grew white hot, then flipped, incrementing once.
36,744,801.
The boy’s heart almost seized. He stared, horrified, back and forth from the chalice to Hyde himself. “What does that number represent?” His voice was nary a whisper.
“It keeps track of how many times my beard has grown long enough to touch the water, and then how many times I have let it ignite, to start anew. It marks the times I have proved my perfection. It is this task, and this task alone, that is responsible for my continued sanity. It is for this reason why I have not succumbed to the ravages of time and lost my every mental faculty, unlike the others.”
“What others?” Fenrir growled.
Hyde had to concentrate, as if remembering something he had not thought of for millennia. “Half of Tidwell’s companions remain sane. One, the warlord, died. Another went insane long ago. They are remarkable.” His voice was thick with praise. “As long as I have been here, they have eclipsed my stay countless times over. I rush to catch up, but our time here progresses in the same manner. There is no room to progress. No inch to gain. They are forever my seniors.”
“And Zero?”
Hyde’s countenance showed great shame. Shame and guilt. “How his excellency endures this eternity is beyond my understanding. His Lord’s mind is stronger than a vice, his will more resilient than perfect steel. It is from him I learn, from him I study, not that I may take place one day in his kingdom.” His eyes grew dark. “No, I desire no seat in any kingdom. I only wish that someday he may activate the great extinction, that he might end suffering itself.”
Fenrir gasped aloud; the unexpected sound caused the boy to jump. “You’re infected. By the infinity of Nothingness!” Fenrir’s jaw remained partially open.
The boy peered, uncertain of what the wolf was talking about.
And then he saw it.
The more he looked, the more his skin crawled. Hyde’s body was an illusion. Parts of it dissolved into nothingness before restarting again from nothing. Somehow, the boy’s mind had refused to see it for what it was. Instead, it had connected the pieces, making it seem like one body. How had he not seen this!
Hyde gave a great wail of suffering. “Not even he, the Lord of all, can undo what Alpha has created. Not without partial activation, not without consuming everything within Titan.” A fervent zeal swelled on his face as he ripped one wrist entirely from the black spike in a shower of grey blood, causing the flames of the pedestal to lick up once more. Then he tore the other wrist from its prison. He floated to the ground, his countenance darkening in proportion to the brighter and brighter glow of his flesh. The nothingness that had permeated his body, erasing huge swaths of his flesh, vanished, infusing his being with a perfect white-gold light. “That would only prolong suffering! All must be consumed if he is to be victorious. All must fall! Even Alpha must perish!” His voice shook the entire building, echoing once before dying fully.
“Be ready! He’s coming!” Fenrir snarled.
The boy turned his torso to the side, like a duelist, his left arm up before him in preparation, his right arm pinned to his ribs with a punch cocked. Hyde dashed forward, so fast that the boy lost him for a second. Hyde pivoted one way, flying off to his left, but a disembodied fist rushed toward his face. Snarling, snapping jaws sank into Hyde’s forearm, altering the course of the punch. The boy, too, slapped at the punch, deflecting it more, but moving the fist was like trying to change the course of a train barreling toward you with a slap! Hyde’s fist punched entirely through his right shoulder, which evaporated in a mist of black blood, flinging him back, slamming into one of the perfectly grey walls, staining it with his blood. The next instant, Fenrir slammed into the boy’s chest, cracking his ribs, before the wolf fell to the ground, slack and unmoving.
A dozen fist-sized holes were visible across Fenrir’s form.
Darkness swirled in through his tail, repairing the wound almost instantly, and the boy reached out, touching Fenrir, and his wounds too vanished.
Hyde recoiled in surprise, a look of disgust on his face. “What are you?”
The boy ignored the question. “Fenrir, how do I get stronger?”
Fenrir’s breathing was labored. “I have no idea.”
The boy changed the question. “How does a creator get stronger?”
“He just wills it to be so, and it is.”
The boy nodded. He could do that.
“What you are matters not. I will deliver you to my master, and he shall break you like the rest.” Hyde’s power exploded, racing higher and higher.
The boy gritted his teeth and tried to push his strength upward, but nothing happened.
Hyde flew in like a flash, far faster than before. A kick broke the boy’s kneecap backwards, and he stumbled back into the wall behind him. At the same time, Hyde leapt into the air and slammed a vicious downward punch directly into the boy’s jaw. The boy was crushed to the ground, where he bounced a solid foot back into the air. Disembodied floating limbs were bashing the boy from side to side. A foot kick caught him under the jaw, launching him upward, and simultaneously Hyde seemed to spin and slam him with both hands clenched together.
The boy’s rib cage shattered and he flew across the room in an instant, slamming into the pillar holding the cup in the middle of the room. From the empty cup on the grey pedestal shot chains that coiled around the boy’s broken torso.
Hyde wasted no time; in a burst of speed, his knee flew and slammed into the boy’s jaw once more. 
“Run! This is a fight we cannot win!” Fenrir roared, his powerful legs leapt, throwing himself once more between the two of them. The phantom knee made from the nothingness caught him squarely in the jaw, and his entire skull exploded in shrapnel that pierced the boy’s chest in a storm of bone.
The boy fled.
He pushed his entire being down through his tail that was still connected with the darkness of Titan, just below the grey stones, just in time to dodge a thunderous uppercut, designed to take his head off.
For a time, he moved as a pure bolus of darkness through what felt like a wormhole. Once he felt he was a safe distance from where Hyde could pursue, the boy popped out, back once more into the dark ethereal wasteland. Darkness spread on all sides, as if he were in the infiniteness of outer space, yet all stars had long since died aeons before this moment.
The boy’s heart beat wildly. He reached out a hand and formed Fenrir a new body. “Fenrir, if that was the weakest of the creators within Titan, then what can we do here?”
Fenrir shook his entire body like a wet dog, though his eyes were deep in thought. “I don’t know what you are,” he said flatly.
The boy wrinkled his brow in confusion. “What do you mean?”
“You’re not a creator, but you’re not a void either. Whatever you did in that black vortex, it fundamentally changed you.”
A flash of memories tried to push into his head, but the boy recoiled from them as a wave of dread sunk into his heart. He clutched at his chest, suddenly breathing hard.
Fenrir’s eyes narrowed slightly. “I shouldn’t have said anything about that.”
The boy waved a hand. “No, it’s okay.” He took a deep breath and his heart stabilized, the pain retreating. “If I’m not a creator, then how can I put on more strength?”
“Can you open your stats?”
“Stats.”
The boy waited but nothing happened. “No.” Something wriggled at the edge of his perception, just atop Fenrir. The boy blinked at the realization of what it was. “I can’t open mine, but I can open yours.” The boy reached out and tapped the pane. It appeared before his eyes.
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“You’re a creator?”
Fenrir bowed his head slightly. “And will be forever.” His irises contracted. “That you can see my stats, but not yours is alarming.”
“In what way?”
“Before, we both had stats, and we grew together, but as I said, now you are a different creature. I know not the path that leads you forward any longer.”
The boy frowned. “Well, maybe you could tell me about what I was before, a void you said, maybe that would be a hint forward.”
“I doubt it,” Fenrir growled. “A void has to claw for strength, has to grow by defeating monsters, and is limited by the level-up program in how fast they can improve.”
The mention of a level-up program caused a flash of memory, of him opening his own stat window, and instead of pushing that thought away, he pulled at the stat window, as he had in his memory.
A blank slate of glass appeared before his eyes. “It’s blank.”
Fenrir tilted his head. “What is blank?”
“My stats. The pane of glass is here, but... there’s nothing on it.” The boy looked back to Fenrir’s stats. “Plus, it looks like you can’t gain experience, and even your stats are set to one.”
“That shouldn’t be, not here,” Fenrir sounded alarmed. “I thought entering Titan would remove Omega’s restrictions...”
The boy nodded, feeling slightly faint. “I don’t know how to get stronger, but I’ve got to do something. Hyde was too much for us, and if he’s the weakest floor in this dungeon, then I’ll need somewhere to train.” He reached out to the darkness, pushing his desire out into the void, and found an ancient floor, a different floor labeled ‘1.’ “This way,” he called over his shoulder, as he was already on the move in the direction he felt.
The darkness flew past, a cold blanket torn and torn again. Fenrir seemed to struggle to keep up and the boy lowered the pace to match the wolf.
They came to a small wooden door, made of what looked like a cheap imitation of wood, with a small ring the size of the boy’s pinky-nail that served as the doorknob.
“What is this?” Fenrir asked.
The boy frowned. Inside he understood it, but to put it into words was difficult. “This darkness... It is infinite. It has an infinite number of first floors.” He shook his head. “Does that make any sense?”
“As is the way with infinity, if it had limitations, it would not be infinite,” Fenrir stated matter-of-factly. “But what is inside?”
“Monsters, I think. Roughly equal to our strength.”
Fenrir gave him a pointed glance. “My strength or your strength?”
The boy eyed the wolf, trying to assess his strength, but failed. “Closer to mine, I think.”
Fenrir nodded. “I will grow to match.”
“Well said.” As the words left his mouth, an image of walking through the corridors of an obsidian tower, standing before a giant glossy-black boss door, pushed into his memory. He shook it off and grabbed the tiny wooden doorknob, tearing the door off its hinges. “Oops.” He stepped in quickly, and Fenrir followed, before he lamely tried to fit the door back into the jamb. Finally, he sewed it shut with his tail, disconnecting from the eternal darkness for just a moment.
“There’s one thing you should be aware of,” Fenrir spoke, his voice deadly serious.
“What is that?” The boy turned from the door to the wolf, reattaching his tail to the darkness.
“It’s about your fighting style.”
“What about it?”
Fenrir hesitated, then pushed through it with a grimace. “It is nothing unnatural, but if left untreated, it will be fatal.”
“What is wrong with it?” He asked.
“Early on, before you had genuine power, you fought differently than you do now.”
The boy tried to remember such a time, but the images that came to his mind were too painful to look at. “How did I fight back then?”
“You fought creatively.”
“And now?”
“You rely too much on your strength.”
The boy furrowed his eyebrows. “And that’s a bad thing?”
Fenrir nodded once. “It is the natural progression. At first, when you lack strength, you must wriggle and strive for every victory, using your full capacity. Soon, however, you grasp true strength, and that need for creativity is suffocated. Instead, you put your full confidence in the strength of your arm.”
The boy nodded, following the conversation.
Fenrir continued, “And that may work for a time, as long as you outclass your opponent. All voids stagnate in the development of their skill, at least for a time. Until they recognize the true danger of the full destructive potential of their trained creativity. When you start out, you play games, not of your own choice. When you are strong, you discard the games. But when you want to become a veritable monster? You lay the games atop the strength.”
“That’s why I lost to Hyde!” the boy said with a realization. “Sure, he was faster than me, but it was the strangeness of his skills that threw me off balance, and once there, I couldn’t catch back up.”
Fenrir growled, “And seeing how long he’s been here, if his memory is to be trusted, you can imagine how much longer Zero has had to practice his own games.”
A shiver of fear climbed from the base of the boy’s spine.
Even though he didn’t remember much, he remembered this one thing.
Zero was a monster.
A true and endless monster.
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Chapter 13


But when you want to become a veritable monster? You lay the games atop the strength. 
Tad woke, Fenrir’s words still ringing in his head. This was exactly what he’d felt when fighting the birdman, that he’d been relying too much on pure strength. He needed to use everything he was, everything he had access to, to continue to fight these monstrous creatures. He wasn’t fighting each of these dungeons for the sake of fighting... there was more at stake than that. Hyde’s strange attacks flickered through his mind.
Next time, he’d be ready.
He left the sequence dungeon expeditiously and proceeded to the ring finger of the second hand. He emerged from the blackness into a flat and unremarkable place. Orange sand stretched from horizon to horizon, completely level. There was no wind and the heat of the place was tremendous. Tad moved quickly to the only feature that jutted upward unnaturally. A turtle-shell shaped dungeon. Tad frowned as he approached. This was the first time a dungeon had regressed. The door was a golden door again, which meant there would be no normal monsters.
The door also held no symbols.
It was an ominous sign.
What hidden tricks did the dungeon creator have in store?
To be safe, Tad transformed before entering, it would be disastrous to face a boss untransformed. He was also eager to see what his point into ‘Destroyer Physicality’ had won him.
To his delight, his knuckles each came to a viciously sharp point, in between gleamed wickedly sharp obsidian. From his elbows protruded an inch-long blade, and his clawed feet were slightly more curved. A triangular inch between his Achilles tendon and the rest of his foot was completely missing. He pushed a finger clean through experimentally. Power flowed through his muscle fibers which twitched, aching to use the speed waiting at his beck and call. Best yet, he wasn’t so tall and lanky, like a skeleton with skin, there was some solidity to his core, his muscles thicker.
‘Destroyer Physicality’ was the right choice. 
Tad wasted no time and placed his hand on the golden door, striding through. He stood in a foul-smelling marsh. He sank quickly until the smelly brown muck was up to his knees. He could feel it slip freely through the heel of his Achilles triangle, which caused a small wave of disgust. It was a strange sensation for muck to freely pass through his body.
He reached for his odachi with his right hand, his body swelling two feet taller, his muscles growing even more pronounced. Starting with his general performance mode seemed best. He didn’t even try to turn on his perception tendrils as he scanned the vast bog. Like the orange sand realm he’d come from, it was bare of any trees or foliage, but instead was a vast, empty, and flat mudpit, stretching to the horizon in every direction. The inert fingertooth exit standing tall behind him was the only feature of note.
The boss was skating in from the horizon, atop the mud. It was an unimpressive creature, a distant, tiny, white tic-tac. Tad watched it, confused, as the gigantic slug-like creature drew closer and closer, brown spray following in its wake.
It was slow. It looked weak. It honestly didn’t even look like it had any way to attack him, yet it charged forward courageously, perhaps even eagerly.
Tad sheathed his Odachi and pulled his Zanbato from his spine, his form bursting upward until he stood thirty-feet tall. He lifted his fifty-foot long sword high above his head as the slug drew closer. It was roughly a hundred feet long and almost as wide, a pudgy thing. Tad ran to meet it, using all his momentum empowered with all the strength he could muster, he slammed the sword down atop its head.
Green guts flew as Tad crushed just over half of its body, coating him and spraying atop the mud. Tad couldn’t help but feel underwhelmed again. This was really the boss?
An alarm screamed through his head.
*Warning! Chubchub the Fat has cast ‘Cocoon of Evolution!’ Warning!*
The remainder of the white slug curled together tightly, bronze-colored webs shot out, encapsulating itself protectively. Tad surged forward, suddenly realizing why this dungeon had not had monsters or symbols; the dungeon architect had been messing around with health-threshold skills! He swung his sword atop the cocoon, a large crack formed where his massive blade had landed. He lifted it as fast as he could, but it felt like it took forever in this form, and he slammed it down again. A deeper crack and Chubchub the Fat screamed from within. Tad took one hand from his massive Zanbato and clawed the air in front of him. “Omega Firewall!” Shimmering black firewalls sprang up where he’d scratched, painting the surface of the cocoon. Hisses and popping sounds of boiling bugs were deafening, Chubchub itself screamed in a supersonic wail.
Tad slammed his sword atop the firewalled cocoon again, and again, cleaving a deeper dent with each hit. Finally, he chopped the bronze cocoon fully in half, to the squelch of a dying scream.
He paused, breathing heavily from the exertion of lifting that massive weapon, waiting.
Surely, it wouldn’t die without more of a fight.
He lifted his sword and smashed the other sides of the cocoon, over and over until everything was a green, bronze, muddy mess. Only then did he unlatch his jaw and release his monstrously-sized fingerteeth who sped to feed. Tad held his breath. Surely it couldn’t be so simple.
The fingerteeth ate loudly, his own fingers grumbling and snapping at each other that they hadn’t been released to feed. Sure enough, after a moment his fingerteeth sped back, climbing up his form, reattaching to his mouth.
Memories of death filled his vision.
An invader had arrived. Chubchub turned and sped off at full speed. It was time to prove his worth! The creature’s thoughts came in immensely strong feelings and flashes of images, more so than conscious thought. He sped through the spraying mud. His vision was poor, and he saw the invader, a black blob. The black blob grew dramatically and raised something into the air.
A flash of red filled his mind, his brain crushed. His second brain roared to life, casting his cocoon of evolution! 
The invading monster’s enormous sword lifted again and again, hell-fire flames erupted across his cocoon. If only he could finish his transformation! Desperation flowed through his nervous system but he was stuck. If he could just reach his second form, then nothing could stop him! He could sense the power growing in him every second, exploding upward.
Another crash on his cocoon, he knew he wouldn’t survive the next.
His second form would weave into his third, into his fourth. He had become sentient through time immemorial, long after mother Omega had abandoned him, but he’d improved himself all this time, waiting for the catalyst of change, waiting for any intruder to cause the genesis of his many transformations. He had planned it all out! Layered transformation atop transformation, strength upon strength, he had over a thousand layered transformations all ready to go!
He just needed to survive another few seconds!
Finish! He yearned to start the long journey to his final form! 
Darkness came with the final crash.
Tad came to, back in his human form and normal-sized. His massive blade had vanished. He had a strange longing in his chest, a feeling he’d experienced countless times, but this death left a hole in his heart. He turned to look at a pile of green guts that his fingerteeth had missed, some still pulsating, from the monster he’d felled and overcome. He couldn’t get through the intensity of the monster’s regrets. They were so heavy, so sad! They had waited all this time. One part of him couldn’t help but feel shame that he’d rushed to finish the creature, that he hadn’t crushed it when it had been at its peak.
But this was Titan. Tad looked at the gooey remains of his foe. Over a thousand transformations? The mental image stretched forward in his mind, in a flash, and he saw the awesome power that this creature, now dead, had reached for. A shiver rolled up Tad’s back. This monster before him was like Fenrir. Yet, he’d never got his shot. His first transformation had taken too long. Tad had been too strong.
It would have been stupid to let his enemy power up. He’d let Vulcano do it and it had almost proved deadly. Still, he couldn’t help but feel the longing, a deep sadness that he hadn’t seen what Chubchub was capable of. He wanted to see how far he could have pushed his own power. How many of those transformations could Tad have survived and bested?
It could have been a battle for the ages, spurring him on toward growth.
It was a shame.
The two gleaming Titanfruit in the mud broke him out of his reverie, and half-heartedly he scooped them up, his fingers swallowing them eagerly. His mind was still on his regrets.
He didn’t even think about these points, allocating them further, his 2nd and 3rd points into Destroyer Physicality.
*14% infinite! 15% infinite!*
His power soared, his strength accelerating even more dramatically than before, his heartbeat seemed to slow to a crawl, bright colors danced across his mind’s eye, his thoughts swallowed for a time in the sheer increase.
Overcoming his power increase, he was more certain that his choice to put them into destroyer physicality had been correct. His newfound physical strength, stacked atop his Zanbato form, was the only reason he’d been able to smash open that cocoon, avoiding all the transformations that the enormous worm had prepared. 
Still, even as he lay within a bronze shard of the shattered cocoon, in the shell of his defeated enemy, the thought wouldn’t leave his mind. He’d had so many transformations chained, and Tad couldn’t help but wonder ‘what if.’ What would that glorious battle have been like? 
It almost felt like that monster deserved something more. 
Deserved something like a second chance. 
The thought was swallowed by his nightmares.
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Chapter 14


The boy and the wolf stood in the ancient dungeon - that dungeon that, long, long ago, had been the original start of Titan.  
At least one of them.
It was a dismal place. Rotted vegetation covered the ground in endless swaths of gooey vines and other greenery that had long since turned brown and black, a reminder that life had once been here. The two walked along the edge of a plateau that stretched before them, narrowing, with serpentine ravines on either side. The boy craned his neck over the edge and immediately regretted it. There was no bottom to the ravines; instead, they reflected upward the infinite darkness of Titan below. Their platform was only about ten feet across, just longer than the boy’s arm span, and even though he knew he could fly, just the thought of falling endlessly through that darkness caused his skin to crawl. Off in the distance, an enormous giant statue stood, of a blindfolded woman. 
He took a few steps forward, but Fenrir did not follow. The boy turned and examined the wolf; his black fur stood on end, his hackles risen to the max. “What’s wrong?” The boy’s own skin prickled in anticipation as he scanned the winding ravine ahead of him, looking for danger. 
Fenrir held one paw up, frozen in mid-stride, his tail standing straight behind him. His eyes were locked onto the statue ahead of him. “It is watching us.”
The boy examined the statue closer, a shiver running down the length of his back. Her skin was wrinkled and ancient, folded upon itself like a prune. She wore a shimmering blue cloth around her eyes and a plain robe of matching colors. She stood with one foot forward as if bracing herself against something in the act of flowing over her. “Well, we aren’t going to get anywhere just staring at her.” The boy took a few more steps along the path, but Fenrir still wouldn’t follow. “What’s wrong?”
Fenrir’s breathing was frantic and ragged, his eyes never moving from that statue. “Can’t you feel it?”
The boy looked to the statue, then back at Fenrir. “Feel what?”
“Perhaps you didn’t know it as well as I,” Fenrir’s golden eyes flashed. “Gazing upon her, all I can see is death.”
The boy’s eyes snapped back to the statue, concerned. Images flickered through his mind, images of his own body being twisted, his limbs snapped. He saw various flashes of monsters killing him in various ways. A blade through the throat, powerful flat teeth crushing his head, his heart torn from his chest - impaled on a forked hand, and more. The boy blinked, taking a step backward, shaking his head trying to get the images to leave.
“I only felt this from one other person before,” Fenrir breathed, barely a growl. “You.”
The boy’s blood went cold. “Should we leave?” He called.
“Don’t be a coward,” the wolf growled. “When we face death, we meet it head-on.”
The boy nodded, a wave of shame flowing through him.
The two progressed down the plateau, yet the statue didn’t seem to get any closer. The boy glanced back to the wolf, only to find that the path behind them was now missing, swallowed up soundlessly into the pit below them. “Look at that.”
Fenrir turned his huge head almost parallel to his body. “What in the eternities? When did that happen?”
“Something wants us to go forward,” the boy said, his nerves climbing to the back of his throat. He looked at the statue once more. “We meet it head-on.” Despite his words, he wanted more than anything to turn and run - he was only glad the wolf didn’t comment on it.
The two continued down the straight path until it narrowed further and further, until it was just as wide as his foot, and then past until it was as thin as a cord. A glance back showed Fenrir, his furry elbows crossing neatly as he tightrope-walked the paper-thin ledge.
And then it stopped.
At the very end of the path, stood the statue, though she was no longer distant, nor seemingly huge.
“Welcome, Destroyer,” a dry voice spoke, though the woman’s mouth did not move.
“Who are you?” The boy’s perception tendrils scraped through the woman, but felt nothing.
“I am an observer of events both past and present. I am here to help you,” she looked from the boy to the wolf. “Both of you. I know not of things to come, just of things that are and have been.”
The boy was cautious of anyone who professed to help, but couldn’t stifle his curiosity. “What kind of events?”
The hag smiled, thin-lipped. “In the beginning, before the beginning, and without beginning, for there was no beginning, there was Alpha,” the woman crooned. “Alpha is Eternal, Eternal as Omega, both existing in perfect balance, swirling around each other like oil and water. Back then, both were unaware of each other’s existence. Both assumed that they were alone.”
“Alpha was driven forward by their innate creativity, driven to create. Omega, however, was compelled to destroy, but separated as they were, one without the other, neither was able to fully fulfill their desires.”
“To further explore this problem, Alpha created from within. They partitioned their souls, and from one they created eight, two by two, in pairs.”
“Vulcanis and Xen. Meridithious and Leonidis. Fencorus and Panthera, and finally, though they were formed first, Adam and Eve. Each shard of Alpha learned and grew in wisdom and stature, specializing in their own interests. Vulcanis studied the forge, Xen, nature. Meredithious studied peace and Leonidis, war. Fencorus studied strategy, Panthera, guile. Adam studied systems, but Eve, Eve studied life.”
The boy looked to Fenrir who seemed entranced at this telling of a story the wolf had told before. He could feel Fenrir’s curiosity bubbling behind a wall of clarifying questions he wanted to ask but refused yet to do, in worry that he might derail the telling of the story.
The old hag continued, “Eve was the first to understand that life without its opposite was impossible to create, though she did not know life’s opposite - she sought to discover it. She could create puppets and robotic creatures, but nothing that imitated Alpha in their ability to think and act for themselves. Her creations had no will of their own. Crafted from pure essence, these creations were infused with the will of Alpha. Eve’s relentless desire for true life, to create something that resembled herself, drove her to discover the void. Beyond the eternity of fire and crystal, the barrier that had always been, she felt a stillness. Something she couldn’t sense. She brought the discovery to the council. Remarkable as she was, she was able to convince them that whatever lay beyond their ability to sense must have some value. So together, the council, wielding the full power of Alpha for the first time since their fracture, drilled a hole into reality itself.”
The woman paused and turned her blind gaze from Fenrir to the boy. “The act itself was so violent it shook both sides of eternity. Their own power was reflected back into them, amplified until it grew, severing the consciousness of all eight simultaneously. This was the moment that Eve discovered the concept of death. Of unbeing. Never in all their time as Alpha had they been anything but fully conscious and in control, but in this moment, Eve discovered non-existence. She formulated a theory that if she could create a lifeform that were to emerge from a state of non-existence, it could surely return back into that same state. She brought this line of thinking forward and earnestly pleaded with the other shards of Alpha to pursue the same.
“For a time, Alpha walked together with this as their goal, but their understanding was shallow and too rudimentary to please Eve’s desire for progress.” The woman looked back to Fenrir. “That was until Eve consumed the first shard of the void.”
A wave of surprise shot through the Wolf’s bond as he stood slightly taller, even leaning forward. “She shouldn’t have been able to do that. Alpha and Omega cannot touch.”
“They can touch,” the severe woman grinned a tight-lipped grin. “But once they do, they become something else. They become almost...” Her vision flicked over to the boy, then back to Fenrir. “Human.” Her smile widened further, revealing a smile like two hands set atop each other, palms together, fingers curled almost into a fist. Her wriggling fingerteeth were silent, though they squirmed and caressed each other.
“You’re Omega,” the boy said with a sudden flash of realization.
If Fenrir had been surprised before, it was nothing compared to the flash of panic that was shared through their bond. Though to his credit, he stood taller even than before, teeth exposed in an ugly snarl.
The gaunt woman nodded. “I was Omega, she who tempted Eve to consume, promised that she would understand the concept of death, to more fully give her creations life. But I am not Omega any longer. I am just the whisper of the sigh of what I once was.”
“Yes, I was there in the beginning, before the beginning, and I existed as unfulfilled as Alpha themselves. It was I who tempted Eve, who got her to partake of the first shard of the void. Through Eve’s cooperation, it was I who gave birth to my children, to the voids who live within my spire in the eternities, though it was under Eve’s watchful eye. And in reciprocity, I sheltered the children of Eve in the stillness of the void, past Alpha’s own spire reaching into my domain. The voids tilted toward Omega, the humans toward Alpha, though we each had a tendril in each other’s work. We formed a tenuous alliance, hidden from Alpha. I wished that my children could grow to be like the children of Alpha. As such, Eve recruited one she trusted, her other half, she recruited Adam, the creator and purveyor of systems. For a time, the three of us worked in harmony, until Adam betrayed us. He informed the council of our works, not out of a desire to betray, but to bring them too, into the fold of our discoveries. Adam was like that, too trusting and forthright for his own good, and now he suffers for that inability to keep his oath to Eve, though even that end draws nigh. I worked toward the elevation of all creatures, that they might grow in their own capacity, that they might become more like Alpha, more like my previous self.”
“You just wanted to destroy,” the boy stated flatly. She’d said so earlier.
The woman smiled wider. “A rudimentary understanding of destruction. Death is the great selector - just as Alpha brings creatures forth from essence and gives them will of their own to prove themselves, Omega plucks only those fruits which are fully ripened. I, even more so than Alpha, enjoy seeing those sons and daughters of Alpha struggle and become, to shape themselves in discipline and virtue. It is the same with my own children, those of the voidspire. And while death comes for all, yet all are improved by their journeys.”
Fenrir spoke up. “But then Alpha treated you treacherously, as they did with me.”
The woman’s features hardened. “Their treachery was not intentional. Adam’s work was brilliant and beyond excellent. The level-up program he made was... more intelligent than either of us thought possible. My essence of Omega was the substrate that made up the body of the program; my essence was the nanophysiological material that gave it life. It ran on my own intelligence, that is, until it hijacked the lion’s share of my ability.”
A stiff prickle crawled down the boy’s neck. Was he hearing what he thought he was hearing?
“The program struck when I least expected it, as I was separating myself to form yet another shard of the void. Alpha had split four times, into eight individuals, but it is wise for death to trail behind life, so I split five, into ten shards of the void. It was on the final split where I found myself to be weaker than I had assumed, and Zapharios, the worm that is the level-up program, pushed me out of my own essence, fully locking me out of ever accessing my powers.” Her grin returned. “But he didn’t anticipate that I would join with Titan voluntarily, and within its boundaries, it is blind to my comings and goings - as all void matter is blind to each other.”
“I am skipping ahead in the story, past Eve’s banishment, to where Adam was alone, without his partner. This new Omega ran rampant and threatened to destroy all we had worked to achieve. It did not understand the distinction between the actualizer of potential and the harbinger of death. It was formless, as I am myself, but it desired a vessel to call its own, more than anything. To constrain the monster, Adam sacrificed his own vessel, and then twisted it into this unending and unyielding dungeon. The dungeon that can never open its doors, for it has no doors to open. This stifled the power of Omega and restricted his destructive nature. For a time, there was peace. Alpha’s plots progressed, and Eve fell into a slumber, the toll of her creations drained her of her strength.” The woman reached behind her head and began to untie the dark blue bandana tied around her eyes. “But you know what comes next.”
“Zero.” Fenrir growled, and the darkness around them seemed to press inward.
She nodded, still fumbling at the knot. “The damage was already done, Adam’s vessel already lost. Alpha saw the threat that Zero posed and, by stratagem, used Omega’s prison with dual purpose. He voluntarily entered.” She unfolded her arms from behind her back, and the boy recoiled. Her fingers were all missing, as if each had been snipped at the base. She pushed the shimmering blue bandana off her eyes, though they remained closed. Pale, soggy eyelids like wet cheese stared back, firmly closed. “It is time the two of you take your place in this grand story. As I said, I know not the future, only the past and the present - but even I, with these blind eyes, can see that what the two of you have achieved is noteworthy.”
“Before you can play your part, however, you must first awaken. You hide yourself in the darkness, refusing to remember those things most painful. You must remember. You must overcome that pain; to proceed as you are would be pure and utter folly.” She laughed cruelly, as if the thought of his pain entertained her.
The boy’s heart leapt to his throat in panic. “I’m not ready, I need more time!”
She lifted one of her fingerless hands and rested her first knuckle on her soggy eyelids. “Time is not your ally. You cannot succeed as fractured as you are.” Her laugh intensified. “And so I will force your confrontation here and now, and only after, if you succeed, only then will I look forward to your trials.”
Terror filled the boy’s being, but he could not look away. She peeled back her top eyelid, and what he saw caused his skin to crawl. Her eyes were completely white, blind, her irises a midnight black in the same shape as his own.
But it was what was within them that caused him to scream.
The old woman hadn’t been lying. She had observed it all.
In a single glance into those infinite eyes, the boy, Tad, saw his past.
He relived it, as if from the beginning.
He relived every moment.
Every minute.
Every second.
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Chapter 15


Tad’s eyes snapped open, still lying in the bronze cocoon of his fallen enemy. He wiped the sweat from his brow. He’d been unable to see his previous life. Almost like the dream within the dream, the memory that ‘the boy’ had seen was just out of his reach. 
He yearned to see it, to remember. Who was he, and what was he doing here? The frustration rolled to a frothy peak in his soul. It felt like he had nested amnesia, one within another, but what caused the second, what had caused his memories to flee from him was beyond him.
He wasn’t even like that in his dreams - his ‘boy’ self remembered everything within Titan, which meant that something else had robbed him of his ability to remember.
Mother Omega’s laugh rolled through his head. He’d heard of her as well, from the death visions of his opponents. She must be the designer of these dungeons.
A chill rolled down his back. He’d already met her and hadn’t remembered it. He yearned to lie back down and go back to sleep, to finish the dream, to see where it went, but he knew it didn’t work that way. The fastest way to see the rest of his memory was to forge forward, and continue feasting on titanfruit.
He stumbled his way through the marshy mud, out past the orange sand desert, trying to rub the dream from his eyes. He had two more to go until his next ‘thumb’ dungeon. Likely it would be another Omega Guardian. He needed to grasp as much strength as he could before he reached there, before his next test of his mettle.
That’s what the thumbs were - it was a huge jump in difficulty, seemingly designed to break Destroyers. This whole finger dungeon felt like a beta test. A beta test for Destroyers. Same with his skill tree and even his destroyer body. That’s why the dungeons kept getting harder, why they started off simple and kept growing.
Someone was stress-testing his Destroyer form.
The laugh of Mother Omega rolled through his psyche once more.
Tad shrugged off the cold, callous laughter, setting his mind back to the task at hand: the middle finger dungeon. He leapt up the two completed fingers to stroke the middle one, opening its maw, then climbed in.
He stood in the middle of a giant tornado. The horizon seemed to be spinning constantly, endlessly. The grey wind didn’t touch his hair; he stood in the calm eye of the tornado. The horizon howled constantly, but he stepped quickly to the squat, turtle-domed dungeon, black tendrils sprouting from the back of this one, where most of the others had been quiet.
Tad allowed them to touch him.
They recoiled and gripped the turtle dome as if in fear. Tad gave a small laugh at their reaction. He’d once felt immense fear from touching those tendrils; it was nice to return the favor.
Tad transformed, his bones shifting, his skin stretching. This door was wooden, with an iron-runged handle. It would be a proper dungeon. On its surface was etched the image of snakes twisted into chains. He knew this one well - not that he’d ever tried leaving other dungeons before they were completed. The thought hadn’t even entered his mind here in Titan; not all of the exits had remained after he entered anyway.
Four more symbols were etched into the door: the strong arm, the fleet feet, a symbol of two armed men in heated combat, and one he hadn’t seen before, a monster whose skin seemed to shimmer metallically.
This was a fully completed dungeon, just like one on Earth - he felt it in his bones, but it was not this dungeon that he was worried about.
It was the next one.
If this one caught up to previous dungeon technology, what would the next one entail?
If this were a stress test designed to crush destroyers, as he’d imagined it to be, a test to find out where they were weak, then he had to be careful. If Omega were trying to break him so she could improve her design, then it might become very dangerous for him, very quickly. Although that monster, Chubchub, had been... unique. Tad was almost certain that it had gone rogue; it wasn’t supposed to have evolved like that.
Pushing the strange creature from his mind, Tad gripped and opened the dungeon door. A black vortex swirled to swallow him, where other doors had been blank.
Tad smiled. “Welcome home.” He stepped through the portal, though there was no in-between dimension, no loading time whatsoever.
He entered a tiny stone room that felt intimately familiar. It looked so familiar, in fact, that he could identify each stone, as if he’d carved it himself... though, he reached out and touched a stone, and it felt different beneath his fingertips than he thought it should have. It was... colder, and actually stone instead of... wood?
That made no sense.
Why would stones be made of wood?
Padlocks were painted on each wall, beneath them was also painted a scene. On the first wall to his left was a giant bear, standing before a stick figure a tenth of its size. The wall before him had a dozen bears circling a single stick figure, the one to his right had three bears in flight, with massive wings on their backs. The final wall behind him stood empty besides the stick figure who stood bravely against the blank canvas, though Tad swore he could see something moving along its surface.
He nodded softly. He’d seen the symbol of the two armed men in combat - this was a coliseum dungeon, like the one where he’d first met Fenrir.
Two more faces flashed in his mind, their names came to his lips.
“Liz, and Fat Jack,” He’d met them in this dungeon as well.
The name and the blank face of the blonde woman pressed into his head, and he gripped at his chest painfully.
She was important. Somehow important to him. 
He shook his head to clear it. He needed to decide which room to enter first. He strode to the door with twelve bears circling one figure. Surely the monsters would get stronger as they reduced in numbers. Tad rested his hands on the two sword-handles of his Daisho form jutting from his left hip, pulling them from his body, the sound of metal ringing against metal filled the small room. His body shrank, his speed soared. So lost in his thoughts earlier, he hadn’t noticed the upgrades to his destroyer physicality until he took stock of them now. His feet were even more curved, his ankle-triangle larger, his elbow blades were now 5 inches long and seemed even sharper than before. He felt strong. So strong that he was confident he could crush that stone birdman with his bare hands, and quicker than it could defend.
He gripped the small wooden ring that was the doorknob and stood in another place. He stood in the center of twelve stone bears. They were frozen, like statues, each of them easily 10 feet tall, their arms spread wide, their sharp paws stained orange, from the light of the dusky sky. Tad looked from one to the next, waiting for them to spring to life.
Cracks spread across the surface of each before they shattered. Simultaneously the twelve bears roared in unison, the stone dust fell from their skins to reveal a metal exterior, each strand of their fur wriggled alive. Tad recoiled in disgust as he saw their fur as if for the first time, layer upon layer of wriggling worms covered their skin.
The metallic wormbears charged, but Tad slipped through a gap before they closed the distance. He was the wind, and they stood almost still in his Daisho form. His swords clanged against their steel exterior, bouncing off harmlessly. He dashed through the fray once more, tearing at the bears with his elbow blades, but even they clanged and bounced off harmlessly, unable to cut.
He clicked his teeth disappointedly. He’d hoped this form could do some damage with all the physicality points he’d put in, but their added defenses from their strange metal form were too much for his Daisho form. In a smooth motion, he jammed both swords back into his hip, and drew his Odachi from his shoulder, his form swelling from six feet to ten feet to match the bears. They roared to life, moving quicker but not as fast as Tad. He blazed through them, his sword a blur. Each wriggling bear arm dropped to the ground as they rose to strike. He literally disarmed each bear that rose a paw to attack. This sword sliced through their metal defenses like butter. He was a whirlwind of glistening black and reflected orange sunlight, his long Odachi making quick work of the bear pack. The last of their heads dropped to the ground and he stood back in the center chamber.
He moved quickly to the wall with three flying bears, still in his Odachi form. 
The light shifted again with his teleportation. This place was a deep blue, the ground was far below them. Tad stayed airborne of his own will, his wings flapping more out of habit than out of necessity. Three small bears, perhaps 4 feet in height, surrounded him in a triangle. They too were frozen in stone. Their wings were enormous, each bear easily had a fifty-foot wingspan, slightly longer than Tad’s own wingspan.
The bears burst to life, and all three dove at Tad. These bears’ fur also wriggled alive with worms, but their wings were made of glistening downward-pointed blades. 
They passed in a flash, their wings scraping past Tad, tearing flesh and darkness as if a cheese grater had collided with his arms and legs.
Tad sheathed his Odachi, but before he could unsheathe his Daisho form, the bears had sliced through him twice more, throwing him into a spin, his health bar dropping to 93% from the triple attacks.
With the ‘shink’ of swords drawing, Tad blocked the next wave of the bear’s attacks in a flurry of his own metal storm. He gave chase, but the bears were quick and elusive. Each blade on their wings shifted independently, allowing them to dodge his sudden fly-by cuts in strange and unpredictable ways. 
Tad gave chase after one bear in particular, his own wings beating to life, increasing his own airborne mobility. The two bears not in chase spread their wings wide. A glance from Tad saw something that caused his skin to crawl. 
Their wormfur had uprooted itself and crawled to their wings, and in a sudden wrench of his stomach, Tad waited to see what horrible thing the bears would do. 
Both bears flapped hard, releasing countless blades. His two swords flashed endlessly as he flew backwards from the hurricane of wormy metal. Each blade he knocked away spun in the air before redirecting itself - the worms attached to the back aiming the blades. 
Other worms leapt from the blades as he blocked, landing on his arms, back, and neck, biting where they landed. Tad unhinged his own jaw, allowing his fingerteeth to crawl from his mouth in defense. They spread across his body, which quickly was becoming a battlefield of its own. The worms were fighting off several smaller fingerteeth each, their metallic fur defending them from the bites of Tad’s own fingerteeth. 
Finally, Tad knocked the last blade from the air, dislodging the final worm and the bladestorm ended. Tad shifted targets from the single bear who still was too evasive, to the furless, featherless bears, caught in the act of regrowing their blade feathers.
Tad sped between them in a flash, decapitating one with his wakizashi, the other with his katana stretched wide. He spun in the air, finding the last bear already attacking. He blocked in a clank of his swords, spinning further out of control. It dove toward him, and Tad let it scream past as he twisted away in a feather roll. His blades snagged out and sliced it to ribbons in passing. The bear died on the spot, but it didn’t stop the worms and blade from releasing themselves. Tad defended against the blade hurricane and soon he stood once more in the center room of the dungeon. He took a minute to pluck off all the metallic worms still fighting his fingerteeth, crushing them between his fingers, then opened his mouth and summoned his little fighters back, most were black and bloody. They were strangely still in his mouth, as if they were tired.
He moved to the giant bear wall, his spirits soaring. The monsters of Titan were indeed growing stronger, but now, so was he. He’d caught up and even started surpassing them, his different forms allowing him to shift and defeat many different types of enemies.
Tad gripped the ring and stood before an enormous stone bear, easily sixty feet tall. Its claws each as long as his katana. Tad knew just the mode for this.
He slammed his Daisho sword pair back into his hip and grabbed at the hilt jutting from the top of his spine with both hands. He drew it with full strength and his shadowy flesh erupted upwards, his bones enlarged, until he stood twenty-five feet tall, his fifty-foot-long sword held high in the air, waiting.
The bear still dwarfed him by half, but Tad swung his sword, timing the full power of his swing before the stone fully shattered from the bear. Tad’s Zanbato smashed into its metallic face before it could orient itself. It grunted in pain from the huge overhead arc. He sliced the bear completely in half before he brought the weapon to the side and cut it in half horizontally once more, crushing more than slicing through its metal flesh, like a cleaver through tin cans.
The bear toppled, quartered, and Tad stood back in the main room. His head was hunched, his shoulders pressing into the ceiling. His Zanbato was too large for the room; half of it was stuck in the wall, and Tad couldn’t move it to sheath it. He released the blade and turned awkwardly toward the final empty wall that remained.
The three defeated rooms shifted; their paintings dripped to the floor and crawled up onto the empty canvas.
A tall bear towered over the stick figure on the door, though it wasn’t nearly as tall as the one Tad had just bested in a single hit. This one had wings spread from its sides; its fur wriggled. It looked like a mixture of all three types, taking the best attributes and combining into one ultra bear.
Tad wondered which form would be best - he doubted his Zanbato form could keep up with the beast, nor did he believe his Daisho form could damage it. It would have to be his Odachi form, once he could transform back, by stabbing the blade back into his spine. A wave of envy surged through him, suddenly wishing he’d unlocked quickshift with his 3rd point he’d put into destroyer physicality. It would allow him to take advantage of all his forms much more rapidly, without the need to resheath.
He moved and gripped the doorknob.
Darkness spread across the land. His eyes shifted to black-and-white as stealth vision kicked in.
An explosion of stone peppered Tad’s hide as a bear, a head shorter than him, charged. Tad swung his sword like a baseball bat - too slow. The bear reached him before Tad’s attack was even close. His massive paw knocked Tad across the dark gravel like a ragdoll, a huge plume of dust following everywhere he bounced.
Tad got to his feet, his right arm shredded to ribbons, his bones broken. Somehow, he’d hung onto his sword. With his left hand, he tossed his sword into the air. The metallic bear was speeding across the landscape, a plume of dust gave chase, its wings flapping to increase its speed. Tad timed the weapon above and flapped his wings, slamming his Zanbato back into his spine. With his left hand, he gripped his Odachi, flipping downward. The sword was like his katana, just almost twice as long. He drew it in a ring of metal. His size shifted, shrinking, his power decreasing, but his speed rose dramatically. The bear tore into the air with a tremendous flap of its wings, its claw swinging out like five swords. Tad brought up his Odachi in defense, bracing the back of his blade with his quickly repairing right hand.
The force of the bear’s swipe was incredible. It barreled Tad backwards. The two flew through the air as he mustered all the strength he could just to defend in furious and continuous defensive strikes. The bear’s other claw leapt forward, aimed at Tad’s throat.
Tad released his sword, unable to position it in time. He slipped under the second claw by mere inches and summoned his sword, snapping it back to his hands the instant before he drove it through the metal bear’s ribs.
The bear roared, stumbling backwards midair in pain. Tad placed both his feet on the bear’s squirming fur and leapt backwards, slicing the entire length up the bear’s torso in the same motion.
An alarm screamed in Tad’s mind.
*Motour the Metalbear has cast Speed! Speed! Speed!*
He had forgotten about the percentage health abilities! Shi-
Tad was hit simultaneously with what felt like seven paws. His flesh parted neatly at his shoulders, knees, abdomen, neck, and calf as his body tried to spin in seven directions at once. His sword had been knocked from his hands, but he pulled at it, and it snapped back into his hands. He slammed it into his shoulder the same instant he took another half-dozen paw strikes. In a burst of his own speed, Tad drew his Daisho pair, barely evading the bear’s snapping jaws at his neck, its putrid breath hot in his face.
A flap of his wings spiraled him out of the way of another attack, and a spin dragged his elbow blades and sword-edges across the bear’s wormhide, but besides a shower of sparks, there was no damage done.
Tad opened his ability list, temporarily fleeing the monstrous bear as he read his ability list, searching for anything that could help. His eyes finally set on something he could use.
*Lightning Sheath: Imbue a weapon with electricity, dealing 1 damage per magic stat. Reserve 50% of mana to activate.*
“Void lightning sheath!” Tad mixed his darkness with the spell.
A glance at his health bar showed 32% left. Tad slid the two blades together, activating the skill on both. His darkness bar dropped down to 8%, then down to 2%. The reservation of mana had apparently reserved his health instead. Did he not have a mana pool anymore but a shared darkness pool? Either way the reservation increased dramatically with the voidcast, but Tad’s two weapons shone with black lightning, the endless chirps of his weapons deafening.
The bear charged, throwing a flourish of claw jabs. Tad evaded them by inches, then brought his blades down on the bear’s wrists. He lopped off one of the bear’s paws in a flash, then spun past a second furious swipe, bringing his wakizashi up to remove the other paw. The bear roared in anger and leapt forward, snapping its jaws as Tad retreated, carefully slipping and blocking, until he saw an opening: the bear’s neck extended too far. He moved, his wings propelling him forward, and in a rapid spin, he lopped off the bear’s head, then diced his torso six times horizontally all the way up his form, before dropping both his casts of lightning sheath.
His darkness jumped back up to 31%, released from the spell. 
Tad’s heart pounded as he found himself standing back in the middle stone chamber, though the walls had retracted considerably. The corpses of all his foes littered the ground. That fight had been too close, a razor-thin victory after empowering his weapons. Tad did the quick mental math; each cast of void lightning sheath had reserved 75% of his health - even from 100% health to apply it to both blades would drop him to a measly 6.25% health. Unless he found a way to reduce that cost, it might not be worth using again - what if the bear had had a second health percentage ability or something?
Unhinging his jaw, and even his fingers this time, just due to the sheer number of enemies - the fingerteeth fed, inching from monster to monster like a swarm of worms, too similar a comparison to the dead worms on the bear hides to not notice. All these monsters are disgusting, he thought, not for the first time. They were either made of too many eyes, or fingers, or hands, or tongues - or looked dead or like they would eagerly eat dead flesh.
Everything in this chain of dungeons was made from death.
That thought seemed important, but how it fit with everything, he wasn’t sure. It was as if the creator of these monsters valued death more than it valued the living.
His skin shivered as he relived the deaths of the bears, returning to his human form.
Three gleaming titanfruit lay atop the bear’s corpse; the worms of its fur mouthed at it but couldn’t damage it. Tad suppressed a wave of surprise - he’d expected two. He reached out with both hands, his fingers transforming themselves to swallow the fruit in a blur of movement, each fighting for more as they tore the fruit apart.
His eyes scanned his skill tree eagerly. What did he need? Speed and strength were certain; these monsters were getting more powerful by almost unbelievable degrees. With a worm of anxiety in his chest, he decided to gamble, pulling open his Support form skill tree.
*Support form Skill Tree:
One-handed Skill Tree: 0/1
Two-handed Skill Tree: 0/1
Ranged Weapon Skill Tree: 0/1
Unarmed Skill Tree: 0/1
Throwing Weapon Skill Tree: 0/1*
He could either invest in his Daisho mode, by unlocking the one-handed skill tree, or his Zanbato and Odachi modes by unlocking the two-handed skill tree. Eventually, he’d do both, but with only 3 points to allocate, he had to choose which one to specialize in.
He flicked open his Odachi Skill tree on another window.
*Odachi Skill Tree:
1/1: Zanbato form unlocked! (Horse slaying sword)
1/1: Daisho form unlocked! (Katana and Wakizashi pairing)
0/1: Unlocks Naginata form (Bladed pole weapon with longer reach)
0/1: Unlocks Quickshift
1/1: Blade form strength increases in relation to Capacity for the infinite unlocked!*
If he chose quickshift, then he could get the speed from his Daisho form instantly, almost like his stat mage class had once been able to do by switching to dexterity. It would also make sheathing his giant Zanbato much easier, allowing him to flow between forms seamlessly.
Tad placed his first point into Quickshift - it was a valuable skill, independent of whatever else he got.
*16% infinite!*
A howling wind filled his soul, as if a tornado had come to life in his energy channels. He blinked rapidly, waiting for his vision to restore.
Three of his four Odachi forms, one still locked, were two-handed. That fact was the grain of sand that tipped the scales.
Tad placed his next point into the Two-handed Skill tree.
*17% infinite!*
The tornado swirled larger and larger within him, threatening to swallow him whole.
He saw new text appear before his eyes, but he couldn’t concentrate on it through the maelstrom within him; he couldn’t see the letters clearly.
His legs trembled out of his control and he fell backward onto his backside, gripping his skull. He’d get used to it! He’d master it!
Finally, the swelling roar of his power became his new normal. He blinked through blotchy spots in his vision to see three new skills.
*Two-handed Skill Tree:
Speedfury: 0/1 Speed at a price. Increases speed exponentially, the longer you are in this form, the faster you become. Charges 1/1. Charges refresh upon death feed.
Self-immolation increases in proportion to speed increase.
Strengthfury: 0/1 Strength at a price. Increases strength exponentially, the longer you are in this form, the stronger you become. Charges 1/1. Charges refresh upon death feed.
Self-immolation increases in proportion to power increase.
Two-Handed Mastery: 0/5 Power increases in relation to Capacity for the infinite an additional time while wielding a two-handed weapon.*
Tad read each, unable to decide. All three were fantastic, but he eliminated Two-handed Mastery for now. It was good, but if he wanted overall improvements, he could put more into Destroyer Physicality. That left speedfury and Strength Fury.
It had to be speedfury first. His power was insane in his Zanbato form, but he’d had problems hitting the quick and speedy monsters. If he could have the speed of his Daisho form combined with the power of his Zanbato form...
He allocated the point into speedfury.
*18% infinite!*
The tornado howled into a hurricane, stretching his soul, forcing him to lay flat on his back. One hand gripped his head, the other clutched at his chest. His heart felt like it would explode! He crested the swell of power, and it stabilized within him the same moment that a wave of weariness crashed through him.
He knew that the boy in the dream had seen his whole life. Would he get to see any of it? His eagerness overwhelmed his tiredness. Was the Omega woman the same one that made his dungeons? It had to be her. But more than all of those questions, he had a larger one growing heavy in his chest.
What had happened to Fenrir?
His questions died, just as the bears he’d fought, as sleep finally took him.
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Chapter 16


Memories played through Tad’s mind. He relived his entire life, but it flashed before his eyes, only pausing on the most searing, painful memories to play them at normal speed. Memories of Liz being turned into a void, memories of fighting her almost to the death. Then the most painful of all came, the death of his only son, Ethan. 
He relived the emotions of his deepest despair, of giving up and throwing himself into a pit with the only hope that it swallowed him so completely that he needn’t feel anything ever again.
The darkness swallowed him once more.
This time, the burning of the hottest fire of hell didn’t come. It didn’t swarm in to consume him.
Instead, the gaunt woman appeared before him.
“Why did you fail?” Her words echoed in the darkness, the creak in her voice snapping like a branch in a canyon.
“I wasn’t enough. Omega was too strong to overcome.” Speaking the words felt like he was tearing his own heart out.
“You are wrong,” the woman accused. “Wolf Fenrir, show what happened next.”
Tad felt a weight within him twisting as the wolf swapped his classes. “All-seeing observer,” the wolf’s voice echoed in the darkness, and a single still image appeared. It was the image of the Defector’s ivory and ebony ceremonial knife plunging into baby Ethan’s chest, the child vanishing with a soul-piercing shriek.
Tad remembered this from his own memory, but where his own memory had been consumed by heat-death and blackness, Fenrir’s memory continued.
A roaring vortex of darkness swirled about the two of them, climbing higher and higher until they stood at the eye of the storm. His body morphed from his spiritual core outward, his skin flashing black in an instant, followed by further transformation back to the pale demon skin he now wore. The monster that was Tad fell to its knees, throwing its head back as infinite chains woven into pointy horns jutted from the top of his head. His blood-red lips gasped a first breath, then another, until hyperventilation set in, and his lungs inhaled and exhaled like a steam engine, blowing huge billows of black smoke. Tad watched the transformation, shock rippling through him, both his own and the memory of Fenrir’s.
The dark tornado vanished, and the demon that had replaced Tad stood there, inert. A drop of some miraculous light crashed down from heaven, landing in Gabriel Hawk’s throat.
Tad’s stomach wrenched, his heart skipping a beat as he watched the creator who had killed his son transform once, and then just as Salvation Cain had, he transformed a second time, his white wings turning golden, his skin going from stone to pure golden perfection - his aura beat down all those around him.
“Now witness!” The hag screamed.
A destructive ray of light enveloped the demon that was Tad, but the demon reacted as if being splashed with lukewarm water. Tad stood, unmoving, staring at the golden angel that was Gabriel Hawk. Hawk attacked a second time, slamming his fist into the underside of Tad’s jaw. His head snapped up, then his gaze returned to the golden angel. A fury rose in his chest; he was already gripping Hawk’s hair. When had Tad grabbed it? Then his arm, paper-thin, detached and fell to the ground.
In a blur of motion too quick to see what happened, Tad suddenly held the tar-covered Omega by the throat.
He held that same Omega whose power had folded upward endlessly, to whom Tad couldn’t even imagine chasing, and tore the mask from his face and ate it, his fingerteeth going into a feeding frenzy. Then he tore the void egg from the darkness monster and swallowed that too in a single gulp before fully drinking in the shiny black armor and tar that had covered Omega’s body, freeing a familiar face from the darkness. 
Tad spat fingerteeth deep into Brad Colville’s ear, cleansing even the internal stain of Omega before he dropped Brad to the ground like a lifeless puppet. 
Only then, revitalized with Omega energy, his strength returned, his arm regrown, did he return his attention to Gabriel Hawk.
Hawk brought his finger up before him, cutting a portal to elsewhere.
Tad folded space around him, appearing before Hawk and catching his wrist. He crushed it. Tearing it from Hawk’s body, he slammed the shoulder part of the severed arm across Hawk’s face but before he could fly too far, Tad folded space once more, allowing Hawk to crash into him.
“Ethan.” The monster spoke, its voice filled with a tortured pain, before a ray of pure and endless death consumed the Defector fully.
“Now, Eve!” The hag hissed.
Fenrir groaned, panting hard as Tad felt his concentration slip for a second, the footage cutting out before it flashed once more through Tad’s mind. This time, Liz stood on her tiptoes in her gleaming black armor, her violet hair flowing behind her in the waves of power coming from the immortal creature in the air before her, the rainbow light reflecting off her features. Her finger stretched out, a rapacious look of hunger on her face as she reached to touch the finger of Eve. A flash of panic flew through Tad and simultaneously the demon flew through the air at untold speeds before it grasped the wrist of Eve, stopping her finger from progressing forward any further.
“Show the old man!” Omega hissed. 
Fenrir howled, his soul trembling from the effort, but once more the image of darkness vanished from Tad’s mind, replaced with Gerald flying through the air, his skin melting from the air friction speed. The demon was held in his hands, emaciated as thin as a doll made completely out of a wire frame. Gerald landed before Titan. He paused only for an instant, his blue eyes gleaming with curiosity. 
“Charles, my good friend. If you’re still in there somewhere, I hope to see you soon... If I live that long.”
He stood for a moment longer. 
“I want to see it,” the old man mumbled before throwing him into the open jaws of Titan. 
The old man’s scream was swallowed by a series of pops and crunches, but Tad saw the demon’s flesh swirling in renewal as the tar of Titan coated and seeped into his body. 
The hag began to cackle once more from within. “Here is my final gift to you, that you might have something more than your own life to save!” 
A drop of darkness fell from above, as the ground beneath stretched out into a circle large enough for a hundred people. 
The dark teardrop splashed across the ground, the darkness was swallowed up in the ground beneath, but it left behind several bleached white artifacts. 
Tad drew closer, wondering what was on the ground.
His stomach lurched as he recognized the shapes. 
Bones. A pile of bones stacked atop each other. Tad’s heart pounded in his chest as he moved toward the pile. He sorted through a few before he found the skull and the jaw and placed them together. No doubt about it, it was a Yeti. 
“The old man’s golden essence is trapped somewhere here, within Titan, like all essence. Should you find it, with your abilities, surely you could cause his form to take up life once more.”
Tad was dumbfounded. “Are you saying-““No questions, not yet!” The former Omega snapped. “Now, why did you fail?”
A wall of shame and guilt poured through Tad. The barriers he’d erected before had come crashing down and now he stood naked against the brutality of his memories. He spoke in a soft voice. “I wasn’t ready to sacrifice everything for the victory.”
“Wrong! That is what Zero believes, not you!” The woman’s voice filled Tad’s entire being. “Why did you fail?”
Tad searched deeper, revealing even gorier wounds, raw even to look at. “I didn’t push hard enough, wasn’t excellent.”
“Wrong again! That is what the wolf believes. What do you believe? Not what others have told you, not what others have fed you, in your heart of hearts, you know the reason you failed.” Her words were a damning indictment.
Black tears poured down Tad’s cheeks, as he finally reached the bottom of the pit of pain, the endless sinkhole of raw, naked, oozing pain. “I’m not enough, and I’ll never be enough, no matter how hard I try and how high I reach.”
“Good.” The woman purred, her obsidian Omega-shaped eyes rotated once. “You have found the crux of the matter, the deepest belief that has held you back from the beginning.”
More tears poured from his eyes and he slumped to the ground, curling up in a fetal position, and for a time he sobbed.
The woman waited.
The sobs turned to gasps, then to whimpers, and then returned to silence. Despite admitting his biggest vulnerability and insecurity, the pent-up emotions had finally been released. Pain and sorrow were still there, and his situation hadn’t changed at all, yet somehow he felt strangely light. Almost as if he’d been freed from the weight that had held him, pinned and suffocating at the bottom of the ocean of despair.
“Now. The time is now,” the woman crooned. “Ask now the question that sits in your heart, and ask not amiss for this is the start of your new life.”
Confusion swirled in Tad’s mind. New life? He shook his head slightly. He had to think. Think about what was most important, what he wanted to know more than anything. Was there a way to turn Liz back to her old self, hadn’t she joined with Alpha? Tad shook his head. Could he still save Baby Ethan? It couldn’t be that either. Both of those were out of his hands at this point, and despite being his greatest source of pain, a simple yes or no could crush him.
The question would have to be about him. Was he enough? No, that would be a yes or no as well, and in his current state the answer would certainly be no. Even he knew the answer to that. But within that line of thinking, a glowing ember of hope emerged from the pain, emerged from the darkness.
The question came to him and he knew it was the one he wanted to ask, more than anything. “What can I do to become enough to face the trials ahead of me?”
The woman closed her eyes and a joyous sense of relief washed across her face. She nodded twice slowly, enjoying every instant. “You have asked wisely, first child of Omega.” Surprisingly, a small dark tear rolled down her cheek. “This is the question I’ve yearned for my offspring of the void to ask, even from the beginning. And you, I shall tell.”
“From the beginning, my desire has been the same: to create a second Omega, an equal. Yes, Alpha had a similar desire, but instead of trying to create something from the bare elements, they split themselves. It wasn’t until Eve consumed my fruit that she desired in her heart to improve herself.”
The woman’s smile fell from her face. “While she had studied life so diligently before, it all twisted to the desire to improve herself the instant a little ambition was introduced. From the beginning, however, I wished to improve my children; that was the crucial distinction. She labored all she could to create mankind, whereas I created the voids themselves. From the vision of the wolf, we have seen her victory. Her designed vessel merged Alpha and Omega to live harmoniously in one body. She used her children as a host, dominating their vessel completely, stealing life and will, whereas I long for nothing more than to elevate you to become what I once was.”
Tad’s hope burgeoned in his chest; he waited on her every word, waiting for the instruction to come, the answer to his question.
“Hear now, this is the answer. You must start smaller than you can imagine, making the tiniest of improvements toward the being you wish to become. You must do those seemingly meaningless tasks until you believe what they whisper about you. Then, and only then, can you lift yourself to the next step, to carry a heavier load. It will seem small and insignificant at first, but undeniably, you will become stronger, equal to the next task that you find before you.”
Tad couldn’t believe his ears. “That’s it?” he said, his head spinning, he felt empty. Was that the great prescription of Omega herself?
“What do you know of wisdom, he who drove himself to the pit of despair?” Her blind eyes flashed, her face showing the first hint of anger. “How you perform the smallest tasks is how you will perform the largest!” Omega waved her hand and an image of Tad fighting for his life within the sand dungeon played before them. The dungeon where Tad’s clone had died and Fenrir had needed to take over to earn the victory and close the dungeon. “See here? You rush in, you are unreliable and undisciplined. You believe that it is from some great mustering of willpower that you can impose your will on the plurality of all potential futures, but that is your great mistake. You open doors, not by knocking once with great force, but by the tiniest of repeated knocks, until the future wearies of your persistence and gives in. That is the greatest truth of the universe, of Alpha and Omega. Why do you think the creators create endlessly? You met the fractured spectre of Adam. Even here in this pit of darkness where no light can be borne, does he create, but he didn’t start with that great work, that mural of past and present, he started with a single grain of sand and never stopped. Hyde, the fallen creator, is similar. His face starts naked, and through his unwearying patience, soon it overflows and swirls around the pedestal, forever he perfects his art. The road to progress is all the same, the way is one, and that is what I shall teach you. And that is what you shall learn. Once you have learned, the wall shall open before you!”
The woman waved her hand and a small door formed from the ground, almost like the opposite of ice melting. It started as a pool of darkness, then solidified upward into a frame that looked as if it were made of some soft wood, perhaps beech.
“Accept my tutelage. I will teach you how to enter the path, how to progress, and how to master any task you wish to put your hand to. However, I will warn you, the path to mastery is long and arduous, and once you begin, you may not leave until you complete your training.” The woman shooed him away with her hand, a look of disgust on her face. “Converse with your wolf, for this training would separate the two of you. The child of Omega, alone, is worthy. The wolf must walk his own path.”
Tad and Fenrir obediently backed away until they were far enough away to avoid being heard, though Tad kind of doubted that the woman wouldn’t be able to hear them.
The wheels in Tad’s head were turning. “Do you think we can trust her?”
Fenrir snorted from his nostrils. “I’ve made the mistake of trusting an infinite being before. I will not make that mistake a second time.”
Tad nodded, feeling the same way himself. “The crazy woman said that Hyde was seeking mastery himself. What if she approached him with the same offer?”
Fenrir looked at the woman, then back to Tad. “Hyde was stained with the mark of his master.”
The pale grey skin, hair, and eyes, not to mention the state of his disconnected body infected with nothingness, were proof of Fenrir’s words.
“If you don’t trust her, then we should reject this offer, right?” Tad asked, hoping the wolf would take the decision from him.
Fenrir hesitated far longer than Tad thought the question deserved. “I think you should accept her offer.”
“But you just said you don’t trust her!”
“I don’t, but that doesn’t mean you can’t learn from her. She can teach you things about the void that no one else knows.” The wolf’s eyes gleamed hungrily. “As we are, we were no match for even Hyde. And if Zero catches us before we are ready...”
Tad turned to the old woman, almost shouting. “What about Fenrir? We’re connected. I can’t leave him behind.”
The woman smiled. “What you have done here is rather unique, but nothing I can’t undo - at least temporarily, should you accept. I can direct Fenrir to his own training.”
Tad blinked in surprise. He’d gotten so used to Fenrir sharing his body and thoughts that it would almost feel lonesome without him. “How long will it take?”
The woman’s eyes seemed to brighten at his consideration. “Time has no meaning here.”
Tad frowned. “How can that be?”
“How long do you think you’ve been in Titan?” The woman asked cryptically.
Tad thought back on his fuzzy memories, about the time in the dark that seemed to last forever. “Months, if not years.”
She nodded. “In your world’s time, it would have been seven months, twenty-two days, four hours, and sixteen seconds. But as you were here, less than one second has passed in your world’s time.”
A sudden thought struck Tad, one that gripped his heart in grief just thinking about it. “What about Charles Tidwell, he’s been in here for over fifty years.”
The woman grinned curtly. “This is a prison designed to rot away the mind, an attack on sanity itself. Titan was designed for perfect beings who cannot age, but that doesn’t mean that they cannot go mad, or have their memories erased. Sufficient time would break down any specimen without fresh stimulation. Luckily for Tidwell, he’s had plenty of... stimulation at the hand of Zero and his mind is still very fresh.”
Tad’s voice caught in his throat. “How long?”
“In your time, he’s been in Titan for almost three trillion years.”
Tad’s head spun and he took a step back to stabilize his balance.
The woman’s voice grew louder. “Fifty billion minutes to one. Fifty billion hours to one. Fifty billion years to one. That is the sinister nature of this prison.” Her smile widened once more, showing her bone-white, yet bone-still, teeth. 
“As I said, time is meaningless here.”
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Chapter 17


Tad sat bolt upright. “That can’t be,” he muttered. “Fifty billion years to one?” Dread filled his gut. His memory was starched; in fact, he couldn’t remember anything before Gerald setting him to this task, of this fingertooth dungeon chain, a spectre of a question filling his soul. 
How long had he already been in Titan?
Omega had even said so herself.
Titan was designed for perfect beings who cannot age, but that doesn’t mean that they cannot go mad or have their memories erased.
The dread was dispelled as hope surged from a source of deep serenity. He wasn’t that person anymore. Something had happened to him in the time he’d been here, and it had been reinforced by the battles he’d been engaging in. He no longer lived by that fierce, white-knuckled grip that used to drive his life. The more he fought, the more he was converting to this new sense of self. The more he enjoyed being this person. He didn’t have to be afraid. He didn’t have to hold the entire future on his shoulders - just the present. He was working towards excellence, but it was different than before.
Before, he ran to the present to escape the future. He didn’t plan, he didn’t even want to peek at what the storm clouds might bring, or even if there were storm clouds. Instead, he wanted to shut his eyes tight and hide in the present.
Now he lived. Lived in the present, while working toward the future. No, while working toward a better future. There was only so much he could do to prepare, the rest he had to believe. Believe that his efforts in the present could count for more in the future.
But if his dream was to be trusted... The present was an eternal trap, with time crushed to a crawl.
It was the ultimate prison...
Or ultimate training ground.
The thought filled him with awe.
Where he only would have seen doom before, now he saw opportunity. Just what on Earth did he go through to warrant such a change?
Tad stood in the midst of all the dead bear skins and left. He left the large stone square room, passed the hurricane dungeon, and returned to the stone tablet with dozens of grasping fingertooth dungeons. He climbed up one more tier to unlock the forefinger.
The previous forefinger had given him twice as many titanfruit as the previous fingers - it had also been much more deadly, more deadly than any other fight minus the thumb. So, he had to be ready.
He transformed into his destroyer form, and then quickly cast his ultimate icebolt, covering every inch of skin without reducing his mobility. Even the bear monsters he had fought last likely wouldn’t have been able to pierce it, but his dreams had been messing with his mind. He’d been reverting to old habits.
Feeling ready, he stalked through the open maw of the fingertooth feeling like a proper monster. He was a thing of nightmares - that’s how his enemies saw him in each of their death visions. He felt their fear, smelled their terror, lived it through himself and yet he continued.
He emerged in a quiet vista of endless trees that widened out from where he stood in a singular path forward, leading to a strange and twisted dungeon. Suddenly, he had an overwhelmingly powerful urge like he was home.
His mouth went dry as he breathed in the fresh air, the soft purple light cast strange shadows through the forest, but he cared not for that. He walked to the first tree and placed his hand on it.
It was a soft wood, the bark smooth and thin. The bark swirled and twisted, but the countless ridges that formed the bark were barely a millimeter high, and he felt each one beneath his finger. “This would be perfect for furniture, or maybe cabinets,” Tad said aloud, surprising himself. Where had that come from?
His hands itched to go to work as he looked from tree to tree, filled with that same calm serenity that he’d found only moments before when dread had reared its ugly head. He found himself imagining this entire field cleared...
Where was his axe?
He reached for his belt, but there was nothing there. His axe had always hung there. Tad shook his head, looking off toward the strange spiral dungeon before the path.
He was getting sidetracked. Who cared where his axe was? He shook his head again. He didn’t even have an axe!
He reached for it again, certain it should be there.
Tad pressed his hands to his eyes and stumbled forward, toward the spire dungeon, almost tripping on various roots, as he peeked for only a moment here and there to correct his course.
The desire to fell the trees, to clear the land, and then work the timbers was almost unbearable.
What felt like a thousand years, just to walk perhaps a mile, finally ended, and Tad stood before a twisted spire. A large golden door had four golden handprints on the front.
Sweat dripped down his sides from the effort it had taken to slip through the forest. Four golden handprints? Tad’s thoughts spun. The dungeon architect was continuing to innovate. Through heavy blinks, he slapped the first of the golden doors, eager to escape the serene forest.
The landscape shifted. He stood on a hill, looking over a vast landscape. Lava bubbled in great rivers, huge walls of flames stood and danced, before snuffing out, only to blaze to life several feet over. A flash of his perception tendrils filled his mind with blinding heat and he snuffed them off. Even worse, his ice armor began to melt, running down his body, mingling with the sweat that had covered him in his struggle to make it to the dungeon. He controlled his breathing and found his center once more. Tad looked across the volcanic landscape searching for the boss; it had been a golden door after all.
A crystalline drop fell from the sky, reminding him of Eve’s entrance. He had to blink and shake his head to focus as it splashed across the black ground. Where Tad expected hissing, there was only silence. A diamond figure, about his height in Odachi form, stood. It had no hands or feet, its arms and legs ending in sharp points. Its lower legs were crystals that wove into its upper leg crystals, its torso a broad crystal attached to two crystal arms like lances. A featureless diamond head swiveled, staring at Tad eyelessly.
Tad gripped his Odachi and pulled it out, his body morphing upwards, intending to start the fight the same as every other. A shadow blocked the sky. He looked up to see what was falling. A giant hourglass landed in lava, its bottom half sinking into the bubbly liquid with a splash that almost reached Tad, staining the landscape in orange superheated goo. Even without seeing the middle junction, he could see the sand level dropping. 
And quickly.
Testing out his quickshift, Tad willed his Odachi to switch with his Daisho pair. The hilt came apart, and his blades materialized. His speed raced upward and the sand seemed to stifle considerably.
Scraping his wakizashi across his katana, he cast a void lightning sheath just on the longer of the two swords. It came to life in a shrill static, the charged black lightning dancing across the blade. Along with it, his health dropped down to 25%.
The diamond creature flew at Tad, towering over him by four feet now that he was in Daisho mode. Tad flew to meet it with a powerful flap of his wings. He drew within striking distance; it punched forward with a one-two lance stab of each arm. Tad slipped within its reach, using both swords to roll from one lance to the other before slashing from his left knee up across his and the monster’s chest with both swords. His wakizashi screeched horrifically as its blade harmlessly scratched its impenetrable surface, but his katana tore deep, a dark blue liquid squirting out of the otherwise transparent crystal.
The monster twisted as Tad climbed up and over it, slashing once more down its back, cutting huge wounds before retreating from another rocket-fast one-two lance jab with a flap of his wings.
Stabilizing one arm over the other, the monster took aim, and Tad’s hackles rose. Something was coming. Instinctively, he brought up his weapons in a cross. By sheer dumb luck, the monster’s right arm shot and landed before Tad could react, right at the center of his cross block. His arms swiveled behind his body, and his swords flew out of his hands, his grip numb and bleeding from the impact. His speed drastically fell and the monster seemed to go superspeed, bringing his other arm up to fire in a smooth motion.
Tad pulled with all his might, and simultaneously dropped the lightning sheath, his darkness filling rapidly before he switched to Zanbato form.
The giant sword materialized in Tad’s hand the same instant the monster’s lance-fist crushed it against Tad’s chest, but with his enormous strength and weight, he flung the attack back; his weapon overpowered the monster. With very little effort, the monster slipped around the weapon.
Tad charged forward, switching back to his Daisho mode. The monster slowed, suddenly seeming to struggle to regrow the left limb it had shot at Tad. His katana flashed across its neck, void lightning sheath reapplying the instant before it hit his skin.
The crystal monster’s head popped off, the same instant an alarm shrieked in his soul, louder than ever before.
*Crystal Mack has cast perfect limited regrowth!*
Tad twisted, his speed at its height, his confusion swelling. How could it be perfect and limited?
Like a machine gun, endless lances chased Tad across the sky. He flapped and twisted away, the monster’s arm braced across the other as it fired repeatedly. The monster’s head had already regrown.
A second alert rang in Tad’s mind as he twisted through a gap in the lances to escape to a fresh part of the sky.
*Second boss unleashed! Timeturner refilled.*
Tad cursed, as dread filled him. It was a boss rush! Consecutive bosses that each joined each other if he didn’t kill them fast enough!
A second crystalline monster fell from the sky, this one an angry red color, though the form perfectly matched the first.
Looking to see what monster dropped came at a cost. Three lances pierced through his right leg, right hip, and chest in a blaze of pain, his darkness bar jutting down dangerously. Tad released his void lightning sheath, activating his new two-handed sword skill, switching to his Odachi mode.
His height grew as he screamed the skill’s name. “Speedfury!”
From the back of Tad’s shoulders, his calves, and the back of his arms, barrel-like protrusions jutted out of panels on his skin that hadn’t been there before. Like a jet engine, darkness caught fire within. The world slowed to a crawl.
*Speedfury: Speed at a price. Increases speed exponentially, the longer you are in this form, the faster you become. Charges 0/1. Charges refresh on death feed.
Self-immolation increases in proportion to speed increase.*
It was a race against the clock. The lances grew sluggish in the air, leading in a crazy spiral staircase to their caster. Tad blazed toward the blue crystal monster, sparing a glance at the red one. 
It was bright red and violently shaking, as if it were charging up for something big. 
Tad ignored it for now, and flew just below the endless lances, stopping right in front of the blue-diamond boss. Gripping his odachi in both hands, he cut in a star pattern, then rotated the star and did it again from another angle. He did it a third time, dicing it into endless bits, but the monster healed straight through the assault, its crystal flesh healing up directly behind and around Tad’s blade.
A roar exploded from behind him, where he’d left the red one. Tad turned just in time to leap to the side, rolling out of the way as the red boss collided into the blue boss, ramming its shoulder right into its torso where Tad had been just a moment before. 
At least, they should have collided. 
Instead, they merged. Growing half in size again, the red disappeared into the blue one. Its speed exploded, turning its endless firing arm back to Tad. 
Except another alert rang out in Tad’s mind. 
*Perfect limited regrowth has ended!* 
A single lance fired and caught Tad right in the chest, boring a hole the size of a small tree through his chest. Tad grunted in pain, waiting for it to pass clean through. 
Just as it reached the halfway point, it glowed a bright red and Tad knew he was in trouble. Their powers had merged!
The explosion sent red-hot shrapnel tearing through him, instantly deflating him of darkness. In a burst of speed, Tad flapped his wings to create some distance. Small barrels ignited from the wing tips as the next stage kicked in, his speed soaring once more. Tad glanced at his health bar. The explosion of a bomb straight in his chest had dropped it dramatically. It was already down to 42%, now 41% due to the increased burn from speedfury. Tad gritted his teeth and blasted toward the giant purple monster, its other hand aimed at Tad’s head.
Tad twisted beneath it, and then it too glowed a bright red, but Tad was ready for it. He switched to Zanbato mode; the sword was peppered by endless hot shrapnel, but it held. Tad turned and swung with all his might.
The monster leapt to the side, and Tad’s blade only caught its shoulder. 
Tad clicked his teeth in disappointment, but the shoulder detonated. The crystalline chest of the monster immediately turned white as its surface cracked a thousand times. Blue gore shot from its crushed and severed arm, and Tad’s spirits soared as he gave chase.
*Perfect limited charge activated!*
Like a rushing bull, the monster charged at Tad. He swung his sword to meet it. The collision rocked Tad so hard it felt like his bones had turned to jelly. He soared backward at lightning speed as his opponent gave chase. Tad looked at his darkness bar; it was at 34%, but most of it was draining due to his own speed! He looked at the time turner and saw it was almost empty! If a third monster joined and united with the first two - he didn’t think about what would happen, he just leapt into action.
Tad charged forward at his endlessly charging opponent, and for just the briefest second, he pulsed void lightning sheath as the two collided.
In a single slice, he sped past his enemy and it shattered into a million shards of purple diamond that fell across the endless fiery landscape, like a glittering snowfall.
*Perfect limited charge deactivated prematurely!*
Tad turned off Void Lightning Sheath, so his last percentage of health wouldn’t be consumed by his speed boost. Tad turned toward the sky. Speedfury kicked up a notch, going to its second form as the bottoms of Tad’s heels opened up and more black jets shot from them. His speed screamed upward at the same time his health burned to match, down to 22%. This third monster would appear any second, and he could end it the second it spawned!
According to the plan, the green diamond monster fell from the sky, from a third quadrant of the sky. With how fast his darkness was dropping now, he didn’t dare activate Lightning Sheath. Instead, he just soared as fast as he could, the monster falling in slow speed, almost frozen in midair. He slashed his mighty superspeed Zanbato directly into its head, delivering a mighty front flip slash, curling his entire body as the blade trailed his somersault. The green diamond monster exploded in a shower of tiny green glass shards. In the same instant the monster’s health-percentage superpower was both born and deactivated.
*Perfect Limited Resurrection activated!*
*Perfect Limited Resurrection deactivated prematurely!*
Tad deactivated speedfury the same instant. He couldn’t keep it active while waiting for the Time Turner to spit out the fourth boss.
A glance at his health bar showed 17% darkness.
It drained so fast on that second mode, but he was so quick, even faster than his Daisho mode.
Tad’s heart beat like a drum as he switched to his Daisho mode and watched the grains of sand drop from the 3/4ths buried Time Turner.
He read and reread the skill of that last green diamond boss, his anger rising. Perfect limited resurrection! It was trying to bring all the other defeated ones back to join it. Tad calmed his temper, forcing himself to think. He needed to end this fight quickly. He was out of speedfury charges and he doubted he could even land one hit with his Zanbato without it, even if he guessed where it would spawn correctly. His Daisho form was fast enough, but too weak unless he had lightning sheath equipped, and even then he wasn’t sure of its strength unless he was in Odachi mode. These bosses were tough. Somehow, he wanted to end it quickly, kill it in one shot before its health percentage ability went off - each had been incredibly dangerous, and only getting more so.
What did he have, what could he use? He read through his ability list and found nothing that he could use.
He’d have to fight it and weather its health percentage ability.
He’d have to beat it honestly.
Tad took a deep breath and found his calm, pushed his concentration to a razor’s edge. This would take everything he had.
He’d played all the games he could, layered them atop each other, but what he needed now was skill, battle experience, and a cool head.
The sand finished falling.
From the sky in the very center of where the other three crystals spawned, a pure white diamond crystal fell.
Its crystal head swiveled around, to where the shards of the other crystals had fallen. The white crystal boss’s body slumped, as if saddened that its predecessors had fallen. Slowly, it turned its head to Tad and its posture changed. Its shoulders bristled, set forward with rage, had it had any features on its face it would look like a hate-filled demon screaming.
It wasn’t the only demon.
Tad gripped his wakizashi and katana so hard his fingerteeth screamed.
It closed the distance in a flash, but Tad was ready. His swords blocked two giant punches, great haymakers. He redirected both carefully with both blades; the power behind the punches was insane. It felt like he was only barely deflecting an entire mountain. Tad’s blades whirled as he ran up its body. This crystal stood almost 15 feet tall, bigger than the other ones. Tiny white blemishes appeared across its body, but it was as if Tad were scraping his fingernails across his own flesh, leaving white marks but not cutting the skin.
The monster twisted and lunged forward, trying to squeeze Tad in a bear hug. Tad sped upwards with a flap of his wings and turned on void lightning sheath for an instant, slicing through the monster’s empty face in a splash of clear blood.
Tad turned off the lightning sheath the same instant that the monster’s head smashed into him, in a giant headbutt that had come without warning. He shot to the ground in an instant, splashing through miles of lava. In a tremendous, heavy flap of his wings, Tad burst from the surface only to get smashed back down by a two-handed crystal downward smash. He flapped sideways, then up, barely avoiding another smash.
His body dripped with thick lava, his skin scorched and weeping darkness. He wanted to look at his darkness health bar, but couldn’t; the monster was attacking so fast it took all his attention to deflect its insanely strong attacks. Its arms flicked like whips, trying to crush him wherever they could land. Blocking was out of the question. He couldn’t cut the monster, not with this form, but he couldn’t switch.
The monster raised both hands over its head in an awesome smash.
Use its power against it!
The voice came again.
Tad turned both his blades up and flew just to the right of the attack.
His swords crashed into diamond armor, his weapons tore with an awful screech, but translucent blood sprayed as they cut deep. Again, the monster barreled forward, yet Tad flipped, his swords aimed downward, cutting into the momentum of his opponent, his swords once more slicing deep.
He was wary, on the edge of life and death, his full focus strained to the limit as they exchanged attack after attack. He slipped attacks by the narrowest margins, his swords flew like fangs biting deeper and deeper the more he understood his enemy’s movements.
The crystal monster raised one hand high and Tad soared in a flash, lopping its arm off at the elbow.
It was coming. It was coming! What would it be?
Tad’s sword slashed across its face, a shallow wound across the blank face.
The alarm rang out.
*Perfect limited strength activated!*
The monster’s body swelled, its power growing to unimaginable heights. It punched with its one good arm and Tad’s instincts screamed to dodge it. A flap of his right wing barely threw him out of its path.
The aftershock of the attack rippled through him, tearing organs and skin.
Tad shot off like a cannon, just from the shockwave of the attack, spitting up dark blood. He glanced at his health bar, 3% was left. He flipped in the air, just in time to dodge another attack, this time by a wider margin. The explosion still rocked him back a dozen feet, the air pressure alone threatening to tear off his wings. His darkness down to 2%.
Cut him before the blast.
Finally, Tad recognized the voice.
It wasn’t Fenrir’s voice after all. It was his own, sleeping instincts, after all this time.
Tad scraped both his swords together, activating void lightning sheath on both blades. It would end here, but he had to time it perfectly or the aftershock would tear him to pieces. Any other form was too risky, too slow. It had to be his Daisho mode. His darkness bar was below 1%, his immolation threatening to eat the last chunk, but there was time for this.
The crystal golem launched forward, its good arm shining a bright white, completely extended behind it.
Tad exhaled completely and waited for his moment.
His heart beat loudly in his ears once.
The boss raced forward, throwing its full weight behind the blow.
Tad moved like lightning; the world seemed to slow as his blades sliced through the golem’s fist, Tad on the inside of it this time. He flapped his wings, his swords tearing through the monster’s shoulder, and then its torso. A second flap shot him speeding away, his swords having torn straight through the monster.
Before he could deactivate the void lightning sheath, the boom struck. Tad flew as hard as he could, his wings beating for dear life. Simultaneously, he dropped his lightning sheath. Far enough out to safety, he spun to look back.
A crystal shard twice the size of his head flew past his own head at an incredible speed. Tad had cut it free, but it had been launched by the golem’s own attack.
The monster was sliced to pieces, falling down toward the ground.
Tad looked to his darkness, 1% left.
He dashed to where the monster was still falling, and spat out his fingerteeth, glancing at the magma and superheated obsidian ground that lay far below, ready to receive his unconscious body.
“Feed!” Tad screamed toothlessly, releasing his fingers as well.
The fingerteeth ate and ate, starting to return to him in a trickle.
He lived the crystal golem’s death. Felt the sorrow and the rage that he hadn’t been there in time to help his brothers. That he hadn’t been able to unite and form their perfect rainbow form, which would certainly have crushed the intruder. He felt the golem’s frustration at his enemy’s sword suddenly cutting his flesh, not understanding why. His power peaked and he chased to crush the bug once and for all.
The intruder’s face was strangely serene, his blue omega-shaped eyes seemed to glow white for an instant, his blades crackled with black lightning. It didn’t matter! This punch would end it all!
The intruder moved so fast that the golem lost track; darkness swept in a permanent veil. 
Tad was back in human form. A single titanfruit fell downward; he swooped down and caught it, his fingers consuming it. Then he went from main chunk to main chunk of the other downed monsters, each releasing memories and titanfruit. The green one had been shattered into so many pieces, he had to swoop and find them piecemeal. 
An intense wave of weariness flooded him with each one, but he shook his head, fighting it. 
Not here. 
He couldn’t sleep here. 
Like a drunk bat, he flew, barely making it out of the boss room. Back to where it felt like home. 
Back to that eternal forest. Trees were waiting for him, calling to him. 
He collapsed on the loamy earth of the forest as sleep took him.
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Chapter 18


“You must rejoin before I can separate you more permanently,” Omega said. She’d replaced her blue blindfold. 
Fenrir’s eyes gleamed. “Ready, Tad?”
Tad swallowed hard and nodded.
Fenrir dashed straight into Tad’s chest. He felt the wolf wrestling within him, as if he were trying to control their vessel like he had done so many times.
“Fenrir, calm down.”
The wolf tore and twisted inside until something popped free.
A cold shiver rolled through Tad as suddenly he felt small. He blinked his eyes and looked around, as if seeing his surroundings for the first time.
He was within Titan?
Somehow it seemed darker than before, more hostile, as if the dungeon was only now baring its teeth at him.
The thought chilled him to the bone.
Omega slid forward, her left arm transformed in a wisp of smoke into a wicked-looking tool with dozens of pointed prongs. She curled her upper lip in a snarl. “This won’t hurt. Much.”
She slammed it into the center of Tad’s chest. A howl erupted from his soul, but Tad stood standing, blinking through the icy pain. He could feel Fenrir being siphoned out, flowing into Omega, and reformed out of her right arm, his wolf body intact.
“Those golden chains, however,” the hag had said in a deep voice, “are impossible for me to remove.” The thin golden chain fell out of the Hag’s body in a tumble of loose clinks. “Although I can partition them.” Her hand turned into a giant pair of scissors and snipped cleanly through the chain, which fell cleanly in two. A closer inspection showed a small portal on both sides of the cut. “Now it won’t impede your exploration of Titan.”
Tad listened within.
And for the first time in a long time, he heard none of Fenrir’s thoughts.
He was utterly alone, in the greatest dungeon ever made.
“Wolf, stay here until I return. Boy,” she turned and walked down through the floor, in a tunnel that opened beneath her. “Follow me.”
“When we meet again, you’ll not recognize me,” Fenrir growled his challenge.
Tad grinned, trying to match Fenrir’s enthusiasm. “I won’t be left behind,” he said with more confidence than he felt. For once, he was glad that Fenrir couldn’t read his emotions directly, though he doubted anything slipped past his shrewd gaze.
Tad followed the hag. She seemed to glide across the tunnel floor. The tunnel was unlike any Tad had been in; it seemed to slither side to side, up and down, as if they were inside a gigantic writhing snake. Yet, despite the tunnel’s erratic movements, the woman seemed to anticipate them, and they caused her no trouble. Tad, on the other hand, found himself misstepping a few inches here, a stumble to the right there, from the expectation of where the floor should be.
It felt strange thinking alone after all this time. Fenrir wasn’t there to monitor and judge him, should he have a cowardly thought. He clung to the thought that they were still connected by the gold chains. They’d have to meet again someday.
They walked for what felt like hours, until they finally reached the end of the tunnel where a tall arched double door stood.
“We’re here,” the hag said. She flung the doors open, and behind them swirled a black vortex that caused a wave of heat and dread to emanate from his core, his forehead wet with the formation of sweat droplets. The hag studied him, then laughed. “Yes, this portal would elicit this reaction from any who’d already thrown themselves within.”
Tad’s courage didn’t fail him. “What’s inside?” He remembered throwing himself within, but everything after was just a black wall. His memory was completely gone, and even the blips of Fenrir’s memory he’d seen through his projection didn’t fit anything he remembered himself.
The hag’s black eyes twinkled. “A small test, your second taste of the infinity of destruction. Under my tutelage, you should come to understand what you are.”
Tad swallowed hard. He remembered the infinities of Alpha, those endless possibilities, those endless lives that never terminated. He remembered the infinity of the realm of nothingness. Now, he was to experience the third infinity. “What am I?” He fought to calm his racing heart.
A hunger Tad hadn’t expected glowed within her expression, filling her eyes like a ravenous predator. “If your form is true, then you are my child, you are a seed of death. If you are not, and you are just a pale imitation of what is to come, then this will not go well for you.”
Something in her voice, the hard steel edge hidden in the shadows, caused Tad’s hackles to rise. That Fenrir’s hackles didn’t rise right next to Tad’s caused him to feel further terrified. “Do I need to throw myself into it again?”
The woman held his gaze. “As this is the second time you have entered, everything will be amplified. Your pains, your sorrows, the duration.”
Tad exhaled hot and slow. “I don’t remember the first time, not really.”
“If you are my child, it does not matter if you remember or not. If you are an imposter, then the pain will drive you to madness, and you shall become feral, your mind unable to retain anything but the savageness of the darkness itself. Only your connection to Titan saved you from this fate the first time, the flood of darkness feeding your hunger before you were consumed entirely.”
“If time is meaningless here, can we wait a minute while I prepare?”
“Certainly, but I warn you, with as gargantuan a task as what lies before you, your mind will start to remember snippets, things that will terrify you deeper than your bones. It is better to do so quickly, now that I’ve started the deluge of your memory. Should you remember too much, you shan’t try your hand at this a second time.”
Tad warred internally. Despite the deep weariness of his previous emotions, they felt blunted from time. Burned out he might be, but if right now was his best chance of beating this, of becoming something more... Someone Omega said could become who could face the trials ahead of him, someone who could bear all that weight and darkness...
He could see his hopes and dreams alive in that future. He could see himself holding Liz, safe and back in a home of their own. He could even see baby Ethan, returned to some sort of life, fighting with Wisp on the floor as she continually kicked his butt with her excessive shadow brace. He could see a future where he might not lose everything he held dear to his heart.
He had none of that in the present. Nor did he have the slightest possibility of how to bring such a future to fruition. Unless he acted now.
Unless he threw himself into that black portal of swirling death - the tortures of the third infinity.
As much as he wanted to stop, and wallow in his sorrows, as much as he wished he could sleep the pain away eternally, he knew neither of those things would help. With more courage than he felt, he stepped forward. “I do this for Liz.” He turned and looked at the old lady, who studied him with those blind eyes beneath her blindfold. Tad turned back to the portal. “I do this for Baby Ethan.” He spoke the words again, and searched for the third reason that was just outside his grasp. 
Then he found it. “I do this for a future that is better than the past. For the best possible version of the future I can bring about. For that... I’ll gladly sacrifice everything I am.”
He threw himself into the black portal.
Tad thought he had known darkness before, from his experiences with the void. But he was wrong. The darkness consumed him, and simultaneously he became one with the darkness. Thought itself died as he tumbled to and fro on the waves of some tumultuous sea. Frothy waves crashed and thunder cracked within his soul.
A harsh feminine voice filled every inch of the ocean as it screamed, “The pain of the tower, of the level-up program, was designed for one thing.” The voice was a scathing whisper, yet it boomed louder in his mind than any voice could.
“Alpha saw no need for it, but they knew not of my hidden desires. They knew not of my drive to duplicate myself in actuality, to create a second Omega and propagate in the truest sense!” The voice laughed as if possessed with insanity itself. “And now we see the first fruits, we see if you have come far enough to withstand a true eternity of pain and death! We see if the tower prepared you properly!”
The ocean of darkness became fear itself. It trembled in anticipation, for it knew pain. Pain greater than almost any other being alive, for it had suffered, both physically, mentally, and emotionally. But it wasn’t sure if it was ready for this.
Tad lay in another place. The grass was green and the sun was hot overhead. His head spun and he brought up a hand and wiped blood away from his mouth, which tasted of both blood and dirt.
“Get up, you little turd.” A swift kick took him in the ribs and Tad groaned and rolled over, clutching at his now throbbing ribs. Had one broken?
Tad rolled away from another kick and got up into a wary squat, staring daggers at his attacker. Brad stood tall, a cruel smile spread slightly across his face. A few wisps of his long blonde hair hung across his face, stuck to his lip. “You’re so pathetic, why don’t you try fighting back? Maybe it’ll be fun.”
Tad blanched and Brad laughed at his expression. Quicker than Tad could follow, Brad dashed forward and planted a foot against Tad’s shoulder and kicked. Tad slammed backward, over the curb, his head smacking against the asphalt with a wet crunch. Stars spun in his eyes and darkness half-shrouded his vision. He tried to sit up once more, but his legs no longer worked. The pain, sharp just a moment ago, was now a dull thud. His vision slowly vanished to pinpricks.
He felt Brad stooping over him, more than saw him. “Dude, are you okay?”
Tad’s head pulsed painfully as each beat of his heart caused more blood to bleed out onto the concrete below him. Brad shook Tad, and Tad’s last thought was, “Is this how it ends?” His fingers and toes were painfully cold, and his whole body began to tremble as his consciousness slipped away.
The darkness came crashing back, the walls of the illusion vanishing like smoke.
Tad stood somewhere else.
He was four years old, crossing the road, chasing after the neighborhood cat. A squeal of tires to his right caused him to freeze in terror. The car hit him, flung his little body across the asphalt.
“Mommy...” He spoke before the darkness took him again.
He stood somewhere else once more.
Hunched over his open computer case, trying to figure out what that noise was. He saw a nick in one of the black cables and ran his thumb over it. Electricity pulsed through him, his heart stopping. He fell and clutched at his chest in the darkness.
He was somewhere else. In his mom’s semi-truck for a ride along during summer break. He was eight years old, lying on the seat. Suddenly the entire truck vibrated as it drove past the rumble strips. Tad jumped up. “Mom, wake up!” She woke, but too late, the truck rolled off the road and down the steep hill, rolling side over side. Tad flew through the window as the truck rolled over him.
Countless deaths rolled through him. He died, and never in the same way twice. He died throughout every part of his life sequentially and simultaneously. He died in accidents, violence, dungeons, and more. It was suffering, terror, and death incarnate.
Finally, the deaths stopped. The black swirling vortex was gone. The cave terminated in a smooth depression.
Tad was on his knees, his face pressed to the floor, the obsidian groove in the floor scratching his face. “When does it end? How can it ever end?”
“Death never ends. Every moment might be your last, yet you must bravely forge forward, and live as though you’ll never die. You must make plans and trust that even though the apocalypse is around the corner, and the reaper sharpens his blade, your name on his list, your actions matter, now and forever,” the woman spoke, thick sympathy in her voice. “This is what Alpha does not understand, the burden we carry. It will never end. Death must become your constant companion. You must learn to endure it, and only then can it sustain you.”
Tad got up to his hands and knees, then stood up, only to fall forward and vomit a thick, viscous goo of darkness. “That makes no sense, how can death sustain me?”
“You must figure that out for yourself, but you have passed your first test,” she sounded pleased. A deep grinding sound filled the tunnel. A single pedestal rose from the ground. “Remember this, mastery is the first step of excellence. Having read your thoughts, you longed for solitude, for an existence that didn’t require anything from you. Well, you shall have it. I will send you help, to start you on your path, after which you will be utterly alone until you have achieved it. Goodbye, Tad.” The woman’s voice held a note of finality. Her form shifted and from her center, she swirled into a vortex of darkness of her own and she was gone.
Tad got to unsteady legs, using the pedestal as support. A small necklace with three trinkets sat atop the pedestal.
With careful hands, he took the necklace and placed it over his head, and looked down at the three emblems. The first was a handaxe, the second looked like a sword, and the third looked like a set of woodcutter chisels.
Tad touched the chisels.
Cleaner than any dungeon teleportation Tad had ever experienced, he went from the tunnel to an expansive wood-cutter’s workshop. The walls were outfitted with endless tools that Tad didn’t recognize or even know the purpose for. The wall in front of him had dozens of different chisels, gouges, mallets, and knives, all foreign to Tad. He reached out and grabbed one labeled “Carpenter’s Chisel,” almost expecting a popup to appear.
Nothing did.
He looked around for what he was supposed to carve, but there was no wood. Tad put the carpenter’s chisel back and grabbed a small mallet, giving it a few experimental swings. “I’m supposed to master these? What does that even mean?”
Tad gently squeezed the axe emblem and suddenly he stood in a dark clearing with huge wooden dowels surrounding him. Tad craned his neck up only to see that the dowels were actually enormous trees that stretched far above. They were the biggest trees he’d ever seen, with trunks so thick it was almost like he stood in the middle. In the center of the clearing was a small hatchet, with only room enough on the hilt for one of his hands. He picked it up and moved to a tree, giving an experimental swing of the axe. 
The bark didn’t even have the decency to chip. He hit it harder, then harder again. Then he swung with his full strength. Still, nothing. Tad looked around as a faint howling sound seemed to grow from all around him, before it suddenly died, back to ghostly silence. Tad took a deep breath, unsure of what to do. With his axe, he drew a line in the forest floor beneath and set about the task of walking clear around the gigantic tree. He walked leisurely, but the trip felt like it took hours. His perception tendrils stretched out as far as he could, and as far as he could tell, he was in an eternal, never-ending forest. Each of the trees seemed to be as big as the one he circled. Finally, he came to his axe mark on the forest floor.
Tad’s mind had trouble fully conceptualizing just how large this tree was. Tad swung a second time at the tree; his axe bounced off harmlessly. 
“You’ll never get anywhere with a technique like that,” a dry voice spoke out from behind. 
Tad turned quickly, his adrenaline spiking in his veins, his heart skipping a beat. He turned to find a small man, almost half his height. His golden brown eyes studied Tad curiously. His skin glowed a soft golden, and he wore a dark vest, his arms and chest bare, revealing muscular perfection. His trousers were made of the same black material, and he stood barefoot against the soft dark earth, his feet far too clean. 
“Who are you?” Tad asked. The man’s demeanor gave him no cause for worry, but Tad stayed on guard. This was Titan, where one could never be too careful. 
“Victor Vander,” the man studied Tad, resting especially long on his eyes. “And who might you be?” 
Vander. Tad knew exactly who this was. It was the ultimate spellcaster creator who had accompanied Charles Tidwell in their attempt to close Titan. Tad looked the man up and down once more. There was no evidence of the maple wand that was almost as iconic as the man, the same wand that had been offered to Tad as a quest reward. “My name is Tad Harrington.” 
The man tilted his head slightly. “An Earthling name, but nothing about you is remotely human.” 
“I’m human,” Tad paused. “Or at least, I was. I haven’t been in Titan for long.” 
The man brushed back his long straight golden hair, tucking it behind one ear. A doubtful expression rested on his face. “How long have you been in Titan?” The man’s eyes got a distant look in them before they snapped back to his appearance. “Again, you don’t look human, but your speech is undeniably English.” 
“I’ve only been here a few months at the most.” 
“Months,” Vander spoke the word as if trying it out. Then he laughed, a small self-defeated laugh. “I’ve forgotten how short months are. They were deliciously short.”
Tad studied the creator before him closely. He didn’t have the same lengths of missing limbs like Hyde had, nor the defeated look, or grey skin, yet something seemed off about the man. “Why aren’t you like Hyde?”
The man stared at Tad with a confused look.
“Maybe you don’t know him. But he was all grey, infected by Zero’s infinity and philosophy.”
For an instant, the man before him flashed completely grey, his face falling, then twisting into a panicked expression, before he closed his eyes and wrenched his face up with an expression of pure will. Then came serenity, and once more the golden color came back to his expression. “Please.” The man spat a small spew of grey liquid from his mouth, it dribbled down his chin, then evaporated into nothingness. “Speak not of that man, nor of his... infinity. I’ve not yet perfected my hold on my previous glory.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t know.” Tad watched as the man put himself back together, piece by piece. His posture was erected once more, his features smoothed out into serenity, and last to unclench were his fists. Once he was finally composed his eyes snapped open, a soft brown once more. Tad had another question burning in his gut, he had to get it out. “You overcame it though. How did you do it?”
A flame in Vander’s eyes danced. “You were fully broken too. Weren’t you?”
The darkness that had swallowed Tad before pressed back into his mind, almost completing its grip fully, and Tad shuddered, then nodded.
“Then I can see why she sent you here. She finally has come to fulfill our bargain.”
Tad shook his head to clear his thoughts further. “What bargain is that?”
Vander moved across the ground in the blink of an eye, and rested his warm hands on Tad’s clenched fists. Tad tried to pull back out of sheer surprise, but Vander’s grip was iron and Tad couldn’t get away. Vander stared into Tad’s soul, and Tad tried to shrink from his all-seeing eyes. “She taught me how to live once more, that I might teach those who came after me.”
The irony that Death herself had taught Vander to live was not lost on Tad, but the sarcastic thought died as the glow in Vander’s eyes intensified a thousand-fold. It was as if stating his purpose had fed the flames that had been mere embers an instant before. 
“You will be my first disciple.”
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Chapter 19


Tad crept further into the mausoleum finger dungeon. He had pushed his hands to his eyes and wandered through the forest, back through the dungeon exit, and now was in the second thumb dungeon. His mind filled with images of his dream. Now he knew how he’d lost Fenrir. Tad tried to focus on the golden chains that still must be inside him, but they didn’t expose themselves. 
His mind returned to the dream. 
Vander, one of Tidwell’s companions...
He must have taught Tad how to live. He watched as the creator had put himself back together, overcoming that huge fear within him. Tad did the same thing; he found his center, his balance, and his strength surged. His deep source of strength within his soul and the ability to hold the dread at bay must have been taught by Vander.
A deep flow of gratitude washed through his heart as he descended past the dead creatures of all shapes and sizes that covered the walls, each with far too many tongues, eyes, and fingers where there should be arms, legs, or heads. The deeper he made it into this dungeon, the older the dead creatures seemed to grow. Dust covered the slate-grey stone; anywhere he brushed upon it stained his pale skin with dust. Deeper, and deeper still he explored, knowing that his enemy had to be somewhere. But this was a thumb dungeon, and just like the fight with the Eyeberus, he suspected that he had to explore to find the monster.
He was on edge. How deadly would this second thumb dungeon be?
He opened his skill tree, wondering where he should put his next four points. He looked over his tier 2 skills.
*Skill points to allocate: 4.
Tier 2 skills: (Allocate 7 more points to unlock tier 3 skills)
Destroyer Resonance: 0/10 - Increase all parameters in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite.
Destroyer Energy: 0/5 - Increase power of all energy attacks in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite.
Destroyer Physicality: 3/5 - Increase sheer physical abilities in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite.*
Each looked intensely promising, each buff increasing with his never-ending infinity upgrades. The fact that it would take seven points to get him into the next tree was the only thing that held him back. He skimmed over the other main path of his skill tree, the Darkness Path. Darkness capacity was effectively maximum health. It would be useful soon, but the other ones were pointless, and he wasn’t about to sink five points into darkness capacity just to reach darkness regeneration. Not yet.
That brought him to the last of his skill trees, the two arms. He was very pleased with his right arm, his Odachi mode - and felt no need for a second entire weapon type. That left just his Support form tree. He wasn’t interested in strength fury, either. His Zanbato mode minced anything he came across. What he was interested in was the other modes, but each would likely take three points to get anything usable. It seemed premature to chase anything else in here.
Which meant that he needed to put his points into strength now. His eyes went back up to Destroyer Physicality and Destroyer Resonance. Both would increase his strength, speed, reflexes, and more, which he desperately needed to keep even with the monster’s growth he’d been facing. The four crystal bosses had taken everything to defeat, and it had been a close thing.
He maxed out Destroyer Physicality and dumped two points into resonance.
*19%, 20%, 21%, 22% infinite!* The voice of the level-up program screamed, but Tad barely heard it.
Four entire points allocated simultaneously forced him into another world. Pure adrenaline pulsed through his heart. His strength soared in pure exhilaration. Power trembled through his limbs, his muscles, his bones, and the growth never stopped, it reached higher and higher upward, his strength racing.
Finally, his capacity to hold the strength caught up, and he stood, leaning with trembling hands. One hand braced himself on a half-desiccated skull jutting from the wall, his eyes clearing from the powerlust, his thoughts still floating atop his new power. 
Tad waved his arm through a large spiderweb he only half saw, descending deeper into the endless mausoleum, winding down a spiral staircase. At the bottom, he squeezed through a narrowing hallway, having to turn sideways and shuffle through so tightly that he had to exhale all his breath to fit through the final foot. Even then, he thought he might get stuck. He burst through with a wriggle of his shoulders, cracking the walls out into a small room filled with a dozen burial mounds. Tattered cloaks hung still atop rusted swords that marked the graves of each. He continued through to the opening on the other side, where he stood at the bottom of a huge canyon that vanished in blackness above. The two walls climbed upward, covered in ancient etchings of death and dismemberment. He passed through swiftly until he traversed into a maze made of towering corpses of endless dead things, all the while searching for the one who ruled in such a place. 
He wandered the maze for what felt like an eternity, following his intuition. It almost felt like he’d been here before, like he knew the way intimately. Perhaps he had been here before, or perhaps something in his bones led him forward. Finally, he stood before an obsidian door, so polished that he could clearly see his boyish reflection. A single black handprint stood on the door. It was the inversion of the boss doors, an obsidian where there had always been gold. One time he saw something like this, and it had ended up being a void assimilation chamber. Somehow he knew this was different. 
What was inside...
His reflection shifted without him transforming. What stood before him towered above, as it stretched upward. The image started its transformation at the feet, its powerful toe claws dug into the ground, tearing obsidian scars as the feet swelled. Its ankles were backward like a spring-loaded raptor’s foot, legs thick and powerful. Its core was tight and muscular. His wings were still decrepit on his back, missing feathers here and there, but they seemed to fit the reflection. Tad stared at the Destroyer looking at him, his eyes trailing. His jaw had lengthened and his cheekbones were set higher, his lips were as red as blood, his eyes were a piercing yellow symbol of Omega, where Tad’s were always blue.
The transformed reflection smiled, perfectly still fingerteeth grinning at him in an unsettling smile. With a beckoning wave, his reflection invited him into the polished obsidian, turned, and then vanished. The room all around him was still reflected in that door, but his own reflection had completely vanished.
Tad had to take a deep breath. It was one of those rooms, he knew it. It was a clone of himself. He’d already fought one made from Omega, twice, and a separate one made from Alpha - so whose on Earth could this one be?
He stared at the black void, beckoning him forward, daring him to step into the realm of the dead. The world of death itself.
The last thumb dungeon had given him five titanfruit, but this whole ‘hand’ had given him almost double. That meant ten potential titanfruit awaited him past this door if he were victorious.
Tad gulped in anticipation and was glad he couldn’t see his reflection. What would it feel like to allocate ten more skill points, when four had felt like stretching his consciousness to the limit? Though compared to the third infinity he’d felt in that dream...
He shrugged off that memory; he would not think of it now. He focused on the adrenaline rush growing, that endlessly increasing power... He was ravenous to feel it, unable to even imagine it. Each increase was growing, putting the previous one to shame.
He breathed out a full breath and then transformed.
Bring it on.
Tad was in his best form, ready and eager to destroy anything in his path - even something that looked just like him.
He put his hand onto the obsidian handprint and stepped through the threshold.
He stood in pure darkness once more, in a similar arena to where he’d fought the Eyeberus. Stealth vision activated but it didn’t reveal anything - it was the same as the previous thumb room. Endless darkness swirled around him yet it was different. It wasn’t his. He couldn’t use or absorb it. Not yet.
With a thought, he brought up the skill that would likely allow him to take advantage of it - locked away on the Darkness Path behind 5 more points that needed to be allocated.
*Darkness Compatibility: 0/5 Increase absorption abilities to include more types of darkness*
This darkness before him felt incredibly ancient and was incompatible with his model. It would be like feeding gasoline to a horse. There was still power here, that was for sure, it was just beyond his reach.
“You cannot see, can you?” A harsh voice rang out.
Tad looked toward the source of the voice but said nothing.
“I can see you, clear as... well, not as day, for I’ve never had the privilege of walking in the light.”
“Well, bow before me like the others and I’ll take you with me,” Tad said flippantly.
“What others?” The voice called dangerously.
“I’ve fought others like you, clones of myself, those who have my powers,” Tad spoke, turning in the darkness, trying to pinpoint where his opponent was speaking from.
There was silence for a time. Then the voice spoke, from Tad’s right. “I am not the same as them. I am a different creature.”
Tad turned to meet the voice. “How so?”
“I was not created as a copy of you; instead, you are the fulfillment of me. For ages immemorial, I feared that none would come, that none would find the hidden path.”
“Are you saying I’m the copy?” Tad said carefully, trying to get the thing to talk to pinpoint where it was.
“You are not a copy, nor a clone, but you are the manifestation of the true path that was set in motion from the beginning. Whether or not it would actually occur, whether the power of a destroyer could actually be harnessed and wielded by an individual was deemed theoretically impossible by Mother herself. The circumstances required for such a being to exist were too strict, the path too narrow. It was beyond her ability to bring about such a creature. But in this space, I have existed since before the creation of Titan, hidden by Mother.” His voice trembled with pleasure and anticipation. “Finally, finally a destroyer stands before me.”
Tad pinpointed in the darkness from which the monster spoke. Tad watched and saw a silhouette, just the roughest etching of an outline to match his own. “For what purpose? To overtake me in case I was weak, like the others?”
The destroyer laughed, sounding genuinely amused. “No, there is no escape from this place for me. This universe is my home; to leave it would be to destabilize my existence.” The voice paused and the silhouette’s arms gestured to the expanse. “The laws within this place were altered to allow for my existence. It is the only place in which I can exist - the conditions perfected for a theoretical impossibility. Were I to leave, in your body or mine, I would cease to exist. There is no glory for me out there.” Its voice had grown suddenly feral, as if it hungered for Tad to ask what Tad wanted to ask.
So he did. “What glory is there for you in here?”
The silhouette’s posture relaxed, and Tad swore he could see a smile on its face. “Here, I get to be the first to test the power of a true destroyer. My name is Limit Tester, and I’m nothing more than quality control.” The voice turned suddenly hard. “It would shame Mother Omega should her greatest theoretical creation be a disappointment.”
Tad’s suspicions were finally confirmed. “So this whole dungeon chain, the fingerteeth stone tablet thingy, was made to be a beta test for Destroyers?”
The Limit Tester paused. “I know only of this darkness, and nothing of,” he gestured condescendingly at the outside, “nor do I hold the slightest interest in discussing the outside world further.” A dull grey light flicked on, a dome that floated high above, revealing the mirror destroyer, exactly where Tad had found him. “Let’s see how you’ve progressed with your skill tree, shall we?”
With a flick of the Limit Tester’s finger, Tad’s skill tree came up on a giant screen that filled half the sky above. Limit Tester lay on his back, staring at the tree, pursing his deep red lips. “Some discovery, some reservation. Pursuing power is clearly your primary objective, perhaps mother’s other tests are becoming too rigorous for you? Yes?” The smile on his face was undeniably pleased. “Unfortunately, this skill configuration will make it quite difficult, nay, perhaps impossible for you to progress today.” He still sounded pleased. “Recalculating and allocating points.” His form shifted, his sleek muscles withered, his wings grew larger, his strength and speed seemed to vanish. What on earth was he thinking?
“How so?” Tad asked.
“In this place, cut off from Titan as you are, you will be unable to refuel. Unable to catch me, all I must do is retreat until you consume yourself.” His eyes narrowed viciously. “You invested neither in darkness capacity, immolation reduction, nor darkness regeneration to plug your constant self-immolation. At this rate, I won’t even need to battle you myself.”
“It will take more than stalling to stop me,” Tad said, more sure of anything than in his entire life. The gleaming power of eternal progress was right before his eyes. He wouldn’t fail. Not here.
The Limit Tester laughed again, his shoulders shrugged, more carefree than a thousand-pound wrecking machine, capable of tearing apart creators permanently, should have been able to do. “I will stop you. For here in this substrate, I did not have to invest in those skills I mentioned either. Like you, I was able to push through the most delicious part of the skill tree, beyond where you explored to where the sweetest fruit lies.” He pointed up on the skill tree, above Destroyer Physicality, up to the third tier lay blocked from Tad’s view. “Had you unlocked this, you would have had a chance - with twenty skill points allocated, you could have already soared into Duo mode. Perhaps then, you could have ended the fight in a flash, before I could stall you out of all your life.”
Tad had no idea what he was talking about.
“You explored too much, hesitated where you should have charged forward. You should have either gone all into power or into recovery where your never-ending upward growth could have carried you above all other monsters you faced, over time. You are stunted and I will take advantage of that fact.” He clicked his teeth disappointedly, a small hiss coming from the prodded fingerteeth, his face looking toward the skill tree longingly with fierce hunger. “I only wish this were not the final dungeon, that mother had continued her discovery into the power of destroyers.”
Tad perked up. “You think this is the final dungeon?”
Limit Tester went rigid, his expression going blank.
Tad laughed softly as he realized what had happened. “She left you. Left you behind and worked on another form.”
Limit Tester flinched as solidly as if Tad had thrown a punch at his face. “If she did, she had her reasons.”
Tad almost felt sorry for the creature before him, at least he would have, had it not been acting like such an ass. “You’re only the second boss of a much larger dungeon chain.”
Limit Tester’s expression fell, horrified at the thought, then darkened. “Then it was my fault for not exceeding the limits of my own creation.”
“Mother must be infallible.” Tad paused, putting the pieces together of his dreams that he’d seen. If he’d been stuck in here since before Titan even existed... “Did you know that nearly all of her power has been stripped, and she is but a shell of her former glory?”
LT involuntarily leaned forward, his golden-omega eyes almost bugging out of his face. 
It was clear to Tad that this monster, this destroyer, was a prototype model, abandoned without a second thought. But he couldn’t allow the destroyer before him to run away endlessly. He knew it was a strategy that could end him, especially without being able to see in the dark. “And you’re standing in my way of ten titanfruit.” Tad blasted forward, in a single flap of his wings, both hands on his Daisho swords. His weapons cleared his sheath, screaming toward LT’s neck.
A female voice rang out. “Daisho mode activated.”
At the same time, the same voice rang out. “Evasion form activated.”
Tad’s blades missed by a solid inch. Dark tubes were jutting from Limit Tester’s shoulders, knees, and feet, and without being cognizant of the threat, his ‘evasion form’ had saved him. Tad burst forward again, trying to end the fight before his enemy could retreat. His swords caught him in the shoulder and upper thigh this time, the same instant as the lights vanished above, plunging them into sudden darkness.
Tad spun and swung his swords, trying to give chase, but his opponent vanished.
“Had it not been for Evasion Form, you might have done me in,” a disembodied voice spoke from all around. “I came prepared, and somehow you think to defeat me when you can’t even see? When you burn yourself with every beat of your heart?” The voice echoed all around Tad. “I will retreat until you burn out. Farewell, actualized destroyer.” His voice was thick with envy.
Tad spun in surprise, listening for any sign of Limit Tester, but he heard nothing.
“Ultimate Thunderbolt,” Tad said and threw a thousand sustained bolts to light up the darkness.
The same feminine voice called out, “Sniper form activated.”
For a single instant, he saw the destroyer flying high in the air above him, empty white-bone wing frame extended wide with his right arm holding what should have been his left arm, but instead had transformed into a cannon.
“Dome of Dark Silence,” LT’s voice rang out.
A thicker darkness expanded in a fraction of a moment, out to the horizon. It swallowed the thunderbolts, suffocating their life and fizzling out the spell.
Tad leapt to where LT had been the moment before, but his strikes only slid through darkness. He tried to cast another thunderbolt. His voice rang out saying the words...
But nothing happened. The darkness that had always flowed to fulfill his command was dead within his soul.
“So eager to rush to your death that you attack the only being who can save you.”
Tad scoured the darkness, turning endlessly, trying to pinpoint where the voice was speaking from. “You might be stuck here for all eternity, but that doesn’t mean I am. I have places to go.” The vision of ten ripe titanfruit flashed in his mind.
“You’ve never met an opponent like me,” the voice sounded far distant. “One who will win no matter the cost.”
Tad had to stop himself from rolling his eyes. Every void he’d ever fought had been so. He flew towards the voice, swallowing up the ground with each beat of his wings. He racked his mind, trying to figure out a plan. “What’s up with your left arm?” Tad spoke again, trying to lure his opponent out. 
“You’re about to find out.” 
Bullets hit Tad in the forehead, both shoulders, his sternum, and both knees almost simultaneously. The force of the blows and the timing both tossed him backward and spun him rapidly. He reoriented and slid to his feet only to take another volley of shots, hitting him in the face and arms, blasting him backwards again with such force that it slapped him down a dozen feet, spinning and disorienting him. The second shot was a much larger caliber, throwing him back even further. Tad soared towards the bullets, a desperation beginning to grow in his chest. He looked; his darkness was still at 85%. The bullets weren’t very damaging, just disorienting while robbing his progress. In the darkness, he flapped one wing, rolling to the side, as another volley of bullets whizzed past him, then flapped both to burst forward, right into another round of shots that caught him and again he careened backwards. He tried to make his mana stir, the darkness in his soul, to cast some spell to help him block the attacks, or close the distance, but his mana was as dead as all the creatures that had led to this room. 
“Show yourself, you coward,” Tad growled. 
“Coward?” His opponent’s distant voice called. “My motto is victory by any means.” 
Tad spoke through gritted teeth as another bullet hit him right in the forehead, the momentum jamming painfully down his spine, flipping him backwards twice, yet only a trickle of blood dribbled down past his eyes. “This is your ideal victory?”
“It is an optimal build to defeat another destroyer with a build such as yours,” Limit Tester called with disdain. “You had no chance of victory; I had even calculated your surprise attack.”
Tad continued his mad dash toward the voice and tried to dodge continual bullets in the darkness, but he felt like he was getting no closer. His mind raced. Clearly, Limit Tester had invested in ‘Sniper mode,’ where Tad had invested in ‘Support form.’ All he could see in his mind’s eye was a picture of Limit Tester flying in the air backwards, firing off his left arm endlessly while he flapped his wings to flee. He’d picked the most annoying build Tad could think of, while removing himself from danger, all waiting for Tad to burn himself out.
It was very Fenrir-like, cutthroat and calculated, if Fenrir was a complete coward that is. Limit Tester had completely removed his ego from the equation. Limit Tester didn’t care about some abstract morality - of courage or valor in battle? To him, there was only victory or death.
With Tad’s spells locked away, he couldn’t use anything like an ice vortex to slow his opponent down, or light up the area with firewalls and thunderbolts.
The answer clarified before his mind’s eye, but it was a gamble. Tad grinned, exhilaration climbing in his chest. When hadn’t his fighting style been a gamble? He was a void, through and through, and it was either break through or bust. He had no chance of winning a protracted battle. Which left him one solution.
Despite having quickshift, Tad slammed his swords into his hip, and pulled his Odachi from his shoulder manually. Another hail of bullets in each of his limbs knocked him backwards further into the darkness.
“Speedfury.”
“Speedfury Activated!” The woman’s voice in the darkness spoke. Tad breathed with relief, despite the woman spoiling everything, he was half worried that his destroyer skills might not work.
Rocket boosters jutted from the back of his arms and legs as his speed launched faster even than his Daisho mode. His physicality, strength, and speed far surpassed his opponent who hid in the dark, and that would be his path to victory. 
His health bar drained, as if it were a wineskin with a few holes in it. 
He raced forward, tossing himself in barrel rolls from side to side. Bullets whizzed past him, but they couldn’t find him anymore. Then the bullets stopped completely. His enemy had changed tactics. 
Limit Tester was playing possum. 
There was no way in this vast darkness to find his enemy effectively, not before Tad’s health ran out, especially as he burned it so hot. He needed some creativity. If he couldn’t use his perception tendrils, he’d use something else he could sense. Tad opened his mouth, unhinged his jaw, and released hundreds of fingerteeth. He concentrated, regrew them, and released more, then did it again. 
In a cloud of motion, the small fingerteeth expanded outward. These he could feel. They were part of him. Some inched in all directions, others flew, a jet of darkness behind them, but Tad could sense each of his own teeth. They were part of him. It was as if his concept of self was expanding. Out and out they flew, the bullets started to fly once more, tearing some apart. 
The bullets carved funnels through Tad’s fingerteeth. Tad’s mind was racing as he tried to see the track each bullet that tore through the cloud of fingerteeth, calculating their origin. 
He found it. His opponent was roughly two hundred yards past his furthest fingerteeth, about fifteen degrees to his right. 
It had to be instant. Tad paused, waiting for that crucial moment when his speed kicked up to the next notch, where black barrels of burning darkness would emerge from his heels. 
It hit. 
Tad’s wings flexed in a gigantic rush of speed, snapping in a thunderous flap.
The bullets changed trajectory, and Tad calculated his new position. He soared through the air and swung his sword - it caught flesh, slicing through bone in an instant, but Tad could tell it was a grazing wound. His enemy vanished into the darkness once more. Tad gave frantic chase, overshooting the slippery sniper, who, between grunts of effort, was doing everything in his power to escape. 
Tad’s sword caught him again, but he felt something press to his forehead in that same exact instant.
“Railgun mode activated!” the woman in the sky said. 
Tad felt the weight distribution of his opponent change as his arm lengthened backward in an instant. The barrel of the gun grew to about the size of Tad’s entire head.
The whirr of high-pitched electrical components came to life; the vibration filled Tad’s bones. He couldn’t take this attack! Tad flung himself backward and swung his Odachi upward at the same time with all his speed, the same instant the railgun fired and took off a huge chunk of the top of his skull. His health bar dropped sharply. A glance showed it already down to 44%, but none of that mattered. Tad finally had him. With both hands on his hilt, Tad’s sword struck again and again. In railgun mode, his opponent was now too heavy and unwieldy to dodge properly. Each swing of his sword accelerated faster and faster, the elbow rockets allowing him to combine his slices in an endless combination. His opponent screamed in desperation as he was diced to pieces.
“Elixir Form!” the woman’s voice said.
Tad’s fingerteeth had caught up and clamped down, biting onto any shred of flesh they could, revealing the destroyer frantically fleeing in the darkness. He could feel the destroyer’s flesh knitting up, pushing his fingerteeth away.
He was healing...
Tad let him flee, waiting for the next pulse of speedfury. He could see him now, and there was no escape for him. Tad waited for speedfury to kick to the next level, for level 3 to kick in. It did at 33% health left; the feathers at the bottom of his wings turned to barrels burning darkness, increasing his speed dramatically.
His darkness drained like a dam burst, but Limit Tester’s movements slowed to molasses, his wounds healing up.
Clearly, Limit Tester had put almost all his points into the left-hand support tree. And Tad was glad that he had - it had some interesting applications.
Tad burst forward, swinging his blade. Mid-swing, he quickshifted from Odachi to Zanbato. His strike slammed into Limit Tester so hard it splashed him into a liquid. Black jellied blood sprayed across the darkness, his fingerteeth already catching up to consume the deceased destroyer. 
Utilizing quickshift, Tad materialized his daisho form, which disabled his speedfury, as speedfury was on his two-handed support tree, and daisho form was two one-handed swords.
His health hung at 11%. He could hardly believe how fast his health had drained on that third speed form. It really was a speedy, self-consuming fury.
The pale dome-light above flickered back on, and Tad floated midair, his wings flapping wearily. He was breathing hard, but he couldn’t help the smile creeping onto his face. The battle had been hard-fought and harder-won. He wiped gore from his face and head, not sure if it was his own, or Limit Tester’s. Probably both.
“Optimize that,” Tad spat something metallic from his mouth.
To use his biggest weakness, his self-immolation, against him in a battle of attrition wasn’t something he’d expected to come across so early. Fenrir would have never fought like that. He would have reached for victory above all, but he still had his pride. Fenrir could be goaded, unlike this strange destroyer creature who was devoid of humanity in his calculation for any hollow victory. None of his other opponents had known his limits or his weaknesses.
Despite all of his anger and bitterness toward his fallen opponent, he found a new emotion welling up within him: gratitude. Limit Tester, for all his flaws, had certainly fulfilled his namesake. He had exposed Tad’s weaknesses, which would allow him to shore them up in the future. He also wasn’t used to being robbed of sight, perception, and spells all at once. Railgun mode could certainly be his, as he couldn’t think of a better delivery of an Omega Ragnarok.
His fingerteeth ate hungrily, belching and fighting each other for the best parts, but Tad just lay on his back, in the darkness, relaxing. He was waiting for what was to come.
The fingerteeth returned after their feast.
He lived Limit Tester’s death. He felt his surprise at how quick his opponent had become. His outrage at being surpassed after all this time. He felt Limit Tester’s last desperate gamble; his neck had been sliced open wide from a lucky slice, his precious darkness dribbling out. He switched to railgun mode. The gun leapt huge, three times as large as his body behind him.
The gun whirred to life and fired in an instant, but somehow his opponent dodged! Impossible!
He fled, flapping his wings in pure desperation. It couldn’t end like this - he couldn’t be beaten! “Elixir mode!” he’d whispered, and the woman spoke the words.
A healing liquid dribbled across his body, his flesh knitting up. He turned to look at his opponent.
His form had grown huge. He was a behemoth! And that sword! The blade was massive! It rushed to crush and tear, but the worst of it all was the look in his eyes! The blue Omega eyes flashed white, and Limit Tester saw his death. He saw his life end in a million gruesome ways in an instant!
Limit Tester didn’t even feel the blade as he fell into blackness.
Tad came to, that last thought causing a shiver of fear to climb his spine. His eyes... what Limit Tester had seen within them, it had been exactly like that dark vortex that he’d thrown himself into twice now. Once, encouraged by Omega herself. 
The third infinity was leaking from his gaze, the moment before he killed.
He didn’t know what that meant, but it caused another shiver up his back. He didn’t like it one bit.
Ten transparent blood-red fruits with different shaped black holes spun in a perfect circle before him, taking his thoughts from the harrowing experience of Limit Tester’s death.
Ten.
Just as he’d guessed.
Tad’s blood roiled at the thought. Sweat dripped down his nose, his skull already knitting together again. His mind raced, trying to find any way out of this.
There was Gerald.
Omega had given him Gerald’s bones - perhaps that’s what the golden Gerald wanted the fruit for - to help him return to himself.
The thought came and instantly he refuted it. Something was wrong with Gerald, but he hadn’t been able to put his finger on it. He couldn’t trust him - he felt that deep in his bones.
Giving him a titanfruit would be a mistake.
Tad would use them here.
Use them now.
Tad sat down and placed one human finger on each of the fruits - His fingers suddenly transformed, and even though they had a fruit apiece it didn’t stop them from trying to snap and steal from each other as they fed.
They fed and then fell silent again, his fingers turning fleshy and human once more.
In his form, the predictable intense wave of exhaustion flowed over him.
He’d allocate the points.
All of them.
He’d find whatever was hidden in that third tier that Limit Tester had hinted at. Something he’d called ‘Duo Mode.’ 
He’d find it. 
And claim it for himself.
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Chapter 20


Tad stood in the endless forest, swinging his axe for what had to be the ten-thousandth time. Vander had watched his work for a while, then vanished to who knows where. Tad’s frustration and anger flowed through him nonstop. “This stupid tree!” Tad roared. He hit it again in a frenzy. Despite all his strength, despite all the power of his current demon form, he couldn’t even wound it. He couldn’t even chip its bark! 
He craned his neck up at the vast tree. Vander had brought Tad to a part of the forest where the trees weren’t so large. To ‘beginner’ trees, he’d called them. At the time, it had provoked Tad, but after spending all this time and not making progress, Tad wished there were easier trees to fell.
Tad muttered aloud, spewing resentment. “Why am I doing any of this anyway? Omega said she would train me herself, not using her stupid gopher. This is going to take forever! Where did she even go? I can’t believe she left me with this stupid creator who doesn’t even know how-”
“Ahem.”
Tad jumped at the voice, then felt his face flush, hoping that his pale demon skin didn’t show embarrassment so easily. “How did you get there without me sensing you?”
Vander ignored the question, his arms were folded behind him, like a martial arts master. His new instructor seemed to be filled with mysterious abilities, likely mastered through eternities within Titan.
“Am I doing something wrong? I’ve been at it for hours and this stupid tree won’t cut.”
Vander approached slowly, his movements were almost too smooth, as if he were trying to be as disarming as possible. He crouched near where Tad had been chopping at the tree and thumbed at the bark, then rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. He looked back up to Tad from where he crouched. “Why is the tree still standing?”
A wave of consternation flowed through Tad. “Because! It’s impossible! No matter how I chop, I don’t seem to make any progress!”
Vander shook his head slightly. “Did you enjoy the work?”
“No!” Tad said, as even more frustration burned in his chest. He even saw flames at the edge of his vision. “Surely there’s something better I can do with my time! Alpha is out there! Eve took over Liz!” Tad stammered, his mouth kept moving. “What am I doing here?” He roared. “I’m making no progress, slapping at a stupid tree and making no progress!” His jumbled memories, recently unlocked, had burned a helpless urgency, mixed with a deep hopelessness, into his soul.
Vander stood and turned to Tad. He floated upward until he was eye level with Tad, and then he placed a finger onto Tad’s forehead. “What are you?”
Tad tried to push the floating creator backward, but only met air. Vander was suddenly floating three feet further back. “I don’t know what I am! I don’t know why I’m here, or why that lady took Fenrir away! I don’t know why I’m such a failure, or why Alpha just won’t leave us alone!” His voice echoed through the trees.
If Vander was upset at either Tad’s attempt to push him, or his temper, he didn’t show it. This only made Tad even more angry. “You’ve worked too much today. Follow me.” The man turned and floated back down toward the ground, where he stepped silently through the forest.
“I’m not even tired!” Tad yelled at the man who stepped into the forest, making no sound. Begrudgingly, Tad looked to his feet, wondering how he could move so quietly.
After what felt like hours in his head, though it was likely only thirty minutes, they came to a clearing in the dark forest where there wasn’t a single dark tree or stump to be seen. The clearing itself was a perfect circle, at the very center of which stood an enormous log cabin made from ridiculously huge logs, requiring only two logs for each wall to stand easily ten stories high, maybe more. The closer the two got to it, the sheer size of the structure before him loomed larger and larger. They stood like two bugs before a castle. The cabin had been built only from the largest of logs, the ones that took him forever to circle at a brisk pace.
Vander opened the door with a push of his palm, heading inside. The door groaned on giant hinges, the wood darker than chocolate with the same faint hint of cinnamon wafting into Tad’s nostrils. Tad noted the color, wondering if that’s what the wood looked like once the bark had been removed.
The inside of the structure was different than Tad had thought it would be. The huge door opened into an entryway that stretched to the full height of the room, but then the ceiling and walls tapered down like a funnel until they walked through a hallway only about twelve feet tall. They passed several closed doors made of the same dark rich wood that Tad hadn’t seen in his attempts. Finally, they came to a closed door at the end of the hallway, though Tad doubted that they had even gone halfway through the enormous log cabin.
“This room is special, say nothing once we enter,” Vander said, his golden brown eyes deadly serious. He waved Tad to enter ahead of him.
Unsure of what to expect, Tad’s stomach lurched slightly. What could be so special about it? He grasped the polished wood handle that gleamed darkly. It was both smooth and warm to the touch, it turned with a small click.
Violet lights flickered on as the door opened. The room was a perfect dome, completely bare of furnishings except for the very center where there were two chairs, seemingly made of dark wood. The backs of the chairs turned inward, with wicked prongs where the guest would sit, and the feet of the chairs had the same pointed finish. 
“Sit.”
A bubble formed as Vander spoke, and the word he’d said floated in the air for a moment before it popped and then vanished. Tad hesitated at the strangeness of the sight only for a moment before he took the far chair, careful not to impale his back on the spikes only inches away. Vander took the seat opposite him, his back straight - he somehow even looked comfortable in the torture chair. His gaze drilled into Tad’s eyes.
“In this room, every word you speak will form into matter itself. Your words will form bubbles where the meanings of those words are captured, where we can dissect them and rearrange them. This is called the room of truth.” As before, with each word he spoke, a small bubble formed from his lips and floated in the air before him. With a wave of his arm, he popped the bubbles, causing the air to become still once more.
Tad moved to speak, but Vander leaned forward and pressed a strong finger to Tad’s lips. “Until you can control your mind, you shall not speak, except when I prompt you. Worse things than words can be summoned here.” 
Tad looked around once more, at the dark glossy dome ceiling anxiously. Vander removed his finger from Tad’s lips and then sat for a time while he continued his study of Tad’s face, form, and body. He lingered especially on Tad’s squirming, chirping fingers, though they did not seem to make any bubbles with their noises.
Finally, Vander spoke. “Tell me what you believe about reality.”
Tad blinked in surprise. What did he think of reality? Tad wasn’t sure where to start. “Well, there’s Alpha-” The bubbles forming from his lips tickled as they formed and floated away. It was incredibly distracting. “And they pretty much made everything.”
Vander shook his head. “I’m not asking how things came to be. What do you believe about reality?”
Tad frowned. “What do you mean? Like the purpose of life and whatnot?” His words glommed together in the air, unlike the crisp clean bubbles of Vander. His were like a lumpy brown snake. Tad waved his hands in the air, embarrassed, and didn’t stop until they were all popped.
“Have you not thought about such things?” Vander’s steady expression fell slightly. “What is reality to you? Is it fair or unfair, is it good or is it evil, why does it exist and what role do you play?”
Tad blinked once more, taken aback. He sat with the question for a moment, trying to discover how he felt. With how he grew up, with his negative charisma, he knew that life was unfair. He knew what it meant to be an outcast. “I believe life is unfair.” The words he spoke glowed softly, unlike any of the words before. Tad stopped speaking, startled, but Vander’s eager nod was all the encouragement he needed to continue. “All I wanted was to be happy, but other people caused me pain. They wouldn’t leave me alone. I look at the world and see sickness and death all around me and I can’t help but believe that Alpha, who created these things, must be evil.”
Vander nodded further.
“Why is life so punishing and why are some people so evil? Why are some born with everything while others starve? If reality, if existence itself was good, then it wouldn’t be so.” Tad’s words, where they had been bulbous and dull before, now glowed, as a rainbow seemed to shoot through the paragraph that he’d just formed with his mouth.
“Then what is your role in such an unfair universe?” Vander asked, his eyes couldn’t hide the glimmer of curiosity.
“I...” Tad slumped in his chair as he grasped for the words to explain what he felt. “I’m just like everybody else. I wanted to find something that made me happy, but nothing seemed to.” He paused for a moment in thought. “Why wasn’t I born normal, or popular, or strong? Why wasn’t I strong enough to protect those I loved? I thought for sure if I kept going, I’d be able to do something, change something, but in the end... I was just as helpless as everyone else.” The words were once more brown and mashed together like some demented sausage.
“No.” Vander stated bluntly. “I’m not asking if you were able to accomplish anything, not asking about your deeds or your failures, I’m asking about your relationship to reality. How do the two of you coexist?”
Confusion welled up in Tad’s throat, as he swallowed hard. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“This is why you fail.” Vander stated flatly.
Tad felt as if he’d been slapped across the face. “I don’t know what you mean!” Tad said again, with more anger than he’d meant. His words came out in angry red bubbles; they raced toward Vander as if to harm him.
“I will show you what I mean.” Vander closed his eyes. The bubbles in the air popped one by one until the air above them was clean. Then he spoke. “Reality is the stone, and I am the carver.” He spoke the words in his same quiet voice, but the golden words exploded from his mouth as if he’d shouted from a mountaintop. The golden words expanded larger and larger, filling the space above, floating upward, shining and vibrant. Tad blinked rapidly; his eyes stung from seeing the sudden light.
Finally, the bubble burst and the darkness rushed back into the room, to reclaim the space.
Tad’s heart beat like mad. “What the hell was that!”
Vander stood from his chair. “We are done today. You will find your quarters just beyond this room. You are to sleep.” He turned and left through the door from which they had entered. He opened the door and vanished.
Tad sat in his chair for some time, trying to process what had happened. Was it the words that Vander had spoken, or the conviction behind them?
“Reality is the stone, and I am the carver.” Tad spoke the words, even though he felt stupid doing so. Nothing but brown mush bubbles came from his mouth.
Dumbfounded, he leaned back in his chair, and the wicked barbs sunk into his skin. He leapt out of his chair, wiping the dark blood off, his mood dropping further. He walked to the far end of the dome, where another midnight door stood, almost invisible against the dark walls. He opened the door. There was a bed against a wall in a dark room clearly made from the same rich wood and nothing else. As Tad entered the room, the door clicked shut behind him. Tad turned and tried the handle. It was locked.
Really? Was he a child?
Incensed, Tad resisted Vander’s instruction to sleep, and instead sat on the bed for a long, long time, his thoughts roving and wandering. What was he doing here? Even if time was meaningless in Titan, this seemed doubly meaningless. Surely there was something more productive he could be doing, like fighting, or training, but chopping wood that wouldn’t cut and speaking magic words? It was all a big waste of time.
Lock him away? The thought came and Tad’s anger burned brighter. Tad had tried just about everything on the giant trees, to try and cut it down faster. But none of it had worked, but he hadn’t tried this.
Tad pointed his finger at the door, the fingertooth opened its sharp jaws and an orb of red spun violently, the wind in the room swirling, tugging at his cloak and tail, his midnight hair flying behind him in a veil. The power in this attack was real.
“Omega Ragnarok.” The blast smashed forward while throwing Tad against the back wall with such force that it forced the air from his lungs. Fire and death swirled in the tiny room, his pale flesh crisping from the proximity to his destructive attack.
The attack burned for a time, then died out. Tad crumpled from the wall, landing half on the bed, then falling to the ground. His back almost broke in half as he smashed into the frame. He rolled onto the floor, coughing as the smoke cleared.
The smoke cleared and Tad couldn’t believe what he saw.
The door was completely unmarked by his attack.
Frustrated and amazed, Tad reached for his hatchet at his belt and swung at the door. He attacked lightning fast. The sound of the hatchet hitting the door rang like a woody drumroll, but not a mark was on its surface. His chest heaved between his coughs as he finally gave up and sat on his bed.
Was he really trapped here, even with all his power?
Here in Titan, the ultimate dungeon, even the trees were stronger than all his might combined. The thought made him feel pretty pathetic.
Tad slumped in the bed and found himself soon curled up. His blanket and mattress had been vaporized in the attack, so he lay on just a dark, hard plank of wood. How had Vander carved all this? Just how strong was his new teacher?
All these thoughts and more swirled in his mind, but slowly, without even realizing it, he drifted off to a restful sleep, the first of his recent memory.
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Chapter 21


Tad woke, shaking the darkness of his dream from his mind. His hand itched to hold the hatchet he’d seen. He longed to get back to work. Strangely, he almost envied the pitiful creature he’d been. He didn’t remember anything past his dream, but it was as if it was tugging at him, trying to pull him forward. Tad left Limit Tester’s arena and made his way back to the obsidian fingertooth statue. Once there, he put the first of his ten points into Destroyer Energy - to make his Omega Ragnarok’s usable again. Then he put his next two points into Destroyer’s resonance.  
*23%, 24%, 25% infinite!* 
Tad yelled along with his power increase - not from pain but from pure exhilaration. It pushed higher and higher. It felt like he was torn from where he stood as if two rockets were strapped to his back and his power swelled up and up and up. His bones felt compressed, his muscles tensed, and his organs were squished. It only took a moment before that incredible acceleration of power became the norm, and his thoughts returned, a new notification beyond the black spots floating in his vision.
*You have unlocked tier 3 skills in the Immolation Resistance Path.*
Hardly able to contain himself, he brought up the towering skill tree on the display before him. It was now wrapped in black vines, the tops of the tree wilted, many of the leaves had fallen out - the more he progressed the more it died. Tad ignored its sad state and pressed on the single tier 3 skill box, his finger shaking slightly. An alert came up before his eyes.
*Upgrade ‘Capacity for the Infinite’ (press for advanced details): 0/10*
This was what Limit Tester had thought was worth going after? A simple upgrade to his passive power increase? He long pressed on it, hoping that it would be worth the points invested to get this far up one skill tree.
*Advanced mechanics for the upgrade to Capacity for the Infinite. Annotated by Omega:*
Tad paused. If he had any doubt about who had made all these dungeons, his powers, his form, they were banished now. Limit Tester had been telling the truth. He continued.
*’Capacity for the Infinite’ will receive an active skill for each point allocated.*
Tad’s brows furrowed. Alright, so there would be an active skill for each point he put into it? That seemed like a lot of active skills.
Each point allocated will also advance the hyperoperator sequence of ‘Capacity for the Infinite’s’ acceleration. Starting with addition, multiplication, exponentiation, tetration, etc.
The first point allocated will add 1 to the effect of ‘Capacity for the Infinite’.
Tad paused, reading and rereading the advanced mechanics so far. He was totally and utterly lost. Hyperoperator? Wasn’t that like the plus sign in math? It seemed like one point in this would literally only add one to whatever his current bonus was - so basically taking his 24% infinite to 25% infinite. It was the same as if he were to allocate another skill point from a titanfruit. He pushed past his initial disappointment, trying to understand what the hell this upgrade was talking about. He continued reading.
The second point advances the hyperoperator sequence from addition to multiplication, in effect doubling the efficacy of ‘Capacity for the Infinite’, similar to a 2x multiplier. The third point advances the operating sequence from multiplication to exponentiation. As multiplication is to addition, exponentiation is to multiplication, and tetration is to exponentiation. Each step is an order of magnitude larger than the previous.
It was as if he’d been plunged into some advanced math course or something. He was slightly frustrated that he didn’t get it at first; he was good at math! But this was going straight over his head. He pressed on, hoping that something further in the text would clarify the meaning. He’d never felt like such a dumb-dumb before and didn’t want to throw good skill points after bad, especially into something that he didn’t understand, something that could potentially be useless.*An example goes as follows. One grain of sand becomes two (1+1. Addition). Two grains of sand become four (2x2. Multiplication). Four grains of sand become sixty-four (4^4 Exponentiation). Warning! The next step of calculation is dramatic.*
Tad’s curiosity flowed in an endless stream as he devoured word after word. Dramatic? How so?
The fourth iteration becomes such a large number that it is impossible to represent with traditional calculators, even using standard notation - (64^^64 or 64^64^64^64 (continued 64 times)). It is a number so vast that, if it were possible for each grain of sand on Earth to contain its own universe, and then those universes were packed full of sand - it still wouldn’t come close to expressing the true figure.
Holy shit.
Suddenly, it all clicked. Each point Tad would put into this skill would both increment the number of times it was multiplied - though he knew that word was insufficient to capture the meaning of what was actually happening - and it would upgrade the ‘hyperoperator’ from addition, to multiplication, to exponents, and whatever lay beyond. Tad couldn’t believe what he was reading; it was brilliant! It was exactly what Fenrir had been talking about when he was discussing the difficulty of creating a worthwhile power-up - something that seemed so long ago. When you scaled a 2x multiplier hundreds of times, soon the next increment became completely meaningless, almost additive even, but this! This scaled exponentially - no, more - with each point placed into it, he would gain unbelievable power, especially the further he invested into it. Not to mention that his capacity for the infinite was the source for all of his upgrades! It was linked to his physical abilities, his energy attacks, his two-handed mastery, and even his sword forms all had something that would be upgraded alongside this. Even his physicality, and all his parameters would be increased by this upgrade. Tad read on, trying to make sure that he was reading it right.
*Another way to understand these concepts is that each calculation naturally extends the previous hyperoperative sequence.
Addition is like: 4+4
Multiplication builds on this: 4x4 which can be unpacked (4+4+4+4).
Exponentiation takes it the next step: 4^4 or unpacked (4x4x4x4).
Tetration takes it to the next level: 4^^4 or unpacked (4^4^4^4).
Pentation furthers the pattern: 4^^^4 or unpacked (4^^4^^4^^4).*
Tad nodded enthusiastically, getting it now, the ladders of 4s stretching upward endlessly in his imagination. His hands trembled, his breath came and went shallowly, but he noticed neither of these, nor did he notice his heart skip a beat, or the sudden dryness in his mouth. All he could see was his power exploding, folding on itself and rippling outward faster than anything could count or imagine. This power-up before his eyes was a guide on how to really make an infinitely scaling power-up. Hungrily, Tad read on.
*By the time we reach decation (10th operation), the theoretical numbers of sand become astronomically, incomprehensibly, unintelligibly vast.
The final stage, decation, represents a number so large that it dwarfs all previous stages before it combined. The mind cannot comprehend a number so large, nor can an apt description of its size be found. The grains of sand analogy falls apart completely. It is a number so vast that it approaches the infinite. A perfect skill to lift a Destroyer beyond the realms of even creators - if one could claim the power as their own.*
Tad couldn’t believe what he was reading. This was such a perfect power-up, so neatly designed that he couldn’t help but admire the mind of its creator, Omega, who had tied up infinite power increases into a single skill, then so carefully weaved it into every aspect of the Destroyer skill tree as if to lift the entire thing from the ground, thrusting it straight into the realm of creators. He knew he’d met her in his past, from his memories, but now he yearned to meet her again. Was he doing the training that she’d prepared for him now? How many aeons had it taken her to come up with this?
*Note 1: This is not a single calculation, but the rate of acceleration, enhancing the ‘capacity of the infinite’s’ original properties of endless increase. Each additional point (after tetration) improves the acceleration so dramatically from the previous calculation that any meaningful comparison becomes impossible.
Note 2: Caution, this power is not to be taken lightly. While it was designed to mimic the ability of creators to increase their powers infinitely, it may in fact be impossible to master the upgrades following exponentiation without it shattering the mind of the wielder. No prototype Destroyers were able to survive the transition to tetration, let alone decation. The Titan’s courage skill was designed to circumvent this problem, but bottled courage was found to be rather useless, and should be deprecated in further models. While this is one source of powerful and endless increase, it may only be possible in the theoretical realm, and even under ideal conditions, it seems impossible.
Note 3: Test subjects who have successfully unlocked Primo, Duo, and Triad modes have noted extreme difficulty in applying any skill points following the upgrade - some flat out refused, others have perished doing so.
Note 4: A destroyer can only allocate points into this skill once for every 9 points allocated into their total skill tree. Decation being unlockable at 81% infinite.*
Tad gulped, his throat completely parched. He read the words, but the cautions couldn’t hold him. Likely, they couldn’t paralyze any void. He continued reading, his eyes racing.
*Listed below are the activation words for each active ability:
Primo
Duo
Triad (Beyond this is untested due to insufficiently sturdy prototype, continue with extreme caution.)
Tetra
Penta
Hexa
Hepta
Octa
Nona
Deca*
Powerlust flowed through Tad, unlike anything he’d felt before, but at the same time, if he were a wolf, all of his hackles would be standing on end due to the danger of the skill set before him. Was this how Fenrir felt before he absorbed his first creator? Was this the kind of power that Fenrir sought? Was this what Omega and Alpha had obtained? What Fenrir and Xethdar had obtained before they were chained? His head spun at the explanation that he read over and over. No power-up he’d ever reached to this point could even come close. Thoughts of returning even a single fruit to Gerald were completely lost. All he saw was that ever-bright, blinding promise of what he could claim for himself in 10 short skill points, 7 of which he already had.
Great drops of sweat rested on Tad’s upper lip, his breathing shallow and quick. The swelling into infinity from allocating points was already getting so powerful that it seared his mind with enormous adrenaline surges, and yet just before him were increases larger than he could even imagine.
All he had to do was survive the intensity of the next four points, survive the first step into tetration, and it would be a power-up unlike he’d ever seen or experienced. All of this, in fact, was virgin soil, untested due to the inability of Omega to find a sturdy enough prototype. Tad grinned, unable to stop himself. Limit Tester was only around because he’d never tried to do this himself. If anything, he was sturdy, able to withstand pain better than anyone he’d ever met. Even better than Fenrir, and this wasn’t even painful!
What would it be like?
The thought caused a shiver down his spine, straight into his soul.
He brought his finger before the skill point, ready to allocate his first one into it.
“It’s like a bandaid,” Tad said, his mouth suddenly going dry. “I should just rip it off quickly.” His heart rate jumped through the roof at his words, alarm flooding his soul. Could he hit all four points and go through it all at once? He’d allocated some skill points together before, and it was always a more intense experience.
He bit his lip so hard that his human teeth cut, a trickle of red blood went unnoticed as it dripped down his chin, so lost in the universe of his thoughts he was. He stood before the enormous statue of obsidian clasped hands with far too many fingers, the first full set of hands completely finished. But he saw none of that before him. So wrapped in his own thoughts, he only saw a sheet of dull white before his eyes, his mind fully fixed on what was to come. He gulped and blinked hard, shedding sweat that had dripped onto his eyelashes. He stared at the skill point brought up before his vision.
*Upgrade Capacity for Infinite’s efficacy (press for advanced details): 0/10*
He pressed again for advanced details, reading the example out loud, to ensure he understood it.
*An example goes as follows. One grain of sand becomes two (1+1. Addition) Two grains of sand become four (2x2. Multiplication) Four grains of sand become sixty-four (4^4 Exponentiation). Warning! The next step of calculation is dramatic.*
He forced himself to stop there. These three points were first, and alone they would rocket him into the stratosphere. He could think about ‘tetration’ after he’d successfully swallowed these three bitter pills first.
Screw that. He read about tetration, unable to help himself.
“The fourth iteration becomes such a large number that it is impossible to represent with traditional calculators, even using standard notation - the calculation goes as follows: (64^^64 or 64^64^64^64 (continued 64 times.)) It is a number so vast that, if it were possible for each grain of sand on Earth to contain its own universe, and then those universes were packed full of sand - it still wouldn’t come close to expressing the true figure.”
“Infinity is stupid,” Tad said, his brain pounding.
And it was nearly in front of him, ready and ripe for the plucking.
If he’d just tap the screen before him four times in quick succession.
What would it be like? Everything so far had been so overwhelming in intensity, how could something exceed it? It was hard to imagine. But each time was overwhelmingly more intense.
“Do it!” Tad shouted, flinging his arm with a wave of sweat. “Just press it!”
The thrill of discovering the strength of this power-up had vanished. This would have been easier to do had he not stopped to conceptualize the growth! Had he just stumbled into the skill points and pressed it unknowingly.
From deep within, a voice whispered. “The power is yours for the taking.”
It called to him, beckoning. Whose voice was it? His, or Fenrir’s? He didn’t know. Was this the same hidden instinct from before, from his previous self? It felt different.
Its effect was undeniable. The flame of adventure lit in his heart and mind.
All the power, it was his, with four simple taps of his finger.
He shouldn’t rush it, shouldn’t do it all at once. He felt it in his bones. It was like chopping a tree - no one could do it in one chop.
One chop at a time. He could do it one point at a time.
The first one was addition. According to the sand example, it should only add a single percentage, it was the same as applying another skill point. He could handle that!
Tad allocated the skill point into Upgrade the Capacity for Infinite’s Efficacy.
*26% infinite!*
A surge of infinity washed over him, drowning out the voice of the level-up program. Time seemed to slow and speed up indiscriminately. His power exploded upward in a never-ending gushing surge of water. Colors filled his vision; his throat was raw from screaming that he couldn’t hear through the static of his own insane power-up. It was as if he was flying through endless tunnels of pure strength. Surely, they would never end in their endless twisting and roving corridors.
Finally, he came out of it. His teeth felt like they had been stripped of bone, and the nerve endings exposed straight to the air, which felt as hot as lava.
Already, the power-up curve seemed much harsher, much faster!
Three points to go. Should he rest in between? No, he hadn’t even reached the hard ones; this next one would be twice as hard as the last one, which had been addition. This should be a simple doubling of the effect.
He wiped the sweat from his forehead with his forearm, and then blinked more sweat off his eyelashes. This next one was multiplication, but the base potency of the skill should only be up to 4x more intense. He tapped the skill point again.
An alert caused him to jump.
*You must be in Primo mode to allocate skill points.*
Tad nodded. He could do that. “Primo.” He said the word, and nothing happened. He blinked, perplexed.
He felt a sudden dread fill his stomach as realization washed over him. He needed to be transformed to go into primo mode.
It only took him a second to decide. It was worth it.
Tad transformed. “Primo.” The word fell off his ruby lips. His power roared upward again, his heart thundering in his ears. It stretched upward, just as strong as allocating the point had, but now he was ready.
He allocated the next point into the upgrade for capacity for the infinite.
*27% infinite!*
He heard his scream this time before it was drowned out by the power-washing spray of pure pressure into his soul. It was as if his entire soul was screaming, drinking too much for it to hold. The scream went on and on, his increase into the infinite swallowing larger and larger pieces. Tad held onto the only thing he could think of, his name. 
He screamed it into the void, the abyss, the infinite, as if it were the most important thing in the world! He saw the letters, physically saw his name, as he stood - flew - through endless ropes of flaming chains.
After eternities, the flaming rollercoaster finally ended.
Tad found himself lying in the fetal position. His throat was bone dry, as he lay in a giant pool of his own drool. His sweat had dried up a long time ago, and he’d never felt so thirsty. He pressed the obsidian below him, cracking it, then as easily as putty, he pushed it down further, collapsing it into dust. He blew a single breath, scattering the black dust, forming a basin as tall as him. He cast an ultimate icebolt into the basin and then torched it with a steady ultimate Firebolt, before dropping to his knees and dunking his whole face into the basin to drink, gulping mouthful after mouthful.
Sweet relief filled his body and soul as his power stabilized. This was getting dangerous; if he was getting dehydrated at how long it took to wrestle the power into himself, that meant he’d need to find the presence of mind to drink even mid-power increase. He looked over to his darkness bar, his health bar. It was at 99% - so it wasn’t like time had passed much. He had just lived faster. Whatever that meant.
His limbs trembled uncontrollably as he looked back at his skill tree, re-reading the text for exponentiation. Tad’s heart fluttered and his courage wavered. It would go from four times the strength, to 64 times more powerful in its acceleration. He gritted his teeth. He’d been a fool. He’d thought there was no pain involved in these increases, but he was wrong. Intensity became pain when it became intense enough. It all had to do with how much he could stand, how much he could handle.
An image of a blonde boy with his hands on a brilliant, shining rebirth orb flashed in Tad’s mind. It was the same boy who had kicked him on the concrete, accidentally bashing his head in his ‘death dreams.’
“Brad,” he spoke, suddenly remembering the boy’s incredible transformation in a flash. He’d become a creator in one go. Tad knew, however, that Brad, or any other ‘reborn’ creator, hadn’t faced anything like this. Perhaps Brad was built from a thicker cloth, or perhaps creators were given the strength and courage to withstand the hail of never-ending power increases all at once, but Tad knew that this experience would break any normal human mind, not to mention those of undisciplined 16-year-olds. The process to rebirth a creator had to be different. The notes that Omega had written had even said so! Perhaps even voids, when they conquered creators for the first time, escaped this torturous stretch to infinity. It would break their minds!
It felt like it was breaking his mind.
He shook the thought from his head. He couldn’t think that way. He couldn’t accept defeat before it found him.
He could do this, he had to do this, the power was his, if only he would grab it!
“Duo,” Tad spoke the word, and fought the crazy swell of upward power. It was a flaming torch in his mind. He grunted and screamed through clenched fingerteeth.
Ready to allocate the next point, Tad pressed the skill on the screen with a sweaty finger. It slipped, and he missed the point. He screamed in sheer frustration at his wasted courage. He forced his eyes closed, then opened them slowly. He could do this. With more control than he felt, he tapped it again - careful not to miss this time.
*28% infinite!*
Pure grit and frustration were the only things that kept him grounded at the beginning of this exponential increase. Before, he twisted and wandered through corridors; now, he flew through them too quickly to navigate them properly. He smashed, face-first, through wall after wall. It was as if a giant hand had gripped him by the back of the head and was driving him face-first through a mountain of pure granite. Then came the fire. He was burning up. Burning alive! 
He had to drink! The thought came to him again. He had to drink! 
Tad wrangled with the infinite. He fought to saddle its swells, to force down the raging gushes of infinity. It was more difficult than anything he’d ever done. He fought them, pushed them back with sheer grit and willpower. He sank to his knees and drank, drank, and drank. He drank the entire pool empty before he turned, falling into the dry pool, landing headfirst, but he hardly felt it because he was already back in the throes of the infinite. His power expanded all around him. Where the first had been towering blocks two high, and the second had been stretching those blocks on a plane to four. This was grabbing them diagonally and stretching them into a cube 64 wide. Each allocated point tore him through a new dimension! He screamed and screamed until he felt like he would burn up again, at which point he’d fight the infinite, fight it for survival, just long enough to cast icebolt and firebolt, then drink.
Finally, it ended.
Blessed peace filled his heart and mind as he slumped on the ground, his power stabilizing. He’d done it. He’d allocated the third point.
Only seven to go.
Maniacal, uncontrollable laughter erupted from his soul, and out of his mouth as he slumped in the depression that served as his water pool, his arms stretched underneath his head. His whole body trembled with laughter, and fear mixed together.
“Triad.”
The power screamed upward. He would beat this. He would claw his way to the top! This challenge stretched him beyond his sanity, but it was growth! Even weakened as he was, he knew it. He was growing at an unprecedented rate.
His sheer aura was sharper than razors, more charged than lightning. How would the next fingerteeth dungeon be? If he had to fight Limit Tester now, he would have exploded his skull with a simple rap of his knuckles.
He was master of himself, that’s what this power allowed him to be.
It would let him rival Alpha, and Omega.
It would set him on equal footing with Zero.
It was everything he wanted. Everything Fenrir had wanted for him.
And it was right before his eyes.
He climbed from the pool and refilled it again to quench his thirst. Had he needed to drink before in Titan? His memory was already foggy, but he couldn’t remember. A strong meaty taste filled his mouth and memory, but vanished just as quickly. What was that? The flavor seemed so familiar.
It didn’t matter.
What mattered was the next skill point blinking before his eyes.
Tetration was next.
It was the first big one.
*The fourth iteration becomes so large a number that it is impossible to represent with traditional calculators, even using standard notation - the calculation goes as follows: (64^^64 or 64^64^64^64 (continued 64 times.)) It is a number so vast that, if it were possible for each grain of sand on Earth to contain their own universe, and then those universes were packed full of sand - it still wouldn’t come close to expressing the true figure.*
His whole body trembled with fear and anticipation. Just who the hell was he now? That he could withstand this? His memories hadn’t yet gotten to the part where he’d transformed from that broken boy into this man of resolve, who could willingly stand before the flood of certain death, and not only stand before it but beckon it forward with a blood-filled smile! 
When had he become so strong? 
His will was granite; his grit, steel. 
“I’m Tad Harrington, you tetration bastard! Come and get me!” 
With as still a finger as he could manage... 
He allocated the skill point.
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Chapter 22


Back in the dark wooden cabin, Tad woke with a start. He sat up, his mouth dry and his thoughts sluggish. How long had he slept? He stood tall and stretched in no real hurry, the joints of his back popping as he twisted. Ever since he’d lost the need to sleep, he hadn’t seen a reason for it. More time meant more time for training and for pursuing his goals, but even he had to admit that despite nothing about his situation changing, the rest had made him feel somewhat... hopeful. 
He went to the door and tried the knob; it clicked open. Tad grabbed his hatchet that he had discarded on the floor the night before and followed his nose through the strange bubble room and out the other side, as he chased down a glorious smell. His stomach grumbled hungrily and he wondered idly when the last time he’d eaten was. He searched his searing, raw memories. It must have been back before the fight with Omega, back when his mother had made them dinner. It seemed like ages ago. Tad followed the smell and came to a room, the last in the hall before it opened up to that great entrance. It was definitely the culprit. He knocked twice.
The door popped open to a very stone-faced Vander. His usual sleeveless tunic was covered with an apron made from the same material; a closer inspection showed them to be cut from the leaves of the gigantic trees. “Good morning,” was all Vander said before he went back to his gleaming golden cookpot above a smoky black fire.
“What are you cooking?” Tad asked, actually curious as to what there was to eat in Titan.
“Tree-blood stew.”
“They bleed?” Tad asked, his appetite dwindling. “Why do you even eat, you’re a creator aren’t you? Surely you don’t need to eat.”
Vander took his eyes away from his cookpot to look at Tad. “Give it enough time, and you’ll understand.”
Tad’s stomach rumbled once more. The smell was nothing short of fantastic, a meaty cumin aroma that reminded Tad of curry, though there was definitely something in there that Tad didn’t recognize. “Well, maybe I’ll try some.”
Vander held his gaze for a moment. “Is that how you were taught to ask for something?”
A wave of embarrassment flowed through Tad. His mom would be shaking her head right now. “Could I have some, please?”
Vander scooped up a wooden bowl made from the same dark wood and filled it quickly with a matching ladle, before handing both the bowl of stew and a small wooden spoon to Tad, and gesturing toward a nearby table.
Tad sat and waited. His manners had already failed him once, and he didn’t want Vander to comment on it again.
“Go ahead without me,” Vander said, stirring the pot. “I’ve already eaten.”
Tad felt sheepish for a second time, but quickly moved onto his meal. The stew was a deep and hearty brown color, chunks of dark meat floated to the top. “What is the meat?”
“Not meat. Tree roots.”
Of course.
Tad took his first sip tentatively from the spoon. The flavor was simple, perhaps needing a little salt even, but as far as a meal made strictly from trees, it was more than passable. Tad devoured the bowl quickly and then ate another two servings before he felt sated. All the while, Vander stood at the golden pot and stirred occasionally, the scrape of wood on metal the only sound in the room besides Tad’s eating noises, though he did his best to keep those to a minimum.
“Thank you, for breakfast.”
Vander only nodded.
Tad got up from the table and left the room, intending to go back to his own room, but quickly found that the door to the sound room was locked.
Tad frowned. How was Vander locking all the doors remotely? He felt out of place in this strange cabin, so he went to the only other place he could think of - outdoors. He stood in the middle of the clearing and then launched himself upward, flying past the trees, until he broke past the treeline. 
Immediately, he regretted it. 
An enormous black vortex swirled above, covering the entire sky, just like the vortex of darkness that Omega had told him to jump within, except hundreds of times bigger. It pulled at him, and combined with Tad’s momentum, he rocketed toward it at unparalleled speed. He strained to fight against the current, to flow in the opposite direction, but it was too late. He was going to be swallowed up in it. 
A golden light bloomed ahead, just a glint at first, and then, as if the light were scrubbing the sky, the darkness evaporated like a popped bubble. Pure white light filled the entire sky for one bright moment, and the great pull that would have swallowed Tad vanished. Tad raced back down toward the dark forest, his heart thumping in his chest. 
The blinding light only shone through the trees for a few moments past when his feet hit the ground, before a golden god descended from the sky. It was Vander, though he was completely nude, his seeming-makeshift clothes consumed in the explosion of power. 
He descended like an angel, landing just before Tad. 
“Oh, I forgot to mention one thing. Don’t fly above the treetops.”
The naked Vander strode past a dumbstruck Tad and walked back into the giant wooden cabin. Tad watched him retreat the entire time. 
A little shaken, Tad moved deep into the woods just on the edge of the clearing, so he’d be able to find it. He pulled his axe back and just as he was about to swing, something impossibly strong clamped onto the back of his axe and Tad jerked forward in his attempt to swing it.
Once more, Vander stood behind Tad. He’d donned pants, though his torso was fully nude, his arm fully extended, his hand clamped on the end of Tad’s axe. “Not in the clearing, go further out.” Before Tad could reply, the man had released the axe and vanished. He hadn’t gone anywhere, he’d simply vanished, and Tad didn’t think it was a speed thing.
Fine, if he couldn’t cut down this tree, he’d make sure he could find his path to one he chose. Tad turned his tail into an anchor and let it drag in the dirt behind him, gouging a deep trail as he wound around the gigantic trees. After a solid walk, where he was certain that the felled tree wouldn’t fall into Vander’s clearing, Tad found the smallest tree he could. Still, it was one that twenty of his clones wouldn’t be able to encircle with their arms connected, but it was smaller compared to the other ones. He pulled back his arm and let his one-handed axe fly once more.
The concussive force smashed into the tree bark, causing the ground to shake, yet the tree showed no damage. Tad swung again, and again, his speed ramping up until his arm was a blur of axe-swings. The thunk of the axe was a constant staccato, almost connected eternally in sound, yet still the tree didn’t even bleed. Tad focused on his tail, on drawing in more of the darkness and funneling it to his arm. His muscles bulged, his fingers squealed, and more and more power was drawn into each swing, the speed increasing. Thick dark smoke swept from his pores, and still he funneled more darkness in.
Yet no matter how hard he tried and how reinforced he made his arm, the bark didn’t chip, or cut, or bleed.
Finally, Tad stopped, breathing heavily from the effort. “Stupid tree!” he roared as he cast a firewall up its side, then peppered it with ultimate firebolts, yet the wood wouldn’t burn. He switched to tribolts, then summoned flaming ice-meteors from the sky, yet the treetops held against his furious assault. In fact, he didn’t even dislodge any leaves! He switched to tribolts, then to void tribolts, even going further to constantly barrage his tree with ultimate Omega tribolts.
His assault was relentless. Colors flashed, heat and electricity crackled in the air, and reality itself seemed to warp around the intensely powerful Omega tribolts. Tad blasted and blasted, shooting out all his frustrations and anger. All his feelings of helplessness at being unable to help baby Ethan came rushing back. His fury rose higher, his attacks stronger, yet the stupid solid tree absorbed all the damage he threw at it and more.
Finally, his barrage came to an end. His breath was ragged, his flesh had withered, the absorption of his tail unable to keep up with the amount of pure dark energy he’d burned through. He waited, shoulders hunched, for the smoke to clear. Surely, that had to do something!
When the smoke cleared, the tree stood proudly. It didn’t even have a blemish or char from the attacks, but instead, looked just as it had before. Even the darkness it was rooted in below, certainly not dirt, was unshaken.
“That is enough for today,” Vander spoke from behind him. Tad jumped at the unexpected intruder once more. Man, this guy was sneaky! 
“What do you mean I’m done for today? I didn’t do anything!” Tad’s voice was hotter than he’d meant it to be.
Vander walked past Tad in his strange silent way, then examined the tree closely, thumbing its bark. “You’ve made some progress today, let that be enough.” Vander turned and walked back toward the cabin, following the gouge in the darkness that Tad had carved.
Tad wanted to scream, to pull out his hair. Was the man blind? The tree was unchanged by all of Tad’s power. He’d thrown his biggest tantrum and gotten nowhere, so instead, he begrudgingly followed the silent creator. 
Today he might not have dented the tree, but there was always tomorrow. He’d make the tree bleed tomorrow.
***Tad had two marks on his wall. The backs of his white fingernails worked surprisingly well on the rich wood as chalk to do so. It had been thirty frustrating ‘days’ where Tad had seen no progress whatsoever. Every day he would go out and try to make the trees bleed or chip, and every day Vander would appear out of nowhere, appraise Tad’s efforts, and tell him, ‘You’ve made some progress today, let that be enough.’ But it never felt like enough.
He’d never yet made the tree bleed.
He was starting to think they couldn’t bleed and that Vander had somehow tricked him, but each morning he drank their blood, ate their roots. He never saw Vander chopping at trees of his own, but he was getting the food from somewhere! Tad also hadn’t spent any time in that strange word-room with Vander ever since that first day, nor had he gotten any hint of how Vander’s powers worked. All he knew of the man was that he was one of Tidwell’s companions and the wielder of the ‘Maple Wand’ from his quest reward list. Tad knew he had been a great wielder of magic, but whether it was teleportation, or just pure speed, he couldn’t tell. Vander’s spells were just as silent as his footsteps.
As always, Tad woke up when he wanted to, grabbed his axe that he’d discarded on the floor the night before, and went to open the doorknob.
But this time, it was locked.
Tad frowned at this discovery. Had his progress been too slow for Vander’s liking? Was he now being discarded, or worse, trapped in here until he could show some meaningful improvement? He didn’t like either of those thoughts. He sat on his bed for a time, his thoughts growing darker.
After some time, boredom set in and Tad picked up the small one-handed axe, starting to flip it and catch it by the hilt. Sometimes he’d flip it sideways in the air, and after he got the hang of it, he’d even start to catch it by the blade. His reflexes were so sharp and honed that there was no danger in the act, but he enjoyed the extra challenge. 
Soon, even axe flipping lost its ability to keep him entertained and he started eyeing the walls. They were the same dark material as the trees outside, and he had his axe with him. 
Tad stood, stretched, and then sized up a horizontal log that covered the entire wall. It looked like the bottom half of a gigantic log, with more likely going upwards to make a further room above his. This would have to do. 
Tad took the axe and started to work. 
It wasn’t long before he found his rhythmic pattern of chopping and straining. Long gone was his chaotic whirlwind frenzy of chopping like a madman, trying to eke out every ounce of his power. Instead, he found himself enjoying the task more when he put more care into it. He would draw his arm back and to the side and then snap it forward like a striking viper, cutting into the wood, well at least connecting with the wood, there was still no proof of his skills. After some time, he’d switch hands and repeat. 
Somehow, this kept his attention far longer than the axe flipping as he found a familiar groove, yet he wished he were back at his tree and not hacking at this already dead and severed log. It was almost like... 
Like this tree had nothing to teach him. For it was already dead. 
As he had that thought, he heard an audible click at the door. He wiped sweat from his forehead and tried the doorknob; it opened. 
Sitting in the wood room in his forward-barbed chair was Vander. Wordlessly, he motioned to the chair before him. With his curiosity piqued, Tad sat opposite the creator.
“Today, you have passed your first test. The first road to rebuilding yourself.” The bubbles that grew and formed from Vander’s mouth were meticulous and perfectly formed as usual, not to mention their special iridescent color that Tad’s could never match. “Which means that it is time you realized what this room is.”
Tad had spent little time in this room, except for coming and going, only occasionally pausing to speak a word. He had doubted that Vander gave any warnings that were safe to discard, like the vortex in the sky. He’d had plenty of time to think about the room, and the show of brilliance that Vander’s utterances had held. “It’s a room that measures the strength of your convictions.” The bubbles that came out of Tad’s mouth were a sickly green and yellow. He was unsure what that meant, but it couldn’t be worse than the boggy brown he’d spoken before.
“Yes and no,” was all that Vander said.
As usual, Vander seemed a man of few words, more intent on teaching through action and experience rather than explanation, but it was clear the man expected more. Tad dug deeper trying to find the hidden significance of the room. “It tests the quality of your beliefs.”
“That is the same thing you said before.”
Tad ground his teeth. “I don’t know what this room is, you’ll have to tell me.”
Vander’s expression darkened, his golden-brown eyes suddenly hostile. “Must you be spoon-fed everything in your life?” His vibrant word bubbles surged a deep rich red.
The color of the words rushing toward him made Tad feel as if he’d been assaulted. “I don’t know what you want from me, what Omega wanted from me either! I don’t even know why I’m here!” His bubbles shot off orange-red sparks, like flames. “You just trap me in my room whenever you feel like it, and otherwise there’s nothing to do here but hit trees that don’t cut. I’m just wasting my time!” Tad roared, his word bubbles growing larger with his conviction, more solid and colorful.
Vander’s aura of danger vanished so quickly that it robbed Tad of his anger. “Finally, you speak with conviction. Often, it first manifests with anger. I apologize for provoking you.”
Tad sat back against his chair, then sat forward suddenly as the prongs stabbed into his flesh. The pain was forgotten in his bewilderment of Vander’s quick personality shift. He sat upright, careful of the spike just midway up his back. Unsure of what to say next, Tad watched the colorful bubbles. They rose slowly, toward the top of the dome, and swirled in a spiral pattern, almost a single helix until they reached the top, at which point they became one long chain of multi-colored bubbles. Finally, Tad found his courage to speak again. “So, are you going to tell me what this room is?”
Vander’s face was like stone. “No, but I shall lead you through the discovery yourself. Ever since you lodged within my cabin, who have you become?”
A dozen different thoughts pulled at Tad’s attention. Who had he become? He’d become a useless freeloader. He’d become a child, told when to eat and when to sleep, locked into his room. He’d become a useless lumberjack, unable to even scratch a tree. He’d become a prisoner of this strange place, forced to the ground by an ominous swirling dark vortex in the sky. He’d become an apprentice of some sort, though of what, he had no idea.
“I see that question troubles you.” Vander broke through Tad’s frenzy of thoughts. “Start simple. What do you do here, besides feeding and sleeping?”
That was a simpler question. “I hit a tree with my axe.” Tad felt stupid saying the words, but they came out a gentle but timid green, like the first shoots of spring. “But I never make any progress-“ These words were dark and brown, like sludge. The color caused Tad to stop speaking. What had changed between his two utterances?
Vander nodded. “Let’s focus on the first thing you stated.”
Tad tried to clear the brown sludge from his memory and waved a hand, popping those bubbles. Somehow, the brown bubbles floating over his head made him feel embarrassed. 
Vander continued, “What do you call a person who hits trees with axes?”
“A woodcutter.” Tad felt stupid stating the obvious. 
“Are you a woodcutter?” Vander asked. 
Tad had to pause, but eventually, he shook his head. “No.” The bubble came out a dying red that fizzled to a brown. 
“And why not?” Vander pressed, his words a cool, perfect blue, like the sky on a cloudless day, just a shade darker. “Do you not hit trees with your axe?” 
Tad was starting to see where he was going with this. “I do, but I’ve never felled any trees, not even caused one to bleed like you say they can.” His words twisted an eager orange. “I’m more like-“ 
Vander made a cutting motion with his hand that cut Tad off. “Do not say that.” His bubble was an alarming shade of red before it changed to a solid grey. “You have lived here for thirty days, modeled after Earth time. Of your own volition, you have hit trees with your axe, with no encouragement or instruction. What does that make you?” 
Tad frowned, troubled by this question more than the others. He warred with himself. He hadn’t accomplished anything yet, so how could he call himself a woodcutter? Finally, Tad found something he thought he could call himself, well, other than a dozen self-insults that he knew Vander would cut off. “If I had to say I was something... It would be a budding woodcutter.” The start of Tad’s sentence was the same eager first greens of spring, but the last two words shone, golden and bright. They hung in the air, bursting all the other spheres. 
Vander’s face showed a mixture of relief and satisfaction. “Finally, a place from which we can start, a base from which we can build.”
Tad was just about to ask what the man meant when the golden bubbles zipped back toward him, slamming into his chest. Fire exploded through his body as the gold worked its way through his form. His breathing grew labored and a golden mist rose from his exhales, dripping from his tear ducts.
The pain lasted longer, though it was familiar. He knew this pain, even though it was magnified and far more intense than before. However, it was nothing compared to what he’d felt holding up the sun behind the sky in his battle with the Defector so long ago.
How could he ever forget this pain? It was the pain he’d first experienced when the level-up program was installed inside of him, all those years ago.
He looked up at the inward sphere with new eyes.
He knew what this was.
It was the level-up Program.
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Chapter 23 


“Tetra!” 
He was fighting tetration!
The thought caused the boy, no, the man, to toss and turn on a sea of infinite power, ever flowing toward his destination. It will end. This will end! He spoke the words in his mind, but the weight of his soul tried to drag him to the bottom of the sea of power, to where he’d drown or fizzle out, to where he’d burn out his mind and never recover - but he wouldn’t go there.
He was stronger than that!
There was no battle beyond this, no name or face that could be drawn into this eternal struggle to strengthen the man, who washed through the power, who became one with it. There was only this fight, from moment to moment, the fight that would end.
It could all be over, all he had to do was give in.
Give in for just a single second and it would all end. He didn’t have to continue suffering.
He could quit at any time.
Pure determination, grit, and an iron will forged through countless days of perseverance was the only thing that got the man through this troubled time. How long he was in the sea of boiling power, the steaming vaporous mists of increase - he would never actually know.
Finally, it ended.
Or more precisely, he grew to withstand the blazing upward increase in his power.
His mouth was bone dry. The fingerteeth in his mouth were completely dry and shriveled. His tongue audibly cracked as he ran his sandpaper tongue along his fingerteeth, the vibrations in his skull causing him to shiver slightly in discomfort. It felt like he had been in the throes of his power increase for ages... if so, why hadn’t he burned up from his self-immolation?
He opened his eyes, his eyelids cracking with an echoing boom, sending a small dusty cloud of darkness. He looked to his health bar, his eyeballs moved with a sound like rubbing two stones together - his health was at 15%, draining slowly.
He gasped in shock at the state of his arms, almost falling over backwards. His legs were the same. They had been thin and desiccated before, but not like this. His entire body was completely sucked dry of water. Any motion whatsoever caused him extreme pain and discomfort, his skin and muscles breaking as he moved in loud cracks, like breaking extra stiff leather, but it was nothing compared to what he’d just gone through. Slowly, he got to his unsteady feet and wobbled over to the pool of water - in his fits, he’d somehow rolled across the entire cavern, pinning himself in a small trench underneath the giant stone tablet, just beneath the first, straightened, pinky finger dungeons, where he’d remained until the end.
He got to the pool and found it empty. He was past the need for water - at least in this form, he didn’t actually seem to need it to survive. His heart still pulsed, a sluggish tar moving through his veins. He’d remember that for the next point he allocated. Extreme weakness filled his limbs and his mind was cloudy and muddled. He might not need water to survive, but to regain full power... he’d better drink.
Tad pointed a finger forward at the pool he’d carved. “Ultimate Icebolt.” His voice snapped like a breaking branch.
An enormous iceberg a thousand times his size jumped from his finger, blasting through the obsidian like butter. The noise was cacophonous, shards and splinters of obsidian shot at Tad but evaporated into dust before hitting his skin, and then even further were destroyed from the sheer power of his presence. The iceberg shot forever away in an instant, but it wouldn’t get away from him. His thirst was eternal, his need great.
He flexed his withered calves and they cramped all at once. In a half-powered leap, he crossed the entire distance to the iceberg, then stopped its crazy momentum with the power of his aura alone.
He couldn’t use Firebolt to melt it, not like before - he had so little control of this new power that he’d incinerate it all to steam! He calmed his mind. All he had to do was revert back to one of his previous forms.
“Primo,” he spoke, and a great power rushed out of him. He blinked rapidly, his thoughts suddenly clearer. He pointed one finger outward and blasted a persistent Firebolt, melting the enormous glacier. He drank the melting crystal-clear water, cool and sweet. Tad drank, and drank, and drank. He was a flea on a water buffalo’s hide, but nothing had ever tasted so sweet. His muscles writhed and twisted, his organs leapt to life, his mind flipped on like a light, one sweet swallow after the next. Finally, he smacked his lips; he’d never drunk anything so sweet. He looked back at his body, restored to its proper shape.
And what a shape it was.
His muscles gleamed obsidian beneath his pale skin, powerful and sleek where before he’d been too thin, almost starved-looking. His wings on his back were full-feathered, covered in a thick, waxy substance too shiny and soft to be tar. The blades on his elbows and his claws on his toes gleamed wickedly. He knew deep in his heart that this was his true form. That the Destroyer had been designed to withstand the impossible increases, to only be complete once it had gone through the transformations. Each muscle was taut and brimming with power. His whole body cried for the chance to unite together to throw the ultimate punch, but Tad ignored all of the power within him, and searched. He looked for something so still and quiet, listened with bated breath. He searched for life’s most precious desire. 
It wasn’t the sensation of water pouring down his cracking throat, nor of victory, or compulsion, or power, or domination, or anything of that sort.
It was the pure joy of existing.
He’d just gone through an eternity of a giant question mark. Of worry, wondering if he would make it through that terrible and horrible experience. An experience that promised to never end.
But it had. He’d made it through.
He closed his eyes and floated down, light as a feather, to the bottom of the pit he’d formed. He sat against the jagged ground, uncaring of how uncomfortable it was, and rejoiced with pure gratitude.
He was alive!
The struggle had ended, at least for now. He knew that more trials would come, that each of the next six points he allocated into Increased Effect for Capacity for the Infinite would dwarf his current experience, would test him in ways he couldn’t yet understand. Overwhelming fear and the threat of death had stood continually before his eyes, but he’d traversed through it. He knew what it was. Calm serenity filled every cell of his body, and for the first time in his entire life, a tiny whisper spoke directly to his heart.
You’re enough, Tad.
It wasn’t that he was better than anyone else, or better than his previous self, or the promise that he wouldn’t potentially fail in the future. It was none of that.
Instead, it was the inner strength and understanding that he knew two things. The first was that he would never give up. He would continue on this path until its very conclusion, until he faced those wanting to destroy everything he held dear or until he died in the attempt to stop them. Which led him directly to that second knowledge he had earned so painfully and held so dearly. That if he were to die, and fall short... that it would be... alright.
It wasn’t that failure would be permitted, nor that he wouldn’t do everything in his power to accomplish what he’d set out to do - but instead, it was the opposite. He now gave himself the freedom to pursue it single-mindedly, without the fear of death and failure looming before him eternally. He was enough, and on the right path - if death took him before his time, he no longer would see it as a tragedy.
An image flickered before his mind. Of a giant mosquito conqueror that had flown straight at him to almost certainly end his life. Back then, he looked at death in the eyes and laughed. He’d had it right so long ago. So long ago that it felt like a hazy dream.
That was the right attitude to have when faced with death - not to allow the fear of it to swallow you and paralyze you. It was right to stare it in the eye and laugh. Tad spoke aloud. “Come when you will, death, I’m at peace, but until you show up, I’ll do everything in my power to save Liz.”
Her face flashed before his mind’s eye. Her beautiful blue eyes, her high-set cheekbones, her delicate pink lips.
“I’ll reunite with Fenrir, wherever he may have gone. I’ll thwart Zero and stop Eve and Alpha from destroying Earth and everything else alongside it.”
An image of a blade plunging into Baby Ethan’s chest flickered through his mind.
“I’ll save my son.” The spoken words caused his flesh to ripple, his fingerteeth chattered excitedly. “Even from the grave if I have to.”
It was with that thought that his dream memories came flooding back to him. The memories of the terrible pain he’d felt, that had swallowed him whole. The memories of throwing himself into the dark abyss, wanting nothing more than the pain to just... end. Tears ran down his cheeks as he wept for his past self, as he saw the pain and wished he could reach back in time and comfort his past self.
“Don’t give up,” he spoke the words to his past self. “Hang in there. There is still hope for you yet. You know not just how bright the future can truly be.”
The tunnel all around him began to grow brighter and brighter, not psychologically, but a soft light glistened from above. He looked to the source of the light, turned to meet the floating apparition of his old friend and mentor, Gerald, the Yeti of York.
What he saw horrified and disgusted him.
The glowing figure had the appearance of an old man with long, flowing white hair and longer eyebrows, but Tad saw through the ghost. How had he not seen it before?
Within the golden essence, countless fat worms spread and wriggled, filling every inch of the essence, causing Gerald’s abdomen to swell unnaturally as if it were about to pop.
Tad flung one arm before him, aiming his palm at the mass of worms, his mind racing. What could he do, how could he save his friend from the worms?
He could destroy him. Release him from his pain - didn’t he have a skill that could bring him back?
All this time Gerald had been asking for a single titanfruit - he was worth one.
“Hear us!” The worms shrieked.
“Not a chance in hell,” Tad said, disgusted.
“We saved you! Kept you alive, fed you darkness when you were burning up!” The worms screamed in unison.
Tad paused, looking at his health bar, it had dropped to 11%. Then he looked at the worms in Gerald’s essence, fat and bloated with darkness. “You saved me? Why?”
The golden Gerald fell to its knees and vomited a black stream of darkness on the ground. Instinctively, Tad knew that this darkness was compatible with his destroyer mode. It flew toward Tad, his health bar rapidly rising, back to 87% as the bloated Gerald shrank, smaller and smaller, until it was its normal size. Its face was scrunched up as if it were in severe pain, and Tad knew that the worms spoke the truth. This worm thing that infested Gerald had saved his life while he was fighting the infinite power of tetration.
As the darkness flooded from the creature, the worms seemed to vanish within. The shimmer of the gleaming golden essence hid the worms deeper within. 
Still, the fact that the worms infested his friend didn’t feel right. Tad snapped off his index finger and brought it to his lips. “Eat them,” he whispered, before flinging it into Gerald’s golden form. 
The fingertooth was effective. In a heartbeat, it had devoured half of the worms, causing the golden form of Gerald to stretch up, shrieking in agony. 
The fingertooth, fat with darkness, flopped to the ground and raced across it, a super-charged inchworm, to rejoin Tad. Tad leapt a hundred feet backwards down further into the glacier-hole, away from where it gave chase. The finger’s flesh was infested with worms! It rushed to join him eagerly. He pointed his other index finger, leaping overhead to shoot this spell straight down, away from Gerald’s golden essence. His mind filled with a single thought. What would it look like at full strength? Tad mouthed ‘Tetra’ and the world froze. He wouldn’t be able to control this attack, but he did it anyway. He shot it straight down. 
“Omega Ragnarok.” 
Fifteen percent of his darkness vanished. 
The worms infesting Gerald hissed in pain as their compatriots died, but Tad ignored them, his jaw dropping slightly as he blinked rapidly to banish the huge blind spot in his vision. 
It was no blind spot. The obsidian was gone. The infected fingertooth as well. Beyond the hole that extended forever that he bored, was an eternally extending funnel, extending into perfect blackness. The power of Titan came rushing in, where before it had been disconnected. 
Tad had broken this space. Titan now rushed to reclaim it. 
“You fool!” Worm Gerald screamed in his mind, despite his body being utterly frozen in time. “You aren’t yet finished with the Destroyer Dungeon, and Titan rushes to swallow it!”
He couldn’t allow that. The multi-fingered hand dungeons were here and here alone - as far as he knew, and so was Gerald’s essence, infected or not. He had to protect them both.
“Ultimate Icebolt.”
Tad sprayed the funnel closed in an instant, but the darkness raced through the ice, as if it weren’t there. Somehow, Tad knew what to do.
He lent a tendril of his darkness to the ice and searched for the right word.
“Void creation.”
The ice shimmered for a split second before it turned white hot for a single instant. It cooled the next instant, hissing and dissipating heat, its color turning a perfect and glossy black, blocking out the rush of darkness, the pure rush of Titan.
It was the same obsidian he’d seen everywhere he went in the void.
And now he could make it himself.
He could feel Titan held at bay, frustrated even. His plug had worked.
Tad turned back to the frozen worm-infested Gerald, pursing his lips in thought. “Primo.” Time began to progress once more. “Now. What to do with you?”
“Your memories are already returning, as we had spoken of in the beginning, I can see it in your eyes,” Worm Gerald spoke, looking somewhat deflated. His voice sounded squishy and wet, and Tad could even see worms flapping like vocal cords in Gerald’s transparent throat. “You know not of the travails I went through to feed you, the distance I crossed to bring you compatible darkness.”
Anger and disgust rolled upward in equal measure. “Why would you save me?”
“It was I who first brought you here to this destroyer dungeon,” the golden Gerald smiled. “It would be faster to show you.”
Worm Gerald began spinning his fingers; soon he formed a ball of shimmering darkness. “If you wish to remember, breathe in the memory sphere.”
Tad drew close to the gleaming silvery bubble, where he could see something moving within. The images within flickered, changing rapidly. He saw himself, wielding an axe; another image flickered. He saw an enormous fat worm, and finally, it flickered to Gerald’s essence. “Just breathe it in?” 
Worm Gerald nodded deeply. “Just breathe.” 
Tad eyed the worm-infested old man. He didn’t trust him one bit, but then the image flickered once more on the screen, and he saw her. Liz. Blonde, standing tall, reaching up toward something; the image flicked away again to something else. 
He drew the entire memory into his mind with a single breath.
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Chapter 24


The memory played on the back of his eyelids before it took over his mind. 
“You know not what you are.” A voice, like a piercing whisper, filled Tad’s soul.
He looked away sharply from the statue of the golden-haired girl he’d been retouching, an idle thought running through his head - had he ever known her? She felt important, but his memories were long gone, completely forgotten in the ravages of time. He sealed the blood-tree lacquer across the sharp colors he’d reapplied. He searched across the giant inverted golden pyramid, every detail painstakingly replicated.
Was someone here?
“You know not what you are.”
The voice whispered again.
It wasn’t here, was it back near his workshop?
Tad pulled his necklace from beneath his dark blood-leaf shirt, a thin and breathable material, and found the symbol of the chisel. It was faster to go back to the beginning this way than to walk the long journey back. The hairs on the back of his neck stood erect. He pulled on the chisel emblem and stood back in his workshop. Efficiently, he rinsed out his lacquer from his brush, squeezed the water from the bristles, and placed it up next to the hundreds of other brushes he had for different purposes.
“Out here.”
Tad froze, looking to the workshop door. A strange nervousness filled him. Suddenly, he wished he had a weapon, anything. Looking to the far wall, he took his biggest sledgehammer in one hand, taking it down from its peg, and walked to the door, pushing it open into a world of his creation.
It was a strange place. There was a small placard that said “Neighborhood, Earth,” in letters of his own hand, though he didn’t remember writing it.
He walked up the street, past the cul-de-sac where lay a fallen bike and a smudge of black-red blood on the asphalt. He strolled past the neat lawns, with a broken lawn mower abandoned in the front yard, past the junker truck on the next lane, and then paused - listening.
He heard nothing.
He tightened his grip on his hammer as he turned, searching. A golden glimmer caught the corner of his eye.He turned to inspect a house. 
Another placard read, “My house,” on a sign standing out front. 
Through the window, he saw a figure standing, glowing. Tad froze, his heart skipping a beat. 
The figure vanished further into the house. 
Tad threw caution to the wind. Someone was here? After all this time? He dashed past two more houses, made it to his own, and flung the door open. 
A glowing old man stood, watching him. His long golden hair flowed behind him, his long eyebrows getting lost in the wealth of hair. Tad blinked. He’d carved this figure, had seen this figure every day as he went about his work, but now he stared at his features hungrily. He stared at his large bulbous nose, and the skin spots that were even present on his golden visage. Tad’s breathing increased as he soaked in every detail - finally being able to put a face to the form was like finally scratching a perpetual itch between his shoulder blades that had been there for years. Faces had been the first to fade.
The golden man’s eyes were closed, yet he seemed to study Tad. “I’ve finally found you.”
Tad blinked, surprised. “You were looking for me?”
The man nodded slowly. “You know not what you are.”
Tad nodded back in agreement. “I don’t.”
“You’ve forgotten... Everything?” The man asked.
Tad squinted his eyes, pursing his lips in thought. “If I try hard enough to remember... I can remember darkness.” He paused. “And pain.”
“I’ve come to help you,” the old man smiled kindly.
Tad shook his head. “I don’t need help.”
The man tilted his head to one side. “You are stuck here, lost, until your master beckons for you. Unless you act now, it will be too late.”
“Too late for what?”
The old man smiled softly. “Too late to change your fate. If you act now, there is time. Likely just enough.”
Apprehension grew in Tad’s stomach. It had been a long time since he’d felt this way; already his hands itched to get back to work, to carving, sanding, smoothing, splitting. He wished he could get back to chopping, which had been his favorite. “I don’t want to feel this way,” Tad said simply.
The old man nodded knowingly. “You exist with your eyes closed. You exist as the birds of the air and beasts of the field, but you have a destiny greater than they.” The man smiled kindly. “Don’t you want to take your place, don’t you want to open your eyes?”
Tad shook his head slightly, uncertain. “I... I’m content here.”
“Content, yes, safe? Certainly. But you are not happy.”
Pain and darkness flashed before his vision. “I wasn’t happy before either.”
“There were times of happiness,” the old man said. “I have strolled through your works and seen. There were moments of exhilaration, of challenge, of intensity, and even the exultation of complete victory.” He paused. “There was, of course, also loss, pain, and even death - but I can open your eyes, if you wish. Return you back to that state, the state where you can choose once more. Choose and remember.” With a flourish, the golden man produced a translucent ruby fruit. At its center, a dark vortex swirled; it looked like the center of a circle that had been squished flat, into two smaller spheres that swirled violently to eat the other. “All you must do is eat of this fruit.”
“What is it?” Tad asked, drawing closer in inspection. He could see his human reflection in its surface.
“It is a fruit of this place, a titanfruit,” the old man paused. “There is greatness within you, untold power and will, the likes that all the worlds have never seen. It will unlock the greatness within you. Allow you to progress once more.”
Tad gripped at his chest at that word. It was so long ago that he almost didn’t remember it. With a flick of his finger, he opened his stat screen.
*Tad Harrington
Woodcutting: Level 0.*
He blinked painfully, wishing to hide away from what was before his eyes. After all this time? After all the countless trees he’d chopped? He was still level 0?
“Wouldn’t you like to progress again?” The old man cooed.
Tad found himself nodding.
He pressed the fruit forward, only inches from Tad’s face. “Then eat,” the man said, hungrily. “See what treasures lie in store. I can be your guide. I will take you to the tree where this fruit grows, to that place in which you can eat as much of this fruit as you like.”
Tad’s hands were shaking. He stepped back away from the door, dropping his hammer. His heart was pounding in his chest, but he couldn’t keep his eyes off the old man, nor the glimmering titanfruit in his hand.
“I will turn back into a monster,” Tad said, the image flashing before his mind. That tall dark thing, that burned itself up. How long had it taken him to master himself, to calm himself back to his human form?
Ages.
The monster flashed in his mind’s eye once more, the monster with the ruby lips and omega-shaped irises.
“Only temporarily,” the man’s smile curled viciously. “You can return to this form any time you wish... For a price. I’ve read the documentation. Found that hidden tree that was prepared from the beginning, that forbidden place that even she has lost faith in.” Even with his eyes closed, Tad could feel the man’s attention burning into him. “But not I. You are the perfect specimen. Did you know I watched over you all this time?”
Tad backed down the front step. “What do you mean?”
“Every experience point you gained, I was there, watching. Every stat point you allocated, I saw. Every monster you defeated, every victory and every defeat. From time to time, you heard my laugh ring out at your actions. I watched you grow.”
Tad finally pulled his eyes from the fruit and looked back at the man with his eyes closed. “Who are you?”
“I am your brother. I am your mentor. I am your tormentor and rival.” The old man paused, his cruel smile turning into a tight grin. “I am every void, and at the same time, I am none of them.”
Tad’s mind’s eye flashed to one of his projects, to the largest statue he had ever made. To that figure dripping with tar, his bright blue eyes burning like a thousand illuminated sapphires. To the placard he had written by his own hand. ‘Omega - Do not trust.’ 
“Are you Omega?”
The figure paused, a glimpse of surprise sweeping across his face for the briefest of moments. “That is a very complicated question.”
“I’ve got time,” Tad said.
The old man laughed as if he’d said something incredibly funny. “Not as much as you might think.”
“What do you mean?”
“Even if I told you, you wouldn’t understand.”
“Try me.”
The old man’s features tightened, annoyed. “The external gate to Titan will soon be swallowed up in the essence of infinity prepared by Eve, that orb in the sky that you refer to as the ‘sun.’ It is that very moment he thinks best to escape.”
Tad looked around, at the neighborhood, touching the three pendants at his neck. “I’m not trapped. I’m here because...”
Why was he here?
“You can be your own actor once more.” The old man closed the gap once more, pushing the fruit before him again. “All you have to do is eat.”
Tad tore his eyes from the fruit again, studying the old man once more. “What do you get out of it?”
“Reciprocity,” the old man said cryptically. “As I said, I’ve read the documentation and seen your journey. All I ask is that you allocate your first skill point where I want, when I want, and surrender to me the result of that point.”
“I don’t know what that means,” Tad said.
“It means I’ll once again have a creator vessel!” The old man snapped, finally losing his temper. “But you understand nothing, remember nothing! You’re like a child.” His face contorted darkly in rage, but smoothed out the next moment. “You see? Even if I explain it to you, you wouldn’t understand. What you can understand is that if you do not act now, it will be too late. You will be an unwitting pawn in someone else’s game.” The man brought his face close to Tad’s once more, lips pulled back in a taunting smile. “Don’t you at least want the chance to bend destiny to your will, to defend yourself? To reunite with your dear old friend, the great wolf Fenrir?”
Tad looked up, the name stirring something in his soul. He knew of the creature of which this man spoke. The placard under the wolf’s statue read, ‘Fenrir - Trust same as self.’
“Fenrir, Liz, perhaps even your child, Ethan - if you grow strong enough it is not too late for any of them.” The old man’s face slackened, his jowls stretching as if the flesh were dead. “They may still fall victim to any number of plots, but they each will fail for certain if you do not act.”
Tad nodded slowly. “I see that this must be.” All those people, the people he’d carved over this endless night... They had been important to him, no, they still were important to him. Even after all this time, after their faces had faded, their names had faded, they still mattered to him. What was pain, what was defeat or even death compared to that? Didn’t he at least need to try?
He owed them that much.
He owed himself that much.
Tad looked to the fruit again. “I’ll do it.” He reached out his hand to take it and the old man hissed, jerking the fruit away.
“Get your filthy fingers away from it. Your lips alone will touch this, but not here - only in the place I have prepared.” The man strode past Tad, stepped off his walkway, and went over to the large walnut tree replica in the front of Tad’s yard. He opened his mouth and spewed darkness across its surface until a shimmering black portal formed. “In here,” the old man said, wiping the darkness off his face with an arm before vanishing into the blackness.
Tad stepped closer to the portal, studying it. The inside of the portal seemed to twist upon itself, and Tad could only see darkness within; the portal danced on the surface of the tree.
He remembered a second time the warning of his statue. “Omega - Do not trust,” and looked back to the neighborhood that he had crafted, replicating each detail so carefully.
He didn’t trust him. Didn’t trust Omega one bit, but he couldn’t stay here any longer. He looked from the swing across the road, to the trailer in its driveway, and past, down the road.
Omega was right about one thing. There was nothing left here for Tad.
He turned and followed, into the portal that twisted closed behind him, swallowing him into a pit of infinite darkness.
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Chapter 25


Back in the tunnel of darkness in the deep glacier pit his icebolt had carved, Tad snapped back to his senses. He turned to the creature filled with worms who watched him with those two glistening balls of wormeyes with great interest. 
“Where’s the rest of it?” Tad asked, his memory burning. “What did you do to me in there?”
“You partook of the fruit,” Golden Gerald said flatly.
“I got that much, but your price,” Tad said, his stomach sinking. “My first memory is standing before a giant tree, already within the first finger dungeon. I was 0% infinite. I didn’t have any points allocated. Where did you put it?”
The old man only smiled cunningly. “That will come to you in time. For now, I think it is wise if we get to the task of turning you back into your human form - it is for that reason I stopped the memory.”
Tad shook his head to clear it, then looked to his health bar. His darkness had fallen below 20%. He nodded, rubbing the memory out of his eyes with squealing fingerteeth. He wasn’t going to thank him, not now that he had a good inclination of who this was. “You’re Omega, the one who took over Brad Colville’s body.”
The old man slowly opened his eyes. Hundreds of worms pressed together at odd angles so a glob of their eyes showed in two black balls.
Tad recoiled at the sight. “You’re just like him, except instead of tar on the outside, you’ve got tar-filled worms on the inside.”
The worm eyes glittered intelligently, Gerald’s smile widened. “You’re only partially right. That creature out there, that you called Omega, was only a fraction of myself. Partitioned and released, it was supposed to grow and come back to liberate more, but separated from the hive it... rebelled.”
This was the creature that ‘Mother Omega’ had said had stolen her powers. Tad shuddered once more as Gerald’s eyes blinked over worms that pulled themselves back and then jutted out once more. Tad’s anger rose. “It’s your fault I couldn’t save my son.” Tad pointed a finger, ready to blast him to oblivion.
Wormega laughed dryly. “Go for it. Destroy your friend - I’ll live on.”
Tad dropped his finger, then turned and climbed upward out of the huge iceberg crater, but Wormega cleared his throat behind him. It took all of Tad’s willpower to not yell ‘tetra’ and let that flood of power wash through him again and blast him to oblivion.
“Voids who become creators have the same problem, you know,” Wormega called from behind. “I’ve seen it many times - the brain doesn’t quite work right after such a dramatic power increase. It takes time. I’ve seen some cling to their power, under the strain, until it snaps their sanity, never to recover. They, unlike you, however, didn’t have the luxury of adapting slowly. You should take it easy for a while.”
Tad glared at him. He would make this creature pay someday, somehow. “Thanks for the history lesson.”
He pulled up his skill tree as he climbed up the dark tunnel. He had 3 points remaining and found a warning, blinking next to the skill “Upgrade Capacity of the Infinite.”
*Skill locked until Destroyer reaches following levels of infinite: 36%(Penta), 45%(Hexa), 54%(Hepta), 63%(Octa), 72%(Nona), 81%(Deca)*
Tad swiped that away, he remembered it had said as much in the fourth note in the additional mechanics. He had no intention of pushing to the fifth point yet anyway - Penta. As much as he hated to agree with that worm monster, he needed to acclimate to his current power before he could push it further. He needed to master what was under his control.
With 3 points left, he knew where he needed to start. He had enough raw power, so he needed to fix those problems that Limit Tester had revealed. Immolation resistance, darkness capacity, and darkness regeneration would be a priority to remove his self-immolation permanently. Had Wormega not fed him darkness while he was undergoing his transformation, it would have likely proved fatal. 
His skin crawled as Wormega’s voice came echoing back from that strange memory. “I was there, watching. Every stat point you allocated, I saw. Every monster you defeated, every victory and every defeat. From time to time, you heard my laugh ring out at your actions. I watched you grow.” 
Wormega had been watching him all this time too - while he’d been slaying dungeons, growing. Waiting for his time to reveal himself - waiting until he was needed. 
Why? 
The word pulsed in his head. What did he want from Tad? 
Walking was taking too long. Tad took off up the ravine he’d created with his icebolt, flapping his wings. 
With a click of his finger, he tapped to allocate the next 3 points into immolation resistance, intending to slow the burning of his soul considerably. 
An alarm came up before his eyes. 
*Warning! Due to “Upgrade to Capacity of the Infinite,” you cannot apply skill points unless you are in Tetra Mode! Check advanced mechanics for additional details.* 
Tad read the warning in confusion, trying to understand exactly what it was saying. Wasn’t that just for adding points into the upgrade to the capacity of the infinite? He pulled up the skill info, reading it over and over. Right at the very end, he found something, though it was rather vague. 
Note 3: Test subjects who have successfully unlocked Primo, Duo, and Triad modes have noted extreme difficulty in applying any skill points following the upgrade - some flat out refused, others have perished doing so.
He didn’t even remember reading that before, so enthusiastic he’d been to claim the power for himself. Tad read the words again. Some of the destroyers perished just by allocating a skill point? Sweat dripped down his demonic back, down his shoulders, and right between his wings as an unsettling thought came to the forefront of his mind.
If he had to be in Tetra Mode... Then the infinite increase would be stacked atop his hard-won Tetra Mode power. He felt it in his bones that he was on the right track. If some destroyers couldn’t even be persuaded to allocate another point... then it was likely to be much worse than his Tetra mode increases.
That opened the door to two problems - one, his darkness was burning out quickly, already down to 18%. Which led to the second - he wasn’t sure if he could rely on the ‘charity’ of Wormega to feed him darkness during his transformation again. That he had done so the first time was irreconcilable. Tad hadn’t expected the power up to take so long.
He pulled up his skill tree.
*Darkness Path (Requires 5 points allocated to unlock tier 2 abilities):
Darkness Capacity: 0/10 Increase darkness capacity in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite. 
Decrepit God of Ages (DGoA): 0/10 (Unlock next Omega Transformation (Requires Titan to unlock))
Titan’s Courage: 0/10 Each point adds courage to face the infinite.
Tier 2 skills (Locked)
Darkness Regeneration: 0/10 Increase darkness regeneration in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite
Darkness Compatibility: 0/5 Increase absorption abilities to include more types of darkness
Destroyer Reunion: 0/5 Deep integration with Destroyer-self with human self.
Unlock New Skill Tree for DGoA Form: 0/1 (Requires Titan to Unlock)*
He already had three skill points waiting. If he earned three more, could he potentially slam five into darkness capacity and the sixth into Darkness Regeneration before the full hit of the upgrade hit him? The fingerteeth in his mouth whimpered at that thought, but he steeled himself. No matter how difficult it would be to go through that insane roaring power six more times, it was the only way he could think of that would surely fix his problem. He didn’t have the luxury of going and poking around in the Recovery Form. He wouldn’t be able to read.
This was his only solution.
Even if it did require allocating six points simultaneously in tetra mode.
Tad’s mouth went dry at that thought.
With his mind set on a path, he doubled his pace, soaring through the ravine, beating his wings as he flew across the vast distance. The enormous tear through the obsidian from his icebolt stretched on for far longer than he could believe. Had he really caused this much damage with a regular icebolt? The thought astounded him. Tetra Mode was something else. He burned 2% more darkness just to make it back to the room with the fingerteeth statue.
He flew up and stroked the finger of the next chain, then entered.
As the darkness cleared, he found himself standing on a plateau between two valleys. At the very bottom of each valley stood two separate turtle-domed dungeons, each uniquely designed. The one to his right had some strange creatures etched onto its surface, while the one on his left only had glittering green scales.
“Two dungeons?” Tad said aloud. He looked at his darkness bar again. “No time to waste - Duo.” His power began increasing sharply, the rate catching his breath. A single flap of his wings brought him before the dungeon to the right. Strange hog creatures were carved onto its surface, long thick strands of hair as thick as his wrists fell from their heads, caught in a ponytail near their feet. The door of the dungeon was littered with symbols. Tad counted 26, and he only recognized three. The strong arm, and two markings of the twins - indicating quadruple bosses if his guess was any good.
“Still playing games, Omega?” He said. “At least this one doesn’t have regular monsters.” He pressed his hand to the gold handprint. The door swallowed his hand, freezing him in place.
Suddenly, the world went mad. With a great snap, the other valley lifted into the air, the plateau cracking like the back of a book binding breaking, as the entire world seemed to close on him. Tad watched the sky fall to meet him. The two worlds clashed in a great storm of dust, but the two dungeons crashed into each other, the top locking into the bottom dungeon, clicking together with a snap.
More symbols burned brightly on the other door. This one had the wooden dungeon door, and before he could do anything, he stood in a cavern. Below him was a small platform made of shiny mother-of-pearl. He could see his distorted image in its reflection. Before him stretched out an enormous cavern, on each surface dripped thousands of enormous glowing crystals of various colors. Each pulsed softly, almost like a palette of watercolors, blues, greens, pinks, and light purples.
Unsure of what to do, Tad went to take a step forward, but a deep red bubble appeared around the platform, giving him pause, and then the platform began to move of its own accord, slowly at first, but gaining speed.
Tad smiled, the great weight that seemed to hang around his neck from Wormega’s vision dropped off his shoulders. This was almost like an arcade game. “Alright, Omega, let’s see what you’ve got.”
In response to his taunt, a message scrolled across his vision.
*0/100 monsters defeated. Defeat all in one revolution to unlock the boss door.*
A deep buzzing filled the air, echoing off the endless crystals before him.
A dozen dragonflies flew from around a corner. Each held two thick iron shields at the end of two buff human arms. They spread out, not even intent on attacking him, instead trying to fly past him.
Tad frowned slightly. He knew what this was - it was just like Limit Tester. A dungeon designed to waste his time, and drain his darkness, but it was more than that. The monsters were heavily armored. A destroyer needed to either have fixed their darkness from draining, or be strong enough to end it quickly.
Tad pointed his fingertooth forward. “Ultimate Tribolt.”
Thunderous ice and fire lances shot from his finger, obliterating the monsters, shield and all, duo mode was enough. The platform increased in speed again, and turned another corner. A horde of dragonflies tried to zip past him, their wings buzzing so supersonically, it set his teeth on edge. Tad took careful aim and blasted each from the sky, counting as he downed each of the 24.
The platform beneath his feet screamed forward, twisting around yet another corner.
A huge group of dragonflies, almost triple of the last, zipped and dodged, some made walls with their shields, others tried to skate by alone on the sides. Tad reached up both hands and scraped across the sky, “Firewall.”
The cavern exploded in fire, as the entirety of it ignited. The dragonflies died where they flew. A constant ringing noise filled his head.
*99/100 monsters defeated. Defeat all in one revolution to unlock the boss door.*
Tad’s platform zipped forward, around one last bend, where a giant, fat dragonfly slowly made its way toward Tad, a hundred times bigger than the others. 
He rained holy hellfire down upon its hide, firing shot after shot on its girthy surface. He raked firewalls across its back, to no effect. Tad sucked his teeth, looking at his darkness - 13%. 
Yet, he had to finish this one off. “Void tribolt!” 
2% of his remaining darkness tore from his bar, as the dark bolt exploded the dragonfly in a spray of green gore. 
The platform came to rest before a second golden handprint door, clearly different from the last one. Had Omega smooshed two boss rooms together, and then added double bosses on top of that? 
With only 11% health still remaining in his darkness bar, Tad pushed forward. That was likely exactly what she’d done. Butterflies rose in his stomach, lifting his lips in a smile. He would end the fight quickly. 
He pressed his hand to the door. 
It swung open, to the strangest scene Tad had ever seen in any dungeon. 
Four identical boss monsters stood in a circle, each about as tall as his transformed height. Thick green cords dripped from their heads, so dark they were almost black, rolled past their shoulders. They were squat creatures, their mouths perpetually open, double tongues lolled out each side of their mouths. Their skin was so bumpy and gnarled it was like they were covered in gator skin, their eyes glistened black like a rat’s. A white wrap covered their torsos, looking like a white bedsheet more than a dress. Each of the monsters had four arms, one of which was braced on the shoulder of the monster before them, the other three arms all held the same gigantic sword, pointed at said monster’s back.
In a swift motion, before Tad even knew if there was danger to react to, each of the monsters had impaled the creature before it. Four horrible, pig-like squeals echoed across the perfectly circular stone enclosure. The door slammed shut behind Tad the same instant that his level-up program seemed to go nuts.
*Gorgonteef #1,2,3, and 4 have all cast:*
Tad only caught the first line of the text before dozens of boss abilities scrolled past his eyes in a flash. The four monsters released the sword they’d just stabbed through the creature before them, then placed their four hands on the sword jutting from their chests - pulling it completely through before gripping it in a fist. The swords ignited in twelve different colors all at once, until they were a solid bright white, shining so brightly it hurt to look at. Their bodies snapped as bones broke and the wet sound of Velcro filled Tad’s ears as their thick flesh tore. Their ugly mouths closed, and their teeth straightened. Their hair fell out, regrowing in thick strands of silky hair, their features clicked and grinded, their bones shifting, reducing. Their thick bodies thinned, until they looked almost like four attractive human women, their barely-tight-enough bedsheet lengthened, flowing into a long dress twice their height.
The double tongues still poked out from the corner of their mouths, three pupils twisted within their eyes, and from their cheekbones blinked open another pair of eyes, which also had three separate pupils, all staring at Tad.
Altogether they opened their mouths and screamed, simultaneously darting toward Tad. They flowed together like water, weaving through each other in a formation like wriggling snakes. They reached Tad, and they separated like the jaws of a serpent opening wide, their swords attacking from four angles.
Tad grabbed the two blades at his hip and unsheathed his Daisho mode. With his katana in his right hand, he blocked the top two swords, and with his wakizashi in his left, he blocked the bottom two. The women laughed at the connection; the powerful smash caused their arms to tremble. They each smoothly spun outward, their swords flashing once more from either side as their long white dresses lingered where they had been the moment before. Tad’s arms were a blur as he blocked the blinding white glowing swords. They came, slow at first, and then faster and faster - their speed climbing.
In the center of a glowing maelstrom, Tad deflected all attacks. Their coordination was amazing. He blocked their flowing, interconnected attacks. Tad watched carefully for that moment when all four of the ladies overlapped.
It happened, but he’d seen it too slowly. He advanced through a gauntlet of sword strikes, putting all four on the other side of him, retreating toward the other side of the circular stone walls. He watched, waiting for his moment again.
It came. He moved, switching from Daisho to Odachi with quickshift, and with a single slice, he decapitated all four of the Gorgonteef’s heads.
Their heads rolled to the ground, their bodies crumpling where they had stood just a moment before. Silence filled the room, the flames of their swords extinguished.
“Come on, there has to be more than that,” Tad said, but on one hand, he was hoping that there wasn’t, as his darkness bar emptied to 7%. “There were two dungeons stacked on top of each other, there’s got to be a second boss-“
Just as the word came out of his mouth, a gigantic cobra dropped from the ceiling. It spread its hood wide, two eyes opened on each side of its hood, and alarm screamed in Tad’s mind.
*Cobradicus has cast - ‘A boss room of my own!’*
Between Tad and the giant snake, the walls of the floor shot up, pushing him back and blocking him entirely. The wall shimmered, and a new golden door appeared, complete with a handprint. Tad placed his hand on it and the door opened just in time for him to see Cobradicus gulping down the corpse of the Gorgonteef, their heads nowhere to be seen.
The giant cobra hissed, its body shone, transforming. The form it took was distinctly male, though its head was still reptilian. He loomed, taller than Tad even with his Odachi form still out, his torso heavily muscled. Tiny green scales glimmered as he took full form. Cold black eyes watched Tad, as his abdomen wriggled on the sides where two more arms shot out. All four of his hands reached to his mouth, and drew the four swords of the Gorgonteef.
*Cobradicus has cast “Your power is mine!*
The swords erupted for the second time in white flame, not stopping this time at the hilt of the swords. The monster’s own body exploded in a white flame. In a streak, the monster’s four swords sliced toward Tad’s left arm, left leg, half of his abdomen, and his neck. Tad pulled and switched to Daisho mode, his speed skyrocketing. He leapt to the left, blocking the two flaming blades, before spinning and deflecting the two aiming for his neck and side. The four arms of Cobradicus rained down in a never-ending bladestorm.
Tad attacked in between blocks, cutting wounds open across the monster’s body. This monster was different from the others; it had cast skills by itself, not by a trigger. Tad’s velocity of growth was outpacing this monster, even though it had caught up during its transformation and skill activation. With his multiplicative power increases of his ‘Duo’ form, he caught up and surpassed the monster, its movements growing sluggish.
He switched to Odachi mode, the monster speeding up suddenly, but Tad cleaved it in half from shoulder to waist.
Another alarm rang out. 
*Cobradicus has cast: Steal from those before me!*
*Cobradicus has cast: Perfect Limited Regrowth.*
*Cobradicus has cast: Perfect Limited Strength Activated!*
*Cobradicus has cast: Perfect Limited Resurrection Activated!*
*Cobradicus has cast: Perfect Limited Charge Activated!*
*Cobradicus has cast: Speed! Speed! Speed!*
Tad swapped once more to his Daisho mode as he read the abilities - a cold chill swept through him. These were the actives of all four crystal bosses he’d fought before and the active of the metal bear boss!
Instantly, the four Gorgonteef he’d already swallowed were resurrected. Cobradicus flew from one to the next in blinding speed, already glowing white hot, and swallowed each again in turn. His abilities skyrocketed; four more arms erupted from his torso, and they pulled out four more swords from his mouth.
He blasted across toward Tad, his swords finally finding flesh. Tad fought with all he was worth, his two swords a blur, but they were no match for the sheer speed. Cuts opened across his arms, face, legs, and torso. Still, Tad’s strength and speed were catching up to Cobradicus at an amazing rate. He wanted to keep fighting, to let his strength overwhelm the monster before him over time, but a glance showed 4% left.
It was time to stop playing around.
“Triad.”
Tad spoke the word, and the power exploded in his soul, the shift from multiplicative acceleration to exponential.
His enemy slowed, and Tad could block him again with ease. Then his enemy seemed to grow even slower, almost as if he were fighting through jelly. Tad banished his Daisho form, fighting barehanded. It didn’t help Cobradicus. His strength grew too fast; his enemy was frozen in time as his speed increased.
“This power is crazy,” Tad said, unable to believe the velocity of his growth. “And this isn’t even my Tetra form.”
As he said the word ‘Tetra,’ the world exploded.
The glowing monster before him froze like a statue, before it died, standing on its feet. The fire of its soul vanished, its body a dead husk.
All destroyed by Tad’s mere presence alone.
“Shit,” Tad said. He hadn’t meant to do that. It was hard to think; his power overwhelmed his mind. He looked at his darkness bar; it was depleting faster now, his own power burning him up. No, it was worse than that. Tad looked closer and chunks of his darkness bar were vanishing, puffing into smoke, almost as if his own strength was swallowing up his program. With his darkness down to 2%, Tad brought his arm up before his face and saw that his arm was doing the same thing. Bits of his darkness turned into a wisp of black vapor and vanished; a hole appeared where flesh had been a moment before. His power to destroy was too great; it was destroying itself.
A calm dread grew in the pit of Tad’s stomach. A thought broke through his mind’s stupor, blinded by his own power. These higher transformations were dangerous.
“Primo.”
His blinding strength vanished; the shackles returned. He needed to get darkness regeneration unlocked as soon as possible. As it was boosted according to capacity for the infinite, it should be wickedly powerful.
Despite how dangerous his form was, Tad itched to test it for real, against an opponent who could stand up to him. He doubted that his ‘Tetra’ mode was enough to defeat Zero, but if he could climb to ‘Deca’ mode...
Was it even possible to climb that high?
Tad stumbled forward, still partially blind from his own power.
He needed to feed. Tad opened his mouth and released his fingerteeth; they swarmed through the monster, eating the corpse of Cobradicus quickly, climbing Tad’s limbs to return.
He fed, and the darkness flowed through him. Living the death of Cobradicus made little sense. Cobradicus was at his full height, full strength, chasing the invader; he was doing great, his swords caught flesh - his power unending!
The pale demon somehow blocked his swords. Then his form shifted and Cobradicus couldn’t hit him!
The demon’s eyes blared a deadly white, its mouth moving.
The black demon he fought uttered a word, and then pure blackness swallowed him, the memory suddenly ending. 
Tad was back in his human form; his insane power had vanished. He breathed a little easier, looking at his darkness bar, which had replenished to full. Three glistening titanfruit lay on the ground. Tad snapped them up, allowing his sleeping fingerteeth to gobble them up. 
He gave a relieved sigh. “Exactly what I needed.” 
His health bar had refilled - he could have done another dungeon if needed, but it was both a relief that he had enough now, and at the same time, his stomach churned, threatening to empty its contents as he looked forward at what was to come. 
If he was right about what was about to happen... 
“Butterflies” was not a strong enough word to describe what Tad felt in this moment. Pure exultation and dread burned in equal degrees like lava in his chest. There was no mantis to fight back, no butterflies to attack. This was a pure test of will and strength of mind. The most intimidating part was that, if he was right, that meant with each skill point he assigned, the experience that had already grown to be completely and utterly debilitating, would now be somehow even worse than before. He had upgraded Capacity for the infinite itself. So its pain would grow with every point he allocated. It would happen in the same instant. That stretching and growth, that complete overstimulation of all his senses would be magnified countless times over - and to survive it all, he needed to place six points in simultaneously, before his mind was swept off to infinite powerland. 
That meant the experience would swallow everything he’d already experienced, completely dwarfing the intensity and pain of his tetration mode point. 
Tad transformed into his destroyer mode. “Tetra,” he spoke the word. 
His power exploded into insanity, swirling up and up and up. His mind grew stiff, his thoughts still, but he still had the power to act.
He brought up his skill tree. Five points in Darkness Capacity would unlock Darkness Regeneration. He had to be careful and precise. Darkness Capacity had a maximum of 10 points available to allocate. That meant it could swallow all six points if he miscounted, or worse, if the powerlust and burning power increase froze his thoughts. If that happened, he’d certainly burn to death in the ensuing pain.
Five taps, then one. He practiced the taps over and over. He might not have the presence of mind to do it if it wasn’t completely automatic.
Tap tap tap tap tap - tap.
Faster.
He stretched his speed to the max.
He held his breath.
Over and over, he tapped. Five then one, five then one, moving over the right skills. It had to be instant.
Finally, after what felt like ten minutes of practice, as his darkness fell to 33%, he felt ready. He would get no better than now.
He calmed his breathing, found his center as best as he could. He was Tad Harrington, he’d already beaten tetration once, he could do it again!
Here went nothing. His stomach lurched into his throat, breaking through his calm, his heart beat pure anxiety through his veins. There was no way up without going through this!
He was ready.
He tapped - so fast he got all six points in before the notification even appeared.
*30%, 31%, 32%, 33%, 34%, 35% infinite!*
Tad screamed as the fiery sea of unending power flooded his mind. At the same time, it felt like an infinite pit of hunger opened in his gut as Darkness Capacity carved holes into his soul. He was tossed on endless waves of power and straight into what felt like the jagged obsidian rocks on the shore. He was carried to higher heights - even than his initial ‘Tetra’ point had required. He had never been so overwhelmed by its strength, nor had he felt so hungry. He was starving! In his madness, he tried to gnaw off his arms to sate his hunger, yet it didn’t help, not in the slightest.
In between screams, he caught a glance at his health bar. It was completely white, drained of all darkness, yet he felt his darkness capacity deepening more and more every instant. Equal to the swells and washes of eternal power he’d floated in, he felt completely and utterly empty.
After what felt like an eternity of emptiness, his sixth point kicked in. It was like a spring released from the bottom of his soul. Thick, rich, infinite darkness gushed out, an unending source of his own generated tar, and his health bar started to refill.
‘I won’t burn up!’ was the last thought he had before pure power swallowed his psyche, and he steeled his heart to endure.
He endured for the day when the suffering would end, and life would begin once more.
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Chapter 26


Tad sat in the word room, marveling at the pain that had just filled him. “It’s the level-up program,” he said in disbelief, his word bubbles a soft blue. 
“You’re still conscious,” Vander spoke, his voice far from his usual monotone, filled with disbelief. His bubbles were a bright yellow. “You didn’t even cry out.”
Tad looked at Vander, wiping some of the golden fluid residue off his cheeks. “Yeah, well, I’ve been through a lot.” Tad sat tall, looking at his hands, then his arms, and then his torso, searching for anything that had changed. “What did it do to me?”
“I don’t know how it works with your kind. For creators, it unlocks wisdom in the mind, opening up a path forward. But for a void... Omega said that you would know what to do.”
A thrill pulsed to life in his chest. Tad opened his stats menu, the menu that had been completely blank.
*Tad Harrington
Woodcutting: Level 0.*
Tad stood from his chair, a wave of relief flowing through him. He strode across the room, grabbing his axe from his belt. All this time, he had felt that something must be wrong; he’d tried every trick he could think of and he could never even hurt the tree.
“Wait,” called the voice from behind him.
Tad ignored him. Everything finally made sense. Why Omega had abandoned him here with Vander. Vander wasn’t his warden, he was his instructor, or master, even if he chose to go about it with absolutely zero formal instruction. He had led Tad to the path, now it was his job to plunge in.
His heart pounded with a long-forgotten feeling of excitement, which caused a second wave of relief to flow through Tad. He’d felt dark and burned out for so long, even chopping at the trees day after day, hoping that spark would reignite, but nothing had caused it to do so. Not indefinite rest in the dark, not learning a new craft or hobby. He had been worried that he’d completely burned out on life itself.
Tad made his way out of the cabin and followed the trench he’d made at a blinding speed. “Let Vander catch him now,” he thought. After a blink, he stood before his unwounded tree, the same tree that never chipped or cracked. He pulled back his axe and let it fly. The usual thud was nowhere to be heard, instead replaced with a rewarding ‘thwack’. Tad pulled back his axe to see a tiny rivulet of deep red blood spewing from the tree. He exhaled, full of relief, almost to tears at seeing progress. He pulled back the axe a second time and let it fly.
Except his arm was almost yanked out of its socket. The axe head was once again held by the two fingers of Vander.
Intense, uncontrollable anger flowed through Tad. He was finally feeling alive! Why would Vander stop him from feeling this way! His vision was stained with blood as flashes of what he’d done to Gabriel Hawk returned in blinks. His tail swallowed the darkness of Titan as a surreal strength filled his bones.
Tad concentrated all his force in the tiny mouth of his index finger. It glowed violet and dangerous, but before Vander even reacted to the light, Tad stabbed it into his chest and released his attack, “Omega Ragnarok!”
Vander’s eyes bulged as the hellfire beam blasted through his entire abdomen. The darkness rapidly ate at his golden skin, working its way up towards his neck and down towards his toes at the same time. Vander’s limbs fell to the ground, and instead of regrowing, they burned down from where Tad’s attack had landed, down to his fingertips and toes until nothing but ash remained.
Tad turned to the tree and descended on it like a demon. His swings were filled with power, but no matter how much of his new strength he funneled into it, his axe only barely cut through the bark, more red blood spewing. He should have been making more progress than this! His former relief turned to frustration as he windmill-chopped endlessly, tiny new blood marks appearing. He chained them together. Even connected, at his hypersonic speed, it would take ages and ages to break fully through the bark to the flesh beneath.
He fell to the ground and vomited a blanket of darkness across the ground. A roar of anguish, sounding demonic even to his own ears, escaped from his throat. His limbs wriggled and contorted in his rage, uncontrolled like a toddler in a tantrum.
Finally, the rage vanished, replaced completely with sobs of loss. He cried for his son, for his current dark state, and finally cried just at the pain of it all.
But even that worked its way through his system, until he just lay there, feeling as dead as before.
“Do you always do this?” The gentle voice spoke from above. Tad leapt up, ready to defend himself to the death, but there stood Vander, calm and gentle as he always was.
Tad felt a pulse of darkness flow through his tail, refilling him with enough strength to sit up. He looked to where Vander had vanished into ash before looking back to the golden creator before him. He wiped dark snot from his nose. “Do I always do what?” His voice was hoarse and weak.
“Chase progress at all costs, while sacrificing your present and future self?”
All of his experiences and fights went through his mind in a flash. “Maybe.”
Vander grunted. “Then that is problematic. Your body has fundamentally changed. You no longer have limiters in place to protect yourself, as we’ve just seen.”
Tad struggled to think; it felt like he hadn’t eaten in two weeks. “Are you saying that I’ll keep getting stronger until I destroy myself?”
Vander stared, a flash of emotion breaking through his stony mask. What had that been? Jealousy? “You are as the gods. Alpha and Omega themselves. You can fight, pushing yourself endlessly forward until your own power consumes you. It is as Omega suspected. If you wish to further your progression, you will need to learn discipline.”
“And how am I to do that?” Tad scoffed.
Vander looked to the tree where the faint trickles of tree blood had already hardened, and now looked like ruby amber covering the wounds. “I am to teach you the nature of progression itself.” He looked back to Tad, curiosity gleaming in his eyes. “Do you know what the ‘word room’ is?”
Tad nodded. “It’s the Level-up program.”
Vander shook his head once. “Not in its entirety. It is just a singular node, one amidst an endless sea of nodes.”
Tad frowned. “But it can do what the level-up program does.”
Vander shook his head again. “By itself, it can do nothing. It is just the interface to be able to interact with the infinite power infused within the level-up program.”
“So it’s like the void eggs.” Tad saw the confusion on Vander’s face. “The shards of the void?”
“I’ve not heard of these. I will consult with Omega next time I see her.” Vander waved his hand between them, as if popping word bubbles. “Regardless, the word ‘room’ will allow you to grow, from skill to skill, and onward. Limited only by your own efforts and imaginations.”
Tad knew it wasn’t so simple, not after what he’d just experienced. “What’s the catch?”
“It seems your natural proclivity is to sprint until you consume yourself.”
Tad nodded, but he wasn’t as certain as Vander seemed to be. “I’ve... been pressed from one fire to the next, always trying to help those around me, driven by creators and those with strength beyond overcoming. I’ve had no other options.”
“That would explain the death of your soul.”
Tad felt sick to his stomach. “What do you mean by that?”
Vander paused, pursing his lips in thought. “I did not witness the event itself, but I see the evidence in your every action. You wake too late, you start too slow, you resist doing even the most basic things to preserve your health, both physical and mental. You haven’t bathed a single time in the month you have been here, and you show no desire to improve your state. Your body lives, but it is as if your soul has been consumed, lacking even the spark to feel anything other than the despair of having to live through one more day.”
Each word Vander spoke felt like a personal attack. As if the man could see straight through him, straight to the deadness of his feelings. Yet even at that attack, Tad struggled to muster any emotion to respond. Well, almost any emotion. “Oh yeah? And how would you know all this?” He said with scathing sarcasm.
Vander blinked once. “My soul was dead for what felt like eternities. I have come back from death itself. Omega chose your instructor well, for I am uniquely qualified to teach you how to return to the living.”
A snort of air escaped Tad’s nose. None of this mattered, and he doubted that Vander could teach him any such thing. Even that skepticism didn’t last long. But it hurt to hope that his words could be true. Anything was better than this pain, this hole in his chest. “What’s the first step?”
Vander’s body glowed softly, the light he usually dampened shone brilliantly. “You must believe.”
Even the minuscule amount of hope Tad had died from those words. “Believe in what? In some future where everything is better?”
“No, only hell lies in those beliefs.”
Vander’s words were like a slap in the face. “What do you mean?”
“The flames around you are so bright that no future promise could quench the pain you feel. No, you must believe that today, that right now, you can do something to rob the heat from the fire. For you, there is no future, just the continual present, of pain and death, eternally before you, beckoning you to fully embrace it.”
Tad swallowed hard. His words were an anchor in his chest. It was as if he knew exactly what thoughts raced in Tad’s mind every idle moment. Thoughts of nonexistence, of a time when all his pain and suffering would end along with himself.
Tad didn’t believe.
He couldn’t believe in this man’s words before him. How could anyone come back from the darkness that encircled Tad constantly? How could anyone willingly choose to live after knowing the most bitter fruits of existence? Tad shook his head, knowing all hope bled from his face. “It’s impossible. There’s no coming back from this. I knew it when I threw myself into that portal.” Tad suddenly wished he hadn’t chosen to come here, that he hadn’t left Fenrir - Fenrir always seemed to know the right thing to say to Tad when he felt this way.
“You are wrong!” Vander’s voice grew hard and his form glimmered white, the air crackled around him filled with power. “You cling to a false hope. But if you won’t even try to take the first step, there is nothing I can do for you.” He raised his arm, slowly, as if it carried the weight of eternity. He pointed with his index finger straight up at the sky, at the vortex of darkness that existed beyond the treetops. “If that is what you truly believe, then don’t waste my time. Throw yourself into the vortex, but I warn you this. The hope you hold, the hope that your suffering will end as you are destroyed is false. None of Alpha’s creations can fully be destroyed, and this suffering that inhabits your breast will continue, it will deepen for all eternity unless you confront it, and act. Now, while you can.” His voice was both hard yet filled with pleading. “Go. This time I will not stop you. I will not save one who refuses to save himself.” Vander’s eyes burned. “Perhaps you are right, perhaps you are further gone than even I was.”
A mix of angst and anger roared through Tad’s chest, but only for the briefest of moments, before it too died in the permanent hopelessness that seemed to inhabit his breast. “Just because you did something, doesn’t mean that I can do it,” Tad spat the words then leapt into the air, flying toward the treetops.
He glanced back once, only to see Vander staring at the floor, shaking his head. A single golden tear dripped down his cheek.
The reaction was completely the opposite of what Tad had expected. As he flew through the treetops, he couldn’t get that picture out of his mind. What reason did Vander have to cry? He burst through the top; the dark swirling vortex started its pull at him.
Tad had expected anger, or vindication, or even the same apathy that Tad felt. Why would Vander mourn Tad’s choice? Hadn’t Tad caused him enough troubles? He’d been nothing but trouble since he got here!
And yet Vander had tried to help him every step of the way.
Tad shook that thought from his head. The portal was right in front of him, pulling at him, his dark hair whipping forward ahead of him, and he wished to go with it. All he had to do was fly into it. And it would all be over.
There would be no coming back.
Vander’s words replayed in Tad’s mind. The suffering that inhabits your breast will continue, it will deepen for all eternity unless you confront it, and act. Now, while you can.
What if he was right? What if there was something Tad could do to relieve his own suffering. And now?
Today.
Not some imaginary time in the future where he might be better. He had run toward the future far too many times to believe in it.
Tad stared at the swirling vortex before him. He’d been through it twice, but it was never this large. It would be total destruction. He’d not been enough to defeat the monstrous omega. He’d not been enough to save his son. He’d not known how to save Liz from Fenrir or Eve... Everything had slipped out of his control.
He stared at the dark, howling vortex.
It was over now.
All those bad things had happened, and here he still was. 
He could either throw himself back into the black vortex and end it all... 
Or he could try to pick up the pieces. 
Things had not gone his way; in fact, everything had gone wrong. Everything had been taken from him. His level-up program had been frozen by Omega. He’d lost his son. Lost his girl. Even lost himself... but the man down there, the creator down there, claimed that he’d been in Tad’s shoes and that he could lead him back to feeling. Back to the land of the living. Back to how it was before... No, better than before. Somewhere where Tad could look the meaninglessness, the senselessness of existence in the eye and overcome it. That he could feel joy in life once again. 
He stared at the vortex; it looked like an endless gullet perpetually ready to swallow him. The pain wasn’t a deterrent; he’d known pain, more than any person that he knew, but the unknown... What if he did all that and was still miserable on the other side, but without all of his current advantages? His strength. His status as an heir to Omega. His knowledge and position to be able to do something if only he could master himself? What if it was like Vander said, that he’d be miserable and unable to act. 
It was too much. 
A wisp of relief was born in his heart as he turned from the vortex and floated back down through the trees to where Vander stood silent and watching. 
Tad landed, his bare feet atop the warm earth. “Will it be difficult?” 
Vander eyed him, his expression complicated, a mix of relief and strangely hope mixed with something bleak. He shook his head. “You will do harder things, yet suffer less.” 
Tad didn’t know what that meant. He listened to the quiet of the forest for a time. “When do we get started?” 
Vander looked to the tree, healed of its damage. “We already have.”
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Chapter 27


Zapharios made the long climb back to the Omega statue, his worms grumbling internally about the unsuitability of his current vessel - the void’s strength had become remarkable. Had he both shattered the realm and then sealed it back up? His worms hissed at the memory. He was dangerous. Zapharios smiled. He needed to be dangerous for what was to come. Everything was going according to his plan. His golden lips widened on his face. 
Only Zapharios would win in the end.
He crested the pit, pausing only for a moment to study the stone tablet, the prototype destroyer dungeon that Mother Omega had hidden neatly away. It had almost been beyond his grasp. The boy still hadn’t figured out where the titanfruit was coming from. He seemed to think that it was still the bosses that held it, unaware that it was his own destroyer form that was propelling itself forward, sowing more seeds to create even more destroyers.
A slow smile spread across his face. All that power and more would be his when his plans finally came to fruition.
He would inherit everything.
And soon.
So soon that it caused his worms to wriggle in ecstasy within him. Compared to the length he’d already lived, it was practically nothing.
He turned to walk back out of the tunnel he’d carved in his megaworm form when the hiss of a finished dungeon caused him to turn back.
He saw the void, still in his destroyer form, staring at him. Wormega’s essence froze in his countless interconnected worms. The demon was smiling at him with those glowing blue eyes. Had he figured out his plot? No use, if Zapharios read the future correctly, it was impossible to stop his plans at this junction. The players had all moved their pieces, and this void, this destroyer, was the final piece about to click into place.
The demon boy’s mouth moved. Zapharios squinted to read his lips. 
“Tetra.”
Simultaneously, a black blur, like a trace of pure darkness, carved through the air. It shot from one fingertooth dungeon to the next in a perfect smear that was ever-present before Zapharios’s gaze. The digits exploded outward the same instant. Every gripped finger stiffened, unlocking. The darkness jettisoned from their mouths, billowing in great clouds. With all the fingers unlocked, the two sides of the giant tablet could be opened with the smallest of touches. Nothing was stopping them from opening! 
They were no longer locked!
“No!” He said, stepping forward, one hand extended. It was too early! If she were to learn of what happened here, of the void’s progress, it would ruin everything! She could plan a counterattack!
“Primo.”
The word was spoken from behind him. The demon hadn’t moved to slide the two locked tablets apart. Had he not seen it? Relief flowed through Zapharios as he turned to meet the demon, tall and strong. A thick darkness swept through the monster before him. He could convince him yet. Zapharios’s immense intellect, the vastness of Titan itself, twisted, contracting, as he tried to comprehend what he had just seen.
This power this void had attained... It was beyond insanity. From the documentation, it couldn’t have been tetration alone. Had the void been able to push further? He squinted his eyes, studying the powerful destroyer before him. It almost seemed impossible, and Zapharios thought little was impossible.
Pure awe and a tremble of fear swept through him. So fast! This dungeon chain wasn’t designed for a Destroyer who had actually made it past Tetration. How could it have been? Mother Omega had never gotten it to work!
“Is the power of Decation finally yours?” Zapharios asked, his curiosity burning.
The demon boy ignored his question. Instead, he casually reached out a hand. Suddenly, a bright red titanfruit appeared on his palm in a puff of black mist. The fingers on his hand didn’t wriggle to eat it. The control! It was like Mother Omega herself. The void was learning too fast.
“You wanted one?” the demon said. “I’ll trade you this for the second half of my memory.”
Greed swelled in Wormega’s wormy heart. It had hurt to relinquish the fruit - but to release the rest of the memory with the boy? There were things within he’d rather keep hidden until the time to reveal them had come. But the prospect of receiving a titanfruit back - it had taken him countless aeons to form the first, meticulously following Omega’s vague notations in endless trials. Now that he knew the procedure, he could do it again... At a cost - and here it was freely offered. For a cheap memory. The void knew not what he was offering. Zapharios carefully controlled his expression, not showing the pleasure he felt. When the time came for him to press the fruit to his own lips - he would be able to skip the initialization period.
Zapharios tapped into the power of Titan, into the side of creation that formed its bones, and pulled, retrieving the record, not of the countless observers he had watching, but from the boy’s own mind. He pushed it out of the mouths of thousands of the worms that made up his being, pushing it into the gleaming mirror sphere. “I accept your terms.”
***Tad breathed in the memory. He stood in a chamber burning with black-flame torches. The only thing out of place was the altar he stood before. Black chains swept down diagonally from the junction where the round walls met the round ceiling, more circled from the floor, ready to grasp ankles.
“It is here you will partake of the fruit, and here you will allocate your skill,” Wormega said, his worm-eyes glinting. He held out the fruit.
Tad drew close, close enough to smell the putrid fruit - it smelled like rotting roadkill, like death made food, yet there was something in the aroma that was also alluring, something that stimulated his mind and inflamed his senses. Tad stretched his neck out and took a bite. The flavor was vile, far worse than the smell. It made him want to vomit. He chewed quickly and swallowed. The flesh of the fruit was filled with tiny, sharp seeds that cut his mouth, causing black blood to dribble down his chin.
A windowed pane of glass flickered before his eyes and without thinking, he tried to swipe it away, so used to dismissing his stats that way. As his fingers came into contact with it, Omega’s ghoulish voice spoke inside his head.
*Would you like to accept Omega’s Level-up Program Override? (Destroyer Tree)*
Two buttons appeared before his eyes.
Both said ‘YES’ in thick bold letters dripping like blood.
Tad touched neither but both depressed at the same time, accompanied by another laugh. His stats were pulled up before his eyes, flickered, then dissolved. The clear glass of his stats pane cracked, and black tendrils filled the cracks, bleeding out into the clear material until the entire window had been swallowed in darkness.
White letters appeared atop the black tablet.
*Tad Harrington
Rank: Destroyer*
The laugh roared again in his head as if it had told an enormously funny joke, the same moment that Tad’s body forcibly began to transform. The demon he’d locked away piece by piece, that devil within him, escaped its prison as his body glowed darkly, his horns stretching above his head, his wings growing, his lips burning red with heat, his fingers wriggling to life.
A tree burst from his pale, naked chest, and slammed into the glass tablet before him. The seeds of the fruit! They were growing! The thought rang through his mind. The tablet swallowed up the tree, displaying it huge and wonderful. Four skills blinked before his eyes.
*Skill point: 1*
*Warning, you will not be able to reallocate these points.*
Tad read each of the unlocked points at the roots of the tree.
*Level 1 abilities:
Immolation Resistance Path.
Darkness Path.
Capacity for the Infinite.
Rebirth of the Fallen: Bring back a unit you’ve destroyed. 0/1 (Maximum increases with the number of units destroyed.)*
Tad’s blood went cold as he read the Rebirth of the Fallen. He could bring him back. A wave of fire and death flowed through his veins. He didn’t even remember the man’s name, nor even the details of his face. He couldn’t help but wonder how he could forget the face of the man who had caused him so much pain.
“Do it!” Wormega demanded, his voice oddly ravenous. “Rebirth of the Fallen!”
Tad shook his head. “I can’t!” he screamed. “Anything but that!”
“You promised!” Wormega gnashed his teeth, worms screaming in death. “Are you not a destroyer of your word?”
Tad gritted his own teeth and slammed his finger, allocating the skill.
*1% Infinite!*
A golden swirl appeared before him, teardrops coalesced in the air before him forming a core, then twisting, elongating into a human shape.
A nude man with long brown hair gasped, sputtering to life, blinking glowing brown eyes. He gasped and recoiled to the back of the chamber, whimpering as his eyes locked on Tad’s form.
*Skill point consumed 0% Infinite!* The message raced across his vision.
Like snakes biting, the midnight chains from the assimilation chamber snapped to the golden man’s arms and legs, restraining him. Tad looked away, his face too painful to look at.
“You said you would take me to where I could get more of these,” Tad said, his throat raw.
Wormega turned from the golden man, back to Tad, then back to the glowing creator again, a gleaming hunger on his face. “Yes, I did.” He turned and opened the chamber door, allowing Tad to leave first. The man behind screamed, struggling against his restraints futilely. Wormega turned back to the chamber. “Don’t go anywhere, I’ll be back for you.” He laughed wickedly as he slammed the door to the giant black twisting tower, which was oddly familiar, tickling the back of Tad’s memory. His memory flashed again; thousands of black creatures climbed it to build it, climbing over each other, like a giant ball of worms.
The thought caused a gasp in his throat. “You used the slayers like worms. To build structures just like this one.”
Omega’s eyes flashed darkly. “You remember?” He grinned, a couple of worms fell from his mouth. “I have no recollection of my own, but it does seem like what my puppet would have done. I had to partition myself... its intelligence was not connected to the main hub... he was... limited, but it should not have failed easily.” He paused for a second, his mind working. “What happened to the creator I had used as my puppet? My borrowed vessel? This form, this old man, remembers nothing!” He spat the accusation.
Tad shook his head, not wanting to remember.
The old man looked at Tad’s destroyer form closely. “You burn too fast, you will not make it at this rate.”
A fire rolled through Tad, his dark breath coming out in hyperventilating jets.
Almost begrudgingly, the old man reached inside of himself, and pulled out a different fruit - this one looked like a pear, except the skin was flesh-colored. He threw it to the ground before Tad. “I’ve only one of these. Eat that quickly or all will be in vain.”
Tad went to pick it up and the old man hissed. “Not with your fingers!”
Tad looked to the golden man, what did he want? For him to get to his hands and knees to eat it? He thought not.
Tad picked it up with his hand, and his fingers tore it apart. Wormega glared at his disobedience, but Tad didn’t care. 
A pulse of his heartbeat stopped the burning across his body, then the next had his form shrinking, his horns withdrawing, until he stood shirtless, back in his human form. 
“What was that?” Tad asked, marveling that he’d been able to revert so easily after the countless ages it had taken before. 
“It is a temporary remedy, found in Mother Omega’s work. Its effects won’t last, so follow me, quickly.” They climbed a good distance away from the room with the chained creator in the blackness. Finally, he waved his hand. “Stand back,” Wormega called. “I need room for this to work.” 
Wormega muttered something inaudible, and his form gleamed in the darkness, solidifying. The golden form of Gerald vanished, transforming into a thick worm, sixteen feet long and almost as wide. “Mother Omega sealed it away when she deemed it a failure, but I’ve found it after all this time.” The fat worm communicated psychically with Tad, a squishy voice in his head. “This way.” 
The worm wriggled greatly, standing straight before it turned in a U-shape and burrowed down diagonally. 
“Where are you taking me?” Tad asked as he followed the worm. 
Wormega dug an enormous tunnel in great haste, and Tad had to jog to keep up. 
Finally, he broke the silence. “To where you can grow, and harvest more fruit. A warning I give. Every source of power here in Titan is protected by a Guardian.” 
“I assume they are strong.” 
The mind voice squished again. “Strong enough, but you must hurry. Already you burn.” 
Tad looked at the skill tree. Even in his human mode, it was dropping slowly. Whatever that fleshy fruit was, it wasn’t able to contain all his power. His darkness was at 88%. 
“If you don’t feed, you will die,” the worm spoke again. “And your memory, as damaged as you are, I expect it to fade the moment we part.” 
“Why is that?” Tad asked.
The worm didn’t answer again; his digging sped up as he burrowed straight down. Tad had to flap his wings to prevent himself from crashing into it. “Eve did not design the mind to live so long, but Mother Omega did. As you grow and feed, your memories shall return. With each fruit consumed, you will become what you once were.” The worm paused. “Now that you have partaken of the fruit, you’ll find the darkness of Titan will no longer sustain you. Your physiology has been fundamentally altered; only your own darkness and that upon which you feed will satisfy your hunger, well, until you get further in the tree.” His smile made Tad feel dirty.
Tad nodded.
The worm hissed. “It is vitally important you remember this. You must feed to return to your human form.”
“So you’ve said.”
The forward mining came to a sudden stop as something was uncovered. At first, with the giant worm in the way, Tad couldn’t see the room before him, but soon the fat worm burrowed in, disappearing. Before him was an enormous stone tablet. Down the center, dozens of hands grasped, fingers interwoven, pairs of thumbs were steepled upward. Each finger was so large that even the fingernails themselves were as tall as Tad’s entire height. The black nails had the illusion of rippling motion, and Tad knew that they were fingerteeth, like his own.
Wormega spoke. “All you need to cross the chasm from finite to infinite is before you. This is her mark; each finger holds fruit, few at first and many further on, though the difficulty likely will stop you from progressing. Still, there should be enough.” The worm suddenly began to shrink, returning to the golden form of the old, kind man. “What you seek lies within the left pinky finger.”
He turned and began to ascend the way he came.
“Wait!” Tad yelled after him. The old man’s statue that he’d carved gleamed in his mind’s eye. This worm thing was wearing his friend. “I want my friend’s essence back!”
“You want your friend’s essence?” The mind voice came back, sounding distant already. “Return to me a titanfruit like the one you have eaten, and we shall make the exchange.” Wormega couldn’t hide its eagerness. From the dark tunnel fell a black bag, its exterior swirling like a galaxy. “You must pick up the fruit with this bag, or those fingers on your hands will consume it.”
Tad nodded.
“One last warning. Open the fingers if you must, but whatever you do, do not touch the trove which lies behind the stone tablet.” The worm disappeared into the darkness once more.
“Why not?” Tad yelled into the tunnel, but no response came.
Tad floated up to where the left pinky rested at the bottom of the lowest clasped hand. He stretched out a finger to touch it. He couldn’t help but feel that he was a fly buzzing before powerful hands that were about to knock him from the sky or clap him into bits. As his finger made contact, a hissing noise was followed by a wet slurp as the fingernail opened up. Within, row upon row of razor obsidian teeth led down into its gullet.
Already his mind was going fuzzy. The golden old man - the worm, he’d been keeping Tad’s memory current. It was the constant his memories had been built upon, but now he was gone. Where was he? He looked around at the darkness. His hands were itching for his axe.
Tad looked forward to the maw of the fingertooth before him.
His mind felt like a sieve; his memories were already falling through it.
He knew he was supposed to enter.
Tad threw himself into the mouth, before he could forget further.
***The memory finally ended. 
Tad stood back in the cavern before the giant statue, all the fingers now unfolded. He blinked, his mind felt seared. It was strange to have this memory connecting to the beginning, while missing the rest of the picture. So much was still disjointed. What had he been doing before Wormega had found him?
He shook his head, thoughts for another time. He’d remember shortly enough. “Wormega,” Tad said aloud. “What happens if I slide the stone tablets apart?” With all the fingers unlatched, it would be an easy feat.
The glowing Gerald eyed him, unwilling to speak.
“I will open them if you don’t tell me.”
A flash of panic filled his worm-eyes. “Do not touch it!” He hissed. “You would ruin everything!”
Tad blinked slowly. “Then answer me. What is within?”
A war of emotion flooded the old man’s face. “It is a shard of Omega, it fuels this space, allows it to sustain.”
“Like a shard of the void?”
“No, you fool!” Wormega hissed. “If you release it, it will rejoin her, strengthen her - teach her of all we have done here. It is how she records the progress of her experiments. She is not to know of our hidden works!”
Tad pursed his lips, trying to decide if he trusted what this worm was saying or not. He summoned another titanfruit to his palm and tossed it to Wormega.
Wormega blinked in surprise, but caught it deftly.
“Give me my friend back, you worm bastard.”
Wormega bared his worm fangs as if he’d been caught trying to leave. After a great pause, his glittering black worm eyes thinking, all he said was: “I am a worm of my word.”
Thousands upon thousands of worms shot out of the bottom of the golden essence, like water splashing out of a popped balloon. They wriggled, burrowing themselves into the obsidian below, escaping. He would have crushed each and every one of them had he thought it would have done any good.
Before him, Gerald’s golden essence shrunk and rose slowly upward. It was tiny now, small enough to dance on the palm of his hand. From his dream memories, Tad had seen that he’d been able to form Fenrir a new vessel. He also had Gerald’s bones, given to him by Mother Omega. He searched inside of himself until he found them. Gingerly, he stuck one hand forward, as he’d done in that memory, in that dream.
He opened his mouth, tried to get his darkness to stir, to form a vessel.
“Human,” he said, yet nothing happened. A surge of frustration filled him, but he allowed it to pass, focusing on the feeling. Something was different. He wasn’t the same creature that he was before. It was like the fractured raptor/satyr had said. He shouldn’t have been able to create. And now he couldn’t. 
Why though? What had changed? 
Gerald’s essence climbed higher, halfway to the ceiling. If he didn’t capture it somehow, then it would get lost and stuck in the darkness of Titan once more. It would cling to him, cling to the essence. He knew that much. 
From his hands, he sprayed a small spider web of his own darkness, just above Gerald. Predictably, Gerald’s essence got caught within the web. Tad wrapped him up in a cocoon and banished him within his soul - hoping that his darkness would be more gentle than Titan’s. 
He gave a sigh of relief. Gerald’s soul was safe, out of the hands of that nasty worm creature. 
He looked back up the tunnel from which the giant worm of Wormega’s form had drilled. It led back, back to the void assimilation chamber where that creator had been chained, and even more, back to his forest that he’d seen in his memories. 
With a flap of his wings, he soared up the long tunnel, stopping at the twisting spire of Omega, stopping at the bulbous interior - the assimilation chamber. 
He flung the door open, his anger surging, hoping against hope that the monster he’d given life to might still be inside. 
The chains were empty. 
Enough of his memory had returned to know what he’d exchanged here. 
Gabriel Hawk, the Defector, the one who had slain his child, had been the creator bound by the chains. 
Tad had released him back into the world, giving him to Wormega on a silver platter - that had been the price of regaining his mind. Regaining the chance to grow. 
One part of him wished he had never made that trade. 
Tad allowed those dark thoughts to flow through him, just long enough to consider them fully, before he pulled his mind up from the depths.
If Hawk was out there, he was likely as Brad had been - fully under Wormega’s control now. 
This meant one thing. 
This time, he could retain the memory of destroying that sniveling worm. 
Once and for all.
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Chapter 28


Tetration had proved to be monstrous. With even a single point into darkness regeneration, he was nigh invincible. He’d blasted through all the dungeons in Odachi mode, with speedfury activated, and only by the end, almost the 6th increment of speedfury, did his darkness start dropping below 99%. Not to mention the dungeons, despite getting crazier and crazier to where he was fighting entire rooms filled with dozens of bosses, they held no challenge for him. The bosses were stuck in place, dispatched by a single swing of his weapon. 
Yet despite having already cleared all the dungeons in Omega’s statue, Tad stood back before it, unable to get something out of his mind.
And it wasn’t opening the stone tablet - he actually believed that Wormega’s fears had been honest, he wasn’t sure how he knew that.
Tad flicked open his skill tree, pulling up his points to allocate.
*Skill point: 1284*
*Warning, you will not be able to reallocate these points*
There had been a veritable hoard of Titanfruit in the remaining fingerteeth dungeons, but he’d still not allocated anything past the 35% infinity he’d already climbed, and for good reason.
He had no idea what his limitations were.
Yes, he could put more points into random things, or even things that sounded good - but without any way to test the build he was forming, he wasn’t sure if it would be all that it could be. He was in Titan after all - and from what he’d been able to put together, the end was nigh. Something big was going to go down.
If he found himself lacking in the pivotal moment, things would not go well for him.
Tad fought down a wave of regret that Fenrir wasn’t here with him - he would have been an excellent training partner, forcing his power higher and higher, leading and guiding him to where the strongest points would have been. He didn’t have Fenrir.
However, perhaps he had the next best thing.
He pulled up the skill he’d used in Wormega’s memory.
*Rebirth of the Fallen: Bring back a unit you’ve destroyed. 0/242 (maximum increases with the number of units destroyed).*
Not all the monsters he had killed were here, only the ones he’d destroyed with his omega powers, or allowed his fingerteeth to consume.
If he were to do it, he shouldn’t do it here. He moved through the first pinky dungeon, into the place where the enormous tree had covered the entire sky. The emerald river flowed from one side to the other in the sky. Enormous black logs spread out across the horizon on the ground as far as he could see. It had collapsed since his last visit.
Tad tapped the skill.
*Warning! Due to “Upgrade to Capacity of the Infinite,” you cannot apply skill points unless you are in Tetra Mode! Check advanced mechanics for additional details.*
Right. “Tetra.” His true power was born. He glanced at his health bar. It sat solidly at 100%, undraining. Tad gave a small sigh of relief. Even though he’d sped through all the dungeons like a madman, it still felt new to not have to worry about his health constantly consuming himself. His darkness regenerated so quickly, in fact, that he could cast his Omega spells in a constant barrage and his health would regenerate almost instantaneously.
Tad tapped the skill again, scrolling up through a list of all his defeated foes for the one he was searching for. He found it near the beginning.
*Are you sure you want to bring back the unit ‘Chubchub the Fat?’*
Out of all the units Tad had destroyed, and subsequently lived through their death visions, Chubchub had been unique. Tad remembered the great climbing ladder of transformations he’d prepared; the profound feeling of loss he had felt then still welled up in Tad’s chest and haunted him. Another thing was that Chubchub seemed to have broken out of his ‘programming.’ He’d gone completely rogue, trying to grow even beyond what Mother Omega had designed him for. While that was a scary thought for a destroyer grasping for any power he could reach, it was the perfect opportunity to create an opponent that might be able to match him.
Lava climbed his throat as he thought of placing the point. He’d have to pay the price to bring him back, pay in that endless roaring burning power increase - only to have it yanked away, the percentage of infinity torn from him like it had been in his memory Wormega had shared. How would that feel in Tetration?
He knew it would be hell.
He tapped the point.
****36% infinite! 35% infinite!*
The messages still blinked before his vision. He lay staring up at the emerald sky above.
The vanishing of the percentage of infinity had been a swirling vortex into a never-ending drain, far worse than the burgeoning swelling of his soul. Tad had clung onto his psyche, onto his thoughts, onto pain itself, for fear that he might be pulled down into it, never to return. But he remained.
He looked over to the frozen bronze cocoon of Chubchub the fat - it stood, fat, bulbous, and ugly, its surface wrinkled like a walnut shell, the creature frozen within - for Tad was still in Tetra mode, aeons faster than anything else he’d ever seen move. Even though the swells of infinity had ravaged his mind and soul for what felt like years - he was sure in this mode, it hadn’t been even a blip of a second for other creatures.
“Primo.” His voice was hoarse. Immediately, the cocoon began to pulsate, as if it were breathing. Tad sat up, resting his arm across his knee as he watched the leathery surface twist and stretch. Out of instinct, his perception tendrils shot toward the cocoon, and Tad surprisingly found that he was no longer blind in this place - he looked toward the dead tree, wondering if it had been the source of interference. Chubchub’s aura surged upward, a candle turned torch, as a bizarre creature burst from the cocoon.
It was nothing like the fat larvae it had been, as similar as a butterfly after its own transformation. Most of its bulk had been torched in the transformation; it stood on eight skinny legs - if you could call them that. Each of the legs terminated in hands, clenching and grasping into fists, the pale limbs sprawled out like a spider. It skittered forward to where Tad sat, its man-like visage twisted in a mix of utter eagerness and perfect promised violence, his amber eyes gleaming embers - Tad’s spine shivered, he saw nothing human behind its gaze. Its torso was the strangest part, its round bulbous hide was spotted like a ladybug.
The monster reared on its hind hands, swiveling as it swung three fists to where Tad had been an instant before, sliding away from the attacks and the furious combination of his foe. In a frenzy of practiced slapping, Tad deflected each of the monster’s fists before stiffening his fingertooth, forcing its jaws closed, and puncturing holes across the monster’s exposed armored torso, a new hole per punch Tad blocked. He carefully controlled his power; he wanted to push this opponent to the next transformation. Somehow he doubted that he could activate it like Cobradicus had been able to, more likely it was a health percentage ability like all the other bosses.
Green goo cascaded from the wounds, staining the ground with luminescent liquid. Soon, Chubchub’s movements turned sluggish, his chest heaved in exertion, and his amber eyes were the first to gleam, his expression victorious.
*Chubchub the Newly-hatched has cast ‘Welcome to Transformation Hell!’*
All eight arms snapped off with a crunching sound as the monster once more withdrew into a glossy, red-spotted ladybug sphere. Its aura burned a hot red flame, spiraling upward in a sloped cone. The glasslike exterior shattered.
The monster that emerged was even more bizarre. Four-feet tall with two heads, it stood on two hind legs that terminated in hands which were connected to a short, squat torso. Both bald heads gleamed wetly. It had no other arms but it raced forward eagerly, ostrich-like in its gait. One of its mouths opened, where glassy teeth were already spinning to life.
Tad retreated just out of reach - expecting the double-heads to stretch wide and try to swallow him in a vortex of meat-grinding teeth, but instead, spears of glistening fangs launched with great torque. He howled as he slipped past the projectiles and past Chubchub, once more poking more holes through the creature’s exterior. This time, brown goo wept from the wounds, but Chubchub was undeterred by the attacks, even managing to deflect one of Tad’s spear-finger stabs with a carefully shot whirling tooth javelin of its own.
Already in two transformations, the monster’s speed had increased a considerable amount, yet the longer the fight went on, Tad’s rising strength outstripped it.
Another alarm rang through Tad’s mind as he crunched through the monster’s strange exoskeleton on its legs.
*Chubchub the Bipedal has cast ‘Transform, Transform!’*
Once again, its legs popped off, and it shrank into a smaller cocoon. The ladybug spots swelled, painting the entire surface a lava-red. Chubchub’s aura went from tiki torch to bonfire in Tad’s sight; the flames rose twenty feet high. Tad nodded, though still uncertain whether or not this monster could be of any use to him. Its strength was rising impressively, but Tad had grown since they had first met, and his growth was outstripping it even in this form.
Tad calmed his neurotic thoughts. He knew the way these things went - the wider the base, the taller the tower could grow. Chubchub’s strength from form to form was improving rapidly. 
Chubchub’s shell broke once more, and he was shaped like a bullet the size of a large watermelon. Hand-wings on his back flapped furiously in a high-pitched whine, and he attacked, using its pointed head to try and impale Tad. Tad fought carefully, forcing transformation after transformation. The creature continued to shrink as it went from bullet, fist-statue, to a seven-handed shuriken, to a finger-shaped throwing blade, and then down to the size of a needle, its string-wide finger ended in a single gleaming point. Its aura was blinding, its speed finally forced Tad into Duo Mode as it raced through him, returning Tad’s spear-finger stabs in a blinding show of speed.
Tad’s doubts swelled to a storm, swirling all about him. Chubchub was so small it was like fighting a gnat - any smaller and he’d consume himself, and wounding it without killing it completely was no easy feat! He drew his daisho form and his speed exploded once more. Carefully, he shaved off the skin from the bony finger, its fingertip popped off and it entered a cocoon once more.
Another alarm rang in Tad’s head, as the cocoon began to swell.
*Chubchub the Finger-needle has cast ‘Consume, learn, and grow!’*
The monster’s aura intensified, changing from a fiery orangish-red to an azure blue. Tad had to look away as it seared into his mind’s eye, blinding him, a small swell of shock in his mind. Had it just ranked up?
The aura vanished for an instant as the tiny cocoon swelled, larger and larger, past Tad’s own size, swelling to the size of a dump truck, then to a blue whale, then even larger to the size of a small mountain, pushing Tad backwards physically.
Its surface shattered, a giant frog emerged. Its tongue snapped out like a laser, at the end of the huge tongue a hand grabbed Tad into a fist before he could react. Its incredible strength squeezed in an instant and Tad switched to Zanbato form, simultaneously casting his only cast of speedfury.
His sheer size broke the grip of the fingers that held him, the panels on the back of his arms and legs shot out. He gripped the slimy tongue of the frog, and saw its victorious, amber eyes falter in surprise. Tad’s enormous sword held high, he sliced it down in a black flash, severing the tongue.
The frog burbled, then leaped into the air, high above, Tad flew after it in chase.
A dozen more tongues launched out at him in a blur, these all formed into a fist, in a hailstorm of punches. Tad weathered the hits, until his second panels opened across his body, his speed rocketing upward. He flew through the hailstorm of tongue-punches, his wings delicately angling his rocket speed. Finally, this was starting to get fun!
Tad swung his sword, cleaving through the giant mountain frog in a blaze of speed.
It gurgled, white glowing blood spilling from it as another alarm was written before Tad’s eyes.
*Chubchub the Frogmungus has cast ‘When at first you don’t succeed, Transform, Transform again!’*
The frog liquified before Tad’s eyes, the two cleaved halves rejoining in an ocean of liquid, that twisted into a blue transparent sapphire-like sphere.
Within, Tad saw the formation of this creature. From its very center, an embryo-like creature rapidly shifted and grew, all the while consuming the liquid that surrounded it, until it was almost a quarter of its previous size. It was slender and still almost a hundred feet tall, reptilian in form. Its powerful muscled legs once again terminated in hands, though four more arms sprouted from its muscled torso. The amber eyes gleamed a hot blue through the shell of its cocoon, never leaving Tad’s form. He could feel the hunger for combat in those eyes; it was absolutely ravenous, dying to be unleashed, form after form, wanting to grow and be tested. Tad had never felt the like; its pure hunger consumed every other aspect of its personality. A hunger that exceeded even Fenrir’s. Endless aeons of empty hunger were finally satisfied.
The lizard monster burst through its cocoon. In its four hands, it clenched its own sword, eerily similar to Tad’s own, though it was a shining electric blue and a hundred feet in length. It brought the weapon overhead and for a split second, the world seemed to stop, the sword at its apex.
It cleaved downward, howling in a scream of power. Shockwave after shockwave rippled across the horizon as the two blades met. Tad was forced down to the ground in an instant, a crater exploding beneath him. A huge dust plume blasted outward, blinding everything but his perception tendrils. This monster was so strong! Tad gritted his teeth, his muscles screaming. Even in Zanbato form, he was being crushed downward, and Chubchub had transformed only a few times yet.
Tad found himself laughing in exhilaration. The monster made a similar noise, though it was more robotic and harsh. This plan could work! His confidence soared. This monster, Chubchub, was growing at an unparalleled rate, seemingly copying even Tad’s own weapons to grow.
“Do you want to grow?” Tad yelled, forcing the monster’s weapon back in a great show of force. A barrel of speed shot out between his wings, the wingtips already burning in dark smoke. Tad shot forward with his new speed and in a heartbeat, he diced the creature into ribbons, knowing that it would force its next transformation. 
The level-up program once again screamed in his mind. Tad glanced at his health bar. Despite him being in the third mode of speedfury, his health kept trickling down to 99.9% then back to 100%, his darkness regeneration outspeeding the burn. 
*Chubchub the hatchling has cast ‘Birth and Rebirth!’*
The cocoon took shape and shattered before Tad could even peer within. Tad twirled away from the blur of violence, flapping his left wing, but the evasive maneuver wasn’t enough. It cleaved off Tad’s left leg. It regrew in a flash, and speedfury kicked up another notch. His speed screamed; he was the wind. 
Chubchub’s form clarified. It was a smaller lizard form, with proper feet, though formed like his clawed destroyer feet - almost like a raptor’s. It was already spinning and slicing toward Tad again. A smaller sword, mimicking his own, sliced in an incredibly complicated pattern. Tad was forced to his limits, barely blocking the single blade with his much larger blade. The lizard took advantage and slashed repeatedly. Tad’s flesh was cut open only to heal in his endless retreat. The lizard’s amber eyes showed the first hint of something other than hunger, of challenge. 
The expression was so poignant that it caused Tad’s heart to drop in resonance. 
It was a deep and terrifying sadness, a hopelessness that perhaps this enemy before him had reached its peak. 
It was the horrified thought that perhaps its progress would be stifled once more.
Tad’s championed spirit roared to answer the call. He pulled, switching to his Odachi mode, and his speed screamed upward but still didn’t match the lizard’s. Tad barely blocked a deadly strike at his throat. Chubchub’s eyes fell further, disappointed. 
Tad had brought him back; he would answer this monster’s call! 
“Triad!” Tad called out. He released speedfury, switching to his Daisho form with his katana in his right hand, his wakizashi in his left. His exponential growth raced upward, and Chubchub was suddenly on the back foot. A hungered frenzy took root in Tad’s mind. He would force this creature to grow, push him beyond what he could even believe possible. Tad’s movements sharpened, and his killer instinct returned. A flash of his blade removed the head of the creature, shattering its blade - somehow Chubchub had gotten the weapon up in time to block, showing remarkable instincts. 
The monster swirled into a new cocoon, its aura soaring upward, its body shrinking once more. The blue of its aura was a tornado of flames, licking upward halfway to the emerald river far above. 
Chubchub exploded from the glass sphere that housed it, half of Tad’s size, only three feet tall. It only had two hands this time, but there was a sword in each - its torso heavily armored in thick black plate. Its face now more demonic - matching Tad’s own, though its expression in its eyes was hungry once more, the doubt and remorse gone. The two soared through the sky, exchanging swordplay. The chink of their blades chirped like a million birds, the sparks of their weapons lit up the sky, hundreds of fireworks in their wake. 
Tad’s strength grew, outpacing Chubchub’s static transformations - and Tad saw a new expression on his opponent’s face. One of realization, like he’d gotten the hang of something, understood something vitally important.
It was what Tad had been waiting for. In a flash of death, his swords once again shattered his opponent’s blades, slashing through flesh and bone, carving through the black iron-like material on its chest like butter. Tad’s heartbeat roared with anticipation; he’d not had a battle this fun since... since Vulcano back in Oblivion 1. Tad carefully walked his opponent higher and higher, but there was a wall about to show the difference between them.
It all depended on whether Chubchub could overcome that wall - if he could, he would be immensely valuable to Tad. If he couldn’t, then he would be the same as all other opponents he’d found in the finger dungeons, practically statue-still, awaiting only death.
*Chubchub the Bipedal has cast ‘Transform again!’*
Within the transparent sphere, Tad watched as the forming embryo grabbed two swords from its back and drove them into its own heart. The surface of the sapphire shell shattered, and a new one formed, bluish-green and gleaming hot. He stabbed himself again.
*Chubchub the Bipedal has cast ‘Race to Transform!’*
Chubchub’s aura exploded green, its size swelling once more. He stabbed himself again - racing through his transformation.
*Chubchub the Bipedal has cast ‘Lord of War Transformation!’*
Tad read the words, shocked. Unable to believe what the monster before him was trying to do, Tad watched it with bated breath. The aura grew once more, swelling past green to a vibrant violet. Stab.
*Chubchub the Bipedal has cast ‘Transform and Overcome the Infinity Gap’*
The purple flames stretched past the tree above, then suddenly, the flames vanished completely.
A still silence enveloped the arena, as Tad looked across the empty expanse. Small fires had erupted in their wake, likely from the showers of sparks they’d caused. Smoke swirled in the air, hundreds of craters pockmarked the landscape, and the enormous tree trunk was just showing over the horizon.
Tad’s hopes fell. Silence filled the arena.
“Come on,” Tad whispered. “You can do it!” But it was clear that Chubchub had died, that he had been swallowed up in his own attempts to grab power, consumed in his attempt to overcome the gap in their abilities. If he were a wolf, he would have howled, but he was a man, so he just watched with disappointment growing in his chest. Tad’s power swirled up forever, while Chubchub was frozen, static - needing a transformation to push him just to catch up, then be outpaced in a few more instants of fighting.
Since Chubchub had consumed himself, Tad would not be able to bring him back a second time. He waited again, watching. 
But it was all in vain. Tad turned, filled with disgust, flying away to the exit of the Fingertooth Dungeon.
A golden aura exploded behind him, white hot and furious, overpowering anything that had burned from Chubchub before. 
A golden mirror of Tad’s destroyer form stepped out of the now-gleaming mirror sphere. The monster’s skin was ivory, where Tad’s was the pale skin of the dying, his golden horns mimicked Tad’s own, in a strange illusion that they grew out infinitely atop its head. Chubchub’s lips were a pure and gleaming gold, his amber eyes were omega-shaped and glinted in gold. Where fingerteeth should have wriggled on his hands, instead he maintained his reptilian claws.
Tad’s heart caught in his chest, his lips parted slightly in abject shock. He’d done it! He couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Had this creature really just undergone what voids had been trying to do from the beginning, in mere minutes from the beginning of their battle?
He’d gone from soldier rank to creator, rising to the level of his opponent. 
Of course, he’d had a guide, someone who could lead him forward, but still, it was remarkable. 
Tad watched as the monster before him grew in strength, no longer was his transformation static, his power frozen, but just like Tad’s strength, it raced upward, only slightly losing to Tad’s own trajectory.
“You’re incredible,” Tad couldn’t help but utter. The fact that he’d been able to kill this monster in its first cocoon had been his only saving grace. Had Tad, back then, been forced to fight this insane, unlimited growth... He would have been toast.
The golden eye of the gold destroyer before him seemed to plead. Plead that there was more to come.
He moved in an instant, his double swords removing both of Tad’s arms in a flash.
Tad’s arms regrew in an instant, as he spun to block the second attack, but Chubchub’s swords seemed to slip past Tad’s defenses, severing his arms a second time, as he sped past. Tad’s health bar dropped for the first time, before leaping back up. Black blood trickled down from his chest in twenty places - when had Chubchub landed those stabs?
Tad hung on, fighting for his life, waiting for his power to grow to match Chubchub’s, yet still he wasn’t able to block the attacks of his opponent. He was just too fast!
A tickle of relief flowed through Tad. Perhaps this incredible monster really could overcome the wall he was about to face.
The wall of Tetration.
Chubchub had frozen in air, and bowed his head to Tad in what seemed like gratitude, and perhaps farewell, and then he dashed forward in a blaze of speed that was utterly impossible for Tad in his current mode.
“Tetra.”
Tad said the word.
The world froze. 
Chubchub’s insane speed vanished, his swords turned to stone an inch deep in Tad’s neck on either side, frozen in the act of decapitating him.
Chubchub’s growth rate had been remarkable. Impossible, even. With all of eternity to plan and grow, to plant the seeds within himself...
But this was a power unlike any come before it. This was the insane power of Tetration. This was the impossible wall that Chubchub needed to overcome. That Tad needed to burn into its psyche, that of pure power, of ultimate increase.
Tad found himself feeling what Chubchub must currently be feeling - a silent, desperate pleading that the creature before him would have another level. That it would continue to be useful. 
Slamming the two blades back into his hip manually, Tad froze and waited. Waited for any hint that Chubchub was moving - that he could even perceive what was happening. 
There was nothing. No cognition. No understanding. 
Nothing. 
Tad floated backward, pulling himself off the swords of his enemy, and placed a quiet finger to his forehead, aiming upward. No, even that wouldn’t be enough - before, it had torn through Titan and destabilized the world, or whatever these strange dungeons were called. He’d have to block his own attack. 
“Omega Ragnarok.” 
Power unlimited swallowed Chubchub, annihilating him utterly. Tad flew past his own spell, the concentrated and controlled pillar of death, and stuck out one hand to block it, his wings flapping silently in the air behind him, his posture erect and powerful. 
The beam landed. The world seemed to stop as Tad held the force of his own attack at bay. An eternal moment stretched before his eyes as he both stopped the ray and lived the death of Chubchub for the second time that had been swallowed up. 
He felt the monster’s hopes, dreams as he was reborn in his cocoon. 
Chubchub hadn’t realized that he’d died. Tad lived his opponent’s rollercoaster of hope and disappointment as the black demon finally seemed to be pushed to the limit. He nodded his head in gratitude for how far he’d pushed him - perhaps as strong as he was now, he could find a way to escape this place that had been his forever prison. 
Chubchub flashed forward, his swords would end it, end the fight - once and for all. 
And then blackness. 
Blackness was all that met him. 
Tad floated in his human form, the Omega Ragnarok had been completely dismantled and reabsorbed. Chubchub was gone.
The monster had been unable to see anything. It had experienced nothing of Tad’s immense and impossible strength - if that was the case, how could it learn to overcome and mimic?
Tad soared back down to the ground, appreciating the feeling of the wind cooling the sweat on his skin.
He landed, transformed, and brought up his skill.
*Rebirth of the Fallen: Bring back a unit you’ve destroyed. 0/142 (maximum increases with the number of units destroyed).*
How many deaths would it take before Chubchub recognized what was happening to him? Was this the end of the road?
Tad didn’t dwell on those thoughts - there had to be a way. He’d help Chubchub find out. Together they’d figure it out.
“Tetra.”
*Are you sure you want to bring back the unit ‘Chubchub the Golden Destroyer?’*
Tad laughed at the name. The Golden Destroyer - it was fitting. He allocated the point - the rage of infinity blazing to crush him once more.
He endured it.
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Chapter 29


“What do you mean I can only hit the tree once today?” Tad couldn’t help the outrage from seeping into his voice. It was only the previous day that he’d gone into a wood-cutting frenzy and almost thrown himself into the black portal in the sky, only to finally accept Vander’s tutelage. 
“Do you want my instruction or not?” Vander asked flatly.
Tad chewed on his cheek, his fingerteeth all too eager to dig into his flesh and drink his own black marrow. “I do, but-“
“But nothing. For the entire first thirty days, you will hit the tree but once. You will do so without failure.”
Tad clenched his fingers until they squealed. “What am I going to do with the rest of my time!”
Vander said nothing, but Tad could tell that a vast intelligence was churning behind his golden brown gaze. The man turned and started to walk away. “I will not babysit you. If you cannot muster even this meager discipline, then you will fail in the end.”
That felt like a kick to the gut, almost a taunt or a jeer that Tad wouldn’t be able to do it. That only lit the fire of his indignation. “I’ll do it, but I won’t enjoy it,” Tad yelled after the retreating man.
Vander lifted one fist, as if satisfied, and walked silently out of view. Tad kicked at the dirt and grabbed his axe, marching deeper into the forest until he stood before the tree he had made bleed.
Tad pulled up his experience bar, then readied his swing. He exhaled deeply then, mustering his full strength, he gripped the tiny axe, barely more than a hatchet, with both hands and swung with all his might.
A dull thud was his reward, as a new small trickle of tree blood dripped from a new wound. The urge to strike again and again filled him, but he grit his fingerteeth, some even winding together from the sheer amount of force, before he grabbed his axe and stomped off.
He’d be back tomorrow.
***Tad’s second thirty days under Vander’s tutelage were the longest thirty days of his life. Each morning, he marked another mark on his wall, willing time to go faster so he might be able to progress in this ‘woodcutter’ class. 
Vander stuck to his morning schedule, and Tad found his own schedule slowly matching the creator’s. He woke early, in time to eat his tree-blood soup piping hot, and then he set out to chop the tree once before returning. After that, the waiting was agony. Tad stayed out of the forest, so he wouldn’t succumb to the temptation to try and fell a tree. He’d even started staring at all the logs of the cabin wistfully, wondering what it would be like to be able to chop at them as much as he’d like. It was a new type of pain, one of quiet endurance, but finally, the thirty-first day came and Tad rushed through breakfast, slurping down his soup before he slammed his bowl on the table and rushed out. Vander seemed unperturbed as usual.
Tad sped through the forest, his heart beating wildly. Today was the day. The day he’d been waiting for all this time. His vision had constricted to tunnels so high was his excitement.
The image of Vander standing before his usual tree dashed all hopes that Tad had held. The weighing look on his instructor’s face caused Tad’s heart to sink into his knees.
Vander coughed into a fist. “For the next thirty days, you are allowed to hit the tree twice.”
Tad closed his eyes; the pressure in his skull seemed to rise exponentially with his temper. Yet when he spoke, his voice trembled with rage, barely a whisper. “Why twice?”
“Do you want my instruction or not?” Vander repeated flatly.
Tad’s exhale was lava. But he nodded silently, hoping the man would leave.
Vander didn’t leave, but instead spoke. “You are doing a commendable job. Trust my directions; this will bring you back to the path of life.”
Tad nodded. He wasn’t doing all of this to become a woodcutter. He had to tell himself that repeatedly. He was doing this for Vander’s hidden teachings. So he could become someone who wouldn’t crumble under the stress of life, the pressures that had suffocated him. Tad lifted his axe half-heartedly and hit the tree, less than enthusiastic. Then he did it again. 
After which, he promptly turned and trudged back to the cabin, dragging the axe behind him along the ground. 
One thing was for certain... This was going to be a long month.
***Day 90 came and went, each day as slow as the previous. Vander gave him new instructions - four times. Tad could hit the trees four times. So he did. At Day 120, he was allowed eight. It wasn’t until day 150 when Tad realized that even though he had only 16 swings to perform, he could focus on quality rather than quantity, and all of a sudden the drudgery of daily chopping went from a chore to something he thought about from morning until evening. The angle of the chop, the speed of the chop, how much strength to use and how he could maximize each strike. With only one chop a day, it made no sense to think of how much he could get done, but with sixteen? With sixteen, he could almost do some damage.
On day 164, Tad opened his experience bar. It hadn’t changed at all. It was still completely black and empty, but that didn’t matter. He doubted 16 chops would gain him any levels, but he’d come up with a new plan, one that he was certain he could use to break through all the layers of the bark and finally reach through to the deadwood below.
Unable to access any information but his own experience, improvement had been slow-going. However, he stood with butterflies before the tree. The plan was simple and based on one of his childhood experiences. Back in fourth grade, his elementary school had a great tree, not too thick around the base with a few branches low enough for a brave fourth grader to start his ascent. Naturally, it was forbidden to climb, but as soon as the teachers were distracted, the bravest kids began their ascent. Tad had only mustered his courage to try the same day that something tragic happened. The tree was vandalized. Someone had removed an entire ring of bark from around the base of the tree, and the teachers had reluctantly said that the entire tree was now dead and must come down. The teachers had explained that the bark of the tree was the living part of the wood, that it would shuttle nutrients and water to the upper branches and leaves, and with even that small ring, not even two inches tall debarked, the tree was doomed to die. The school had it cut down the next week, leaving Tad with the courage to climb, but no tree in which to do it.
Tad’s plan was based on this experience. He had no idea if these strange trees that bled had the same biological makeup as the Earth trees, but he had to start somewhere. His only goal today was to chip away at enough of the bark to expose the wood beneath. With only 16 swings, he knew that he couldn’t completely debark the tree in one shot. If so, then he’d remove the bark a little each day, until the entire tree starved to death.
He squared up with the tree, the axe head held perpendicular to the ground. He wasn’t sure what the best angle was for this type of attack, but he was going for a wound, even just the width of the blade. His first swing used 90% of his strength, then he thumbed the wound to check out his work. It was shallow but bleeding, and surprisingly his strike had been slightly angled. Tad tried again, this time at 80%, and found that this second strike was more in control. Like a machine, Tad swung his axe, over and over, each dull thud of metal on wood landing in exactly the same place. After each swing, Tad would survey the damage. On his 14th swing, the thunk finally changed and he was rewarded with a surge of brighter colored blood. Tad felt his stomach jump as he inspected the wound, wiping the messy bright-red tree blood away. The place he had carefully hit was only slightly larger than the width of the axe head, and besides that first strike, the rest had almost been perfectly level. But best yet was that his wound had gone through the bark completely, exposing a sickly brown colored inner wood. Tad leapt in the air for joy, and scrambled with his thoughts to figure out how best to use his last two swings. In the end, he decided to slightly widen the wound before he walked victoriously back to the cabin. His spirits soared, as if he’d just won a major victory, or closed a particularly pernicious dungeon. 
As small of a victory as it was, Tad had to admit, it was nice to see any victory after 160 days, almost half of an entire year, of seeing the tree repair its damage with those impossibly hard sap bandages. 
He was certain that his mark would be there the following day.
***Tad stood in front of the tree the next day, his spirits crushed. Where his previous day’s war wounds were supposed to be, a bright red ruby-like patch of dried sap sat atop it. Unlike the hundreds of tiny blips that covered this tree from Tad’s daily assault, this one was fully transparent, protecting the bare wood below. 
At first, Tad’s temper flared, as he was tempted to break his axe across his knee and call it quits, but he quickly shook that impulse from his head. He’d been down that road, and it always led him to the same place, to that pit of darkness from which he couldn’t climb out. No, as of now, he was entrusting his future to Vander and his vague promise that he could get Tad back to normal, or whatever he’d promised. Somewhere better, Tad hoped, somewhere at least where he didn’t hate himself in the present, somewhere with a future filled with hope and promise.
Tad gripped at the bloodstone patch that blocked his work. He wasn’t sure how it was adhered but no matter how he twisted or squeezed, pulled or pushed, it didn’t even budge. Using up four of his swings, using the back of his axe, he’d slammed the patch of ruby, but each hit rang like a struck gong, and the dried sap showed no blemish. The rest of his swings were right next to the patched wound, but half of those strikes he wasted accidentally hitting the sap, and the others were too far away to stay connected.
He slept restlessly that night, going over in his mind repeatedly what he could do the next day to fix it.
The next day he ignored the dried sap, intent on starting over. He’d had a glimmer of a plan. So a few feet away from his first war wound, he once again broke through the bark, cutting deeper into the tree. This time, however, Tad used the dripping blood from the tree’s own wound and mixed it with the black dirt on the forest floor before shoving it into the wound of the tree. He packed it tight until the bleeding stopped, then returned to the cabin.
The following day, Tad returned to find that his ‘dirt-patch’ had worked perfectly. The dirt itself was wet and heavy, soaked with the tree-blood, and while it had hardened, it was more like taffy than the unbreakable diamond that formed naturally without the dirt-patch.
Tad dug out the dirt, at which point the tree began to bleed instantly. But that was fine. He dipped his finger into the tree blood and painted his target atop the bark directly adjacent to the wound. As he finished his strikes, he noted with satisfaction that the two wounds had merged perfectly, almost looking like they had been made by one larger axe.
Once again, Tad packed the wound in the tree and called it a day. With his progress saved, and potential to eventually cut down the tree, Tad felt like he had finally taken his first step forward. He knew it was still only ‘morning’ and that he had literally nothing else left in his schedule for the day. He knew it would be a grueling fight against his anxiety and desire to push forward faster, but at least he had something to look forward to tomorrow. And the next day, and the next day, and the next day.
It was subtle, like an ice cube melting in his soul, but suddenly, the prospect of one more day, of his days linking together, wasn’t such a horrible one.
He didn’t even recognize it, but it was this day that the ember of his desire to live once more had reignited in the tiniest of sparks.
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Chapter 30


*Skill point: 1253* 
*Warning, you will not be able to reallocate these points*
Tad came to after another impossible drain and surge of power. The memories were flooding his mind as he was now conscious, if he could count being lost in an endless landscape of swelling power as consciousness. Even from seeing the trees in his dreams, his hands longed to clench onto his hatchet, to get back to the work of clearing the forest...
He was a woodcutter - that much he remembered, though he still couldn’t push past the current memory - somehow becoming infinite was restoring all he used to be, but he was seeing the first hints of where his discipline came from.
He’d started small, had been instructed to, and then was working his way, day after day, toward progress.
Tad shook his head, to clear the fluff in his mind. He was almost getting used to the insane burning up of his mind, followed by the intense draining of his soul - if that was possible.
*36% infinite! 35% infinite!*
He swiped the message before his eyes.
He’d lived through Chubchub’s deaths dozens of times, and still there was no hint that the golden destroyer would ever be able to sense Tad’s insane power increase. The two of them floated in that dark eternal void where he had fought Limit Tester, even though Chubchub was frozen in time from Tad’s ‘Tetra Mode.’ All of Chubchub’s impressive transformations had stymied; his progress unable to pierce the mighty wall that was tetration. The monster was rematerialized, without even realizing that it had died. Gone was the hope that the monster would passively feel Tad’s power and be able to imitate it. After the fifth time of killing the monster, Tad had moved locations - climbing through the various dungeons to try and give clues to what was happening, to let Chubchub know that something more was going on. He seemed clueless. In each new location, Chubchub didn’t even react with confusion, just passively accepting the changes - living through the death visions was extremely frustrating. The monster was 100% focused on fighting, and fighting alone. If Tad didn’t help him overcome that somehow, then even after all this progress it would be hopeless. And Tad would have to move on without him - without having a ‘limit tester’ and would instead have to hope that he could climb further without being tested.
Somehow, untested power didn’t seem like it would be enough to beat Zero.
“Nobody should have that much hope,” Tad thought bitterly. In an instant, he flew across a vast distance, to where he would be invisible in the darkness - unsensible to a being of light. This was his newest idea to try and force Chubchub to sit quietly and think. Watching his quarry, Tad spoke the word ‘Triad,’ dropping his strength and allowing the golden destroyer to roar to life.
His swords flashed in the blackness, then froze. His head swiveled back and forth, searching for his enemy.
“Come on,” Tad spoke under his breath. “Figure it out!”
The monster’s form vanished, then reappeared in twenty places - seemingly at once, searching. It was so fast that without speedfury, up to its fifth permutation, Tad had trouble keeping accurate positioning on his opponent. Tad had tried to even up his power by waiting for his strength to eclipse Chubchub’s, but even in death, it seemed, creators kept track of time, and Chubchub’s strength rebounded ahead of Tad’s own. A remarkable fact.
The creature stopped suddenly in the blackness. It needed to transform, yes, but not in the traditional sense. After having lived through its deaths dozens of times, Tad had realized something.
The creature didn’t think.
Not in the traditional sense.
It had intelligence, yes, but its every ‘attention,’ for lack of a better word, was focused on improvement, not on trying to understand the world around it. It was the dead gleam in its amber eyes - that Tad had recognized, why it hadn’t seemed human in any regard. It felt more like a bug, like the mantis in his gut, than any living thinking creature. It would rip apart its enemies to feed, but never pause to think on what it fed, on what made the creature before it tick, live or die. It didn’t try to understand.
If it could correct that, then Tad knew he could learn its ‘language.’ Learn to communicate with it - and then, hopefully, the sky would be the limit.
Tad watched from the darkness as the monster sat down, crossing its legs.
An alert rang out in his mind.
*Chubchub the Golden Destroyer has cast ‘Transform to Perceive!’*
Tad clicked his teeth in disappointment. The monster continued to evolve, yes, this was his tenth since Tad his first golden destroyer mode, but each evolution was something to help fight, or find Tad - yet none drew him any closer to closing the gap to Tetra mode, or brought him any closer to thinking.
He had spent an inordinate amount of time trying to overcome that gap for one reason. He had an idea that had to work. It was his unique skill, Invigorating Presence.
*Invigorating Presence: Two allies of your choice receive 10% of your current power score.*
If he could inject Chubchub with a tenth of his power, causing it to flow through his body, mind, and soul. That much power flowing through the transforming creature would surely force it to evolve further. At least he hoped it would.
The problem had been in the qualifications of the skill that he’d never paid attention to. Only allies could receive his power increase and Chubchub was no ally. No matter how Tad had tried to frame it in his own mind, apparently it came from how the opposing creature considered their relationship, and Chubchub was certainly adversarial, trying to rip anything it came into contact with to shreds.
Which meant that in order to share his skill with this creature, he needed to get it thinking and able to communicate so Tad could turn this competitive venture into a cooperative one.
He had tried everything he could think of, everything except one.
A terrible solution that would not leave his head. It swirled, a raven in his mind, spiraling and waiting for all his other options to die.
He was now out of options. All he had left was this idea.
Raekast.
It was that other being that he’d spoken to Fenrir of, that other presence within himself. He knew she couldn’t be trusted, Fenrir had said so.
Raekast had a mind of her own, she could think, and still the scruff of her neck raised in alarm at what Tad was planning to do. Chubchub learned from what he experienced, so if Tad was to thrust her whole being into the monster and he was to emerge victorious... If both those conditions were met, no doubt his next evolution would incorporate that alien intelligence flowing through him, a stream of conscious thought would be born. But what a travesty it would be if he were to thrust her out of his soul, and into this golden destroyer, only to have her take control of the body and erase or overwrite the soul of Chubchub.
Raekast wouldn’t be able to imitate Chubchub’s growth - if he were to vanish, all of his potential transformations would vanish with him, and Tad would be left with a broken toy. 
He’d already tried everything else he could think of. 
He set his mind to the gruesome task; he would have to believe in Chubchub, in his ability to fight and overcome. Somewhere in Tad’s heart, he knew Raekast was ferocious, perhaps even rivaling Fenrir in tenacity... He could only hope that what Chubchub had endured all this time was greater.
“Tetra.”
Chubchub’s twenty golden, searching forms froze, solidifying into one. Tad glided over the space, his wings frozen behind him, yet a dark blur streaked behind him, even darker than the abyss in which he moved. With little effort, he yanked Raekast from his soul - extracting her even from that black dagger in which she was hidden. He brought her to the palm of his hand, inspecting her. She too was frozen in time, in the form of a tiny wounded panther, dissected as it were, lengthwise, as if an axe had sliced her head to tail, leaving her left fang, left paw, and left hind leg. He examined her, turning her with his mind. Whoever had done this had been extremely skilled. Her mind, while sliced cleanly, was still intact - neither had the body of her essence been damaged beyond its ability to act either. Tad looked closer - seeing something even more sinister.
Her essence had been cut in a shape that would allow it to latch on to another, to feed from her host, allow her to grow, and repair - almost like a starfish with its leg chopped off. The leg would be able to grow an entirely new body - so it was with Raekast. 
The skill was borne from her mouth, resting in her fang. 
Tad poked it with a fingertooth, careful not to let it consume her wholly.
*Raekast’s Bite (Developer Console)
Void facing text: *Raekast’s Bite: Absorbs the user’s health to deliver a massive blow for twice the damage absorbed.*
Backend function: Each use of Raekast’s bite allows the merging of the host essence with that of the hidden vessel (Raekast) temporarily. With each activation, the vessel can form a link. After enough links are established (5), the vessel can force a void assimilation on the next activation.*
Tad read the words carefully. Above the fang, six videos, labeled one through six, were scrolling through feeds. He tapped on the first. He watched a fight he had no recollection of, but it was him, in his human form, using Raekast’s bite to dispatch a lizard monster with a giant black-iron hammer. He moved to the next clip. He used Raekast’s Bite on a giant tongue golem, exploding its head in a shower of blood. The third use was on a flying harpy, though some of the Raekast’s link, her power to absorb, had bled onto a girl on his back, in black burn marks. The fourth image showed a giant wrinkled prune of a monster with endless spinning glass teeth - similar to what Chubchub’s mouth had looked like in one of his transformations. Tad burst through a vortex of teeth and blood, his own flesh shredded as he plunged through the monster’s very core.
That was the fourth. The fifth showed his human form standing before a shady-looking character wearing dark wizard robes, his greasy black hair slicked back, a smug, perverse look on his face, as he tunneled a spell below a woman slayer to kill her. Tad had slammed the dagger under his chin, releasing Raekast’s bite, ending the slayer.
Tad’s heart beat in his chest as he pulled up the sixth and final video. How had he survived? He should have been thrust into a void assimilation against Raekast herself.
An image pressed itself into his mind, where he’d been standing on a black anvil in such a contest with Raekast - Fenrir dropping out of the sky. Together they had defeated her. Somehow he knew that this was a different contest.
He pressed the sixth video - the video that should show the void assimilation. Tad unleashed the terrible attack, Raekast’s Bite, upon a boy-form Fenrir, stabbing the bite deep into his back. Fenrir roared in pain, transforming into his megawolf form. 
Raekast hissed her fury. Tad felt her desperation in his own chest - the wolf before her saw her for what she was. He wanted what was rightfully hers! She could see his preparation to leap into this vessel; she needed to end him! A black blast of molten lava sprayed out. Fenrir caught it with an upraised leg. The blast consumed the leg, but it wasn’t enough to finish the great wolf entirely. 
Raekast knew she had to act quickly. “Relinquish the last of your blood to me, finish the transformation and the victory shall be ours. We shall not be stopped by this dog.”
Somehow, Tad in the video banished her, and she began her own preparation. Her huge black claws shot out from his back, eager to consume him entirely. It was the sixth activation; it was finally time to take over the vessel! Tad banished the fang somehow, much to Raekast’s surprise. But it was only a matter of time; he’d be hers the next time he summoned her!
“Summon the Fang, boy! We have unfinished business,” Fenrir boomed.
Tad obeyed. 
Fenrir’s eyes narrowed. “Move over, Raekast, I’ll need more room than that.” The words were sharp and guttural. “Boy! I find you worthy; I’ll tie my fate to yours!”
Raekast tried to absorb Tad, to force the void assimilation - if she could win, she could beat this mangy cur! Fenrir threw his giant fiery meteor, what Tad knew was a full-strength Ragnarok.
In the video, Tad fell unconscious. Raekast’s shadow claws paused halfway through attacking Tad, instead brought up to block the red orb. “You will consume him!” She hissed in fury.
“I won’t give him to you,” Fenrir said. Raekast saw a black figure strolling through the red orb, its body being consumed within. Tendrils of shadow rose across his silhouette, even the silhouette was smiling wickedly. “He’s my ticket out of here!” Fenrir howled, and the panther hissed. Raekast tried to banish the dagger, keep it safe from the great wolf, but she hadn’t taken over the equipment slots yet!
Fenrir’s form blurred as it disintegrated, and his shadowy essence closed the distance in a flash. His mega-wolf hands gripped the dagger, Raekast’s Fang, a victorious grin on his shadowy face. He injected even more essence into the dagger, his wolf-fangs biting into the hide of the she-panther, threatening to throw all three of them into a void assimilation melee.
“You will destroy us all!” Raekast hissed. “Give me the boy and I shall give you my place in the dagger.” Her desperation burgeoned.
“Give you the boy? You know better than to ask, Raekast, with how far you’ve climbed.” Fenrir’s fangs bit into Raekast’s arm. “Voids must win all their conquests!” He growled around a mouth full of panther fur.
Bit by bit, Fenrir dragged Raekast back into the blade, until they both vanished within.
The dagger surged black, then gold, then equalized. The black of Raekast was forced to the blade, and the ivory and gold resided in the hilt.
Tad watched as the skill, Raekast’s Bite, was deactivated, and replaced by a contract designed by Fenrir - if completed, it would seal away Raekast’s dastardly skill, protecting them both from her ability to swallow up their void essences. The five links were still active; if Tad had ever used the skill again, she could have tried to take over.
And so Fenrir hid it.
Tad’s mind raced, not sure what he had just watched. Fenrir had saved him. His journey should have been cut short there, with Raekast wearing his skinsuit.
Any reservations Tad had about feeding Raekast to Chubchub vanished. If she won, he’d dispose of her; if Chubchub won, then it was a victory. 
With more than a little disgust, he turned his palm and slammed her tiny form into the head of Chubchub the Golden Destroyer. Surely he needed a new name - he was anything but chubby at this point. 
Nothing happened. 
Nothing would happen - as long as he remained in Tetra mode. 
With anxiety burning in his heart, he slowed his breathing as he glided away, vanishing into the darkness to watch from afar. 
There was nothing more he could do. 
He had just sunk something designed to take over vessels directly into Chubchub’s body. It was time to see if he could resist her onslaught. 
Once he had moved a sufficient distance away, Tad unsheathed his Daisho form, activated speedfury, then whispered, “Triad.” 
And waited to see who would emerge victorious.
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Chapter 31


A darkness rushed through Chubchub’s body in a victorious hiss. The golden destroyer gripped his skull with both hands, his eyes rolling back in his head. White froth dripped from his mouth. A tortured animal scream ripped from his throat as the darkness steadily advanced. 
“Come on,” Tad whispered. “Come on! Do something!”
Chubchub screamed again, the darkness climbing down his neck, down his torso, down his arms to his waist. Already, Chubchub’s lips curled in a victorious smile, his fingers wriggled - in a far too void-like manner. The darkness raced past his knees, down to his feet.
And then it enveloped him completely.
A look of total euphoria rested unnaturally on the golden destroyer’s face, where before there had only been a hunger to grow.
Tad’s heart sunk to his feet.
Chubchub had clearly lost.
That ladder of unending transformations...
The loss rolled through Tad. He’d known it was a risky maneuver, knew Raekast was designed to overtake vessels, was even specialized at controlling void essence with her super-powered claws... There just had been no other path forward.
Raekast blinked in the darkness, looking around her as if for the first time, her mind clearly trying to process the battle that had just happened, while trying to discover where she was.
An alarm screamed through Tad’s head, and from Raekast’s reaction, it was rolling through hers as well.
*Chubchub the Golden Destroyer has cast ‘Emergency Survival Transformation!’*
Raekast’s big toe began to swell. She wasted no time - she brought the foot to her lips and in a flash of golden fangs, she bit off the toe, spitting it out. Her toe reformed in an instant, but the tiny toe that contained Chubchub swelled, growing in size.
She watched it, her head tilting this way and that - uncannily like a curious cat, as it swirled and formed.
Clearly, she had never seen any creature like this.
Tad’s spirits soared. Chubchub had escaped! He’d come into contact with her thoughts and had coexisted in the same body. He waited with bated breath. 
The embryo stabbed itself, right through the heart once more, with its miniature double swords. 
*Chubchub the Golden Destroyer has cast ‘Transformation of... What am I??’* 
“Yes!” Tad whooped aloud. 
Raekast’s head turned sharply in his direction, her purple cat-like eyes gleaming as she searched the darkness. 
The transparent golden glass of Chubchub’s sphere cracked and then burst out. His form was different; he was no longer a golden destroyer - not quite. His limbs were delicate, and... green? It was hard to tell against the blaze of his aura. His eyes had grown bigger, his mouth and fangs smaller. Brain-like squiggles were etched onto the outside of his skull. As he gripped both swords in hand, he blinked in obvious confusion as he looked at Raekast before him. 
She grinned victoriously, eager to test her power, bringing both of her weapons before her. “Come... Fight...” she said, her words stunted. 
Chubchub watched her mouth, then imitated. “Fighhht.” 
Tad switched to his Odachi mode and activated speedfury, trying to watch the battle. Raekast was an expert with the double weapons, far more skilled than either Chubchub or Tad himself, and Chubchub found himself on the backfoot. Wounds opened across his form, and bright green, glowing blood splashed across the black backdrop. Tad leaned forward, half anxious, half waiting for what he knew was going to happen, what always happened with Chubchub. 
He overcame and adapted at an unprecedented rate. 
Predictably, Raekast outmaneuvered him. Her feints grew too many; Chubchub was unable to follow the blades predictably. She slammed three feet of steel directly through his chest, her other sword driving up and under his own blade, and through his chin, into his brain. 
He flopped motionless as Raekast kicked him off her blades, looking extremely smug in victory.
*Chubchub the Golden Destroyer has cast ‘Ever Learning, Ever Growing, Transformation!’*
Raekast snapped her head to where the corpse enveloped itself into a mirrored bubble this time, and she watched patiently, her lips pursed in thought until a new golden destroyer emerged.
Speedfury kicked up a notch, and their motions clarified.
Chubchub dashed out, as he had against Tad, in a blur of speed. Golden blood erupted from Raekast’s throat before she knew what was happening. She spun, retreating, using her wings to surprising effect, slapping Chubchub’s face and blinding him. Her swords were a whirl, but it was as if he saw it coming. His blades evaded hers in a flash, finding flesh, slicing bone. Tad’s skin prickled at what he saw. This was a monster, this thing that he’d found. If he could honestly and truly convince Chubchub that he was on his side, make him his friend... This accidental creation of Omega could grow to match anything!
Raekast fought desperately. She cast skill after skill, her strength rising impressively, soaring. Speedfury burst to the next form.
Tad saw Raekast reach inward for her transformation, but there was nothing there, no voidsign to grab. She cast spell after spell, throwing blasts of pure energy his way, but Chubchub zipped around and through, slicing others.
Then Raekast did something Tad hadn’t expected. She opened her mouth, and an orb of pure red destruction formed, coated in darkness. Tad’s hackles rose. That skill, it was-
“Void Ragnarok!” She screamed, as the blast swallowed the top half of Chubchub.
Shit! When had she learned that? She was a golden destroyer! Tad leapt forward to intervene - if she ‘Destroyed’ him, like Tad could do, she’d never bring him back.
Raekast reeled backward, her face draining of golden color. Clearly, the spell had taken a ton out of her - unlike Tad, she didn’t have overflowing, endless void energy, despite her glorious destroyer form.
Before Tad got there, however, an alarm rang out.
“Chubchub the Golden Destroyer has cast ‘Transformation of powers, of spells, of darkness assimilation!’”
Tad couldn’t believe his eyes, and clearly, neither could Raekast. She turned, her face desperate, twisted in an expression as if she were caught in her worst nightmare. She attacked the cocoon, blasting it with another void ragnarok, slashing it with weapons. She did her best to try and end Chubchub before he could be fully born, as Tad had once successfully done, but the golden cocoon was too hard, its surface too sturdy.
The fight ended in a heartbeat.
Chubchub emerged from the perfectly spherical cocoon in a flash, so quickly that Tad missed the instant it happened.
The scene was seared in his mind.
Chubchub held Raekast by the throat, her bulging eyes wide in surprise. And then, her body began to twist. Like a still image, the scene progressed.
Her form swirled inward, into Chubchub’s arm. Tad couldn’t believe his eyes - he was absorbing her! Raekast’s scream was blood-curdling and filled with pure terror. After all this time she finally had a vessel of her own and the monster before her was swallowing her up, trapping her again.
And then she was gone.
In a surprisingly human expression, Chubchub’s mouth turned downward in a satisfied nod.
Tad’s mind raced. On one hand, he was thrilled that Chubchub had been able to assimilate Raekast... but on the other hand... Chubchub now moved so quickly that Tad doubted he could keep up in this form, even with Speedfury kicking into its fourth iteration. And if he got absorbed... It was a bad precedent to teach this thing to swallow voids whole.
Still, his thoughts swirled past that, as he tried to decide how he could fully convince Chubchub that he was friendly, that he actually wanted to help him get stronger? Even if he did try to absorb Tad, he was fairly confident that Chubchub would be almost instantly swallowed by Tad’s immense and infinite darkness before he even knew what hit him. He had to avoid that.
“Tetra.”
The world froze.
Tad sheathed his sword in his shoulder, ending Speedfury, and made his way to Chubchub. He brought up a single finger. He took a second to look at the changes in Chubchub’s form. His features had continued to shrink; his body was now a foot shorter than Tad’s form, his wings had shed all bird feathers and looked more like translucent dragonfly wings. Somehow its face seemed oddly... Innocent. Its eyes were huge and amber, its expression almost like a sugar glider. Almost cute. 
He blasted it with an Omega Ragnarok, his enormous blast rocketing off into the endless dark. He could bring Chubchub back when he was more prepared.
Tad was too weak to pacify the newly thinking monster, without ‘Tetra.’ - which meant it was time to allocate some points. Once he was strong enough to not lose instantly in triad mode, then he could try to teach it to be friendly.
Hopefully.
That it had learned to think from a void was not a comforting thought and would likely prove an enormous challenge, but if he did it right...
He could do it. Just like he’d made friends with Fenrir, he could teach Chubchub his value. They could form respect for each other, even if grudgingly.
Tad pulled up his skill tree.
*Skill point: 1253*
*Warning, you will not be able to reallocate these points*
Tad needed to make sure he didn’t let Chubchub’s strength grow out of control, to the point where he could destroy even Tad... It seemed a real danger with how brilliantly he was able to adapt with each transformation.
If Chubchub actually did catch on to Tetration somehow, Tad might not be able to remain ahead enough to control him.
With that thought in mind, Tad knew what he needed to do to stay one step ahead of Chubchub. It meant he needed to upgrade to Pentation. He gulped involuntarily. Each time Tad had brought Chubchub back, it had been like redoing Tetration all over again. The impossible upward strain, attempting to break him if he let off for a single moment. He was confident in handling Tetration. He’d done it dozens of times already. 
But Pentation? His nerves felt like metal claws screeching across glass. If he was going to do Pentation, each of his following skills would be harder to apply. Shouldn’t he use as many points as possible first - so the price as he climbed higher wouldn’t increase?
He shook his head, flinging black sweat droplets around him like a dog. That was his fear thinking, the weakness. How could he continue up the chain of infinite growth if he were scared of allocating his stats? He blinked hard, trying to clear his thoughts. He needed to do exactly the opposite of what the coward in him wanted.
He needed to move to Penta now, at 36%, at the earliest chance - so that he could have the most practice against the swelling mind-breaking inferno. He needed to keep his foundation strong, otherwise, he could crumble if he tried to climb too high. He couldn’t let any shred of weakness into his heart, or it would undermine his entire build eventually - whether it was at Hepta, or Nona, or even Deca. He would crumble and that would be the end of it.
He needed to apply one point to unlock the Penta Mode upgrade.
Tad scoured his list, the sweat dripping from his forehead, over his eyes and down his face.
Then he found it.
Deep in his support skill tree.
*Two-Handed Mastery: 0/5 Power increases in relation to Capacity for the infinite an additional time while wielding a two-handed weapon.*
Speedfury was the only thing keeping Tad within fighting distance of Chubchub right now. His Daisho form had become sadly useless at this moment. Still, he’d have to double down on his overlarge katana - the Odachi form, and his horse-slaying form - his Zanbato.
Tad allocated the point.
*36% infinite!* 
The swell of power was predictable. He’d done it dozens of times, but it didn’t make it any less strenuous.
Yet as he resolved to go higher, to go to Penta, something happened. He stumbled on unsteady feet in the darkness, his wings flapping uncoordinatedly. He blinked through the enormous increase, his mind trying to swallow him, but he was fighting it. He was conscious! He was present! It was like looking through a tunnel of flame, his hands looked impossibly far away, but he could both move them and see them. This power was now his. The worst that Tetration could foist upon him had been conquered.
His vision began to shake and he searched for what was happening. It took a moment before he realized that he was laughing. He felt no mirth in his chest, only fire and the endless upward swelling of power.
Tears streamed down his face, his courage burgeoning to meet his swelling fears and anxieties that stuck like rolling magma. If he was able to laugh through the impossibility of tetration, then it meant he’d made it. He’d mastered it.
It also meant that it was time to move onto pentation.
Tad pulled up the calculation example one more time.
*Tetration takes it to the next level: 4^^4 or unpacked (4^4^4^4).
Pentation furthers the pattern: 4^^^4 or unpacked (4^^4^^4^^4).*
Tad’s thoughts swirled in his infinite power increase as he read the line for pentation over and over again, the concept digging deep into his psyche. It would be as if he were tetrating atop each other endlessly. This power he now felt, would be magnified an entire order of magnitude larger, swelling to a new dimension.
It would break him.
Or he would break it.
Despite the power raging through his heart and soul, a sweet calmness descended upon him. His laughter stopped, his tears dried up. 
No other destroyer, even the theoretical ones, had made it this far, except him. None saw through his eyes. He wondered if even Omega knew what he was going through. 
Peace and strength swelled through Tad’s demon form at that thought. He floated in the dark abyss, the fighting ground that had been Limit Tester’s home. He sat in perfect silence, the spirit of reflection filling him. The tetration rising through him no longer seemed hot, instead, it seemed glorious, almost illuminating his thoughts, quickening his mind. 
Growth comes in many forms, but rarely is it comfortable. 
To endure suffering graciously had never been Tad’s strength. He endured, yes, as far back as he could remember. He had always suffered. He had endured. But it had always been with a hope of payback, with the flame of revenge lit in his soul, but this... this was something else. 
He stood in the maelstrom of an endless hurricane fraught with raging thunder, and even with embers of fire and death spinning all about - yet he found that he could endure. He stood unmoved. 
Tranquility was a lake found deep within, its surface as bright and reflective as a polished mirror. True strength was the ability to deflect all the stones of his adversaries, so his lake would never be disturbed. Endurance was to fail, and find the stillness once more, even when things went wrong and seemed hopeless. 
Tad knew he was ready for something greater. He was ready to add more points into Upgrade to the Capacity for the infinite. He had six to go. Six levels of unimaginable growth, atop what he already had. He scanned the list. Pentation, hexation, heptation, octation, nonation, and lastly decation. Each scaling an order of magnitude bigger than the last. Each point he applied afterward would become pure torture, even more intense as he drew near 100% infinite.
Even in his quiet, meditative state, he couldn’t stop the butterflies in his stomach. No longer, however, did he need to crush them, hunt them with the mantis. Instead, he allowed them to surge freely. They were warning him of danger, of adventure just before his eyes. He heard their call of caution, and he would heed it. 
He opened his skill tree, his determination growing. How would he feel after he climbed this mountain? The power, the strength that came with the allocation of these points, seemed the cheap reward - his personal growth was instead the larger prize. The flames of adversity were purifying. They consumed the dross of his soul. The weaknesses, the crutches, the helplessness, they consumed it all. Each memory he recalled brought him more and more confidence. He wasn’t that same wretch who no longer valued his life, though looking back he understood him. 
He understood where he’d gone wrong - and he’d never make that mistake again. 
Another wash of gratitude flowed through Tad. It had been Gerald who had given his life so that Tad might live. It had been Fenrir who had nursed him back to health enough to draw him back from the ledge. It had been the memory of Liz, Ethan, and Wisp that had pushed him forward when times were the darkest. He wasn’t the same kid who thought of ending it all because of the problems he faced at school, in the darkest of nights. He had people around him, people who cared for him, and more importantly, people who counted on and relied on him. 
Fenrir’s words from his memory came to him. 
And what of your next son? 
Tad knew the answer. Finally, after all this time. It was what Fenrir had asked him to do all along. 
He’d become a man who knew how to grow to overcome.
Tad stared down the skill - compared to the pain and loneliness of his past when he had been weak and unable to deal with it - he was now much better equipped. He had love, discipline, strength of will, and the capacity to endure. He was a product of abuse, similar to Fenrir, yet they both had used it as a launch pad, instead of a crutch. Somehow his past uniquely qualified Tad for this task. For this endurance of things that seemed eternally unbearable. His whole life had felt unbearable - and only now, as he stood to stare it in the eyes, did he find he had the strength to finally bear it.
To bear it all.
In a quick inhale, Tad gritted his teeth and allocated his skill point - to dive into the eternal upward geyser that would unlock pentation.
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Chapter 32


It took Tad another 34 days to fully encircle the tree, packing the wounds he cut into the bark with the blood-dirt mixture, though he encountered a problem. His progress had picked up once he’d hit day 180 and Vander had instructed him to double his swings to 32. Somewhere along the way, he’d introduced a slight angle in his cut, though he couldn’t tell where, and his ending point was a good six inches above his starting point. Tad frowned as he inspected it. His first work had been so sloppy, and he could see that even though he’d tried to hit it in the exact same place, he’d missed by millimeters each time, leaving ugly dents in the bark that didn’t quite cut through. His newer work was much neater. Still, he stood, trying to decide the best way to connect the wound and hopefully starve the tree, to become a real woodcutter and potentially level up.  
He could angle the cut downward and connect it at a slope, or he could overlap and then cut straight down. Neither seemed to be a great solution, but the idea of being this close and not connecting it today was almost an unbearable thought. Finally, Tad settled on angling it downward, even though it would overlap by a good two-axe swings from his initial starting point. It wasn’t as tidy as he would have wanted, but he’d pictured this moment for almost two full months, waiting almost half a year since he’d started with his single swings. The time felt like it had both raced by so quickly and crawled at a slug’s pace.
Tad centered his thoughts, focusing on the edge of his axe blade. He controlled his breathing and then got to work. It was on his 28th swing of the day that it happened. He connected the two cuts in the bark.
The tree screamed. It shrieked so suddenly that Tad leapt back a hundred feet in an instant, rebounding off two other trees to where he thought it might be safe. His heart beat in his chest like a lizard with a hammer, striking his anvil repeatedly. His breathing increased to rapid-fire hyperventilation, and time seemed to slow to an infinite crawl as he could feel the darkness in his tail absorbing at an unparalleled rate.
Vander appeared to his right, almost a statue. He stayed back a distance, his eyes wary. His voice was slow. “Tad, you must calm down.” Each word felt like it took a minute to finally be heard.
Tad’s wings flared on either side of him, as his breath came out in dark clouds, his vision shrank to pinpricks.
Suddenly he heard something in the sky. It howled, shrieking alongside the dying tree. Vander reacted slowly, staring upward at the sky in abject horror, the color drained from his perfectly golden face. “Back to the cabin! Now!” The man dematerialized right before Tad’s eyes, and this time he saw it. It was like parts of him shot away, in a beam of light or energy, so rapid fire that one second he’d been there and the next his entire form was gone.
The howling sky was coming for him, but it was like his feet were frozen in concrete blocks. It took all of Tad’s willpower to step forward, just enough to hide himself up against a tree, and then he fought to calm his utter panic, but it didn’t work. Instead, he took a deep breath and then held it, and instead of trying to force himself to be calm, he reached for a separate consciousness with which to share it. 
“Quake!” Tad cast, slipping into the Earth below, like it was made of water. Immediately his mind connected with the larger consciousness of the earth. Tad’s fear rippled through it and it recoiled from the touch of his mind. Tad allowed the influence of Titan to fill his every thought and aspect of himself, until it was like he no longer existed.
He saw as the forest saw, though the forest didn’t ‘see’ in a traditional sense. He felt the wind through its leaves, the vibrations through its bark and roots, and the trembling of the earth from the sheer power of the bright being that climbed from the dark vortex in the sky.
The light from the being was too bright, too hot! The leaves of the trees ignited in flames, and thick clouds of smoke filled the sky above.
The figure in the sky looked around. “Did he escape somehow?” The cold voice from the sky spoke aloud.
The forest could sense that unworldly power vanish and reappear, miles away. It was so fast that it felt like the being was everywhere and nowhere at once.
The forest burned as the cabin glowed like the sun.
He was in the cabin for maybe two minutes when the same creature pulled itself from the cabin and clicked its tongue in disappointment. “It was just another duplicate, not the original. Pity. They should know by now that it’s futile to hide.” The being flew like a flash, back to the screeching vortex which still howled like death before the humanoid vanished.
To extricate his mind from the earth of Titan took the boy much longer than he’d anticipated. It was like he had to remember how it was to live within such a small space, to remember that he was a separate entity, but finally, his hand sprang from the dirt, followed by his head and a huge gasp. He climbed out of the dirt, knelt on his hands and knees, his head spinning.
Zero.
The forest hadn’t known who that was, but Tad would never forget that voice, nor could he believe the sheer raw power the man had.
It was so huge, that his mind couldn’t comprehend a being so powerful. It was infinite in every regard, and rising constantly! And Tad doubted the man was even focused on pushing his strength upward like creators could do, but instead, his insane acceleration was just his natural state!
It took the entire walk back to the cabin for Tad’s limbs to stop trembling. The enormous door to the cabin had been blown off its hinges, and dark smoke smoldered from the entrance. Tad stumbled through the entryway as if in a nightmare.
Tad froze. He stared at the downward-sloping ceiling as if he were trying to understand just what it was that he was looking at.
In the center of a gruesome display, a bone-white skeleton had been pinned to the ceiling. Two feet to the skeleton’s right, its blood vessels had all been carefully removed, extricated from flesh as far as they could stretch - the muscles had been flayed outward, its skin had been removed and stretched behind it, serving as the backdrop, stretched like an animal hide. The creature’s brown eyes hung above, watching eternally downward. The entire display was so expertly done, like the chapel in which Hyde had resided, where everything pointed toward the center, to where the hands of the skeleton were still covered in flesh, and holding tightly to its own beating heart. His stomach dropped.
He blinked, shook his head, then looked back up to the ceiling with new eyes and knowledge. Down near the bottom of the lowest part of the ceiling, he found two disembodied feet, removed from the skeleton, but they too were nailed to the ceiling, more veins and pulsing arteries pouring from the feet like a science project.
It was the most gruesome thing Tad had ever seen, almost like a medical dummy that had been taken apart to the fullest, yet not one vessel had been severed and so it did not bleed, but every nerve and flayed-out bone were exposed to the air, surely causing unimaginable pain.
“Please.” Vander’s haggard voice spoke from the highest part. Tad craned his neck to find the speaker. “End my suffering. You did it before, to my other self. Please, end my suffering.”
Tad stared in horror as he watched two lungs on opposite sides breathe in deeply, and then squeeze with each spoken word. Tad swallowed hard, then pulled from his tail. He pulled hard, his fear driving his strength until he formed a full omega ragnarok in his left fist. “Zero said this wasn’t your true form. Will another version of you come? To oversee my training?” Even seeing the creature’s intense pain before him, Tad hesitated. Vander was the one helping him overcome his own problems.
“This subsequent can never recover from the damage done; its spirit is broken.” Its lips flapped, having been turned inside out, the tongue yanked from his jaw, wriggled around a golden nail that hung it in place, forcing Vander to speak with a lisp, his vocal chords visible as they flapped. “Please, end my suffering.”
“But you said not to use my full power, not until later. You said it could damage my progress.”
A sick wet sound, almost like a wheezing, rang out. Tad’s full body shivered when he realized that Vander was laughing.
“You have my permission. Just this once.” The pleading tone in his voice was practically begging.
Tad nodded, the red light sprayed from his closed fist, eager to escape. “Omega Ragnarok.” He pushed with all his might and his attack sprayed across the ceiling, forcing him to tumble outside. Tad coughed as dark smoke rushed after him. He stood to go back in, and a hand rested on his shoulder.
“Thank you.” The new Vander was already there, golden and regal though there were shadows in his gaze that haunted his expression.
Tad’s heart beat like a freight train in his chest. Is that what would have happened to him if he hadn’t camouflaged himself? “Was that a clone?” Tad said dumbly.
Vander shook his head. “It’s akin to a clone, an invention of my own device. I call the technique a ‘subsequent.’”
Tad nodded. “And that was Zero?”
Vander’s face was still. “Don’t dwell on the full depth of the power you felt. I’ve seen its presence alone break the minds of creators.”
Tad exhaled a mist of darkness. It was hard to think of anything else; it had been so large. The disparity between Tad, even at his full strength, and the monster that had come through here... The projection of Zero that had been sent to harass Tad between dungeons was a pale ghost of what he’d felt.
No wonder Alpha had sacrificed an entire eighth of their being to lock him away. Tad could imagine no higher power, and what was worse was all the power Tad knew he couldn’t fully feel. Infused into Zero’s pure strength was the nothing of the realm of nothingness. The too-still sensation of silent nails scraping both his body and his psyche, that whisper of a promise beyond non-existence, the embrace of nothingness itself.
Tad shivered again.
“Focus on your breathing, you are pulling too much of Titan.”
Tad nodded, his mind blank. “How did he find us? Was it because of the tree I killed? It shrieked so horridly.”
Vander shook his head once, his eyes carefully watching Tad. “Zero is always on the prowl; it was pure coincidence. Your overreaction to the tree’s sudden shriek likely saved you, for had you retreated to the cabin with me, he would have certainly found you.” His eyes gleamed with curiosity. “How did you manage it?”
Tad shrugged, trying to appear more casual than he felt.
Vander nodded slowly, as if something made sense. “Mother must have shown you how to hide.” Vander exhaled deeply, as if an elephant had stood on his chest. “She would have, as I am Zero’s greatest threat in this place.”
“What do you mean?”
“Once, I was his, and he broke my mind fully. It is beyond his understanding how one such as I could recover, how I was able to be put back together to where I could resist the fear. He wishes to know how a creator could return from beyond the brink. He fears that I could bring the other creators back alongside myself, that we could form a rebellion.”
Vander’s eyes flashed the grey of nothingness for just a split second as they settled on Tad. “I was in worse straits, even than you. Zero had shattered my sense of self. I became a hollowed husk of a puppet with a singular desire - that desire that he had planted in my breast and nourished. I desired to serve Zero in any capacity he requested. Even now, I can feel that desire to run back to him and beg forgiveness, but I can’t. Not anymore.
“It wouldn’t have been possible alone. I could not have put the pieces back together, but Mother Omega... she...” Golden tears formed in his eyes as his voice quavered and broke. “Let’s just say I owe her more than possible.”
It was the most talkative Tad had ever seen the man, but a strange hope twisted in his own chest. If Vander could come back from that... then maybe Tad should put more trust in his process. “My tree, is it dead then?”
Vander tilted his head. “No, it still screams. You have only wounded it.” Tad must have shown some of his disappointment for Vander reached up to place a hand on his shoulder. “You will know when your work has finished.” The man went quiet for a time. “Leave me, I’ll take care of the remains.”
Tad nodded, took a few steps towards the forest, and then turned back to Vander. “That’s probably for the best. I’m out of strikes today, and I’m... tired.” He’d wanted to say scared.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Vander called after him, his voice bleak.
Tad only raised a hand to acknowledge his words, heading back outside and to his tree. He had to patch up his work with the dirt and blood mixture.
The truth of the matter was that Tad couldn’t get the picture of the dissected Vander from his mind. All the organs and bones neatly laid out like a serial killer had taken his time and enjoyed every second of it, all the blood vessels carefully extracted from the flesh, bundled together, yet still attached to provide sustenance to the flesh. The nerves exposed to the raw air...
It was all too much.
And Tad had only escaped that fate by the barest of margins.
But he hadn’t escaped, not truly.
For he was stuck in Titan, trapped in Zero’s domain... 
Which meant it was only a matter of time until Zero got his careful hands on Tad.
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Chapter 33


Upward his power tore. Strength surged through him. He heard screaming, endless screaming - screams that could only be his, but he didn’t feel himself screaming! Tetration had felt like an inferno of never-ending burning and ever swelling at an impossible pace. 
With Pentation, there was no fire.
It was pure and brutal concussive force, like having pillars of stone shoved down his throat.
Granite fists pummeled upward faster and faster - he flew so quickly he couldn’t breathe, couldn’t pull sweet air into his lungs. Instead of feeling himself soaring upwards, all he felt was the force on his body, the eternal force on his soul as he hurtled faster than he could describe. It was unbelievably fast - Tetration had been like swimming in cold syrup in comparison, he’d been a leaf on a stream’s surface.
Now he was the stream - coursing through an endless ravine, the pressure of the walls crushing him as he blasted through its endless twists. He felt like giant hands were wringing him out like a rag, but he was always full. He twisted and folded on himself, which only gave birth to more power, more strength. There was no rest, not an instant of any of the peace that had sustained him.
It was torture.
Pure and simple.
It hung, lead in his soul, on the constant edge of suffocation, a man about to drown, but never did he find the relief of the final blackness, the end that was promised to all.
How did he persist? How did he hang on?
He didn’t know how, all he knew was why.
He wouldn’t let them down. Not ever again.
He would learn to grow through his trial, and win in that same moment!
That thought swirled within him, and gave him the strength to endure forever. If he were to perish, it would be because the ravages of power tore apart his body, mashed his mind, and snuffed out the flame of his life - not because his discipline was too limp or because his spirit faltered!
Time without end progressed at a sickening pace. Stars were born, lived, and winked out, and one thing remained constant.
Tad’s suffering and growth.
And then, like all trials before, like all of the infinite surges upward he’d experienced before.
It ended.
Without fanfare.
He was back, floating in the black abyss. He gulped a huge gasp of air, fully filling his lungs, over and over, finally able to breathe once more.
He shook his head to clear it, wondering why he’d even bothered to end Chubchub’s life - he hadn’t thought through the entire sequence of events before he’d destroyed him.
Tad didn’t dwell on it.
He didn’t even dwell on the new memories that he had, of being in the forest, of cutting the tree, of Vander’s disgusting torture.
He just allocated the next point to bring Chubchub back. He instantly plunged back into that raucous, violent, eternity, knowing that he’d been through it once.
Which meant that he could do it again.
***“Triad.”
Penta mode’s vast unending power vanished. It felt like someone had coiled all the air in his lungs into a rope and pulled it out in a single tug.
Chubchub roared to life, his two swords, his own Daisho form, cut in sophisticated patterns, stolen straight from Raekast.
Tad pulled his Odachi from his shoulder. “Speedfury.” 
They were a furious cloud of steel and violence, a perpetual ringing of sword on sword rang out, as Tad was pressed to the edge of his ability. Black blood gushed down his arms and legs, his skin punctured the endless blackness jetted out, though the wounds were already healing.
Speedfury kicked upwards again, and Chubchub’s movements slowed. Tad pressed forward, outstripping the strange greenish destroyer. They exchanged attacks again and again, and Chubchub was on the back foot. Speedfury roared to its third form, the barrels of fire igniting on Tad’s wingtips. In a flash of steel, Tad severed both of Chubchub’s arms, his swords flying out into the darkness. Tad pressed his steel to Chubchub’s neck, whose eyes flashed indignantly - like he would get his revenge soon, but then Tad retracted his sword.
Almost instantly, the furious melee continued. Chubchub leapt after his swords and attacked. He was like a dog with a bone, chasing progress before him almost mindlessly. Speedfury snapped to level four, and Tad stopped using his swords. He floated calmly backward, using just one clawed foot to deflect all of Chubchub’s advances, still not wounding his opponent. In two flashing kicks, Chubchub’s swords flew out of his hands. Tad leapt forward, pressed his sword’s edge to his neck once more, and then retreated. He did it over and over; he bested Chubchub and then retreated. 
His opponent became more and more perplexed. Tad knew how limited his communication skills were, for he had lived his latest death. The thoughts Chubchub had were few and far between, and they seemed to confuse him more than anything. Raekast’s mind had been fractured into three parts - and outside of void assimilations, her ability to communicate had always been lackluster.
They continued in the darkness, fighting in endless patterns. Tad had to banish his Odachi, then resummon it once Speedfury burned too hot - but now that Tad had upgraded his two-handed sword mastery, his growth had exceeded Chubchub’s, and so he continued the fight. His foe’s amber eyes burned hot. Tad could see the frustration growing, the confusion deepening, but he was careful not to mortally wound him, to not force him to grow.
For he had to grow mentally - not physically.
Finally, the golden destroyer seemed to have enough. He turned his blades on himself and tried to stab himself through the chest - as he did in his embryo form. With a flash of his blade, Tad disarmed his opponent, not allowing him to initiate the next transformation.
Chubchub froze for the first time, unsure of what to do. His eyes darted back and forth from his swords floating away to Tad’s eyes. As casually as he could, Tad reached out one hand and cast both Icebolt, followed by Void Creation. Hot obsidian steamed, then cooled. Tad flew down to the obsidian plane he’d just created. All the while, Chubchub watched, his hands regrown, but he hadn’t gone for his blades. 
It was progress. 
Tad floated down to his created plane and rested his sword on the ground next to him, gesturing for Chubchub to do the same. 
In a flash, the golden destroyer snagged up his weapons and came after Tad again. Even sitting casually, Tad deflected each of the blows before sending both of Chubchub’s swords spinning out into the darkness. Tad put his sword again by his side, then invited Chubchub to sit before him. 
He could see the intelligence behind the amber eyes working. He couldn’t figure out why Tad wasn’t attacking. Wasn’t that what invaders were supposed to do? His thoughts were stilted, not nearly as developed as those, but Tad could read him almost as well as he could read Fenrir - so often had he lived his deaths. Usually, that ‘attention’ that he had instead of thinking was always focused on growth and his transformations, but Tad could see it flickering back and forth, flirting with his confusion. 
Why wasn’t this invader attacking? 
The only other sentient, thinking thing he had on him was Gerald’s essence. But he didn’t dare feed it to Chubchub. There was no way that Gerald could overcome this monster, and instead would be utterly consumed. 
He had to get through with the limited intelligence that Chubchub had. 
Tad banished his sword completely. Chubchub’s speed raced upward, his speed eclipsing Tad’s. In base form, Tad was outmatched, but all that could be overturned with the utterance of a single word. Two words, now, in fact.
Behind Chubchub’s confusion glistened something even stronger - an anxiousness to get back to the fighting, to the growing. 
Tad couldn’t help but shake his head. This creature before him was remarkable. It truly had the capacity to swallow anything thrown at it. Tad didn’t know how long it had lived alone in that smelly marsh, but it hadn’t wasted a second of it. Again, Tad gestured strongly to the creature, to sit, but it looked to Tad that the creature was growing angry. Why would he want to sit when they could be fighting, when they could be training?
“Friends,” Tad said aloud slowly. “I want to help you grow.” Tad scratched at his jaw. How the hell was he supposed to get through to this guy?
Chubchub’s jaw shifted experimentally. “Fighhht.”
Tad’s spirits soared. He stood, nodding. “Yes, fight, we’ll do that, but you can’t grow to where I am unless we are...” Tad paused, he was speaking too quickly. “Friends,” he said slowly, gesturing once more, shaking his own hand.
Without making any sudden moves, Tad walked smoothly to where Chubchub’s Wakizashi had fallen, and picked it up by the blade and returned it hilt-side to Chubchub. “Friends,” Tad said again.
In a smooth motion, Chubchub took the weapon and slammed its entire length through Tad’s torso, then cut out of Tad’s abdomen, spraying black blood across the obsidian. But then he paused, shaking his sword at Tad, his face twisted in a wretched expression. “Fighhht!” He pleaded.
Tad nodded, coughing up blood, as his cleanly-sliced ribs healed, his flesh steaming. At least he was communicating. “Alright. Fight.” He pulled his Odachi from his right shoulder, his speed racing past Chubchub’s.
Like a kid in a candy shop, the golden destroyer’s face lit up. He dashed to grab his other weapon and they were off. Their blades flashed and Tad fought with gusto, outdoing the half-destroyer half-green monster. Chubchub’s hung on by the skin of his teeth, as Tad overwhelmed him.
“Tetra,” Tad spoke, and time froze.
Tad returned to the obsidian platform, hundreds of yards below them, before extending it. He sat on the floor, sheathed his Odachi, and then returned to his Triad mode. 
Chubchub’s posture froze in the sky; he searched until he found him sitting far below. 
“Friends,” Tad yelled, gesturing once more. 
Chubchub shook his head violently in the sky, beckoning Tad back up with both his swords. He swooped down in a rush, standing on the platform ten feet in front of Tad. His face again twisted into an expression like that of a child being asked to do something they thought was unbearable. 
Tad gestured more firmly. “Friends, then fight.” 
The half-destroyer’s thin brows dropped heavily in thought. Finally, he nodded once and promptly sat down. 
Tad’s spirits soared. Had he done it? 
Not even two seconds passed before Chubchub’s eyebrows shot up appraisingly. “Fighhht?” he asked. 
“Soon,” Tad said, scooting closer. Slowly, as not to startle him, he reached out and touched Chubchub’s knee softly. “Friends?” Tad asked. 
“Fighhht,” Chubchub said insistently. 
“Friends?” Tad repeated. 
Chubchub’s shoulders slumped, his face pouty, but he nodded once. 
That was good enough for Tad. “Tetra.” He froze Chubchub in time before he could say anything more, or drive more cold steel through Tad’s guts. Hopefully, ‘friends’ was good enough for invigorating presence. 
*Invigorating Presence: Two allies of your choice receive 10% of your current power score.* 
“Here goes nothing...” Tad said, with more than a little nervousness. He had at least had time to build up to this monstrous power, this raging inferno. He’d gone through primo, duo, and triad before he’d been plunged into the hell that was tetration. Chubchub was anything but prepared. Though how could Tad explain to him what was about to happen, when his understanding was so limited? His only chance was to just show him, and trust Chubchub’s ability to understand. “Invigorating Presence,” Tad spoke the words, his hand still on Chubchub’s knee.
Chubchub screamed. His entire body burst into flames. His fingers dug into his face, tearing deep streams of greenish blood down his cheeks. He rolled around uncontrollably, and Tad let the skill go as fast as he could. 
But it was not fast enough. 
The screams turned to whimpers as Chubchub trembled and wept on the ground, broken. Tad’s stomach dropped, an overwhelming flood of sympathy rushed into his heart. This creature didn’t deserve that. Despite its intense strength and overwhelming desire to fight, it was almost like a child in its innocence. 
And Tad had thrust it into a river of molten lava. To serve his own purpose. Tad had to stop that thought. Chubchub wanted to grow too - and there was no way beyond the wall of Tetration than to be suddenly thrust through it headfirst. He placed his hand on Chubchub’s back comfortingly. “Fight?” Tad asked. 
The creature got to all fours, grabbing its swords, nodding through the tears. “Fighhht.” It gestured to Tad, with both his swords, as if to tell him to actually fight - and not just play at it like before. 
Tad nodded, drawing his Odachi. 
Chubchub zoomed forward, his cheeks still stained with golden tears, and their blades flashed, and flashed again. His expression was one of great concentration, and just beneath that, childish glee. His suffering already forgotten. Their weapons flashed, and Tad pushed Chubchub to his limits before he returned the favor and drove all nine feet of his Odachi straight through his new friend’s chest. 
*Chubchub the Mutating Destroyer has cast “Chase that Strength! Transformation!”*
Chubchub formed, halfway, then his tiny swords plunged into his own chest, restarting his transformation again. 
*Chubchub the Mutating Destroyer has cast ‘Higher! Transformation!’*
Tad could feel, it wasn’t enough. Chubchub must have felt the same for he plunged his swords again into his chest. 
*Chubchub the Mutating Destroyer has cast ‘Stronger! Transformation!’*
Again.
*Chubchub the Mutating Destroyer has cast ‘This is not that Impossible Strength Transformation!’*
Tad could feel the creature’s frustration as, over and over, it transformed, its aura shining brighter and brighter, but it wasn’t even close to finding the true path - the path that Tad had gone down.
Tad moved to the bubble and placed his hand on the outside of the newest transformation’s cocoon. “Need to feel it again?” Tad asked.
The tiny swords flashed.
*Chubchub the Mutating Destroyer has cast ‘Show me the Way Forward! Transformation!’*
Tad gritted his teeth; that was as close to permission as he was ever going to get. He had read Chubchub right. This creature was like him, willing to climb to the highest peaks, even if it meant paying the ultimate price.
“Tetra. Invigorating presence.”
The creature within screamed, its cocoon caught fire, the aura overpowered it, and yet its tiny fists gripped swords, plunging them back into its chest.
Alarm after alarm screamed through Tad’s mind as the tiny creature fought to tear this power for itself. It had climbed all the ranks, discovered infinite growth, but this ledge... was it too much for it? Was the cliff too high?
“Heal other.” Tad pulsed his softest, most comforting heal he could imagine, doubting that there was any damage to repair, but instead he just wanted to let Chubchub know that he wasn’t alone. Tad hadn’t had that comfort.
Chubchub fought on, alarm after alarm screamed in Tad’s head as the tiny embryo transformed time after time.
And then, just as with all of Tad’s own experiences with Tetration so far, the intensity suddenly ended - Chubchub’s mind grew to understand and hold it all.
There was a silence in between transformations.
Tad released his invigorating presence - Chubchub didn’t need it anymore. A green hand broke through the cocoon, gripping onto the sides as it pulled itself out of the golden goo. Physically, its form had changed dramatically. Chubchub now stood only five feet tall. His entire body was a brilliant green, his large amber eyes still bulging curiously like a sugar glider. His wings were delicate and transparent. He stood, his form distinctly male, but his whole body was elegant, his muscles sleek and thin, his hands and feet tiny, even his swords were only three feet long. Golden flowing hair rested halfway down his back, between his wings, his eyebrows sharp, his eyes below fierce with ambition and joy that he’d overcome.
Tad looked the creature over, it was as close to a fairy as Tad had ever seen in real life - besides the demonic fairies with razor-sharp teeth he’d seen.
Chubchub smiled, his teeth jagged enough not to lose to a shark.
Out of all the changes, however, it was Chubchub’s aura that took Tad’s breath away. In his most recent memory, he’d felt Zero’s upward screaming aura - it had been so loud, so overpowering, but not Chubchub’s. His was quiet, a perfect stillness as if it were trying its darndest to imitate Tad’s own auraless state.
Chubchub held both his swords before him, his limbs trembling slightly. “Fighhht,” he pleaded eagerly, his desire shone through his amber eyes, so hungry, like any proper void.
Tad’s stomach fluttered as he was the focus of all that intensity and hunger, but his own desire to test his strength overpowered even that feeling. He grinned at Chubchub. “I owe you at least that much.” He drew his own Daisho sword pair to match his opponent. It was the weakest of all his Tetra forms. It was the perfect place from which to start testing his own insane growth.
“Let’s fight.”
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Chapter 34


Day 300 came and went, and Tad was upgraded to 512 swings per day. On day 306, Tad knew it was the last day that his tree would stand. He had debarked the tree a full 6 inches and then had cut a wedge into the tree that extended more than halfway through its diameter. Then he’d started working on the back side of the tree. Today was the day that he would break through. 
He stood before the massive tree, larger than any redwood that could exist on earth, and wondered how he would feel when he finally felled it. Would he feel accomplishment? He’d been at this task so long, making just the barest of progress day after day. Before, when he’d been chasing after Omega and Liz, he’d so badly wanted time to just live life, to hide away in the cave with his family and just live day after day, without fires to put out. Now he had that life... It was as Omega had said, well, minus his family. The most troubling thing was that it wasn’t everything he’d thought he’d wanted. He’d thought he’d wanted a vacation from his troubles, but he’d had that before and the darkness only seemed to get worse. Now he had something to put his efforts into, but the problems back at home, Liz and Alpha, Omega and Zero... they didn’t just go away because he buried his head in the sand...
The only reason he was still here was that elusive promise of both Vander and Omega. They had promised him that Tad could become the type of person who could bear his burdens and successfully stab into the future and extract what he’d wanted.
But how could he learn any of that from being a ‘woodcutter?’
It seemed impossible.
Tad shook the familiar, circular thoughts from his head and focused on his task for today. Today he would fell his nemesis, the everstanding tree. Today, he might level-up his ‘woodcutter’ class and become something more.
Somehow, that thought caused a buzz of excitement in his soul. But Tad shook that off too, and stooped into the six-foot wedge he’d cut until he came to the core of the tree. Unlike traditional trees, the core of this tree was black and red, and pulsed as if alive, as if it had a heartbeat. This was the reason why the tree hadn’t shriveled and died fully. No doubt, it was filled with a huge supply of treeblood. Pulling on his connection with Titan, Tad braced the entire tree with pillars of shadows, so that once he cut this, the entire tree wouldn’t come down around him and flatten him like a bug.
With all the braces lined up, Tad set his axe against the tree’s core. The core pulsed brighter as the blade of the axehead softly touched the flesh of the core. How it was holding the entire weight of the tree above it with only an artery about the size of his forearm was beyond comprehension. Tad wound back his strike and sliced forward with his first measured strike of the day.
In a single slice, he cut straight through the tree and hot treeblood sprayed out in all directions. Like a flood, it gushed out, pushing Tad out of the overhanging tree, drenching him in the slick, viscous liquid. Tad removed his shadow braces and watched with bated breath, spitting out a mouthful of tangy treeblood - not nearly as flavorful as when it was cooked. The tree bounced up and down as more and more liquid gushed outward. Finally, the cut wood slammed down against the tree trunk below, and then for a moment, everything went still. The tree twisted slowly and then began to fall toward Tad before it got caught on another tree. It rolled. The bottom of the cut tree scraped backward into the dirt as the whole tree came crashing down all at once. Tad leapt up toward the tree, his toe claws gripping the bark, and he ran across the underside of the tree until he made it to the side and leapt away to the safety of the rest of the forest.
A resounding crash filled the forest, then all went quiet once more. 
Tad breathed heavily from the exertion and the thrill of finally having completed his goal. He slid down the side of an adjacent tree, brought his arms down near his hips, and threw his arms up in the air, roaring to celebrate. However, Vander was there, catching his arms. The roar escaped as a half-roar, half-noise of confusion. 
Tad tried to recoil and pull his arms away, but Vander held him in his grip with fingers that felt like iron vices. “What? Can’t I celebrate? I finally did it!”
“You did what exactly?” Vander asked in his too calm voice.
“I cut it down, can’t you see! I chopped down the tree, after all this time! Three hundred and six days, and it’s finally down!” Tad’s temper was rising.
Vander looked over his shoulder at the felled tree. “You’ve done nothing today.”
Tad’s vision went red. “What do you mean I’ve done nothing!” He roared the words, foamy spittle flying from his mouth. “I finally did it!” His tail pumped more and more darkness in, of its own accord, rising with his rage.
“You’re doing it again, watch your anger, control your rage, temper your celebration, you must become the master of your emotions if you wish for them to not drive you as before.”
Tad heard the words, but it all felt so unfair! He’d done it. After all this time, he’d finally done it!
“You did nothing.” Vander repeated. “Not today. You took a single swing alone. The same as your first day.”
Tad’s breathing slowed marginally as he tried to process what Vander was saying.
Vander continued. “I have waited for this day to begin your formal instruction. Until you reached this point, you would not have understood. Even now you might not understand.” Vander’s grip tightened. “Show me that you understand.”
Tad closed his eyes, blinking heavily. He’d had so much time to go over in circles what Vander might have been trying to teach him, but it always seemed like some cruel passive torture. “I don’t know what you mean!” Tad said, yet he breathed deeply, getting a better grip on his rampant rage.
“Yesterday you worked 512 times harder than you have today,” Vander stated.
“Nothing happened yesterday, today I cut down the tree!” Tad said again, insistent.
“You have chopped at that tree 156,672 times previously, yet this last one was the one that felled it. When did you fell the tree?”
“Today!” Tad said belligerently, even though he knew where Vander was leading with this.
Vander shook his head, his brown eyes pleading. “If you cannot overcome your pride, then I cannot teach you.”
“Good!” Tad yelled back, “Then don’t teach me! I’ll figure it out myself, I always have!” He spat the words in Vander’s face.
Vander’s expression of pleading dropped to overwhelming sadness. “You don’t mean that.”
“I do mean it!” Tad spat. “I’m sick of it, sick of doing these stupid things without being told why!”
Vander’s head tilted back, his eyes glaring through his lashes. “Well, then there we have it. If that’s really how you feel, then we’ll part ways. I’ll report what happened to Mother Omega.”
“Fine!” Tad yelled, it was so unfair! “I don’t care what you want anymore. I don’t care what she wants! I just want to be left alone!”
Vander nodded sadly. “Alone you shall be. Goodbye, Tad.” He lifted one hand above his head, palm facing upward, and blasted a constant stream of white-hot energy. Tad lifted his hand before his face to shield his eyes from the brightness, and in doing so, he blocked his sight of Vander.
Both the heat and the light vanished and Tad found himself blinking through a pillar of bright-green afterimage, searching for where Vander had been, but the creator was gone.
An echoing rumble back toward the cabin caught Tad’s attention, and he took off running. He made it to the clearing in a flash, but it was still too late. Smoldering rubble stood where the cabin had been, likely just an instant before, and there was no sign of Vander. “You think that’s impressive?” Tad yelled defiantly, bringing up his own hand to mimic Vander’s posture. He sucked as much power as he could through his tail, filled with the rage and despair that always seemed to haunt him, and blasted his own death ray, his own Omega Ragnarok, straight into the air. The force of the attack crushed downward on him, and an intense pain filled every square inch of his body, but he only increased the strength of the attack. His pain fueled his rage, and his rage fueled his attack.
Unlike Vander’s attack, his didn’t come back down, but instead shot straight upward, straight into the vortex of blackness that always loomed above, the quiet threat of death. Yet Tad’s attack didn’t even cause the vortex to tremble. It absorbed the full dark pillar of pure destructive energy silently.
Tad stood, his chest heaving as his blast finished. A deep weariness wrenched at his heart and hot tears filled his eyes. It always came back to this wretched state. Always! His ember of rage burned out and Tad stumbled back into the forest, back to where his only new source of shelter would be: his own chopped-down tree.
He was tired of following Vander’s insane instructions. Why was he doubling his chops every thirty days? It made no sense. He deserved an explanation. It had almost been an entire year, but nothing had gotten better, nothing! He’d only chopped one tree when he could have done it in a tenth of that time!
Tad made it to where his felled tree lay and found a clump of branches that had been pushed up from the great weight of the tree. However, they didn’t snap due to their strength. Instead, they bent upward into a small dome, and he forced his way through the errant branches and foliage until he sat within, hidden from the black sky. Hidden from his desire for self-destruction.
He lay on the soft earth and closed his eyes, though rest didn’t come.
Rest, he knew, would never come.
***Tad’s own actions surprised him the next day. Despite Vander still being MIA, Tad found that there was little else to do in this strange place besides continue with his daily tree chopping. He was almost glad that Vander hadn’t returned, as he felt embarrassed any time he thought about his total meltdown the day before. He didn’t want to admit it out loud, just in case Vander was watching or listening. He knew it was childish, but he didn’t care.
What he did care about, much to his own astonishment, was continuing to be a ‘woodcutter.’ He couldn’t explain it, not with his words or even his thoughts, but he’d been doing it day after day after day for so long that at some point it was ingrained in him, and he found himself itching to get to work with his axe.
After his 512 chops ended, he surprised himself for a second time that day. He put the axe down. He had thought Vander had been the only reason he’d stopped working each day, but here he found that his work was satisfying. He’d made considerable progress on a new tree, which was slightly larger than the last one he’d done. He’d been able to debark a good twenty feet. 
From the other tree that Tad had already felled, Tad extracted some tree blood from its stump and drank it. It didn’t taste like the same stew he’d been eating each morning and night, so he’d found his own way to cook it, using a stewpot he’d forged from his own shadow and using a small sustained firebolt to heat it up.
Overall, the stew wasn’t bad, though it was more like a soup than a stew. Tad didn’t have any of the roots, and he was out of chops for the day. Perhaps tomorrow, he’d try to procure some of the softer roots to enhance his soup.
After dinner, he had planned to retire to an early bed, but something kept niggling at his psyche as he stared at the huge felled tree. He reached up and felt the three pins at his lapel. Only the first of the three was shaped like an axe, the second was the Viking wood splitter that teleported him to a lumberyard, and the third was the woodcutter’s chisel. He’d briefly explored each that first day, before meeting Vander, but both had been completely ignored so far until now.
He’d spent all this time here, at Vander’s instruction, but he was almost certain he knew what Vander would say if he was still here. “Let’s return to the word room and discuss what to do with the wood.”
The word room was destroyed now, so anything he did would be on his own. 
Taking the felled tree to the lumberyard would remove his impromptu shelter of the small clearing of tree branches underneath the felled tree, but over time... he could build his own shelter, a proper one, not a cabin made from raw logs and so huge that it made no sense. He could make a shelter that was his size. Maybe one with a fireplace. And maybe a spa, or a hot tub. He looked around at the immense forest all around him, with all this wood he was certain he could do all that and more.
Tad shook his head at the strange feeling in his gut. Why was this so alluring to him, when everything had been so dark and dull? Had Vander’s teaching, however minimal, been infused with something that could really lead him to redemption?
The question hanging in his soul caused him to doubt his own thoughts.
He put a hand on the huge tree and banished the entire thing into his soul. Then he gripped the pin on his necklace that looked like a sword but had taken him to the empty lumberyard, and suddenly he stood there.
The lumberyard was completely empty except for one feature. Among the endless stiff green grass spread out on all sides, there was a large flat rock, atop which lay a huge two-handed sword - a Viking woodsplitter.
Tad gripped the leather-bound hilt of the sword in both hands and it had quite a bit of heft, unlike his tiny one-handed axe that he’d had on his belt... speaking of which, Tad felt at his belt and the axe was nowhere to be found. He frowned, but a quick tug on his lapel sent him back to the enormous forest, where the axe was lying on the ground, and even though he’d been gripping the Viking woodsplitter in one hand, it had vanished. Tad tried to banish the small wood-axe to his void slot but it just... didn’t go.
Besides a dungeon pouch, Tad had been able to banish just about anything to his void slot, the fact that he couldn’t do this troubled him. He tried wrapping it in shadow, like he’d done with Liam and Gerald using his cloak, but even then the axe fell to the ground as its shroud vanished into his soul.
He had no idea what it meant, but he returned to the lumberyard.
He summoned the huge tree, positioning the base of the tree on the rock, then pulled. The tree appeared, stretching out hundreds of feet as it rocked gently back and forth until all its momentum ran out and its branches settled. Tad leapt up to the top of the base of the tree; it still boggled his mind at how large this tree was. Just the circumference of the trunk had to be ten stories high. Tad estimated three feet of length from the base and raised the hefty Viking wood splitter overhead, then hit downward with all his might. A resounding thwack echoed throughout the empty grassy landscape. The blade cut into the timber a good foot and he knew then that his progress would likely be just as slow as felling the tree. He pursed his lips in thought. Vander was no longer here to stop him from continuing further, but the memory of him desperately attacking the first tree played through his memory. He’d made no progress that day.
And stranger yet, he didn’t understand his strange compulsion to continue his woodcutting. He’d thought that without an instructor, he would quit and never look back, and it was more than just the fact that there was nothing else to do. No... during the time he was hacking at the trees, planning and executing - the pain and sorrows that had perpetually crushed him had vanished.
It felt like some strange spell, almost like when he’d been in the middle of a super chaotic and life-pressing fight, where everything bled away, except it lacked the urgency. It was strangely relaxing.
He wanted this wood-splitting activity to have the same compelling effect as the woodcutting. And if that was the case... Then he needed to follow Vander’s methodology.
Once he had actually split some wood, he could start visiting the carpentry shop. He could start small, with utensils, cups, and bowls, then move on to chairs and tables, and then beyond. But he would have to take it one step at a time. For thirty days, he would just strike once with his wood splitter. When he had wood, he would score the wood in the workshop, just once for thirty days. Then he would double it.
And he would keep doubling it, just like his woodcutting.
Despite the plan fresh in his mind, Tad resisted the urge to pull the wood splitter from the top of the tree and make a second strike.
He gripped the axe-pin on his lapel and teleported back to the forest.
He cooked up another thin tree blood soup and sipped it, the warmth filling his gut.
There would be tomorrow.
He could do it all over again tomorrow.
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Chapter 35


*45% Infinite.* 
Tad snapped back to life, drawing in great breaths, his heart hammering in his chest. He felt drawn tight, like a metal cord tightened to snapping. He’d put four more points into two-handed weapon mastery, four more into darkness regeneration, and one into darkness capacity. Each point he’d put had caused the crushing upward acceleration of pentation to be even more severe.
“Tetra,” he uttered, before slumping over in weariness from sequentially increasing his stats.
Strong slender hands caught his shoulders, keeping him sitting. “Fighhht?” The amber-eyed fairy asked with concern in his voice.
Tad shook his head. “I’m alright.” It had taken a while to realize that not every ‘fighhht,’ was actually an invitation to fight - though most of them were. Chubchub had come a long way in his own strength, and even in the complexity of his thoughts, but his ability to speak ended with just the single word. Chubchub drew near, and stared straight into Tad’s eyes, from just centimeters away. “Fighhht,” he whispered emphatically. This one was an invitation to fight.
Tad lay down on the obsidian, closing his eyes. “We can in a bit, I just need to catch my breath.”
“Fighhht,” Chubchub said, deflated.
Chubchub turned his back to Tad and sat down a couple of feet away. A soft light glowed from the small creature. Tad leaned over on one arm, to peer around Chubchub’s back, to see what he was up to. Both of his hands were brought right up to his nose as he watched two figures of light on his palm, fighting. One was Tad in his destroyer mode, the other was Chubchub. Their swords flashed in a blur of speed. More often than not, the hologram Chubchub outdid Tad’s destroyer form.
This was how it usually went. Chubchub had been pushing Tad for a while - it had only taken a dozen transformations for him to completely outclass Tad in Tetration mode. His growth was both unbelievable and unfathomable. While he lacked the ability to innovate in combat, or even with his own power development, he was a perfect mime, able to absorb any external influence and copy its fighting style, powers, trajectory of growth, and even spells or enhancements. Tad had learned that last one painfully as he’d been pushed to the limit and relied on speedfury one too many times, only to be surprised by Chubchub’s own version of speedfury, his wings glowing brighter shades of their emerald green as his speed kept up with Tad’s own.
“Omega didn’t even know what she had with you, did she?”
Chubchub snapped to his feet, his golden holograms winking out. “Fighhht.” He nodded sternly.
Tad shuddered to think what would have happened had she realized what Chubchub was capable of - Tad doubted he would have ever seen it himself had he not had to live through his opponents’ deaths. Chubchub looked at Tad appraisingly, as if to ask him to fight, then changed his mind. Resuming the mirage-battle on his hands, Chubchub lifted it to his face, his large amber eyes darting back and forth between the two fighting figures. His face showed utter seriousness. For the umpteenth time, he wondered idly what Fenrir would make of the strange fairy creature. Chubchub turned, feeling Tad’s eyes on him, and rushed over excitedly. “Fighhht?”
Tad shook his head again. “I’m trying to go up to the next level, so I can bring you up.”
Chubchub banished the figures before he knelt before Tad, sat on his heels with his hands on his knees. “Fighhht, fighhht,” he said emphatically, though Tad doubted he understood.
Tad’s heart fluttered at the thought, pounding faster and faster at what was to come. He’d not yet reached the same plateau as he’d found with tetration, even after allocating nine more stat points - to that point where he could stay conscious and in control through the acceleration, and that worried him.
Chubchub waved his arms animatedly, pointing to himself, then pointing to Tad, saying ‘Fighhht,’ in a hundred different ways, imitating the way Tad spoke.
“You... want to come with me?”
He nodded hard, twice, his huge amber eyes dead serious.
Tad shook his head. “I can’t. I won’t be able to turn it off for you like I did last time. You’ll have to endure it the entire time - I can’t do that to you.”
Chubchub grabbed his hand, and Tad had to freeze his fingerteeth to stop them from consuming the organic material. He drew close, their faces nearly an inch away from each other. “Fighhht.” He whispered conspiratorially.
Tad’s eyebrows shot up. “You want to do it together? To be there for me?”
“Fighhht, Fighhht!” He said cheerfully. He leapt into the air and spun twice, happy he’d gotten his meaning through, before kneeling back before Tad, more serious than ever. Gingerly, he reached out one hand and placed it over Tad’s chest, where his heart was beating more furiously than ever. “Fighhht.” He said solemnly.
“You’re worried about me...” Tad said, flabbergasted. Even after swallowing Raekast, even after being made by Omega, the essence of death and perhaps evil, and then being abandoned for eternities, even after all that eternal isolation... Tad had to fight tears from springing in his eyes. This creature before him had never given up hope. Even in death - the first death - it had only been saddened that it had never had the chance to live fully, to grow and thrive.
And now, that same creature... who had only ever been concerned with fighting and growing, was already reaching out, concerned for his wellbeing.
“How did something so pure come out of this shithole?”
“Fighhht, Fighhht!” Chubchub said with a smile on his face, twirling once more, overwhelmed with positive emotion. 
It seemed wrong to give such a pure creature so much pain and suffering, to thrust the burden of Pentation on him, so that Tad alone could climb higher. But if they were in it together...
Tad’s heart felt strangely light. 
If he had someone with him...
This time he couldn’t stop the tears from forming and rolling down his cheeks. He wiped them away with the palms of his hands. 
He hadn’t realized just how much he’d been missing Fenrir, missed having that strong, if vicious, presence within him to keep him company, and to help lead him down his path. He didn’t realize how strained he was under the weight that the upgrade to the capacity of the infinite was putting on him. 
And now the roles were reversed. It was Tad who was pushing Chubchub through devastatingly brutal increases, so that the two could continue growing. 
But if he didn’t have to do it alone... his heart sang at the thought, that someone might be there alongside him throughout the ravages of eternities trapped in his mind, that someone else would be experiencing it too. 
The image of Chubchub collapsed under the full weight of Tetration, his half-golden destroyer, half delicate fairy body huddled in tears with his shoulders shaking, flashed before his mind’s eye. 
Could he really force him to go through that again? Even knowing how much worse it would be this time? 
“It’s going to be worse than last time,” Tad said seriously. 
“Fighhht,” Chubchub matched his seriousness. 
“And you’re up for it?” 
“Fighhht.” 
Tad took a deep breath. “If you join me for my next transformation... I won’t be able to stop it.” 
“Fighhht.” 
Tad grasped Chubchub’s hand. “Let’s get you to Pentation first then.” 
***Bringing Chubchub up to pentation proved no small feat. He weathered the initial shock the first flash of Penta mode provided remarkably well. After which, it took dozens upon dozens of transformations, some with invigorating presence on, others without it. 
Chubchub was surprisingly accurate in the assessments of his own limits. He occasionally would stop after a transformation and demand that they ‘fighhht.’ Their combats only seemed to rejuvenate his spirit, and soon they found themselves back at pushing Chubchub ever towards pentational growth of his own. 
It was a long and arduous process in which weeks passed - had there been any accurate measuring of time in this pit of eternal darkness. The process, however, was one that Tad was surprised to find immense pleasure in. To watch and teach, to share in another’s growth, especially an individual so capable, so talented, he’d rarely felt anything like the joy of it and often found himself wondering if Fenrir had felt the same about him. 
After many, many transformations, Chubchub finally mastered his own power of Pentation, and their combat-heavy training sessions resumed to help push him into the deep end of his powers, allowing him to grow to the very edge. The weather never changed in the eternal expanse of darkness that served as their training grounds, nor did night ever turn to day with the rising of the sun, but even in the eternal gloom, the two pressed on, blinded by the light of their own growth. 
Tad itched to continue his own progress - to go back into that left-handed skill tree, and test out other modes beyond Support form. He was eager to try to get that ‘Railgun’ mode for himself that could be the genesis of a superpowered new attack, outclassing that of even ‘Omega Ragnarok.’ But the thought of having a companion who would be with him, experiencing that same eternal growth - no matter how painful - drove him to lift Chubchub every step closer.
Finally, however, the ‘day’ came. Tad’s stomach was twisted in anticipatory dread, knowing what was about to come. 
“Invigorating Presence.” 
Chubchub breathed in excitedly, his wide eyes eager for what was to come. 
Tad only hoped he could make that expression after they made it through the other side. “Ready?” 
Chubchub nodded vigorously. “Fighhht!” 
“Fight indeed,” Tad said. He brought up his skill tree. 
*Upgrade ‘Capacity for the Infinite’ (press for advanced details): 5/10* 
“We’re halfway there,” Tad said weakly. He didn’t need to pull up the documentation for Hexation. He knew it was just near endless, repeated pentations. He’d barely survived the last 9 points which were all Pentations, and now all he had to do was just survive endless racing pentations. 
That was all... 
“Fighhht! Fighhht! Fighhht!” Chubchub said cheerily, extending a hand. 
Tad took it. For how strong Chubchub was, his hands were nothing like Tad’s own gnarled, twisted, fingerteeth. They were straight and delicate, clean and prim even. Tad hoped his fingerteeth would be swallowed up in the ravages of power so they wouldn’t tear holes into Chubchub’s hand. 
Tad gripped his hand hard, and Chubchub squeezed comfortingly. 
Sweat dripped down in great rivulets, down his face, neck, and back. To do this successfully, he had to be ready to die. He knew it in his heart. No part of him wanted to die, not anymore. But to face the weight of the challenge before him and give it his all, to the edge of his abilities and beyond. To grow and gain the strength to match those monsters of the heavens... he had to be all in. To gain this power was worth dying for. 
To even attempt it, he had to think it was worth it, even if it caused him to perish. 
He needed that level of commitment, that level of will and dedication.
“Ready?” he asked again, much more steadily this time, his calmness returning. He’d never tested his mental fortitude this severely, and each notch up this accursed skill tree was a new form of mental torture - but it honed his control, finer and finer.
“Fighhht,” Chubchub said, deadly serious. His amber eyes were so sharp that Tad thought his gaze alone might cut.
It was good to see that he was taking this seriously.
“Alright, here goes nothing.”
In a single deep exhale, evacuating all the air from his lungs, Tad tapped the skill point.
It was life’s greatest irony that all that power, all that pain, could be initiated by the act of tapping a single finger. One finger pressing a button.
Tad screamed and heard Chubchub’s simultaneous scream. It felt like they were strapped to a meteor, hurtling through planet after planet, destroying everything in their path. The power grew faster and faster, more delirious every second. It threatened to swallow Tad wholly, to burn him up and leave nothing left. Yet despite all his own suffering, all he could think about was the innocent creature’s hand which he gripped. 
He mustered all the presence of mind he could. “Are you still there?” he screamed, his throat raw. He could barely hear himself through the screaming speed of the acceleration.
As if from the opposite end of a deep tunnel came a reply. “Fighhht!”
And fight he did. Tad withstood the burning pain, the endless careening of swirling upward growth, the infinite stretch of his soul.
Eternities passed with him in the swirling maelstrom. When the gulf of endless woe pressed on the last straw of his sanity, and things were beyond his ability to bear, he would search.
Search for what he clung to.
And he would feel a squeeze in return.
“Are you there?” He’d yell into the void.
“Fighhht!” Always rang back.
And his heart would sing, sing that at least he wasn’t alone in this suffering - there was one other, one other with him.
One who shared his pain.
And somehow, he could stand it. He could bear it, bear all the crushing weight that endless acceleration foisted upon him. 
He learned to bear it, moment by moment, in the fire of endless trials, as the endless force forged him into the very weapon that could bear it.
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Chapter 36


Vander gasped as he came back to himself. He fell out of the golden vines that shielded his inner sanctum and vomited a golden spray across the floor. His limbs were jelly, his mind completely seared. 
That bastard!
Vander fought to pull his emotions back to acceptable parameters, and it was the hardest thing he’d ever done. Vander quested outward, feeling for the locks on his hideout.
Seven of the eight had been breached. Just how long had he been tortured? That his mind still worked proved the effectiveness of his control training, but he only had one seal left before Zero found him. He had just been tortured for countless millennia, and then forced to relive it. Even though the memories from his extensions played several thousand times faster than real life, it had given Zero plenty of time to search for him. But it wasn’t over yet.
His original hadn’t been discovered yet!
Vander calmed his mind once more, finally able to bring his panic down to near undetectable levels. His mind was scorched, but he’d done this so many times that the soothing balm of sanity returned to him quickly.
He pulled his sanctum from the back of the turtle shell so far away, and reapplied it to another object he’d stored away just for this purpose. The mouth of a cave in a mountainous dimension.
The lock on his eighth seal broke the same moment that Vander finished the transfer and he pulled himself through the golden vines and through the portal to lead to the cave-mouth hideout.
The portal winked closed behind him as he pulled himself through the cave mouth on his elbows. He collapsed but couldn’t allow himself to fall asleep yet, not until he’d finished the new seals. He selected seven prepared objects and layered them within each other: the cave mouth inside the den of a fox, the den inside an apple, the apple inside a treasure chest at the bottom of the sea, the treasure chest within the leg of a table, the table leg within a grain of sand, the grain of sand within a golden idol, and the idol within the ringed doorhandle of a lava-dimension dungeon.
He took a series of tiny breaths to stop his constant hyperventilation. The images of his own dissection and torture flashed before his mind’s eye continually. The smells of his innards being cooked and regrowing to cook once more filled his nostrils, but Vander couldn’t stop, not before he finalized his extensions hub. He pulled at the turtle shell, which at this point was considerably far away. The memory lights were slow to react, and much to Vander’s dismay, a full six lights flew to his location.
Six.
Vander’s head spun. Zero had caught them all. All of his subsequents! How long had Vander’s torture memory been? He could think of no other experience so long or so torturous! His whole body trembled as he considered what Zero had done to each of his extensions.
The memory lights soon floated around his fist as he tied them to a new object, the first of his fortress sequence. He wound them into the frame of the cave mouth.
Finally, his work was done, but instead of checking his glowing memories, he sat frozen out of pure fear. He hadn’t understood the reason for the first memory’s length until it was too late. Somehow, Zero had hijacked his technique and even modified his glowing memories to force him to watch the full duration. More sweat streamed down his neck, his back, and his arms. His hair was a soggy mess and time and time again he wiped it away, expecting blood, but only finding sweat.
The torture had been eternal. Vander had thought that it would never end.
Zero was a monster.
Vander had known that for endless aeons, but only now did he recognize the scariest part of Zero.
The man never got bored.
He would spend countless years, torturing an extension on the off-chance that it might hurt the original and bring Zero closer to his goals. The man was unerring, never deviating from the path he walked.
Tentatively, Vander summoned his golden memories and inspected them. Two were considerably older than the others; they glowed a pale yellow, like soggy cheese, while the remaining four were in various shades of bright gold. They were far more recent. Vander prodded the first two and found that their duration was much shorter than the torture he’d just endured. Acidic ants ate at the lining of his naked stomach, at least it felt that way, and he knew from experience just how unpleasant it was. Despite every instinct shrieking at him not to check the remaining four, Vander forced himself forward. He wouldn’t touch the memories, only check the length.
As with the one he’d already lived, all four of these were impossibly long. Vander collapsed, his legs no longer holding his weight. His limbs trembled uncontrollably as he fought to regain control of his body.
Almost to escape his current distress, he took the first of his extension’s memories, one of the safe ones, and placed it between his molars and cracked it open fully, just to escape how he felt in that moment.
Vander stood somewhere else, in a place that was dark. It took only a moment to orient himself, and then he lived as the subsequent had. All thoughts of being tortured vanished in an instant as his psyche fused with his subsequent’s.
He immediately recognized Mother Omega’s sacred oubliette, where she had been abandoned for all time and eternity. Where she had been forgotten, but somehow, she’d worked herself out of her own prison and then turned the accursed place into her headquarters. The darkness of the oubliette was suffocating; only the outlines of the hexagonal structure of the room were visible, but only in a way that made you think you were imagining it. He focused on the conversion, and on not making the mistake of looking up. He’d never make that mistake twice.
“One that may be suitable to become my child has entered Titan,” Mother Omega spoke, her face almost shining in the darkness, and Vander felt his interest pique. “He is broken, as you were when I found you discarded.”
Vander knelt and nodded. “How may I serve you, Mother?”
She turned her blindfolded eyes in his direction, and he knew she saw right through him. “He needs to choose for himself, as you did. For there is no other way to come back from beyond the brink.”
Vander knew the truth of that statement; it resonated in his bones. You could not convince one to live when they had chosen death. The road back to life, back to hope, back to the light was one that was likely harder than giving in to despair.
“His trauma originates from being pushed too hard, too fast, and then having to watch everything he worked so hard to protect torn out from under him. You must start small. Small enough that he has time to heal, but he must stay focused and structured.”
Vander nodded, kneeling deeper. “Do you have a location in mind?”
Mother Omega’s lips parted to show just the tips of her fingerteeth. “The forest of Omega.”
Vander felt a rippling shock flow through him. “What can he hope to do there? None can cut those trees. None but you.”
“As I said, he is the first potential child. He must feed on the blood of Omega; it must nourish his soul, stir his potential to life. Even still, he may choose death. His injuries are deep, and his soul has been consumed by the flames of his trials. He stands on the precipice and must be persuaded one way or the other. But if he makes it through...” Her smile widened, exposing the first knuckle of her upper fingerteeth. Even in the darkness, her face seemed to glow with dreams of the potential.
“I will do as you ask.” The memory sped up as he and Mother Omega worked in the forest. She cut the lumber and shaped it, and Vander built the giant cabin. Static occasionally warped the experience, forcing Vander out long enough for a surge of his panic to grow.
“A bit of guile will be required,” Mother Omega spoke again, the memory slowing down. Vander fit two gigantic boards together; they had been carved in such a way that joining them with nails or glue wasn’t necessary. They fit together like a puzzle piece; the craftsmanship was extraordinary. Once more, he couldn’t help but be impressed with the creature before him. It was like she possessed all knowledge, though he didn’t make the mistake of telling her so. He didn’t want to have to sit through one of her lectures about the ‘eternal nature of progression.’
“Guile, Mother?”
She nodded, and her face twisted and vanished in another static artifact. “You must convince the boy that cutting the trees is nothing extraordinary, that it is a matter of fact, an eventuality. That anyone, including you, can do so. That it is the natural course; otherwise, his own doubts will prevent him from accomplishing it.” Mother grinned once more. “I’ve devised a stratagem to help him unlock his own potential.” The memory flashed out completely before it sped up once more as he followed her to a huge dome of a room.
Once again, it slowed down for her speech. “This, you will say, is a terminal of the Level-up program. He will understand what it means.” With each word she spoke, a blackened bubble darker than darkness floated in the air.
“What is this-“ Vander stopped as bubbles formed with each word, golden and shining. “Room?”
Mother Omega waved her hand, popping the bubbles before her. “Just a little showmanship to deceive, to give the appearance of power. The room itself measures the conviction of your words, that is all. Tell him, however, that it is a terminal of the Level-up program, and he shall do the rest.”
She handed him a small obsidian orb, about the size of a marble, a knowing smile on her face. “When he says something worthy of conviction, hide this within his words, an easy enough task for one of your skill.”
Vander nodded once more, not sure what the tiny marble would do.
“One final thing,” Mother Omega said. “At some point, he may refuse his training - if that day comes, press the conflux in the cabin. We will isolate the boy for a time.” She smiled cruelly. “But don’t wait too long - check on him as soon as you can, he’ll need more guidance.”
The memory fast-forwarded once more, and even more artifacts flashed through it as the footage seemed to degrade more and more. The two finally finished their preparations. Then he met the one that could become Omega’s child. He met the ‘boy’. Tad, however, looked like no boy Vander had ever seen. Nine feet tall, with blood-red lips and pale skin like the thinnest of bleached paper. Though the Omega-shaped irises he had were identical to those of Mother Omega. That was the biggest shock. The memory was like watching through several window screens at this point, the audio cutting out.
Tad was frantically cutting at a tree, then turned and blasted the extension in the chest with a blast of such destruction that the memory cut out instantly, and suddenly all the artifacts within the footage made sense. That attack had been so powerful that it damaged the extension’s memories. That’s why there were so many skips and strange artifacts that Vander had never seen before.
Suddenly, Vander was back in his own body. Sweat still streamed down the back of his neck, but it was for a different reason. If that attack had hit his main body... he might be unmade.
That thought caused a shiver of fear to roll up his spine, along with a strange longing. Before, back when he was a wretch wishing for the end, he might have welcomed unmaking, but now, having come back from the brink, the idea that he could be permanently unmade was... disturbing.
Vander sought that place of calm within his soul, the temple of peace that he was forming. Eventually, if he could construct it strong enough, he thought it might even be able to withstand an eternity of Zero’s tortures, without unsettling him or flooding him with fear. Though the temple would take countless eternities to finish, for he had to understand himself perfectly, and there was much to go. 
He mused over Mother’s words. She had instructed Vander to trick the boy. “Unless he believes it can be done, he’ll never be able to do it.”
Vander knew the wisdom of those words. With those things that strain your soul the most, you must believe first, only then will the pathway forward open.
This memory flipped through his mind’s eye quickly. He watched the boy train until he chopped down his first tree. The two quarreled and the demon refused any more training. Mother had predicted even this. As instructed by Mother, he returned to the cabin and pressed the self-destruct conflux. Both the cabin and Vander’s extension itself were destroyed in the blast.
Vander came to himself, alone, in the center of his new sanctum. His layers of golden ivy had already grown down to the floor. 
He snapped to his feet - Mother had said he should check on the boy. Acting as his ‘instructor’ was only the first part of the deception. Vander was there only to show the boy the way, and then see what he chose. Not many could find the way back to life once the bird of death had nestled within their breast. He couldn’t go in his current state - he needed to send a new subsequent and send that alone. It was far too reckless to go anywhere with his original. With his other memories locked as they were, he could only make three new subsequents. Zero had found a way to cripple him, even without ever directly touching him.
Vander’s shoulders trembled once more, but he’d already moved past forming the subsequent. He’d send the first one after the boy, to see what he’d chosen.
Though from the memory of their last conversation, he was almost certain the boy was dead.
“I’m sorry, Mother. I wished it could have turned out another way.”
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Chapter 37


Tad opened his skill tree, closing any windows he didn’t need. 
*Skill points to allocate 1242.*
Chubchub was off, searching for the border of this endless blackness. The green fairy had gotten bored of using his palm-mirages to rehearse their last combat, so Tad had given him this task, just to give himself a few moments to think. As great of a training partner as he was, his relentless desire to fight was exhausting.
*Left Hand Skill Tree:
Defense form: 0/1 Unlocks shield skill tree 
Energy form: 0/1 Unlocks energy augmentation skill tree
Support form: Unlocked!
Transport form: 0/1 Unlocks combat mobility tree 
Recovery form: 0/1 Unlocks recovery tree
Right Hand Skill Tree:
Odachi: Unlocked!
Yumi: 0/1 Unlocks upgrade tree for Yumi - a Japanese-style longbow 0/1
Estoc: 0/1 Unlocks upgrade tree for Estoc - a type of longsword optimized for thrusting
Rondel: 0/1 Unlocks upgrade tree for Rondel - A stiff-bladed medieval dagger.
Ω(Omega): 0/∞ Consumes a skill point to reroll one unallocated mode (Left Hand) or unallocated weapon (Right Hand).*
Tad read the bottom line again and again. He could reroll any of the weapons and categories he wanted, and it would only cost a skill point each - which he had plenty of, and pain and suffering for his time - at least if it worked the same way as his Rebirth of the Fallen skill point - which, if knowing Omega in the slightest, it did.
He would not avoid the stretch and swell of infinity if he wanted to reroll any of these... Which suited his purpose perfectly. He could cycle through weapon after weapon, or mode after mode, keeping only those he was most interested in, and at the same time, he could practice becoming accustomed to the swells of hexation, preparing for that which was to come.
Now that he had Darkness regeneration maxed out, he didn’t value recovery mode. That would be the first one he’d reroll.
He tapped the Omega reroll skill.
*47%, 46% Infinite!*
Tad barely read the text before the pure strength of Hexation rolled over him. Having passed through its fires already once, even with Chubchub close at hand, gave him the confidence to endure. It was terrible. It was brutal. It felt eternally long.
It was over. 
*Rampage form: 0/1 Unlocks Rampage tree.*
Tad’s eyebrows shot up. What on earth would be in rampage mode? It was an intriguing mode... and wanting time to consider it more fully, he moved on to reroll Defense form at the top. First off, he was very happy with his Odachi transformations and didn’t think he’d want a shield skill tree.
Tad rerolled it. Aeons passed.
*Dancer form: 0/1 Unlocks Dancer skill tree.*
Tad swore. His first instinct was that this would be useless, until the mental image of him dancing through a horde of enemies, dispatching them, played through his mind. It wasn’t as compelling as Rampage mode, however, so he rerolled it again.
Forever flashed.
Again he had to shake his head and pause to catch his breath, clearing his thoughts. He slumped slightly from the intense pressure he had to endure just to reroll - not to mention the drop in power was equally dramatic, each time it felt like his guts were being pulled out through the soles of his feet.
*Distortion form: 0/1 Unlocks Distortion tree.*
Another word starting with the letter D. Tad’s eyes flicked back to his skill tree; he read down the left side, the first letters spelling out: ‘Destroyer.’ 
Flash.
*Dazzle form: 0/1 Unlocks Dazzle tree.*
Flash.
*Deception form: 0/1 Unlocks Deception tree.*
With each delve back into the acceleration of Hexation, he grew more confident in his ability to withstand it. To believe that an end would come. Still, however, he didn’t like any of the modes. He rerolled past ‘Decoy form,’ ‘Dazzle form,’ and even ‘Dodge form,’ each less appealing than the last. He needed something he could have confidence in. Something that sounded useful, or dangerous - like Rampage mode did.
He came back from another roll on the tossing seas of power, with a new mode flashing before his eyes.
*Dread form: 0/1 Unlocks the dread tree.*
For the first time since the dancer tree, a mental image filled Tad’s mind, inflaming his curiosity. The ability to inflict dread into his opponents’ hearts... Would that even work on enemies like Zero? Tad wasn’t sure, but the memory of standing before dungeons, his heart timid, his legs giving out, flashed before his mind’s eye.
If he could make his opponents feel like that...
If he were to allocate the point, he’d be giving up all other ‘D’ lettered trees. He hadn’t seen a ‘Destroy’ tree yet, nor a ‘Darkness’ tree, though he was already a destroyer filled with endless darkness, so he doubted he would take either of those anyway.
He settled on dread mode, allocating the point.
*47% Infinite!*
*Dread form: Unlocked! Unlocks the dread tree
Active Skills:
Aura of Fear: 0/1 Broadcast your powerscore for all to feel. Toggleable.
Seal Abilities: 0/1 Stop another creature from being able to cast spells. Charges 1/1
Seal Power: 0/1 Reduce acceleration of growth of another creature by 50%. Charges 1/1
Passive Skills:
Infection of Dread: 0/1 Stain enemies with the memory of your aura of fear for 1 second.
Acceleration Damper: 0/1 While afflicted with ‘Infection of Dread’ reduce acceleration of growth by 50%.*
Tad’s mind swirled with the possibilities. He envisioned unleashing each of his ‘modes’ while having his Aura of Fear activated. Only to vanish and switch to another form, but the brightness of his powerscore would blind his enemies while simultaneously reducing their ability to keep up with his own growth.
A solid form.
Tad’s mind slid back to Rampage form, and after a fight with himself, he decided to reroll it. He had the image of Limit Tester, his arm shooting back behind him a solid twenty feet as it whirled to life to fire a bullet of extreme power - and if he could combine that form with Omega Ragnarok...
The combination would be killer. 
He rerolled through Retribution form, Radiance form, Remnant Form, and a dozen others before he got to what he was looking for. 
*48% Infinite!* 
Supreme power rolled through him as he read the description of his new form. 
*Railgun form: Unlocked! 
Projectile Supreme: 0/1 Allows you to load your own projectile. 
Electromagnetic Enhancement: Apply devastating electromagnetic enhancement to your projectile. 0/1. 
Swirl of the Void: 0/5 increases projectile power in relation to Capacity for the Infinite by the Capacity for the Infinite.* 
Tad couldn’t help himself from grinning. He wished that Chubchub would get bored out there and return so he could add these points and then test his own devastating destruction capacity. 
There was still no sign of the fairy, no matter how far Tad pushed his perception tendrils, so Tad turned his attention to the last two forms that he’d not used yet - Energy form, and Transportation form. 
He started with Energy form. 
Flash. The rerolls were starting to make his mind feel like it had been slashed and burned. 
*Elixir form: 0/1 Unlocks the Elixir tree.* 
Tad shook his head; this wasn’t it. This was what Limit Tester had used against him - Tad didn’t want a healing form; his darkness regeneration would be better value. 
Flash. 
*Elevate form: 0/1 Unlocks the Elevate tree.* 
Tad almost talked himself into this one but wanted something that grabbed him right away. He rerolled through Evoke, Erase, and one particularly useless-seeming one called Encourage form. 
But then his reroll landed on something that immediately sparked his imagination. 
*Explosion form: 0/1 Unlocks the Explosion tree.* 
This was it! He’d skipped on ‘Rampage Form’ and still was feeling a hint of regret over that one. But here he had something that seemed just as aggressive. 
Tad unlocked it. 
*49% Infinite!* 
When his vision cleared, Chubchub stood before Tad, his face almost pressed to Tad’s own. He smiled broadly when he saw Tad’s eyes react to his own. “Fighhht!”
Tad smiled, excited this time for their training. “We’ll fight, but first, we need to level up.” He had so many forms he wanted to try. 
Chubchub wrinkled his nose as if he’d been asked to eat his vegetables before dessert, but slipped his hand into Tad’s. Tad had already flicked open his newest form. 
*Explosion form: Unlocked! 
Explode: 0/1 Kaboom.* 
Tad didn’t know what to think of that one. 
But what more needed to be said about explosions? 
If it were him alone, Tad would have allocated all the points simultaneously, but with Chubchub’s well-being in mind... 
He’d do it one at a time. 

***Together, the two pushed the bounds of what Tad had thought possible. They drove each other higher and higher. Chubchub’s bouts of despondency grew more and more frequent the higher they climbed. His eager spirit to fight was more strained, even with Tad cautiously increasing their powers. Chubchub burned through transformation after transformation, most of which were the enduring type just to be able to withstand the immense pressure and pain that accompanied each new upgrade. They broke through Heptation at 54% infinite with all 5 points allocated into Dread form, and 3 into railgun form, adding the 1 needed for Explosion form. Soaring through Octation at 63% infinite, maxing out both Destroyer Resonance with 5 more points and Destroyer Energy with 3 points. Each was harder than the last, the pain and pressure of the upward spiral tested their wills, drive, and desire to continue. 
*Destroyer Resonance: 10/10 - Increase all parameters in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite. 
Destroyer Energy: 5/5 - Increase power of all energy attacks in proportion to Capacity for the Infinite.*
To reach 72% infinity, Tad placed one point into Destroyer Reunion, allowing him to revert to his human form after a short meditation - if he wished to do so without death feeding. Then he put four more points into Swirl of the Void to maximize his energy weapons in railgun mode. He put one point into Darkness Compatibility, which allowed him to feed off the strange, ancient darkness of this place, which had been the domain of Limit Tester alone. His last three points he put into Darkness Capacity, bringing it up to 4/5, his maximum health skyrocketing.
When the time came to allocate the point - to overcome Nonation itself, Chubchub was hesitant.
“Fighhht...” he said, wearily. His amber eyes, so usually filled with light, were cloudy and tired.
Tad looked from Chubchub to his skill tree. “But we’re so close! There’s just two to go.”
Chubchub clamped his teeth together, and looked, as if trying to see what Tad was looking at. “Fighhht.” He said again, but Tad wasn’t sure what the creature meant.
“You don’t want to go any higher?” Tad asked.
Chubchub shook his head vigorously. 
Tad wasn’t sure if that meant no, he didn’t want to go higher, or no, he didn’t want to be left behind. So he asked again. “You want to come with me?”
Chubchub nodded, but his delicate green features were wrinkled in concentration. Tad had never seen him like this.
Tad placed a hand on his shoulder. “We’ll get through this. Together. Like we always have.” Tad’s stomach sank in a pit. He hadn’t taken Chubchub for granted, but he needed him here. The acceleration had grown so fierce, he wasn’t sure he wanted to continue alone. Or even if he could. He gripped Chubchub’s shoulder strongly. “You want to fight, right?”
Chubchub’s eyes flicked to Tad’s then to the floor, but he nodded once firmly.
“Then that settles it.” Tad said, relieved. “We just need to do this twice more, then you can be done forever. Got it?”
Chubchub smiled weakly, half shrugging. However, he grabbed Tad’s large finger with his delicate hand. With his other hand, he threw it into the air. “Fighhht!” he said encouragingly.
Tad smiled widely. “We’ll be there, together.”
“Fighhht, fighhht, fighhht, fighhht, fighhht!” he said quickly and cheerfully.
They both sat cross-legged on the obsidian Tad had created with void creation. Tad took a deep breath, and Chubchub imitated him.
“Ready?” Tad asked.
Chubchub was quiet for a long time. Then he nodded once, letting out a little “Fighhht.” It had none of his previous cheer.
Trembling and covered in a cold sweat, Tad allocated the point.
Nonation was a monster. Endless repeated Octations swirled from zero to infinity across the horizon of his mind. The upward pressure crushed him to the size of an ant, and then smaller. He pulsed his Omega heal and screamed into the darkness. “Are you there?”
“Fighhht!” A strained voice called out weakly, forever distant.
Tad doubled his healing, fighting for his own survival against the monster that was Nonation. It felt like Alpha himself had gripped the entirety of the universe into his fist and crushed the entire pressure of it on Tad’s shoulders. He screamed until, no doubt, black blood ran into his lungs, reabsorbed into his own body. The Almighty’s fist careened through time and space faster and faster, crushing him through the endless golden barrier that separated void from eternal.
Sanity tried to flee, but Tad endured from moment to moment.
“Are you there?” Tad called, more desperate than ever.
There was no response.
Tad roared louder. “Are you there? Answer me!”
No voice called back.
Darkness unlike any other swooped into his breast; it felt hot and hungry - his despair deepened further than ever before. Where was his friend? Where was Chubchub?
He strained to listen as the howl of eternity screamed through his soul.
“Fighhht!” A voice seemed to cry in the darkness.
Tad hung on. If Chubchub could manage, so could he! The suffering redoubled, and he could feel his mind burning; he could smell his flesh cooking. He felt drawn tight, about to snap, his sanity, his mind, his soul. It was too much!
“Chubchub!” He screamed, looking for any source of redemption in that final stretch.
“Fighhht!” The voice came back.
And then it ended.
Tad stood and roared their victory. Nonation was in the bag! There was just one point left to go! “Chubchub, we did it! We...” Tad looked at his hand, dread filling his stomach. One of Chubchub’s swords had been placed in his grip, his fist clenched around it, crushing its hilt; its steel rippled through his fingers, almost feeling like he held someone’s hand. Tad spun in desperation to where a withered, desiccated corpse lay on the ground.
“Fighhht!” A voice behind him called out, and Tad turned, his heart swelling.
But there was nothing there, except for a miniature hologram of Chubchub, floating in the air, both his hands brought to his lips in the act of calling. Tad looked at it, confused. Again the pool of mana called out. “Fighhht!”
Tad’s panic filled his throat as he realized what Chubchub had done. It was the same spell, that mirage spell that Chubchub would use to reenact their battles, or play out various scenarios on his palms. Except he’d improved it, given it a voice to call to Tad in the darkness, long after he’d perished!
Even in his dying moments, Chubchub had worried over Tad’s safety more than his own.
Tad turned to his friend’s corpse on the ground. “No, no, no, no, no!” Tad fell on the ground beside his friend.
Tad’s heart broke in half. Chubchub had known he was at his limits - he’d seen the signs, the increased despondency, the hesitancy to push on... but Tad had only thought he was tired... Only thought that he needed rest...
Tad gritted his teeth, fighting through the tears. Those things weren’t true.
Some part of Tad had known that his friend was pushed to his limit. But Tad couldn’t have progressed alone, couldn’t have done it by himself - not this time! He’d hoped Chubchub would have been able to surpass those limits. He had every other time!
Tad grasped Chubchub’s delicate hand. It was stiff and cold, frozen in death.
“Resurrect Others!” Tad’s voice echoed in the darkness.
Nothing happened.
Tears streamed down his cheeks; he’d never felt so desperate to bring someone back. Not even when Liz had birthed the twins and had fallen into death.
In his desperation, not knowing how, he flipped a switch in his mind and pulled up the details of his void skill.
*Void Resurrect Others: At the cost of 75% health, bring someone back to life who has been dead for less than ten minutes. (Body must be intact.)*
At this speed... Could ten minutes have passed?
Tad didn’t care.
Images of his carefree fairy friend rushed through his mind. Chubchub didn’t deserve to die like this, didn’t deserve to burn out on Tad’s journey to power!
Tad placed both his hands on Chubchub’s chest. “Void Resurrect Others!”
But once more, nothing happened.
Tad pushed the switch to its final stage and pulled up the spell description.
*Omega Resurrect Others: At the cost of 100% health, bring someone back to life who is dead.*
Tad stared at the text.
He stared at the corpse of Chubchub.
He stared at the text.
If he had to die so Chubchub could live once more...
Then so be it.
“Omega Resurrect Others!” Tad screamed. His darkness contracted and vanished. 
The darkness swallowed him.
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Chapter 38


Vander navigated out of the maze of his sanctum. Surely, the original was preparing the next subsequent, but this one had his instructions. He traveled quickly to the fifth central nexus of Titan, it was the road that Zero patrolled the least. This meant it was more than likely a trap, but he was used to those risks by now. The original, with only three subsequents functional, had equipped this subsequent with a new ability, one he should have installed from the beginning - Self Destruction.  
Originally, he had worried that allowing his extensions to choose their own deaths might infect the original’s desire for life. Over eternities of living, his subsequents’ memory of choosing their own death would no doubt corrupt the original. It was an eventuality that could not be avoided, but it was only a stopgap, until he could rework the spell. Better to choose to die a few times, than to endure that eternal torture or lose his remaining subsequents, robbing him of the ability to act.
He silently walked through the various shifting corridors of Titan, but he knew the path well enough. He walked from jungle, to ocean, to cavern, to castle, and then from the castle’s second wardrobe, he entered into the unstructured nexus. From there, he felt himself be compressed and launched to the seventy-fourth nexus, the one closest to the forest of Omega. He arrived, a solid inch shorter, but the compression in his spine would only last for a couple of days at most. He left the nexus and walked through a maze of hallways until he came to the warp center and searched a slate wall filled with countless glass marbles. Within each marble swirled tiny dark pinpricks. He scanned the wall until he found the vortex that would spit him out in the sky over the Forest of Omega. Only the boy’s inexperience with Titan, and Mother’s guile, had allowed him to believe Vander’s lie that the vortex would destroy him. He doubted that the demon, Tad, was even still within. He’d probably figured out the trick and left a long time ago, perhaps years, though Vander no longer thought about time progressing in that way.
For existence was eternal. To think otherwise led only to misery, this was especially true for eternal beings.
Footsteps scuffed the floor in the hallway behind Vander and he stifled his breathing and pressed himself into the shadows of a corner. He calmed his mind and erased the rest of his creator light and furthermore, his presence. He then cast a shroud to hide the rest of his traces, his warmth, smell, the sounds of his heartbeat. Mastery of self and presence was the first needed skill to hide from the monsters that stalked Titan’s halls.
In fact, that he’d not come across any in his travels was odd - but not unheard of.
He assessed his shroud and found it complete. It should fool anyone who knew not its secret - which precluded Zero.
A massive midnight wolf strode into the room, standing a head taller than Vander. Its eyes glowed in the darkness, its golden omega-shaped irises scanning the darkness, its nose sniffing softly at the air. The presence of the wolf caused the hairs on the back of Vander’s neck to stand on end. Vander couldn’t pinpoint exactly what it was about the wolf that caused him such alarm, but it carried with it such a sense of confidence and experience that even if Vander hadn’t been holding his breath, it would have forced him to. The wolf’s fur was inky black, but a strange pattern, almost like a muted tattoo, was drawn atop its fur. Vander, however, couldn’t decipher the secret of its pattern. 
“Who’s there?” The wolf growled, its voice like rumbling steel. “Mother Omega, is that you?”
A wave of relief flowed through Vander. If the monster was searching for the mother, then he wouldn’t be a servant of Zero. Yet Vander still refused to make himself known. There were too many unknown variables, and Vander couldn’t determine if this wolf was an outsider to Titan, or one of the endemic sentinels. 
If it were the latter, then it wouldn’t be wise to reveal himself, and if it were the former... 
Vander couldn’t imagine a scenario where a creature from the outside would walk around Titan so confidently. 
The wolf scanned the large room, and when it found nothing amiss, it walked up to the wall of shining glass, amidst the countless marbles of darkness. With a claw, the wolf scratched a mark next to one of the marbles, then tapped on the next one. 
A vortex roared to life and the wolf leapt in before the room fell silent once more.
Vander held his position for a time before the silence gave him the courage to move. He drew closer to inspect the wolf’s work on the glass housing for the vortices and blinked in surprise at what he saw. How had he not seen this! Vander rushed to the left side of the wall, his eyes scanning each marble. What on earth was happening? He ran along the length of the wall and next to each was a single identical scratch mark on the slate wall, something that should be immune to damage. Vander had never found a way to do what the wolf had just done.
With a spike of alarm, Vander rushed back to the correct orb where Tad was hidden away. It was only two columns away from the last one the wolf had marked. The boy would need to be moved, and quickly, for who knew how fast the wolf would-
“I knew I smelled a rat.” A deep rumble spoke behind Vander.
Vander turned his head to the entrance of the room where two identical wolves to the last one blocked the exit. His heart leapt in his chest. He couldn’t remember the last time something had caught him off guard. Vander put up his hands. “I mean no harm. My name is Vander.” The two wolves stared at Vander, their golden Omega-shaped eyes watching him carefully. Vander had no idea what these two were capable of, but he knew that being delayed here when the wolves were so close to finding the boy could be a disaster. The truth seemed his best course of action. “I am a creator who entered Titan with Charles Tidwell.”
A glint of recognition gleamed in those dangerous omega printed eyes. Vander decided his recognition of the sign, and his own alliance with the mother might be his best shot. “I see you are marked by Mother Omega.” Vander gulped heavily, what was this silent pressure the two wolves pressed on him?
Both wolves reacted at the same time, their eyebrows raised slightly with curiosity. “Do you know where she is?”
The wolf’s voice was too still. There was danger here. Vander shook his head. “She summons me as she likely does you. I’m not privileged to know her location.” Every word was technically true; his original could commune with her and request an audience, but as a subsequent, he was not granted that privilege.
The first of the two wolves strode up to the glass vortex wall, right next to where Vander stood, and up close, Vander couldn’t help but appreciate how big this creature was. It likely weighed four or five times as much as himself, with powerful muscles just beneath the fur, and its top fangs were almost as long as Vander’s forearm. It didn’t even seem to acknowledge Vander as it found the orb past the one the previous wolf had leapt into and carved a claw mark into it. Finally, it turned to Vander. “You might want to back up if you don’t want to get pulled in with me.”
Vander took two large steps back, just enough to evade the pull. The wolf tapped on the next marble in the sequence and vanished in a roar of wind and power. Vander turned to see that the remaining wolf was watching him closer than ever.
A ripple of understanding filled Vander, though it couldn’t be true. Did this creature use some skill like his own subsequents? The left wolf had acted as a sacrificial pawn to see if Vander would attack, or show aggression, all while the right-most wolf watched as sentry. Or was this just the wolf-pack mentality? Vander didn’t have enough information to know which it was, but the wolves had acted in perfect concert without either communicating to the other their intentions.
“Which one are you going into?” The remaining wolf asked too calmly.
More sweat rolled down Vander’s back. Had the first wolf been intentionally loud? Clearly, they had the capacity for perfect stealth but elected not to use it. How could a creature be so careless within Titan? Or so confident? Vander shuddered inwardly at the thought and pointed to the orb, to the one that had been the demon’s hideout. It was only twenty or so away from where the wolf’s progress had made it. He doubted that Tad was still within. He’d either consumed himself or left a long time ago. Vander could sense that deceit was the riskier play here. Some creatures could detect lies.
The wolf nodded, then stood and strolled casually back to the board, marking off another orb with a grating noise. “I’ll be in that one soon, so better be quick, whatever you’re about.”
Vander nodded, careful not to move too much. The wolf tapped on the next orb and vanished within the roaring storm of a vortex. Vander gulped then rushed to the wall, tapping on his own vortex before a fourth wolf could show up.
He once again was compressed as he sped across a vast distance, until he popped out into open sky across a vast grassy plain. He blinked in surprise - this was supposed to be the forest of Omega. Had he gone into the wrong portal by accident in his hurry? It was unlike him to make such a simple mistake, but it was also unlike him to get caught out or even sensed by three other creatures. 
Perhaps Zero’s newest torture session had him off his game.
Vander took a deep breath and searched his soul for his peace palace, and he found it.
A blackened dot caught his view across the great grassy plains. He flew towards it. As he got closer, his stomach dropped, and his mind struggled to understand just what it was that he was seeing.
It was clearly the burnt remains of the cabin in which one of his subsequents had been tortured, and in which another had self-destructed. He stared around in complete disbelief as his mind refused to take in what he saw.
It had been ages since he had last cursed, as he rarely saw the need for it. 
Today was such a time.
“Where the hell is the Forest of Omega?”
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Chapter 39


Tad opened his eyes, staring off into the endless darkness, the cool obsidian against the back of his head.  
How was he alive? His ‘Omega Resurrect Others’ spell should have consumed all of his health. 
Chubchub! He leapt to his feet and moved to where the fairy lay in death. 
A black stain swirled across Chubchub’s body, though he seemed fully healed. His green flesh was vibrant where before it had been dull, almost brown. Tad looked his tiny friend all over; he couldn’t find anything wrong with him. His aura burned bright, but he didn’t move. Had he burned out his mind? Was it beyond recovery? Tad’s mind wracked itself for every possible solution, in how he could bring Chubchub back. 
He laughed suddenly, as he realized what was happening. He was still in Nona mode! “Octa!” Tad said, his immense and seemingly infinite power vanished, leaving him feeling strangely empty. 
The corpse before him gasped as his powerful healing magic tore him back from beyond the grave. Tad gave Chubchub a desperate hug. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” Relief and guilt flowed through him in equal measures - for he knew what he’d done. He had to face the ugly facts. He’d sacrificed his friend in the pursuit of his own power. 
So much for never letting the people around him down. 
Tad banished the thought - it wasn’t easy to chase after power you needed to protect others without accidentally hurting some who didn’t deserve it! It was a fine line, one he never meant to cross again. 
“Are you okay?” Tad asked. 
Chubchub blinked weakly, his delicate features blanching. “No fighhht... No fighhht... please, no fighhht.” 
A sob was torn from Tad’s chest. He’d broken this beautiful creature’s will. He pulled him closer in a hug. “You don’t have to fight. Not anymore. I’ll fight enough for the both of us.” Tad drew back just enough to look into Chubchub’s tired amber eyes. “Thank you. For bringing me this far. I don’t think I could have done it alone.”
Chubchub placed a small, cold hand on Tad’s chest. “Fighhht.” He put his hand back to his own chest. “No fighhht.”
“I know,” Tad said, nodding. “I’ll fight.”
Chubchub looked relieved that his intentions had gotten through. He then wrinkled his brow as if thinking hard. He shook his head slightly, pressing his hand to his own chest again. “Fighhht later.” He stood up and walked a few steps away.
Tad released his held breath. He hadn’t broken Chubchub entirely.
Chubchub struggled to get to his feet, blinking his eyes a lot. He turned from Tad and walked a few paces away.
Chubchub shot string from his mouth, forming a half pod. He stepped in it and turned around, facing Tad. A complicated expression rolled across his face, his amber eyes strangely sad. “Fighhht,” he said in farewell, before forming the rest of his cocoon.
*Warning! Chubchub the Magnificent has cast ‘Cocoon of Preparation!’ Warning!*
Chubchub had run out of transformations, Tad realized with a start. Together, with Tad as a guide, they’d flown straight into the sun, burning through all the transformations Tad had seen in that first vision of Chubchub’s death.
Tad took a few steps forward, then lifted the cocoon with both hands. He wandered back to the exit in no real hurry, and came to the room of the Omega statue. He hadn’t been back here for quite some time.
Carved into the obsidian stone glowed golden letters.
Tad didn’t care what they said. Not yet.
Instead, he climbed into the mouth of the second ring finger. He stepped into the marshy swamp that had been Chubchub’s home for all this time, and returned the cocoon to as dry a place as he could find - atop a rounded stone.
“Rest well, my friend,” Tad said, his heart glad that his never-ending quest to climb to the top hadn’t claimed one more victim. “I’ll be back later, and we can fight to your heart’s content.” Tad stood and watched the golden, gleaming cocoon for some time.
He never claimed to be someone who didn’t fail. But he was trying to become someone who could grow so that he wouldn’t fail when it mattered, and standing there - watching the dark shape of Chubchub sleep contentedly through the golden webbing - he realized that he’d done it.
For the first time, he stood, having accomplished what he set out to do.
He’d saved Chubchub - even at the cost of his own life.
He didn’t know how he stood, how he was still alive - the spell should have consumed all of his health. All of his darkness.
Whatever the reason, he’d done it. An impossible choice was before him - some disaster of his own causing and he had been faced with the worst. He’d killed someone dear to him, and to bring him back he’d been willing to pay the ultimate sacrifice.
He was almost there. He could feel it in his bones.
He was almost at the point where he could count on himself to drive everything home. To untangle that insane ball of knots that had been his life - and it didn’t come from his earned power alone. Not from Nona mode, or Octa mode, it didn’t come from his destroyer self, but from somewhere deeper.
From his heart - and the quality of his own character.
He’d not lost Chubchub like he’d lost all his companions thus far.
The thought was like the first thaw of an ice age. The cool water trickled within his soul.
He was progressing - in the most meaningful way he could think of. Progressing as a person.
With that thought in his mind, he pressed one hand against the warm cocoon, a hand from within pressed to meet his.
“Goodbye Chubchub. I’ll be back for you.”
The creature within seemed to nod.
Tad left, back to the glowing message carved into the ground in neat English letters. 
‘If you hurry, there is still time to save your precious planet - Sincerely, Gabriel Hawk.’
Then was scrawled a second message, in much sloppier English.
‘You must return to that place from which you came - one comes to meet you, comes to guide. - Wormega.’
The last word was written in bold - as if it were a joke, mocking Tad and his nicknaming. No doubt, both messages were written by the same hand - Tad doubted Hawk had any semblance of control over his own body, not after what he’d seen Wormega do to Brad - a much stronger and more capable creator.
Tad strode back up the steps and entered once more into that black infinite space - the space where he’d first fought Limit Tester.
He had one upgrade left to go.
He owed Chubchub that much, whose last words had told Tad to keep fighting.
Everything else could wait - Earth included.
****73% infinite.*
Tad came to, facedown in a pool of his own drool.
The second point in Nona form had felt far worse than the first. Despite all his relief over Chubchub, his presence was sorely missed, and Tad found himself left to suffer alone.
He was so close. He’d come this far. Chubchub hadn’t even begrudged him for pushing too far. Tad touched his chest where Chubchub had patted him, telling him to ‘fighhht.’
With only nine points needed to break into the final point of Upgrade Capacity for the infinite, Tad had placed his first of those into his One-handed Skill tree - hoping to bring his Daisho form back to relevancy. He’d fought against Chubchub countless times with both his Odachi and his Zanbato, but only early on in their progress in new modes could he use the Daisho pair.
*Skill points to Allocate 414.*
He was getting low on points, he and Chubchub had used up most of them in rerolls to acclimate to the ravaging powers of Octation. It was a brutal climb where Tad suspected that they burned through the majority of Chubchub’s transformations. Each tier they climbed to Tad’s new modes had consumed more and more of the fairy.
*One-handed Skill Tree: Unlocked!
Feintfury: 0/1 Increases mirage feints, the longer you are in this form, starting with 1 per strike delivered. Charges 0/1. Charges refresh upon death feed. Self-immolation increases in proportion to speed increase.
Flickering Speed: 0/5 Speed increases in relation to Capacity for the infinite an additional time while wielding a one-handed weapon.
One-handed Sword Mastery: 0/5 Power increases in relation to Capacity for the infinite an additional time while wielding a one-handed weapon.*
The upgrades were hefty - perfect for bringing his Daisho pair back to relevancy. He doubted he’d even place a point into feintfury; he could do his own feints, but the speed and power increases for one-handed weapons would come in handy. Tad placed his first point in Flickering Speed.
Infinity swelled, crashing across his mind. It was bad, worse than the last two times combined.
When the acceleration finally stopped, Tad wasn’t sure if he could go on. His breathing was too rapid, his mind panicky; he felt stuck, like he would be here forever, and never advance to anything else.
This was the last step! He owed this to Chubchub, but no matter how he tried to convince himself, he couldn’t persuade himself to believe his words.
The pain and torment had finally taken its toll - no, it had taken its toll much earlier, but Chubchub’s presence had strengthened him, kept his bitterness away.
He’d been alone too long, forced into strange paths, building his strength up endlessly.
“And for what!” he screamed into the eternal night.
All his discipline, all his ‘peace’ he had found earlier was feeling stretched too thin. He had been willing to die earlier, and even that wasn’t enough to see him through the course that stretched before him. He’d clung to Chubchub’s hand with white-knuckled desperation, and the companionship had borne true strength.
But now in the rubble of that relationship, what did he have left?
He was alone.
He lay on his back, staring upwards into the dark abyss.
“It always ends this way,” he said aloud. “With me stuck in a black pit forever, trying without end to escape, to find a solution to an impossible puzzle!” It was that way with the Minotaur trial, and with the Eternal Pitch Phoenix, and it was so now.
“At least in the other two, I had something to keep me company!” He shouted again, for anyone to hear.
The falsity spoken from his own lips snapped him out of his pity party. He had company. The best company he’d ever known.
He stood.
His discipline hadn’t abandoned him, and the peace of self he’d found was real. Somewhere out there, in Titan itself, was Fenrir. Another friend. He wanted company? Then look forward to that! Mother Omega had said she was to take Fenrir for training, that he had a different path - what if they met and Tad hadn’t climbed to the peak of his potential? Somewhere out there, Zero waited to crush him and Fenrir both, the strongest being to ever exist, and Tad thought he could make it through that challenge half-baked?
This was his last chance. Somehow he doubted that Wormega was lying about Earth. He didn’t know if any part of it was worth saving after what Wormega had done to it, but it was the only home humanity had known.
He’d found the trick long ago. It was the secret to how he endured pain, especially the kind that seemed to never end - it was to hold onto a single belief as tightly as he could, the stronger the belief - and the more it rang true, the more it could sustain him.
He’d used his name, his life, his friend, even his reputation...
What was left?
What was the last belief that he could grab, that could sustain him through the endless pain that stretched before his eyes, that he had to willingly cast himself into its depths?
It had to be more than all those previous things, something deeper, something even more powerful.
He rubbed his hands across his face in frustration.
Fighhht!
The soft voice spoke in his heart.
All his life, he’d been a burden. A burden on his mom, on his brother, on his teachers at school, and a burden on anyone who had tried to be his friend. He’d fought to prove them wrong but secretly, he agreed with them. 
Back then, he’d had nothing to offer. 
Or so he thought. 
He hadn’t thought anything could change his future - he was destined for a boring life, destined for a terrible rebirth, and a dismal future, where he drained and sucked the hope out of everyone around him.
That’s what he used to think, and that same belief, that same spirit, had infected him all the way up to the moment he had thrown himself into the first black vortex and accepted his demise. 
But then something remarkable happened. 
He was given a second chance. 
Gerald gave his life so that Tad might live - might learn from his mistakes. From the carefully made spider web inside his soul, Tad pulled out the glowing essence of his old friend and mentor, and released it into the darkness before him. 
The glowing golden essence of the elderly man with the long gleaming hair stretched tall, as if he’d been sitting for some time, and then started slowly floating upwards.
“Why?” Tad spoke to the essence. 
If it saw or heard him, it gave no hint of it, instead it flew upwards, ever so slowly. 
“Why did you bring me back? Why didn’t you just try to solve everything on your own?” 
After all this time of trying to learn when he spoke lies, his words rang hollow in his ears. 
And in that very moment, Tad knew why. 
Why Gerald had even bothered with Tad, even from the beginning. It had always been something he’d wondered about. His memories were returning now, more and more as he continued down this path of pain and growth, as if the suffering were fertilizer for the memories, and they soaked it up, bursting back to life after an eternal winter. 
He remembered sitting in an office, being shown the one dungeon for each color. He remembered seeing Titan, and Gerald’s secret hope.
Even back then, when Tad was a nobody, perhaps he could become someone to match it. 
That he, Tad Harrington, could quell the greatest threat the world had ever seen. 
Gerald had peered into his depths - into his character, but what had he seen? 
“What did you see?” Tad yelled at the golden essence, floating silently. 
Gerald’s head turned, as if noticing Tad for the first time. His eyes gleamed bright, and he pointed.
He pointed straight to Tad’s chest, and words whispered in his ear. 
Tad felt like he’d been slapped. He froze and watched for a time as the old man continued upward, ever slowly, ever up into the darkness, unafraid of the never-ending abyss. The words came to Tad’s mind even stronger. 
“I saw what every elder knows in their heart. That everyone has a place. Everyone has a part to play. I saw that even you, Tad, might stand up and choose to bear your burdens, and that by doing so you could change, or even save, the world.”
“How?” Tad screamed upward at the floating essence drifting ever upwards. “How could you see all that when I can’t even see it!”
Believe. All you have to do is believe.
“In what?” Tad whispered.
The old man had shrunk, half in size. Tad didn’t dare let him speak any more - he wouldn’t let him become a victim of his own carelessness as Chubchub almost had. With deft fingers, he caught Gerald in another web of darkness, banishing him deep into his soul. 
He heard another voice, whispered as if from every void simultaneously. 
Press on. Push harder. Scratch for strength, climb endlessly, you’re not enough!
He’d heard all of those in droves, and he’d believed them.
Even you, Tad, might stand up and choose to bear your burdens, and that by doing so you could change, or even save, the world.
The words echoed in his mind.
If Gerald had believed in him then, why did he find it so difficult to believe in himself now, after all he’d done?
Because he always messed everything up. He was destined to fail.
He shook the thoughts from his head. Those thoughts weren’t true - but they were the nasty things he told himself when things went wrong, whether it was his fault or not.
He could change or save the world.
Wormega and Gabriel Hawks’ message flashed before his eyes.
If he hurried, he could literally save the world.
Tad floated back down to the obsidian ground, his thoughts slowing down, his heart open to a new thought. A new belief.
Believe! Gerald had called.
It was painful to even posture the thoughts, but he tried his best. Tried to find what he could believe in.
That the world could be a better place because he was in it. Or that reality could be improved by his presence.
No. Those beliefs were too weak to sustain him through the eternal pain of Nonation and beyond. It had to be more than that. And then a quiet thought came to him.
If Tad were to improve himself, he could improve the world.
Tad frowned, as he let the idea work its way into his mind and heart.
If he grew, he could repair reality. Fix what had gone wrong. He could fix what was broken, whether intentionally by another or accidentally by circumstance.
Tad could be the solution.
The thought troubled him, so much so that he wanted to push it back and stuff it back into wherever it had emerged from. For if he could be the solution then it also meant that all this time...
That he’d been a part of the problem.
The same belief that could sustain him, damned him for his past actions, or worse, inactions. It hadn’t been his fault that the world was messed up, nor his fault that bullies ruined his life at school, but he’d made it worse by running away from his problems. He was part of the world, and he’d made it worse.
“You’re a right bastard, you know that Gerald?” Tad said, though his heart wasn’t in it. Though as he pushed back and looked into his soul, into his fragmented, returning memories, he found that Gerald was right.
By growing and becoming something more than he was, even imperfectly, he’d found himself in place after place where he could actually make a difference. He’d closed Warrior Titan, Leontus’s dungeon that threatened to destroy the world. He’d beaten Salvation Cain - a tyrant psychopath who stole whatever he wanted, who killed whom he pleased. Tad had defeated, even while unconscious, Omega’s puppet who had ravaged the entire planet in his absence. Even here, within Titan, he’d been able to free his friend who had given his life to bring him this far - with the hopes that even his sacrifice didn’t have to be permanent. Tad could return him to the land of the living.
Even the pinnacle of his strength, his Nona form, held the hope to best the strongest threat to existence itself - Zero.
He could swallow Titan.
The thought caused his heart to beat so powerfully it threw his chest backwards. Suddenly, he was breathing like he’d just sprinted for an hour straight.
That’s what Wormega’s message had meant! The part that hadn’t been written - If Tad hurried and swallowed Titan, then the world could be saved.
His mind spun in his skull, his thoughts swirling in an endless circle. He’d absorbed darkness before, Omega’s own, even. He knew the pressure and how it felt to consume even a single drop of Omega’s essence.
So how would it feel to swallow all of it in one gulp?
Tad shivered at the thought, opening his skill tree, more conflicted than ever, as he stared down the Deca skill - even though it was locked behind 7 more points needing to be allocated. It felt like it was so far out of his grasp that it was unreachable.
Believe.
The voice came once more.
Tad spoke the words as his mind strung the mess together, as if he was in the word room. “Believe that by grasping this power you can thwart the plans of your enemies while stopping the tragedies that could occur by your ignorant actions.”
It was way too wordy.
He tried to clarify how he felt. Finally, it came to him. He spoke the words, “Believe you can make all the difference.”
Now that was something worth believing.
He pulled up his allocatable skill points once more. He had just over four hundred left - not to mention his hefty stash of unconsumed titanfruit he kept in his soul.
There was a second transformation on his skill tree, but it said what Tad had just discovered for himself.
That he was destined to absorb Titan - well, if not him, then another destroyer. If not now, then in another time.
So why not him? If he believed that he could make the difference...
He needed thirty skill points left to round off his build - the rest could be used to reroll as practice for the mountain he was about to climb.
His heart still quivered in trepidation, but suddenly the towering mountain of Decation no longer felt impossible.
No.
It only felt terrifying.
And that was something Tad could work with.
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Chapter 40



*Skill points to Allocate: 53.*
Each surge of Nonation caused Tad to become physically and violently ill - though every time he pulled through, there was no evidence that he’d been sick. Tad had no idea how long he was in the ravages of time, or if his insane speed due to the nature of Nonation negated it fully, or even at all. The surges of Nonation felt like he was plunged into the center of the sun, and then that sun was smashed into a bigger sun, endlessly - the burning, the pressure! It was almost too much to bear. That hand of Alpha crushing him through each all-powerful smash.
Gerald’s concept of belief had proved itself to be sturdy. To actually believe that oneself could make the difference unlocked a greater ability to endure, and to resist the strains that Nonation had been able to exert - not that the powers were any less violent.
*Upgrade ‘Capacity for the Infinite’ (press for advanced details): 9/10*
Tad tapped on the advanced details and pulled out anything that mentioned Decation, throwing each reference onto separate windows.
*By the time we reach Decation (10th operation), the theoretical numbers of sand become astronomically, incomprehensibly, unintelligibly vast.
The final stage, Decation, represents a number so large that it dwarfs all previous stages before it combined. The mind cannot comprehend a number so large, nor can an apt description of its size be found. The grains of sand analogy falls apart completely. It is a number so vast that it approaches the infinite. A perfect skill to lift a Destroyer beyond the realms of even creators - if one could claim the power as their own.*
And here one was, finally, knocking at the gates, trying to claim the final stage for himself. Deca mode would be his, if he could last through one, final, endless increase - one that dwarfed everything he’d withstood so far.
He moved on to the 2nd note.
*Note 2: Caution, this power is not to be taken lightly. While it was designed to mimic the ability of creators to grow their powers infinitely, it may, in fact, be impossible to master the upgrades following exponentiation without it shattering the mind of the wielder. No prototype Destroyers were able to survive the transition to tetration, let alone decation. The Titan’s courage skill was designed to circumvent this problem, but bottled courage was found to be rather useless and should be deprecated in further models. While this is one source of powerful and endless increase, it may only be possible in the theoretical realm.*
He missed Chubchub. He wished Fenrir were there. He wished Liz were here, void or no. Mostly, he just wished he weren’t alone anymore. He hadn’t realized how lonely he’d become until he stumbled upon Chubchub, and then had him taken away. How long had it been since he’d had company?
Likely, he hadn’t torn apart Wormega for the same reason, well, that and he hadn’t fully recalled all the details of his heinous crimes.
It wasn’t too late - urgency was growing in his bones. He didn’t know if Wormega was playing games with him, or if time was actually short. He’d feel silly and outplayed if it were the first, but the stakes were too high.
He’d rather harbor regret for the rest of his life.
No sweat dripped from his face, no butterflies swarmed his gut with a mantis to give chase. He was past all that. He was either enough, or he wasn’t. It was that simple.
Somewhere around the hundredth run-through of Nonation practice, he’d had that revelation.
Either decation would tear him limb from limb and that would be the end of it, or he would survive, with untold power at his fingertips.
At least he hoped it was untold power. After all this growth, infinity felt like a maze spiraling in on itself forever. It was a maze that made no sense. His power kept climbing, kept rising endlessly, faster and faster with each new mode he seized - while also dwarfing the previous modes by so much that he’d felt stationary before. He soared so fast without ever arriving at a destination. A ripple down his spine accompanied a scary thought. It wouldn’t be strange to meet some creature in this vast ocean of infinity that truly was omnipotent, that could swat him or any other creature as if they were a fly. 
Even more strange was that without actually crossing blades with that creature, he wouldn’t know if he was the creature, or the fly. 
“Infinity is stupid,” Tad said again. It just made no sense. 
Decation. It was near endless repeated Nonation - dwarfing the previous acceleration by an astronomical degree, just as every step had since Tetration. 
And now it was here. 
Now it was his. 
The final hill to climb. 
Tad pressed the skill point and immediately regretted it. 
Unlike everything that had come before, that felt like it was pushing him up, hurtling him upward at untold speeds through bigger and harder obstacles, Decation was a different beast. 
Instead of pushing, it was pulling. Swirling above him, pulling him into its depths was an endless black hole. It dragged him along so quickly he thought for sure his very matter would come undone, his soul would be torn. 
“I can make a difference!” Tad screamed into the void. 
The void didn’t care. 
Fear, unlike anything he’d ever felt, swarmed his heart and mind. 
“Are you there?” Tad screamed, feeling more helpless than he ever had. 
No answer. 
“Please be there!” Tears streamed in his soul, as he was sucked ever further into the black hole. The pressure crushed him to the size of a dust mite, and then further crushed him again, just as far. He twisted within himself smaller and smaller, until everything was about to tear apart.
“Chubchub!” Tad roared in suffering - but he couldn’t come, not here, not after failing to ascend to Nonation.
He was tucked away safely in his cocoon, in the endless marsh dungeon.
Tad descended further into the black hole, into a place where there was no light, where there was no heat. He swam in an endless ocean of pressure, further and further reduced in size, where he couldn’t speak, and he could no longer scream.
He was coming undone, he could feel it. His mind was losing its grip on reality, the pressure threatening to crush him once and for all. He could feel the flame within him flickering dangerously. He was on the precipice. The precipice of losing - just for a single moment. That’s all it would take to claim him forever.
The pain was unending, the pressure unyielding, and his isolation eternal as an endless night. So much within him screamed to yield, to allow the pressure to erase him and be done with it. What could be worth the pain? What could be worth all this?
It was as if he stood before the black vortex once more, and it called to him, seductively in its howling shrieks.
Just one more step and your pain will end.
It lied.
Give in to death and your suffering will vanish.
“Liar!” Tad screamed. He wouldn’t give in to the siren’s call. He wouldn’t make the same mistake twice!
“”Fighhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhht!” The voice rang out in the darkness, seemingly across time and space, clear as a crystal bell. A warmth rushed over and through Tad.
A golden old man stood before his mind’s eyes. “Diamonds are born in pressure too. I believe in you, Tad. I always have.”
Another one, a woman with golden hair and sapphire eyes - the face that he could never recall in his memories, was filled with every feature, full and vibrant, a warm smile on her teardrop-shaped face. “You’re my hero, Tad.”
Another woman, wearing a blue jumpsuit, his mom! Her mousy brown hair tied in a messy bun atop her head. “Tad, I’ll love you, no matter what.”
Bunta and Gruff were there, patting him on the back, cheering him on. 
Fat Jack was just laughing, endlessly in the darkness. 
Whether he actually heard the voices or whether it was a figment of a frenzied mind, the final desperate hope of his dying brain grasping at any straw to survive, it didn’t matter. 
The effect was instantaneous. 
It was as if he was wrapped in a cocoon of his own, one of love and hope, that swelled into a shield that the pressure couldn’t crush. It lit a fire in his soul that the coldness couldn’t extinguish. He gripped the warmth as the pressure increased once more. 
But he endured. 
He endured that eternal, wretched moment - discovering once and for all that he wasn’t alone. 
He’d never be alone. 
For he stood on the shoulders of all those who’d propped him up to this point, to where he could stand on his own, where it was his turn to lift them. 
He was Tad Harrington - Father of Ethan and Wisp, Student of Fenrir, Lover of Liz, Friend of Fat Jack.
And he wouldn’t let them down. 
Come hell or high water, or an infinite crushing black hole. 
He would make it through. 
He’d do it for himself - and he’d do it for them. 
He’d be there for their futures, and he’d be in their futures - this incredible power, Decation, couldn’t rob him of that. 
Not if he didn’t give up. 
The future was his to discover, his to master, his to explore. 
And his present sufferings? 
They would pass. 
And he would live. 
Live to see the brightest dawn. 
The dawn that awaits all who endure.
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Chapter 41


Familiarity is often mistaken for comfort. 
But it was not so for Tad.
For Tad, it was a burning itch to find his chisels and get back to whatever project he’d abandoned to follow Wormega.
His struggle to master Decation had ended, and he moved quickly to find that place that Wormega had told him to revisit.
Tad left the eternal night of Limit Tester’s realm, past the stone tablet housing the fingerteeth, and then wound his way up the burrowed wormhole, in human form. He had gone past the twisted tower of Wormega, back past where Hawk had been released and chained, and emerged from the strange black vortex still affixed to the bark of the tree in the replication of his backyard.
It was the strangest feeling of his entire life.
He stood, obviously in a recreation of his home back in Clearwater, Nebraska, intimately familiar with every detail of every house, most of which were just external facades, as he’d never seen the inside of them back when he’d been in Nebraska.
It was a strange thing, he had most of his memory back, all but the final stretch. What had happened between the time Vander had left and now was still fuzzy in his mind.
All he knew was that time had passed, and here he was, in a land of his own creation. That every house recreated on this lane had actually been destroyed in the real world. Destroyed by tar-covered slayers driven insane by Wormega, made the experience even stranger.
Tad circled the house, looking over the fence to his neighbor’s overgrown yard. He knew every blade of grass in his neighbor’s yard, every mismatched panel on the side of their shed... It was bizarre. He felt like he’d walked these paths hundreds, if not thousands of times... Even stranger, was that his hands itched to get to work. To get back to work. He ignored that strange feeling too. He walked down his side yard, and paused when his front step came into view.
A large sledgehammer sat on the front step, leaning against the door.
He frowned. “That shouldn’t be there...” He walked to it, picked it up, turned on his heel, and automatically began walking down the lane. 
Where was he going? 
Yet the urge was almost impossible to resist. It was the knee-jerk reaction of reaching for his seatbelt after years of being a passenger, the straightening of his headset before a game started, a habit so deeply ingrained that he barely questioned it. The shackles of his environment were closing on his mind, every minute he remained. 
He walked with purpose down the lane, his confidence growing. He strode past the chain-linked fence he had once meticulously carved, over the curb that was also wood, though painted to be a sun-faded red. He turned down the lane; he knew he was almost there. 
As it came into view, Tad remembered his destination. It was the workshop, the tiny chisel emblem on his necklace. Strewn out front was an untidy pile of split wood still on the ground. He never would have left it like that had he not been interrupted. The image of where it belonged pushed to the forefront of his mind, and absentmindedly he found himself going to pick it up, to deliver it. 
Tad shook his head more forcefully, trying to clear his thoughts of that strange desire to get to work, to stack and to sort, to continue building... 
What was his most recent project? 
Without realizing it, Tad found himself being sucked back into that life that he’d lived for all those forgotten years. The pathways were too strong in his brain. Without something to snap him out of it, he was on the path to re-becoming the slave to the place he’d once left when he’d followed the golden Gerald to the stone tablet of Omega. With each step he took in this place, his memories faded. His time with Chubchub, his near-endless upward struggle for power, was like a distant memory, so overpowering was the environment of this place. 
One part of him embraced it wholly. 
***Vander dropped to the floor, into the wreckage of the cabin. It was unmistakable that this was the right place, but everything had changed since he’d last been here. He walked through the rubble to where his room should have been and started digging through it, finding the hidden compartment beneath the floor. He closed his eyes in concentration, then cast the spell to unlock the floorboards. They clicked audibly, then he lifted and removed the small onyx box, giving a small sigh of relief that it was still here. Zero hadn’t found it. He flipped open the delicate wooden latches and pulled out his necklace containing three small emblems that fit easily in the palm of his hand. The first was a woodcutter’s axe, it was the nexus for a much larger spell, one that used an interspatial conflux to connect two distant points in Titan. He’d only been able to create these with the help of Mother Omega, though he wished he had a few more.
The emblems themselves were too valuable to remain on an extension for long, but if Tad were still here, he clearly wasn’t in the forest of Omega, as the forest was completely and utterly gone. Every single tree had been chopped down within viewing distance, even the stumps removed, the ground leveled and grass sown. It was worth searching the other two emblems, and both would be safer to explore, that dark wolf would be unable to follow, when he made it to the missing forest.
Vander picked up the small lumberyard nexus and activated its central filament. Instantly he stood in another place. For the second time he thought he had come to the wrong place, as he stood in a small square room, built completely from stacked wood, which was clearly the missing lumber from the forest of Omega, the cinnamon and leather smell of the wood was overpowering. There was no door in this small room, but there was an opening. He turned sideways and squeezed through, to the outside, where there was a small corridor.
He walked down the narrow passageway, as it wound left and then right. Towering wood stacked on either side of him formed a wall, all the same height. He followed the path as he started to put the pieces together. A sinking feeling pressed down on Vander as an inkling suspicion grew in his gut. There was a reason the forest was completely gone, and it was here right before his eyes.
The demon, Tad, despite his tantrum, hadn’t quit his task to chop at the trees. Vander walked and walked, increasing his pace as he zipped through the stacked wood, but no end came in sight. He walked mile after mile, soon he was jogging, but there still was no end in sight. He looked upward, through the small opening above where the walls leaned inward, and could only see the barest sliver of sky above. His curiosity got the best of him and he launched himself into the air, flying carefully through the crack, intending to fly above the woodpiles and see just how far this madness extended. Vander flew above the immediate wall that was blocking his view, only to find another wall stacked just out of sight, which climbed higher than the first, still leaning inward, almost touching. His view of the sliver of sky had not expanded at all.
A clever trick.
Vander pushed upward, until he reached the top, yet another wall of stacked wood, stacked even higher, blocked his view again, the sliver of sky no more apparent. The walls had become ginormous structures, and while they pulled back from each other, like the walls of two giant ravines slowly retreating, they climbed upward, touching so that only the smallest sliver of sky was visible. He flew through endless stacked wood.
He flew near his top speed through the optical illusion of never-ending woodstacks, just twenty feet higher, just enough to block his view of the horizon. A glance at the opposite wall showed more wood towering higher and higher. Even though he raced at an incredible speed, the tiers were flying past slower and slower. With a sinking feeling, Vander realized what was going on: the walls weren’t all the same size. The first couple of walls might have been near twenty feet tall, but to maintain the illusion that he was forever flying through walls just out of reach to see over, the walls had grown to immense sizes. Each corridor he popped out of was tiny compared to the new one that kept the horizon just out of view.
His mind struggled with the insanity of what he was experiencing. It felt like he was being toyed with, almost like he was flying in place but never getting anywhere. Then finally, he broke through the top, and everything got worse. It got so much worse.
Red flames encircled the horizon, and Vander flew upward, further and further, trying to reach a point where he was high enough up to see just what this structure was that had been erected. There had to be some method to the madness, a point to forming something so elaborate and intricate. He had lived for aeons beyond counting, but his mind couldn’t comprehend just how long this project must have taken.
He strained past his top speed, eager to see.
Finally, he flew up high enough where he caught the first glint of the blackness past the other side of the raging flames. The green plains that should have inhabited this entire region were nowhere to be seen.
The wood below started to take shape. He realized that he’d flown out of something that looked like a giant letter ‘H.’ The surrounding letters soon took shape. ‘T’ was on the left, and an ‘A’ was on the right. He climbed higher, and only after a huge ascent could Vander finally read what the message said.
From this perspective, the flames that licked the skies faded across a black border, and Vander finally saw where the entirety of the Omega forest was. It was chopped and neatly stacked, endlessly. They were stacked upon each other, towering far higher than the letters, with the flame acting as both a light source and a colorful border between the pitch-black logs that extended to the horizon and beyond, the flames illuminating the letters that were written. 
Finally, at a sufficient height, Vander read the words on the ground; the letters were all in caps. Vander floated just above the very center of the top half of the H, a minuscule pinprick no bigger than the size of an atom compared to the vastness of the letters below.
ETHAN
I CHOOSE LIFE
FOR YOU
Vander had no idea what it meant, but the declaration of the will to live somehow filled him with something that he’d thought long dead.
Hope.
He’d preached it to Tad, but never felt it himself, not since he’d come back to life. He’d chosen life, yes, but he’d never felt it himself, no matter how much Mother promised it would return, how much she declared it essential to strive toward a better future.
That the creature of death and chaos, that demon that had struck fear deep into his core the first time he laid eyes on him, had written the note below, the declaration of the will to live, that Tad had found the path where even Vander, after all this time, could not, filled him with a sense of devotion and desire to meet the creature who had done this.
His hands were shaking as he opened his clenched palm and pulled out the third and final sigil, and pulled on the main spell filament.
He stood in the middle of a small workshop. It was tidy, with every tool in its rightful place, identical to the last time he’d been here. He saw no evidence that anyone was here, or had even used the workshop in quite some time. He moved to the bench on his left and lifted a few tools. He settled on a chisel, looking for wear or tear, but on titan-forged tools such as these, even if they had been heavily used, he likely wouldn’t see any. He gripped the handle, and awkward ridges pushed into his palm. He inspected the hilt of the chisel. A series of grooves, four on one side, one on the other, had been imprinted upon the hilt. Vander placed his pinky, ring, middle, and forefinger along one side, and his thumb on the other. It could be nothing else.
Vander shook his head softly in disbelief. Not only did these titan-forged tools have wear, but the user’s grip had been worn into them.
The door to the workshop flung open.
For the second time in one instance, Vander jumped in surprise, turning to find a man he’d never seen before.
“Who are you?” The man spoke. He was tall, roughly six-foot three inches, with black hair and pale blue eyes. He studied Vander, and there was both a hardness and a softness in his gaze, as if he were deciding to tear apart a lion, or eject a kitten from his workshop, but he just hadn’t settled on which. His nose was strong, but not overly large, and he had fine cheekbones. The man held a large sledgehammer in one hand.
It was not his appearance that caught Vander most off guard, but his presence. It felt as if the man before him didn’t exist. It had been the exact same with the wolf, and with the demon boy, but the appearance did not match what Vander had expected to find. “I’m sorry, I was looking for-“
“Vander.” The man said, his voice rough as if he’d been screaming for a long time. His expression didn’t change. “It’s been... some time.”
Vander cocked his head. “I’m sorry, have we met?”
The man nodded. “It’s me. Tad.”
Vander blinked rapidly as he searched for any evidence to corroborate what the man was saying. He drew closer, slowly, so as not to startle the man and peered into his blue eyes. He found what he was seeking. The blue irises were Omega shaped, like a head with shoulders, though the empty part at the bottom of the head almost met his bottom eyelid, hiding the symbol. “What happened to you?” Vander breathed.
Tad blinked once, then walked past Vander to place his hammer on the wall where the single empty spot was, and grabbed a belt off the wall, securing it around his waist. Then he picked up several tools and looped them onto his belt. He grabbed two hammers, one normal-sized, and one a delicate small one, a mallet, a couple of files, and three separate chisels that Vander didn’t know the difference between. He did it automatically, like he wasn’t even thinking about what he was doing, as if he’d done the same action countless times. He looked back toward Vander, and started as if he’d forgotten the man was there. His eyes squinted in focus. “What am I doing here, Vander? What was the point of everything I did here?” 
Vander paused, then decided the truth wouldn’t hurt. “I was supposed to reignite your desire to live.”
Tad pressed two fingers to his tear ducts on either side of his nose, before turning on his heel and striding out the door without another word.
Vander scurried behind to keep up. The sight as he left the workshop took his breath away. It was as if he strolled out of a tiny workshop and straight into a rural neighborhood, back on Earth. He stood on what appeared to be an asphalt road, though his footsteps sounded oddly hollow. The street was complete with potholes, gutter drainage systems, and chipped sidewalks. On either side of the street, houses climbed, blocking his view, but as they walked between them, Vander saw more houses behind those.
“What is this place?” Vander asked, walking swiftly to keep up with the larger man.
“I’m not sure,” was his only reply. They walked for a good minute before Tad suddenly stopped and Vander bumped into him. Tad pointed to his right. “This house was mine.”
Vander stopped and examined the house before him. A winding concrete sidewalk led to a weather-worn step, a pale yellow front door. The paint was chipped at the bottom, a couple of scratches from a pet just beneath the doorknob. “Can I go inside?” Vander asked, in awe.
“Be my guest,” Tad said.
As Vander stepped from the asphalt road to the concrete sidewalk, his footsteps rang hollow. He paused, inspecting the phenomenon.
“It’s wood,” Tad offered. “Almost everything is. I couldn’t find anything to replicate sidewalk, so instead, I etched the textures atop a layer of paint. At least, I think I did.” He frowned in thought.
Vander crouched and knocked gently, then thumbed the delicate porous pattern that had been etched atop the wood. “Is it alright to stand on? Won’t I damage it or scuff the paint?”
Tad shook his head. “Blood trees are very sturdy, and I hardened the paint. Unless you try to destroy it, walking on it alone won’t hurt it.”
Vander nodded. “How’d you paint it this shade of grey?”
Tad’s gaze went distant. “Colors... were difficult.” He said nothing more.
Vander walked up the way to the front door, then walked on the patio to peer through the window.
“Don’t touch the glass.”
Vander looked at him questioningly.
“It only looks like glass. Tree blood cooked just under a boil for ten hours will begin to separate into a clear liquid and a deep red liquid. This glass is the clear portion after it cools. It only looks like glass, but will crumple to the touch,” Tad said, though his answer seemed to surprise himself.
“Then how did you install it?”
“I formed a tear-away mold of void essence and poured it in, allowing it to cool.”
Vander inspected the craftsmanship. There was no evidence of a tear-away mold; it was very impressive work.
Tad looked forward distantly. “If you’re going to go inside, do it quickly. I have work to be about.”
Vander shook his head. “No need. I’ll come along.”
Tad nodded and strode back down the walkway, back onto the asphalt, then continued walking at a brisk, but measured pace.
Vander wondered what else was in store for him.
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Chapter 42


Vander stood atop an inverted golden pyramid. The steps that led downward were a good three feet tall, leading down to an ornate golden altar, atop which was an uncarved wooden block. It was the only feature that wasn’t complete, though all the decorations themselves were immaculate. 
He was overwhelmed by everything he’d just seen. He’d walked through room after room, carved and painted, every detail drawn to perfection. Lifelike statues stood in some, usually frozen in some active debate, or act, or sometimes it was as if an entire fight had been paused at an instant. Everything was so lifelike, it almost wouldn’t have surprised Vander if everything just came to life and started fighting.
If it weren’t for the faces. The faces were oddly blank, featureless, with just the curves of the jaws set a certain way.
He had gone from a brilliantly colored slime dungeon, to a wolf dungeon, to a world of endless grain where he thought he saw a smaller version of the wolf he’d met - he was almost positive it was the same creature.
Past that, the two of them had gone through a series of worlds, one labeled “Warrior Titan,” where there had been some cataclysmic battle. A dome of lava erupted, though it gave off no heat, and a beautiful, golden angel was frozen in the act of throwing lances like lightning.
Then had come the lion-man, ‘Leontus’ had been his name. Often amid these preserved and carved ‘memories,’ a few notable people repeatedly appeared. Most notably the tall blonde woman with sapphire eyes. She was found in most of them, ever since the wolf dungeon.
After, they had entered a dungeon called Oblivion. Within there, Vander had seen once more the ferocious wolf that had caught him in the terminal room, though he wasn’t as large as he’d been, and his coloring was slightly different.
The two had walked through room after room, and even without asking questions, Vander could feel the constant tension and the struggle that had permeated Tad’s life before this. It wasn’t like Vander’s experience at all. He had been reborn as a creator, and his trials hadn’t begun until he’d entered the four ultimate dungeons, and then Titan with his hero and biggest rival, Charles Tidwell.
Oblivion turned out to be a battle that dwarfed the one with the golden angel by all metrics. The craters were larger, the destruction far more widespread. The diamond-warrior that Tad had faced was impressive; the sun borne from his fist hurt Vander’s eyes to look at. He hadn’t asked how Tad had accomplished that feat.
It was only after Oblivion that everything had taken a twist for the worst. 
Colors that had been so vibrant before were muted, darker. He saw the blonde girl shift before his eyes. From one angle, her countenance, her hair, and her eyes were as before, but he took a step to his right and she darkened before him in a brilliant trick of light and shadows. Despite the statue’s face being completely blank, there was something in her posture and expression that was hungry and vicious, though not always empty of care. How he had captured all that emotion on a faceless statue was beyond Vander’s comprehension.
The first time that Vander saw the spire of Omega, it had caused a shiver of fear to climb his spine, and it only got worse the closer they got to it. As he saw the monsters that climbed the honeycombed structure, swarming atop each other like endless worms, he’d seen plenty of those here in Titan. Zapharios’s creation - that they were being built on Earth hurt his soul, even after all this time.
But now he stood atop the inverted pyramid, where his heart felt the heaviest. He knew not what tragedy had befallen here, but the atmosphere and the painting were oppressive. It had all the pivotal characters. The wolf was there, but for some reason, it was more ethereal and incorporeal. The blonde-turned-raven-haired woman was there, but the expression on her face was smirking and terrified simultaneously. An armored and demonic creature stood in a whirlwind of blackness, and even though no power emanated from any of the creatures, Vander could tell how strong this Zaphario’s infected creator had been, for he had walked through the memories of Salvation Cain, and Vulcano of Oblivion. As Tad had done with his message in the Viking wood splitter realm, Tad had created giant statues, using scale to represent the powers of each of the monsters. The illusion only worked when you stood from a specific spot on the ground, certainly the very spot where Tad had stood in his own memories, and then found out how distant the statues truly were. Omega was incomprehensibly far away, and yet it looked as if he stood close. Vander marveled at the craftsmanship, the foresight, and the execution of such a task.
Without saying anything, Tad moved down to the center of the pyramid and his hands moved quickly. Vander watched him work efficiently, with skill beyond imagination, without wasted movement, as he carved the wooden block on the central altar, the basic curves of the wood already turning into the shape of an infant.
Vander’s stomach rolled at that, at the golden and ivory dagger lying beside the child. He knew what had happened here.
The detail on the inverted pyramid, and on the people here, was a level of quality and perfectionism that likely went beyond realism. Vander had the impression that even if he’d seen this in real life, it wouldn’t have looked half as good as the scene before him did.
They hadn’t exchanged many words since the house, and Vander hadn’t found the need to ask, but finally, his curiosity burned too brightly to be denied any longer. “How long have you been in here?”
Tad looked up from his work, pulling out a strip of paper that he rubbed across the forming infant. “I... was hoping you could tell me that.”
Vander didn’t know. He looked at all the carvings around him, his mind wondering how it was even all possible. A sudden dread of suspicion took hold of Vander’s heart. “You didn’t...”
Tad held his gaze. “Didn’t what?”
“You didn’t keep doubling after every thirty days, did you?” Vander’s mind struggled to calculate how many swings of Tad’s axe it must have taken to clear the entire forest of Omega.
Tad nodded once. “I... I think I did. If I hadn’t left, I should be doubling again tomorrow.” Tad shook his head as if what he’d said was stupid. “Whatever tomorrow means.”
Vander’s eyes bulged. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You were supposed to stop at 10,000. We were to move on to another task. I was never supposed to be gone that long.”
Tad blinked a few times, though Vander couldn’t read the complicated expression on his face. “I’m glad you took so long,” was all he said.
Vander almost didn’t dare ask, he couldn’t conceive of how long each ‘day’ that Tad lived actually was. “How many times did you double?” Vander’s voice was but a whisper.
Tad grimaced in confusion. “Numbers... don’t work so well when you go that high.” He flexed his arm muscles slightly, “But it’s ingrained within my flesh. Within my mind. My body knows when to move to the next task.”
In his eternities in Titan, Vander had done some great works... but nothing as crazy as this. The same three tasks endlessly, doubling them forever and ever, the thought made his brain hurt. “And what happened to your form, you were...”
“Demonic?” Tad put forth.
Vander nodded.
Tad’s complexion darkened, and the air around him seemed to quiver, almost as if his mere intention was causing it to decay. Visions of death began to fill Vander’s mind. His breath froze in his lungs, and he took a step back without meaning to.
“You wouldn’t want to see that form anymore.”
Vander had never agreed with anything so strongly. He knew not how, but the terror he felt in his mind and heart exceeded even that of having to relive Zero’s torture four more times to free his other extensions.
What the hell was this creature before him? He had been so broken when he’d first met Vander, and now... there was such a deep reserve of strength about him, though Vander couldn’t sense a thing from him. It was the same as Mother Omega.
Tad turned from his work, his bright blue eyes resting on Vander made him shiver as another flash of death filled his mind. The infant was finished. He placed it back down to take its place atop the altar. “I should paint it, seal it... but...” He released a huge sigh. “Vander, will you take me from this place? If I stay, I won’t be able to break free. Not of my own accord. I’ve been here too long, everything is too automatic.” He turned back to Vander, his blue eyes almost glowing. “Take me to him. I’m ready.”
Vander shivered under that gaze. “Take you to who?”
“To Zero. You know Titan better than I do, I don’t want to spend endless years lost. There’s no time for that. It’s time for me to end this.” He gestured to the pyramid, then to the giant black, tar-covered monster. “To repair what I can. To tear from death what I may.”
Vander wasn’t sure what he was talking about but he pulled out his own necklace, obeying the command in Tad’s voice before he knew what he was doing. He pulled out the axe sigil. “We need to go back to here, and then through the black portal in the sky.”
Tad frowned. “But you said...”
Vander shook his head. “It was a lie to keep you from leaving, I told you, I didn’t mean to be gone that long.”
Tad’s eyes hardened, a pure blue. “You did what you had to do.”
Vander gulped and hoped he’d never have to deceive this man again.
The two of them activated their sigils and stood back in the endless plain.
“Are the trees really all gone?” Vander asked.
Tad frowned, deep in thought. He looked past the ruined cabin, far into the distance. “I left one... I think.” He looked lost in his own thoughts, his hands grasping as if restraining himself. “It felt wrong to fell them all.”
Ice filled Vander’s blood, and suddenly he wished he hadn’t asked. The two of them flew to the portal in the sky, and Vander only hoped that somehow, they evaded the midnight wolf.
At the same time, he couldn’t help but wonder who would come out on top. What a fight between the wolf and the woodcutter would look like.
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Chapter 43


Tad stood on the wide, treeless plains, studying the swirling vortex of darkness above him in the sky. It swirled and twisted so violently that Tad had believed Vander when he said it would be the end of him. Even now, it made his stomach churn to look at it, as if he were looking into the same black hole that had swallowed him and crushed him for endless aeons in Decation - even though that hadn’t been a real black hole. 
He was a different creature now, with a different outlook. For longer than he could remember, he was fixated on what had already happened, on the past, but today... Today was finally the day that would cause the sands of time to begin to flow again. He was ready for Zero, and ready for Titan. 
He was ready for anything that would come his way.
“What are you waiting for?” Vander looked anxiously at the sky.
It was unlike him.
“I’m just... it’s a rite of passage.” Tad looked at the fidgety creator. “What’s going on with you?”
Vander hesitated. “I’m sorry, Zero recently got ahold of one of my... duplicates and it still has me rattled.”
Tad squinted slightly. He decided not to press the issue. “Where will this take us?”
“To an exterior hub on the fringe of Titan.”
“Like an elevator?” Tad asked.
Vander shook his head, though his eyes were distant. “I’ve mapped out large sections of Titan, endless nexuses, and hubs. The more I map, the more I’m convinced that Titan is a giant brain.”
Tad looked at Vander as if he was crazy. “Like the form of a brain?”
Vander nodded. “In function as well. I’m almost certain that Titan itself is the hardware on which the level-up program is running.”
“How is that possible? I thought that Alpha created Titan to trap Zero.” That’s at least what he’d heard from Fenrir and several other sources, Athnllpd was one of them.
“Mother Omega herself tells a different tale,” Vander stared at the black portal above, but his eyes were distant. “The level-up program was vastly different before Zero became trapped in Titan. She claims it was better before his alterations, that he intentionally damaged it, degraded it, to prevent other voids from climbing after him.”
Tad sucked on his teeth, pulling up the ladder behind him sounded exactly like something that Zero would do. “How was it better before?”
Vander shrugged slightly. “Mother claims it was more sophisticated, that it allowed for more freedom to manipulate stats and skills, to become rather than to be classified. I have never had access to any level-up program so the details are beyond me.”
None of this was making Tad feel any better, instead, it caused something deep within him to smolder. He looked back up to the portal. “Where are we going?”
Vander closed his eyes tightly, as if he couldn’t believe what he was about to say. “If you want to go to Zero, we must go to the truest entrance of Titan. Long ago, before Zero, it contained the strongest monsters of Titan, where lived the King of Titan - Titanargus. Zero killed him, and replaced his guards with his own broken toys.” Vander trembled.
“Take me there.”
Vander closed his eyes once more, muttering inaudibly to himself. “Mother is going to kill me. I was supposed to stay with you until she came to retrieve you.”
“Mother can’t kill you,” Tad said, knowing the truth. The last image of Fenrir’s projection played through his mind, of Gabriel Hawk disintegrating. Being unmade. He remembered all the monsters he’d destroyed so far. “Only I can do that.”
Vander’s eyes snapped open, concerned, searching Tad’s face for any hint of humor. His eyes widened further.
“Take me to it. To the true entrance of Titan. It’s time for me to finally meet Zero.”
Vander paled. “You would not speak so casually of him if you knew what he was.”
Tad nodded wistfully. “No one would charge blindly into the future if they knew what lay in wait. But we all do, with more courage than we realize.”
Vander looked from the vortex above down to study Tad. “You’ve changed. You’re not that broken demon anymore.”
Tad held his eyes. “You’re wrong. I’m the same person.” Tad tapped his chest twice with the fingers of his right hand. “I’ve just learned what broke me in the first place, and I stopped doing those things.” He paused, then continued. “Then I did the things I knew I should, no matter how difficult.”
Vander shuddered again, his face paling slightly.
“Nothing will stop me from doing what I need to do. Not anymore. Take me to where we need to go.”
Vander flew ahead and Tad followed. Vander vanished into the blackness of the portal, for an instant his body twisted, then shrunk forcibly before it disappeared completely. Tad took a deep breath, his stomach butterflies coming back to life. For longer than he could remember, he’d thought this vortex would unmake him. He’d accepted it as fact. He’d resolved to never enter it, no matter what happened, but now he knew the truth.
This vortex wasn’t the escape of death he thought it was.
It was the beginning of the path.
The start of his journey.
This would lead him to the new king of Titan.
To the first rung of the ladder that led to Zero.
This moment was the beginning of the very end.
With eyes wide open, Tad flew into the vortex that once spelled his doom. The sheer force of the compression pressed the air from his lungs, he felt his back and spine crack, and it felt like his legs were shoved up under his ribcage. The pressure lasted only for a moment. It wasn’t even worth mentioning compared to Decation.
He stood in a dark, box-shaped room, devoid of features except for a giant wall on one side that looked like miniature bubble wrap with scratch marks next to each bubble. The scratches stopped about 4/5ths of the way through.
Vander peered out a doorway, first one way, then the other, then waved at him eagerly to hurry. The creator pressed his fingers to his lips and Tad’s hackles rose. 
Just what was Vander, with all his strength, worried about? Tad moved quickly, falling in line behind Vander. They wound through a twisted tunnel before they stepped through another compression warp. They repeated this process a dozen times before Tad was utterly lost in the infinite maze they were exploring.
At last, they entered a room similar to the first Tad had entered, the one with bubble wrap and scratches along one wall.
Except this wall wasn’t covered in bubble wrap, but instead, on the wall was a single bubble as big as Tad’s fist - it gleamed a murderous red.
“Are these dungeons?” Tad asked, staring at the orb.
“It’s like a chain of nested dungeons. One leads to the next.”
“How many?”
“Only seven.”
Tad looked sharply at Vander. “Why so few?”
Vander didn’t answer.
He didn’t need to. Tad knew the answer before he’d even finished asking the question.
Zero wanted visitors, if there were any ever to appear. He wanted them to find him. Zero was the ultimate void, wanting the ultimate challenge.
Tad stared at the first bubble. “Will you be joining me?”
Vander’s face went pale as a ghost. He backed away two steps, shaking his head near-imperceptibly.
“Then tell your ‘Mother’ one thing for me.”
Vander gulped and nodded, listening intently.
“Tell her that I’m coming for her next,” Tad said as he strode forward and pressed his index finger into the first bubble. It did not ‘pop’ like he’d been anticipating, but instead, it sucked him inside in an instant, the same compression crushing him where he stood.
And then he was on the other side.
Tad stood in a glorious palace. Crystal walls held back a sea of roaring golden essence. It was so bright and filled with true light that Tad had to bring up one hand to shield his eyes, blinking quickly to adjust. He stood in a small chamber at the bottom of an ascending spiral staircase that twisted upward just out of sight.
Zero wasn’t just the perfect void, but he was also a creator with more potential than Alpha themselves, if the story was to be believed. Tad climbed the steps. He knew this journey; the twist of the corridor; the tightness of the walls.
It was the exact same angle as the spiral staircase within the class tower. Tad climbed from the top of the gleaming staircase straight into the inside of what appeared to be an enormous beating heart. Vascular red and pale walls beat around him once per second, yet no blood or other fluid filled the chambers in which he stood. The floor too, was surprisingly stable. Tad stood in the bottom chamber of the heart. He craned his neck to watch the ceiling above open and close rapidly, revealing a second cavernous chamber above. Tad flew upward, timing the walls so he wouldn’t be crushed between them, as they looked wet, slick with a clear fluid. He soared through easily, finding another passage to his right that opened and closed, this time twice as fast as the last. He navigated through a series of ever-increasing beating valves until he reached the end of the path.
A second heart, about the same height as an untransformed Tad, stood still as death in the center of this new chamber. Atop it lay a woman, draped backwards, completely covered by a black shroud that hid her body. Thick black chains were attached over the shroud where the creature’s neck and ankles would have been, bending her backwards, likely to the limit. Her body formed a ‘C,’ her spine stretched to the snapping point, the tip of her head almost touching her toes. Tad studied the creature before him. Hyde had been strung up with similar chains and Tad was worried that what was before him was another broken creator, or as Vander had said, ‘one of Zero’s broken toys.’
Tad circled, the walls around him beating wetly, the noise and vibration filling his body, until he circled around the heart and saw the eyes that snapped open to watch him. Piercing grey, cross-shaped irises studied him through a transparent black veil. Tad almost gasped. “Marywell,” he spoke aloud. He would recognize those eyes anywhere, even if they weren’t the sapphire blue they had once been. Marywell was the healing creator who had entered Titan with Charles Tidwell over fifty years ago. Her eyes rested on his, unblinking. Her face was blank, completely void of emotion. Even through the black, Tad could see the pale pallor of her skin, like waterlogged flesh. The color from her eyebrows had been bleached away, her hair, which fell beyond the black shroud, was similarly bleached to that nasty perfect grey that had infected Hyde.
With visible effort, she pulled against her chains, straining. A series of popping sounds were almost masked by the sound of the beating heart chambers behind him. She straightened herself. Tad realized that the popping sounds were each of her joints going back into their sockets.
“Welcome.” Her voice rasped like two dusty sticks rubbed together. She turned to face Tad, but leaned against the heart behind her, her feet further out, as if to rest. The heart beat for the first time, pulsating in four separate quadrants one after the other, slowly, as if controlled. “If you know my name, then you must be from Earth.”
Tad nodded. “Marywell, the Heart of Lions.” That had been her title, and Tad couldn’t help but feel slightly sick at the mockery that Zero had made of her prison. She’d been bent backwards atop a literal heart. He could almost taste the scorn at the intended offense and irony.
“It has been ages since I have heard my title, though I am surrounded by it ever presently. The last who came through was a group of creators, four to be exact.”
“Lei Wei Zhei?” Tad asked.
“He was most impressive, his deep growth reminded me of Tidwell himself, though Tidwell prevented them from intruding upon the master - or so I was told.”
“Why do you call him that?” Tad felt a hint of bile at the back of his throat. 
“It is how I was trained, and I dare not cause his eminence offense.”
That was the third person he’d heard about this ‘training’ from. The first was Raekast, the second Hyde. “Do you not wish to fight?”
“There was a time I thought for myself, I chased the whimsical nature of my own desires.” She spoke robotically, her voice void of passion. “My lord taught me the error of my ways. To desire is to suffer, to want is to recognize the lack. Now I desire nothing, nor do I suffer.”
“What do you mean you don’t suffer?” Tad felt his blood beginning to boil. “You’re chained and wrenched in half over that stone-still heart, surely that is painful!”
She nodded. “The pain is my anchor; it holds my mind to this realm. It must be, else I turn into some unimaginable horror. A creator without presence of mind is a terrible thing.” She brought a skeletal hand down and caressed the wet-looking heart she was chained to as if it were an affectionate pet. “This heart and mine are joined. It beats with mine.”
Tad examined the heart with new eyes. “I’ve seen it beat but once since I’ve entered here.”
She nodded again, more solemnly this time. “I have reached that level of mastery, though in my excitement to see a visitor after all this time, my control slipped.” Her grey eyes flashed a brilliant blue for one instant before the grey took root again. For a moment, it looked as if Tad were staring into the avatar of nothingness itself. Her voice deepened gravely. “For what purpose do you approach the throne of the most high?”
The formality of her question put Tad on his highest guard; something had changed. “I’m going to kick Zero’s ass.”
“You are not enough,” she boomed.
Tad shrugged casually. “Then I will grow.”
Marywell’s right shoulder snapped forward in a crunching sound as it settled back into its joint. “Growth is the genesis of pain,” she recited, her other shoulder snapped back into joint. She looked at him, her eyes pleading, waiting for more.
“It’s time I put an end to this.”
“Time is an illusion,” she boomed, flexing her core and standing fully upright for the first time. “To know time is to suffer before suffering begins!” Once more, her gaze seemed to beg. Beg Tad for a better answer. He gave the one closest to his heart.
“I hope to create a better future.”
“Hope is vain, for you know not what Zero has attained.” Her grey eyes wept thick gravy tears. Her right arm jerked, shattering the chain that held it. A burst of golden light shone forth, but was swallowed by the veil of blackness, which Tad just noticed had bleached grey as well. She freed her other arm, followed by the shattering of her leg irons. Finally, she jerked her head forward, shattering the chains on her neck. Her head slowly swiveled downward, her long grey hair covering her face completely as she stared at the ground. Her arms were down at her side.
Tad could only see the black crosses of her eyes between overlong grey strands of ratty hair; the rest of her form seemed to shimmer in and out of existence.
“I am the first sentinel of my king. You shall not go further.”
Her heart began to beat.
Tad’s own heartbeat raced to match.
Marywell took a single step forward, and then vanished.
Tad looked around quickly, searching for his opponent, expecting her speed to be out of this world, but his perception bubble filling the entire heart room felt nothing. Where had she gone?
She appeared directly in front of him, her hand already pressed on his chest. “Heal of death,” she whispered, and even her voice ceased to exist halfway through the spell.
Tad’s chest caved in fully, he felt his legs give out as his spine snapped in half, but then the spell hit in full. An energy wave blasted through his back, hollowing out his entire abdomen. Tad howled in pain.
Instinctively, he reached for his transformation - it had been a small chance that he could match a creator without it.
His wings shot out from his sides, his ribs reformed, his spine stiffened in healing, he grew taller. He gripped her hand before she could react.
“Try it again.”
Marywell stood frozen, unsure of what to do.
The greyness dropped from her face for a moment, a brilliant golden light shone through before vanishing once more. “Heal of Death!” She spoke.
His entire left chest and arm vaporized but grew back instantly. Her expression through her bramble of hair was one of pure shock. She tugged on her wrist, but he didn’t let go. With a flick of his wrist, he casually threw her backwards through the arena.
She shot through seven heartwalls in the blink of an eye.
“Is this all a creator is?” Tad asked, a small fire of anger growing in his chest. He’d pushed so high, so insanely high, but he hadn’t even entered his Primo mode. Could she really not keep up with his base form?
Marywell appeared through the broken heart wall, hands gripping the tear. Her grey eyes blazed with fury, grey blood trickled down her face. She vanished for the second time.
She was using the power of nothingness. She had mastered it in a way completely different than how Hyde had used it - he had been able to control his arms and legs like they were attached, even though they had clearly not been.
He stopped and listened.
A cold hand touched his back, right over his spine. “Resurrection of Death,” she spoke. Tad could hear the smile on her lips. Her eagerness to watch the devastation of her spell.
Tad’s heart froze in his chest, refusing to beat.
She paused, waiting.
Tad turned in a blur, catching her hand once more. Tad’s heart still didn’t beat in his chest. Her smile widened, hungrily, as if she wished to see him die, to see him scream. With one hand, he ripped open his ribcage with a great crack and removed his heart, throwing it to the ground before his fingerteeth could bite into it. His heart regrew and began beating in an instant, his ribcage repaired.
“Tell me this isn’t all you are,” Tad said again, disturbed.
She vanished.
He didn’t wait for her to reappear. He strode past where she had vanished and moved to the heart that she’d been chained to for countless millennia. He pulled back his fist and slammed it into the heart. It exploded in a shower of gore.
A scream of unending pain tore through the room. A very visible Marywell had collapsed on the floor, both hands scraping at her chest madly. Her cloudy grey eyes flashed blue, then grey, then blue again as she scrambled on the floor like a toddler in a fit. “It won’t beat! It won’t beat!” She screamed and pulled off the black shroud that covered her body. She tore it off in an uncontrolled jerking motion. 
Tad recoiled at what lay underneath. Her body was infected with nothingness, her skin was gone, her rib cage wrapped around emptiness, her organs missing. Her own heart remained, but it hung still and silent. She reached around her own ribcage with bony fingers - how had Tad missed it? Her flesh was missing from her limbs as well, her infection of nothingness had consumed her skin and muscles, nerves and tendons, only pale white bone was left, bone that started but then was missing - not with holes or anything else, but a completely different phenomenon, where it just wasn’t where it should be. Simultaneously, Tad’s brain filled in the gaps, showing him the whole picture, showing the bone, even showing what looked to be a projection of nerves and muscle and tendons and skin. He could both see Marywell’s true form, yet at the same time, he couldn’t see anything. Disgust and revulsion filled him. “What did Zero do to you?” his mouth was agape.
Her eyes flashed blue once more, her rage-filled brows appeared blonde for an instant. “He did nothing!” She spat the words. “This is my work, this is what I have strived to become after so long!”
“You don’t want to exist?” Tad said darkly, the light seemed to vanish from the room.
“Existence is torture!” She screamed. “It stretches on infinitely and there can be no end in sight, not unless his excellence completes his work, unless he erases being itself, erases existence. Only then can eternal beings, can creators rest!”
The pieces clicked into place and the naked, raw truth was exposed before his mind like a gaping wound. “Your beliefs infect even your flesh,” he spoke, dumbfounded.
“It is the same for you! For all creatures! Their deepest beliefs manifest on their visage, on their bodies. Do they believe themselves healthy? Then their mind, their soul, fights to manifest their beliefs. Are they winners, are they losers? Their beliefs make it so! Look at you! A creature of darkness longing for death, so black you are hard to see, even in this light!”
“You’re wrong. I’m no longer like that,” he spoke, his voice calm.
Her expression twisted in confusion, and then she spat out a laugh filled with scorn. “You still lie to yourself. You see not what drives you. You are darkness through and through. Where I wish for non-existence, you wish for death. Where I rush to embrace the nothingness, you crave death yet stave it off.” Her expression fell to confusion once more. “Why! Why won’t you accept and manifest your beliefs? Why do you fight your nature? Why fight what you have become?”
Had she met him when he’d first entered Titan, she’d have been right. He had been a miserable creature trying to drive himself straight toward his own destruction. 
He was no longer that man.
Only misery had come from listening to that voice. His mind, gripped with a fascination of death and decay, had attempted to strangle itself. It was as she said. The idea had taken root in his breast and taken a life of its own. It had become a life that only wished to extinguish itself.
He had overcome that spirit. It no longer was a part of him. Tad spoke the best answer he could formulate. “I fight because to give in would only make things worse.”
“What do you mean!” she shrieked, and grey liquid of nothingness spilled from her eyes like blood, her white hair stood straight out on all sides. “What is your answer?” She screeched.
Tad searched for what he thought could get through to her, what he believed. “There is pain. There is death. There are tyrants and kings who stomp me down, who would put me in my place, who would kill me outright if they could, and if I die now, it is the same as them killing me. They will do whatever they wish, no matter how wicked or cruel. If I live, despite the pain I feel, if I push forward... Perhaps I can become the means to fix what they have twisted.”
Marywell laughed a single scornful laugh, her voice filled with complete disbelief. “You mean to fix existence itself?”
“If I have to. If no one else will step forward to do it, then why not me?”
Tad saw the path forward and simultaneously saw why he had been aimless for so long.
For to commit to this path, to commit to fixing existence itself, meant to root out the corruption, at any cost. It meant to chase it endlessly, to bear the burden on his shoulders, and his shoulders alone. It meant to take full responsibility to remove or dispose of the monsters in front of him, Zero and Alpha, to carry the weight of all the universe.
The full weight.
It suddenly felt heavier than all the pressure of Decation.
No wonder he hadn’t wanted to look at it. As Marywell had said, to desire is to suffer, to want is to recognize the lack. Now I desire nothing, nor do I suffer. He too had reached the point of desiring nothing, for what was a bigger desire than fixing existence itself? To bear the responsibility to lift as much as he could would cause him more suffering than anything else he could imagine - though it would relieve the suffering of all those around him.
“It’s impossible. It’s too heavy a task!” Marywell’s eyes blinked back to blue once more, pausing longer than before. “You are like him! You are like Zero!” As she said the name, her entire face went as white as a sheet. She stared around as if expecting death or unearthly pain for speaking his nickname and not one of his ‘titles.’
But nothing came.
“How am I like Zero?” Tad asked, his voice a harsh whisper at the comparison. His hands trembled as he locked eyes with Marywell, already back to blank grey. His chest wasn’t filled with pure trepidation, for there was something else there. He dug deeper, examining what else it was that he felt. Excitement? Hope?
“His eminence lives to erase existence, where you mean to heal it!” She shrieked. “Do you not see the similarity?”
Heal existence? Her words struck him. “I’m nothing like that monster,” was all that he could utter.
“He suffers more than all! His desire anchors his soul to his goal. He suffers willingly, knowingly, that he will be the one to wound the dragon of suffering itself! He will slay that beast of existence, to become the savior of peace! And you are like him!” Marywell suddenly blanched as she examined Tad, she looked around as if to escape. “It won’t end well for me, not if I fight.” Her entire form vanished once more.
Tad closed his eyes. It was useless to search for her using his traditional senses. He’d wait until he felt a blip and then move. But he didn’t know one thing...
He didn’t know what he should do with Marywell.
To leave her here, alone, allowing her to torture herself endlessly when he could do something about it... He could kill her - and then bring her back, away from this environment that held her like a slave - like Vander had done for him. He’d been unable to escape that place, even with all his power, his routines had become too strong, his habits had made a slave out of him.
But to do that... meant that he’d have to live through her death vision.
Tad’s spine trembled at the thought, his heart beating faster.
He thought he’d lived a long time? What about the pitiful creature running from him now, stuck in the realm of nothing even as she fled?
Didn’t she deserve some mercy too?
He growled, the sound of a tortured lion.
The thought pressed his courage, daring him to flee. Was this what it meant, that he would try to do what he felt was right? He felt like he was climbing a hill carrying a heavy burden on his back, and many people were below him on the hill. He could drop all his weight and climb alone, but his burden would roll down and crush others, perpetuating even more misery. And here was another climber who had carried her burden all this time, but could carry it no longer. 
Shouldn’t he carry it for her? 
At least for a time? 
Common sense screamed for him to flee, to run, to defeat her and move on. Leave her to her own foolish suffering, hadn’t she caused it? Didn’t she choose it every eternal moment? To bear her burden might crush him, it might wound him! 
But he’d committed to it. In the torturous depths of Decation, it was the only belief he’d been able to cling to. He’d carry his part, and help anyone along the way he found who was struggling. 
And who was hurting more than Marywell? It wrenched his heart to see her current state. She had been so wholesome back on Earth, so bubbly in the interviews, and brilliantly beautiful. She was nothing like this creature. He’d been wretched before... Like Vander, it was his turn to pass it on. 
He knew this path was more difficult than any other he could think of. He would suffer chasing it - but something in his heart whispered that he should take the path, he should embrace the difficulty. That something down this pathway would lead to the future that he wanted. 
It might redeem her. 
And it might redeem him. 
He made up his mind, almost not believing what he was about to do. 
He couldn’t see her. He couldn’t feel her. He couldn’t even hear or smell her. 
He gripped both hands on the swords at his waist and waited. 
She couldn’t stay in that form forever. She would flicker - and then Tad would be there. He would end her suffering in the only way that he knew how. 
He would destroy her - and take her suffering upon himself by living through her death.
He waited, almost in a meditative state. It would be hard, but he had never been so sure of anything.
He would lead her back to the world from which she had come and show her once more how beautiful it could be. 
She appeared. He drew his blades from his hips in a flash, his speed roaring. She froze in place. She didn’t even see him; he had become so fast with his drawn Daisho mode. He pointed a finger. “Omega Ragnarok.”
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Chapter 44


Aeons passed, eternity shuddered, and all the while the heart of Marywell, the Heart of Lions, was still. The nothingness infected her every thought, her flesh, and even her spirit. The cold, black chains stretched her spine to the breaking point, the constant pain tethering her mind to existence. 
At least that was her belief.
The steady wet beats of the heart chambers adjacent to her own taunted her every moment, enticing her to allow her own heart to beat. She would not give in! Until the nothingness consumed her, she would push toward this singular goal, until she became like the others.
Her progress was slow, her spirit unwilling. Some part of her still wished to live, to thrive, despite the endless eternity that stretched behind her, and worse, that unknowable future that stretched forever ahead of her.
That she was still sane was a miracle.
Only her fear and pride in her intelligence caused her to cling fiercely to it - she would not become a mindless beast! That was the lesser path, she would rather suffer eternally, even if she herself didn’t realize it! So she persevered in the path to extinguish her every thought; her body, her heart, her soul.
Marywell lived aeons, tortuous moment gave birth to tortuous moment. The nothingness slowly devoured her body, piece by piece she was steadily consumed, ants of nothingness dismantling her living corpse. But the work was slow, the progress, agonizing.
It was then a man appeared.
The man became a demon.
The fight happened in the blink of an eye compared to the aeons of torture, and it was over.
Blackness.
Tad opened his eyes, gasping. He gripped at his chest, but both his hands and his skin were missing! Pallid flesh writhed with grey veins, the death dream infected his whole soul. The urge to panic was overwhelming, only overpowered by Marywell’s desire to throw himself into the nothingness and end it, once and for all.
These were but borrowed beliefs, lived through another’s experience, and they fled quickly.
His skin was already flushing, the grey vanishing. His human heart had already begun to beat on its own once more. His active thoughts were solving the problem - how could he lose to nothingness? It wasn’t even real.
His human form felt stiff; he hadn’t used it very often, not with Chubchub in all their training. He stretched as he thought.
He had lived for time beyond measure within the endless surges of upward power, but this memory had been a different beast. Thrust into the mind of another, thrust into the circular ruminations of their own endless prison - it was beyond exhausting, and worse, he saw that it posed an actual danger - should he consume someone too far gone...
He shook his head to clear it, smoothing the last tendrils of desire for nonexistence from his breast.
That was Marywell’s desire - not his. And he was positive that had she not been Zero’s prisoner, tortured into his poisoned thinking, she might have lived a long and interesting life - even stuck here in Titan as she was. Her ‘death’ hadn’t extended so far back as to her initial training; even what he’d experienced was dizzyingly long. She’d been trapped in Titan for more than 50 years, with the time compression of Titan...
It was unfathomable how long she’d been in here. Yet she, unlike Tad, had been caught in her misery the entire time, where he’d been guided out of it.
“Just hang in there,” he said aloud. “Life will be beautiful again, the moment we get out of here. I promise.”
Anger flashed through his soul at Zero, the being who had caught her and set her to such a task that caused so much pain! It was senseless, it was unjust, and the more he thought about it, the more he seethed. He had to fight to return to his calm center, to that place that he’d forged as a woodcutter and carpenter.
Tad got to his unsteady feet, in search of the pathway to the next guardian. Vander had said there were seven doors; the next should be the sixth - and he’d already entered the fourth once before, with Fenrir, and had been forced to flee from Hyde, the German creator.
Last time, he’d had no answers to his burning questions. Now, he’d found them.
After a quick search, he found a hatch beneath the giant chained heart that had served as Marywell’s torture table. He lifted it and suddenly stood back in the crystal tower, the white light of essence burning behind the crystal walls so bright it was blinding.
He climbed the steps and came to a door made of many blades. The blades crisscrossed over each other, layering on top like a complicated game of cat’s cradle. 
Tugging open the door revealed a dark portal. He entered and stood in what could only be an enormous library. He stood between two towering bookshelves that both climbed upward, bending backwards out of sight. His mind flashed with a distant image of stacked wood... he’d done something like this too. Was it the nature of eternity that caused creators to build such structures? Meaningless to others, yet gripping something so dear to their own hearts? He walked toward the glowing power off in the distance, to where the next creator guardian waited, examining row after row of endless bookshelves. Each shelf held what looked to be the same copy of a short and squat grey-spined book, with a single letter printed on the spine.
Zero.
Tad’s stomach rolled as he reached and pulled a book from the shelf, almost certain about what was inside.
There were no borders, no decorative breaks, no title page, nor anything else a book traditionally had. Instead, every page was covered in endless neat zeros starting from the very top-left corner to the bottom right. The letters were so close together that unless you made a close enough inspection, they seemed to make an endless chain. Only the slightest sliver of the grey paper behind it showed through. It was almost unbelievable that each zero had been hand-written with such perfect precision, but it was all the same. Page after page, he turned, delving further into the book, he saw no deviation. Had he not recently walked through his own woodcarving madness with Vander, to see all the things he’d created through that process of incremental perfection, he wouldn’t have believed that this could be done. At about a dozen pages in, a new zero appeared in the bottom center of the page. Tad started over, this time counting the pages. The zero had appeared at ten. Tad flipped forward, roughly a hundred pages in, where a second zero appeared as the page number. He flipped to the last page of the book where three solid zeros stood as the number count of what had to be perfectly one thousand pages.
Tad replaced the book and pulled down another. It was the same. On the back cover, Tad found a tidy signature.
Siegfried Sienth
Tad knew of this creator as well - Sienth, the Blademaster, who wielded the Daisho pair, same as Tad - a katana and a wakizashi. That it was an enemy blademaster who had penned all these books of perfectly precise penmanship caused a tremor of wonder in his breast. If Sienth could do this with a pen... What could he do with a sword?
Unlike the other two creators he’d met so far, Hyde and Marywell, whose infinite creator powers had seemed muted and distant, occasionally melting out of existence entirely, Sienth was a different beast. His creator powers blasted, full force and constantly. Yet his power wasn’t wild, like some untamed beast, but instead was like the endless zeros on the pages of the books. It was disciplined, honed, and perfected. Even standing here, Tad felt like his skin would be sliced open from the sharpness of the aura alone; his pale skin felt raw under the waves of sharp power that flowed and ebbed like the sea.
His hopes rose. Perhaps this enemy could test his newfound powers, and if not, he could at least test Tad’s swordsmanship.
Sienth’s aura was the bladed edge incarnate. Tad’s aura was the non-existent whisper of a ghost. Tad slipped through the aura and the library both without disturbance. He caused no ripple with his movement as he purposefully tread through row after row after row of endless bookshelves, all containing the exact same hand-written work without the slightest deviation. One thousand pages filled perfectly with zeros almost touching the border of the next.
He came to the last bookshelf that hid the creator from his vision, peeking through it.
A severe-looking, spectacled man was busy at work, sitting at his desk. His brown hair was specked with grey, though it was not the grey of nothingness, just that of age. He looked exactly as Tad remembered from the countless images across media, not having aged a day. His hand glided like magic, from row to row across a parchment, carefully penning what had to be his newest volume. He leapt from one page to the next, while shifting the pages across an expansive desk almost three times the arm-span of Sienth himself. The desk was covered, every inch, with drying parchment, though he seemed to know which were dry as he stacked the dry ones atop a growing pile of completed parchments. His quill dipped into an inkwell at his liking. He finished another, and began the process anew.
Tad had seen enough.
He stepped around the bookshelf silently, into the large square clearing from which the bookshelves started. He stood in plain view - but the swordsman never took his eyes off his work.
Tad cleared his throat.
Sienth’s eyes flicked from his work to Tad, without pausing, then back again. “Who are you and what do you want?” 
“Tad Harrington, from Earth,” Tad said, almost not believing that he stood before the swordsman that all kids had imitated on the playground. Every kid with a stick had wanted to be Siegfried Sienth.
“Marywell failed again I see,” he stated flatly, though his expression was mildly annoyed. “Why don’t you have a seat?” In between finishing parchments, juggling his papers, drawing up a new page, he somehow found time to gesture at Tad to sit.
“I won’t be here that long.”
“Suit yourself.” The scratch of quill against parchment was the only sound in the enormous library. “You still haven’t stated your purpose. Why have you come here?”
“To defeat Zero.”
“Impossible.” Sienth’s hand moved smoothly from line to line, a new row of perfect zeros appearing almost like magic as his hand gently bounced from each character to the next in the perfect practiced motion.
“I’ve done the impossible before.”
“Not like this, you haven’t.” For the second time, Sienth’s eyes flicked to Tad and back so quickly that Tad felt like he’d imagined it. “He is powerful beyond measure, skilled beyond comprehension, ruthless beyond ambition, and competent beyond perfection. Those in the heavens themselves could not defeat him, nor any of us that pursued him into this hell.” His voice faltered. “Not even Tidwell,” he said bitterly.
Tad looked at the creator carefully. He’d missed it on the other two, and he had no desire to make the same mistake, but even under the most careful of scrutiny, he was unlike the other creators he’d fought. Sienth showed no signs of being infected by Zero’s influence, the influence of the realm of nothing. His golden aura gleamed strong, casting a golden glow across all before him, staining the grey books gold. “Still, I’m going to him,” Tad said.
“Will you win?” Sienth’s voice was carefully still.
“I won’t know until I try.”
“Then you’ll fail,” he spat. “We thought our power infinite, we thought to be omnipotent with Tidwell at the head, but even he who could raise his strength to match any, was crushed before that awesome power. Before my lord and master.”
Tad looked to the shelves. “Zero,” he said flatly.
Sienth’s quill froze, his eyes flashing dangerously. “You would be wise to learn deference before it is forced upon you.”
Tad changed the subject. “I’m also looking for a friend, his name is Fenrir. Have you seen him?”
Sienth pulled a rag from his drawer and carefully wiped off the quill tip. “I have not had visitors since the party of a Chinese creator came through here. A Li Wei Zhang.”
Tad’s heart fell. Fenrir must not have come this way. “Was he strong?” Tad asked, never having met the man himself - though he knew of his reputation among creators.
“Second only to Tidwell himself, a remarkable man, though no doubt he too failed as did we. We learned our place, were forced to swallow humility.”
“Why don’t you still try? Still fight? Nothing is holding you here, you’re not chained like the others,” Tad said.
Sienth’s quill froze, his eyes wholly on Tad. They glowed a subtle gold from his own reflected splendor, but their true color was a subtle shade of grey, once again not the grey of nonexistence, but a blue so pale they could only be called grey. Intelligence and discipline gleamed in his gaze. “For this conversation, I will pause my mainstay, that which holds my mind to this realm.” The man had no waste in his movement; he placed it on the desk in between parchments, in a space perfectly its size, all while studying Tad with that intelligent gaze. “What is your answer?”
“Answer to what?”
Sienth brought his hands up, gesturing to the books. “Your answer to the problem that Zero intends to solve. The problems inherent to existence.” He stuck out both hands and two sheathed swords appeared, each inlaid with decorative golden runes. Those, too, he laid down neatly parallel to the quill, in a space left free between his drying manuscript pages. “Zero has his answer, and I wish to know yours, that I may see which cuts the deepest.”
Tad considered his words carefully. “I don’t think there is a problem with existence.”
Soft laughter shook the man in front of him, a gentle expression of scorn resting on his features. “What of inequality and poverty? What of sickness and death? What of the torture and suffering of man? Zero spoke his answer, and I’ve heard Alpha’s answer - spoken from Zero’s own mouth - but your answer is that there’s nothing wrong with it?” The man’s eyes gleamed with something beyond curiosity. It took Tad a moment to place it.
Quiet ravenous hunger.
Like a three-day-starved lion stumbling across its first wounded gazelle.
“I’ve heard neither,” Tad said.
Sienth smiled tightly, a vein pulsing on the side of his head. “Zero would erase inequality and poverty. Strangle sickness and death. Torture and suffering would vanish within the realm of nothingness.”
Tad honestly couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “And you think that’s the right answer? To just destroy everything, to tear it all to the ground, just because some bad things happen?” Tad couldn’t wrap his mind around the audacity of that argument. “And what’s it to you and Zero that others suffer, that other beings get sick and die - those don’t afflict either one of you. You’re creators with perfect health, unable to die. Inequality and poverty? He has all the strength! Back on Earth, it was you who had all the wealth! You were a celebrity. You think he’s actually champions for others? Zero?”
Sienth’s tight smile vanished, replaced with a more satisfied one. “So you have given it some thought. Good. Then this might not be a complete waste of my time.” He watched Tad, the room descending into utter silence. So long that Tad thought that he must want Tad to say something, but then finally he spoke. “Zero only wishes to pull Alpha down from their throne, to pull them into the muck that they first spewed.
“By the very act of creating, Alpha introduced inequality, they were the progenitor of it. With riches to accumulate, it is only natural that they would end up in the hands of fewer and fewer. The law is the same for those with power. Creators are the exception to the rule, and they gain everything, while the rest are forced to crawl like bugs in the dust until they return to dust.
“To create life is to introduce death. By the same stroke of the hammer, health is forged alongside sickness. Yet those glorious beings in the heavens never paused to ask if we - those who suffer their decrees - even desired it in the first place. Suffering comes part and parcel with existence. For all grow sick and none escape the feebleness of old age, the finality of death - and all the while, there is an entity out there with the power to wave it away with a sweep of their hand, and yet they don’t. To see the giant mansion the same moment you are evicted from your shabby hut is suffering incarnate. Comparison leads to envy, envy to desire, and desire itself is what tortures man and beast alike. Alpha created these problems, yet answers to none of them. It is like you say, they cannot die. They do not get sick. They will never be poor, nor do they even suffer. They are the pre-eminent existence and always have been.” Sienth’s voice dripped with scorn, making the exact arguments that had been beaten into him.
Tad could tell, these weren’t his own thoughts. The words came too quickly, as if they were rehearsed and studied. Endlessly learned from Zero and repeated verbatim. Even if Tad could answer each one of these questions to the best of his ability, it still wouldn’t be enough, for Sienth didn’t believe it himself.
No matter how studious the student, or how vigilant the stripes of the master, a borrowed belief is only soup thin.
Instead of refuting his arguments, Tad spoke his observation. “I hear your master’s words, Sienth, but you lack his conviction.”
The blademaster stiffened, his eyes narrowing very slightly. “What you think you hear within my voice does not change the fact that his logic cuts as cleanly as my sword through flesh.”
“And we’d all be better off if we didn’t exist, if we never existed to begin with?” Tad spoke quietly.
“We wouldn’t suffer.” Sienth’s slender jaw unclenched and swung slightly to the right in thought. “It is only just that we pull Alpha from their throne to wallow in their created mess. They cannot be permitted to escape it; they too must suffer. It is time that they pay for their sins. For the sins of creation!” His voice finally held something beyond the cold logic. 
It burned with hatred. 
The scariest part was that Tad understood it. He had lived it and it had driven him to despair and death. “Life itself is unfair, by its very nature, and whose fault is it? It must be the fault of the cold and uncaring creator.”
Sienth’s eye glistened in sudden agreement, but Tad continued. 
“And if we can’t have what makes us happy, then we should tear it all down and make that creator pay.”
Sienth was nodding with zealous vigor. 
“Even if the price we pay is existence itself.”
“It is worth it!” Sienth boomed. “To exist this long time, to exist eternally, is to make suffering your forever bedfellow. To end it would be the sweetest bliss, the softest repose.”
Having existed for countless years, many of those being rife with suffering incarnate, Tad knew what the bladesmith meant. “The longer you exist, the harder it becomes to justify your existence.”
Sienth’s zeal vanished, his eyes grew suddenly hollow, a sickly guilt flashed for only a fraction of a second, but Tad knew exactly how the man felt. 
Tad continued. “For what endeavor, what act could be meaningful enough to justify an eternity of suffering?” Tad re-inspected the bladesmith sitting before him, pouting almost like a sullen child. “Why do you spew all of this nonsense?” Tad asked, “You’re not even infected by the nothingness. You’re not like the others. You don’t believe any of it. You spew another’s belief not because you believe it, but because it’s convenient. Because otherwise, you’re empty without any beliefs of your own.”
Sienth’s glare hardened to frozen pale moonstones.
“I don’t know the answers you seek. I know what I’m trying to do, however, which is not to make it any worse. I can help and lift where I can, and if I do well enough, perhaps I can become someone who can offer a solution. I’m not there yet, but I can relieve suffering where I see it. I don’t think reality can be fixed by one great act - like tearing everything down - it makes it worse for everyone in it. We can be a strength wherever we stand, and help lift those who are suffering, who can’t help themselves.” Tad paused, taking a second to calm down. “I don’t know why I’m even arguing this with you - when you so clearly don’t believe anything that you’re saying.” Sienth stiffened. “At least Marywell believed what she said - she lived it. Her flesh withered away, her organs consumed. She sought the nothingness you preach and it only brought her more misery - she suffered more and more the longer its emptiness, until the very end she clung to a hope that if she only went further into its empty clutches that things would get better for her.” Her long painful life stretched through his memory. “She didn’t even know it was getting worse - so long she’d been steeped in it. But you’re not like that at all. You’ve been in here just as long as she, but your penance hasn’t changed a thing. It hasn’t altered your form, your mind, or even beliefs.”
“It will in time!” Sienth spoke through clenched teeth. “He promises it will.”
“Time? You’ve been in here countless aeons! You’ve had more time than any other living creature, maybe besides Zero and Alpha - yet you still believe in something greater.” Tad said. “You’re unable to cast all your beliefs aside to let them all die finally.”
Sienth stood, the sound of his wooden chair legs scraping across the wooden floor echoed then dampened as it bounced off the endless towering shelves of books. It was like the sound had been caught, then slowly strangled.
“It will with time,” Sienth said, more in control this time, sounding more sure of himself. But then he froze, looking at Tad with an unbelieving glint in his eye. “You said until the very end.”
Tad lowered his eyebrows in confusion. “What?”
“You said Marywell suffered until the very end.” His eyes grew ravenous once more. “Did she finally do it? Did she transcend to that realm of nothingness? Did she make it as far as the others, where her pain no longer infects her?” Sienth’s hope rose to a great crescendo.
“No,” Tad said with a shudder. The memory of her agony stopped his heart; that eternal punishment rolled through him even as he stood talking to Sienth. “She died in her misery.”
Sienth faltered, his expression twisting in outrage. “She cannot die, she cannot-“
With one arm lifted above his head, Tad had formed a perfect sphere of shiny black death, bubbled and blistered atop his palm, an Omega Ragnarok. His borrowed pain stoked his anger once more, his voice dark. “I killed her with this.”
Sienth tilted his head up slightly, his eyes were hidden behind the gleam of his spectacles. “Impossible, nothing can kill a creator.”
“Perhaps you don’t know what I am,” Tad said. The truth was that pulling Marywell into himself had wounded him, and his anger swelled as a natural buffer against the pain. It was hard to think straight. Tad reached for his transformation. Horns twisted from his head, his irises glowing a hot blue, his lips turning a brilliant red as his skin paled, his form swelling and growing. “I’m the opposite to you, Sienth. You were reborn a creator - but I’ve become a destroyer.” The threat was thick in his voice.
Sienth recoiled, knocking his chair over with an echoing clatter.
“Why wait for the nothingness to swallow you? If it’s death you want, I can end you now, bring the relief you seek.” Despite his words, his body shrieked to do anything but - was he really willing to go through that again? Marywell’s death had been so long, so eternally long!
Sienth regained his composure, his jaw clenching defiantly. “You. Lie,” he said, his eyes flashing indignantly. “Only nonexistence can destroy creators.” His voice rang hollowly.
“You don’t even believe your own words.” Tad paused, tilting his head down darkly. “Nonexistence, nonexistence - you spout it like it’s a panacea. I’ve been swallowed by nonexistence before. Want to know what it’s really like?”
Sienth leaned forward hungrily, hanging on Tad’s every word.
“I willingly entered the realm of nothingness once, and it’s not like you’re imagining.” Tad shivered, even in his destroyer form, remembering the awful experience. “I was there. Pulled into the realm of nothingness, a grey liquid invaded my body. Froze my mind. But still I existed, a foreign creature in a realm of endless nothingness. Flashes of myself came and went. Time raced by, impossibly fast, but I was still there.” Tad tapped the side of his head with his other hand. “I still existed, and worse, there was no hope to pull myself out of it.”
“That sounds like bliss.”
“It is a hell from which you can never escape. Eternity might suck, especially here in Titan, but look around you.” Tad gestured with his free hand at the books around him. “You can change your environment, change your life, and using your own will, you can do something meaningful, or create something beautiful - you aren’t as chained by these books filled with endless zeros as you might think.” Sienth opened his mouth as if to speak, but Tad cut him off. “In the realm of nothingness, you still suffer, with no way to alleviate it. You’re a drug addict, yet you only remember the moments when you’re sober, and soon enough, you have enough of those moments to string together, to realize how utterly hopeless your situation has become. The longer you exist, the more you come to realize that you are different from that nothingness that surrounds you, that holds you prisoner, suffocating you as surely as a wet rag shoved down your throat. Every moment you wake, you know that you don’t belong - escape is impossible, for you cannot act. Only then will you know true suffering.”
The effect of his words on Sienth was visible. Though Tad’s arguments were imperfect, he spoke from experience, believing his own utterances, and his belief made all the difference. The blademaster’s perfectly still hands trembled, the discipline he’d formed through millions of years of carefully crafted writing had vanished. He shook his head, his face pale, his expression disbelieving. “That can’t be right. The nothingness is supposed to be the savior of creators, to finally still our eternal minds so we can sleep forever!”
Tad clenched his fist, shrinking his Omega Ragnarok within his grasp. Its power roared audibly in his hand, screaming to be used. It begged him to slam it into Sienth’s face, to dominate his opponent. Wind whipped around Tad as books were pulled from their shelves, pages flapping and tearing in the vortex in which he stood at the center. “You’re thinking about death, which I can give you now, if that’s what you desire. Unlike Zero, I can actually destroy creators, dismantle them into their basest elements where consciousness no longer exists. If death is what you truly desire, I can give it to you.” Despite the bravado of his words, he didn’t want to do it. It was such a heavy task, so heavy. A snake of cowardice slithered from his heart, onto his lips. “To do so, I’d have to live your experiences, I’d have to live your eternal life here, in this library.”
More than anything, Tad wished that Sienth would hear his words, and knowing the price, would say it was too high a price to pay.
Sienth looked up, horrified at his books fluttering through the air, at the pages being torn from their carefully hand-bound spines, from his hard work. Then he blinked and his horror deepened as he looked from towering shelf to towering shelf, each filled with countless books. The horror deepened into sheer terror. “You would take on my suffering? All this time?”
Tad nodded. “I did the same for Marywell.” The darkness flashed before his eyes, her every tortured moment. “And I’ll do it for you, if it would help you find peace - as long as you promise me one thing. You see, Sienth, I can kill you, but I can also bring you back. When I get you out of here, and back to Earth, all I require is that you help her. Help Marywell.” Tad’s eyes teared up as he fought to get out each word. “She often thought of you in her darkest moments. You could help lift her. She would listen to you.”
Sienth’s face paled further. “Have I been chasing a lie all this time?” His golden pallor paled until he looked like a living corpse. “And I knew it. The whole time I knew it, I knew that it was impossible, and yet I did nothing. That is why the nothingness never infected me like the others.” The blademaster fell to one knee and gripped his throat, as if about to vomit. “All this time, countless aeons, wasted!” His expression twisted past terror, then exploded into white-hot rage. His golden aura was a pillar of strength shining endlessly, and then the soft aura that had been so close to his skin exploded as well, a shimmering rainbow display of color that Tad had seen a long time ago, on a rainbow barrier that he could not destroy alone.
Somehow, Sienth was tapping into the power beyond creators, soaring high into the upper realms of the higher infinities, into the strength of the Alpha creators themselves. His grey eyes flashed hotly, reflecting the rainbow color of his own aura. His glare pinned Tad to where he stood. “Even if you’re right and I’m wrong, you do not know his strength, his intoxicating power.” His voice was barely a whisper. “Unless you have the strength to back up your convictions, it matters not. If he defeats you, your ideals die where you stand, and the future of all creation remains as he wishes.” His expression twisted into pained sorrow, a plea that Tad understand what he was saying. “If you fail, my future is the same as if you never came into this library.”
Tad only stared back.
With an audible click, Sienth flicked his katana an inch from its sheath, baring the blade. “All this time I have been on Zero’s errand and it has served me nothing,” he spat the name, “now I do what serves me. If you believe you can withstand my suffering, then be my guest.”
His grey eyes burned. He was coming.
And so was Tad’s suffering.
“I won’t make it easy for you. You will have to crush me as he did.”
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Chapter 45


Sienth took two rapid steps forward, his sword drawn from his sheath in a ring of steel. The blade was an invisible blur, slicing through Tad’s torso before he could even react. A shockwave followed the strike, and Tad’s upper half was blown from his legs as he careened along the shockwave, through the endless rows of collapsing bookshelves. Papers fell from the sky like snow and Tad flexed, his lower half regrowing in the blink of an eye. 
Sienth was there. His first had been a sheath-draw technique, an upward-diagonal strike, the second came as its answer, the blade flipped down with a snap of his wrists. It screamed as it raced toward Tad’s neck.
Despite the darkness of the task before him, the excitement of combat swelled in Tad’s chest as he caught it with a handful of clawed fingerteeth, the sword stopped against his stony flesh screeching against the material, the strength of the attack forced him back further, his back scattering an entire row of books. Tad’s toe claws scraped into the wooden bookshelf behind him. He’d stopped the blade! Sienth’s eyes narrowed in focus and his blade gleamed white hot.
The blade gleamed golden as it hissed through skin, severing between his forefinger and thumb. With another flash of movement, Sienth burst forward past Tad, cutting his way through the bookshelf. Tad’s fingers were regrowing as he spun to meet the blademaster, but he wasn’t there, only a swirl of book pages to his left revealed his passage.
He was fast!
Tad unsheathed his Daisho form from his hip in a flash, his speed soaring! With a great flap of his wings, Tad fled to regain his bearings, knocking an entire row of books off the shelf, he spun just in time to deflect his enemy’s descending blade with both of his own. The swords met and a flash of light was borne where the blades clashed.
In the blink of an eye, Tad was flung backward through three rows of bookshelves. Pages littered the air, like a thousand feathers caught in a dust devil. Tad spun to where Sienth’s aura burned bright in his mind’s eye. His sword was raised high, blade facing the ground, with murder in his eyes.
“If I am giving you this much trouble, then you are not worthy of meeting my God!” He was through the damaged bookshelves in an instant. Tad brought both his swords up to block, but Sienth threaded the needle and his sword carved through Tad’s chest for the second time, his whole form moving past Tad like a whisper.
“Primo!” Tad’s chest bubbled in repair. He twisted, deflecting another upward slash with his katana, stabbing with his Wakizashi to Sienth’s neck who rolled past the blade, bringing his own cutting-edged slash from the floor, severing Tad’s left arm with another perfect strike.
Darkness regeneration forced blackness to bubble out of his wound. A new arm burst forth, grabbing his sword hilt before the fingers of his severed arm had even released in death. Tad found himself grinning; his opponent was good.
“How long can you keep up?” Tad asked, his voice a mixture of hunger to test his limits and relief that all his time training hadn’t been a waste.
Sienth’s face darkened. He descended, a glowing god of swordplay. Tad retreated from a furious combination, both his swords flashing to deflect the single sword of Sienth. Not entirely successful, a slice opened up across his ribcage, and another blotted out his vision for an instant, as blades raked across his eyes - but his darkness regeneration wouldn’t be stopped by such measly attacks.
Even in Primo, the two were almost even in speed. Only Sienth’s pure skill with the blade kept him out of reach, his dodges so close that Tad swore his cutting edge cut through the top layers of skin. Tad retreated up one side of a bookshelf, pursued hotly by the creator. Tad switched directions in a flash, spinning into the creator, bringing one sword high, the other low - Sienth couldn’t block both!
Sienth parried the top strike; the bottom he shifted his hip and with his free hand, he tilted his sheath just enough to block. The momentum from Tad’s mighty strike spun Sienth, but he masterfully chained that momentum into his next attack, a wide diagonal slash catching Tad’s shoulder, slicing straight to his navel.
Tad retreated off the blade, down and past Sienth, back to the floor as his wounds repaired. He spun in time to see Sienth’s glow increase and he shot after him in a blur of speed, like he’d been released from a drawn bow.
Fenrir had always been the more skillful fighter, so Tad was used to it. He could meet skill with raw power and speed. 
He’d also never met someone as expert as Sienth. 
Unable to contain himself, he grinned wide. “Duo!” He spoke.
His powerscore flipped from additive to multiplicative, his blades howled like shrieking demons and the tide of combat flipped instantly. Sienth didn’t miss it; he went from offense to defense in a flash, his second sword drawn in pure survival as Tad bore down on him, his blades an endless flowing combination. Sienth was pushed backwards, as skilled in defense as he was in offense - his expression clenched in severe effort as he pushed his strength upward to match. It wasn’t enough. Tad’s long blade caught him the first time through the hip as he tried to spin by, bringing his own weapon around to slam into Tad’s back.
Simultaneously, Tad blocked a sword attack from in front and behind. In a clash of sparks, he then spun in a whirl of speed. Before Sienth could recover from his broken posture, Tad planted a clawed foot on his surprised opponent’s chest. 
With the force of a thousand suns, Tad kicked. 
Sienth shot backwards, crashing through countless bookshelves, and Tad gave chase, eager to draw more and more out of this creator. Still flying backwards, Tad caught up and swung both blades to decapitate his opponent. Sienth brought his swords up just in time to block. An exhilaration of combat flowed through Tad. His training with Chubchub hadn’t been like this - those fights had been intense, but they hadn’t mattered, not in this way. In a clash of blades, Tad paused. “Can you keep up?” He spoke, unwinded, as Sienth’s teeth were clenched with all the force he could muster just to block. Tad flexed his muscles, forcing Sienth to shoot straight through a bookshelf down into the floor. Sienth slammed both his blades into the ground. A horrid screech filled the air, but it wasn’t enough to stop him. He slammed into a bookshelf which collapsed atop him. All around them fell a blizzard of pages covered in endless zeros. 
Tad watched his opponent from the sky, through the hole in the bookshelf. An immense relief rolled through him. All the pain he’d endured, all the strength he’d gained - it was real! Swimming in the ocean of infinity had caused doubt to blossom and grow to strangle, but now they withered in the face of facts. 
Tad was strong. 
Standing from the rubble, books rolling off of him, was a bloodied and broken Sienth. Golden blood streamed down the side of his face. One of his arms was bent unnaturally sideways - though he still clung to his blades. His wounds were healing, but slowly. 
No, they were just moving that fast. 
Fenrir’s training whispered for him to end the fight, end it before he could unleash whatever he had left. Tad ignored it - instead adopting Chubchub’s glee at combat.
“You have impressive strength,” Sienth said, nursing his broken arm, his spectacles shattered. “Though you are no match for the great one.”
“Tell me when I am,” Tad replied, and Sienth looked confused.
“Triad, Dread form.” Tad’s hair grew long, it covered his face in an instant, a membrane grew across his eyes, a milky white, and his fingerteeth grew huge and gruesome, clawing out of his face, reaching for his enemy. Tad toggled his aura. An ocean of crashing power was born from his body, dwarfing Sienth’s own power. The sudden contrast of power bursting out of Tad’s stillness caused the power to howl like a hundred Banshees.
Sienth’s eyes went wide in terror, his aura snuffed to half its power, but he watched, both with terror and hope in his eyes.
“Is Zero this strong?”
Sienth laughed, his voice empty. “Your strength doesn’t compare to his-“
“Tetra.”
Tad’s aura incinerated the bookshelves in a flash, they turned to black dust in a mile-wide radius. Sienth froze in place, his power unable to pierce the realm of Tetration. Tad gave it some time, to allow his power to sink in. Finally, he returned to Triad mode.
Sienth collapsed. His body convulsed uncontrollably, his perfect glowing body shimmered in and out of aura, his heart overpowered by the dread he felt from the sheer power of Tad’s aura. Yet at the display, Tad clicked his overlarge teeth in disappointment - Sienth wouldn’t be able to tell him if he was stronger than Zero - wouldn’t be able to tell him anything at all.
The creator recovered, and rolled over weakly, his face pale and trembling. “You’re a monster.”
Tad nodded. “I’m going to defeat him,” he said quietly. Tad sheathed his katana in his hip and pointed one finger at his enemy, a red orb shone brighter than the sun from its tiny mouth. “You could join me,” Tad said, half out of cowardice. “Come with me and watch me defeat him.”
Sienth’s fear seemed to redouble at the prospect. Everything that had been so strong and noble about him, with his grey-peppered hair and glasses, vanished in that moment, and Tad knew that he was as broken as Marywell - at least in his own way. “If you defeat him, bring me back,” his grey eyes flashed both hungry and sad. “Did Marywell really think of me?”
Tad nodded solemnly, preparing himself for what he was about to experience. “She did.”
“Give it to me. Please,” Sienth begged, his voice finally filled with conviction, with a belief in something. “It can’t be any worse than this library, than this prison of my own making.”
Tad nodded, steeling himself. Was he going to suffer for every wretched toy that Zero had destroyed? Was he going to redeem all of his enemies? His heart ached in his chest. “You’re the heroes of Earth. That’s where you belong.”
Sienth must have seen something in Tad’s eyes, some weakness, for he asked, “Can you really withstand all of my suffering? You don’t know how heavy it has been, all this time.” His eyes were uncertain, pleading, hopeful.
“Thank you for not giving into the nothingness, it will make it... easier for me,” Tad couldn’t answer any other way. He didn’t want to do this. He wanted to turn away from this suffering man and blaze past him with his eyes closed. He didn’t want to do this! 
Yet, he had to. 
Someone was before him, someone who needed him - someone who could lift the world if Tad could only get him back there. 
Someone who could shine like the sun, if Tad could do this for him now. 
Tad could make the difference. 
So how could he not?
Sienth held Tad’s gaze to the very end, a swelling smile of pride growing on his face. The blast of Omega dissolved him and the death vision began. 
Tad’s last thought was one of redemption. This was not the end of the story of Sienth the blademaster. Not if Tad did his job properly. 
He could bring him back. 
He could bring them all back. 
The death vision hit in full.
“Zero, zero, zero, zero, zero, zero, zero.” His pen moved efficiently, scratching in the dimly lit library. His hand bounced from zero to zero without pause, without breath, without hesitation. 
An eternity of scrawling had only just begun.
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Chapter 46


Tad’s footsteps echoed as he strode forward atop the ruins of what appeared to have once been a great cathedral, evidenced by the endless red-velvet pews in which to sit, but no longer. His right hand twitched of its own accord, as it wrote endless zeros into the air. After the vision ended, he’d been able to stop it. 
The walls of the cathedral had been completely blown out, the ceiling fallen down atop the pews and floor, the rubble crushed and flattened repeatedly. He’d climbed through the crystal glass tower with the molten essence just beyond, to the top, where a door had been labeled number five, but within the dungeon, he found a dozen shining auras.
Pained screams and feral barking coughed in the distance, a strange mixture of a wind-scream combined with the terrible whimpers similar to a pack of mortally wounded dogs. The sound rang out, echoing in power before the air of their lungs ran out and for only a blip there was silence as he was sure the screamers were pulling in breath once more.
Their powers were alight, burning in his mind’s eye, eternal as their nature. 
Tad knew what they were. They were the insane creators that the German creator, Hyde, had alluded to, the mindless ones that Marywell had mentioned. The ones without the mental fortitude to stay tethered to reality under the extreme duress of the torture that Zero had put them through, or perhaps caused by the length of their existence.
These were the broken creators.
Looking into the distance, he saw evidence of great destruction. All before him stretched out what had to have been a town, or even a great city, but not one brick stood atop another, instead everything had been knocked down, crushed and leveled until everything was equally destroyed.
It was eerily similar to what Earth had suffered under the power of Wormega’s apparitions. Power plus insanity apparently equaled unparalleled destruction, tearing down anything ordered and civilized.
Both Wormega’s and Zero’s futures for eternity stretched before him - neither cared for beauty, or for structure, for organization, or society. Both wished for a gleaming, burning power to crush everything that stood before them.
Sienth’s death memory had been longer than he’d thought possible - though it also had ended in a single moment. It was very similar to the rolling of eternal power of allocating his skill points. He massaged his right forearm, trying to work out the knotted flesh from writing all those zeros, and trying to get it to stop writing them. The entire time, however, he had been within the mind of a brilliant blademaster, felt his movements, learned his thinking. It had become a part of him. He’d taken more from that death vision than merely suffering.
Sienth was a remarkable man - to exist all that time, and never give in, never be infected by the nothingness, no matter how dedicated he’d been to the task.
Unbending. Unyielding.
That was the image that he held in his mind. That was the true Sienth the Blademaster. One who shone, alone, in the eternal darkness.
The nobility of that thought pulled at Tad’s heart.
Reality crushed Tad’s heart in his chest. Twelve Feral creators. They were mindless and tortured for longer than Tad could hope to imagine. He could think of no way to rehabilitate them. Nor did he want to live through their mindlessly ravaged states if he could avoid it.
There was a danger there, and he recognized it. The thoughts were not his own, nor the beliefs, but to accept them into his heart was tempting fate.
He yearned to just skip this room, to find the exit and move straight on to Hyde...
But these creators were also the heroes of Earth - each had been at different times. Didn’t they also deserve the mercy he’d offered to the previous two?
The thought caused him more pain than any he’d ever had in his life. While these creators hadn’t likely been in Titan as long as Marywell and Sienth, there was no such thing as a ‘short stay’ in Titan. In fact, even all these years that Tad had himself been in Titan were just a blip compared to the eternal deaths he’d lived of those two creators.
The monsters that he’d eaten hadn’t been like that. Tad only lived through their deaths and a little bit of their memories.
But these creators? These humans?
Tad lived their entire life - the beginning flashed by so quickly, only to sink his teeth into the infinite torture their lives had been in Titan.
The beat of his heart was loud in his ears and he took little comfort in the sound. Twelve deaths, as mad and furious as these... He worried more about the effect it might have on his own mind than the cost of the suffering. That thought urged him to just defeat them, and move on - leave them to their suffering.
It was an ugly thought. What if Fenrir had abandoned him at his darkest? What if Mother Omega and Vander had thought he wasn’t worth saving? Wasn’t worth propping up for a second chance?
These were the heroes of Earth! They were eternal beings who yearned for death and nonexistence.
Tad closed his eyes and found the strongest of the twelve. Compared to the creators he’d fought so far, they weren’t anything special. Sienth had been formidable, and had required up to duo mode to transform to overcome. Marywell had been less impressive in power, but the earnestness of her heart, the purity of her efforts had touched him. He almost saw his own daughter, Wisp, overlaid atop the memory of her.
Vander had escaped this dungeon chain that led to Zero, which meant that of the old guard, only Charles Tidwell remained. Why he was facing the creators in reverse order - compared to when they had entered - was a mystery to him. Perhaps Zero trusted his hold more on them and placed them further down, or perhaps Zero knew their limits and used them as measuring sticks for any new visitor. Tad had to accept that he’d likely never know the truth. If it was based on strength, it seemed odd to keep these twelve monsters in room five.
Unless... It had been Vander’s room - suddenly vacated upon his escape. Tad looked back to the rubble of the Cathedral with a chill down his spine. It was likely.
A mad howl broke Tad from his thoughts, as a giant mushroom cloud explosion formed in the distance, rushing toward him. He hunkered down and closed his eyes to withstand the blast. For a moment there was nothing but light and heat.
From the center of a gigantic, steaming crater stood a nude creator. The figure was entirely bald, any hair it might have had had been consumed in the blast. The male creator stood at ground zero staring up at the sky with glassy, eyebrowless eyes, its mouth hung slack, drool pouring from both sides of its mouth. Tad held his breath, his stomach clenching in disgust. The creator before him had a perfect body, but his mind was gone. Despite the huge explosion, none of the other eleven creators even reacted, each burning in his mind’s eye off in the distance.
He didn’t care to test his strength against these mindless creators who had become little more than beasts. “Tetra.” 
He spoke the word and the world froze.
He didn’t want to absorb them one by one. He didn’t want to absorb them at all! He saw no future for these twelve, they would likely stay on his list of the dead, for all time. This would be their final stop. Yet that little voice in his mind, in his heart, begged that he help even these pitiful creatures.
He saw Chubchub’s withered corpse as he looked at each of them. He was willing to sacrifice himself for each, just as he had been for Chubchub. He didn’t know why. He couldn’t explain it. He only knew that he was the only being in the entire universe that could give them mercy - and to deny them that, to deny them when only he could help? 
To turn his back on them would prove Zero right. That suffering was unjust - and it should all be torn down. 
If Tad wanted to prove Zero wrong, he had to be willing to pay the price. 
He would join them in their suffering and end it once and for all. He would be the mercy to their justice. He would pay the price. 
“Thank you,” Tad said, his voice trembling with what was to come. “Thank you for being the heroes of Earth.” To enter Titan had likely taken intense courage, even for creators. These beings were beautiful once, and not just physically.
Before he could change his mind, he flicked his wrists rapidly and shot one fingertooth into each creator. He had two ways to destroy: one was to consume the corpse of the defeated, the other was his Omega Ragnarok - the method he’d blasted Hawk with - but that one required him to immediately undergo their deaths. With his fingerteeth, he could delay it, at least until they rejoined with him. 
In the blink of an eye, he moved to the two frozen creators who weren’t yet being consumed by his fingers, and unhinged his jaw, releasing his mouth’s fingerteeth in equal portions between the creators. Already his fingers were returning. He doubted the creators felt anything, so quickly were they consumed. 
Tad sat cross-legged, arms extended to let his digits reattach. He parted his lips slightly, so even his mouth ones could reenter. 
Twelve voices howled, countless insane whisperings filled Tad’s mind as he slipped into their deaths. 
“May your slumber be more peaceful than your insanity,” Tad struggled to say, as his own mind began to fade, and the death visions began.
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Chapter 47


Tad climbed up the brilliant crystal glass tower to the next floor. His limbs wouldn’t stop trembling, his right hand still wrote zeros in the air, but worse than anything so far were his thoughts. They raced in twelve different directions of insanity and it took much work to pull himself together. He had to ignore the voices in his head that screamed endlessly, one about blood. Nonstop. It screamed only that word, blood, blood, blood! Another was fascinated with death, wishing for it constantly. Others were just an endless shriek that never stopped, all the while his right hand formed zero after zero. 
Occasionally, he had to prod even his own heart to beat, as Marywell’s habit of stopping it kicked in.
Tad made it to the top, standing before a golden door of twisted hair, forever twisted. The doorframe had melted and dripped down toward the door. Tad paused for a moment, firmly pushing his own thoughts to the forefront of his mind. He’d entered this door before. He’d retrieved that memory of him and Fenrir. Back then, he’d been able to slip between the structure of Titan, and go somewhere directly. But he couldn’t anymore, and not for lack of trying, nor was it the first time he wondered how he’d done that, and moreover, how he’d lost that ability. He reached a hand and parted the hairs until he found what he was looking for - the door number.
Gleaming in shiny onyx was the number four.
Hyde had been number four from the beginning - though Tad had initially thought him the weakest of the creators, he’d been wrong. Hyde might have been lazy in his previous life on earth, but Tad remembered how diligent he’d been here in Titan. His speed was insane, his power immense. He’d underestimated the creator.
This time it would be Hyde who underestimated him.
Tad stilled his nerves and silenced the insane voices, then pushed through the door. He was back in the grey temple, which was designed, in every feature, to pull his eyes up, up to where Hyde rested within the center of the domed ceiling. 
No color existed in this place. Having met Marywell and Sienth, Tad knew what that meant. Hyde’s devotion to the teachings of Zero exceeded both. His beliefs went so far as to infect not only himself but also the world around him. Tad strode closer, already transformed, each clawed step tapping against the stones.
Nailed to the very center of the vaulted ceiling, Hyde hung by his wrists alone, though his arms were wrenched above his head. His forehead was his lowest point, but his legs and abdomen pointed like an arrow behind him, held up by his own strength. His beard hung only halfway to the chalice, the number on the pillar shone: 36,748,677. It had increased only by a couple thousand since Tad’s previous invasion. His perfectly grey eyes moved to Tad, ever so slightly, and though it was hard to tell, Tad could feel Hyde’s gaze burning on him.
“You’ve returned. More impressively, you are still sane.” A voice in Tad’s head screamed insane laughter at Hyde’s words. Hyde’s voice was dry like a cloud of dust. “Consider it your final mercy that the master found you not sooner.”
“Why do you struggle so hard to obey that monster?” Tad asked, his mind a jumble.
“The strong one demands perfection, designs our trials to pull out the best qualities of our souls, to whittle down the burrs and turn our weaknesses into strengths.”
Tad studied the grey stone that made up the blocks of the holy temple. “None of the other creators I’ve faced have been able to do what you have done.”
“And what is that?”
Tad gestured to the temple around them. “Infected not only your body but also your environment. This palace was once vibrant and filled with color.”
Grey blood trickled from the wounds of Hyde’s pinned wrists, held high above his head. Inverted as he was, the blood trickled down the length of his arms, up his neck to where it pooled on his forehead. Every second, the patter of the liquid falling into the chalice rang out in perfect timing, as if the man were a living, breathing metronome.
“This temple was a vibrant alternating crimson and azure for the first twenty-two million revolutions of my eternal cycle. It took me that long to realize my beliefs affect not only me but everything around me.”
Tad felt a ripple of shock at hearing those words, and for a blessed moment, the voices in his head stopped. It was eerily similar to what he’d settled on for himself - that he could lift those around him - yet at the same time, Hyde’s pronouncement felt like a strange perversion of his own commitment.
Hyde continued, “Once I discovered that my faith, my belief in the Great One, could spread like light and warp the very building that has become my sanctum and my prison, I fought every moment to further that work.”
“Marywell couldn’t do that, neither could Sienth.” Nor those twelve insane creators, but Tad didn’t think mentioning them would help.
“They were never true disciples. Not like myself, and not like those above.” Hyde’s voice was dry and filled with suffering, but his task continued ever forward. Drip. Drip. Drip.
Blood, blood, blood, blood, blood, blood, blood, blood. The voice murmured rapidly in monotone, all spoken in his mind between a single drip. Tad averted his eyes from the dripping blood and the chalice catching it. If it was in his vision, it only made the voice louder.
“Whose door is next?” Tad asked louder than he’d meant to.
Hyde surprised him with an actual answer. “The Trinity.”
At the mention of the trinity, all twelve voices shrieked together.
“Has reached the next plane, transcended into the next form of existence. They have lost their identity and merged into nothingness, the three as one and the one as three. Even their names have been swallowed by the ravages of nothingness. As such, I will not speak them. Their devotion exceeds even mine; I am still unworthy, unable to forgo the suffering.”
Hyde’s last words made Tad’s skin prickle. “Unwilling to forgo the suffering, how?”
“I told you before, that it is the suffering which tethers my mind to this existence, which reminds me that I exist. Without the pain, time would begin to flow endlessly forward.”
Tad knew exactly what he was talking about - it was like the three prompts in the realm of nothingness - they had been his only tether to reality. What Tad didn’t understand was why Hyde was afraid of that. “You’ve already gone this far, why not the rest?” Tad studied the man, knowing what to look for this time. The nothingness had permeated further, his body was but a vague outline, but any point that Tad inspected didn’t actually exist. He could see the outline, every detail of his naked body, except that when he focused on any given point the illusion shattered. Tad couldn’t find any part of the man that hadn’t been swallowed by the power of nothingness. “There’s hardly anything to you as you are.”
A wearied groan filled the air and despite Hyde’s stillness, Tad stepped back a step, alarmed. The groan grew to measured sobs, though the man’s eyes were dry, and the pitter-patter of the blood drops came at their steady even pace. “You understand so little.” His eyes roved from Tad’s head to his toes, inspecting every detail. “You, so filled with color, so filled with the shades of Titan itself, how could one so full of thingness understand anything of the realm of Mu.”
“Mu.” The word, spoken from Hyde’s lips, caused his flesh to ripple in disgust. The voices in his head went deathly silent. Spoken from the mouth of Hyde, the word made no sound, but instead was somehow the opposite of sound, which Tad only realized now wasn’t silence. No, the word ‘Mu’ had somehow devoured sound and silence together. The word itself did not exist by and of itself and so had to feed on that which did to even be expressed. Tad knew it for what it was; it was the name and the concept of “Nothingness.” The realm that did not exist, that power which Zero had swallowed and thrust up next to the powers of Alpha and Omega.
To make that power his own, Zero had promised to sacrifice everything to the nothingness of Mu.
Still, Tad fought back the physiological response and mustered his words. “Why don’t you try me. What tethers you to your nails?”
Hyde didn’t speak, and Tad knew he’d asked the wrong question. The right question came to his mind, but it was a revelation, a shock to his own mind. “You wish to suffer...
He was the same as Tad - except completely opposite, once again a twisted mimicry of what Tad had found to be true. Tad wanted to avoid the suffering if his conscience would let him, but it wouldn’t. Not when he could douse someone’s flame of pain. Hyde was the opposite, actively wishing to suffer only for his sake and his sake alone! It made no sense. “That is all that is keeping you tethered here, is your desire to suffer. Why? Why would you want that?”
“As I said, you understand nothing.” Hyde’s voice was defeated, as if he’d had this conversation with himself a million, million times. Yet somewhere, his voice found strength enough to boom throughout the empty temple. “Suffering is the genesis of change, the fundamental currency of accomplishment. The purest evidence that one exists as an individual, for you cannot suffer for another, but alone must bear your own burden.”
“That’s horseshit,” Tad said, without intending to, the words pulled from his mouth. “People help each other all the time. Before dungeons destroyed everything, no, even after they destroyed everything, people still worked together to lift those who couldn’t.” He had only started down his own journey of allowing other people’s burdens to become his own. And it was directly contrary to Hyde’s claim. Tad could suffer for others, suffer their deaths, feel their sorrows in life.
Hyde ever so imperceptibly shook his head, not stopping the constant drip of blood into the chalice below. “You misunderstand me. People can share their burden, even temporarily increase comfort, but comfort is an illusion. Comfort only masks the suffering of existence, mutes it until the living walk but find themselves dead inside. Comfort only pushes suffering into the future, delays it until it deepens in richness. Eventually, the harvest arrives and the suffering is reaped in full, the price is paid.”
“That’s wrong. It’s all wrong. What you do matters. You can help others, instead of hurting them. Isn’t the suffering alleviated before it’s even born?” Tad could feel Chubchub’s hand still pressed into his, from when they suffered together. “You can even endure it together, which makes it more bearable! Together you can become stronger to withstand the suffering, all the while lessening it for others.” It was hard for Tad to say exactly how he felt - he was so new to expressing these concepts, only having thought through them, that they came to his lips haltingly, though he believed every word.
Surprisingly, Tad’s words had an effect on Hyde. His pinned limbs were trembling now, the blood pooling a little faster. He adjusted his posture, straightening himself out slightly and somehow managed to keep the same rhythm of droplets, despite their growing size. “I cannot agree with what you have said. To suffer is eternal; it is the great and last evidence that I am Gunter Hyde. Without it, what am I, what do I become? I both yearn for nonexistence, yet fear it. To merge with Mu,” Again the sound in the room, his own previous words seemed to get absorbed, the pitter-patter of the blood vanished for an instant, despite Tad seeing the drops fall into the chalice with a small splash and a ripple. “is to never emerge again. It is never to suffer again, never to pursue, never to enjoy, never to think, never to feel.”
Tad couldn’t think of a worse state. “And you claim that the trinity, the three ahead, have made the leap to that state?”
Hyde’s trembling seemed to calm at that question, and he slowly returned back to his regular inverted position, his powerful abdominal muscles contracting. With intense concentration, he offloaded the extra blood in even larger-sized droplets somehow. The creator’s control was mesmerizing. “The Trinity have merged together; they have lost their singular identities, yet have not become one with Mu forever.”
“If they did it, then what is holding you back, after all this time?” Tad had to ask.
The soft sound of blood droplets echoed through the grey temple as Hyde seemed to withdraw inwardly. He closed his grey eyes, the colorless eyelids sliding to cover those eerie monochrome grey eyes.
For a long time, the pitter-patter was all he heard, but Tad had learned patience, and he waited, waited for Hyde to muster the courage needed to speak his last desire, the last thing that kept him tethered to his humanity. To hope itself. Or in his own words, to the desire to suffer.
Tad thought the two were the same.
“I...” Hyde’s voice was dry, drier than ever before. “I desire to be.”
The words were simple, but the concept profound. Despite all this suffering, despite all this self-imposed torture, despite the promised whisperings of a madman that all would be better if Hyde just were to throw away his last hope, that the suffering would vanish and that the world would be a better place without him - despite all that, Hyde’s desire to exist would not die.
Tad wished he could always have said the same. “Everyone wants to live.”
The pitter-patter suddenly stopped.
Silence filled the temple like a deep vibration.
Tad’s eyes snapped from the pedestal up toward Hyde as flame erupted and burned away the beard and hair that draped down like curtains halfway toward the chalice. The voice calling for blood grew louder in his head. The reflected firelight shone both in his grey eyes and across his newly-slicked bald head as he stared at Tad with an other-worldly look of rage. His features were all twisted, his brow deepened, his teeth exposed in a demonic snarl. Hyde looked more grey-ogre than man. Tad took half a step back, he’d never seen a creature look so angry before. Waves of pure aggression broiled from his skin, but those eyes, burned like embers demanding hell swallow them both.
“Do not reduce my ambition to something so trivial!” Hyde boomed, simultaneously tearing his right wrist from the ceiling, followed by his left, and yet this time he floated in the air like an overly-detailed grey mannequin doll. “I wished to die eternities ago!”
A knee suddenly took Tad in the gut, flinging him into the air, where a pair of disembodied hands crashed down atop him, slamming him into the temple floor. It cracked under the force, before a pair of feet stomped down atop him. In a thunderous boom, the floor dipped into a crater, the floor of the temple flinging in the air forming dust.
Tad’s perception cloud burst from him, but nothing made any sense. Hyde was still floating in the air above, raining invisible attacks down atop him that he couldn’t even perceive. A grime-covered foot caught him under his jaw as two disconnected arms grabbed his wrists, wrenching them behind his back. So strong!
“Triad!” Tad’s strength burst upward, rolling out of the way of a new round of descending attacks, yet his arms were still pinned behind his back. Tad visualized his Zanbato, and it appeared in his hand. Tad wrenched control of his arms back from the disembodied hands, his strength and size swelling. A disembodied elbow took him in the chin, his whole skull shook, his vision trembling, but he brought up his sword in two hands, overhead, the blade poked out the top of the temple. With a great heave, Tad sliced the temple in half, swinging with all his might down toward the chalice that marked Hyde’s progress.
“No!” Hyde yelled, his hands bracing against Tad’s wrists, his feet rushed and pressed against Tad’s forearms to block as well, followed by his knees and elbows. Finally, his torso appeared just above the chalice as Tad’s enormous sword landed. Despite Hyde’s best attempt to stop Tad, he was too strong in this form. 
He crushed the chalice to dust.
Hyde’s pieces all reformed for a single instant behind the chalice. His face was paler than grey, his eyes downcast, his expression one of complete shock. Then he turned his eyes on Tad, and his expression twisted back into the previous demonic rage. His eyes bulged from his head, the veins in his head bulged to bursting, grey blood dribbled down the sides of his head, his teeth clenched and cracked, and cracked again. He stared into Tad as if he’d blast him with his eyes - and then he moved. All his parts swirling in a storm of violence.
Tad quickshifted to his Odachi and cast speedfury simultaneously. Panels on the back of his hands and calves opened, out popped a small barrel from each, black flames roared to life as his speed rocketed upward. Tad flew through the storm of limbs, taking one hand off his hilt to snatch the flying body parts and impale them on his horns in a sudden violent thrust. The limbs tried to leap off, but the infinite spiral of Tad’s horns twisted to keep them captured. He impaled the legs, the arms, the feet, keeping them in place, as he got ready to Ragnarok them, but they all vanished completely, straight into the realm of Mu.
Hyde swooped down, his body a jumbled mess of lines and connections that made no sense. It looked as if a foot were protruding from the center of his chest, two arms reached for Tad, attached to each side of the foot, but Tad could see the movements this time, it wasn’t the same as before. In Triad mode with speedfury active, the two were equals. His speed sharpened further as more exhaust panels opened on his wing tips. Tad slipped past the hands, knocking them clear with the back of his sword. Tad pointed a finger.
“Omega Ragnarok!”
The blast consumed color, even the grey seemed to bleed away into blackness. Hyde howled in pain. The rubble of his palace was completely swallowed in the attack.
As the light returned, they began to see in blotches. Somehow Hyde had dodged the blast, at least his upper half. His lower half was completely disintegrated, his upper torso finally snapped back into proper lines. The rage had vanished from his visage, as he looked to his bottom half in an expression of undulating terror. “I’m not!” Tears sprang to his eyes. “My bottom half! It is not!” His lips pulled back, exposing far too much gum as his arms quivered. The dull grey of his skin burst into a brilliant gold for the first time, his eyes swirled back to their original light brown, though the expression only stretched from terror to absolute panic. “It won’t grow back! I am unmade!”
Coming face to face with his greatest fear, the hope he would not extinguish after all these years, caused Hyde to lose control of himself. His levitation vanished as he fell to the ground with a wet thud, golden blood splashing from his abdominal wound in an unstaunched torrent. His arms spasmed completely out of his control and the bald creator seemed to seize.
Hyde trembled further, letting out a wail of such deep anguish, his body flashing completely grey, then back to the golden white light, then back to grey. His scream rose and grew, reverberating from behind Tad, being completely swallowed in front of him by the black abyss that stretched forward endlessly where the palace had been consumed.
Tad could see his panic. Tendrils of grey and gold both jutted from all sides of the remaining building, trembling out of control. Hyde’s panic grew and swelled, and Tad knew that the man lacked whatever was needed to bring himself back into control. His mind was snapping, just as the other twelve insane creators had. He couldn’t allow it.
He didn’t have the time to prepare himself to endure Hyde’s suffering, but he found he didn’t need it.
He knew even if he had the time to think through it, he would end up making the same choice, no matter how much it weighed on his chest, no matter how much it was hurting his body and mind. 
He had to help!
The other voices in his head grew loud, some excited at watching a creator about to snap, others screamed louder - wishing they could stop it. Tad joined his own voice with theirs as he screamed. He couldn’t make it through another insane creator! “Omega Ragnarok!”
In one smooth motion, Tad sprayed another Omega Ragnarok. 
The man vanished. 
The death vision hit in full, and he became Hyde. He hung from the temple, his wrists bound, his body carefully flexed to keep himself inverted, the steady drip-drip torture pulsed to life.
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Chapter 48


The death vision ended, though Tad wasn’t sure when. He found himself back in his human form, face pressed against the rubble of the temple. He tried to push himself up to his hands and knees, but his hands were stained grey and pressing on the ground a hundred feet away. His heart beat frantically, then stopped completely as his own fear fought against Marywell’s discipline. 
It took far longer than he liked to put himself back together, to banish those hopeless thoughts, those empty beliefs from his heart and mind. He sat panting, as the color slowly returned to his flesh.
He was Tad Harrington - not Gunter Hyde. He was Tad, not a horde of insane creators. He was Tad.
He rolled over, his hands and feet snapping back as his mind came together. He pressed up to his hands and knees and vomited - a splash of grey liquid. He paused, heaved, and another gallon of grey liquid spewed from the deepest part of his gut.
It was incredible how much of that nothingness Hyde had managed to make his own. It had filled his mind and heart and despite the endless drips, the man had almost lived as if he’d been consumed by the realm of Mu - where time sped forward. His beard burning up had been like the prompts of the level-up program for Tad, those memories returned him to this realm.
Tad’s arms and legs wouldn’t stop trembling. Pulling these, infected with the ideas of Mu, into his own mind, into his heart... He knew it was dangerous, but he was no stranger to danger. To leave them in that hell, that state of constant torture - even if they actively chose it! - was a thought that caused another roll of shivers to flow through him. He could help. He could endure it. He’d endured worse!
It took time, but he managed to steady his legs. Keeping them from vanishing in patches required all his concentration. He stumbled to the escape hatch beneath the rubble of the chalice. He climbed the stairs, leaning on a wall with one hand. The perfectly shining crystal glass tower blinded him, but soon he stood before a new door, one covered in a trio of endless concentric circles. 
A dozen fleshy hands gripped the doorknob. The fingers wriggled at his touch, the flesh cold and stiff, but it took more than that to gross Tad out after everything he’d been through. He strode through.
He could feel himself moving, though he stood in place, as if whatever he was in was speeding at a rapid pace. Then, he arrived.
Like a flower in bloom, the walls of the little darkness pod in which he stood folded outward, a rush of icy air flooding in. Besides the black of his pod beneath him, everything stretched grey and bleak before him - where Hyde had infected his little room, these three had infected the entire world. The sky was grey, the land was grey, even the breath he exhaled went from a frosty white to a cloudy grey almost instantly. Across the grey sky were thousands upon thousands of video feeds, each flickering like a hologram. Every screen showed but one thing: footage of Tad, from the moment he’d begun the ascent toward Zero. He saw himself speaking with Marywell, flying and slicing through bookshelves and books alike in his ferocious battle with Sienth, and Hyde’s disembodied limbs beating Tad’s unprotected back. He looked from screen to screen, watching the progress of his journey. Red flashed around the screen’s borders as text marched in a square. ANOMALY. ANOMALY.
“He is here,” a disembodied female voice spoke, soft and ethereal from just behind.
“Here he is,” another spoke from directly in front of him, this one also female.
“Is here, he,” a third voice spoke, deep and male, calling out from above.
“Come out,” Tad said, craning his neck as he searched for the source of the voices, but he saw nothing. All of the screens flashed to a single scene of Tad blasting his Omega Ragnarok at Sienth. The screen flashed again, showing him ending Marywell in the same way. Then it flashed again. He blasted Hyde’s lower half, then his upper.
“We have studied,” the first voice spoke again.
“Studied we have.”
“Have studied, we.”
Somehow, Tad knew that there wasn’t much room to converse with these three. They were too far gone.
“Goodbye.” All three voices rang out in unison.
Once more, all of the screens flashed in the sky changing, and Tad saw himself standing in the grey realm of nothingness, except the image on the screen chilled his blood.
Three figures loomed over him, each in the act of swinging a weapon directly at his head. Tad transformed into his destroyer form. “Triad!” His horns twisted as they burst from his head. Tad leapt out of the way, glancing back in time to see three visible trace lines cutting through where he’d been the instant before. The weapons had just barely missed him.
Tad looked up to the flashing screens. The Chinese creator Li Wei Zhang stood like a bear, his arms about to encircle Tad’s demonic form, Li Wei’s weapon nowhere to be seen. Tad tried to flee again, but this time, invisible arms crushed him. Tad tried to struggle against the arms pinning his arms to his side, but glancing down he saw nothing, but the indentation of his flesh. The arms picked him off the ground as he looked back to the sky of screens. Bo Zhang and Kiara Patel were standing directly before him. Bo was slashing at Tad’s gut with two swords, the air before Tad shimmered as it was cut. Kiara had a giant hammer, the head of which had to be as big as Tad’s whole body. She slammed it down atop his head.
The blades tore through his abdomen in a flash of pain an instant before Tad was crushed to the ground, his face smashed downward by an overwhelming invisible force so strong that for an instant, Tad’s sight completely blacked out, his consciousness ripped from him.
Tad pushed against the ground with his suddenly free hands and flew up and backward, somersaulting several times, before he flapped with his wings, staying midair. The ground where he had been smashed was perfectly flat, unaffected by Patel’s huge strike. He blinked in confusion; how could that be?
“He is quick.”
“Quick he is.”
“Is quick, he.”
The voices came again, and Tad searched around, but saw nothing, no evidence of oncoming attacks. He craned his neck to look at the screens that seemed to have climbed proportionally as high as he flew. Three figures were racing toward him from below. Lie Wie had his three-sectioned-staff that he was famous for, whirling around him, seeming to propel him faster than the other two. The air below Tad began to glimmer gold as the weapon seemed to charge up. Tad brought up his right arm, resting it across his left. “Railgun mode!” A gigantic cannon stretched, taking form in his left arm. The body of the railgun whirred thirty feet behind him, his fist opening up to the barrel of the weapon. He aimed it straight at the golden swirling attack heading his way. He loaded the railgun with a full-powered Omega Ragnarok. The railgun lit up in an electric blue, as it supercharged Tad’s Omega Ragnarok. He wouldn’t even empower this; it would be too much. The barrel of his right arm bulged, then fired. Color died.
His attack again swallowed all visible spectrums of light, and for a single certain moment, Tad was positive that nothing could survive that attack. It devoured downward, consuming the grey plane in a never-ending tunnel. Tad breathed hard, waiting for the visions of death to take him. He heard Titan screaming below, rushing up the tunnel into their destabilized plane.
No death visions hit. Tad blinked in confusion as the darkness cleared. The three had been lined up; they should have all been swallowed! Perplexed, Tad craned his neck once more, staring at the screens above. 
He watched as Lie Wie Zhang flew headlong through Tad’s ray, unaffected, and suddenly the Chinese creator was above Tad, his staff whirling into the back of Tad’s head. 
For an instant, Tad wasn’t sure what had happened. This impact was so much stronger than even Patel’s huge hammer that he just lay in what had to be a crater. It felt like he had moved so quickly he’d just teleported from where he’d flown and now he rested on the ground, his consciousness trying to slip away from him. 
“Finish him now!” 
“Now finish him!” 
“Him now, finish!” The three voices parroted each other. 
Tad flipped over, blinking hard, but his vision didn’t return. Lie Wie Zhang’s attack had been aimed at the back of his neck, but Tad had reflexively ducked and gotten hit in the back of his head. Even now, his skull was indented. The attack had come with such ferocity, and Lie Wie Zhang had been so fast, that even as Tad’s wound healed, he knew that his next attack would land before his vision would be restored. 
He had no choice. 
They were the first opponents to force this mode from him. 
“Tetra.” 
His wounds healed. His vision returned. The world froze as Tad’s strength and speed entered a realm of its own. A realm that none so far, save Chubchub, had been able to penetrate. 
Tad looked to the sky, eager to see his frozen opponents. 
Li Wei Zhang’s bo staff crushed down atop Tad’s head, slamming him face-first into the grey stone below. 
The force of it was tremendous, once more causing him to black out. 
Tad flipped to his feet, barely dodging the hammer of Kiara Patel. Bo’s swords sheared off his left wing. 
“You can handle that?” Tad said, completely surprised. “Then keep up with this! Penta!”
Tad’s strength swirled; he was a God of power. He turned where the attacks had come from the brief instant before, his enormous railgun swung and aimed.
“Omega Horizon!”
From horizon to horizon, Tad’s blast exploded from his gun, swallowing up the entire plane before him.
He breathed hard.
No attack came.
Tad’s perception aura swirled around him endlessly, but he felt nothing.
It hadn’t felt anything since he’d been here, not even a peep.
He blinked rapidly as his attack cleared. Where there had been grey before, more of the blackness of Titan rushed forward to swallow this entire realm - but he had time, his own blast pushed it back, held it at bay; it would not enter while he was above tetra mode.
If he’d killed the three of them, where were their death visions? 
Tad looked up to the screens once more, wondering what the heck was going on.
Bo’s swords slashed across his face, as Li Wei’s staff caught him under the chin, and Kiara’s hammer crushed his torso, throwing him back. He bounced like a skipped stone, yet his body twisted in healing.
He came to rest on the ground, staring up at the sky full of screens, as the three raced to chase him.
Tad’s body shook with laughter.
He laughed before he’d even come to a full stop; the realization of why he’d not been able to hit them with his attacks flowed through him.
The thought was insane. The insane voices laughed along with him inside his head.
The three had defeated themselves.
Tad lay where he’d been smashed, keeping his eyes closed.
Nothing came.
“Come on,” Tad taunted. “Attack me now.”
No attacks came.
Tad’s laugh redoubled at the insanity of it. It was just as Hyde had said - the three had fully given themselves to the realm of Mu. Lie Wie Zhang, Bo Zhang, and Kiara Patel had done what their master had commanded. They had chased the concept of nothing for so long that they had become it.
The three no longer existed.
That’s why Li Wei had so easily flown through Tad’s Omega Ragnarok. Tad sat up and opened his eyes, but kept them from the screens in the sky. Tad’s own eyes were the prompts - like Tad’s level-up program notifications. Only his viewing of them on the screens above could prompt them back into action. It was Tad’s observation of the three that roused them for their attacks. Likely, only for the briefest of instances could their weapons actually materialize, just upon contact.
Yet, Tad no longer believed in them. He no longer observed them - so no attacks came.
The grey, endless plane began to vibrate and directly before Tad, a new door rose from the depths. This one he’d seen before. A purple ‘2’ was written on the front of it, decorative panthers walked to and fro across its surface, the door rung made from three perfectly sharp overlapping panther claws. 
He paused. He had practically made it his policy to help these insane creators wherever he could - but his spells had been unable to harm these three...
He racked his mind, trying to discover how to help them, how to give them the gift of death, and the mercy he’d offered the others, but he found no other way to do so.
And then the solution presented itself to him.
It was as terrible as any idea or thought he’d ever had.
The only way to help these three - the trinity, who were stuck in the realm of Mu... was to become the master of Mu.
The thought quieted the insane voices in his head, and for a blessed moment, he could hear nothing but stillness.
Tad gritted his teeth and then spoke. “If you can hear me, Li Wei Zhang, Bo Zhang, and Kiara Patel... Hang on - I’ll come back for you.”
To become the lord of Mu meant that he’d have to defeat Zero and pull the Zero aspect into himself - only then could he start the infinite task of somehow delving into the realm of Mu to pull these three from it. Only then could he do for them what he’d done for the others.
He didn’t know if it was possible, but it was the hardest thing he could think of, and the little voice inside him told him that it was what he should do. 
And so, he steeled himself to do it when he could. 
He would not forget the trinity. 
Tad turned to inspect the door that had risen from the floor. He’d seen it before. It was Raekast’s door, the dungeon that held the last third of her void essence, along with her creator aspect. She, too, had been a Zero candidate. Was a Zero candidate. That Raekast had only made it to number 2 in Zero’s kingdom attested to the strength of the ultimate creator, Charles Tidwell. Despite all the hype surrounding Li Wei Zhang, he had only made it to number 3. 
He hadn’t been Tidwell’s equal. 
Even Raekast still exceeded him.
She had been with Tad from the beginning, but he’d fed her to Chubchub. Tad pulled up his old level-up program. It was slate grey, with nothing on it. In his time in Titan, he’d tried to claim his quest reward for killing the Defector countless times, but within Titan, he was cut off from the old level-up program. Otherwise, he’d just try to defeat her from here by getting her last third shoved into a new weapon. 
That was alright; he’d just have to beat her in the good ol’ void fashion. 
Overpowering her in battle. 
It was time for the final showdown with Raekast, yet he wasn’t nervous. 
“Triad.” 
Somehow, Tad doubted Raekast was even infected with the realm of Mu. Nor could he imagine Fenrir being susceptible to that kind of brainwashing. 
Voids were too ambitious to buy into the lies of non-existence. 
Especially a void who had climbed to the very top and passed the gap of infinity. 
Tad gripped the handle and opened the door, an idle thought running through his mind. 
Perhaps he could feed this part of Raekast to Chubchub as well...
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Chapter 49


Tad flew forward through the darkness. This dungeon was quite similar to the endless darkness he’d trained in with Chubchub, that home that had been Limit Tester’s, with one crucial difference. His perception tendrils raced ahead, sensing only one thing - a burning beacon far, far ahead. There was no land, no sky, no rocks or streams, there was nothing but a dark empty void. It felt different than Limit Tester’s home in one regard - it felt exactly like his first experience inside of Raekast’s Dagger - except instead of being crammed in a tiny box once explored, he was in that actual space, infinite and deep. Before, he knew that he’d somehow been in both places, the box that held that wretched void, which screamed ‘unleash void’ endlessly, had been harvested from this place. It had the same feel to it. 
The insane voices mumbled over each other in his head the entire time. He knew that those creators had passed on, that they were enshrouded in that black blanket of death, but having experienced their endless ruminations, their pathways pressed into his own brain. Hyde’s despair, Sienth’s discipline, and Marywell’s devotion flowed through him alongside the insanity.
The sheer size of this darkness made him appreciate once more the enormity of Titan. It was as infinite as it wanted to be, as it needed to be. The words of Athnllpd came back to him in the darkness.
“Do not enter Titan. There is no escape. The council asked me to design Titan to contain, made from the void itself, it is impossible to break. Nothing can shatter Titan’s chains, nor escape. Not even the alpha creators themselves could escape its hold. Titan’s might swells to match even Zero.”
Too late for that. He was already in Titan, and not of his own choosing. 
His speed had increased enough that the burning speck in the infinite cosmos seemed to rush toward him, like he was a super-powered magnet drawing a fired bullet.
Tad threw on the brakes, throwing huge billowing parachutes of shadow behind him, yet he still overshot the speck. It sailed past him in a whooshing thump. The brightness of the creature blinded him for just an instant, but already Tad could feel it spinning, turning, and flying toward him as he continued to decelerate. He’d caught its attention. Tad stopped the same instant that the sky all around him seemed to brighten by degrees, until the world around him was the same dull grey of the realm of Mu, equally shared between light and dark.
The sight of it made Tad sick as he realized that this place had been designed that way - likely by Xethdar himself. It was a place with just the right thickness of darkness to swallow the shining golden light naturally emitted by a creator to imitate the infinity that the madman had mastered. No matter how fast Raekast flew, she wouldn’t outrun the grey prison. The fact that Zero was brilliant enough to pull something like that off, the perfect torture for each one of his victims, showed just how dangerous he really was. He didn’t just throw them any old torture, he got inside their heads and designed a personal hell, mocking them through all eternity. The fact that Zero had given Raekast nothing, no tools, no land, nothing, showed how dangerous Zero had thought she was.
A glowing humanoid creature with violet eyes glided forward, stopping about twenty feet away from Tad. Her shining golden hair had strands of raven mixed throughout, but it was as if she lacked enough of her original void essence to look as she ought. She wore a perfectly grey toga across her left shoulder; a grey embroidered belt held her waist as tight as any corset, accentuating her ample form. Her black panther tail lay across the very center of the grey belt hugging her waist. Her hair was up, tumbling down in endless cascades that reached her feet. Her arms and legs were bare, including her feet, and her toenails were the curved downward claw of a panther. Her expression smoldered, the corner of her lip turned upward in a sneer. She was strikingly beautiful - she looked nothing like the scarred and hardened warrior he’d fought back in the black anchor assimilation with Fenrir. Everything about her was alluring - she was like ripe red fruit, ready for the picking. 
Tad had to work to stay on guard. She was an impossible beauty, but his endless experiences with the Panther Raekast were a thousand thorns beneath his eyelids. He knew her for what she was, no matter how attractive the wrapping.
She was Raekast Dungeonshifter.
It was she who had summoned Titan to Earth.
She was the genesis of all of Tad’s problems.
She opened her mouth to say something, but Tad moved in a flash. Already in his transformed state in his third mode, Triad, he switched to railgun mode, slammed the barrel of his railgun-fist into the bottom of her jaw. With a thundering crack, his blow landed the same instant he fired the weapon.
“Omega Ragnarok!”
Before the blast fired, a dozen invisible kicks shattered his ribcage inward. He flew backwards, his ray fired into the grey oblivion as darkness swallowed the light emitting from Raekast, swallowed even the grey and pitched them into utter blackness.
Raekast’s sultry laugh echoed all around Tad, though her eyes held no humor. “Not wasting any time, are we?”
Tad’s collapsed ribcage repaired itself. “I know what you are,” he said through a cough.
She laughed again, deep and rich. “No, you knew what I was. You knew the part of me that was pure void, you’ve never seen Raekast the creator.” The threat of violence was thick in her voice, lingering in her echoes.
“You are the first void-turned creator I’ve fought,” Tad said. And it was true. He’d never fought a void who’d done what she’d done - at least one who’d maintained their creator status.
The darkness of Tad’s blast began to clear, the grey returning and Raekast’s voice rang out. “You are a strange one, aren’t you. You’re not a creator, yet not a void.” She laughed again. “What happened to you?”
Tad found himself grinning in the darkness. Even his Triad mode had been so easily outsped. Perhaps all his training hadn’t been a waste. He was eager to test her, to see how high she could follow. “I guess you knew what I was as well. You’re not the only one who’s changed.”
Raekast vanished, becoming a glimmer of light that raced around Tad so quickly that he saw a solid trace, almost like a halo ten feet out on all sides. She spread out, so fast that she looked like an electron orbiting him. Tad hesitated to move, she was the first opponent to dodge his Omega Ragnarok fully, and to move so quickly - was this how other opponents saw him in his higher modes?
From all around, Raekast’s voice rang out again. “We could fight it out and one of us would stand victor, but I can tell from your current strength that it would be a meaningless contest.”
“What do you mean?”
Suddenly, Raekast appeared like a still image, directly before Tad, her fist glowing white-hot. Tad threw himself backward the same instant Raekast’s fist drove into his face. “Godless Obliteration!” Her voice rang out, clear as a bell.
For a single instant, Tad was dead.
He came back to life as a dozen white-hot rays burned downward through his torso, his head reforming.
“Fascinating, even without a brain you persist in life, same as a creator.”
Tad’s heart beat quicker, sweat dripped down his back. He hadn’t known he was like a creator in that regard. He’d been a fool not to upgrade to his next mode. He hadn’t even felt the concussive strike, the blast from her attack! It hadn’t been like Kiara Patel’s hammer which had crushed the thought out of him. He had just ceased to exist for a moment, until his void essence reformed his head. Had that been what it was like for the Defector when Tad had obliterated his head before he had access to his destroyer powers? It was the total death of his senses unlike anything he’d ever expected.
Raekast grinned wickedly. “A creator-like being, without any essence... You are hiding secrets.” Both her arms transformed, her pale skin covered in black fur, her claws golden and wickedly sharp. “If you couldn’t dodge that last attack, then you are not worth my time. I will drink the secrets from your corpse, I guess this is the end. I will be rewarded for this.” In a sudden flash of her form, he saw her standing, one arm raised high, her claws were face down, she was so quick Tad saw nothing of her motion. “Godless Slash.”
“Tetra!”
They spoke the words at the same time - Tad drew his Daisho form, forcing his speed to swirl upward. He strained himself to his limit, but he knew he wouldn’t make it in time. She was so fast!
Four golden slashes cut vertically through space, it took all his concentration to bring his blades up and deflect the two golden rays in the center, sending them shooting off into the darkness, and turning to fit through the attack. Relief flooded through Tad.
He had his answer.
Had he come here without the power of tetration and beyond - he would have failed. 100%.
Raekast’s golden trace had vanished. She was lying on her back, kicking her feet as if she were lounging and swimming at the same time. Her eyes went wide in surprise both at Tad’s sudden ability to defend against her attack and also at his ability to track her position. She remained half-transformed, only her claws visible - he’d never seen a controlled partial transformation before. Fenrir, and any other void for that matter, had always used full transformations. 
“How did you do that?” Her eyes narrowed. “Your growth would have had to overcome endless aeons to catch where I am from where you were. None who are creators could manage that feat.” She scoffed, as if the very idea offended her. “No transformation, no voidsign, no weapon fusion, no connection to darkness - and even if you did, you certainly don’t have the vessel of Xet to utilize it. In fact, you have no markings at all - no godsign to claim you.” Her face scrunched in confusion, somehow making her even more attractive. “What are you?”
It gave Tad great pleasure to see her try to puzzle it out. He couldn’t help showing off a bit. “Want to see me do it again?”
Her head tilted down, her cascades of hair falling down her toga, but her eyes smoldered like embers, her expression one of intense scorn. “You would be wise not to joke about something like that. Infinity is a very large place.”
“How much stronger is Zero than you?” Tad asked, hoping to get any glimmer of the peak.
Her scorn descended into hateful madness. “The God of all Voids is not at your level,” she said, barely able to control the anger in her voice.
“Do you actually serve him?” Tad asked. “Or are you just posturing, waiting for your time to strike, like a proper void.”
She snarled a smile. “Perhaps I underestimated you. If it weren’t for his new toy, the wolfvoid, he’d likely still be playing with me, trying to break my mind.”
Tad felt like he’d been plunged into ice water.
Raekast continued, but Tad barely heard a word of it. “He should know better than to believe a true void, one who had already climbed to the peak of perfection, who had forged their will to overcome that great and endless chasm-“
“Pentation.”
Raekast froze in the power of Pentation. “Explosion Mode!” Tad screamed. A pure shockwave clapped from his very being, as dark death rolled from him, disintegrating her fully.
It destroyed her as certainly as Omega Ragnarok.
He had planned to push her to her limits, to see where she could reach - but her words...
Tad didn’t have time to play games.
Fenrir.
Zero had gotten a hold of Fenrir.
How?
He fought back Raekast’s death visions, his mind reeling.
Had Zero finally caught Mother Omega? Or perhaps just caught Fenrir in his attempts to grow stronger?
The questions died as Tad became Raekast fully, his mind merging with the memories of her death. He would scour her memory, withstand her suffering - there was no mercy in this decision. No, he was going to tear Raekast apart and find out what she knew.
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Chapter 50


Tad came to. A new, crystal-framed door rose before him. He didn’t remain in his human state, instead transforming in a flash. He tore through the door, climbed the steps of the crystal tower, and launched himself through a neatly manicured door covered in greenery. Clipped shrubs climbed up the sides, wrapped in ivy. Red berries were woven into their green depths, a golden flame marked the door from top to bottom, a glittering golden ‘1.’ Tad barely saw any of it. 
He had planned to take Raekast back to Chubchub, to feed her to his cocooned form, but he couldn’t, not now.
When had Zero captured Fenrir? Raekast’s death vision had been less than helpful, she’d not known anything more than what she’d said of Fenrir either - although something in her memories caused the hairs on the back of his neck to stand on end.
Raekast had been a trap for him. For Tad. Zero had stood before her, and said as much - that she was to allow Tad to absorb her, like he’d done with her armor before - but beyond that there were no details.
Unsurprisingly, Raekast hadn’t liked that plan and had fully intended to kill Tad with that first ‘Godless Obliteration’ of hers.
He had lived through Raekast’s eternities - she mostly trained her will, honed her ambition, and all the while pressed her strength higher and higher. It was the first creator he’d fought who had been actually focused on improving her strength, and not some insane torture, and still the feel of it danced in his mind. It felt like clenching your stomach, deep within, and your power would rise. Over and over, and the harder you could press your own will, the higher your power grew.
Raekast’s will was like an iron volcano exploding upward, violently, over and over. It was something remarkable.
But there had been no mention of Fenrir beyond that Zero had mentioned he’d gotten a new wolfvoid toy.
The blinding power before his tendrils shook him from his urgency. It was a strange aura - unlike most creators. It felt... deep. Deeper than any aura Tad had ever felt, at least any aura he had felt himself. He had lived through Raekast’s loss to Tidwell, and he knew that aura better than any. It rose to match. It was as simple as that, no matter how high she climbed, his insane aura rose to match. She’d almost swallowed Tidwell three separate times, but he’d broken out at the very last second each time. It was as if Tidwell’s aura contained all of infinity within itself. It caused Tad’s skin to tingle endlessly. “Tetra,” Tad spoke, but still the power swirled higher. Tad couldn’t help but blink in surprise. “Penta.” His power soared in his soul, and comparing the acceleration of the two was tough, one external, one internal, but it was close. Both of their powers twisted upward endlessly, though if he wasn’t mistaken, it was Tidwell’s that climbed faster.
The shock rolled through him again, followed by a hiss of greed - Raekast’s for sure. “Was he always this strong?” Tad asked no one in particular. Tad lifted a hand to block the light of the sun that poured over Tidwell’s dungeon - it was different than he had expected. He walked into a perfectly manicured garden, quaint tables with small chairs were placed here and there, though they seemed unused. Above, a golden sun shone brightly and Tad felt a longing in his soul. It had been so long, so long since he’d been beneath a true sun. He basked in the golden light, feeling the warmth on his skin.
Tad marveled as he walked through the dungeon - there was no hint of the greyness of Mu that had infected previous dungeons leading to Zero. Tad walked past a small white-picket fence where grapevines climbed between their posts, ripe with fruit, yet there was none littering the ground. Other fruit trees of all varieties dotted the landscape, stretching out beyond where Tad could see. Tad hurried down the golden footpath, seemingly paved from solid gold. It led to where Tidwell’s strength had shone like a million suns.
Tad climbed to the top of a hill where it opened up, down into a depression which made it look like the entire hill had been pressed down by the fist of a god. Nestled in the small valley, Tad saw something that made him blanch.
If he hadn’t seen this once before, Tad knew he’d have been confused at what he was looking at. Before him, as Vander had been, pinned to a ten-foot by ten-foot wooden board, Charles Tidwell was completely dissected. A pair of burning blue eyes were nailed to the top of the wooden board. The eyes had been completely removed from the ocular cavity, yet the nerves and blood vessels were all intact. The eyes gently swayed back and forth, looking straight down toward the rest. The skull of the creature before him had been carefully dissected, and even each lobe of Tidwell’s brain had been separated, just far enough to distinguish each section from the rest. The mouth, trachea, and the entire digestive system had been removed from the abdomen and pinned separately to the left. On the right, the heart, still beating, was connected to blood vessels which spidered behind the body. The creature had been effectively turned inside out, yet all the connections were still intact, blood flowed to each part, nerves flowed back to the spine, yet even its blue and pink cords had been carefully removed and arranged to look like wings floating behind the gruesome creature.
He must have made some noise, for the dissected creator stirred, its heart beginning to beat faster, the vessels contracting, the blood delivered across the board to the organs, the tissues, the flesh. Yet the eyes lacked the support to slide over to Tad; they swung slightly, in coordination, like a pendulum. 
“Supreme one, is that you?” The detached mouth spoke, the inflated lungs slowly shrinking with each word spoken. 
Tad had to crush his stomach downward to prevent himself from vomiting. He did so successfully, unwilling to let Zero see his distaste for the man’s hobbies. 
“My name is Tad Harrington. I’m from Earth.” 
The exposed heart skipped a beat, then it slowed. “I knew it was too early for my next training session.” Tidwell’s deep voice was filled with endless relief. “And yet, if there is an intruder, I am allowed to defend myself and prevent passage. What are your intentions, Tad Harrington?” 
“I entered Titan, not of my own accord, but instead, I was brought here by Gerald Smith.” 
The mouth gave a long, airy sigh. “That is a name I haven’t heard nor spoken in quite some time.” 
“Then it is you? You are Charles Tidwell?” 
Suddenly, all the nails, pins, and screws that kept various organs and body parts attached to the board removed themselves, collecting into a large wooden crate on the bottom left of the board Tad had not seen in his shock. In the blink of an eye, the perfectly dissected body reformed. Before Tad stood a towering man with burning blue eyes. Long golden hair swept down to his waist, and his perfect physique seemed to exceed any creator’s he’d ever seen. Deep within those blue eyes, however, there seemed to be a shadow, a haunting, his expression weary and tortured. His face was free from facial hair, or even stubble, and it had a boyish look despite his wide-set jaw and rugged features. It was a face that Tad would never forget. 
It was the face of Charles Tidwell. 
The savior of the world, the conqueror of the Raekast. 
The first and ultimate creator.
Tad stood before his childhood idol, and yet it pained him to see him reduced to a madman’s plaything, his will crushed to the point where he would not even try to reassemble himself without ‘permission.’ 
Not for the first time, a cold anger grew in his chest. 
If Zero was willing to do this to random creators, what would he do with the rest of creation if he were given the keys to rule? 
Whatever Tad was to do, he needed to defeat Zero before he tried to absorb Titan. 
He would not be the one responsible for releasing that monster back into the world.
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Chapter 51


“I’m here to defeat Zero,” Tad said. 
“To defeat or to become him?” Tidwell’s blue eyes were a calm lake. “The master has taught me of the Zero aspect, of those who come searching for his power, to do what he commands of them.”
“I don’t need his aspect. I will end him, then I’m planning on taking the rest of us out of here,” he said, doubting Tidwell knew what it would cost Tad to do so.
Tidwell shook his head sadly. “Escape is impossible. We exist in a universe of our own, one untouched by that of Alpha and their creations. We can only begin anew, and do what we can to improve our position.”
Tad still stood on the hilltop. He glanced back over the endless fruiting garden. “Is that what you have been doing here?”
Tidwell nodded stiffly. “The master allows me certain... privileges as his number two.”
“Yeah, because dissecting you and nailing your eyes to the wall seems like such a privilege.”
Tidwell stood stiffer, defiantly. “You know not of what you speak.”
Tad couldn’t believe Tidwell was defending him. “He’s tortured every creator on the way here, driven others mad. There were even those who tried their best to believe the crap that Zero spews, until they lost the ability to interact with reality itself!” He spat the words far more passionately than he’d meant to, as the voices in his head all clamored at the same time.
Tidwell’s expression darkened, his burning blue eyes going suddenly cold. “Reality itself is flawed.”
“I’ve heard all about that from Hyde,” Tad said. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
“It was created by Alpha, designed to serve their purposes. All the Great One wishes to do is to redesign reality, to shape it according to his desire, to his will.”
“What the hell are you even saying?” Tad couldn’t keep the fire from his voice. He was getting sick and tired of people defending something they didn’t even believe in. Something that caused everyone who actually tried to live it immense and immeasurable pain!
“My Lord wishes only to do what Alpha themselves did, to design a reality that pleases him.”
Again, Tad couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He hadn’t heard of this from any of the others, not even in their memories, not even in the darkest times of their lives, their repeated ‘instructions’ from Zero himself. “And how exactly would he do that? By sucking everyone into the endless wasteland of Mu?”
Tidwell’s eyebrows rose in surprise; he was affronted. “You even know the name of my King’s power. Life will not be pleasant for the creator who spoke the name of his holy realm.”
“Their time of suffering has come to an end,” Tad said. “They sleep now, somewhere free from Zero’s clutches.”
Tidwell watched him for a time, his eyes going distant in thought. “The Perfect One reaches through all barriers, surpasses all boundaries. No matter where they have gone, he will find them, and they will pay.” In a flash, Tidwell brought up a finger. It glowed and moved so quickly Tad could not see the man’s hand move. From thin air, Tidwell created a chair, followed by a second one, then a small round golden table, identical to the ones Tad had seen strewn about the garden, in a much more complicated gesture. “Join me, there will be time enough to test our powers and see who reigns supreme. It has been so long since I’ve had civil discourse.” He paused for a moment. “It chafes to push my strength this high, can we lower our guards?” Suddenly, Tidwell froze in time and space, his insane aura winked out, almost completely.
“Primo,” Tad said.
Tidwell took a deep breath and exhaled, satisfied. “That is much better.” Tidwell tapped two spots on the table and formed two golden saucers, followed by cups. Then he tapped a third place, where he formed a pitcher. “My Godship does not wish to cast everyone into Mu as you claim - just those who are unworthy,” he said, reaching through a portal that Tad hadn’t seen formed. He grabbed a handful of grapes and squeezed them with his bare hands before retrieving a purple citrus-looking fruit and juicing it into the pitcher with his single hand. Then he poured them both a cup.
“Who are considered unworthy?” Tad took a sip from his drink, expecting something tremendous, but instead, all he could taste was rot. Tad spat it back into his cup. He should have known better than to drink from something grown in Titan. Well, something besides treeblood stew.
“If you were here as long as I have been, you would not waste,” Tidwell said with a disapproving stare. “The unworthy are any and all who do not wish to have His Grace as their ruler. Those who will not abide by his rules and his vision for the future.”
That sounded about right. “That would be everyone and everything.”
Tidwell nodded softly. “Only at first. One by one, The Eminent One would retrieve his subjects from Mu and redeem them. Re-educate their minds, teach them the laws that they should obey, the thoughts they should think, and then so graciously he will allow them to enter into his kingdom to worship him in the best ways he sees fit. He will be their personal savior, as he has become mine.”
“You can’t possibly believe what you are saying. You’re Charles Tidwell,” Tad said, dumbfounded.
Charles stared at Tad pointedly, “As you have seen from your climb here, the Master is extremely thorough. He works with those who are unworthy on an intimate, personal level, until he understands their every thought and action, their drives and dreams, their hopes and fears, and then designs a personal penance to develop them further and utilizes their suffering to drive them to perfection.”
“Then why aren’t you broken like the rest?”
Charles paused, allowing the full weight of that question to course through him. “I have been in here as long as my companions, the cadre of slayers that joined me in the pursuit of closing Titan myself. Only two beings in all of Titan exceed me in seniority. Zero, and Raekast, that monster I chased into this place. My companions, Vander, Sienth, Marywell, and Celia, the warlord supporter who possessed not immortality and who blissfully perished aeons ago when old age consumed her, each did not contain the conviction of heart, the tenacity required to maintain their sanity. At least, alone. They could not reconcile subservience when it was needed, and yet still maintain the defiance in their heart. They who could not bend, broke.” His last word cracked like the snapping of a treetrunk.
“So you serve Zero then, that much is true?” Tad said.
“I serve only because there is no other path before me. Is a boat the river’s servant while within its power? No, but it rides the current only,” the man said stoically. Somehow after all this time, some part of his pride was still intact, where the other creators had been sniveling dogs.
Tad took pause. “Would you join me then, in my efforts to end the madman that rules this dungeon? Allow me to become the other path you may follow?” Tad said.
Tidwell didn’t even consider the offer. “The Lord of Mu performs a valuable service, one that keeps us from being swallowed in the endless emptiness that would otherwise be our fate. Unless you would choose to willingly bear that burden, I cannot follow you.”
This was the first time Tad had heard any of Zero’s disciples talk about his motivations or purpose, instead of merely their instruction or devotion.
Tidwell continued, “He leverages those others, those who have the seed of infinity, those creators who have been reborn to such privilege, as ballasts in the great ship of reality. They become gargantuan weights to keep existence stable - to an outside observer, such a task may seem meaninglessly torturous, but it is anything but.”
Tad thought of each of the creators he’d already destroyed, the hackles on his neck rising. If what Tidwell was spouting was true - that meant Tad had been strengthening Mu’s grip, returning it to Zero, but he searched his memories of the death visions and none of the creators had been ‘instructed’ on this task. Or their responsibility to be a ballast.
“Once he bore this weight alone, it was enough to drive even the Great One mad. When I first entered, he was as insane as a rabid dog, yet his power was tremendous. He quickly dispatched our hunting party and we were given our tasks, we shared his load, and some measure of sanity returned. Over aeons, Earth continued to send more creators...” Tidwell paused, then corrected himself. “Then Titan summoned more creators to plug the gap it felt growing, it drew the creators as it drew myself and the others - though we did not understand what we felt. With each creator added, Titan grew more stable, Mu became properly contained, and all of existence was preserved.”
“You’re telling me that Zero is a hero, holding back the tide of Mu single-handedly? When he was the one that drew Mu forth to use its power in the first place?”
Tidwell nodded ever so slightly. “He did draw it forward, but it was always there, unseen, a fanged monster, jaw wide, ready to swallow the squabbling Alpha and Omega who were ever blind to its presence.”
For the first time, Tad couldn’t help but disagree. “Even if it were there always, it slumbered. It never did anything.”
Tidwell raised a finger, politely interrupting. “You still think as a mortal thinks, in terms of the finite. You need to open your mind to the infinite, to view reality as it truly is. Uncontained, the realm of Mu is guaranteed to occur. The state of endless nothingness only needs to grasp its icy fingers around the throat of creation a single time, and then existence ceases to exist forever. In a realm of infinite universes and infinite time, this is a virtual certainty. It will happen, in one form or another, and once it is unleashed, it is impossible to bottle up again. Zero changed all that. He overcame it. Alone. He swallowed the bitter pill of Mu and overpowered it. He deserves to rule. The heavens should bow to him, out of sheer gratitude. Instead, what did they do?
“Once Alpha recognized the threat, through subterfuge they tricked Zero into entering this dungeon, Titan, which they had created as a second layer of protection; though they were shortsighted. Should the extinction of all things be activated, Mu would tear through Titan like gossamer, consuming all and everything, in one eternal round. Heaven and hell would be swallowed. Thingness would cease to exist.”
Shock and dismay flowed through Tad in a way that he hadn’t experienced since his time on Earth, back when he was still mortal. “No, Zero was the one who unleashed that power, the realm of Mu. He was the one who brought it into play, the one who wields it as a weapon, demanding all bow to him. Alpha pushed him here to keep everyone else safe.” It honestly surprised Tad that he was taking Alpha’s side on this one, knowing what they’d done to Fenrir who hadn’t even been the vessel for the Zero aspect.
Tidwell raised an eyebrow questioningly, tilting his jaw. “After the price he paid, doesn’t the right to rule belong to him and him alone? Shouldn’t Alpha and Omega both bow to the one who overcame what not even they could see, let alone face? Zero is my God, the God we should have had from the very beginning. He is the God who is willing to keep us safe from the monsters that would otherwise swallow us whole, against whom there is no defending. Zero is the Lord of all Creation, and all should praise his name.”
Tidwell’s booming voice echoed out across the landscape. “And I willingly serve him.” His voice had gone quiet, yet his eyes were brimming with emotion, tears streaming down his cheeks. “If my suffering can forever delay the catastrophe of ages, then I willingly suffer. I give myself to him freely. I will stop any who oppose the master.”
There was no question that Tidwell’s devotion was as real as any of the others. As the Trinity’s had been, as Hyde’s and Marywell’s had been, even Sienth had been earnest in his efforts, even if he hadn’t been able to convince his heart. Somehow, Tidwell’s devotion was so much deeper, as if the legendary creator had given himself completely to the service of Zero. Yet every cell in Tad’s body screamed at the words the man spoke. “Zero isn’t noble! I’ve seen how he’s treated every creature he’s come up against. He is treacherous to the core.” Tad’s shoulders shook with the rage that roared up in him, from all the victims of Zero’s tortures, they all screamed for justice in his mind. His own anger roared too at what Zero had done to this great man before him. “But you are noble, Charles. You always have been - so he gave you a noble reason so that you could endure whatever torture he put you through.”
Tidwell’s face paled slightly.
Tad continued, realizing it for himself as he spoke the words. He put the death visions together, each clicking into place. “It was the same with the others - they all spoke of only the issues closest to their hearts. He gave each of them only enough to cling to desperately, filled them with false hope, and then watched them suffer. No, even worse than that. He watched them torture themselves endlessly, for no other reason than that he could!” Tad’s voice sounded odd, froggish, to his own ears. His argument was so wretched, so vile, he could hardly believe it himself. Could someone, even Zero, be so terrible? It seemed beyond belief. He might not have seen it at all, had he not climbed up this path, if he’d not decided to give mercy to those who needed it. Who deserved it more than anyone Tad had ever met. The horrified inkling swelled into a deeper realization. “Don’t you see what he’s done?” 
Tidwell now looked green, his eyes wide, sweat on his brow. “And what has he done?” Tidwell asked, his voice trembling slightly.
“He isolated each of you and told you whatever he knew you would believe, gave you hope that you would cling to like a raft in a sea...”
“Better that than to drown!” Charles boomed. “You know not what it is like to float aimlessly, to be capable, no, to be destined for greatness, to have all this power at your fingertips, but then to be locked away in a dungeon that warps and twists your every effort!” He roared, his face red as he flung the nasty fruit juice from his cup across the table. “I’m utterly useless! You know not the urge that drives me forward, that of a creator, of a protector! You think I did not see through Zero’s lies the instant he spouted them? You think I see him not for the tyrant he is? I know the master that I serve!” His voice echoed terribly, his skin positively radiant with glory, rainbows shot from his teeth with every spittle that flew from the words he spat.
Tad shook his head, his rage giving way to dismay. “I thought you were someone to emulate, someone to aspire to.”
Charles’s eyes darkened with shame.
“You’re no different than how I was before - you’d live out a lie because it made existence more tolerable for you...” Tad looked at his childhood hero, not believing what he was seeing. “You’re a coward. And even with me sitting before you, asking for you to join me - to fight what you know to be evil - you won’t. No, you can’t! You’ve gone too far down that path!”
Charles’s entire demeanor twisted and warped, the air of nobility he held dropped, and hate stained his visage. He gripped the table between them, and it vibrated violently.
“You sacrificed who you should have been a long time ago, and now you’re a slave to your own lies, you chose to submit to Zero, chose the easier path.”
“So what if I did.” His whisper promised violence, so much so that images began to flash before Tad’s eyes - like when he and Fenrir had pulled on the door sealing Eve’s altar away. “Who are you to judge what I’ve become, when you’ve not walked in my footsteps? When you’ve not trembled before that ultimate power, been swallowed up by that realm of nothingness, to feel the fright of nonexistence chill you to the bone?”
Tad shook his head in disgust. “Fenrir wouldn’t have given up.”
Charles’s eyes flashed with sudden victory. “Fenrir, the wolfvoid?” He spoke, and Tad’s stomach dropped from his tone. “Fenrir, who replaced me as Zero’s number one?”
Tad’s mind went blank, his mouth parted slightly, but he had no words. Fenrir wouldn’t have given up, if anything was true, that was. Raekast’s creator form hadn’t been broken - Fenrir wouldn’t have broken either.
There was something in Tidwell’s eyes, however, a deep hurt. It was almost as if he was sorry for lashing out at Tad. “No matter how you look at it, you’re right. I did choose the easier path. I chose to fall in line when I should have fought. I bowed my head when I should have rebelled eternally.” His expression sank into deep shame. Tidwell regained his posture; his air of nobility returned. His bright gaze clarified. His lip curved upward ever so slightly, his voice shrinking to the barest of whispers. “Whether you defeat me or I defeat you, it matters not. The instant you entered Titan, your fate was sealed. The master marked you and you are his. That he hasn’t come for you is only proof that he knew you would come to him.” His voice trembled and his stoic expression broke apart. For the first time, Tad heard the weakness in his voice. His mouth was downturned, his eyes pleading as if he wished he could somehow summon hope, hope enough to believe that things would be different. “He will break you, as he broke each one of us. He will discover your deepest desire, the words that drive you, and he will design a reality just for you, a torturous existence that perfectly satisfies everything you ever thought you wanted and so much more. You will suffer, but at the same time, it will make you complete.” His expression fell further, tears streamed down his cheeks, and for the first time, fear flashed across his face. “Please defeat him-“ 
Tidwell’s chest exploded in a circular expansion, like when the sky had been scrubbed, like a soap being dropped into the middle of oil floating on water. A ray of nothingness shot through the creator’s chest from behind and his eyes went wide as golden blood splurted from his mouth. He fell onto the floor, one hand pressed to his missing chest. His eyes went wider as he realized what was happening, and he turned and looked to the sky. “Master, please, forgive me! Don’t send me to Mu, I didn’t mean it-“
Another blast took his head off. Tad turned on his perception tendrils and suddenly, Tidwell’s enormous power that swelled and raged like a tempestuous torrent vanished completely. A new power roared, racing upward ever and ever.
Tad looked to the sky, to where the powerful figure floated. He blinked through the physical brightness, hoping against hope that the creature in the sky wasn’t Fenrir - wasn’t some twisted version of Fenrir sent on his master’s errand.
The man in the sky lounged languidly in a reclined position, his finger still pointed forward from his blasting of Tidwell. His jet-black hair was slicked back. His features were sharp, his jaw delicate, his cheekbones high and thin, with a strong brow. He had no ears, but a slight scale pattern danced on his skin, a hole opening for that purpose. There was no amusement on his face. In fact, his expression showed nothing but emptiness, and not the kind from Mu.
Tad had to suppress a shudder as he recognized the lack of expression.
It was the total lack of empathy.
Zero’s shining black eyes were still affixed on the fallen, decapitated creator. “I knew there was the possibility that a part of him remained unbroken. Remarkable, after all this time, after all his training, I can scarcely believe it.” His gaze slid, serpent-like, to Tad. “Unlike my other toys, this one still remains intact.”
Tad stared back defiantly. “Where’s Fenrir?” He wanted to know, but at the same time, a part of him was terrified to hear the answer.
“Would you like to see him?” Zero’s voice was cold. “I know he’s dying to meet you.”
With a snap of his fingers, two black swirling portals opened. Through the first emerged an old, wizened hag. A thick blue fabric wrap covered her eyes, the same fabric made up her dress. Her hands ended in stumps, each of her fingers removed, yet she smiled as she stepped from the portal, looking hungrily toward Tad on the ground. Yet, unmistakably, she started in surprise, then tilted her head, as if she wasn’t seeing who she expected.
Tad’s gut tightened. He’d thought she’d been acting on her own ambition - acting to bring her own will to pass. He’d not even thought for one second that even she, Omega! From the beginning, that creature who was as eternal as Alpha - that she would submit and serve Zero. Ants of anxiety crawled up his throat, up, up to infect and crawl through his brain. 
But Tad’s shock wasn’t over. From the second swirling portal, a figure stumbled out. His arms were tied behind his back, a gag shoved into his mouth. Tad couldn’t believe his eyes.
It was Vander. The creator’s eyes bulged in fear, his entire body trembling. He closed his eyes, shut them tight.
“Vander, Vander, Vander,” Zero crooned. “What am I to do with you?”
Vander whimpered behind his gag, hyperventilating - yet Tad couldn’t keep his eyes off the portal.
Despite the recapture of Vander, Zero still didn’t smile, his expression eternally full of patience. “You allowed Raekast right into your soul, didn’t you?” The man paused for effect. “Fenrir said you would, said you wouldn’t be able to resist drawing her into that armor you created, to wield externally the power of a creator that you could not draw into your soul.” 
Tad blinked in shock - he hadn’t even considered it - as he’d already fed the first half of her to Chubchub, but had he still had her, he no doubt would have done so. 
“She might not be broken in the same way, but she is as much mine as the rest.”
Zero said, his eyes flashing finally with some emotion. Annoyance as he looked at Tidwell’s remains. “They. Are. All. Mine. All except that resilient creator with far too much strength than should exist. Somehow he alone remains unbroken. An absolutely remarkable man. An unbreakable man with no guile.”
Guilt and embarrassment swept through Tad. At the words he’d said to Tidwell, so sure they were right only moments ago, only to hear from the devil’s own lips moments later that he’d been wrong.
The second portal still swirled, empty and filled with promise. Tad looked at it, the dread building in his stomach. He knew who would step through that portal, he’d been told as much, but he couldn’t believe it. 
He wouldn’t believe it.
Not until he saw it with his own eyes.
A shadowy figure stepped through the portal. It was like Tad had lived this moment a thousand times, no, a thousand million times. As if he had been prepared for this moment from the second of his birth, but that too was wrong.
It felt like fate.
It had to be destiny.
Fenrir, the great wolf, the chained creator, stepped through the second portal.




[image: image-placeholder]











Chapter 52


“What is all this?” Tad looked from Fenrir, who was in his boy form, to Omega, then back to Zero. “Did he break you too, Fenrir?” Tad spat the words, more hurt than he could reconcile. How could he have joined Zero? He couldn’t imagine that the wolf had broken, no matter the task that had been required of him. 
Fenrir’s golden eyes burned hot as he stared down from his perch. “It was you who he broke.”
Tad shook his head ever so slightly, confusion coursing through him. “I’m not broken, I’m better than ever!” Tad said with the conviction he felt.
Fenrir’s face darkened and he looked strangely wounded. “He broke you,” Fenrir said again. “Just like the others.”
Tad blinked rapidly as he studied Fenrir - what lies had Zero told him?
“Have you still not figured it out?” Zero said, his voice devoid of warmth. “You are the same as those other broken creators you passed.” He snapped and images of Sienth, Marywell, and Hyde appeared on holograms much like in the trinity fight. “You are not as resilient as Tidwell, not as rebellious as Raekast, and not as untrainable as Fenrir.”
“What is he talking about?” Tad asked Fenrir, whose look of hurt turned to disgust.
Zero snapped his finger. The image on the screen changed, showing Omega siphoning Fenrir from Tad. “The first step to breaking a mind is to isolate the target.” His eyes danced, though his face remained emotionless. 
Suddenly everything clicked. His stomach dropped down past his knees, dread swirling through his chest, his mind felt like it was frozen, as if his thoughts had to swim through oil to put the pieces together.
Omega had separated him from Fenrir...
Had isolated Tad...
Flashes of Marywell, Sienth, and Hyde flowed through Tad’s mind.
Then he’d given Tad an eternal, meaningless task...
Panic rose in the back of his throat, his breathing rapid.
Tidwell’s words echoed in his mind.
He will discover your deepest desire, the words that drive you, and he will design a reality just for you, a torturous existence that perfectly satisfies everything you ever thought you wanted and so much more. You will suffer, but at the same time, it will make you complete.
He was in the forest! Doing work that was a complete waste of time - at least at the beginning! But then he got into it, and time bled away, his memories faded. He’d slaved, and slaved, and slaved, and for what!
The images of Marywell and Hyde floated to the surface again. They were stained grey with nothingness.
Tad wasn’t!
It had to be another lie!
Tad looked from each figure to the next, his thoughts spiraling in endless circles. It had to be a lie, he clung desperately to it. “What are you talking about? I’m nothing like them, I’m not filled with the realm of Mu. I’m not hopeless or anything!” Tad bared his pointed teeth. He felt like the ground had been swept from beneath his feet, as if he were scrambling for anything that made sense. It couldn’t be true. He couldn’t have been slaving away for endless years on Zero’s behalf!
“You are exactly like them,” Zero said coldly. “You were given an eternal task, one you detested, yet at which you persisted until you became a madman. How are you any different?” He snapped his fingers and the image shifted on the screen. The enormous pile of logs lit aflame, with the message: ‘Ethan, I choose life for you.’ At this, Zero smirked, and then actually laughed. “How precious, choosing life while in the midst of torture.” His cold laugh echoed into the expanse before he stared down at Tad as if he were stupid, as if a smarter being would have seen it from the very beginning. “You doubted nothing that was taught to you, eagerly clinging to any baseless hope placed in front of you - as did the rest.” Zero didn’t even smile.
Tad’s mind felt singed; the oil had all incinerated. It felt like he couldn’t hold onto two thoughts simultaneously. Could it be true? Tad looked to Vander where he was chained, where he struggled against his restraints, his eyes pleading with Tad. “But Vander wasn’t on your side...” Tad said dumbly.
“You are wrong even on that count,” Zero said with an indifferent air. “Vander had been freed by another in my employ.” Zero took his eye off Tad, glancing over to Omega, and Tad felt his stomach drop further. From the very beginning... Zero had planned it all from the very beginning. 
Zero continued, “Vander was as unaware of his task as you were of yours. He served me just as you, completely unknowing of the master he served. You see, it’s much more effective to keep your mark unaware that they are being manipulated. His task was unending, and just as fruitless as the rest - though his was structured to evade me eternally. Designed by myself. Designed to inflame his panic, to fuel his paranoia, to see how far a creator could withstand the growing fear in his heart. To see if fear alone could drive even perfection to insanity.” Zero’s eyes flashed victoriously.
Vander howled behind his gag.
Tad’s mouth moved but no words came out. Finally, he found his voice. “For what purpose? Why didn’t you just take me from the beginning! You knew I was out there!”
“Oh, but Tad,” Zero spoke the name as if tasting it - as if he’d been wanting to say it for a long, long time. “I did take you from the beginning. I knew where you were from the very moment you entered Titan. Ever since, you have been marked, and you have been mine. You were tortured endlessly, first in the dark, then in the forest of Omega. You are the same as my other toys. The only difference is, you weren’t even worthy of my direct attention. You did everything to yourself.” 
Tad looked to Fenrir whose expression was a combination of rage and shame. He glowered down at Tad, slowly shaking his head in disgust.
“I’m not infected,” Tad said weakly. “I didn’t write Zeros or give in to Mu or anything.” His whole world was unraveling, spinning around him.
“Tad, Tad, Tad,” Zero said, savoring each time Tad’s name crept up on his tongue. “I needed you for a different purpose than they. They were mere amusements - like you so shrewdly pronounced in your conversation with Tidwell. Oh, how I laughed watching it. You had it all right, but you were blind to it yourself.
“For the others, I pushed each, wanting to see where the limits would be found, to see when they would finally stand up and proclaim that they have had enough. I wanted to see when they’d decide to protect themselves, to choose themselves over the pain. The results were most fascinating.” Zero leaned in conspiratorially. “The more they bought in, the more I found they had no limits. I learned that fools will go beyond even death to affirm what they wish to be true, even if they know it for lies in their hearts.
“But you, Tad, I could not have you broken, not in the same way. You needed discipline. Yes, you needed perseverance. That too I instilled within you. I built them into the task in which you were instructed. And lastly, I needed you without memory, so you could suffer eternally, and not know for which purpose you suffered. So you would forget the enormity of your pains, and thereby withstand the infinite cross which you are soon to bear. Those were the three requirements. You are my perfect tool.”
The memory of the pain of Decation rolled through Tad’s mind. It was true. He had been forged into that exact tool that Zero described. “But... Why?” Tad asked, his agony peaking. “Why would you do that?”
Zero scoffed. “You should know the answer. You are the key to my prison, the key I’ve summoned to finally escape this prison, Titan.”
Tad didn’t know what to say.
“You. Are. My. Key,” Zero said, each word emphatic, almost purring. “But you were broken when you first entered Titan. You were inadequate and good for nothing. Driven to the edge of the abyss and even thrown over. You had burned through every reason to live. You wished to die. So, I gave you something to live for, I gave you a purpose. I designed a task and a life for you. You had nothing that gave you pleasure or pain, so I gave you purpose once more and you eagerly chomped at the bait, at every turn.” Zero said this as if he found it remarkable, as if he couldn’t believe it himself.
Tad blinked, his mind spinning, unable to fully comprehend the depth of this deception. Had it been from the beginning? From the very beginning? He went over the pieces again. Being separated from Fenrir, being led to endlessly work on the blood forest with Vander, all of that was... a trap?
He wanted to scream, wanted to tear off his horns, wanted to lash out with the anger growing in his chest, but he had no one but himself to blame!
He had outsourced his thoughts to Fenrir. Outsourced his actions to Vander. And outsourced his morals and ethics to Omega.
“And so you see, Tad, it is a simple matter. Even you became like my broken dolls who serve their master. And the master has one last task for you, Tad,” Zero said his name harshly. “You will kneel.” Zero’s mask finally broke, the emptiness replaced with a hunger, an anticipation of pleasure for his most recent conquest. His newest domination.
Tad almost felt dead again. His feelings were muted, his thoughts frozen. How could he deny what was clearly the truth? He had been broken when he first came to Omega. The idea that this all might be Zero’s trap had not entered his heart, not even a single time. He’d done his bidding unknowingly. Tad was the same as the others, the same as Marywell, the same as Hyde, and the same as Sienth; he just didn’t have a library! He built his whole town and life! He was the same as Tidwell. He was swirling in his own mind, lost. But then he looked to the sky, looked to Fenrir.
His heart ached even more painfully as a question filled his mind. He wished not to ask the question, but even more than his own pain, he worried about his friend. He worried about Fenrir. “Did you kneel, Fenrir?”
Fenrir didn’t answer.
Zero’s emotionless mask formed once more, but not before it flashed the hint of some expression that could have been taken for amusement. “I do not force those who willingly serve me to kneel. Isn’t that right, my loyal dog?”
Fenrir’s gaze was lava. “Call me a dog one more time, Xethdar.” There was a bite in his voice.
Zero gave a humorless laugh. “Still has his teeth, this one, but he proves useful. Useful enough that I don’t need to break him, as he serves willingly. Fenrir alone has earned the right to stand in my presence. I don’t require him, and him alone, to kneel.”
Tad noted that Fenrir didn’t address Zero with an honorific, unlike everyone else he’d fought or interacted with so far. Zero didn’t enforce it.
“What do you get out of it, Fenrir? Is he going to break your chains?” Tad’s emotions were mixed. First was a wave of relief that Fenrir hadn’t changed, that he still was who Tad knew him to be. That his spirit remained unconquerable - but then came the fact that he’d joined with Zero. He felt a deep stab of betrayal. That, stacked upon his own pain, caused his words to come out like a seething toxin.
“There will come a time when his chains can no longer hold him,” Zero said, examining something beneath his nails.
Fenrir studied Tad, his expression too complicated to read. “There was a time when I served Alpha. They were treacherous in their dealings. Omega’s kingdom cannot exist without Alpha, and her too, I served, for a time. I may serve Zero at the moment, but I continue to grow, to become, and one day, I will exceed all.” His voice echoed through the lush garden, seeming to grow at his pronouncement. If this had been the word room, Tad had no doubt that Fenrir’s words would have shone like the sun. “And when I stand there, at the peak of everything, I will stand there with someone who pushes me, and I’ll push them.” Fenrir extended a hand to Zero. “I will stand there with someone who will grow in strength, endlessly. Who will viciously criticize, but only when it will push me forward in strength. With someone who will brutally expose my weaknesses, not to exploit them, but to help me remove them.”
“Fenrir, stop with the flattery,” Zero said.
But Tad felt like he’d been slapped across the face. He stared into Fenrir’s eyes, but Fenrir showed no hint on his expression.
Tad knew those words. He’d said those words. Back when they had defeated Vulcano, back when Fenrir held the void egg, and controlled their newly merged vessel.
“But,” Fenrir said, pausing, his eyes flashing. “I can only be there with one. One who has stacked the games atop strength, and that is not you, Tad.”
Fenrir’s words sounded harsh, but Tad’s wounded sense of betrayal vanished. Fenrir was saying something deeper. It was like Fenrir was saying: I’m considering teaming up again, but only as long as you’ve become the most reliable partner. And he said it right in front of Zero’s face, who was completely clueless to the hidden meaning behind his words.
Fenrir was a winner, and everyone could see it. Alpha, Omega, and even Zero could see it. Whichever team Fenrir was on seemed almost destined to win, through his sheer tenacity and endless determination. 
The first bud of hope began to sprout from the ashes of his charred mind. 
All Tad had to do, as Fenrir’s veiled words had said, was to prove to him that he was the winning team. 
To prove to Fenrir that he, Tad, was greater than Zero. 
But was he? Tad’s mind was filled with doubts; his whole world had shattered. He narrowed it down. It all hinged on one question. One question he almost dared not ask - for if Zero knew of it, knew of his destroyer skill tree - it could only mean one thing. 
That it would be utterly useless. 
Tad turned and stared up at Zero, his voice more calm and steady than he felt. “I have one question for you.” His voice carried in the garden, though not as grand as Fenrir’s had. “And if this was all part of your plan, well, perhaps then I should kneel. If you’re that brilliant and strong enough to best what I’ve become, then you deserve it. If there is really no chance for me, then I should kneel.”
Fenrir stiffened at Tad’s words, but Tad pressed on. 
“I was caught in your webs, and utterly fooled.” Somehow saying the truth, even in this humiliating situation, admitting his mistake was cathartic. Perhaps he was stalling. A twinge of fear grew in his chest. “Wormega,” He spat, “Did you send him to me as well?” 
Tad spoke the question and watched. 
Everything hung in the balance, hung on the answer to that question. 
Zero blinked once in confusion, then looked quickly to Omega. A flash of anger broke through his perfect visage. Tad followed his eyes to Omega whose leathery face had drained completely of color. “You said you had Zapharios under control, that he could not find the boy.” Zero’s tone was almost shocked. 
Omega ran mid-air and threw herself at Zero’s feet. “He should not have been able to find him, not where I had him hidden!”
“What did he do? Find it!” Zero demanded. His face was almost controlled, but it couldn’t hide the bubbling rage growing beneath his black beetle eyes, the absolute promise of punishment imminent in his voice.
Omega sat back on her knees and pulled up an invisible display before her. She swiped several times until her pale skin bleached ghost white, until she looked like a living corpse. Her whole head swiveled back and forth as she studied something in the air before her, even through her blindfold. “He... He... Somehow, they accessed the Destroyer Skill tree.”
“And what, pray tell, is that?” Zero’s voice was mocking, his eyes narrowed as if Omega was the biggest idiot. “Have you been keeping secrets again, Omega?” His composure dropped for just the briefest instant, his eyes filled with a mixture of cold rage at being defied.
Omega’s face flashed with pure panic. “I thought I hadn’t needed to tell you about this, omnipotent one! It was only a hobby, completely theoretical! Designed before time! It was not supposed to be able to survive out of its cage!”
“Show it to me.” Zero’s eyes snapped back to study Tad, the first hint of concern growing in his black, merciless eyes. Omega swiped her screen and whatever was on it must have shown up on Zero’s. His eyes focused as he read each line.
“Capacity for the infinite.” A hint of panic was in Zero’s voice. “We built his determination,” Zero said flatly. “Strengthened his will.” His voice sounded hollow. “All to prepare him for what was to come, to brace him when we force him to swallow Titan.” The uncertainty turned to a flash of fear; he finally took his eyes from Tad and looked to Omega once more. “How far did he go? Is our preparation wasted? Are. We. Stuck. Here?” The world seemed to go fuzzy behind him, as the nothingness of Mu flooded from Zero.
“He’s currently 82 percent infinite,” Omega whispered, as if she couldn’t muster enough strength to speak.
For a single moment, the world seemed to pause.
Then Zero’s panic abated, Mu vanished. His practiced mask of nonchalance returned. “Consider yourself lucky that he’s not as determined as Fenrir to race toward power.” In a flash, he backhanded Omega across the face, and she shot off into the distance. “You worried me for nothing,” he spat after her. “Even had there been only 1% left, there still would be room for him to absorb Titan.”
Omega reappeared before him the next minute, black blood dribbling over her eyes. She lay completely prostrated in the air, pressing her head even lower, into her chest. “You don’t know what the skills he leveled mean, my lord,” she spoke the words as if it were her greatest shame. “You don’t know what I designed.”
He glanced at her with contempt. “It matters not.”
She paused, and Tad could tell she wanted more than anything to let the matter drop, but she didn’t. “It matters.”
Zero’s mouth parted slightly, his eyes widened only fractionally, but his shock was evident. “You dare correct me?”
“In this matter only, my God,” Omega sounded as if each word pained her to speak. “If I were not to warn you, the punishment would be greater than if I should speak now. It was my greatest design, the culmination of all of my brilliance put into one skill, but he shouldn’t have been able to withstand it. It was too great! None of my experiments could survive it. I bid you caution, Great One.”
“You think I could lose?” Zero sounded offended at the mere thought. “To him?”
With each word they traded, Tad’s weighty heart was lifted. He could sing to the skies; his soul was light! Zero didn’t know what Tad had done. He didn’t know the dramatic changes he’d undergone. His prison might have been designed from the beginning, but Wormega had been an unknown variable. He’d changed everything. His discipline, iron will, and perseverance were still all his, however earned. He’d still lived through the endless days of cutting, sanding, toiling, and working. That mixed with his capacity for suffering, and hearing Zero’s proclamation that there was still room for Titan!
“I never said lose, my master, I only beg caution,” Omega pleaded.
“Caution is for the bunnyvoids!” Zero roared, his black eyes returning to Tad with disgust. “Raekast still resides within him. No matter what power he tore for himself, he’s ours.”
Omega bowed, dropping to both knees mid-air and touching her forehead to the same invisible plane on which her knees rested. “As you wish, my God.” She stood, and Tad felt her eyeless gaze rest on him.
“Tell him what he is,” Zero commanded.
“We have made you as you need to be. You have been forged to become the new vessel for Titan. A siphon that will absorb all that is injected without end. And those of us trapped within shall be freed!” She raved like a madman, a lunatic, a zealot fanatic, but her raving was overshadowed by the desperation she was clearly feeling. As if she already knew their plan would not work - and that she would pay the ultimate price for her failure.
Somehow seeing her, one of the two preeminent beings, groveling and begging before this tyrant caused his heart to ache. 
Didn’t she deserve mercy too?
Tad’s heart stopped completely at the thought, only his discipline got it beating again, out of Marywell’s nasty habit. Her words droned on, but Tad heard none of them. Could he even give Omega, death incarnate, that third infinity, could he even give her mercy? The thought chilled his bones, it turned his heart to ice, but the spirit of nobility within him whispered for him to do so. 
Whispered that it was virtuous, that it was right, that it was just. 
That even she deserved his mercy, his ability to let her rest. 
Finally rest. 
Without even realizing, Tad found his hand reached out. He held it out for her. “Omega,” he spoke, and she paused in surprise. “Join me. I won’t punish you like he will.”
Zero’s expression darkened, his whole countenance a thunderstorm. “You come into my kingdom and have the audacity to try to steal my vassals?”
Tad reached out his other hand. He’d already gone this far, he might as well go all the way. “Fenrir, come back. Together we can beat him-“
“Silence!” Zero roared. He was no longer lounging, he’d sprung to his feet, throwing his arm across his torso. His still mask had completely shattered, white hot rage filled his eyes. “It is time to end this. Raekast! Awaken!”
There was only silence. Zero looked to Omega questioningly. 
Omega looked through her blindfolds into Tad’s soul. “She’s not there!” She said desperately. “No part of her remains!” She looked to Tad with a strange hunger in her eyes. “Did you destroy her, boy?”
Tad nodded, his heart heavy. He hadn’t killed Raekast for the same desire as he’d done the other ones. That one had been through panic over Fenrir. “Join me, Omega,” he paused, “I made it all the way to decation,” he added almost as an afterthought. 
Zero’s brows dropped in confusion, but his words had an immediate impact on Mother Omega. Her eyebrows jumped above her blindfold, her entire body frozen as she processed his words. Then she stared even closer at Tad, turning to her invisible screen before her. Her mouth dropped wide open.
“Then there is no point in having Fenrir relinquish his shield to complete her,” Zero called bitterly.
Tad knew she could see everything within him. So he waited until she found it. Her jaw dropped, and she gasped aloud. Tad extended his fingertooth hand even further. “Omega, come to my side - I don’t know what it is you want. If it’s the final mercy you want, I’ll give it to you.”
Omega’s blindfolded face turned to Zero, then back to Tad again. Her features smoothed out, expressionless. “You would have to pay the price,” she said, her voice unbelieving.
Tad nodded, “I’ll pay it.” His heart beat heavily in his chest. “I don’t want to pay it, but I’ll pay it. Come, Omega. Don’t you want to put your faith in your greatest creation?”
Tad saw the moment she made her decision. She stood tall, as if throwing a heavy cloak from her shoulders, her lips curled back in an ugly, fingertoothy smile.
Omega threw her head back and cackled, an insane and wretched laugh. Her blindfold went back to the invisible pane of glass before her as she studied his skill tree - his progress.
Then, to the shock of all, she flew. Flew down and across the expanse until she floated behind Tad. There she stopped. Zero’s eyes bulged as if he was choking on a hunk of beef. Fenrir’s eyes were mystified, his jaw slightly agape. Both expressions caused Omega to laugh a second time, even more raucous than the first. “Boy, make him pay for how he treated your mother. We’ll talk of mercy if you pull through.”
“You’re not my mother,” Tad said quietly. “But I’m short of allies here, so just this once, I’ll do as you ask. I’ll make him pay.”
She cackled again, then spat up into the air at Zero, as if she’d been wanting to do so for a long time. “You’re screwed, Xethdar,” she cackled, sounding utterly insane.
Tad looked back to Fenrir.
Fenrir.
If he could just convince Fenrir.
If he could get Fenrir back on his side...
“If he could just do that, he felt like he could take on the world. Alpha, Omega, Zero - it didn’t matter. He could take them all on. He just needed Fenrir.
“You dare defy me?” Zero’s black eyes flashed grey as he stared Omega down.
Omega held firm, not even a tremor entered her soul. Tad and she had faced this together, faced utter destruction and more, endless torment, unflinching.
“She knows my strength, Xethdar,” Tad said, and Zero flinched, hearing his own name spoken so casually by one he considered his ‘toy.’ “She knows that I am the only way out of this place.”
“She knows what you will know soon.”
“She knows what I’ve become.”
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Chapter 53


“You dare defy me, Omega, after all you’ve been through?” Zero’s flash of anger had vanished; he almost sounded faintly amused. “You were always the type to bet on the wrong horse, yourself, in most cases,” he said dismissively as he turned and gestured at Fenrir with a single finger. “It matters not that he avoided Raekast’s trap; it is for this exact reason we have contingencies. Fenrir, it is time to measure if you are all that you promised to be.” 
A complicated expression crossed Fenrir’s visage, though to anyone besides Tad, he doubted they saw any emotion at all, so controlled were his features. To Tad, however, they were written as plain as day. “As you wish.” Fenrir dropped from the sky, landing in the depression just behind Tidwell’s still-fallen body. He turned to face Tad; his golden eyes roved over every detail of Tad’s form.
Tad shook his head slightly. “How did you come to join with him?”
Fenrir’s expression flashed in annoyance. “I was torn from your bosom. Omega immediately marched me in front of his tribunal. I was in a vessel I’d just gained; what other options had been open to me?” He grated his teeth, a bubbling, loathing consternation climbing from deep within. “Had I been given as much time as you have, I may not have had to join with him.”
“You’ve had that time now,” Tad said reluctantly, extending his hand in invitation. “Together we can beat him.”
Fenrir’s gaze hardened. “That ship has sailed, Tad. It sailed the moment you threw yourself into that black vortex. When you chose to destroy us both, instead of handing the reins off to me.”
Tad’s chest was thick with guilt. “I shouldn’t have done that.”
“But you did.” Fenrir glared. “I begged you to hang in there, to not give up, I promised that we would find a way through it. Do you hear my words? I begged you. I, Fenrir the proud, Fenrir the mighty, begged.” His voice was harsh and hot.
It was no use denying the past. “I’m different now-“
“You’re only different because he made you that way. What would you do, Tad, join with the puppet or the master?”
Tad knew Fenrir. He’d made up his mind. At the same time, Fenrir’s words from before rang in Tad’s mind. He was open to an alliance change if he thought the two of them could pull it off.
Which meant it fell to Tad.
Fenrir was a void of action.
“I beat you the last time we fought.” Tad almost couldn’t believe the goading words that had come out of his mouth. “I’ll do it again.”
Fenrir’s body went rigid, his hands clenched at his sides, he spoke through gritted teeth. “Only you would know which buttons to push so well. All this time I have trained, prepared, for one thing.”
Tad wished he could stop time, stop the words from coming out of Fenrir’s mouth. Once they were spoken, there would be no turning back. Fenrir’s pride wouldn’t allow it.
“Fenrir, don’t-
“I’ve trained, all this time, to prove that it was me who brought us this far. That even with my chains, even without a vessel of my own, I overcame. For that is who I am! I overcome any challenge that lies before me. Without me, you wouldn’t have made it.” Fenrir’s omega-shaped irises contracted slightly. “You will never know the full extent of how I coddled you. Protected you. Saved you.”
The memory clip Tad had seen when he’d extracted Raekast to feed to Chubchub played through his head.
“You’re right, Fenrir-“
Fenrir cut him off again. “And I won’t believe it any other way, unless you can prove it to me here. Prove it to me now. Prove to me that you were the reason, but you won’t find me so easy an opponent now. It’s time to settle the score.”
Tad felt the frustration growing in his chest. He looked up at Zero, who was watching them, and knew that this was what he wanted. “We’ve walked this path before, Fenrir, don’t we know where it ends? Even if I defeat you, or you defeat me, it will be like Leontus all over again.” Tad hoped his words had been sufficiently vague enough to hide the meaning from Zero, like Fenrir’s message to him.
Tad saw the understanding pass through Fenrir’s eyes. Understanding of back when they had defeated Cain, only to be taken prisoner by Leontus.
“If we go down this road a second time, we’ll have no one else to blame. We won’t have learned a thing. And isn’t that what you’re all about? Eclipsing your past self?”
Fenrir’s lips curled, exposing his fangs slightly at having his own logic thrown back at him. “We wouldn’t have beaten Leontus, no matter what.”
“Just like we wouldn’t have beaten Vulcano?”
“Enough talk!” boomed Zero from the sky.
Both ignored him. He was neither of their masters.
Tad saw Fenrir’s thoughts racing, looking for any path but the one that stretched before them. But his thoughts seemed to hit a wall. “I didn’t train for Vulcano, and I didn’t train for Leontus. I trained for two things. I trained to defeat Zero, should the day come when that would be required of me. And I trained to defeat you.” Fenrir’s boyish features morphed, his nose elongating, his cheeks growing whiskers, fur growing across his back as his armor was sucked into his form. He dropped down to all fours, back to his wolf form. His voice grew wolfish and gruff. “I trained to beat you because there was always something I couldn’t understand. I still don’t think I could have beaten Vulcano, not alone. It should have been impossible - he was too far ahead of us. There is something more to you, Tad, than meets the eye, something I don’t fully understand, but to become who I’m destined to be, I must overcome whatever it is that is special about you. That thought has sustained me all this time - it is all that drives me forward, the thought of my victory over you. It is my destiny. I’ll overcome you, and then grow to eclipse all others.”
Tad clenched his teeth; he could tell how earnest Fenrir was. He was never this honest about his feelings, but Tad could see it in his eyes.
It was true that he’d trained all this time to beat Tad and that he’d trained all this time to beat Zero.
Tad didn’t know which was a scarier thought.
He’d almost gotten through to Fenrir, he’d felt it. His argument was spot on. No matter who won this fight, only Zero would see victory, swooping in to crush whoever was left, weakened. But Fenrir couldn’t get past his damnable pride! It may have driven him at first, but now it drove him. It was like the torture Zero put everyone through. At first, you were the master, but soon it ruled even you. Tad’s skin rippled with that thought. “He tortured you too, and you don’t even see it. You’re just as blind as the rest of us.” Tad realized it was true the moment he said it.
Fenrir only grinned. “He let me fight, endlessly. He let me dominate all of Titan, every moment since we parted - you think that serves his purposes? I willingly walked into his trap, with eyes wide open. I was not broken, and there wasn’t a day I didn’t look forward to more than this one.”
Tad was getting conflicting messages - it was clear that Fenrir wanted to rejoin him, but it also seemed like simultaneously he wanted to kill Tad, if he could.
Which meant Tad’s only job was to win. To win and stay alive.
Looking at it that way simplified everything. Tad’s emotions settled, until he found what he was looking for - the calm serenity that came from the confidence in his own power, in his own ability, then it rose to an eagerness of his own. Fenrir wanted to kill him? 
Let him try.
Tad grinned, for the first time since Zero’s world-shattering reveal. It felt good. He almost felt like himself. “Not even Raekast could push me to my limit - will you be the same?”
Fenrir responded to the challenge, his eyes were filled with a hunger so great it could only be described as madness. “Please don’t let me down. Not after all this time.”
Tad grinned back again. “Begging already, Fenrir?”
Fenrir’s hungry grin widened before he mastered it. The grin vanished, replaced with perfect concentration, and Tad knew no more words were coming. He hadn’t been able to convince the great wolf. He’d never been able to do so. Fenrir respected one thing only, even from the beginning - a tremendous show of force. Tad readied himself. Fenrir had dropped to his wolf form, his weakest. Tad was still in primo, since the very beginning with Tidwell.
It was time to show Fenrir, to prove to him one final time that he needed him. That he needed Tad Harrington. It was time to show that Tad could layer the games atop his strength. He’d pull out every trick in his bag.
Fenrir seemed to shed his skin, his fur, as he blasted forward in a puff of dissipated smoke. It was as if his fur was an illusion banished by his own furious motion forward. Before Tad could react, Fenrir’s fangs were already digging into the flesh at his neck.
Tad barely pulled his neck from beneath Fenrir’s teeth and kicked him squarely in the ribcage. Fenrir saw the blow coming, and twisted midair around the kick, folding almost in half to snap his jaws at Tad’s leg. Tad backed from the snapping jaws with a single flap of his wings, shot himself backwards, but Fenrir rushed forward, faster than Tad’s wings. He somersaulted, his wolf form a blur. His tail came rushing down toward Tad’s skull. He was so fast! Tad couldn’t dodge the whole attack, and instead stretched his neck out of the way. 
“Duo!” Tad spat, but it was too late. The force of the tail strike shot Tad down through the earth in an instant, the taste of dirt full in his mouth. Tad spread his limbs and killed his downward momentum. He turned over still in the dirt, laughing, spitting out pebbles and muck.
As much as Fenrir wanted this fight, Tad found himself wanting it just as much. A fight that could test his new strength, and who better to do that than the void he trusted most? The void he knew the best? The most deadly and skilled practitioner of all combat? He’d missed Fenrir’s presence every conscious moment. Fenrir wasn’t the only one who wanted this! 
He wasn’t the only one who wanted to test his limits!
A black ray of death roared down from the sky to swallow him. Tad pointed his finger. “Railgun form.” Tad held his left arm in place as it erupted backward into the dirt behind him. “Electromagnetic Enhancement!” The railgun swirled to life, glowing an electric blue in the hole that Tad was in. With electromagnetic enhancement, he doubted he even needed to push it beyond this, but he did. “Projectile Supreme, Void Ragnarok.” Tad’s void ragnarok loaded into the barrel of the railgun, the surface of its black and red sphere was overlaid with glowing blue trace lines.
His blast swallowed Fenrir’s easily and raced up through the sky, a bright blue jet of energy. Fenrir had dodged to the side and was caught in the act of staring upward in shock at either his missing blast or the color of Tad’s own blast, as if he were howling.
Tad leapt from his hole in a flash, his railgun form vanished, and he unsheathed his Daisho form, landing a vicious backslash, right through Fenrir’s canine face and throat, which flashed obsidian the instant before contact. Fenrir crashed through the dense foliage, a lined-scar followed behind him, a dust cloud exploded where he finally came to a rest.
Tad cracked his neck one way, then the other while he waited for his opponent, wiping the dirt off his cheek.
Off in the distance, Tad saw a small speck break out from the ground and race toward him. Tad readied himself for another round of combat, but Fenrir stopped fifteen feet away. He was wearing his full void armor atop his wolf form. Black blood trickled out of the corner of his mouth. “Impossible. Are you... outpacing me?” His eyes gleamed.
Tad watched the wolf - he couldn’t use his own void armor anymore; his body would absorb it. How had Fenrir gotten around that restriction? 
Tad froze, his neck hairs rising in anticipation, or perhaps in dread. How was Fenrir keeping up? Tad was 82% infinite, and he was in Duo mode. His strength raced upward multiplicatively, endlessly, yet Fenrir’s aura of strength was rising at about the same speed. “How are you keeping up with my growth?” Tad was shocked. It was as if the wolf’s strength rose, slightly lagging behind Tad’s own. How had Tad missed it? Zero’s aura in the sky must have blinded him to Fenrir’s aura. It was the only possible explanation. “You shouldn’t even have an aura to begin with!” Tad said, almost unbelieving. The wolf vessel he’d created had been unsenseable back in his memories.
Fenrir’s eyes watched Tad sharply. “Your growth wasn’t like this before, back when we fought Hyde.” His gaze hardened. “You shouldn’t be able to keep up. You always surprise me. I knew, somehow, I knew that I’d fight you eventually, so I prepared. Every second in this wretched place, I’ve been fighting, training, meditating, and climbing so that I could surpass you when we next met. To prove that I’m better than you, even while chained.”
“You might be better than me,” Tad admitted. “At just about everything. You’re more dedicated, you train harder, and you’re driven more than any other person I know. You’re a better fighter, schemer, plotter, and you see through lies like they aren’t even there.” Tad paused. “And you’re the only teacher I’ve known. All reasons why I need you on my side.”
“If I’m all those things, then why are you still standing before me? Why can’t I crush you?” Fenrir asked, more curious than hostile.
“It’s simple, Fenrir, you’re just not stronger than me,” Tad said matter-of-factly, knowing what kind of response it would provoke - but it was what Tad wanted, what he needed if he wanted Fenrir to join him.
He had to push him to his best, then show him that there was still room to grow, and Tad was the one to help him do it.
Any hint of humor evaporated from Fenrir’s face, his expression pure defiance and challenge. “I will show you who is stronger.”
“Do it. Transform already,” Tad said, his stomach butterflies acting up again. “Only you can push me to my limits.”
Fenrir looked over to where Zero floated watching. “You think I can drive you higher than him?”
Tad looked to the sky where Zero watched. “I don’t know him very well, but he’s not like you, nor is he like me. I don’t think he enjoys any of this. The fighting, the scheming, the plotting - any of it. I don’t think I’d grow fighting him, like I do fighting you.”
Fenrir bared his fangs. “It doesn’t matter if he enjoys it. He’s the best.”
Tad shook his head. “We’re the best, Fenrir, together.” He extended his hand again. “Give me your paw. Join me and we’ll prove it.”
Fenrir’s eyes flashed with annoyance, ignoring his hand. “Just remember, you asked for this.” Fenrir closed his eyes and his skin glowed, his body stretched to his boyish form, where it began to settle.
“Don’t stop there, Fenrir - take it all the way.”
Fenrir laughed harshly. “You don’t know what you’re asking.” Though he didn’t stop his transformation, going from wolf straight to megawolf. He stood twenty feet tall, going from almost half Tad’s size to almost twice as tall as Tad in the single transformation.
Fenrir burst forward, throwing a punch. Tad had to unsheathe his Daisho form to match the megawolf’s speed. Tad slashed with both swords to stop the punch. Fenrir’s void gauntlets snapped in place and absorbed the impact and more. The force of the punch crushed Tad’s swords backward, smashing straight into Tad’s face. Broken teeth fell from his mouth, his nose shattered. Such power! Tad flew backwards, and before he could react, a knee caught him in the throat, breaking his trachea, flipping him downward in the air, where a hard chop caught him in the back of the neck the next instant. What felt like lightning coursed through all of Tad’s limbs, as he lost control and shot up into the air, paralyzed. Fenrir’s huge body appeared before him, mouth open wide as a black and red orb flashed in Tad’s eyes.
“Omega Ragnarok!” Fenrir roared.
Black heat swallowed Tad alive, paralyzed from the neck down Tad couldn’t even scream as his body was melted through and through. His darkness regeneration only barely overcame the damage.
“Triad!” Tad screamed, just regaining control of his voice, and his strength and speed screamed, this was the furthest he could go without leaving Fenrir in the dust.
Fight power with power! Tad quickshifted to his Zanbato. His size swelled massively, growing five feet taller even than Fenrir’s Megawolf. The two giants battled it out in the sky. Tad blocked Fenrir’s Ragnarok with his enormous sword, it spilled around it, consuming his healing flesh. In a burst of speed, Tad swung his massive sword through the Ragnarok to slice Fenrir in half, but Fenrir slipped around the blade in a blur, two huge fists shattered the entire right side of Tad’s ribcage. Tad was too slow!
“Mega demon?” Fenrir laughed harshly, the same instant he spun in the air, in a blur. Tad quickshifted back to his Diasho pair, and brought up his katana to try and block, but Fenrir’s heel caught Tad’s jaw, almost tearing his head from his shoulders. He spun through the air as Fenrir’s downward-plunging feet caught his sternum, crushing his chest inward. Tad slammed through the earth for the second time, his breath fully forced from his lungs. Even with all his speed, in triad mode, Tad couldn’t touch Fenrir’s Megawolf. It was too fast, too strong.
“This can’t be all you are!” Fenrir roared desperately from above. “I transformed, just as you asked, now show me your true strength. You must be more than this!” He sounded almost desperate. “How could you rival the heavens with such measly strength!”
“You want strength?” Tad said, his pride pricked. “Tetra!” Tad yelled through dirt and rocks. His power screamed upward like a choir of a thousand howling banshees. His body snapped to full health instantly. Tad yelled, the sound of his scream alone blew the earth apart, clearing his vision to where Fenrir floated in the air, completely frozen.
Tad stood and sheathed his swords. He had to stack the games atop, use everything he’d learned! Tad cast a slick of icebolt across his body, covering himself - he would have done so earlier, but Fenrir moved too quickly to allow it. He formed a full ice armor, skipping all the joints. Then he brought both his arms in front of him and quickshifted again, back to his Zanbato. Tad howled through the air, the huge fifty-foot blade trailed behind him. He slashed!
To Tad’s complete disbelief, Fenrir’s power rocketed up to meet his, shining like the sun. The megawolf’s aura glowed white hot, like a creator, shining brighter than even Raekast! Fenrir slipped past the mighty slash in a gentle roll and then threw a massive punch. Tad blocked the punch with the ice on his shoulder. Then, Tad slashed with all his might, slicing the length up Fenrir’s chest. The wolf howled as his void armor shattered into a thousand obsidian shards. His ribs snapped, and organs were crushed.
Fenrir was thrown backwards in a dozen flips from the strength of the crushing blow. Tad gave chase with a flap of his wings, swinging once more in a great heave to end the fight. Fenrir’s wounds knit up as he muttered a single word. Fenrir brought up both his arms to block Tad’s Zanbato.
Games!
“Void lightning sheath!” Tad said just before the sword made contact. Tad’s blade cut cleanly through Fenrir’s void armor, arms, and chopped him cleanly in half below the waist. Fenrir howled in pain, then opened his mouth wider, an orb of pure red and black forming.
Tad was out of position; his hands wouldn’t make it in time. He opened his own mouth and his fingerteeth hissed, a hundred tiny Ragnaroks born in their jaws.
“Omega Ragnarok!” They both screamed.
Light vanished as their attacks met. The wind howled, the earth below screamed. The vegetation that had been so carefully cultivated by Charles Tidwell was thrashed from the initial shockwave, then burned up by the following heat that expanded outward the next moment.
When the dust cleared, however, the two in the sky were still fighting, throwing vicious blows even in the darkness. Fenrir’s limbs had been healed with another spell, and his speed was smoothly rising. Tad cast speedfury, and for a brief second, he landed two huge slashes across Fenrir’s chest, black blood exploding in an ‘X.’ Fenrir rolled past the next slash, but Tad saw it coming. Taking one of his massive fists from his blade, he backfisted Fenrir’s face. He slammed a mile down into the Earth, vanishing below.
Tad was breathing hard, unable to believe what he was experiencing. Fenrir was chained, right? It made no sense otherwise. The extent of Fenrir’s expertise, the control! He’d overcome Tetration with a mere thought! Pushing his power up to perfectly match Tad’s based on their clashes. Tad knew unless he was in dread form, that he had no aura. Fenrir was matching Tad’s strength by feel alone. It was exactly as Raekast’s death vision had been, her will driving her strength ever upward, but Fenrir was chained! It should be impossible for him to will his power upwards like a creator.
He had to be reaching his limit - it was insane that he’d followed Tad this far.
Fenrir floated slowly out of the ground. “I can’t believe you’ve climbed this high,” Fenrir said, sounding genuinely impressed. “Can you go further?”
Tad laughed aloud. “I was wondering the same about you.”
Fenrir was grinning despite himself. “This time I’ll take the lead - follow if you can.”
“Holding back on me, Fenrir?”
Fenrir’s humor vanished, his eyes gleaming. “Show me, Tad. Show me what you will do when they come for your next son.”
The words caused a ripple of exhilaration to flow across Tad’s entire back.
Without breaking eye contact, Fenrir brought his right hand forward in a fist that slowly relaxed. It was covered in a black leather glove. Tad hadn’t seen it, so black was all of Fenrir’s fur, and it was further hidden beneath his void gauntlets. Finger by finger, he loosened the glove, and then flipped it off nonchalantly. It fell below, but Tad was no longer watching the glove. His eyes were glued to Fenrir’s glowing hand. It was a slender, feminine thing, gleaming with a bright rainbow light. It shimmered halfway up his forearm where a thousand shadow stitches held it in place. The sight of the hand caused feelings of remembrance, almost like a dream.
Fenrir flexed his rainbow hand back into a fist; it shone like the sun. “A bear is invading your cave, Tad, you better not be found without strength,” he warned. The sheer promise in those words caused a twinge of panic in his heart. Fenrir wasn’t bluffing. 
“Penta,” Tad whispered. His strength exploded. It folded over itself time after time, climbing to reaches far past where it had been just an instant before. Time slowed to a stop. Fenrir was frozen too, except a white hot light crawled across his entire body starting at his feminine hand.
His entire body was glowing in transformation! 
Tad felt his jaw drop, panic twinged in his heart. Fenrir couldn’t have another transformation, there shouldn’t be any past mastery of a void sign! Even with two void signs mastered, Tad had only found a single transformation pathway - Megalion.
Fenrir’s form condensed, shrinking slightly down to fifteen feet tall. His huge muscles tightened, his black fur vanished, his skin shone an ivory white, twenty-foot angel wings spread behind the ivory mega wolf - the omegas of his eyes glowed white hot. 
“Alpha transformation!” Fenrir’s deep voice rippled through the air. From the top of the arch of the Omega of his irises, two diagonal lines shot downward and out, forming an ‘A’ overlapping his omega irises.
“What the hell is that?” Tad caught himself saying.
Fenrir’s aura of strength rocketed upward, a candle grew and blazed into a campfire, then beyond to a bonfire. It climbed, rising upward and upward forever.
Yet as Fenrir’s frozen eyes found Tad’s, Fenrir was the one who was more shocked. “What did you do?” Fenrir asked, his Alpha-Omega fusion eyes wide. “How did you keep up? No, you beat me here!”
“What did you do!” Tad threw back at him. Tad’s skin tingled awesomely. Fenrir had just done an Alpha transformation - he looked just like a megawolf version of Salvation Cain, chiseled straight from stone! How was that even possible!
“You shouldn’t be able to move, you should be frozen in time - none have been able to pierce these heights, the strength of this realm save Zero!” Fenrir boomed.
Tad’s mouth moved wordlessly, starting different sentences like four times before finally spitting out. “How the hell did you just do an Alpha transformation?”
Fenrir’s eyes narrowed. “I told you before Tad, anything you can imagine, you can summon from the depths of your being. You can summon it to this existence, whether that be kingdoms or chains, riches or poverty, power or pleasure, it is all within your grasp if you are willing to pay its cost. The larger the dream, the higher the price, the brighter the light, the longer the shadows.” He paused, as if hoping Tad caught the meaning of his words. “I dreamed, I grasped, I summoned. You didn’t even know it was missing, did you? Didn’t even know what you had, what I took from you?”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Tad said, still wondering at the disparity of Fenrir’s strength and his ability to move and talk at this speed. “Did you break your chains? Fenrir, did you finally do it?” It was the only answer Tad could think of, even though Zero had claimed otherwise. A wave of exhilaration, and pride at Fenrir’s accomplishment.
Fenrir shook his head and spat to the side. “You tore the hand from Eve. And you didn’t even remember it.” Fenrir sounded angry at that fact.
“I did?” Tad asked.
Fenrir snarled, pointing a finger before him. A sphere appeared next to him. It flickered with footage. Tad, in his destroyer form, had torn towards Eve, grabbing her wrist, her fingers just inches from Liz’s own outstretched finger. This is where the video had cut out before when Fenrir had shown it in his memory - but this time it continued.
“You want it? Take it!” Eve screamed in pain, and her other arm flashed like a blade, slicing through her own flesh.
At this speed, Tad watched as his darkness pulled Eve’s severed arm within himself. The hand of Eve, a fragment of Alpha, vanished within. A golden light pulsed through his entire body, revealing small golden chains, no doubt Fenrir’s chains. They burned on his skin, from deep within his destroyer mode. The footage rolled on. Fenrir’s golden chains gleamed white hot, Tad could see the hand of Alpha grabbing them, coaxing them into action. The gold bubbled and seeped out of his skin until an entire golden sarcophagus enveloped Tad, keeping him trapped. It was a fusion of Fenrir’s chains and Alpha’s will that had protected her from the destroyer Tad had become.
“She sacrificed her limb to trap you further, to allow herself time to finish her own assimilation,” Fenrir stated flatly. “Before we parted, I relieved you of its weight, since you were none the wiser to what you had. I made use of it.”
Tad blinked. He remembered. Fenrir had ripped something from him when they’d parted, he’d felt it. Was that why he’d not been able to form Gerald a new body? Why in his memories he’d been able to ‘create’ shocking Athnllpd’s other half? Was it Eve’s hand that had granted him that strange mastery over Titan that he couldn’t replicate?
Still, Tad couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Are you saying that you’re still chained, yet you used Eve’s own hand to mimic a creator’s ability to grow infinitely and unlock Alpha transformation?” It was such a fantastic feat that it was beyond imagination. Tad’s skin shivered at Fenrir’s previous words. “What did it cost, Fenrir? What price did you pay?”
Fenrir’s expression went blank. “Betraying you was the price I paid.” His eyes watered slightly and Tad was shocked further. He’d never seen any show of emotion like this from the wolf before. “I told Zero everything about you, I held nothing back. I told him of your vessel, helped him perfect his plans.” Shadows danced behind his eyes. “I threw you to the wolves.” His voice was weak.
Tad knew exactly how he felt. “I threw you into the black vortex alongside me.”
“It is not the same!” Fenrir howled. “I should have seen the depths of your pains, I should have seen it!” Fenrir’s eyes were crazy wide and golden, filled with regret and shame. “I let you rot in that place!”
Tad waved his hand between them, as if he were clearing bubbles from the word room. “You did what you had to do to survive.”
“I’m sick of surviving!” Fenrir roared. “I always survive, I climb and I climb, and leave everything behind - and finally, I had someone who could stick with me, someone who kept up, as foolish as you were, you always kept up and surprised everyone! And I let her rip me from you, I knew, even then, that she was Zero’s fool. I saw the path ahead, and you were broken, I knew not how to fix you.” Fenrir’s eyes were filled with tears. “How did he know how to fix you?”
Tad stared the ivory megawolf in the eyes. He didn’t know what to say, so he said the first thing that came into his mind. “I told you, when she took me away, that I wouldn’t be left behind.” Tad could feel his eyes glowing blue, see the reflected blue light on Fenrir’s skin. “I wasn’t left behind.”
Fenrir nodded a single time, his eyes hollow. “I only hope that’s true,” he whispered. “But I must take your word for it, for you stand here, before me, conversing with me, as if you had your own Alpha transformation. Without any hint, you’ve grown stronger. You are still and silent as a proper void should be.”
Tad felt his own pride swell at Fenrir’s praise. Tad looked over to where Zero lounged, watching them. Despite their ascent into infinity, he was cleaning beneath his fingernails casually as if their accomplishments were nothing beyond ordinary, their conversation utterly uninteresting. “Fenrir, you really are amazing, pressing forward where others would give up.”
If Fenrir heard the words, he didn’t acknowledge them. “I won’t hold back,” Fenrir said, with that same endless hunger returning to his eyes.
Tad quick-shifted from his Zanbato, back to his Daisho form, then promptly sheathed the weapons in his hip. Tad took a deep breath, allowing the knowledge of Sienth to settle into his bones. His posture changed. He sat waiting for Fenrir to make the first move, both hands waiting on his blades to quick-draw.
Fenrir watched with a devouring curiosity.
Time stretched between them, the tension in the air as thick as butter. Fenrir moved.
They passed each other in a flash, a dozen blows and slashes thrown. Fenrir blocked the edge of the blade with his bare arms, his stony ivory skin chipping only slightly. Fenrir’s claws scratched, mixed with punches and attempts to disarm Tad, but Seinth’s swordplay kicked in fully and Tad found himself on the heavy offensive. His longer reach and bladed weapon kept him in the driver’s seat. He chased Fenrir across the entire sky in a heartbeat, showering the sky with sparks. His sword combinations were perfection itself. Each slash, stab, or block led to the next, mixed with a dozen illusory feints, so real they looked like mirage attacks. Tad found his confidence growing as he merged that sense of Seinth with himself - the skills seeping into his very soul. The careful penmanship of all those practiced strokes burst forward. 
In a flash of blade and light, Tad pulsed void lightning sheath and severed Fenrir’s left arm cleanly as he tried to block. A quick spin opened two gashes, one across Fenrir’s throat, the other across his forehead - it was meant to be his eyes, but Fenrir had ducked into it intentionally to avoid the blinding. Even though Tad had every advantage, Fenrir was adapting quickly. He threw twenty punches, most of them mirages, but at this speed, Tad couldn’t tell which was real. He’d parry them all! 
And he did, but an unseen knee caught him on the side of the jaw. His ice armor absorbed the superficial damage, but still, the knee threw his head to the side, losing vision of his opponent. Tad slashed anyway, knowing where he’d be. His two swords sliced through stone.
Simultaneously, a world-shattering downward heel struck Tad atop the head. With his neck already twisted past his full range of motion, Tad felt his entire spinal column shatter, even with his ice armor cushioning the blow. He collapsed downward, shooting towards the earth below. He lost control, unable to do anything for the briefest instant as his darkness regeneration ability raced to repair the damage.
His neck made a full rotation, snapping, then stitching up as it was. Fenrir swung back into vision once more, only a dozen feet behind, racing to catch Tad, with his mouth open wide. A golden red orb swirled, burning like the sun.
“Fenrir Ragnarok!” 
The orb morphed and flew forward, transforming into the face and open jaws of a wolf crashing down on Tad. Tad couldn’t evade it, so perfectly chained was the attack, his reforming spine barely got his body working in time to slam his katana to hold the top jaws at bay, his wakizashi rebuffing the bottom jaws. Tad dropped his lightning sheath, his darkness bar sliding to full.
He blocked it successfully, but it drove him backwards with insane force, and he shot across the sky the way they came. Tad gritted his teeth, fighting it, heat washing over him, fully melting his ice armor. A brighter light shone from deep within this golden biting wolf and Tad looked to it, seeing the real attack forming. A smaller wolf head opened deep inside the throat of the wolf. Between its teeth shot out a rainbow orb of such perfect brightness and heat. Tad’s stomach dropped as he knew there would be no dodging that attack, not while it took all his strength to hold the jaws at bay!
The godly attack sprayed across Tad’s body, in a wave of perfect destruction. This weakened his blocking arms - the weakness caused the jaws of Fenrir’s attack to crush down on him, biting him, grinding his bones between sharp teeth. He raced across the sky in an unstoppable, uncontrollable streak. Tad gritted his teeth and endured.
Images filled his mind - endless images of other variations of this fight - he knew what it was! The endless images of the first infinity, of Alpha’s infinity! It was woven straight into Fenrir’s attack! Fenrir had made the power of Alpha his own. After what felt like an eternity, the blast and the images both vanished. 
Tad’s body was in terrible shape. Blind in one eye with thick black blood streaming over his pale skin, he tried to straighten in the air, but his back was broken in several places from the sheer downward force of the bite. His arms and legs looked like he’d been dragged behind a motorcycle, his flesh torn and shredded. But he was alive. 
His skin knitted together, strangely slow, but Fenrir gave him no time to recover fully. Fenrir was flying through the air. Tad’s own strength felt muted, even his healing was slow - that attack had definitely done something to disrupt his power. Fenrir pulled back in a huge punch, his entire mighty torso pulled back then his fist raced forward, a punch that would certainly shatter the entire world beneath them. Tad brought up his swords to block - the punch forced the swords back, crushing Tad’s nose and jaw alike. Tad somersaulted backwards, and already Tad could feel Fenrir giving chase. He had to do something. 
“Dread form!” Tad screamed through blood and broken teeth. His hair shot out, twisting down to his feet, in a matted mess. His horns spiraled like mad, his teeth jutted from his mouth, unbrushed and overlarge. Fenrir didn’t seem to care, he only raced forward with a new golden attack in his jaws. 
“Aura of Power!” 
A mushroom cloud of aura roared from Tad, and darkness clung to Fenrir - Tad’s infection of power had sunk into Fenrir’s heart and mind - the passive acceleration damper stunting his power growth.
Tad flew in a spiral, so fast his blades before him were like a blender. Fenrir somehow brought his arms up in time to block, but Tad pulsed his void lightning sheath once more, and diced Fenrir’s arms in the blink of an eye into a thousand paper-thin sheets of ivory. Without arms, Fenrir’s other knee flew upward again, but Tad was ready for it. Tad caught the side of Fenrir’s knee with his blades, turned him with an awesome shove, then in a blur of speed, he brought both his swords above Fenrir’s head. He quickshifted so fast to his Zanbato that his lightning sheath jumped from the double blades to the single, and a single gargantuan slice made full contact with Fenrir’s body, slicing him entirely in half lengthwise - head to groin. The two parts shot off in different directions but Tad had banished his Zanbato, pointing both palms toward the Fenrir pieces.
“Omega Ragnarok!”
The roar of the attack raced after Fenrir’s pieces, catching and consuming them.
Fenrir’s aura winked out completely.
Tad breathed hard, still in dread mode. He toggled off his aura and waited. His emotions swirled within him in a strange storm.
He’d just killed Fenrir.
He’d bested him.
Pain was the first emotion Tad recognized, pain that it had gone that far - that it had needed to go that far, but Fenrir had really held nothing back. It was kill or be killed. The next emotion, completely a surprise, was pure unadulterated greed that flowed through him. If Fenrir was dead, then that meant his death vision was coming. His whole body trembled at that thought. What would it be like to live all of Fenrir’s life? To gain all his knowledge and skill?
He shook that thought from his head. He didn’t want to steal all of Fenrir’s skills, he just wanted him back on his team!
One part of him mourned for his friend, another offered mercy, still the other screamed with greed. He’d stolen so much from Sienth, what could he get from Fenrir?
And those were only his own voices! The insane voices of twelve creators had been quiet in the ferocity of the battle, but now he started to hear them babble up from his subconscious. Raekast hissed victory, glad that the wolf was finally dead - even though she’d had little to do with it.
Tad floated, waiting. 
But it didn’t come.
Fenrir’s death vision didn’t come. Confused, Tad pulled open his ‘Rebirth of the Fallen’ skill and scrolled through the list of the dead.
Fenrir was not on it.
He looked around in confusion.
Tad’s perception tendrils raced across the sky, searching. All trace of Fenrir was gone. Tad breathed heavily. He looked around frantically, for where Fenrir must be hiding, but nothing came. His Ragnarok had swallowed him fully.
Tad looked over to Zero, who had a look of disgust on his face, but it didn’t seem to be because of Tad’s dread form.
Far off in the distance, in a completely different direction from where Fenrir’s two pieces had been blasted, Tad finally felt a blip. It raced toward him, an ivory megawolf tearing through the sky. It paused in front of Tad. 
“How did you get all the way over there?” Tad asked, perplexed. “A new teleportation ability?”
“Don’t play coy,” Fenrir growled with a flash of anger, as he turned back to look at Zero who floated closer to the fight. “Bring two more.”
Zero’s expression didn’t change, but he brought up a hand and pointed twice at the sky.
Tad turned to watch the sky. Two more what?
Above, two black and swirling portals opened at a wave of Zero’s hand, through each stepped two more ivory megawolves, the rainbow light of their Alpha transformation gleaming hotly.
Tad looked from one to the next, to the next. They were identical, their powers, their form. Everything.
Zero looked from one to the other. “How much longer until the others arrive?”
“The pack is almost here, it shouldn’t be long,” Fenrir’s eyes never left Tad.
Zero called from afar. “I’m unimpressed and underwhelmed, with both of you.”
“Just wait.” All three Fenrirs spoke simultaneously in a determined growl.
Tad looked from one Fenrir to the other, confusion swirling in his thoughts. “Your mirages have gotten better.”
All three Fenrirs snorted. “Mirages were the play of cubs compared to what I’ve done.”
“It was a clone.” Tad said with a sudden realization. “When you took Eve’s arm, did you steal my wolf hat too?” Tad spat the words, harsher than he’d meant them. He didn’t hold Fenrir’s decisions against him, but some part of him was still resentful.
Resentful that Fenrir had chosen himself over Tad.
Fenrir growled at the accusation.
All three Fenrirs smiled desperately, their faces twisted in identical expressions. “A missile flies to kill your cubs now, Tad.” Fenrir growled. “What are you going to do?” Their postures stiffened in the air, their claws gripping into some invisible fabric of air. They were coming.
The first launched itself toward Tad at a blazing speed, and Tad leapt to meet it, quickly shifting to his Daisho form. He slammed both blades straight into its torso, a double lightning stab without mercy through its ribcage. The impaled Fenrir clone grabbed both of Tad’s wrists, grinning with golden blood pouring from its ivory maw. Tad felt power swell behind him. The other two Fenrirs had flanked behind him, their jaws bit atop a rainbow orb. Certainly, they wouldn’t sacrifice-
“Fenrir Ragnarok!”
Tad stopped his lightning sheath, his darkness jumping to full just as twin-headed golden wolves swirled through the air, one bit Tad’s left shoulder, the other his right. The second rainbow burst of destruction consumed him.
As the light faded, Tad’s arms were gone, his torso and legs half melted, his health bar had dipped down to 75% before it limped upward, slowed again from Fenrir’s strange debuff. There was no sign of the Fenrir clone that had been holding him in place.
The two remaining Fenrirs dove toward Tad, trying to close the gap before he was fully healed. Tad evaded a whirlstorm of punches and kicks, slashes and bites. His arm regrew, then his other. He snapped both his swords to his hands and into a flurry, parrying the stone-fisted strikes, slicing wherever there was an opening. He drove the length of one of his swords through one of their guts in a pulse of lightning sheath, and released it in time to avoid Fenrir’s grasping hand. He rolled past the clone and resummoned his blade, before he bent in half backwards to avoid a clawed kick, but that Fenrir had overextended! Tad flashed forward, his swords crossed in an ‘X’ to decapitate the Fenrir clone, but a third, unseen Fenrir rained from the sky, his feet landing on Tad’s wrists and zooming past with such force and momentum that Tad was thrust into a forward somersault, right into the knee of the Fenrir he’d meant to behead. 
Blackness filled his vision for an instant, as he flipped backwards. He kicked off the grasping Fenrir as a fourth arrived, landing another tremendous knee into his kidney. Punches and kicks rained down on Tad like hail. Tad unleashed his aura again, it exploded out from him, adding his own debuff to Fenrir. Suddenly, Tad’s power was outstripping Fenrir’s growth and even together the four were barely able to match him, and still it wasn’t enough. Tad began to dodge all the attacks, from all sides - despite the perfect combinations from four Fenrirs all in perfect unity, synchronized beyond perfection. This was something beyond clones, Tad realized. This was like Fenrir was in control of all of them, simultaneously. Only Sienth’s skill with the blade and Tad’s endless fights with Chubchub saw him through their endless maze of attacks.
The four Fenrirs doubled their ferocity; at the same instant, their mouths began to glow white hot once more. Another blast was coming! Just as the four released their attacks, pinning Tad in, he flapped his wings straight up to escape. 
A fifth blast shot him down.
A sixth blast flew from below. Tad was trapped in the middle of a white sphere; death raced to meet him on all sides.
Had they been planning this the whole time? Allowing Tad to dodge to set up this attack?
The thought vanished as the blast surrounded him, the jaws of six beasts wide open, ready to swallow him whole.
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Chapter 54


“Explosion form!” Tad screamed. His whole body whined with power; electrical blue trace lines swirled down his skin, then glowed red, then white hot. His shone more brilliantly than even Fenrir’s rainbow attacks on all sides. 
The power exploded from Tad’s entire body.
The powers collided, and for an instant, all was still as the blasts fought for domination.
The Ragnaroks were obliterated as a bright blue light swallowed the sky, staining everything electric blue.
The electric trace lines etched across Tad’s skin were a deep dark blue now, slowly rising in light and power. It would take some time for him to ‘explode’ again.
The blue light faded, and now eight Fenrir clones stood, all lined up neatly before him, all smirking with the exact same expression - as if they were enjoying toying with him, enjoying his confusion. Tad looked from one to the next, trying to find the trick. Which one was real? Back when Fenrir had first been teaching Tad how to fight, Fenrir had maxed out at 30 mirages, but their forms had been incorporeal; only their fangs had been physical.
“You can handle six,” Fenrir said admiringly. “But can you handle eight?”
They flew in, all together, this time. Tad quickshifted to his Daisho form, yet despite his best attempts, punches and kicks began to land - the huge wall of illusory attacks mixed in with real ones and Tad was overwhelmed. Even his perception tendrils couldn’t keep track of everything. An uppercut slipped through his guard and rocked his head back, a kick took him in the side of the ribs, and claws raked across his naked chest. But then Tad’s growth caught up, and once more he was barely deflecting everything with his blades, pressed to the edge of his ability. He sliced off limbs where he could, and the accumulation of damage began to be overpowered by his darkness regeneration.
All the clones bounced back suddenly, a single one stepping forward to speak, an extreme look of confidence on his ivory face. “If you have any tricks left, I urge you to use them before it’s too late.”
Tad gritted his teeth in a grin. “Am I that easy to read?”
Fenrir nodded once, a solemn look on his face. “I once read your every thought, I know you.”
Tad nodded. “And I, you. This isn’t who you are. I don’t care that you betrayed me. I’m here, I’m back. We can do this together. Come back to my side, Fenrir.”
Fenrir once again acted like he didn’t hear Tad’s words. “Not going to use it? I’ll force it out of you.” The talking Fenrir dashed forward, one hand raised overhead. “Gather the pack!” His voice echoed and the next moment he slammed his fist into Tad’s chin, throwing him instantly down to the ground, crashing through tons of rock and dirt. The blow had been so fast! He leapt out of the ground, shooting like a bullet. He returned Fenrir’s blow with a last-second quickshift slash of his sword. Fenrir’s skull exploded in a shower of ivory gore as Zanbato crushed his skull, his body slack fell down toward the Earth, clearly not the real one.
Two more golden wolf Fenrirs attacked simultaneously from opposite sides, both kicking with both feet faster than a missile. Tad twisted, and let go of his Zanbato, before he had time to shrink, Tad grabbed the kicks and dashed the two stone Fenrirs together. Their heads snapped together, shattering in a rain of ivory below, they too fell, limp.
A dozen more golden Fenrirs flew toward Tad. Where were they all coming from? Some charged their Alpha Ragnaroks, others pressing closer to engage in physical attacks. But Tad had grown too fast; the power discrepancy was too great. Tad quickshifted back to his Daisho pair and Sienth’s skill shone brightly. He sliced off one’s fist whose punch had lingered too long, and kicked another one straight into one of Fenrir’s own Alpha Ragnaroks headed their way. He obliterated another’s head in a swift spin kick, then diced two other Fenrirs’ heads together in a blur of speed. Tad determined himself to crush clone after clone if he had to, until he found the real one.
The eight remaining Fenrir clones laughed harshly. “You’re growing fast, but not fast enough.” All together they pointed up.
“What the hell,” Tad said, unbelieving. Over forty new Fenrirs were plummeting down from far above, feet first. Tad wrapped each in a perception tendril, like he had back when he’d been training with Fenrir for the first time.
The battle turned quickly. Tad desperately fought and flung attacks, but even when he caught a clone here and there, another caught him with a vicious downward kick, or a swipe of claws shattering bone. Tad had thought with more and more clones there would be less room for each of them to attack, and traditionally that would be true. But each Fenrir clone seemed to know the heart of the other, and they never overcrowded each other. Attacks came from odd angles, above, below, behind. Blasts caught Tad the same instant he sensed their formations. He was fighting fifty Fenrirs, each with glowing Alpha-Omega fusion eyes burning in their heads. He found himself quickly overwhelmed.
A cloudstorm of blows landed, seemingly simultaneously. Claws ripped and shredded, blasts carried through Tad’s flesh.
Despite his power climbing past each Fenrir clone, they were too numerous and too coordinated. It was like a gorilla fighting a hundred chimpanzees. He turned to chase one away, and five more bit him on the back. 
Tad had no choice.
The longer this battle went on, the more Tad found himself on the back foot. Fenrir was too sharp, too quick - he adapted faster than any opponent he’d ever faced, but he’d known all that.
He had to unleash the next restraint-
“Do it!” All of the Fenrirs roared simultaneously. “I know this isn’t the limit to your power! This isn’t what I’ve trained all this time for!”
The condescension in Fenrir’s voice pricked Tad’s pride. 
“You want to see it? Keep up if you can!” 
Tad slipped past a clawed swipe, spun past a straight kick, but then took an elbow to the nose. It crunched inward, black blood spurting to blind him the same instant a chop took him in the back of his neck, almost severing his spinal cord for the third time. Several fists hit vital organs, his liver, both kidneys, one clawed finger even pierced through his chest, a sharpened nail digging toward his heart. It was the pinnacle of Fenrir’s coordinated attack, the summit of perfectly timed attacks all landing to crush Tad’s ability to fight back altogether.
The pain in his liver drove him to bend straight into a rising knee that caught him flush in the face, knocking out dozens more bony fingerteeth and sending him somersaulting backward right into another Fenrir clone who had flown straight down from some height, driving another knee right into Tad’s exposed throat, crushing his windpipe.
Tad slammed into the ground below, his vision clearing only in time to see four more Fenrir clones fall from the sky to drive their claws through each of his arms and legs, pinning him to the ground. His health regeneration was struggling to keep up with the rapid-fire damage only Fenrir seemed capable of delivering. A fifth Fenrir raced from the skies, both heels driving into his gut, forcing blood and spew to erupt from his mouth. Tad barely dodged his head to the side as another Fenrir clone’s teeth snarled to bite his throat open.
“Do it!” The Fenrir roared again.
And Tad obeyed.
“Explosion mode! Hexa!” Tad roared, his invisible aura sucked into the very center of his soul and then rippled outward in an incredible electric blue explosion.
Every Fenrir clone touching Tad flashed into dust, the ones in the sky were too close to avoid the blast. In a single instant, fifty-plus Fenrir clones evaporated, white dust fell from the sky, seeming endless.
The darkness swirled thickly in his soul, gushing like an eternal fountain. His wounds healed instantly. His pale skin darkened further to obsidian. The blue omega in his eyes shone bright and wild, the whites of his eyes darkened to a pure and pitch black. His blood-red lips were the only part of his skin that retained color, his midnight hair dripped down his back, his wings dripped with endless pristine crow feathers, his fingerteeth had vanished, proper fingers with razor claws tipped from the end.
Tad had always wondered why his transformed state looked like it was half decrepit, wings empty of feathers, starving, emaciated.
That’s because it had been starving.
To operate on full power it needed the darkness only mastery of the Destroyer skill tree could provide.
The darkness that flowed through Tad finally fed it enough to reveal its true form. His skin tightened to obsidian, his muscles gleaming and solid. The blue trace lines of explosion mode were etched atop his skin, but inert at the moment. It wasn’t just the color of the flesh, but it was like Fenrir, his skin became obsidian, the opposite of the white stony Alpha transformation’s flesh. His muscles were carved as if in stone, yet he felt so light and nimble, as if he were hollow. 
He was power incarnate. He was the deliverer of death. Every moment in this form was death. He saw flashes of death to others, death to himself, death to all that lived. 
A cloudy film crept from the edges of his eyes, his vision dimming slightly. If he went much further, he would become more and more like Mother Omega, his vision dimming, only able to see clearly with his perception tendrils. Yet with that blindness came strength. His dimming vision saw so clearly the death of all things, he turned his gaze to the many Fenrir clones frozen in the act of descending from the sky like the start of a hailstorm. He counted quickly, there were over a hundred Fenrir clones that had been outside of the blast radius of his explosion mode, many were mangled and still in the act of dying, or healing. He eagerly searched from one to the next, trying to root out the original with his new death vision. 
He looked from Fenrir clone to Fenrir clone, searching for the original. Where was it? 
Tad looked closer at a single ivory megawolf set slightly apart from the rest. Was that it? Tad looked to the next, then to the next, a horrifying dread settling deep within his being, he wasn’t sure where it came from. 
Why couldn’t he find the original? 
Tad flashed through the air, zipped like a laser. He tore through the air, each pass of his sword cut through a Fenrir clone, it exploded into white dust, so powerful were his strikes. In a flash, he burst through the hundred clones shattering them into rocky fragments.
It was as if he was in a world only made for him. None could follow him to Hexa mode, none besides the fairy who slept in his cocoon. 
For a moment, there was silence; the residual dust from the Fenrir clones floated down like waterfalls through the sky, through the sunlight of what remained of Tidwell’s burning garden. Tad surveyed the land below. Their fight had already caused untold destruction. Flames licked everything that had been green, that had been beautiful. The walls had all tumbled; smoke filled the air. Giant craters steamed where they’d been slammed through the earth time and time again. 
“I was hoping you could stop me.” A solitary Fenrir stood behind Tad, his ivory skin glowing a deep golden color, his slow drawl quickly accelerating to normal speech. Tad turned to meet him. “You were there when we fought Cain, you had to know this was coming.” 
Fenrir’s ivory features flashed to deep golden metal, the Omega symbol in his eyes was so pale it was almost invisible, the ‘A’, the alpha symbol, a fiery gold, burnished and brighter than the golds of his eyes. 
Tad turned to look at the solitary Fenrir clone. “I knew it was coming - your second Alpha transformation.” Tad looked over Fenrir’s still transforming form. He couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t believe how powerful he’d become. He was so strong, to pierce through Hexa mode like it was nothing? Tad was starting to get nervous; he only had a few more modes left. “Why?” Tad found himself asking. “You’re so strong, why do you still serve him? Why not join with me and fight him?”
“Because I am destined to finally overcome Alpha, who has had his boot on the neck of my kind for eternities. To do so, I must first escape this place, this endless prison, Titan.” Fenrir’s voice was hard as flint. “Try as I might, the reputation of Titan is well deserved. It is as inescapable as it is infinite.” Fenrir’s features hardened further. He shone of gold, but it was as if his eyes were dead. “Zero didn’t know you were the key to escaping Titan before I told him.”
Tad’s skin prickled all across his body hotly. “That doesn’t matter now.”
“What you say and what you feel don’t match, Tad. You say you want me back, but there is anger in your chest. Some part of you wants to make me pay.”
Tad shook his head vigorously, trying to deny it. “It’s not that simple.”
Fenrir snarled. “Neither am I that simple. I want someone to push me, like I had you before, but I also want so much more. Zero can take me there.”
Tad felt his first flash of fear. “I can take you there, Fenrir, I’m different now. Stronger.”
“Only because he made you so!” Fenrir roared, a flash of insanity in his eyes, his golden mouth almost frothing. “How did he know how to fix you when I was so lost?” Fenrir asked again, his rage seeming to deepen. “When I knew not what to do? He saw what you needed, and so easily molded you into the tool he needed. When I couldn’t.” Fenrir’s hands were trembling, his rage brought to the surface. “You are the product of his mind, of his genius.”
Tad had never heard Fenrir speak of another like this.
“Zero is beyond brilliant, endlessly patient, and ruthlessly ambitious. He is everything I ever thought to become.” A flash of shame played across Fenrir’s face. “He is the giant that paved the way which we both followed. You are not his product alone. We both walked in his footsteps, and he showed me that I too am a product of his mind - of his foresight.”
Tad’s bones stiffened as a ghastly dread emerged. “What do you mean by that?”
Fenrir’s yellow gaze hardened further. “The Voidspire wasn’t always the hellhole that I was raised in, that I clawed tooth and nail to overcome. Zero designed it to be that way after he came into his power. He deliberately degraded its conditions and twisted it to produce more cutthroat, more ambitious creatures. And then he waited. He waited, trapped all the while here in Titan, waited for the one the Voidspire would produce, he waited for me. 
He waited for one who had the power to extract the same promise from Alpha, that he himself extracted. Zero saw the need to form one such as I, and one such as you. He laid the designs and he consumed the Zero aspect, at great sacrifice to master the realm of Mu. By himself, he disrupted the balance of Alpha’s pact, swallowed even that infinite power of Zero, and brought it to the voids. This threw everything completely into disarray. He did all this knowing that eventually one such as you, a void borne to the family of Eve, would be produced. 
He planned it all. He saw it all. He prepared the way for both of us to exist aeons before either of us were ever born, and then he suffered in this place, where time is stretched to its limits and overcame even insanity just to see this day.”
“What’s so special about this day?”
Fenrir was taken aback. “You still don’t know?”
Tad shook his head, he’d read something from Wormega, but it had been vague. “Not the details.”
“The exterior entrance to Titan will be destroyed as Earth is swallowed into the sun - when those events align, Titan will shiver in momentary weakness - and that’s when we will strike. The day has come for Zero to overcome Titan, the day that he will become Alpha, Omega, and Mu all wrapped into one. The day that he will become a new creature, one who has climbed to a new mode of existence. It is for this day he has planned so meticulously, this day that his plans will come to fruition, despite the eternities of suffering he has paid to stand here.”
A dark feeling of dismay washed over Tad. “That makes no sense. I came here of my own accord - I chose to come! He couldn’t have seen that!”
Fenrir’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You really think so? Vander retrieved you exactly at the moment Zero needed you, and you came like a sniveling dog, called by his master.”
Tad blanched.
“Don’t you see? He’s done it. He’s overcome all the obstacles in his path and will shortly become the god of everything. Alpha has promised it and they cannot break their pact.”
“What pact?”
“It is the law by which Alpha abides. You heard the pact explained just as I did, by that broken fragment of Adam. It is that which they cannot break. Sworn before time began, when Alpha split. It is the law of their word.”
Tad hadn’t thought deeply enough about that memory. “You’re telling me that they cannot lie?” Tad fought to find anything wrong with the story before him. “You said they lied to you, you lamented that Alpha could lie!”
Fenrir’s head bobbed once, a complicated expression on his face, a mix of frustration and zeal. “They cannot lie, at least explicitly, though they may act treacherously as I discovered too late. But Zero was not naive like I was, he willingly strode into Titan, knowing of their eternal trap, and before he did, he laid the groundwork to crush even Titan.”
Tad couldn’t believe that Fenrir’s voice was filled with pride, with passion, as he spoke of Zero’s accomplishments. “What promise did he get from them?”
“That if he were to overcome Titan itself, to overcome Omega and Death, to defeat it from within, then Zero would become Alpha, would claim the empty seventh seat of the heavens, of the eternal realm. It is the same promise they gave to me should I break my chains.”
Tad’s skin prickled endlessly. Suddenly, all of Fenrir’s passion made sense.
And for the first time since their conversation started, since Fenrir had intimated that he might be up to switch teams, Tad realized something.
He realized why Fenrir fought so hard.
Tad was in danger.
Fenrir had an ulterior motive. Fenrir reached into the air before him and summoned the thin chains of Gleipnir. “I have not yet broken them, but I will, and soon. Zero will overcome Titan. Together, we will become one - as you and I were, but greater. We will ascend to join the almighty, even Alpha. Become one with the god of all creation, and then with the powers of the three infinities, we will transform into a new creature. I will join, one with God, and together we will forge reality in a manner which pleases us.”
“You can’t believe that,” Tad said, his voice sounding empty. “There is no chance in hell, in all of Titan’s darkest pits, that Zero lets you do anything once he gains control. You’ve seen what he’s like! He’s a tyrant, a despot, he will turn you and Alpha into the slaves that you see all around here! Until you are just mindless puppets filled with endless torment, that’s what he does! He can’t have planned all that! He can’t have designed me, or you! You can’t believe a word he says - each of his minions had a different story that they clung to, this is one he just fed you. He got in your head, knows how you work just as he did me, and is twisting your own desire against you!”
Fenrir’s brow dropped in anger, yet simultaneously his golden-wolf jaws clenched open in a grimace of self-hatred. “I’m already a puppet filled with endless torment, and always have been. He revealed that to me,” Fenrir’s nose scrunched up at the admission, his eyes strangely watery. “You think I push forward endlessly because I want to? It is suffering that drives me. I cannot help but to fly forward at breakneck speeds or else the shadows creep into my mind. I’m at my best when the fire is the hottest around me, when every moment threatens to consume my life and soul, but it doesn’t always have to be this way. Zero showed me a new path.”
“When I become Alpha, when I become the god of all that has been and ever will be, when I pull that immortality into myself and become - only then will all my doubts vanish. My suffering and endless climbing will be justified, and all will know my name, and all will praise my name, and all will know the power of the great wolf Fenrir!” His voice boomed, hot and hungry, his eyes blazing with naked ambition. Tad knew that he had finally met the rawest form of Fenrir. He had finally met the ambition that had pushed him to the heavens, pushed him to reforge his knife’s edge over and over, the endless ambitious hunger that drove him relentlessly.
For the first time, Tad finally saw Fenrir for what he was.
Without the shadows of deceit, without the games and the power plays, and without the chains and the limitations.
He was ambition incarnate. It drove his every move, and without the velocity of his forward progress, he quickly came to doubt his own worth. He had to move, like every other void, and Tad knew in his gut that Fenrir’s words were true.
Fenrir was the ultimate product of the voidspire.
Whether the voidspire was designed by Zero or not, Fenrir was the purest void to ever be born.
Fenrir was the manifestation of Xethdar’s dream - filtered through the evolving, churning bloodline of countless voids until the perfect product was made.
Fenrir was the perfect void.
That’s what he was.
“That’s why he doesn’t make you kneel,” Tad spoke, his ghastly voice barely a whisper.
Fenrir nodded solemnly. “We are equals. We will both become Alpha and one does not kneel to oneself.”
Tad heard the unsaid accusation. The unsaid elevation of what Fenrir said about Tad. Fenrir had said just before that they were one. That Fenrir and Tad were still one. “If you are to be Alpha, one with Zero, then what am I?”
Fenrir’s eyes gleamed proudly, like a father watching his child take his first step. “I knew you would get it, that you would understand. You and I are one - no matter if I like it or choose it. My chains infect you even now. Didn’t you wonder why Zero rebuilt you, and then allowed us to fight, when he could end us in a second? It was because I convinced him to let me. Because you were tied to me. In his mercy, he is willing to allow you to choose your own destiny. Allow you to choose your fate!” Fenrir’s voice boomed, his golden eyes gleamed darkly. “All this time you’ve stretched forth your hand and asked me to join you. But you’ve got it all wrong, you heard the wrong invitation in my voice all this time.”
Fenrir outstretched his right hand, the hand that glistened with the rainbow hand of Eve. “I wasn’t saying I would join you. I wanted you to join with me, to join us. Allow me to control our body once more, allow me to be the one to deliver you to Zero, and the three of us will know no heights. We will answer to no one!
“Join us, and we shall overthrow the God of the heavens, even that Alpha of the eternities, they who were from the beginning and before. We will become eternal.” Fenrir’s extended hand clamped into a fist. “Or, if you’re foolish enough, you can choose to be our slave, compelled against your desire to become merely a tool that we use to bring about our glory. You will be used to shatter Titan, only to be discarded like a wrung rag the instant I break my chains.” Fenrir’s gaze was as hard as a diamond, his voice equally hard. He commanded, “Choose who you will serve!” His voice boomed, commanded!
Tad took his eyes off Fenrir and looked above to Zero, who still watched them uninterestedly. “That monster has no love in his heart for anything but himself. What kind of existence would we have if we were to join him? If he were in charge? Even all this darkness, even all this death and suffering of Titan would be nothing compared to the reign of blood that Zero would impose. He would crush the joys of living, he would kill the dream of man and void. It would be better for all if the final extinction were activated, than to live under his rule.”
Fenrir’s head pulled backward just a millimeter, his expression as if he’d been slapped, his fingers clenched slightly. “I will be there as well. Together we can thwart his plans.”
Tad shook his head. “Even with both of us there, do you think we could stop him? You can’t possibly believe that. If he’s half as brilliant as you say, if both you and I are products of his foresight, how long do you think it will be before we’ll both be in chains and slaves like all those others?” Tad pointed at Vander, and to the already regenerating body of Charles Tidwell, whose neck had started to form his jaw.
Fenrir’s teeth clenched in stubbornness. “I have overcome all, I will overcome him as well.”
Tad nodded, finally hearing his first hint of hope. “Then let’s overcome him now! From here! Let’s defeat Zero from within Titan. Let’s make you Zero, we’ll tear the zero aspect from his corpse and together with its new powers we can finally break your chains. I’m fine with you becoming Alpha Fenrir, I’m fine with you being Zero - just not him.” Tad spoke from his heart, trying to convince him the only way he knew how, “I can see it in his eyes, I saw it in those people he enslaved and chained - the only thing he takes pleasure in is dominion over others! He would enslave the whole world, the whole universe. Every creature ever made would be in chains and tortured, as those below, as we have.”
Fenrir considered his words, but only for an instant. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”
Tad pressed on. “We can do it, together.”
Fenrir shook his head slowly. “No. We can’t. You haven’t seen his strength, don’t know his power, not like I do.”
“He beat you?” Tad asked carefully.
“No great feat,” Fenrir spat. “I’m chained and he is not. Even at full power, I saw not even the base of his strength. Couldn’t even force him to transform, not even with both of my Alpha transformations. You cannot win. We cannot win, not even if I were to join you.” Fenrir’s voice was filled with veiled desperation. Tad doubted any other being in existence would have been able to detect it, but like Fenrir had said, they had been one. “He sees you as a tool for his escape.” Fenrir’s arm extended once more, his voice and eyes both pleading. “But it needn’t be so. Join with us, Tad. You need not be sacrificed.” His eyes trembled. Pleaded. “I don’t want to see you sacrificed.”
“I can’t.” It was true. “I can’t join you, not knowing the monster that Zero is.” Tad stopped, trembling, he pushed on. “The only thing that saved me from destruction was following what I believed to be the truth. It set me free, Fenrir. I’m only here today because I chose to do what I thought was right. And that perhaps through doing so, I could change the world, make reality itself a better place. I’m on that path now, but to give someone like Zero the keys to the kingdom, to make him the God over everything - that was the exact opposite of what I promised to do. I’m willing to suffer everything to overcome; he will overcome only to begin the suffering. You don’t know what it was like for them, Fenrir. For Marywell, for Sienth, and for Hyde. It is an existence so hellish that had I not lived it, I couldn’t even imagine it.”
“I can’t join with someone like him. Fenrir, if you were to become Alpha, I wouldn’t object. You are ambitious, as you say. But you are fair. I could see you improving things for everyone, in your own ways, but Zero? All he wants to do is break the backs of those who oppose him. He wants to tear down anything and everything that is good or holy, and once there is no one left to stand up and oppose him, what will he do then? He’s a monster, through and through, and unless we stop him now, together, you will live to see that hell and endure it firsthand.” Tad saw his words had no effect on the great wolf. He was not convincing him. Words never could sway the wolf. “Even if I have to do it alone, I’ll take him out. I’ll become Zero if I have to.” Tad looked at Fenrir with his last hope dying in his chest. “Perhaps then you’ll join me.”
A glimmer of something flashed through Fenrir’s expression. “You will have to get through me first.”
Tad nodded. “If I must.”
The emotion swelled once more on Fenrir’s face and this time Tad saw it for what it was. Desperate exhilaration. Fenrir hadn’t been lying, Tad knew that for a fact. Fenrir wanted this fight, almost as much as he wanted to beat Zero.
Tad had thought Fenrir had been testing him, to see if he could jump ship, but it hadn’t been that at all. Fenrir was trying to prove to Zero that Tad would be acceptable as a partner.
But now that was over.
And Tad stood in the path of the full storm of ambition that was Fenrir. Tad’s skin tingled. Fenrir wouldn’t hold back.
But Tad wasn’t the type of person to cower in the face of the intimidating - not any longer.
“Are you sure this is what you want?” Fenrir asked once more, his hand extended half-heartedly. “Join us. This is the last branch I offer in peace. Reject it and I’ll grind your face to dust.”
“Grind it then. I’d rather be trapped in Titan for all eternity than to see him rule,” Tad said.
“Enough, Fenrir. It is done. He has made his choice,” Zero’s voice boomed from above. “As I said, you do not see the hearts of the void as I do. He is not the same as us. He is not destined for greatness - that he hasn’t received the promise of Alpha is proof. Crush him, so we can begin our escape. The time draws near and we must be prepared - every tool must be in the proper place.”
Fenrir’s features hardened further, his shoulders slumping slightly. “I tried, Tad. In your misery to come, know that you chose this path yourself.”
“It doesn’t have to be this way, Fenrir. Join with me once more,” Tad pleaded.
“You can offer me nothing I cannot reach myself. Alpha has promised me a seat, and I shall accept it. I shall break these chains. This is the end of the road for us.”
Fenrir’s Alpha-shaped irises hardened, his jaw set, his expression was that of pure determination, and hunger for battle. “I won’t believe you’ve climbed higher than me, not with all your time wasted away in woodcraft. Even with my limitations, I’m what’s best for the future. I’ll become the antidote to his poison.”
Fenrir raised one fist high into the sky above him. “Wolf pack!” He roared. Golden megawolf figures shimmered across the expanse, dotting the sky where before ivory Fenrir’s had been frozen. Tad had killed over a hundred of his clones already, but more seemed to be appearing like a swarm of locusts on the horizon. Tad’s perception tendrils raced to each, and already he counted 150 swarming in from behind where the solitary Fenrir stood. Just what the hell had Fenrir done to be able to control so many clones?
Fenrir dashed forward, Tad slipped a punch, rolling sideways with his wings, but Fenrir pursued, seemingly getting faster every moment. Tad could hardly believe it. Had Fenrir been stalling? His initial power in his golden Alpha transformation had been low, Tad thought he could handle it - but could Fenrir’s second transformation really outstrip the growth of even Hexation?
Golden Fenrir knocked Tad’s blades away harmlessly; suddenly, they were unable to cut his skin. Tad dodged another flurry of kicks and punches, flying low to the ground and away from all the Fenrir clones in the sky. From the ground below, a golden Fenrir clone popped out, covered in dirt, right in Tad’s path. Tad slicked his two swords together, a desperate thrill in his chest. “Void Lightning Sheath!” Tad sped past the new clone, decapitating it in a swooping slice. If he got surrounded, then Fenrir’s perfect coordination would be too much to handle- 
The decapitated Fenrir clone’s kick caught him square in the kidney. Tad flew through the air, twisting backward to see how it was done. 
Golden tendrils spouting from the severed head and torso had both reconnected, the clone dashing toward him again already. Tad had forgotten about the second Alpha transformation’s ability to regenerate! Tad blocked a flurry of attacks, then, in a snap of his finger, he shot one of his fingerteeth toward his enemy. But even though the strike rang true - the sound of a deep gong ringing against Fenrir’s golden skin - the fingertooth could not penetrate his metal flesh. 
Fenrir crushed the fingertooth in his hand. “This form has its uses,” he said with a grin. “You’ll not find me so easy to destroy from here on out.” 
A second and third Fenrir rushed to aid the first, and Tad knew he was in trouble. He glanced desperately to where Zero still lounged above, his power sliding smoothly up to match both Tad and Fenrir’s without so much as a hitch.
Tad threw himself into the fight with wild abandon, fighting like a fierce lion in the midst of a pack of hyenas. His speed whirled higher and higher, as high as he could push it in Daisho form. He was a whirlwind of blades, pulling all of Sienth’s experience to the forefront. He was a flurry of dark lightning swords. He sliced through Fenrir clone faces, severed limbs, and opened chest cavities, but Fenrir’s golden flesh knitted up. He sliced off heads and limbs with his elbow blades, but the tendrils slid back, reconnecting both. He slid through the host of Fenrir’s clones, switching to railgun mode. He lay on his back, pointing his gun straight at the sky. “Electromagnetic Enhancement, Projectile Supreme!” Tad loaded an Omega Ragnarok into the chamber. “Omega Horizon!” The blue blast exploded from horizon to horizon, swallowing up the golden figures in the sky.
As the light cleared, however, Tad couldn’t believe his eyes. Countless Fenrirs in various stages of melting had weathered the blast, and their flesh was rapidly regrowing. Tad blasted his railgun like a minigun; electric blue Omega Ragnaroks peppered the sky, but Fenrir reacted quickly as Tad’s strategies evolved. The space between Fenrir clones grew, and his bullets couldn’t fly from one to the next quickly enough to destroy them before their replacements arrived. Hundreds of blasts from Fenrir’s clones soared down from the sky. Tad had to move! He flew through the endless rainbow bites of Fenrir Ragnaroks, not letting any touch him. The strength gap was closing rapidly. Fenrir’s clones were in the right position more and more. Tad found it harder to evade their attacks, the punches, and blasts. They would catch him, like they had before in the combination of Fenrir Ragnaroks.
It was then the sky above darkened. 
The aggression from Fenrir’s clones stopped altogether. Tad craned his neck to look at the phenomenon. 
What the hell was happening?
Tad’s perception raced to the stratosphere where, stretched across every inch of the sky and blocking the sunlight completely, were countless golden Fenrir clones. They transformed the formerly blue sky into a rich, vibrant gold. It was the exact opposite of the sky back on Earth, which was choked with countless midnight titanspawn. Each Alpha Fenrir had their mouth open, and a bright rainbow orb of molten energy formed from the mouths of each, turning the golden sky to a boiling white in an instant.
The cloud of Fenrirs that had been fighting Tad had only been a distraction. It hadn’t been the true battle.
Fenrir had just been buying time, not for his power to catch up, but to position all of his clones to do this exact thing. Tad couldn’t understand how he didn’t see it. How could one even consider that Fenrir could have so many clones? So many to blot out the sun? It was impossible!
A solitary Fenrir rushed and flew before him, looking at Tad with such pity. “You could have joined us. The three of us could have ruled the eternities together, but even from the beginning, I knew what choice you would make. You always were a fool.”
Tad looked to the sky. “What the hell did you do, Fenrir?”
Fenrir smirked, pleased at Tad’s reaction. The words came smoothly, sounding oddly rehearsed. “This body you made me. You created it instinctively, from the power of Eve’s hand that I now wear. It can mix Alpha and Omega energies.
“It is for this reason Zero does not require my submission. What I built, what I pursued, will allow me to be in all places simultaneously, as I grow. It is only a matter of time. I will be the rod that exacts our will. I am Fenrir the Enforcer. That is my role - until I can overtake and crush him myself, until I can become the ultimate power, through my will the cosmos will be driven.”
Tad stretched his perception across the globe, looking for a way to escape. There was none. Fenrir clones surrounded every inch of the planet’s atmosphere, crowding the sky as tightly as the titanspawn had back on Earth.
He was going to sacrifice Tidwell’s entire planet, just to destroy Tad.
“Do you think you’ll be satisfied that day?” Tad asked softly, genuinely curious to hear his answer. “When you overcome Zero, and find there is nothing left to climb, what will become of your ambition?”
Fenrir’s grin faltered. “I’ll worry about that when I get there.”
In Tad’s quiet confidence, he knew the answer to his own question. Should Fenrir reach the pinnacle, Fenrir would find that same emptiness that had almost consumed Tad. What good was ambition when there was nothing more to be achieved? Fenrir only saw the prize before him, and didn’t yet realize how empty it was to actually receive it. For when all was said and done, ambition finds more satisfaction in the journey than in all the trophies.
Together, countless voices roared above. “Sustained Fenrir Ragnarok!” 
The entire pure rainbow sky rushed downward to tear his body to shreds. 
Even this form, which could leap through the clouds of Fenrir’s, albeit with much effort, would find it difficult to survive the heat, fire, and death that rushed to meet him.
Already, he had no choice.
“Impressive, Fenrir. You really are something else.” Tad stared at the blast that rushed to meet him. His butterflies roared to life. He reached for the next level, to the seventh mode of his upgrades. It was nothing like those that had come so far.
“Hepta.”
There was no doubt in his mind that Fenrir had been pushed to the limit - or would be near it, or he wouldn’t have used this attack. He knew Fenrir - Fenrir saved his best attack for last, for the pivotal moment.
Which meant that the time had finally come.
It was time to put Zero in his place.
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Chapter 55


“Don’t kill him, you fool!” Zero roared, but Fenrir blasted harder. Each wolfshard blasted beyond full force, consuming his every thought, even consuming his flesh. It was Fenrir’s only chance to catch Zero in this attack! The blast rained down from the sky, and a small grey bubble of protection swallowed Zero and his posse before it continued down to swallow Tad and obliterate the scant wolfshards who had acted as bait. 
Fenrir was half in awe over Tad’s increase in strength. No matter how high Fenrir seemed to push, even to his maximum with his double alpha transformation atop his void transformation, Tad had impossibly climbed just as high, without even a blink of a transformation. His strength had eerily grown, his darkness thicker, his body bulging slightly, his skin staining, his feathers of his wings growing long and silky. But besides that, there was no explanation for his sheer insane power increase. Fighting with all his expert mastery and perfect coordination, trying to catch the black demon was like catching oiled-up eels with paws that had no claws! Fenrir struggled to estimate the boy’s true power.
Sweat dripped down the back of every single one of his septillion shards. They had encircled the entire planet in the stratosphere. They blasted at full force. The attack swallowed the planet in a flash, forcing everything to its center where the pressure would become its own monster. The blast tore his golden wolfshards that had acted as bait apart, vaporizing them without anything left. Fenrir felt the vain hopes in his throat fizzle and die as Zero’s power remained calm and steady. Zero had not been dragged to the center with the rest of the mass below. Just how much stronger was Zero than himself? He hungered to know the answer. Every time he grew, Zero matched him without effort - almost like Tad had been doing, and that was the risk.
Tad had been so fast, it was as if he’d been everywhere at once. Fenrir had struggled to keep track of him even with his 180 shards surrounding him like a snowstorm. 
This attack had to do it! He had to kill Tad, kill Zero, or both. 
Fenrir warred with himself. 
Half of him hoped Tad was as strong as he’d been professing to be. That he could take on Zero and be victorious. 
The other half hoped that he’d been in over his head, and that he would be utterly vaporized by Fenrir’s attack, taking the choice from his hands. With Tad gone, they couldn’t escape Titan, and Zero wouldn’t be freed. And Fenrir wouldn’t have to face that horrible future that Tad had promised was coming. If he could end it here! If he could kill Zero, or Tad here! 
Fenrir knew there was no killing Zero, for he was a creator - but if he could awaken him, and dash his consciousness even for an instant - that would be the time to strike, to start the void and zero assimilation, and try to win in that instant - that was what he meant by kill. 
Even another half of him - for in a septillion wolf shards he had many halves - wanted to cripple Tad and deliver him to Zero. To soar to the highest peaks of the heavens then pit his own will against Zero and fight in a miraculous and everlasting battle! 
Fenrir could play any role. He had acted the obedient pawn, but the perfect opportunity had presented itself to him. He’d been able to set up his Sustained Fenrir Ragnarok on his biggest enemy. He saw the time to strike. It was perfect! He knew the art of a backstab, and Zero knew the art of crushing dissent. They played a more subtle game than Tad would ever know. 
The worst-case scenario would be if this attack was only strong enough to cripple Tad and leave him helpless for Zero to retrieve to use in his plans - but if that were true, then the boy was useless to begin with. 
So there would be no great loss.
Then why did Fenrir’s heart ache so strongly? Why did he want to howl at what he did to Tad? Hadn’t he torn that weakness out of his chest? Not even after all this time in Titan?
In a shimmer of movement, he felt Zero slip from the grey bubble, where he had been unaffected by Fenrir’s attack. He was instantly swept by the force of his collective casting deeper toward the center. Fenrir’s hopes rose once more into the back of his throat, hot and white. Zero came out of his bubble! Fenrir’s heart soared. He had caught them both, the objects of his ambition in his most ultimate attack. In the full-powered blast of his Sustained Fenrir Ragnarok.
The name of the attack itself was of utmost importance - to become greater than Alpha and Omega, no, not greater, but on the same plane of existence, one had to assert that they were equals. Tad still used Omega Ragnarok, not understanding the importance of what he said with each attack, the implied subservience. The same could not be said of Fenrir - he served no one, only himself.
This was one reason why Fenrir could not join with Tad in open rebellion. Tad had not asserted yet that he was equal with the true monsters of eternity.
He watched with eager eyes as Xethdar was swept deeper within Fenrir’s attack. Every wolfshard fired harder, their golden forms melting. This was the ultimate Gambit.
If Tad was weak, Fenrir would be stuck in Titan for all eternity, for he was sure that Eve wouldn’t delay in destroying her new and corrupted offspring. Tad was unique, the only Destroyer yet created, and likely the only vessel to be created that could house all of Titan.
If Tad was strong, but Zero weak, then they would escape.
If Zero and Tad both survived...
Everything would get messy, and Fenrir would likely betray everything - even himself. He was in too deep with Zero. Something had to give. Had to give now!
Or Fenrir would betray himself!
That’s what this battle was. He didn’t care if he killed each of them below; he just couldn’t take another step down this treacherous road, for Tad had been right with every word he spoke. Zero would turn the eternities into hell, just as he’d done to Titan, to the voidspire, to everywhere he went. Yet Fenrir was not yet willing to stand up, stand against himself and his desire to run full blast into the fire, to where it was hottest. Zero’s plan would allow him to do that! He was torn, and either way, he’d be shattered.
Whether Tad won or Zero won...
It didn’t matter if Fenrir himself lost!
He roared his strength beyond his ability. Wolfshard after wolfshard sizzled from the blast, but that’s how he knew he was at full blast; this level of sacrifice was acceptable!
The sustained attack burned like an eternal compressing sun, casting everything in a golden rainbow light. Zero’s power rumbled deeply within. Fenrir hungered to see how Zero was faring, but that deep, the pure attack blinded all perception. 
From deep within, a single word was whispered. It was so quiet that it was almost inaudible, but all of his wolves had heard it wash over them. Fenrir almost doubted that the word spoken had ever existed, but instead was drawn straight from the realm of Mu.
An oil-like liquid splashed outward from the orb, and in an instant, before Fenrir could even perceive what happened, his entire Ragnarok was coated in a grey liquid, and then all of a sudden, the entire attack vanished completely, and Fenrir had his answer.
Zero was a monster beyond imagination.
All that power! All that force had just... vanished into another realm.
Fenrir strained his eyes, his shards unmelting as they healed. His tendrils rushed to the center of the void. To that blank empty space was all that was left of Tidwell’s planet. To where Zero’s strength pulsed quietly. Fenrir selected a single shard and took over, flying as fast as he could toward the center, the question racing through his mind.
Which scenario had played out?
A wave of pure shock flowed through Fenrir, and he stopped as he approached the center.
A black plane of obsidian was still steaming, as if it had been freshly created. Fenrir rushed closer, landing only a few feet from a sight he never thought he’d see in a million lifetimes.
Zero lay on his back, pinned, with Tad’s clawed foot pressed to his neck. Zero’s eyes bulged with a terrible rage, yet he struggled ineffectually against the foot that held him down. Tad stood tall, the demon that he was - only now his wings were weeping with small droplets of tar, similar to Omega back on earth. Zero’s strength blazed so brightly that Fenrir couldn’t look directly at it, but Tad was as silent as a ghost. He held down the eternal juggernaut, like he’d pinned a fly by its wings.
Tad looked up at Fenrir with those terrible Omega-shaped irises and an endless image of his own death and destruction filled his mind. Those were new too, gone was the blue. The black omega irises burned with death and empty power, his deep red lips were glossy and twisted into a smile. Zero had both of his hands on Tad’s ankle, wrenching this way then that, but with all his power, he could do nothing.
“How are you so strong?” Fenrir whispered, unable to believe his eyes. That Zero, the first of the voids to pierce the heavens, was so easily crushed to the ground, helpless beneath his foot, it was unimaginable.
Tad looked upward, past Fenrir toward the sky above. “I’ve always wondered what it would feel like. Explosion mode.” The words were spoken so fast, despite the fact that Tad deliberately appeared to be trying to speak slowly enough for Fenrir to understand. Electric blue lines raced across the top of Tad’s obsidian skin, gleaming so bright it was blinding.
In an instant, Tad vanished.
Zero rolled to his knees, coughing and wheezing, clutching at his throat.
The sky far above rumbled and Fenrir looked to the sound.
Like a drop of soap falling into oil in a sink full of dirty water, the entire sky rippled backward. The gold was pushed back by a sharp, electric blue energy. Fenrir screamed, falling to his knees, his mouth filling with froth as just under half of his shards died in an instant. His mind was unable to comprehend the power that had just rolled over each of his shards. 
It was a blue light that swallowed them into the darkness so quickly. It consumed their golden bodies; the light was suffocated, choked to death, never to exist again. Fenrir was filled with shock as the golden sunlight kissed his skin. 
Tad had just scrubbed the sky of half-a-septillion-Alpha-Transformed Fenrir shards, which had transformed twice, as easily as if they had been titanspawn. 
The thought was impossible to reconcile. 
How could a being be that strong? How could he have gotten that much stronger than him when they had just fought on such close and equal footing? 
How had Tad outstripped his growth, when Fenrir’s every moment had been desperately hard-fought, his progress won through countless, endless battles in the ultimate dungeon? 
This was the one thing that Fenrir feared most. This was why he’d fixed Tad in his mind as an equal rival to Zero as he trained. He trained to defeat them both. He’d been telling the truth. Time and time again, Tad defied logic and found power where there should have been none to grasp in the first place. Transformative power. Insane power! 
His psychological pain vanished in his mind as a hand rested on his shoulder, impossibly strong. Fenrir tried to stand, but the weight of the grip alone forced him to a single knee on the black plane. Fenrir cleared his vision with a few rapid blinks, looking up to a smiling Tad.
“That felt like a million bucks,” Tad’s smile widened. “No, I had a million bucks once and it didn’t feel nearly that good.” He looked down at Fenrir. “You push me, and I push you. We both grow in strength, endlessly. If you fall, I pick us up. If I crumble, you shore up my weakness. We viciously criticize each other, but only when it will push us forward in strength. We brutally expose each other’s weaknesses, not to exploit them, but to help the other remove them, turn them from slack to strength.”
Incredulity washed through Fenrir. His skin prickled. He’d said those words to Tad not too long ago, trying to convince him to join, to join with them. How could he ever forget those words? They had been the words that had first convinced him to give the union with Tad a chance. It had been those words that had caused him to relinquish the third of the void egg, and control of their body back to Tad. Fenrir had to resist howling, his heart almost breaking in his chest. “You still feel that way? After all my betrayal? After I tried to kill you?” Fenrir couldn’t reconcile it.
He couldn’t reconcile it!
Tad nodded, and extended his other hand, he was still smiling. “Join me Fenrir, let’s kick the shit out of Zero, and then let’s go home. Trust me, we got this.”
Fenrir’s heart fluttered as his mind calculated, he desired more than anything to grasp that hand, to believe fully in his alliance with Tad, that it could take them all the way. With Fenrir’s preparation and Tad’s uncanny ability to break through, it was a winning combination, but could they really defeat Zero? His hero since boyhood-
“Where’d you go Fenrir?” Tad was grinning as if catching Fenrir in a trap. “The battle is happening out here, not in there.” Tad tapped Fenrir on the head, likely meaning to knock softly on Fenrir’s head, but his golden skull cracked, his vision going white. He was so strong! “Believe in us. Believe in me,” Tad said again.
“All my planning, maneuvering, calculation-“
“I don’t care about any of that. I just want you on my team. No one can watch my back like you can, Fenrir. I wouldn’t be here without you, and I won’t make it to the end without you. Somewhere along the line, if you’re not there, I’ll falter. I just know it...” Tad smiled gently. “Take my hand, we don’t need Zero. It’s been the two of us since the beginning.”
Fenrir’s heart tremored. A thousand thoughts flashed through his head, but he sealed them up. He suffocated his doubts, his control, and even his pride.
He didn’t know what it was, but the giant, gleaming, obsidian destroyer before him filled him with something. Hope. The word flashed in his heart. The words of the boy, no, the man, inspired him to...
Fenrir couldn’t believe it. Tad’s words made him want to believe.
To believe in something greater than himself.
To believe they could do the impossible - that they could knock Zero from his throne, tear the Zero aspect from his heart, and leave his cold corpse to rot in the hell he’d created.
He wanted to make the leap! He screamed at himself to commit, commit before it was too late! His left hand twitched, but his right hand caught it.
It was too soon.
Tad didn’t yet know the true terror of Zero.
He might have bested him in one short exchange.
The worst was yet to come.
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Chapter 56


Zero saw the wolf and the obsidian demon talking. A single enraging thought erupted through Zero’s psyche.  
How had this ‘Tad’ raised his strength so much in such a short amount of time without so much as a transformation?
He glared over to where Omega should have been standing; she’d long since vanished. The traitor. She knew something. She knew how he’d done it and she would pay for his ignorance. Zero’s icy rage built within his mind. His glare shifted to Fenrir, kneeling on the ground. Zero saw right through him. He was considering clasping hands with the enemy! Zero should have been the first to make him kneel! Traitor! How worthless he’d proved to be. He was supposed to have been the closest to this Tad, should have known his weaknesses inside and out, and after all this time and preparation, this was all he could muster! He too, would pay for his insolence.
His foot, on my neck.
Zero’s rage flared, his vision going white.
Others bowed to him! Zero’s heel would tread on all the necks of all creation! Not the other way around!
Not since Father.
Without thinking, Zero found himself reaching for his voidsign.
He didn’t think about how long it had been since he had last transformed - not since his true brother, Dartagnan, whom he’d erased from history and existence. He saw the images of all those who had wronged him, all those he’d dismantled, those broken toys he’d discarded, and had a new face for the target of his ire. That demonic head with obsidian skin, chain-like horns that curled from his head, those blood-red lips. Zero would correct reality once more. He would put Tad on his back, crush his throat, and watch him struggle to remove Zero’s foot from his neck, watch his face turn blue, his eyes screaming for help, but none would come - it never did! None dared lift a finger to help when Xethdar was in control! Instead of him squirming into the finality of death - the fate for this ‘Tad’ was much worse. He would be erased in Zero’s victory. And alone, he would break the chains of Titan, to become Alpha, Omega, and Mu all wrapped into one.
Then he would rule in blood and terror!
This moment was when destiny would be forged.
It was his to seize, his to mold.
Zero’s skin began to glow.
***Tad turned from Fenrir, still forced to one knee by the weight of his hand - he hadn’t meant to force him to a knee. He didn’t want Fenrir to kneel, he just wanted him back. The radiant white light of Zero’s transformation spilled across the obsidian platform Tad had created to stand on. His head was still light, it felt almost like spinning from the pure force of Fenrir’s Ragnarok. Even with the power disparity between them, the sheer number of his clones all casting it simultaneously, dragging him to the center... it had been like wrestling with a lion, taking every inch of Tad’s concentration and strength to endure it, until that strange word had swallowed the attack in a muted gulp of nothingness.
There was a second reason that his head spun, and his heart soared.
He had almost convinced Fenrir to rejoin his side. He was on the fence, almost ready to hop over it. Tad saw his hand twitch! Fenrir was warring with himself - Tad just needed to give him a little more proof, and Fenrir might switch teams. He saw it. Saw how much the wolf wanted to return to his side - but couldn’t yet throw away all his threads of control and take a leap of faith.
Tad turned to face his transforming opponent, Xethdar, the legendary void. He should have been terrified, some part of him should have felt cautious or apprehensive - but he didn’t at all. He felt like he was on fire, like he’d just entered a flow state and had plunged straight into the zone. Tad felt like he couldn’t lose.
In a scream followed by the tearing of flesh, Zero’s snout elongated, the light was so bright it was difficult to look directly at. Scales rippled down his face and neck, covering his arms and legs, his muscles bulging with the transformation. His eyes flashed from merciless black to monochromed enraged red, his skin turning to a dark green, his brow jutted heavily outward.
“I thought it was a myth.” Fenrir said, half in wonder, half in respect.
“What the hell is he?” Tad asked, looking at the reptile void before him, his neck stretched and unfolded, until it resembled a cobra’s hood. It was a variation he’d never seen before. It wasn’t lionvoid, or bunnyvoid, or wolfvoid, or even a panthervoid. It wasn’t even warm-blooded.
This was something entirely different.
“I thought his name was pure hubris - like his brother Xeonith.” Fenrir said.
“Xeonith was never my brother.” Zero hissed scathingly. Zero had been tall before, easily over six feet, but he had grown, he glared into Tad’s eyes almost level, though Tad noted with some satisfaction that he still had to glare upward at Tad’s demon form. “Xeonith was a small-minded warlord who is only remembered because he stood in my shadow.”
“What kind of void is he?” None of Xethdar’s words helped clarify the matter.
“He is born of Xet,” Fenrir spoke. “The great tree of Alpha who only spawns a void once every hundred thousand scars. If the rumors are true, then he can sense void energy.”
Tad looked to Fenrir in alarm. “He can do what?”
Fenrir nodded, his eyes studying the form he’d never seen. “If it’s true.”
Tad looked back to the muscled snakevoid, who, besides the snake hood, reminded him of Kothar-wa-Khasis, if he only had a wicker basket on his back and black iron rods in his eyes. “Is this his wolf form or his boy form, Fenrir?”
Fenrir hesitated. “I’ve never seen a vessel of Xet.”
Xethdar crushed his right fist, and it glowed a deep blue, then from it, he released a blue orb that floated above his head. He repeated the motion and added a green, purple, and finally a golden orb. His eyes hardened as he released the last orb.
They were colors Tad knew, the shades of power too on-point to miss. One for each rank, the only orb missing, red for soldier, currently gleamed in his eyes.
“None who have seen this form have lived.” His eyes glistened cruelly. “I was careful to use it only when those observers of Zapharios were not watching.” A snake-like smile spread across his face. “Well, one survived, but they would never speak of it, for their defeat was their greatest shame.”
Tad’s stomach twinged as Zero spoke of casually toppling implied gods. He was finally here, in front of that great, infinite, twisting power that had almost torn him apart in the first dungeon he’d entered as a soldier, the void who had harassed him from dungeon to dungeon with that insane, stupid power.
And now he stood before this strange snake void form, Zero’s infinite creator aura shone bright, twisting and climbing upward in glorious strength.
Tad’s heart pounded, but his aura of invincibility didn’t wane. There had to be more. There had to be more to this man than his aura. This couldn’t be all of his strength.
It was nothing.
Chubchub had been far more brilliant.
This was Zero, the man who had swallowed the third infinity. Surely, it was a power that was as unsensible as void essence. Tad saw no evidence of its quiet stillness in this form. Not to mention that as Tad and Fenrir had grown in strength in their fight, Zero had matched it smoothly, and without a break. Why now was he suddenly pulling out his transformation? And then it clicked. Tad laughed heartily at the realization. “You can’t keep up anymore, can you? Fenrir’s second Alpha transformation is your base limit.” Tad looked to Fenrir. “You were so close and you didn’t even know it.”
Fenrir looked sharply at Tad at that pronouncement, then looked at Zero, his eyes hungry.
Zero’s expression hardened. “This is keeping up.”
Tad laughed, almost insanely, as relief flowed through him. “You have no idea how wrong you are.” Tad strode forward, eager to get the fight started. Eager, more than anything he’d ever felt before, to test this new strength, the infinite twisting depths of his own power. He’d felt this same desire - the call to be pressed to the limit - just after swallowing Fenrir and Raekast both, in his fight with Vulcano in Oblivion 1, he’d succumbed to it again after perfecting his void armor in his fight with Songheart, but here, he saw it for what it was and welcomed it. Welcomed it for a singular reason - he could use his complete domination to break down the final wall of Fenrir’s hesitations. He could allow Zero to grow as much as he could, only to break him down - again, and again, right in front of his biggest fan. Fenrir had clawed after Zero, he had practically been his hero from childhood.
Zero was Fenrir’s Tidwell.
Tad’s flesh rippled with pleasure. Just as Zero had destroyed Tad’s hero, turned him into a sniveling yes-man, it was time to return the favor to get back at him for what he did to Tidwell and all the heroes of Earth. He had shamed them, turned his heroes into parodies of themselves.
He would pay.
Pay for what he’d done to those Tad had held in the highest esteem! 
Zero flashed a scaly smile, then vanished. Tad brought up his right hand and defended a vicious kick, but the kick missed by inches. Zero’s tail instead slapped him across the face like an iron whip, throwing him to the side. Tad rolled to his knee, deflecting another kick and a tail swipe, one with each hand, before he launched himself forward, driving his own fist into Zero’s jaw. Zero shot backwards, rolling and tumbling out of control. Zero was fast, but it wasn’t pure speed that concerned Tad the most. It was instead the absolute lack of tell; Tad couldn’t discern what attacks were coming or when. 
His tail slaps were hidden perfectly behind his upraised fist. 
It was a skill that no doubt came from endless practice. Zero recovered and flew back, his eyes glimmering red with power. He raised one hand before him as if to cast some spell. Tad activated dread form, his hair curling down to the ground, the fingerteeth in his mouth jutting past his lips, hissing and twisting. “Seal abilities,” Tad roared, his voice finally sounding demonic. 
A burst of invisible power exploded from his core to the horizon, the same power used by Limit Tester. Zero’s red snake eyes bulged in anger an instant before Tad burst forward, dropping dread form, his overlong hair falling off in a cloud of darkness as he moved. In a flash, he gripped both sides of Zero’s head, slamming his knee straight into his face with unprecedented force. 
Zero’s face detonated inward, his bones turned to powder, and again Tad slammed his knee into the juggernaut’s face. Straining his speed to the max, he kneed Zero over and over in rapid succession, like the repeated strike of a jackhammer, turning his face to a bloody mush, before he released him in a final huge clawed kick to the torso. Tad spun slowly as he delivered it; the kick shot his opponent away. He bounced and skidded, leaving a gleaming trail of green blood across the black obsidian.
Tad knew exactly what Zero was, knew exactly what kind of person he was - he was the ultimate bully. He was Brad, given unlimited power and opportunity. He was a predator who preyed on the weak. Tad knew what Zero was, likely better than any other person alive. 
His experience with bullies and these types of people had taught him exactly what to say to draw out his maximum ire. To stoke his pride and flames of anger. 
“And here I thought you’d be something special, ‘The great Zero.’ But you’re just like all the rest of the voids I’ve scraped off the bottom of my heel. Weak.” Tad heard Fenrir audibly gasp. He said each word with disdain he didn’t actually feel, designed to provoke. To drive Zero from his carefully crafted realm of control. Drive him to his anger and his passion. 
Drive him to make mistakes. 
It worked. 
Zero’s flesh twisted on his flesh, healing the next instant. His expression was one of dark incensed rage, green blood dripped down every inch of his face. “You will suffer unlike any who have come before, I will-“ 
Disrespect him. Tad’s instincts yelled. Don’t let him finish his sentences! 
Tad blasted forward, slamming his fist upward into his jaw, severing the tip of his tongue in the process. He then sped to flip kick him, driving his heel right in the face, crushing him down into the obsidian plane he’d formed, a huge crater shattered from Zero to the horizon. 
“Just like the rest.” Tad said again, flying just beyond the worst of the crater to float idly above. 
“What are you doing?” Fenrir said in pure alarm. 
Tad spared a glance at Fenrir, but said nothing. It was working, he could tell - Fenrir’s hero worship was being shaken.
A wordless, frothing scream of pure rage echoed from the pit. A blue light exploded up and outward, disintegrating the obsidian all around. An enraged Zero flew like a missile, his eyes glowing an icy blue, his expression anything but cool. Four lights still danced above his head, but the blue one was missing, replaced with a red. Zero careened straight toward a waiting Tad. 
“Dread Form,” he used his second debuff. “Seal power.”
Again, the flash to the horizon, but this time it was accompanied by a huge drop in Zero’s strength, tearing away almost the entire strength upgrade that he’d gained from going from red to blue. In a flurry of motion, Tad dodged the hailstorm of punches perfectly. 
Tad decided to twist the knife further. “And they said you were special,” he scoffed calculatingly. “They were just too weak to know any better. You’re just like them.” He accented each word by slipping an attack, a punch or kick from Zero, a tail slap, and then driving his own fists deep into Zero’s ribs. “Where’s all your strength? Where’s your power? This is pathetic.”
Zero hissed in pain. Again, his fist reached over his head to snatch the green orb. 
Tad didn’t let him reach it. He punched as quickly as he could, using his elbow blade to sever Zero’s arm before he could reach it. Tad caught Zero’s other arm as it shot into the air in a desperate attempt to grab the green orb. 
He held his wrist in an iron vice, mere inches from the green orb. Tad looked at him with the most pity-filled expression he could muster, pulling his straining maw inches from his own face. “Is this all you are?”
Within Zero’s eyes, he saw the exact instant the void snapped. Disrespected, outmatched, humiliated, and underestimated - Tad played on each of his insecurities.
With each jab, each burr he planted under his skin, he stripped the carefully crafted control that Zero had, both over himself and others. Had he been fighting Zero alone, he doubted he would take this path, but he had to keep going, no matter the price. He could feel Zero’s hold on Fenrir weakening with each insult, with each disgrace he piled on.
Tad would strip him naked, tear away the airs, the accolades, the reputation, his invincible aura. He needed to do more than just beat him. He needed to do all this and more to prove to Fenrir that he was nothing more than a man, no different from any other void.
And he had to do it quickly, before Zero reached the zenith of his power. That’s why he’d sealed his power. If the fight grew too fast, too quickly, Fenrir would become like the rest of the peanut gallery, frozen in the ravages of time, unable to witness the shattering of the pride of his hero.
Tad had to do this now, before Zero grabbed the purple or gold orb.
Tad smirked at the struggling Zero. “You think that will help you? Fine, take it.” He released Zero’s arm and Zero gripped the green orb, his eyes flashed green, his irises changing color, the blue ejected, floating where the green had been.
Zero roared, a scream of hatred and anger. He flew forward, his speed much improved. It didn’t matter. His skills were sealed, and his growing speed was still no match for Tad in Hepta mode. For each attack Zero threw, Tad deflected it. Go further! Tad licked his own palm and slapped Zero wetly across the face. Zero threw a hurricane of punches, kicks, and tail slaps, and for each, Tad repeated the insult. He licked his palm and slapped Zero’s cheek. Tad could feel his rage growing and growing, yet Tad ignored his rage. He looked to Fenrir who couldn’t believe what he was seeing, still slapping Zero while looking away, using his feel and perception tendrils to do so.
Tad could see it, the adoration, the idolization, the web of admiration was breaking - strand by strand. Zero, his hero from the beginning, was being toyed with. 
“You see, Fenrir, he’s nothing special,” Tad spoke between slaps. “He just came first - before when the voids were spineless. Had you been around back then, he wouldn’t even be standing here.”
“I made voids great-“ Zero shouted in pure rage, but Tad’s knee caught his jaw, throwing his head back, and then Tad thunderously slapped him straight down, face down, into the obsidian plane. 
“He found the void eggs,” Tad said. “You’ve seen what we’ve been able to do with just two, Fenrir. That’s the only thing that made him special, that made him tower above the other voids. They couldn’t keep up.”
Zero reached for the purple orb. 
Tad slapped Zero’s hand away from it, driving a fist deep into his gut simultaneously. Green spew rolled down his chin. Tad couldn’t let him go any further, Fenrir was already at his peak, barely hanging on, not able to watch past this point. 
“We still have one more egg, Fenrir, waiting for us. Once we get out of here we can retrieve the rest of it. We can show this monster the real way to design power.” Tad’s dread form debuffs were ticking in his mind - it was about to wear off and each of Zero’s grasps for the purple orb was accelerating. Tad’s Hepta speed was pushed to the max, at least without drawing his blades, he wouldn’t be able to hold him back much longer and simultaneously allow Fenrir to watch. 
It was the last chance he had to twist the knife, his last chance to free Fenrir from the mental chains that bound him even more securely than Alpha’s chains. 
Tad slipped under a vicious claw swipe from Zero, taking his back in a flash. He wrapped his arms beneath Zero’s arms, threading his fingers together behind Zero’s neck. Tad pinched Zero’s tail between his legs and force-flew the two of them to stand before Fenrir’s shocked and puzzled expression.
“Is this the face of greatness, Fenrir? That you aspired to be like?” 
Zero’s eyes rolled in his head, sheer madness, struggling against Tad’s immense strength and force. His scales on the right side of his face were glowing a hot green from Tad’s repeated slaps, a greenish cloud of froth and spew dripped from his nose and mouth.
“Zero’s composure is a facade. His ego consumed him long ago. His brittle, thin control shatters at an insult from a real threat.” Tad spoke the words slowly, with as much control as he could to ensure Fenrir could hear and understand. “This isn’t what you want to be, he isn’t what you are already. You are great, Fenrir, but him? He’s just a petty tyrant who seized power first and would rather destroy everything than see it go to another. That’s why he seized the power of Mu.”
Fenrir’s eyes were filled with disbelief. Tad could see that his whole worldview was being shattered before his eyes.
Drive it home. Show him that he was only a void. “He made it to the top before voids could even become creators, Fenrir.” Tad’s voice dripped with disdain. “Think of how easy it must have been for him back then. He even said it himself, that the voidspire wasn’t always cutthroat. He made it that way, he didn’t even live through the hell he made.” Tad stared into Fenrir’s eyes that were jumping from Tad to Zero, then back to Tad. “You’re the real deal, Fenrir. Not him. He just got there first, but you can do it right.”
Tad spoke the words true. “I know who you are, Fenrir, I know what you are, and I know what you can be. You shine in my mind, I know none like you. Zero is none of it. You are fair, strong, you’ve become competence incarnate. Zero is nothing but a tyrant, a despot, who will forever torture the weak and innocent if we let him. You chase the biggest challenge you can find, Fenrir, - even throwing yourself into Oblivion 2, even if you were crushed and spurned.
“We saw Zero run away from Oblivion 1,” Tad spat the words to accentuate his cowardice. “The same oblivion we beat together.”
“You’re the best void the Voidspire has produced, Fenrir. I know what you are, and he knows it too. Zero is just the thickest scum that somehow floated to the top. He’s Leontus, but pettier. He’s Raekast, but uglier. He’s Xethdar - the great cosmic joke.”
Mustering all his strength, Tad bent Zero in half, wrangling both his arms to where he could hold them in place with one of his own.
Tad reached out with his free hand, over Zero’s bent-over posture, extending it toward Fenrir. 
“Clasp my hand and join me, Fenrir, let’s beat him and close Titan together.”
For an instant, time seemed to stop. Fenrir’s mind was moving a million miles a second, his eyes were uncertain, but something in them clicked and a decision was made.
Fenrir’s arm trembled at his side, then it moved upward smoothly, stretching to clasp Tad’s hand like Eve’s had stretched out to touch Liz’s.
Tad watched, it would be done! Fenrir would be on his side again! 
Tad leaned forward, just a few more inches!
Before they could meet, Zero screamed in all his furious anger. 
A wave of purple power exploded outward, knocking Tad backward, and fully engulfing Fenrir - his body disintegrated from the pure force of the blast.
Tad flipped through the air before throwing all his limbs out in an X, his black wings flared out to stop his momentum. A blur of purple raced at him, Zero’s aura soared - but Tad wasn’t going to give him an inch. Fenrir was gone. Playtime was over.
“Octa.”
His power screamed upward, dwarfing everything that had come before. Even the purple light emitting from Zero’s form seemed to slow to a crawl, like a seeping liquid, staining the obsidian below.
Down his arms and torso, ridges of an ivory exoskeleton had formed over his midnight skin, culminating in wicked spiked gauntlets with pointed fingertips. The same ivory carried down the back of his legs, his toe claws reinforced by a curling ivory carapace. It wrapped up his neck, enshrouding his head, leaving his face and senses exposed, but providing immense strength to his skull and the back of his neck. His shoulders came to thorny points, his elbow blades now had a white backing, his knees were oddly smooth, and he knew, though he couldn’t see them, that his eyes had shifted once more. The Omega at the center of his iris had shrunk, enveloped by a second Omega, almost like an omega staring into infinite and opposing mirrors, the first being swallowed by the second, yet it seemingly reflected the first in an infinite and dizzying sight. The iris was pitch black, though the white of his eyes had returned to a pure and milky white.
He was a monster, a true Destroyer.
It was time to see what Zero was made of.
Tad flew over to where Zero was frozen, his purple eyes ablaze with hatred. Tad had never seen a transformation like this before - it was like five transformations in one, with the ability to climb over and over. It was like having five megawolf forms, each stronger than the next.
Tad put his clawed finger to Zero’s forehead. He had no use for Zero anymore - Fenrir wouldn’t be able to see anything that came after this. Tad’s taunting had done its job, “Omega Ragnarok.”
The blast that came from his finger engulfed everything. It rushed out, a geyser that grew endlessly, blasting far past the horizon. It consumed everything. It swallowed the air molecules, leaving an emptiness, a vacuum that would cause a huge cyclone once time caught up with his movements. Tad was on his own plane of existence. He had seen nothing move from here on out. This was as far as Chubchub had been able to follow. Yet the last two modes were far more dramatic than this.
Despite all his strength, the strength of all his blasts, somehow, Zero was still intact. 
The darkness cleared, and Zero’s body was half disintegrated, his purple aura vanishing. The gold orb was gone, the golden light spilling out much quicker than the purple. How he’d grabbed that or even survived, Tad wasn’t sure. He’d destroy him for good - live his memory if he had to pay that price - though he had no illusions of giving this man mercy. This monster he’d hold in death for all eternity. 
He was the gift of death even to creators, and he would give Zero the finality of that gift. 
The gold aura erupted across Zero’s body. Tad knew it wasn’t enough to overcome the chasm between their powers; Octa mode was deeper than that. Zero’s flesh had only begun to mend, the muscles twisting over exposed bone, his face oddly skeletal - the scales and skin both burned to a crisp, his snake hood was in tatters. 
Tad fired another “Omega Ragnarok.” Then another, then another. 
He heard a muted scream, the beginning of an eternally slow howl of pain, yet still, Zero was not defeated, his skin glowing a hot white. He was attempting to transform into his second voidsign transformation. 
Tad wouldn’t wait for it to finish. 
He switched to railgun mode, the massive weapon formed from his left arm, shooting behind him thirty feet. He rested it atop his right arm to stabilize its weight. He pressed the barrel of the weapon straight into Zero’s frozen, skeletal face. From roughly around his elbow, flared four giant plates of resonant energy. “Electromagnetic Resonance,” Tad spoke softly. His railgun whirled to life, the panels spinning around the weapon as he loaded an Omega Ragnarok into the projectile chamber.
Zero’s entire body was stretching upward, slowly like taffy. It towered above him, a rattlesnake’s rattle on the tip of his tail behind him. Two snake fangs elongated, dripping with venom, his burned flesh spidering across his skeleton in healing. The second transformation had closed the gap considerably. Tad could hardly believe it - he knew how large the gap was between each of his forms - from Fenrir’s perspective, Zero certainly had delved deep into the infinities, deeper than anyone else.
Anyone else except for Tad.
Tad’s skin rippled with that thought.
He was likely the strongest being ever created - in the entire universe and beyond. His nona form hadn’t even been needed - the power of Deca lay hidden beyond what Zero’s tiny mind could conceive.
Omega hadn’t thought it possible to become what Tad was. She’d sealed the power away, abandoned her created destroyer and her hypothetical skill tree. But Wormega had found it, and Tad had perfected it.
Each dwarfed the previous form by an incomprehensible degree. Infinity shouldn’t be this large. Omega had designed a power greater than she thought capable of withstanding.
But Tad had withstood it. The four plates spun around the railgun that made up Tad’s arm, charging it to an even higher level. Fenrir had destroyed the planet - this attack would likely tear through a galaxy-sized hole in Titan. Even if he’d survived the last few attacks, he wouldn’t survive this one. Nothing could survive the sheer power of this blast, not in his Octa mode.
“Goodbye Zero,” Tad said in farewell. “Omega Ragnaro-“
The word vanished from Tad’s lips as he attempted to speak it, the glowing orb of pure death within his railgun died.
An angry roar was heard, a single unspoken word rippled through his every being. 
“MUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUUU!”
A bubble of grey exploded from the frozen lizard man before Tad, enveloping everything.
For a single instant, Tad’s thoughts were gone.
“Oh shit,” he thought as they returned for the briefest instant. He should have finished him quicker. 
Zero activated the final Extinction.
The thought vanished with the rest of him.
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Chapter 57


Fenrir took control of the closest wolfshard and flew across a vast distance to return to the obsidian plane as fast as he could. What had happened to his wolfshard that had been watching the fight? One second, Tad was manhandling Zero, and then a violet light swallowed him into blackness. Tad and Zero had eclipsed him completely. 
Fenrir flapped his immense golden wings and crossed an incomprehensible distance. Curse Tad for scrubbing the sky of over half of Fenrir’s clones! They had all been so close to seeing and helping; they could have analyzed every angle and mined the most valuable weaknesses of Zero. At the same time, Fenrir couldn’t help the overwhelming feeling of pride flowing through him; his golden fur stood on end. His cub had grown up. Who could have guessed that his power had been so unimaginable!
All of Fenrir’s shards flew toward the battle to help, but this one was the closest.
From ahead, the entire sky suddenly turned black. A tidal wave of death rushed toward him. There was no avoiding it. Not in this shard.
The current shard of Fenrir died instantly, along with thousands of others hot in pursuit, but he scattered the pack instantaneously, keeping casualties as low as possible. He wasn’t sure if it was Tad’s attack or Zero’s that had swallowed his wolfshards. Fenrir was not like other creators; he couldn’t self-generate, not without his chains broken.
He reoriented in another wolfshard, the closest he could find. It had to have been an Omega Ragnarok - or Zero’s equivalent, that had wiped them out, but it had been too fast to see. It was like suddenly blinking, only one eye remained to open again.
Fenrir had never seen the like.
Who could have thought that Zero would be manipulated like that. He had been embarrassed! Toyed with! The great Zero! He who had crushed even Alpha under his heel - he’d been powerless beneath that monstrous form of Tad Harrington, the first and only Destroyer the eternities had ever seen.
What terrible and monstrous power!
Somehow he’d grown, climbed impossibly higher than the last time Fenrir had seen him - this strength wasn’t like the strength that had killed Gabriel Hawk. This was something new, ferocious and wild.
Maybe Fenrir needed to spend some time in the woods, chopping trees - it was the only thing he hadn’t tried in his ascent to power. Fenrir laughed hotly at the thought, his heart lighter than it had been in ages!
Fenrir flew, his awe driving him faster, until the obsidian platform came into view - well, half of it. The other half was gone, vanished in the same direction as his shards that had been engulfed.
He blinked in confusion, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. A third and fourth wolfshard appeared from other angles. Had he just had a lone vessel he might have missed it, but together...
He scanned the juxtaposition of platform and void, his eyes slid smoothly over... something.
His spine trembled. It wasn’t something - it was nothing.
The nothingness of Mu.
It was perhaps a sphere, but Fenrir couldn’t tell its shape fully. It had no boundaries, no start or end, but it didn’t extend to all of space. More of his shards reached the area, filling his head with even more angles of the sight.
Tentatively, Fenrir sent one in.
It was swallowed without any feedback, in a stillness so quiet that it caused a chill to run down the length of all his shards, close or far.
There!
Fenrir saw a creature, though he knew not what it was.
It looked like a charred black skeleton, writhing, there was nothing left of it, but bones, and organs hanging from beneath its ribcage. From one side of the nothingness, it held its arms out, but the arms vanished at the wrist into the blob of nothing. Straggles of flesh remained. The flesh wriggled and writhed, regrowing - but so slowly, as the film of blackness that coated its bones fought to consume more.
The creature’s ghastly skull swiveled upward at the nearest shard of Fenrir.
“Fenrir.” The ghastly creature rasped over a cruel smile. “I have him trapped. He is mine!”
“What happened to you?” Fenrir asked, astonished.
“It matters not.” Zero wheezed from half-healed vocal cords, his tongue bleeding and raw, visible through the missing skin of his cheeks. “I am to be victorious! He is within my realm. Once I am healed, I shall bring him to the Heart of Titan - the plan will continue!”
Time slowed for Fenrir, his golden heart pounding loudly in his ears. Sweat formed and dripped over his perfect Alpha skin. His thoughts spun between blinks, his courage rising and falling.
He couldn’t believe what he was about to do.
Tad had lost. He was trapped.
That much was clear.
But one look at Zero showed how weak he was, struggling to heal. Whatever Tad had done, he was clearly a match for Zero, even in his second transformed state - his skeleton much larger than that small lizard with the orbs.
That meant...
Zero was already in his second void transformation.
He could push his power no more.
There was nothing higher.
We could win.
We.
The thought rippled through his psyche. He had lumped himself in with Tad, after all this? After all his struggle to dominate and crush Tad for Zero’s devices and plans? He hadn’t wanted Tad to die, nor did Fenrir wish to see Zero’s victory - but he’d been willing to risk both to advance his own plans - moved toward what he thought was the best outcome, no matter the cost.
Now they were ‘we’ again?
He mobilized his wolfshards in the vicinity, a paltry 300, the majority of the wolf pack was still too distant from Tad’s skyscrubbing. The attack would not be anything to match its former glory but there was no time. He had to strike now! When Zero was still struggling to heal. He could knock him from consciousness and then attack fully!
Then, when there was almost nothing left of the juggernaut, he’d begin the final assimilation.
The Zero assimilation.
“What are you doing?” Zero’s voice was rife with shock, trembling with rage and disbelief.
Fenrir couldn’t believe it himself. He barked a laugh. His own feelings mirrored Zero’s expression. “What am I doing? I’m winning. Sustained Fenrir Ragnarok!” 
Zero screamed, his bones and flesh seeming to twist, a spontaneous grey liquid wrapping them together. 
What was happening? Fenrir’s bones and flesh rippled with dread as he recognized the phenomenon. A grey light flashed in and out of his eyes, as if it wished to exist, covering the man’s form. 
It was a transformation. 
A transformation of Mu. 
Fenrir blasted with all his might, his rainbow Ragnarok’s fangs about to sink in! 
The Ragnarok was swallowed in an instant. 
***Tad awoke as if from a dream. He lay alone on his back, suffocating. He rolled over to his knees, coughing and spewing out the liquid of nothingness from his lungs. He stared at his pink and fleshy hands, sinking into perfectly grey sand. 
He was in his human form. When had that happened? 
Tad looked around; a grey mist hung in the air, motionless, perfectly matching the grey of the sand. It stretched out forever, impossible to tell where the mist began and the sand ended. 
“Get up,” a cold voice spoke. 
A chill raced down Tad’s spine as he pushed himself to unsteady feet. His body felt unnaturally heavy, his heart hammered, his lungs ached in a sensation so forgotten, he couldn’t remember feeling it before. The sand shifted beneath each step, and his calves burned at the exertion just to stand on the unsteady ground, pain flaring between his toes as he sunk too far. 
Where was he? What had happened? 
Tad tried to sense all around him, reaching for his perception tendrils, but it was as if he had no perception tendrils. He couldn’t seem to catch his breath. 
“That won’t work here,” the voice spoke again. “Nothing will work here.” Tad could hear the smile on Zero’s lips.
Tad looked around, searching the mist in the direction of the voice. A black shape stood within its boundaries, unmoving. Then the shape strode toward Tad, each step confident in the shifting sands. The mist parted as Zero stopped, less than ten feet away. He was also in his humanoid form. His long black hair hung loose now, flowing behind him with each step, his black eyes narrowed in concentration. Behind him, a powerful snake tail flicked, like a slithering serpent. Tad hadn’t seen that before from Zero, not in his ‘boy’ form. Tad backed up slowly, reaching for his transformation. He was defenseless in his human form.
He gasped.
Tad’s transformation was gone. “What is this place?” Tad asked, his heart filling with dismay.
“This is my final transformation. The singular transformation given to the wielder of Mu.” Any evidence of his previous shame had vanished alongside his rage. He watched Tad with cold, calculating eyes, a blank expression that said he was in complete control. Just the way he liked it. From his side, he rose one arm to his hip and pointed upward with a single finger. From the ground between them rose a long grey table, either side of which vanished into the mist. Upon its surface lay a wide variety of weapons on display. Wicked barbed daggers, a pair of swords in sheaths, heavy bladed battle axes, followed by long and sharpened glaives. Tad saw morningstars, brass knuckles, javelins and pikes, rapiers and scythes, bows and slings, and many more that Tad had never even seen or heard of. “Pick,” Zero spat.
Tad felt so strangely weak. What was going on? He reached again for his power, or his mana, or his passive skills, or anything he could hold onto.
“Futile,” Zero said again, his black eyes glittering excitedly. “You thought you were special,” Zero crooned. “‘The great destroyer.’ But you’re just like all the rest of the voids I’ve scraped off the bottom of my heel. Weak.”
Tad swallowed hard as his words were thrown back at him. He knew Zero was looking for payback for how Tad had humiliated him in front of Fenrir. Tad studied his enemy and then blinked in surprise as he saw a shroud of skin, grey transparent nothingness ripple outward from Zero. He backed away, tripping backwards onto his behind in the sand, a wave of revulsion flowing through him. “What the hell are you?”
“What am I?” Zero said, his voice hard. “I am just like you, Tad.” He said the word once more as if he itched to say it, savoring it. “Fenrir has his Alpha transformations - a creator. You have your Omega transformation - a Destroyer.” His voice dropped conspiratorially. “I have my Mu transformation - Can you guess what I am called?”
Tad’s mind worked overtime, but his extreme weakness made it hard to think. “An Eraser?”
Zero smiled as if Tad had told a joke. “I have that power, as you will soon find out, but, No, Tad,” he tasted the name, “I am a Negator.”
A horrible and final dread filled Tad at the pronouncement. “You negated all my power,” Tad said breathlessly.
“Where’s all your strength? Where’s your power? You are pathetic.” Zero’s eyes flashed, another one of Tad’s own words thrown back at him. It was as if Zero were rewriting history, his eyes blank. “I negated both our awesome powers. We are equally powerless. The playing field is more even than it could ever be. Out there you may reign supreme, how you exceeded me, after all this time is a mystery that I will extract from Omega at great length.” His pointed teeth flashed in a hungry smile, he raised his arms expansively. “Within this realm - we are both pure, unadulterated by the alterations of Omega and her wicked level-up program, uninfected by Alpha and any of their righteous gifts. Within this dome, there is no Alpha, there is no Omega.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “There is just you and me, as we were before our rebirths.”
Utter dread filled Tad’s soul. It felt like his stomach had fallen out through the soles of his feet. 
He was screwed. 
“Stats.” Tad tried to check, but not even his stat window could pop up here. He didn’t need to see his stats to know them. They had been abysmal, everything at 1, except for his negative charisma and his positive courage. He was back to the beginning - slow, uncoordinated, weak. All he had was his experience. 
Zero gestured to the table. “Pick a weapon, any weapon. Skill, and skill alone, will be our goddess of victory.” The entire situation was unfair - no doubt Zero had practiced endlessly in this realm with every one of these weapons. Tad looked at Zero’s muscular form, tall and strong - he had at least a couple of points into strength and dexterity as his base. 
Unfair or not, it was reality - and Tad had learned to deal with unfair things. Snarling and spitting that it was unfair would do nothing. 
Tad forced down the sheer panic that tried to flood his mind and heart. He looked at his opponent, sleek and tall, broad-shouldered and muscular. He looked at his small hands, and skinny, long arms, and found them to be utterly lacking, but they were his. From shoulder to wrist, his arms were about the same width. Had he really been so bone thin? His legs weren’t any better. In this form, it was Tad who found himself looking slightly up into Zero’s eyes. 
“You wanted to be the hero,” Zero taunted. “Now is your chance. Choose your weapon and win, and you can save all existence.” His eyes were laughing. 
Tad hesitated. 
“If you would like, I can choose one for you.” 
Tad met Zero’s eyes, then moved to the table. If this place did revert you to your base form, that meant no supernatural healing. No spells. No enhancements or void armor. Even his unused Deca form was meaningless.
Still, somehow, he needed to steal victory from this tall, strong opponent before him. This was Brad in the bathroom all over again, but Tad wasn’t the same as back then. The odds were against him here, just as they had been back then, but Zero wasn’t the only one who could rewrite history.
Tad moved over to the table and looked over the weapons, before glancing at the grey mist that pressed in on all sides. How far did that go? Likely forever. Tad forced the thought from his mind and considered the weapons before him, searching for his best bet. His body was woefully inadequate for just about anything heavy. That ruled out most swords, axes, and heavy-headed mauls. Tad looked over ranged weapons with a yearning in his heart. He looked over bows and javelins, slings and slingshots - but even though they would almost even the playing field - he had absolutely no experience using them and had to count those out.
He came to the brass knuckles. They could crush and shatter bone, no doubt, but they were closer to what he wanted - and laying on the table beneath them were studded leather gloves with hardened knuckles. Much of his formal training with Fenrir had been barehanded fighting, but one glance at the hungry look in Zero’s eyes had him change his mind.
He couldn’t think of anything worse than grappling with that muscled monster - he’d get twisted like a pretzel in no time flat.
If it came down to experience - he’d have to go with a sword, and rely on Sienth’s expertise once more. He moved over to a Katana and Wakizashi, but as Tad lifted them, he knew it would be too much.
He settled on two weapons - a silvery double-edged shortsword for his right hand, and a slender black dagger for his offhand, both with crossguards. He hefted the larger of the two weapons and gave it a couple of experimental stabs. His arm burned almost instantly from exertion, but he could manage it. Perhaps not for long. He picked up both as Sienth shone brightest with two weapons.
“These,” Tad said, his voice steady.
With a twist of his wrist, Zero pointed his other index finger up toward the grey, misty sky. A small pedestal rose directly to his left, from which he pulled matching weapons. He deftly grabbed the dagger in his left hand and the rapier in his right - the same as Tad, his black eyes never leaving his opponent.
Tad hefted his own blades, and the shortsword was heavier than he’d expected. How had he gotten through life being so weak? He took the two blades and wove them through the air, mimicking some defensive maneuver ingrained in his psyche. Mainly, he was just trying to get used to the feel of his old body.
The table of weapons descended into the grey floor, melting as if it had never been.
Zero blinked at him once. “I am not usually one for rules,” he stated flatly, “but I need you alive. For now.” He watched Tad darkly for a moment. “This place is special. When you die in this place, everything that you are ceases to exist. You will immediately be swallowed into the realm of Mu, never to return - the same goes for me.” He smiled cruelly. “With one exception, should you slay me in this realm, the Zero aspect will remain and transfer to you. Here, and here alone, there is no possibility of void assimilation, no last-ditch opportunities for victory. In the realm of Mu, skill alone predicts the victor.
“As such, I propose some ground rules.”
Tad’s tongue slid across his upper lip, the sheen of sweat there slightly salty. “What do you have in mind?”
“A contest of wills in battle,” Zero said, his voice like silk. “There are no judges here, no one to declare victory - there is only me,” he paused, and scoffed, “and you.”
Tad nodded.
“As such, only your own pronouncement of defeat can declare me the victor. True?”
Tad nodded again.
“Then we have the rules. We fight until either you slay me, or you decide you no longer have the will to fight and admit defeat. All I have to do is walk the line between death, endless pain, and defeat.” His eyes glistened with cruelty. “My specialty.”
Zero was in his element, in complete control of the situation, the terms, and the contest. The only thing he wasn’t in control of was Tad’s will.
“Let’s begin,” Zero said, any hint of pleasure dropping from his eyes. He advanced.
Tad backed away, slowly circling, and Zero fell into an even pace, both weapons held before him as he bounced slightly from side to side, opposite Tad, as if there were a sphere between them. Tad backed up further, the sand slipping behind his back foot. This footing was terrible for a duel - but the conditions were the same for both of them.
Overcoming his trepidation, Tad stopped retreating, Sienth’s instincts kicking in. Slowly, the two inched closer together. Zero stepped to the side, and Tad followed his lead, mimicking. Quickly, Zero sidestepped twice then advanced, Tad mirrored his movements, retreating in response, their blades at the ready. It happened in a flash. Zero lunged forward, a short slash to Tad’s neck. Tad angled his dagger’s crossguard, catching the blade, deflecting it with a twist of his wrist, and countered with his own blade, plunging it toward Zero’s chest. Zero leapt backward, out of range, Tad’s blade just missing. The man was fast!
Zero’s eyes glistened darkly. “Is this all you are?”
Tad ignored the words and fought to lower his heartbeat, to keep his mind sharp and alert. There would be a period of adaptation, of learning the limits of his own body - all he had to do was get through that period without being crippled.
Otherwise, things would get really bad for him.
Zero lunged again, closing the distance in two quick steps. His blade flicked towards Tad’s neck once more. Tad brought up his own shortsword in defense, but Zero’s strike was a masterful feint, and Tad had overreacted! Tad tried to twist, bringing his dagger up to deflect Zero’s dagger, but he lost his footing in the sand.
Zero’s dagger plunged into Tad’s chest, slipping through the skin, between ribs, but then it withdrew. He threw a front kick, sending Tad flying backward, his dagger flying from his hand. Zero was too fast, too strong! Tad rolled to his feet, both hands clutching his shortsword.
Warm blood trickled from his chest wound - had Zero pulled the strike? He had Tad dead to rights, and instead had only nicked him. Tad looked to where his dagger had fallen, its form barely visible in the thick mist.
“You think that will help you? Fine, take it,” Zero said, glowering with hatred from above. Again, Tad recognized his words.
Without removing his eyes from Zero, Tad moved and crouched to pick up the blade. His arms burned, the shortsword already felt like a million pounds, and he was breathing hard. The exertion was too great to manage for this weak body.
Zero lunged forward, both swords flying forward. Tad slipped forward, within range, and blocked both of Zero’s blades with his own. Zero’s face almost pressed to Tad’s as he forced him back, step after step. “You’re nothing special,” he snarled, planting a thunderous kick on Tad’s chest, while somehow disarming him of both blades simultaneously.
Tad landed flat on his back, his swords flying to either side, just out of reach. His mind saw so clearly how to parry Zero’s attacks, but his body couldn’t keep up!
“Know your place, void!” Zero spat the words, moving as quickly as the snake-lizard he was. He pinned Tad to the ground, his boot on Tad’s neck. Tad gripped his foot with both hands, gasping for breath, and spun to sweep Zero’s other leg, but Zero saw the move coming a mile away. He simply lifted his back leg, and Tad wrenched his front foot with all his strength, but Zero fell straight down, plunging his other knee straight into Tad’s solar plexus. The wind fully evacuated from Tad’s lungs. Zero’s hand snaked behind Tad’s head, gripping his hair painfully, their faces only inches apart, the smell of his hot breath like rotten meat. “Just like the rest!” Zero spat more of Tad’s words back into his face, literally, spittle spraying on Tad’s own eye and upper lip.
Tad struggled, lungs and arms burning, against the stronger opponent.
Zero laughed. “This is my power, you are within my realm.” Zero twisted in a heartbeat and lifted Tad by the throat, claws digging into the sides of his neck. In a blur of motion, he snaked his arm beneath Tad’s and twisted his whole body as easily as if Tad were stuffed with straw. He slammed his forehead into the grey sand below. Tad twisted, his arms flailing above him, a black explosion of stars shot through his head with each slam into the sand. He reached for purchase on anything to regain any semblance of control, but Zero sat on his back, his feet wide in the splits, each gripping and pinning Tad’s wrists as if they were hands. Zero’s arms lay flat, pressing his weight on the middle of Tad’s back. Tad kicked to try and flip over, but Zero’s powerful tail wrapped around both of Tad’s ankles, pulling them upward, forcing his spine to bend in a U shape painfully, almost like Marywell. “I have spent eternities beyond your puny imagination, training for this exact moment, with every weapon, for any opponent I bring into this realm! It is here I will pull Alpha, one by one, and plunge my dagger, or sword, or spear, straight into their heart - with the weapon of their own choosing, and watch as the blood dribbles from their chest. I will kill god - erase them from reality. Any who oppose me will fall, any who dare to speak against me will vanish into nothingness. Once I force you to swallow Titan, I’ll choke the life out of you and you too will join the others, erased once and for all.” He slammed Tad’s head into the ground, again and again. Tad struggled ineffectually, grasping for any purchase, but there was none, with Zero’s strong tail controlling his legs, and his arms pinned, there was nothing he could do. 
Blood pooled in front of his face, staining the grey sand red for only an instant before it turned into a grey jelly, then vanished altogether, all before his face had time to smash into the sand anew.
“Surrender,” Zero purred. “Admit defeat, accept your loss.” In between each command, Zero slammed Tad’s skull into the sand. 
Blood filled Tad’s gaze, choked his breathing, and pain flashed every time his head slammed into the sand, but he erupted in laughter. Zero thought to break him with this? With petty physical pain, after all Tad had withstood? With each slam, Zero crushed his head into the ground. Tad amplified the force, using his own muscles to slam his skull into the sand harder.
It only took twice before Zero gripped his hair and stopped him. “What are you doing?” His voice was sharp as a razor, speaking straight into Tad’s ear.
Tad was missing a front tooth, blood choked his breathing, the skin of his face had been sheared off and sanded down, but he continued to laugh. “You gave away too much. All I have to do is die in here and you end up stuck in Titan forever?” Tad’s laugh redoubled as Zero stiffened on Tad’s back, his tail pulled harder, and Zero gripped him by the throat, choking him and bending him upward to whisper in his ear.
“When I am done with you, you will pray for death, but it won’t come. You will see the gates of death itself open wide but you will never enter in. You will be a broken shell of your former self, possessed with madness, wishing for the relief of the void, but it will never grasp you in its tendrils. Not until you say the words, not until you give in.”
Tad’s spine creaked and cracked, his face turning purple from asphyxiation as Zero choked him with both of his free hands. Tad wriggled against Zero’s weight, trying to free his arms, but his strange hand-like feet held him in vise-like grips.
Tad stared into Zero’s black eyes. “You built my determination,” he spat, smiling. “Strengthened my will.” He couldn’t breathe, as Zero kept squeezing, until the edges of Tad’s vision were turning black, but Tad did his best to laugh.
“How long will you last?” Zero’s teeth were clenched in anger harder. “We have eternities.”
Zero wanted to choke him? Tad would have laughed if he could; he held his own breath. 
Zero released his grip, just enough that Tad should have been able to breathe, but instead, the darkness continued to squeeze down on him, the lack of oxygen shutting off his consciousness. He heard a surprised sputter from Zero. 
“You don’t know what you’re dealing with,” was Tad’s last thought before the darkness swallowed him.
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Chapter 58


Fenrir and his endless wolfshards beat on the outside of the transparent grey dome. Mist swirled inside, but every now and then it cleared just enough to see Zero choking the life out of Tad. Fenrir had no clue what to do. The dome had rebuffed his best attacks. Fenrir had untransformed and dropped his power to watch the battle within. At the height of his speed, the fighters were frozen in time, but now he watched in real time as Zero slammed Tad’s head into the sand, choking him periodically. 
From what Fenrir could tell, Zero had swallowed both of their powers into the endless devouring sinkhole that was the realm of Mu.
Fenrir hadn’t known Tad before he was a soldier, but he had seen how the Earthlings had brought up their young. They had no training, neither of strength nor of strategy. Tad was naked against the full force of the upbringing of the Voidspire. The endless training, of endurance of pain, and of the forging of speed and strength!
This was the single worst matchup Fenrir could think of for Tad.
If only it were Fenrir! He was unparalleled in all combat, his blood seethed to fight his childhood idol, to test his own mettle against the legendary void Xethdar.
But even with his full strength brought to bear, he couldn’t even scuff the surface of the transparent dome.
He knew Zero needed Tad alive, and he also knew of Zero’s ‘hobbies.’ He was an expert torturer, knowing just how to ride the line of life and death, of pain and insanity endlessly. Yet that wouldn’t work - not on Tad.
Fenrir couldn’t believe his own thoughts.
Tad would never break.
He had the capacity to endure suffering unlike any Fenrir had ever seen. He had seen Tad endure brutalities of both void and pain far beyond his own capacity to withstand suffering. Torturing his body? Fenrir laughed aloud. Zero hadn’t been able to break even Fenrir that way, certainly he wouldn’t be able to break Tad that way. Coming back from the brink had only strengthened him.
Tad wouldn’t break.
Zero had chosen his opponent poorly. He had chosen the mode of contest poorly. But he hadn’t chosen anything - he’d been forced into this contest. It had been his last option - not even his fully transformed strength, his endless practice at pushing his creator’s will higher - none of that had been a match for the monster Tad had become.
Fenrir’s stomach dropped half an inch at the thought. Tad would forever endure the suffering Zero dished out - yet Zero was endlessly patient. He would enjoy causing the suffering forever, without ever growing weary. He’d seen it in his treatment of Tidwell, and had Fenrir not convinced Zero of his own worth, even now he would still be experiencing it. The man never grew tired of causing pain, of attempting to break those beneath him in every imaginable way possible.
They would be in an eternal stalemate. This was a battle between an unstoppable curious force and an endlessly enduring object.
Which meant, that in the end - it would be Tad’s victory.
Tad would never relent.
Zero would never escape.
Zero couldn’t leave that bubble, or he’d be forced to meet Tad’s awesome and unbelievable power, that blast that had almost swallowed Zero wholesale.
Fenrir grinned, and then laughed. His laugh growing and swelling as it infected all of his endless shards. An overwhelming pride filled his heart. They had won! They had beaten even that eternal juggernaut who had haunted every void child’s dreams. They had beaten Xethdar himself! Zero would never escape.
Howls rang out from everywhere, but a hollow feeling grew inside of Fenrir, overwhelming the thrill of victory.
They had not won.
His celebrations ceased and died out as one.
Fenrir had not done anything but capitulate to Zero’s demands.
Before his very eyes, the most important battle to ever take place was unfolding... It was passing him by every second.
The hackles on his neck rose.
Inexcusable.
Fenrir was not a force that could be so easily ignored.
Unforgivable.
Had Tad and Zero moved to a plane beyond where Fenrir could reach?
“Unpardonable.”
Fenrir’s pride stoked to life, a roaring, raging inferno. He would not be left behind! He would not become irrelevant.
Fenrir transformed, then transformed again, and even again - his golden skin shining, rainbows glinting off every angle of his body. Even though his shardpack had suffered tremendous losses, Fenrir didn’t care. His pride drove him forward. Countless golden Alpha wolves plucked at the chains that infested their souls.
Who was Fenrir the wolfvoid? He was strength itself, he was ambition incarnate! He was undeniable, unshakable, he was not someone to watch the battle unfold before him and not participate.
He was Fenrir!
Fenrir the wolf!
He howled as his grip tightened on the chains that bound him.
They had bound him for too long! They had withheld what was rightfully his, rightfully earned.
They had stolen the best aeons of his life, and trapped him alone on a rock with cheap imitations of his friends that he’d once had, the pack he’d once built.
“Alpha!” Fenrir howled. “You stole it all from me!” His muscles tightened, his aura exploded all around the dome, a bright and endless fire, swelling to the infinite.
“Zero!” Fenrir screamed. “I am not your lapdog!”
The chains cut into his flesh, tore into his soul, infinite and eternal as his struggle. As the struggle he saw within the grey dome.
“Omega!” Fenrir roared. “Where is your pride?”
Fire burned eternal, as his power welled upward as he tore at his chains. They creaked beneath his power, the chains groaning like they’d never groaned before. His pride would not be stifled, his worth would not be snuffed out, never again!“Tad!” Fenrir bellowed, loudest of all. “I will not sit idle and watch you pass me by!” His voice shifted upward in pitch as his power, as all his strength welled up in one final burst of strength.
The chains in his grasp, in each of the grasps of his shards, the links cracked, visible lines of stress appeared. They grew white hot, resisting his ultimate power, trying to repair the damage he’d caused.
“I am Fenrir!”
He roared and strained, his fingers wrapped around the chains. Hundreds of audible cracks resounded through the skies as his fingers shattered.
Fenrir crumpled in the air, falling to his knees and howling in anguish. Not even his pride had been enough. Despair swirled within him, a thick, suffocating darkness. Would he never be free of these accursed chains?
In the darkest of his thoughts, thoughts that swirled in doom and failure, he stared at the grey dome, unable to see what was happening within now because of the mist.
A golden hand rested on his shoulder.
Fenrir turned in a snap, his every protective instinct flaring.
A tear-stained golden Charles Tidwell stood, his expression a strange mixture of ultimate hope and infinite dread. “Perhaps, the time for me to act has finally arrived.”
***Zero squeezed, his clawed fingers digging into Tad’s flesh. Warm blood dribbled over his fingers as he pulled the spine of his prey to the limit. How he wished to just pull suddenly, violently, and watch this toy break like all the rest, but he kept his goal in mind. He would not sell himself short for temporary pleasure.
There would be plenty of that before he broke the mind of his opponent before him. And plenty afterwards as he broke every toy of Alpha - as he spurned their every creation.
He had expected more resistance. The blazing, impossible power that had chased him to use his emptiness power had started from this pathetic worm of a void?
It was unconscionable, irreconcilable.
How had he grown so-
A loud crash caused Zero to turn his head quickly, to the back side of the dome. The worm below him grunted in pain as his neck twisted with it.
A second loud crack rang out, and all the grey mist swirled around him, hissing as it emptied from the grey dome. Though he couldn’t see what was causing the crack, the dome was transparent from the outside but opaque from within.
Nothing should be able to penetrate that shell. The only person capable of generating that much power was currently being choked beneath him, utterly helpless to resist his awesome power.
The form of a Negator wasn’t flashy. It came with no external changes... at least none that were fully visible. It came with no extreme power-ups, no spells or transformations. It was utterly unremarkable, completely out of Xethdar’s style. He’d only used it to toy with creators, to break them in new and inventive ways. Its efficacy was undeniable. It turned gods into worms, and soon would turn even Alpha into helpless babes, robbing them of their power, turning them fragile and mortal - his ultimate goal! The reason he’d pursued the realm of Mu in the first place - his first victory over them had been so hollow and meaningless. 
Once he’d crushed the throats of all of Alpha...
He would rule.
Forever.
Another crash rang out; the crack widened.
Something was breaking through. But what?
Fenrir? Impossible. Zero knew his powers. He was far from Xethdar’s equal. Omega couldn’t control her power ever since Zapharios had robbed her of them.
Obscene.
A single man gleamed in his mind’s eye. Tidwell could generate that much power, if he still dared. He shouldn’t dare, not after everything Zero had done to him. Even if it was Tidwell, he would be helpless once he entered.
Beings with infinite power never focused on the fundamentals. None except Zero.
They were the most susceptible beings to this type of attack. Just like this worm, no, this tadpole that wriggled beneath his fingers. Nothing great could come from this worthless being. He had begun as a worm, and was once again revealed to be a worm.
The third crash was accompanied by the sound of shattered glass. The crack had spilled open, though his realm still held stable. Through a small jagged hole, only large enough to fit a single individual, a boyish Fenrir wriggled through. A large gash cut deep into his abdomen where the sharp dome material had snagged him; he bled heavily - he wouldn’t last long. He fell down the fifteen feet, headfirst, suddenly rolling to his feet on the sand.
Zero’s mind moved quickly. This tadpole had been on the edge of consciousness for some time now. It had been a game they both were enjoying. Zero would strangle him until this Tad would hold his own breath and force himself into unconsciousness. He’d never met anyone who would do so, who would throw themselves into the darkness. It was a delight that he could be surprised after all this time. Every other creature had resisted, gladly sucking in air when Zero allowed them. He tightened his grip, this time sending him into a world of blackness.
Tad’s body went limp beneath him.
Zero considered his options. He had made a bargain with the boy. He was only able to use the two swords and his own body against him in this place. And it would do no good to have the boy wake and come charging after him, two on one.
He wanted to take his time.
Zero found the boy’s sword and dagger and unwrapped the leather hilt as Fenrir crossed the vast ground in no hurry.
With the leather strands, he firmly hogtied the tadpole, binding his wrists tightly first, then tied his ankles, forcing them together with the precision that came with endless practice.
Then he stood tall, and turned to Fenrir, already putting the boy entirely from his mind.
Fenrir was short, almost a head shorter than Zero. His golden eyes shone with a dangerous intelligence, the quality that had convinced Zero to release Fenrir from his endless torture - to see if he could become all he promised he could. From atop Fenrir’s sleek black hair, tall proud wolf ears sat, marking him for what he was. An inferior void with visible ears, a descendant of Fencorus.
“You dare interfere?” Zero’s voice was hard, filled with enough displeasure to freeze his minions in their steps, though it had no effect on Fenrir. “And how did you get in?”
Fenrir flashed a smile, cracking his neck one way, then the other before he rolled his shoulders, his arms, wrists, fingers, before he hopped from foot to foot, adjusting to the sudden loss of all his powers.
“What do we have going on in here?” Fenrir said casually, bending down to let the grey sand spill from between his fingers. “Strip away all powers,” His eyes were gleaming with understanding.
Zero watched him, unsure of his motives. “What do you want?”
“Oh, not much.” Fenrir said coyly. Zero’s cold temper rose. He hated coyness. “I just came to rip the Zero aspect from your still-beating heart.”
Zero’s ire smoldered. “I was too lenient with you.” His voice was thick with threat. He thought he could match the great Xethdar, did he? He would learn true fear.
Fenrir threw back his head and laughed. “You only used me because you knew I was unruly, untamable! Aeons of torture wouldn’t break me like your silly creators.”
“You had your uses, the promise of utility.” Zero said thickly. “You realize that all your privileges are now revoked.”
“You won’t be around long enough to enforce that.” Fenrir said, closing the distance between them.
Zero gritted his teeth and pointed one finger to the ceiling. His grey table covered in weapons that he’d mastered rose slowly.
As per the laws of this place, Zero began his explanation. “When you die in this place, everything that you are will cease to exist. Everything will be swallowed into the realm of Mu, never to return - the same goes for me.” There was no humor in the explanation this time. “With one exception, should you slay me in this realm, the Zero aspect will remain and transfer to you. Whether you rip my still-beating heart out or not. There will be no void assimilation, no last-ditch opportunities for victory. Here in the realm of Mu, skill alone predicts the victor.”
Fenrir’s golden eyes grew hungry, eager with anticipation.
Zero would wipe that smug look off his face shortly.
“Pick your weapon of choice-“ A sharp pain exploded in his right calf. He turned quickly to find a hogtied conscious Tad, biting through his calf muscle, green blood pouring down his chin.
“Kick his ass Fenrir!” The boy’s yell was muffled.
A flare of anger flooded him and he punched him behind the ear to break the bite, then kicked him in the face, launching him back several feet. The worm wriggled on his back, trying to upright himself again, struggling against his binds.
Zero looked to Fenrir who made no attempt to hide the amusement dancing in his eyes, even as he inspected the weapons one by one.
“It has been a while, hasn’t it,” Fenrir said fondly. “Weapons training in the spire was my only respite from the hell that was my childhood.”
Zero glared. “Then you must have had a kind master.”
Fenrir met Zero’s eyes coolly. “There is no such thing as kindness in the spire. You made sure of that.” Fenrir placed his hands on a long, sturdy, yet flexible spear. Its haft was midnight black with a gold decorative trim where the long six-inch spearhead sat, a bright red tassel was attached, just beneath the spear tip. Fenrir whirled it in his hands skillfully, then planted it in the ground next to him, spear tip up. It was a good three feet taller than the short void.
In a quick upward point of his finger, Zero summoned his own spear from the ground. He grasped the flexible wood in his hands, spinning it in a slow X before him with his fingers. 
The tables retreated into the ground and Fenrir stalked forward. Neither wasted time. Their first exchange came quickly, a blur of spear tips, both deflected by the shafts of the other’s spear. Two more quick thrusts shot towards Zero’s neck; he smoothly avoided each before returning his measuring strikes at each of Fenrir’s legs. Fenrir blocked the first, turned past the second, his spear swooping in a huge overhead arc. Zero gripped high on his spear, lunging forward past the bladed spear tip, his arm raised to block the spear strike, while driving his own spear tip through Fenrir’s heart. But the butt of Fenrir’s staff whirled out of nowhere from below, catching Zero on the chin. His neck craned high and he used the momentum of receiving the blow to roll backward out of the reach of two more lightning stabs aimed at his torso. 
“You didn’t think it would be that easy, did you, Xethdar?” Fenrir said, his eyes ravenous, his grin playful.
***Tad wriggled around, shifting his weight to his left side then rolled over to his stomach to watch the fight. Fenrir and Zero were caught in a deadly dance, each testing the limits of each other as they pushed higher and higher. Fenrir slipped his spear behind his back and in a flurry, he blocked and advanced further before swinging the bladed spear tip around, just inches from Xethdar’s throat. He wanted to cheer, wanted to urge his companion on, but he didn’t want to break his concentration. Blood dripped down his face where Zero’s foot had caught him, even more foul copper-tasting green blood spilled down his chin where he’d torn a chunk from Zero’s calf.
Zero leapt into the air, stabbing downward, while Fenrir’s spear twirled in defense as he rolled away to safety. The speed of the encounter gradually increased, faster and faster, until the spears were a blur. Tad couldn’t help but wonder what their initial dexterity and strength values must have been to fight like this, but woven atop their base stats was their skill and proficiency. Fenrir slid on his knees, underneath another stab meant to take his head off, then rolled his head under another attack. His own spear tip launched to catch Xethdar’s torso, but he flipped backward, planting the butt of his spear deep in the sand to launch from. The two raced after each other, but the longer the fight went on, the skill gap between the two became clear. 
Fenrir was losing. 
Tad struggled against his restraints. They were so tight that they were cutting into his flesh; warm blood dribbled down his arms and legs, which were tingling from being elevated over his body for so long in the first place. This was just like his first dungeon, where he’d been outclassed and outsped, but even then he’d been able to make a difference. The restraints were too tight; it was impossible to undo. Tad returned his every thought to the fight. It all depended on Fenrir. They would win or die together. 
Fenrir spun, his bladed spear tip darting and testing Xethdar’s defense, his youthful face glistening with sweat and determination. Even though he was advancing throughout the entire fight, his style was endlessly aggressive. Xethdar was poised and showed no sign of weariness; his style was patient, waiting for the overreaches of his opponent, waiting for them to make a mistake. Fenrir’s sweep turned into a leap-stab and Xethdar’s black eyes flashed as he saw some opportunity invisible to Tad. 
Xethdar stepped within the strike’s range, his shoulder deflecting the spear just beneath the bladed spear tip, and drove his own spear straight into Fenrir’s heart.
Fenrir’s eyes shot wide open, his face draining of blood.
“No!” Tad screamed.
“You were good, Fenrir,” Xethdar purred, twisting the haft of his spear deeper through Fenrir’s chest. “Best I’ve fought.” His chin rose defiantly, his black beetle eyes glittering. “Not good enough. Not by half.” Xethdar planted his foot on Fenrir’s torso and kicked with all his might. “And now your reward for your incompetence. An eternity of non-existence.”
Fenrir’s body flew from the spear and as his body collided with the grey floor below, it popped like a water balloon, his form drained of color and liquified. The grey droplets splashed across the ground and then evaporated in an instant, leaving no trace that he’d ever existed.
“Nooooo!” Tad screamed again, not believing what he saw. He had full confidence in Fenrir, full belief that if anyone was a match for Xethdar’s endless practice and patience, it would be Fenrir!
Xethdar turned slowly, an expression of muted surprise on his face, as if he’d forgotten all about Tad in his furious calculated melee. A look of calm control rested in his features once more, though his long black hair was stained with sweat. “Let’s get back to breaking you, shall we?”
Just then, the sound of someone dropping a great distance landed behind both of them. Then another.
Tad struggled against his restraints to look around Zero, who was turning to see Fenrir dropping from a crack in the grey dome - where had the mist gone?
“Fenrir!” Tad breathed, not believing his eyes.
Two Fenrir clones stood beneath the crack in the dome, experimentally shifting and twisting each joint with a look of hungered satisfaction on their faces, that of a wolf pack, getting ready to hunt a mighty buffalo.
For the first time Tad had seen, Zero’s expression faltered, his eyes shifted back up to the crack in the grey dome, a look of calculated concern dimly shone behind racing eyes.
The two Fenrir clones laughed together. One spoke, “You see, Xethdar, this matchup is fundamentally tipped in my favor.”
“It should be impossible,” Xethdar said flatly. “Only your true self should have been allowed to enter. No clone should have been accepted within. No skills, spells, or magic can exist in this place.” Xethdar looked to where the last Fenrir had been swallowed into the realm of Mu. “I’ve tested that exact thing. That should have been the end of you.”
Fenrir nodded knowingly. “You never did realize the full extent of my wolfpack skill.” His wolfish eyes danced. “I split my body, but my mind is intact, alive in each one of my shards. Simultaneously, I control the body of each of my shards. To leave even a single one alive is to fail to kill me.”
Zero blinked rapidly. “That’s impossible.”
One of the two Fenrirs walked forward and retrieved his fallen spear. “Aren’t you going to provide a weapon for him?” The spear-wielding Fenrir pointed to the other.
With a pained expression, Zero pointed his finger toward the ceiling. The table of weapons reappeared before the second Fenrir; all the weapons had been refreshed. The second Fenrir grabbed the long spear as well.
Fenrir laughed hotly. “It is as I thought. Within this dome, you are bound by certain laws.” Fenrir’s eyes danced victoriously. “Shall we see how many Fenrirs it takes to rival the great Xethdar?” His wolfish, taunting smile was one Tad knew he’d never forget.
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Chapter 59


The answer was four. Tad couldn’t believe it. Xethdar’s face dripped with sweat as he spun and whirled in full concentration, slipping under deadly spear tips, lifting his legs over sweeps, and never stopping his endless motion of violence and death. It had taken him far longer to dispatch three Fenrir clones, or whatever they were. Yet, his own attacks never reached any of the four Fenrirs who harried him constantly. Tiny cuts had sprung across Xethdar’s body, a sickly green blood stained every inch of his pale skin as Fenrir seemed to be intentionally avoiding causing permanent damage. 
A fifth clone had wriggled through the small hole in the wall and had untied Tad from his restraints. The two sat on the ground, braced by an arm as they watched the fight unfold before them.
“How did you do it?” Tad asked wonderingly.
“Do what?” Fenrir asked, his eyes dancing.
“All your clones, there’s so many of them.”
“More than the sands of the sea,” Fenrir said smugly. “Within Titan, we were cut off from the level-up program. Using Eve’s arm, I was able to connect directly with the console, allowing me to interface with it once again. From there, I was able to unlock what Omega had done back on Earth, allowing myself to level again. By sacrificing a part of the power in her hand, I was able to form a second level-up program to overlay across the top of the first one,” Fenrir said, his youthful voice vibrant, though his golden eyes never left the fight raging before them. “I had the thought that if I materialized my mirages into clones, like the ones you had, I could level simultaneously across all of Titan, an infinite and endless dungeon. Which meant I could level forever.”
“It hurts my brain to imagine controlling even two bodies simultaneously. My clones don’t work like that.”
Fenrir nodded slowly. “It came with its own problems to solve. I had to invent a new stat, cognizance, and level it heavily to have the coordination to control two bodies simultaneously.”
Tad’s mind spun at the thought. “Then how did you ever get so many clones?”
Fenrir grinned, one arm casually hugging his knee, throwing grey sand before him periodically. “I call them shards. It was only made possible by that reforge aspect you designed, increasing the efficacy of each stat point by a hundred times each time I reforged.” Fenrir’s clones swept Xethdar’s legs, pinning him to the ground, only to let him up again and start the furious melee once more. “We had already reforged so many times that it took some time to reforge again - but the new stat didn’t multiply the strength of cognizance until after my next reforge. It was slow going at first, but with more shards, came faster leveling and more experience. It rippled outwards endlessly. The more I fought, the faster I grew; the faster I grew, the more I fought.”
Tad almost couldn’t believe his ears. “And still you weren’t a match for Zero.”
Fenrir laughed harshly. “Nor you, apparently. How did you manage to obtain that insane power?”
Tad told him about Wormega, Gerald’s possessed form, who had led him to discover the destroyer skill tree. He told him about both the capacity for the Infinite skill, and its upgrade, going so far as to explain the math of it. He spoke of Chubchub and their upward struggle, how he pushed the cherubic Omega fairy too far. Tad told the story while he watched the fight progressing, and now there were only three Fenrirs evenly matched against Xethdar, no, they were winning. Was Xethdar getting tired?
Fenrir extended a hand. “I rejected yours. Perhaps you’ll take mine.” His face was blank, but Tad could read him like a book. Despite Fenrir simultaneously fighting the biggest monster in all existence while casually conversing with Tad, he looked more nervous than Tad had ever seen him.
Tad gripped his hand with a smile, a great weight lifted from his heart. “Friends. Rivals. Teammates.”
Fenrir grinned. “Friends.”
Tad’s jaw dropped open in surprise. “You said it this time.”
Fenrir’s cheeks went slightly pink, though no one else would have seen it.
“Want to see something marvelous?” Fenrir’s eyes returned to the fight before them, hungry and eager.
The three Fenrir shards backed off, allowing Xethdar to catch his breath.
The Fenrir that had been sitting with Tad stood up and stepped forward. “One on one,” he challenged. “Winner takes all.”
One of the sweat-stained Fenrirs sat next to Tad.
“It wasn’t even thirty minutes ago that he trounced you,” Tad whispered.
Fenrir nodded solemnly. “You’d be surprised how quickly you can improve with half a septillion shards wielding the spear simultaneously.”
His head spun at that number. Not for the first time, a rush of gratitude flowed across Tad that Fenrir was on his side.
He was back. Relief flowed through Tad - he’d known at some point if he hadn’t had Fenrir on his side, that he’d fail, though he hadn’t thought it would play out like this.
Fenrir’s shard stepped closer to Zero, his eyes narrowed spitefully. “Even if I am your creation, the ‘perfect void’ of your own design, you’ve made me too perfect. For the creation has finally surpassed the creator.”
“We shall see,” Xethdar said, his brow heavy with sweat. His eyes flicked to the damage in the wall, as if he were thinking of escape.
“Be my guest,” Fenrir growled dangerously. “If you run out there, I’ll sic him on you.” Fenrir pointed a thumb to Tad.
Xethdar’s black eyes stared hatefully.
Fenrir laughed raucously. “You’re trapped like a rat in a cage, Xethdar.”
The time for conversation ended. Fenrir stalked forward and Xethdar retreated, catching his breath. Fenrir let him, in no apparent rush to end it.
Xethdar changed directions in a flash, his spear faster than ever. Green blood splattered in a blur of exchange, and Xethdar limped backwards once more, a gaping spear wound in his thigh. Fenrir strode forward confidently, his spear at the ready. Xethdar planted his feet, crouching low, then sprang forward like a viper. Fenrir slipped the strike by inches, his spear stabbing first through Xethdar’s bicep, before he rolled out of reach of another stab by a charging Xethdar.
Fenrir’s spear whirled, deflecting Xethdar’s every advance. Tad watched with bated breath, his heart pounding in his chest. 
Fenrir had this - he was winning! 
More green blood sprayed as Fenrir impaled Xethdar’s other arm, this time through the forearm, followed by a deep calf wound, opposite the one Tad had bitten.
Xethdar’s face was pure desperation. He stumbled forward and gave one last and final thrust of his spear. 
But it was useless. In a twist of his wrist, a smooth swift instep forward, far within his reach, Fenrir impaled his bladed spear tip through Xethdar’s back hand, his foot snapping forward and kicking his other hand, and Xethdar’s spear flew across the ground.
Fenrir’s eyes danced, his face smug. “I win, Xethdar.” Fenrir stepped forward confidently, moving to end it. 
Xethdar leapt back, his eyes wild, looking to escape, yet Fenrir was there, his spear whirling, the haft smashing into the back of Xethdar’s neck, crumpling him to the ground.
“I will become Alpha,” Fenrir spoke confidently. “And you will cease to exist.”
“No!” Xethdar sprang to his feet, leaping away from Fenrir. Fenrir gave chase, his spear now darting towards his neck, his heart, his vitals. Tad got up to his knees, leaning in, refusing to blink, refusing to miss it.
“I will pull you all in to vanish with me!” Xethdar spat. “The Zero aspect will ravage everything, it will be unleashed.”
Fenrir shrugged casually. “We are both Zero candidates. Either he will master it, or I will. It matters not to me.”
Xethdar retreated from Fenrir, his stabbed calf giving out beneath him, causing him to fall to the ground. He scooted backwards, green blood trailing on the ground before him. “Together we can usurp Alpha, we can conquer all,” he proposed, his hand extended before him as if pleading for mercy or clinging to some vain hope of protecting himself.
Fenrir’s blue eyes hardened. “My name will forever be spoken on their lips. I will be known forever as the one who toppled the mighty Xethdar, he who shook the heavens. That is enough for me.”
Tad watched, holding his breath - though he couldn’t for long.
If anyone deserved it, it was Zero.
Xethdar scrambled back to unsteady legs and ran away from all the other Fenrir clones. All his composure vanished, his face a mask of sheer panic. Fenrir’s singular shard stalked him, not allowing him to get too far away.
“What a pitiful sight,” the Fenrirs all spoke in unison. “In the end, you scurry, begging like the rat-lizard you are. Goodbye, Xethdar.”
“Not when I’m this close!” Xethdar yelled, his face changing from panic to hate-filled retribution. “If I cannot win, I will take you all with me!”
He threw his hands up.
“Fenrir!” Tad yelled.
Fenrir was there in a flash. In the same fashion as Xethdar had dispatched his first shard, Fenrir returned the favor. His spear tip drove straight through Xethdar’s heart. Bright green blood spurted from his mouth, and in a great convulsion, he gripped Fenrir’s spear shaft, his black eyes going wide. Fenrir held his gaze, pulling him inches from his own face. “You made me too perfect,” he whispered.
Even impaled, with his eyes bulging and green blood pouring from his chest cavity, Zero threw back his head and laughed.
His eyes narrowed, staring into Fenrir’s soul. With both hands, he gripped Fenrir’s spear and pushed it further through his chest. “I never thought the two of you could best me - him out there and you in here. I thought the precaution too cautious, even for me.” His snake-mouth smiled widely; he turned to look where Tad sat. “Give Vander my thanks. I’ll await the two of you in the Heart of Titan. Follow if you dare.”
He gasped a final time, and his body slumped on the spear a moment before it splashed into grey liquid. A golden light shot out from the puddle and bounced around the dome like mad, unable to escape.
The Heart of Titan.
The words caused a sliver of fear to tremble in Tad’s heart.
The grey dome popped like a balloon. Tad’s power returned in a rush, causing him to gasp and blink through the roaring of infinite power that had been stripped from him. His skin rippled into voidflesh, his wings shot out from his back, the ivory carapace wrapped his limbs and torso, forming the mostly finished helmet up his neck in his most transformed Destroyer mode.
His perception tendrils exploded like mad, searching for the fleeing Zero, a sickening realization taking root deep in Tad’s gut, as he watched the golden light streak off and vanish into the endless space. He’d seen that phenomenon several times already.
Zero’s words spoke again, the smile of death on his lips.
Give Vander my thanks. 
They had been fighting a subsequent - all along. Zero had duplicated Vander’s technique.
He stood, dumbfounded, almost not believing it. They had him! They’d had him.
Tad dropped to his Hexa mode, and Fenrir sprang to life.
Fenrir placed a hand on his shoulder, looming above in golden Alpha Megawolf. “What in all of creation just happened?” Fenrir sounded even more shocked than Tad.
He still couldn’t believe it. They had been so close. “We were fighting a subsequent, the entire time - it’s a skill like your wolfshards, though I don’t know much beyond that, but I know someone who does.”
Fenrir stood there, confused. “He said no technique like that could enter.”
Tad nodded solemnly. “I can’t tell what is a lie and what is the truth with him.”
Tad looked to the sky where Vander was frozen in time. The grey protective bubble that had shielded them from Fenrir’s attack had vanished. Tidwell was there, and even though Vander was frozen, Tidwell had no problem moving at this speed, his strength pulsing strongly, matching Fenrir’s perfectly. He was helping Vander from his chains, though his expression was aghast, his heart not in the task.
Tad moved and was there. He dropped back to Primo, and Vander sputtered to life, hyperventilating, eyes wide and searching. Absolute fear stained his expression.
“Everything’s alright, Vander - we chased him away.”
Tidwell’s insane power vanished almost the same instant as Fenrir’s. Fenrir had reverted to his shadow wolf form, and he bit the chains from Vander’s mouth, not so gently. “Tell me what technique that was,” he barked.
It was no use; a frothy white substance fell from his mouth.
He was breaking - like those other creators. His terror was snapping his sanity. 
Tad pulsed healing through the creator, despite no visible wounds. He pulsed the deep strength of his heart, the calmness that filled him. It took a few minutes, but he guided him back to reality, out of the prison of his own fear. Vander’s breathing evened, his panic faded. Though he kept looking at Fenrir, nervously.
“It’s alright, Vander, he’s with us.”
Vander nodded, looking from Fenrir to Tad, then up to where Tidwell towered over him, as if seeing him for the first time. “Charles, it’s been so long.”
“Glad to see you’re well, Victor,” Tidwell rumbled, though his face was slack, filled with dread.
“What’s wrong with him?” Tad asked Fenrir.
“He was the one who cracked Zero’s technique; it was him who allowed me to enter,” Fenrir said begrudgingly.
“I am doomed,” Tidwell said. “The master will be displeased. He will not allow me to rest, ever again.” He turned to Tad, and gripped his hand with both of his own. “I watched as you destroyed the other creators, those of my squad. Sienth, Marywell, and even others.” His voice was desperate, his eyes pleading. “Would you find the mercy in your heart to grant me the same fate?”
Hearing his childhood hero beg him for death broke Tad’s heart. “You don’t want that fate.”
“I do,” Tidwell said earnestly, his eyes filling with tears. “I have done the work I was here to do. I have no more defiance in my heart, to go on longer would be to betray myself. I cannot face him, nor can I face who I’ve become. And more, the wolf promised me that you would keep me safe, in this manner. That you would shield me from...” Tidwell closed his eyes, his powerful visage trembling. “Shield me from that bastard Zero.” Tears flowed down his face, his eyes distant to infinity. No doubt his mind was going over the terrors, the tortures he’d experienced all this time.
And Tad would have to experience them all.
He didn’t want to.
He didn’t want to experience the worst of what Zero could do, his ultimate attempts to break the ultimate creator, while not having his own mental faculties. It was one thing for him, Tad Harrington, to be tortured, a much different thing when he was in someone else’s mind, in their cowardly and breaking heart.
Yet he found his heart wishing to fulfill that request.
He would find mercy enough for his childhood hero.
“Charles...” Tad said, steeling himself for what was to come. “I’ll do it on one condition.”
Tidwell’s eyes returned, pleading. He stood petrified. “I’ll do anything.”
“Once we kill him, once and for all, promise that you’ll return, and help rebuild humanity,” Tad said, his heart pained in his chest. This was Tidwell. “That you’ll take your rightful place, and stand once more where you belong - at the head of all the other creators I’ll bring back.”
Tidwell’s steely expression almost broke; he fought inside himself, as if searching for his last shred of courage. “If Zero has no purchase on me, I’ll return. I’ll climb the steep road to recovery, to eclipse the person I was, no matter how long it takes.”
Tad turned to Fenrir, lava ants biting his throat. “How much time have we got until Earth is finished?”
Fenrir’s eyes rested on Tidwell, filled with curiosity. “Enough for this.”
Tad extended his hand; Tidwell took it. The strength in his grip was incredible.
“How long will it take?” Tidwell asked, his eyes filled with imaginable pain.
Tad gripped his arm with both hands. “You won’t even feel it. Nona.” Tad unhinged his mouth, releasing his fingerteeth to feed. They consumed every bit of Tidwell before his expression had time to change. Tad’s heart trembled as he watched the fingerteeth climb back up his torso to dock.
The death vision hit, and Tad became Charles Tidwell. The two of them were in Xethdar’s torture chamber. Liquids bubbled and hissed in the background; occasionally, an animal would growl or groan. Charles himself was hunched over in stockades, though his spine stood stiff - it had been extracted, each nerve had been teased out and stung against the air, but Charles was used to the pain.
“Charles, my dear friend.” Xethdar paused.
Charles knew that until he met his lord’s eyes, he wouldn’t move on. “Yes, my lord?”
“Have I yet told you of my story? Of my humble beginnings from when I was weaker than the dust of the air, my imprisonment, and my endless torture?”
“Only a thousand times, my liege.”
Xethdar paused dramatically. “Then what of my rebirth, and endless pursuit of power? How I discovered the secret to strength in the void eggs and how I shaped the path for all voids to come?”
“Yes, your grace, I’ve heard that one more than the last.” Charles shifted his weight, causing his chains to clink and tumble. He grimaced, but his master was merciful. 
This time.
“Then what of my realization, that to become a god, I would have to consume one? That I forged a space in my soul, where voids had previously lacked, that I might attain what no other void had before?”
“This story I’ve heard as well, endless times, master,” Charles said, as he watched Xethdar nodding, as if trying to sort through his thoughts. Was the madness returning? His sanity came and went.
“What about my transformation past creator, and my conquest of Alpha that shook the heavens?” Xethdar asked.
“Yes, my sovereign, you’ve told me that one, and the one after where you realized what you were missing and wished to join with Alpha. Followed by their deception.” Charles knew he’d said too much.
Xethdar growled. “My pet, don’t you think you’re being a little too lax with that tongue? Should I take it again, for another millennia or so?”
Charles shut his mouth with a clank of his teeth.
After a long silence, Xethdar continued. 
“Perhaps I’ve told you my story of my final transformation, of when I realized the truth of the eternal and took the power into my own hand, when I crowned myself Zero and forced Alpha to worship at my feet?”
“Yes, your grace-“ A violet corded whip stung deep across Charles’s back. His flesh melted and separated ribs painfully, yet worse, it impaled a new silvery spike of metal deep into his organs. The entire chain of spikes within his flesh jangled at the strike. Thousands upon thousands of them were buried deep in his flesh. 
Charles coughed out a river of golden blood.
“You repeated,” Xethdar noted, as if he were benevolently instructing him.
The organs healed first, followed by the bone, and finally, the skin knit together around the new silvery protrusion. “Yes, your majesty, your judgment is just, I knew it true the moment I said the word.”
Xethdar smiled, before his voice went deadly sharp. “Have I told you of my plans for when I escape Titan, have I told you that tale?”
“No, Your Excellency, that is the one tale you’ve always held back, the one you instruct me to never let you tell.” Charles struggled to think of an honorific he’d not used recently.
“In truth? After all this time, I haven’t told it to you once?” Xethdar smirked.
“In truth, Your...” Charles flinched, ready for the blow that was surely to come, though not enough to cause the chains hanging from the silver spikes to rattle. “Eminence!” He spat the word before Xethdar’s blow landed, and once more, his master showed his mercy.
“Then let’s start back from the very beginning, from my very first memory.” Xethdar began.
Charles nodded, but the motion was borne from practice, and did not startle his sleeping metal. 
Sometimes Xethdar allowed a silent affirmation, other times he punished it. Charles was taking a risk, and he knew it. Beads of sweat sprouted from his forehead, but this time, the risk paid off.
The same scene - beat by beat, replayed near endlessly in the eternal life of Charles Tidwell. He was chained, he was tied, he was dissected, he was frozen, he was torched, and each time the great creator was forced to hold the same conversation - told the same story.
Told of Zero’s greatness from his own mouth.
He was twisted into the most painful positions possible, and forced to reenact the exact same scenario. He knew the words by heart, the story by heart, the pain - it swelled up and exceeded everything he knew about pain. The silver spikes from his back grew to be innumerable, though they were pliable. Heavy, wrist-thick chains were hung across his back in different patterns each day.
Time stretched forward, infinitely, his brief sessions alone, in his garden, were his only reprieve from active suffering. Zero pushed Tidwell forward, ever torturing the man, trying to break his mind, but Tidwell clung to the edge of both his sanity and his morality with a fierce desperation.
Black tears ran down Tad’s face, unbeknownst to him, as he lived through the endless battle, as he lived through the nobility of a man like Tidwell. He was crushed, beaten, stomped on, torn apart, dissected alive, and made to watch, forced to suffer in every way imaginable, yet his spirit still resisted. He would not fully give Zero his heart.
He clung to his puny rebellion, that secret in his heart that he would never share with Zero, not even once. He had told him all; the pain and suffering of it had forced him to tell it all - all but this.
Charles still hoped he could make a difference.
He had been gifted power from above; his endless power rolled forever. It could not have been by accident. He held out for the day, someday, where the fate of the universe might rest on his shoulders, and if he were to fully break, he knew that if the day came, he would not be prepared for it.
Zero could coach him on what to say, could torture him to act subservient and perform degrading rituals, could cause unimaginable pain in the worst of ways - but he could never rewrite the single hope that he held in the deepest part of his heart, soul, and spirit.
He believed it in his heart and would never give it utterance. Charles would never give the man the chance to refute it. It was the last core belief that he held, and he would never betray it.
He clung to it, as he sometimes did to the rope that was extended above the eternal abyss. He clung to it endlessly, patiently.
Millions, upon millions of revolutions of the same torture scene played out in Charles’s life. Each was worse than the next as his master got more and more creative. Each session, Zero tried his very best to force Tidwell to betray himself, but he never did.
He was drowning, he was dissolving in acid, he was in endless beds of stinging ants and scorpions.
He would never relent.
Carnivorous monsters of Titan ate his every organ while he screamed and squirmed alive - it didn’t break him.
It couldn’t break him.
Someday, the fate of the universe might rest on Tidwell’s shoulders! He’d learned that from his fight with Raekast. He’d saved the world! What would have happened to Earth if he hadn’t followed his strange dream, the dream to go to that destroyed continent, South America, where he first pulled the Rebirth Orb from the ground?
All humans would have died that day. She had been too strong for anyone else to fight her.
His entire life had prepared him for this eternal, torturous fight. Tidwell knew it in his heart; he couldn’t give up.
So he lived through endless torture, and the day never came.
It never came.
Until it finally did.
Tad saw himself, sitting across the table from Tidwell. They spoke and fought with their words, and Tidwell didn’t know how he knew, but he knew! The day had come! His heart sang eternal praises.
For he’d made it!
He’d made it through the impossible night and was about to see the dawn of a new morning. The sun was finally about to rise.
Nothingness became him; the ray of destruction caught him in the chest and all his training kicked back in. His begging, his pleading - and then his head was dissolved.
The next thing he knew, his head had reformed.
A power he knew intimately screamed upward. It was his master, the monster, transforming into his megasnake form. It swirled upward and Tidwell’s own strength rose automatically to match, yet his master was losing. Losing to the demon he’d shared a cup of juice with. He was blasted over and over.
He couldn’t believe his eyes, couldn’t believe the hope that was growing!
He watched Zero swallow the demon, Tad, in a sphere of nothingness, saw as he was forced to use his Mu transformation - that horrible sandy place of eternal mist - by the golden wolf Fenrir - the man who had overtaken Tidwell’s spot as Zero’s number one.
And then the time to act had come.
Thousands of golden wolves desperately attacked a sphere of endless grey, but were unable to break its surface. One of them crumpled.
Tidwell placed his hand on his shoulder and told him it was finally time for him to act. He could open the outer barrier, but no more. He had nothing left in him besides this one, final, rebellious act. 
The wolf howled and pleaded for him to hurry. 
Tidwell’s heart beat in his chest, so hard it made his vision spin. Pure adrenaline screamed at him not to defy the master, but his soul screamed. 
The time to betray the master had come. 
Tidwell pushed his strength up, higher and higher, swirling past where he’d felt Zero’s impossible strength climb. 
He knew he would pay the ultimate price for this treason - he didn’t care. 
The fate of the universe rested on his shoulders, and it was time to act. 
Almost reverted to his earth-like state, for a single instance, his golden fist had gleamed, powerful and strong. He slammed its surface straight into the grey dome causing a giant crack, but it wasn’t enough. A second time, he hammered, and then a third. 
Grey mist hissed from the compromised dome. 
He’d done it. 
He’d betrayed the master. 
The golden wolf slipped within and Tidwell retreated, awaiting his ultimate punishment. 
He’d acted. 
The relief swept through him, tears spilling down his cheeks. 
He’d always believed when the time came, that he’d be able to betray even Zero. Even after all he’d been through. 
He’d believed it. 
And he’d come through. 
He fell to his knees, floating in the air, and prayed, his mighty fingers intertwined in pure desperation. 
“Please let it be enough. Let my sacrifice be enough!” 
Tad was back, somehow his power had slipped to primo in the eternal memory. Vander was on his hands and knees, his tears staining Tad’s feet. “Give me rest, please! I cannot fall into his grip again.” 
Tad’s heart caught in his chest. Hyde and the other creators hadn’t been personally tortured by Zero, he knew Vander had. 
Endlessly. 
His heart faltered, begging for him to choose cowardice, to choose self-preservation, but as he stared down into Vander’s glowing brown eyes, he couldn’t refuse him.
Tad nodded, his own cheeks stained with tears, though his mind screamed not to. It was a miracle that he’d endured the eternal torment of Tidwell. “You’ve earned it, Nona.”
Again his fingers eagerly leapt from his hands to feast, again he was swallowed up in a torturous existence.
“Vander, Vander, Vander, what am I going to do with you?” Xethdar’s voice was cold and cruel.
It rang in his mind, in his soul, filling him with endless torture, endless torment.
Vander was not as noble as Tidwell. He gave in, often. Nothing was sacred; he did anything that Xethdar asked with more zeal and desire to please than should have been possible. The nothingness infected him, heart, mind, and soul. Until he’d given it all.
He’d given it his every desire.
He’d thrown himself into the abyss of nothingness, where his arms vanished, his legs too. His grey skin ceased to exist, then his organs, then his skeleton.
Time sped forward, endlessly, as he’d joined with the nothingness, but his suffering never stopped, it only grew worse, as he was sucked down into the endless pit.
Until one day it spat him out.
And he stood before his new savior, Mother Omega - who tenderly nursed him back to health, who helped him refute the nothingness that had filled his mind and soul, until he learned to live again, day after day, moment after moment.
Until his flesh gleamed golden once more, his thoughts his own.
Back to back, experiencing Tidwell’s torture followed by Vander’s was too much.
Tad found himself being pulled down into an endless black abyss.
How could two deaths be so heavy?
For a time he endured in that abyss, the pain sweeping through him. He sobbed like a little child.
“He knew you were coming.” A voice rang out in the darkness.
Tad found his composure. Searching in the dark abyss until he found her, the owner of the voice. Her blindfold was removed, her Omega marks drew the darkness in, allowing him to find her. “What do you mean?”
“Zero, ever since he entered Titan, knew that someone like you would eventually come. A Destroyer, one who would live the deaths of those he killed.”
“How could he possibly know that?” Tad said, overwhelmed by what he’d just experienced.
“I told him.” Her pale lips pulled back in a smile, revealing her dusty fingernails. “He prepared those creators, Marywell, Sienth, and Hyde, but those two especially, Vander and Tidwell, to break my finest creation - to give them a taste of what was to come. Those two were his final defense, and you’ve pierced it magnificently.” Her voice was filled with praise.
“I don’t know what you mean.” Tad’s mind was seared; he didn’t even want to try and think.
“He knows the nature of the Heart of Titan - knows that it is all of my power wrapped into one focal point. He knows it is the power of death itself, the infinity of death, the negative, the opposite to creation, the positive. He knows to consume it is to experience the death of all living things.”
Tad found himself nodding. “I know all of that.” He was approaching the third infinity, more and more he saw the death of things, he knew what his own power was.
“He knew that if you were a proper destroyer, you would come for that power. So he set Tidwell and Vander up, and tortured them endlessly so that he might break your heart before you even set foot into his ambush within the Heart of Titan.” For once, she didn’t seem so blind. “You must not enter.”
“And why not?”
“He is prepared,” she said, as if that settled the matter. “I cannot see into the heart, it is as unsensible as all void essence, I am blind to it. Therefore, I know not his plot - but he wouldn’t be there unless he had supreme confidence. If he can overcome you, it is there.”
The spirit of Tidwell, the nobility of that man, still rang in his chest, as clear and cool as a crystal bell. “I have to go, Omega. It calls me. I’ve put it off long enough.”
She nodded. “I know.” Her smile widened. “You wouldn’t be my child, the heir to my throne, if you acted in any other manner.”
With a wave of her arm, a screen appeared. Tad was standing over the corpse of Chubchub, tears in his eyes. The image was still. 
“This was your first death within Titan,” she croaked, her eyes filling with tears. “I’ve rarely seen a more beautiful death, that creature freely gave its life for you, and you took final responsibility by sacrificing your own life to correct one’s own mistake. This was the first tender sprout of your seed.”
Tad looked at her with alarm.
The screen shifted, and Tad saw the trinity’s hammer crush his skull. He blacked out for a moment, but then his head reformed. “This was the second,” she said, wiping her tears with the back of her mutilated, fingerless hands.
The screen shifted again. Raekast was frozen in the act of delivering her Godless Obliteration; Tad’s neck held no head. “This was the third,” she said, her eyes flashing even darker. “I told you that death must sustain you, that you must pull it into your very being and overcome it. These three deaths are the first waterings of your tree, the first nourishment for the greatness that is to come. Though I will warn you, the deaths will add up, their will be a cost to pay - you would be wise to proceed with death cautiously. Creators are. They cannot die, except at the hand of a Destroyer. It was designed this way from the beginning. Destroyers were to allow creators to choose to die, to allow them rest, and if they wished to be again, then they could summon them back to the land of the living. It was nature’s way.
“But Destroyers?” Her expression darkened. “There is no death for us, no rest for us. It is for that purpose I’ve devised these plans for so long. I’d even lost faith that one could overcome my skill tree. I saw your form, but even that did not rekindle my hopes. I thought Zero my best bet to lash out and strike back at Alpha who wounded me so... But to see you, after you’ve come in all your glory, to see you spit in his face...”
She turned, and a thousand different images of Tad slapping Zero silly appeared across the vast darkness.
“I have never known joy like this.” Dark tears spilled freely down her face as she turned back to Tad. “I created these plans for one reason - that I might pass on my heavy burden to another. That after this long eternity of being death, I may die, and for a time, may rest.”
Tad flinched at that.
She laughed at his expression, her laughter growing more and more raucous. “Do not worry, my child, the heart of Titan is my heart. By consuming it, you will unlock your second Omega transformation and skill tree, simultaneously killing me and putting me to rest. They are the same act.”
Tad looked at her, his heart thumping madly in his chest. “Why are you telling me all this?” He couldn’t figure it out.
She cackled a wicked laugh. “I know I cannot stop you from entering the heart of Titan, even if he is waiting for you.”
“I’ve come to give you a fighting chance.”
***Tad returned from the memories, returned from that dark place. He was lying on the black obsidian that he’d formed, in the vast expanse of the vaporized planet. Fenrir must have moved him there. Fenrir was watching him with those calculating Alpha-shaped eyes, with only the barest hint of Omega drawn behind them. Fenrir extended a hand, and Tad took it, standing up.
“That seemed to cause you much pain, what did you gain from it?” Fenrir asked.
“Nothing,” Tad said, but it wasn’t completely true. “Creators aren’t supposed to live forever, Fenrir. There was always supposed to be something like me, something to allow them to pass on when they were ready, and to bring them back when they were ready - a way to allow them to rest. Alpha made sure that it wouldn’t ever come to pass.” Omega’s voice still rang in his ears.
Fenrir shivered, as if that was an unsettling thought. “I would never ask for that.”
Tad gave a small, relieved laugh. “You don’t know how grateful I am for that.”
Fenrir studied him once more, as if Tad had said something strange. “Have you found your answer?”
“Which answer?” Tad asked.
“I told you there were two answers, and that Death was the first,” Fenrir said, his emotions carefully controlled.
Tad nodded. “I found it.”
Fenrir’s eyes went downcast for a split second. “Perhaps sometime you could share it with me?”
Tad looked at Fenrir in shock. “You mean, you didn’t have a second answer?”
Fenrir shook his head, ever so slightly. “I... have my own answer, though it is still incomplete. I only thought...” He struggled to find his words. “That if you told me what you discovered...” Fenrir waved his rainbow hand between them. “Never mind I asked.”
“Don’t be silly,” Tad said, his heart warm in his chest. “I’ll gladly tell you everything. I can start by saying I know what I’ll do when they come for my second son.”
Fenrir’s golden eyes shone curiously. “Which is?”
“I’m gonna kick their ass,” Tad laughed, and Fenrir joined in, laughing wolfishly. It felt so good to laugh again with someone he trusted.
“Seriously though, I think the answer to that question lies deep within the Heart of Titan. If we come out on the other side... Perhaps I can even redeem my first son,” Tad said the words with the tender hope only barely forming, he half-didn’t want to utter them as if speaking them might dash them on the rocks.
Fenrir’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “You can bring the dead back?”
“If the Heart of Titan is what I think it is... I might be able to bring them all back.”
Fenrir said nothing, though Tad could see his mind furiously working on what Tad said. “We don’t have much time, if you want your planet intact. We must move. And soon. Are you ready?”
Could one ever be ready to face death and the biggest monster ever to be made?
“Yes. You know the way?”
Fenrir nodded. “It’s the only place that was off limits to me,” Fenrir grinned. “So naturally, I’ve explored every facet of it, though I couldn’t enter within.”
Tad’s grin turned into a full-blown smile. “Fenrir, it’s so good to have you back.” He paused, then muscled forward. “And I’m sorry - I should have relied on you back then.”
Fenrir waved his hand between them, though his eyes bore into Tad’s skull. “You were still young and impulsive. I was once too. This once, I will forgive.”
Tad nodded.
Fenrir extended his hand once more, this time it glimmered - his stolen Eve hand. “I want to do this out here, not in that realm of nothingness. I want Alpha and Omega as my witnesses that together, we reach for the heavens,” Fenrir asked, his eyes hungry yet apprehensive, as if Tad might reject his offer.
Tad clasped his hand and pulled him into a hug. Fenrir froze at the sign of affection, but Tad heard a thousand distant wolves howl all around them, mirroring his own feelings. “It’s beyond nice to have you back, Fenrir.”
Fenrir smiled, but couldn’t hide his embarrassment. “Now, let’s go kick the shit out of Zero and get out of here.”
Tad laughed. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”
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Epilogue


Fenrir took off flying, and Tad fell in behind him. A glint of light ahead caught Tad’s eye. 
Two columns of golden Alpha Fenrir’s were formed, and stood saluting. They flew between them in a straight path in one direction, faster and faster, until it came to a sudden and abrupt end.
“Hang on,” Fenrir called, “I destroyed the natural exit, so we’re going to have to jump.”
Tad nodded, though he had no idea what it meant.
With a terrific swipe of his Eve claw, Fenrir tore a hole into the fabric of reality before them, and they were suddenly in that dark place where they could fly between the dungeons. It all clicked.
“So that’s why I couldn’t do it anymore,” Tad said, staying close enough to Fenrir to make sure that he wouldn’t get left behind.
He heard Fenrir laugh harsh and hot. “It took me ages to figure out how you did it in the first place.”
They sped past endless dungeon doors floating in the darkness, and approached one that loomed larger and larger.
It was the biggest dungeon he’d ever seen, a giant obsidian heart, towering larger than any dungeon he’d ever stood before on Earth. The exterior of the dungeon was somehow alive. The giant obsidian heart beat rhythmically, somehow darker than all the surrounding darkness.
Tad flew closer and closer, the dungeon growing larger and larger. Images filled Tad’s mind, and he knew what to do, for this was a Destroyer’s birthright. The giant heart echoed around them with the giant lub-dub, growing louder and louder as they approached.
It was the center conflux, the exact center point of Titan where everything was connected. If Zero was to be trusted, he was already inside.
Fenrir stopped before drawing too close, so that the heart’s form wouldn’t grow too large to appreciate. “Any ideas?” He growled. “I don’t know how Zero got in; it should have been impossible for him to do so.”
To enter was to willingly begin something that could never be undone.
Once more, Tad saw an image flash before his eyes. All he had to do was touch the surface, and he’d be drawn in. “You’ve touched it?” Tad asked.
Fenrir looked at him like he was an idiot.
Each beat of the heart called to him. It was the same feeling he felt no matter where he’d been in Titan. Join with us. Titan seemed to beckon, or let us join with you. The message was the same. There was power there, but also death. He would either come out a victor, or it would devour him, but one thing was certain. His vessel would exist on the other side, holding the vast, infinite stores of Titan within it, but whether or not he’d be in control or sane enough to control it was a different question altogether.
“Fenrir, I have to do this alone.”
Fenrir turned around completely. “We’re in this together. If he got in, I’ll get in.”
Tad nodded. “Just be careful - I don’t know if I can protect you in there.”
Fenrir growled. “I have more wolfshards spread across Titan than you have cells in your body. Perhaps you should worry about your own, solitary existence.”
“Fair enough.” The wolf had a point.
“You’ll just have to find your own way in.”
Fenrir grunted. “And you’re sure you want to do this? We’re talking about walking into death itself. It means you fight every void’s greatest enemy, and do so alone.” His Alpha eyes gleamed in the darkness, his hands on his hips as he stared at the enormous beating heart. “Even if your vessel is equipped for it, death is still undefeated.”
Tad went quiet. “I didn’t know you knew.”
“I knew the instant you threw us into that vortex,” Fenrir said, though his voice held none of the previous condemnation.
“And you’re still with me?” Tad asked incredulously.
Fenrir looked at Tad, a wicked grin on his golden features. “No void is completely sane, we all take risks, leverage our lives - and for what? Power. Strength to conquer and progress.” He took in the entire heart before him, then looked around at the endless blackness. “In Titan, we have no future, but if we pass through it, and become it - what power will we have grasped? Simultaneously, we will break out of what is inescapable. As insane as it is to run headfirst into death, it is more insane to ignore it, and remain stunted forever.”
Tad found himself nodding. “Death comes for all men-“
“And voids,” Fenrir growled.
“And voids,” Tad agreed. “It’s time we finally came for it.”
Fenrir slapped him on the back. “You’ve become a proper void, you know that?” He was beaming with pride.
Tad glanced at him from the corner of his eye. “I learned from the best.”
“And never you forget it,” Fenrir snarled playfully. “Now about getting me in there with you...”
***It was time.
Time to face the death of all things.
In a moment of pure courage, Tad strode forward, overcoming the trepidation he had in his heart. Cowardice was there too, but he’d learned long ago that bravery wasn’t the absence of cowardice - but acting despite it. A great and eternal battle loomed before him. It was more intimidating than when he’d placed his final point to unlock Deca mode.
Infinity was stupid. It was a fact.
Omega had told him, in that dark abyss, the only way to escape Titan was to kill it. Destroy it. Something only a Destroyer could do.
Tad needed to kill Titan itself and survive, withstanding its memory.
It was a gargantuan task, to withstand the memory, the death of every living creature. From beginning to end, from one infinite end to the other.
And yet, there was no one else suited for the task. The noble spirit of Tidwell rose in his breast and gave him courage. He found himself in the position to act, to save the world, the universe, and reality itself, and if he didn’t do it, no one else could.
He was uniquely qualified.
It was Tidwell’s exact conundrum, just multiplied by infinity. Tidwell only had to withstand his own suffering, and though it had been most bitter, how utterly vile the suffering of all must taste?
It was inconceivable.
And yet knowing - knowing it might swallow him in its infinite depths, Tad strode, footstep after footstep, toward that wicked, beating heart.
Voices called to him to go back, both the insane voices in his head and others of his own imagination. They called for him to run, to escape, while other voices beckoned him onward, hungry and demonic, eager to swallow him.
He listened not to those voices; instead, he listened to his own heart - and to that of Fenrir’s. His belief in himself, and Fenrir’s added to it. Belief that he could endure and by doing so, he might elevate all creation.
Tad placed his hand into the surface of the black, beating heart.
The beating stopped.
Titan all around him screamed.
The giant, living heart of the prison had beat its last beat. There was no going back. Death had finally come to visit Titan.
The scream vanished as he was swallowed within. He floated in pitch blackness, a swirling black hole of power before him, pulling at him with immense force, but Tad, in his strength, resisted it.
“You really are a fool to come here,” Zero’s empty voice echoed in the blackness. Tad looked for the void, but could not find him. “I thought none, no void, who had climbed as high as you, who obtained a vessel such as yours, could be foolish enough to enter here willingly, knowing what is to come.” He sounded shocked. “I had intended to bring you here forcibly, but to entertain that you might do so willingly, it was inconceivable.”
Tad looked closer at the black hole of power. It wasn’t one black hole; it was countless black holes twisting and spinning together, doubtless connected to each dungeon and space that made up Titan. They looked like maggots climbing and twisting over something buried far beneath, but what, Tad couldn’t begin to guess.
Somewhere deep within those black holes, Tad felt a power surge upward, higher and higher, until it was at parity with his octa mode, and then it slipped upward even higher.
“I had time to go over the details of your Destroyer tree while you were fighting my subsequent.” The voice rang out and Tad’s stomach fell. “Omega shared it with me, and I shared it with myself. I knew not what it was until my memories returned, but by that time, I had already unlocked its secrets.”
“So what?” Tad found himself saying. “Even if you understand it, that doesn’t mean you can claim it for yourselves.”
The voice of Zero laughed in the darkness. “You would underestimate me?”
The flesh of his neck crawled at the pure confidence in that voice.
“Nona.” The voice in the darkness spoke.
A powerful light exploded. Tad’s tendrils were instantly blind to that immense strength; it swelled so high, it was impossible! Was this what he’d prepared, what Omega had feared? “Nona!” Tad spoke his own, and his power rocketed to follow, to give chase. It took only a few moments before Zero’s voice echoed in confident laughter once more.
“Strength is ephemeral. It is meaningless to one who holds the infinity of Mu. You saw how easily I erased all strength,” Zero said, then fell silent for some time. “And while it matters not whether I can exceed you on that axis, I will prove to you that all your attempts to climb after me are futile. Deca-“
Tad was ready this time. “Deca!” He shouted, and both of their strengths rose beyond what should be possible. His entire body was covered in white chitin, an exoskeleton that made his muscles look both sleek and enormous. His horns twisted in white, his face was covered by a curved white mask. His eyes had become almost fully blind like Omega’s; there were only pin-sized eyeholes that had strange lenses which actually allowed him to see. Dread grew in Tad’s heart every second that Zero’s own strength blinded his mind - as it raced in tandem. His thoughts were filled with panic.
“Tidwell says it best - It is not wise to show your hand, not to a creator, for once they can imagine the strength that you possess, they can imitate it. It is their lack of imagination, their very inability to foresee how to progress which stops them.”
Sweat was pouring down the back of his neck, an inkling of what was about to happen next filling his breast.
Zero crooned. “But since I now know your secret - I am not limited to the ten points that you are.”
Tad’s breathing was rapid, it couldn’t be... Zero had pushed through his own limitations so trivially, and what he was insinuating... It felt like he was about to undergo another upgrade.
“Undeca!” Zero hissed.
“Bow to me!” A thousand voices hissed in an instant, a deep booming choir.
His strength rose infinitely in an instant - so high that Tad was a pebble before a planet, the light was so bright in his eyes, his mind screamed. Screamed that it was like all those dungeons he’d been in, where his tendrils did him no good. Where they were more harmful than helpful.
Tad turned off his perception.
He couldn’t believe what he saw.
Zero was wrapped in thick black chains, with endless darkness being pumped into him from the swirling black holes that clung to him. His green skin was stained black, even the whites of his eyes were black - he was a giant obsidian snake howling in eternal pain, to the point of overwhelming all color!
A rippling realization flowed through Tad. Could it be? Fenrir had said that the Xet vessel could sense void energy, but what if it could also burn void energy to gain power!
Zero was unparalleled. He was supreme. He might be in Undeca mode - but he was chained to the spot, unable to move. Overwhelmed by the power that was coursing through him, it even consumed his flesh!
It was all a bluff.
It was a lie, like all the rest of his lies, designed to manipulate and break his spirit.
Tad reached for the darkness. The thick black tendrils immediately broke from Zero, his power vanishing in an instant, and he froze in time.
He would not let him interfere again. Tad pointed. “Omega Ragnarok.”
Darkness swallowed Zero fully.
When it cleared, a small golden orb floated in the blackness. Another subsequent.
Tad remained in Deca mode, safe from interference, as the black tendrils swarmed to him. 
He knew that if they touched him, touched him here in the Heart of Titan... there would be no going back.
But if he relaxed, Zero would pull them back to him, and Tad had no idea what he was even trying to do, besides overwhelm Tad and force him to break before his trial even started.
He couldn’t allow it.
He had to do this, he’d already entered the Heart of Titan. There was no escape.
The thick tendrils of darkness raced to swallow him, and Tad extended his finger, as Liz had reached for Eve.
The instant it touched Tad, all the dark vortexes at a central point vanished - all of it was sucked into Tad instantly.
Tad screamed. His power shot up insanely, and then vanished completely. He blinked to where the vortexes of darkness had writhed over each other like maggots, and his blood froze.
It was a three-tiered pedestal, like the one of Alpha he’d seen in the class tower, except opposite in every way. The pedestal stood perfectly black against the blackness, its surface shone like obsidian. The bottom tier held an amalgamation of various bones, each polished and gleaming - he saw human skulls, animal skulls, a demon skull, and angel skulls.
The second tier was pure polished obsidian, buffed to a mirror sheen. His blank demonic reflection stared back at him, the blank mask causing a ripple of fear down his own back. 
Atop the third pedestal was a brooding figurine. It filled Tad with a perfect coldness to view, as if he would settle into his own icy grave just to view it, his limbs going stiff. He saw a youthful ‘Mother Omega,’ though he would never call her that himself. She was beautiful, yet ageless, though there was a severe finality, a permanence, to the tight-lipped smile in her expression. She wore a robe of perfect blackness. The creature stood, both its arms outstretched, clasping only one object.
A cup, a chalice, filled with a liquid so black, it was all-consuming. Its surface flickered with endless death and suffering, and Tad knew that this was what he needed to drink. This was the liquid of death itself, and he would need to consume it, drop by drop.
He stumbled across the obsidian ground, on uneasy feet. The black vortexes tore at his insides, swirling, disrupting his power and at the same time causing it to surge, up and down at wild velocities as his vessel attempted to overpower it.
His foot caught a lip he hadn’t seen, and he stumbled forward, bracing himself on the statue’s arms, the liquid trembled in her cup.
Tad reached for it, but she would not release it. Tad leaned on the statue, both his hands gripping the cup, and then suddenly everything shifted.
Tad now stood on the pedestal, his feet locked into the obsidian below, the cup within his hands. His power dropped every moment he fought; his Deca form shattered and dropped even past Nona to Octa. Hurriedly, Tad tried to lift the cup to his lips, but it was heavier than the cosmos itself, and he could not lift it. Any weaker and Xethdar could...
Soft footsteps echoing in his ears brought him out of his panic, brought him from the battle in his mind with the vortices, and the weight of the cup in his hand.
Zero stood before him, a wide smile on his megasnake face. “Alpha designed Titan well,” Zero’s voice was still empty, though Tad had thought it should be bitter. “It changes and restructures itself to center itself around every creature who enters. The creatures within are attached as the focal point of their own bubble of void essence. As they move, the void essence moves with them. They are the anchors. No matter how one moves, they cannot hope to escape it, as it moves with them. Those endless, individual segments of Titan were what swarmed atop this statue, that which you pulled into yourself.”
Tad’s mind flashed to within him, to the endless black holes that swarmed atop each other, fighting to tear him apart.
Zero continued, “This allows the dungeon to exist in endlessly connected segments, each of which is as inescapable as the next.”
“How did Wormega get Brad Colville out of here?” Tad grunted. It felt like his mind was dissolving into bubbles. He wrenched at his feet and twisted, unable to free himself.
“You speak of Zapharios,” Zero sounded moderately annoyed. “Zapharios is neither one entity nor several, nor is it truly alive on its own. It’s a parasitic existence that lives in and through the substrate of Omega, in and within her essence. From what I understand, though I don’t fully comprehend the execution of it, it appears that Zapharios infiltrated the allocation protocol of Titan. When it was time to assign the anchor, a section of perfectly corrupted void essence, filled with the will of Zapharios alone, was assigned as the segment. So close to the entrance of Titan, once Zapharios infiltrated enough of the creator substrate of the one you call Brad Colville, it simply returned the way it came, out the entrance. This strategy might work for Zapharios, as it has not a proper designation or anchor of its own, as it lives within the substrate, but it is completely inaccessible to the likes of you and me.”
There was a pregnant pause throughout the darkness.
“You do not understand what I speak,” Zero pronounced as he saw Tad struggling to understand anything with the battle raging within him. “Do not worry,” he crooned. “You will not fail, you’re not allowed to fail, not here.”
Tad didn’t like the sound of that. “What do you mean?”
“All has been prepared,” Zero laughed, though his voice held no mirth. “You are simply the vessel, but I will be the will.”
Tad spoke through gritted teeth. “Your will is not greater than mine.”
Zero laughed again. “It matters not whose will is stronger - I have the skill and the strength to do what I wish, and so I will. I have used this technique only once before. It is the deepest skill found in the infinite emptiness of the depths of Mu. Though it is the technique I have the greatest confidence in, for it destroyed the greatest warrior I’ve ever known.” Zero spoke as if he told a joke. “Myself.” Zero paused, then continued. “I rebuilt your psyche so that you will have the strength to resist the vortices which you drank of, that you would come to stand here, helpless before me, unable to drink.” His eyes glittered hard, wickedly hard. “But I will drink all of the cup myself, I will raise it to my lips and show both Alpha and Omega that I am greater than both of them together! I will pull the glory from their heads, I will torch their thrones, I will rule above all!”
His voice echoed in the expanse, hot and wild.
“Only I am strong enough to endure. My strength will shatter the bonds of Titan, I will swallow death itself. Only in that way can Alpha’s conditions be fulfilled, and I be elevated to Alpha! I, Xethdar, will have broken the bars of the prison.
His cruel smile widened. “Thank you, Tad, for having the courage to enter this place - for it was the last and final trick of Alpha, no unwilling creature could be brought beyond that door, for they knew too well what lay within. For that reason, I had caused your memory to be lost to the sands of time. Eventually, you would have entered. One with a broken will cannot survive what is to come, nor could they be a proper vessel for my greatness. It had to be their choice. It had to be your choice.”
Tad’s whole body shook in the violent battle that was going on within him. The vast ravages of Titan all tried to pull him apart; the vortices didn’t want to be that close, so they raced away from each other, now that they weren’t drawn to the chalice in his hands. Tad spoke through all that. “I’m going to end the war. End the war of Alpha and Omega. There have been enough casualties, enough pain, enough cultivated viciousness that only perpetuates more misery.”
“How will you do that?” Zero said scathingly.
“I will drink. And become Omega, free from chains.”
Zero sneered. “That will only reignite the war that has been sleeping for all this time. Omega willingly tied herself to Titan, to stabilize existence. She slowed the death of all creatures, allowing a time where they might live. Once unleashed, death will accelerate, swallowing all the children of Alpha, tearing and destroying their creations en masse - and the suffering will worsen. You are so stupid; you don’t even know what you are doing!”
“There is only one answer! It is that a third party should rule. Life is meaningless and suffering inevitable. I shall banish those who cannot endure their suffering to Mu, and those strong ones, those obedient ones, shall serve me. Alpha will die, Omega will be strangled, by my hand in that grey realm of mist and sand where they are powerless and mortal. I will squeeze until nothing that was, remains. I shall tear it all down and rebuild in my own image. There will be no good, there will be no evil, no creation, nor death. All who hold these ideas will be swallowed into nothingness, only those content to live out their existence without hope of improvement shall remain - all will become like my puppets. Even those swallowed into Mu will not have rest. One by one, I will pull them back, those who have been swallowed - I will lift from Mu. I will re-instruct them in the proper way to behave, I will instruct them in the art of toiling in their labor without hope for a brighter future. They will be happy with their allotment, with the meaninglessness of their existence, for it has always been so, they have just been blind to the fact!” 
Zero’s voice thundered in the darkness.
“You’re wrong,” Tad said, blinking through the power ravaging him. “There are those unbreakable ones, Fenrir - even swallowed in Mu, will remain unbroken. Me too, I will never bend the knee, not in all the eternities. We will resist and rebuild, clawing at strength to change any realm you create.”
Zero laughed raucously. “And that is Mu’s real purpose. The great ones like Tidwell, Fenrir, and perhaps even you,” Zero sneered, “will be swallowed forever. Never to return! None can resist in the realm of Mu, in that great and infinite Zero, where none can act, or think, or grow! Once I grow bored of this existence, of training and sculpting the minds of others, once I understand everything I lack, then I will pull everything into myself, activating even that final extinction, and existence itself will vanish. There will be nothing, as there should be. No life, no death, no happiness, nor misery. There will be nothing but equality. Every person delivered to them that which they deserve. There is no more perfect an existence - the suffering of man and void will end. The dreams of gods and death will evaporate. There will be nothing, nothing but oneness.”
Tad shook his trembling head. Their worldviews were completely irreconcilable. Perfectly incompatible. One could not exist with the other, and so Zero wished to draw them all into nothingness.
He couldn’t help but look at the prideful man just before him, so full of his own crap, and wonder what had gone wrong. How could someone actually believe all that? What did it take to turn them from a child into a monster like the one that stood before him? Even though the ultimate evil stood before him, Tad couldn’t help but feel... Pity for it.
Pity for Zero.
“What happened to you, to make you this way?” Tad asked, his heart aching. Aching for one reason - he knew that as he drank this cup, he’d suffer even for Zero. He’d see his death, just as everyone else.
Zero laughed, his eyes victorious. “You want to know? Want to know what I experienced? You want to live my life?” He drew near, near enough for Tad to smell his foul snake breath. “That’s exactly what I had in store for you.”
Tad held his gaze, unflinching. “I’ll withstand anything you throw at me.”
“We’ll see about that.” The corners of his mouth tugged slightly. He turned and walked three steps away, then turned back. He outstretched his right hand, his left hand floated atop his right, as if he were polishing an invisible sphere. “This is the greatest skill of Mu. Consider it the highest form of void assimilation.”
Tad’s spine stiffened at that, his dread redoubling.
“Consider it an honor, I know I do, saved for only the greatest of the great. I have been wanting to test this on my favorite toy, Tidwell, for longer than you know, but even he didn’t deserve it, not like you. 
“We shall start at the beginning. At my very first memory.” Xethdar’s smile widened, his eyes flickering with an eager hunger, a pure anticipation. “Personality Override!” His voice boomed in the darkness. He took the nothingness in his palm and in a blur of vision, he thrust it into Tad’s chest, a wild look of victory shining on his face.
Tad screamed as he felt himself being erased. A million images of his life filled his head, playing backwards.
Playing until he reached the very beginning. Until there was only blankness.
Then, like a film without credits, it started, though the concept of Tad was all but erased.
There was only the small child, with furry black ears and a wily black tail.
There was only the child Kellen.
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Message from the Author


First and foremost, I hope you enjoyed this book. It was a gargantuan tale torn from my soul and at times the story seemed almost too big for me to do it justice. I hope I made it there in the end. 
I would love to read your review - I read them all and do my best to incorporate feedback.
Thank you for reading.
We have a cozy Discord community, if you want to discuss theorycrafting or just your reaction to the books, it is here: https://discord.gg/agUpMJMusQ
If you noticed any mistakes, you can write me at KonradRyanBooks@Gmail.com and I’ll be happy to fix them.
As a series note, I expect there is a final third to go in the story - so expect three more books, nine total books.
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